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RECONCILIATION AS NON-ALIENATION

THE POLITICS OF BEING AT
HOME IN THE WORLD

CATHERINE LU

How could you explain that four hundred years in a place didn’t
make it a home?
—-Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother

We feel that one of the things taken from many Indigenous Peoples
through colonization, perhaps even, I would argue, the most impor-
tant thing was our ability to dream for ourselves.

—<Cindy Blackstock, quoted in Reclaiming Power and Place

[I]t is the colonized man who wants to move forward, and the colo-
nizer who holds things back.
—Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism

The killing of George Floyd on May 25, 2020, sparked hundreds
of protests in America, and across the world, against structural
anti-Black racism and police violence.! Demands for justice for
Floyd, as well as for hundreds of other victims of racist and state-
sponsored violence, have come from human rights organizations
such as Amnesty International,? as well as many other grassroots
initiatives, from online petitions to street murals to mass protests.®
In conjunction with demands for individual accountability of the
police officers involved, there have been calls for police forces as
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well as various levels of government in the United States to address
systemic or structural racism.* Such demands for corrective inter-
actional, institutional, and structural justice have been part of the
Black Lives Matter Movement, now a global social force dedicated
to countering state-sanctioned violence and anti-Black racism, in
order to promote “freedom and justice for Black people and, by
extension, all people.”

A steady companion to such calls for justice are pleas for rec-
onciliation.® Pope Francis implored “the national reconciliation
and peace for which we yearn.”” Scholars and journalists have also
advocated the creation of truth and reconciliation commissions.®
The district attorneys of San Francisco, Philadelphia, and Boston
announced in July 2020 the launch of “Truth, Justice, and Rec-
onciliation” commissions to address structural racism and police
brutality in the criminal justice system, although there have been
no news reports of progress toward their establishment in the two
years following the announcement.” While the US House Judiciary
Committee held a historic vote on H.R. 40 in April 2021, approv-
ing a bill to create a commission to examine appropriate remedies
for the “lingering negative effects of the institution of slavery” in
the United States, some American cities are embarking on repara-
tions commissions that aim to address a wide range of race-based
structural inequities in the areas of property and commerce, health
care, education, and employment, as well as criminal justice.'

The political discourse of reconciliation has been salient in
Canada since the mid-2000s. A 2006 court-mandated settlement of
one of the largest class action suits in Canadian history included
compensation to Indian Residential School survivors, as well as
funds to assist their psychological healing, and for various com-
memorative activities.!' The settlement also instituted the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada to hear survi-
vor testimonies and to provide a comprehensive accounting of the
historic wrongs of the residential school system. In addition to its
final report in 2015, the TRC of Canada issued 94 Calls to Action,
calling on state agencies and civil society organizations to address
a variety of social, political, and economic injustices and inequi-
ties in contemporary state policies, practices, as well as social struc-
tures.'? The 2019 Final Report of the National Inquiry into Missing
and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls established that the
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heightened vulnerability of Indigenous women and girls, as well as
of 2SLGBTQQIA people,'® to violence amounts to race-, identity-,
and gender-based genocide. The report also called on police ser-
vices to establish “an independent, special investigation unit for the
investigation of incidents of failures to investigate, police miscon-
duct, and all forms of discriminatory practices and mistreatment of
Indigenous peoples within their police service.”"*

In the summer of 2021, the unfinished work of the TRC became
apparent upon the discovery of more than 1,300 unmarked poten-
tial burial sites of children in plots next to residential schools.'
The 2015 TRC report had estimated 4,000-6,000 deaths of chil-
dren from the Indian Residential School system, and its Calls to
Action (numbers 71-76) included calls to federal, provincial, and
municipal governments to work with churches and Indigenous
groups to locate and identify missing and deceased residential
schoolchildren, inform families, provide appropriate commemora-
tion, and protect sites where residential schoolchildren are buried.
According to the former Chair of the TRC, and Senator, Murray
Sinclair, the number of dead children may be close to 15,000—
25,000; the higher number would represent one out of six chil-
dren who attended the Indian Residential School system.'® The
grim revelations from a long century of a genocidal assimilationist
education system have forced deeper public grappling with how
far Canadians are from a true acknowledgment of the toll of settler
colonialism. They have also led to renewed demands for greater
accountability of governments, and of the Catholic Church, to
allow public access to their residential school records, as well as to
increase other reparative measures, including reforming contem-
porary child welfare policies."”

According to Sheryl Lightfoot, Indigenous peoples have
embarked on the process of reconciliation because it requires from
states “a credible commitment to change its future power relations
and give up a certain degree of real, material, and political power
in exchange for a new, renegotiated, more just and legitimate rela-
tionship with Indigenous peoples.”® In addition, police forces,"
churches, universities, the arts, and many other professional and
civic communities have engaged in various projects of reconcili-
ation aimed at improving relations between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples.



10 CATHERINE LU

While those who have been or are oppressed have engaged with
the politics of reconciliation with structural transformation in view,
others, including states and dominant groups, have also engaged
with discourses of reconciliation, but often in ways that aim to
dampen exposed social divides, blunt accountability, and/or fore-
stall structural change. For example, in response to the assault on
the US Capitol on January 6, 2021, by far-right groups and support-
ers of former US President Donald Trump who refused to acknowl-
edge his electoral defeat, both Trump and then President-elect Joe
Biden called for “healing” and “reconciliation.”®

Many are, understandably, skeptical about reconciliation as a
political project, or uncertain what value it can have. Why should
anyone, especially those who are victimized and oppressed, as well
as their allies, care about reconciliation? What value does reconcili-
ation have that is distinct from justice? Especially in cases of clear
wrongdoing, why not just focus on justice as accountability of the
wrongdoers?

In my work, I have argued that whereas justice refers to tasks
related to remedying various kinds of injustices, reconciliation
should be understood as responding to various kinds of alienation
implicated in or produced by unjust or dominating contexts.?' I
draw on German critical theorist Rahel Jaeggi’s conception of alien-
ation, which refers to experiences of disconnection, disruption, or
distortion in “the structure of human relations to self and world”
and “the relations agents have to themselves, to their own actions,
and to the social and natural worlds.” Alienation is a “particular
form of the loss of freedom” that involves “a relation of disturbed
or inhibited appropriation of world and self.” Successful appropria-
tion by an agent “can be explicated as the capacity to make the life
one leads, or what one wills and does, one’s own; as the capacity to
identify with oneself and with what one does; in other words, as the
ability to realize oneself in what one does.”** Alienation can thus be
understood as an undermining or inhibition of an agent’s appro-
priative agency that renders them incapable of seeing themselves as
a self-realizing agent in the social world.*”* Alienated agents cannot
be at home in the world.

When understood as a response to alienation so understood,
the work of reconciliation is not the same as fulfilling the demands
of justice. Reconciliation work is normatively important, however,
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because addressing alienation may provide or strengthen the motiva-
tional bases for agents to do justice, or redress injustice, at all, as well
as shape the ways they pursue justice, and even how they conceive
of the subjects and demands of justice. The work of reconciliation is
fundamental to addressing agents’ motivations to realize the trans-
formation of social/political identities, practices, and conditions in
ways that support collective efforts to create mutually affirmable and
affirmed social/political orders and relations for the flourishing of
non-alienated agents. I aim in this contribution to elaborate on how
we should understand this call for reconciliation as non-alienation,
and on that basis, show why reconciliation as a moral/political proj-
ect cannot and should not be so easily relinquished.

In the following section, I provide an account of the historical
context of contemporary reconciliation politics in order to explain
the roots of skepticism. In contexts of political transition prompted
by the end of civil wars, authoritarian regimes, or regimes of racial
oppression, new regimes engaged in reconciliation processes to
account for the crimes of past regimes as a way to mark or establish
major political and ideological shifts. Commissions focused on past
or historic injustice came to be adopted in established democra-
cies not undergoing regime change, as a way to acknowledge past
injustices and address their contemporary legacies. This focus on
historic wrongs, however, has been inadequate in many contem-
porary democratic contexts. Highlighting the continuity between
historic wrongs and contemporary structural injustice leads to dif-
ferent ways to think about the project of reconciliation. I then pro-
vide my account of reconciliation that is grounded in a regulative
political ideal of non-alienation, and explain how it can aid our
understanding and assessment of the politics of reconciliation as
focused on “being at home in the world.” I assert that this view
of reconciliation should lead to a more critical acknowledgment
and examination of the modern state as constituting a source of
structural alienation for a variety of groups that have experienced
or continue to experience statist and (settler) colonial subjugation.
In combination with racial hierarchy, I argue that statist structural
alienation has precipitated existential alienation for those in posi-
tions of structural indignity.

I move on to explore the challenge of disalienation as a strug-
gle to resist and dismantle alienating subjectivities produced in
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dominating and oppressive social conditions. Disalienation poli-
tics, evident in contemporary social and political conflicts over
public memory, statues, institutions, cultural practices, and pub-
lic spaces, have the potential to provoke painful self-reflection as
a way to stimulate the motivational resources of agents to pursue
or support social and structural change. Conservative reactions to
such politics, however, buttress more extreme right-wing ideologies
and movements that aim to forestall this transformative potential
and perpetuate structural injustice and domination. At the same
time, I argue that the cultivation of non-alienated agency requires
reconciliation to be an open-ended ongoing process, rather than
one characterized by “closure” or a predetermined endpoint or
end-state. There is not one path, but there are plural paths to non-
alienation; reconciliation as non-alienation cannot presume or pro-
duce a final endpoint or closure, but points to ongoing, transfor-
mative projects of self-realization in changing structural contexts.

In the conclusion, I address the concern that reconciliation as
non-alienation is an illusory or infeasible political ideal, given that
contemporary conditions of structural injustice and alienation do
not afford room for non-alienated agency. I also explore whether in
some conditions, pursuing non-alienation as a regulative political
ideal can precipitate irreconciliation. While it is true that the regu-
lative ideal of non-alienation may close off possibilities for some
forms of interactional reconciliation, I conclude that the struggle
for non-alienation can open space for alternative, transformed, and
more emancipated dreams of reconciliation.

HistoricAL CONTEXT

The contemporary politics of reconciliation emerged in the 1990s
as structural changes in regional and international orders precipi-
tated significant regime transitions in Latin America, Africa, Asia,
and central and eastern Europe. In the aftermath of violent con-
flict, authoritarianism, and oppression that ended with peace set-
tlements or regime changes, societies struggled to build new insti-
tutions and transform political practices in ways that would avoid
a repetition or return to a problematic past. In the “transitional
justice”* literature that developed to study and assess these strug-
gles, reconciliation came to enjoy as much prominence as justice as
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an organizing normative purpose and framework for these efforts.
While its relationship with justice was contested, reconciliation took
on the normative task of repairing damaged relationships in order
to achieve a morally acceptable transition of power, despite not
applying the standard mechanisms of justice for wrongdoing, such
as criminal trials that yield punishment of wrongdoers. The ideal of
political reconciliation thus signified “moral ambition within politi-
cal constraints.”® The 1994 Truth and Reconciliation Commission
of South Africa became the model for reconciliation processes that
aimed to respond to political injustices and wrongdoing as part of
a political transition from a racially oppressive state and divided
society to a democratic human rights—respecting regime of multi-
racial equality.®®

From a historical perspective, one could understand the global-
ization of the political discourse of reconciliation and transitional
justice—their embeddedness in the United Nations as well as their
promotion by powerful states and global civil society organiza-
tions—as a completion of a centrist-liberal narrative arc of the his-
tory of the twentieth century. That narrative concentrates on World
War II, the war against Nazi Germany, and the judgment at Nurem-
berg, as effecting the repudiation of White supremacy, right-wing
nationalism, and authoritarian militarism, and their replacement
by human rights—respecting, liberal democratic nation-states with
sovereign equality as the defining markers of the progressive end-
point of postwar reconciliation and transitional justice. In the post-
war liberal international order, especially during the Cold War, the
fact that defeating Nazi Germany required an alliance of capitalist
(United States), communist (Soviet Union), and imperial (Great
Britain) powers, none of which were stalwart promoters of racial
equality, social justice, or disarmament, was relatively obscured.
According to historian Nikolai Koposov, the memory of the Holo-
caust was central to the reconstruction of Western Europe, and
later, the European Union, as a unifying symbol of a shared his-
tory of moral transgression and repentance. Creating a “common
European memory centered on the memory of the Holocaust” was
“a means of integrating Europe, combating racism, and averting
national and ethnic conflicts.”?” In this historical narrative, the col-
lapse of the Soviet empire in the 1990s, involving the fall of authori-
tarian communist regimes in eastern and central Europe, and the



14 CATHERINE LU

end of apartheid in South Africa—the last remaining formal sys-
tem of racial oppression at the international level—demonstrated
the steady progress of a liberal international order and implied
the inexorable global triumph of capitalist liberal democracy that
could promise freedom and justice for all.

As Barry Buzan and George Lawson have noted, however, this
progressive narrative obscured the racism, authoritarianism, and
militarism that were integral to the development of Western-
colonial international society.®® Perhaps not surprisingly, then,
the idea of reconciliation as a political project in transitional con-
texts of postconflict or regime change came to motivate activists
seeking recognition, reparations, and structural transformation
within contemporary Western and liberal democratic states. In the
United States, the Greensboro Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion (1999-2006), examining events that led to the death of five
people during an anti-Ku Klux Klan protest in 1979, was the first
application of the South African model to racial injustice in that
country, “designed to examine and learn from a divisive event in
Greensboro’s past in order to build the foundation for a more uni-
fied future.”® Ronald W. Walters compared the cases of the United
States and South Africa in his book, The Price of Racial Reconciliation,
arguing for the applicability of the framework of reconciliation for
racial oppression, a political project that is imperative for “the sur-
vival of the democratic idea” in America.*

Initially, the rationale for embarking on reconciliation projects
was to acknowledge historic injustices, such as the Indian Residen-
tial school system in Canada, or the 1979 incident in Greensboro,
to compensate survivors, and to close the books on past injustice.
In contexts of regime transitions, truth and reconciliation commis-
sions operated to expose the truth of past injustice as a way to forge
a new regime’s identity as no longer continuous with that unjust
past. Such an approach typically also involves implicitly a claim that
an injustice is past or has passed, and is no longer present, continu-
ing, or being reproduced. There was another truth, however, that
commissions so mandated potentially displaced, which is the ongo-
ing reproduction of oppressive and dominating practices, condi-
tions, and relations in contemporary social structures.

The temporal limitation of reconciliation processes, understood
as a form of achieving closure for past injustices, without much
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scrutiny of the present ongoing reproduction of injustice, was a
defect even in contexts of regime change such as post-apartheid
South Africa. Indeed, protests against police brutality sparked by
the killing of George Floyd extended to South Africa.’' In settler
colonial contexts, such reconciliation processes can distort or
obscure contemporary social realities by historicizing injustices,
and run into the danger of serving to maintain the status quo of
“neocolonial affirmation.”® According to Rauna Kuokkanen, dis-
cussing the recent contemporary efforts of Nordic states to embark
on reconciliation processes with the Sami people, “The process in
the past 3 years leading toward establishing a truth and reconcili-
ation commission shows no sign of a departure from the assimila-
tionist policies. Therefore, the Sami may well be reconciled into
a contemporary injustice as the consequence of the TRC in Fin-
land. As settler colonial policy making, reconciliation then repre-
sents a continuation and extension of the colonial order, subtly
entrenching existing injustice and reaffirming and legitimating
state control.”*

Indeed, Glen Coulthard has criticized the project of reconcili-
ation as an “individual and collective process of overcoming the
subsequent legacy of past abuse, not the abusive colonial structure
itself.”** Instead of ushering in major social and political transfor-
mations, reconciliation seemed to mirror historical colonial prac-
tices, in which Indigenous peoples were forced or defrauded into
signing treaties of friendship and protection with European colo-
nizers. While reconciliation in interpersonal relations is often char-
acterized as transformative of the social relations between agents,
the critique of the discourse and politics of reconciliation is that
they are employed or engaged in by states and dominant groups
precisely to deny or forestall a transformative politics of redress.

There is, thus, much skepticism and criticism about reconcili-
ation as a moral/political project.” Skeptics wonder whether the
ideal of social harmony or unity underlying the concept of recon-
ciliation is not just myth and illusion, whether major historic politi-
cal or social injustices can ever be repaired, and whether recon-
ciliation processes can ever transform, rather than merely reflect,
the structure of power relations in which its agents are embedded.
Ciritics of the politics of reconciliation reveal its tendency to yield
reactionary political programs, especially when reconciliation
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strategies focus on a depoliticized, medicalized notion of individual
psychological healing from traumatic experiences, or function to
pressure the politically weak to accommodate evil and injustice in
the name of national or civic unity, or focus too narrowly or super-
ficially on repairing relations between victims and perpetrators,
while leaving unexamined the structural sources of their alienating
interactions.” Given these defects, reconciliation hardly seems to
be a moral/political ideal.

If we take these challenges seriously, we may conclude that it
would be better to forgo reconciliation as a necessary or construc-
tive demand in moral and political life. The struggle against the
pervasive injustices in our world would be more successful if recon-
ciliation were no longer a part of the normative and political dis-
course. In my work, I have been sympathetic with these criticisms,
and I acknowledge that there is great value in exposing the neoco-
lonial, domestication, or legitimation functions of reconciliation
discourse and practice in contemporary politics. Those involved
in contemporary political struggles are wise to be cautious when
engaging in reconciliation projects devised by states or their vari-
ous agencies, from parliaments to police forces.

At the same time, I think there are compelling reasons to engage
with this common discourse in a critical but constructive fashion.
First, it is important to reveal what has been normatively deficient
in contemporary ideas, discourses, and practices of reconciliation,
and second, it is constructive to provide an alternative, more nor-
matively and politically cogent reconstruction of the ideal, so that
agents can reorient their understanding of the normative and polit-
ical purpose of reconciliation practices, and hopefully transform
them in more emancipatory directions.” This task is predicated
on the assumption that there is nothing intrinsic to the concept of
reconciliation (just as there is nothing intrinsic to the concept of
justice or freedom) that renders it inevitably regressive, rather than
emancipatory.

In my work, I have argued that we should think about both jus-
tice and reconciliation in structural terms, and not only as qualities
of interactional relationships. We should be more concerned about
the structures that mediate identities, institutions, social positions,
interactions, and conditions, making some more vulnerable to vic-
timization or harms and burdens, while enabling others to have
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more advantages or privileges, and even to commit wrongdoing
with impunity. Social structures, when unjust, define in morally
objectionable ways the social positions, identities, agency, roles,
aspirations, and potential and actual achievements of persons and
groups. Structural injustices can inform laws, norms, and discourse;
shape the design and purposes of institutions and social practices;
and produce material effects. They enable, legitimize, normalize,
and entrench conditions under which structural and interactional
injustice may persist on a regular and predictable basis. Structural
injustices may produce “unintended, generalized, or impersonal
harms or wrongs that result from social structural processes in
which many may participate.”®

For example, it would be difficult to account for persistently
disparate outcomes with respect to health care, education, hous-
ing, income, and wealth, between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
persons without reference to structural usurpation of Indigenous
governance and dissociation from Indigenous interests, generated
by policies of genocide and forcible incorporation of Indigenous
peoples in settler colonial states, predicated on the ideologies of
civilization and progress that posited a fundamental incompat-
ibility between Indigeneity and modernity. Social hierarchies—
often based on race, class, and gender categories that transcend
nationalist and statist divides—expose large categories of persons
or peoples to social positions of inferiority or structural indignity
that heighten their historic and contemporary vulnerability to vari-
ous forms of injustice, oppression, and domination.

Focusing on the structural continuities between contexts of his-
toric colonialism and contemporary social structures at domestic,
international, and transnational levels reveals that debates about jus-
tice and reconciliation in response to colonial injustice need to move beyond
a historic injustice framework. Since structural injustices are contem-
porary, calls for reconciliation in contemporary politics are not
about getting over the past, but about addressing the alienation of
contemporary agents from contemporary social structures, includ-
ing contemporary narrative structures about the past. Reconcilia-
tion, in this frame, is not only or mainly about closing the books on
past injustice. It’s not primarily about victims or survivors letting
go of resentment about a past injustice. It’s about how those whose
social positions are produced by a structurally unjust order today
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can dismantle unjust and alienating social identities, positions, and
structures, and build a world in which all agents can cultivate non-
alienated forms of agency and self-realization.

Reconciliation should be understood as part of a regulative polit-
ical ideal of non-alienation, aimed toward the creation of a mutu-
ally affirmable and affirmed social /political order that can support
the flourishing of non-alienated agents.” Rather than addressing
an abstract philosophical question about how rational individuals
may feel at home in the modern world, reconciliation as a moral/
political project can be formulated as addressing a more practi-
cal question: How can agents come to affirm the social/political
structures that enabled or produced (and still may be enabling and
producing) social and political injustices, and which still may con-
stitute so many of the options and limits of their lives?

The politics of reconciliation ultimately is a struggle about the
shape of the social world that defines, organizes, and mediates
agents’ social identities, positions, agency, well-being, and even
their dreams. Such politics involves contestations over narratives
of that order in historic terms, as well as over representations of
the current social/political order, and reveal conflicting images
of home, including who can be at home in the world, and what
kinds of identities, positions, and roles are possible and available
to agents in different social positions to enact, practice, as well as
imagine, in this home. In struggling to be at home in the world,
agents in different social positions reveal different images of
that home from their standpoints, presenting others with some-
times discordant, jarring, and unsettling images of the social/
political order. When revealing disparate images of the social/
political order, the politics of reconciliation generates sources of
immanent critique through unsettling socially dominant images
of home, as well as the images of oneself that are attached to
or associated with those images, thereby destabilizing the domi-
nant schematic orderings of the social/political order, on which
agents’ ontological security and sense of home depend. Through
responding to such confrontations, agents who participate in the
project of reconciliation embark on remaking, and potentially
transforming, themselves, and thereby their social world. Seen
in this light, the political project of reconciliation, given the
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histories and continuities of human iniquity, has the potential to
make radical demands on us all.

IMAGES oF HOME

In politics, agents engage in the quest for reconciliation by strug-
gling to create a mutually affirmable and affirmed social/political
order, a regulative ideal that we can characterize as being at home
in the world.*” Understanding reconciliation in this way entails an
examination of what images of home are available in the social
and political schemas and imaginaries*' that provide the ground
or structure for developing and mediating agents’ social identities,
aspirations, and appropriative agency. “Home” is the definer of
personal and collective identity, and fulfillment or self-realization.
Just as the domestic familial home is conceived by its defenders
as “the only setting where intimacy can flourish, providing mean-
ing, coherence, and stability in personal life,”* the social/politi-
cal home can be viewed as the setting that organizes meaning,
coherence, and stability in individuals’ social existence, and the
basis from which they flourish or flounder as social and political
beings. We can understand contemporary struggles over public dis-
course, museum exhibits, monuments and statues, public space,
and other social practices as windows into deeper contestations
about the politics of being at home in the social world. Home is a
social imaginary with which individual and group social identities
are inextricably bound, and by which their social agency and activi-
ties are unavoidably mediated.

The politics of reconciliation is thus a politics of homemaking.
But what does it mean to be at home in the world? Psychology
studies have shown that “among adults, and on the level of coun-
tries and ethnic groups, collective psychological ownership serves
as a strong justification for territorial and nationalist sovereignty
claims, and disputes about ownership of objects, cultural artifacts,
and territories are frequent and tend to escalate to violent inter-
group conflicts.”” Reconciliation as the politics of homemaking
thus involves interrogating the fusion of collective psychologies of
ownership with ideas of home and belonging. This way of under-
standing the politics of reconciliation, as one based on competing



20 CATHERINE LU

claims of home ownership, also helps to explain why such conflicts
are so emotionally charged, such as when communities are divided
over the maintenance or removal of monuments of historic figures
in public squares, or the renaming of sports teams, schools, and
universities; over the creation and direction of national museums
of cultural heritage; over the revision of portrayals of past events in
school history textbooks; over revisions to contemporary celebra-
tory traditions; or over which figures should or should no longer
be commemorated through national holidays, street names, or
currencies.

However these struggles play out, a dominant conception of
the structure of the home that is the site of such collective strug-
gles is the modern nation-state. The territorial nation-state, and
the international system of states, are the presumed institutional
frameworks in which contemporary individuals or groups struggle
to realize freedom, equality, justice, and community. Hilary Pilk-
ington has observed that the persistence of the idea of “homeland”
in contemporary political discourse suggests that “an important
element of the modern world outlook is the linking of individual
identity to a territorially bound collective identity.”** While liberal
conceptions of national belonging eschew primordial, ethnic, and
organic notions of national or political community, they generally
accept the modern territorial state as the given institutional frame-
work of political life. As for the international level, proponents of
liberal international order interpret decolonization as an extension
of the value of national self-determination to previously colonized
peoples, and the universalization of sovereign equality as a progres-
sive repudiation of the unequal status of peoples that was a defin-
ing feature of colonial international order.*

The historical construction and expansion of modern inter-
national order, however, has been entangled with “scientific rac-
ism” and civilizational thought and discourse. According to Dun-
can Bell, in the nineteenth century and early twentieth century,
“White supremacist visions of global governance circulated widely
in the Anglo-American world.”* While “civilized” populations were
entitled to their own state, the logic of civilized nations “justified
imperial and colonial rule over Africans and even genocide in
accordance with racial hierarchies, as well as forced deportations in
accordance with visions of sovereignty based on national or ethnic
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homogeneity.”*” The construction of racial and civilizational hier-
archies, backed by military domination, meant that the inclusion
of non-Europeans and non-Whites, whether in imperial projects,
colonial civilizing missions, or later, in a system of formally inde-
pendent states embedded in a capitalist global economy, would be
marked by deep asymmetries and inequalities in standing, status,
rights, burdens, and powers.*

In my work, I have argued that state-centric institutions and
practices of global governance reflect deep structural injustices
that emanate from the colonial origins of modern international
order. While historical decolonization conferred the status of for-
mal sovereignty to postcolonial states, precolonial peoples who
found themselves within a newly decolonized state or a settler state
were denied any international standing as peoples in the interstate
order and thus did not enjoy an internationally recognized right
to self-determination as peoples, or the freedom to determine
their political status or pursue their economic, social, and cultural
development. Decolonization thus did not allow for secession or
a reconfiguration of territory, or guarantee international stand-
ing, or moral and political reciprocity, to peoples and other orga-
nized social groups within settler colonial and postcolonial states.
Entrenchment of a state-centric international society has thus gen-
erated a structural legacy of injustice and alienation for those who
continue to experience subjection to the state and international
system as a colonizing project.

The Eurocentric narrative of civilizational progress that for-
warded the nation-state as a marker of civilization, also fated Indig-
enous peoples to extinction with the advent of modernity. In the
“civilized” home, Indigenous people are alienated from an epis-
temic, social, ethical, normative, and material order that is predi-
cated on denying the very possibility of realizing Indigenous ways
of being—knowledge, philosophy, governance, or culture—in con-
ditions of modernity.* Acknowledging that the forcible incorpo-
ration of Indigenous peoples as members of a largely “departed
race” is not only a historic injustice, but a contemporary or ongo-
ing structural injustice in postcolonial and settler colonial contexts,
raises fundamental challenges to the legal and political authority
and legitimacy of postcolonial and settler colonial states as well
as of the international order of sovereign states.”® Thus, Robert
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Nichols has observed that the most important aspect of struggles of
Indigenous peoples in contemporary politics—over development
projects, pipelines, burial sites, or mountain ranges—is that they
are “interpretive struggles, challenging and unsettling the very terms
of global political order.”" Given the lack of fit between Indigenous
governance and settler state structures, redressing the existential
and structural alienation of Indigenous peoples from the contem-
porary international order entails revolutionary structural transfor-
mations of world order. Decolonizing the global home will thus
require fundamental modifications of the constitutive political and
territorial rights of states, and the coercive architecture of the mod-
ern sovereign states system that enforces such rights.”

In the case of Black people, the construction of Black identity
in civilizational discourse as having “no culture, no civilization,
no ‘long historical past’,” and the “thingification” of Black sub-
jects under colonial rule® left an enduring legacy in postcolonial
Africa,” as well as in the African and Black diaspora. Contempo-
rary Black scholars emphasize that Black subjectivity is constrained
not only by legacies of past injustice, but by “the ongoing problem
of Black exclusion from social, political and cultural belonging;
our abjection from the realm of the human.”” Thus, for Christina
Sharpe, anti-Black violence in the United States is not just a blem-
ish on an otherwise well-functioning democracy, but “a predictable
and constitutive aspect of this democracy.” She asks, instead of
calling for justice as accountability, what political and social spaces
would be opened if Americans were to understand that, “The ongo-
ing state-sanctioned legal and extralegal murders of Black people
are normative and, for this so-called democracy, necessary; it is the
ground we walk on. . . . What happens when we proceed as if we
know this, antiblackness, to be the ground on which we stand.”’
Such existential alienation is pointedly captured by Saidiya Hart-
man’s account of her attempt to explain to the chief of Salaga,
Ghana, the impact of slavery on Blacks in America: “How could
you explain that four hundred years in a place didn’t make it a
home?”%®



Reconciliation as Non-Alienation 23

THE PAIN AND PROMISE OF DISALIENATION PoOLITICS

Nishnaabeg writer and educator Leanne Simpson has expressed
her concerns about the progressive potential of the project of rec-
onciliation in Canada through the use of a domestic analogy to
describe the relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
peoples: “It reminds me of an abusive relationship where one per-
son is being abused physically, emotionally, spiritually and mentally.
She wants out of the relationship, but instead of supporting her,
we are all gathered around the abuser, because he wants to ‘rec-
oncile.” But he doesn’t want to take responsibility. He doesn’t want
to change. In fact, all through the process he continues to physi-
cally, emotionally, spiritually and mentally abuse his partner. He
just wants to say sorry so he can feel less guilty about his behaviour.
He just wants to adjust the ways he is abusing; he doesn’t want to
stop the abuse.”

Despite recognition by a majority of Canadians that much work
remains to build a racially just society,” the image of Canada as
an abusive and even genocidal home would be disorienting and
unsettling for a population that considers the injustices of geno-
cide, dispossession, and forcible incorporation to belong to a dis-
tant and remote past. With a vague and general understanding
of the country’s history, many Canadians continue to hold a posi-
tive self-image of the nation and its “values” of “peace, freedom,
democracy and human rights.”®' Such a positive self-image is dif-
ficult to reconcile with the image of Canada as an agent of past and
ongoing Indigenous genocide, a controversy that has afflicted the
Canadian Museum for Human Rights (CMHR) since its founda-
tion. The museum’s mission, until recently, included “celebrating
Canadians’ commitment to human rights.”® Established in 2014,
the CMHR took five years to acknowledge that the Indian Resi-
dential Schools system amounted to a genocidal policy directed
at Indigenous peoples in Canada, an admission prompted by the
National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women
and Girls (MMIWG).%

How can agents, whose social imaginaries and associated con-
ceptions of the right and the good may be distorted by structural
injustice, come to be motivated to pursue self- and political trans-
formation? Frantz Fanon articulated this question as a challenge of
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“disalienation” as a response to colonial domination and oppres-
sion: “Before embarking on a positive voice, freedom needs to
make an effort at disalienation.”®* According to Fanon, both the
oppressed, as well as the oppressors, need to engage in processes
of disalienation, for a new politics to be born. The project of recon-
ciliation as non-alienation is intimately related to the disalienation
of those who have developed their subjectivities (or sense of self
and one’s place in the world) in conditions of structural domina-
tion and oppression.

For those who are dominated, alienation makes it difficult to
engage in struggles against injustice or domination. The alien-
ated may suffer from lacking the requisite self-respect required to
mount a radical critique, or the requisite bases of social respect to
participate effectively in the space of “public reason” distorted by
structural injustice. Nor may the public engagement of the alien-
ated conform to the standards of sober social analysis.® Alienated
agency may produce engagement with unjust structures that are
limited by those structures. Disalienation is essential to meet the
challenge of agents becoming free and equal authors of their social
structures, which is not resolved by others, such as the state, con-
ferring on them the status of persons or citizens. Glen Coulthard
has thus argued that the politics of liberal multicultural recognition
is not enough to redress the ongoing settler colonial domination
and oppression of Indigenous peoples. Following Fanon, he argues
that dominated agents need to struggle to create new decolonized
terms of association that they can call their own, and not only seek
equal justificatory status based on structures of colonial power, oth-
erwise “the colonized will have failed to reestablish themselves as
truly self-determining: as creators of the terms, values, and condi-
tions by which they are to be recognized.”® As Leanne Simpson
has put it, “We [Indigenous peoples] need to be able to articulate
in a clear manner our visions for the future, for living as Indige-
nous Peoples in contemporary times. . . . [This involves] articulat-
ing and living our legal systems; language learning; ceremonial and
spiritual pursuits; creating and using our artistic and performance-
based traditions.” Disalienation may thus involve a refusal® of the
social position or identities one has been assigned in the dominat-
ing home, withdrawal from the social world, creative reappropria-
tion, and strategies of self-development and self-affirmation.*® While
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disalienation for the oppressed requires such acts of imaginative
resistance to the dominant social identities and positions offered,
the space for such imaginings may require state and international
support for the revival of Indigenous languages, cultures, and gover-
nance, since their resurgence is a precondition for Indigenous and
other subjugated peoples being able to engage in decolonized and
non-alienated struggles to be at home in the modern world.

For others occupying dominant social positions, disalienation
practices need to aim to provoke recognition of problematic identi-
ties, beliefs, and practices (or the occurrent experience of psycho-
affective alienation), while also providing positive motivational
resources for agents to do the hard work of self-reflection and
transformation. The Canadian TRC, however, faced obstacles from
government, churches, and other agencies or organizations to pro-
vide a full examination of the schools, including an accounting of
the victims, whose unmarked graves are now being uncovered, as
well as an accounting of the officials who were responsible for the
assimilationist and eliminationist policies of successive Canadian
governments over its 150-year history.”

Indeed, the pain that attends processes of disalienation has
provoked reactionary politics that aim to re-entrench the terms
of structural domination. In response to growing awareness of the
Dutch nation’s history of slavery and colonialism, for example,
far-right nationalists have employed the language of self-hatred
to resist collective engagement in painful reflections about Dutch
national history. According to Thierry Baudet, leader of the far-
right, White supremacist/nationalist Dutch Forum for Democracy
Party (FvD), “The West is suffering from an autoimmune disor-
der . . . Part of our organism—an important part: our immune
system, that which should protect us—has turned against us. We’re
being weakened, undermined, surrendered in every respect. Malev-
olent, aggressive elements are being smuggled into our social body
in unprecedented numbers, while true causes and consequences
are kept hidden.”” Baudet employs the concept of oikophobia, or
“fear of the home,” which, he argues, feminist, Black, postcolonial,
and other social movements have engendered by challenging the
golden narrative of Dutch national history and “Western values”
more generally, producing a citizenry that is ashamed of and alien-
ated from its national identity.
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The concept of oikophobia was developed by the conservative
philosopher Roger Scruton.” In an essay on American education,
he characterizes those who embrace multiculturalism as suffering
from a “pathological oikophobia, a hatred of home, which has been
a frequent disease among intellectuals since the Enlightenment.
He sees that which is his ‘own,’” his inheritance, as alien; he has
fallen out of communication with it and feels tainted by its claim
on him.” The picture of America that Scruton sees threatened by
the liberal multicultural politics of recognition is one in which the
democratic process and the rule of law function aptly to resolve
social problems. Not “nationalist or xenophobic,” his American
citizen “assumed that it is right and normal to be proud of your
country,” a country with “a core of moral instinct, in which respect
for freedom went hand in hand with an equal respect for pub-
lic decency.”” His account of American society, however, clearly
is dominated by a White majority culture, such that “Harlem”
represents a “cultural minority” that is equal to “a Shi’ite village
in Iran.”™ In Scruton’s image of America, the White majority is
implicitly the great definer of who can call America their home,
and Blacks and other minorities can only claim to belong if they
accept their racial subordination.

In offering this image of the American home, Scruton seems to
engage in what philosopher Simon Keller has called a “patriotism
of bad faith.”” The diagnosis of oikophobia also seems to misun-
derstand the motivation of the politics of disalienation; far from
expressing a “hatred of home,” those whom Scruton criticizes for
contesting dominant images of home seek to make the home bet-
ter for all those who must live in it. Politically, the instrumental-
ization of otkophobia in far-right ideologies serves to reinvigorate
the resolve of dominant social groups to cling to their distorted
subjectivities, and to aspire to continue determining without recip-
rocation whose image of home is realized in social and political
life. The resonance of the concept of otkophobia with many ordinary
people, and its instrumentality to the farright political agenda, are
indications of the serious pain engendered by the politics of disa-
lienation. For to admit negative versions of the American home
as “materialist, patriarchal, racist, imperialist and obsessed with
property and power”” is to expose the bright self-image of Ameri-
cans to a darker mirror image that provokes powerful emotions
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of inadequacy or shame, according to their own standards. It is
the pain generated by the alienation or separation from a positive
self-image, provoked by practices of disalienation, and the desire
to avoid such pain, that motivates some to support the reactionary
politics of the far right. My point is that the politics of oikophobia is
not primarily about the existential alienation of dominant social
groups to participate meaningfully in the social world, but about
their attempt to dominate (or “determine without reciprocation””’)
whose image of home will define and organize social and political
life. By deflecting the painful and potentially transformative self-
examination provoked by disalienation politics, conservative and
farright politics also close off possibilities for moving forward in
struggles against structural domination and alienation.

RECONCILIATION AS AN OPEN-ENDED
PROCESS OF SELF-REALIZATION

Lorraine Hansberry’s play, Les Blancs, vividly and presciently por-
trays these challenges that attend the politics of reconciliation in
a postcolonial world.”™ Set in a fictional African country on the
verge of anticolonial insurrection, the action begins with Tshembe
Matoseh, a young African man, returning home from a comfort-
able life in Europe for his father’s funeral. The play makes tren-
chant critiques and poses difficult challenges about the ends and
means of anticolonial struggle, challenges that apply to African
Americans fighting for civil rights in America as well as to Africans
fighting European colonial rule. Hansberry’s play deftly and poi-
gnantly exposes the dilemmas encountered by racialized subjects
attempting to fashion a home in a world built on racial oppres-
sion and domination. While Tshembe’s brother Abioseh, a Roman
Catholic about to enter the priesthood, takes an assimilationist
route that threatens the anticolonial struggle, the most poignant
character in the play is Tshembe’s half-brother, Eric, an African
European child of rape, who is eager to join the revolution, but
becomes its casualty.

The colonial administration is represented by Major Rice, who
is in charge of security in the shadow of an imminent insurrection.
In explaining his attachment to the colonial project, Major Rice
explains to the American journalist, Mr. Morris: “This is my country,
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you see. I came here when I was a boy. I worked hard. I married
here. . . . This is our home, Mr. Morris. Men like myself had the
ambition, the energy and the ability to come here and make this
country into something . . . (He turns ever so slightly from time to
time to catch Tshembe’s expression.) They had it for centuries and
did nothing with it. It isn’t a question of empire, you see. It is our
home . .. We wish the blacks no ill. But—(Simply, matter-of-factly, a
man confirmed)—it is our home, Mr. Morris.”” The thorough sense
of entitlement to ownership expressed by Major Rice is buttressed
by the play’s revelation that he is also Eric’s father, and the rapist of
Tshembe’s mother.

Hansberry’s play shows vividly what is at stake in the struggle for
home, even as she also sharply portrays the challenges confront-
ing those who aim to forge a new politics of homemaking. One
route she dismisses is the one taken by the American journalist,
Charlie Morris, who views himself as far removed from the colonial
projects of Europe and offers new terms of association on equal
terms. Tshembe criticizes the ahistorical move toward a new begin-
ning, saying, “For a handshake, a grin, a cigarette and half a glass
of whiskey you want three hundred years to disappear—and in five
minutes! . .. In this light, for instance, I really cannot tell you from
Major Rice!”®

Near the end of Les Blancs, Tshembe, lamenting his involvement
in the anticolonial politics of his ancestral home, and its implica-
tions for the possibility of returning to his private, comfortable life
with his European wife and child, exclaims: “I want to go home.”
When asked if his home is in the mountains of Europe or the
mountains where he grew up in Africa, he replies that he no lon-
ger knows.®!

The play’s ambiguous and controversial ending reflects well the
uncertain endpoint of reconciliation as non-alienation. Far from
closing the books, reconciliation as non-alienation is quite open-
ended in terms of the substantive kinds of social forms or institu-
tionalized relations that agents may come to endorse and pursue.
In the case of settler colonialism, reconciliation as non-alienation is
not likely to accommodate the assimilationist dreams of settlers who
may accept the inclusion of Indigenous peoples, but only within
a predetermined settler constitutional framework. But in con-
trast to conceptions of reconciliation as closure, reconciliation as
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non-alienation does not foreclose continued political struggle, and
does not assume a homogenizing ideal or a conflict-transcendent
form of social unity. For this reason, also, however, such a concep-
tualization of reconciliation cannot produce a substantive vision of
what a reconciled social /political order should look like.

In Les Blancs, an ally of the anticolonial cause, Madame Neilsen,
asks Tshembe if he hates Europeans. He replies, “I have seen your
mountains. Europe—in spite of all her crimes—has been a great
and glorious star in the night. Other stars shone before it—and
will again with it. . . . The heavens, as you taught me, are broad and
can afford a galaxy.”® Although I have said that we cannot offer a
substantive vision of what a reconciled world would look like, we
could view Hansberry’s vision of a galaxy of glorious stars as an apt
abstract vision when imagining one kind of world we can hope for.
It supports the view that a measure of conditions for non-alienated
flourishing for Indigenous peoples in settler colonial states such as
Canada, as well as in the wider world, is whether Indigenous peo-
ples can effectively participate as equals in shaping their terms of
association “without giving up who they are as indigenous peoples,”
and whether they are empowered to return Indigenous “ways of
knowing the world to their rightful place in the landscape of human
ideas.”®

At the same time, it should be acknowledged that conceptual-
izing reconciliation as a response to the history of human iniquity
invites a tragic framing of non-alienation as addressing the chal-
lenges of “making possibility out of dispossession,”®* slavery, geno-
cide, and other socially produced atrocities. As Aimé Césaire has
argued, it is impossible to return to a galaxy populated by stars from
a precolonial past.* Hartman has also reflected on the disappoint-
ment of being a Black person trying to return to a place that has
not been touched by slavery. Her journey to Ghana to find “home”
first reveals to her the difference between the Pan-Africanism of
the continent and the Pan-Africanism of the diaspora.® Eventually,
she identifies a connection through the stories of the stateless—
those fugitives from slave raids who fled their villages in search of
“free territory.” Being at home in the world, according to the “fugi-
tive’s dream,” did not entail returning, owning, or belonging to a
mythical homeland, but entailed that “old identities sometimes had
to be jettisoned in order to invent new ones. Your life might just
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depend on this capacity for self-fashioning.”” Ghanaian American
writer Yaa Gyasi’s novel, Homegoing, provides an illustrative case of
imaginative homemaking in her fictional reconstruction of a fam-
ily history of eight generations torn apart and indelibly shaped by
slavery, colonialism, and racial iniquity. At various times, characters
struggle precisely with making possibilities for self-realization in
defiance of, as well as out of, their oppressive surroundings.®® What-
ever their degree of success, to create narratives depicting agents’
struggles in contexts of genocide, slavery, and dispossession is a
powerful exercise of appropriative agency for those whose capaci-
ties to appropriate and narrate their own histories were obliterated
through “thingification” or genocide. The creative reappropria-
tion and innovation required for self-realization in such contexts
invariably will lead to plural paths and boundary-crossing identities
of anticolonial and decolonial subjectivity.* Reconciliation as non-
alienation entails placing the homemaking struggles of the fugitive,
the refugee, the border-crosser, the exiled, the oppressed, and the
dispossessed at the center, rather than periphery, of our normative
conceptions of being at home in this world.

CONCLUSION

The question of reconciliation is about whether and how agents
can imagine new selves, another “other,” with whom to engage in
transformed social relations, in order to create new forms of non-
alienated flourishing in mutually non-alienating relations. Some
may worry that the ideal of non-alienation is illusory or infeasible,
given the impossibility of realizing the idealized subject in con-
ditions of structural oppression and domination. How can non-
alienated agents or structures be fashioned out of alienated subjects
and conditions? Although agents’ social positions and structures
are mutually constituted, my view is that even agents in conditions
of severe domination and oppression can exercise oppositional
agency or resistance. This is not to say that such forms of politi-
cal agency thereby generate a free or autonomous subject. The
exercise of such agency cannot be equated with enjoying structural
justice or freedom.” Still, agents variously situated in unjust struc-
tures can make use of their agency to contribute to challenging
and overturning structural injustices through self-transformation
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and collective action. Agents, individually or collectively, need not
be autonomous in any ideal sense to do this, but the more effec-
tively they are able to act from their social positions to dismantle
structures of oppression and domination, and to dream new and
less alienated ways of self-realization, the more structural freedom
their agency will produce that will, in turn, enable them to develop
more ideal non-dominated and non-alienated forms of subjectiv-
ity. As structures change, new norms and practices of politics will
develop or become more visible, giving rise to new challenges that
will engender further theoretical innovations about further struc-
tural changes. Different waves of feminism illustrate well how struc-
tural changes can produce new struggles for reconciliation when
agents with new social identities interact in ways that precipitate
new social conflicts. We can also evaluate the process of decoloni-
zation in this way, to help contextualize the normative significance
of historical periods of decolonization, and also make sense of con-
temporary claims by Indigenous and other subjugated peoples that
colonialism is not over.

But achieving reconciliation as non-alienation is not likely
with agents as they are. In settler colonial contexts, the collec-
tive psychology of settler home ownership that entrenches anti-
Indigenous institutions, norms, and practices will need to be
relinquished for a new non-alienated politics to be born. In this
sense, it is true that the regulative ideal of non-alienation may
close off possibilities for some forms of interactional reconcili-
ation; indeed, the ideal of non-alienation reveals just how irrec-
oncilable things may be between contemporary agents, whose
social positions and identities are firmly attached to settler colo-
nial images of self and home. Whether it is at the ballot box, in
party politics, state agencies, or social movements, in the school
lunchroom, corporate boardroom, on the movie screen, in the
realm of domestic labor, at the hockey rink or basketball court, in
hospital wards, or the halls of academia, the struggles of agents
to be at home in the world—and between and within agents over
whose home it is, and what kind of home it is, including how
much and what kinds of non-dominating and non-alienating
spaces are available to different categories of persons and social
groups in these worlds—constitute the political struggle for
reconciliation. When that struggle is viewed as one that aims at



32 CATHERINE LU

non-alienation, it can open space for alternative, transformed,
and more emancipated dreams of reconciliation.

The stakes of the struggle are high. The problem of reconcilia-
tion is not only about how far such societies must go to repudiate
their racist and genocidal past, but also, relatedly, what they (or we)
must do to promote fundamental structural change, both domesti-
cally and globally, so that they/we can halt and prevent a racist and
genocidal present and future. Reconciliation is a practical political
necessity of all appropriative agents to claim the space they need
to be able to live, indeed, to breathe. In this sense, the project of
reconciliation is not one that can be voluntarily or easily given up
by those who are oppressed and dominated in contemporary world
politics. To give up on reconciliation, on the struggle to be at home
in the world, would be to give up on life itself.”
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