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Source: The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, The African. Written by Himself.
Olaudah Equiano (c.1745-1797) was an enslaved African who endured the horrors and experience of slavery.[footnoteRef:1] Equiano was given a second name, Gustavus Vassa, by his master Lieutenant Michael Pascal.[footnoteRef:2] Giving slaves ironic names was ‘common practice’, it was a way to reaffirm whiteness and underlines the slave’s submission to their owner.[footnoteRef:3] Equiano was able to purchase his freedom and published his narrative for the first time in London 1789.[footnoteRef:4] Equiano’s narrative became a valuable and significant tool for the abolitionist movement, not just because of the insight to the cruelties and horrors he endured but also, because it gives a first-hand account from Equiano, a victim of the slave trade.[footnoteRef:5] The following analysis is based on the first two chapters of Equiano’s narrative.   [1:  BBC History, ‘Olaudah Equiano (c.1745-1797)’, 2014 <http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/equiano_olaudah.shtml> [accessed 17 January 2020].]  [2:  Olaudah Equiano, ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, The African.’, The Project Gutenbery, 2005 <http://www.gutenberg.org/files/15399/15399-h/15399-h.htm#CHAP_II> [accessed 15 January 2020] Chapter Three.]  [3:  Leonard von Morze, Gale Researcher Guide for: Olaudah Equiano (Farmington Hills: Gale, Cengage Learning) p.2.]  [4:  Equiano. ‘The Interesting Narrative’ Chapter One.]  [5:  Morze, Gale Olaudah Equiano p.1.] 

Slavery was a common feature in some parts of Africa, Equiano sheds light on how Africans enslaved their own people, not just as punishment but also to gain wealth through their labour and trade. Equiano recounts a memory from his childhood that chiefs and elders, which included his father, governed their people and were in charge of deciding on disputes and punishments for crimes.[footnoteRef:6] Punishments for crimes could involve ‘slavery or death’ and Equiano indicates that these types of punishments were carried out throughout the  nations in Africa, as far as he understood.[footnoteRef:7] Equiano’s narrative shows Africans clearly enslaving others to supply African and European demands for slaves. When a trader wants slaves he applies through a chief and ‘tempts him with his wares’.[footnoteRef:8] Equiano describes the way the chieftain would acquire slaves through attacking neighbouring tribes to obtain prisoners to sell, as well as kidnapping.[footnoteRef:9] This has been noted in recent times as a Nigerian civil rights group has called for the tribal leaders’ ancestors to apologise for the part they played within the transatlantic slave trade.[footnoteRef:10] Within Equiano’s first chapter he sheds light on the role Africans played regarding the history of slavery, although they were the main victims of the slave trade there is also clear evidence of them being complicit and playing an active part.  [6:  Equiano. ‘The Interesting Narrative’ Chapter One.]  [7:  Equiano. ‘The Interesting Narrative’ Chapter One. ]  [8:  Equiano. ‘The Interesting Narrative’ Chapter One.]  [9:  Equiano. ‘The Interesting Narrative’ Chapter One.]  [10:  David Smith, ‘African Chiefs Urged to Apologise for Slave Trade’, The Guardian, 18 November 2009, section World news <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/nov/18/africans-apologise-slave-trade> [accessed 15 January 2020].] 

The raw theme of separation is apparent throughout the first two chapters of the narrative and is a constant characteristic throughout the history of slavery. Equiano experienced separation from his family during his early years when he was kidnapped from his homeland in Essaka in the Eboe region within the Kingdom of Benin, modern day southern Nigeria.[footnoteRef:11] Frederick Douglass who was also a slave discusses his experience of separation from his mother at an early age, but points out that it was ‘common custom’ for very young children to be parted from their mothers in Maryland.[footnoteRef:12] This theme is strongly reiterated in The History of Mary Prince, a West Indian Slave.[footnoteRef:13] Mary Prince, who was born as a slave, speaks of the painful and emotional experience she had endured when she was taken away to be sold and ripped away from her mother and family.[footnoteRef:14] Taken together these narratives confirm that Equiano’s experience of separation was not an isolated incident, but part of the uniquely personal tragedy of the slave experience. Equiano’s experience gives a deep understanding of emotional impact, but more importantly, it gives us a first-hand account of the treatment of slaves from an insider’s perspective.  [11:  Equiano. ‘The Interesting Narrative’ Chapter One.]  [12:  Frederick Douglass, ‘Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass’, Project Gutenberg, 1845 <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/23/23-h/23-h.htm> [accessed 16 January 2020].]  [13:  Mary Prince, Mary Prince. The History of Mary Prince, a West Indian Slave. Related by Herself. With a Supplement by the Editor. To Which Is Added, the Narrative of Asa-Asa, a Captured African. (London: F.Westley and A. H. Davis, 1831).]  [14:  Prince, The History of Mary Prince, p.3-4.] 

The second chapter of the narrative gives an insight to the horrors and brutal nature surrounding slave ships. Equiano describes his experience of seeing a slave ship for the first time that quickly went from ‘astonishment’ to ‘terror’.[footnoteRef:15] Equiano’s feelings of horror can be seen as justified if accounts of ships such as the Zong and the Hannibal, are taken into consideration. The Zong was famous for the murder of over one hundred slaves, which were thrown overboard by their captors.[footnoteRef:16] This was all the more horrifying as the reason for such action, was so that the owners could claim insurance on their lost ‘cargo’.[footnoteRef:17] The Hannibal was responsible for over three hundred slave deaths, forty-five percent of the slaves aboard the ship perished as a result of the horrendous conditions on board.[footnoteRef:18] The leader of the ship, Captain Phillips, blamed diseases and the Africans themselves for the losses.[footnoteRef:19] Importantly, both of these ships had taken the route called the Middle Passage, the same passage Equiano took on the journey to reach the New World.[footnoteRef:20] According to Professor Chris Evans, the Middle Passage ‘stands as the central horror of Atlantic slavery’.[footnoteRef:21] Records describe the horrendous conditions suffered by the captives and numerous tragic events along the route. [15:  Equiano. ‘The Interesting Narrative’ Chapter Two.]  [16:  Jeremy Krikler, ‘A Chain of Murder in the Slave Trade: A Wider Context of the Zong Massacre*’, International Review of Social History, 57.3 (2012), 393–415 <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000491>.]  [17:  Erin. M Fehskens, ‘ACCOUNTS UNPAID, ACCOUNTS UNTOLD: M. NourbeSe Philip’s Zong! And the Catalogue’, The Johns Hopkins University Press, Callaloo, 35.2 (2012), 407–24, pp.407.]  [18:  Chris Evans, Slave Wales: The Welsh and Atlantic Slavery, 1660-1850 (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2010) p.26.]  [19:  Evans, Slave Wales, p.27.]  [20:  Equiano. ‘The Interesting Narrative’ Chapter Two.]  [21:  Evans, Slave Wales, p.25.] 

Equiano’s narrative does a great service for all the Africans who had suffered throughout the slave trade, it gives a first-hand account of the experiences and events Africans endured. The narrative cannot be overlooked with the insight it gives, from an insider’s perspective, on the history of slavery. The mechanics of the slave trade can be seen through his writing and show many of the physical and material characteristics of the slave trade as a whole. Equiano is able to reveal the full chain of operations as he was born a free individual in his African homeland. His description of capture, and transport and sale at several slave markets before his voyage to North America show how established an institution the slave trade was. It reveals the futility and hopelessness of the victims who are caught up in such a system. Equiano’s narrative illustrates Gilroy’s concept of the ‘black Atlantic’ in the way in which it shows the insidious reach and influence from which once engulfed as a victim it was inescapable.[footnoteRef:22]   [22:  Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic - Modernity and Double Consciousness, 1st edition (London: Verso Books, 1993).] 
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