	
	
	



In late 1802, Black general Jacques Maurepas, a loyal member of the French army in Saint-Domingue, was led, along with his family, to a ship off the coast of Cap-Français. He was bound to the main mast of the ship and had a pair of epaulettes hammered into his shoulders, followed by a general’s hat being nailed to his head. He, his wife and his children were then thrown into the sea and drowned. This execution was ordered by Victoire-Emmanuel Leclerc, his own commanding officer.[footnoteRef:8495]
 [8495:  Barskett, J. (1824). History of the Island of St. Domingo: From Its First Discovery by Columbus to the Present Period. Mahlon Day, New York, 1824, p. 261] 

Incidents like these occurred across the rebellious French colony of Saint-Domingue throughout 1802-4. Historian Philippe Girard argues that this does not cross the boundary to genocide from mass murder.[footnoteRef:27871] Historians Marlene Daut[footnoteRef:11003] and David Geggus[footnoteRef:17138], however, argue that it does. To address this question requires both a detailed explanation of the greater context and analysis of the words of the French commanding officers themselves.
 [27871:  Girard, P. R. (2013). ‘French atrocities during the Haitian War of Independence’, Journal of Genocide Research, 15(2), pp. 133–149. https://doi.org/10.1080/14623528.2013.789181 [accessed 18 November 2024]]  [11003:  Daut, M. (2020). ‘All the Devils Are Here’, Lapham’s Quarterly. Retrieved from https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/all-devils-are-here [accessed 17 November 2024]]  [17138:  Geggus, D. (2002). Haitian revolutionary studies. Retrieved from https://hdl-handle-net.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/2027/heb04575.0001.001. [accessed 17 November 2024]] 

After the slaves of Saint-Domingue rebelled in 1791, the colony remained in French control, albeit with its Black and Mulatto population as free citizens, with the freed slaves now known as libres, and the Mulattos who had been free before the revolution ancien libres.[footnoteRef:15336] One of the commanding officers of the Haitian forces, Toussaint Louverture, gained control of the colony as governor-general around 1797, after forcing the White French commander Léger-Félicité Sonthonax out of the role[footnoteRef:18943]. From 1799 to 1801, Louverture repeatedly acted against the wishes of then-First Consul Napoleon Bonaparte: he subverted the stated foreign policy goals of France, first in working covertly with its enemies, then in annexing the Spanish holding of Santo Domingo without consultation, then finally declaring himself governor-general for life.[footnoteRef:13417] Bonaparte finally responded in late 1801 by sending a complement of 19,000 troops to Saint-Domingue[footnoteRef:20179], led by his brother-in-law Victoire-Emmanuel Leclerc, with instruction to restore French authority[footnoteRef:6940]. [15336:  ibid., p.13]  [18943:  ibid., p. 21]  [13417:  ibid., p. 24]  [20179:  Leclerc, C.V.E. and Roussier, P. (1937) Lettres du Général Leclerc commandant en chef de l’armée de Saint-Domingue en 1802. Société de l'Histoire des Colonies Françaises (sixth ed.), Appendix 1. Retrieved from https://persee.fr/doc/sfhom_1961-8166_1937_edc_6_1 [accessed 18 November 2024]   ]  [6940:  Girard, French atrocities during the Haitian War of Independence, pp. 133-149] 

While the French forces enjoyed immediate success, it was short lived. Over the course of 1802, many of their troops fell victim to yellow fever, which was a common foe to soldiers in the Caribbean[footnoteRef:26337]. By September 16, Leclerc writes that “(the disease) is now costing us 100 to 120 men per day.”[footnoteRef:20447] Facing constant losses of his own men to disease and defection, and contracting the disease himself,[footnoteRef:31663] Leclerc began to order his forces to aggressively destroy any possible rebellion within the ranks of the Black and Mulatto colonial regiments. Units were executed collectively if a single member had defected, with mass drownings becoming the most common method of execution.[footnoteRef:9019] The indiscriminate nature of these acts against the Black and Mulatto soldiers was not coincidental. In a letter to naval and colonial minister Denis Decrès on 17 September, Leclerc stated that he ”will have to engage in a war of extermination”,[footnoteRef:5328] and later wrote that to defeat the Haitians, his force ”must destroy all the negros from the mountains, man and woman, only keep the children older than 12, destroy half of those of the plains and allow not a single man of colour that has worn epaulettes.”[footnoteRef:21478] It is little wonder, therefore, that these executions rapidly evolved from mass killings to proto-industrialized massacres. This reached a peak shortly before Leclerc’s death of yellow fever, with all 1,200 members of the 6th colonial demi-brigade being drowned at Cap-Français. Haitian writers from the time also made claims of French forces executing their captives with sulphur, which while not claimed in writing by Leclerc or later Rochambeau, may be referenced by two British agents’ contemporary writings.[footnoteRef:15463]

At the same time as these indiscriminate killings, French forces began public executions, initially as acts of terror against the Haitian population, though these performances of cruelty became a spectator sport for the White French stationed on the island: Cap-Français, likewise, became the host of regular killings by bloodhounds who had been trained to hunt Black Haitians, who would be led into arenas naked to be torn apart before a crowd.[footnoteRef:26521] Such killings, along with the prior mentioned execution of Maurepas, indicate a clear pattern of intentional cruelty in their actions, taken entirely against Black and Mulatto citizens and soldiers.


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: it is indisputable that French forces committed mass murder of Black and Mulatto Haitians. To answer this, the question of intent must be asked, per Article 2 of the United Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (here onward referred to as the Genocide Convention): did the leaders of the French expedition intend to commit genocide?

It is, in my opinion, also indisputable that the French forces had intent to kill and cause serious bodily or mental harm to the Black and Mulatto residents of Saint-Domingue: however, it is debated whether they had the intent to ”destroy, in whole or in part”,[footnoteRef:9277] the non-white Haitians of Saint Domingue. Philippe Girard argues that the treatment of citizens of Guadeloupe after the reintroduction of slavery, and only ten percent of the population being killed or deported, shows there may never have been intent to kill more than the same proportion in Haiti; additionally, as Africans would have been imported to replenish the labour force, Leclerc did not expect a racial extermination from his demand to ”destroy all the negros from the mountains, [...] only keep the children older than 12, destroy half of those of the plains and allow not a single man of colour that has worn epaulettes”. [footnoteRef:7653]

It is my belief that Girard has a fundamental misunderstanding of the text of the Genocide Convention. Even taking this argument as truth, the ”war of extermination” Leclerc called for would still constitute genocide per Article 2, as the killing and deportation of Haitian citizens and importing of non-Haitians would constitute the intentional destruction, by Leclerc or by the greater French government, of a national group, which the Genocide Convention recognizes as a group that can suffer genocide.[footnoteRef:29546]
 [26337:  Dubois, L. (2005). Avengers of the New World: the story of the Haitian Revolution, p. 280. Retrieved from https://hdl-handle-net.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/2027/heb31944.0001.001. [accessed 17 November 2024]]  [20447:  Leclerc and Roussier. Lettres du Général Leclerc commandant en chef de l’armée de Saint-Domingue en 1802, p.233.]  [31663:  Geggus, Haitian revolutionary studies, p. 26]  [9019:  Girard, French atrocities during the Haitian War of Independence, pp. 133-149]  [5328:  Leclerc and Roussier. Lettres du Général Leclerc commandant en chef de l’armée de Saint-Domingue en 1802, p.238.]  [21478:  ibid., p. 256]  [15463:  Girard, French atrocities during the Haitian War of Independence, pp. 133-149]  [26521:  Barskett, History of the Island of St. Domingo: From Its First Discovery by Columbus to the Present Period, p. 165]  [9277:  UN General Assembly (1948), Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 78, p. 277, 9 December. Retrieved from https://www.refworld.org/legal/agreements/unga/1948/en/13495 [accessed 17 November 2024]]  [7653:  Girard, French atrocities during the Haitian War of Independence, pp. 133-149]  [29546:  UN General Assembly, Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 78, p. 277] 

To conclude, in my opinion the boundary was crossed, and under the definition ratified in the Genocide Convention the French expedition to Saint-Domingue attempted to commit genocide of the Black and Mulatto Haitians. between 1802 and 1804.
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