The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, The African, Written By Himself
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Biography and Events of Olaudah Equiano’s Life
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*Page 397 in The Interesting Narrative gives more in-depth information*
Name-Equiano or Vassa?

At around the age of ten, Equiano was sold to an officer in the Royal Navy called Michael Pascal who gave the boy the name of Gustavus Vassa, and this was a rather cruel joke on Pascal's part since the original Gustavus Vassa was a sixteenth-century Swedish freedom fighter. Pascal's renaming of Equiano was a typical act of slave owners since by taking away the identity of the slave the owner was able to demonstrate the total control he had over his 'possession'. 

Literature Genres

The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano can be categorized as fitting into several different genres of literature:

1. One form, the slave narrative, is a literary form which grew out of the experience of enslaved Africans in the New World from roughly six thousand former slaves from North America and the Caribbean, and Equiano is often regarded as the originator of this writing form. These writers gave an account of their lives during the 18th and 19th centuries, with about 150 published as separate books or pamphlets. North American and Caribbean slave narratives can be broadly categorized into three distinct forms: tales of religious redemption, tales to inspire the abolitionist struggle, and tales of progress. 
2. Since the discussion of religion was so prevalent in these narratives, many novels of this sort were also classified as spiritual autobiographies, and these could usually be broken down into three main components: parts that describe the life of sin, conversion, and spiritual rebirth. 
3. A final form in which The Interesting Narrative can be classified-a picaresque novel (which is Spanish for rascal)-is a popular subgenre of prose fiction which is usually satirical and depicts in realistic and often humorous detail the adventures of a roguish hero of low social class who lives by his or her wits in a corrupt society, and writing in this style became hugely popular among writers of slave narratives. Through this form, there is a parallel to Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography. In The Interesting Narrative, Equiano portrays a hardworking youth's rise from rags-to-riches in the commercial world, and, similar to Franklin, is an enterprising young man rising up in life and playing numerous roles that help to develop his character in a free world of possibility. Both Equiano and Franklin use self-ironic humor to depict their adventures, and frequently they see themselves acting the role of the picaro figure--a stratagem used many times for survival purposes Equiano utilized all of these literary forms to elicit sympathy, similar to the tactics used in The Power of Sympathy and The Coquette. 
Political and Legal Efforts

When a petition to abolish the slave trade was presented in the British Parliament in 1788, Equiano dedicated himself wholeheartedly to the anti-slavery cause. He joined a black abolitionist group called Sons of Africa, and he wrote letters to newspapers and important officials, including a lengthy letter to Queen Charlotte, the wife of King George III. As fiery debates raged in Parliament, Equiano composed his autobiography, which he wrote, published, published, printed, and promoted by himself in March 1789. Many of the key men and women in the abolitionist crusade subscribed to the timely and well-written two-volume work, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano. The autobiography caused a sensation and ultimately went through nine British editions during Equiano’s lifetime.

Original Audience

Through his writings, Equiano tries to appeal to the government of Britain to hear his plea for the freedom of the slaves, and this is a difficult subject to get the Queen of England to listen to. His book is dedicated “to the Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and the Commons of the Parliament of Great Britain.”, and thus, his intentions are to elicit the Queen's “compassion for millions of [his] African countrymen,” and to show the “oppression and cruelty exercised to the unhappy negroes” to the Queen and the British legislature so that they might in turn play a part in the abolition of slavery. The government of Britain was not likely to jump right on the abolitionist band wagon though, because slavery and colonialism were incredibly profitable for them. Because of this, Equiano had to utilize British language and methods of writing, and Christianity in order to get the attention of the British aristocracy.

This reveals one obvious audience that Equiano intended to reach, but there were inevitably others. Others may have included American and European abolitionists, numerous religious and humanitarian readers historians curious about the effect of the slave trade on blacks, and even many Europeans interested in the popular novels of the day. His work went through nineteen editions and was translated into numerous languages. It appeared in print well into the middle of the nineteenth century, and its influence on the whole range of slave narrative literature was strong.
Where Was Olaudah Equiano Born? (And Why Does It Matter?)
Equiano's autobiography, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African, published in 1789, is important for many reasons; in addition, it is one of the very few texts written in English by a person of African descent during the eighteenth century. It is also one of the first accounts of a journey up from slavery written by one who had personally experienced enslavement. But is more than merely an account of what it was like to be a slave. In the book, Equiano gives a long and detailed description of life in an African village - the earliest such description in the English language - as well as offering a first-person account of 'the middle passage' - the journey from Africa to America in a slave ship. These were all important parts of a book that appeared in 1789; the year in which the British parliament first seriously debated abolishing the slave trade. Equiano's description of African society is the most important written by an African in the days before European empires severely disrupted African society. In 1999, however, it was suggested by Vincent Carretta that Equiano may not have been born in Africa but, rather, as a slave in South Carolina. -at that time one of the thirteen British colonies in North America. In addition, Carretta argues that the early parts of Equiano's autobiography, rather than recording first-hand experience, may reflect the oral history of other slaves, combined with information Equiano gleaned from books he had read about Africa. Carretta's evidence, a baptismal record and a muster roll, is compelling. It strongly suggests that the young Equiano told people that his birthplace was South Carolina. Yet this evidence doesn't seem to be quite enough to settle the matter, and historians and critics are divided on the question.

	1. Written Evidence

	Arguments that Equiano was born in Carolina
	Arguments that Equiano was born in Africa

	· Equiano's baptismal record at St Margaret’s Church, Westminster, dated 9 February 1759, records that he was born in 'Carolina'. 

· A Royal Navy muster roll from Constantine Phipp’s Arctic expedition of 1773 says that Equiano was born in 'South Carolina'. 

· In both cases, the information almost certainly came from Equiano himself 
	· Equiano's own autobiography, The Interesting Narrative, tells us that he was born in Africa 

· This information comes from Equiano himself 

	2. Circumstantial Biographical Evidence

	Arguments that Equiano was born in Carolina
	Arguments that Equiano was born in Africa

	· Equiano gets the dates wrong about the ships in which he was brought from America to England which would be consistent with him having made the story up 

· Equiano's account of his life is usually very accurate when it can be checked against independent sources, making it surprising that his account of his first ten years can be shown to be inaccurate in parts 

· Equiano never used the name "Equiano" before publishing his autobiography. All his friends and acquaintances knew him by the name "Gustavus Vassa". He probably made up the name "Olaudah Equiano" as part of the careful construction of an African persona he carried out in 1789 
	· Although Equiano gets the dates wrong about the ships in which he was brought from America to England, he was a very young child at the time, and suffering a severe trauma, so it is reasonable to assume that his memory might sometimes be at fault 

· Equiano's account of his life is usually very accurate when it can be checked against independent sources, showing that it was his usual practice to tell the truth as far as he could remember 

· Although Equiano never used his birth name before 1789, this was not unusual. Few slaves or former slaves used their African names. Equiano's friend Quobna Ottobah Cugoano, for example, used his slave name of John Stuart throughout his life, except on the title page of his book (1787) 

	3. Equiano's Motivation

	Arguments that Equiano was born in Carolina
	Arguments that Equiano was born in Africa

	· Equiano's main motivation was to end the slave trade, so he would write or say anything in his published work that he thought he could get away with, as long as it brought the abolition of the slave trade closer 

· Equiano had nothing to hide in his early life, so he told the truth about his birthplace to the church clerk at his baptism and to the naval officer who compiled the muster roll in which he gave his birthplace as South Carolina 
	· Equiano's main motivation was to end the slave trade, so he would be very careful to tell the truth in his published work and not write or say anything that might bring him or his campaign into disrepute 

· Equiano had been abducted and enslaved and thus wished to hide his true identity by lying about his birthplace to the church clerk at his baptism and to the naval officer who compiled the muster roll in which he gave his birthplace as South Carolina 

	4. Close Reading of the Text

	Arguments that Equiano was born in Carolina
	Arguments that Equiano was born in Africa

	· Much of the early part of The Interesting Narrative, in which Equiano describes Africa and the middle passage, closely resembles similar accounts made by European or American authors, for example, by Anthony Benezet. Equiano probably invented his African childhood, and copied information out of books such as these 

· The parts of The Interesting Narrative that describe Africa and the middle passage have a mythological style that makes them unreliable as history 
	· Much of the early part of The Interesting Narrative, in which Equiano describes Africa and the middle passage, closely resembles similar accounts made by European or American authors, for example, by Anthony Benezet. Yet Equiano references many of these works, and consulted them in order to help him remember the details of a distant childhood 

· The parts of The Interesting Narrative that describe Africa and the middle passage are good examples of clear reportage that deserve to be taken seriously 

	5. Contemporary Expectations

	Arguments that Equiano was born in Carolina
	Arguments that Equiano was born in Africa

	· Readers in the eighteenth century were not fools, and demanded the same high level of honesty and veracity that we would now expect. However, Equiano knew that it would be very difficult for his readers to check the truth, or otherwise, of his account. 

· In the late eighteenth century, there were more poems, plays, and novels written against slavery than there were 'serious' political tracts. Readers would thus have been more interested in hearing general truths about slavery than particular histories, and so wouldn't have cared so much about whether the details of Equiano's story were true 
	· Readers in the eighteenth century were not fools, and demanded the same high level of honesty and veracity that we would now expect. Thus, Equiano would not have tried to get away with telling a lie about his African origins - somebody, somewhere, would have known the truth 

· In the late eighteenth century, there were more poems, plays, and novels written against slavery than there were 'serious' political tracts. Equiano would have known that, to be taken seriously, he had to appear as more than just a writer of fiction, but as someone who was telling the whole truth 

	6. The Realities of Equiano's Life

	Arguments that Equiano was born in Carolina
	Arguments that Equiano was born in Africa

	· Even though Equiano was born in Carolina, he was a long way from home and, by the 1780s, could get away with saying anything he liked about his past, particularly since communications between England and America had been disrupted in the war of 1775-1783. 

· When Equiano was asked for his place of birth during his childhood baptism, he may not have had at that time a sufficient mastery of the English language to understand the question. (For example, if he had been asked 'where are you from', he may have understood it as 'where have you recently come from'.) However, if this was the case, there is no reason why, as an adult and a fluent English speaker, he would continue to say that he had been born in Carolina, as he later did when joining Constantine Phipp’s Arctic expedition of 1773. 
	· Despite the war, links between England and America were still close. Had he been lying, sooner or later someone in America would have detected his falsehood, particularly after his book was published in New York in 1791. 

· Equiano knew that the most intensive search would be made by proslavery campaigners to discredit him. Therefore, he would not have attempted to invent a new identity and birthplace. 

· When Equiano was asked for his place of birth during his childhood baptism, he may not have had at that time a sufficient mastery of the English language to understand the question. (For example, if he had been asked 'where are you from', he may have understood it as 'where have you recently come from'.) Once the mistake was in writing on his baptismal record, he might have chosen to simply accept the error as unimportant. 

	7. Equiano's Psychological State

	Arguments that Equiano was born in Carolina
	Arguments that Equiano was born in Africa

	· As a terrified and traumatised child, the young Equiano would have been too afraid to tell anything other than the truth when asked for his place of birth at his baptism ceremony. 
	· As a terrified and traumatised child, the young Equiano may have been too afraid to tell the truth when asked for his place of birth at his baptism ceremony. 

· Many children, especially traumatised children, invent stories to explain their origins. Many such people come to terms with their trauma in later life. This might explain why Equiano tells one story when younger, and another when older. 

	8. The Bottom Line

	The bottom line is that we just don't know. As the above table shows, there is evidence on both sides of the debate. Just about the only thing we can say for certain is that, when he was younger, Equiano told people he was from Carolina, but when he was older, he told people he was from Africa. Whether you believe the younger Equiano or the older Equiano is entirely up to you... 


THE EQUIANO SOCIETY 
The Equiano Society was formed in London in November 1996. Its main objective is to publicize and celebrate the life and work of Olaudah Equiano. The society consists of a group of individuals who share information with people in the community about a man who deserves national and international recognition for his achievements. The society also works to celebrate and publicize the achievements of Equiano's contemporaries: Ignatius Sancho, Phillis Wheatley, Ottobah Cugoano, and others who made outstanding contributions to the African literary heritage. 

The Equiano Society is not primarily a debating society, nor does it ask its supporters to become formal members or pay a membership fee. Instead, it organizes events in the community to which all are welcome. In recent years it has organized some very successful events including a 'community conference' with the title Olaudah Equiano in Camden, and an evening of readings, music, and dance called Ignatius Sancho: a Celebration. 
Questions for Discussion
1. Chapter 1 contains a mix of borrowed information and personal recollections by Equiano on traditions, familial paractices, and religious observances of the Africans. Do you find this technique assists Equiano's aim to erase Western readers' misconceptions about Africa?

2. What kind of picture does Equiano paint of his African slave experiences as opposed to his later encounters with slavery in the Western world?

3. What are some of the white world's magical arts Equiano observes with a sense of awe and wonder?

4. Equiano's account of the talking book is a commonly described experience in early slave works. What significant traits of the young enslaved person does the story reveal?

