Brown, William Wells, The Black Man, His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements’, 2nd edn (New York: Thomas Hamilton, 1863)

‘The Black Man, His Antecedents, His Genius, and His Achievements’ is a bibliographic collection of great black persons who have “surmounted the many obstacles which slavery and prejudice have thrown in their way[footnoteRef:1]”. Written by William Wells Brown, an African American abolitionist lecturer and historian who was born into slavery, this collection celebrates the many black persons who have intellectual qualities that adorn human nature.  [1:  William Wells Brown, The Black Man, His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements’, 2nd edn (New York: Thomas Hamilton, 1863). p. 6.] 

In his introduction to the collection, Brown gives insight into the social consequences of slavery upon the black man by addressing the point that “two and a half centuries of the negro’s enslavement have created, in many minds, the opinion that he is intellectually inferior to the rest of mankind”[footnoteRef:2]. Brown uses evidence from an interview with Lincoln where he expresses his belief that the black and white man can not coexist in peace due to the inferiority of one race. The biographies that will be analysed in this work shall be those of Toussaint Louverture, Jean Jacques Dessalines and Henri Christophe. All three were in the military during the revolutionary years of St. Domingo and achieved great strides forwards for the abolitionist movements. With only 5 of the 58 subjects of this collection, it must be considered whether the underrepresentation of great women is due to thoughts of Brown or rather if it constituted to a larger contemporary problem.  [2:  Ibid., p.31] 


The chapter pertaining to Toussaint Louverture, the Haitian general and revolutionary leader gives insight into the effects of slavery on the people of St. Domingo, the dissatisfaction of the ‘mulatto’ population, the political and economic interactions with France during a time of upheaval and revolution. Putting the ‘mulatto’ in context as the “amalgamation between masters and slaves”, these people were sent to France to become educated and upon their return took every opportunity to better themselves and their kin[footnoteRef:3]. It was this combination of this enlightenment, seeing the advancement that was happening in Europe and the United States as well as other St. Domingo slave and free men, all hoping to gain a new level of liberty as a former French colony. After a failed revolution, the slaves of St. Domingo were left to the will of the slaveholders who resorted to beatings and murder. It is here that Brown introduces Toussaint, a foresighted decision that allows Brown to chronicle one of the most famous revolutionaries comfortably within his context The importance of Toussaint’s impact on the emancipation and abolitionist movements are critical as he stood as a forefather and idol for black diasporic peoples, put best by Brown himself “the name of Toussaint Louverture will be placed high upon the roll of fame[footnoteRef:4]”. [3:  Ibid., p.92]  [4:  Ibid., p. 105] 


A second man, Jean Jacques Dessalines, who was also in St. Domingo is also given a place in Browns collection of great black people. Dessalines went on to become the third in command to Toussaint after the outbreak of the revolution. Brown shows an admiration for Dessalines transformation from “a savage, a slave, a soldier, a general, and died, when an emperor, under the dagger of a Brutus[footnoteRef:5]”. Dessalines becomes emperor of St. Domingo and renames it to Haiti. A Declaration of Independence is written up after expelling the white population in which they said, “We have sworn to  show no mercy to those who may dare to speak to us of slavery[footnoteRef:6]”. Yet another example of Brown including strong, honourable military men in his collection to show the transformation and upward advancement made by former slaves to places of royalty and government.  [5:  Ibid., p. 110.]  [6:  William Wells Brown, The Black Man, His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements’, 2nd edn (New York: Thomas Hamilton, 1863). p. 114.] 


Henri Christophe, who also emigrated to St. Domingo at a young age is the subject of Brown’s next biography. Christophe had considerable knowledge of etiquette at the time and well known in the customs of high society. Brown equates this knowledge with coming “from strength of natural genius[footnoteRef:7]”, language to be expected from a collection dedicated to persons characterised by Brown as being the pinnacle of human society. Second in command to Toussaint during the revolution, Christophe proved himself a more able military man than either Toussaint or Dessalines. It is within this chapter that we are reaffirmed that the revolution was heavily politicised with new laws and decrees being introduced from France pertaining to the maintenance of slavery.  [7:  Ibid., p. 132.] 

Christophe’s presence is of no surprise in Brown’s book, due to the fact that he established his own government and becoming a king of his own land in Haiti, freeing all slaves, an inspirational figurehead for slaves to look at with admiration and hope. 
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