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In his book Tropicopolitans (1999), the post-colonial critic Srinivas Aravamudan 
captures the drift of current scholarship on 'the new eighteenth-century' by pointing 
to xenophobia, colonialism, orientalism, and racism as significant omissions from 
Linda Colley's influential account of the constitution of national identity in her book, 
Britons: Forging the NatiOll, 1707-1832 (1992).1 Generally speaking, post-colonial critics 

such as Aravamudan and Saree Makdisi, author of Romantic Imperialism: Universal 

Empire and ale Culture o(Modemity (1998), concern themselves with those areas identi
fied as absent from Colley's work, areas which reflect a new interest in the cultural 
effects of colonization and imperialism in the late eighteenth century, as well as their 
various legacies today. 

Since the 1980s a large and diverse group of literary critics and historians of romanti
cism, increasingly conscious of the intersection of their period of study with Britain's 
rapidly expanding empire, have begun to explore much more intensively the role of 
commerce, slavery, racial ideology, and overseas colonization in late eighteenth

century literature and culture. So massive was the expansion of British dominion in the 
Romantic period-by 1820 Britain ruled 200 million people, over a quarter of the 
world's population-it was difficult for anyone in the late eighteenth century not to be 
involved in the imperial system, however remotely. For instance, many of the Romantic 
authors we study today were connected through family, friends, trade, or the profes
sions to West Indian slavery. Jane Austen's father was trustee of an Antiguan sugar 
plantation belonging to a close friend from Oxford days. Matthew Lewis, author of the 
sensational Gothic novel The Monk (1796) was a slave holder, inheriting two large 
Jamaican sugar plantations. William Beckford, who wrote the oriental tale, \Tathek 

(1786), inherited enormous sugar wealth, while Thomas De Quincey's father grew rich 
as an importer of West Indian linen. Even William and Dorothy Wordsworth benefited 
indirectly from slavery's proceeds, enjoying a rent-free existence in the mid-1790s at 

Racedown, a house owned by the wealthy John Pinney, Bristol merchant and sugar 
plantation owner. Later, in 1801, suffering almost continuous poor health, Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge suggested to Robert Southey that they emigrate to Pinney's large 
mansion on St Nevis ('A heavenly climate, a heavenly country', he enthused) and get 
themselves appointed as 'sinecure negro-drivers' at £100 each a year. He seems to have 
been only half-joking. 
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The expansion of Britain's overseas empire engendered a vision of imperial greatness 
and the reality of vast colonial wealth. Positioning itself in the vanguard of the com

mercial and enlightened world, the British nation saw itself as the exporter of 'civiliza

tion' and systems of governance to countries deemed 'backward' or undeveloped. The 
most visible expression of this burgeoning overseas empire was evnywhere evident in 

the metropolis in the importation and widespread availability of pleasurable, arous
ing, and in some cases addictive tropical goods, such as coffee, tea, sugar, chocolate, 

and tobacco. These exotic commodities, which had once been luxury items for the 
rich alone, embedded themselves into British daily experience, recasting the face of 

eighteenth-century life. But while the consumption of such exotics brought wide

spread pleasure, the public's increasing awareness of the evils underpinning the 
production of colonial goods (like sugar) led to deep anxieties about the morality of 

Britain's empire (see Oxford Companioll to the Romalltic Age, pp. 181-7). 

The American Revolution and the eventual loss of the Thirteen Colonies was a 

humiliating blow to Britain, reshaping colonial policy in the other areas of the world 
under British influence or dominion-India, Canada, the West Indies, Australia, West 

Africa (see chapter on (Americas', and Oxford Comp(lI1ioll to th" Romantic Age, pp. 51-8). 

The political hot spot of the late eighteenth century, which left its mark on the great 
outburst of literary and artistic production of that period, was Britain's leading role in 

the slave trade, a system involving the kidnapping and export of Africans to the West 

Indian sugar islands (see Oxford Companion to the ROflumtic Age, pp. 58--65). This bur
geoning trade in human flesh, began to attract increaSing criticism from the 17805 
onwards, which snowballed into a massive popular movement for abolition by the 

early 17905 (see Oxtbrd Compallio/l to the Romantic Age, p. 399). Millions of people 

petitioned Parliament, demanding an end to atrocities which were graphically, even 
gruesomely, detailed in tracts, pamphlets, and cartoons. This widespread movement 

for the abolition of the slave trade, at a time of rapidly increasing literacy and the 
proliferation of print culture (sec chapter on 'Print culture and the book trade'), gen

erated a richly ambivalent and at times deeply troubled discourse in many of the most 

well-known texts of the period. 
But while the interconnection of Romantic literature and British imperial activity at 

the end of the eighteenth century is now widely accepted, we need to query what kind 

of connection this is, and what kind of dialogue we might set up between Romanticism 

and post-colonial studies. Some argue that Romantic literature articulates resistance to, 
and/or anxiety about cultural imperialism, even as it remains compllcit with it. Others, 

such as Alan Richardson and Sonia Hofkosh, take a more compelling line, arguing that 

many of 'the rhetorical strategies, literary motifs, and cultural myths of modern colo
nialism and racism took characteristic form during the years 1780-1834'. Tbeir volume 

also makes the important point that the inclusion of nationalist, racist, and colonialist 
discourses is crucial for opening up the boundaries of what we have traditionally called 
'Romanticism'.2 
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What does 'post-colonial' mean? 

How do we define the term 'post-colonial'? Much ink has been spilt on this issue, but 
despite the plethora of texts and anthologies devoted to defining what is meant by 
'post-colonial', the term remains an elusive and controversial one. The simplest mean
ing of the word is the chronological one, with 'post-colonial' referring to the post
independence period of former British (and other European) colonies. Post-colonial 
literature is, therefore, the literature of Africa, Australia, Bangladesh, Canada, the 

Caribbean, India, Malaysia, Malta, New Zealand, Pakistan, Singapore, South Pacitic 
Island countries, and Sri Lanka. Many writers and critics are, however, automatically 
troubled by the chronological implications of that prefix, 'post'. Quite reasonably they 
want to query the extent to which the political, economiC, and discursive inequalities 
associated with colonialism have disappeared into the past, leaving us in a world bliss
fully free of some of colonialism's most pernicious features, such as xenophobia or 
racism. As Aravamudan puts it, 'To consider that we are beyond colonialism in any way 

is to misrecognize-dangerously-the world's current realities: l But the literature of 
the \{omantic period does not of course fit the dictionary definition of post-colonia!, 
meaning 'after the end of colonial rule', so we need to ask: what does it mean to speak 
of post-colonial approaches to a body of writing emerging from a powerful nation busy 
comolidating its imperial ambitions rather than a former dependency emancipating itself 

from colonial rule? 
Leela Gandhi has dealt constructively with the 'post' of post-colonial by defining 

post-colonialism as a 'disciplinary project devoted to the academic task of revisiting, 

remembering and, crucially, interrogating the colonial past'. As such post-colonial 
criticism is very much an engaged scholarship, concerned with unequal relations of 
power, keen to shift attention away from, in our period, a 'little England' context to the 
wider non-European world, and alert to textual representations of non-Western 
peoples and environments_ Furthermore, in listening out for voices from the margins 

and for the voices of resistance and dissent, post-colonial critics are frequently 
involved in the work of constructing an empire which 'writes back' to the metro

politan centre. But post-colonial analysis often goes beyond overt representation or the 
voice of the other to explore the ways in which texts themselves can be seen to partici
pate in a colonial logic, involving textual relations of domination, subordination, and 
othering. 

For the purposes of this essay, my particular answer to the question-what does it 
mean to apply post-colonial approaches' to the Romantic period?-is that the wide
spread and popular movement for the abolition of slavery, gaining momentum from 
the 1770s onwards, does itself constitute an important moment of post-colonial cri
tique-a moment in which the political and cultural experience of the marginalized 
periphery comes vividly to the fore. The texts which embody the voices and the per
spectives of the coloniz.ed, such as those published by self-liberated slaves Phillis 
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Wheatley, Ignatius Sancho (see Oxford Companion to the RortumlicAge, p. 688), Olaudah 
Equiano (sec OxfiJrd Cumpanion to the Romantic Age, p. 499), Ottobah Cugoano, and 

Mary Prince, provide a particularly rich resource for post-colonial analysi5. These 
African writers voice a pungent and moving critique of colonialism, slavery, and 
racism, dislllantling in the process key Eurocentric assumptions, such a5 the belief in 
the superiority of Christianity to all other world religions. The challenge these writers 

posed to British political and cultural hegemony, and to the assumption that white
ness was the colour of spiritual life, forms the subject of the second section of this 
chapter. 

Given the politically activist nature of post-colonial studies, and the pernicious and 

enduring afterlife of colonialism, post-colonial critics are understandably concerned 
with the politiCS of literary interpretation in the present. In important ways. the meth
odology of post-colonial studies links it to other new humanities, especially feminism, 
cultural studies, and gay/lesbian studies (sec chapter on ':Feminism'). These new 
humanities seck to recover marginalized voices and knowledges whilst exploring the 
mechanisms by which these have been obscured and silenced. In the pedagogical realm 
feminism shares with post-colonial studies the ambition of challenging the privilege 

and authority of canonical knowledge and the humanist curriculum. especially when 
(as Gandhi points out) these appear to be based on the belief that 'some human beings 
are more human than others'.1 While recently there have been pungent post-colonial 
critiques of First World feminism, the fit between feminist and post-colonial 
approaches is nevertheless well established, with the anthology Feminist Post-Colollial 

Theory (2003), making a convincing case for feminism's dynamic role in the early 
development of post-colonial studies. In exploring the meaning of post-colonial 

approaches, this essay will itself demonstrate the relevance of feminist methodologies 
by exploring issues to do with women and empire in the eighteenth century, particu
larly as these emerge in debates about lUXury and the consumption of colonial produce. 

ivfore recently, the emancipatory agenda of post-colonialism has come under sus

picion, with critics such as Graham Huggan alleging that the rhetoric of resistance has 
itself been made over into a consumer product in the current highly commercial and 
neocolonial context of global commodity culture." Complaints about the co-option of 
Third World post-colonial intellectuals within the very Western institutions they 
allegedly critique is summed up by the hostile dictum that post-colonialism happens 
when Third World intellectuals arrive in the First World. Associated with these nega
tive appraisals are some stringent critiques of the more abstruse forms of post-colonial 
theory, denounced as a form of self-indulgent recreation far divorced from the prob

lems of social, political, and cultural domination. Finally, there has been a growing 
uneasiness with the centrality to post-colonial theory of the fractured self popularized 
by post-structuralism. This fissured and cosmopolitan identity, the product of the 
increasingly global movement of people, leads to a privileging of exile and migrancy, 
putting at risk some of the specificities of identity as defined by place, time, history, 
and culture. 
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Slavery and the Romantic imagination 

The historiography of the abolition movement, particularly the relations of slavery 
and anti-slavery to capitalism, is large and complex. Many scholars still puzzle over the 
way in which eighteenth-century Britain moved from being a society comfortable with 
slavery to one which vehemently spurned it. Where did the new humanitarianism of 

the 1770s onwards come from? What is the crucial explanatory link between capital
ism and humanitarianism'! In terms of changes in cognitive style and moral sensibility 

in the period, some might argue that the anti-slavery movement provides a key 
instance of capitalism's subliminal curriculum of a 'widening of causal horizons'. For 
the self-interested, Britain's expanding colonial horizons might mean increased wealth 

and empowerment, but for the scrupulous and for those with powerful imaginations, 
the newly extended chains of moral responsibility generated by commerce and 
colonialism sometimes brought about an intolerable burden of guilt. 

From the late 1780s onwards, the British public was exposed to an array of detailed 

evidence about the slave trade, from the storing and shipping of human cargo to the 
gruesome display of the trade's implements, such as whips, fetters, and iron masks for 

forced feeding. Coleridge provides just one instance of an imagination haunted by this 
new knowledge. The diseased bodies that rot the planks of slave ships during the 
middle passage-a detail mentioned twice in a lecture he delivered against the slave 

trade in 1 into 'The Rime of the Ancient Mariner': 

[ looked upon the rotting sea, 

And drew my eyes away; 

J looked upon the rotting deck, 

And there the dead men lay. 


Initially a ballad about discovery and exploration ('We were the first that ever burst I 
Into that silent sea'), the narrative moves swiftly to the performance of an act of evil 
(' And I had done a hellish thing, IAnd it would work 'em woe'), which is then followed 

by intense physical and mental suffering ('Alone, alone, all, all alone, IAlone on a wide 
wide sea! I And never a saint took pity on I My soul in agony'). Three years earlier, as a 
young radical lecturer in Bristol, Coleridge had urged his audience to undermine the 

trade by boycotting slave-grown sugar and other West Indian products: 

A part of that food among most of you, is sweetened with Brother's Blood ... Surely if the inspired 
Phi lanthropist of Gali Ice were to revisit Earth, and be among the Feasters as at Ca na, he would not 
now change water into wine, but convert the into the things producing ... Then with 
our tleshly eye should we behold what even now Imagination ought to paint to us; instead of 
conserves, tears and blood, and for music, groanings and the loud peals of the lashF 

The highly popular boycott campaign constituted a significant intervention in Britain's 
global trading system, illustrating the extent of the market, an enhanced understand

ing of the workings of supply and demand, and the new political power of consumers. 
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Coleridge's lecture uses lurid rhetoric to harness that power, while his Gothic eucharist 

reveals the disorienting effects of consumers' growing awareness of moral and personal 
responsibility. Many boycott tracts took explicit advantage of consumer guilt, imaging 
sugar as a 'loathsome poison', an (unholy) host 'steeped in the blood of our fellow 
creatures'. Campaigners even indulged minute calculations: 'In every pound of sligar 
lIsed ... we may be considered as consuming two ounces of human flesh.' Since one of 
the problems with slavery was that it tended to be, for many British people, 'out of 
Sight, out of mind', the metaphor of consumption was a shorthand method of linking 

the two worlds of black and white, the colony (site of production) and the metropolis. 
By means of the Gothic eucharist, Coleridge's lecture sets out to destabilize the 

binaries of white and black, the 'civilized' and the 'primitive', so that, satirically, the 

European consumef becomes the 'true' cannibal savage. But instead of collapsing 
the false dichotomies between Europe and !\frica, Coleridge's play with cannibalism 
and eucharistic rites has the unintended effect of reinforcing the boundaries. for 
while he inverts tbe structure of the binary distinction, the validity of the dualism 

remains intact. The very introduction of the topic of cannibalism-that ultimate 
boundary marker between self and other-was a sure way of putting his listeners in 
mind of the chief arguments for justifying slavery-the alleged savagery of Africa 
and African people. Thus, the mobilization of 'Imagination' in the service of abo
litionism inaugurates profound textual disturbance rather than his promised 

'truth-painting' . 
In his newspaper The Watchman (1796). Coleridge characterized his nation as black

ened through its many evil connections with empire. Nor could this black compleXion 
be disguised by the rhetorical 'cosmetics' employed by parliamentarians 'to conceal 
the deformities of a commerce, which is blotched all over with one leprosy of evil'.~ 
The allusion to 'cosmetics' invokes a long tradition of misogynistic writing, whilst the 
'leprosy of evil' looks forward to that Gothic female figure, the 'Night-mare Life-in
Death' of The Ancient Mariner' whose skin is 'as white as leprosy'. The identification 

of women and domesticity with the conspicuous consumption of exotic products
'the pestilent inventions of Luxury' as Coleridge called them-is a prominent theme in 
late eighteenth-century discourse (sec chapter on 'Sensibility'). The leisurely etiquettes 
of tea-drinking. involving West Indian sugar and East Indian tea, were, for instance, so 
identified with women consumers and the home that teatime was nicknamed the 
'shrine of female devotion' (see O}:.(otd Compallioll to tile Romantic Age, pp. 60, 102-14). 

The causal link so often posited in the period between women's desiring bodies and 
colonialism's worst excesses can be seen in Coleridge's claim that trade with the East 

Indies had cost eight million lives, 'in return for which most foul and heart-il1slaving 
Guilt we receive gold, diamonds, silks, muslins &. callicoes for fine Ladies and Prosti
tutes. Tea to make a pernicious Beverage, Porcelain to drink it from, and salt-petre for 

the making of gunpowder with which we may murder the poor Inhabitants who 
supply all these things.'" 
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Bringing slavery home 

Lord Mansfield's ruling in 1772, that a slave owner could not forcibly deport his slave to 
the colonies, was popularly believed to have banished slavery from British soil, thus 
increasing the temptation to regard the horrors of the slave system as exclusive to geo
graphically remote colonies. But the abolitionists and boycotters of the 17805 and 17905 

were determined to keep the atrocities of slavery firmly at home and in the public eye. 
So successful were they in infiltrating the consciousness of the nation that sometimes 
the atrocities they highlighted erupted unexpectedly into scenes of everyday English 
life. Instances of this can be seen in the dialogue between two images, one illustrating 
an atrocity of the middle passage, the other a London street scene. The first engraving 
(by Isaac Cruikshank, April 1792) is of the notorious Captain Kimber case, where a 
pregnant slave girl was allegedly tied upside down by one leg and flogged to death for 
refusing to 'dance' on deck. The case received extensive coverage in the periodical and 
newspaper press, including court transcripts complete with eyewitness accounts. The 

second illustration, published six months later, is an anonymous engraving entitled 
'The Rabbits', apparently referring to Cruikshank's print. It depicts a black rabbit-seller 
and a well-dressed young white woman. The woman holds one of the dead rabbits by a 
hind-leg, ancl complains of its strong smell, a complaint which prompts the rabbit

seller to protest, lewdly: 'Be gar Misse dat no fair. If Blacke Man take you by Leg so-you 
smell too'. 

The kneeling figure of the rabbit-seller alludes to the key emblem of the abolitionist 
movement, the widely circulated Wedgwood medallion of 1787. This popular medal

lion depicts a kneeling and fettered slave who, with chained wrists raised in supplica
tion, asks 'Am I not a man and a brother?' The anonymous engraver of 'The Rabbits' 
mocks this appeal to universal brotherhood by presenting us with a street hawker 
begging to be rid of his rabbits rather than his chains. But the true butt of the joke is 

not the rabbit-seller but the young Miss whose sensibilities are so offended. Provoca
tively the rabbit-seller challenges her to put herself into the pOSition of the dead rabbit, 
held upside down by him. 'If Blacke Man take you by Leg so-you smell too', he taunts, 
a proposition which uncannily reverses the Kimber atrocity in racial terms. His words 
also r('call the Wedgwood medallion's motto, substituting for universal brotherhood 
an appeal to universal sisterhood. For in stating that the young Miss would smell just 

the same if held in the same position, he effectively asks 'are you not a woman and a 
sister' to that black female slave tortured and murdered on the middle passage? 

Both engravings are unstable in their attempts to imagine or encompass the horrors 
of the slave trade. They are also notably confused in their stance on the abolitionist 

question, in particular the endless debates about legitimate versus illegitimate com
merce with Africa. Cruikshank introduces a blatantly sexual theme into his imagining 
of the middle passage, charging that Kimber murdered the woman for her 'Virgin 

modesty', an allegation altogether absent from surviving court transcripts. 'The 



Fig. 5 Isaac Cruikshank, 'The Abolition of the Slave Trade. Or the Inhumanity of Dealers in human flesh 
exemplified in the Cruel treatment of a young Negro Girl of 15 for her Virgin modesty'. London, 10 April 
1792. British Museum. Department of Prints and Drawings. 

Fig. 6 Anon., The Rabbits', London, 8 October 1792. British Museum, Department of Prints and 
Drawings. 
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Rabbits' picks up salaciously on the brutality and violence of interracial sex, but 
rever5es the usual abolitionist typecasting of white tormenter and black victim. This 

racially inverted spectre-black tormenter and white victim-operates on a number of 
cont1icting levels. While on the one hand the rabbit-seller invites the Miss to perform 
an act of sympathetic identification with the dead rabbit/dead black woman, he is also 
pointedly misogynistic. Taunting her as smelly dead meat, he not only obliquely 
threatens her with the same fate as the slave woman, but also implicates her in the guilt 

of the rabbit's/woman's miserable and degrading fate. That the Miss should, as a con
sumer, be figured as complicit in the crimes of the slave trade merely restates the theme 

which we have mentioned already-the pervasive scapegoating of refined (decadent) 
white women as the principal (savage) consumers of black bodies. But the Miss's dis
gust-her refusal to enter into the proposed transaction-cuts both ways. It might 
signal her boycott-inspired (and thus proper) revulsion from slave-grown products, or 
betray her self-imposed ignorance of the moral precipice on which female consumers 
stand. The title 'The Rabbits' is curious too, involving a displacement from the lively 
rabbit-seller himself on to his inert merchandise (a later imitation of this print is 
entitled 'The Rabbit Merchant'). Even 'The Rabbit' would have been a more apt title, 

capturing more centrally the comic energy of the cartoon, but instead our attention is 
directed to the ominous pile of dead rabbits, emerging in seemingly endless, sickening 
succession from the wicker basket. 

Given the widespread belief in some quarters that Africans were no more than 
animals, The Rabbits' aims to trouble our understanding of what it means to be 
human. As Montesquieu famously stated, with cutting irony: 'It is impossible for us to 
suppose these creatures to be men, because, allowing them to be men, a suspicion 
would follow, that we ourselves are not Christians.'lo The callous view that black 

people were simply so much dead meat emerged in grotesque form in the case of 
another notorius and widely publicized middle passage atrocity, involving the slave 
ship LOllg. In 1781, the LOllg'S captain pushed 131 sick slaves overboard in order to 
denect their financial loss from the shipowners on to the insurers. When the case came 

to trial in London, it was heard simply as a matter about property (the slaves were 
'things') and the niceties of maritime insurance. 

The eruption of the middle passage and its inhuman violence on to the streets of 
London-the world's imperial centre-reveals the sexual, racial, and moral anxieties 

generated by Britain's leading role in the enslavement and murder of countless inno
cent Africans. Furthermore, the city's increasingly visible black population, many of 
whom had been slaves in America and the West Indies, were a daily (and often 

uncomfortable) reminder of the trade. The reading below focuses on the auto
biography of one of those displaced black Londoners, a former slave whose life and 
writings reveal a hidden history and identity. 
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Domesticity and empire 

One of the most exciting developments of recent years has been the application of 
post-colonial approaches to some of the most English, provincial, and domestic 
of Romantic period authors. Take Jane Austen, for instance, the premiere novelist of 
England's rural life and of the nation's landed gentry. hH a long time critics tended to 

view Austen as hermetically sealed off from the tumultuous and revolutionary period 
in which she lived and \'\'rote. The publication of Marilyn Butler's lall(, AIlS/en alld tile 

War of/deas (1975) set the ball rolling for a revaluation of this received view. Putting 
Austen back into the context of her times, Butler demonstrated the extent to which 
her writings were deeply and ideologically engaged with the debates and issues of her 
day, such as revolutionary Jacobinism, senSibility, the corrosion of the Church's 
authority, and the weakening of the moral order of society. Since Butler's work, the 
politicization of Austen's oeuvre has been taken even further by the added dimension 
of empire. To this end, Edward Said, author of Orientalism (1978) and a pioneer of 

post-colonial criticism, focused on 'the Antigua connection' of lV/rll/s/ieid Park 

(1816)-the fact that Sir Thomas Bertrarn is an absentee owner of West Indian slave 
plantations, and that the issue of his slave-holding is explicitly thematized in the 
novel. Concentrating on slavery as both metaphor and reality in the novcl, Said's aim 

is to 'draw out, extend, give emphasis and voice to what is silent or marginally 
presented'. 1 

! 

Said's insistence on the 'worldliness' of Austen's novels-that they are always 
enmeshed in circumstance, time, place, and SOCiety-iS further explored in it recent 
volume Tile Postcolonial/ane Austefl (2000). Austen's famously miniaturizing reference 
to her novels as artworks painted with a fine brush on a 'little bit (two Inches wide) of 
Ivory' is the starting-pOint for an essay by Jon Mee on the intersection of the exotic and 
the familiar in lvlans(ield Park, and the privileged place of domestic virtue in relation to 
nation and empire. Clara Tuite, examining the same novel, plots the coincidence of 
the Bertram family's domestic contraction and retrenchment with British colonial 
expansion. Such new work on Austen means that important issues of gemler and 
domesticity, so central to feminist approaches to writing in this period, are \lOW mobil
ized within the larger context of national and imperial structures of ideas, events, and 
ideologies, such as racism, the slave trade, military conquest, and travel (see chapter on 
'Travel writing'). 

The new awareness of other cultures engendered by the colonial enterprise can he 
seen in the major fad for orientalism in the Romantic period, extending from cultural 
texts (art, literature, philology, ethnography) to interior decoration, wherc Chinese, 
El:,'YPtian, and Indian models were highly fashionable (see Oxtiml Compallion to tile 
Romantic Asc, pp. 232-42). According to Edward Said, orientalism was th(' discourse 
'by which European culture was able to manage-and even producc-the Orient pol
itically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively 
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during the post-Fnlightcnment period'.!2 Even so-called 'pure' or disintcrcsted 
knowledge, such as the learned and scholarly eighteenth-century antiquarianism of Sir 

William Jones, laid the groundwork for two centuries of European imperialist think
ing about the East, Said argued. In the twenty-five years since the publication of Said's 
book there have been numerous critiques and qualifications. The principal com
plaints are that Said's conception of orientalism is too monolithic, and his method
ology too rigidly dichotomized between East and West. These limitations result not 

only in an Occidental stereotype of the racist Westerner but leave little scope for the 
multiplicity of orients imagined by hosts of writers, artists, and scholars. Nor did 

Said's argument take account of what was so palpable in so many orientalist texts
the anxiety of empire and its accompanying sense of European vulnerability (see 
chapter on 'Easts'). 

The popular early eighteenth-century collection, Arabiall Nights Enterttlinfllents, was 
formative of the imaginative development of writers such as Coleridge and Thomas 
De Quincey. Many of these stories, together with their numerous imitations, feature 
those negative stereotypes of the Orient which, according to Said, make up a purely 

'imaginative geography' of all those values which the West seeks to expel or disavow, 
such as irrationality, superstition, cruelty, sexual perversion, and effeminacy. Recent 
readings of the oriental talc Vathek {1786), for instance, focus on Beckford's disturb

ing fantasy of colonial (Eastern) otherness, a fantasy verging on the grotesque in its 
racist deployment of negative stereotypes. But if orientalism was a distorting 

medium, it also provided a critical vantage pOint from which to criticize Western 
social and sexual arrangements. Many Eastern tales, such as Frances Sheridan's His

tory of NOl/ria/Ill" (1 are explicitly didactic, mobilizing exotic settings and motifs 
for t he purposes of satire and critique. Others, such as the Eastt'rn poetiC utopias of 
Percy 13ysshe Shelley and Thomas Moore offer more complex projections of European 
fantasies onto orientaiism. In other words, eighteenth-century orientalism mirrors 

the Ar.lbiu/I Nights themselves, talcs which paradoxically deliver surprisingly feisty 
heroines alongside predictable stereotypes of cruel. irrational, and oversexed 
Sultans. I , 

If post-colonial approaches arc important for understanding eighteenth-century 
oriental ism they are also germane to Gothic literature, a genre preoccupied with the 
topics of domination, oppression, and rebellion. The intersection in the Romantic 
imagination of colonialism with a Gothic language of otherness can be seen in a host 

of works, from Charlotte Dacre's 70110YI1; Of, The Moor (1806) to Byron's Tht' Giaollr 

(18 B), Mary Shelley's Fraflkel/stein (1818), and Maturin's Me/motil the VViwderer (1820). 

Furthermore, by focusing on monsters, vampires, and the socially and culturally dis
possessed, the Gotllic challenges Enlightenment rationality and in the process interro

gates what it means to be human (sec chapter on 'GothiC'). Recently David Punter has 
given a post-colonial spin to the (;othic by focusing on the genre's view of history, 
namely, that the past can never be left behind, that there is no escaping from the 
legacies of imperial rule. Like the ghosts and revenants who haunt Gothic literature, 



248 Reading Romanticism 

the past will always reappear and exact its necessary price. 14 Gothic's preoccupation 

with the past and its recurrence in the present usefully disrupts and problematizes 
any temporal drift post-colonialism might have into becoming yet another grand 
narrative-a narrative which plots progress from a pre-colonial, to colonial then on to 
a post-colonial stage. 
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READING: The Interesting Narrative of the Life of 
Olaudah Equiano 

Prominent in the agitation against the slave trade was a free African based in London in the 

1780s and 1790s called Gustavus Vassa, or Olaudah Equiano (c.1745-97). A self-styled 

member of the 'Sons of Africa' (the byline he and other black compaigners used when 

writing to the newspapers). Equiano wrote an autobiography which doubled as an anti

slavery tract entitled The Interesting Narrative of the Ufe of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus 

Vassa, the African, Written by Himself. The book's argument against slavery carried a 

particular authority in the public domain, since its author described how he had been kid

napped as a child in Africa and transported as a slave to the West Indies. Equiano's book, the 

reading for this section, was a best-seller in its day. Published in 1789, the year of revolution, 

it was quickly and widely reviewed, passing into a second edition in its first year, and into a 

ninth edition by 1794. It was also translated into several European languages. After a long 

eclipse in the nineteenth and a good part of the twentieth centuries, Equiano's book is now 

widely taught and discussed by students of abolitionism and the tradition of early 

black-British writing. 

Generically Equiano's text draws upon a number of narrative traditions-spiritual auto

biography, slave narrative, anti-slavery petition, the sentimental novel, travel narrative, and 

adventure story (see Oxford Companion to the Romantic Age, pp. 707-8). The locations of 

Equlano's story are also varied, from Africa across the middle passage to the West Indies, 

then on to Britain, North America, the West Indies, Turkey, Central America, and even up 

into the Arctic Circle. In the course of these far-flung adventures and ordeals, Equiano 

appears to us in many different roles-the terrified African child, kidnapped with his sister 

and brutally separated from her, the young slave who buys himself into freedom, the ser

vant, the seaman, the ship's captain, the slave overseer, the committed and outspoken 

abolitionist. There is another role, too, and that is the role of the independent author. 

Disdaining the conventional apparatus of white people's letters testifying to the authenticity 

of author and book, Equiano's narrative is proudly certified on the title-page as 'Written by 

Himself'. Self-authored and self-authorized, Equiano includes as his frontispiece an engrav

ing of himself dressed in the clothes of an English gentleman. His gaze meets ours con

fidently, even boldly, his hand holding out an open Bible towards us, as though he were 

about to speak to the text. The doubleness built into the image of an African man in 

European clothes reappears on the opening page of his narrative, where his admission of 

(African) difference is intimately allied to knowledge of (European) sameness. Reviewing his 

life's experiences he comments, 'did I consider myself an European, I might say my sufferings 

were great' (p. 31), Later in the narrative he again uses his insider (English) persona to bring 

his experience of slavery home to his white readers. Whilst acknowledging that (compara

tively speaking) his English owner fed his slaves well, he adds that he 'often went hungry, 

and an Englishman might think my fare very indifferent' (p. 104). 



250 Reading Romanticism 

The frontispiece stance of author as a lay preacher or teacher with his Bible is a crucial one 

It reverses the usual pedagogic and imperialist hierarchy of European educator and childish, 

colonized African. It also underscores the interconnection in Equiano's life of literacy and 

identity. By means of his book and his Anglophone identity, the author writes himself into 

being, achieving through literacy the crucial transition from slavery to freedom. The import

ance of English literacy and acculturation in Equiano's self-fashioning must always, however, 

share space with his African self. This dual identity is prominently inscribed on the book's 

title-page: Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African. Gustavus Vassa, a sixteenth

century Swedish nobleman and patriot, was the name given to Equiano by his first owner, 

and it was this slave name which he invariably used throughout his life. We must conclude, 

then, that by adding to the title-page the extra name Olaudah Equiano, the author was 

reclaiming his African identity, an identity which had been erased by slavery and baptism. In 

terms of marketing and promoting his self-published book, it was also an astute move to add 

his native name, thus maximizing the impact of the story's authenticity. 

Identity politics is an important issue in post-colonial studies. The complexity of Equiano's 

dual identity, shifting between English and African, is a persistent and at times richly contra

dictory theme in his life-story, one which neatly illustrates Homi Bhabha's important concept 

of cultural hybridity, or the condition of in-between-ness. Hybrid identities open up a 'third

space' for oppositional critique, challenging the monolithic opposites which structure so 

much of our thinking, such as black and white, good and bad, male and female. In Bhabha's 

words, hybridity allows for 'the construction of a political object that is new, neither the one 

nor the other'.16 There are dozens of instances of hybridity in Equiano's narrative, where he 

appears neither African nor English. Some of these moments occur shortly after Equiano's 

arrival in England as, orphaned and lonely, the young child seeks acceptance into his new 

environment. For instance, on Guernsey, seeing the face of his little white playmate grow 

'very rosy' when her mother washed it, he begins to feel acutely self-conscious about his 

blackness: 'I therefore tried oftentimes myself if I could not by washing make my face of the 

same colour as my little play-mate (Mary), but it was all in vain; and I now began to be 

mortified at the difference in our complexions' (p. 69). 

The child's social embarrassment, ironically handled here by the mature author, challenges 

the reader to think about the process of acculturation, and the extent to which a mind can be 

colonized by the dominant culture. After several years as a seaman in the British navy, 

Equiano jokingly boasts of himself as 'almost an Englishman' in his fearlessness at sea. His 

desire to resemble these 'superior' white men issues in his determination to learn to read and 

write (pp. 77-8). So intense is this longing to identify with whiteness through mastery of his 

owner's language that there are moments when he appears to forget or even disown his 

African identity. When a little black boy on the Isle of Wight rushes to embrace him as a 

brother, Equiano is confused, turning 'a little out of his way' (p. 85). Equiano handles the 

issue of his double consciousness, his hybridity, with great skill and complexity, ensuring that 

the ongoing connectedness and fluidity of that transitional 'third-space' is never lost to view. 

The issue of his literacy in English and his conversion to Christianity is a case in point. Instead 

of these acquisitions taking him in a one-way direction away from his native beliefs and 

http:other'.16
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language, they actually move him in a circle, returning him to his African origins. The Bible's 

laws and rules, surprisingly similar to those of his own native country (Equiano tells us), do 

not obliterate his African self but help him remember his native Ibo 'manners and customs' 

more acutely and accurately (p. 92). Moreover, despite his conversion to Christianity, 

Equiano keeps up a steady stream of barbs against the 'Christians' responsible for the slave 

trade's Inhumanity. The savagery and barbarism typically attributed to black people, includ

ing the slur of cannibalism, is neatly overturned at the very outset of his tale, when the 

young Equiano is carried aboard the slave ship loading its human cargo off the coast of West 

Africa. Terrified at the white complexions and long straight hair of the English seamen, he 

immediately assumes the worst when his eye falls on a large copper furnace bOiling, near 

which languish many miserable Africans, chained together. Fainting from 'horror and 

anguish' the child asks his captors 'if we were not to be eaten by those white men with 

horrible looks, red faces, and long hair?' Although reassured, Equiano records of the 'savage' 

white people that he had 'never seen among any people such instances of brutal cruelty' 

(pp.55-6). 

The original moment of enslavement inaugurates Equiano's steady commitment to 

destabilizing and even reversing eurocentric, racially charged notions of the civilized and the 

uncivilized. Drawing on Rousseau's primitivism and critique of the decadence of white civil

ization, Equiano writes feelingly of the simpliCity and superior gentility of the African way of 

life-'we were totally unacquainted with swearing, and all those terms of abuse and 

reproach which find the way so readily and copiously into the languages of more civilized 

people' (p. 41). Nor did Africans, in their simplicity, participate in that 'new refinement in 

cruelty' which led Europeans to aggravate the distress of enslavement by brutally separating 

family members from one another (p. 61). Drawing upon the horror of being 'torn away 

from all the tender connexions that were dear to my heart', Equiano's loving re-creation of 

'the first scenes' of his African childhood participates in a widespread shift in English sens

ibility which was lending new meanings to these formative years. The defining moment for 

celebrating that earlier African self occurs when he purchases his freedom, a moment when 

he is restored to his 'original free African state'. It is symptomatic of his fluid, dual identity, 

however, that he has prepared for his new state offreedom by laying out £8 for a blue suit of 

'superfine cloathes to dance in', and that his freedom should lead straight to a longing to 

return to 'Old England', where (he tells us) 'my heart had always been' (pp. 136-8). 

But the true motive for returning to England at this time is revenge rather than sentiment, 

for he wishes to confront and shame his former English owner who had sold him back into 

slavery after he had purchased his freedom. As many readers have noted, Equiano's trading 

and mercantile transactions take centre ground in the Interesting Narrative, the most 

important piece of business being, of course, the purchase of his freedom. As a slave, 

Equiano realizes that it is only through property that he can become his own master. Or to 

put it slightly differently, a commercial transaction is the only way he can transform himself 

from an anonymous piece of property into a unique personality. In buying himself-in 

dealing in the economics of slavery in order to be free-Equiano demonstrates an essential 

feature of emergent capitalism in this period, namely 'that the economic structure of 
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property and power underwrites the very possibility of individual freedom even as that 

structure is itself girded by an individualist paradigm, the rights of man'. 

The paradox of Equiano's situation, enmeshed as he is in the converging discourses of 

capitalism, abolition, and individualism, goes some way towards explaining why he is such 

an enthusiastic advocate of commerce and economic free trade. Pitting himself against the 

'illicit Traffic' of slavery, he advocates a legitimate 'commercial Intercourse with Africa', one 

which would open 'an Inexhaustible Source of Wealth to the manufacturing Interest of 

Great Britain' (p. 333). Equiano's championing of global commerce and a potentially lucra

tive African free market goes hand in hand with his daring advocacy of interracial marriage. 

Instead of prohibition and restraint, which only breed 'secret amours, adultery, fornication 

and all other evils of lasciviousness', the 'mutual commerce of the sexes of both Blacks and 

Whites' should (he argued) be liberally permitted. Such couplings would lead the way in 

encouraging 'open, free, and generous love upon Nature's own wide and extensive plan' 

without distinction of skin colour (pp. 329-30). In conformity with this romantic ideal of love 

he married an Englishwoman, Susanna Cullen, from Soham, Cambridgeshire. 

Literary influences 

Given the popularity of Equiano's Interesting Narrative, it is not surprising to find allusions to 

some if its key episodes in the writings of his contemporaries. It is possible, for instance, that 

Equiano's description of being a castaway made a deep impression on the young Coleridge. 

Sailing to Georgia, Equiano's ship succumbs to a storm and he and the crew are washed up 

on one of the many Bahama islands, a desolate archipelago bereft of fresh water. Lapping 

'with much eagerness' a few drops of moisture on some leaves, the men grow increasingly 

desperate until 'in the midst of our murmuring, the captain, all at once cried out, .. A sail! a 

sail! a sail!" This gladdening sound was like a reprieve to a convict, and we all instantly 

turned to look at it; but in a little time some of us began to be afraid it was not a sail' (p. 154). 

The horror of drought, the desperate longing for respite and the combined joy and terror at 

what appears to be salvation, are replayed in that climactic scene of 'The Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner': 

With throats unslaked. with black lips baked, 

We could nor laugh nor wail; 

Through utter drought all dumb we stood! 
I bit my arm, I sucked the blood, 

And cried, A sail! a sail! 

The Interesting Narrative may also have played a role in Blake's well-known poem, 'The 

Little Black Boy', published in the same year, 1789, The politics of this poem have always 

puzzled critics: is it a racist and imperialist poem, in which Blake endorses the superiority of 

whiteness, or is he using lyric irony to expose (as Alan Richardson has argued) Christian 
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anti-slavery literature itself, with its sentimental and neocolonial ethos?18 While this debate 

continues, what can be argued with some certainty is that Blake's analysis of the little black 

boy's psychology, especially his longing for whiteness, owes something to the pathos with 

which Equiano depicts his younger self's awkward and troubled relation to English culture. In 

Blake's poem the little black boy sees his complexion (his African identity) in contradictory 

ways. At first his blackness signifies bereavement, or the social death of slavery, while the 

white skin of his companion resembles that of an angel: 

My mother bore me in the southern wild, 


And I am black, but 0 1 my soul is white; 


White as an angel is the child: 


But I am black as if bereav'd of light. 


But this hierarchical perspective is reversed when we learn that the little African's blackness is 

actually the mark of his superiority, enabling him to stand closer to God than the little white 

boy, to whom he teaches the ways of spiritual love: 

And thus I say to little English boy. 


When I from black and he from white cloud free, 


And round the tent of God like lambs we joy 


I'll shade him from the heat till he can bear, 


To lean in joy upon our fathers knee. 


And then I'll stand and stroke his silver hair, 


And be like him and he will then love me. 


The poem's ironies continue to the end, for while the little black boy stands on a higher plane 

he nevertheless struggles with his infatuation with whiteness and whitening-an infatuation 

with a stinging rationalization for Blake's white readers: 'And then I'll stand and stroke his 

silver hair, I And be like him and he will then love me.' 

In his own time, Equiano's narrative carried special authority because the author himself 

had been a victim and an eyewitness of slavery in Africa and in the West Indies. Today, too, 

the cachet of his African identity can be seen in the titles of recent editions of his work, such 

as The Kidnapped Prince and Olaudah Equiano: The African. But new evidence (in the 

shape of a baptism record and a ship muster list) has recently emerged to cast doubt on 

Equiano's nativity. Emotions run high on this subject, with some scholars arguing that the 

new documents, suggesting a birthplace of South Carolina, should have been suppressed or 

destroyed because of their fatal damage to Equiano as the authentic voice of the African 

diaspora. Others, influenced by post-structuralism, reject such a nativist and essentializing 

response, arguing that identity and meaning are always unstable, and that modern under

standings of subjectivity need to take account of the performative aspect of literary texts 

(see chapter on 'The idea of the author'). If 'Equiano' was an invented authorial persona, 

then we need to pay more attention, they argue, to the text's complex rhetorical strategies. 

John Mandeville's famous travel book is a case in point. Now generally regarded as a com

plete fabrication, its literary and artistic stocks have never been higher. Others again find a 

midway point between essentialist and performative notions of identity, arguing that even if 
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Equiano had not directly experienced the middle passage himself, then surely his parents 

and/or grandparents had. In this way, his autobiography can be championed as a tremen

dous source of imaginary coherence to set against the experience of dispersal and 

fragmentation. 
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