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Alessandra Benedicty-Kokken

The Ir/Replaceable and “Walking in the
Rays of a Beautiful Sun”: Dante Alighieri’s
and Aimé Césaire’s Deployments

of the Solar

In overthrowing me, you have cut down in Saint-Domingue only the trunk of the tree of
liberty. It will spring up again from the roots, for they are numerous and they are deep.
(Toussaint Louverture at the time of his imprisonment by Napoleon’s army, as cited by the
late Paul Farmer (1992: 163))

Introduction: Katabatic returns and the hubris
of replacement

Adopting a longue durée approach and drawing on etymology and translation, as
well as a certain critical account of how we have inherited current notions of the
human, the present chapter works through the notion of replacement in conver-
sation with two poets whose lives are separated by centuries — Dante Alighieri
(1265-1321) and Aimé Césaire (1913-2008). Contextualizing this longue durée ap-
proach means laying out the variables of what scholar, poet, and writer Jason
Allen-Paisant articulates as “the complicity of Christian ethics in the imperial his-
tory of the West” (Allen-Paisant 2021: 670) and considering how this complicity
has itself informed and generated the concept of replacement.!

A longue durée approach affords a critical lens of analysis that thinks through
Christianity — and notably Christendom (Slabodsky 2018: 216) — as a doctrine of re-
placement. Within this purview, Dante and Césaire’s long poems stand as end-of-
the-world narratives. Dante’s katabatic structure announcing a break with the
pagan ethos of co-existence and presaging the emergence of replacement as an im-
perial logic, while Césaire’s deploys katabasis to perform a complex reckoning with
the world to which Dante’s poem turns. Thus, while La Divina Commedia [Divine

1 This article is dedicated to Aliko Songolo and Wayne Modest, who have taught me to engage in
rigorous longue durée work. This article takes place thanks to, and inspired by, Jason Allen-
Paisant, El Mehdi Ait Oukhzame, Niall Martin and Alex Gil Fuentes’s multilayered work, which
has inspired me and to which I am grateful. I am specially indebted to Eline de Jong for her sup-
port, and to Agnes Andeweg for inviting me to engage with Dante and Césaire together.
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Comedy] (written circa 1308-1320) works through the three spheres — Inferno, Pur-
gatory, and Paradise — Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays natal [Notebook of a
Return to My Native Land] (written between 1935-1938)* engages this movement
towards the narrator’s self-realization, when in the invocation of the first-person
narrator’s exit from Europe — “Au sortir de UEurope” [On the way out of Europe]
(Césaire 1983: 34), the narrator echoes Dante’s first-person narrator’s egress from
Inferno (Canto XXXIV). For both Dante and Césaire, moving from where they have
been, revisiting their experiences critically, and especially judging these experien-
ces and those they meet — especially in Inferno (for Dante) and “Europe” (for Cés-
aire) — means engaging with the sensibilities of replacement evident in the moral
judgement of those responsible for the social turpitude informing their world.?

Those appreciations can be traced through etymologies of the word replace-
ment — and their equivalencies in Dutch, French, and Italian, which draw atten-
tion not only to how conquering as thinking is at some level linked in constructing
the modern subject (Dussel 2013; Grosfoguel 2013; Jackson 2020), but also how
they are undergirded by a gesture of moral righteousness or rectitude. Césaire
calls out an entire system of European thought, when in Notebook, just before
“leaving Europe,” his narrator asks:

Commencer quoi?
La seule chose au monde qu’il vaille la peine de commencer:
La Fin du monde parbleu.

(Césaire 1983: 32)

[Start what?

The only thing in the world worth starting:
The End of the world, for Heaven’s sake
(Césaire, trans. Rosello and Pritchard 1995: 99)]

2 The poem was published in 1939, and with revisions in a 1956-1957 version published by Prés-
ence Africaine, from which I quote from the French. In the English, my choice of quotation is
guided by how the translation works in my reading of Césaire in the present article. As such, I
quote from: Alex Gil Fuentes and Kaiama L. Glover, English translation of Cahier, published as
“Our Collective Notebook” (2019); however, the Gil Fuentes and Glover version translates the ear-
liest typescript (1939). Since I work with a later 1956 version of Césaire’s, in which he has added
text, I also quote from both Reij Mireille Rosello and Annie Pritchard’s 1995 English translation,
as well as the late Clayton Eshleman and late Annette Smith’s 2001 translation. Nota Bene: Gil
Fuentes and Glover’s collective translation among Africana scholars, in 2019 chooses to translate
“négre” as “Negro,” making a shift from previous English translations.

3 Allen-Paisant has noted that Dante was a consciously present influence in Césaire’s work:
“Thanks to Léopold [Sédar] Senghor, we know that Césaire was an avid reader of Dante” (Allen-
Paisant 2017: 3). David M. Black (2017) and Alberto Manguel (2015) write of the turbulent times to
which Dante’s Commedia responds.
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It is the presumption involved in beginning anew, which informs this chapter’s
reflections on replacement. Replacement itself is predicated on at least two varia-
bles: who and what came before and who and what substitutes it. Furthermore,
since this chapter aims to pull out the nuances between replacement and substi-
tution, and consider how they thwart any possibility for full replaceability, laying
out the basic diegetic premises of Dante and Césaire’s long poems in relationship
to the notion of substitution is worthwhile. In Dante, Beatrice replaces Virgil, and
in so doing Dante abandons pagan thought for a messianic cosmogony. What is at
stake in this substitution, however, is the question whether or not Dante is in fact
espousing Christianity — or a certain anti-establishment version of it — even as he
writes in direct opposition to the papacy?* Or whether perhaps, he surreptitiously
announces the dawn of European enlightenment thought, espousing a certain
Christian-informed sense of reason, whereby Christianity becomes the precursor
to a “secular modern” sensibility, whose religious antecedents Western thought
struggles to accept (Fernando 2017)? Critical within these substitutions then, is
whether this working-through of his guides’ collective pedagogy can be under-
stood as replacement? If so, then Dante’s narrator may be thought of as replacing
not only Virgil and Beatrice, but also as taking on the pretention of at least being
like God; even if, being like precludes full replaceability.

In regard to Césaire, the tension of replaceability is manifest in the Note-
book’s iteration — or “coining” — of the term négritude, subsequently taken up as
the focus of a “popularizing” movement which saw in the concept “an unfounded

4 At the time Dante wrote his masterpiece, the potential of man to master the world about him
was still a burgeoning idea, yet one whose destructive potential Césaire’s poem theorized centu-
ries later. “Anecdotally, Césaire writes his poem while at a friend’s house in what was then Yugo-
slavia [Croatia]. When he asked about the island, his friend told him that it was ‘Martinska’ [. . .]
Exile was illusory, Martinique was always present” (Rosello 1995: 30).

The very circumstance of Césaire in the Adriatic beckons a more serious discussion of how
the human as category of analysis forces a more rigorous thinking about types of slavery. Per-
haps even more troubling is that Dante situates the present of the Divine Comedy in 1300,
the year that Pope Boniface VIII (Manguel 2015: 16-17) announced the first Papal Jubilee (Inferno,
Canto XVIII 28-33; Moran Cruz 2004), a year of accountability (punishment of sins, but also the
remission of sins). While the first papal Jubilee took place in 1300, the concept of jubilee harkens
back to an agricultural legend/tradition related to both land and enslaved persons. That is, in
Hebrew tradition, every seven years farmers were obligated to let at least one seventh of their
land lay fallow, and every forty-nineth year — after seven cycles of seven years — the land was
possibly sold to another owner and/or those who worked in the service of debt slavery were
given a respite, and supposed to be set free and/or returned to their own land. That is, in the
context of debates about the Old Testament’s accounting of the Jubilee, the land belonged ulti-
mately to God and those who served it, served God, as such debt slavery was justified as a means
of offering the poor a means to work their way out of their poverty (Harbin 2012; Sanders 2020).
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essentialism” (Diagne 2018), which at some level may be understood as an imagin-
ing of Negritude (as a movement), as an opting-out of Euro-informed structures,
and as such as replacing them. Despite the subsequent fortunes of the notion of
négritude, as philosopher Souleymane Bachir Diagne notes, Césaire’s own deploy-
ment of the term in Notebook engages a far more complex understanding of the
inevitability of the heritages of the colonial. When Césaire’s narrator invokes né-
gritude, he in fact refers to the notion of replacement as the layering of the past
into the present, whereby consciousness means keeping present that which came
before. His first-person narrator writes:

ma négritude n’est ni une tour ni une cathédrale

elle plonge dans la chair rouge du sol

elle plonge dans la chair ardente du ciel

elle troue 'accablement opaque de sa droite patience
(Césaire 1983: 47)

[my Negritude is neither a tower nor a cathedral

it dives into the red flesh of the ground

it plunges into the fiery flesh of the sky

it pierces the opaque dejection of her righteous patience.
(Césaire, trans. Glover and Gil Fuentes 2019)

The notion of replacement as substitution — as that which stands in the place of an-
other betrays the complexities of what it means to “dive,” “plunge” or “pierce” into
that which already exists. Does the narrator here invoke a knife that kills or a full
immersion, a sort of intrusion into the world, a permeation that makes possible his
becoming one with it? In a counter movement from Dante’s narrator who abhsorbs
his guides’ wisdom, Césaire’s narrator permeates the earth. To get a fuller sense of
what is at stake in this revision of the katabatic narrative,> however, it is necessary
to dwell for a moment on the theological nuances of Dante’s turn towards the sun.

In Christian theology, scholars have noted that the notion of Christ’s descent into
the underworld predates the sense of hell that we understand today (D’Costa 2009;
Emerson 2019). That is the narrative of katabasis is one that ascribes certain possibili-
ties to the human subject obscured by subsequent developments in Christianity.
Firstly, it imagines Christ as vulnerable and susceptible to sin, and as such capable of
critically reflecting on the sins of the past, keeping present an analytical capacity to
determine what sin is, and is not, in any given historical context. Second, when nar-

5 Allen-Paisant’s comparison of Dante’s and Césaire’s deployment of the katabatic narrative fo-
cuses on the sea, “routes and passages,” and the “principle of the abyss” (Allen-Paisant 2017: 5, 9)
as a means of articulating a “new humanity” (Ibid., 8).
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ratives of Christ still recounted his descent to the underworld, questions of how he
manifested — as flesh? as spirit? as (non)divine spirit? (Emerson 2019: 279) — were the
subject of heated debate around what is still referred to as Nestorianism. If he was
pure, then how could he descend into the underworld and be exposed to such sin?
Eventually the very pretexts that made Christ’s katabatic journey possible were ren-
dered heretic in the fifth century and taken up again by Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)
in the generation that preceded Dante’s own writing. As such, Dante’s deployment of
the katabatic narrative actively mobilizes Aquinas’s rejection of Nestorianism’s belief
that Christ’s component parts could mobilize separately one from the other. After
Aquinas, katabasis and the conception of the component parts of personhood as non-
united come to represent an anathematic pretense to replace God.

By juxtaposing early Christian katabatic narratives with Dante’s and Césaire’s
deployments of katabasis, it becomes apparent then, that the late Renaissance
marks an epochal moment in the history of replacement, wherein Christ is no lon-
ger one among several wise beings, but becomes the human figure to save hu-
manity, marking the break between Christianity as one religion among many,
and Christendom as a hegemonic power in the world, which continues to affect
how all three Mediterranean religions — Christianity, Islam and Judaism — shape
their policies, losing sight of their own philosophical origins for a logic of Chris-
tendom (as opposed to Christianity), whereby “Christendom” represents “the sal-
vific character of the religious/secular Christian colonial irredentism” (Slabodsky
2018: 216),° or as previously noted, what Allen-Paisant articulates as “the complic-
ity of Christian ethics in the imperial history of the West” (Allen-Paisant 2021:
670). Ultimately what the katabatic journey affords Dante is his ability to engage

6 Decolonial Judaism scholar Santiago Slabodsky in his essay on Palestine. . . It Is Something Co-
lonial (2016) by Hatem Bazian, a scholar of religion and Islamic law, reiterates the notion that
Christendom is predicated on exclusivity, and in so doing, ushers in the notion of replaceability:

Since the medieval times when Christians lost the “Holy Land,” there has been a permanent
irredentist framework that presumes the truth of Christendom, its triumphalism, would be
challenged by not owning the ancestral land. The Crusades, the attempts to weaken the Ot-
toman Empire in the modern period, the actual occupation by colonial forces and the sup-
port for the establishment of a Jewish state in the first half of the twentieth century are
integral parts of this irredentism. But Bazian is far from being alone. Here he is joined by a
variety of Jewish critics of Zionism who agree on a harsh paradox. [. . .] Paradoxically, the
political Zionist idea that the only solution for Jews is to flee to Palestine re-affirmed and
left intact European anti-Semitism and its racism. (Slabodsky 2018: 213-214)

Moreover, the early cosmopolitanism that informed the holy land, and more generally the Medi-
terranean, a cosmopolitanism shared by all three “world religions” (Fernando 2017) is one that reli-
gious historian Daniel Boyarin (2018) argues functions thanks to the absence of “religion” as a critical
category of difference, a term which itself he argues is a product of modern European discourse.
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with the great unbaptized thinkers of Roman thought, notably Virgil, and to de-
cide for himself as regards the sins of his forefathers.” If Césaire also brings back
the katabatic narrative, it is because the Notebook’s movement towards Africana-
informed ancestral wisdom (Césaire 1983: 44) makes possible a notion of being-
hood according to a Vodouyizan thought system, one which shares the prosopic
division of the body’s elements with early Nestorian conceptions of Christ’s per-
sonhood (D’Costa 2009), whereby the various parts of a person’s personhood can
be divided off and function independently.?

Ultimately, the katabatic, as Allen-Paisant has argued, makes possible a deep
reflection on relationality (Allen-Paisant 2017). In thinking post-Nestorian Christian-
ity, Christ’s katabatic narrative is suppressed if not replaced by the story of the cru-
cifixion (D’Costa 2009; Brotherton 2016; Emerson 2019), for the simple reason that
the katabatic narrative exposes the person to sin — allowing them the possibility of
adjudicating for themselves what is and is not sinful, while the narrative of cruci-
fixion supposedly saves Christians from “original sin” (D’Costa 2009: 148), and in so
doing confiscates their free will to reason for themselves as to what is and is not
sinful. It is this crucial immunity from sin that makes the colonial hubris and the
monstrosity of modern slavery possible, producing what Africana scholar Kaiama
L. Glover refers to as “benign denials” (Glover 2017), or what Katherine McKittrick,
professor of gender studies and a specialist in philosopher Sylvia Wynter’s work,
espouses as a Western necessity to systematically demonize those who are not
quite as Christianized as the European colonials (McKittrick 2006). To replace the
katabatic journey as a means of moral wisdom-making means saving Christians
from sin, and once they are saved from sin, any version of Christianity renders al-

7 In terms of Dante’s own adjudication of sin, see analyses of T.S. Eliot’s commentary on Dante’s
Canto XV in “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1920), as well as William Burgwinkle (2004) on
sodomy and homoeroticism in Dante, and a more general meditation on the use of ambiguity by
Dante in thinking through sin (P. M. Mehtonen and Jaana Vaahtera 2015).

8 Césaire’s poetry, and his reflection on thinking among philosophical systems, his ability to
manage this in-betweenness with subtlety, which makes his work so compelling to audiences,
whether in the “surrealist mode” (Allen-Paisant 2017: 2) or the “logic of the quimboiseur” [logique
du quimboiseur] (Malela 2016: 419), which Aimé and Suzanne Césaire theatrically presented in
Aurore de la liberté in 1952. The play is an adaptation of Lafcadio Hearn’s novel Youma, the Story
of a West-Indian Slave (1889), commemorating the “successful antislavery insurrection of May 22,
1848 in Martinique” (Noél-Ferdinand 2020: abstract). The threat to Christianity as noted in the
many witchcraft trials that took place in Europe and the Americas through the end of the 1600s
is of course that a malevolent being can control parts of a being’s constitutive parts (supposed
malevolent uses of Vodou; Loudun possession 1634; Salem witchcraft 1692-1693), but the poten-
tial of what Kyrah Malika Daniels names a “multi-soul complex” (Daniels 2022: 359) is that per-
sonhood is understood as part and parcel of the great universe (i.e. ‘nature’; the environment; a
general collective soul (i.e. Bondye) (Castor 1998; Benedicty-Kokken 2015).
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most any act — including the justification of slavery through the logic of race — “be-
nign” (Glover 2017).

One corollary of the contexts that inform this chapter’s inquiry that I am
thinking through here, is that no level of repressive violence can bring about a
complete replacement. Or, in simpler terms, even if the project of the colonial
and its neocolonial (as neoliberal) afterlives have asserted their dominance, they
have failed to replace the alternative humanisms that predated European colo-
nialism and also adapted in relationship to them. For Madeleine Dobie, a French
studies scholar of eighteenth-century colonial history, the European enlighten-
ment® took place with a certain consciousness of “slavery hovering in the air”
(Dobie 2010: 188). For Dobie, as for many more scholars (Trouillot 2003; Gikandi
2011), the European enlightenment worked to downplay and later “disavow”
(Fischer 2004) the role of Abya Yala-Americas-based slavery in propping up the
structures of European modernity. It is this disavowal, which in the past centuries
in “Western” humanist thought was predicated on a sense of being “good,” which
has amounted — for many (those whom Caribbeanist and gender theorist Gloria
WekKker refers to as possessing “white innocence” (Wekker 2016)) — to a radical
forgetting of the role of colonialism and slavery in buttressing the European proj-
ect. Otherwise stated, the afterlives of such eschewal manifest as a “smug igno-
rance” (Essed and Hoving 2016) making it difficult to face and address the
“aftermaths” (Modest 2017) of what is the extreme violence of the colonial project.
These are hard realities to encounter, but as Wayne Modest and Wendeline
Flores, the curators of the recent semi-permanent Amsterdam-based exhibit Our
Colonial Inheritance remind us, this disavowal is a crucial part of our inheritance,
and of engaging with what it means to take account of what the past has paid
forward to us. It is then in this messy, painful, and violent space of disavowal and
eschewal, that I wish to situate the question of replacement.

9 From the outset, I define my use of two terms: the Enlightenment and the human. The notion of
a single Enlightenment that originates in, and emanates from, Europe has been questioned by
countless scholars, and here I cite in particular Dobie, who argues against the usage of the “En-
lightenment” with a the capital letter ‘E’, as she understands various enlightenments taking place
throughout the world, among them: the Jewish enlightenment (1770-1880s), the radical enlighten-
ment, as pertaining to Spinoza’s writing and its influence (Israel 2001) and also the Haitian revo-
lutionaries, or in C.L.R. James’s terms the “Black Jacobins” (James 1938; Nesbitt 2013; Forsdick and
Hggsbjerg 2017; Douglass 2019), as well as the Medievalist enlightenment (Montoya 2013). This
chapter also works with contemporary Africana thought, and its necessary engagement with dec-
ades-long research that engages the relationship between the hegemonic proverbial “West” and
especially the theoretical urgency to “theoriz[e] formal issues of black aesthetics and how they
play out in the historical events that produced antiblack racism,” which for philosopher Lewis
R. Gordon “is a difficult undertaking” (Gordon 2017: 21).
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Etymologies of replacement

To better make sense of how replacement as a condition of being shapes an entire
European sensibility to being in the world, it is instructive to examine the etymol-
ogies of the term and its ambiguities in several European languages, viz:

remplacer (French) - “Etymology and History 1. 1606 “to put (a thing) in the place of an-
other” [. . .]; 1607 “to put back in its place” [. . .]; 2. 1611 “to put in the place of another per-
son, another object” [. . .]; 1709 “succeed someone in a job” [. . .]; 1792 “to perform the
military service imposed by the law for someone else” [. . .] Formed from the re-* and the
I’a. verb emplacier « to put into place » (emplacement*).”*°

Replacer (French) — “Remettre a sa place ou a une nouvelle place. Synon. Reposer, remettre

en place*. [. . .] Etymol. Et Hist. 1. 1669 « remettre quelqu’un ou quelque chose a sa
»11

place »

replace (English) — “1590s, “to restore to a previous place or position,” from re- “back,
again” + place (v.). Meaning “to take the place of” is recorded from 1753; that of “to fill the
place of (with something else)” is from 1765.”

Rimpiazzare (Italian) — “from the fr. REMPLACER [. . .] to substitute [surrogate], to ex-
change [. . ]

Sostituire (Italian) — “late 14c, substitucion [. . .] “a putting in place of another, place under
or next to, present, submit,” from sub “under” [. . .] + statuere “set up” (from PIE root *sta- “to
stand, make or be firm,” with derivative meaning “place or thing that is standing”).”**

10 The original text from Trésor de la Langue Frangaise Informatisée is:

Etymol. et Hist. 1. 1606 « mettre (une chose) & une autre place » (NICOT); 1607 « remettre en
place » (VAUQUELIN,Sat., A Thiard ds HUG.); 2. 1611 « mettre a la place d’une autre per-
sonne, d’un autre objet » (COTGR.); 1709 « succéder a quelqu'un dans un emploi » (LES-
AGE, Turcaret, 11, 8 ds LITTRE); 1792 « faire & la place de quelqu’un le temps de service
militaire imposé par la loi » (Rapport de Pache du 25 oct. ds BRUNOT t. 9, p. 944); 1835 «
remplir de fagcon passagére les fonctions de quelqu’un » (Ac.); 3. 1616 « tenir lieu d’un objet,
d’'une personne » (CRESPIN); 4. 1679 « faire un placement nouveau d’un capital » (RICH.).
Formé de re-* et de I'a. verbe emplacier « mettre en place » (emplacement*).]

11 The original text from Trésor de la Langue Frangaise Informatisée is: “replacer (French) — Re-

mettre & sa place ou & une nouvelle place. Synon. reposer, remettre en place*. [. . .] Etymol. et

Hist. 1. 1669 « remettre quelqu’un ou quelque chose a sa place ».”

12 From the original Italian from the Vocabolario Etimologico della Lingua Italiana di Ottorino

Pianigiani: “dal fr. REMPLACER [. . .] surrogare, scambiare.”

13 For the word substitute, which is the most common term to designate the notion of replace-

ment in Italian, the English etymology from the Online Etymology Dictionary is almost identical

to that of the Vocabolario Etimologico della Lingua Italiana di Ottorino Pianigiani.
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Vervangen (Dutch) “to take the place of” — Derivation with the prefix ver- (sub a) of the
verb. To catch ‘get’, in the Middle Dutch [1100-1500] also vaen [. . .] replacement is therefore
original. ‘get under one’s power, receive’ and from that also ‘get within one’s protection,
receive, support’. From the meaning ‘to support someone, to stand up for someone, to act
for someone in court, to take the place of, meaning ‘to take the place of could arise.*

To consider the critical category of replacement — and especially its etymology — is
to keep present a double movement: one in which the thing or person which has
replaced the other is assumed, or expected to eventually — or at least potentially —
be moved back (re-placed, as in placed back again) into its original role or loca-
tion. The above etymological definitions illustrate this twin move, making clear
that the French indicates two separate, yet almost identical, words: remplacer,
which designates the act of substitution and replacer, which denotes the act of
restoring, putting back into place. For its part, the English etymology of the word
replace folds these two French words into each other, producing the deferral of
meaning Jacques Derrida so cherished in his philosophical analyses of words and
their spectrally insistent etymological path-making.

As noted in the introduction, the question of spectrality as related to replace-
ment becomes even more apparent when considering how the concept of replace-
ment is a contradictory one, even within the context of the assumed similarities
that bind the so-called romance languages to each other. For example, while both
the Italian and Spanish do use the word rimpiazzare (It.) and reemplazar (Sp.) —
which both derive from the French remplacer, their etymology emphasizes a
sense of “surrogate” or “exchange” (“rimpiazzare”), both of which keep present
the idea that the one displaced looms present. In Portuguese, the word replace is
translated as both “put back” — that is repor or devolver, and as “take the place
of” — that is substituir (“replace”). In the Indo-European Germanic family, the
Dutch vervangen asserts a moral imperative, whereby the person replacing the
other offers “support,” and even “protection” to the one being replaced. In Dutch,
the question of replacement becomes moral, whereby a certain duty arises. More-
over, especially the Dutch and French etymologies invoke a notion of legal self-
hood, where in the French version, in the case of military service, the question of
moral personhood is taken up as one invoked before the law. The matter of re-

14 My translation from the original Dutch from Etymologisch woordenboek van het Nederlands:
“de plaats innemen van’ [. . .] Afleiding met het voorvoegsel ver- (sub a) van het ww. vangen ‘pak-
ken, krijgen’, in het Middelnederlands ook vaen [. . .] vervangen is dus oorspr. ‘in zijn macht krij-
gen, opvangen’ en daaruit ook ‘binnen zijn bescherming krijgen, opvangen, steunen’. Uit de
betekenis ‘iemand steunen, voor iemand opkomen, voor iemand in rechte optreden, in de plaats
treden van’ kon de betekenis ‘de plaats innemen van’ ontstaan”.
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placing someone to carry out another’s military service invokes the former’s sup-
posed incapacity to serve, as well as the law’s ability to adjudicate over who is
(and who is not) capable of the service.

From this account of the connotations and etymologies of replacement, I empha-
size two characteristics relevant to the present discussion of Dante’s and Césaire’s
writing. First, the question of morality, as bound to personhood, and eventually legal
personhood; and second, a tension between replacement and re-placing, whereby
that which has been moved in the act of replacement, can/should/might return to its
(quasi-)original place. And since this chapter deals in the colonial, it is notable that
usage of the terms replacement and substitution increases in the centuries that follow
the expulsion of the Jews and Muslims from the Iberian Peninsula. Founding Decolo-
nial School scholars have noted, the Reconquista and the Inquisition are premised
on the notion that the Muslim Nasrid dynasty had ‘replaced’ Christianity. When
Queen Isabella I of Castille and King Ferdinand II established the Inquisition in 1478,
they did so with the idea that they were restoring Christianity to its rightful place,
and as such for them that any replacement was at best a temporary place-marker
for the supposedly original occupier of the given place. Sociologist Ramoén Grosfoguel
cites one of the founding Decolonial School scholars, the late Enrique Dussel:

Descartes’ “I think, therefore [ am” is preceded by 150 years of “I conquer, therefore I am.”
The ego conquiro is the condition of possibility of Descartes’s ego cogito. According to Dus-
sel, the arrogant and idolatric God-like pretention of Cartesian philosophy is coming from
the perspective of someone who thinks of himself as the center of the world because he has
already conquered the world. Who is this being? (Grosfoguel 2013: 77)

The Reconquista asserted the premise of the zero-sum, whereby replacement be-
came the means of advantaging the one replacing (Christendom) at the compara-
ble disadvantage of the ones replaced (Muslims, Jews, and those, even Christians,
benefitting from living together). Whether it is Dante’s ultimate abandonment of
Greek and Roman wisdom for an exclusionary relationship with Christianity (i.e.,
his leaving Virgil behind as his first-person narrator ascends into Paradise) or
Queen Isabella I's expulsion of Jews and Muslims, replacement presents itself as a
constant foil to the possibility of the cosmopolitan coexistence that Cordoba and
Granada have represented in a certain more inclusive imaginary of the continent
increasingly understood as “Europe.”

15 With special thanks to Flora Hastings for this footnote: Scholarship that both acknowledges
the cosmopolitanism among Christians, Jews and Muslims in Cordoba, Granada, and more gener-
ally the Mediterranean, see Works Cited for: Souleymane Bachir Diagne and notably his chapter
on Ibn Tufayl; Flora Hastings; Charles Hirschkind, Erica Lehrer; Gabriele Proglio; Mikaela
H. Rogozen-Soltar; and Ella Shohat’s crucial contributions over the decades.
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Regardless of one’s stance on the Decolonial School’s position, or scholarship
critiquing the nation-state’s ever more racialized regime of conceiving citizenship
and belonging, it is incontrovertible that the European enlightenment took place
simultaneously with colonialism and the translatlantic trade of enslaved persons
and the advent of the deployment of plantation slavery.'® While this article ar-
gues that a European impulse to replace (or universalize)"” those whom it con-
quers cannot but be partial, there is one notable form of replaceability that the
European enlightenment effected, which cannot easily be retracted: race, what
late historian of genocide Eric D. Weitz theorizes as a movement from variable
differences (notably religion) to “immutable” categories of being. As Weitz writes:

older environmental and cultural understandings of difference — the kind of understanding
that ancient Greeks and Hebrews had articulated — were overthrown with the newer con-
ception that difference was rooted in the body itself and constituted a definable essence, for
good or bad. (Weitz 2003: 24)

Weitz continues, “in the modern world, then, the ‘social death’ of slavery, the
complete dehumanization of slaves, became, for the first time, congruent with a
population seen to possess a particular skin color” (Weitz 2003: 25). As such, both
explicitly Decolonial, but also human rights historians such as Weitz, note that
modern race thinking began to take shape after 1492, with the Inquisition and ex-
pulsion of the Nasrid dynasty as precursors to modern race thinking, its immuta-
bility (Weitz 2003: 24), a gateway to what Africana scholar Zakiyyah Iman Jackson
notes, by the late 1700s, takes the form of the most obscene forms of control on
the part of Europeans over those they kidnap, enslave, and/or displace, a mastery
of the other-as-black, “whose limits are set merely by the tyrannies of will and

16 One of the questions implicit in this chapter’s discussion is that of slavery before and after
1478, the year in which King Ferdinand II of Aragon and Queen Isabella I of Castile established
the Inquisition and set out to ‘reconquer’ the Islamic strongholds on the Iberian peninsula, and
especially in 1492, a year that figures as iconic for it marks both Queen Isabel’s successful expul-
sion of the last Muslim stronghold in Spain — the Nasrid dynasty — from Granada on January 2,
1492, and her bestowal of “Privileges and Prerogatives” to Christopher Columbus for “discovering
and conquering the said Islands and Continent in the said ocean, or any of them.” I cite the Gro-
ningen University’s document, but this document only refers to “Their Catholic Majesties” (see
Works Cited, “Privileges and Prerogatives.” There also exists a document on the Yale University
Avalon site, in which they have translated the name Elizabeth for Isabella. With special thanks to
Drake Trezlen, Head of Digital Resources & Foreign and International Law Research Librarian at
Yale Law School, for confirming that the 1909 translation either made this mistake or translated
Isabella as Elizabeth.

17 See Manthia Diawara (2017) on Edouard Glissant’s distinction between mondialisation [global-
ization] and mondialité [worldmentality].
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imagination” (Jackson 2020: 72); that is, the “slave’s body is always subjected to
something else, to forms of domination that are in excess of forced labor” (Jack-
son 2020: 71). Ultimately, King Ferdinand II of Aragon and Queen Isabella I of Cas-
tile’s Reconquista exemplified the very premise of all three etymological notions
of replacement: re-placing — as in ‘putting’ the Muslims ‘back,” “re-placing” the
Nasrids to the African continent and replacing (as in substituting) Christianity
into the very locations that had once been ruled by the Nasrids from 1230-1492,
and which had in fact famously allowed a certain coexistence of the three reli-
gions; and finally, the moral imperative to Christianize and civilize those who are
“Savage,” rendered supposedly incapable of their own moral personhood. And as
such, replacement closes its teleological circle: replacement implies (re)conquer-
ing, and colonial replacement denotes (a clearly false) moral rectitude.

The importance of Dante’s and Césaire’s interest in the katabatic, is to help
break this teleological circle by intimating, in Dante’s case, what it might have been
to think from the Mediterranean before ‘Europe’ became a dominant presence on
the world stage and, in Césaire’s, after its “most obscene” refinements (Jackson
2020) of what curator Amal Alhaag describes as its paradigm-shifting technologies,
devastating, but still — even in all their power — unable to completely and fully re-
place any of the entities they have so sought to displace, annihilate and/or domi-
nate.'® To help emphasize this point I now turn to their respective approaches to
the sun and consider how this stellar body organizes their awareness of being-in-
the-world.

Dante’s “moving” of the sun in Paradise
Canto XXXIII and Césaire’s “desolate throng
under the sun” in Notebook

Part of this chapter’s gesture is to characterize the complexities of what it means
for an entire concept of being-in-the-world to be replaced by another sense of
being-in-the-world, but also to hold close the fact that any complete replacement is
ultimately impossible. I hope to forward this line of inquiry, firstly by attending to
the roles played respectively by the sun in their two poems — and, to anticipate my
argument, firstly by considering how Dante’s narrator’s relationship to the sun re-
flects a nascent hubris, setting the stage for the colonial project. In contrast, Ces-

18 Amal Alhaag articulates the concept of “techniques of the colonial” in “Extractive Labor and
the Indian Ocean” (2021).
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aire’s narrator’s rapport with the sun is imagined in all of its potentialities as both
oppressor and companion, and as the potentiality to what Edouard Glissant later
theorizes as opacity, as the “opaque” (Césaire 1983: 47)"° upon which Césaire con-
cludes his poem through the image of the “grand trou noir” (Césaire 1983: 65) [that
big black hole (Césaire, trans. Glover and Gil Fuentes 2019)]. More specifically,
I propose that the sun’s relationship to the first-person narrative voice of each
long poem shapes a feeling for how each author’s narrator, by the end of his
poem, comes to articulate itself across the long history of “the” European
“Enlightenment.”

To work through this line of thought I start with a close reading of the vari-
ous translations of certain key passages that address Dante’s relationship to the
light in Paradise Canto XXXIII, that is at some level, and certainly in the last verse
of the Divine Comedy, associated with the sun. My intention is to reveal how these
varying translations into English, reveal a vexed relationship of the “I” to the no-
tions of the divine, the sacred, and reason, and their imprecise relationships to
each other. This messy relationship between reason as an agent of the secular,
but also a facilitator of knowledge-as-sacred, informs this article’s tracing of what
it means for “Man” to be invested with the power of the sacred — whether its ori-
gin is a Godly sacredness, or a more secular fetishization of the power of reason
(Fernando 2017).

At the end of Dante’s Paradise Canto XXXIII, the first-person narrator ex-
presses his awe and desire to better understand an “eternal light” to which he
refers in the third person in his long second person address to “Vergine Madre.”
The editors’ gloss of Canto XXXIII explains that San Bernardino has invoked the
Virgin Mother so that “Dante possa contemplare la divina essenza” [Dante may
contemplate the divine essence] (Dante, ed. Fallani and Zennaro 2021, Paradiso
XXXIII, vv. 1-39, my translation). The editors explain: “Per intercessione di Maria,
il poeta ottiene di penetrare con la sua vista, gradatamente, nella luce di Dio”
[Thanks to Maria’s pleading, the poet gradually obtains visual access to the light
of God] (Ibid., vv. 40-84, my translation). By the end of Canto XXXIII, Dante has
fully possessed what might be understood as the “divine essence” to which he is
given access through Mother Mary. He jubilantly declares: “Oh quanto é corto il
dire e come fioco/ al mio concetto!” It is the troublesome translation of the stanza
in which this line appears that provokes this chapter’s present reading of Dante’s
ambivalent relationship to the sun.

19 Again, see Allen-Paisant (2017) for a Glissantian reading of the katabatic in Césaire’s poetry
and plays.



144 —— Alessandra Benedicty-Kokken

Beginning with the first-person narrator’s exclamation, the entire canto in
which this possessive gesture of “mio concetto” [my concept] is embedded reads
as follows,

Oh quanto é corto il dire e come fioco
al mio concetto! E questo, a quell ch’ i’ vidi,
¢ tanto, che non basta dicer “poco.”
Oh luce etterna che sola in te sidi,
sola intendi, e da te intelletta
e intendente te, ami e arridi!
(Dante, ed. Fallani and Zennaro 2021,
Paradiso XXXIII, v. 115-126, my
emphasis)

[Oh, how, to my conception, short and weak
is speech! And, this, to what I saw, is such
that it is not enough to call it small.
O Light Eternal, that alone dost dwell
within Thyself, alone dost understand
Thyself, and love and smile upon Thyself,
self-understanding and Self-understood!
(trans. Langdon)

Since the declaration of “my concept” takes place within a blurring of the identity
of the second person, the task of translation is particularly difficult. Is the second
person still the Virgin Mother, or rather the “eternal light” that he associates with
the “divine essence”? In deploying a vocabulary related to fire, Dante introduces
a slippage that allows him to compare his narrator’s “desire” to a “love” capable
of moving “the sun and the other stars.” Indeed, the original Italian emphasizes
the possessiveness of Dante’s narrator’s coming-to-awareness of his own capacity
to master the divine capacity to generate light-as-love, and so he places the first
exclamation mark just after “al mio concetto!” His gesture is to note how no aspi-
ration of his to take on the concept-generating light as “self-understanding” [intel-
letta] can ever match that of the divine. His awareness of being insufficient
before the divine is palpable in both the original and the translation. And yet, the
desire to act like the divine comes through both in these verses as well as in the
final verses of Paradise. By moving the exclamation point, Langdon displaces the
intensity of Dante’s desire to act like the divine. And yet, her use of the relative
pronoun preserves Dante’s elation at the possibility of coming close to embodying
the divine in himself.
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In Canto XXXIII Dante works from the “divine light” afforded to him in his
consort with the “Virgin Mother” to his “desire and will, which moves the sun
and all the other stars” (Dante 1918: Canto XXXIII, trans. Langdon). The last lines
of the Canto read as such:

Like the geometer, who gives himself

wholly to measuring the circle, nor

by thinking finds the principle he needs;

ev’n such was I at that new sight. I wished

to see how to the Ring the Image there
conformed itself, and found therein a place;
but mine own wings were not enough for this;
had not my mind been smitten by a flash

of light, wherein what it was willing came.

Here power failed my high imagining;

but, like a smoothly moving wheel, that Love

was now resolving my desire and will,

which moves the sun and all the other stars.
(Ihid.)

With these words, the Divine Comedy ends. Courtney Langdon’s translation through
the use of “which” as relative pronoun? effectively gives Dante the capacities, or at
least the aspiration towards the possibility of wielding the same power that God
has in exerting His divine light.

To turn to the original Italian means addressing another grammatical con-
struction, which creates a less direct relationship between Dante’s will and desire
and his potential ability to move the celestial. Dante interrupts the suite with the
invocation of the metaphor of the “moving wheel,” italicized below:

A Palta fantasia qui manco possa;
Ma gia volgeva il mio disio e ‘1 velle,
St come rota ch’igualmente é mossa,
L’amor che move il sole e Ialtre stelle.
(Dante, ed. Fallani and Zennaro 2021,
Paradiso XXXIII, v. 141-146, my
emphasis)

In the original text, the metaphorical slippage moves from Dante’s desire and
will, which are compared then to a “moving wheel”: it is then the metaphor that
moves the sun and stars, not Dante. In contrast, Courtney Langdon’s translation,

20 For a discussion of the various ways that “which” functions syntactically see bibliography
under Anil Yadav (2022).
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through the deployment of “which” as a relative pronoun creates a more direct
relationship between Dante’s desire and his potential ability to move the celestial.
That is, in Dante’s original, the “moving wheel” [rota] serves as an emissary be-
tween Dante’s will and the astronomical; whereas, Langdon displaces the role of
the metaphor in such a way that the relative pronoun creates a direct causal rela-
tionship between Dante’s desire and the eventual capacity of a certain mastery
over the sun and stars. While Langdon’s translational move might be understood
as a mistranslation, it also honors a possessiveness, or rather a desire to possess
the same capacities God has in his mastery over the celestial.

I have begun the analysis of the relationship between Dante and the divine
power over the celestial with Langdon’s translation for the following reason:
Langdon registers both the humility with which Dante reveres the divine, but
also introduces what Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in an earlier translation than
Langdon’s translates as the “conceit” of what it means for Dante to even imagine
that he might also possess the same powers as God. In 1867, Longfellow translates
the same verses thus:

0 how all speech is feeble and falls short
Of my conceit, and this to what I saw
Is such, ‘tis not enough to call it little!

0 Light Eterne,? sole in thyself that dwellest,
Sole knowest thyself, and, known unto thyself
And knowing, lovest and smilest on thyself!

L.l

But my own wings were not enough for this,
Had it not been that then my mind there smote
A flash of lightning, wherein came its wish.

Here vigour failed the lofty fantasy:
But now was turning my desire and will,
Even as a wheel that equally is moved,

The Love which moves the sun and the other stars.
(Dante, trans. Longfellow 1867, Canto XXXIII, my
emphasis)

Longfellow translates “al mio concetto” as “of my conceit,” which honors the still
present equivocal translation of conceit as either presumption or concept. As
such, Longfellow keeps present the synonymous notion that a concept is also a

21 “Eterne” is indeed the original translation.
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conceit, underlining the complexity of what the aftermath of intimacy with the
divine entails. The last Canto of the Divine Comedy then puts into play the tricky
relationship between humility — required for the love that Dante attributes to di-
vine power, and the presumptuousness that man might also put such love into
operation through aspirations towards an all-knowingness, which might even ex-
ercise power over phenomena as forceful as the celestial.

The interaction among the various translations and Dante’s original text offer
hints at the necessary problems that undergird this chapter’s inquiry, notably the po-
lemical scholarship that puts forward if not contesting views, at least vexed views,
around how to process the “idea” of Europe (as “white,” or “whiteness”)* in relation-
ship to what has become over the past centuries its intendant other, the idea of “Afri-
cana” as “black.” As professor of religion Mark Larrimore® in writing (for many,
controversially) of Kant as “the inventor of autonomy [and] also the inventor of
race,” notes “[o]nce invented, however, the race concept only became more complex
and ambitious” (Larrimore 2008: 342). It is worthwhile to pause and articulate the
vexed contradictions that a close reading of Dante’s own text and some of its various
translations afford. Firstly, Dante’s humility faced with the divine is also informed by
admiration that aspires to mimic the mastery that the divine has over powerful phe-
nomena such as the celestial, and notably the sun and its associate light and fire. Sec-
ondly, the translations reveal an awareness of the “conceit” of what it means for
Man, or a man such as Dante, to express such an aspiration to understand the inner
workings of the universe that surrounds Man, “[l]ike the geometer, who gives himself
wholly to measuring the circle, nor/ by thinking finds the principle/ he needs” (Lang-
don 1918: Canto XXXIII). And thirdly, Dante, three hundred years before Spinoza and
a half-century before Nietzsche, meticulously, even systematically deploys the meta-
phor of the geometer and his “smoothly moving wheel” (ibid.) as a cushion between
his own desire and God’s capacity, a buffer that at some level serves to mitigate the
presumption that Man can behave like God, or even pushing the conceit forward to
certain readings of Nietzsche, that Man might even be able to replace God.

22 Larrimore writes: “Kant argues not that Whites are a superior race but that they are the pre-
emption and redemption of race: Kant’s invention of race was attended by the simultaneous in-
vention of ‘whiteness’ as an escape from it” (Larrimore 2008: 343). Also, see Jon M. Mikkelsen’s
Kant and the Concept of Race: Late Eighteenth Century Writings (2013), which compiles most of
Kant’s writings on race.

23 Larrimore cites Robert Bernasconi, Edwin Erle Sparks Professor of Philosophy at Pennsylva-
nia State University, who controversially has written and edited multiple works on the construc-
tion of race (Bernasconi 2001). In the years since, scholars have debated whether or not Kant had
“second thoughts on race” (Kleingeld 2007).
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To compare the metaphor of the geometer to Césaire writing makes clear that
the intended next step of Dante’s not-so-humble humility is domination through
possession and replacement of God as the designer and master of the universe. Cés-
aire’s interest in geometry is completely devoid of such pretenses, for he invokes
the geometer as a means of collective self-understanding, as a diasporic belonging
to the “spilt blood” of generations of displaced and enslaved beings, persons,
humans:

la carte du monde faite a mon usage, non pas teinte aux arbitraires couleurs des savants,
mais a la géométrie de mon sang répandu, j’accepte (Césaire 1983: 56)

[the map of the world drawn for my own use, not dyed with the arbitrary colours of men of
science but with the geometry of my own spilt blood, I accept (Rosello, trans. Rosello and
Pritchard 1995: 125)]

Simply put: Césaire’s goal is acceptance as dispersal, not possession as replace-
ment. This is evident in his invocation of the “sacré soleil vénérien” (Césaire 1983:
7) [cursed venereal sun] (Césaire, trans. Eshleman and Smith 2001: 2)],%*

Dans cette ville inerte, cette foule désolée sous le soleil, ne participant a rien de ce qui s’ex-
prime, s’affirme, se libére au grand jour de cette terre sienne. (Césaire 1983: 10)

[In this inert [city], this desolate throng under the sun, not connected with anything that is
expressed, asserted, released in broad earth daylight, its own. (Rosello, trans. Rosello and
Pritchard 1995: 5)]%

The first half of his poem takes place with the refrain “au bout du petit matin” [at
the end of daybreak (Césaire, trans. Eshleman and Smith 2001: throughout as it is
repeated throughout the poem] and as such pairs this oppressive sun with the
quotidian reality of plantation slavery and its “afterlives” (Modest 2017). If Cés-
aire’s not-so-proverbial inferno as noted above is “Europe,” then it is only upon
the narrator’s proverbial exit from Europe (Césaire 1983: 34) that the domi-
neeringly hot morning transforms into a “Tiéde petit matin de chaleur et de peur
ancestrales” (Césaire 1983: 44) [Tepid dawn of ancestral heats and fears (Césaire,

24 The famous phrase does not yet exist in the 1939 version, and I have chosen the Eshleman
and Smith translation because “sacré” here for me indicates the notion of a swear word, rather
than the “blessed,” which Rosello and Pritchard opt for.

25 Because of the next line’s reference to Empress Josephine, born in Martinique and whose
statue dominated the La Savane gardens in Fort-de-France, and was decapitated in 1991, and re-
moved in 2020 by mayor Didier Laguerre (Laguerre), it is fair to think of this “inert city” as Fort-
de-France, the capital of Martinique, where Césaire served as mayor for fifty-six years (Ville de
Fort de France).
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trans. Rosello and Pritchard 1995: 111)]. It is upon entering into dialogue with the
varying interlocutors of ancestral thought with whom and which Césaire’s narra-
tor engages after his exit from Europe (Césaire 1983: 28) that the sun increasingly
becomes an entity to live alongside of, rather than abhor. Most importantly, if in
his “desire and will,” Dante’s narrator begins to image “mov[ing] the sun and all
the stars” (Dante, trans. Langdon 1918: Canto XXXIII), then Césaire’s narrator re-
mains reverent to the celestial being whom he can at best aspire to immerse him-
self in in ways healthy rather than oppressive. The relationship to the sun, for
each poet, then reveals radically different ways of ethically being in the universe.

Conclusion: The Ethics of walking “in the rays
of a beautiful sun”

In 1970, the Chicago-based “soul-family group” (“O-o-h Child”) release the song
“0-0-h Child.” The lyrics read:

Ooh child

Things are gonna get easier

Ooh child

Things’ll get brighter

[..1]

Some day, yeah

We’ll put it together and we’ll get it undone

Some day

When your head is much lighter

Some day, yeah

We’ll walk in the rays of a beautiful sun
(Vincent 1970)

Vincent’s lyrics transcribe an ethics of lightness as a result of “undoing” what can
be assumed as the hubris of racism, whiteness, and the assumption of innocence
in attempting to master the unmasterable. Like Césaire’s narrator, the first-
person narrator operates a collective “we,” only Vincent’s song begins directly
from the “we” and moves in generosity towards a “you.” Also, like Césaire’s narra-
tor, the aspiration is a “beautiful,” understood as non-oppressive sun. It is this tra-
jectory, towards acknowledging and undoing “the twin scourges of colonialism
and racism” (Bellegarde-Smith and Michel, 2013: 477) that create aspiration to-
wards the future. To avoid the fact that the European enlightenment and its off-
shoots (i.e. the United States of America’s renowned Bill of Rights) offer only an
illusion of the obscene fantasy of replacement, is to shut down the possibility for
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a far more expansive notion of the “benign.” When writer Ta-Nehisi Coates ad-
dresses a long letter to his son, he iterates two potentials:

I am sorry that I cannot make it okay. I am sorry that I cannot save you — but not that sorry.
Part of me thinks that your very vulnerability brings you closer to the meaning of life, just
as for others, the quest to believe oneself white divides them from it. (Coates 2015: 117).

The first, macabre, articulates a compulsion to whiteness (as necessarily domina-
tion), which is also contained in whatever is not “vulnerability” and the “meaning
of life,” what Coates refers to as believing “oneself white” (Coates 2015: 117). It cor-
responds to the fantasy of replacement as an ethical value and its dire consequen-
ces, namely European replacement (as domination) of everything it substitutes
(or stands upon). Seeping out of this lie — and as such impossibility — of replace-
ment is a haunting, a terrifying supernatural payback (to those “believ[ing]
[themselves] white” for crimes gone unchecked and unaccounted for (Dayan 2011:
130). The threat of this supernatural reckoning can only take place if a certain
more “everyday” sense of the ghostly (of sin) has been erased from the sensibili-
ties of those made privy to a narrational way of thinking that is first “messianic”
and later secular (Peeren 2010: 114). As cultural analyst Esther Peeren argues,
after the “messianic,” “Living with ghosts, moreover, does not come naturally”
(Peeren 2010: 108), for ultimately, ghostliness indicates the sins hovering in the
air” (Dobie 2010: 188) from which the Christian West has supposedly been saved.
To integrate the sins of “our colonial inheritance” (Flores and Modest, 2021) into
our “everyday” lives opens up to a second possibility, a Césairian ethic of accep-
tance, which is the first crucial step to recognizing that the structures supposedly
benign are in fact tools of oppression that must be “undone,” as Vincent writes.
And here is the second implication of Coates’s address to his son, one that is
pragmatically hopeful (for those indeed wanting a world that is less exploitative),
offering a possibility of what it means to move past an “irreverent notion of black
piety” to take note of “alternative religious traditions that black people have par-
ticipated in, constructed, and reimagined,” which refuses a “rigid distinction be-
tween church and world, sacred and profane, religion and culture,” offering the
blurred lines that religious studies scholar Joseph R. Winters identifies in jazz
and soul, stories that “narrate, make sense of, and even perform the complexities
and vicissitudes of life” (Winters 2016: 245). To open ourselves up to otherwise
ways of thinking, with all the problems associated with judging the moral against
the official — and legalized®® — humanistic grain, makes possible a connection to

26 See for example, C.L.R. James’s Mariners, Renegades and Castaways: The Story of Herman Mel-
ville and the World We Live In (2001, 1953).
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that which has never been replaced, but has only developed itself into a refined
notion of, in Coates words, “vulnerability [that] brings you closer to the meaning
of life” (Coates 2015: 117). Ultimately, to read Dante next to Césaire is to rethink
what for a European pedigree has meant drawing a relatively celebratory histori-
cal straight line between the positively connoted solar dawn of Dante’s Renais-
sance man, who in his subsequent development into the “Enlightenment subject”
determines how we think “the human,” a human capable of citizenship, as related
to his racial composition, a human who in Dante’s time was not yet fully deter-
mined into the inescapable “immutability” that has determined humanity in mod-
ern Euro-informed times (Weitz 2003: 97). What does such humanity look like
from a Caribbean perspective and how is this very alternative notion of thinking
beingness one that resists the full replaceability that European thought theorized?
Perhaps it does not look . . . but in fact sounds and feels like The Five Stairsteps’
and Coates’s generous move from Césaire’s articulation of “we” to an articulation
of a “you” — an enjoinment — perhaps controversial — to all of us to be interpel-
lated, or “misinterpellated” (Martel 2017) into a higher ethical imaginary, that of
Africana humanism. “Let’s get it undone” (Vincent 1970).
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