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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
POWER OF
EQUIANO'S VOICE

In  the  pantheon  of
abolitionist  literature,
few works resonate as
d e e p l y  a s  T h e
Interesting Narrative of
the  Life  of  Olaudah
Equiano,  or  Gustavus
Vassa,  The  African.
Published in 1789, this
autobiography  did  not
merely  recount  one

man's  journey  from
freedom  in  Africa  to
enslavement  in  the
Americas and finally  to
liberty  in  England;  it
became a cornerstone
of  the  movement  to
end  the  transatlantic
slave  trade.  Whi le
E q u i a n o ' s  v i v i d
descriptions  of  the
Middle  Passage  and
plantat ion  l i fe  are
s e a r i n g ,  i t  i s  h i s
reflective,  often
p i e r c i n g  T h e
I n t e r e s t i n g
Narrative of the Life
of  Olaudah  Equiano
quotes  that  continue
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to  educate,  inspire,
and  challenge  readers
centuries  later.  His
words  capture  the
p a r a d o x  o f  t h e
Enlightenment—a time
that celebrated reason
and  l i be r ty  wh i l e
sanctioning  brutal
human  bondage.  This
article  explores  the
most  significant
q u o t a t i o n s  f r o m
Equiano's  narrative,
placing  them  in  their
historical  context  and
revealing  why  they
rema in  essen t i a l
reading  for  anyone
seeking to  understand
the  human  cost  of
s l a v e r y  a n d  t h e
unyielding  pursuit  of
freedom.

WHO WAS
OLAUDAH
EQUIANO? A BRIEF
BACKGROUND

A c c o r d i n g  t o  h i s
account,  Equiano  was
born in 1745 in what is

now  southeastern
Nigeria,  in  the  Igbo
r e g i o n .  H e  w a s
kidnapped  as  a  child,
along  with  his  sister,
and  sold  to  European
slave  traders.  After
surviving  the  horrific
Middle  Passage,  he
was  transported  to
Barbados  and  then
Virg in ia.  Over  the
c o u r s e  o f  h i s
enslavement,  he  was
purchased by a British
naval officer, served on
ships,  and  eventually
earned enough money
through skilled trading
to  purchase  his  own
freedom in 1766.
Equiano  became  an
active  abolitionist  in
E n g l a n d ,  a n d  h i s
n a r r a t i v e  w a s  a
strategic weapon in the
fight  against  the  slave
trade.  He  traveled
extensively,  giving
speeches  and  selling
copies of his book. The
work  went  through
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numerous  editions  in
h i s  l i f e t i m e ,  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  i t s
p o p u l a r i t y  a n d
persuasive power. The
q u o t e s  f r o m  h i s
narrative serve as vivid
w i n d o w s  i n t o  h i s
experiences,  his  faith,
and  his  unshakeable
bel ief  in  the  equal
humanity of all people.

THE POWER OF
QUOTATIONS: WHY
EQUIANO'S WORDS
STILL MATTER

Quotat ions  d is t i l l
complex  experiences
i n t o  m e m o r a b l e ,
e m o t i v e  t r u t h s .
Equ iano ’ s  p rose ,
written in the polished
E n g l i s h  o f  t h e
eighteenth  century,
combines  the  raw
i m m e d i a c y  o f  a
survivor’s  testimony
with  the  philosophical
a r g u m e n t s  o f  a n
enlightened  mind.  His
words  were  designed

t o  s h o c k  t h e
conscience of a British
public  that  profited
from  slavery.  Today,
The  Interest ing
Narrative of the Life
of  Olaudah  Equiano
quotes  are  used  in
classrooms,  historical
studies,  and  social
justice  discussions  to
illuminate the brutality
of  chattel  slavery  and
the  resilience  of  the
human spirit.

Quotes
on the
Innocenc
e of
Childhood
and the
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Horror of
Kidnappin

g
Equiano  begins  his
story  by  painting  a
picture  of  a  happy,
order ly  l i fe  in  h i s
African  village.  This
idyllic  setting  makes
the violent interruption
of  the  slave  trade  all
the  more  jarring.  One
of  the  most  poignant
The  Interest ing
Narrative of the Life
of  Olaudah  Equiano
quotes  describes  the
moment  he  and  his
sister  were  taken:
"One  day,  when  all
our  people  were
gone  out  to  their
works as usual, and
only I  and my dear
sister  were  left  to
mind the house, two
men  and  a  woman
got  over  our  walls,

and  in  a  moment
seized us both."
T h i s  q u o t e  i s
devastat ing  in  i ts
simplicity.  Equiano
d o e s  n o t  n e e d  t o
embellish.  He  allows
the reader to feel  the
suddenness and terror
of  the  abduction.  The
mention of "our walls"
e m p h a s i z e s  t h e
s e c u r i t y  a n d
domesticity  that  was
violently  shattered.
T h i s  p a s s a g e
establishes  Equiano
not  as  a  nameless
slave, but as a beloved
s ib l ing  and  ch i ld ,
whose  humanity  is
instantly  recognizable.
It directly counters the
dehumanizing  rhetoric
used to justify slavery.

Quotes
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on the
Middle
Passage:
A Hell on

Earth
The Middle Passage is
arguably  the  most
harrowing  section  of
the  narrative.  Equiano
describes  being  taken
on board a slave ship
a n d  t h e  s h e e r ,
overwhelming  horror
he  felt.  He  writes,  "I
was soon put down
under  the  decks,
and there I received
such a salutation in
my nostrils as I had
never  experienced
in  my life:  so  that,
w i t h  t h e
loathsomeness  of
the  s tench,  and
crying  together,  I

became so sick and
low  that  I  was  not
able to eat."
This  is  not  merely  a
description of  physical
d iscomfort ;  i t  i s  a
s e n s o r y  a s s a u l t .
Equiano uses the word
"salutation" with bitter
i rony—the  sh ip ’ s
greeting  was  one  of
suffocating  filth.  He
goes on to describe the
groans of the enslaved,
the  chains,  and  the
suicidal  despair  that
many  felt.  Another
powerful  quote in  this
vein is his observation
of the crew's behavior:
"I was quite amazed
at  seeing the black
p e o p l e  b e i n g
c h a i n e d ,  a n d
thinking  they  were
all my countrymen, I
asked the captain to
let  me  help  them;
but he only laughed
at  me,  and  said  I
was a young African
and  did  not  know
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h o w  t o  m a n a g e
these  things."
H e r e ,  E q u i a n o
highlights  the  chilling
disconnect  between
the white crew and the
suffering  they  cause.
The  captain's  laugh
reveals  a  complete
lack of empathy. These
The  Interest ing
Narrative of the Life
of  Olaudah  Equiano
quotes  f r o m  t h e
Middle  Passage  are
essential because they
give  an  eyewitness
account of  the cruelty
tha t  was  so  o f ten
abstracted  into  profit
margins  and  trade
statistics.

THEMES OF
IDENTITY, FAITH,
AND FREEDOM IN
EQUIANO'S
QUOTES

Quotes
on The
Search
for
Identity:
"African"
and
"Christian
"
Equiano's  journey  was
not  only  geographic
but  also  psychological
and  spiritual.  He  was
renamed  "Gustavus
V a s s a "  b y  a  s h i p
captain,  a  name  he
resented  but  used
throughout his life. His
grappling with identity
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is  a  recurring  theme.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
s t r i k i n g  T h e
I n t e r e s t i n g
Narrative of the Life
of  Olaudah  Equiano
quotes regarding self-
percept ion  comes
when  he  first  sees  a
b o o k :  " M y
astonishment at the
book  was  not  so
great as at the fact
of  their  talking  to
each other by means
of  it.  I  thought  it
was  a  trick,  and  I
could not believe my
eyes."
T h i s  q u o t e
encapsu la tes  the
cu l tu ra l  shock  o f
encountering European
t e c h n o l o g y  a n d
literacy.  Yet,  Equiano
would  later  become a
master  of  that  same
written  word,  using  it
t o  d i s m a n t l e  t h e
system  that  enslaved
him. His conversion to
Christianity  is  also

documented  w i th
powerful  quotes.  He
writes  of  his  spiritual
journey:  "I  saw  the
power of God in the
c o n v e r s i o n  o f
s i n n e r s ,  a n d  I
believed that he was
ab le  to  save  me
also."
F o r  E q u i a n o ,
Christianity  was  not
the religion of the slave
masters  that  justified
bondage, but a source
of personal redemption
and  moral  authority.
He  used  Chr is t ian
a r g u m e n t s  i n  h i s
abol i t ionist  work,
p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h e
hypocrisy  of  slave-
owning  Christians.
When he describes his
baptism,  he  notes,  "I
was baptized, and I
began to feel a little
hope that God would
g i v e  m e  m y
freedom."
T h i s  c o n n e c t i o n
between  spiritual  and
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physical  liberation  is
c r u c i a l .  E q u i a n o
suggests  that  faith  in
God  leads  to  faith  in
one’s  own  worthiness
of freedom.

Quotes
on the
Business
of
Slavery:
A Critique
of
Commerc
e
Equiano was not only a
victim  of  slavery  but
also a keen observer of
i ts  mechanics .  He

participated  in  trade
( i n c l u d i n g  s o m e
involvement  in  the
slave trade later, as a
sailor), which gives his
c r i t i que  a  un ique
a u t h o r i t y .  H e
condemns  the  greed
that drives the system.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
p o i n t e d  T h e
I n t e r e s t i n g
Narrative of the Life
of  Olaudah  Equiano
quotes  regarding
commerce  is:  "I  was
a lmost  ready  to
th ink  the  whole
world was a state of
war, and that every
one was born with a
sword in his hand to
destroy the other."
T h i s  i s  a  s o m b e r
reflection  on  human
nature as distorted by
the  slave  trade.  He
also  writes  about  the
absurdi t ies  of  the
trade:  "I  wondered
m u c h  h o w  t h e
Europeans could buy
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and sell us, as if we
w e r e  c a t t l e .  I
thought  it  a  great
sin to be a party to
such a traffic."
Here,  Equiano  directly
a t t a c k s  t h e
commodification  of
human  be ings .  By
equating the trade to a
" g r e a t  s i n , "  h e
reframes  it  from  an
economic activity to a
moral catastrophe. His
ability to step back and
analyze  the  system
while  being  inside  it
g ives  h is  quotes  a
profound  depth.

QUOTES ON THE
MOMENT OF
FREEDOM

T h e  c l i m a x  o f
Equiano's  narrative  is
his purchase of his own
freedom. After years of
saving money from his
own  side  trades,  he
finally  secures  his
manumiss ion .  He

describes the moment
with  characteristic
r e s t r a i n t  a n d
spirituality:  "I  now
saw  myself  freed
from the horrors of
slavery,  and  from
the dangers  of  life,
a n d  I  f e l t  a
happiness  which  I
cannot  describe."
This quote is powerful
because  it  does  not
dwell  on  revenge  or
bitterness.  Instead,  it
focuses  on  the  sheer
relief and inexpressible
j oy  o f  l i be r t y .  He
immediately  adds  a
note  of  gratitude:  "I
was greatly thankful
t o  G o d  f o r  m y
deliverance."  This  is
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
emotionally  resonant
The  Interest ing
Narrative of the Life
of  Olaudah  Equiano
quotes  because  it
condenses  years  of
struggle  into  a  single,
redemptive moment. It
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stands in stark contrast
t o  t h e  e a r l i e r
descriptions of misery.

Quotes
on the
Call for
Abolition
Equiano  did  not  rest
a f t e r  g a i n i n g  h i s
freedom.  He  became
an  active  abolitionist,
and  the  final  chapters
of  his  narrative  are  a
direct  appeal  to  the
British  Parliament  and
public.  He  writes:  "I
hope the reader will
not  think  I  am  too
s e v e r e  o n  t h e
Europeans,  when  I
say that they are a
people  who  have
more  wealth  and
learning  than  us,
but  are,  in  many
respects,  extremely

ignorant of the true
nature of justice and
humanity."
This  is  a  masterful
r he to r i ca l  move .
Equiano  posi t ions
himself  as  the  moral
teacher,  whi le  the
" e n l i g h t e n e d "
Europeans  are  the
"ignorant"  ones.  He
turns the stereotype of
the "savage" African on
i ts  head .  Another
famous call to action is
his simple, direct plea:
" L e t  t h e
constitutions  of  our
country  be  such  as
to secure the liberty
and  happiness  of
every  individual,
without  distinction
o f  c o l o u r  o r
country."
T h e s e  T h e
I n t e r e s t i n g
Narrative of the Life
of  Olaudah  Equiano
quotes  encapsulate
t h e  c o r e  o f  h i s
abolitionist  argument:
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t h a t  l i b e r t y  i s  a
universal human right,
no t  a  p r i v i l ege  o f
Europeans.

LITERARY AND
HISTORICAL
SIGNIFICANCE OF
THE QUOTES

T h e  q u o t e s  f r o m
Equiano's narrative are
not  only  historically
important  but  also
literary  masterpieces.
They  employ  a  clear,
dignified style that was
deliberately  designed
to  be  credible  and
persuasive  to  a  white
Br i t i sh  aud ience .
Equiano  uses  pathos
(emotional  appeal)  in
his  descriptions  of
suffering,  ethos
(ethical  appeal)  in  his
portrayal  of  his  own
character  and  faith,
and  logos  ( logical
a p p e a l )  i n  h i s
arguments against the
slave trade.

F o r  e x a m p l e ,  h i s
description of the slave
ship's  hold  does  not
just rely on emotion; it
includes  specific
details  about  space,
air,  and  chains  that
make the argument for
abolit ion  based  on
s i m p l e  h u m a n
decency.  His  quotes
a b o u t  h i s  o w n
intelligence  and  skills
challenged  the  racist
pseudoscience  of  the
e r a  t h a t  c l a i m e d
Africans were inferior.
Historians consider his
work to be one of the
ear l ies t  and  most
influential  books
written by an African in
the  English  language.
The  quotes  within  it
have  been  used  to
support  everything
from  the  abol i t ion
movement of the 18th
century  to  modern
h u m a n  r i g h t s
campaigns. They serve
as  a  primary  source
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that gives a face and a
voice  to  the  millions
who were  silenced  by
slavery.

APPLYING
EQUIANO'S
WISDOM TO
MODERN
CONTEXTS

While  the  world  has
changed  dramatically
since  Equiano's  time,
his  quotes  still  hold
relevance.  His  critique
o f  s y s t e m s  t h a t
prioritize  profit  over
human  life  resonates
w i t h  m o d e r n
d i s c u s s i o n s  o f
exploitat ion,  from
sweatshops to modern
slavery.  His  argument
that  ignorance  o f
justice is no excuse is a
call  for  education and
awareness.
One  The  Interesting
Narrative of the Life

of  Olaudah  Equiano
quotes  that  speaks
powerfu l ly  across
centuries  is:  "I  was
grievously  shocked
at  the  thoughts  of
being torn from my
native  land,  and
from my friends, and
of  being  forced  to
live among a people
who were strangers
t o  m e ,  a n d  w h o
treated  me  with
such  cruelty."  This
e x p e r i e n c e  o f
displacement, violence,
and  “o ther ing”  i s
tragically  universal.  It
connects  Equiano's
18th-century  story  to
the  experiences  of
refugees and victims of
human  trafficking
t o d a y .  H i s  v o i c e
remains a testament to
the  importance  of
telling one’s own story
as an


