What Is Africa to Me? – A Question of Identity
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I came to Africa, among other reasons, to see for myself black people in their own homeland and come to grips with the pervasive myth of innate racial inferiority that stigmatizes all people of discernible African descent in the United States. Although now widely discredited, this powerful myth shaped my growing years and gave me ambivalent feelings about myself. A remote African ancestry about which I knew little, linked with a heritage of slavery and continued inferior status in America, has been the source of hidden shame. I need to confront the vestiges of shame embedded in my identity by making an on-the-spot assessment of my African background and my relationship to it.


Since coming to Ghana I have traveled a bit in West Africa, immersed myself in its history, and observed the life of its peoples. After living and working here for almost a year, I find that my peculiar racial history has made me irrevocably an American, a product of the New World. The romantic notion of “coming back to Mother Africa to see my people” voiced by some Negro visitors from the United States cannot change this stubborn fact. America is “home” to me, however alienated or disinherited I have felt at times.


When I ask myself “What is Africa to me?” I discover that without knowledge of personal antecedents the African past exists in a great vacuum. I haven’t the slightest notion who my particular African ancestors were, what region or tribe they came from, whether they were traders, fisherfolk, herdspeople, or farmers, what their customs were or what language they spoke. There is no African village to which I can make a sentimental journey. My genetic heritage over several centuries has been too diverse to preserve physical characteristics identifying me with any tribal group. Facing a vast continent of varied peoples whose appearance, language, and customs differ from my own, I am unable to conjure up some vicarious identity and can do little more than relate to the people I meet on the basis of our common humanity. More and more I am convinced that feelings of kinship grow out of shared experience.


My foreignness is evident in my physical appearance and in my bearing, betraying my American origins. As has happened throughout human history when peoples of different cultures have come together in close contact, I am the result of considerable biological intermixture as well as cultural cross-fertilization. Some anthropologists estimate that from 70 to 80 percent of all people of color in the United States are of mixed ancestry, having European, American Indian, and Oriental as well as African forebears in varied proportions. Ashley Montagu has theorized that in the American Negro, “we are developing a distinctively new ethnic type,” and suggests that the physical stamina and adaptive qualities of this type are due to “hybrid vigor.” In an event, many Africans (and some Europeans living in West Africa) are puzzled by the appearance of Negroes from America. They know vaguely of their “brothers who went across the sea,” but their image of these “brothers” is that of black people like themselves. Unsophisticated Africans will describe a male or female Negro from the United States as “brown man,” “copper man,” or sometimes “American man” – seldom “black man,” as they describe themselves.


Even if my tawny color did not make me stand out from the masses of black Africans, my unconscious movements reveal my origins. On my second day in Ghana, a young workman at the law school confronted me with a question, “Tell me, Madame, are you English lady or American lady?” “What do you think?” I responded. “I think you are American lady,” he said. Curious, I asked him, “How do you know?” thinking that my complexion and accent had given him a clue. Instead, he replied, “I tell by your walk; American people walk different from English people.” An Israeli diplomat later confirmed this observation, assuring me that he could pick out an American walking along the street from a distinctive relaxed hip movement. I have also watched a mahogany-colored young man from the United States decked out in gorgeous Nigerian robes and headdress, only to have the local Africans laugh at him as he strolled along the street. His coloring blended with his human surroundings but he could not conceal his American gait.


Understandably, people from the United States who have suffered so many indignities because of their color hope to find an acceptable identity here, but the poignant reality is that a dark skin does not automatically qualify one to fit into the African environment. I have seen a few African Negroes exerting great effort to merge with the local population of Ghana. They have worn the Kente (the Ghanaian national cloth, a brilliantly colored woven fabric), eaten the local “chop,” and attempted to associate only with Ghanaians. In time, they have quietly discontinued the local dress and little by little returned to American-sponsored functions. They have also wound up with digestive disorders and related ailments. On the other hand, I have met a white American born and reared near the swamps of Georgia who tells me he is able to eat local food, drink local water, and fare better against health hazards than his Negro friends from the northern United States because he built up an immunity to malaria and hookworm during his Georgia youth.


Particularly because African ancestry is associated with cruel rejections in America, finding themselves aliens in Africa is a severe jolt to those who come expecting instant acceptance from their “African brothers.” They are shut off from the masses of people by barriers of language and custom and feel like outsiders in a way they never felt in the United States. They must make themselves understood by resorting to pidgin English, which offends their sensibilities. They experience all the irritations of those who come from highly industrialized countries. They have a different tempo from that of the local people and discover that their humor is not the same as African humor and their spontaneous laughter serves different functions. By contrast, white and colored American living and working in West Africa discover their kinship, feel outsiders together, and often find themselves seeking out one another in preference to their European or African counterparts. They speak the same language-“American”-understand the same nuances of humor, react alike to local conditions, and have a similar political outlook. Both groups recognize that their common identity sets them apart from Africans and Europeans.


Traveling about the countryside, I have not only seen piercing reminders of a radical break with the African past but have also realized how subsequent distortions of this past to justify chattel slavery in the United States contributed to a legacy of shame. When I go to villages in the interior of Ghana, where the people continue to follow many of their ancient customs, I am struck by their innate dignity, their ceremonial courtesy, and their strong sense of community cooperation in building a house or road. Although they are nonliterate and have few belongings or creature comforts, they are rooted in their own land and have a strong sense of self. An African man may house his family in a mud hut, sleep on the ground, barely making a living scrabbling in parched earth, and have only one ceremonial cloth of cheap fabric. Yet when he drapes his toga about his shoulder and comes to greet a stranger, he walks with such self-assurance that I cannot help thinking how his proud bearing contrasts with the bearing of his sharecropper counterparts I have seen in rural America. I find myself pondering the great violence done to the human spirit though American slavery and its aftermath, originally in the name of “Christianizing black savages.”


The contrast is even more sharply drawn when I visit a local chief seated on a raised platform in his inner courtyard, dressed in colorful robes and surrounded by his toga-clad council of village elders. An umbrella is held over his head and his linguist stands by to communicate his greetings and responses, although the chief understands and speaks fluent English. He receives visitors according to a formal ritual marked by gravity, which includes and exchange of gifts and the pouring of a libation from the visitors’ gift of costly gin drop by drop upon the ground, accompanied by solemn incantations. Here again I saw the self-possession of black people whose spirits have not been crippled by generations of repression.


I saw evidence of the break with the past and the beginnings of a new and sorrowful history in the monuments to the slave trade along the West African coast. To relive these beginnings I had to stand on the shores of the South Atlantic, in the shadow of Elmina Castle, now one of the Chana’s popular tourist attractions. This great slave-trading fort on the Gulf of Guinea was built originally by the Portuguese in 1481, was captured by the Dutch in 1637, and eventually feel to the English in the eighteenth century. Surrounded on three sides by water, it was accessible by a drawbridge over a moat. I had to walk across the stone courtyard inside its high walls—today used by Ghanaian police cadets for drills—and climb the narrow winding steps to the auction room in a wing facing the ocean. Here in the high-ceilinged barnlike structure, thousands of Africans captured inland and driven to the coast by other Africans were sold to European traders for the slave markets in the Americas. Watching the auction through peepholes cut in the wall were the African chefs who were growing rich and powerful from the lucrative trade in human flesh. They concealed themselves from their victims in a small cubicle above and to the rear of the action area so that the captives who manages to escape would never know the identity of their captors.


I had to follow in my imagination the movement of the captives as I walked through the dark, muggy dungeons, tunnel-shaped rooms, and small courtyards where they were stored awaiting shipment; I retraced their footsteps as they were herded along the black passageway under the cover of night, out through a small opening in the wall, onto rocks above the sea, and down into the waiting canoes, which transported them to slaveships anchored offshore and to an unknown destination. Projecting myself backward in time, I tried to feel the bewilderment, the anguish, and the terror of this agonizing ordeal, which marked the introduction of Africans into America.


The young Ghanaian guide who glibly recited these historic events as he led me about could not possibly know ho immediate these happening were to me or the tumultuous emotions I felt at that moment. Tropical Africans, form whom American slavery is little more than a legend (or a political weapon), would hardly understand the shock I felt listening to a local chief tell how his great-grandfather and grandfather used to catch and sell slaves and how his grandfather often wondered what happened to those he sold. I was too numbed to tell this chief that I am only two generations removed from slavery, that my own grandmother was born a slave, and that I had seen its scars on her personality.


These experiences have left me deeply shaken, perhaps as much by the casual manner in which facts of the slave trade are related without embarrassment or feeling as by the facts themselves. I have a profound new respect for those unknown Africans forebears who survived the horror of that ordeal, but am filled with an unexpected bitterness when I realized the extend to which many Africans themselves participated in the slave trade, drew their wealth from it, and continued to carry it on after it was outlawed by England and the United States. I am forced to realize that the cruel exploitation of human victims by the most brutal methods is not the monopoly of any one race or nation. Thus, when I hear an African leader speaking to a world audience and demanding “restitution” for the wrongs done to the African peoples, his rhetoric leaves me unmoved. I cannot help thinking how difficult it would be to apportion blame for the wrongs done to Americans of African decent. The chain of responsibility touches too many places and peoples, including the African slave traders.


I am beginning to understand that I am the product of a new history which began on African shores but which has not been shared by Africans, a history accompanied by such radical changes in a new environment that over time it produced a new identity. For me, the new gain of coming to Africa has been to reexperience imaginatively this break in continuity as well to gain an appreciation for the peoples and cultures who remained on the African side of the historical divide. The veil of mystery has been removed and Africans are no longer faceless peoples. They have emerged as individuals who may be kind of cruel, honest or thievish, industrious or lazy, arrogant or gentle, as the case may be. And in this knowledge of real people, lingering ghosts of the past have been exorcised. I can face all the contradictions of my American background without ambivalence and return to my country with renewed determination to claim my heritage. 

