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Black Versions of Englishness: Daniel Defoe, Olaudah Equiano, 
and Mary Prince

In his The True-Born Englishman (1701) Daniel Defoe suggests inclusive and exclu­
sive versions of Englishness which raise important questions concerning the function 
of Others for the definition of English identity in colonial discourse. In the context of 
defending the Dutch King of England, William of Orange, against his critics, Defoe 
’’sets out vigorously to demolish the racist myth of Englishness" (Lucas 1990: 18). 
Defoe's satire was an immediate success, but Defoe felt compelled to reject the 
accusation that he had debunked the English in his Explanatory Preface to the ninth 
edition (1701): he argues that Englishmen should not look down on foreigners because 
"we are really all Foreigners our selves" (25). In opposition to the pure blood of Scots, 
Welsh, and Irish, he continues, the English are of mixed blood due to successive 
waves of invaders and the influx of refugees, the "multitudes of Foreign Nations who 
have taken Sanctuary here" (25). The satiric speaker is as detached from the immi­
grants as he is from the English: "We have been Europe's Sink, the Jakes where she/ 
Voids all her Offal Out-cast Progeny" (39), whose offspring is "That Hefrogeneous 
Thing, An Englishman ... a Mongrel half-Bred Race" (42). He ridicules any citizen's 
attempt to define his identity by English ancestors: "A True-Born Englishman's a 
Contradiction,/In Speech an Irony, in Fact a Fiction./A Banter made to be a Test of 
Fools,/Which those that use it justly ridicules./A Metaphor invented to express/A Man 
a-kin to all the Universe" (43). The speaker inverts the valorization of purity. He 
claims that mixed descent is to the advantage of the English since immigrants have 
added to the size of the population, and in contrast to pureblooded races, who are more 
akin to barbarians, Englishmen, with the aid of their climate, have perfected the 
heritage from various nations and are therefore the wealthiest, most progressive and 
civilized nation in Europe (24-25). In the pamphlet, English identity is unstable for 
two major reasons:

1) Englishness is transversal since it cuts across ethnic boundaries. Defoe's inclusive 
and heterogeneous concept envisions the Other in the self, and the self in the Other, 
and therefore effaces any definite boundaries between the English and other peoples.

2) Englishness is what in another context Martina Ghosh-Schellhom calls a "tran­
sitional identity" (1999: 35), developing in a historical process that has no pure origin 
and is subject to continuous change.

Thus, the English are rather definable by what they are not, that is pureblooded 
barbarians, than by what they are. Their identity is delimited by the stereotyped Other
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that is known already, a structure that Homi Bhabha describes as the simultaneous 
recognition and disavowal of difference, the identification and alienation of the Other 
(1994a: 70-75). The English are the vanguard of progress by adopting and perfecting 
Otherness, but the question is to which extent Otherness is developed or eliminated in 
the process.

The rather elusive and comprehensive generic term of the Englishman in the pamphlet 
is qualified when Defoe talks about individual Others being transformed into English­
men. The satire maintains that it is not birth but manners that make the man (Defoe 
1927: 45) but, in the third part of Robinson Crusoe, Defoe suggests that perfect 
manners do not entitle every gentleman to Englishness. Defoe qualifies representative 
Englishness by race, class, and gender. In his Serious Reflexions, Robinson joins a 
group of Englishmen who listen admiringly to a mulatto in a pub:

Twas with great pleasure I heard him discourse very handsomely on several weighty subjects. I 
found he was a very good scholar, had been very handsomely bred, and that learning and study 
were his delight; and, more than that, some o f the best science was at that time his employment. 
At length I took the freedom to ask him if he was born in England? He replied with a great deal 
o f good humour in the manner, but with an excess o f  resentment at his father, and with tears in 
his eyes, "Yes, yes, sir, I am a true-born Englishman; to my father's shame be it spoken, who, 
being an Englishman himself, could find it in his heart to join himself to a Negro woman, 
though he must needs know the children he should beget would curse the memory o f such an 
action". (64-65)

Then the mulatto laments that his good education does not serve any purpose since 
with his black face he cannot become a lawyer or clergyman but simply "a learned 
valet de chambre" (Defoe 1895: 65), so that his father

spoiled a good tarpaulin when he strove to make me a gentleman. When he had resolved to 
marry a slave and lie with a slave, he should have begot slaves, and let us have been bred as we 
were bom; but he has twice ruined me -  first, with getting me a frightful face, and then going to 
paint a gentleman upon me ... (65)

Defoe again raises issues that seemed to have been generously settled in his earlier 
comprehensive version of Englishness.

The mulatto himself brings forth reasons for not quite being English. He clearly dis­
parages the crossing of boundaries between the superior white male English master 
and the inferior black female African slave. He embodies the frightening result, the 
suspended difference resulting from his engendering (see Bhabha 1994a: 75) and his 
education to superiority, which threatens the hierarchy between the Englishmen and 
the colonized. The mulatto's most ambivalent self-disparagement is his argument that 
the gentleman in him is only the veneer on a black canvas. He purports to be a "mimic 
man". Homi Bhabha argues that

colonial mimicry is the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject o f a difference 
that is almost the same, but not quite. Which is to say, that the discourse o f mimicry is con­
structed around an ambivalence; in order to be effective, mimicry must continually produce its 
slippage, its excess, its difference ... (Bhaba 1994b: 86)
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The Other is normalized and appropriated as the same, but its irreducible residual dif­
ference denies its equality (Bhaba 1994b: 86). The mulatto points out the difference 
between the discursive sameness of conversing like an English gentleman and the 
visible difference of his race. His different face does not entitle him to represent Eng­
lishness in spite of his perfect repetition of an English gentleman (cf. Bhaba 1994b: 
87-88). The mulatto's mimicry threatens to devalue the concept of the gentleman as a 
distinct or unique individual embodiment of Englishness because "anybody" given the 
education would qualify. In addition, his visible doubleness as a black Englishman can 
be read as the mirror image of an invisible duplicity, a dark spot that hides behind the 
veneer of white Englishmen. The external visible limit of the Englishman corresponds 
with an internal invisible limit to the Englishman (cf. Easthope 1999: 22-23). Defoe 
lets the mulatto ventriloquize the problems of mimicry and reintroduces race as a 
feature of Englishness after having almost dismissed the criterion in his pamphlet. For 
Defoe, the imagined black Englishman becomes a catalyst for redefining Englishness 
without providing the Other's perspective. Defoe reasserts the "civilizational authority" 
(Gikandi 1996: 68) of the English but registers the uncertainty produced by repetition. 
Real black migrants and immigrants may add two significant perspectives in the 
negotiation of Englishness:

1) Black migrants may offer, Simon Gikandi proposes, the "reverse gaze" (1996: 19) 
from the basis of another culture which Defoe's English bom and bred mulatto lacks.

2) If black immigrants want to adapt to England or even pass as Englishmen, they have 
to straddle two cultures and are forced to realize exactly how "Englishness" is per­
formed. The immigrant's perception and performance of Englishness compounds the 
complexity and discrepancies of the mulatto's insider -  outsider position.

In the following, I shall focus on two black ex-slaves and immigrants, Olaudah 
Equiano and Mary Prince, who published the stories of their lives in support of the 
abolition of slavery, a discussion which renegotiated Englishness and the British 
Empire from the 1770s to the 1830s. The debate about the abolition of slavery revises 
Defoe's inclusive and exclusive theories of Englishness, which, for the sake of brevity, 
I will simplify and summarize thus: the abolitionists argued that non-white people are 
men and brothers who share the universal nature and rights of mankind. If they are 
inferior and backward, the English are chosen to civilize them, thus extending the 
British Empire on humanitarian grounds. In opposition to the abolitionist assertion of 
difference in similarity, the pro-slavery faction maintained similarity in difference: if 
Africans are human beings, which some of them doubted, they are an inferior bar­
barian race that has no claim to equality but has to be put to work according to their 
non-refined physical nature. Whereas abolitionists tended to criticize the barbarity of 
English slave-traders and owners, these either denied the allegation and pretended to 
be benevolent or justified their behaviour by attributing barbarity to the Others, which 
made brute force necessary. Both parties tended to promote paternalist rule over 
Africans. African migrants negotiated Englishness in several ways: they challenged 
Englishmen by undermining their self-images, by rewriting English versions of Afri­
cans, and by performing Englishness.
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Olaudah Equiano presents himself as a hybrid African Englishman on the title-page 
and in the portrait of his autobiography, which he wrote and revised from 1789 to 
1794. The title reads: "THE INTERESTING NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE OF 
OLAUDAH EQUIANO, OR GUSTAVUS VASSA, THE AFRICAN. WRITTEN BY 
HIMSELF." His African and European names stress his double identity. The Anglo- 
African demonstrates literacy by writing his story by himself "as a response to 
allegations of its absence" (Gates 1985: 11). The Biblical motto proves the writer to be 
a Christian who, inverting European missionary zeal, will explain God's working in 
this world to English readers: "Behold, God is my salvation [...] the Lord Jehova is my 
strength and my song. And in that day shall ye say, Praise the Lord, call upon his 
name, declare his doings among the people" (Isaiah 12.2-4). The mimic man's dis­
cursive similarity, however, is countered by the visible difference in the portrait 
inserted in the book. The portrait shows us a well-dressed black gentleman, who 
confidently gazes at the observer and seems to offer the opened Bible to the onlooker. 
It would be wrong to claim that Equiano presents himself in his spiritual autobiog­
raphy only as an assimilated Englishman who has discarded his African self by his 
conversion to Christianity. He introduces himself at first as a stranger and disclaims 
being a European (31), which adds weight to the black face on the portrait. In the 
course of the story, Equiano shifts his allegiance from his mother country in Africa to 
England. Although he expresses his love for his native African country in retrospect, 
he asserts that during his frequent journeys he longed to return to his beloved "Old 
England" (161; cf. Thomas 2000: 239).

Equiano distinguishes between English, British, and European. He includes the Eng­
lish in comparisons between Africa and Europe in general, accords to British institu­
tions the leading role in the history of progress, and regards himself as an Englishman 
with African roots. Vincent Caretta misses Equiano's exact distinctions between 
British and English when he repeatedly says that Equiano asserts his identity as a 
Briton and is "British by acculturation and choice" (Caretta 1995: xvii), citing a pas­
sage where Equiano explicitly calls himself an Englishman (xvii). Equiano assumes 
that the English take the lead in Britain, since he, for example, twice compares 
Scottish highlanders to savages: their skirts resemble African ones, and a highlander 
takes the scalp of an Indian in the Seven Years War (73-74). The English or British 
citizens are stereotyped neither as good, as Marion Rust maintains (1996: 33), nor as 
depraved except for most of those who are involved in slavery. Equiano redefines 
Defoe's opposition between Englishness and barbarity by stressing the similarity be­
tween European and African cultures and the difference in their use of slavery. He 
emphatically denies any connection between skin colour and ethnic character, attribut­
ing complexion to the climate without any other consequences: for example, Spanish 
people turn as dark as natives in South America without any mental changes to the 
worse (44-45). Equiano also implicitly ridicules the English belief in the inferiority of 
black people by its inverted analogy to his early naive belief in the deformity and evil 
of white people (55). He depicts Africans in a rather positive but slightly ambivalent 
way: his African people compare in many respects favourably with the Europeans 
because his African culture is simple but humane. The noble savages live an ideal
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pastoral life comparable to that of the Jews before they reached the promised land 
(43), and their customs and laws compare closely to Christian precepts laid down in 
the Bible (92). Equiano indulges in primitivism when he characterizes his countrymen: 
they are not physically deformed but extraordinarily healthy and behave strictly ac­
cording to a regime of hygiene and morals; everybody works and nobody begs in a 
subsistent economy and a just social order -  even if this is as yet unenlightened 
because it is ignorant of Christian faith and scientific knowledge. Equiano wavers 
between a nostalgic version of the past which is preferable to European degeneration, 
and a progressive version of history which calls for the elevation of the backward 
Africans to English standards. Equiano stresses that the African institution of slavery 
is far more humane than the European one because Africans usually enslave someone 
for particular offences against the law or if he is taken prisoner in war, and they treat 
their slaves as human beings who are basically equal to themselves. Europeans enslave 
Africans out of avarice and treat them in a more barbarian way. African slavery works 
within the framework of a moral system, whereas European slavery violates moral 
codes for economic gain. The European infringement of ethics carries more weight 
since, in contrast to Africans, they purport to follow Christian ideals. Equiano defies 
"proslavery images of Africa as a dark place of irremediable chaos, barbarism, and 
internecine strife" (Sandiford 1988: 127). Why does Equiano aspire to become an 
Englishman?

The naive young Equiano first fears that white men may eat him, which is an ironic 
inversion of his master's stereotype of the African cannibal (Chinosole 1982: 47), and 
then desires to become a powerful white Englishman in body, mind, and soul: the 
black boy inverts the colonizers' fear and desire of the Other, and tries to erase his own 
difference in favour of the colonizer's model self (cf. Sandiford 1988: 123). But he is 
time and again reminded of his difference to the English, and their deviations from his 
ideal of Englishness. His education in England and on an English man-of-war dispels 
his fear of the English and other dangers (irony intended), so that he becomes, "in that 
respect at least, almost an Englishman" (77). He takes every opportunity to improve 
himself, to adopt the manners, the spirit, the faith, and the knowledge of those he 
considers to be his superiors (78). In his attempt to discard his African self, the boy 
tries to wash the blackness off his face (69), and tries to avoid another African boy, 
who runs to meet him as a brother and countryman (85). But his English master shows 
him the limits of his Englishness when he sells him as a slave to the West Indies. 
Equiano pleads for his release by claiming a Christian citizen's right to property and 
liberty: "he has taken all my wages and prize-money [...] besides this I have been 
baptized; and by the laws of the land no man has a right to sell me" (93-94). His 
prospective master responds that he "talked too much English" (94), insinuating that 
the African was not entitled to the same privileges as Englishmen. Equiano reverses 
pro-slavery stereotypes because he himself resorts to reason and legal arguments, 
whereas his buyer threatens to use brute force. His English master asserts his right to 
the African's property and liberty against Equiano's implicit claims to equality. After 
years of slavery in the West Indies, profits from petty trade allow him to buy his 
freedom in the shape of the property of his body from his master. When the freeman
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wants to help another free African who is to be sold into slavery by an Englishman, 
Equiano only succeeds in having the Englishman arrested with the help of the law by a 
revealing stratagem: he paints his face white in order to prevent the culprit's flight 
upon Equiano approaching his home with a constable. Only a white Englishman is 
able to enforce the law in order to obtain his rights, whereas the free black Englishman 
is subject to arbitrary discriminations and deprivations, without the help of the law to 
obtain justice, so that his position is almost worse than that of a slave (121-22, 162, 
218). His white veneer is not of permanent help since Equiano's lawyer does not act on 
his behalf and cheats him out of his money, betraying evil beneath his white skin 
(180). Equiano juxtaposes arguments based on natural law and positive law which 
denies him justice and the status of a legal subject on the basis of his race. He quotes 
legal documents, such as the one of his manumission, in order to demonstrate his right 
to freedom. He appends the story of his life with an appeal to British parliament for the 
abolition of the slave trade, performing the functions of a legal British citizen (cf. 
Hinds 1998: 643).

Equiano's manumission and his subsequent career expose the conflict between ethics 
and the economy. Equiano joins Dr. Irving in a project to cultivate a plantation on the 
Caribbean coast of South America out of friendship, adventure, profit, and missionary 
zeal: "I hoped to be an instrument under God, of bringing some poor sinner to my 
well-beloved master, Jesus Christ" (202). However, Equiano is less successful in 
converting an Indian to Christianity than in bringing some poor African countrymen, 
whom he does not teach the Gospel, as slaves to his well-beloved master, Dr. Irving. 
Equiano cannot convert the Indian, who is deterred from Christianity by the dissolute 
sailors' miserable examples and their ridicule of his belief in God and the devil (202- 
204). Equiano's hybridity is shown by his association with the whites and the natives. 
The Indian asks him: "How comes it that all the white men on board, who can read and 
write, observe the sun, and know all things, yet swear, lie, and get drunk, only 
excepting yourself"? (204) Equiano uses the Indian's voice for his ironic debunking of 
white superiority, and to show that he himself "appears to be morally whiter than the 
Whites" (Caretta 1995: xix). What is more, Equiano cannot name a single white man 
on the Caribbean shores "that was better or more pious than those unenlightened 
Indians" (206). The noble Indians, in turn, are explicitly likened to his African coun­
trymen and shown to be superior to nominal Christians (206; Edwards 1985: 189). It 
seems that Equiano, in spite of his complicity in the slave trade, is the better 
Englishman due to his African heritage of sentiment and integrity.

Equiano presents himself as an Englishman of the type that he admires and strives for. 
with gentlemanly manners, Anglo-Protestant faith, and professional skills as a sailor, 
trader, and man of letters. He mentions more than once that he surpasses Englishmen 
in manners, morals, skills, and knowledge (cf. Costanzo 1987: 86; Edwards 1985: 
194). He exposes with an excellent sense of irony the hypocrisy of English "Christian 
gentlemen" who claim superiority but deviate from (his) ideal (of) Englishness. The 
story of his life represents a process that in the end turns Defoe's argument upside 
down, because the Other is first improved by the English to near perfection, but then
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reprobates deviant Englishmen and promotes the realization of English ideals for the 
benefit of the nation and the British Empire.

Mary Prince's narrative and the elaborate frame by her editor, Mr. Pringle, foreground 
race, class, gender, and Englishness. Mary Prince was a West Indian slave who walked 
out on her master when he took her to England in 1828. She did not succeed in 
obtaining manumission from her abusive owner with the help of abolitionists, so that 
she could not return to her husband in Antigua but was forced to remain in England. 
The story of her life is a series of increasing abuses by her masters and more deter­
mined forms of resistance on her part. In the end, she addresses her readers as a rep­
resentative of all slaves, based on her own experience, and as a superior moral authori­
ty on the "ignorant or lying" (The History of Mary Prince, 23) Englishmen who spread 
myths about happy slaves and benevolent Christian masters. She demands liberty for 
all slaves who do not even have the right to resist violations:

There is no modesty or decency shown by the owner to his slaves; men, women, and children 
are exposed alike. Since I have been here I have often wondered how English people can go out 
into the West Indies and act in such a beastly manner. But when they go to the West Indies, they 
forget God and all feeling o f shame. [...] we must not speak up or look amiss, however much we 
be abused. [...] This is slavery. I tell it, to let the English people know the truth; and I hope they 
will never leave o ff to pray to God and call loud to the great King o f England, till all the poor 
blacks be given free, and slavery done up for evermore. (23)

In the frame of her story, Prince's editor, Mr. Pringle, attempts to contain her 
unmasking of the beast in the Englishman and -woman. In the preface, Pringle 
maintains that he had to prune the wilderness of Prince's Caribbean English in order 
"to render it clearly intelligible" (v). He "decontaminates" English from impure 
influences by the Other's "(ab)use" of the language. The supplement defends Eng­
lishness against its enemies in the colonies and within Great Britain. Mr. Pringle, 
who is of Scottish descent, hardly ever uses the term "British" but holds Englishness 
as the standard of Great Britain. Pringle refers only three times to the United King­
dom. He mentions Great Britain once as a geographical and legal unit (40), claims 
that British power is to shield victims from oppression in the world (42), and reminds 
readers that slaves in the colonies are also British subjects (40). Implicitly, the 
assimilation of Scots into the British elevates their status and validates the sub­
mission of others to them.

Pringle defends England as the stronghold of Christianity and enlightenment, humani­
ty, reason, truth, justice, liberty, and property (25). "Our boasted liberty is the dream of 
imagination, and no longer the characteristic of our country, if its bulwarks can thus be 
thrown down by colonial special pleading" (40) to retain slaves in bondage in England. 
He maintains that nothing can be "more repugnant to the feelings of Englishmen" (40) 
than infringements of the natural right to liberty, to which a "resident within the shores 
of England" (40) is entitled as much as a slave who touches "the free soil of England" 
(30). But he sacrifices historical truth to nationalism, Kremena Todorova maintains, 
because he must have known that chattel slavery was still in existence in Great Britain 
(Todorova 2001: 298-299). In his legal warfare against Mary's slave-owner, the aboli-
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tionist maintains that "We in England" (30) are not imposed upon by colonials, be­
cause he, as the voice of reason and justice, unmasks deceitful reports on slavery in his 
search for factual truths and a judicial scrutiny of his adversary's inconsistent argu­
ments. The sentimental, honest, upright, "muscular Christian" and "true Englishman" 
Pringle fights the cruel, treacherous, hypocritical (30), and obstinate "false English­
man" Wood over the black woman. The power over the female Other represents that 
over the colonies: education should displace arbitrary violence, but the abolitionist 
retains surveillance and domination. Against the slave-owner's allegations of Mary 
Prince's disreputable character, Pringle opposes his characterization of her based on an 
"ample period of observation" (35) by his own "watchful eye" (34). He attributes to 
her industry, decency, propriety, delicacy, but criticizes her "violent and hasty temper, 
and a considerable share of natural pride and self-importance" (35), which he seems to 
consider as inappropriate for a subaltern.

After putting her in her place as a respectable domestic servant (35), Pringle admits 
that her character or her liberation is not his primary concern but the corruption of 
Englishmen (cf. Todorova 2001: 298). "Slavery is a curse to the oppressor scarcely 
less than to the oppressed: its natural tendency is to brutalize both. After a residence 
myself of six years in a slave colony, I am inclined to doubt whether, as regards its 
demoralizing influence, the master is not even a greater object of compassion than 
his bondman" (37). According to Pringle, slavery undermines the "exemplary manner 
in which paternal duties are performed at home [...] but let them once go abroad, and 
come within the contagion of slavery, and it seems to alter the very nature of man; 
and the father has sold, and still sells, the mother and his children, with as little com­
punction as he would a sow and her litter of pigs" (39). Pringle inverts Prince's argu­
ment of the beast in the Englishman abroad: according to him, the beast is not 
inherent in his nature but a corruption of nature by sexual contact with black women. 
He blames the victims for their violation, and even if he criticizes the father for 
selling his offspring he transfers Prince's image of the animal in the white man onto 
the black mother and her mulatto children. It does not come as a surprise in the 
context of idealizing women as refined models of sentimental human nature that 
Pringle cites a slave-owning English lady's rules for the harsh treatment of slaves as 
a striking example for "the unquestionable tendency of the system [...] to vitiate the 
best tempers, and to harden the most feeling hearts" (38). Pringle's final aim in the 
abolition of slavery is the defense of the English as the leading civilizing and 
imperial power against the moral degeneration into barbarity through slavery. Pringle 
deflects some responsibility for slavery from the English to Africans, insinuating that 
slavery is not a genuine English institution but originally African, a thesis illustrated 
by the insertion of Asa-Asa's story: "While Mary's narrative shews the disgusting 
character of colonial slavery, this little tale explains with equal force the horrors in 
which it originates" (41). Asa-Asa escapes from African atrocities and enslavement 
by his arrival in the safe haven of Christian England (43), where he is is well taken 
care of, comfortable, liberated, and converted to Christianity (44). Asa-Asa closes 
with a hardly veiled appeal to the King of England to pacify and civilize Africa in 
order to release the people from physical and spiritual bondage. Asa-Asa does not
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merely serve to justify the missionary zeal which fuels the second Empire, but also 
suggests that Africans do not quite belong because he has no friend in England and 
would prefer to return home if he were safe there. Thus, the export of the English 
rule of law and order would enhance the spread of Englishness in the world and 
remove non-white immigrants from England. In opposition to his previous eulogy of 
England as the refugee's paradise, Pringle endorses the return of Africans and 
Caribbeans to their countries by a very ambivalent description of the English climate 
that recalls the evils of slavery in spite of the freedom enjoyed by the immigrants: if 
the freed slave "desires ... to escape from suffering and destitution, and the other 
evils of a climate uncongenial to his constitution and habits, he must abandon the 
enjoyment of his late-acquired liberty" (40). Our sentimental hero Pringle leaves no 
doubt about the fact that the atmosphere in England can become very uncomfortable 
for our poor immigrants, so that they would -  or rather should - prefer not to settle 
down and find a home in England.

Pringle is as wary as Defoe in Robinson Crusoe of miscegenation but a far cry off 
Defoe's transversal and transitional version of Englishness in The True-Born English­
man when he suggests that the English have to fight "contagion" (39) by barbarity, and 
atone for slavery as "the reproach and the sin of England ... this national guilt" (42). 
Defoe had no compunctions about slavery or fears of dissolving boundaries between 
barbarian Celts and civilized English. The humanization of British culture and the 
Protestant revival in Great Britain in the late eighteenth century foregrounded moral 
issues in public life. It would be short-sighted, however, not to take into account the 
testimonies of ex-slaves in the renegotiation of Englishness for a new Empire with a 
missionary zeal. Ex-slaves reinvent themselves and their ethnicities against white 
myths of inferiority by appropriating the discourses of the noble savage, benevolism, 
sentimentalism, humanitarianism, primitivism, and spiritual autobiographies (Sandi- 
ford 1988: 45-61, 152). Defoe's black Englishman merely lacks white skin in order to 
be accepted as a perfect embodiment of Englishness. Equiano passes for a white 
Christian gentleman when encountering an Indian due to his superior manners, but has 
to paint his face white in order to pass for an Englishman in England. Equiano excels 
in manners, morals, and skills, and seems to embody the perfect Englishman for the 
very reason he is an African by origin, educated in a sentimental and humane com­
munity. These two mimic men reduplicate and therefore challenge English gentlemen 
because of the visible difference that undermines white superiority. Whereas the 
mulatto and Equiano take England as their mother country, Asa-Asa and Prince regard 
England as a temporary exile. Prince is very critical about Englishmen due to her long 
victimization as a slave by English masters. Her testimony and Pringle's comments in 
comparison to the mulatto's and Equiano's emulation of Englishness give clear evi­
dence that class and gender count in addition to manners and race in defining Eng­
lishness.

The narrators usually make a difference between the English, the Celts, and the 
British, which is of great consequence for the conception of the second British Empire. 
The argument that connects abolition and imperialism is well known, but the specific 
discussion of Englishness within the British Empire has been neglected in this context.
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In his apparently anti-racist and comprehensive definition of Englishness, Defoe as­
sumes English superiority over the barbarian Welsh, Scots, and Irish. Equiano, Mary 
Prince, Asa-Asa, and Thomas Pringle discuss Englishness as the norm of British cul­
ture. Defoe's view of the subordination of Celtic barbarians to English civilization 
implicitly serves as a model for the present and future subordination of the Other to the 
English within an expansive British Empire.
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