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1

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.

� AimØ CØsaire, 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.1 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,2 as well as many other grassroots 
initiatives, from online petitions to street murals to mass protests.3 
In conjunction with demands for individual accountability of the 
police of	cers 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.4 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.�5

A steady companion to such calls for justice are pleas for rec-
onciliation.6 Pope Francis implored �the national reconciliation 
and peace for which we yearn.�7 Scholars and journalists have also 
advocated the creation of truth and reconciliation commissions.8 
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.9 While the US House Judiciary 
Committee held a historic vote on H.R. 40 in April 2021, approv-
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heightened vulnerability of Indigenous women and girls, as well as 
of 2SLGBTQQIA people,13 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 
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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 signi	ed �moral ambition within politi-
cal constraints.�25 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.26

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 de	ning 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 con�icts.�27 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 
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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.31 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 af	rmation.�32 According to Rauna Kuokkanen, dis-
cussing the recent contemporary efforts of Nordic states to embark 
on reconciliation processes with the SÆmi people, �The process in 
the past 3 years leading toward establishing a truth and reconcili-
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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-
	cially on repairing relations between victims and perpetrators, 
while leaving unexamined the structural sources of their alienating 
interactions.36 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 
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more advantages or privileges, and even to commit wrongdoing 
with impunity. Social structures, when unjust, de	ne 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.�38

For example, it would be dif	cult 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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histories and continuities of human iniquity, has the potential to 
make radical demands on us all.

I����� �� H���

In politics, agents engage in the quest for reconciliation by strug-
gling to create a mutually af	rmable and af	rmed social/political 
order, a regulative ideal that we can characterize as being at home 
in the world.40 Understanding reconciliation in this way entails an 
examination of what images of home are available in the social 
and political schemas and imaginaries41 that provide the ground 
or structure for developing and mediating agents� social identities, 
aspirations, and appropriative agency. �Home� is the de	ner of 
personal and collective identity, and ful	llment or self- realization. 
Just as the domestic familial home is conceived by its defenders 
as �the only setting where intimacy can �ourish, providing mean-
ing, coherence, and stability in personal life,�42 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 �ourish or �ounder 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 justi	cation 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 con�icts.�43 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 
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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.�51 Given the lack of 	t 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 modi	cations of the constitutive political and 
territorial rights of states, and the coercive architecture of the mod-
ern sovereign states system that enforces such rights.52
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T�� P��� ��� P������ �� D������������ P�������

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.�59

Despite recognition by a majority of Canadians that much work 
remains to build a racially just society,60 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.�61 Such a positive self- image is dif-
	cult to reconcile with the image of Canada as an agent of past and 
ongoing Indigenous genocide, a controversy that has af�icted the 
Canadian Museum for Human Rights (CMHR) since its founda-
tion. The museum�s mission, until recently, included �celebrating 
Canadians� commitment to human rights.�62 Established in 2014, 
the CMHR took 	ve 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).63

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.�64 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 dif	cult 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.65 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 justi	catory status based on structures of colonial power, oth-
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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- re�ection 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 of	cials who were responsible for the 
assimilationist and eliminationist policies of successive Canadian 
governments over its 150- year history.70

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 re�ections 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.�71 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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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�77) 
whose image of home will de	ne and organize social and political 
life. By de�ecting the painful and potentially transformative self- 
examination provoked by disalienation politics, conservative and 
far- right politics also close off possibilities for moving forward in 
struggles against structural domination and alienation.

R������������� �� �� O���- E���� 
P������ �� S���- R����������

Lorraine Hansberry�s play, Les Blancs, vividly and presciently por-
trays these challenges that attend the politics of reconciliation in 
a postcolonial world.78 Set in a 	ctional 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 dif	cult challenges about the ends and 
means of anticolonial struggle, challenges that apply to African 
Americans 	ghting for civil rights in America as well as to Africans 
	ghting 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 con	rmed)� it is our home, Mr. Morris.�79 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 	ve 
minutes! .�.�.�In this light, for instance, I really cannot tell you from 
Major Rice!�80

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 -
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non- alienation does not foreclose continued political struggle, and 
does not assume a homogenizing ideal or a con�ict- 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.�82 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 
�ourishing 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.�83

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,�84 slavery, geno-
cide, and other socially produced atrocities. As AimØ CØsaire has 
argued, it is impossible to return to a galaxy populated by stars from 
a precolonial past.85 Hartman has also re�ected 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 	nd �home� 
	rst reveals to her the difference between the Pan- Africanism of 
the continent and the Pan- Africanism of the diaspora.86 Eventually, 
she identi	es a connection through the stories of the stateless� 
those fugitives from slave raids who �ed 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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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 con�icts. We can also evaluate the process of decoloni-
zation in this way, to help contextualize the normative signi	cance 
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 	rmly 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 
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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.91
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