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The House of Slaves on the Island of Gorée, off the coast of Senegal, is an important historical site in the history of the transatlantic slave trade. The home has come to represent the crimes performed against African people during the slave trade era, and it acts as a reminder of the tragedies that transpired during the time. It was listed under the world’s heritage list by UNESCO in 1978, as it is recognised as one that hold many histories and difficult heritage to its existence[footnoteRef:1]. According to Sharon Macdonald, ‘difficult Heritage’ is defined as “the concerns with histories and pasts that do not easily fit with self-identities of the groups of whose pasts or histories they are part”[footnoteRef:2]. In other words, it is the distressing history of places that do not have the kind of heroic name attached to it. The House of Slaves: Island of Goree, is popularly known for being used as the gateway to the Atlantic coast, for the movement of African slave trade. Slave trade in simple terms, can be described as the transporting or moving, and selling of enslaved human beings. According to (spring 2014), the African slave trade has been described as “the largest forced migration in history”. Majority of these migration is said to have taken place in the Senegambia region which hold the Island of Goree. The island however, holds lots of meaning to it as it brings out lots of “cultural, belonging, and placemaking reclaimed from the enduring culture trauma of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade.” Difficult heritage is also being shown through this memorial as it relates to having significant impacts on black people around the world. This essay would focus on the historical background of the House of Slaves: Island of Goree, the significance, how it has become a symbol of difficult heritage, and the ways in which it may or may not be re-considered and re-negotiated.  [1:  UNESCO, Island of Goree, The World Heritage Convention (Paris: World heritage centre, 1992) ]  [2:  Sharon Macdonald, Museums, education and ‘difficult’ heritage. An Introduction. Museumedu Journal, no 6. (Greece: University of Thessaly Museum Education and Research Labortory,2018) p.1] 

The Island of Goree is a small island that is located off the coast of Senegal, opposite Dakar. It was first owned by the Dutch in the 1500’s, who were said to have given the island its name and was well known for its ‘good harbour’. Due to the fact that the island, at that time was filled with fishermen, it was used for docking of ships and goat herders. The island was later established in 1638 by the French using it as a mean for slave trading. Goree’s involvement with slavery ended between the years 1803 – 1815 after the Napoleonic war that took place. Subsequently, Senegal managed to gain its independence in 1960 before falling under the French rule. Goree is covered with over 39 colourful slaves’ houses, that was built from clay and timbers during different times by wealthy slave traders, and the famous House of Slaves masters. The Goree island was known for being the largest slave trading of the African people, shipping slaves to the Caribbean, America and to Europe in small ships packed like sardine. Furthermore, the island was once considered as the last stop for African men, women and children who would have turned into slaves during their time, or scummed to their death[footnoteRef:3]. The House of Slaves also known as the Maison des Esclaves, is small a museum, and memorial located on the island of Goree. This house was constructed in 1786 by a wealthy French lady named Anna Colas P’epin to be used as the home for the African slaves. It was later established as a museum in 1962 in remembrance of the African people who passed through this island as slaves. The house was also known as the ‘Door of no return’, due to the fact that slaves were taken through this door as a representation of their finial journey, and loaded onto different ships to be transported across the Atlantic, never to return to their homeland[footnoteRef:4]. According to statistics, over 26,000 slaves passed through the island and lived within these houses, before slavery was abolished in the 19th century. These slaves were brought into the island, from various parts of Africa to work on plantations, sugar, the picking of cotton, and coffee plantations. On the island African men, women and children were able to work. The women were able to engage in domestic work while the men were allowed to do outdoor jobs, some unfortunately ended up dead and the children were placed into a small room by themselves until they were of age to partake in jobs and be sold into slavery. The houses were like a prison to the slaves. Each house had a door that was facing the sea and was considered as one where they would be thrown into the ocean to die. The French slave masters, built slave stations to prevent them from escaping the island and were beaten and thrown at the lower lever if they disobeyed their master. The slaves were sectioned into different cells according to their age, genders and levels except for the kids. The first floor was considered as the living area for the slave masters while the ground floor held the slaves who were of great potential and ready to be sold to various slave masters[footnoteRef:5]. Their living conditions were unthinkable as they were kept in small, dark rooms that had no ventilation or windows, chained to the walls and floor to each other for three months, preventing them from moving or trying to escape. They were provided with little to no water, they were given one meal per day and there were no bathrooms in the cell, so they were only allowed to use the restroom once per day. The rooms were unsanitary as slaves would urinate and defecate in that same space causing lots of diseases to be even more rampant. If a slave happened to become sick, he would be taken from the cell and thrown into the sea by the slave master to prevent the spread of any diseases.  [3:  The Insighters, Goree Island Door of No Return Mysterious Tales, Paris: (Video), 2020]  [4:  Thomas A. Wikle and Dale R. Lightfoot, Landscapes of the Slave Trade in Senegal and The Gambia, (Wiley Blackwell, 2014) p.21]  [5:  UNESCO, The House of slaves: Island of Goree (video) 1978] 

The House of Slaves being used as a museum and memorial is significant, because, firstly, the building itself acts as a physical representation of the inhumanity, and conditions of what the slaves were forced to endure. It painted itself as one that can be used to help preserve the cultural memory of the black diaspora. Some of the cells in the building, mainly consisted of the tools used during slavery; tools such as chains, weights, and shackles. The graphics on the walls that were drawn by slaves themselves and the date and weight of man whenever they were being shipped off the island by their slave masters[footnoteRef:6]. The building identifies the roles of the island, and how it was used in the transporting of the slaves acknowledging that the island was identified as the gateway for the movement of slaves. It acts as a concrete reminder of the horrors inflicted on African people throughout the transatlantic slave trade period. The house depicts the fortitude and endurance of the enslaved people who were forced to endure such horrific conditions, and it is a tribute to the durability of the human spirit.  [6:  UNESCO, The House of slaves: Island of Goree (video) 1978] 

Secondly, this museum is significant because it may be used to explain why a lot of regulations and status requirements exist in modern times. Under slavery, women were only permitted to participate in domestic work or softer labour, such as child care and housekeeping, while males were required to work in fields and on lands. They were obliged to work these tasks in order to survive. The preservation of the House of Slaves, is critical in ensuring that future generations realise the atrocities committed during the transatlantic slave trade, and seek to create a world free of injustice and discrimination. In addition, it would help people to understand the history, and roles of the slave masters who were in power at that time, in moving slaves around and closer to their death. 
Thirdly, the House of Slaves is significant because the house gained its recognition and became a pilgrimage for the African people. The African people normally go there to honour, pay their respect and reflect upon the legacy of slavery of their ancestors. It has become an educational site where tour guides would educate tourists about the history of the slave trade and the conditions that prevailed at the time, giving them a true sense of the past[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  Dalla Male’ Forfana, Senegal, The African Slave Trade, and the Door of No Return: Giving Witness to Gorée Island (Canada: Humanities, 2020)] 

	The House of Slaves is regarded as one of the most important sites where harsh legacy still has an influence on people today. The difficult heritage of the House of Slaves, represents the crimes that took place during the slave trade, leaving a tough background on its name. The building symbolizes the millions of Africans, who were removed from their homes leaving their families behind, shipped across the Atlantic’s without knowing where they were going, and sold to many different slave traders into slavery. It represents the harsh living conditions, the physical, and mental abused these individuals were forced into. After slavery was abolished on the island, people had forgotten about the house and abandoned it. However, in the 20th century, attempts were made to restore the building and transformed it into an educational and historical site. Today, the house of slaves is still being used as a museum, and a popular tourist attraction to showcase a symbol of the ‘cultural memory’ and origins of the black diaspora. This museum differs from other museums in a way that it is not consisted of many displays of artefacts. It does not contain artefacts that has access to a storyline on display, but rather can be seen by the instruments left behind by the slaves and slave masters; the spaces of the rooms act as witness of the horrors that took place, weights used to trap slaves, ‘the door of no return’, writings and building materials used through every passageway during those time. One of the monuments that lies on the island is the statue of Coveles. This is a statue of two slaves that was made in 1999 by a group of descendant slaves from Guadeloupe, as a representation of them rejoicing for their freedom from the Europeans, Dutch and the British and to show their appreciation to their forefathers who passed through the island. These act as a witness to reality and the stories told by our fore parent. The rooms also display many different pieces of art work and stories that were left by our ancestors so that visitors can have a closer and more realistic understanding of what happened. I believe that the difficult heritage of the House of Slaves does not only affect the historical concept of the island and the past, but tackles the social, economic and political effects of the African societies and the future. This is evident by the way in which black people are being attacked in society today, from racism, to the economic inequality, social injustice, being fearful of the outcome of their own decision whilst fighting for the recognition that they deserve. This also created a culture of exploitation against black and white people and is still presently affecting the world.
This museum is chosen as one that provides the dark history of Africans experience during slavery, providing crystal-clear image of the suffering, sweat, blood and tears black people suffered before gaining their independence and becoming free from slavery. The painful memories of the Atlantic slave trade are embodied on the House of Slaves: Island of Goree and has drawn attention to many people around the world, including world leaders and celebrities to learn about the inhumanity of slavery. According to UNESCO over 200,000 visitors visit the island per year through the museum. Many of these visitors are people from the African background who would like to see at first-hand what their ancestors went through and left behind. As it stands, I am of the opinion that nothing should be done to change or reconstruct this building and island. It is a true representation of the home of slavery, there is real life and strong meaning behind of this island. It is not just a museum, it is a symbolization of the struggle Africans had in order to fight against slavery and gain their freedom, equality and justice. It helps to broadened discussions regarding Black expressions of their ancestral history, and it allows visitors to have that experience of putting themselves in the position of those slaves. For example, in order to get to this island, one has to catch a ferry from Dakar to the island which is 20 minutes away. This can be used as a symbolization of how the slaves were transported. It would help tourists to see and feel what it felt like to move across that stream, being trapped and not allowed to go anywhere, as the tour guides would refer to it as “the of crossing a time barrier”. Upon their arrival, they would see all the carvings, feel what it felt like to be in an enclosed area with no escaping especially if you are not a swimmer[footnoteRef:8]. In addition, the island does not have any roads that can accommodate private automobiles, as it was not a part of the island in the late 1500’s. The people of the island wants to make sure that the island is well preserved and protected at all cost necessary. As Taneshia Albert rightfully said, “tearing down the architectural monument that are traumatic opens the possibility of repeating the action that happened in those spaces.”[footnoteRef:9] Having this museum alive, would help to show the difference in celebrating someone for what they have done and remembering them for their achievement. In this case, the museum is used to show remembrance of the Black ancestors than to celebrate what was done to African slaves during that time. In addition, there are over 1000 people living on the island who depends heavily on tourism. They would make crafts, keyrings and anything possible that be sold as souvenirs in order to maintain a standard of living.  The House of Slaves has also had an impact on Senegal's political and cultural history. The museum has come to represent Senegal's struggle for independence as well as its commitment to human rights. In addition, the museum has also influenced a new generation of Senegalese artists and authors, who have drawn inspiration for their work from the House of Slaves.  [8:  Roger Atwood, Senegal’s Forgotten Slaves (Archaeology, 2012)]  [9:  Taneshia W. Albert, Through the House of Slaves: A memorial to the origins of the Black diaspora (USA: Lindsay Tan: 2021)] 

One of the key grounds of disagreement in the House of Slaves, is the historical veracity of its narrative. Some historians claim that the house does not accurately portray the slave trade because it focuses entirely on the experiences of the slaves, who passed through its doors and does not explore the larger economic and social conditions of the slave trade[footnoteRef:10]. They further claim that the house has been romanticised as a symbol of African resistance to slavery, even though it was only one of many slave dwellings along the African coast. To address this concern, various recommendations for renegotiating and reconsidering the House of Slaves have been proposed. One method is to broaden the house's interpretation to encompass a broader historical context. This would entail including information regarding the slave trade's broader economic and social circumstances, as well as the role of African traders in the process. This would provide a deeper and more complex understanding of the slave trade and its legacy, helping to combat the idealised narrative that has developed around the House of Slaves[footnoteRef:11]. [10:  Adejunmobi, M, Reconsidering the House of Slaves: The Legacies of the Slave Trade in Contemporary Senegal (USA: African Studies Quarterly,2016)]  [11:  Cornelissen, Scarlett, Fantu Cheru, and Timothy M Shaw, Africa and International Relations in the 21st Century (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,2012)
] 

In conclusion, the House of Slaves: Island of Goree is a historic building that is located on the Island of Goree. The building was constructed in the 18th century and is now served as a museum reminding us of the power and brutality that happen during those years. The significance of this house is shown through the historical concept of the African people and the atrocities that were committed against them from their slave masters. The House of Slaves has a sad history, since it was a place of unfathomable agony and cruelty for those kept hostage within that house. Many enslaved Africans were separated from their families, forced to live in substandard circumstances, and subjected to physical and mental torture. This in itself, made the island stand out in its difficult heritage. Despite its harrowing background, the House of Slaves has become a place of remembering and a strong reminder of the endurance and courage of individuals who escaped slavery's atrocities. Hence the reason why I believe that it should remain untouched and remain to serve as an educational site for everyone. The House of Slaves is also a phenomenal example of difficult heritage as it represents the impact of slavery, and horrors on the world, but more on the African people.   Its sustained preservation and acknowledgement as a UNESCO World Heritage Site serve as a reminder of the necessity of remembering and learning from the past in order to create a better future for all. 
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