
OROONOKO SLAVERY AND ANTEBELLUM

Oroonoko is a short novel written by English author Aphra Behn () and published in A full-length e-text is available online
through carriagehouseautoresto.com

He is admired and respected by those who follow him, and even in death he keeps his royal dignity intactâ€”as
he would rather be subjected to the brutal treatment of the white Europeans who enslaved him than surrender
his self-respect. He is, despite what New Critical critics have claimed, not a martyr in any regard and his death
possesses no dignifiable importance. Behn was not available to correct or confirm any information, early
biographers assumed the first-person narrator was Aphra Behn speaking for herself and incorporated the
novel's claims into their accounts of her life. Without a true and natural leader a king the feeble and corrupt
men of position abuse their power. Sales picked up in the second year after her death, and the novel then went
through three printings. By imposing melodramatic medium instead of accentuating the realities of his ruin,
Oroonoko himself becomes the spectacle, the objectified subject of mass spectatorship for his fellow
Surinamese. How They Treat Their Women: A Comparison of Aphra Behn's Oroonoko and Achebe's
Okonkwo There has been some discussion about whether Imoinda was actually sold into slavery or if she just
exchanged one form of slavery for another See discussion question 2 below. Topographical and cultural
verisimilitude were not a criterion for readers of novels and plays in Behn's day any more than in Thomas Kyd
's, and Behn generally did not bother with attempting to be accurate in her locations in other stories. Had Behn
not known the individuals she fictionalises in Oroonoko, it is extremely unlikely that any of the real royalists
would have become fictional villains or any of the real republicans fictional heroes, and yet Byam and James
Bannister, both actual royalists in the Interregnum , are malicious, licentious, and sadistic, while George
Marten, a Cromwellian republican, is reasonable, open-minded, and fair. Oroonoko is the first English novel
to show Africans in a sympathetic manner. The Prince and Imoinda are reunited for a short time and
consummate their marriage, but are eventually discovered. In "Tribal Scars", Sembene Ousmane presents a
theory of how tribal scarring first began. The adaptation is generally faithful to the novel, with one significant
exception: it makes Imoinda white instead of black see Macdonald , and therefore, like Othello, the male lead
would perform in blackface to a white heroine. Neither was Allin of noble blood, nor was his cause against
Willoughby based on love. Imoinda is portrayed as Oroonoko's equal in the work; where Oroonoko is
described as "Mars" 16 , Imoinda is described as "the beautiful black Venus"  While natives in typical works
that focus around the idea of pro-colonialism might be portrayed as being animalistic and uncivilized, the
natives within Oroonoko are shown as living within a functional, undisturbed society. In these " invisible
churches ", slaves could discuss freedom, liberty, and the judgment of God against slaveowners. Over time the
Prince plans a tryst with the help of the sympathetic Onahal one of the kings wives and Aboan a friend to the
prince. The story of Oroonoko's abduction is plausible, for such raids did take place, but English slave traders
avoided them where possible for fear of accidentally capturing a person who would anger the friendly groups
on the coast. However, the narrator of Oroonoko is unreliable at best, presenting the story as an incongruent
portrayal of romantic realism with the seeming intention of arriving at novelistic authenticity. Imoinda[ edit ]
Imoinda serves as a strong female character in Oroonoko due in part to Behn's emphasis on Imoinda's
individuality. The narrator regards the indigenous peoples as innocent and living in a golden age. Even while
he is subjected to a gruesome death, he never loses his composure and dignity. By claiming that these "white
men" are unworthy of her attention, she is granted greater merit than them  Oroonoko is not a tale of lionized
self-immolation and death; it is a tale of an existentially meaningless mortal end to a man who achieves no
higher transcendent purpose nor the social reform he seeks in his homeland. One potential motive for the
novel, or at least one political inspiration, was Behn's view that Surinam was a fruitful and potentially wealthy
settlement that needed only a true noble to lead it. At the conclusion of the narrative, the narrator leaves
Surinam for London. Blassingame explains, "Our sense of self-esteem is heightened or lowered by our
perception of the images others have of us. The practice of tribal scarring would most likely have reinforced to
her readers that Africans were savages and unlike Europeans in any way. Oroonoko, before he dies, realizes
the limits of his aristocratic agency and the insignificance of his individuality. This idea is touched upon
within Royalism and Honor in Aphra Behn's Oroonoko, "Behn is repelled not by slavery per se, which is
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unobjectional when it involved common people, but by the enslavement of a prince, born and brought up to
command others. The royalist agenda prevails, social and racial hierarchical order is restored in Surinam, and
a potentially revolutionary slave revolt is suppressed. As the taste of the s demanded, Southerne emphasises
scenes of pathos , especially those involving the tragic heroine, such as the scene where Oroonoko kills
Imoinda. Additionally, the character's name is artificial. In the 20th century, Oroonoko has been viewed as an
important marker in the development of the " noble savage " theme, a precursor of Rousseau and a furtherance
of Montaigne , as well as a proto-feminist work. Behn as a duplicitous narrator plays into the ambiguity of her
support for abolition, mixed with the control afforded to her because of her race and economic status. For the
sake of her book and her cause, Behn had to create characters with European characteristics and behaviors.
She molds Oroonoko in her own image, depicting him with European features despite his "ebony" flesh Behn 
Scholars speculate that Behn had this headdress from her time in Surinam. Blassingame's The Slave
Community. The New World was set in the contemporary British Caribbean, not in Mexico as previous
centuries were accustomed to.


