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Aphra Behn's Oroonoko (1688), an intensely stirring work, has captivated scholars of Restoration English literature in the last two decades with its obvious preoccupations with race, class, and gender. Behn, an underappreciated writer whose fortunes in the scholarly world are rising, is an experimenter in literary forms that attempt to characterize cultural and national identities. Among her works, Oroonoko is most keenly attentive to this issue. Studies of the "novel" have focused on issues such as the interplay among the writer, the constructed Behn of the narrative and the character Oroonoko, the notion of the noble savage or natural man, reliance on travel and romance narratives, fact versus fiction in the text, and political posturing within the scope of representing Oroonoko and Imoinda. What was seen in the Restoration and throughout the eighteenth century as an important abolitionist text has since the early '80s been investigated with methodologies--especially new historicism and feminist critique--that while not undermining obvious historicist assessments of the text, at least show socio-political ambivalence in Behn's posturing. In her 1981 article, Lucy K. Hayden observes that Behn's overall presentations supports slavery's continuation, and she asks "does she pity Oroonoko because he is a noble chief in captivity rather than because he is an enslaved human being?" (405). In an almost conscious way, William C. Spengemann in 1984, Laura Brown in 1987, Jacqueline Pearson in 1991, and Moira Ferguson in 1992 attempted to answer her question. Ferguson, for example, contends that class may be Behn's greatest concern in representing Oroonoko and that she views him favorably as long as he upholds her clear royalist position. It is certainly true that on some level she is not present at some of the most critical junctures in Oroonoko's life (339-59). 
While these studies have provided an important context for examining the work, none has attempted to explain those seemingly irresolvable issues in light of the text's own comments on the power of language and representation. Fissures or gaps in the text that we as late twentieth-century readers perceive as "Anglo-African"--a highlighting of the seeming superiority of European qualities--reflect more on Behn's own crisis in the creation of a discourse to represent a world which most of the time is the "Other" (Moira Ferguson 340). Oroonoko as a character is a construction of a variety of discourses--all of which he speaks or presents in gestures. He exists at the intersection of these voices, and thus as one of these shaping voices shifts and another gains dominance, his construction changes. He can be a talented speaker of European languages, be knowledgeable and sympathetic to some of the dire political events of seventeenth-century England, be a master of rhetoric, be a passionate lover, and even be a barbaric murderer. 
This article asserts that Oroonoko as a character represents a different order of discursive model, unlike the typical European discourse, identified by verbal communication only. He represents a literary approximation of universal language theory. Throughout the text Oroonoko communicates by words but more importantly through gestural signs by which Behn attempts to separate him from others, including other African slaves. Much of the nobility that Behn assigns to Oroonoko circulates around this model for characterizing him. 
To understand Behn's development of Oroonoko as a discourse, we first need to define this "discourse" in terms of Restoration language theory. Then we can suggest a reading of the text in an historicist/semiotic mode that shows the process by which Behn creates Oroonoko as a discourse that ultimately cannot be contained within traditional frames. At the same time that this treatment forms a significant commentary on English colonialism and exploitation, it increases the worth of the African Oroonoko by allowing him to transcend the national limits of European discourse. 
1 
Behn wrote Oroonoko during a period of considerable discussion about the nature of language and the interconnectedness of languages throughout the world. Ideas of a universal language that might be discovered for and used by merchants to harness the economic potential of foreign trade by the application of both a Marxist-based vision of power as suppression and of the Foucaultian-based notion of power as creating a kind of network circuitry were the driving forces behind the activity. Linguists such as Cave Beck, John Wilkins, and George Dalgano attempted to develop a symbolic-based language much like that of Egyptian hieroglyphics or Chinese ideographs (Cohen 1-6). Among these linguists and among philosophers such as Descartes, there was a growing sense of the limitations of human speech and writing in representing thought. In a letter to Mersenne, Descartes contended there is a relationship between "natural language (as speech) and the natural language of emotions caused by sensations" (Reiss 280). Timothy J. Reiss notes that Descartes's notion relates to "`body language,' a language composed essentially (though not entirely) of gestures" (280). 
Whether or not Behn knew these works directly is less significant than we might think at first. Many of these ideas are deeply rooted in texts contemplating colonialism as a discourse; she adopts and foregrounds this medium in her text as she attempts to use Oroonoko as a means for investigating a universal Adamic language underlying linguistic discourse. She elevates Oroonoko in her text above all other Africans, including Imoinda, as a bridge between European and African discourse--a term which can be defined as "the way in which the material embodying sign processes is organized. Discourse can thus be characterized as the visible and describable praxis of what is called `thinking'" (Reiss 9). The position of radical instability allows her to "immortalize" him just as a Renaissance sonnet writer such as Spenser or Shakespeare would eternize the discursive representative of a person. 
2 
Part of the complexity in representing Oroonoko centers around the narrator's role in the text. Throughout the entire text there is a feeling of anxiety about representation if not, at times, an unrealized fear associated with it. On two occasions Behn articulates her position relative to her subject. Immediately after Trefry and Oroonoko meet in Surinam for the first time, Behn writes: 
But his Misfortune was, to fall in an obscure World, that afforded 
only a Female Pen to celebrate his Fame; tho' I doubt not but it 
had lived from others Endeavours, if the Dutch, who immediately 
after his Time took the Country, had not killed, banished and 
dispersed all those that were capable of giving the World this great 
Man's Life, much better than I have done. And Mr. Trefry, who 
design'd it, died before he began it, and bemoan'd himself for not 
having undertook it in Time. (169) 
As Laura Brown observes, the narrator's seeming "act of self-effacement" (50) allows her to pursue a topic that a male writer would have presented less graphically. The marginality topos for both writer/narrator and Oroonoko represents the text's announced problem. She is only able to capture her hero in several oral speeches, similar to those we would expect to hear from a hero in a Restoration heroic drama, his gestures, including the powerful gaze of desire, and his physical description. In her remarks she bows to male authority in writing and terms her own as a matter of expedience. On another level, however, presenting her own task as a matter of provisional discourse sets up an homology: she is to a male writer what Oroonoko is to a European prince. The frames are constructed to break from the beginning, freeing both Oroonoko in a discursive space of honor along with her own liberation from male authority. 
At the conclusion of the text, reminiscent of an epilogue at the end of dramatic tragedy, the narrator again notes the difficulties of writing: 
Thus died this great Man, worthy of a better Fate, and a more 
sublime Wit than mine to write his Praise: Yet, I hope, the 
Reputation of my pen is considerable enough to make his glorious 
Name to survive to all Ages, with that of the brave, the beautiful 
and the constant Imoinda. (208) 
Margaret W. Ferguson observes that Behn may be playing a verbal game with the name of Imoinda as "I [moi] am Indian" (174). Thus if she is even partially correct, Behn has inscribed her own identity into that of Imoinda on the discursive plane, and she becomes part of the discursive space that Oroonoko occupies. At the very least, she presents her abilities to arrange the discursive bundles that underlie her text in such a way that something of significance arises more than can be contained in a written text and thus more than words can frame. Both Oroonoko and Behn will occupy an existence in the gaps of literary production and Anglo-African discourse. 
Another complexity in representing Oroonoko is a product of the discourse of fiction itself. The narrator notes that she first became acquainted with Oroonoko while he was a slave in Surinam and that he revealed his story to her of being an African prince. Thus on the fictive level, Oroonoko the character merges with the world view he narrates. He becomes synonymous with the action and thought processes which he embodies. Mixed with these discursive voices are various written texts representing African culture and Surinam, namely George Warren's Impartial Description of Surinam, that she consulted (Rogers 2-3). Critics who attempt to demythologize Oroonoko's Africa note Behn's "exaggerated sentimentality" (Rogers 3) and "material of fantasy" (Moira Ferguson 346). Such scholarly attempts, however, fail to realize that most of the mystique about Oroonoko is etherial and cannot exist apart from the discourse which he voices. Without question, Behn has absorbed the English stage's material cultural presentation of heroic romance and has used it as one of the discursive strategies in the creation of Oroonoko as part of the process of feminizing her hero throughout the text. The love affair between Oroonoko and Imoinda, including the difficulties of Oroonoko's grandfather taking Imoinda for his wife and then subsequently selling her into slavery because of her sexual liaisons with Oroonoko, could certainly have historical/cultural veracity in African culture as well as having parallels to events in heroic dramas such as Dryden's Aureng-Zebe (Moira Ferguson 346-47). Yet historicity has little to do with the creation of a discourse; language and thought processes are the roots of activity. The narrator's first description of the meeting between Oroonoko and Imoinda reveals much about the discourse that he comes to represent. Behn writes: 
So that having made his first Compliments, and presented her an 
hundred and fifty Slaves in Fetters, he told her with his eyes that he 
was not insensible of her Charms; While Imoinda, who wish'd for 
nothing more than so glorious a Conquest, was pleas'd to believe, 
she understood that silent Language of new-born Love. (138) 
These particular words reveal rich semiotic possibilities. Oroonoko presents slaves, a sign of his success in war, and at the same time, the narrator describes the love that Oroonoko bears for Imoinda as a refigured "conquest" with the suggestion that she too will be his captive. The gaze, while one of intense desire, although verbally undocumentable, has far stronger implications given class and gender attributed to Oroonoko. Oroonoko as a discourse then symbolizes conquest and control; yet they are based in honor and merit, rather than on exploitation and self-interest, which Behn characterizes as Christian and European in the text. 
At a later meeting before the king, after he had given Imoinda the royal veil, Behn notes "Nor were his Eyes silent" (145) and "'twas this powerful Language alone that in an Instant convey'd all the Thoughts of their Souls to each other" (145). In this section of the narrative, Behn records very few words directly spoken between Oroonoko and Imoinda, choosing rather to focus on gesture and the power of the gaze--perhaps aspects that she learned from her experience as a writer of drama. On another level, however, she is setting the stage for a literary approximation of universal language theory in which communication is said to exist at the level of gesture. Yet it is this level of communication to which Behn is not privy--nor is anyone else--that seems to captivate her representation of Oroonoko. 
Transferring Oroonoko into the world of colonial exploitation no longer as subject but as object further highlights his representation as a discourse of honor amidst double dealing. The major events leading to Oroonoko's brutal murder are his being reunited with Imoinda in Surinam and her becoming pregnant. The desire to return to his homeland, symbolically a return to the source which he figures, powers his actions. For Behn and likely for her readers in the Restoration and now, Oroonoko's initiating a slave escape on the estate, his later brutal killing of Imoinda to preserve her body from white European exploitation, and his own intentional mutilation of his own body are problematic. In these actions, part of the semi-European qualities that bridge the narrator's culture with Oroonoko's Africa disappear and are replaced by a darker vision of barbarity. In the final scene, however, Behn is able to shift these earlier scenes onto a barbaric, European-based society that oversees the bodily mutilation of her hero. 
The actual description of the murder is significant to the reading of Oroonoko as a discourse. With ghastly realism, Behn writes: 
He had learn'd to take Tobacco; and when he was assur'd he 
should die, he desir'd they would give him a Pipe in his Mouth, 
ready lighted, which they did: And the Executioner came, and first 
cut off his Members, and threw them into the Fire; after that, with 
an ill-favour'd Knife, they cut his Ears and his Nose, and burn'd 
them; he still smoak'd on, as if nothing had touch'd him; then they 
hack'd off one of his Arms, and he still bore up, and held his Pipe; 
but at the cutting off the other Arm, his Head sunk, and his Pipe 
dropt, and he gave up the Ghost, without a Groan, or a Reproach. 
(207-08) 
Since the text has identified body with discourse, the author continues the image in the highly symbolic mutilation. The cutting of his genitals and his arms are specifically related to the image he created for himself in the first portion of the narrative. The erotic desire undefinable by language and crystallized in the gaze is terminated. The strength of his arms would symbolize his abilities in conquest and control. His continuing to smoke the pipe during the ordeal functions on two levels. First, it is a sign of honor which he represents through his silence. In fact, here we see the silencing of a discourse. On a second level, however, its presence is more ominous. It is a sign of colonial exploitation not only for the Africans who were known in the period to enjoy tobacco, but also as an image of European colonization which sought property on which to produce tobacco and to employ slaves to cultivate it. Thus in one painfully gruesome image, Behn crystallizes the discourse she has been endeavoring to frame throughout the text. Only for a brief moment does it last, and then it moves beyond the frame of the page. 
Aphra Behn's Oroonoko was certainly a text that challenged the minds of Restoration and eighteenth-century readers, and it continues its appeal to our present. Conflicting cultures and discursive breaking are major concerns of the text. The presentation of Oroonoko, is at the center of these issues, and it is Behn's attempt to frame the unframable Oroonoko, as discourse that challenges our appraisals of the text. Oroonoko is more than a character; he is a pattern of spoken and unspoken thought. 
WORKS CITED 
Behn, Aphra. Oroonoko. The Works of Aphra Behn. Ed. Montague Summers. New York: Pheaton, 1967. 5: 129-208. 
Brown, Laura. "The Romance of Empire: Oroonoko and the Trade in Slaves." The New Eighteenth Century: Theory, Politics, English Literature. Ed. Felicity Nussbaum and Laura Brown. New York: Methuen, 1987. 41-61. 
Cohen, Murray. Sensible Words. Linguistic Practice in English 1640-1785. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1977. 
Ferguson, Margaret W. "Juggling the Categories of Race, Class and Gender: Aphra Behn's Oroonoko." Women's Studies 19 (1991): 159-81. 
Ferguson, Moira. "Oroonoko: The Birth of a Paradigm." NLH 23 (1992): 339-59. 
Hayden, Lucy K. "The Black Presence in Eighteenth- Century British Novels." CLA Journal 24 (1981): 400-15. 
Pearson, Jacqueline. "Gender and Narrative in the Fiction of Aphra Behn." RES 42 (1991): 40-56, 179-90. 
Reiss, Timothy J. The Discourse of Modernism. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1982. 
Rogers, Katherine M. "Fact and Fiction in Aphra Behn's Oroonoko." Studies in the Novel 20 (1988): 1-15. 
Spengemann, William C. "The Earliest American Novel: Aphra Behn's Oroonoko." Nineteenth-Century Literature 38 (1984): 384-414. 
Abstract: 
Aphra Behn's 'Oroonoko' is attentive to the issue of characterization of cultural and national identities. Oroonoko is a noble savage and the power of his language and representation must be examined. The problem in representing Oroonoko is centered around the narrator's role in the text. Behn articulates her position in relation to her subject. 
Source Citation 
Pigg, Daniel. "Trying to frame the unframable: Oroonoko as discourse in Aphra Behn's 'Oroonoko.'." Studies in Short Fiction 34.1 (1997): 105+. Literature Resource Center. Web. 8 Feb. 2012.
Document URL
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA20925789&v=2.1&u=ccl_deanza&it=r&p=LitRC&sw=w

Gale Document Number: GALE|A20925789 
© 2012 Gale. 


= e 1 e 70 o e

T mmn‘-:«uw-mum-:.q;»wm'-.

‘.’.’.Z'_':’.'.Z".:.“:,::T:I‘.’:::'..‘:.Z‘;u...ﬂ_ Tl




