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Introduction

Human, Person, Self: Blackness, and Well-Being

This book studies rhetorics of health and well-being in black literary proj-
ects of self-making.1 The first page of epigraphs demonstrates how the 
concern for slave/black well-being was a focus for both pro- and antislav-
ery argument. One side argues that in slavery “the Negro . . . multiplies in 
increased physical well-being,” and the other side contends that abolition 
is “essential to the well-being [of society] as a whole.” Featured in these 
quotations are influential nineteenth-century thinkers from the medical 
and legal professions. In the epigraph on the next page, black intellectual 
Martin R. Delany dismisses both disciplines. He argues, “Law has as much 
to do with the hideous monster, slavery, as medicine or any other respect-
able business.” This book demonstrates the various forms through which a 
selection of black intellectuals, narrators, and novelists—from the fugitive 
slave to the free black elite—converse with, employ, and rework medical 
and legal discourses as they articulate their own senses of what it means to 
be healthy and well.
 Black Well-Being examines the rhetorics through which both sides of the 
slavery debates through justifications for or rejections of slavery promoted 
black health and society’s overall welfare. These debates reached their most 
heated fever by the mid-nineteenth century. As the disputes coincided with 
the rise in medical and legal professionalism, theorists from both disci-
plines weighed in as experts, often vehemently. Britain had ended slavery 
in the colonies and entered into a process of gradual emancipation, and 
the United States became increasingly divided over the issue. The repub-
lic’s future and individual and communal ways of life and economies, et 
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cetera, were at stake. Blacks in general in America at the time faced the 
harshest restrictions on their freedoms. Influential black and white think-
ers weighed and hotly disputed the implications of emigration and coloni-
zation. The era also saw the largest wave to date of black migration to colo-
nial Canada where communities of fugitive slaves and free blacks gathered, 
published newspapers, and debated issues of education, temperance, aboli-
tion, and gender rights in their new home. Medical writers placed under 
intense scrutiny Black Americans’ physical bodies, susceptibility or immu-
nity to certain diseases, as well as their intellectual and moral capabilities. 
Legislators enacted new and revised previous slave statutes and codes to 
endorse unprecedented strictness, consequently severely limiting even free 
black mobility and personal safety, in the North as well as the South.
 In such an intense and complex political context, Black Well-Being traces 
and analyzes six black thinkers’ preoccupation with health and the body 
in projects of literary self-making in the United States, colonial Canada, 
England, and the Caribbean. The book conducts close readings of emigra-
tion polemics by free black intellectuals Mary Ann Shadd and Martin Ro-
bison Delany, both published in 1852, as well as three women’s slave narra-
tives by Mary Prince and two lesser-known narrators, Sophia Pooley and 
Lavina Wormeny. These narratives traverse geographic locations as wide-
ranging as the West Indies, England, colonial Canada, and the United 
States. This book resists a United States–centered approach to reading 
black literature, even as it acknowledges the substantial body of work 
that came out of U.S. slavery, emigration, and criminal convictions. Black 
Americans here typically describes black authors/orators in the Americas 
more broadly, emphasizing the transcolonial and transnational context of 
the black literature studied here. The chapter that does have a U.S.-based 
focus on health and legal personhood compares the documents generated 
by the 1855 murder trial of a slave woman, Celia, convicted of killing her 
owner, alongside Harriet Jacobs’s famous canonical narrative, Incidents 
in the Life of a Slave Girl. The conclusion of this book focuses on fictive 
imaginings of black rebellion outside the United States by two prominent 
black authors and activists who in their time were better known for public 
speaking, autobiographical writing, and journalism: Frederick Douglass 
and Martin Delany.
 Taken together, these texts’ attention to health and physicality reveal a 
striking range of approaches to understanding black selfhood. The book 
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conceives selfhood as one’s sense of consciousness and embodiment and an 
individual’s definitions of and relations with what constitutes the outside 
world. It reads these authors’ rhetorics of health and well-being as articula-
tions of their individual senses of self. The book understands health and 
well-being as connected categories, the former more directly concerned 
with positive physical and mental experiences, which may derive from a 
healthful diet, exercise, and relations with others, and the latter an exten-
sion of these resources to an overall sense of happiness, energy, and ful-
fillment.2 This selection of authors/orators—some well known, some less 
well known, some formerly enslaved, some free, some of enormous public 
influence, working in a variety of literary forms and genres—all emphasize 
black health as a central concern in the projects of articulating their senses 
of self and of advocating their political theories in the service of black com-
munity formation toward the mid-nineteenth century. Furthermore, apart 
from Martin Delany, who briefly attended medical school, these figures 
were neither trained doctors or lawyers nor considered authorities on these 
subjects.
 Despite the number of black physician-authors available for study 
(such as James McCune Smith and Mary Seacole, to name two) or the 
body of work available about African/African American healing prac-
tices, this book is more interested in the ways in which the black think-
ers featured here centralize well-being in their works and converse with 
broader medico-legal discourses about black health from outside the pro-
fessionalizing realms of medicine, science, and law or explicitly African 
traditions, which claimed to have a stake in black well-being. Likely one 
would expect discourses of health and well-being to feature prominently 
in works by black physician-authors of the mid-nineteenth century, but 
the centrality of these concepts in works by nonphysicians reveals that 
health is a central register for these lay writers as well. Whether propa-
gandistic, phenomenological, or self-defensive, to name a few deploy-
ments of discourses of health, these works reveal the multiple functions 
that rhetorics of black health and well-being perform in literary projects 
of self-definition. Revisiting canonical works through this lens, paying 
close attention to the literary qualities of works that have not yet found 
their way into the Black American canon, and demonstrating the literary 
value of relatively understudied black literature, this book aims to offer 
close readings that account for the diverse understandings of the black 
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self that emerged from the fraught political, medical, and legal context of 
the early to mid-nineteenth-century Black Atlantic.
 The book focuses on the period between the publication of Mary Prince’s 
History in 1831 and Martin Delany’s Blake, its final serial installment ap-
pearing in 1862. This relatively narrow window of Black American literary 
production coincides with the passage of the British Slavery Abolition Act 
of 1833, the U.S. Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, and the anticipation and on-
set of the U.S. Civil War, fraught years whose legislation sent ripple effects 
throughout both Old and New Worlds. This selection of literature appear-
ing during these intervening years demonstrates how a focus on health and 
well-being crafts compelling, if at times competing, black senses of self that 
the dominant cultures in Britain, the United States, colonial Canada, and 
the Caribbean overlooked or undermined regardless of their varied racial 
politics.

Personhood, Humanness, Selfhood

 In the first half of the nineteenth century, discourses of medicine and 
law were the most important definers of personhood, a condition crucial 
to the acquisition of legal rights. Despite our current popular tendency to 
interchange or conflate the terms human and person, antebellum Ameri-
can medicine and law understood them as distinct, if overlapping designa-
tions. It is also commonly assumed that slaves were considered subhuman 
and that they were chattel. But neither of those assumptions is technically 
accurate. In the antebellum era, all persons were humans, but not all hu-
mans enjoyed the same rights and protection as persons. Literary critics 
Jeannine DeLombard and Saidiya Hartman as well as legal historians Paul 
Finkelman and Ariela Gross have done excellent work demonstrating the 
political stakes of the legal designation “person” for black people in the 
nineteenth-century United States. A human might enjoy legal protection of 
life and limb (as would a person) but he or she might not necessarily enjoy 
the right to own property or vote. Beyond distinctions of human and per-
son, the law allowed that a slave was at once human, person, and property. 
James Madison (as “Publius” and with Alexander Hamilton and John Jay) 
articulated the designation of mixed character in The Federalist of 1788. 
“Publius” explained that “In being protected . . . in his life and in his limbs, 
against the violence of all others . . . and in being punishable himself for all 
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violence committed against others—the slave is . . . regarded by the law . . . 
as a moral person, not as a mere article of property” (300–301). But this did 
not mean that slaves were regarded wholly as moral persons. The fact that 
they were also article[s] of property complicated their legal designation as 
moral persons. Furthermore, they and all blacks were excluded from U.S. 
citizenship.
 A few years following the publication of The Federalist, the U.S. 1790 
Naturalization Act stipulated, “That any alien, being a free white person, 
who shall have resided within the limits and under the jurisdiction of the 
United States for the term of two years, may be admitted to become a citi-
zen thereof.” As literary critic Siobhan Sommerville notes, the Act “rein-
forced the assumption that slaves were not potential citizens—whether by 
birthright or naturalization: slave status removed an individual from being 
recognized as a potential participant in a contractual or consensual rela-
tionship with the state (except as property). Slaves, along with the larger 
category of people not considered ‘white,’ were thus constructed as ‘unnat-
uralizable’” (667). In effect, the Act anticipated the potential for black polit-
ical participation in the nation and endeavored to prevent it. Indeed, blacks 
in the United States could not acquire citizenship until the passage of the 
Fourteenth Amendment in 1868. The logic of this exclusionary Naturaliza-
tion Act resurfaced in the intervening years before the Civil War through 
legislation that further restricted black civic participation and had tre-
mendous influence on black patterns of migration both within the United 
States and beyond. Furthermore, as literary critic Priscilla Wald points out, 
“the slave remained within United States culture as a visible symbol of le-
gal nonpersonhood: neither potential citizen nor alien” (Constituting 43). 
Coincidentally, in colonial Canada, Britain’s Imperial Act of 1790 allowed 
loyalists to bring slaves with them into Upper Canada. By 1793 slavery was 
technically prohibited in the province, but the law was not enforced. Even 
the 1833 British Imperial Act, which prevented the sale, importation, or 
trade of new slaves, did not free those already enslaved in the colonies. U.S. 
and British Imperial law on the migration patterns and rights of black peo-
ple in the United States, Britain, colonial Canada, and parts of the Carib-
bean influenced and determined their access to legal protection and civic 
personhood.
 As persons, slaves enjoyed neither the same legal rights as white male 
property owners, white male nonproperty owners, male servants, and 
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white women, nor as free black property owners, black nonproperty own-
ers, or black servants. As the book will demonstrate, enslaved women were 
even more vulnerable in their status as persons and property, particularly 
in situations of sexual coercion. Despite the dismal implications of slaves’ 
legal personhood, it is important to bear in mind the often overlooked 
or understated reality that this period regarded black people, enslaved or 
otherwise, as human—though as we’ll see, even that designation created 
legal contradictions. Making this distinction allows for a more accurate in-
terrogation of legal personhood and a fuller understanding of the lengths 
to which medical and legal discourses and practices had to go to ensure 
white supremacy. The understood fact of slave humanity across national 
and colonial borders emphasizes how the paternalistic rhetoric that tried 
to underscore slave humanity in defense of the institution of slavery also 
differentiated grades of humanity to justify the violation of what we now 
think of as human rights. This study seeks to comprehend how these black 
authors and orators defined themselves in print in an era that was utterly 
preoccupied with categorizing them and hypothesizing about the relative 
value of their humanity and their (in)capacity for civil participation.
 Proslavery medical writers were in agreement that Black Americans—
whom they termed Negroes and considered distinct from African peoples 
(that is, living in Africa)—were human, but they were careful not to re-
fer to them as persons. The middle of the nineteenth century witnessed 
the rise of American theories of polygenesis, which argued, controversially 
contra Genesis, that man was not descended from a single pair. These theo-
rists included medical doctors, naturalists, and ethnographers, to name a 
few. They agreed that “Negroes” constituted a type, species, or race of man, 
but that they “[stood] at the lowest point in the scale of human beings” 
(Nott, Essay on the Natural History, 17). Even tacitly proslavery monoge-
nists, such as Doctor of Divinity John Bachman, who argued in defense of 
the single pair theory still acknowledged black inferiority: “a lower grade 
of intellect would not exclude the negro from the species to which we be-
long” (212). Either way it seems inclusion in the human family from one 
or more original sources did not prevent the relegation of “Negroes” to the 
lowest rung of humanity. “Both sides . . . accepted the premise of black in-
feriority” (Thomas and Sillen 4). In short, being human did little to garner 
rights; personhood was the legal category that determined access to rights 
through civic standing.




