Critical Analysis 2: Mary Prince

Mary Prince was born straight into slavery, on the first October 1788. She is well known around the historical world as an abolitionist and her autobiography ‘The History of Mary Prince, A West Indian Slave’ gives historians a valuable insight into the feelings and thoughts of slavery from a first-hand account of an enslaved person. Prince would first describe her childhood and the naivety that dominated her mind during this period as we will see through my critical analysis supported by Prince’s own words in her autobiography. Throughout her autobiography we will see how her time as an enslaved black woman in a world dominated by race would open her eyes to the cruelty of slavery and a need for the abolishment of such cruelty. 

I will focus this analysis into Prince’s experience as a young slave by quoting the beginning of her time as a slave with ‘owner’ Betsey. She begins by noting “She used to lead me about by the hand, and call me her little nigger. This was the happiest period of my life; for I was too young to understand rightly my condition as a slave”[footnoteRef:1]. With Mary Prince growing up throughout the period of slavery we can note how slavery, at least in the mind of Mary, was perceived from a young age whilst also becoming an adult, most likely now suffering the full cruelty of slavery. At a young age we can argue that children, born into slavery, did not understand the extent of the horror of this institution. Mary supports this assumption by stating “This was the happiest period of my life; for I was too young to understand rightly my condition as a slave”[footnoteRef:2]. When looking at this sentence we can argue that by saying this she implies the idea of ignorance is bliss, that she never knew the horror of slavery because she was shielded from it or simply chose to ignore it for her own sake? We can safely assume though, from her following thought, that she was simply just ignorant to the real workings of this institution. Highlighting the quote “full of spirits”[footnoteRef:3] allows us to relate it back to Prince’s own confessed naivety. To put this into context, the fact that as a child in any situation we never fully understand the current situations we are in, whether it be related to slavery or a simple domestic issue. A child’s innocence in the case of slavery for Prince at the time may have been a blessing being such a young age. [1:  Prince, Mary, The History of Mary Prince, a West Indian Slave : Related by Herself (Baltimore, Maryland: Project Muse, 2017)
]  [2:  Mary Prince, p12]  [3:  Mary Prince, p12] 


I would also like to note the warped relationship between Mary Prince and Betsey Williams. As noted before Betsey would often call Mary her “my little nigger”[footnoteRef:4] but not in a cruel way based on the tone Mary employs when speaking about Betsey. Mary does declare her affection towards Betsey by stating, “I was made quite a pet of by Miss Betsey, and loved her very much.”[footnoteRef:5] Love is the key word here highlighting the extent of the relationship between Mary and Betsey despite the language used. It wasn’t really an owner/slave relationship but a true friendship during a time for slavery and cruelty. This relationship may well prove that as what Mary would call naivety is also what Betsey would also contain within herself in this instance. As we can see by her language the ideology of the slavery dynamic is already existent within Betsey but her youthful naivety is what allows her to see Mary as a friend rather than a worker. [4:  Mary Prince, p12]  [5:  Mary Prince, p12] 


In closing this argument, I would like to conclude with Prince’s thoughts on abolition at the end of her autobiography. She would make a compassionate plea to the readers about the injustice and hypocrisy of slavery. Prince would state “I know what slaves feel—I can tell by myself what other slaves feel, and by what they have told me. The man that says slaves be quite happy in slavery—that they don't want to be free—that man is either ignorant or a lying person.”[footnoteRef:6] She relates herself to others who have gone through the hardships of slavery with her. A key sentence I would like to not is when she would state “I can tell myself what other slaves feel”[footnoteRef:7] using her relation to slavery to make sure no one can claim that the slaves are happy in this power dynamic they are in. She tries to dismantle the illusion that slaves are happy and that whoever would say this is either ignorant or just lying to themselves to spare them the guilt. Finally I will reference is her comparison to themselves and slavery in England in terms of servants rather than indentured servitude. “What's the reason they can't do without slaves as well as in England? No slaves here—no whips—no stocks—no punishment, except for wicked people.”[footnoteRef:8] She continues to highlight the main hypocrisy of the indifference of slavery by stating “If they get a bad master, they give warning and go hire to another.”[footnoteRef:9] This reference is necessary to include as it highlights the real hypocrisy of slavery being an institution of race and colour rather than anything else. Prince would highlight that her and others do not mind hard work but if they have appropriate wages, no punishment for a lack of effort but most of all Mary argues for the abolishment of slavery in my opinion by including one line when comparing servants and slaves… “They have their liberty”[footnoteRef:10] [6:  Mary Prince, p39]  [7:  Mary Prince, p39]  [8:  Mary Prince, p40]  [9:  Mary Prince, p40]  [10:  Mary Prince, p40] 




