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Abstract

World history today is largely shaped by the history of imperialism.
The traces and effects of imperialism can not only be found in the works of
dominant writers, but many African and Asian writers also refer to the
presence of slavery and colonisation in European writings. Such English
writings include Oroonoko (1688) by Aphra Behn, Mansfield Park (1814) by
Jane Austen and Jane Eyre (1848) by Charlotte Bronté. Oroonoko gives us the
earliest account of slavery and British imperialism in Surinam. Mansfield Park
is a domestic novel that helps us to understand the contribution of slave labour
to the European economy. On the other hand, there are some contemporary
novels that respond to European accounts of imperial history. Jean Rhys’s
Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) is a response to Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre. Wide
Sargasso Sea portrays the imperial history from a Creole West Indian’s point
of view. These works show that different accounts of imperialism are still
important both as a reference of history and as records of how imperialism that

have shaped the world and individual lives.



Introduction

“|Blecause 1 know you will take pleasure in the great victory that

Our Lord has given me in my voyage, | write this letter to inform

you of how in twenty days I reached the Indies with the fleet

supplied to me by the most illustrious King and Queen, our

Sovereigns, and how there I discovered a great many islands

inhabited by people without number.'

The above excerpt is from a letter by Christopher Columbus to the King and
Queen of Spain. The letter informs them the discovery of a new land, America in
1492. Subsequently, this is to be called one of the earliest historical accounts of
the imperial mission and its connection to voyage and discovery. Economist
Adam Smith pronounced “the “discovery” of America a turning point in world
history”?. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels comments on “the significance of
Columbus’s discovery, seeing the event as crucial for opening “up fresh ground
for the rising bourgeoisie™.

Besides the historical accounts, many works of literature bear the traces of
imperialism. From the beginning of imperialism several writers have reflected on
the new world in their works. For example, William Shakespeare’s The Tempest
(1611) is an example of a colonial text, where Caliban® is represented from a

%
conqueror’s perspective. His name reminds us,\the word % ‘cannibal’. On the

other hand, the name of the protagonist of the play, Prospero, refers to the word

! Quoted in Peter C. Mancall’s “The Age of Discovery”. Reviews in American History. 26.1.The
Challenge of American History (March,1998.), p 26

? Ibid, p 26

* Ibid, p 26

“ Caliban is the native of the island, where the protagonist of the play Prospero has been trapped.




‘prosper’. Another example can be seen in th¢ some poems of John Donne (1572-
1631). For example, in his poem “The Sun Rising”, he uses the image of spices
and mine of both “Indies”. The images of treasures of both Indies in the poem
show that the wealth of both East and West Indies are available to the imagination
of the European writers. Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) contains
perhaps the most direct reference to imperialism. The protagonist of the novel
Crusoe establishes a colony on a deserted island along with a master-slave
relationship with Friday. The first word Crusoe teaches Friday is “master”. This is
showing an imperial relationship between a European and a native of a new
‘other’ land. Jonathan Swift (1667-1745) also criticises British Imperialism in his
essay “The Modest Proposal”. He criticises both Europeans for exploiting Irish
an?/\lrish to let themselves be exploited by them. It can be said that the references
of imperialism have influenced English writers from the beginning of
imperialism.

Contemporary history cannot be written without its colonial references.
Wﬁa&m&i@iﬁw[_ example, Toni Morrison in her book
Playing in the Dark (1992) points out that American literature and American
history cannot be written without referring to its Afro-American presence. She
says,

There seems to be a more or less tacit agreement among literary

scholars that, because American literature has been clearly the
preserve of white views, genius, and power, those views, genius,




and power are without relationship to and removed from the

overwhelming presence of black people in the United States. This

agreement is made about a population that preceded every American

writer of renown and was, | have come to believe, one of the most

furtively radical impinging forces on the country’s literature. The

contemplation of this black presence is central to any understanding

of our national literature and should not be permitted to hover at the

margins of the literary imagination.'
Almost every American literary work has a black slave in the background. Sh
points out, that slavery is a part of American history from the momentyits
discovery t6/the Europeans. Similarly, William C. Spengemann claims that Aphra
Behn’s Oroonoko (1688) should be considered the first American novel. He
argues that Oroonoko is omitted from American literature because the novel is set
before the “Declaration of Independence.” Joanna Lipking argues in a Preface’ to
Oroonoko that unlike the play of Shakespeare and Defoe’s novel, Oroonoko
provides us with an authentic account of early British imperialist presence in
Surinam in South America. She says that details of the setting resemble actual
places in Surinam.

Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park (1814) while being a domestic novel is not
free from the traces of imperialism. Critic Edward W. Said has pointed out the

traces of slavery in his essay “Jane Austen and Empire”. The book shows that the

seventeenth century aristocratic lifestyle was shaped by the slave labour in the

“Toni Morrison. Playing in the Dark. Massachuseits: Picador, 1992, ps

2 William C. Spengemann. “The Earliest American Novel: Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko”. Oroonoko.
New York: A Norton Critical Edition, 1997, p 199

* Of Norton Edition of Oroonoko



West Indies. Although the book does not provide us detailed images of slavery,
the domestic structure of the book echoes an imperial structure.

Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) is a retelling of an imperial story
from a West Indian’s point of view. The novel retells the story of Bertha
Antoinette Mason in Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre (1848). From the beginning of
imperialism till the early twentieth century, Europeans dominated the imperial
and colonial stories. It is from the late twentieth century, these European accounts
have started to receive some responses.

Aphra Behn, Jane Austen and Jean Rhys are three writers from different
backgrounds. These three novels show that women are part of the imperial
history. The impact of colonisation has an effect on women of both coloniser and
colonised society whether they are residing in their own country or visiting other
countries.

The purpose of this thesis is to look at some accounts of imperialism in
three literary texts. The first chapter will look at Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko (1688).
This chapter will analyse the images of slavery in Surinam. The second chapter
will look at Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park (1814). This chapter will analyse a
European domestic setting and will show how the setting has been shaped by
notions and processes of imperialism. The Third chapter will look at Jean Rhys’s
Wide Sargasso Sea and will refer to Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre (1848) and

analyse an imperial story from two perspectives.




Chapter 1

Images of Slavery in Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko

However the slaves were estimated, slavery was freely recognised
to be a cruel business. Men directly involved denounced the
practices of others. Colonial visitors thought both slaves and
servants overworked and wretchedly treated and left unattractive
portraits of the colonists.'

Such a portrait can be found in Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko or, The Royal Slaves: A
True History (1688). The novel gives detailed images of slavery and British
imperialism in Surinam. A question to be asked is whether a fictional text can be a
reliable document to depict the history of slavery. Edwin D. Johnson discusses
Aphra Behn’s background in his essay “Aphra Behn’s “Oroonoko” which lends
some historical credibility to the novel:

Aphra Behn was born in Canterbury in Kent in the year 1640. Her
father, whose name was Johnson, through relationship with Lord
Willoughby received an appointment as Governor of Surinam. This
was an English possession in the northeast portion of South
America, and is known today as Dutch Guiana. Johnson died at sea
in a hurricane, but the rest of the family, which included the
daughter, proceeded to the new country; and it was in Surinam on a
nearby plantation that Mrs. Behn met Oroonoko, a handsome slave
who she says had a “kindly air.”

But he doubts that there is the possibility of imaginations in the story. When she

returned to England, she became acquainted with Charles II. She was appointed as

! Joanna Lipking. “The New World of Slavery-An Introduction”. Oroonoko. New York: A Norton
Critical Edition, 1997, p 81-82

2 Edwin D. Johnson. “Aphra Behn’s “Oroonoko”. The Journal of Negro History. 10.3 (July,
1925), p 334




a spy and sent to Antwerp to collect some information. Although, Behn was
unsuccessful as a spy, bat she “gained great favour of the Court”". She related the
story of Oroonoko to Charles II. Charles Il was impressed by “the fate of “this

great man” and requested the narrator to put her charming as well as touching

story into the form of a novel™. ' ﬁ(é W
Another important question %posed / zilgpuﬁ“ a woman living in the

seventeenth century England can experience ahd write about such an
unconventional situation. It can be said that she learnt the story of slavery from
someone else and wrote it out of her imagination. Spengemann expresses his
doubt that the story is merely an imaginary tale:

And because the experiences reported in these narratives of New-
World travel were necessarily unverifiable, the form permitted her
to call her tale a true history without fear of rebuttal. By enfolding
her romance of the Royal Slave in a Brief True Relation, Behn could
stick to her romantic lust, proffer her fiction as news from the New
World, and thus foist it upon the very audience whose members
were busily dismantling the world that the romance had been
devised to validate.?

Alfred J. Rivero also expresses the same doubt in his essay ““Oroonoko” and the

“Blank Spaces”: of Colonial Fictions” that the story of Oroonoko and Imoinda is

94

fictional since there is “no historical record testifying™" their existence. But critic

! Ibid, p 335

2 Ibid, p 335

3 William C. Spengemann. “The Earliest American Novel: Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko. Oroonoko.
New York: A Norton Critical Edition, 1997, p 202

4 Alfred J. Rivero. ““Oroonoko” and the “Blank Spaces™: of Colonial Fictions”. Studies in English
Literature, 1500-1900. 39.3. Restoration and Eighteenth Century (Summer, 1999), p, 446



Laura Brown claims that Behn is writing from her experiences in the New World.

She says,
The account of the Indians belongs in part to the tradition of travel
narratives, by Behn’s period an established and widely popular
mode describing voyages and colonial expeditions to the new world
and including detailed reports of marvels, which range from
accurate botanical and ethnographic records to pure invention."
She also adds,
Behn’s description of the slave trade, highly accurate in many of its
details, is the shaping economic and historical context of Oroonoko.
A letter written in 1663 to Sir Robert Harley, at whose house at St.
John’s Hill the narrator claims to have resided, from one William
Yearworth, his steward, may describe the arrival of the slave ship
which Behn would have witnessed during her visit to the colony.?
She claims that Behn had witnessed a slave ship from the Guinea Coast
containing 130 slaves of which 54 died on the journey on the 24™ of January in
the year 1663 or 1664. So it can be said that the images of slavery in the novel are
authentic. Critic Joanna Lipking discusses historical accounts of British
imperialism that testify that Behn is writing from her experiences. She says that as
an adult Aphra Behn stayed in Surinam in the early 1660’s and “the publication of
Oroonoko in 1688 - England actively entered the slave trade, spurred by the needs

of its planters in Barbados, Surinam, and Jamaica.”® Oroonoko is the name of a

river in South America. So it is highly possible Behn named the protagonist of the

! Laura Brown. “The Romance of Empire: Oroonoko and the Trade in Slaves”. Oroonoko. New
York: A Norton Critical Edition, 1997, p 236

2 Ibid, p 237-238

3 Lipking, p 80



novel after the river. Rivero says that Behn was importing an exotic setting for
marketability of her work in England.' Behn may have collected materials for
writing the novel from her New World experiences but the story she tells is
fictional. However, this fictional tale provides us with some true images of
slavery in Surinam. In the very beginning of the novel, we find a very detailed
image of the slave trade:
Those who want slaves make a bargain with a master or a captain

of a ship, and contract to pay him so much apiece, a matter of

twenty pound a head for as many as he agrees for, and to pay for

them when they shall be delivered on such a plantation. So that

when there arrives a ship laden with slaves, they who have so

contracted go aboard and receive their number by lot*; and perhaps

in one lot that may be for ten, there may happen to be three or four

men, the rest women and children; or be there more or less of either

sex, you are obliged to be contented with your lot.?
The above excerpt portrays how a slave is bought and sold in Surinam. Slaves are
meant to be the properties of their master and thus slaves are well treated as
commodity as Peter Child defines them as “simply machines for labour.”*
Therefore, they have no rights over their bodies and minds. They are also not

allowed to give their consent to work, all work decisions were taken without

consulting them and they are bound to obey their white masters. Moreover, they

! Rivero, p 447

2 The contract sale of slaves in lots was a common method of sale, and twenty pounds a frequently
method practice.

; Aphra Behn. Oroonoko. London: Penguin Classics, 2003, p 12-13

4 Peter Child. “Introduction”. Post-Colonial Theory and English literature: A Reader. Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1999, p 13



have a price and they are bargained over like animals or are auctioned like
property. Lipking says,

Most early documents on the slaves are commercial letters or
circulars, written for particular readers, to advance particular
policies, against rivals nations or groups. The official agencies
reiterate the “necessity” for slaves, to be provided solely by
themselves. Individual captains and agents enumerate the cargoes
of men, women, boys, girls, and describe their own tribulations:
tricks that left them with unfit slaves, ship blockaded or seized,
problems with weather, provisions, disease, pilfering, private
dealings on the side.’

The above excerpt explains that the concept of slavery was deeply embedded in
the world economic system at that time. French priest Antoine Biet says in his
essay “They Came Here in Order to Become Wealthy” that the slaves were the
greatest source of wealth in Surinam. Each slave earned twenty-five pounds a
year for his master and less then one pound was spent on the slaves’ upkeep:

The slaves go around almost entirely naked, except on Sundays
when they put on some worthless canvas breeches and a shirt. The
small Negroes and Negresses always go about completely naked
until they are fourteen or fifteen years old. As for their food, there
is no nation which feeds its slaves as badly as the English because
for all meals the slaves only get potatoes which serve them as their
bread, their meat, their fish, in fact, everything. The slaves raise
some poultry so as to have eggs which they give to their little
children. They are only given meat one time in the whole year,
namel}é Christmas Day, which is the only holiday observed in this
island.

! Lipking, p 81
2 Antoine Biet. “The Came Here in Order to Become Wealthy”. Oroonoko. New York: A Norton
Critical Edition, 1997, p 105-106
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From the time of ‘discovery’ of the Americas in the late fifteenth century till the
emancipation act in the mid-nineteenth century, slave labour shaped the world
economy. This economic system not only depended on a human labour but a
human being became a property of an entrepreneur. Oddvar Holmesland points
out that slaves in Surinam were won through warfare, which was considered an
honourable way of procuring slaves in the seventeenth century. Traditionally,
during warfare, a king of a country fought and defeated his opponent and
occupied the defeated country. As a result, the people of the defeated country
became slaves and the property of the victorious country. But in Oroonoko we do
not find the same case:

Have they vanquished us nobly in fight? Have they won us in

honourable battle? And are we by the chance of war become their

slaves? This would not anger a noble heart, this would not animate

a soldier’s soul. No, but we are bought and sold like apes, or

monkeys..."
The above excerpt explains the difference between European slavery and other
form of slavery. The excerpt also explains that not only white people enslave
black people but black people themselves were involved in the process. Slavery is
an age-old practice and was a part of war-fare. In the novel, we are shown how
Imoinda and Oroonoko were captured and became slaves. Imoinda receives a

Royal Veil from the king of Coramantien and grandfather of Oroonoko and is

forced to become the king’s mistress. As soon as the king finds out that Oroonoko

! Behn, p 62



and Imoinda love each other, he sells her off to a slave master. She is taken to
Surinam. Meanwhile, Oroonoko was busy at the battlefield and returned as a
victorious hero. Shortly after his return, an English ship arrived in the port of
Coramantien. Oroonoko was an acquaintance of the captain. He was invited to a
feast on the ship. Here, Behn gives us the detailed image of how Oroonoko with
other Africans were cheated and abducted by the captain:

The prince having drunk hard of punch, and several sorts of
wine, as did all the rest (for great care was taken they should want
nothing of that part of the entertainment), was very merry, and in
great admiration of the ship, for he had never been in one before,
so that he was curious of beholding every place, where he decently
might descend. The rest, no less curious, who were not quite
overcome with drinking, rambled at their pleasure fore and aft, as
their fancies guided them; so that the captain, who had well laid his
design before, gave the word and seized on all his guests, they
clapping great irons suddenly on the prince when he was leaped
down in the hold to view that part of the vessel, and locking him
fast down, secured him. The same treachery was used to all the
rest; and all in one instant, in several places of the ship, were
lashed fast in irons and betrayed to slavery.'

After being deceived and captured, Oroonoko becomes a slave. It is at this
point that slaves including Oroonoko were given a new different name. As Behn
informs us “Christians never buy any slaves but they give them some names of
their own, their native ones being likely very barbarous and hard to pronounce.”
The name of a person is a very important factor of his identity. The name also

bears the sign of nationality and religion of a person. In the novel, the African

! Ibid, p 37
2 bid, p 43



name of the protagonist was ‘Oroonoko’ and European name was ‘Caesar’. His
wife’s African name was ‘Imoinda’ and European name was ‘Clemene’.

Another image that Behn draws in the novel is of the condition of women
and children under slavery. Toni Morrison in her novel Beloved (1987) shows that
there is nothing more horrible for a girl than to be born under slavery. Under
slavery, mothers do not have any right to protect their children from the violence
of their white masters. A slave’s child becomes a property of her master. Toni
Morrison draws an example from an American novel, Sapphira and the Slave Girl
(1940) by Willa Cather:

Because Till’s (Nancy’s mother) loyalty to and responsibility for her

mistress is so primary, it never occurs and need not occur to

Sapphira that Till might be hurt or alarmed by the violence planned

for her only child. That assumption is based on another — that slave

women are not mothers; they are “natally dead,” with no obligations

to their offspring or their own parents.'

So a mother under slavery does not hold any rights over her children. Her children
can be tortured and daughters can be raped, but a slave mother has no right to
protest against her master to protect her children. Moreover, her children can be
bought and sold and enslaved without the consent of the mother. Behn gives us a
similar picture in the novel:

They spared Imoinda, and did not let her see this barbarity

committed towards her lord, but carried her down to Parham and
shut her up, which was not in kindness to her, but for fear she

! Toni Morrison. Playing in the Dark. Massachusetts: Picador, 1992, p 21



