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Memory, an exercise of the living, and especiaflthose who remember so that cultures may
not die, impose both a responsibility and a curséhose who choose to remember.

Flora Gonzalez MandrGuarding Cultural Memory2006

Abstract

Using examples from Ouidah, Benin Republic thisagsexamines a few ways that the
descendants of slave traders, enslaved and wish&ssieout” issues of trauma resulting from the
slave-trading history, sometimes with the conscibape of healing the physical and psychic
rupture between African and African diasporic pespl other times in a seemingly
uncontrollable compulsion.

Reliving the Trauma

The European transatlantic slave trade was initiated perpetuated by tRertuguese, the
British, the French, the Spanish, the Dutch anerstiof European heritage in Europe and the Western
Hemisphere. Itaused a profound rupture in the African and Africkasporic psyche which has
in turn caused a sense of disorientation, dislonand alienation amongst peoples on both sides
of the Atlantic Ocean. Using examples from Ouidddnin Republic, once a major hub of the
slave trade, this essay examines a few ways tleatiéscendants of slave traders, enslaved and
witnesses “act out” issues of trauma resulting ftbmslave-trading history, sometimes with the
conscious hope of healing the rupture; other timesseemingly uncontrollable compulsion. As
Dona Marimba Richards assertsliat the Circle Be Unbroke(iLl994), “The trade in African
lives and the enslavement of African beings by Beems constituted the most thoroughly
destructive act ever to be perpetrated by one gupop another (1994: 12).
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The experience was traumatic for not only those ehdured the Middle Passage, but also for
those who were left behind. It meant chaos on Imtes of the Atlantic (ibid, p. 13).
Furthermore, Dr. Richards points out that “Africgroups that allowed themselves to procure
slaves for the Europeans did so in repudiation asfid African humanism (ibid, p 13). Their
involvement has caused a metaphysical imbalandentbat be addressed and remedied as the
descendants of sellers, sold and witnesses atecatight in the traumatic web that the slave
trade set in motion. Richards proposes that “Kuatani Lilo” or ritual drama is the key to
replacing chaos with harmony. | propose that ageroporary Africa and African diasporic
peoples address their historical trauma throughaliitic drama, “Spirit” is also working on
both sides of the transatlantic divide to promogaling and reconciliation. | want to further
suggest that this metaphysical push for healivghiat we see manifest as seemingly compulsive
behavior in the physical world.

The expression, “acting out,” is defined as “a @llyu irritating) impulsive and
uncontrollable outburst by a problem child or amséia adult. In psychiatry it is the display of
previously inhibited emotions (often in actionshetthan words); considered to be healthy and
therapeutic” (wordnet.princeton.edu/perl/webwn)yl#o means “to perform an action to express
(often subconscious) emotional conflicts. The artione is usually anti-social and may take the
form of acting on the impulses of an addiction” .(@Rkipedia.org/wiki/Acting_out). It is
characterized as a “reaction in which a person tevanxiety, hostility or other unpleasant
emotions by allowing the expression in overt bebavilt is the process of expressing
unconscious emotional conflicts or feelings via i@ rather than words”
(www.careinaction.com/resources_dict_a.html). Téxpression can take many forms including
dangerous behavior such as self-harm or suicidal  stuges”
(www.mindcontrolforums.com/didglossary.htm).

On one hand, the expression, “acting out”, has theggaonnotations. It is uncontrollable

and anti-social behavior. This meaning is usuatlgliad to children or adults who behave in a
way that is socially unacceptable. On the otherdhénis considered to be healthy and
therapeutic, referring to the actions of individuat groups who are misbehaving, but who, upon
further investigation, are discovered to be doingbgcause they want to draw attention to
something that is not right; something that is katig them, but which they do not feel
empowered to articulate directly. In this case dynbe seen as an expression of the adage,
“actions speak louder than words”.

The descendants of those who were involved in thasatlantic slave trade have
inherited a collective memory of the experience.isTimemory” has come through
environmental markers, stories, visual art, sptitunveilings and rituals, to name a few. The
reenactment and display of the traumatic eventvartoand covert ways highlights (calls
attention to) ruptured identities with the hopeainifying them, replacing exile with home and
alienation with rootedness. Because this “actingj msults from a historical trauma that lives in
the collective memory, it may also be called “paricng memory”.

58

The Journal of Pan African Studjesol.4, no.5, September 2011



| address two forms of “acting out” or “performingemory” in this essay. The first is an
example of what Sigmund Freud, has called “traurnagiurosis,” the “peculiar and sometimes
uncanny ways that catastrophic events repeat theesséor those who have passed through
them” (1961:23). According to Freud, the repeatepeeience does not seem to be something
over which the victims have control, but rather egopto be the “possession of some people by a
sort of fate, a series of painful events to whiokytare subjected, and which seem to be entirely
out of their wish or control” (ibid, p.23). The nghg of a trauma that has been suppressed is one
where someone (or a collective group) unwittingdgmacts an event that cannot be left behind.
Joy DeGruy Leary (2005), looking specifically aetbffects of slavery on the descendants of
enslaved people in a U.S. context, explores whatcsiils “Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome”
(PTSS) whereby oppression leaves scars on thengcind victors alike that embed themselves
in the participants’ collective psyches and arespdsdown through generations. Though the
descendants of enslavers, enslaved and witnesse®dactually experience the slave trade and
slavery, Africans and people of African descentehav collective consciousness about that
historical era that is kept alive in the ways tlia¢y behave towards each other and the
descendants of their ancestors’ enslavers. Therhiss also kept alive in ways that | have
outlined (i.e. environmental markers, visual apiyisual unveilings and rituals). Though Leary
focuses her study on the descendants of the edslava U.S. context, this essay explores the
effects of the trade from the site of origin of maof those descendants on the West coast of
Africa, specifically, Ouidah.

As Leary and Richards suggest, it is imperative tha descendants of those who were
involved in the trade heal the injuries inflictedrishg the slave trading era and beyond. The
second form of “acting out” is instrumental in tipgcess of healing. It is an “acting out” that is
deliberate and ostensibly proactive whereby ritu@snmemorative gestures and ceremonies are
held in order to consciously, often collectivelgnrember a traumatic past. Examples of this can
be found in Rwanda, China, South Africa and Argemivhere large-scale traumatic events have
taken place. Another example of this deliberatdifigcout” can be found in Ouidah. One of the
most formal and publicized ways has been with &mduigh the support of the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural OrganizatiodNESCO). In 1994, with a desire to
contribute to a better understanding of the cadeess of operation, issues and consequences of
slavery in the world (Africa, Europe, the Americéise Caribbean, the Indian Ocean, Middle
East and Asia) as well as highlight the global 4farmations and cultural interactions that have
resulted from that history and finally, to contribuo a culture of peace by promoting reflection
on cultural pluralism, intercultural dialogue antet construction of new identities and
citizenships UNESCO invested in building monumeantd sponsoring ceremonies worldwide to
commemorate former sites of the slave tfadie Benin Republic, one of UNESCO’s World
Heritage Sites, the organization undertook thetieaof the Slave Route Project, a kind of
open-air museum that features statues and monuntantstart at the beginning of the last leg of
captives’ journey from their homelands in the tosfrOuidah and ends at the town’s shores.
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With the country’s governmental support, the Sl&aute Project helped spawn an initiative
from the indigenous spiritual leaders and membetkedintellectual community to perform their
own remembrance with the express purpose of fatrg physical and spiritual reunification of
Africa and its diaspora. Such performative gestumes deliberate, strategic and conscious
attempts to heal physical, psychological and smtituptures. They take the form of what Lisa
Woolfork calls “bodily epistemology” whereby the dyis conscripted into working through a
past psychic trauma. The person who has suffeeettdlima returns to the site of the trauma in a
kind of reenactment in order to confront the paiat resides in the body through memory. In the
two instances that | describe here, Vodun Day &edMarch of Repentance, participants walk
the path that enslaved people are believed to healeed hundreds of years ago in a kind of
surrogate captive experience. Both events aregpa@antemporary attempts to work through the
past through various means and from various vanfagets from the African side of the
transatlantic divide.

With the support of a Fulbright grant | conducteéeld research on manifestations of
memory of the transatlantic slave trade in Ouida#nin Republic from April 2006-February
2007.Ouidah was once a densely populated, prosperoygldmm located on what was then
called the Slave Coast of West Africa. It rose tonpinence as an exporter of slaves in the late
17th century and flourished for about sixty yeaedobe being conquered by the kingdom of
Dahomey in 1727. For over a century more, Ouidamareed a center of the transatlantic slave
trade under the various kings of Dahomey.

During my time in Ouidah | lived next door to hisem and guide, Martine de Souza, a
descendant of the famous Brazilian slave tradeanétsco de Souza. The patriarch, de Souza,
traveled to Ouidah in the 1820’s and remained tliaté his death in 1849. During his time in
Ouidah, he became a very wealthy and powerful siager. Though it is hard to say how many
people are direct descendants of the kings whosawethe administration of the slave trade
there is no evidence that they profited greatlynfriie trade. Though the official website for the
Ouidah Museum of History, for example, says thatde Souza’s hold a place of importance in
Ouidahan society because of their slave tradinttyisthe family compound where many of the
de Souzas reside is not characterized by wealtpwlence. Though the European countries that
participated in the trade accrued enormous weditt ts a cornerstone of their current
economies, conversely Africa has reaped poverty, aral corruption as a result of what
Richards calls its repudiation of African humani¢h8). In other words, an ancient contract
between humans and “Spirit” was broken during tperiod resulting in the profound
disharmony that is part and parcel of the contisesintemporary underdevelopment.
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In addition to visiting many of the sites that UNES supports several times, | attended
ceremonies in which memory of the distant past eeasral. | also listened to and recorded local
stories that offered insight into and commentedh@npast and its impact on the present. What
struck me most during the eleven months that | W&se was how the history of slavery
permeated the fabric of contemporary life. Not omgs slavery visibly represented at several
sites, both formally and informally, but it was @ls the stories that people told about their
origins.

The memory is also in the trees that are rumoreldate been silent witnesses to the
trade. Where those natural markers no longer ekisir, absence also serves as sites of memory.
It is also in the swampy area that travelers wedteut in the nineteenth century and which lies
just beyond the manicured path that both local [geapd foreigners walk every day. Finally, it
is in the contemporary rituals that are meant tohdom to others. Two examples of such
memory are mimetic enactments of the enslavementeps through the use oékatu and
shackles.

Cakatu

Contemporary audiences are familiar with the voodolb of Hollywood imagination. It
is commonly associated with the African diasporalLotiisiana and Haiti. According to the
stereotype, voodoo dolls are used to curse a neigabd summon evil spirits. Its macabre
incarnation in the diaspora does not seem to bidar its inspiration amongst the Fon people of
Dahomey where it is a spiritual force calleakatuthat takes the form of a doll that is produced
in the likeness of the offending person and thetuted usually until the person dies.

In Ouidah, a statue of tleakatlistands irKpassézoumg@/odun Sacred Forest), one of
the sites where UNESCO commissioned art to be dieclun an art festival called Ouidah ‘92
(see p.73). According to a guide in the Sacred $torakat(were traditionally used as a Vodun
power:

In the olden days they were used to punish thosewdnt against the laws of the
tribe. If the person obeyed they were set freall used, first of all, as an
instrument of punishment.

Wicked people discovered the power and used itutbgeople. That is what is
now widely spread and known about Vodun
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In the guide’s explanatiomsakatd were used as a mechanism for social control aderpr
insuring that members of the community would abige the laws of socially responsible
conduct. Art historian, Dana Rush, in a more aatiia reading otakatisays the force can be
sent to harm an enemy. It can be transmitted innalber of ways and results in debilitating pain
both inside and outside the body and is meant tmlb®ved by death. “Victims are said to feel
as though their entire bodies are being piercedhayds of glass, nails and metal fragments”
(2001:38-39). Rush goes on to relate a case inhadniman went to a Western hospital with pain.
When the surgeon opened him up he found glassr kdades and nails inside the man’s body
(ibid, p.94).

The destruction of the victim’s physical body mtroally through the use of theakatt
represents a physical and metaphysical enactmesiaeéry. It reflects and comments on the
historical reality of the containment and eventlggdtruction of the physical body during slavery.
During the slave trade enemies captured in waesigiwho threatened the king’s power, and
farmers who owed taxes were some of the peoplewdre sold into the New World. It was a
physical form of punishment for those who posedr@dt to societal and political harmony.
Likewise, thecakatuwere metaphysical forms of punishment for those @isrupted the social
order.

In a kind of symbiotic relationship, the slavedi&aand thecakattinform one another.
Just as the slave trade had spiritual implicatiorsthose who experienced it in different
capacities (whether as captives, captors or wiggsso too did theakatu have physical
consequences for those who experienced it. Thusfusp disharmony coincides with and
informs physical and spiritual pain and perhapgtdaaboth instances.

Shackles

Soon after my arrival in the country, Ms. de Sotazk me to a popular market in Porto
Novo, the nation’s capital. There, in the fetisltte® of the larger market, | found tucked
amongst the pots and herbs, a large pile of mirgaton shackles (see p.74). Ms. de Souza
explained that the shackles could be used in gtt@akpiritually bind or enslave someone. Like
the cakatu that was traditionally deployed to rid the commundf a perceived destructive
presence so too do the shackles neutralize a ttwehe community through the elimination of
an individual threat. Their usage as a spiritualdbtan also be seen as a reenactment of the
physical enslavement that continues to haunt tseaelants of those who experienced the slave
trade. Though | did not witness the ritual that Wiooind the spirit of someone, clearly the tools
used in the ritual are replications of those thatewused to enslave the bodies of those who were
sent into exile in the past. Those ills of the past perpetuated metaphysically as people try to
make sense of their contemporary disenfranchisear@hpoverty.
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These tiny mimetic representations of historicalg¢®f enslavement can also be read as
reflections of a zero-sum worldview in which thare a limited number of resources available.
In effect, one person’s success is predicated othanperson’s loss. Therefore, one perceives
his/her success as dependent on another’s falkiob€i 2002; Austen 1993). The other’s loss is
manipulated through the use of tools at one’s digp®uring the slave trade one of the tools
was sending one’s enemy into slavery. Today, tlstagament is spiritual, facilitated by a
ritualistic enactment of the historical enslavemaaicess. This contemporary spiritual
enslavement of one’s enemy signified by shacklesthose that bound the hands and feet of
those who were taken into the Middle Passage magée as a performed memory of the
historical enslavement of the body. It is also slgis legacy as the historical enslavement of the
body is integral to the spiritual and psychic ruptand subsequent mental enslavement that
keeps the descendants of those who experiencerhtteelocked in this zero-sum worldview.

Similar to the original function of theakat( the use of the shackles may also be read as
an indigenous means of policing the community. Bgckling the offending party’s spirit, the
one who does so removes an undesirable elementti@rmommunity. The person whose spirit
has been shackled is rendered powerless to harersotfihe removal of the negative force
means that the individual, as part of the commuragn move forward socially and perhaps,
politically and economically.

Such social devices continue to be relevant athiteat of physical enslavement persists.
Even though transatlantic slavery as an institutias ended, slavery is still very much a part of
African life®. Stories of parents and relatives selling childimto slavery populate the daily
newspapers Therefore, as the threat of physical enslavernentinues so too does the need to
reflect that reality as well as guard against ihef the ways to do that is to enslave others
before they have a chance to do it to %dthis means that not only has slavery remained a
viable reality for people on a physical level, bat a metaphysical level as well. The
metaphysical enslavement may be seen as a way pofigcavith this potential of physical
enslavement as people facilitate the performaneefafe that is most feared as a way of keeping
it at bay.

Vodun Day: January 10"

Sometimes the commemoration and reenactment gdasie no matter how traumatic, is
deliberate. In Ouidah there is a deliberate pushctively remember the slave-trading past. The
push comes both from within the society as welloasside of it. The organizers of the
commemoration and reenactment are motivated byerdift things. Some seem genuinely
motivated by a desire to heal the rupture that fhexgeive as a barrier to personal and collective
health in Africa and its diaspora. Others see tbssipility of social, political and economic
upward mobility by aligning themselves with cultut@urism. For still others, it is a combination
of the two.
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Even though, according to the definitions that Inetgs essay, this form of acting out or
performance of memory is proactive, it will quickhecome apparent that there are challenges
that interpolate the seemingly straightforward wofkresolving emotional conflicts or trauma
resulting from the slave-trading history for whittie performances were created. The unresolved
conflicts come into stark relief as the work thatbeing done to unify Africa and its diaspora
bring the history to the forefront for it to be dmmted and examined with the hope of
reconciliation and reunification. As a result, tiéerences in perception of the history of and
contemporary challenges to reconciliation betweénca and its diaspora also come into stark
relief.

One of the locally conceived memorializations thagan taking shape as a result of
UNESCO'’s Slave Route Project is Vodun Day, a comtgwmide gathering that encourages
international participation. On January™ef every year since 1992, the year that the Ddor o
No Return (see p.72) was erected on Djebaji Beaobrevmillions of people are believed to
have disembarked, Beninois citizens and membershef international community gather
together (see p.76). A procession begins at thglmélounon, the supreme priest of Vodun'’s,
compound, proceeds through town, continues aloagStave Route with the Daagbo Hounon
stopping at various Vodun shrines along the waye phocession ends at Ouidah’s shores.
Throughout the day, there is dancing, singing aitghls. The ceremoryis a large-scale
commemoration of the slave trade and an opportulntythe Daagbo Hounon to implore
members of the diaspora to “return home”. The cergndate corresponds with the “traditional
calendrical date for Dahomean families to worshigirt ancestors at home” and was conceived
of as a way to unite local Vodun groups from akoBenin “to worship the long departed slaves
as objects of a transnational form of ancestor ipts(Sutherland 1999:202). According to
cultural historian, Peter Sutherland, at the tirhattVodun Day was conceived, Benin’'s
traditionalist faction of Vodun practitioners werging to refashion the religion’s public identity
in Africa by referencing its cultural ‘branches’ the Americas” (ibid, p.202). They did so in
order to combat the influence of Protestantism,agomthreat to the indigenous belief system.
Contrary to the discourse of Pentecostalism timkislithe religion with American consumerist
values of modernity, wealth, success and poweheasnaterial signs of the religion’s salvation,
the festival’'s organizers present Vodun as a coudiseourse to modernity based on black unity
(ibid, p. 202). By internationalizing the beliefstgm, the Vodun leaders hoped to legitimize it
nationally.

In addition, the Daagbo Hounon contends that #remony is meant to absolve the
Beninois of the guilt of their historical involvemigin the slave trade, a sentiment that a member
of the Council of Kings, King Kpotegbe of Alladapes not share. For him, Ouidah’s past must
be left in the past. He says,

We must forget, we must completely efface the batgs which happened before
our time...this is the place from which our brothlef$ by boat for the Americas
in chains. It is with sadness that they came h&wgdah]. But now, everyone is
happy because they have returned in joy (King Kglmeqtd. in Sutherland
1999:197).
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In other words, according to the king, there isweed for absolution. The ends justify the means;
the ends being the spread of Vodun internatioreslyvell as African access to African diasporic
experience, networks and material wealth.

The return of the African diaspora to Africa alwhe Daagbo Hounon to call on his
“brothers in the Americas to return in human foras’ “dutiful sons” and to build something
there that will define them, so that from time tme those in Africa can invoke their name as
dictated by African custom (the Daagbo Hounon gtdutherland 1999:205). This sentiment is
made manifest visually in the entrance of the Musefl Return, a short distance from the Door
of Return, also on Djebadji Beach (see p.73). Tistailation in front of the museum features a
larger-than-life statue of “Mother Africa” welcongra man and a woman (her children) from the
diaspora with open arms. The male and female stdtoth display evidence of their “success” in
conservative western-style clothing, a briefcasel what looks to be a diploma from abroad.
They stand as evidence of the good things that misemembered. According to one African-
American tourist whom | met at the museum the stgiuves the impression that the diaspora is
not welcome unless they come with wealth and aemestducation. In other words, only the
“good things” will be remembered as well as anatgal in the form of philanthropy as the
diaspora makes its way “home”.

The difference between the African leaders’ petioepof the outcome of the slave trade
and that of the African diaspora is highlightedhe preceding comments from King Kpotegbe
contrasted with those from the tourist from thesd@ma about the statues. They are also
highlighted in the well-known documentary seriesthg literary critic, Henry Louis Gates, Jr.
entitled Wonders of the African Worfi(1999). In Abomey, once the seat of power of aricien
Dahomey, Gates asked Joseph Adande, palace resmdrether African people knew what
horrors they were selling people into. Adande regigdhat they must have known. In the series’
companion book by the same name (1999), Gatesiewes Akosua Perbi of the University of
Ghana-Legon. In response to the same questiorGidtais posed to Adande, Dr. Perbi responds
that they must have known. She goes on to assartAthican people did not sell their own
people. They sold strangers, foreigners, enemig<aptives (1999:208).

The two experts’ responses from the Gates docwaneand book taken in conjunction
with the king of Allada’s assertions speak to aidBvin perception of the events of the past
depending on which side of the Atlantic one’s atm®sended up on. Gates’ insistence on asking
the question repeatedly also points to a preoccupatith needing the descendants of African
leaders and witnesses to take responsibility fairtrancestors’ roles in the history; a
responsibility which is not always forthcoming, nesome would argue, constructive.
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While Gates went in search of recognition by tkege of Ghana and Benin Republic
that their ancestors had perpetrated a greatvelvdf he found was a defense of the past based on
an understanding of a different ontological positig on the part of their ancestors. While now,
people like Adande use familial terms like “brotlzard sister” to refer to those who were sold
into slavery, Perbi makes it clear that this wa$ th@ position from which people were
functioning in the distant past. Before Europeaduced several hundred cultures and peoples
into a single entity (Africa), the people who lived the continent did not think of themselves
that way. They were not selling their “brothers’ddisisters”; they were ridding themselves of
their enemies. It is, of course, this mindset Rahards criticizes in her research on the Maafa
(1994). Thus, while Gates may walk through theettreof Accra greeting people with “hey
brother” his insistence on making these connectisrastwentieth century preoccupation. He is
representative of many of the descendants of tinteewere exiled during the slave trade who
return to this perceived site of origin seekingrtied, a sense of belonging and very often, an
apology for the fates that their ancestors suffased result of Africa’s role in the slave trade.

Indeed, Sutherland identifies two major issuesAfican-Americans in regards to the
commemorative gesture of Vodun Day: 1) the needafonement by Africans for participating
in the historical slave trade and 2) the commeamabn of the history of slavery by
contemporary African tourism operators (1999:20%)ould add that there is another issue: that
is, African diasporic people’s haunting sense @raltion and displacement that gives way to the
need to locate a site of origin; to find one’s st Africa.

One of the linchpins of African diasporic identitya sense of alienation because they do
not know where their origins lie. This sense oémédition has resulted in what the Guyanese poet,
Grace Nichols, has identified as a kind of “resttesss where [Caribbean] people feel
psychically connected to Africa” though they wesaledd from it hundreds of years agoig a
long-memoried womamh990). It has been the subject of countless sdigadad creative works
and is the basis for the recent explosion of Africkasporic people subjecting themselves to
DNA tests with the hope that they will finally knolnom whence they originate. This longing
plays out regularly at Vodun Day ceremonies whereease of return is encouraged. For
example, in 2006, reporters for thessociated Presnterviewed some of the Vodun Day
participants. One of the people interviewed at ¢dekeemony was an African-American nurse
from Omaha, Nebraska who asserted that as a @satitending the Vodun Day celebration she
understood “many things” about her origins and likk she was being remembered. She was
subsequently initiated into the Vodun faith.

When | attended Vodun Day a year later in 2007 Amsociated Presseporter
interviewed me. She pressed me to draw some hiéaadfeclusions about my relationship as an
African diasporic person to this significant cekisrm’. Later, a reporter from a French
television station interviewed me and repeatedkedsvhether the gathering was emotionally
moving and if | saw any connections between thewiodelebrations held in Benin and those
held in Haiti.
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The interview was a repeat of a scenario in whichatl participated whether actively or
passively almost every day that | lived in Ouid&he bolder of those | encountered would ask
directly if | came to Benin in search of my rootghers did not bother to ask, but nodded
knowingly when | told them why | was there. The adpr, like many of the Beninois |
encountered, made an assumption about my motiwafienbeing in Benin, few or none of
which had anything to do with any ideas that | niigéave had about my research.

At the same time, from these encounters, one raes for the reporters—one a white
woman from England (originally from South Africadafiving in Nigeria), the other, a white
Frenchman, were led to their questions by an assamghat | should seek out a connection
between me (a collective self that represents fineak diaspora) and the Beninois. | was placed
in a position of authority and authenticity and egivthe job of spokesperson based on this
imagined connection.

Gate’s film also features an interview with Prasge Souza, a senior member of the de
Souza family as well as Martine de Souza. For tderede Souza, his ancestor, Francisco de
Souza’s involvement in the slave trade is causedtabration as, according to him, Francisco de
Souza saved the lives of thousands of people whddseave been sacrificed by King Guezo
(1818-1858). He maintains that his ancestor “dgbad thing by sending them away from the
country”. Ms. de Souza gives an opposing view ofdreestor’'s involvement in the trade. She
says, “I am not proud of him because the slaveetrads terrible. It sent out of Africa a lot of
descendants”. More shockingly she proclaims that stshes that she were descended from
slaves because she would feel better about hekssifconfession moves Gates to feel sorry for
her and acknowledge that he had never thought ahewtevastating impact that slavery had on
the descendants of the traders. Ms. de Souza nradarsstatements in an interview with John
Burnett for NPR radio in 2004. When | was in Berirasked Ms. de Souza about her
“confession”. She said that many people—both |lacal foreign—had asked her if Gates made
her say what she said. She then reiterated hetiqrogd me.

In comparing the nurse from Omaha’s responseddiig of Allada’s, Ms. de Souza’s
confessions as well as my own experience duringuddday in 2007, one comes away with a
sense of a dialectical relationship between Africamd diasporic Africans coupled with a
conflation on the part of people who are not seresito the complexity of the relationship
between the two. The issue of positioning; in ttase, a sense @dnging versus a sense of
belonging is heightened during such a deliberate attempogtter a sense of unity. A woman
who is a descendant of enslaved people claiming sha understands “many [unspecified]
things” about her origins after attending a fouttheommemoration ceremony, points to the
diaspora’s sense of longing. Conversely, sinceptaple of Ouidah can trace their origins back
several generations the need to connect with Afa@saa site of origin physically and
metaphysically is not an issue.
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The Daagbo Hounon and His Vision

Daagbo Hounor means “grandfather controller of the sea”. Beloggio the Hula
people who traditionally subsisted as fishermeg, Hounon lineage traces its power to the sea
and its genealogy back to 1452. According to timedge myth, the first Hounon ancestor
emerged from the sea as an enormous fish, thesfaoramed into human form. In death he
returned to the sea. A list of ancestors in thegbaaHounon’s receiving room describes them as
such:retourné en me(returned to the sea) (see p.74).

According to the Daagbo Hounon, a storm washedyathva sand on the beach and
revealed a “stump” that he identified as the remahthe tree to which the slavers used to tie
their pirogues. Since his maritime heritage esshll a direct link to him and the ocean his
proclamation during the first Vodun Day that he Ilgadken this sign that validated what became
a maritime conception of the ceremony was fitting.

Through such “natural signs” the Daagbo Hounorssayodun shows us what kind of
thing vodun is.” He explains,

The sea revealed this tree trunk by the beatinfp@fwaves on the beach. After
that, [the sea] receded rapidly to show that, witrenslaves went into the ships,
the root of vodun remains in Ouidah. When they toag by ship, they wanted to
leave behind their ancestral vodun for me, Daagbonidn. That's what's called
vodunheundo(ancestral vodun). If you go to some other coestriwhatever
country, you will see Vodunheundo (the Daagbo Houmpd. in Sutherland
1999:204).

The stump that the ocean revealed has since betsed in a shrine which the Daagbo Hounon
visits each Vodun DayHe describes the stump as a new vodun, whose pdwel®ped to
establish as the presiding vodun of his reign gsesue chief. The tree stump thus, marks the
sacred center of a revalorized vodun for Benin thieddiaspora. In the Daagbo Hounon’s view,
not only do the other deities sanction the welcgmih the spirits of those who were exiled
hundreds of years ago back into the religious follalso sees the possibility of elevating the
collective spirit of those exiled to the statusatmajor vodun in the religion. For him, “the site i
Ouidah must be respected by the whole countryeasabit of the Vodun culture, the place from
which diaspora religions in the Americas were dattiv(ibid, p. 204). Again, his larger mission
was to legitimize Vodun on a national scale bynmaionalizing it. He, no doubt, knew about
the considerable involvement of African-Americanghe preservation of slave castles in Ghana,
for examplé®. By integrating what he interprets as the siteongin of the diaspora into the
Vodun pantheon in an elevated position, he givesdiaspora a vested interest in supporting the
legitimization of the belief system.
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While the Daagbo Hounon'’s desire to include trespora in the Vodun pantheon as part
of the larger goal of reunifying Africa and the sl@ra is in line with his pronouncement about
welcoming the diaspora “home”, there is the damdesvershadowing the traumatic history that
underlies the necessity of such a welcoming. Tlesae that in 1992, the Daagbo Hounon
needed to make statements about a maritime remelabout pirogues, traders and reunification
is because of a history that has been suppressecemduries. It speaks to the contemporary
preoccupations with events of the past. For exampleen Gates went to visit the king of
Abomey he expected some sign of regret about tiggkancestors’ role in sending Gates’ great
great great grandmother into the Middle Passagtedn, the king simply states that he is happy
to see that a child of Africa has gone to EuropAmierica and become so important. There is no
sense of responsibility, let alone, guilt, for faiscestor's part in facilitating the suffering of
Gates’ ancestor. Rather, the king's reaction ewidsrthe king of Allada’s pronouncement that
the sad things must be forgotten, only the goodgthiremembered. The history is effaced and
only the positive outcome celebrated. Conversély,Raagbo Hounon'’s gesture denotes a desire
to atone for and foster inclusion of the diaspota the present and future of Africa. Contrasted
with the interaction of Gates with the king of Abeyn the Daagbo Hounon’s gesture may be
viewed as a different socio-political positioningtlveen the Daagbo Hounon and the king as
well as a different vision for the outcome of tregfprmance of memory that he has organized.

The history of slavery is being transformed arel borror of it subverted in the shifting
of focus from the trauma of the separation in thstpo a celebration of the reunification in the
present. As Sutherland notes, the maritime mythotmmstructed by the Daagbo Hounon, gives
a tendentious representation of Diaspora idemtityhich the magical symbolism of movement
across the ocean substitutes utopia for history...filsery of slave procurement by former
Dahomeans is thereby ‘expurgated’... and the suffjeexperienced by the slaves in the Middle
Passage, so deeply etched in African-American ciblie memory, is redeemed by the magical
reversal of transatlantic movement: slaves longade in pirogues come back as ancestors and
contemporary brothers from the Americas return bgne as tourists and benefactors”
(1999:207).

This displacement of the reality of the slave tradévor of a utopian narrative seems to have
insinuated itself into Ouidahan society especialyongst its poorer citizens. In my own
conversations with people, | heard repeatedly fithe more disenfranchised sector of the
Ouidah population that African-American people wére lucky ones for having been able to
leave. Not only were they lucky for being sparedrifiae as Prosper de Souza claims, but they
have access to education, wealth and opporturtiggstheir brothers and sisters in Africa will
never have. This sentiment is not new nor is iitkohto Benin. For those who believe this, it is
expected that those who return seeking their rbatgy with them their material wealth to be
shared with the descendants of those who remaimédvbho were not so “lucky”. Such a way of
thinking about the slave experience though, obtiesc#éhe suffering of those who made the
Middle Passage journey (countless numbers of whieh €n route) as well as their experience
during and after slavery.
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Furthermore, it ignores the continued institutioraddblocks as well as overt and covert forms
of racism that people of African descent contimuéate in order to earn the material wealth that
is to be shared with their “brothers back home”.

| agree with Sutherland’s observation that the m@morative ceremony of January"0
serves a political purpose. As he says, “[t]he &in diaspora in the Americas constitutes the
primary referent for a populist discourse of modeational identity that seeks to resist the
foreign values of the state and Christianity by bagizing the transatlantic unity of Vodun
practitioners” (ibid, p.195). Moreover, from a phganalytical perspective, those who left serve
as referents for those who remained. Like the dotddling of the oscillation between the crisis
of life and death that results from trauma thath@ataruth discusses lbnclaimed Experience:
Trauma, Narrative and History1996), the fate of the African diaspora is tiedtlhe fates of
those who remained. One hears evidence of thiggsnbcious referential in a number of ways.
It is in talk of “the lucky ones” who went abrodd,enslaved people being spared or sacrificed
according to Francisco de Souza’s slave tradingcesoand in artisans in Abomey who were
kept enslaved there rather than sent abroad betlaedeng valued their creative prowess. For
everyone who is mentioned, there are their couatespwho are not. Nonetheless, they are not
forgotten. They are being called upon contempagraalhelp give political weight to the belief
system of which they are a part, according to tleadbo Hounon, and to perform acts of
philanthropy in their “ancestral home”.

Zomachi: Place of Light

Along the route to the beach where the majorityoflun Day is held stands Zomachi—
a courtyard surrounded by a high wall. Zomachi,cvhneans “Place of Light”, tries to fulfill
the promise that Vodun Day makes. The founder, @okmist named Honorat Aguessi,
conceives of Zomachi (also known as the MonumentRepentance) as a place where
descendants of enslaved people and descendamntdefs can come together in a conciliatory
space. Though the physical space was constructelPd7 and officially commissioned in
January 1998, the ritual that Professor Aguessi @¢wvised, The March of Repentance, has been
going on since 1996. The ritual which takes place¢he ¥ Sunday of January involves people
gathering and walking from Place Chacha, the formesidence of Francisco de Souza, to
Zomachi where they then discuss the issue of sfagrd how it affected Africans in every
aspect of its dealings, because, according to drtbeoguides at Zomachi, “the pain is still
there™.

Professor Aguessi built Zomachi because he ndtatl the descendants of Europeans
who sold Africans were always coming to Ouidah asking for pardon. His position was that in
order to be pardoned they must repent. Only therldceveryone—seller and sold—move
forward collectively. The March of Repentance isamieto facilitate the collective movement
towards forgiveness and reconciliation that Prafegguessi envisioned.
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The procession in which | participated took placeaorelatively cool and overcast day.
The small group of us who attended the ceremonyanet tree outside Francisco de Souza’s
house that is reputed to have been a slave matkethen walked to Zomachi to simulate the
last leg of the trail that enslaved people tookhmir way to the shore. The eternal flame that sits
on a pedestal just beyond the entranceway waseld .75) an@rofessor Aguessi and his wife
were in attendance, seated on a raised platforrfromt of and to the right of the general
audience. Mére and Pere Jah, the self-designatééssadors of the African diaspora from
Martinique and a Haitian student on scholarshipewguests of honor. There were a few local
families and college students there as well. Aftelramatization of the sale and deportation of
enslaved people and speeches about the need twefagd move forward, the participants
poured libations for the ancestors who were loshéotrade (see p.75).

In a break between performances and speechesddagkat a tree that, during an earlier
visit, the guide at Zomachi had told me was caBets Caiman (see p.78pbviously, the tree’s
name conjures images of the famous Bois Caimann@erng that marked the beginning of the
Haitian Revolution. The guide claimed that captiwvd® were trying to escape the traders hid in
that particular tree in order to avoid capture layves traders. While the tree is indeed very tall,
one look at the flimsy limbs and the sparse leaee®als that no one could have hid in it.
Furthermore, as a simple logistical issue, if aslared person could have climbed the tree there
was nothing to stop a trader or one of his workens climbing the tree to go after him or her.

The guide at Zomachi, in his own way, participateshe mythmaking that is taking
place around the history of the slave trade in @ujectlements that he believes will appeal to an
emerging audience: roots or cultural tourists aediBois youth who want to know about their
history and who seek to forge connections betwekitadand the diaspora. The guide’s story
does s by giving a tree that grows in Ouidah a name thaynonymous with revolution in
Haiti. By making the tree a place of refuge in Afrihe is creating an almost natural trajectory
from a single tree of refuge in Africa to a fore$ttreedom in the diaspora. Thus, his story may
be considered a kind of origins myth whereby tlee tin Africa is posited as the birthplace of
African diasporic resistance to slavery.

Conclusion

These forms of “acting out” or performances of megmihat | have discussed in this
essay happen for a myriad number of reasons, sdmdioh are apparent; others which are
more obscure(d). Thinking about what is revealedh& performance of memory opens up
different avenues for exploring the way that memmignifests in the descendants of those who
lived through the slave trade and slavery.
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Uncovering these avenues is part of the work ofewstdnding the complexities that comprise
and define the relationship between Africa andditspora at this time; one that constitutes a
period of individual and collective psychic andrgpal alienation that began with the Maafa and
continues into the present. This performance of orgnis an intricate part of the work of
moving past the alienation to one of reconciliatwith the past and a way to move forward,
perhaps to the reunification that some seek antiddhealing of the physical and psychic rift
between Africa and its diaspora that persists.

Door of No Return
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Statue in front of the Museum of Return

Cakatu
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Shackles found in the market in Porto Novo

Detail from Daagbo Hounon'’s receiving roomraiu
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Pouring libations during the March of Repentancee@®ny
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Daagbo Hounon in procession toward the beach d@®3 Vodun Day celebration
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1 | will not attempt to define “spirit” here, but eour with Dr. Richards when she says, “Spirit’
is, of course, not a rationalistic concept. It canpe quantified, measured, explained or reduced
to neat rational, conceptual categories as Europffgamght demands...We experience it often,
but the translation of that experience into anliettualized language can never be accurate. The
attempt results in reductionism” (1994: 3).

2 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultu@rganization. “The Slave Route”.
<http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ev.php-
URL_ID=25659&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html>.

3 “vodun” with a capital “v" is the spiritual belie§ystem of the Fon people; “vodun” with a
lowercase “v” is a deity.

* Interview, September 2006.

® This is pure speculation as | do not know undeatvdircumstances such binding happens or if
it is sanctioned by the community as it is suppdsdak in the case of tlrakatu

® There is no way of knowing when the idea for thackles like the ones | found in the market

was conceived. Therefore, at least in my mind,eveifl always be a question of whether they

were created and used ritually during the slawdetera or if they were they introduced later as a
response to and reflection on it.

" A sampling of countries across the African comineveals a disturbing trend. For example, in
Nigeria and Benin Republic children are reporteklynapped and sold for $20 - $70 each by
slavers and sold as sex slaves or as unpaid dansestiants in wealthier countries.

In Ethiopia, children between 10 and 18 years ol teafficked into prostitution, to provide
cheap or unpaid labor and to work as domestic s&svar beggars. Boys are often expected to
work as cattle herders in rural areas and in thevimg industry in Addis Ababa, and other major
towns whereas girls are expected be domestic wekgprostitutes.
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Sudan has also seen a resurgence of slavery s88% associated with the Second Sudanese
Civil War. It is estimated that as many as 200,p@0ple were taken into slavery during the
Second Sudanese Civil War.

8 | am not saying that these forms of slavery angsed by transatlantic slavery as it is well
known that slavery existed in Africa before the &ean transatlantic trade. | wish to point out
that contemporarily, shackles, one part of largeedts to people’s security, offer a lens through
which to see how people responded to that particatament in history. The shackles may have
had a pre-transatlantic life, but they are alsduilde the work of deciphering and delineating
people’s method of processing and incorporatingagtiqular historical moment into their
contemporary realities.

® The decision of how to characterize Vodun Day kstaricky as it is hard to discern whether
the day is a festival, a celebration or a ceremdtnig, in fact, all these things wrapped up in a
grand day of sacrifice, spectacle and speechedl. use the term, commemorative ceremony, for
my purposes, since remembrance and commemoratiba fecus of my work.

19 The film series was very controversial when it weleased and produced a flurry of debate
across disciplines For a sampling of some of tkeudision that the series generated refer to:
Mazrui, Ali A. “Black Orientalism? Further Refleotis on ‘Wonders of the African World’ by
Henry Louis Gates Jr.”, Draft, November 11, 1999DRlog on Black Radical Congress List,
Nov. 1999. Web. 20 Mar. 2010

11 «www.blackstudies.ucsb.edu/people/strongman/benindoo_fest_ends.pdf>. In her haste to
file the report, she misspelled my last name.

2 The Daagbo Hounon with whom this interview tookgal has since died. A new one was
enthroned while |1 was in Ouidah and presided ower Yodun Day commemoration that |
attended.

13 See for example Anne Bailefrican Voices of the Atlantic Slave Trade: Beydme Silence
and the Shame(2005); Brempong Osei-Tutu, “Contested MonumeAfsican-Americans and
the Commoditization of Ghana's Slave Castles”Afican Re-Genesis: Confronting Social
Issues in the Diasporg2006), 9-19; Edward Bruner, “Tourism in GhanaeTRepresentation of
Slavery and the Return of the Black Diaspora”American AnthropologistVol. 98, No. 2
(1996), pp. 294-304.

14 personal interview with the guide at Zomachi, Seiter 2006.
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