Critical Analysis of William Wells Brown’s The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements
Due to rising tensions on the French colony island of Saint-Domingue in 1791 a revolution broke out resulting in the successful rebellion of the enslaved African population. When the marginal white planter population began to grant civil rights to the slightly larger population of mixed-race free citizens, the vastly superior numbers of enslaved black people took up arms in anger at the continued oppression of their race.[footnoteRef:1] In the twelve year-long bloodshed that ensued -involving all-out war between the French colonisers, the mixed-race population, the armies of the freed slaves, and forces sent to intervene by the Spanish, French and the English[footnoteRef:2]- three leaders of the slave rebellion emerged to establish the country of Haiti:[footnoteRef:3] Toussaint L’Ouverture and his generals Jean-Jacques Dessalines and Henri Christophe. [1:  William Wells Brown, The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements, (New York, Thomas Hamilton, 1863) p.93 [accessed via Internet Archives on 05/12/2021]]  [2:  William Wells Brown, The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements, (New York, Thomas Hamilton, 1863) p.99 [accessed via Internet Archives on 05/12/2021]]  [3:  William Wells Brown, The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements, (New York, Thomas Hamilton, 1863) p.99 [accessed via Internet Archives on 05/12/2021]] 

After the French Revolution disposed of the monarchy the Republic of France abolished slavery in 1794, resulting in French support for the free black people of Saint-Domingue, until 1802 when Napoleon Bonaparte re-established slavery throughout the colonies, after fears that control of the Caribbean would be handed to the still-slavery practicing British Empire. This pushed forth momentum for Saint-Domingue to abolish slavery and become the independent colony of Haiti in 1804. In the British Empire slavery was not abolished until 1807, whereupon throughout the Empire and its colonies slavery was declared illegal. The fact that this was put into effect three years after the Haitian Revolution cannot be coincidental, as the British Empire’s vested interest in their Caribbean colonies meant that they feared more uprisings sparked by the success of the rebellion in Haiti. Despite Britain’s moves to abolish slavery in its entirety, often by coercing other countries to join the abolitionist movement, slavery was still commonplace throughout the Empire, its surrounding territories, and the Americas. 
Toussaint L’Ouverture was born into slavery around 1740, and during the Haitian Revolution he was reported to be in his fifties. He was the grandson of an African King, and this played a part in his belief in the freedom of enslaved people of Haiti. He helped his former owner’s family escape the revolution before taking part in it, furthering support for his leadership by abolitionists such as the French Revolution and Great Britain throughout his military and political career.[footnoteRef:4] As such L’Ouverture can be considered a key figure of the abolition of the slave trade in that his actions directly influenced abolition not only in Haiti but on a transatlantic –if not worldwide- scale, with support for his cause reaching to places such as Louisiana, which was later sold by Napoleon Bonaparte to the United States after the success of the revolution, Louisiana itself becoming closely connected with the newly emerged country of Haiti- and Europe, where L’Ouverture and his contemporaries were frequently discussed in relation to the emancipation of slavery.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  William Wells Brown, The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements, (New York, Thomas Hamilton, 1863) p.97 [accessed via Internet Archives on 05/12/2021]]  [5:  William Wells Brown, The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements, (New York, Thomas Hamilton, 1863) p.104 [accessed via Internet Archives on 05/12/2021]] 

Toussaint L’Ouverture’s impact on the end of the Transatlantic Slave Trade is acknowledged by William Wells Brown in The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements in the passage “When impartial history shall do justice to the St. Domingo revolution, the name of Toussaint L’Ouverture will be placed high upon the roll of fame.”[footnoteRef:6] This suggests that even sixty years after the revolution L’Ouverture was widely considered to be a figure of controversy, rather than the liberator and governor of a free, independent country. This shows that the legacy of Haiti was remembered in the American Civil War, of which the expansion and litigation of slavery was the source of contention. Brown’s book was written in 1863, in the middle of the Civil War- furthermore detailing that the abolitionist movement of the time was directly influenced by the events six decades prior in Haiti, and Brown himself as slave born in Kentucky in 1814. In 1834 he successfully escaped slavery and became an abolitionist orator and writer of anti-slavery literature, not to mention a critically acclaimed writer of many different genres, including but not limited to: travel, playwriting, and fiction. [footnoteRef:7]His book The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements details the lives and achievements of fifty-eight black historical figures, both men and women, and their relationship with the movement for the abolition of slavery. [6:  William Wells Brown, The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, And His Achievements, (New York, Thomas Hamilton, 1863) p.105 [accessed via Internet Archives on 05/12/2021]]  [7:  Devin Engledew, ‘WILLIAM WELLS BROWN (CA. 1814-1884)’, Black Past, 2007 
< https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/brown-william-wells-1814-1884/> ] 

William Wells Brown was not only a champion of the American Abolitionist campaign, but he was also vocal on the subject of women’s rights- being a supporter of women’s suffrage, giving lectures of civil and women’s rights in Britain and the United States of America. His book provides insight into not only the history and truths of the Atlantic Slave Trade and its Abolition, but into the history, culture, and lives of the population of the African Diaspora as a whole.
