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Oroonoko: The Royal Slave

Introduction


A pragmatic analysis of the works of Aphra Behn projects a perception that contradicts the conceptions that have long been held and that portray the literary scholar as an outright protofeminist. The distinct writing style that has very much become a signature in Behn's literary pieces has also earned her the label of a 'radical writer' as she seeks to hammer her points in a unique manner, oft contradicting already set norms. Such is the label that has been carried forth to her magnificent piece Oroonoko in which she analyzes the fate of secret lovers Oroonoko the African Prince and the beauty Imoinda. A literary appreciation of the novel angled from feminism overshadows the slavery in it as male authority is dominant in various aspects of its development. Imoinda is particularly subjected to a wide range of submissions, and her actions have to pass through the sieve of Oroonoko.

Thesis: Oroonoko disregards socially enlightened aims to which it could have been attributed thereby becoming a feminist text

Imoinda's Role in Oroonoko

Imoinda becomes a significant character in the novel after her wedding with Oroonoko, an event in which they make every attempt to follow the precepts of tradition as they try to be heroines. Their meeting that led to the build-up of events and their subsequent wedding makes the narrator incorporate Imoinda's story into Oroonoko thus portraying Imoinda as Oroonoko's extension. It is significant to note the manner in which the narrator uses Oroonoko's story to overshadow Imoinda and heap praises on Oroonoko instead. The readers do not get to meet Imoinda as they meet Oroonoko (Behn 11). From the onset, the novel assumes a development that projects the masculine aurier and importance as it relegates the female characters to the lesser figures that are used for entertainment and thus attaching more acclaim to men. The impact of introducing Imoinda to the readers defines her role in the entire novel as she is portrayed as the pretty nobody who owes all allegiance to Oroonoko and in return is not assured anything. In entirety, the narrator oft gives little significance to the female characters in as much as almost every activity in the novel is centered on them. 

Imoinda's marriage to Oroonoko defines her role in a new aspect as she becomes the grueling subject of a dispute between the King and Oroonoko. Despite the factors of age and the unified relationship between the couple that enthusiastically married each other, the King interrupts what could have otherwise been a perfect and peaceful relationship (Behn 17). The mere fact that the couple comply with the traditions of the land makes them undisputed heroes of a fallen world. Misguided by his desires, the King invites Imoinda to his harem but upon realization that he is engaged in a spirited battle for love, a battle he cannot win, subjects the couple to punishment of selling the beauty to slavery. The connection between the Oroonoko and Imoinda becomes more eminent as he pursues her even amidst her suffering (Behn 21). Imoinda's love plays a vital role of putting the leadership of the kingdom in jeopardy. However, the most significant role is her subjection to masculine authority as she ends up the victim of a dispute between the two men she has enchanted with her beauty.

The novel is developed in a way that has been termed radical, as it protects the authority and dominance that men exude over women. The female characters have been relegated to the lesser roles and practically have no voice even against the transgressions committed against them. For instance, the rape on Clemene by Trefry is justified by her slaver status but even more justification is projected by her feminine status (15). In a surprising twist, Oroonoko approves of the misdeed conducted on his wife by his grandfather. The power hierarchy within the homestead is so succinct that women have the capacity to turn down the advances of fellow slaves but cannot do the same to the more superior characters. As Imoinda maintains her anonymity as Clemene, she becomes vital in unearthing in a great sense, the masculine dominance over females. But the vital point is that females, even slaves, have the capacity of leveling the masculine dominance at their social status. They are plagued with higher authority to which they have to be submissive to avoid negative repercussions. 

In Oroonoko’s world, the body of a woman is subject to the desire of a man. His statement endorsing rape is enough proof that a woman cannot resist rape by right, as the man can rightfully exert his force upon the woman. This statement means nothing to the narrator and the text as a whole in stark contrast to what the modern reader would think. For instance, men in the novel laugh at Trefry for his unwillingness to force Clemene into the act. Moreover, Oroonoko’s comment receives neither critiques nor comments within the text, a sign that the statement is naturally constructed and its meaning is approved. Imoinda lodges a claim of ravishment by Oroonoko in the Otan, but the King is not moved by the claim at all (Behn 28). Imoinda’s claim turns out to be a contaminant, making her a polluted substance that does not warrant Oroonoko’s embrace because it would be highly sinful to set hands on a woman who has been possessed by a son. Rape, the violation of the body of a woman to satisfy a man’s desires, is part of the wickedness assigned to Imoinda.

The novel also equips males with the extremes of authority and control over life especially when Oroonoko murders Imoinda. However, Imoinda’s death followed a series of events portrayed as her fault in an equal measure. The death integrates all the elements of female possession. It is important to note the why behind what Oroonoko commits, the unbelievable act of killing his wife before engaging on his revenge mission. Felled with fear of the magnitude of suffering that the love of his life might be subjected to, he decides to 'free' her. Oroonoko decides to kill Imoinda brutally before he can proceed with his revenge mission. The life of Imoinda is in his control, and this includes the power to take it away. Oroonoko considered Imoinda’s noble resolution as the qualities of a good woman. According to him, wives must respect their husbands, and men can take away the lives of their wives out of love. A woman should be dedicated to her husband. In a feminine perspective on the other hand, a man owes the wife no such honor.

Conclusion

There is more behind the relegation of wives and women to the lesser beings and the magnitude of subjection required from them in the novel. As the novel develops, a revelation that all individuals are subject to authority becomes significant as even Oroonoko, the prince previously introduced as one with grace and magnificence becomes a victim of mental torture and suffering. Feminine subjection and loyalty is expected to increase with a climb in the social ranks, but is so is the male loyalty. Imoinda's tale is muddled with more of slavery than masculine dominance albeit the fact that she falls victim to murder at masculine hands. It is important to note that her fate was sealed, not by the nature of dominance that she had been subjected by her husband Oroonoko, but by the suffering they had both been subjected to through slavery. It is unbecoming of Oroonoko to murder his wife before he sets out to seek revenge, but is important to note that he did so to seek levels with the one force that had subjected them both to suffering. In as much as the women have been portrayed as the subject of men's desires and will, feminism could be so eminent in the novel had slavery been overshadowed. Aphra Behn's novel projects two themes, but there is more of the other than the one; more of slavery than feminism. Without the use of the character Imoinda, the novel could have basically been about slavery with little to do with love and affection that have led to the turns and twists so perceived as protofeminist.
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