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HAITIAN EPISTEMOLOGIES,
“INTELLECTUAL HONESTY,”
AND POSITIONALITY WORK

Alessandra Benedicty-Kokken
University of Amsterdam

ABSTRACT

Through the concepts of conscription (David Scott), misinterpellation
(James R. Martel), and pathology (Toni Morrison; Laénnec Hurbon), this
essay examines what it means to be a white woman in Haitian Studies. I
first deliberate on the white woman’s relationship to the notion of a Euro-
pean (and officially legal) sense of property distribution. Second, I consider
Haitian conceptions of property-sharing and how I might learn from them
to better serve the justice-oriented agendas that undergird Haitian episte-
mologies. While this piece aspires towards solidarity, I also consider the
importance of acknowledging what is and is not possible, not as a defeatist
position, but as a gesture of “intellectual honesty” (Miriyam Aouragh).

RESUME

Au travers des concepts de conscription (David Scott), de de mésinter-
pellation (James R. Martel) et de pathologie (Toni Morrison ; Laénnec
Hurbon), cet essai examine ce que signifie étre une femme blanche dans
le contexte des études haitiennes. Je réfléchis d’abord la relation de la
femme blanche a la notion d’un sens européen (et officiellement 1égal)
de la distribution de la propriété. Ensuite, j’examine les conceptions hai-
tiennes du partage de la propriété et la maniére dont je pourrais en tirer des
enseignements pour mieux servir les volontés de justice qui sous-tendent

This article is dedicated to Sonja Daniels, who in 1995, at UC Santa Barbara, invited me
into the present inquiry, and to Rita Ouédraogo, who in 2024 buttressed me as I wavered
through its current iteration. Special thanks to Cécile Accilien, Jessica Adams, Nosa
Imaghodo, Cae Joseph-Masséna, and Rita Ouédraogo, who actively read the article as I
worked on it, and to Kaiama L. Glover, Camilla Hawthorne, Niall Martin, Kathlene Mc-
Donald, Claudine Michel, Kwame Nimako, Ilaria Obata, Reij Rosello, Susanna Rosen-
baum, and Carine Zaayman, who read a final version.
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120 ALESSANDRA BENEDICTY-KOKKEN

les épistémologies haitiennes. Quoique que cet article aspire a plus de so-
lidarité, je considére également I’importance de reconnaitre ce qui est de
I’ordre du possible et de ce qui ne 1’est pas, non pas par défaitisme, mais
par geste d’« honnéteté intellectuelle » (Miriyam Aouragh).

RESUMEN

A través de los conceptos de conscripcion (David Scott), malinterpreta-
cién (James R. Martel) y patologia (Toni Morrison; Laénnec Hurbon),
este ensayo examina lo que significa ser una mujer blanca en los estudios
haitianos. En primer lugar, delibero sobre la relacion de la mujer blanca
con la nocion de un sentido europeo (y oficialmente legal) de la distri-
bucion de la propiedad. En segundo lugar, considero las concepciones
haitianas del reparto de la propiedad, y como podria aprender de ellas para
servir mejor a las agendas orientadas a la justicia que sustentan las episte-
mologias haitianas. Aunque este articulo aspira a la solidaridad, también
considero la importancia de reconocer lo que es y no es posible, no como
una postura derrotista, sino como un gesto de “honestidad intelectual”
(Miriyam Aouragh).

“Intellectual honesty strengthens politics;
this is why constructive criticism is vital.”

—Miriyam Aouragh (2019, p. 21)

In this essay, I consider what it means to engage as a white woman
in Haitian Studies. The moral objective of my essay is to offer a
conceptual framework for better honoring the historical conditions that
might shape what solidarity might mean in our present moment.' From
Haitian and specifically Vodou thought, I have learned to hold close
the imperative of justice-oriented thought: What does it mean, in Clau-
dine Michel’s words, to ““do the right thing now”’? The citation emerges
from an email exchange with Claudine Michel about Vodou episte-

Miriyam Aouragh’s (2019) and Mamyrah Dougé-Prosper’s (2019) respective
articles, also cited in this article, theorize solidarity. In an article that deploys
a Legba-Esu-informed epistemological reading, Cae Joseph-Masséna and I also
theorize solidarity (Joseph-Masséna and Benedicty-Kokken, 2024).
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HAITIAN EPISTEMOLOGIES 121

mology, ethics, and morality within the Haitian context. She stresses:
“Vodou’s ethics of care explicitly embraces an ethics of reciprocity and
justice, also requiring that we act urgently” (Michel, 2018, 2024).

Thus, this essay is, in a sense, a consideration of both ethics and
morality. By morality, I mean what we—as a group (yet, who con-
stitutes this group?) determine as right and wrong in a given episte-
mological framework; and by ethics, I refer to the ways in which a
given epistemological framework determines the conditions for this
morality (and, whose epistemological framework?). At some level, an
essay is itself a carving out of an alternative epistemological space,
one that integrates from various sources, an attempt to work through
that which no longer seems to be working as well as it might have.
Here I think through my role as a white woman, raised mostly in
the United States, who is an inheritor of a U.S.-American feminism
that was from the get-go largely racist. Barbara Arneil writes, “Many
in the white feminist movement in the USA, casting themselves as
they did, used their role in the private sphere to denounce vehemently
the right of black women or men gaining the vote before they did”
(Arneil, 1999, p. 159). And, because this reflection is about possible
moral behaviors and the ethics that inform them, at some level, my
essay contains a moral, or at a least a tentative sense of guiding my-
self towards what perhaps a proper behavior might look like for the
present moment, knowing that there is no prescriptive formula: for
one of whiteness’ most troubling aspects is desiring a solution-based
fixity whereby the notion of universal dictates a formulaic sense of
permanent resolution (Modest, 2020, 2024).

Instead, Vodou asks that at any given moment in time, a specif-
ic context requires an equally dynamically tailored attentiveness. To
deploy attentiveness (rather than solution) as a primary ethos is the
force of Haitianist thought in thinking what makes the most sense for
any given situation; and, to consider the Haitian praxes—rasanblaj,
brasaj, lakou, konbit, and plasaj—is to admire the agility through
which Haitian thought nurtures its deliberation on what it means to “do
the right thing now” (Michel, 2018, 2024). Ransanblaj encompasses

VOL. 52 « NO. 2 (JULY - DECEMBER 2024) CARIBBEAN STUDIES

This content downloaded from
145.18.160.150 on Thu, 19 Mar 2026 16:55:21 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



122 ALESSANDRA BENEDICTY-KOKKEN

“([...] an assembly, compilation, enlisting and regrouping . . . a gath-
ering of ideas, things, people, and spirits) that is fuelled by ancestral,
liberatory, and love imperatives” (Ulysse, 2023, p. 328). Brasaj refers
to the in-conversation (Michel, Racine-Toussaint, and Bellande-Rob-
ertson, 2002) of ideas and persons who attempt to discover and affirm
one another within an ethics of reciprocity yet are separated by what
rigid caste system instituted under

3

Myriam Chancy describes as the
colonial rule [and which] affected the ways in which various groups
within Haitian society interacted’”” (Chancy, 1997, p. 82, as cited by
Jean-Charles, 2022, p. 180). For its part, /akou designates the place of
domicile, but especially this place-as-praxis:

a living arrangement created by former slaves after the Haitian
Revolution which led to an independent Haiti in 1804. The ar-
rangement usually involves a group of five to seven closely knit
families with different last names, who build homes and/or grow
crops on a shared plot of land. (Merilus, 2015)

And konbit refers specifically to how labor takes place: “a mode
of nonmonetized exchange of labor and resources between family
members and neighbours occupying a given territory” (Dougé-Pros-
per, 2019). Finally, the term plasaj refers to a form of marriage, one
not recognized by the European authorities, but which honors the cru-
cial role of the “slave woman’s strength” to preserving and building
society among the enslaved and their descendants (Accilien, 2008,
pp- 4-5; 128-131). The aforementioned are concepts that underscore
an entire ethos of behaving together, under the conditions imposed
by slavery, yet refusing the colonizers’ one-dimensionality, to instead
create and constantly re-invent agile ways of being, negotiating, and
renegotiating fogetherness.

Régine Michelle Jean-Charles posits the moral urgency that
circumscribes these Haitian-informed conceptualizations of being
in community together: for Jean-Charles, we dedicate ourselves to
“looking for other worlds,” whereby these “other worlds” must con-
stantly keep active the process of justice-seeking and justice-mak-
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HAITIAN EPISTEMOLOGIES 123

ing. Her recent book begins with a citation from Farah Jasmine
Griffin:

Black feminism has never only been about Black women, it’s
never been this. It’s been about a more just world. And a planet
that said if you listen to the insights of the least of these, which
is us, that we can do something transformative. (Jean-Charles,
2022, p. vii; Griffin, 2020)

My present article draws then on recent scholarship that elabo-
rates on the why of the “least of these,” yet also ruminates on how |
might constantly be called in to contribute, or most importantly at the
very least not hinder this task. This inquiry then has everything to do
with crafting a moral behavior by which I might be aware, present,
and even sometimes in synchronicity with what might lead more di-
rectly into more justice-oriented worlding practices.

In his crucial work Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of
Colonial Enlightenment (2004), David Scott writes that “Toussaint
[Louverture] and his colleagues were conscripts—not volunteers—
of modernity” (Scott, 2004, p. 19). Scott’s conceptual work around
both conscription and modernity beckons the question of who is con-
scripted and who is not, and which identities require that we focus
on their conscriptions. For his part, James R. Martel proposes that
revolutionary Haitians were “misinterpellated” into the project of Eu-
ropean enlightenment thought (Martel, 2017, pp. 58-96). In reading
Martel’s work over the years alongside Scott’s, I have often pondered
that it is problematic to label Haitians as misinterpellating the call
to revolutionary justice, for as Haitianists overwhelmingly agree, the
Haitian revolutionary project is the enlightenment project par excel-
lence, pushing the promises of the European thinkers to be account-
able, rather than hypocritical, to their premises.

One of the challenges I have faced over the years is to wrestle with
the limitations of white womanhood, while also refusing these very
limitations. In what follows, I thus begin to work out what it means to
constantly query my own conditions of being a woman, and of being
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124 ALESSANDRA BENEDICTY-KOKKEN

white. Was I not as a white woman with a once—but no longer—ra-
cialized identity, as both Italian Catholic and Jewish of Eastern Euro-
pean ancestry, not myself misinterpellated into Haitian Studies (Bene-
dicty-Kokken, 2016)? More concretely, do I take up space that should
better be occupied by those whose direct heritages are implicated in
Haiti’s past, present, and future? Moreover, what does it mean to think
through how the white woman is herself a conscript of modernity, but
in a much different way than those persons my work pays attention
to? To this consideration of conscription and misinterpellation, 1 add
a third conceptual term, that of the pathological, as theorized by Hai-
tian sociologist Laénnec Hurbon, through Toni Morrison’s work.?

By pathological, in the context of this article, I mean the ways in
which Zakiyyah Iman Jackson theorizes whiteness’ relentlessness to
dominate. Jackson notes that by the late 1700s, the enslaved person
comes to signify to the white colonial order a “scene of subjection,”
drawing on Saidiya Hartman’s work (Hartman, 1997), upon whom the
most obscene forms of control are imposed, “whose limits are set mere-
ly by the tyrannies of will and imagination” (Jackson, 2020, p. 72); that
is, the “slave’s body is always subjected to something else, to forms of
domination that are in excess of forced labor” (Jackson, 2020, p. 71).
As such, I define pathology in the present discussion of whiteness as
the triangulation of “will,” “imagination,” and “tyrannies” (Jackson,
2020, p. 71) for a social order based on capital gain on the part of Eu-
ropeans and those who have inherited these legacies of control. For his
part, Hurbon writes: “Avoir vécu I’expérience de 1’esclavage, ce n’est
pas rien, comme le dit Toni Morrison” (Hurbon, 2023, p. 17). Hurbon
then goes on to cite Morrison’s passage on slavery:

... modern life begins with slavery... [...] black women had to
deal with the post-modern problems in the nineteenth century

Morrison and Laénnec’s notion of pathological is not the same as that deployed by
scholars such as Erin Manning and Jasbir K. Puar. For Manning and Puar, there is
work to be done to recuperate the pathological as a trace of violences past—done to
bodies violated by the colonial apparatus. For Morrison and Hurbon, it is the colo-
nial apparatus and its agents who must take accountability for the pathology that is
colonialism, its technologies, and its continuations into our contemporary moment.
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HAITIAN EPISTEMOLOGIES 125

and earlier. These things had to be addressed by black peo-
ple a long time ago: certain kinds of dissolution, the loss of
and the need to reconstruct certain kinds of stability. Certain
kinds of madness, deliberately going mad [...] “in order not to
lose your mind.” These strategies for survival made the truly
modern person. They’re a response to predatory western phe-
nomena. You can call it an ideology and an economy, what it
is is a pathology. Slavery broke the world in half, it broke it
in every way. It broke Europe. It made them into something
else, it made them slave masters. It made them crazy. You can’t
do that for hundreds of years and it not take its toll. They had
to dehumanize, not just the slaves but themselves. (Morrison,
1988, p. 26, my emphasis)

Following then on Hurbon, Jackson, and Morrison, it is undebat-
able that the very exercise that is the writing of this essay about being
a white woman cannot but be a pathological one. Why? Because the
notion of pathology, and the fact that white womanhood is not only
the product but also a perpetuator of this dehumanization, cannot be
ignored. We, especially those of us who are white, but also those work-
ing constantly within the oppressing structures of whiteness, cannot
but also deploy our “disorderliness,” drawing on Kaiama L. Glover’s
work (2021), to disorder the ultimate madness that is whiteness.

In recent years scholars have theorized the importance of ac-
knowledging often radically different subject positions, referred to as
positionality or situatedness (ability, class, gender, nation, and neurodi-
versity) (Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1992; Rothberg, 2019). From these
positionings, the narrative line that most frequently emerges is that
of victimhood rather than perpetratorhood. Michael Rothberg encour-
ages that we avoid either, and instead consider our “implicatedness”
(Rothberg, 2019). Yet, we must push further. In addition to Rothberg’s
call, Hurbon and Morrison urge us, especially us white folk, to pay
closer attention to that which is pathological, and which cannot thus
be, for those of us who are white, an attentiveness to how we were and
continue to operate from structures that have offered us privilege. And,
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126 ALESSANDRA BENEDICTY-KOKKEN

part of this inquiry is to acknowledge the trickiness of whiteness, for
as Ta-Nehisi Coates notes, part of whiteness is also a “quest to believe
oneself white” (Coates, 2015, p. 117). To not act out as perpetrators,
we must take account of the likelihood that our privilege often enacts
violence. Moreover, this exercise of taking and “giv[ing] account of”
myself (Butler, 2005) as a white woman means engaging in the pa-
thology that Rolando Vazquez Melken notes is whiteness’s predilec-
tion to always recenter itself (Vazquez Melken, 2021).

What I hope that this article does is demonstrate that in thinking
alongside David Scott’s notion of conscription, we can arrive at an
understanding that helps us to better “do the right thing now” (Michel,
2018). That is, as Cae Joseph-Masséna and I have theorized in a re-
cent article dedicated to Tracy Chapman’s ceuvre, we must ascertain:?

that we are indeed “conscripted” (Scott) into specific roles in
society, through our identities and positionalities. Yet, if there is
a way out, then perhaps our only option is to take account of how
we are conscripted and to listen to each other’s theoretical ap-
proaches. (Joseph-Masséna and Benedicty-Kokken, pp. 60—61)

The exercise that is the writing of an essay about being a white
woman cannot but be a pathological one, yet perhaps there is also an
acknowledgement and theorization of the pathological as a means to,
even if fleetingly, work towards better ways of being in society together.

In the European bourgeois order-of-things, the white woman
became the carrier of property par excellence. Moreover, increas-
ingly in the 1700s and 1800s, the woman who carried the promise of
plantation property was amongst the most coveted—in terms of the
desire of a man towards power—for she brought to the relationship
the promise of manifold social mobility: here, we need only think
of Napoleon’s marriage to Josephine, and her ambivalent relation-
ship to Martinican wealth;? or Jean Rhys’s novel Wide Sargasso Sea

3 Josephine (Marie-Joseph-Rose Tascher de la Pagerie) was born on “Domaine de la

Pagerie, known at that time as ‘Petite Guinée’—it covered more than 300 hectares
and was worked by 200 slaves” (Napoleon.org).
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HAITIAN EPISTEMOLOGIES 127

(1966), whose plot works alongside the narrative of Bertha Antoi-
netta Mason’s marriage to Rochester in Jane Eyre (1847). And these
questions of whiteness and Blackness are also themselves complex,
for as Nicole Luciana has recently noted, Antoinette is both a “wom-
an and racialized subject” who struggles “to find a space to exists”
in a white order, while herself deploying a “White gaze” (Luciana,
2024, p. 2). Bertha’s (in Rhys’s novel she is referred to as Antoinette)
family-owned land in the Caribbean represents a promise to help
further Rochester’s social standing; and, upon moving to England
with Rochester, Bertha is famously imprisoned on his estate. While
Josephine goes down in history as a spendthrift but crucial advisor
to Napoleon’s strategies in social mobility, and Bertha Antoinetta/
Antoinette is gaslit into madness (Baker-Josephs, 2013, pp. 69-92),
both women serve to buttress their husband’s upward rise into the
highly class-conscious European societies to which they belong.

A white woman, when she accepts the social contract of trans-
ferring, preserving and growing property, is expected to act ‘reason-
able’ in ways that preserve her use-value to a white male patriarchal
order. More candidly, once married, she must conduct the manage-
ment of the master’s property in such a way that preserves his eco-
nomic interests. Frangoise Verges refers to this co-opting of white
women as economic beneficiaries of “le machismo, 1I’hypocrisie et
le patriarcat de la société francaise” (Verges, 2017, p. 169).

Returning to the Haitian lexica of managing property and labor,
and nurturing kinship in the lakou through konbit, rasanblaj, brasaj,
and plasaj underscores the contrast between the official, Western legal
traditions that dictate how property, race, gender, and the neurotypical
work together to preserve colonial and now neocolonial hegemonies.
To note the contrast between ways of being with property means tak-
ing account of the fact that we do have choices of how to live within
these Western-imposed strictures. The four-century-long ethos devel-
oped among Haitians, itself informed by the ancestors from the other
side of the waters, is one I cannot extricate myself from. That is, to
fully step out of Haitian Studies would also mean a disloyalty to those
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128 ALESSANDRA BENEDICTY-KOKKEN

persons and their knowledge which have developed me to be far more
engaged, and agilely subtle in this engagement, in my life in largely
white-dominated spaces. Yet part of this work of engagement also
means constant theorizing of how | am accountable for my own ac-
tions and heritages. The result of white women as carriers-of-property
in a heteronormative order means, as Vergeés demonstrates, that soli-
darity among women perhaps cannot but be tenuous if not impossible.
For Verges, if indeed “femmes blanches” and/or “Global Northern”
feminists, in their purported solidarity to “femmes racisées” (Verges,
2017, p. 169) have been (and are) duped into this notion of global
feminist solidarity, Verges rhetorically invites her more “white inno-
cent” (Wekker, 2016) feminist readers to become aware of the fact
that their myth of the feminist universal in fact serves a white, or
white-informed, patriarchy.

No other scholar better articulates the necessity of theory work
and scholarship articulated from the specificity of a given epistemo-
logical space than Kavita Bhanot. In referencing an academic confer-
ence she had attended, she writes:

There seemed to me nothing postcolonial [her emphasis] about
the frustrated expectation of elite white (or simply elite) aca-
demics that they should be able to enter and have access to ev-
ery conversation and space—in particular non-white spaces that
might be source-material for academic careers based on study-
ing ‘the other.” There was little understanding, in the room, of
the importance of lived experience; of the vulnerability that peo-
ple of colour might feel in exclusionary spaces; of their need
to educate, empower and strengthen themselves before crossing
‘borders’ into spaces of power, in order not to be crushed or as-
similated. (Bhanot, 2020, p. 1)

Bhanot’s enjoinment to scholars to consider their positionalities
could not have resonated more clearly with me than at the most re-
cent Haitian Studies Association (HSA) meeting in October 2024 in
Brooklyn.

In collaboration with the Haitian Studies Institute, the HSA held
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HAITIAN EPISTEMOLOGIES 129

its 36" annual conference with a first-time-ever explicit call for papers
that addressed feminist practices, as well as conversations around gen-
der, sexuality, and the specific epistemologies that concern gender in a
Haitian context, what co-editors of a forthcoming issue of the Journal
of Haitian Studies Dasha Chapman, Mamyrah Dougé-Prosper, and
Mario Lamothe have titled “The Rights to Live Creatively.” Together,
after years of cultivating a space for Haitian scholars to come together,
without planning it, in the past decade, more and more scholars whose
identities continue to be marginalized and who themselves often resist
the identitarian categories defined by a Western gender theory found
themselves on almost all of the organizing committees. While many
of us were worried that we might alienate scholars wary of a gen-
dered perspective, the power of a specific type of working-together
took place: the power of konbit, or a “traditional form of cooperative
communal labor in Haiti” that designates “solidarity and cooperation,
especially in the face of adversity” (Haiti Partners). Michel writes
about how Haitian Studies as a field in academe itself “is nourished
by the Haitian traditions of /akou and konbit, both of which are funda-
mentally communal, fundamentally Haitian” (Michel, 2016, p. 201).
Moreover, the conversations that took place during the panels at
the conference made clear that it is far from sufficient to only engage
in critiquing the center, for one only scratches the surface of what
potentially can be learned if one only takes to task what is wrong with
a Euro-informed system. In fact, in a research project with Josep Al-
mudéver Chanza and Fanny Wonu Veys (2023), while working at et
Wereldmuseum in the Netherlands on gender and sexuality, which in-
cluded thinking gender from varying spaces throughout the world, we
noted that the initial entry-points were surprisingly similar, seeming
to suggest that all non-Euro-informed spaces enact gender similarly.
Once the experts entered into engaging the specific practices of gen-
der/ing in the given communities they were working alongside, the
potentialities of learning from each other’s respective Weltanschau-
ungen—ways of being in the world—translated their expression to an
academic language. And these specificities from the Haitian context
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130 ALESSANDRA BENEDICTY-KOKKEN

found manifold articulations across the various panels and keynotes
at the Haitian Studies Association conference in 2024.

What I learned from the past three years serving on the Haitian
Studies Association board has been threefold. First, while necessary,
questions of deconstructing what is colonially wrong often recenter the
center. What is needed is a sustained space, whether department, orga-
nization, or both, which allows academe to move past repetition and
into the specificities of a given philosophical ambit. Second, even with
many years of scholarship and academic and pedagogical practice, |
can never know or practice the knowledge in the same deep way as that
which my colleagues thinking from varying plural lived experiences
can pay forward. Third, if I allow myself to step to the side, to listen,
then I do not inhibit the possibility of konbit taking place. Together, we
allow research to expand and become ever more rigorous; the more
we let those who know know, the more we replace a Western sense
of knowing, one that possesses or apprehends, with what in Kreyol is
referred to as konesans. Konesans “is akin to what Edouard Glissant
refers to as donner-avec (Glissant, 1990, p. 45), a generosity in knowl-
edge-making that defies an ‘almost rapacious-with’” of Western-based
thought (Wing, 1997, p. xiv). Kyrah Malika Daniels theorizes this deep
knowledge of konesans, which in Haitian Vodou is “sacred wisdom”
(Daniels, 2023, p. 93). The aforementioned lessons reveal an ampleness
that is needed to produce scholarship from the epistemological centers
that have lived in the presence of Western thought, while constantly
being dictated to by those who rarely have the intention of really ‘in-
tegrating’ them. The fact of this centering from alternative centers has
only confirmed to me the importance of theorizing alongside and from
lived experience, and privileging it over all other forms of knowledge.

I have long thought of renouncing my work in Black Studies. And
to a certain extent I did, when I left my tenured CUNY job to follow
my family to the Netherlands. Working in what I thought was out-
side of ‘my field,” Haitian Studies constantly found me again, in ways
that I actively resisted. Yet at some point, I realized that because of
the privileges afforded to me by my varying pedigrees, themselves
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afforded to me by my whiteness, I have acquired a certain type of
knowledge—not konesans, but cumulative theoretical agility. As
such, I am called in to advise on research and writing projects, and
especially when the students are first-generation at university, I feel
it is my obligation to mentor them as well as possible, even if this
means that many perceive my work, especially in clearly inter-racial
relationships, as white savior complex.

In the classroom, most students, regardless of their identitarian
backgrounds, are eager to learn, really wanting the world to be dif-
ferent. The most difficult tasks in this calling-in have been various.
First, I must carve out enough time to offer sustained and meaningful
mentorship, for such mentorship is not part of any professor’s job
description. Second, as a teacher, while students might desire what I
have to offer, once they learn that anti-racist work is constant and un-
solvable, especially in certain academic contexts that are increasingly
wary of area studies as identity politics, many, I often feel (and I may
be wrong) wish they could retreat. To be engaged in justice-oriented
thought that honors the importance of racial capitalism, especially
from and through Haitian thought, can be quite lonely, when one per-
ceives oneself as pursuing this project alone. Here too, I often wish I
were not one of the few professors teaching about racial capitalism.
What would it mean to students, all students, were they to have before
them many professors from varying backgrounds, lived experiences,
and research interests? Often upset with what I have offered, students
question my perspectives, wondering if indeed we ‘must always also
consider race’ as a critical category of analysis. And many students
question, and rightly so, what it means for me as a white woman to
teach Africana Studies. Learning to teach in the most calm, generous,
and patient ways has honed my skills as a teacher, especially for ma-
jority-white student bodies, and the complexities of what this white-
ness means in European contexts.

Finally, I work alongside my colleagues to show that “competen-
cy” is itself a term produced by whiteness, again a lesson I learned
from various colleagues: Wayne Modest and Kwame Nimako, and
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from the innovative pedagogies at the Center for Worker Education
(CWE) at the City University of New York (CCNY) and the Research
Center for Material Culture at het Wereldmuseum in the Netherlands.
The CWE-CCNY and RCMC pedagogies have modelled for me that
there are many versions of competency, and we each can quickly learn
to meet the exigencies of a white-informed, or officially recognized,
sense of competency, while also actively “disidentifying” from them,
echoing José Esteban Mufioz’s work (1999). As such, we introduce
and model alternative ways of thinking knowledge and competency,
ways that actually chip away at the structural racism that informs our
lives. Questions of Kantian-informed “genius” (1790, Book I, p. 46),
or a lifelong high-level education, can be acquired by hard work, at
any age, and at any moment in a student’s life. That is, with even
minimal dedicated mentorship, a student can quickly grow into an ex-
cellent candidate for an undergraduate, master’s, or doctoral degree,
and as such participate in reshaping the structures that these degrees
and institutions have traditionally served.

Yet perhaps the most difficult task in recent years has been to
quickly step aside when I am no longer needed. While I initially was
terrified of losing a sense-of-self by not constantly climbing the ac-
ademic ladder of success, what instead I have honed or gained over
the past decade are some of the closest friends of my life. For in at-
tempting—and often failing—at humility, 1 have gained the knowl-
edge of what kinship in intimacy might look like, especially in work
situations, in which we come together in ways that allow us to silently
strive to change structures. Never have I learned more than from ob-
serving my colleagues in Haitian Studies, or those dedicated to them.
They have taught me how to debate, how to disagree, how to call each
other out, only to be embraced back in, called back into something far
greater than the competitiveness of academia, or in Joseph-Masséna’s
terms, inspired herself by Tracy Chapman’s lyrics:

As we take the risk of this attempt to hear together, across the
many lines of its very impossibility, we echo Chapman’s prop-
osition to keep affirming as she does that “Maybe together we
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can get somewhere,” and that however uncertain the journey is
of moving along the crossroads, as we do so, we may hold closer
the knowledge that “any place is better,” when together keeps
being attempted as much as it is questioned. (Joseph-Masséna
and Benedicty-Kokken, 2024, p. 67)

And as Haitianists, Joseph-Masséna and I recognize that a Vodou
ethos invites each person in, in such a way as to welcome them, but
with the exigency that any entrance into its fold comes with a constant
responsibility to keep oneself in check, to open oneself up to true
reciprocity.

What might this reciprocity mean when the playing fields are
unequal? Vodou insists that we can only be in togetherness, if we
give each other space to critique each other, even vehemently, for as
Miriyam Aouragh, an anthropologist of West Asia and North Africa,
notes, “Intellectual honesty strengthens politics; this is why construc-
tive criticism is vital” (2019, p. 21). There is no full solution—at least
in the near future—to racism. What I can do as a white woman is to
acknowledge that perhaps I began my narrative life with a sense of
victimization, but any movement into older adulthood means spend-
ing more time taking account of myself so as to acknowledge where I
am complicit; and, where I, or my inheritances, have turned me into a
perpetrator. While this work of self-reflection as a white person cannot
but be “pathological” (Morrison, 1993, p. 178), it is crucial to a more
just world, whereby, in the words of Mamyrah A. Dougé-Prosper, in
writing about solidarity in the Haitian context, we might “dislocate
[...] from bourgeois conceptions that conjoin, oppose, and hierar-
chize,” and more often engage a praxis “where humans can reimag-
ine and reorder their relationship to one another” (Dougé-Prosper,
2019, p. 205). And, finally, as a white woman, I must learn to learn
from those who have been actively doing and theorizing this work for
over four centuries. In these lessons I continue to learn from Vodou
thought, then I aspire towards a notion of prosperity as a modality of
lakou, which exists within and despite the (seemingly) overwhelming
powers of racial capitalism.
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