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Abstract

Authors of slave narratives faced expectations beyond those of the authors of most other 

autobiographical texts. Olaudha Equiano's The Interesting Narrative nonetheless found both 

considerable success in his lifetime and lasting recognition for its contribution to the abolitionist 

cause. This essay will look at the relations, ideas and expectations that Equiano had to navigate 

when writing the book, and whether or not he adapated the text to them. The analysis will make 

use of Kerry Sinanan's research into slave narratives and abolitionist literature, Vincent Carretta's

writings about Equiano and The Interesting Narrative, as well as Sidonie Smith and Julia 

Watson's theory of autobiographical writing and their schema of autobiographical acts.  The 

Interesting Narrative contains several instances of conflicts between the interests Equiano 

navigated when writing it, and makes compromises between these interests in order to satisfy the

reader, while at the same time resisting sterotypes of Africans held at the time.
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1. Introduction

“Whether we approach Equiano’s Narrative as a spiritual autobiography, a history, or an 
anticipation of later slave narratives, we cannot fail to recognize that the author had 
designs on his audience when he wrote it. A careful consideration of the content, 
organization, and argument of Equiano’s book demonstrates that his designs were 
personal as well as political, and that the personal and political were intimately 
connected.” 

- Vincent Carretta (49)

Olaudah Equiano is widely viewed as “the most important and most widely published author of 

African descent in the English-speaking world of the eighteenth century” (Carretta 44). 

Equiano’s The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the 

African, Written by Himself (henceforth referred to, in the interest of brevity, as simply The 

Interesting Narrative), the subject of this essay, first published in 1789, was one of the first 

books written by a former slave in the English language, and achieved remarkable commercial 

success, particularly for the author who, unusually, chose to retain the copyright of the work 

(Carretta 53) . For these reasons it became an influential forerunner in the field that is generally 

referred to today as the slave narrative, the written stories of former slaves that detailed their life 

and frequently argued for the abolition of the slave trade. Vincent Carretta, one of the foremost 

authorities on Equiano and The Interesting Narrative, goes on to assert that the book “established

all the major conventions reproduced in the vast majority of nineteenth- and twentieth-century 

fictional and factual African American slave narratives” (44). While Equiano was writing within 

an existing, though at the time small and in its early days, tradition, few works before had the 

impact his had.

The book is also notable for combining the traits of many genres. It is, in various parts 

and at the same time “a captivity narrative, a spiritual autobiography, a travel memoir, an 

adventure story, and an abolitionist tract” (Greenblatt 1385). This is in part reflective of Olaudah 

Equiano’s own journey, from his childhood to capture, slavery and education, conversion and 

freedom, to his life as a free man involved with the abolitionist movement. His description of 

childhood in Africa is disputed, with Equiano himself and different scholars variously putting his

origin in Nigeria or Benin, and some claiming that he was not born in Africa at all but rather was

born in South Carolina, although Greenblatt counters that “whether fact or fiction — scholars 
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may never determine conclusively — the description of his days in Africa, abduction, and 

suffering in the slave ship gives a voice to countless Africans who faced such experiences and 

dramatizes the undeniable realities of the slave trade to a white readership” (1385).

Equiano’s travels are too many to recount in an introduction of his autobiography, but a 

brief summary of his tale is in order. He claims to have been born in Benin, in a place called 

Essaka, and recounts his early life there, taking particular care to describe the culture and manner

of life of his people. While, as mentioned, his birthplace is disputed, scholars have nonetheless 

concluded that his knowledge of the area, the language that was used there, and examples of 

local cultural practices appear to be largely correct. Be that as it may, the narrative relates how 

he is left at home with his sister when three people unknown to him come into the compound 

where his family lives, capture them both and carry them off. After this he changes hands, now 

as a slave, several times, before arriving at the coast, where he is taken aboard a slave ship which

eventually brings him to Virginia. His stay in America does not last long, however, as he is 

quickly purchased by an English captain who sails for home. In England he is baptised and 

schooled, and while his stay there is interrupted by several journeys at sea, Equiano comes to 

consider himself , to some extent, an Englishman for the rest of his life. He also becomes a 

dedicated Christian, something which later came to inform his opposition to slavery. His later 

life saw many further travels, during which he visited places as far apart as Greenland and 

Turkey, but one in particular is worth mentioning. 

During a period in the West Indies, while serving a merchant by the name of King, 

Equiano is allowed to do trading of his own, beginning only with a small amount of money saved

over the years. He is remarkably successful in this endeavour and is eventually allowed to 

purchase his freedom in the year 1766.  His travels continue until 1777, interspersed with many 

observations of ill treatment of both free and enslaved Africans, when he, “heartily disgusted 

with the seafaring life” (Equiano 166), decided to return to England for some time. At this point 

he became formally involved with the abolitionist movement, and in 1788 presented a petition to 

the Queen calling for the abolition of slavery.

Because of the age of the text, as well as it being an autobiography, the contemporary 

interest in The Interesting Narrative has gone far beyond literary criticism. Indeed, Paul Edwards

remarks in his introduction to a 1969 edition of the text that “Equiano made no claim to be a 

literary artist, only a man telling the story of his life; and so it would be unreasonable to insist on 
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a serious comparison between his book and the works of major authors of fiction and biography 

at this time” (Edwards 332). Nonetheless, Edwards writes of Equiano’s “skill in creating a 

dramatic language” (336), and many others have remarked on Equiano’s accomplishment as an 

author. Outside the purely literary field the text has attracted attention from anthropologists, 

linguists and historians. This variety of scholarship surrounding The Interesting Narrative, the 

interesting historical context in which it was written and that I have chosen to focus on, and the 

difficult path Equiano had to getting his book not only published but considered a success both in

his own time and today, is why I have chosen it as the subject of this essay.

The age of the text also presents a problem when reading the text as an autobiography. 

Contemporary autobiographical texts can frequently be verified and their authors heard. This 

injects an element of what may be recognised as factual truth in what is nonetheless a fictional 

account claiming to offer a version of the true circumstances of the events of the author's life. In 

Equiano's text, we have no such option. At the same time, Equiano was concerned with 

authenticity more than most, as the success of The Interesting Narrative and the case against the 

slave trade he made in it rested, to some extent, on his version of events being accepted as truth 

by its audience. All the same, it is worth noting what Stanley Fisch observes when he writes that 

”autobiographers cannot lie because anything they say, however mendacious, is the truth about 

themselves, whether they know it or not” (qtd. in Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson 15). Smith and

Watson continue by saying that ”autobiographical truth resides in the intersubjective exchange 

between narrator and reader aimed at producing a shared meaning of of the meaning of a life” 

(16). Equiano had to convince his audience, including those who had doubts about his capability 

to write the book and the truth of its contents. This is one of the reasons I have chosen to focus 

on the historical context of the text and the interests Equiano had to navigate while writing it.

Another reason for the focus of my essay is the existing discourse surrounding The 

Interesting Narrative, which is similarly focused, as well as concerned with the matter of 

autobiographical truth. His origins is a point of enduring dispute, which has inspired 

investigation into surviving documentation of  his life and events he had some relation to, and 

several prominent scholars who have written about Equiano spend a considerable amount of 

effort in their works about the text speculating on Equiano's intentions. Carretta in particular 

focuses on the ways Equiano worked to market the book and suggests several interpretations of 

Equiano's intentions regarding editorial choices. Others, like Sollors, also look at his use of 
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quotes from the Bible and contemporary literarature and suggest reasons behind their inclusion. 

Scholars engaged in study of slave narratives in general, like Kerry Sinanan whose work I will 

make use of, are also concerned with authorial intention, because of the difficult position of 

former slaves with regards to what and how they were expected to write by the abolitionist 

movement, and what they themselves wanted to write.

While Equiano accomplished much — much more than most people of his origins were 

given the opportunity to at the time — and while he eventually regained his freedom, this 

nominal freedom, to paraphrase Equiano himself, was superceded at least in part by the loyalties 

he held and to the expectations and dominant ideas of society. Furthermore, while Equiano 

worked openly against the slave trade after he became a free man, he was still severely restricted 

in his ability to act and speak despite his legal freedom, and such restrictions also applied to his 

writings.

1.1 Aim and Scope

While The Interesting Narrative can be, and has been, looked at from a myriad different 

viewpoints in vastly different fields, the area of particular interest for me in the text is Equiano’s 

complex relation with the slave trade and the abolitionist movement, and how his text is adapted 

to fit into both these relations. I will argue that Equiano does adapt his text based on the 

restrictions placed on him by these relations, as well as in order to address major religious and 

philosophical issues of the time that his intended audience would be concerned with.

To support my analysis I will make use of Sinanan’s historical research into abolitionist 

literature, which will be briefly covered in the section on socio-historical background and then 

continually referenced when necessary, as well as the work of Vincent Carretta who has written 

extensively about Equiano. I will also make use of genre theory, specifically Smith and Watson’s

work on autobiographies and their schema of autobiographical acts, which will be covered more 

fully in the theoretical framework section, in order to explain the relation between Equiano’s 

writing and the choices he must have made in writing what he did.
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2. Background

2.1 Previous Research on The Interesting Narrative

One of the areas that has commanded considerable attention from scholars in relation to The 

Interesting Narrative is the question of its authenticity. While this was a common theme of 

contention during the time The Interesting Narrative was first published, scholars have devoted 

considerable attention to it in recent years as well. While this essay will not endeavour to 

question Equiano’s origins, it is nonetheless useful background for the analysis because of the 

necessity of providing credibility to particular sites of narration, which will also be covered 

further in the Theoretical Framework section.

Originally the question of slave narratives’ authenticity was a question of whether 

Africans were even capable of writing on their own; many of the early narratives were maligned 

by suggesting that the purported African author had simply lent his name to a text written by a 

white man, or that the story was true but had been interpreted by a white author or editor. 

Equiano’s title itself is a clear reference to this at the time ongoing debate. Carretta writes that 

“the phrase ‘written by himself’ appears in more than one thousand eighteenth-century works of 

fiction and non-fiction, almost always of works attributed to authors whose presumed levels of 

education and social status were likely to make readers suspect their authenticity” (Carretta 54). 

Another example of this is from the Monthly Review of June 1789 which stated that “it is not 

improbable that some English writer has assisted [Equiano] in compilement, or, at least, the 

correction of his book: for it is sufficiently well written” (qtd. in Sollors 295). The clear 

implication here is that an African man would not be capable of authoring a well written book, 

which is one reason why the abolitionist movement was so keen on supporting African authors 

with compelling stories to tell, Equiano among them. 

While there is little doubt in the case of The Interesting Narrative that Equiano was 

indeed the author of the text, questions have been raised about its accuracy, particularly, as has 

been previously alluded to, his description of his childhood in Africa. Paul Edwards writes that 

“it is impossible to locate Equiano’s birthplace, Essaka, with any great precision” (Edwards, 

308), but nevertheless speculates, advised by Chinua Achebe, that Equiano was born east of the 

Niger river. Edwards bases this hypothesis on the description of several items and words from 
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Equiano’s childhood, such as the currency used, the umumu, of which he writes that “currency of

this kind has only been found to the east of Niger” (Edwards 310). In placing Equiano’s 

birthplace to the east of Niger, Edwards rejects previous scholarship by  G.I. Jones who placed 

Equiano’s origins to the west of the same river.

A more thorough and less speculative investigation of Equiano’s origins has been made 

by the linguistic anthropologist Catherine Obianju Ancholonu, who points out that West African 

languages at the time had yet to be put into writing, and that Equiano thus attempted to write the 

words he recalled based on how sounds would be written in the English language. She attempted 

the reconstruct the transcription Equiano had done, and concluded that many words were 

different than the ones Edwards and Jones had based their inquiries into Equiano’s origins on. 

Based on her own transcriptions, she narrowed down a different area than either Edwards or 

Jones had and based on travelling to the area and interviewing the locals concluded based on 

extensive anecdotal evidence that “Olaudah Equiano was none other than Olaude Ewealuo from 

Isseke in Anambra State of Nigeria, an Igbo from the Eastern hinterland” (361).

A departing case for Equiano’s origins is made by Carretta, who claims that “the 

available evidence suggests that the author of The Interesting Narrative may have invented 

rather than reclaimed an African identity”. He goes on to say that baptismal and naval1 records 

instead point to Equiano being born in South Carolina, as well as claiming that “other newly 

found evidence proves that Equiano came to England years earlier than he says” (Carretta 46).

Werner Sollors points out that “if Carretta’s hypothesis of Equiano’s Carolina birth were 

ever to be fully substantiated, Equiano might just turn out to be one of the very first black 

American expatriates in Europe” and adds that this would “also require a new interpretation of 

the Narrative” (Sollors xxxi). Smith and Watson are of a similar opinion, saying that if “this 

allegation is substantiated, it will only suggest how important the discourse of the 

autobiographical had become as a means to imagine another life and identity” (117).

Crucial to note, however, is that whether or not Equiano observed the things he describes 

from Africa himself, many of them have been confirmed to be genuine. Sollors brings up several 

of the things that Edwards and Ancholou looked at in Equiano’s writings, saying that they have 

“traced and identified features such as scarification, cam wood, and salt made from wood ash” 

1A muster book for an arctic expedition Equiano participated in aboard the ship Racehorse in 1773. Photocopy 
included in Sollors (xxx), original with the UK Public Record Office, Admiralty Archive, PRO/ADM 36/7490).
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(xiii). The conclusion is that Equiano’s descriptions of Africa would have appeared as truthful to 

Equiano’s contemporary readership as they have for some modern day scholars. This credibility 

would in turn have supported the credibility of assertions Equiano made in related matters, such 

as his description of European influence on Africa. As is explained in the later discussion of 

autobiographical acts, credibility is important for the type of story Equiano wished to craft for his

readership to work.

2.2 Socio-historical background

This section covers three topics. It provides a brief overview of slavery in England and North 

America, a brief overview of the abolitionist movement and some of the major concerns and 

ideas that the slave narratives of the time addressed. It is necessary to understand what these 

concerns were in order for me to show in my analysis how Equiano adapted his writing to 

accommodate them.

2.2.1 Slavery and the British Abolitionist movement

The Spanish were the first Europeans to import slaves into the New World, starting 

during the early 16th century. In 1554-1555 the British Admiral John Hawkins formed a 

syndicate for the purpose of trading slaves, initially capturing slaves in raids against foreign 

ships and selling the slaves in the New World, but soon he also turned to trading goods for slaves

in Africa before selling them in the Caribbean. This became the forerunner to the triangular trade

in which goods were brought from England to Africa, traded for slaves which were then taken to 

the Caribbean and sold, and ships taking on sugar, tobacco and cotton for the return trip to 

England. In the New World slavery was largely legalised during the 17th century. In England 

several court cases ruled that slavery had no basis in English law, but the legal status of slaves 

was still unclear because many slaves were not considered English subjects. This lasted until 

1772 when Lord Mansfeld ruled in the Somersett case that slavery cannot exist in England and 

that slaves brought there could not be forced to return to the colonies, where slavery continued to

be legal, which continued until 1807 when the slave trade in the British colonies was also 
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abolished. Slaves did continue to exist in British colonies until the Emancipation Act which was 

passed in 1833 and took effect over 1834-1838. In the US, the American Revolution saw 

Vermont prohibit slavery in its constitution, as well as other states adopting emancipation laws, 

but it took until 1863 for Southern slaves to be freed by the Emancipation Proclamation issued 

by President Lincoln and until 1865 for slavery to be constitutionally prohibited.

The first organised campaigning for abolition came from the Society of Friends, or the 

Quakers, who in 1758 condemned the slave trade in annual meetings in both London and 

Philadelphia, although it wasn’t until 1787 when the first British abolitionist organisation, the 

Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade, was founded. The same year, Equiano and

several other Africans started campaigning against the slave trade as the Sons of Africa. People 

involved in the Society also subsequently helped establish a network of abolition groups across 

England, which came to benefit the sales of The Interesting Narrative as it was one of the works 

the Society promoted in its campaign.

2.2.2 Concerns addressed in abolitionist literature

While many slave narratives from this era were legitimately written by former slaves, it is

however also true that many, if not most of them, had a significant amount of help in having their

stories written down and published. This influenced the choice of topics and the way in which 

abolitionist literature was written. As previously mentioned, the authenticity of African authors 

was often suspect in the eyes of some of the public, and African authors often lacked the means 

to have their books published, although it is worth mentioning that Equiano was an exception 

from this. Much of the support for former slaves writing their stories came from abolitionist 

movement: Audrey Fisch writes that “others [apart from Equiano] struggled to negotiate this 

genre that was often defined by the needs and values of white abolitionists” (3). Several specific 

arguments against the slave trade were direct responses to pro-slavery writing, but former slaves 

were also able to attach a personal narrative, as well as witness accounts of the cruelties of the 

slave trade, to wider concerns. The first, and possibly foremost reason advanced for abolition, 

was religious and philosophical in nature. 

One of the main functions of the slave narrative genre was to counter the pro-slavery 

position that keeping and trading slaves was morally acceptable or an inherent right of free men. 
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When Equiano argued against the slave trade, he needed a wide appeal for his arguments. One of

the strategies that slave narratives used was, according to Philip Gould, the reinterpretation of 

Locke’s philosophy about natural rights to “argue for the absurdity of equating human beings — 

who inherently possessed the right to life — with material possessions” (17). This necessitated 

the argument in favour of what Gould calls “the slave narrative’s central proposition about the 

full humanity of the African” (18), in order to make the use of Locke’s ideas valid. This also fit 

into the wider narrative of humanitarianism, which was advocated not only by religious groups 

but also philosophers. Eva Beatrice Dykes points to several texts by famous writers of the 

eighteenth century advocating the “happiness of all mankind”2. Dykes also points out that of the 

religious groups of the time it was not only the Quakers who were opposed to the slave trade but 

also the Deist movement and the Methodists (Dykes, 211-212). There were also specifically 

religious arguments for and against slavery, such as the Scriptural Researches on the licitness of 

the slave trade, shewing its conformity with the the principles of natural and revealed religion 

written by Raymond Harris in 1788, which points to examples such as the Egyptian3 maid of 

Abraham’s wife as slavery sanctioned directly by God (Harris, 16-19). These religious 

arguments frequently came down to interpretation — Harris’ pamphlet was quickly attacked on 

religious grounds by responses such as William Roscoe’s Scriptural Refutation of the pamphlet 

published the same year. Equiano himself frequently uses both religious and philosophical 

arguments against the slave trade, and even detailed economical reasons for why slavery should 

be abolished. This range of arguments ensured he had a broad audience for his writings.

The second reason arose out of what Kerry Sinanan calls “the doubts a supposedly 

civilized west was having about itself” (65). Some in the west believed that the native peoples of 

Africa were living in innocence and harmony, which the west destroyed with its sinful influence 

when it arrived at Africa’s shores in service of the slave trade. This is important to know because

Equiano appeals to this idea of Africa’s innocence and the corrupting influence of the west in his

writings, in particular in his descriptions of Africa. Sinanan quotes David Brion Davis who says 

that “The Negro represented innocent nature, and hence corresponded, psychologically, with the 

natural and spontaneous responses of the reformer” (qtd. in Sinanan 66). Equiano spends a 

2Some examples given are Samuel Clarke’s 1705 Boyle Lectures, Shaftesbury’s (Anthony Ashley-
Cooper, 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury) 1711 Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times and Joseph 
Butler’s 1726 Fifteen Sermons Preached at the Rolls Chapel.
3Harris argued that because Egypt lies in Africa, the sanction extended to the whole of the continent.



Karlberg 13
significant amount of writing making use of this — he presents his homeland as idyllic and 

frequently brings up examples of sinful or shameful behaviour of the white people he meets, 

finding them in contrast with both the Christian and “naturally moral” values and dictates that 

are supposed to govern their actions. Eva Beatrice Dykes writes that during these times there was

an “increasing interest in the ‘noble savage’, who because of his innocence, his freedom from the

corruptions of civilisation and his proximity to nature was considered the ideal person and the 

epitome of perfection” (212). She quotes Hoxie Fairchild who argues that Africans had come to 

be included in the category of noble savages, and says that “the lack of social distinctions which 

characterized primitive man” was considered “as desirable goals for all men of the eighteenth 

century” (212).

Although there is no evidence to suggest that the abolitionist movement funded the 

publishing of The Interesting Narrative, Equiano still benefitted financially from his association 

with them as a free man. As previously mentioned, Equiano was himself heavily involved with 

the British abolitionist movement. The benefit from the connections this gave him was two-fold. 

First, the abolitionist movement helped spread word of his book, which both helped to establish 

it as an authoritative text in the ongoing debate about the slave trade and to fuel sales. This is 

made explicit by one Charles Crawford who in a 1790 text suggested that “friends of humanity 

by encouraging the sale of [Equiano’s] work, might make him some small recompense for the 

injuries he has received from mankind” (Carretta 57). Second, Equiano spent a significant 

amount of time in the latter part of his life campaigning against the slave trade (Carretta 56), both

in traveling around holding speeches and writing letters, and these activities afforded him an 

opportunity to advertise his book. Carretta asserts that selling 1 000 copies of the book during 

Equiano's time was equivalent to a best-seller, and points out that in a letter dated 1792 Equiano 

mentions having sold 1900 copies of his book during eight and a half months in Ireland alone 

(56). Members of the abolitionist movement and “friends of humanity” also wrote letters of 

recommendation for Equiano, encouraging recipients to assist him when he traveled around 

selling his book — later editions of The Interesting Narrative Equiano included a collection of 

these letters in the book. Because of his own involvement and the considerable benefit Equiano 

received from the support of the British abolitionist movement, it seems reasonable to conclude 

for the purposes of the analysis that he may have tailored parts of his book to this audience.



Karlberg 14
2.3 Theoretical framework

“Readers often conceive of autobiographical narrators as telling unified stories of their 

lives, as creating or discovering coherent selves. But both the unified story and the 

coherent self are myths of identity. [...] We are always fragmented in time, taking a 

particular or provisional perspective on the moving target of our pasts, addressing 

multiple and disparate audiences.” (Smith and Watson, 62)

Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, with a starting point based in previous work by sociologist Ken 

Plummer, have developed a schema of what they call autobiographical acts, which describe the 

various factors that influence the development and writing of an autobiographical text. While 

Plummer started with three — the narrator, the coaxer that “elicits the story from the speaker” 

and the audience which interpret the story — Smith and Watson list twelve of these acts, but for 

my analysis I will focus on the use of four: coaxers / occasions, sites, autobiographical “I”s and 

paratextual apparatuses. I have chosen these because I have found clearly identifiable instances 

of them in Equiano’s text that are possible to tie in with different personal and historical 

concerns that are detailed in the background material.

The coaxers, or occasions, in Smith and Watson’s model, is not just simply an active 

coaxer that encourages the author to write the autobiography, like an editor, but also crosses over

into the territory of the audience. Some of the examples they give of this is the scrutiny of groups

to which the author wishes to belong or the assimilation stories of immigrants who wish to prove

their “legitimate membership in a nation”. They also mention slave narratives explicitly as an 

example of this, saying that “slave narrators were urged to recite their narratives of slavery's 

degradations in the setting of abolitionist meeting or for the abolitionist press” (66). Thus, the 

pressures of what is expected of the author is a coaxer in and of itself. Even if an author wishes 

to defy the expectations of their audience, they will still be coaxed to address them.

The division of the autobiographical process into separate acts is not to suggest they’re 

unrelated. Of sites Smith and Watson say that the “examples we have considered suggest the 

degree to which coaxing / coercing occurs at particular sites of narration” (69). That is to say, 

different sites of narration are associated with different coaxers. A site isn’t just restricted the the

physical, but is also “a moment in history, a sociopolitical space. Crucially, Smith and Watson 
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suggest that “we might think about what kinds of narratives seem “credible” and “real” at 

particular sites of narration” (66).

The autobiographical “I”s are all the same author of an autobiographical text, but 

different aspects of him or her both in time and space as well as the textual representation of that 

person. The real or historical I is the actual person that wrote the book, and who “lives or lived in

the world, going about his or her business in everyday life”. Smith and Watson argue that 

because the real person is much more complex than the narrator of the autobiographical text, the 

real “I” is unknowable by the reader (72). What readers actually see, on the other hand, is the 

narrating “I”. This is the “I” that writes the book for the reader, “the persona of the historical 

person who wants to tell”, and chooses only to talk about those experiences out of all of those 

that the historical “I” is aware of that fit into this persona and the story they are telling. The 

usage of the word “persona” is crucial here, because the narrating “I” is the person that the real 

author of the book wishes to appear to be to the reader, which involves the deliberate 

construction of this persona in order to shape it to the purpose. Distinct from the narrating “I” is 

the narrated “I”. Smith and Watson refer to Francois Lionnet who suggests that “the narrated “I” 

is the subject of history whereas the narrating “I” is the agent of discourse” (qtd. in 73). In 

simpler terms, the narrated “I” is the character that the autobiography is about. This includes 

versions of that character at different stages of their life; Smith and Watson make the example of 

an author “conjuring herself up at the age of five or eight or ten” (73), and notes that the 

narrating “I” can choose to give voice to these earlier versions of the subject of the 

autobiography in dialogue or internal monologue even though “the child is not doing the 

remembering or narrating of the story” (73). The final “I” is the ideological one:

“...the “I” is neither a transparent subject, nor a free agent. Rather, it is, as Louis Althasser 

insists, steeped in ideology, in all the institutional discourses through which people come to 

understand themselves and to place themselves in the world…” (76)

The ideological “I” is the one not divorced from the context in which the author is writing. Their 

values, fears, the norms they subscribe to, etc., all serve to affect how the author presents 

themselves, even the ones that are “so internalized (personally or culturally) that they seem 

“natural” or “universal”” (77). Smith and Watson argue, however, that because of the complexity



Karlberg 16
of the ideological context of any author, the ideological “I” becomes multiple, sometimes with 

conflicting elements. Put in another way, an author can have several ideological “I”s that co-

exist, which can lead to one taking precedence over another when it comes to deciding how to 

describe what has happened in the author’s life.

Paratext is a term coined by Gérard Genette, which is a “combination of peritext (all the 

materials inside the book) and epitext (elements outside it such as interviews and reviews)” (qtd. 

in 99).That is to say, anything related to the text which isn’t the raw meaning of the text itself, 

including book covers, recommendations, typography, etc. In what Smith and Watson refer to as 

the peritextual process is also included the editorial choices made by editors, publishers and so 

on. They also note that for slave narratives, peritexts are crucial to attach “authenticity to the 

tellers that may lack narrative authority… [and] stories that contravene dominant narratives” 

(101).  Despite the existence of the paratextual surround outside the text itself, it is equally 

concerned with “the kind of audience solicited for a text at a given historical moment” (100).

3. Analysis

3.1 The Reader and the Paratext of The Interesting Narrative

The Interesting Narrative has, for a book of it’s time, an unusual amount of paratext, and much 

of it suggests that Equiano had in mind an appeal which included but went beyond the 

abolitionist cause with which he was most immediately concerned. The first example of a 

paratext is the subscriber list. This list is part of a mode of selling books which required 

interested readers to pay up front to help cover the costs of producing the book. Because of the 

unreliability of first time authors and the potential for scams, this mode was falling out of favour 

at the time Equiano decided to publish his book4, but he nonetheless amassed an impressive list 

of subscribers. As Equiano edited the book himself, he must have deliberately chosen to make 

the subscriber list public by including it in the book. Several aspects of the subscriber list are of 

interest. One is that the name of one of the previously most known African British authors, 

4The process necessary to have a book published at the time, as well as how the system of subscription 
worked, is described on p 52-53 in Fisch’s Cambridge Companion.



Karlberg 17
Quobna Ottobah Cuguano, as on it; Carretta notes that the other African authors “Gronniosaw 

and Phillis Wheatley [appears] by association with their patron, the Countess of Huntingdon” 

(Carretta 55). Carretta asserts that this is because Equiano wanted to associate himself with a 

“recognized tradition of African British authors” (56). It is also worth noting the inclusion of 

prominent abolitionists like Granville Sharp, as pointing to Equiano’s place in the abolitionist 

movement. It would furthermore seem reasonable to conclude that the inclusion of the many 

prestigious names on the list, such as the Prince of Wales5 that appears on the top of the list 

already in the first edition, would enhance the reputation of the work. Potential readers would be 

flattered to include themselves in the same readership; what Smith and Watson refer to as 

“soliciting an audience”.

Equiano also addresses the reader directly at several points. The first of these is found on 

the first pages of the text in the first edition where Equiano writes that:

If then the following narrative does not appear sufficiently interesting to engage general 

attention, let my motive be some excuse for its publication. I am not so foolishly vain as 

to expect from it either immortality or literary reputation. If it affords any satisfaction to 

my numerous friends, at whose request it has been written, or in the smallest degree 

promotes the interests of humanity, the ends for which it was undertaken will be fully 

attained, and every wish of my heart gratified. (Equiano 20)

While Equiano deliberately strikes a humble tone, he was clearly aware of the book’s potential to

“engage general attention” even if he wasn’t assured of that potential being fulfilled at the point 

he had the very first edition printed. When he refers to his “numerous friends”, Equiano is also 

ambiguous on whether he addresses them directly or considers them only a part of a more 

general audience. This implies that Equiano was imagining for his audience what Smith and 

Watson refers to as a “multiplicity of interlocutors”, that may or may not have had the same 

interests in mind when reading The Interesting Narrative; in particular it appears that while 

Equiano claims to have written the book in response to requests from those who were 

5The inclusion of the Prince of Wales on the list at the time of the early editions were published was, 
according to Carretta, particularly noteworthy, because “King George III’s lapse into madness appeared to
make a Regency under the Prince’s rule inevitable” (55). George III recovered from a shorter illness in 
1789 and the Prince was in fact not to become regent until 1811.
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presumably his friends among the abolitionists, he expected that it would achieve greater 

circulation than being restricted to that group. If we return to Granville Sharp at this juncture, 

one possible example of this can be made. Equiano details a meeting of theirs in The Interesting 

Narrative, when he seeks Sharp’s help in freeing a black man kidnapped by a former master, and

writes that “I proceeded immediately to that philanthropist, Granville Sharp, Esq.” (Equiano 

136). This was neither a chance meeting nor a spontaneous formulation. Equiano had meet Sharp

before6, and Sharp was one of the leading abolitionists in England at the time7. By describing 

Sharp as “that philanthropist”, rather than as an abolitionist or using the “friend of humanity” 

euphemism, Equiano appears to be both cementing his association with a leading personality in 

the abolitionist movement in the eyes of the abolitionists, most of whom would likely have 

known who Sharp was, as well as promoting Sharp in a neutral way to any in a wider audience 

who did not know.

One of the most compelling pieces of evidence suggesting that Equiano was aware of the 

expectations of him from a wider audience is comes in the form of a letter Equiano included in 

the book beginning with the fifth edition, defending himself against accusations of having lied 

about his African origins that had appeared in the press. He writes that:

”An invidious falsehood having appeared in the Oracle of the 25th, and the Star on the 27th

of April 1792, with a view to hurt my character, and to discredit and prevent the sale of my 

Narrative, asserting, that I was born in the Danish island of Santa Cruz, in the West Indies, it is 

necessary that in this edition, I should take notice thereof, and it is only needful for me to appeal 

to those numerous and respectable persons of character who knew me when I first arrived in 

England, and could speak no language but that of Africa.” (Sollors 181)

Here Equiano explicitly addresses the issue of doubts about his origins and defends his version 

of events. Equano terms the claim ”an invidious falsehood”, and asserts that it has been made 

with a view to ”hurt my character”. By doing so he lays claim to being a man of character – he 

6It was Equiano who brought the Zong Massacre, in which the crew of the slave ship Zong had thrown 
over a hundred slaves overboard during a journey in 1781 and then tried to claim insurance money for 
loss of cargo, to Sharp’s attention (Sollors xi). Sharp involved himself in the court case and the insurance 
claim was struck down, although Sharp’s attempt to have the crew prosecuted for murder failed.
7Sharp was a founding member and chairman of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave 
Trade.
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both rejects the accusation and asserts himself to be morally incapable of it. He also refers to 

”persons of character” who are able to vouch for the authenticity of his story, to show that it is 

not on his word alone his rejection of the accusation rests. In the same edition of The Interesting 

Narrative Equiano also included for the first time a review from 1789, which opens with the line 

”We entertain no doubt about the general authenticity of this very intelligent African's story” 

(Sollors 295), which serves both as an example of The Interesting Narrative's wider circulation, 

but also represents the belief in the authenticity of the work outside Equiano's circle of friends 

and acquaintances. Equiano also continues by saying that ”under this appeal, I now offer this 

edition of my Narrative to the candid reader, and the friends of humanity” (Sollors 181-182), 

clearly making a distinction between the two. By responding to these allegations in the press, 

Equiano demonstrates his awareness of what a wider audience has to say about the book, and his 

concern with convincing the audience of the truth of his account.

The last important instance of paratext is the letters of recommendation promoting The 

Interesting Narrative. While Carretta says of Equiano and the earlier author Cuguano that they 

were “unusual in publishing their work without any of the authenticating documentation or 

mediation by white authorities that preface the work of… other eighteenth-century black writers”

(54), this is not entirely true as, as previously noted, Equiano included a selection of these letters 

of recommendation in the printed version starting from, just as the review mentioned in the 

previous paragraph, the fifth edition. Several of these letters refer to “the bearer of this note” and 

other similar phrases before encouraging the recipient to lend their assistance, clearly indicating 

that Equiano himself was introduced to people encouraged by the authors of these letters, who 

were likely almost exclusively white, to assist him, implicitly or explicitly, to spread word of his 

books. Thus the book was in fact provided with a “preface of authenticating documentation” by 

whites - it simply formed part of the paratextual surround of the book rather than being included 

in the book itself. This provided Equiano with a means to avoid compromising his sole personal 

authorship of the book, while also affording him the persuasion of the white letter authors who 

vouched for him.
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3.2 The ideal of the noble savage and the authenticity of Equiano’s Africa

If we return to Smith and Watson’s description of autobiographical acts, it seems clear that we 

can classify his writings of his homeland before he was taken as a slave as being written at a 

specific site of narration - namely the west. At this specific site Africa would be, as previously 

mentioned in the background section, associated with the “Rousseauian ideal of the noble 

savage” (Sinanan 66) and the innocent nature of the native peoples of Africa as well as the 

proximity to nature that Dykes mentions, contrasted with the corrupting influence of the west. 

Equiano is very active in reinforcing these ideals in his descriptions. 

As Sollors writes of Rousseau's “fundamental significance for the abolitionists’ view of 

Africa” (Sollors 206) as well as asserts that “belief [in Rousseau’s ideas]... pervaded intellectual 

life in the last decades of the eighteenth century” (xvi) we can, in light of Equiano’s connection 

with the abolitionist movement and they help he received from it in spreading word of his book, 

infer that knowledge of the ideal of the noble savage was widespread among Equiano’s 

readership. Readers would recognise the paradisical natural world that Equiano describes:

“Our land is uncommonly rich and fruitful, and produces all kinds of vegetables in great 

abundance. [...] We have also spices of different kinds, particularly peppers, and a variety

of delicious fruits which I have never seen in Europe; together with gums of various 

kinds, and honey in abundance. All our industry is exerted to improving these blessings 

of nature.” (Equiano 24)

Apart from the blessings of nature, Equiano is also keen on emphasising the qualities of his 

people, saying that “Every one contributes something to the common stock; and, as we are 

unacquainted with idleness, we have no beggars.” (25), as well as claiming that “we were totally 

unacquainted with swearing, and all those terms of abuse and reproach which find their way so 

readily and copiously into the language of more civilized people” (27). All of these points 

correspond closely to the western ideal of the noble savage that Dykes describes. The closeness 

to nature and the qualities of his people seem to speak for themselves, but Equiano also explicitly

highlights the corrupting influence of the west in his comments on their use of language. 
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If we conclude that his description of his homeland is written to appeal to a distinct site 

of narration as per Smith and Watson’s definition, it is also worth remembering the “degree to 

which coaxing / coercing occurs at particular sites of narration” (62). It seems reasonable to 

assume that the coaxers Equiano was writing to appeal in this case was his western audience, 

knowing full well the appeal of the ideal of the noble savage, and making considerable effort to 

emphasise the qualities of his homeland that would appear to support the truthfulness of the 

ideal. Similar assumptions could be made on the emphasis of the exotic nature of the African 

continent, both in terms of its appearance and its distance — Equiano hints at the latter when he 

writes that the kingdom of Benen8 “runs back into the interior part of Africa hitherto I believe 

unexplored by any traveller” (20). The descriptions of exotic and faraway places forms part of 

why Greenblatt calls The Interesting Narrative part “travel memoir and adventure story”, and 

would likely hold wide appeal for a European audience. 

It is also worth taking into account Smith and Watson’s comments on the value of the 

credibility of a site of narration. Equiano’s descriptions may seem fantastic at times, but so is the 

ideal they are written to appeal to. This works the description would match the beliefs of the site 

of narration, i.e. the beliefs of the western reader. As it was believed that Equiano’s homeland 

was “idyllic precisely because of it’s absolute distance from Europe and its influence” (Sinanan 

66), a European reader, who was already tainted by that influence and had no first hand 

experience of such a place to draw on, could not contradict Equiano.

While his wider audience may have been satisfied with the appeal to the ideal of the 

noble savage and the exotic descriptions of Africa, the abolitionists, to whom Equiano was also 

presumably appealing to, had more specific concerns. In his relation with slavery in his 

homeland, the corrupting influence of the west would seem to be the primary evidence of this. 

When Equiano writes of “native” slavery, he is keen to emphasise the just reasons for making 

people slaves, as well as the fair treatment they received. When Equiano speculates on European 

influence being behind the taking of slaves, this shifts dramatically to “avarice” and a “lack of 

reluctance” to barter away people’s liberty. There are several other details that support the idea 

that Equiano adapted his description for the purpose of abolitionists. Sinanan mentions the 

“compromises that had to be made within an ambivalent abolitionist culture” (75) when it came 

to veiled descriptions of sexual abuse in Harriet Jacob’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 

8Benin
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namely regarding the idea that slaves could be “tainted by a culture of immorality” and that 

explicit descriptions of sexuality were therefore not possible without the author also becoming 

“morally compromised”. Presumably this was not simply restricted to sexual abuse but all sexual

content — Equiano writes that “Every woman too, at certain times, was forbidden to come into a

dwelling-house, or touch any person, or any thing we ate.” (28). Presumably this “certain time”, 

seeing as how it only applied to women, was during their menstrual periods, especially as 

Equiano relates this in the context describing the cleanliness of his people, but he could not say 

so openly or he would risk scandalising the sensibilities of his readers and lose his own “moral 

authority”. Another example is his description of the last African country he sees before being 

taken aboard a slave ship, in which they “cooked also in iron pots, and had European cutlasses” 

(37). Here Equiano writes that they “ate without washing their hands” and “fought with fists 

among themselves”. Equiano further relates that “their women were not as modest as ours” (37) 

and that they “disfigured themselves” (38) with ornaments and by filing their teeth. Again the 

implication seems clear: that it was a specifically European influence that caused corruption in 

people, and that the greater the extent of the influence, as seen in this country’s use of European 

goods and proximity to the slave ships, the greater the corruption. Carretta appears to support 

this conclusion, as he writes that “the closer [Equiano’s] successive African owners were to the 

European source of the [corruption of the transatlantic slave trade], the more inhumane they 

became” (Carretta 50). This would corroborate the abolitionists’ ideas of the corrupting influence

of civilisation, as well as Rousseau’s idea of how civilisation made Man “weak, fearful [and] 

mean-spirited” (Rousseau 206).

Finally, it was necessary for Equiano to paint a picture of Africa that seemed authentic to 

his reader in order to convince them of the truthfulness of having written the text himself. As 

noted in the background section, this was a reasonable cause for concern for any African writing 

in the public sphere at the time. This may also be another reason for a specific comment such as 

the one he made about his homeland lying deep enough into Africa that no explorer had reached 

it; it left critics and readers who did not want to believe an African could write a work such as 

The Interesting Narrative by himself with little option to compare it to what they had heard of 

Africa from white explorers. It was also crucial to the abolitionist movement that Equiano 

appeared to have an authentic African background. Carretta, who believes that Equiano was not 

born in Africa at all, asserts that “the antislave trade movement needed precisely the kind of 



Karlberg 23
account of Africa and the middle passage only [Equiano]... could supply” as well as that “An 

African, not an African American, voice what was the abolitionist cause required” (Carretta 47). 

If Equiano did not convince his reader of the authenticity of his background, it would be difficult

for him to give a credible account of the horrors of the slave trade that he and other abolitionists 

attacked.

3.3 Equiano’s descriptions of slavery in Africa 

“In this manner we continued to undergo more hardships than I can now relate, hardships 
which are inseparable from this accursed trade.”

— Equiano (42)

Equiano spent his entire life having some sort of relation to slavery, but curiously had some at 

times very divergent descriptions of the trade. While there is nothing to suggest, and this essay 

most certainly will not, that The Interesting Narrative was not at least in part what Greenblatt 

calls an “abolitionist tract”, we need to be mindful that the circumstances in which Equiano 

encountered slavery were as varied as his descriptions of them.

The assertion that Equiano had a relation to slavery during his entire life is, according to 

his own description, literal. He claims that in his homeland his own father was one of the “chiefs 

or elders of the place” and that these “Embrence, or chief men, decided disputes and punished 

crimes” (20). Equiano also says that he himself was “destined” to be marked Embrence just like 

his father. He then goes on to describe some of the punishments decided upon, which included 

among others, as punishment for a kidnappning being “condemned to make recompense by a 

man or a woman slave”, as well as the punishment of “slavery or death” for adultery.  Equiano 

further relates that upon marriage, the dowry given to a couple could consist in part of slaves 

(21). However, when it comes to the trade in slaves in his homeland, Equiano is defensive. He 

writes that they traded with another people called the “Oye-Eboe”, who “always carry slaves 

through our land; but the strictest account is exacted of their manner of procuring them, before 

they are suffered to pass” (24). No comment is made on what such a manner of procurement is 

acceptable. He also says that “sometimes indeed we sold slaves to them, but they were only 

prisoners of war, or such among us as had been convicted of kidnapping, or adultery, or some 
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other crimes, which esteemed heinous” (24). While it is important to note that Equiano does not 

explicitly claim that the slave trade in his homeland is right or moral, the clear implication 

nonetheless seems to be that if someone in his homeland had become a slave, they had, as long 

as normal procedure had been followed, done something to deserve it. Further defense of slavery

comes in his descriptions of those slaves which had been taken as prisoners of war after a battle, 

with Equiano exclaiming that “how different was their condition from that of the slaves of West 

Indies!” and then goes on to claim that they “do no more work than other members of the 

community” and that “their food, clothing and lodging were nearly the same as [their masters]” 

(26). He also stresses that “some of these slaves even have slaves under them as their own 

property, and for their own use” (26) which suggests that unlike slaves in the west, slaves in his 

homeland retained the right to own property, and, when taken together with previous comments 

of slaves that there was “scarce any difference between them [and free-born]” Equiano appears 

to suggest that slavery in his homeland was more a difference in social hierarchy than the 

absoluteness of non-personhood that was inherent to western slavery.

These points defending or justifying slavery in his homeland are given in stark contrast 

with the methods for acquiring slaves that people influenced by Europe employed that Equiano 

subsequently describes. The corrupting influence of the west is explicitly highlighted in 

Equiano’s description of battles for the purpose of taking “prisoners or booty”. He speculates 

that “perhaps they were incited to this by those traders who brought the European goods I 

mentioned among us”, claiming that “when a trader wants slaves, he applies to a chief for them, 

and tempts him with his wares” and that “it is not extraordinary, if on this occasion he yields to 

the temptation with as little firmness, and accepts the price of his fellow creatures liberty with as 

little reluctance as the enlightened merchant” (25).  Equiano is, presumably, ironic here, meaning

“enlightened” as having been affected by western influence. Equiano also speaks of the chief 

gratifying his “avarice” by selling the prisoners if a battle incited in this way was won (26) — 

this is a word he uses again later for white slave traders, such as when he speaks of the 

“improvident avarice” of the white slaver traders’ habit of packing their ships so full of slaves 

that the unhygienic conditions aboard killed many of them (41). Thus Equiano defends slavery 

when his own people are responsible for it, but highlights the connection with European 

influence, which as we saw in the previous section of the analysis he attempted to show was 

corrupting, when other African peoples are responsible.
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We can also compare Equiano’s descriptions of slavery in Africa with some of his later 

descriptions of the slave trade in the west. If we take the example of the West Indies that 

Equiano himself uses as a comparison, we find that Equiano went into detail of many of the 

abuses he saw slaves endure while he travelled the West Indies in the 1760s. In particular, he 

writes about seeing the island of Montserrat that: 

“At the sight of this land of bondage, a fresh horror ran through all my frame, and chilled me to 

the heart. My former slavery9 now rose in dreadful review to my mind, and displayed nothing but

misery, stripes and chains, and, in the first paroxysm of my grief, I called upon God’s thunder, 

and his avenging power, to direct the stroke of death to me, rather than permit me to become a 

slave, and be sold from lord to lord.” (Equiano 73)

He also comments that the overseers of slaves in the West Indies were particularly cruel, 

referring to them as “these human butchers, who cut and mangle the slaves in a shocking manner

on the most trifling occasions” (78). Of course, as Equiano spent considerable time defending the

slave trade in his homeland on account of the fact that slaves were treated well, it is of limited 

use to compare it when he condemns slavery in the west for the worst of the cruelties he saw. 

Therefore it is also worth noting that Equiano, even while serving his last master, the quaker 

merchant King, which he claims “possessed a most amiable disposition and temper, and was 

very charitable and humane” (74), who traded in slaves himself, he is explicit about the 

corruption the slave trade brings with it, in particular claiming that “such a tendency has the 

slave-trade to debauch men’s minds, and harden them to every feeling of humanity!” (83). 

It is also important to note Equiano’s reference to the West Indies as a place he would 

have no knowledge of until later. From this we can conclude that he is writing as at this point as 

as an adult recalling the events of his childhood, and not trying to give voice to his child self of 

the time he experienced these events. He is not giving the narration what Smith and Watson refer

to as a “remembered or reimagined consciousness of experience” (73) of being younger. While 

this does not exclude the possibility of a multiplicity of voices, consisting of several adult “I”s, 

we can conclude that no attempt is made to claim the innocence of youth as masking the morality

9Equiano had been promised freedom for his service, to a British officer in the royal navy, aboard a 
warship during wartime, but was deceived and sold to a merchant captain bound for the West Indies at 
the end of the warship’s tour.
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of slave trading. adult self, in one of his ideological “I”s, was openly opposed to slavery, which 

begs the question of why he would be defending it when it occurred in his homeland.

One reason for why this might be is that it would have been difficult for Equiano to omit 

describing slavery in his homeland without also omitting the story of how he himself came to be 

sold into slavery. Thus, he is forced to justify slavery that happened beyond the influence of 

Europe in order to preserve the ideal of the noble savage. After all, how could anyone argue that 

the west was the source of sinful behaviour if the people that lived beyond European influence 

on their own accord did the very same things that Equiano and other abolitionists campaigned 

against as immoral? If Equiano had attacked slavery in his homeland as he did slavery in the 

west, he would have damaged his homeland’s credibility at his site of narration. The result is that

Equiano’s ideological “I” that opposed all forms of slavery is muted in favour of an ideological 

“I” that either favours the Rousseauian ideals, or an ideological “I” that wishes to preserve it for 

his readership.

It is also worth pointing out that he also addresses the ideal of the noble savage in his 

description of slavery in his homeland; his points on the relatively much better treatment of 

slaves in his homeland compared to the west and his comments on their social status compared to

other members of society speak directly to the earlier mentioned idea of “lack of social 

distinction” (Dykes 212). 

4. Conclusion

In my thesis I argued that Equiano does adapt his text based on the expectations of his audience, 

and in this essay set out to examine in which ways this was done. By using Smith and Watson’s 

theory on autobiographical acts, I identified Equiano’s site of narration, coaxers and 

autobiographical “I”s and then connected these to sometimes conflicting motivations and 

historical ideas that Equiano needed to navigate while writing his book.

In the first part of my analysis I examined the language addressing the reader and the 

paratext of The Interesting Narrative, and concluded that Equiano was both aware of the 

potential for a wide audience his text had as well describing several instances of how he adapted 

to this, in particular his reponse to allegations in the press regarding the truth of his origins.
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In the second part I describe how Equiano write about Africa, how he addresses the 

issues of authenticity and as his background in order to lend credibility to later criticism of the 

slave trade, how he promotes the Rousseauian ideas of the noble savage and the corrupting 

influence of civilisation that abolitionists would have been concerned with, and how he 

emphasises the exotic appeal of Africa for a wider audience.

In the third part I deal with Equiano’s early relation to slavery, his seemingly 

contradictory defense of instances of slavery in Africa, and describe possible reasons for this, 

including the necessity of detailing his African background in full preventing him from omitting 

describing native African slavery and the continuing promotion of Rousseauian ideas.

My conclusion is that Equiano was well aware of the expectations made of both him and 

his work, and adapted his text in several ways to account for this, including making compromises

in instances where the expectations were in conflict. Although claiming to have written the book 

simply because of the requests of friends and for promoting the “interests of humanity”, Equiano 

made several deliberate choices that made the book appeal to a wider audience than just the 

abolitionist movement with which he was involved, and the sales the book commanded appear to

have proven the wisdom of doing so.

Equiano was in many ways a man of contradictions. He came from a social class that owned and 

made slaves, and he became a slave himself, and later a fierce opponent of slavery. He promoted 

Rousseauian ideas, yet embraced civilisation. He was a believer in the free flow of commerce at 

a time when one of the most prominent goods that was traded was one he wanted outlawed. He 

was a devout Christian, that relished the opportunity to learn about other denominations and 

religions, and regretted not being allowed to see the inside of a mosque. He took great pains to 

appear humble and modest, but never shied away from criticism, even if it was often implied, 

where he felt it was due. He came further in life than many more favoured by circumstance 

largely through his own effort and prudence, yet he considered himself lucky.

Few autobiographical works before or since Equiano penned his have spanned such a 

width of trials and triumphs, and while Equiano did not live to see the abolition he hoped for, 

few works of literature towards that end have come to be considered as valuable.
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