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ABSTRACT 

 
Using Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission on Indian Residential Schools (IRS TRC) 
as an occasion and a lens, this dissertation aims to critically assess the capacity of the Canadian 
state to make good on the promise of transformation that the politics of reconciliation harbours. 
Canada’s IRS TRC is an opportunity to renew reflection on the sort of transformations that might 
bring about post-settler-colonial forms of commonality that do not presuppose the impossibility of 
decolonization and Indigenous self-determination. Using the topic of collective memory and 
methods drawn from emergent anti-imperialist sub-traditions in Western political thought, this 
dissertation forwards the claim that the realization of political reconciliation’s transformative 
potential entails both democratic and decolonial elements. This, in turn, grounds an attempt to 
bring radical democratic thought (with a focus on Sheldon S. Wolin) and Indigenous resurgence 
theory (with an emphasis on Glen S. Coulthard) into a conversation based on the assumption that 
not only are these two traditions of political thought not mutually exclusive but can be brought 
together in ways that can contribute towards the realization of political reconciliation’s 
transformative potential. This, however, entails a systematic decolonization of those elements of 
the foundations of Western democratic thought that render it amenable to imperial projects as a 
condition for freeing it up as a resource in the struggle for decolonization. This approach resulted 
in a twofold conclusion. First, the politics of reconciliation in liberal-democratic, settler-colonial 
contexts can be broadly divided into two contrasting and diametrically opposed models of political 
reconciliation: reconciliation ‘from above’ and reconciliation ‘from below.’ The second 
conclusion is that the form that the politics of reconciliation assumed in Canada is a form of 
reconciliation ‘from above,’ which, amongst other things, might be characterized by its selective 
social amnesia, its non-participatory and elitist decision-making processes and an incapacity to 
make good on the promise of change that the politics of reconciliation harbours. The liberal-
democratic settler state’s inability to facilitate political reconciliation’s transformative potential is 
due to an enduring structural predisposition to promote the opposite of a decolonizing 
transformation in Indigenous-state relations in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction: Decolonizing Foundations 

This Introduction proceeds in three parts. The first part outlines five core arguments that 

the remainder of the dissertation will attempt to demonstrate. Here, it is important to note that this 

introductory chapter is unconventional in that it does not provide a substantive account of the 

‘scaffolding’ (i.e., evidence) upon or out of which the five core claims are constructed. The first 

section of this Introduction might be said to share more in common with a prologue as opposed to 

an introduction in the sense that it anticipates and calls attention to the themes (presented in the 

form of arguments) and concepts that undergird and suffuse this dissertation in its entirety. This 

Introduction, in other words, does not delve into the ‘nuts and bolts’ of the thesis, nor does it 

provide a review of the literature, nor does it provide a progressive narrowing of the topic of this 

dissertation. These conventional introductory elements are presented in Chapters Two, Three, and 

Four where I situate the arguments presented below in the literature on political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential. The second and third sections follow a more conventional path form-

wise. The second section provides an account of the theoretical framework of this dissertation that 

focuses on three recent “turns” in the field of political theory, while the third section provides a 

chapter summary. The Introduction concludes with a very brief account of my positionality.  

From Colonial Completion to Decolonizing Foundations: Five Core Arguments 

The first argument that this dissertation attempts to demonstrate is that the politics of 

reconciliation in its present form undermines rather than facilitates political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential. My basic argument is that the liberal democratic settler-state is 

structurally predisposed to facilitate the advent of a form of post-settler-colonial commonality that 

can be referred to, following Elizabeth Strakosch, as colonial completion. Colonial completion 

refers to a condition where the dissolution of the colonial status of the settler-state occurs via the 

“erasure of Indigenous political independence.”1 I argue that the state facilitates colonial 

completion in the context of the politics of reconciliation in two ways. First, it is facilitated by the 

form of the state’s collective memory, which I define as a form of mythic memory that can be 

characterized by a tendency towards social amnesia. Here, I argue that the logic and structure of 

                                                
1 Elizabeth Strakosch, “Beyond Colonial Completion: Arendt, Settler Colonialism and the End of 
Politics,” in The Limits of Settler Colonial Reconciliation: Non-Indigenous People and the Responsbility 
to Engage, eds. Sarah Maddison et al. (Singapore: Springer Nature, 2016), 15. 
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the state’s collective memory prevents it from making good on the promise of transformation that 

the politics of reconciliation harbours. The second way that the state undermines political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential is its tendency to structure the realm of democratic 

politics according to the foundational assumption that collective decision-making power is the 

purview of political and bureaucratic elites and the associated assumption that the proper role for 

the demos and Indigenous peoples in collective decision-making processes ought to be passive and 

minimal. I argue that these two tendencies form the basis of a state-centric, elite-dominated, and 

mnemonically-truncated model of political reconciliation that might be defined as a form of 

reconciliation ‘from above.’ One of the distinct features of reconciliation ‘from above’ is that it 

tends to constitute the politics of reconciliation not as a moment of decolonizing transformation 

but instead as a tool of colonial domination that seeks to bring the settler-colonial project to close 

in a way that forecloses the possibility of Indigenous self-determination.  

The second argument that this dissertation attempts to demonstrate is the claim that settler-

colonialism can be theorized as a form of bifurcated domination. Bifurcated domination might be 

initially defined as a structure of domination that has stabilized over time and where one sovereign 

collectivity – which I identify with an elite that controls the state and whose actions are in large 

part determined by imperial ambitions and/or preserving the legacies of empire – rules over, or 

dominates, two separate collectivities: a territorially dispossessed people and an organically-

related collectivity that might be referred to as the demos and who are subjected to processes of 

socialization that would have them constructed as imperial citizens, or citizens for whom processes 

associated with the territorial and political dispossession of conquered peoples as well as their 

disappearance over time – whether through genocide or assimilation – is viewed as ‘natural.’ The 

primary theoretical lens that I employ in my attempt to theorize settler-colonialism as a form of 

bifurcated domination is the imperial republican political thought of Nicollo Machiavelli. My 

reading of Machiavelli proceeds on the basis of the claim that certain elements of his political 

thought might be interpreted as providing the elements of a “proto-theory” of modern settler-

colonialism understood as a form of bifurcated domination and that this constitutes a dimension 

of ‘Machiavelli’s modernity.’ Both my reading of Machiavelli as a proto-theorist of modern 

settler-colonialism as well as my interpretation of settler-colonialism as a form of bifurcated 

domination using Machiavelli’s political thought are each rendered possible through a centering 

of the topic of collective memory in the analysis and critique. 
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The third argument might be formulated in two parts. The first part is the claim that 

collective memory is a central means of both facilitating the imposition of structures of domination 

and, conversely, of facilitating struggles for freedom from structures of domination. The second 

part is the claim that when the topic of collective memory gets centered in the analysis of 

Indigenous-state relations, it reveals a political-mnemonic tension that centrally defines the terrain 

of Indigenous politics in settler-colonial contexts. For the purposes of this Introduction, I will focus 

on the latter claim. Centering collective memory in the analysis reveals a political-mnemonic 

tension at the heart of Machiavelli’s proto-conceptualization of settler-colonialism, a tension that 

I suggest continues to fundamentally define the terrain of Indigenous politics in settler-colonial 

contexts such as Canada. Here, the analysis revolves around Machiavelli’s argument that a people, 

who at the time of conquest constituted themselves as a politically free people, “do not and cannot 

cast aside the memory of their ancient liberty” and that as a consequence “whoever” thinks that 

“new benefits cause old offences to be forgotten, makes a great mistake.”2 This dictum serves as 

the basis for my claim that the collective memory of Indigenous peoples might be conceived of as 

a form of fugitive memory that is characterized by highly tenacious attachments to the memory of 

the autonomous Indigenous subject and the objective conditions that render it a historical 

possibility. The dynamics of fugitive memory and the impulse towards struggles for freedom that 

it generates is, however, continually confronted by an opposing tendency – which I locate in the 

dynamics of the collective (mythic) memory of the liberal, settler state – to engage in a form of 

politics that places intense pressure upon Indigenous peoples to forget that which cannot be 

forgotten. I subsequently employ Sheldon Wolin’s variant of the social amnesia thesis in an 

attempt to ‘update’ Machiavelli’s tension. This, in turn, allows me to re-formulate the political-

mnemonic tension that defines the terrain of Indigenous politics as the tension between a nation-

state that is under a constitutive impulse to impose a structure of social amnesia as a condition of 

membership in the liberal body politic, on the one hand, and traumatic experiences and cultural 

memories that cannot simply be forgotten, on the other hand. 

The fourth argument that this dissertation attempts to demonstrate is that education is 

central to both the establishment and consolidation of structures of domination and that it is also 

central to the dismantling of structures of domination. Concerning the latter, I build on Leanne 

                                                
2 Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince and the Discourses, trans. Luigi Ricci (Toronto: Random House, Inc., 
1950), 30. 
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Simpson’s claim that political reconciliation’s transformative potential is bound up with its 

capacity to ‘re-educate ordinary citizens.’3 Here, Simpson wonders, “how we can reconcile when 

the majority of Canadians do not understand the historic or contemporary injustice of dispossession 

and occupation, particularly when the state has expressed its unwillingness to make any 

adjustments to the unjust relationship.”4 Simpson’s argument suggests that efforts to theorize 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential ought to be less concerned with the relationship 

between the state and Indigenous peoples and more concerned with the relationship between 

Indigenous peoples and the demos. I suggest, moreover, that shifting emphasis in a way that 

highlights the Indigenous peoples-demos relationship can open up new terrain for thinking about 

how decolonizing transformations might occur beyond the boundaries of what counts as normal 

politics for the state. Building on Simpson, I attempt to develop the outlines of a model of political 

reconciliation that can act as an alternative to reconciliation ‘from above.’ Reconciliation ‘from 

below’ is grounded in part on the argument that situations where Indigenous forms of on-the-

ground action that resist, in various ways, corporate and state-driven activities that both invisibilize 

Indigenous peoples and undermine their sovereignty, and which result in broad-based 

engagements involving a multiplicity of diverse actors, might serve as contexts of transformative 

education and the renewal of forms of collective memory that counter the effects of the state’s 

tendency to promote selective social amnesia. The educative potential of such alliances might 

facilitate the rejection by settler subjects of the attitudes, behaviours and beliefs that sustain settler-

colonial hierarchies. In this way, on-the-ground action by the demos and Indigenous peoples might 

facilitate the enactment of a more just relationship that ideally might, in turn, anticipate and 

contribute towards the ‘wholesale transgression of inherited’ settler-colonial forms.5  

The fifth argument entails an acknowledgement that transforming Indigenous-settler 

relations via their reconstruction on foundations that are more just is a process that exhibits both 

democratic and decolonial elements. This claim grounds the further argument that not only are 

these two traditions of political thought not mutually exclusive but can be brought together in ways 

that might help facilitate efforts to theorize and put into practice political reconciliation’s 

                                                
3 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back: Stories of Nishnaabeg Re-Creation, 
Resurgence and a New Emergence (Winnipeg: ARP Books, 2011), 19-21. 
4 Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back, 21. 
5 Sheldon Wolin, “Fugitive Democracy,” in Democracy and Difference: Contesting the Boundaries of the 
Politica, ed., Seyla Benhabib (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 37. 
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transformative potential. This dissertation might be read, in this regard, as an attempt to facilitate 

a dialogue between Anglo-American radical democratic theory and radical anti-settler-colonial 

theory using American political theorist Sheldon S. Wolin and Yellowknives Dene political 

theorist Glen S. Coulthard as the primary interlocutors in a discussion that aims at accomplishing 

two things: first, I attempt to bring some emergent sub-disciplines in the field of political theory 

to bear in an effort to decolonize the foundations of Western democratic thought and, second, I 

attempt to make a case that democratic thought can contribute to Indigenous struggles for 

decolonization and self-determination. This project might, in this sense, be situated as an instance 

of the emergent literature on decolonizing foundations, but with two qualifications. 

The first qualification has to do with the fact that much of the literature on decolonizing 

foundations brings Western political theory into a dialogue with postcolonial theory understood as 

a body of literature that is interrelated yet distinct from both settler-colonial theory and the theory 

and practice of decolonization in settler-colonial contexts discussed by many Indigenous scholars. 

If, for instance, postcolonial theory is defined as “a body of thought primarily concerned with 

accounting for the political, aesthetic, economic, historical, and social impact of European colonial 

rule around the world in the 18th through the 20th century,”6 then postcolonial theory and 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous critiques of settler-colonialism have much in common. If, 

however, postcolonial theory might be defined more narrowly as having to do with the nature of 

the experiences of domination and their ongoing legacies as well as the struggles for liberation of 

peoples who acquired formal independence in the wake of the Second World War, then 

postcolonial theory is distinct from anti-settler-colonial theory. The Indigenous peoples of, for 

example, North and South America, Australia and New Zealand tend to conceive of their 

theoretical and practical efforts towards liberation as being conducted from a set of conditions that 

can be characterized as not yet formally decolonized. They both theorize and are engaged in 

struggles, in other words, from the standpoint of a sense of themselves as remaining encased or 

incarcerated in an externally imposed, autonomy-denying structure of domination. The purpose of 

raising this distinction is to clarify that this project is not primarily concerned with the relationship 

between postcolonial theory and anti-settler-colonial theory, nor is it primarily concerned with the 

                                                
6Daniel J. Elam, “Postcolonial Theory,” Oxford Bibliographies, 15 January 2019. 
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780190221911/obo-9780190221911-
0069.xml. 
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relationship between postcolonial theory and Western political theory.7 It might be situated as an 

instance of decolonizing foundations in the sense that it is grounded in methods and critiques 

developed by Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars wrestling with the implications of ongoing 

forms of domination associated with settler-colonialism, with one exception. 

The second qualification has to do with the related fact that postcolonial theory has 

nevertheless served as one source of inspiration for contemporary critiques of settler-colonialism. 

Here, I wish to highlight one form of critique that might be viewed as fundamental to the project 

of decolonizing foundations. By way of an example, we can turn to Amy Allen’s recent attempt to 

decolonize the foundations of second- and third-generation Frankfurt School critical theorists, such 

as Jurgen Habermas and Axel Honneth. Allen begins by agreeing with Edward Said’s lament that 

while the Frankfurt School developed powerful insights into how forms of domination operate in 

modern society, they nevertheless remain “stunningly silent on racist theory, anti-imperialist 

resistance, and oppositional practice in the empire” and that this ‘silence’ is “motivated” by a set 

of commitments the nature of which is captured by the established “links between moral-political 

universalism and European imperialism.”8 The project of decolonizing foundations thus begins 

with a “wholesale reassessment” of this connection which Allen defines as a critique of 

foundational assumptions that justify certain normativities as universal – i.e., the assumption that 

Western European modernity “represents a developmental advance over premodern, nonmodern, 

or traditional forms of life” and the associated commitment to defend “progress as a future-oriented 

[universalizing] moral-political goal.”9 Here, Allen notes that while second- and third-generation 

Frankfurt School thinkers such as Habermas or Honneth assume that in order for their work to be 

‘truly critical’ it “needs to defend some idea of historical progress” as a means of grounding their 

‘distinctive approach to normativity,’ it is precisely such commitments ‘that prove to be the biggest 

obstacle to the project of decolonizing’ foundations.10 Stated somewhat differently, the project of 

decolonizing foundations begins with the postcolonial critique of the “developmentalist, 

                                                
7 In addition to the work of contemporary political thinkers such as Glen Sean Coulthard and Amy Allen, 
an inquiry into the relationship between Western political theory and postcolonial theory might also 
benefit from Postcolonialism and Political Theory, ed. Nalini Persram (Toronto: Lexington Books, 2007) 
and Political Theories of Decolonization: Postcolonialism and the Problem of Foundations, Margaret 
Kohn and Keally McBride (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
8 Amy Allen, The End of Progress: Decolonizing the Normative Foundations of Critical Theory (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 1. 
9 Allen, The End of Progress, 3.  
10 Ibid. 
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progressive reading of history” and the ways in which this reading often works to establish a 

connection between a provincial political form that is nevertheless conceived of as universal, on 

the one hand, and imperial projects, on the other hand.  

There are two elements of my critique of the “normative developmentalist”11 view that 

ground the following attempt to decolonize the foundations of democratic theory that I wish to 

highlight at the outset. First, I argue that even though normative developmentalist or “stages” 

views of history have been widely discredited, they persist in a widely accepted narrative that tends 

to ground Western democratic theory’s self-understanding. Here, I am referring to what Benjamin 

Isakhan and Stephen Stockwell refer to as the standard narrative of democracy.12 The standard 

narrative claims that democracy makes its first appearance on the historical scene in ancient 

Greece, passes through ancient Rome, resurfaces again in England with the rise of the English 

Parliament, and receives impetus from the “universal” slogans of the French Revolution and the 

events surrounding the American Declaration of Independence.13 With the widespread defeat of 

conventional totalitarian regimes in the closing decades of the 20th century, Western liberal 

democracy stands as a universal historical mode of political organization. This “widely accepted 

story,” however, is “profoundly flawed.”14 Following Amartya Sen, Isakhan and Stockwell argue 

that “to equate the European developments of the standard history with a Western only 

commitment to egalitarianism or collective forms of government has been a profound misreading 

of world history.”15 The standard narrative’s assumption that “only the West knows democracy 

and that only the West can bring democracy to the rest of the world” not only provides an ethical 

justification for the fusion of democracy and empire but also suppresses the possibility of 

recognizing the existence and “the use of non-hierarchical, egalitarian and inclusive models of 

power” among non-Western peoples in the history and contemporary practices of non-Western 

                                                
11 Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 152. 
12 Benjamin Isakhan and Stephen Stockwell, “Introduction: Democracy and History,” in The Secret 
History of Democracy, eds. Benjamin Isakhan and Stephen Stockwell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2011), 4-10. 
13 Isakhan and Stockwell, “Introduction,” 1. 
14 Ibid., 8. 
15 Ibid., 11-12. Also, see Amartya Sen’s essays, “Democracy as a Universal Value” (Journal of 
Democracy 10.3 July 1999) and “Democracy and Its Global Roots: Why democratization is not the same 
as Westernization” (The New Republic October 6 2003), 28-35. 
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peoples.16 Isakhan and Stockwell note that, while the standard narrative does document “many 

important events and inspirational moments,” it is a “distant and exclusive narrative, which limits 

one’s ability to embrace democracy,” especially for those “whose heritage does not include a direct 

link to Greek assemblies, the British Parliament or the American Congress.”17 The conception of 

the development of democracy as an intra-Western process and the attendant assumption that 

democratic practices did and do not have an existence outside of the West is itself an image whose 

internalization by non-Western peoples constitutes a form of misrecognition and injury. The 

standard narrative, in other words, acts as a form of oppression and exclusion while it facilitates 

and is facilitated by harmful dichotomous modes of thinking such as a conception of non-Western 

peoples as lesser beings on the basis of the assumption that as a people, they do or did not possess 

cultures that were sufficiently advanced to give rise to democratic forms of self-rule.  The first 

element of decolonizing foundations might be identified with forms of education that challenge 

the notion that Indigenous peoples, for instance, are backward peoples whose cultures rendered 

them incapable of democratic self-rule. I suggest that colonial assumptions such as these not only 

undermine the possibility of realizing political reconciliation’s transformative potential but also 

undermine the possibility for a potentially vast pool of experiences and approaches to self-rule to 

contribute to a deepening of our understanding of what rule by the people can mean. 

The second element that this study builds upon is the argument that the Eurocentric 

conception of democracy’s world-historical origins is undergirded by a dichotomous mode of 

thought that manifests as a tendency to ascribe non-Western others with qualities (despotism, 

primitivism or arbitrary and violent rule) that are deemed to be diametrically opposed and 

antithetical to the superior qualities of the West (democracy, progressiveness or protecting human 

rights). The second element has to do, in other words, with rendering visible what political 

sociologist Michael Mann refers to as the ‘dark side of democracy.’ Mann’s study of the 

relationship between Western democracy and genocide constitutes not only a significant 

theoretical contribution to our understanding of the relationship between Anglo-American 

democracy and settler genocides but is one of the first attempts to explicitly acknowledge and 

systematically address this relationship. In The Dark Side of Democracy, Mann argues that 

“murderous ethnic cleansing comes from our [Western] civilization” and that this constitutes a 

                                                
16 Isakhan and Stockwell, 8. 
17 Ibid. 
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largely unacknowledged dimension of the history of the development of modern democracy.18 

According to Mann, genocide is not “primitive or alien” – that is, it does not originate from outside 

of, or prior to, Western modernity – but rather is an “essentially modern” phenomenon and 

constitutes the largely unacknowledged fact that modern Western ‘settler democracies’ have 

established themselves on foundations that have involved the annihilation of ‘whole peoples.’19 

Genocide in Indigenous North America continues to exist as a largely unacknowledged, systemic 

tendency – whether as a tendency to facilitate the disappearance of Indigenous peoples as 

politically self-determining peoples with aspirations towards independence or, more recently, in 

the case of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls – woven into the fabric of settler 

society. If the politics of reconciliation simultaneously invokes the liberatory promise of 

democracy and decolonization, then one of the conditions for conceiving of these two traditions 

of practice and thought as not mutually exclusive entails a critique of certain foundational 

assumptions and moments that continue to find a life for themselves in the thought of 

contemporary democratic theorists. The assumption that non-Western peoples such as Indigenous 

peoples did and do not possess political traditions of their own and that these possess value in their 

own right along with the tendency to strategically disavow the darker side of democracy are 

tendencies that produce, amongst other things, constructions of Indigenous peoples in mainstream 

democratic thought as “social groups” with special group rights and subordinate to the sovereign 

state. This tendency not only misconstrues the nature of Indigenous justice claims and thereby 

undermines Indigenous struggles for collective self-determination but also naturalizes settler-

colonialism and grounds ongoing efforts to assimilate Indigenous peoples as subordinate and 

organically related elements of the societies that have been constructed over them.  

My effort to decolonize the foundations of democratic theory is conducted from the 

standpoint of a desire to strip democratic theory of assumptions that render it amenable to imperial 

projects as a condition of ‘freeing up’ democratic theory as a resource that can contribute to 

Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-determination. Towards this end, I aim to sever 

three connections: the connection between Western democracy and universalism, the connection 

between Western democracy and empire and the connection between Western democracy and 
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forms of social amnesia that undermine the possibility of decolonizing transformations. To this 

list, a fourth connection might be added, the severing of which has been at the heart of the projects 

of a number of prominent radical democratic theorists throughout the twentieth century and into 

the twenty-first century, that is, the de-coupling of democracy and liberalism. I will have more to 

say about these relationships in the course of the analysis and critique.  

The Three “Turns”: Theoretical Framework 

My approach to analyzing and assessing political reconciliation’s transformative potential 

is grounded upon a theoretical framework that is informed by three emergent sub-disciplines in 

the field of political theory. The first major component of my theoretical framework consists of 

what Audra Simpson and Andrea Smith refer to as the “turn towards theory” in Indigenous 

studies.20 I wish to highlight three elements of Simpson and Smith’s delineation and defence of 

the turn towards theory in Indigenous studies. The first element has to do with an attempt to situate 

it in relation to a broader debate, occurring within Indigenous studies, concerning the “usefulness 

of theory in general” and Western theory in particular.21 More specifically, Simpson and Smith 

defend the turn towards theory against a prominent bias within Indigenous studies, namely, that 

the practice of theory in general and engagements with Western theory in particular not only 

sacrifices the concrete needs of Indigenous communities to abstract reasoning but also poses the 

threat of assimilation under the assumption that theory is an inherently Western enterprise.22 

Simpson and Smith argue that this is not the case and that engagements with Western theory by 

Indigenous peoples are necessary for both the defence of Indigenous communities and as a 

‘strategy of resistance’ not only to settler-colonialism but to forms of oppression in general. The 

first aspect of this element of Simpson’s and Smith’s defence of the turn towards theory in 

Indigenous studies revolves around the relationship between epistemology and empire and, more 

specifically, the claim that ‘epistemologies have material consequences.’23 Here, critique and 

analysis focus on the “structuring suppositions” that have enabled the “conceptual and material 

containment” of Indigenous peoples by the Western nation-state. Simpson and Smith are, in part, 

referring to the analysis and critique of theoretical constructs that have been, and continue to be, 

                                                
20 Audra Simpson and Andrea Smith, “Introduction,” Theorizing Native Studies, eds., Audra Simpson and 
Andrea Smith (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 1 
21 Simpson and Smith, “Introduction,” 2. 
22 Ibid., 1. 
23 Ibid., 4. 
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central to Western understandings of Indigenous peoples in political, legal, and social thought. 

Here, Simpson and Smith highlight forms of misrecognition that are central elements of an 

imperial political imaginary and its propensity to justify structures of domination via the 

naturalization of Indigenous peoples as non-autonomous beings.24 As Simpson and Smith note, 

when these unilaterally conceived and unilaterally imposed constructions are taken as truths, they 

can have damaging material consequences in the sense that it legitimates the settler state’s 

resistance to Indigenous justice claims and reflects, reinforces, and facilitates the imposition of 

imperial structures of domination, dispossession, assimilation, and erasure.25 Since theoretical 

categories have both symbolic and material consequences, the turn towards theory in Indigenous 

studies begins by ‘taking seriously’ the ways in which theory has been ‘used against’ Indigenous 

communities.26 Indigenous studies benefit from the turn towards theory through a capacity to 

intervene in ‘colonial constructions of truth’ as a mode of resistance to “forms of ethnographic 

entrapment and its relationship to settler colonialism as not only a material practice of 

dispossession but as a representational practice of social scientific discourse.”27 Indigenous 

peoples must, in other words, critically engage “sites of intellectual representation.”28  

This leads to the second aspect of the first element of Simpson and Smith’s defence of the turn 

towards theory in Indigenous studies, namely, an analysis and critique of the relationship between 

Indigenous struggles for self-determination and decolonization and the institutionalized 

production of knowledge in the academy. For Simpson and Smith, privileging the academy as a 

site for the production of knowledge about Indigenous peoples not only excludes Indigenous 

peoples – who are under-represented in the academy – from having a say in the production of 

knowledge about themselves. It also both facilitates and presupposes conditions where Indigenous 

peoples get constructed “as those who can be theorized about, but not those who can theorize,” 

which in turn is both translated into and reinforces the imperial dichotomy that ‘the Western 

subject is self-determining’ while the non-Western subject is ‘not self-determining.’29 This 

                                                
24 Simpson and Smith, “Introduction,” 6. Some examples include the categorization of Indigenous peoples 
as civilizationally underdeveloped peoples, the paternalistic construction of Indigenous peoples as 
“wards” who are incapable of self-rule, the construction of Indigenous peoples as a ‘disappearing race’ 
and as being in possession of ‘dying’ or moribund cultures and worldviews. 
25 Simpson and Smith, “Introduction,” 5. 
26 Ibid., 5. 
27 Ibid., 10, 5. 
28 Ibid., 9. 
29 Ibid., 7. 
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analysis and critique do not lead Simpson and Smith to argue that Indigenous peoples should 

abandon or reject the academy as a site of theoretical production and representation. For Simpson 

and Smith, the real question is not, 
whether we [Indigenous peoples and communities] should theorize. Rather, we need to ask how 
we can critically and intelligently theorize current conditions in diverse spaces inside and outside 
the academy, and how we can theorize our responses to these conditions. When we take account 
of the historical and political conditions that structure theory as a thing that appears through 
theory’s relationships to capital, or in relation to discourses of civilization and savagery, we may 
ask how a heightened awareness about the history of ideas, and the practice of ideas, will not only 
allow us to theorize and critique robustly but also help to build a more just set of relations 30 

 

These claims lead to the third aspect of the first element of Simpson and Smith’s attempt to 

delineate the contours of the turn towards theory in Indigenous studies, which they refer to as a 

process of questioning the “perceived ownership of theory.” Questioning the perceived ownership 

of theory entails, amongst other things, an expansion of the sites of intellectual production. As 

Simpson and Smith note, theoretical production “is not always captured by the academy.”31 Theory 

produced in the context of Indigenous struggles for self-determination and decolonization entails 

the “prioritization of theory produced within Native communities.”32 Simpson and Smith argue 

that ‘countless groups’ engaging in various on-the-ground forms of resistance are, in the process, 

actively engaged in theorizing about what forms of resistance are “most effective” and “that 

different forms of theorization can produce forms of analysis that take up political issues in ways 

that have important consequences for communities of every sort.”33 The activity of theory, in other 

words, need not sacrifice the needs of communities to ‘abstract reasoning.’ When communities 

themselves constitute the foundation of the “distinct perspective” from which Indigenous peoples 

“arrive at theory,” it can ground both a “critical framework for decolonizing political and 

intellectual praxis” and a “politically grounded and analytically charged” form of theory.34 

Simpson and Smith argue that theory grounded in the needs of Indigenous communities makes it 

                                                
30 Simpson and Smith, “Introduction,” 7-8. 
31 Ibid., 7. 
32 Ibid., 6. 
33 Ibid, 7. Simpson and Smith illustrate this connection by pointing to examples as diverse as the Taala 
Hooghan Infoshop in Flagstaff Arizona where the creation of “a variety of intellectual spaces” has 
allowed “community members to theorize the conditions of settler colonialism and possible forms of 
resistance to it” as well as the Native Youth Sexual Health Network in Toronto which is “engaged in 
intellectual production in a number of forums” that are actively theorizing “the relationships between 
indigeneity, colonialism, gender, and sexuality.” 
34 Ibid., 1-2.  
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clear that theory is neither “antagonistic to practice” nor is it “divorced from practical realities.”35 

Amongst the practical realities that Simpson and Smith highlight has to do with the relationship 

between Indigenous peoples and other marginalized and oppressed groups in settler societies, 

which leads to the second major element of Simpson and Smith’s defence. 

The second major element of Simpson and Smith’s delineation and defence of the turn to 

theory in Indigenous studies that I wish to highlight exhibits two aspects, namely, the relationship 

between Indigenous struggles for justice and the struggles for justice of other oppressed groups 

and the relationship of all of these to the state. Here, Simpson and Smith trace the roots of 

contemporary Indigenous movements for justice, self-determination, and decolonization to the late 

1960s and early 1970s and note a problem that became apparent at the outset. In debates associated 

with the most effective ways of engaging the state, Indigenous scholars became increasingly aware 

that settler-colonialism was an element of a larger whole in the sense that colonial policies and the 

logics of domination that they are grounded upon were and are a part of a larger framework that 

includes, for example, capitalist, white supremacist, and heteronormative logics of domination.36 

Recognition of this served as a further justification for a turn to theory in Indigenous studies as a 

means of delineating and diagnosing the distinct yet internally related forms of domination and as 

a means of ensuring that Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-determination did not 

inadvertently contribute to the consolidation of other forms of domination understood as 

components of “larger governing logics of rule.”37 This recognition, in other words, acted as the 

basis for the further acknowledgement that theory plays a crucial role not only for “developing 

intellectual and political projects for indigenous aspirations for justice” but also for coordinating 

the relationship between Indigenous peoples’ struggles and the struggles for justice of other 

oppressed groups within settler societies. The turn to theory in Indigenous studies thus came to 

adopt as a constitutive element of its own identity a coordinating function in the sense that 

Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-determination do not occur in a vacuum and that 

their efforts needed to be coordinated with the struggles for freedom and justice of other oppressed 

groups in settler societies.  
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Simpson and Smith expand on this dimension of the turn to the theory in Indigenous studies 

by conceiving of it in its relation to the state and as revolving around the critique of “multicultural 

projects of representation (and entrapment).”38 This problem has two dimensions, one revolving 

around the question of the state as a site of struggle in the context of the relationship between 

Indigenous struggles for justice and the struggles for justice of other oppressed groups and the 

other revolving around the nature of how theory is produced within the academy and the 

“genocidal logics that disappear Native peoples into intellectual and political projects that assume 

the continuation rather than the end of settler colonialism.”39 Simpson and Smith analyze this two-

pronged problem from the standpoint of the question of “isolationism” both at the level of practice 

and at the level of theory. First, in relation to the question of the state as a site of struggle. This 

line of inquiry problematizes struggles for change that operate primarily at the level of policy, or 

stated somewhat differently, struggles that seek state recognition in a way that re-casts Indigenous 

self-determination in the language of “rights” that are “granted” by the state. Here, Simpson and 

Smith refer to Glen Sean Coulthard’s foundational critique of the liberal politics of recognition in 

settler societies. For Coulthard, the pursuit of Indigenous self-determination through state 

recognition is undermined by the fact that it is a form of strategy that does not extend beyond the 

level of policy to the generative roots of settler-colonial structures of domination. This strategy, in 

other words, does not aim to ‘dismantle the settler state’s but instead ‘perpetuates its life’ by 

consolidating its legitimacy as sovereign and misidentifies ‘the small token of recognition’ granted 

by the state for actual justice.40 Secondly, this strategy often pits Indigenous peoples against other 

subordinate groups and thereby undermines one of the conditions of change at the level of the 

generative roots of the structures of domination. Identifying struggles for Indigenous self-

determination with the liberal politics of recognition entails a ‘claim to uniqueness that justifies 

recognition by the state,’ and it thereby promotes an ‘adversarial’ atmosphere of competition, 

rather than solidarity, with other oppressed social groups “who are also seeking recognition.”41 

The politics of decolonization must be broad-based in part because settler-colonialism is internally 

related to other forms of domination and therefore entails engagement with “anyone and everyone 
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who can help think of and imagine ways out of the moral and political impasse of recognition” and 

towards the discovery of “different modes of possibility.”42 

This leads to the third major element of Simpson and Smith’s articulation of the turn 

towards theory in Indigenous studies that I wish to highlight, namely, the question of how 

Indigenous peoples ought to engage other areas of study while both remaining committed to “an 

intellectual project of theorized political critique” that does not capitulate to the “colonial logics” 

of other disciplines, on the one hand, and that does not reproduce other logics of domination in its 

attempts to theorize strategies of Indigenous self-determination and decolonization, on the other 

hand.43 Simpson and Smith suggest that an autonomous Indigenous intellectual framework 

“requires not isolationism but intellectual promiscuity.”44 In developing this line of argument, 

Simpson and Smith argue that Indigenous struggles for self-determination and decolonization 

against settler-colonialism cannot be disconnected from the logics inherent in other structures of 

domination. Imperialism, capitalism, heteropatriarchy and white supremacy are, in other words, 

not conceived of as being internally unrelated to settler-colonialism, nor are they conceived of in 

a way that privileges one form of domination and oppression over other forms of domination and 

oppression. Engagement by Indigenous theorists with a multiplicity of disciplines and forms of 

resistance ensures that, on the one hand, Indigenous scholars, activists and community members 

do not reproduce the distinct but interrelated logics of domination as they come to ‘inhabit the 

logics of other disciplines’ and, on the other hand, such engagements contribute to ensuring that 

non-Indigenous scholars do not reproduce settler-colonial forms of domination as they align 

themselves with Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-determination.45 The practical 

implication of Simpson and Smith’s advocacy for an ‘intellectually promiscuous’ approach to 

theory is the claim that decolonization depends upon  the “building of mass movements” that are 

capable of “dismantling” these structures of domination and facilitating the advent of “a different 

political form,” one that in part exists “under the sign of decolonization and an end to genocide 

and settler colonialism.”46 The advent of such a political form necessarily entails the building of 

‘forms of political power’ that have the capacity to ‘make that happen,’ which in turn entails a 
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‘shift away’ from the politics of recognition and a focus on ‘those interested in changing power 

relationships.’47 For Simpson and Smith, “it is therefore important to engage rather than reject 

conversation with schools of thought that may have compatible intellectual and political goals, in 

particular Marxist theory, feminist theory, ethnic studies, and postcolonial theory.”48 Not to put 

too fine a point on it, one of the primary aims of this dissertation is to make a case for the addition 

of democratic theory and, more specifically, radical democratic theory, to this list.  

 The second major component of the theoretical framework that defines my approach is 

what might be referred to as the turn to the political in contemporary Western democratic thought. 

The first theme of the turn to the political in democratic thought that I wish to highlight has to do 

with the political conditions under which it emerged as an area of study. As Terry Maley notes, 

the concept of the political became a prominent theme, or ‘not-so-distant sub-text,’ in Anglo-

American democratic thought in the post-1989 era in part as a result of the collapse of the ‘self-

understanding of what democracy meant’ that had prevailed in the West since the Second World 

War. There was, in other words, a ‘growing recognition’ that what is often referred to as the realist-

elitist model of democracy had ‘perhaps reached its limits, or at least had run into serious 

difficulties.’49 The breakdown of the foundational assumptions that grounded the realist-elitist 

model of democracy – assumptions whose theoretical development can be found in the theoretical 

and political works of Max Weber, Joseph Schumpeter, and Robert Dahl’s early political thought 

– was in part rooted in the post-WWII Keynesian ‘consensus.’ As the “political-economic and 

symbolic order” of the welfare state began to ‘unravel’ under the impact of neoliberal 

globalization, the system was rendered incapable of ‘delivering the goods’ to the working and 

middle classes and was subsequently subjected to a “sustained and often withering critique from 

both the left and the right.”50 The realist-elitist model of democracy was criticized for its highly 

institutionalized, proceduralist, and rigidly bureaucratic and hierarchical structures; for its state-

centric, elite-driven, and expert-oriented forms of politics and agency; for its homogenizing and 

aggregative tendencies; for its tendency to view capitalism as the natural socio-economic 

counterpart of Western democracy and its subsequent failure to control global capitalism; and, for 
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its tendency to reduce political participation and legitimation to the act of voting and to generate 

and presuppose a politically passive citizenry as a condition of normal politics. These and other 

factors facilitated a widespread disenchantment with and rejection of the realist-elitist model of 

democracy and, as Maley notes, a subsequent search for “new experiences and new kinds of 

democracy.”51 It is important to note that the following analysis and critique proceeds on the basis 

of the assumption that while a number of alternatives have emerged in the wake of the critique of 

the realist-elitist model of democracy, its foundational assumptions and associated political forms 

continue to exert a constitutive influence on the way that liberal democratic states organize 

themselves as we proceed further into the 21st century. I make mention of this theme in the 

literature on the political because it will form a central element of my critique of the mainstream 

approach to the politics of reconciliation throughout this dissertation as a whole. 

 The second theme associated with the turn to the political in democratic theory that informs 

the basic approach of the following study has to do with the tendency for the study of the political 

to highlight foundations and foundational assumptions and the manner in which these condition 

and shape politics as a significant dimension of analysis and critique. Here, I will focus on several 

sub-themes in the study of foundations. The first sub-theme has to do with efforts to define the 

political in terms of its distinction from politics. Here, politics is often taken to refer to the visible 

realm of ‘concrete decision-making’ processes that are amenable to empirical research, on the one 

hand, and what Fred Dallmayr refers to as the largely invisible ‘depth dimension of political life,’ 

or the underlying order of foundational moments and assumptions that constitute and shape the 

world of politics in a definite way both in time and according to a distinct logic that defines and 

legitimates ‘events, persons or actions and institutions as to their political quality,’ on the other 

hand.52 Maley argues that the distinction between politics and the political “is as old as the Western 

tradition of political theory itself” and can be seen at work, for instance, in the distinction that Plato 

posits “between the rational, objective stability of the Forms and the fluid, ephemeral, contingent 

nature of lived experience and the emotions.”53 Jeremy Valentine notes that in the Western 

tradition of political thought, the political tends to be conceived of as possessing “the status of 

ground, foundation, or cause” of politics but also that which is “at the same time present” in 
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politics.54 Valentine conceives of the political as that which ‘establishes the space of a relation 

between politics and that which conditions it’ which in turn designates the ‘difference between on 

the one hand normal, ordinary, and routine everyday activities which are occupied by the 

production and distribution [of power], including the disputed nature of these activities, and, on 

the other, that which is supposed to ground, explain, or distinguish and locate these activities as a 

specific sphere of thought and action.’55 Citing both Valentine and Ernst Vollrath, Maley suggests 

that the study of the political – both from the standpoint of its distinction from politics and as 

involving the study of foundations and foundational assumptions – can be conceived of as being 

structured by three questions: ‘What kind of ‘rationality’ is specific to political phenomena and 

where does it reside so that it can be grasped from there? How is the political distinct from other 

‘spheres,’ such as the social and the economic? How does the political condition or shape 

politics?’56 In what follows, emphasis will be placed on the first and third elements of the study of 

the political and politics. Here, I am interested in the foundational logic that shapes the terrain of 

Indigenous politics in settler-colonial contexts and the negative impact that each exerts on the 

capacity for settlers and Indigenous peoples to experience well-being as political beings in settler-

colonial contexts. I am interested, in other words, in the specific logic that defines the political 

from the standpoint of settler-colonial structures of domination and the politics of Indigenous-

settler relations that it supports. This leads to the second sub-theme concerning the problem of 

foundations that I wish to highlight, namely, what is often referred to as the problem of the 

political. 

 Before proceeding, it is important to note one qualification in terms of my analysis of the 

problem of the political in settler-colonial contexts. Namely, the transition to construing the 

problem of foundations under the heading of the problem of the political highlights one of the 

central assumptions of this study concerning the temporality of settler-colonialism in settler-

colonial contexts. More specifically, drawing from Coulthard’s analysis of the historical phases of 

settler-colonialism in Canada, I situate this study in the transition from the ‘military and 

missionary’ phase of settler-colonialism to the post-1970s adoption, by the Canadian state, of the 

liberal recognition paradigm. Amongst other things, this historical transition is marked by the onset 
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of a context that is ‘absent pure force’ and a move towards ‘negotiations’ as the central means by 

which the logic of colonial completion unfolds. With this in mind, I will proceed by examining 

efforts to define the problem of the political formally, which will be followed by a consideration 

of efforts to apply it more concretely and, finally, the analysis moves on to the more specific sense 

in which it will be employed from the standpoint of the aims of this study. For Valentine, the 

problem of the political is conceived of formally as a problem that is endemic to Western political 

thought. Here, Valentine argues that the political “has always been thought of and understood as 

a concept within the Western tradition of metaphysics” and that, as such, it “emerges from within 

the distinction between the conceptual and the empirical,” a distinction that the Western tradition 

of metaphysics “both establishes and attempts to overcome.”57 The problem of the political thus 

refers to “the conceptual and empirical incompletion of politics” as well as attempts to minimize 

the difference between politics and the political “through demonstrating the coincidence of the 

two terms in phenomena that can be conceived as equally present to sensation and 

consciousness.”58 Stated somewhat differently, the problem of the political, for Valentine, 

‘establishes the difference between the political and politics and its elimination in the coincidence 

of the two terms.’59 In an abstract or formal sense, the problem of the political might be understood 

as referring to the tension between the existence of the polity in an ideal and, perhaps to a certain 

extent, utopian, sense and the empirical reality of a political community that does “not yet” reflect 

or embody the ideal. The problem of the political refers to the non-coincidence between ideal and 

actuality and to the attempt to close and ultimately eliminate the distance between the two. I wish 

to highlight the following interpretation concerning Valentine’s abstract reflections on the problem 

of the political in Western political thought. It is important to note, before proceeding, that I do 

not, as both Valentine and Maley do, situate my critique of Valentine’s formulation of the problem 

of the political in the context of the history of critiques of the ‘metaphysics of presence,’ which is 

often interpreted as one of the philosophical conditions for the contemporary resurgence of interest 

in the concept of the political. Instead, I suggest that attempts to resolve the problem of the political 

can and often do go beyond the passive enterprise of discovering empirical phenomena that are 

demonstrative of the above-mentioned coincidence and into the realm of actively seeking to 
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promote such a coincidence in the sense of coercing or forcing empirical phenomena to conform 

to the ideal that is being imposed. This perhaps suggests one way of interpreting the purpose of 

the Residential School System in Canada. Powerful political and social entities have, in other 

words, actively sought to create or generate a coincidence through coercive modes of social 

fabrication. It is important to note, however, that while I conceive of this approach to resolving the 

problem of the political to be an impulse inherent to the politics of Indigenous-settler relations – 

i.e., colonial completion – it cannot, in this form, account for the historical transition from force to 

negotiation. In order to account for this transition, I turn to Maley’s more concrete Wolinian 

analysis of the problem of the political in Max Weber’s political thought. 

Here, we might begin by noting that, for Wolin, the problem of the political is defined as 

attempts by political elites to combine ‘commonality and exclusivity,’ or, stated somewhat 

differently, it refers to attempts by elites to get the demos or Indigenous peoples or other 

subordinate groups – whatever the case may be – to ‘buy into’ a version of the political where their 

exclusion from exerting a substantive influence on collective decision-making processes is 

internally justified on the basis of the onset of a sense of allegiance to the variant of the political 

in question. I believe that Maley’s analysis of how the problem of the political unfolds in Weber’s 

political thought provides an illustration of this process and in a way that I believe resonates with 

the aims of this study. In Democracy and the Political in Max Weber’s Thought, Maley analyzes 

the problem of the political in relation to Weber’s efforts to contribute to Germany’s transition 

from authoritarianism to a ‘national yet liberal democratic’ version of the political at the dawn of 

the 20th century. One of the central issues for Maley’s Weber was how the model of liberal 

democracy that he espoused – here, it is important to note, that Maley theorizes Weber as an early 

articulator of the realist-elitist theory of liberal democracy – “could create those binding moments 

of commonality that constitute political community.”60 In order to resolve this problem, “Weber’s 

dilemma” was how to make his model of liberal-democracy “meaningful in the absence of binding, 

universal religious values and cultural norms as well as homogenous national identity.”61 Stated 

somewhat differently, Weber’s dilemma was how to combine politics, or the “democratic if 

unequal struggle over public resources controlled by the state,” with the political, or the “collective 
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activity or public decision-making power of the demos.”62 According to Maley, Weber did not try 

to resolve the problem of the political ‘from below, in participatory ways that would empower the 

demos or activate subordinated classes in moments or practices of collective self-determination’ 

but instead ‘encapsulated the political in the compelling image of the charismatic political hero 

who could lead the nation.’63 Weber resolved the problem of the political, in other words, by 

‘pushing the political up to the level of party leaders and elites who run the state’ and tried to 

‘contain it there.’64 Weber’s effort to combine ‘commonality and exclusivity’ was bound up with 

a commitment to the idea of a class of political elites whose inherent talent for politics rendered 

them best suited not only for conducting the affairs of the state but also for renewing ordinary 

citizens’ allegiance to a political system in which they had no power. I argue below that, in 

combination with the problem of the political in its abstract sense, Maley’s analysis and critique 

of Weber’s solution to the problem of the political ‘from above’ bears strong affinities to the way 

that Indigenous-settler politics play out in contexts such as Canada. 

I interpret, for instance, the politics of reconciliation in Canada in its present form as an 

approach defined by its attempt to resolve the problem of the political for Indigenous peoples from 

above. Here, Coulthard’s critique of the politics of recognition is central to my understanding of 

how the problem of the political plays out in relation to Indigenous politics in settler-colonial 

contexts. For Coulthard, liberal democratic contexts such as Canada maintain settler-colonialism 

by relying not only on the “coercive authority of the settler state” but also, and perhaps more 

importantly, on what Coulthard refers to as the “productive character of colonial power,” which is 

defined as the capacity for the liberal state to subtly reproduce structures of domination by 

producing ‘forms of life that make settler-colonialism’s constitutive hierarchies seem natural.’65 

The settler state achieves this through “delegated exchanges of political recognition” from the 

colonizer to the colonized – i.e., from above – that are designed to facilitate and secure a sense of 

allegiance to “circumscribed, master-sanctioned forms” of life – forms of life, moreover, that tend 

to be “structurally determined by and in the interests of the colonizer.”66 The liberal politics of 

recognition is conceived by Coulthard as a theory and a practice that works to subtly reproduce 
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structures of domination and dispossession through freedom. Here, it might be said that the state 

misrecognizes in the act of recognition through forms of accommodation that grant, for example, 

the right to collective self-determination but via the imposition of a political and economic form 

that simultaneously denies collective self-determination. In Canada, this process occurs, in part, 

through “self-government negotiations.” “Self-government negotiations” might be conceived of 

as a state-driven, paternalistic process whereby Indigenous peoples are required by the state to 

demonstrate a capacity to enact certain pre-determined political standards, the nature and proper 

performance of which is determined and strictly monitored by state authorities. Coulthard thus 

rejects the liberal politics of recognition and the transformative promise that it invokes because it 

leaves untouched the generative roots of the structures that generate the ideologies that naturalize 

colonial hierarchies and facilitate the production of Indigenous ‘subjects of empire’ who willingly 

become “instruments of their own dispossession.”67  

I suggest that the problem of the political in settler-colonial contexts might be interpreted 

as the problem of negotiating the imposition of form. This leads to both the third argument that I 

wish to highlight concerning my approach to the political in settler-colonial contexts as well as an 

additional dimension of how the problem of the political is understood in the present study. I 

suggest that the settler state’s approach to resolving the problem of the political, understood here 

as a dimension of the study of foundations, can be conceived of as a variant of the politics of 

imposition. Here, I draw from Wolin’s essay, “Norm and Form,” where an attempt is made to 

demonstrate a connection, within Western political thought and the history of Western political 

institutions, between the ancient theory of constitutions and the modern theory and practice of 

constitutional democracy through an analysis and critique of the notion of “form” understood as 

both a concept and a practice of domination.68 There are three aspects of Wolin’s analysis and 

critique of the politics of the imposition of form that I wish to highlight. First, the politics of the 

imposition of form stems from what Wolin refers to as an ‘organizational impulse’ that is inherent 

to elite classes and that manifests politically as constitutionalism. Wolin defines constitutionalism, 

in part, as “the effective organization of the power to govern,” or the theory of how best to organize 

the polity in a way that stabilizes the rule of elites and the subordination of the demos.69 Stated 
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somewhat differently, in order to be effective, resolving the problem of the political from above 

requires the normalization of both the hierarchical distinctions that the constitutional form imposes 

on the demos and the onset of an internal attachment that manifests as a commitment to preserving 

the imposed form by the demos. This means, amongst other things, that the politics of imposition 

in settler-colonial contexts requires that the demos be constituted in such a way so as to promote 

the end of preserving the settler-colonial form.  

Second, the imposition of a constitution qua form designates what counts as legitimate 

from the standpoint of where and how politics occurs while simultaneously establishing as 

illegitimate those forms of politics that do not “conform” to official definitions, i.e., as “extra-

constitutional, improper, illegal, and non- or anti-political.”70 This is another way of saying that 

the organizational impulse of elites seeks to domesticate those who are ruled by ‘transforming 

political practices into fixed structures or arrangements.’71 Stated somewhat differently, the 

politics of the imposition of form is facilitated via the imposition of a structure of domination that 

conceals itself as a structure of domination via processes of normalization and naturalization.72 

Finally, resolving the problem of the political from above via the imposition of form both produces 

and is facilitated by what might be referred to as the institutionalization of the political. Wolin 

equates institutionalization with the onset of “settled practices regarding such matters as authority, 

jurisdiction, accountability, procedures, and processes” and an accompanying ‘routinization, 

professionalization, and the loss of spontaneity and improvisatory skills.’73 Institutionalization 

supports and facilitates the imposition of form via “the ritualization of the behaviour of both rulers 

and ruled” in a way that enables “the formal functions of the state – coercion, revenue collection, 

policy, mobilization of the population for war, lawmaking, punishment, and enforcement of the 

laws – to be conducted on a continuing basis.”74 The institutionalization of political life understood 

as an effect of the organizational impulse of elites and as an element of the solution to resolving 

the problem of the political from above ensures the transformation of “offices” into the “permanent 

property of a political class” and in this way it establishes distance between “knowledgeable 
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professionals and ignorant citizens,” a distance that “becomes real rather than symbolic.”75 This 

leads to the final point I wish to highlight about the study of foundations understood as a dimension 

of the resurgence of interest in the concept of the political. It will be formulated in two parts. 

 The first part has to do with the recognition of a major dilemma associated with the politics 

of the imposition of form, namely, the recognition by elites that the demos is “the necessary basis 

of any constitution.”76 Here, Wolin notes that as “Greek thinkers came to conceive of a constitution 

as an object requiring a “ground,” or a “base,” they began to realize that exclusion of the demos 

was not so much morally wrong as politically incoherent.”77 The problem presented itself as the 

question of, “How could an exclusionary conception of the political, one that explicitly with-holds 

citizenship from those whose labours are acknowledged to be “necessary” to the existence of the 

polis, be reconciled with a vision of the polis as an association of shared advantages?”78 The 

question, in other words, that this dilemma raised was how to resolve the problem of the political 

from above and in a way that reconciles the fact that the demos constituted the foundation of the 

polis, on the one hand, and that “all political forms are prone to favour some group,” on the other 

hand.79 This dimension of the problem of the political understood as an element of the problem of 

foundations might be conceived of as a two-part “underlying assumption” that, on the one hand, 

“politics occurred only within a determinate form and that the function of a form was to order 

politics so that it served the “ends” distinctive to that form” and, on the other hand, to constitute 

the demos in such a way so as to view actions that contribute to the preservation of a political form 

in which they have no share in ruling as natural, beneficial, and necessary.80 Stated somewhat 

differently, resolving the problem of the political from above entails the creation of a reliable 

foundation that is generated through processes that render the demos naturally receptive to the 

imposition of the form in question. In order to achieve this balance, I suggest that resolving the 

problem of the political from above requires taking that which grounds a shared identity and 

strategically employing it for the purpose of both stabilizing the foundation of a given political 

order while simultaneously lending it a patina of legitimacy. This study highlights three ways in 
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which the demos get transformed into a foundation that will reliably engage in actions that ensure 

the preservation of the settler-colonial form: first, education in its mundane and institutionalized 

sense (i.e., the education system) and education in the more comprehensive sense of constituting 

an identity or character formation; second, collective memory understood, in part, as a sort of 

collective faculty that operates at the level of the political and that works to naturalize a given 

version of the political by contributing to the construction of a national narrative that confers 

symbolic benefits upon those who are ‘exalted’ as national citizens; and, third, non-participation 

in collective decision-making processes. These processes are viewed as pathways for resolving the 

problem of getting the demos to buy into a distinct form and to view as natural not only the 

hierarchies and exclusions that it establishes but also the injustices that it produces concerning 

those who do not conform to the preferred or ideal type of national citizen.  

The final major component of the theoretical framework and approach that this study is 

built upon has to do with two emergent sub-disciplines in the field of political theory, which I 

nevertheless conceive of as a whole in the sense they represent two sides of the same coin. Taken 

together, these two emergent sub-disciplines also constitute the closest thing to an explicit 

“method” according to which the following analysis and critique are conducted. Here, I am 

referring to the turn to empire in Western political theory, or the political theory of empire (PTE), 

and the comparative turn in Western political theory, or what is commonly referred to as 

comparative political theory (CPT). On the one hand, PTE begins with the acknowledgement and 

examination of the place of empire in the political thought of canonical Western figures. PTE’s 

acknowledgement and examination of the ways in which the Western tradition of political thought 

is not only complicit with but supportive of empire might be conceived of as a necessary step in 

the effort to clear a space within which empire’s “other” – i.e., non-Western peoples – can ‘speak’ 

to and with Western theory in a way that reflects their own self-understanding or, stated somewhat 

differently, in a way that is not distorted by the unilateral imposition of epistemological and 

political categories. On the other hand, CPT begins as a response to globalization and the 

increasing contact between cultures that it facilitates and has since then become synonymous with 

the study of non-Western traditions of political thought. The ensuing analysis and critique turn to 

PTE in part on the basis of the belief that contemporary Indigenous activism and justice claims 

cannot be properly understood in the absence of the incorporation of a critical political theory of 

empire and imperialism, both the imperial practices of the past, those of the present and the 
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relationship between the two. The turn to CPT is justified in part because it allows for a theoretical 

framework for analyzing and critiquing Indigenous-settler relations in a way that allows 

Indigenous peoples to manifest themselves theoretically according to their own self-

understanding. Stated somewhat differently, while Western political theorists often produce 

knowledge about non-Western peoples and cultures, they exhibit a tendency to do so in ways that 

do not reflect – and perhaps, to a certain extent, does not respect – the self-understanding, and 

especially the political self-understanding and its associated practices, of the non-Western people, 

cultures or civilization in question. Western political theorists, in other words, can and often do 

engage in the form of the politics of imposition of form that involves, amongst other things, the 

production of instrumental knowledge about non-Western peoples in a way that can and often does 

facilitate and justify imperial projects. Taken together, PTE and CPT might be interpreted as 

aiming to render Western political theory capable of contributing towards the theorization of new 

versions of the political where co-existence between different, i.e., non-Western, versions of the 

political is made possible by undermining the imperialist impulse in Western political theory.  

According to Jennifer Pitts, the recent surge of interest in the topic of empire in the field 

of Western political theory has at least two sources: the belated turning of political theorists to a 

topic that had occupied scholars in other disciplines for more than two decades and a post-911 era 

in which the unilateral and militaristic actions of the American government prompted a desire to 

‘reinterrogate the idea of empire.’81 Pitts offers a sweeping review of the literature pertaining to 

empire in the field of political theory and of the themes, topics, and areas of study that Pitts 

identifies, this dissertation will focus on the following. The first theme has to do with efforts to 

theorize empire and its relationship to contemporary debates associated with assessments of the 

impact and legacies of imperialism from the standpoint of the experience of the colonized; the 

second theme has to do with efforts to employ empire as a topic and lens for analyzing the works 

of canonical figures in the history of Western political thought; the third theme has to do with 

examinations of the mutually constitutive relationship between liberalism and empire; the fourth 

theme has to do with analyses and critiques of the relationship between liberalism and empire as 

this relationship plays out in the context of the legacies and ongoing injustices of settler-
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colonialism; and, finally, the relationship between neoliberalism and empire (it might be worth 

noting that the final theme is not taken up until Chapter Eight).  

Before proceeding, I will offer a brief comment concerning the relationship between PTE 

and my attempt to situate this study as an instance of decolonizing foundations and, more 

specifically, the relationship between liberalism and decolonization in settler-colonial contexts. 

Pitts suggests in this regard that given ‘the supremacy of liberal discourse in the largely 

Anglophone settler societies in question,’ it is inevitable that “struggles for accommodation and 

coexistence will continue to take place substantially in and on liberal terms.”82 For Pitts, the 

question remains open whether liberalism can retain ‘emancipatory possibilities’ or whether its 

‘persistent limitations,’ and ‘above all its potential blindness to the ways in which liberal languages 

and practices mask operations of power as well as it obliviousness to the provinciality and partiality 

of liberal commitments,’ will continue to undermine its emancipatory potential.83 While I agree 

that Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-determination will continue to occur on a 

political terrain that is to a significant degree defined by liberal preoccupations, this analysis and 

critique proceeds on the basis of assumptions that are less ambiguous about liberalism’s prospects 

of overcoming its deficiencies in relation to empire and imperialism. I situate this work, in other 

words, as an attempt to decolonize the foundations of democracy by severing the connection 

between liberalism and democracy. Stated somewhat differently, the claim that liberalism and 

empire are mutually constitutive is a central element both in my assessment of the viability of 

contemporary liberal attempts to respond to Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-

determination and in terms of my approach and method in analyzing and critiquing the 

transformative potential of the politics of reconciliation in liberal democratic, settler-colonial 

contexts. One of the arguments that centrally defines this study is the suggestion that contemporary 

liberalism, and especially attempts by Anglo-American liberals to wrestle with the questions and 

issues raised by Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-determination, preserves the 

“mutually constitutive” relationship between empire and liberalism. Exposing not only the settler-

colonial foundations of the Canadian state but also its persistence in liberal discourses and 

institutions in the present is a crucial step in severing the link between democracy and liberalism. 
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Concerning CPT, I understand the present study not as an explicit contribution to the 

literature on CPT but rather as a first exploratory step into assessing CPT’s potential to act as a 

theory that can contribute to Indigenous struggles for self-determination and decolonization and 

as a potential source for theorizing political reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts. CPT is 

relevant here for at least two reasons: first, because it is primarily concerned with the relationship 

between Western and non-Western forms of political thought; and second, it is fundamentally 

about reconciliation (I will have more to say about the relationship between CPT and reconciliation 

in Chapter Three). Towards this end, I will highlight one debate in the CPT literature that illustrates 

how it will inform the method and approach of this study. The first interlocutor in this debate is 

comparative political theorist Dipesh Chakrabarty. There are two methodological elements of his 

project that I wish to (very briefly) highlight. The first is bound up with Chakrabarty’s call to 

“provincialize” or “parochialize” Western political thought. This project proceeds on the basis of 

the assumption that “the so-called universal ideas that European thinkers produced in the period 

from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment and that have since influenced projects of modernity 

and modernization all over the world, could never be completely universal and pure concepts.”84 

Here, Chakrabarty argues that provincializing Western political thought is bound up with the 

discovery of the tension between universal ideas and the fact that the “very particular intellectual 

and historical traditions” from which they were drawn “could not claim any universal status.”85 

This leads Chakrabarty to raise a very interesting and important question – a question that, 

unfortunately, will not be addressed in an explicit or systematic way but which nevertheless lingers 

in a somewhat ghostly presence as an element of the ensuing analysis and critique – that has to do 

with the relationship between political thought and place. “Can thought transcend places of their 

origin? Or do places leave their imprint on thought in such a way as to call into question the idea 

of purely abstract categories?”86 Beyond this question and its implications, Chakrabarty’s project 

of provincializing Western political thought does not proceed on the basis of a rejection of the 

possibility of universals, nor does it proceed on the basis of the possibility that Western political 

thought is incapable of producing universal categories. Instead, Chakrabarty argues that “the 

universal” is “a highly unstable figure, a necessary placeholder in our attempt to think through 
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questions of modernity.”87 Chakrabarty’s project is conceived in this regard as an effort to engage 

with the ‘traces’ of ‘prejudice’ or ‘bias’ which is defined not as a ‘conscious bias,’ but as a “sign 

that we think out of particular accretion of histories that are not always transparent to us.”88 

Provincializing Western political thought is, in other words, a project that involves arriving at 

knowledge of “how universalistic thought was always and already modified by particular histories, 

whether or not we could excavate such pasts fully.”89  

The second dimension of Chakrabarty’s analysis has to do with the fact that even though 

Western theorizing may be tied to place in a way that undermines its capacity to claim a pure 

universalism, 19th-century Western imperialism has nevertheless facilitated conditions where most 

if not all peoples around the globe have been deeply affected by Western political thought, 

imperialistic practices and, perhaps most importantly, Western modernity. Another way of saying 

this, following Chakrabarty, is that non-Western peoples “write from within” the inheritance of 

Western modernity.90 Chakrabarty’s attempt to wrestle with this tension has led to the 

controversial claim that Western political thought, from the standpoint of the efforts of non-

Western peoples to theorize freedom and justice in the present, is both “indispensable and 

inadequate in helping us to think through the various life practices that constitute the political and 

the historical” conditions of political modernity amongst non-Western peoples.91 The project of 

provincializing the West is thus bound up with the “task of exploring how this thought – which is 

now everybody’s heritage and which affects us all – may be renewed from and for the margins.”92 

While Chakrabarty formulates this claim in the context of his experience as an Indian thinker for 

whom ‘Marx was a household name,’ I believe that his methodological principle is relevant for 

Indigenous peoples struggling with the prejudices and biases of settler-colonial political thinkers 

and striving to envision a pathway beyond settler-colonialism. Chakrabarty’s principle, however, 

has not gone unchallenged which leads to the second interlocutor whose work I wish to highlight. 

 In the essay, ““What Does Heaven Ever Say?” A Methods-centered Approach to Cross-

cultural Engagement,” Leigh Kathryn Jenco challenges Chakrabarty’s claim to the effect that ‘even 
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inquiry into the life-worlds of non-European peoples’ requires and depends upon Western social 

and political thought.93 Here, Jenco notes that this methodological principle has led to a situation 

where “postcolonial and comparative political theorists tend to favour Marxist or poststructuralist 

approaches to their subject over precolonial or “traditional” philosophies of inquiry.”94 This 

situation has, moreover, given rise to a “deep irony” in the academy, which has to do with the fact 

that “research into “global” thought seeks inclusion of diverse cultural perspectives, but does so 

by means of those very discourses whose cultural insularity is what prompts critique in the first 

place.”95 Acknowledging this irony leads Jenco to pose the question concerning whether or not it 

is possible to “conduct cross-cultural inquiry so as to supplant, rather than embrace, the 

Eurocentrism that Chakrabarty and others assume is unavoidable?”96 In answering this question, 

Jenco explores the possibility of an approach that “does not read the cross-cultural exchange as 

merely the addition of culturally diverse voices to established parochial debates” and forwards the 

suggestion – on the basis of “recent work of Chinese classicist scholars” – that it is possible to 

‘look at culturally situated methods of inquiry, in addition to substantive ideas’ in a way that 

enables a re-interpretation of the cross-cultural encounter as presenting an opportunity to “ask new 

questions through alternative frames of reference.”97 More specifically, Jenco argues that by,  
practicing traditional Chinese exegetical methods as counterweights to dominant Western scholarly 
practices, modern Chinese classicists attest to the close but often overlooked relationship between 
methods of inquiry and the kinds of knowledge those methods both produce and make accessible. 
More importantly, by demonstrating the viability of these methods in producing knowledge 
relevant to the modern world, they explain how Chinese thought can be globally applicable – not 
because, as Chakrabarty claims for European thought, that it is impossible for anyone to think 
without it. Rather, the viable methods for textual interpretation these Chinese scholars develop 
demonstrate how it is still possible for anyone to think within Chinese thought, in a process perhaps 
complemented but not constituted by European categories of experience.98 

 

Focusing on the work of Wang Yangming and Kang Youwei, Jenco argues that there is “much at 

stake in adopting one way rather than another to organize ideas, ask questions, and articulate 

meaningful responses.”99 The “interpretive method” that one adopts “not only explains what 
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particular insights are attained and how those insights are transmitted but also implies an 

epistemological frame that situates and gives meaning to those insights.”100 Stated somewhat 

differently, “the substance of expression and the means of expression are always mutually 

implicated” and that ignoring this relationship poses the risk of distorting “both the intended thrust 

of the text as well as the epistemological frame into which it fits, leaving cross-cultural theorists 

with neither the vocabulary nor the conceptual map to move beyond the European categories they 

disavow.”101 Amongst other things, this means that CPT is re-conceived by Jenco not as being 

concerned with ‘overcoming intersubjective barriers to cultural understanding’ but as having to do 

with ‘undertaking alternative modes of inquiry that produce and are informed by particular 

concerns and texts.’102 Jenco suggests that deliberate, ‘extremely involved’ practices of 

engagement with the pre-modern artefacts, beliefs, and cultures of a people or civilization can 

enable “new modes of political theorizing” in the sense that it offers a source that theorists can use 

to “formulate questions about political life – and about the cross-cultural encounter itself – from 

within the framework constituted by other texts, practices, and self-understandings.”103 Stated 

somewhat differently, the traditions that structure the political experience of non-Western peoples 

can constitute – as opposed to supplementing – “the work we call political theory.”104 

 I offer the following justifications for my simultaneous adoption of these seemingly 

contradictory positions. First, Chakrabarty’s methodological principle offers a further justification 

of why it is important not to adopt a position on Western political theory as a form of 

“Westoxification.” At the same time, however, it is important to avoid adopting an approach that 

does not presuppose the existence of autonomous spaces. Stated somewhat differently, the 

following analysis and critique proceeds on the assumption, adopted by Coulthard and other 

Indigenous resurgence theorists, that while Western political thought and the attempt to constitute 

political reality on the basis of the categories of Western political thought may be totalizing, they 

are not total. One of the perhaps utopian beliefs and assumptions that underpins this study, in other 

words, is that it is still possible for an autonomous Indigenous worldview to be recuperated from 

the wreckage that settler-colonialism left in its wake and continues to leave in its wake. This 
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dissertation might be conceived of as an exploratory step into the realm of CPT and as adopting 

both positions in the sense that it might be conceived of as an attempt to transition from 

Chakrabarty’s position to Jenco’s position without simultaneously rejecting the claims of either. It 

does so in the sense that the study concludes at the dawn of the realization that it is necessary to 

attempt to theorize Indigenous approaches to self-rule, including variants of the political as well 

as modes of political participation, from within the contemporary resurgence of pre-Contact 

Indigenous social, cultural, and spiritual practices and the social and political forms to which these 

give rise. More specifically, CPT offers a language and a space to go beyond the democratic 

horizon as it currently exists and within which political existence is staged from the standpoint of 

its monopolization by the West. One of the upshots of the analysis is an argument that points to 

the necessity of theorizing non-Western practices of what rule by the people means as an element 

in an overall strategy of decolonization and Indigenous self-determination. This study, in other 

words, clings to the, again, utopian belief that Indigenous peoples in settler-societies might 

discover, together with the demos, patterns of co-existence that enable the independent flourishing 

of Indigenous social and political forms. 

Chapter Summaries & Positionality 

Chapters Two, Three, and Four aim to define transformation in the context of a review of the 

literature on political reconciliation’s transformative potential. Chapter Two begins with an 

analysis and critique of three separate yet inter-related historical-political contexts that each left 

something like an imprint on contemporary understandings of political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential. One of the central conclusions that I draw from my analysis of this 

historical-political sequence is that the politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts might 

be exceptional or unique to the extent that it simultaneously invokes the liberatory promise of both 

democracy and decolonization. I argue that while these two traditions of thought have historically 

been marked by an absence of reciprocality and complementarity, this need not be the case and 

that in order for it not to be the case, it requires a jettisoning of liberal democratic approaches in 

favour of more radical theories of democracy. Chapter Three develops an initial formulation of 

reconciliation ‘from above’ while Chapter Four picks up where the analysis and critique of Chapter 

Three leaves off, that is, with a contrasting version or model of political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential, namely, reconciliation ‘from below.’ The significance of these two 

models of political reconciliation in part lies in the diametrically opposed way that political 
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reconciliation’s transformative potential is theorized and put into practice. The analysis and 

critique of these opposing models of political reconciliation, however, does not receive its final 

form until Chapter Eight, where I conduct something akin to a reprise. 

The basic aim of Chapter Five is bound up with an attempt to develop a theory of settler-

colonialism as a form of bifurcated domination on the basis of a reading of Machiavelli’s imperial 

republican political thought. The appeal of Machiavelli as a sort of “proto” theorist of modern 

settler-colonialism in part lies in the way in which the category of collective memory is centered 

in his theory of imperial domination. While the topic or category of collective memory inevitably 

plays a role in many if not most attempts to theorize settler-colonialism, it rarely gets centered in 

the sense that it rarely acts as a foundation of a theory of settler-colonialism. I argue that theorizing 

settler-colonialism in a way that centers the topic of collective memory is crucial from the 

standpoint of an attempt to reflect on the conditions of liberation as they present themselves 

through the lens of the politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts. Chapter Five 

concludes by highlighting a mnemonic tension, perhaps even a contradiction, that marks the terrain 

of Indigenous politics in settler-colonial contexts, namely, between a state that is under a 

constitutive impulse towards the inculcation of social amnesia as a condition of membership in the 

settler-colonial body politic, on the one hand, and a form of collective memory that might be 

characterized by highly tenacious attachments to the collective memory of autonomy, on the other 

hand. Simply put, the tension might be formulated as the tension between a state that is under a 

constitutive impulse to place intense pressure to forget that in a sense cannot be forgotten.  

Chapters Six and Seven take up these antagonistic forms of collective memory and analyze 

them under the headings of mythic memory and fugitive memory, respectively. Chapter Six uses 

Sheldon Wolin’s theory of collective memory in order to both ‘update’ Machiavelli’s theory of 

memory and to argue that the liberal settler state is under a constitutive impulse to promote 

selective social amnesia and that this undermines the state’s capacity to make good on political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential. I argue that there are three elements that define the logic 

of the collective memory of the settler state understood as a form of mythic memory: first, a 

tendency towards a selective forgetting of the collective misdeeds of the nation’s past; second, the 

construction of one-sided historical narratives on the basis of that which remains after the darker 

side of its own history has been disavowed; and, third, a tendency to allow the self-image as well 

as the one-sided narrative upon which it is grounded and of which collective memory is the author 
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to ossify or harden. Here, one might say, following Sunera Thobani, that the one-sided yet 

comforting narrative “exalts” and thereby “seduces” citizens into becoming subjects for whom the 

injustices of settler-colonialism are largely invisible or, perhaps at its worst, subjects for whom 

these injustices constitute a non-problem.105  

Chapter Seven analyzes the collective memory of Indigenous peoples understood as a free yet 

conquered people. The logic of the collective memory of Indigenous peoples is characterized both 

as a form of counter-memory that stands opposed to the amnesiac tendencies of the state and by 

the enduring durability of the memory of autonomy. I argue that the enduring durability of the 

collective memory of autonomy of conquered yet free peoples is grounded upon two foundations. 

The first foundation is characterized as the negative dimension of collective memory and is 

identified with the politics of resentment, which is defined as a morally justifiable non-reactionary 

reaction to the injustices and harms of settler-colonialism (and that is, moreover, a form of 

resentment that is distinct from Nietzschean “ressentiment”). Amongst these harms, I highlight 

two foundational harms that remain unaddressed: genocide in Indigenous North America and the 

ongoing imposition of an autonomy-denying structure of domination. The second foundation is 

characterized as the positive dimension of collective memory and is identified with the images and 

narratives associated with historically grounded reconstructed forms of agency, alternative 

frameworks of co-existence, and counter-histories that posit alternative origin stories in which 

Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous peoples constituted North America as co-agents. 

The argument of Chapter Eight begins with the suggestion that one of the central weaknesses 

of the literature on political reconciliation’s transformative potential is the tendency not to 

incorporate a political-economic dimension as an element of the critique and analysis. I argue, in 

other words, that neoliberalism constitutes a foundation of the contemporary politics of 

reconciliation, and Chapter Eight constitutes an attempt to theorize reconciliation ‘from above’ 

through the added lens of what Wendy Brown refers to as neoliberal political rationality. Towards 

this end, Chapter Eight revisits the notions of reconciliation ‘from above’ and ‘from below’ and 

argues, amongst other things, that when viewed through the lens of a critical political theory of 

neoliberalism, the politics of reconciliation in its official form – or reconciliation ‘from above’ – 

might best be theorized as a form of neoliberalized risk management. As a form of risk 

                                                
105 Sunera Thobani, Exalted Subjects: Studies in the Making of Race and Nation in Canada (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2007), 8. 
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management, reconciliation ‘from above’ operates, in part, on the basis of neoliberalized forms of 

recognition that are designed not to respond to Indigenous justice and identity-related claims in a 

way that might result in a fundamental change to the settler-colonial relation but instead operates 

through a series of movements – which I define as gestures of recognition – that are designed to 

‘buy time’ in the sense that they represent an investment in the return of a ‘business-as-usual’ 

temporal structure marked by unimpeded capital accumulation in the wake of disruptive forms of 

Indigenous resistance. Reconciliation ‘from below,’ on the other hand, is a model of political 

reconciliation where decision-making power is relocated in the hands of Indigenous peoples and 

the demos acting outside of the state-centric boundaries of what counts as normal politics and in a 

way that anticipates patterns of co-existence where the freedom of settlers does not require or 

depend upon the un-freedom of Indigenous peoples. Here, I attempt to make a case for the 

transformative power of education. Towards this end, I explore three forms of critical pedagogy 

that I believe can contribute to decolonization from the standpoint of their capacity to facilitate the 

de-subjectification of settler subjectivity.106 I argue that the value of critical education in part lies 

in its capacity to produce a subject that is capable of acknowledging the dark side of democracy, 

on the one hand, and that has, on the other hand, overcome the prejudices that act as barriers to the 

notion that patterns of co-existence between Indigenous peoples and the demos that transcend the 

settler-colonial relation are possible and that they continue to exist as unrealized potential.  

My dissertation wraps up with a fragment of a future concluding chapter. The purpose of the 

concluding fragment is twofold. First, I aim to address a topic that is associated with attempts to 

theorize political reconciliation’s decolonial potential but which the ensuing analysis and critique 

do not deal with in a substantial way, namely, the topic of ‘reconciliation with the land.’ The theme 

of reconciliation with the land is a built-in feature of many if not most conceptualizations of 

decolonization by Indigenous peoples in the sense that political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential gets theorized in such a way so as to entail not only the structural and subjective 

transformations that are a condition of a transformation of the relationship between settlers and 

Indigenous peoples but also the structural and subjective transformations that are a condition for a 

                                                
106 The three models of critical pedagogy that get analyzed includes Volker Heins’ notion of “democratic 
pedagogy” and Cote et al.’s notion of “utopian pedagogy” along with the corresponding notion of “radical 
subjectivity.” The third type of critical pedagogy is collective in nature and has to do with the sort of 
critical education that can be had from strategic alliances that are formed in the context of on-the-ground 
acts of resistance. 
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renewed or, perhaps better yet, a radical reconstitution of the relationship between subject, society, 

and “nature.” The second aim has to do with an initial analysis and critique of the politics of the 

past understood as a dimension of decolonizing foundations. The analysis and critique of the 

politics of the past are developed on the basis of a critique of the standard dichotomy between 

tradition and modernity. One of the central arguments that get forwarded in this regard is that there 

is strategic value in re-conceptualizing the past as a resource for alternatives in the present and that 

its strategic value lies in the fact that the past tends to be a source of edification for the politics of 

contemporary right-wing forces. I argue that challenging the standard dichotomy is crucial as a 

way of opening up the past as an area of contention and, more specifically, as an arena within 

which the past can be reclaimed from the hands of the reactionary right.  

Finally, a brief note on my positionality as an Indigenous person is in order. I am a white-

passing, status Indian who identifies as an Omushkego Ininiw, or Mushkegowuk Cree, of mixed 

descent. As an Indigenous person, I belong to three communities: Chapleau Cree First Nation 

located on Fox Lake Reserve, the Mushkegowuk Cree living on the Omushkego Aski (i.e., the 

traditional territories of the Mushkegowuk Cree) and as a member of the Sprucewoods Sun Dance 

community located in Southern Manitoba. This means, amongst other things, that when I make 

statements that affect what it means to be Indigenous in a political sense, they are made as one 

whose identity has been shaped to a significant degree by the traditions of these three communities, 

but I do not speak for any of these three communities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 37 

Chapter Two  

Political Reconciliation’s Transformative Potential 
Introduction: Theorizing Political Reconciliation’s Transformative Potential 

The politics of reconciliation has become a prominent feature of the political landscape of 

Indigenous politics in Canada. While the term itself has been a feature of this landscape for some 

time, its recent rise to prominence is largely a result of the demands for justice by survivors of 

Canada’s Indian Residential School system. Under this system, several generations of Indigenous 

children were removed from their families and communities and placed in state-sanctioned, 

Church-operated boarding schools. Their purpose: disrupting connections to Indigenous 

languages, cultures and ways of life with the ultimate aim of total assimilation into Euro-Canadian, 

Christian culture. The last Indian Residential School in Canada closed in 1996, and it was later 

discovered that this project of enlightened erasure was overshadowed by a dark truth: conditions 

of life for Indigenous children under these instruments of genocide107 were almost ubiquitously 

marked by extreme and repulsive forms of violence, degradation, and abuse. With the legal system 

straining under the weight of the sheer number of cases being brought before the courts, the 

Canadian state was forced to respond to the survivors’ demands for justice and begin the work of 

confronting this dark chapter in its own history of state-sponsored violence against Indigenous 

peoples. It did so by embarking on a project of reconciliation marked by the advent of Canada’s 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission on Indian Residential Schools (IRS TRC).  

                                                
107 The UN Genocide Convention defines genocide as: “Acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole 
or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, such as, including the following: (a) Killing 
members of the group; (b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; (c) 
Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in 
whole or in part; (d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group; (e) Forcibly 
transferring children of the group to another group.” In their commentary, Benvenuto, Woolford and 
Hinton quote both Canadian Treaty Commissioner Duncan Campbell Scott who, in his capacity as a 
residential school administrator, proclaimed, “Our objective is…to get rid of the Indian problem,” as well 
as the American superintendent of the Carlisle Indian Industrial School, Richard Henry Pratt, who stated 
that the aim of the industrial school system was to “kill the Indian in him, and save the man” (Andrew 
Woolford, Jeff Benvenuto and Alexander Laban Hinton, Eds., Colonial Genocide in Indigenous North 
America (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014: 3). Other examples do exist outside of the Indian 
Residential School system such as the ‘60s Scoop and policies that induced starvation amongst 
Indigenous peoples living on the Canadian plains and elsewhere (concerning the latter strategy of 
Indigenous genocide, see James Daschuk, Clearing the Plains: Disease, Politics of Starvation, and the 
Loss of Aboriginal Life (Regina: University of Regina Press, 2013); and, Hugh Shewell, ‘Enough to Keep 
them Alive: Indian Welfare in Canada, 1873-1965 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004)). 
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In doing so, Canada became a participant in what has become a global movement. The politics 

of reconciliation is both a theory and a practice that might be generally understood as a way for 

nation-states to publicly acknowledge, address, and deal with legacies of past wrongs in societies 

that are deeply divided by histories of state-sponsored violence, atrocity and historic injustice.108 

It might be said of the politics of reconciliation that it is called into being to manage societal and 

political transformation peacefully, that is, in a way that does not lead the society in question into 

further bloodshed. While the contemporary politics of reconciliation has, since its inception in the 

post-1989 era, been adopted in and adapted to a range of different historical and political contexts, 

perhaps the only assumption that most commentators agree upon and that remains constant across 

all of its instantiations and interpretations is that the politics of reconciliation tends to understand 

itself as a phenomenon whose purpose it is to address injustice and to do so in a way that either 

contributes towards or makes possible some sort of fundamental political change that is capable of 

generating conditions that ensure non-repetition of the sorts of collective wrongs that the politics 

of reconciliation is subsequently called upon to address. However, beyond the argument that the 

politics of reconciliation exists in part because of a capacity to contribute towards and even make 

possible political and social transformation, there is no settled consensus concerning how change 

is to be facilitated, the end or ends towards which processes whose purpose it is to facilitate change 

are aiming and the theories that make sense of the relationship between the two.  

The aim of this chapter is not to bring these debates to a close but to explore political 

reconciliation’s “transformative potential” through an analysis, critique, and comparison of 

theories emanating out of a sequence of three separate yet interrelated historical-political contexts 

within which the politics of reconciliation has been called upon to address injustice and facilitate 

some sort of political change: transitional societies, established democracies and settler 

democracies. The significance of each context is that each left something like an imprint upon 

contemporary understandings of political reconciliation’s transformative potential. I argue, 

moreover, that contemporary understandings of political reconciliation’s transformative potential 

                                                
108 Alexander Keller-Hirsch, “Fugitive reconciliation: The agonistics of respect, resentment and 
responsibility in post-conflict society,” Contemporary Political Theory, 2011, 10.2: 167; Adrian Little 
and Sarah Maddison, “Reconciliation, transformation, struggle: An introduction,” International Political 
Science Review, 2017 38.2: 145-154; Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the 
Colonial Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 2014); Andrew Schaap, 
Political Reconciliation (New York: Routledge, 2005). 
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can be divided into two broad interpretations with highly divergent implications in terms of how 

the politics of reconciliation plays out at the level of practice: reconciliation ‘from above’ and 

reconciliation ‘from below.’ I will have more to say about each of these ‘models’ of political 

reconciliation throughout this chapter and the next two chapters. The remainder of this 

introductory section will focus on three major elements of the overall argument that structure the 

analysis and critique of not only this chapter but of Chapters Three and Four as well. 

The first has to do with the specific historical point at which I situate the analysis and critique 

not only of this chapter but of the dissertation as a whole. Here, we might begin with the claim that 

the politics of reconciliation in Canada has at least two points of origin. The first might be located 

outside of Canada and in the mechanisms that were designed over the past thirty years in the 

context of managing political and social transformation in what is often referred to as “transitional 

societies.”109 I will have more to say in the next chapter about the experience of transitional 

societies and how this experience has conditioned contemporary understandings of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential. Here, what I wish to emphasize about the experience of 

transitional societies is that it has given rise to a sort of global reconciliation industry that relies on 

a standardized and increasingly legalistic array of institutions and processes that typically fall 

under the heading of “transitional justice.” The paradigmatic institutions associated with 

transitional justice – truth commissions, tribunals, confessionals, etc. – have become central in 

what I will refer to as the mainstream, or ‘from above,’ approach to interpreting political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential. The upshot of my critique of transitional justice is that 

its institutions are both expert-oriented and elite-driven as well as constitutively designed to 

facilitate the production of one single end: the advent of Western liberal democracy in the non-

democratic, non-capitalist and non-Western societies in which it is adopted.  

The second point of origin for the politics of reconciliation in Canada lies in the actions of the 

Survivors of Canada’s Residential School System. Here, what I wish to emphasize is that the initial 

impetus for change in the context of the politics of reconciliation in Canada emanated ‘from 

below,’ in the collective actions and justice-claims of ordinary people, or those who did not occupy 

a position of privilege in the system against which the justice claims were being brought to bear. 

There are two elements about this second point of origin that I wish to highlight. The first element 

                                                
109 Transitional societies can initially be defined as those societies that might be situated as an instance of 
a society “transitioning” from some form of authoritarianism to a democratic political order. 
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has two aspects. The first aspect has to do with the fact that this dissertation will proceed on the 

basis of the assumption that movements of great change – such as, for example, movements that 

result in transformations occurring at the level of the political – will tend to appear as a result of 

the collective actions and agitations of subordinate classes and peoples, or those who do not 

possess a controlling share in collective decision-making processes (i.e., the demos, Indigenous 

peoples, women, workers, etc.). The second aspect has to do with the claim that the initial impetus 

for movements of great change is often nullified as a result of the channelling or harnessing of that 

energy by elites whose status is threatened by the ends initially sought after. Stated somewhat 

differently: political, bureaucratic, and socio-economic elites in liberal democratic societies exhibit 

a great capacity to take up calls for change but in a way that forecloses the possibility of the sort 

of change initially sought after by replacing it with a version of change that while appearing similar 

does not result in any fundamental change to the structures that produced the sort of injustices that 

instigated calls for change in the first place.  

The second element that I wish to highlight about the second point of origin of the politics of 

reconciliation in Canada is that it, in a sense, succumbed to a variant of this ‘revolution-counter-

revolution’ pattern of change. This is perhaps primarily due to the fact that the collective actions 

of Survivors were conducted – and perhaps unavoidably so – within the system that was responsible 

for the injustices that needed to be addressed. Their collective action, in other words, was 

conducted in the context of Canada’s legal system. This, amongst other things, enabled the 

Canadian state to respond with more of the system. It is at this point that a process of change 

emanating from below became hijacked from above, by political and bureaucratic elites, on the 

one hand, and experts of various sorts, on the other hand. This in turn, enabled the state and state 

agents to impose a definite form – i.e., transitional justice and its associated mechanisms – on the 

Indigenous politics of reconciliation in Canada. This is the historical moment that the analysis and 

critique of this dissertation are situated. It is situated, in other words, at the point in time –  marked 

by the ratification of the Indian Residential School Settlement Agreement (2006-2007) and the 

announcement that Canada would be embarking on a reconciliation journey of its own – that 

witnessed the coming into being of processes and structures that would enable the state to 

dispossess Survivors and their allies of their agency and to subsequently impose a model of 

political reconciliation that would ensure, to the greatest extent possible, that any sort of change 

that occurred as a result of processes associated with the politics of reconciliation could be 
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channelled towards ends and confined within parameters deemed acceptable by the liberal, settler 

state. It is important to make clear that the present author is possessed of no small degree of 

skepticism concerning the prospect that this form will or can facilitate the sort of change that 

Indigenous peoples might identify with decolonization or the advent of a framework of co-

existence that is conducive to the independent flourishing of Indigenous social and political forms. 

Indeed, this chapter’s analysis and critique proceeds on the assumption that the politics of 

reconciliation in its present form, i.e., ‘from above,’ operates on the basis of a victim-centered 

conception of change that requires Indigenous peoples to change and to do so in a specific way, 

i.e., to become Western in the mainstream political sense of the term (i.e., liberal) as a condition 

of realizing political reconciliation’s transformative potential.  

It must be admitted, however, that the opposite may in fact, be the case, namely, that the politics 

of reconciliation in its official form will and can contribute to fundamental changes in the nature 

of the relationship between Indigenous peoples and settlers. That its inherent capacity to facilitate 

change, in other words, exceeds the capacity of the state to control the production of outcomes. Its 

capacity to facilitate change can be seen in the rising awareness amongst settlers that the current 

relationship is unjust and the associated actions that have been undertaken by settlers towards 

change in the wake of Canada’s IRS TRC. Two notable examples are actions undertaken in the 

education system in the form of acts of resistance by educators and recent actions by settler allies 

associated with resistance to the incursions of state police forces and the oil and gas industry on 

the traditional territories of the Wet’suwet’en. These actions, however, have largely emanated 

‘from below’ and have occurred in spite of the actions and inactions of political, bureaucratic, and 

socio-economic elites promoting reconciliation at the corporate and state levels. Educators in 

Ontario, for example, have resisted the provincial government’s recent decision to scrap the 

incorporation of Indigenous content in curricula as an element in the struggle to realize political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential by introducing Indigenous content without the permission 

of the state and in defiance of its decision. Therefore, while I conceive of the politics of 

reconciliation in its official form as being constitutively designed to prevent decolonizing 

transformations in the basic political structure of Canadian society, it has nevertheless contributed 

to the emergence of elements of the Canadian demos which are working to undermine the unjust 

nature of the current relationship between Indigenous peoples and the state. Whether or not the 

politics of reconciliation in its official form will contribute to the emergence of something 
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approaching a majority of settlers lying in possession of a desire to transform and ultimately undo 

settler-colonial structures remains to be seen. It must nevertheless be admitted as a possibility even 

though this strikes the present author as a highly unlikely outcome. 

The second major element that I wish to highlight in this introductory section might be 

formulated in three arguments. The first argument is that the politics of reconciliation in settler-

colonial contexts might be exceptional or unique to the extent that it simultaneously invokes the 

liberatory promise of both democracy and decolonization. This may, at first glance, seem like a 

straightforward claim, but it can become problematic to the extent that the theory and practice 

associated with struggles for decolonization in settler-colonial contexts and the theory and practice 

associated with efforts to theorize and institute more substantive models of democracy in settler-

colonial contexts is a relationship that is generally marked by the absence of reciprocality and 

complementarity. There is a tendency amongst Indigenous scholars, community members and 

activists to view democracy and democratic theory with no small degree of suspicion, and perhaps 

not without good reason. Democracy has served as an ethical justification for the unilateral 

imposition of form by the colonizer; it has worked to legitimize structures of domination; it is a 

vehicle for the imposition of the will of majorities upon Indigenous minorities; it is a system that 

promises freedom but which delivers only misery for those who refuse to conform to the 

requirements and standards of the system of democratic governance; it gets constituted as 

meaningful through an exclusive narrative that transforms democracy into the exclusive property 

of the West which in turn grounds various forms of misrecognition; it facilitates the production of 

laws of which Indigenous peoples play little to no part in the construction of and by that fact 

Indigenous peoples do not see their concerns – let alone their distinct identities – reflected in the 

laws by which they are in turn governed; and, when democracy exceeds the boundaries of what 

counts as normal politics under contemporary Anglo-American, liberal-democratic regimes, it 

often does so in ways that ignores, elides, or does not explicitly incorporate Indigenous justice and 

identity-related claims thereby reinforcing rather than undermining the structures of domination 

against which Indigenous struggles for self-determination are conducted. The theory and practice 

of democracy have, in other words, facilitated rather than hindered practices of domination 

associated with settler-colonialism. It has, moreover, exhibited a tendency – when dealing with 

Indigenous justice and identity-related claims in its mainstream liberal form – towards theorizing 

Indigenous peoples democratically through discourses of equality and inclusion that tend to 
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impose an identity upon Indigenous peoples as social groups, minorities, or national sub-

populations with special group rights and who are conceived of politically as being a subordinate 

element of the multicultural societies that have been constructed over them. Democratic theory has 

only very recently begun to take up the concerns of Indigenous peoples in a way that takes their 

self-understanding seriously as a free people who are fundamentally distinct from, or not of, the 

societies that have been constructed over them.  

The second argument of the second major element of the ensuing analysis and critique that I 

wish to highlight in this introductory section is that even though democratic theory and anti-settler-

colonial theory have had an uneasy relationship, this need not be the case. Stated somewhat 

differently, this chapter, as well as the dissertation as a whole, forwards the claim that not only are 

these two traditions of political thought and practice not mutually exclusive but that they can be 

brought together in ways that might help facilitate efforts to theorize and put into practice political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential in a way that can contribute to decolonization. This claim 

is in part constructed on the basis of the assumption that, like Indigenous anti-settler-colonial 

theory, democratic theory is not a monolithic and uniform tradition of thought. It is, in other words, 

a tradition of political thought that itself is composed of a number of different and oftentimes 

competing sub-traditions. On the one hand, I will suggest that some of these sub-traditions of 

democratic thought are more amenable to the constitutive incorporation of the self-understanding 

of Indigenous peoples as a free people and the range of concerns associated with Indigenous 

struggles for self-determination and decolonization than are other sub-traditions. There are three 

broad sub-traditions of democratic thought that this dissertation deals with: multicultural, or 

recognition-based, theories of democracy, deliberative theories of democracy and radical theories 

of democracy. I argue that both multicultural and deliberative theories of democracy – largely as 

a result of their commitment to some version or variant of liberalism that understands itself as a 

universal or universalizable political ideology or as dealing with universal structures that are 

‘always-already’ present in human collectivities – resonate less well with the aims of Indigenous 

anti-settler-colonial theory and practice than radical theories of democracy do. From the standpoint 

of democratic theory, my own approach might initially be situated in that tradition of democratic 

thought that does not conceive of the “universal” or “universalizable” rationality of the liberal state 

as grounding its own legitimacy but instead conceives of the legitimacy of any political form as 

being grounded upon its capacity to contribute towards the well-being of the people under 
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conditions where it is highly responsive to the will of the people. This position is, of course, not 

unproblematic. What if, as Rousseau reminds us, a people has been so corrupted that it has 

rendered itself incapable of willing just outcomes? What if a people are so ensconced in colonial, 

racist, and/or ethnocentric assumptions that it views Indigenous justice claims as a non-problem 

or is incapable of envisioning, let alone putting into practice, frameworks of co-existence that 

might fall under the heading of decolonization? My response to this problem is education and, 

more specifically, education that aims at transforming the collective memory and the political 

identity of settler populations. I will have more to say about education’s transformative potential 

as it plays out in the sphere of collective memory in the chapters to come. 

The third argument of the second major element of the ensuing analysis and critique that I wish 

to highlight has to do with the claim that Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-

determination in settler-colonial contexts depend upon or, at the very least, might be greatly 

facilitated by, the emergence of a set of circumstances where something approaching a majority 

of settlers adopt as their own a desire not only to rectify the injustice(s) of settler-colonialism but 

to preside over and participate in the undoing of settler-colonial structures of domination. Various 

dimensions of this claim will be explored in the ensuing analysis and critique. Here, I wish to 

emphasize that I am not suggesting that decolonization depends solely on the actions of settlers. 

Conceiving of transformation in this way runs the risk of promoting a “saviour” model of 

Indigenous-settler relations that has, amongst other things, historically proven to be a very harmful 

and dangerous basis for conceiving of the relationship between Indigenous peoples and settlers. 

The primary focus will instead be on theorizing the conditions for the advent of a radical, 

participatory, and anti-settler-colonial version of the demos that is capable of contributing towards 

– in a capacity, moreover, that might best be described as allies – Indigenous struggles for 

decolonization and self-determination. Here, my aim is to both decolonize the foundations of 

democratic thought and practice and to subsequently make a case that democratic thought can 

contribute towards the advent of a framework of co-existence that might be conducive to the 

independent flourishing of Indigenous social and political forms.  

This leads to the third major element that I wish to highlight, namely, that a critical theory of 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada must 

begin with foundations. There are three dimensions of this argument that I wish to highlight. First, 

the argument that a critical analysis of foundations and foundational moments ought to be central 
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to any attempt to theorize change in settler-colonial contexts is based on the assumption that settler-

colonialism understood as a distinct political formation and as a modality of empire constitutes a 

central foundation, condition, and ongoing feature of Western modernity. Injustices such as settler-

colonialism, classical colonialism, and slavery have only recently begun to be included as defining 

features and conditions in predominant narrativizations of modernity alongside other features that 

are more commonly recognized as constituting or conditioning the shape that political modernity 

assumed, such as the modern state, capitalism, instrumental rationality, methodological 

individualism, secularism, globalization, nationalism, modern technology and art, urban 

development, etc. I suggest that this is in part due to a tendency that is especially prevalent amongst 

liberal settler-colonial polities towards forms of social amnesia as a condition of state- and nation-

building. Settler-colonial nation-states, in other words, exhibit a powerful tendency to constitute 

dominant forms of identity on the basis of one-sided narratives that are constructed of that which 

remains after the darker side of processes associated with their own histories are disavowed or, in 

some cases, justified as a sort of ‘necessary evil’ in the process of making freedom a reality on the 

stage of world history. This tendency will be examined in the following chapters under the heading 

of an analysis and critique of collective memory and the political-mnemonic terrain of Indigenous 

politics in settler-colonial contexts.  

That settler-colonialism is an explicitly disavowed foundation – at least in the sense of it being 

situated in the past as an ‘event’ rather than an enduring structure whose historical trajectory has 

yet to be interrupted – of many of the nation-states that stand as paradigmatic exemplars of Western 

political modernity has several implications for how transformation is conceived. Amongst other 

things, omitting from view the darker aspects of founding moments in the dominant narratives that 

ground national civic identity makes it difficult for the demos to fully understand the nature of the 

justice claims associated with Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-determination. It 

also undermines the capacity for Indigenous peoples to effectively forward their claims not only 

that they are self-determining peoples but that their incorporation as equally subordinate elements 

in the conquering collectivity was accomplished through processes of territorial and political 

dispossession that involved massive collective wrongs, or stated somewhat differently, through a 

series of egregious ‘crimes against humanity.’ The first dimension of political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential that I wish to highlight from the standpoint of foundations is its capacity 

to reveal the darker aspect of foundations and founding moments and how these play out in the 
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present as ongoing conditions for the existence of the modern settler-colonial nation-state. The 

capacity for the politics of reconciliation to contribute towards change via its capacity to facilitate 

a moment of the revelation of the political is crucial because it can act as a catalyst for the advent 

of a version of the demos that supports Indigenous struggles for self-determination and 

decolonization.  

I argue, moreover, that the politics of reconciliation in the official form it assumed in the 

context of Canada’s IRS TRC – i.e., reconciliation ‘from above’ – worked to undermine the 

capacity of the dark truths that Survivors publicized to contribute to the radical politicization of 

the Canadian demos. The significance of this claim – which I will attempt to demonstrate in the 

course of the dissertation as a whole – is that undermining the politicization of the demos via the 

promotion and imposition of forms of selective social amnesia ultimately undermines the 

possibility for settler states such as Canada to undergo a process of radical democratic re-founding. 

I argue, in other words, that the politics of reconciliation presented Canada with an opportunity to 

interrupt the logic of colonial completion and transcend its foundation in settler-colonial processes 

of Indigenous erasure, dispossession, and replacement through its capacity to facilitate a moment 

of the revelation of the political. The politics of reconciliation, however, exhibits a dual nature in 

the sense that it can expose the political in a way that opens the possibility of fundamental change 

or it can be called upon to cover over the political in a way that forecloses the sort of politicization 

that might help contribute to decolonization. I suggest that the model of reconciliation adopted by 

the Canadian state contained the transformative potential associated with the politics of 

reconciliation in a way that not only reproduces the underlying hierarchical relationships that 

define Indigenous-state relations in settler societies but that also consolidates the legitimacy of the 

sovereignty of the settler state. I argue, moreover, that the model of reconciliation adopted by the 

Canadian state mirrored the predominant model of democracy and that the transformative potential 

of the politics of reconciliation was ultimately undermined by the non-participatory, elite-driven, 

and state-centered features that critics have identified as central to the “realist-elitist” model of 

democracy.  

This leads to the third dimension of the third major element that I wish to highlight. It has to 

do with Wolin’s argument – mentioned in Chapter One – to the effect that the demos constitute 

the basis of all political orders, or stated somewhat differently, that the legitimacy, stability, and 

longevity of a given political order depends upon the consent of the demos. This argument implies, 
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amongst other things, that there is a version of the demos that have predominated in settler-colonial 

contexts that might be conceived as being, at the least, passively complicit with and, perhaps at its 

worst, actively supportive of, the injustices that were conditions for the establishment of liberal-

democratic polities that were founded as settler-colonies. The third part of the third major argument 

forwarded in this chapter is that the politics of reconciliation’s capacity to contribute towards 

transformation is not only dependent upon its capacity to facilitate a moment of the revelation of 

the political that affects something approaching a majority of the demos but that also must be 

measured to the extent that it contributes to the emergence of processes that involve a democratic-

decolonial re-founding of the liberal democratic, settler-colonial polity. This process, moreover, 

depends upon the capacity for political processes to ignite the desire of the Canadian demos to 

shed its identity as settlers and embark on a project of co-existence with Indigenous peoples where 

the freedom of one collectivity does not presuppose the un-freedom of the other. This process 

might alternatively be described, following Alexander Keller Hirsch, as the advent of the 

realization that ‘things could have been otherwise’ and the subsequent commitment to exploring 

how Indigenous-settler relations might otherwise exist.110 

 Before proceeding to the analysis of this chapter, two final notes are in order. This chapter 

and the next two chapters are in part intended to be read as a sort of initial formulation of two 

diametrically opposed models of political reconciliation: reconciliation ‘from above’ and 

reconciliation ‘from below.’ This chapter and the next two present, in other words, a general 

conception of these two models of political reconciliation that will not receive their final form – 

in the sense of being grounded more firmly in the Indigenous politics of reconciliation as these are 

currently playing out in Canada – until Chapter Eight. This leads to the second note. This chapter 

and the next two chapters might be read as a single whole in the sense that they deal with the two 

diametrically opposed yet interrelated conceptions of political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential: reconciliation ‘from above’ (Chapter Three), which is equated with the predominant 

form that the politics of reconciliation has assumed in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada and 

reconciliation ‘from below’ (Chapter Four) which is equated with a more substantively democratic 

and decolonizing alternative to the form that the politics of reconciliation has hitherto assumed in 

Canada. With these points in mind, this chapter proceeds through an analysis of a three-part 

sequence of historical-political contexts that have exerted a decisive impact in terms of 
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contemporary understandings of political reconciliation’s transformative potential. The three 

historical-political contexts that left imprints on contemporary understandings of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential include transitional societies, established democracies, 

and liberal-democracies that were founded as settler-colonies (settler democracies). This chapter’s 

analysis lays the groundwork for an analysis and critique of the constitutive features of 

reconciliation ‘from above’ and reconciliation ‘from below’ models of political reconciliation. 

From Democratization to Decolonization: Political Reconciliation’s Transformative Potential 

in Three Parts 

The aim of this section consists largely of an attempt to develop the argument that the politics 

of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts is exceptional in the sense that it simultaneously 

invokes the transformative and liberatory promises of both democracy and decolonization. I 

attempt to demonstrate this claim through an analysis of three historical-political contexts that have 

left distinct imprints on contemporary understandings of political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential. The three historical-political contexts are presented sequentially and include the 

experience of transitional societies with a focus on South Africa’s experience of transition from 

apartheid; the fairly recent migration of the politics of reconciliation from transitional societies to 

the more established liberal-democracies of the global “North”; and, finally, the even more recent 

adoption of the politics of reconciliation by liberal democratic states that were originally founded 

as settler-colonies. Political reconciliation’s transformative potential gets interpreted and plays out 

differently in each of these contexts, and yet they remain internally related insofar as the 

relationship between transformation and the politics of reconciliation feature prominently as a 

defining element in each case. Each historical-political context acted as the basis for the emergence 

of a set of theories that each construe political reconciliation’s transformative potential differently 

in terms of how the means and ends of reconciliatory processes are defined. By the end of the 

analysis of this three-part sequence or narrative, it will hopefully be apparent that mainstream 

democratic theories of political reconciliation’s transformative potential and theories of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential that revolve around its capacity to contribute towards 

decolonization are mutually exclusive. This conclusion, however, will be challenged on the basis 

of the argument that this need not be the case and that in order for this not to be the case, 

mainstream, liberal theories of political reconciliation’s transformative potential need to be 

jettisoned in favour of alternative, radical theories of democracy. 
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The first historical-political context is foundational from the standpoint of contemporary 

understandings of political reconciliation’s transformative potential. Here, I suggest that the 

contemporary politics of reconciliation and, more specifically, contemporary interpretations of 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential have been decisively shaped by the experience 

of “transitional societies” in the post-1989 era. A “transitional society” is often defined as a post-

conflict authoritarian regime where state-sanctioned violence has abated but whose past actions – 

i.e., state-sanctioned forms of violence, exclusion, and discrimination directed internally at social 

groups deemed to be a threat of some sort – has resulted in deep societal divisions organized around 

and justified by racial, ideological, religious, and ethnic forms of difference.111 Transitional 

societies whose experience has been foundational for contemporary understandings of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential include South American countries transitioning from 

dictatorship, post-Communist regimes and South Africa’s transition from apartheid. In each case, 

transitional measures were adopted on the basis of either a desire to deal with the legacies of the 

atrocities of the past or under international pressure to do so and to subsequently reconstruct 

political relationships on the basis of a transition to a more peaceful and stable social and political 

order deemed capable of guarding against the possibility of a repetition of the sorts of collective 

wrongs that the politics of reconciliation was called upon to address in the first place. The 

transformative potential of the politics of reconciliation in transitional societies might therefore be 

formally identified with a capacity to interrupt (or to contribute to an interruption of) the historical 

trajectory of authoritarian, autocratic, or dictatorial political regimes and not only contribute to but 

in some cases make possible a transformation in the basic political structure of society. Using 

South Africa’s experience of transition as a rough guide and from a non-specialist perspective, I 

wish to highlight two further dimensions of the relationship between the experience of transitional 

societies and the imprint this experience left on contemporary understandings of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential. 

The first dimension is bound up with the claim that one of the central features of the experience 

of transitional societies and the way this experience shaped contemporary understandings of 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential is the emergence of democracy as the established 
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goal of transitional processes. I suggest that the identification of democracy with political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential might be interpreted as having occurred in three steps or 

stages. The first stage has to do with the nature of debates that ensued in the wake of South Africa’s 

transition and which involved what might be referred to as a secularization of discourses associated 

with political reconciliation’s transformative potential. Here, the politics of reconciliation was 

separated from interpretations that situated it in Christian theologies of absolution involving 

narratives of redemption where confession is supposed to inspire forms of forgiveness that ground 

the emergence of frameworks of peaceful co-existence.112 The secularization of reconciliation 

discourse occurred largely as a response to the high-profile role that the Christian Church played 

– and especially the role played by Archbishop Desmond Tutu – in processes associated with the 

politics of reconciliation in South Africa. This process of separating political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential from religious connotations opened space for a number of alternative 

interpretations. For instance, political reconciliation’s transformative potential could become 

identified with a capacity to facilitate the establishment of a human rights regime and the means 

to enforce the observance of human rights norms or with a capacity to facilitate nation-building 

processes. In the wake of South Africa’s transition from apartheid, however, the tendency to 

identify the endpoint of transformative processes associated with the politics of reconciliation with 

the advent of democracy has become the dominant narrative lens for interpreting and defining 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential. Stated somewhat differently, the secularization 

of political reconciliation’s transformative potential made space for the consolidation of a 

transitional narrative that tells the story of a political form’s transition from authoritarianism to 

democracy. This second stage in the establishment of a connection between political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential and democracy might be referred to as the “democratic 

turn,” which has since become a foundational moment in contemporary approaches to the theory 

and practice of political reconciliation. Political reconciliation’s transformative potential became, 

in other words, identified with democracy and narratives of democratization. In doing so, 

contemporary democratic theory has become one of the major bastions from which much of the 

most important work being done in the field of political reconciliation is being conducted. 

The third stage involved the consolidation of a narrative in which authoritarian regimes do not 

transition to just any sort of democracy. Here, the answer to the question of ‘what transitional 
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societies are transitioning to,’113 although contested, has become well-nigh universally identified 

with a transition to mainstream Western, liberal democratic forms of collective self-determination 

and self-limitation. In one sense, this is not a problematic outcome because I tend to agree with 

democratic theorist Mark Warren’s claim that liberal democracies “have not carried out the 

massive large-scale atrocities engineered by nondemocratic countries in the past century” and they 

“tend not to fight wars with one another, removing one of the most pervasive threats to human 

welfare.”114 It is, however, problematic to the extent that the success or failure of the politics of 

reconciliation has come to be measured by the extent to which the transitional society becomes 

“Western” in the mainstream political sense of the term. This tends to be overlooked in analyses 

and critiques of structuring suppositions in the theory and practice of political reconciliation, and 

it has a number of implications that will be explored in conjunction with an analysis and critique 

of the next major imprint that the experience of transitional societies left on contemporary 

understandings of political reconciliation’s transformative potential. 

The second major imprint that the experience of transitional societies left on contemporary 

understandings of political reconciliation’s transformative potential that I wish to highlight has to 

do with three theories or interpretations of political reconciliation’s transformative potential that 

emerged both in the process of South Africa’s transition or subsequently, as a result of debates that 

ensued in the wake of South Africa’s transition. The first theory has to do with the claim that the 

experience of transitional societies in general and the experience of South Africa in particular, 

have, beginning in the early 1990s, spawned a global “reconciliation industry” that tends to be 

dominated and guided by a form of normative social and political thought that typically gets 

referred to as “transitional justice.” Transitional justice has become the dominant or mainstream 

approach through which political reconciliation’s transformative potential gets interpreted. I argue 

that transitional justice and its institutional forms have become an element of a form of 

transformation from above because it tends to produce structures of reconciliation that are elite-

driven and expert oriented and which channel and strictly delimit the sort of change that can occur 

as a result of reconciliatory and transitional processes.  
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The second imprint that the experience of transitional societies left on contemporary 

understandings of political reconciliation’s transformative potential is perhaps best captured by 

Andreas Kalyvas’s notion of the extraordinary. What I wish to initially emphasize about Kalyvas’s 

concept of the extraordinary is that it is a concept of change that refers to a rupture or something 

like a process that closely approximates or actually makes possible a fundamental change in the 

identity of a collectivity that occurs at the level of the political (i.e., in the sense of the sort of 

change in identity captured by processes that involve a collectivity’s transition from an 

“authoritarian” political regime to a “democratic” political regime or in the sense Aristotle employs 

the notion of the “constitution” of a polis, i.e., as in the differences in the collective identity, 

political arrangements, and processes of character formation associated with the difference 

between an “oligarchy” and a “democracy,” for instance). With this in mind, moments of the 

extraordinary refer to a moment of rupture and radical democratic founding where the political 

order is re-established or renewed on a different set of foundational assumptions and moments. 

Here, transformative processes are initiated, driven by, and grounded upon justice claims emerging 

from amongst oppressed, subordinate, and excluded classes and peoples. As an instance of the 

politics of the extraordinary, political reconciliation’s transformative potential in transitional 

contexts contains a moment of transformation from below that is both unpredictable and grounded 

in the actions of the demos and/or Indigenous and non-European colonized peoples acting on the 

basis of alternative participatory political traditions that largely take place outside of the 

boundaries of what counts as normal politics under the liberal state. I will have more to say about 

Kalyvas’s notion of the extraordinary and its relationship to the politics of reconciliation ‘from 

below’ in Chapter Four. 

The third imprint has to do with the explicit incorporation in South Africa’s politics of 

reconciliation of the specifically non-Western and pre-colonial worldviews of Indigenous Sub-

Saharan Africa. Here, a significant interpretation of political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential had to do with the notion of Ubuntu, which might be interpreted as a non-Western 

democratic social philosophy of communal co-existence or a philosophy according to which a 

community might exist in a state of non-exploitative social harmony. Each of these theories will 

be analyzed and critiqued in the following chapters in the context of an attempt to compare and 

contrast what will be referred to as the mainstream approach to theorizing and instituting political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential (i.e., the liberal democratic, settler state’s approach) and 
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a version of political reconciliation’s transformative potential that this dissertation adopts and 

promotes as an alternative to the mainstream version (i.e., reconciliation ‘from below’).  Finally, 

it is important to note that of the imprints that the experience of transitional societies left on 

contemporary understandings of political reconciliation’s transformative potential, the 

transitional justice interpretation has risen to prominence, which in turn has had negative 

consequences in terms of the capacity of the other two interpretations – i.e., transformation as a 

rupture driven ‘from below’ and that results in a qualitatively new version of the political and the 

explicit incorporation of Indigenous approaches to both reconciliatory processes and to defining 

the ends of political reconciliation – to come to the surface as explicit dimensions of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential in settler-colonial contexts (i.e., the politics of 

reconciliation can act as an occasion for an extraordinary transformation of society and, second, 

the incorporation of specifically non-Western approaches to political reconciliation. Neither of 

these two interpretations has featured as defining elements of Canada’s politics of reconciliation). 

The second historical-political context that left a significant imprint on contemporary 

understandings of political reconciliation’s transformative potential has to do with the fact that the 

politics of reconciliation has not remained confined to societies undergoing a transition from 

authoritarianism to democracy. It has recently migrated, in other words, to the older and more 

settled liberal democracies of the global “North.” Here, some version or variant of the politics of 

reconciliation has been adopted by liberal democratic states as a means of addressing a range of 

historic injustices such as, for example, the politics of reparations that seek to address legacies of 

slavery in the U.S. or the unjust internment of Japanese Americans during the Second World War, 

the politics of redress that seeks to repair the damage wrought by Canada’s “Chinese head-tax” or 

the events surrounding the Komagata Maru, struggles in Germany to wrestle with the legacies of 

the Holocaust, and so on. What I wish to emphasize about the migration of the politics of 

reconciliation to established democracies is that the connection between democracy and political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential is maintained but with significantly different 

connotations. The shift in meaning is expressed well by Will Kymlicka and Bashir Bashir when 

they note that “there is something artificial about discussing ‘reconciliation’ as an element of 

democratic transition in abstraction from debates about the kind of democracy countries seek to 

establish.”115 I interpret the debates to which Kymlicka and Bashir are referring as an expression 
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of the search for a new political. Stated somewhat differently, in its migration, political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential has been enlisted as an element in the search for 

alternatives to the ‘realist-elitist’ model of democracy. As Maley notes, one of the central features 

associated with the theme of the search for a new political in contemporary democratic thought is 

that it is not dominated by a single version of the political which is another way of saying, 

following Valentine, that “there are many ways in which politics is conceived and thus there are 

many ways of conceiving the political.”116 It is largely in this spirit that Kymlicka and Bashir use 

their initial claim as a springboard that launches into a discussion of three distinct approaches to 

theorizing political reconciliation’s transformative potential in established liberal democracies: 

multicultural or recognition-based democratic theories, deliberative democratic theories and 

agonistic theories of democracy. In the following introductory chapters, I will be focusing on the 

first two theories of democracy (multicultural and deliberative) under the heading of reconciliation 

‘from above’ while the third (agonistic theories) will be subsumed under the heading of radical 

democratic theory understood as a component of reconciliation ‘from below.’ In what immediately 

follows, however, I wish to focus on two characteristics of Kymlicka and Bashir’s formulation of 

the relationship between contemporary democratic thought and political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential in established democracies. 

The first characteristic has two dimensions, each having to do with the backdrop – or the 

problems and challenges – against which Kymlicka and Bashir theorize political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential in established democracies. The first problem or challenge that established 

democracies face has to do with internal histories of exclusion, discrimination, and misrecognition 

directed at groups deemed to be a threat to the internal stability of the liberal democratic polity. 

Here, these “older practices and ideologies of exclusion” are conceived of (in mainstream liberal 

democratic thought) as taking on an after-life in the form of “legacies of history” that continue to 

have “enduring effects” which can be seen “in a wide range of social attitudes, cultural practices, 

economic and demographic patterns, and institutional rules” that work to “obstruct efforts to build 

genuinely inclusive societies of equal citizens.”117 The second dimension of the background has 

to do with the breakdown of the perceived legitimacy of the realist-elitist model of democracy in 
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established democracies. In criticizing this model, Kymlicka and Bashir focus on its ‘aggregative’ 

tendencies, or its tendency to undermine the conditions for ‘plural citizenship’ by subjecting 

citizens to forms of discrimination and exclusion that reflect a cultural-political homogenizing 

drive (i.e., the drive to construct equal citizens along the lines of a conception of equality as 

sameness). What I wish to highlight about Kymlicka and Bashir’s critique of the realist-elitist 

model of democracy is that it conceives of the problems associated with diversity in established 

democracies as a cultural problem rather than a political problem in the sense that the solution to 

the problem of unresolved historic injustices is not identified with liberalism per se but with the 

specific version of political liberalism that currently exists. Stated somewhat differently, the 

problem for which the politics of reconciliation is being called upon to address by mainstream 

liberal theory is not defined as being bound up with the necessity for the advent of a qualitatively 

new version of the political but is instead framed as a question of reforming liberalism so that it is 

more capable of handling diversity in a way that does not contribute to national breakdown. 

Therefore, Kymlicka and Bashir – understood as proponents of what will be referred to below as 

the mainstream approach to conceiving political reconciliation’s transformative potential – tend to 

conceive of the politics of reconciliation not as a precondition for a transformation in the basic 

political structure of society but instead conceive of it as a precondition for the advent of a model 

of liberal democracy with a greater capacity to accommodate cultural forms of difference. Stated 

somewhat differently, political reconciliation’s transformative potential is re-interpreted not in 

terms of its capacity to facilitate a collectivity’s transition to a qualitatively new version of the 

political but is instead re-identified with a capacity to facilitate a sense of belonging by addressing 

the “enduring effects” and “lingering inequalities” of structures of exclusion and discrimination 

that are generally conceived of as being ‘historically superseded.’118 Here, the harms for which the 

politics of reconciliation is called upon to address are conceived of as “historic injustices.”119 The 

politics of reconciliation is thus re-conceived as a supplement to the politics of recognition in the 

search for less “difference-blind” models of democracy and the advent of a liberal political 

environment where the heirs of those who suffered under ‘historically superseded’ structures of 

oppression can, politically speaking, feel at home in the liberal democratic nation-state. 
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This re-interpretation of political reconciliation’s transformative potential in established 

democracies becomes very problematic when a third historical-political context is considered. 

Here, an increasing number of liberal democratic nation-states that were founded as settler-

colonies through processes of Indigenous erasure, dispossession, and replacement are turning to 

the politics of reconciliation in an effort to acknowledge and address colonial injustices with the 

aim of reconstructing Indigenous-settler political relationships on foundations that are more just.120 

Recent critiques by Indigenous scholars of mainstream approaches, however, suggest that efforts 

to theorize and institute more inclusive forms of citizenship understood as the goal of political 

reconciliation does not facilitate a break with the policies of the past but instead renews and 

reproduces the settler-colonial hierarchies and forms of domination that these approaches purport 

to transcend.121 Critical Indigenous scholars have argued that predominant ways of conceiving and 

addressing the painful legacies of past violence in settler democracies are grounded on 

presuppositions that situate settler-colonialism firmly in the past resulting in an overall approach 

that ‘ignores or downplays’ the enduring structural dimensions of settler-colonialism and the 

ongoing forms of violence, misrecognition, dispossession, and domination that these structures 

produce and are predicated upon.122 The forms of selective forgetting that characterize mainstream 

approaches tend to result in an interpretation of the harm for which the politics of reconciliation is 

called upon to address as a sort of aberrant, temporally circumscribed, and misguided state policy 

directed at what also tends to be re-interpreted as a sort of victimized national sub-population. For 

many if not most Indigenous scholars, community members, and activists, the promise of 

transformation that the politics of reconciliation invokes is instead identified with decolonization. 

Decolonization in settler-colonial contexts might initially and provisionally be defined as 

consisting of three elements or conditions in the context of the politics of reconciliation: the 

inclusion of Indigenous peoples as agents and architects in and of the process associated with the 

negotiation of the form that the politics of reconciliation will assume, the advent of a political 

environment that is not only less hostile to Indigenous normativities but that is also less hostile to 
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Indigenous bodies – especially female Indigenous bodies and the bodies of Indigenous youth –  

and, finally, the advent of a political relationship or framework of co-existence that would be 

conducive to territorial autonomy and the independent flourishing of Indigenous social and 

political forms.  

 In what follows, I argue that historical and political factors have conspired in such a way 

so as to invoke discourses and promises that exceed the narrow parameters that the settler state 

established as conditions within which political reconciliation’s transformative potential would 

unfold and become meaningful. Prominent amongst these are theories of democratic transition in 

the context of narratives of democratization and the ongoing search for an alternative to the realist-

elitist model of democracy in established democracies, on the one hand, and discourses associated 

with Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-determination, on the other hand. The 

politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts thus presents an opportunity to reflect upon 

the relationship between democracy and decolonization from the standpoint of transformation. 

Both democratic theorists as well as Indigenous resurgence theorists have developed critical 

frameworks for analyzing and critiquing the transformative potential of the politics of 

reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts, and yet, with a few notable exceptions, they are rarely 

brought into conversation with one another.123 I have suggested that this is in part due to the fact 

that the relationship between the two has historically been fraught with tensions rooted in distrust, 

rejection, and misunderstanding. Here, I suggest that these tensions are largely a result of 

mainstream liberal democratic approaches to Indigenous justice claims, which tend to be 

predicated on a refusal to recognize Indigenous peoples as a free people, distinct from the societies 

that have been constructed over them. Mainstream, liberal approaches tend to, in other words, 

naturalize empire and imperial processes of dispossession and to subsequently conceive of the 
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legacies of empire as the unfortunate remnants of a bygone era and whose solution can be 

ultimately addressed through a greater capacity for inclusivity through reform. The liberal 

democratic struggle to develop more inclusive forms of citizenship is, however, little more than a 

renewed form of assimilation that, once complete, would disappear Indigenous peoples into the 

multicultural mosaic of the conquering collectivity. Furthermore, while democracy and 

decolonization seem to offer conflicting versions of political reconciliation’s transformative 

promise, I argue that this need not be the case. If democratic theory is to contribute to processes 

of Indigenous resurgence, it must acknowledge, amongst other things, that Indigenous politics is 

not only about the affirmation of cultural difference but also has an in-eliminable political 

dimension. As Dale Turner and others have argued, the mainstream approach of the state 

undermines decolonization by substituting political self-determination for cultural self-

determination and then guaranteeing cultural self-determination as a right within the constitutional 

framework of Canadian law.124 This substitution, in turn, acts as the basis for a renewal of the 

project of assimilating Indigenous peoples into mainstream Canadian society via their re-

constitution as formally equal individuals with special group rights.  

Conclusion: From Imprints to Models of Political Reconciliation 

 This chapter attempted to develop certain elements of a definition of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential through an analysis of a three-part sequence of historical-

political contexts. Here, my basic claim consisted of the argument that each historical-political 

context left something like an imprint on contemporary understandings of political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential. It is important to note that not all the imprints that history and politics 

left on contemporary understandings of political reconciliation’s transformative potential are 

compatible with one another. Stated somewhat differently, different approaches to political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential might be interpreted as consisting of the selective 

adoption of some imprints and a strategic jettisoning of others. The imprints, in other words, tend 

to be selectively and strategically chosen and arranged and subsequently allowed to congeal into 

a “model” of political reconciliation that operates on the basis of a distinct set of assumptions about 

how change is to occur in the context of the politics of reconciliation. I argue that the three-part 
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historical sequence has given rise to two broad approaches to the politics of reconciliation in 

settler-colonial contexts resulting in two contrasting models with highly divergent implications in 

terms of how change is conceived and put into practice. The two models of political reconciliation 

are referred to as reconciliation ‘from above’ and reconciliation ‘from below.’ In the following 

two chapters, I critically engage each of these models from the standpoint of how each 

constitutively incorporates (or does not incorporate) selective elements from each of the historical-

political contexts. In the next chapter, I develop an analysis and critique of those imprints that 

together have congealed into elements of the contemporary mainstream or ‘from above’ approach 

to interpreting political reconciliation’s transformative potential. This is followed up in the next 

chapter by an attempt to develop an alternative to the mainstream model based on an attempt to 

focus on those imprints that tend to be ignored, downplayed, or forgotten by the mainstream model 

of political reconciliation using radical democratic thought and Indigenous resurgence theory as 

the basis for the initial conception of political reconciliation’s transformative potential ‘from 

below.’  
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Chapter Three  

Political Reconciliation’s Transformative Potential ‘From Above’ 
Introduction  

In this chapter, I highlight and critique four features of Canada’s model of reconciliation that 

undermine the decolonizing and radically democratic potential of the politics of reconciliation. 

These four features might be divided into two groups according to the distinction between politics 

and the political. The two features of the settler-colonial politics of reconciliation that undermine 

its transformative potential include transitional justice and its paradigmatic mechanisms, 

institutions, and processes and the sort of non-participatory and elite-driven form that politics 

assumes under the “realist-elitist” model of democracy. At the more foundational level of the 

political, I include the liberal politics of recognition and the search for alternatives to the “realist-

elitist” model of democracy from within mainstream liberal political theory. Both of these “higher 

order” politics define the ends of political life for Indigenous peoples in a way that is inimical to 

the goals of self-determination and decolonization. Stated somewhat differently, I argue that the 

politics of reconciliation in its present state-led, highly institutionalized, and elite-driven form both 

facilitates and emerges from an approach to the politics of reconciliation that prevents the Canadian 

state from making good on the promise of decolonization. It is important to note, in addition, that 

what follows is an initial formulation of the official form that political reconciliation assumed in 

Canada. The process of conceptualizing this form will not reach a conclusion until Chapter Eight, 

where I conduct something akin to a reprise of this initial formulation but in the context of the 

analysis and critique of neoliberal political rationality. 

Three Cornerstones of Reconciliation ‘From Above’: Transitional Justice, Liberal-Democracy 

and Social Amnesia 

 The first cornerstone of the official form is transitional justice. There are three major 

dimensions associated with the theory and practice of transitional justice that I wish to highlight. 

The first dimension might be further broken down into three tendencies that when taken together 

might be said to conspire in the creation of a political environment that exhibits a powerful 

tendency to generate distance between the political experience of ordinary citizens and collective 

decision-making processes. The first tendency has to do with the claim that transitional justice 

seeks to contribute to transformation and reconciliation in transitional societies through a set of 

specialized practices that have congealed into an increasingly standardized and predominantly 
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legalistic array of institutions, mechanisms, and processes. Some of the more prominent justice-, 

reconciliation-, and transition-promoting measures associated with transitional justice include 

truth commissions, official apologies, tribunals, criminal trials, public confessionals, testimonials 

and final reports with recommendations for how to proceed in ‘repairing the damage and 

preventing repetition.’125 One of the consequences of the highly institutionalized nature of 

transitional justice is that it relies on structures that not only tend to be dominated by legal, 

political, and academic experts of various sorts but whose specialized, legalistic, and procedure-

oriented nature in a sense requires expert and specialized knowledge to operate. The second 

tendency is associated with the containment of decision-making processes within the confines of 

the state apparatus. This means, amongst other things, that political processes associated with the 

politics of reconciliation qua transitional justice will tend to be dominated by political, 

bureaucratic, and party elites. It is, in other words, an approach to managing transformation that 

places a significant amount of decision-making power in the hands of elites. I will have more to 

say about transitional justice’s elite-oriented nature below. The third tendency is bound up with 

the suggestion that transitional justice tends to not be a participatory affair in the sense that non-

elites and non-experts get relegated to a sort of observational or spectatorial role, with one possible 

exception. Although this dissertation does not explicitly or directly engage with the themes of 

witnessing, testimonial, and confession, I get the impression that these ought not to be conceived 

as passive or non-participatory forms of engagement. Witnessing might be conceived as active and 

participatory in the sense that the testimonies of survivors and/or the confessions of perpetrators 

might well be the closest that many people will get to a direct experience of the harms of the state 

in a context that is marked by a cessation of conflict. This one possible exception aside, the 

institutional forms associated with transitional justice will tend to be non-participatory both at the 

level of established institutional processes associated with the politics of reconciliation qua 

transitional justice (i.e., truth commissions, testimonials, trials, etc.) and at the level of the form 

that the politics of reconciliation assumes qua transitional justice (i.e., at the level of the political). 

Concerning the latter, one of the critiques of ‘from above’ approaches to the politics of 

reconciliation that this dissertation adopts and attempts to develop is that the mainstream form and 

its basic terms and conditions tend to be determined in advance and in the absence of direct input 

by the demos or Indigenous peoples in the determination of the form that the politics of 
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reconciliation subsequently assumes. The non-participatory nature of transitional justice and its 

institutional correlates are conceived of as a condition for the management of the politics of 

reconciliation in a way that ensures transformative processes will produce pre-determined 

outcomes, which leads to the second dimension that I wish to highlight. 

 The second dimension of transitional justice that I wish to highlight might be broken down 

into three claims. The first claim has to do with the suggestion that transitional justice’s 

institutional forms are constitutively designed to foreclose certain outcomes and facilitate other 

outcomes. They are designed, in other words, to facilitate the production of pre-determined ends. 

In my attempt to demonstrate this claim, I examine the close relationship that was established 

between transitional justice and a certain theory of democracy at its point of inception in the late 

1980s and early 1990s. More specifically, one of the founding moments of transitional justice was 

the adoption of Samuel Huntington’s “waves” theory of democracy as a lens through which it 

understood itself and its role in the world. I argue that the “waves” theory of democracy might, in 

turn, be interpreted as a relatively recent iteration of the standard narrative of democracy, which 

leads to the second claim I wish to highlight.126 In its capacity as a bearer of the standard narrative 

of democracy, transitional justice takes on – as a founding pattern – a set of assumptions that tend 

to manifest as harmful dichotomous modes of thought. Finally, the waves theory of democracy 

understood as a fairly recent iteration of the standard narrative relies on what might be referred to 

as a standard model of democracy. I argue that the model of democracy that transitional justice 

institutions and measures are constitutively designed to produce is what has been referred to as the 

“realist-elitist” model of democracy. The realist-elitist model of democracy was the standard 

model in the West for much of the 20th century and significant dimensions of it remain in play at 

the level of the state as the dominant or mainstream model of democracy in the West. As mentioned 

above, it is only recently that political theories of political reconciliation have begun to pose the 

question of the type of democracy that transitional societies ought to establish. The upshot of these 

claims is the argument that at its point of inception, transitional justice understood itself as the 
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principal vehicle for the proliferation and negotiated imposition of Western “democracy” from 

above on a global scale. I argue that even if some proponents have abandoned promoting a self-

understanding of transitional justice as being situated in Huntington’s “waves” theory of 

democracy and have, moreover, critically rejected the standard model of democracy at the core of 

the “waves” theory, the self-understanding as a vehicle for the global proliferation of Western 

democracy remains alive and well and can be seen in recent definitions of transitional justice as a 

key player in the West’s “global peacemaking agenda.”127 In the end, transitional justice is 

conceived of as being deeply problematic in the sense that the naturalization of the structuring 

supposition that “transitional societies” are transitioning to Western, liberal democratic political 

forms as a condition of realizing political reconciliation’s transformative potential forecloses the 

possibility that non-Western transitional societies might develop forms of democratic self-rule, or 

rule by the people, that are grounded upon and reflect their own distinct cultures and worldviews. 

 In an attempt to shore up these claims, I turn to Arthur Paige’s analysis of the conceptual 

foundations of transitional justice. Paige’s analysis focuses on the way in which “transition” was 

defined by the field’s early architects. The conceptual foundations of transitional justice were laid, 

on Paige’s account, in the late 1980s by “a set of interactions among human rights activists, lawyers 

and legal scholars, policymakers, journalists, donors, and comparative politics experts” who were 

concerned with ‘the dynamics of transitions to democracy.’128 Here, Paige notes that the ‘transition 

to democracy’ narrative became established as the “dominant normative lens through which 

political change was viewed at this time” and that “attending to its distinctive contents should shed 

some light on the emergence of the field.”129 There are several elements of Paige’s account that I 

wish to highlight. First, Paige notes that a connection was established early on between transitional 

justice and Huntington’s “waves” theory of democracy (more on Huntington’s wave theory of 

democracy shortly). Here, early architects of the field situated their work in the context of a sense 

of themselves as being temporally situated at some point in a “long” third wave of democratization 

or at the end of a third but short wave of democratization and that this in part occurred as a result 
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of a parallel development in the field of transitional justice.130 Here, Paige notes that the measures 

associated with transitional justice “have been around for a very long time,” but what transformed 

them into transitional justice measures was their grounding in one or more of three structuring 

suppositions: the self-understanding of transitional justice proponents as promoting norms that 

were conceived of as universal such as, for example, human rights norms; the assumption that 

Western democracy represented either a universal political form or represented the best and most 

desirable political form currently available on a global scale and the related assumption that 

transitional justice measures acquired legitimacy only when ‘undertaken by a democratic polity’; 

and, finally, the assumption that transitional justice measures acquired legitimacy when they are 

seen to have “an underlying, determined connection related to the normative goal of promoting 

democracy.”131  Paige’s central concern is understanding why or under what conditions ‘transitions 

to democracy,’ understood as a universal or universalizable political form, became the dominant 

narrative lens through which transitions became understood. Why must transitional societies 

transition to Western democracy? Why not a transition to socialism or a transition to Ubuntu? Why 

not allow the question of the goal of transition to remain open-ended and free from pre-

determination? Paige offers four reasons for the shift. 

The first reason Paige offers in his attempt to answer the question of how the 

‘authoritarianism to democracy’ narrative became dominant is that “democratic reform was a 

stated goal of important segments of the population undergoing political change at the time.”132 

One question that comes to mind in response to this claim is: What “important segments” of the 

population were demanding ‘democratic reforms’ as the stated goal of transitionary processes? 

Here, Paige is clear about the fact that at its point of inception, transitional justice located political 

and transformative agency in the hands of elites of various sorts engaging in negotiations that 

involved legal-institutional reform. Political and transformative agency, in other words, was not 

located in the demos or in Indigenous peoples undertaking acts of collective self-determination 

and collective self-transformation. Paige locates the second reason for the emergence of the 

‘authoritarianism to democracy’ narrative in the declining legitimacy of earlier stages theories of 

modernization. Here, Paige highlights W.W. Rostow’s theory of modernization as a paradigmatic 
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exemplar of mid-20th century modernization theories which emphasized “socioeconomic 

modernization as a precondition of an evolutionary process of political development” and where 

societies must pass through various “stages of social and economic growth” as a precondition “for 

the emergence of a society capable of sustaining democratic institutions.”133 This conception of 

transition was replaced by the entirely “new” notion that “democracy could be established in 

almost any country without reference to socioeconomic conditions – that is, through a shortened 

“sequence” of elite bargaining and legal-institutional reforms, rather than through long-term 

socioeconomic stages.”134 The third reason that Paige offers for the new conception of transitions 

is what he conceives of as the increasing abandonment of Marxist theories of transformation. Here, 

Paige suggests that up until the late 1980s, Marxists “had a virtual lock” on the concept of 

“transitions” and employed it “as a device to understand and engineer various kinds of social 

transformations.”135 The concept of transition at work in the political imaginaries of Marxists of 

the time entailed, on Paige’s account, a conception of change in the social-historical realm as 

occurring “at the structural level of society and economy.”136 Marxism’s supposed decline opened 

up space for a re-casting of the concept of transition “in terms of political reform, rather than social 

transformation,” that is, in terms of changes occurring “primarily at the legal-institutional level of 

politics.”137 The decline of Marxist theories of change made space for their replacement by 

“technocratic approaches to engineering political change.”138 The final reason that Paige offers for 

the re-conceptualization of transition was “the global decline of the radical Left during the 1970s” 

and the “concomitant ideological shift in favour of human rights.”139 Early architects of the 

transitional justice paradigm operated on the basis of the assumption – largely developed against 

the radical Left and Marxist theories of change – that the “origins of democracies are to be found 

in political choices rather than in structural conditions – and these choices are made by elites.”140 

The early establishment of elite political actors as the primary protagonists in the 

‘authoritarianism to democracy’ narrative was in large part due to the perceived “inherent 
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uncertainty of transitional outcomes.”141 It might be worth noting that the establishment of elites 

as a bulwark against this ‘inherent uncertainty’ of transitional processes might perhaps be 

understood against the notion, prevalent in the West since classical Greece, that the demos 

represent an uncertain and chaotic force in politics – i.e., the idea of the demos as the unruly and 

undisciplined masses. Here, a basic logic was established as a founding moment in the history of 

the theory and practice of transitional justice, namely, that transformation must follow a pattern 

which first, places ‘enormous causal power in decisions taken’ by elites, second, that the 

appropriate means for facilitating desired political outcomes were ‘bargaining, particularly in the 

form of pacts among elite groups,’ and third, that transformation would occur largely as a result 

of a sequence of pacts, “each of which would offer various interest groups mutual guarantees of 

protection – starting with the army, and working toward business and political elites.”142 Paige 

notes that while this pattern of change is “inherently undemocratic in terms of procedures,” an 

emerging orthodoxy concluded that pacts were nevertheless “the best method of maintaining the 

stability necessary to establish democracy.”143 The outcome – “if all goes well,” according to the 

founding logic – “would be a set of elections and the installation of party politics.”144 This logic 

grounded the process of “democracy promotion” understood as a key element in the basic agenda 

of the architects of transitional justice. Transitional justice was, in other words, constructed in such 

a way so as to provide a way for Western elites along with their comprador elite allies to manage 

and reduce any uncertainty associated with the outcome of transitional processes, that is, to ensure 

that change could be channelled in a such a way so as to foreclose the possibility that societies 

undergoing a transition do not transition to socialism or to establish modes of self-governance 

grounded in non-Western or Indigenous approaches to politics. 

Examining the relationship between transitional justice and the waves theory of democracy 

reveals important aspects about the nature of the ends being sought after by transitional justice 

proponents, the conditions necessary for the attainment of those ends as well as the conception of 

democracy at play as a founding moment in the field of transitional justice. I have already 

suggested that Huntington’s waves theory of democracy might be interpreted as a relatively recent 

iteration of the standard narrative of democracy. Huntington’s iteration of the standard narrative 
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basically picks up at a point shortly after where Isakhan and Stockwell’s account leaves off, that 

is, in the wake of the French Revolution and the American Declaration of Independence. 

According to Huntington, democracy’s spread from the early 19th century to the 1990s occurred 

in three “waves.” The first “long wave” of democratization began in the 1820s and persisted until 

1926 and was characterized by the extension of the vote to a wider range of the male population 

in the US which in turn encouraged the birth of 29 democracies around the globe. This was 

followed by the first “reverse wave,” which was marked by the rise to power of Mussolini in Italy 

in 1922 and which persisted until 1942, resulting in a diminished number of democracies at the 

global level. Democracy’s “second wave” emerged in the wake of the Second World War and 

reached a pinnacle in 1962, with 36 countries governing themselves democratically. The second 

wave was, in turn, followed up by a second “reverse wave” that lasted until 1975 and was marked 

by a contraction in the number of countries that governed themselves democratically at a global 

level. Huntington defines democracy’s “third wave” as having occurred during the late 1970s and 

over the course of the 1980s, and his primary concern is to determine whether, at the time of 

writing, the global community was ‘at the beginning of a long wave of democratization or at the 

end of a short wave’ and, depending on how one analyzes and answers these questions, he inquires 

as to whether the third wave will give way to a third reverse wave.145  

In answering these questions, Huntington examines the factors that account for democracy’s 

third wave accompanied by an analysis of whether these factors “are likely to continue operating, 

to gain in strength, to weaken, or to be supplemented or replaced by new forces promoting 

democratization.”146 The factors that contributed to the third wave of democracy include the 

widespread de-legitimation of authoritarianism, the “unprecedented economic growth of the 

1960s,” the Catholic Church’s transition from being a ‘defender of the status quo to opponents of 

authoritarianism,’ shifts in the external policies of the United States, the European Community and 

the Soviet Union, and a general ‘snowballing’ effect which is defined as a sort of regional process 

where democratization in one country will stimulate parallel processes in neighbouring 

countries.147 As Paige’s analysis suggests, transitional justice in part understood itself through the 

lens of Huntington’s third wave of democratization, that is, as the vehicle carrying democracy’s 
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global third wave. I argue that this self-understanding has a number of problematic implications 

from the standpoint of how political reconciliation’s transformative potential is conceived both in 

theory and in practice. There are several features of Huntington’s account that I wish to highlight 

in this regard. 

 First, Huntington’s analysis of the global proliferation of Western democracy proceeds on 

the basis of a narrow and impoverished definition of democracy. The model of democracy that 

Huntington equates with democracy per se is the realist-elitist model of democracy, which can be 

seen in his frequent references to Freedom House definitions of democracy as authoritative and 

the way that democracy is uncritically equated with Western democracy and, more specifically, 

with American democracy understood as the paradigmatic and leading example of democracy at a 

global level. To equate democracy with the realist-elitist model of democracy is problematic in at 

least two ways: first, it is a version or model of democracy where the role of the demos is minimal 

in the sense that participation by ordinary citizens in collective decision-making processes is 

confined to the act of voting and where party and bureaucratic elites are viewed as the legitimate 

source of collective decisions; and, second, it is a version of democracy that exhibits a tendency 

to understand itself as a universal or universalizable political form but which is in reality a 

provincial political form that is not necessarily suitable as a model of democratic self-governance 

for both non-Western peoples and for the demos. Huntington therefore views democratization as 

a process occurring “from above.” Agency from the standpoint of the normative goal of 

establishing democracy on a global level emanates from the activities of supra-national 

organizations and individuals such as the IMF, the World Bank, the Catholic Church, charismatic 

leaders, and supra-national regional political entities such as the EU or nation-states with the power 

to unilaterally affect global affairs, such as the US.  

Second, Huntington preserves the connection between democracy and universalism but in 

a qualified sense. It might be difficult to make a case that Huntington conceptualizes the global 

proliferation of democracy according to older, 19th-century stages views of history. One of the 

central features of 19th-century stages views of Western parliamentary government is the 

presumption that political development in Europe represented a universal model of political 

development in the sense that it was conceived of as a political journey that all societies must 

undergo. This historical-ontological dimension is not present in Huntington’s account. He does 

not, in other words, presume this as a necessary feature of political “nature” or stated somewhat 
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differently, it is not conceived as a necessary feature of global political reality. His account does, 

however, share affinities with the stages view in the sense that it tells the story of Western 

democracy in the spirit and methods of stages theorists. Here, democracy is not conceived of as a 

necessary outcome of universal processes rooted in a naturalized yet provincial conception of 

global political reality, but Huntington does nevertheless presume that Western democracy is the 

most desirable political form and its global proliferation is rendered by that fact as a suitable 

normative goal of transnational political actors. His replacement of stages by the notion of “waves” 

also works to situate his model as an instance of the standard narrative. It does so to the extent that 

the notion of waves presupposes an epicenter from which waves of democratization emanate. 

Huntington’s model, therefore, presumes that democracy is an essentially Western phenomenon 

and that its existence on a global scale is a result of processes of democratization emanating from 

the actions of Western elites. This implies or presumes that a universal feature of contemporary 

human existence in its diverse entirety is that the birth and subsequent development of the principle 

of rule by the people happened or occurred and continues to occur in the strict confines of Western 

society and history. It implies, in other words, a sort of Hegelian conception of historical political 

reality where rule by the people did not occur or take place in any society other than in those places 

that are identified as the bearers of Western history. Amongst other things, this is problematic 

because it both presupposes and produces harmful dichotomous modes of thought, which leads to 

the next dimension of Huntington’s waves theory of democracy that I wish to highlight. 

Third, Huntington’s analysis proceeds on the basis of a dichotomous mode of thought that 

ascribes all good things (politically speaking) to Western culture and all bad things to non-Western 

cultures and peoples. In his analysis of the cultural obstacles to the global spread of democracy, 

Huntington argues that “the world’s great historic cultural traditions vary significantly in the extent 

to which their attitudes, values, beliefs, and related behaviour patterns are conducive to the 

development of democracy.”148 For Huntington, non-Western cultures are, for the most part, 

conceived of as being “profoundly antidemocratic” and therefore inhospitable to the flourishing of 

democracy. Here, Huntington develops his analysis of the relationship between culture and 

democracy on the basis of two theories of this relationship. He refers to the first as the more 

“restrictive” of the two theories and summarizes it in the claim that “only Western culture provides 

a suitable base for the development of democratic institutions and, consequently, that democracy 
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is largely inappropriate for non-Western societies.”149 Proponents of this view – here, Huntington 

cites the work of Cold War American academic and policy architect George Kennan – argue that 

democracy is a political phenomenon that emerged amongst the countries of the North–Western 

Atlantic region over the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.150 Here, democracy is 

conceived of as the “natural [political] form” of the Western culture of the North Atlantic and as 

not being either appropriate or naturally suited for cultures that exist outside of these narrow 

temporal and regional boundaries.151 “Democracy, in short,” Huntington argues, “is appropriate 

only for northwestern and perhaps central European countries and their settler-colony 

offshoots.”152  

The second theory of culture that grounds Huntington’s analysis is apparently a “less 

restrictive version of the cultural obstacle argument” and is based on the suggestion that “certain 

non-Western cultures are peculiarly hostile to democracy.”153 Here, Huntington focuses on 

Confucianism and Islam and posits a distinction between the possibility of democracy’s existence 

outside of the North-Western Atlantic region and its desirability among countries that exist outside 

of democracy’s world-historical boundaries. China and the Middle East are, in this regard, the two 

greatest obstacles to the global spread of Western democracy. Concerning Confucianism, 

Huntington makes a sweeping assertion to the effect that there is ‘almost no scholarly 

disagreement’ concerning the fact that ‘traditional Confucianism’ is profoundly undemocratic or 

antidemocratic.’154 Confucianism is opposed to democracy insofar as it tends to ‘emphasize the 

group over the individual, authority over liberty, and responsibilities over rights,’ where ‘harmony 

and cooperation’ are ‘preferred over disagreement and competition’ and where ‘the maintenance 

of order and respect for hierarchy’ are central values.155 This value system, on Huntington’s 

account, has given rise to a culture that is ‘inhospitable to democracy,’ that tends towards a ‘posture 

of arrogance’ and that promotes the political forms of ‘authoritarianism and strongman rule.’156 

Islam, on the other hand, is deemed to be an obstacle to democracy because here ‘governmental 
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legitimacy and policy flow from religious doctrine and religious expertise,’ resulting in a general 

condition that ‘differs from and contradicts the premises of democratic politics.’157 The implied 

solution is both strikingly obvious and strikingly problematic: if democracy is conceived as a 

strictly Western phenomenon and non-Western cultures are chastised for not being Western 

enough to facilitate the flourishing of democracy, then non-Western cultures must become more 

Western as a condition for the global spread of democracy. Non-compliance with this demand will 

ultimately “impede the spread of democratic norms” on a global scale.158  

Therefore, while it may appear contradictory to adopt transitional justice measures in a 

non-transitional context such as Canada, I argue that it is in fact not contradictory but instead 

implicitly indicates the nature of the change being sought after by the liberal democratic, settler 

state. Stated somewhat differently, in determining that the Indigenous politics of reconciliation 

will occur through transitional justice’s standard mechanisms, the state is implicitly placing 

pressure on Indigenous peoples to transition to mainstream liberal democratic modes of self-

determination and self-limitation as a condition of realizing political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential. If, for instance, transitional justice and its associated mechanisms are 

constitutively designed to facilitate the production of a certain, well-defined version of the political 

and if Canada already lies in possession of a well-developed or mature version of the model of 

democracy that transitional justice measures are designed to produce, then the state’s definition of 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential in the context of the Indigenous politics of 

reconciliation places the onus for change strictly on the shoulders of Indigenous peoples. Canada’s 

model of political reconciliation is, in other words, a model that locates change in the decision to 

assimilate to liberal democratic norms of governance and citizenship. I interpret the definition of 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential that is at play at the level of the state as positing 

as a condition of reconciliation the abandonment of the pursuit of self-determination through 

traditional Indigenous social and political forms via its replacement by a decision to govern 

themselves democratically in accordance with the mainstream definition of that process. 

Transitional justice, in other words, by its very nature, places intense pressure on Indigenous 

peoples to assimilate and adopt as their own mainstream norms of liberal democratic self-

governance. This leads to the second cornerstone of the official form that I wish to highlight. 
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The second cornerstone of the official form emerges as a result of its migration to the more 

established democracies of the global “North.” Here, there are two theories of democracy that have 

had a distinct impact on how political reconciliation’s transformative potential is conceived by 

mainstream proponents in settler-colonial contexts. The first theory is what might be referred to as 

recognition-based, or multicultural theories of democracy. The contemporary paradigm of 

recognition has had a decisive impact on both the shape of the relationship between Indigenous 

peoples and the state in Canada in general and on attempts to conceptualize political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential in liberal democratic contexts more specifically. The 

recognition paradigm – understood as the dominant approach to managing forms of difference in 

liberal democracies – emerged largely in response to actions of the “new social movements” during 

the 1960s and 1970s. Social movements such as feminism, black rights movements, and 

Indigenous rights movements claimed that, as social groups, they suffered from forms of 

oppression that could not, in a strict sense, be reduced to economic factors (even though class 

remained and continues to remain an acknowledged dimension of oppression for these social 

groups). In particular, these social groups claimed that they suffered from the imposition of the 

identity of the majority. This imposition constituted a structure of domination and injustice became 

identified with the systematic suppression, exclusion, and elimination of forms of 

identity/difference that did not conform to hegemonic norms. All those who deviated from these 

norms argued that they were subject to forms of misrecognition that cast them as inferior beings 

while various structural barriers ensured the dominance of their “superiors.”  

Charles Taylor’s seminal essay, “The Politics of Recognition,” has had a signal impact on 

the contemporary shape of debates concerning the issue of misrecognition in Western, liberal 

democracies. In this essay, Taylor describes how misrecognition oppresses the subject through an 

examination of the connection between identity formation and recognition. Taylor defines 

“identity” as a process through which the subject arrives at an ‘understanding of who they are’ in 

terms of what they come to identify as “their fundamental characteristics as a human being.”159 

Recognition plays a vitally important role in relation to identity because its formation is conceived 

of as a dialogical process. Human beings are not self-developing monads when it comes to 

identity, and because of this, Taylor argues that identity formation ought not to be conceived of as 
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a “monological” process.160  Instead, Taylor conceives of identity formation as occurring in 

conjunction with others, as a process that is worked out, “in dialogue with, sometimes in struggle 

against, the things significant others want to see in us.”161 The ‘things that others want to see in 

us’ is key for understanding how recognition can shape or misshape identity. When “significant 

others,” such as the state or the surrounding society, impose a ‘confining or demeaning or 

contemptible picture’ it inflicts harm and acts as a form of oppression by “imprisoning someone 

in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of being.”162 This is especially the case ‘to the extent that 

the demeaning image gets internalized.’163 For example, under the “force of conquest,” European 

society has been able to induce colonized peoples to adopt an image of themselves as inferior and 

uncivilized beings.164 Under such circumstances, the colonized people may successfully challenge 

and transform the objective conditions of colonialism, but to the extent that this false image gets 

internalized, they may nevertheless remain ‘saddled with a crippling self-hatred’ and thereby 

rendered incapable of attaining a state of flourishing.165  

Taylor’s solution to the problem of misrecognition is formulated in response to the charge 

that liberalism is an assimilative, homogenizing, and therefore oppressive force. Taylor handles 

this indictment by distinguishing between two “incompatible” models of liberalism: what he refers 

to as Liberalism I and Liberalism II. Liberalism I is the predominant form of liberalism in the 

Western world and might be associated with the realist-elitist model of democracy. For Taylor, 

this model of democracy is guilty of the charge that it is a homogenizing and oppressive force 

because of its moral commitment to the principle that “individual rights must always come first, 

and, along with non-discrimination provisions, must take precedence over collective goals.”166  

Due to this commitment, the state under Liberalism I can give only a restricted acknowledgement 

to “distinct cultural identity,” and it is therefore “inhospitable to difference” because it cannot 

“accommodate what the members of distinct societies really aspire to, which is survival.”167 Due 

to this weakness, Taylor proposes an alternative form of liberalism that, on his account, is 
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hospitable to difference because it can make room for the collective goal of cultural survival. It 

does so by identifying a set of fundamental rights that act as a core around which the pursuit of 

collective goals can be undertaken. This results in a situation that “almost inevitably will call for 

some variations in the kinds of law we deem permissible from one cultural context to another.”168 

These variations are permissible so long as the societies are ‘capable of respecting diversity, 

especially those who do not share its collective goals’ and provided that it can “offer adequate 

safeguards for fundamental rights.”169  In this way, societies with “strong collective goals” can be 

‘liberal in their own communitarian way.’170 Taylor’s communitarian-liberal approach to the 

problem of misrecognition is formulated as a means for reconciling the relationship between 

Indigenous peoples and the state in Canada. 

Taylor’s reformulation of liberalism understood as a prominent example of recognition-

based theories of democracy has not gone unchallenged. Yellowknives Dene scholar and activist 

Glen Sean Coulthard, for instance, disagrees with the nature of the change that needs to occur in 

order to facilitate a liberating transformation of Indigenous-state relations. Therefore, Coulthard 

and Taylor both agree that misrecognition is a form of oppression and that it has harmful effects 

on the subject’s capacity for well-being and freedom; they agree that the ‘first task’ for those who 

suffer from the internalization of a false image “ought to be to purge themselves of this imposed 

and destructive identity”171; and, they agree that subjective liberation from the effects of 

misrecognition requires a transformation in the objective conditions that makes possible the 

assimilation of identity/difference to “a dominant or majority identity.”172 Coulthard also does not 

disagree with the claim that the shift to recognition-based policies constitutes an improvement over 

pre-1969 policies that were unapologetically assimilationist.173  Coulthard, however, strongly 

disagrees with the claim that the sort of changes that need to occur can come about as a result of a 

reformed liberalism. Coulthard understands Taylor’s Liberalism II as a variant of the “now 

expansive range of recognition-based models of liberal pluralism” that seek to reconcile 

“Indigenous peoples’ assertions of nationhood with settler-state sovereignty via the 
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accommodation of Indigenous identity-related claims through the negotiation of settlements over 

issues such as land, economic development, and self-government.”174 However, to the extent that 

the Canadian state “remains structurally committed to the dispossession of Indigenous peoples of 

our lands and self-determining authority,” liberal models of recognition not only do not facilitate 

a renewed relationship but – to the extent that recognition is conceived of as something that is 

“granted” to Indigenous peoples by the state – they reproduce the subjective and objective 

conditions of colonial power in more subtle ways.175 Taylor’s Liberalism II, in other words, 

reproduces the situation that Indigenous demands for recognition have historically sought to 

transcend.176 

Coulthard rejects Taylor’s politics of recognition – and liberal models of recognition in 

general – on the basis of a critique that draws insight from three traditions: Karl Marx’s critique 

of political economy, Frantz Fanon’s anti-colonial, ‘socio-diagnostic’ critique and the Indigenous 

resurgence paradigm. Concerning the first two, Coulthard develops a modified version of Marx’s 

analysis of the processes associated with the “primitive accumulation” of capital in order to 

conceptualize the Canadian state as a colonial “structure of domination predicated on the 

dispossession of Indigenous peoples’ lands and political authority.”177  Amongst other revisions, 

Coulthard argues that ‘primitive accumulation’ need not be strictly understood as an explicitly 

violent process.178  Colonial structures of dispossession ‘derive their reproductive force’ in liberal 

democracies such as Canada not only on the basis of the coercive authority of the state but also on 

the basis of the state’s ability to “produce forms of life that” make “colonial hierarchies” seem 

natural for Indigenous subjects.179 Coulthard analyzes the subjective dimension of colonial 

domination by drawing insight from Fanon’s anti-colonial critique of the ‘dialectic of recognition 

theorized in Hegel’s master/slave narrative.’180  For Coulthard, Fanon’s critique is relevant here 

because Taylor’s politics of recognition both draws from Hegel’s theory of recognition and makes 

the assumption that the end-point of the dialectic will be “an era of peaceful coexistence grounded 
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on the Hegelian ideal of reciprocity.”181 Coulthard argues that the ideal end-point of the 

master/slave narrative is undercut in various ways by the unequal relationship between the two 

terms (colonizer/colonized) and because the colonial state mediates and ultimately undermines the 

dialectical progression towards a condition of reciprocity.182 In the end, the politics of recognition 

in its liberal form serves the “neocolonial” function of producing colonized subjects with “psycho-

affective” attachments to “master-sanctioned forms of delegated recognition.”183 Taylor’s effort to 

include Indigenous peoples as a “part” of the liberal, Canadian whole by “granting” state 

recognition to their identity claims engenders a response that liberalism has hitherto refused to 

incorporate as an element of its approach to Indigenous politics:  “we” Indigenous peoples are not 

a “part” of your liberal-colonial-Western whole because we understand ourselves as constituting 

an essentially different, self-determining, non-Western whole. Taylor’s vision of the whole 

therefore “invokes and provokes” the very response that he is anxious to overcome.184  

The second theory of democracy that is becoming an emergent yet increasingly significant 

dimension of mainstream approaches to theorizing and interpreting political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential is deliberative democratic theory. My critique of the deliberative approach 

will revolve around one recent attempt to apply deliberative democratic theory to comparative 

political theory. I justify including deliberative democratic theory and the specific instance of it 

that is here taken up (i.e., in its relationship to comparative political theory) on the following two 

grounds. First, Canada’s IRS TRC might be interpreted as having deliberative features insofar as 

it was predicated on the principle of giving voice to the Survivors. It was a mode of political 

organization, in other words, that, in a sense, privileged ‘voice over vote.’ Here, an initial criticism 

of the deliberative approach to theorizing political reconciliation’s transformative potential comes 

to mind, and it has to do with the dual claim that first, on the whole, the Canadian demos might be 

characterized by a disposition that rendered them unwilling to listen to the stories shared by the 

Survivors of Canada’s Indian Residential School system. Second, the Canadian state did not do 

enough to publicize the stories of Survivors. It did not, in other words, develop a strategy that 

ensured the stories would be shared with as wide an audience as possible in both a spatial sense 

and a temporal sense (i.e., in terms of duration). When the stories themselves, in a sense, constitute 
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the publicization of “reasons” that are, at least in part, meant to convince the Canadian demos of 

the atrocities and ongoing structural and symbolic injustices that were and are conditions of nation- 

and state-building in Canada get ignored, it undermines deliberative democracy’s capacity to 

constitute constituencies or “publics” who are capable of undertaking decolonizing collective 

action in the present. I will explore the reasons why the Canadian demos – or the “publics” who 

together constitute the Canadian demos – might be characterized by such a disposition in the 

chapters that follow with a focus on the topic of collective memory.  

The second justification has to do with the claim that comparative political theory itself 

might be – and perhaps ought to be – interpreted as a discourse of reconciliation. In combination 

with the political theory of empire, it might be conceived as such insofar as it is predicated on the 

perceived need to address those elements of Western political thought – more specifically, the 

canon of Western political thought – that generated and promoted assumptions of non-Western 

people that are responsible for centuries of misrecognition and harm associated with its tendency 

to unilaterally impose identities on peoples that did and do not reflect their own self-understanding 

and for its justificatory stance in relation to imperial practices. Thus, attempting to make a 

deliberative democratic case for comparative political theory might at the same time be interpreted 

as an attempt to make a deliberative democratic case for political reconciliation. 

In their essay, “A Democratic Case for Comparative Political Theory,” Melissa Williams 

and Mark Warren attempt to accomplish what the title of the essay promises for the purpose of 

contributing to both the parochialization of Western political theory and in an attempt to shift the 

field of democratic thought “in the direction of much deeper engagements with non-Western ideas 

about politics.”185 Here, my critique centers around a chain of arguments that begins with the 

suggestion that one of the effects of globalization is the de facto production of ‘communities of 

shared fate’ that exist across the boundaries of ‘sovereign states, peoples and cultures.’186 

However, in order for these ‘new constituencies’ to become ‘politically productive’ in the sense 

of their emergence as ‘sites of democratic agency,’ they need to be articulated as ‘sites of 

communication.’187 As sites of communication, they might also be interpreted as ‘incipient 

publics’ whose use of language might ground the emergence of ‘spaces of democracy’ that exist 
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both in the reflexively constituted publics that ‘exceed boundaries’ and in the process of 

discovering responsibilities that the newly formed publics share in common.188 Williams and 

Warren note that comparative political theory is a form of global discourse that can work to 

‘constitute these spaces’ through a capacity to supply the sorts of language(s) that can in turn ‘call 

forth’ the types of ‘cross-boundary constituencies’ that are capable of populating the new spaces 

of potential democratic agency.189 The centrality of language in constituting cross-border spaces 

and the forms of agency that are in a sense meant to occupy these spaces leads Williams and 

Warren to suggest that deliberative democratic theory can contribute to this process via its capacity 

for “pragmatic theories of language use.”190 That cross-cultural scholarship is an inherently 

dialogical enterprise, both in terms of its purpose and its method, justifies their deliberative 

democratic case for comparative political theory. Comparative political theory can ‘contribute to 

the conditions for mutual intelligibility across cultural difference’ and in so doing contribute to the 

‘emergence of intercultural subjects of practical reason,’ or ‘intercultural publics.’191  

The element of Williams and Warren’s project that I wish to highlight has to do with the 

suggestion that the purpose of making a deliberative democratic case for comparative political 

theory lies in the self-conscious production of ‘communities of shared fate.’ Communities of 

shared fate self-consciously emerge in the context of the pragmatic use of the language of 

comparative political theory in deliberative spaces whose purpose it is to contribute to the 

emergence of ‘social relations of the normatively thick kind,’ one of the central benefits of which 

is that it can “enable individuals to move through society with a trust that others are not only non-

arbitrary in their actions but that the rules of social engagement can, in principle, be figured out, 

negotiated through language where necessary, and then relied upon.”192 The practices of 

‘intercultural communication’ is conceived of as a ‘stepping stone’ towards the advent of “new, 

post-Westphalian constituencies” that are capable of facilitating the gradual “deliberative 

democratization of global processes.”193 Williams and Warren’s project therefore aims at the 

production of “shared political imaginaries” that are common to citizens on a global scale and that 
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involve such things as ‘newly imagined common futures,’ the production of a ‘common pool of 

ideational resources from which political actors can draw,’ and subjects who are motivated to ‘take 

up the burden of crafting shared fates and the moral responsibilities that go with them.’194 In their 

critique of deliberative democratic approaches to comparative political theory, Michael Freeden 

and Andrew Vincent suggest that employing comparative political theory as a means for arriving 

at “the creation of a global network of mutual comprehension, involving the formation of what 

might be called a shared, or at least imbricated, normative pool from which all societies and 

cultures can draw” is very problematic.195 Stated somewhat differently, Freeden and Vincent take 

aim at deliberative democratic approaches that construe comparative political theory as a means 

of facilitating a “global dialogue,’ one of the desired effects of which is the production of a 

“convergence of local political languages” which in turn are conceived of as potentially grounding 

the emergence of ‘better’ or ‘more genuine’ universalisms.196  

For Freeden and Vincent, this approach to CPT “overlooks or ignores ineliminable features 

of language and politics” in the sense that they “underplay the desirable diversity of the human 

mind, its languages and practices.”197 ‘Unifying global visions’ can and often do produce the 

effect, in other words, of “papering over differences in interpretation in the hope of establishing 

firm commonalities.”198 Here, Freeden and Vincent turn to the field of ecology and remind us of 

the “significance of biodiversity” which in turn grounds the suggestion that “should we not also 

encourage and preserve” forms of “ideo-diversity on our planet, excepting perhaps those forms of 

intellectual life that are so harmful to other forms that they need to be contained?”199 Here, Freeden 

and Vincent argue that such an approach can undermine the assimilationist impulse inherent to 

liberal forms of political thought, an impulse that can manifest as a tendency to urge scholars to 

“supply frameworks” within which dialogue will take place.200 This urge is problematic because 

the next step typically involves ‘instructing populations in’ the art of dialogue which represents an 

abandonment of understanding in favour of instruction.201 Freeden and Vincent are, in a sense, 
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highlighting a danger inherent in conceiving of comparative political theory in such a way that it 

is motivated by a ‘unifying prescriptive and ethical drive’ that exhibits a tendency to undermine 

the ‘interpretive drive,’ or the drive to understand a given political phenomenon on its own terms 

and not from the standpoint of how it might be transformed in a way that forces it to conform to a 

totalizing vision of global political reality.202 Freeden and Vincent advocate for a version of 

comparative political thought that seeks to ‘understand and decode’ rather than engaging in a 

project that involves the creation of “a new theory or a new language that transcends 

differences.”203 Freeden and Vincent argue in this regard that “transformative projects” need to be 

both “more modest – in taking on board the limitations of their desirable end-states” and more 

ambitious in the sense that political theory needs to factor “in more complex understandings of the 

nature of the political.”204 Here, transformation does not necessarily depend upon or imply the 

creation of the sorts of commonalities that require a global “convergence on a particular ethical 

singularity.”205 The pursuit of a “universal normative ethics” is, in a sense, a project that seeks to 

eliminate an “inevitable feature of the political,” i.e., that “we inhabit a richly variegated planet in 

which manifestations of political thinking are far more diverse and subtle.”206 It is a planet, 

moreover, where there exists “no instance of thinking politically” that is “so universal that it may 

be transferred from one site, or period, to another without modification.”207  

The problem with deliberative democratic theory understood as a form of liberal political 

thought is that it engages in a version of the politics of imposition that sets the terms within which 

debate and change can unfold in advance of any discussion about those terms. This produces at 

least two problematic effects. First, it shifts focus away from the political and towards culture as 

the arena within which negotiations about Indigenous-settler relations can take place and, second, 

it implies that Indigenous peoples must – as a condition for the realization of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential – agree to adopt liberalism or liberal assumptions as the 

core of their identity first before they can be Indigenous in a political sense.  
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The final cornerstone of the official or mainstream approach to conceiving of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential that I wish to highlight has to do with the topic of 

collective memory. In his critique of liberal approaches, Alexander Keller Hirsch takes aim at 

transitional justice and argues that it assumes as its telos a ‘reconstituted shared sense of belonging’ 

that is marked by the advent of a ‘communal we’ and that this end-state is supposed to be an 

outcome of transitional justice’s institutional and legal mechanisms and processes.208 Hirsch 

argues that “these measures all too often fail to achieve the standard of reconciliation set for 

themselves” and that this failure is rooted in a “theoretical lapse” inherent to the tradition of 

Western political thought that grounds transitional justice and which Hirsch refers to as “political 

liberalism.”209 Here, Hirsch takes aim at John Rawls’ notion of ‘overlapping consensus,’ which 

“liberal political projects take as their a priori condition of possibility.’210 For Hirsch, the notion 

of ‘overlapping consensus’ as a condition of change forces political liberalism to ‘adjourn’ the 

most divisive of issues or issues whose seriousness involves the sorts of contention that could 

‘undermine the bases of social cooperation.’211 Hirsch argues that the liberal tendency to 

“disparage disagreement in the name of social consistency and political accord too often amounts 

to an amnesiac reaction to the traumatic past, which bars the very course of reconciliation.”212 This 

amnesiac reaction is a central effect of liberal approaches, and it can manifest in a number of 

different ways. As Hirsch notes, ‘in some cases, the effort to assuage the pain of the past results in 

the sublimation of, rather than confrontation with, the events in need of redress,’ while in other 

cases, “transition is equated with the exigency to ‘move on’” and thereby ‘reunite a divided society 

through the soothing of tensions engendered between historical antagonists.’213 These measures, 

Keller-Hirsch notes, “work to promote a collective social amnesia in the wake of some terrible 

episode,” which in turn results in a situation where “reconciliation tends to look like an assimilative 

resolution” and where “transition is figured less as a mode of true justice and more as one of 

quietist surrender by the victim to the perpetrator.”214 That social amnesia is a central obstacle to 
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the realization of political reconciliation’s transformative-decolonial potential is a claim that will 

constitute one of the central aims of the remainder of the chapters that constitute this dissertation. 

I argue that the politics of reconciliation in its present, liberal-democratic form contains or 

channels what can count as political change in the contexts in which it operates. The containment 

of the transformative potential of the politics of reconciliation by mainstream approaches is 

represented in the shift from an interpretation that emphasizes political reconciliation’s capacity 

to facilitate a general definition of transformation as the ‘wholesale transgression of inherited 

forms’215 to an interpretation that identifies political reconciliation’s transformative potential with 

a capacity to facilitate the advent of more inclusive models of what remains a liberal democratic 

version of the political. A version of the political, moreover, where Indigenous peoples are 

“included” as subordinate elements and not as equal and free political partners. In settler-colonial 

contexts, mainstream approaches result in a situation where the structures that produced the harms 

for which the politics of reconciliation is called upon to address are renewed rather than 

transcended. The mainstream approach, therefore, might be characterized by the following “in-

tensions”: on the one hand, it conceives of the transformative potential of the politics of 

reconciliation in transitional contexts in terms of its capacity to facilitate a qualitative 

transformation in the basic political structure of society. The processes that are meant to facilitate 

the transformation, however, are not open-ended in the sense that they channel change in such a 

way that the outcome is largely predetermined – the question of what transitional societies are 

transitioning to is, for many if not most proponents of transitional justice, settled in advance: 

transitional countries are transitioning to Western liberal democracy. On the other hand, the 

mainstream approach in established democracies interprets the transformative potential of the 

politics of reconciliation in terms of its capacity to stabilize and enhance the legitimacy of 

established liberal democracies. The problem is that both interpretations, each of which was 

present as foundations of the Canadian state’s approach, place the onus of change squarely on the 

shoulders of the victims of the collective wrongs that the politics of reconciliation was called upon 

to address.  

Conclusion 
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In this chapter, I suggested that the “official” form that the politics of reconciliation assumed 

in Canada was largely determined by mainstream, liberal approaches to theorizing political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential and that this resulted in a form that I characterized as 

reconciliation ‘from above.’ The primary features of this form of political reconciliation consist of 

elements of transitional justice, elements of the realist-elitist model of democracy, and elements 

of liberal democratic theories that center recognition and/or deliberation, which in turn resulted in 

a model of political reconciliation that was/is state-centered, homogenizing, non-participatory, and 

characterized by forms of social amnesia that undermine political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential in the more radical sense that will be advocated in the next chapter. My attempt to 

characterize the official form in this way in turn grounded a position that challenges the idea that 

the liberal democratic, settler-colonial politics of reconciliation in its present form can act as an 

occasion for a liberating transformation of the settler-colonial relationship between Indigenous 

peoples and the Canadian state and society. Instead, I suggest that the model of reconciliation 

adopted by the Canadian state contained the transformative potential associated with the politics 

of reconciliation in a way that not only works to reproduce the underlying hierarchical 

relationships that define Indigenous-settler relations in settler societies but that also works to 

consolidate the legitimacy of the state from the standpoint of its capacity to exercise sovereignty 

over Indigenous peoples. The politics of reconciliation in its present form, in other words, is 

conceived of in what follows as a colonial instrument of assimilation that not only undermines 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential but that also works to bring the settler-colonial 

project to a close via the transformation of Indigenous peoples into “social groups” as opposed to 

independent, self-determining collectivities, that naturalizes the sovereignty of the liberal 

democratic state, and that is meant to transcend settler foundations but in a way that forecloses the 

advent of conditions that might be conducive to the independent flourishing of Indigenous social 

and political forms.  

Stated somewhat differently, the contemporary politics of reconciliation in liberal-democratic, 

settler-colonial contexts such as Canada attenuates political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential via an approach that promulgates the simulacra of change without addressing the 

underlying structures that caused the Canadian state to embark on a project of reconciliation in the 

first place. This reversal expresses itself in the subtle logic of domination that lies at the core of 

state-led efforts to transcend settler-colonialism. This logic operates in the form of a double-
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movement whereby the state reproduces settler-colonial hierarchies and undermines Indigenous 

struggles for self-determination even as it embarks on projects that invoke the promise of a 

transformative rupture in the historical-political relationship between Indigenous peoples and 

settler society. The politics of reconciliation might be interpreted as an attempt to constitute a 

version of political community that both includes and is meaningful for Indigenous peoples. I 

interpret, in other words, the politics of reconciliation in Canada as an attempt to resolve the 

problem of the political ‘from above,’ or, stated somewhat differently, it constitutes an attempt by 

elites to get Indigenous peoples to buy into Canada’s multicultural, liberal democratic political 

community. I argue that the politics of reconciliation is an attempt to facilitate a moment of the 

political that would render identification with Canada’s multicultural, liberal democratic project 

legitimate and meaningful. This outcome – which I suggest in the following chapters might be a 

plausibly impossible scenario – is problematic because not only does it require as a precondition 

that Indigenous peoples relinquish the collective memory of the autonomous Indigenous subject 

but also because it would require the transformation of Indigenous peoples into ‘subjects of 

empire,’ or subjects for whom the injustices of conquest, subjugation, genocide, and territorial 

dispossession are conceived of as being fundamentally natural, necessary, and beneficial.  

Stated in a somewhat more schematic form, this chapter’s argument was developed on the 

basis of the thesis that, first, the liberal democratic, settler state is structurally predisposed – a 

predisposition that tends to be both affirmed and reinforced at the level of liberal political theory 

– to undermine the political independence of Indigenous peoples. I will have more to say about 

the nature of the state’s structural predisposition towards facilitating colonial completion in 

Chapter Six. Second, I argue that this constitutive impulse ensures that state-led projects in liberal 

democratic, settler-colonial contexts which invoke the promise of the advent of post-settler-

colonial forms of commonality – including, but not limited to, the politics of reconciliation – will 

nevertheless continue to reproduce the status quo state of affairs characterized by the encasement 

of Indigenous peoples in a coercively imposed structure of domination. Third, I argue that this 

predisposition is problematic because it emerges from, facilitates, and reinforces policies and 

political forms that de-legitimate and invisibilize ongoing Indigenous struggles for self-

determination and decolonization. I argue, however, that this need not be the case but that, fourth, 

the settler-colonial status quo will remain the case until conditions emerge under which Indigenous 
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peoples become independent and constitutive political actors in their own right and on the basis of 

their own self-understanding as a free people.  
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Chapter Four  

Political Reconciliation’s Transformative Potential ‘From Below’ 
Introduction 

In this chapter I attempt to develop an initial formulation of an alternative to reconciliation 

‘from above.’ Reconciliation ‘from below’ is constructed on the basis of three foundations. First, 

I suggest that Andreas Kalyvas’s model of radical democratic politics (i.e., the politics of the 

extraordinary) is suitable as a cornerstone for developing an initial formulation of reconciliation 

‘from below’ for three reasons: first, because at its core it preserves a notion of transformation as 

a fundamental or qualitative change in the basic political structure of a society; second, because as 

a theory of change it centers the political agency of the demos as opposed elites and experts; and, 

third, it draws attention to or centers the notion of foundations. I argue that Kalyvas’s notion of 

the extraordinary represents a version or variant of the search for a new political that is oriented 

towards radical rupture through substantive democratic practices that alter foundations. As such, 

it is an alternative to versions of the search for a new political that emphasize reforms the nature 

of which leave untouched the generative roots of the problem. As a theory of change, it does, 

however, suffer from at least one weakness, namely, it does not incorporate a decolonizing agenda 

into the structure of the concept, which in turn has implications for practice. The second 

cornerstone begins with the traditional Sub-Saharan notion of Ubuntu which in turn acts a 

springboard for a transition to Indigenous resurgence theory. Indigenous resurgence theory has 

emerged as the predominant theoretical framework for conceptualizing and guiding Indigenous 

struggles for decolonization in settler-colonial contexts and as a result it has become one of the 

primary lenses through which Indigenous peoples theorize political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential in settler-colonial contexts.  

 The third cornerstone of a model of political reconciliation ‘from below’ is education when 

viewed from the standpoint of its capacity to facilitate something like an expansion of national 

collective memory. It is important to note two things concerning the third cornerstone. First, the 

concepts of education and collective memory are not dealt with extensively in this chapter, with 

one exception, namely, the topic of collective memory is raised briefly in conjunction with the 

analysis of Ubuntu. Second, the reason for this has to do with the fact that the analyses of this 

chapter and the previous one constitutes an initial formulation of reconciliation ‘from above’ and 
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reconciliation ‘from below.’ They will not receive their final form until Chapter Eight where I 

conduct something akin to a reprise. 

The Foundations of Reconciliation ‘From Below’: The Politics of the Extraordinary and 

Indigenous Resurgence 

The first cornerstone of my approach to theorizing political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential ‘from below’ might be interpreted through the lens of Andreas Kalyvas’s notion of the 

politics of the extraordinary. For Kalyvas, the notion or ‘category’ of the extraordinary is 

examined and developed in part as an attempt to re-establish or re-center the subject or theme of 

popular or collective foundings, “democratic higher lawmaking,” and radically new beginnings.216 

Here, Kalyvas notes that in the tradition of Western political theory and, more specifically, 

Western democratic theory, there is a tendency to locate founding agency in the actions of 

‘mythical lawgivers and heroic founders’ and not in the actions of the demos and that the absence 

of reflection on “new popular beginnings” has resulted in a generally ‘impoverished understanding 

of democracy.’217 For Kalyvas, the advent of an atmosphere characterized by a waning interest in 

the subject of radical democratic foundings is located in deficiencies in the classical notion of the 

extraordinary. This classical notion is an approach to theorizing the extraordinary that has roots 

in the “Jacobin-Leninist tradition of revolutionary vanguards” and the “standard dichotomy of 

revolution and reform.”218 Kalyvas defines this approach as one that views modern revolutions as 

“extraordinary manifestations of the revolutionary consciousness of modernity and of its attempt 

to break explicitly from the past, to liberate itself from the weight of tradition, and to eradicate all 

forms of domination and inequality.”219  

According to Kalyvas, the classical notion of the extraordinary has ‘reached its limits’ for 

two reasons. The first reason is bound up with the claim that the classical model of extraordinary 

politics is haunted by ‘the specter of dictatorship and totalitarianism and/or the equally 

unpromising experience of restoration and counterrevolution.’220 Here, the sought after break with 

the past often comes “at the cost of extreme violence, rampant rightlessness, and continuous 
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arbitrariness” which in turn paves the way for the advent of ‘new forms of domination’ that tend 

to mire the collectivity in a ‘perpetual state of exception.’221 The second reason is bound up with 

the argument that the classical model of change has undermined interest in the subject of radical 

democratic foundings because they tend to fail to “institute a stable and enduring legal and political 

order” that might otherwise work to prevent a return to “the old state of affairs.”222 For Kalyvas, 

therefore, the first scenario will tend to result in a situation characterized by ‘nondemocratic power 

struggles among competing elites operating in a legal vacuum where the factual will of the 

strongest group could prevail over its enemies’ or moments of the extraordinary get ‘idealized and 

mystified as an absolute leap from the realm of necessity to that of total freedom, failing to account 

for normal, everyday politics.’223 According to Kalyvas, these two failings associated with the 

classical model of revolutionary transformation facilitated the disappearance of the notion of the 

extraordinary in democratic theory. 

 All of this changed, however, in the post-1989 era which gave rise to circumstances that 

witnessed a revival of interest in the concept of radical democratic foundings. Since then, there 

have been “multiple and proliferating attempts to found new regimes, to make new constitutions, 

and to initiate political, social, and institutional changes” and this has led democratic theory to 

shift its attention away from ‘normal politics and ordinary lawmaking’ and towards questions of 

‘extraordinary politics, higher lawmaking, and, in some cases, popular movements struggling to 

alter the cultural and legal self-understanding of their political communities.”224 Kalyvas’s project 

therefore consists of an effort to “provide a theoretical framework for reconceptualizing the 

extraordinary” and in such a way so as to avoid the “problems and limitations associated with the 

old formulation and by relating it explicitly to democratic politics” or, stated somewhat differently, 

Kalyvas’s aim is to “appropriate the notion of the extraordinary for a normative democratic theory 

with a radical intent.”225  

Kalyvas situates his own attempt to theorize the extraordinary against two prevailing 

interpretations that emerged as alternatives to the classical notion of change in the post-1989 era. 

The first interpretation is referred to as the ‘legalistic perspective’ which is defined by a tendency 
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to think transformation strictly from the standpoint of the law.226 Here, Kalyvas argues that the 

legalistic perspective’s tendency to focus exclusively on “changes taking place in the legal 

framework and in the basic procedural rules of regimes” results in an approach that occludes other 

dimensions of change such as those occurring at the symbolic level of ‘shared meanings, individual 

and collective values and the construction of new political identities.’227 The second interpretation 

errs in the opposite direction, according to Kalyvas. Here, Kalyvas argues that efforts to ‘avoid 

narrow jurisprudential approaches’ has resulted in theorizations of the extraordinary that 

disassociate change “from any reference to rules, procedures, or norms.”228 The perceived 

weaknesses of both the classical model of change, on the one hand, and newer one-sided attempts 

to theorize the extraordinary, on the other hand, act as a springboard for Kalyvas’s attempt to 

develop an ‘alternative path.’ 

 Kalyvas begins by positing a distinction – which is a common feature of the turn to the 

political in democratic thought – between normal politics and extraordinary politics.229 For 

Kalyvas, “normal” politics refers to politics as they occur in the context of the realist-elitist model 

of democracy. Here, collective decision-making processes are dominated by “elites, entrenched 

interest groups, bureaucratic parties, rigid institutionalized procedures, the principle of 

representation, and parliamentary-electoral processes.”230 It is, moreover, conceived of as being 

characterized by high degrees of fragmentation, low popular participation in collective decision-

making processes, and that will, on the whole, conform to a “utilitarian and statist model” 

characterized by “civic privatism, depoliticization, and passivity” and where political agency is 

the strict possession of “political elites, professional bureaucrats, and social technicians.”231 

Moments of the extraordinary that are democratic in nature are “tentatively and provisionally” 

characterized by high levels of collective mobilization, widespread popular support for 

‘fundamental changes,’ the reclamation of spaces for politics that are not deemed legitimate under 

normal politics, and, finally, “the formation of extra-institutional and antistatist movements that 
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directly challenge the established balance of forces, the prevailing politicosocial status quo, the 

state legality, and the dominant value system.”232 Moments of the extraordinary are those times 

when the “slumbering” demos awakens in moments of collective self-determination that are 

extraordinary to the extent that they result in a fundamental re-arrangement of the “norms, values, 

and institutions that regulate ordinary legislation and institutionalized politics.”233 Popular 

participation, spontaneity, the advent of extra-institutional and informal political spaces, 

minimizing the distance between ruler and ruled, the transformation of core constitutional values, 

and social imaginary significations and changes in the basic political structure of society are all 

features of extraordinary democratic politics.234 Kalyvas sums up the extraordinary as “those 

infrequent and unusual moments when the citizenry, overflowing the formal borders of 

institutionalized politics, reflectively aims at the modification of the central political, symbolic, 

and constitutional principles and at the redefinition of the content and ends of a community.”235 It 

refers, in other words, to a higher form of politics that comes into being for the sake of positing 

new forms based on a desire to rectify the injustices of the prevailing order of things. The 

distinction between normal politics and the politics of the extraordinary serves as a foundation for 

an attempt to theorize the extraordinary as a “three-level” model of democratic politics. 

 The first level of Kalyvas’s model of democratic politics refers to new beginnings, 

moments of democratic re-founding or the positing of new forms, and typically involves “the 

creation of new symbolic meanings, popular insurgencies, and original constitution making.”236 

Moments such as these result in the advent of an alternative ‘table of values’ that henceforth 

determines anew what is to count as legitimate politics. It is a moment of freedom characterized 

by widespread participation and high levels of engagement in processes involving the creation of 

the fundamental laws that not only govern the collectivity but which also impart a new civic 

identity. The second level or moment of Kalyvas’s model of democratic politics refers to everyday 

politics and normal lawmaking but in a way that is no longer dominated by elites of various sorts. 

Stated somewhat differently, the moment of radical rupture and constitutional beginnings gives 

rise to a situation where the demos are no longer constructed by the political and social system as 
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passive bystanders bearing witness to the political actions of an elite. Here, everyday politics is 

determined by a version of the demos in whom the power to conduct politics now resides. The 

third level in a sense combines the previous two and refers to moments of “spontaneous and 

unpredictable forms of popular mobilization and informal participatory agitations, unfolding at the 

edges of ordinary politics, side by side with established democratic legal order” and that moves in 

between these two spaces.237 Kalyvas refers to this moment as “quasi- or semi-extraordinary” 

politics in the sense that it is grounded in “contemporary theories of new social movements, 

irregular extraparliamentary mobilization from below, strategies of popular resistance and 

disruption, and self-organized insurgent publics.”238 Kalyvas suggests that that this form of politics 

ought to be conceived as something that moves “alongside normal politics, dwelling tensely at the 

margins of the institutionalized order, aiming, through the creation of venues for more direct and 

conflictual collective participation, at the preservation of effective and immediate forms of action 

in the process of normal decision making.”239  

These three levels together constitute the “complex anatomy of democracy and popular 

sovereignty” and point to the various “dimensions” of the “democratic experience” in the late 

modern world.240 Kalyvas’s aim, moreover, in constructing such a model lies in the twofold 

argument that, on the one hand, a “theory of democratic extraordinary politics” need not be 

conceived through the lens of the structuring supposition that democracy and constitutionalism are 

antagonistic. Here, Kalyvas argues that “liberalism is mistaken” to the extent that it claims for 

itself the legacy of constitutionalism, “defined exclusively as limited government by law.”241 

Kalyvas’s model might in this regard be interpreted as forwarding what Sheldon Wolin refers to 

as ‘democratic constitutionalism’ as opposed to ‘constitutional democracy.’242 On the other hand, 

Kalyvas’s reconstructed model of democratic politics is designed to avoid the pitfalls associated 

with conceptualizations that reduce “popular sovereignty to a constant mobilization and permanent 

participation.”243 Situating his model at the nexus of the rigidity of the legal order and its tendency 
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to generate hierarchies of various sorts and the potential nebulousness of insurgent uprisings and 

their tendency to form and dissipate in a way that allows the system to remain intact and unchanged 

allows his model to accommodate a range of different theories of democracy and to that extent is 

suitable as a way of theorizing democratic change in the context of reconciliatory processes that 

are increasingly institutionalized. 

 I believe that Kalyvas’s model of democratic politics is suitable as a cornerstone for 

theorizing political reconciliation’s transformative potential in liberal-democratic, settler-colonial 

contexts for the following reasons. First, it is a model of change that highlights the constitutive 

role of the demos as the basis of the political order. It locates agency in the demos as opposed to 

elites and experts. As will be suggested in the next chapter and throughout this dissertation as a 

whole, I believe that decolonization in part depends on the capacity for the demos in settler-colonial 

contexts to adopt as their own a desire to rectify the injustices of settler-colonialism. Second, it 

draws attention to foundations and to processes involving radical democratic foundings. This is 

crucial because decolonization in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada entails some sort of 

process of re-founding. Third, Kalyvas’s concept of the extraordinary preserves a definition of 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential that typically gets exclusively reserved for 

transitional contexts. Here, it might be worth noting that identifying political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential with a transformation in the basic political structure of authoritarian 

regimes may seem incongruent when applied to a liberal-democratic regime. This argument is in 

part grounded on the claim that while settler-colonial societies such as Canada promote conditions 

of freedom for Canadians they can and often do get experienced by Indigenous peoples in a way 

that is best described as authoritarian. Here, one need not look much further than Canada’s Indian 

Act, which has been described as a “controversial and intrusive piece of federal legislation” that 

has “governed almost all aspects of Aboriginal life, from the nature of band governance and land 

tenure systems to restrictions on Aboriginal cultural practices,” and, perhaps most crucially, 

membership via its authority to determine who does and who does not count as a “status Indian” 

in Canada.244 I believe that Kalyvas’s notion of the politics of the extraordinary is suitable as a 

cornerstone for theorizing reconciliation ‘from below’ because it is a concept of change that entails 

a process of collective self-transformation through radical democratic re-founding that can, in 
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principle, facilitate the advent of post-settler-colonial forms of commonality where Indigenous 

peoples might once again constitute themselves as politically free peoples. Stated somewhat 

differently, Kalyvas offers an alternative to the ‘from above’ definition of change in the sense that 

it is more of a temporally open-ended conception of change, i.e., that the opportunity for qualitative 

change is, at least in principle, extended to liberal societies as well. Its capacity to contribute to 

decolonizing changes is, however, hindered by at least one weakness. 

The weakness is common to much democratic theorizing and has to do with the fact that 

many of the competing versions of the political that feature prominently in the contemporary 

search for a new political do not, or have only recently begun to, incorporate a decolonizing agenda 

as an element of their theoretical frameworks and conceptualizations of the political and 

transformation. The list of competing alternatives must, in other words, be expanded to include – 

either on their own or as a constitutive dimension of the analysis and critique – non-Western 

versions of the political that are emanating, for instance, from post-colonial theory (Frantz Fanon 

and Dipesh Chakrabarty might be included here) and Indigenous resurgence theory (for example, 

in the work of Glen Coulthard and Leanne Simpson). The addition of non-Western thinkers in 

combination with an incorporation of the critique of empire and imperialism might be conceived 

of as a process of rendering visible the political experience and concerns of those who are largely 

rendered invisible by imperial practices and attitudes. I will have more to say about the process of 

rendering visible as a condition of democratic theory’s capacity to contribute to Indigenous 

struggles for decolonization and self-determination in the following chapters. I mention it here 

because the notion of rendering things visible that have been heretofore concealed or naturalized 

is a central condition for what I will refer to as the revelation of the political. The revelation of the 

political refers to moments of crisis in the prevailing order of things when the hitherto 

unquestioned and taken-for-granted ‘universal’ assumptions that ground the hegemonic version of 

the political are revealed as contingent. Such moments are a condition of transformation in the 

sense that they can signal the breakdown of foundational assumptions which in turn gives way to 

an intense process of discovery – i.e., the search for a new political.  

The second cornerstone of political reconciliation’s transformative potential to have 

emerged from South Africa’s experience of transition is the Sub-Saharan Indigenous concept of 

Ubuntu.  It is important to note several things about my exploration and use of the notion of 

Ubuntu. First, I am neither a scholar of nor do I have direct experience with Sub-Saharan African 
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culture. Second, I will not be appropriating the notion of Ubuntu and employing it in the ensuing 

analysis even though its attractiveness as a non-Western democratic social philosophy makes it 

difficult to resist the urge to do so. Finally, I am not suggesting that the notion of Ubuntu be 

employed as principle of transformation and reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts such as 

Canada, despite the fact that at first blush it appears that it could provide resources for thinking 

about processes of transformation and reconciliation in contexts beyond Sub-Saharan Africa. The 

reason that Ubuntu is being highlighted here is primarily due to its explicit incorporation as a 

visible and structuring element of South Africa’s reconciliatory and transformative processes. Its 

significance, in other words, lies in the decision to visibly incorporate what is not merely an 

Indigenous concept as a structuring principle into political decision-making processes but one 

which provides the elements of a non-Western approach to what rule by the people means. 

Concerning the latter claim, I believe that Ubuntu contains the elements of a comprehensive 

approach to democratic self-determination that is distinctively non-Western yet not so radically 

incommensurate so as to be opaque to non-Sub-Saharan eyes. There are, in other words, 

equivalences that may provide grounds for new or novel answers that might contribute to a 

deepening or that might open up new possibilities from the standpoint of what rule by the people 

means and can mean. The claim that Ubuntu, or Ubuntuism, might be interpreted as a democratic 

social philosophy is not ungrounded as it has been claimed by interpreters of Ubuntuism that its 

philosophical tenets are broadly comparable to “socialism and democracy.”245 

Ubuntu has been defined as the “common spiritual ideal by which all black people South 

of the Sahara give meaning to life and reality” and has been conceived of as “the spiritual 

foundation” of all Sub-Saharan African societies.246 Ubuntu is often translated as, “I am, because 

we are; and since we are, therefore I am” or, alternatively, it is interpreted as an abbreviation of 

the Xhosa proverb “Umuntu ngumuntu ngabuntu,” which, on Fox’s account, can be translated as 

“a person is a person through other persons.”247 It has been described as a “traditional African 

ideal” that is rooted in the social practices of pre-colonial African village life.248  It originated in 
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ancient Africa and is associated with African philosophies of ‘unity in diversity’ that “presumably” 

emanated from ancient Egypt or Ethiopia.249 It is associated with the notion that all life is sacred 

which in turn grounds the view that all human beings are worthy of being respected and that the 

extension of this respect is the basis of human dignity. Humans are conceived through the lens of 

Ubuntu ‘wholistically’ – that is, as an “entity with physical, emotional, psychological, spiritual 

and social qualities, needs and abilities” – and as a being that is interconnected to other human 

beings and creation as a whole.250 It is a concept that is grounded in traditional culture and insofar 

as it contains explicit political dimensions it might also be conceived of as an expression of 

Indigenous resurgence in Sub-Saharan Africa in the wake of colonialism and apartheid.  

 There are several aspects of Ubuntu that render it potentially susceptible to an interpretation 

that construes it as providing the elements of a distinctly non-Western approach to both what rule 

by the people and political reconciliation can mean. It can be conceived, in other words, as a 

comprehensive theory of radical democratic co-existence. First, the basic unit in which Ubuntu 

emerges – its “elementary feature” or sine qua non – is the community understood as the medium 

in which humans experience a “life in harmony and cooperation with others, a life of mutual 

consideration and aid and of interdependence.”251 Here, it is important to note that while Ubuntu 

privileges the community over the individual, it does not do so in a way that annuls the possibility 

of experiencing oneself as an individual. The relationship between individual and community is 

captured by the Akan proverb, which claims that, “The clan is like a cluster of trees which, when 

seen from afar, appear huddled together, but which would be seen to stand individually when 

closely approached.”252 Nolte-Schamm suggests that this proverb might be interpreted as 

suggesting that the human community is both a “cluster” – that is, a “unified whole” – and a set of 

“trees” – or, a set of “separate, autonomous entities.”253 Stated somewhat differently, it is a concept 

of community that “does not deny individuality, just as individuals cannot deny belonging to a 

community.”254 Second, solidarity, participation, and reconciliation are central to the concept of 

community that emerges out of Ubuntu. Here, the primary means by and through which the 
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individuals who together constitute a community experience themselves in their 

interconnectedness to one another is participation in the affairs of the community.255 Participation 

is “the pivot of the relationships between members of the same community, the link which binds 

together individuals and groups, the ultimate meaning, not only of the unity which is personal to 

each man, but of that unity in multiplicity, that totality, that concentric and harmonic unity of the 

visible and invisible worlds.”256 Ubuntu is often defined as “participatory humanity” that seeks to 

promote “consensus and unanimity among people” and to that extent it is an approached that can 

also be conceived of as preparing “the way for reconciliation in the context of justice” and as 

having an “infinite capacity for the pursuit of consensus and reconciliation.”257  

Its suitability as a resource for reconciliation is expressed in claims that it is precisely what 

South Africa “needs” in order to facilitate its transformation from a society divided by historic 

injustice into a “unified, reconciled web of interdependent existence.”258 It supports the view that 

even perpetrators of the crimes that were made possible by the apartheid system were victims of 

the same system that White South Africans “supported so enthusiastically.”259 Tutu, for instance, 

suggests that from the standpoint of Ubuntu, what happens to “one, in a very real sense happened 

to them all.”260 Stated somewhat differently, Ubuntu is a resource for reconciliation in the sense 

that it can help to facilitate cognizance of the fact that ‘our humanity is intertwined’ and that 

members of a divided community “belong to one another (despite all outward signs of enmity and 

division)” and that “they share a common history as well as a common future, and the they are 

dependent on each other for their collective well-being.”261 This bears affinities to Simpson and 

Smith’s claim that settler-colonialism structures existence for everyone – that is, settler-

colonialism exerts downward pressure on the capacity for not just Indigenous peoples but also for 

settlers to experience well-being in their capacity as political beings. Ubuntuism therefore might 

be interpreted as a social philosophy of democratic co-existence – and to that extent, a possible 

principle of reconciliation – in the sense that it fosters attitudes and behaviors towards others that 
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“allows the other to be, to become” and “gives expression to self-realization through the other” 

which requires or entails a view that “the other needs to be respected and taken seriously.”262 

The second element of Ubuntu that I wish to highlight in part because it is relevant from the 

standpoint of one of the major themes that structures the ensuing analysis is the claim that it is an 

act of Indigenous self-determination insofar as it is an act of collective memory. Graham Fox, for 

instance, argues that Ubuntu can ground processes of decolonization and the reclamation of 

“sovereign identities” in its capacity to act as a vector of collective memory.263 Performing Ubuntu 

is act of remembering the autonomous Indigenous subject and of promoting the objective 

conditions that might render, once again, this subject a historical reality. For Fox, Ubuntu’s 

capacity to facilitate an act of memory is not only capable of grounding the re-emergence of the 

sovereign Indigenous subject but also serves as a resource for reconciliation insofar as it is capable 

of ‘forging new perspectives on shared suffering, both personal and national.’264 Ubuntu is a 

‘practice of memory’ in the sense that it draws “on the memory of the lived experiences” of “past 

generations and ancestors” and might be conceived as a “way of telling one’s story, drawing on 

symbols and emotions to recount relatable and historically continuous experiences.”265 It has also 

been described as an “archive in which public memory is stored, a practice or symbol that average 

citizens understand to be culturally fundamental to their national identity.”266 Fox further notes 

that collective memory is “something to be ‘worked on’, something productive and capable of 

effecting lasting ontological change.”267 This is because collective memory gets “forged in the 

process of collective narrative,” which is defined by Fox as a process of “amalgamating individual 

experiences towards a publicly accepted statement about how history has impacted the present, or 

in South Africa’s case, encapsulating the impact of apartheid on non-white citizens.”268 The 

process of forging collective memory allows colonized peoples “to reclaim an aspect of pre-

colonial sovereignty” thus “laying the groundwork for a self-determined history” which is 

beneficial both from the standpoint of post-colonial Indigenous nation-building and in assisting 

                                                
262 Fox, “Remembering Ubuntu,” 107. 
263 Ibid., 101. 
264 Ibid., 101. 
265 Ibid., 107. 
266 Ibid. 
267 Ibid., 109. 
268 Ibid. 



 98 

individuals to overcome trauma in a post-conflict setting.269 Through its explicit incorporation of 

Ubuntu as a structuring element of reconciliation processes, South Africa’s TRC was able to make 

space for Indigenous South Africans to exercise sovereignty over collective memory and to utilize 

“narrative and Ubuntu in consecrating the impact that apartheid had and continues to have on their 

lives.”270 Ubuntu, in other words, allowed Indigenous South Africans to forge a new collectivity 

through the processes of recounting previously suppressed shared experiences.271 

Ubuntu, of course, has not gone un-criticized. This leads to the final elements of Ubuntu that I 

wish to highlight. Some of the potential drawbacks of Ubuntu, or the ‘dark side’ of Ubuntu, that 

have been noted include the following: first, it is a concept of community that could potentially be 

hostile to dissenting individuals, i.e., “those who do not toe the line that the community 

dictates.”272 Second, it has been criticized for its amenability to social hierarchies.273 Third, 

amongst the social hierarchies that it is susceptible to perhaps the most damaging one is its 

susceptibility to gender hierarchies on the basis of misogynistic and paternalistic views of women 

as being “lower in status” than men.274 Critics have noted that in traditional African culture as it 

plays out at the level of the community, women are barred from participating in the affairs of the 

community and their concerns are therefore not reflected back to them in the laws by which they 

are governed. African feminists have criticized and subsequently rejected traditional African 

culture because of its ‘inherent sexism’ and for being ‘oppressive and dehumanizing.’275 Fourth, 

Ubuntu has been criticized for facilitating nepotism. Finally, critics have noted that it can exhibit 

a tendency towards conservatism, coercion, and conformity.276 It has, therefore, been interpreted 

as a potential “authoritarian concept or a way of reifying conservative norms” and to that extent 

has been criticized as being “an appropriative or reactionary method of replacing colonial systems 

of authority and servitude with ones modeled on indigenous knowledges and familiarities.”277 In 

response to this criticism, some have noted that it becomes authoritarian and conservative only 

under conditions when it is romanticized and subsequently exploited to achieve these ends by those 

                                                
269 Fox, “Remembering Ubuntu,” 109. 
270 Ibid., 111. 
271 Ibid., 113. 
272 Nolte-Schamm, “African Anthropology,” 378. 
273 Ibid. 
274 Ibid. 
275 Ibid. 
276 Ibid., 379. 
277 Fox, “Remembering Ubuntu,” 108. 



 99 

“who seek to benefit from its offer of belonging without responding to the sense of responsibility 

for the other that it presupposes.”278 This criticism implies that while Ubuntu can be used as a tool 

of oppression, for instance, in its capacity to establish and consolidate gender based hierarchies, it 

also and at the same time contains critical resources for resisting the imposition of conservative 

hierarchies. 

I argue that the source of something like an equivalent to the Indigenous concept of Ubuntu 

was denied entry as an explicit dimension of reconciliatory and transformative processes in 

Canada. I argue, moreover, that something like an equivalent can be made available and that the 

primary source of whatever this might be lies in processes of Indigenous resurgence. There are, of 

course, different interpretations of what Indigenous resurgence means which in turn has an impact 

upon how decolonizing transformations are envisioned both in terms of the means and the ends 

sought after. My own approach might be situated in the version of resurgence advocated by James 

Tully and John Borrows – amongst others – and which is referred to as ‘reconciliation-resurgence.’ 

Here, it is important to note that Tully and Borrows’ attempt to flesh out the contours of 

‘reconciliation-resurgence’ is conducted in the context of a two-pronged struggle. On the one hand, 

the ‘resurgence-reconciliation’ approach rejects ‘mainstream/from above’ approaches that 

perpetuate “unjust relationships of dispossession, domination, exploitation, and patriarchy’ and 

that are designed to ‘reconcile Indigenous people and settlers to the status quo.’279 It is the struggle 

against this version of political reconciliation’s transformative potential – what I refer to as 

reconciliation ‘from above’ – that this dissertation situates itself. On the other hand, the 

‘resurgence-reconciliation’ approach defines itself against the ‘rejectionist resurgence’ approach 

and struggles to overcome the harmful and polarizing dichotomy that structures the relationship 

between the two. Here, Tully and Borrows argue that overcoming this dichotomy is crucial in the 

effort to make space for a critical/from below approach to theorizing political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential that does not view settlers as enemies with whom one must engage in a 

protracted struggle as a condition for Indigenous liberation and the advent of conditions that are 

conducive to Indigenous self-determination. 
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According to Tully and Borrows, one of the root causes of the divide between rejectionist-

resurgence and resurgence-reconciliation approaches is the tendency for the former to pattern their 

transformative actions on the basis of a dialectic of liberation drawn from Third World contexts.280 

The ‘binary of Third World decolonization and master-slave dialectics of the 1950s and 1960s’ 

was adopted by the rejectionist-resurgence approach in such a way so as to facilitate a broad 

rejection of the possibility of reconciliation between Indigenous peoples and settlers.281 Tully and 

Borrows argue that while this move towards struggles for decolonization in other contexts gave 

rise to very important theorizations and critiques of the prospects and conditions of liberation in 

settler-colonial contexts, it resulted in claims that “were over-broad” and “applied in inappropriate 

ways.”282 Here, they note the tendency for rejectionist Indigenous resurgence theory to operate on 

the basis of dichotomies and binaries that lack nuance in the sense that they were developed in a 

way that was not only not sensitive to differences in ‘temporal, spatial and socio-economic 

circumstances’ but that ‘flattened and universalized’ these differences in a way that allowed for an 

essentialization of certain ideas, on the one hand, and an overlooking of deficiencies, on the other 

hand (deficiencies, it is important note, that in a sense became exacerbated as a result of their 

transplantation onto soil that was not necessarily conducive to their growth and flourishing). The 

transplantation of ideas from a context that was markedly different from the context into which 

they were imported resulted, in other words, in a position marked by “a binary framing that insisted 

the decolonizing resurgence of the colonized had to take place in separation from the colonizer” 

on the basis of the assumption that, “no good relationship or dialogue with the colonizer was 

possible, because such encounters were simply thinly disguised struggles over power between 

hegemons and subalterns.”283 One of the upshots of the rejectionist-resurgence position, according 

to Tully and Borrows, is that it facilitates fragmentation amongst Indigenous peoples and between 

Indigenous peoples and potential allies. Here, Tully and Borrows note that for the ‘rejectionist-

resurgence’ position, even to participate in workshops involving Indigenous peoples and settlers, 
…was to be colonized. Entanglement was rejected, and interdependence was discarded by those 
who took this position. The colonizer/colonized binary grew in different places and was cloaked 
in many different guises. It was used to justify the “rejection and separatist resurgence” strategy. 
This generated divisions among Indigenous people (between those accused of being colonized and 
those who claim to see through the co-optation), among settlers (between those who accept and 
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reject separationist resurgence), and between Indigenous people and settlers, at almost every site 
of potentially coordinate action in which it is invoked.284 

 

Tully and Borrows argue that proponents of this ‘friend-enemy vision’ of resurgence justify their 

position on the grounds that it offers a “deeper critique of the global and local system than the 

language of resurgence and reconciliation can provide” and that it has to be “embraced by 

Indigenous peoples to effect revolutionary” change.285 Against this, Tully and Borrows’ argue that 

while separation may at times be “very appropriate in some settings,” it runs afoul when it 

conceives of itself as the only option on the table and can be harmful in practice if care is not taken 

in terms of the nuances associated with the context in which it is being applied.286 

While Tully and Borrows advocate for a ‘resurgence-reconciliation’ approach, they do so 

in a way that seeks to overcome these polarizing tendencies without abandoning the powerful 

critiques and insights into settler-colonial forms of domination that have emerged from the 

rejectionist-resurgence position. The ‘resurgence-reconciliation’ retains elements of the 

rejectionist-resurgence position that critically reject models of political reconciliation that 

“threaten to reconcile Indigenous peoples to the unjust status quo” and offers of recognition that 

when granted turn out to be ‘Trojan horse-like gifts’ that ultimately ‘places the state or imperial 

networks at the centre of social, political, and economic affairs.’287 There are three further elements 

of Tully and Borrows’ account of the ‘reconciliation-resurgence’ position that I wish to highlight. 

First, they argue that freedom ought to be conceived as a ‘situated freedom’ which is defined in 

terms of the claim that “we are all differently situated and governed, in both constraining and 

enabling ways, in relationships of division, patriarchy, imperialism, racism, capitalism, ecological 

devastation, and poverty.”288 The failure to highlight “complex intersectional fields of power” in 

the analysis and critique is perhaps one of the reasons why “the colonization/decolonization binary 

did not lead the way to Third World liberation” and may have in fact contributed to “deeper forms 

of neo-colonialism, dependency, inequality, and patriarchy in Third World settings.”289 Tully and 

Borrows argue, moreover, that this approach does not resonate with “many traditional [Indigenous] 
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ways of knowing and being” in the sense that it goes against “the unique, place-based, kin-centric, 

and relational ways” that Indigenous peoples have hitherto conceived and enacted their relations 

to others and it has implications for how transformative change gets theorized and practiced.290 

The reconciliation-resurgence standpoint emerges from Indigenous traditions that seek to 

regenerate ‘healthy and sustainable’ relationships.291 Relationships within Indigenous 

communities, with Mother Earth and with settler neighbours are both ‘fragile and resilient’ and 

require constant and “careful attention” as a condition of ‘cultivating the positive and rooting out 

the negative in the totality of our relationships.’292 As mentioned above, the resurgence-

reconciliation position does not reject the rejectionist-resurgence position in its entirety: not all of 

the types of relationship currently in existence ought to be sustained. Some forms of relationship 

must be ‘refused, rejected, challenged, broken or transformed,’ especially but not only ‘oppressive 

state and imperial ideas, practices, and frameworks’ that undermine and invisibilize Indigenous 

struggles for decolonization and self-determination.’293  

Proponents of the resurgence-reconciliation approach tend to view their efforts as being 

situated in a historical continuum that is a “renewal of what many of their ancestors have pursued 

for centuries.”294 Here, Tully and Borrows highlight the Two-Row Wampum interpretation of the 

treaty relationship which seeks to combine both self-rule and shared rule as well as the Royal 

Proclamation of 1763 when interpreted in light of the Treaty of Niagara of 1764 as instances of 

resurgence-reconciliation in the sense that these paradigmatic exemplars of possible end-points of 

reconciliatory and transformative processes are grounded on an understanding of Indigenous-

settler relations as being characterized by both independence and interdependence.295 Here, 

decolonization as self-determination is defined as a “declaration of interdependence” as opposed 

to declarations of “disconnection and independence.”296 The “complementary vision of 

independence and interdependence” extends – and crucially so – to the non-human world in the 

form of the recognition that humans exist in a relationship of interdependence with “the living 
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earth.”297 This ‘long and continuous history’ must be kept in mind, for instance, when proponents 

of the rejectionist-resurgence view attempt to “misrepresent recent and current protests as 

exclusive examples of their project.”298 Tully and Borrows remind us that reconciliation-

resurgence “has often been combined with demands for transformative reconciliation in 

contemporary political life through nation-to-nation negotiations, Idle No More activities, anti-

pipeline protests, environmental activism, alliances such as Standing with Standing Rock, and so 

on.”299 The “independence and interdependence” conception of Indigenous self-determination has, 

moreover, characterized Indigenous-settler relationships “for centuries, for good and ill.”300 The 

numerous mistakes and setbacks that have characterized this relationship, however, ought not to 

be grounds for their dismissal. Transformation, Tully and Borrows, remind us is not a ‘linear 

process’ and when “universal answers and approaches are taken off the table, we are left to muddle 

our way through with less than perfect information and frameworks.”301 Here, Tully and Borrows 

note that under such circumstances, extra-social sources of direction – such as philosopher-kings 

and grand theories – cannot be “counted upon to deliver us from ourselves.”302 Stated somewhat 

differently, under conditions marked by the absence of the possibility of a “fusion of horizons, we 

are left to engage in endless forms of talking, non-violent contention, and working with good and 

bad neighbours en passant, as difficult and challenging as this has always been.”303 There is, in 

other words, space in the reconciliation-resurgence position that can build upon and accommodate 

the insights of radical approaches within the field of democratic thought. 

Before concluding this chapter, it is important to note that I do not interpret the 

reconciliation-resurgence approach – which I adopt as an element of my own approach – as 

advocating a return to a mythic, prelapsarian state of social and political harmony. However, while 

no such state exists it is nevertheless possible to say that it almost existed in the period between 

Contact and the 19th century. It was during this time period that Indigenous peoples and 

Newcomers developed frameworks of co-existence and mutual assistance that, if fully realized, 

might be equated with a political relationship that approximated the Two-Row Wampum vision of 
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co-existence. I will have more to say about pre-19th century Indigenous-Newcomer relations and 

the Two-Row Wampum and its related imagery of the two vessels travelling down the river 

together according to the principles of non-interference, friendship, and sharing in Chapter Seven. 

Here, I wish to emphasize two things. First, I provisionally and tentatively adopt the notion of the 

Two-Row Wampum understood as something like the equivalent of Ubuntu in Canada in the sense 

that it represents a specifically Indigenous approach to theorizing reconciliation and 

transformation. Second, I do not conceive of its adoption as a structuring condition of what a 

decolonized relationship might look like understood as a return to the past but instead conceive of 

its realization in the present as the realization of an unrealized possibility that nevertheless has 

roots in the past. This is in part why collective memory is a crucial dimension of change in the 

context of the capacity of the politics of reconciliation to contribute towards and in some cases 

make possible a fundamental change in the basic political structure of settler societies. The 

narrowness of vision that characterizes the collective memory of the liberal nation-state 

undermines the possibility of alternatives that feature Indigenous worldviews because it cuts off 

collective memory at a historical point that bars access to the unrealized possibilities of the past. 

Again, I will have more to say about this topic in Chapter Six. Here, I merely wish to emphasize 

that I understand transformation as a return to the past only to the extent that Indigenous peoples 

existed in a state of autonomy prior to the 19th century and transformation might be conceived of 

as a return to the past to the extent that it results in a state of affairs that is conducive to a political 

framework of co-existence where the autonomy of settlers does not require conditions that 

undermine the autonomy of Indigenous peoples in the present.  

Conclusion 

 My aim in this chapter largely consisted of an attempt to develop an initial conception of 

an alternative to the mainstream approach by attempting to theorize the conditions under which 

the more radical potential associated with the politics of reconciliation might not only be retained 

but also put into practice in settler-colonial contexts and in a way that is more politically open-

ended (i.e., that does not presume a liberal-democratic version of the political as the endpoint of 

transformative processes). Here, the analysis and critique proceeded on the basis of the argument 

that Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-determination might be assisted not by 

mainstream liberal approaches to the politics of reconciliation but by radical democratic 

approaches that critique and call into question the ends and basic political structure as well as the 
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universalist self-understandings of contemporary liberal-democratic political orders in the name 

of alternative experiences and models of political rule that are more diffuse, participatory, and that 

can co-exist with ontologically- and epistemologically-diverse others. In the ensuing chapters I 

will attempt to build on these arguments and make a case for the transformative potential of 

widespread participatory engagements in processes associated with Indigenous politics on the 

basis of the assumption that such engagements might contribute to changes in the hostile attitudes, 

behaviors, and beliefs of settler majorities through a capacity to expand the collective memory of 

settler majorities so that it encompasses or includes both the dark side of the nation as well as 

forms of co-existence that pre-date the establishment of the present hierarchical relationship. I 

argue, in other words, that widespread political participation and the de-narrowing of the form of 

collective memory that the state imposes upon the demos is a precondition for realizing the 

transformative potential of the politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts. I therefore 

define political reconciliation’s transformative potential as being realized in a moment of 

remembrance that results in a ‘wholesale transgression of inherited’ settler-colonial forms through 

a democratic re-founding of the settler polity via forms of political action that anticipate and 

ultimately bring into being mutually autonomous yet mutually interdependent forms of co-

existence. In the next three chapters I turn to the topic of collective memory which acts as the basis 

for an attempt to theorize settler-colonialism as a form of bifurcated domination (Chapter Five), to 

theorize the form of the collective memory of the liberal-democratic settler-state (Chapter Six) 

and, finally, the topic of collective memory is employed to theorize the form of the collective 

memory of Indigenous peoples understood as a free yet conquered people (Chapter Seven). 
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Chapter Five  

Bifurcated Domination 
Introduction: Machiavelli as Proto-Theorist of Settler-Colonialism 

The aim of this chapter is to develop a theory of settler-colonialism understood as a form 

of bifurcated domination. This concept will act both as the backdrop against which the critique of 

the politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada will unfold and as a rough 

conceptual foundation that will be built-upon and developed in the ensuing chapters. Bifurcated 

domination refers to a situation where a single ruling element exercises power internally over two 

separate collective entities in distinct ways. Forms of bifurcated domination typically, although 

not exclusively, emerge as a result of the activities of the imperial political form. Settler-

colonialism, understood as a modality of the imperial political form, might be defined as a form 

of bifurcated domination insofar as it consists of a dual process of domination that is predicated 

on the stabilization of a hierarchical arrangement of power involving, on the one hand, the power 

of an elite over a domestic population primarily composed of citizens who are socially fabricated 

as instruments of empire and, on the other hand, the power of a conqueror over a territorially 

dispossessed and internalized yet un-assimilable conquered people which is contained in such a 

way so as to undermine the possibility of collective self-determination in perpetuity. The domestic 

population (in this case, the demos) and the internalized yet un-assimilable conquered population 

(in this case, Indigenous peoples) constitute two poles which, taken together, form the base of a 

triangulated, pyramidal political formation that has stabilized over time and is subordinate to a 

class of elites that constitute sovereignty in a way that is experienced in distinctive ways in terms 

of its relationship to each of the two subordinate poles. This dual structure of domination is 

facilitated, moreover, by fostering antagonistic relations between the two poles. 

In developing a theory of settler-colonialism as a form of bifurcated domination, I will 

draw from the political thought of a figure who is not typically associated with recent scholarship 

on settler-colonialism, namely, the imperial republican political thought of Nicollo Machiavelli. 

Towards this end, I explore what until very recently has remained a relatively neglected dimension 

of Machiavelli’s political thought. Here, I am referring to the analysis of that element of 

Machiavelli’s political thought that has to do with the mutually constitutive relationship between 

liberty and empire in the imperial republican political form. It is important to note, at the outset, 

three qualifications in terms of my analysis of Machiavelli and its relationship to my attempt to 
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theorize contemporary settler-colonialism as a form of bifurcated domination. First, the following 

analysis proceeds on the basis of a claim that might be formulated as a tentative theoretical 

hypothesis, namely, that certain elements of Machiavelli’s political thought – especially, although 

not exclusively, Chapters II-VI of The Prince – can be read as providing the outlines of a sort of 

proto-theory of modern settler-colonialism. My claim is formulated as a tentative theoretical 

hypothesis in part because I am not primarily interested in the question of whether Machiavelli 

intended his political theory of empire to be read as a sort of practical “guide-book” for colonial 

conquest and, more specifically, for the dispossession of the Indigenous peoples of the Americas. 

Nor am I primarily interested in an attempt to demonstrate a connection between Machiavelli’s 

political thought and the early-modern European and North American architects of colonialism 

and settler-colonialism. Nor am I suggesting that Machiavelli developed a full-blown theory of 

modern settler-colonialism. Rather, my goal is to attempt to demonstrate the ways in which 

Machiavelli’s political theory of empire can be used to shed new light on processes of domination 

in settler-colonial contexts. More specifically, I argue that Machiavelli posits a bifurcation in terms 

of how a conquering sovereign ought to govern a domestic population from the standpoint of 

realizing the ends of the imperial political form, on the one hand, and how a conquering sovereign 

ought to go about domesticating a conquered and territorially dispossessed foreign population 

which, at the time of conquest, constituted itself as a politically free people and who are, by that 

fact, un-assimilable as subordinate and organically related elements in the conquering collectivity. 

It is in such contexts that the stability of the ruling element is determined by a capacity (virtù) to 

manage each population according to distinct logics that are determined in each case by the unique 

relationship that each collectivity possesses to the ruling element. Machiavelli’s proto-theory of 

settler-colonialism might be understood as a dimension of “Machiavelli’s modernity” in the sense 

that it anticipates, creates, or perhaps shapes what later became a constitutive element of the history 

of the political, economic, social, and cultural modernity of the Western world.304 

                                                
304 Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision: Continuity and Innovation in Western Political Thought, 
Expanded Edition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004 (1960)): 192. Amongst other things, 
Wolin equates “Machiavelli’s modernity” with the advent of a “new science” of politics based on “a 
conception of political bodies easily translatable into the language of physics.” This “bent” of 
Machiavelli’s thought stood in tension with that dimension of Machiavelli’s thought that might be 
referred to as “Machaivelli’s pre-modernity.” Here, the language employed by Machiavelli for describing 
political phenomena was, according to Wolin, inherited from ‘traditional classical-medieval’ thought and 
especially his reliance on the notion of the ‘body politic’ understood as an ‘organic body’ capable of 
being analyzed through methods that took as their template the state of medical sciences at the time.  
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The second qualification has to do with an initial attempt to define the nature of the 

relationships that together constitute the tripartite structure of domination in settler-colonial 

contexts understood as forms of bifurcated domination. Subsequent chapters, in other words, are 

based on an understanding of settler-colonialism as being characterized by dual processes of 

domination – i.e., the power of the sovereign over the demos and the power of the sovereign over 

Indigenous peoples – that operate according to distinct logics in each case, but which nevertheless 

share one thing in common. I will attempt to define the different logics according to which the 

ruling element maintains its status as sovereign in relation to the two poles that constitute the base 

of bifurcated domination’s pyramidal structure before proceeding to the nature of the third 

relationship, namely, the relationship between the two poles that together constitute the base of 

bifurcated domination’s structure as well as that which they each share in common from the 

standpoint of the experience of domination in settler-colonial contexts. First, the relationship 

between the demos and the imperial sovereign is conceived of in what follows as an organic 

relation. The demos understood as a distinct collective entity of or within the conquering 

collectivity is here conceived of as being internally related to the sovereign in the sense that they 

each occupy a shared normative order to which each lay claim as their own and by which their 

shared identity is constituted. It might be said of each collective entity – i.e., the demos and the 

sovereign or ruling element of the conquering collectivity – that they are both the social-historical 

“products” of the same concatenation of social imaginary significations.305 They share, in other 

words, a common origin, a shared collective memory, a common past (according to the narrative 

that a people tells itself about itself in order to give itself an identity), and belong to the same 

“world” of values or cosmos, which they both create and are created by. They are, moreover, 

organically related not in the sense of nature but in the sense of power which, of course, overcomes 

contingency by producing as an effect the tendency to conceal power by allowing it to be 

(mis)conceived as nature. It is in this more historical sense that the demos of a conquering 

                                                
305 Cornelius Castoriadis defines “social imaginary significations” as that which animates both the 
institution of society and society’s institutions, a process that is made possible via a capacity to provide 
individual psyche’s with meaning for their ‘waking life.’ It might be interpreted as the social processes by 
and through which society ensures that the individual develops an allegiance to its forms which in turn 
ensures that society can wield the “greatest conceivable power” over the individuals through whom it 
becomes concrete, that is, the power to form subjects in such a way they do what they would otherwise 
not do of their own accord, without the need for the state to rely coercive methods. Cornelius Castoriadis, 
“Power, Politics, Autonomy,” Philosophy, Politics, Autonomy, Ed., David Ames Curtis (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1991): 144-149. 



 109 

collectivity might be said to be intrinsically or “organically” related to the sovereign of the 

conquering collectivity. It is also in this sense that the demos “see” themselves in the laws by 

which they are governed, in the institutions that embody the social imaginary significations that 

constitute a shared universe of values, and in the forms of education that ground the construction 

of subjects who in turn reproduce the institutions by which they are themselves produced. In what 

follows, I argue that this organic relationship is leveraged by the settler state in order to stabilize 

itself and realize the ends of the imperial political form through a capacity to facilitate the social 

fabrication of the demos as instruments of empire.  

Second, the relationship between the conquering sovereign and a conquered yet un-

assimilable people – i.e., Indigenous peoples, for instance – is defined as a collateral relation. I 

refer to this relation as a collateral relation because of its association with the euphemism 

“collateral damage” and because of the role that euphemism plays in strategies of assimilation and 

domination employed by the contemporary settler state (more on this in Chapter Six on the mythic 

memory of the settler state). Here, it is important to note that the collateral relation is conceived of 

as a relation that both is and is not accidental and incidental. It is both accidental and incidental 

from the standpoint of the nature and essential activity of the imperial political form while at the 

same time it is not accidental or incidental in the sense that the internalization of conquered peoples 

is an essential outcome of the activity of the imperial political form. Internalized conquered 

peoples, in other words, are ‘always-already’ an essential element or built-in feature of the imperial 

political form. The second reason that I define this relationship as a collateral relation is because 

it captures the way in which a people who at the time of conquest constituted itself as a free people 

gets transformed by their encounter with the imperial political form and the experience of conquest 

from a collective protagonist exercising a determining agency over the shared fate of the 

collectivity into a supernumerary branch and subsidiary system that takes on a parallel life as an 

internalized yet extraneous element of the imperial body politic. This parallel life is grounded on 

the nature of collective memory in this case and, more specifically, the enduring durability of the 

memory of the autonomous Indigenous subject and the objective conditions under which it might 

be rendered possible (more on this form of collective memory in Chapter Seven under the heading 

“fugitive memory”). The self-understanding as a free being and the tenacity of its hold upon the 

political imaginary of Indigenous peoples generates powerful tensions that manifest as a seemingly 

perpetual struggle to reclaim a lost yet not forgotten and perhaps unforgettable freedom. The 
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collateral relation thus emerges by virtue of the fact that the imperial political form necessarily 

introduces into itself an enduring foreign element that must be contained or domesticated in order 

to facilitate the health and stability of the form. Historically, this tends to occur in two ways: 

assimilation through education or containment via the violent taming of the conquered yet free 

people on the basis of techniques of domination that are designed to facilitate the undermining of 

their capacity to once again constitute themselves as a free people (Machiavelli tends to employ 

the terms “ruin” and “injury” to capture the nature of these modes of domination as they play out 

in relation to processes associated with the internalization of “foreign” peoples by the conquering 

collectivity).  

The third relationship has to do with the relationship between the demos and the conquered 

yet un-assimilable people. I argue that there are two broad versions of this relationship, one of 

which is real and dominant while the other is marginal and has failed to manifest in a way that 

might hinder the settler state’s drive towards colonial completion. Settler-colonialism understood 

as a form of bifurcated domination is facilitated by fostering antagonistic relations between the 

two poles that constitute the base of the pyramidal relationship. Constituting the demos as imperial 

citizens provides the imperial sovereign with a reliable mass and the instruments that are necessary 

to both make its essential activity possible and to prolong its life as a political form. The imperial 

sovereign, in other words, must generate conditions that are conducive to the predominance of this 

version of the demos in order to ensure its stability and existence as a distinct form (i.e., the 

successful constitution of the demos as instruments of empire ensures that the activities of the 

imperial political form are viewed as legitimate, beneficial, and necessary). Stated somewhat 

differently, the demos must be constituted by the imperial sovereign so as to be rendered capable 

of being complicit with injustice, amenable to un-accountable forms of authority, and the absence 

of opportunities for substantive and regular forms of participation in collective decision-making 

processes. This is achieved through discourses that naturalize the activities of empire and through 

the distribution of the symbolic and material benefits of empire, the possession of which is 

rendered relatively secure (i.e., for the imperial demos) in exchange for services rendered in the 

service of empire. It is important to note that the sort of relation that emerges when the sovereign 

successfully constitutes a majority of the demos as instruments of empire is not conceived in the 

present study as a natural or inevitable process or outcome. Stated somewhat differently, while the 

interests of the demos can be made to align with the interests of the imperial sovereign they are 
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not necessarily aligned. There is, in other words, another version of the demos that tends to be 

marginalized but which is conceived of as always being an ever-present possibility. Here, I am 

referring to the version of the demos whose actions are grounded in the pursuit of justice, a pursuit 

that can and often does place them in a relation to the sovereign and other elitist elements of the 

imperial collectivity that is antagonistic. I argue that both versions of the demos are present – i.e., 

there is a version of the demos that is capable of resisting the inculcation of the hostile attitudes, 

behaviors, and beliefs that ensure the reproduction of the settler-colonial form – and that 

decolonization understood as an element of political reconciliation’s transformative potential 

depends upon the capacity of something approaching a majority of the demos in settler-colonial 

contexts to engage with Indigenous peoples as allies in the struggle against the injustices of settler-

colonialism and to work towards the advent of a political form and framework of co-existence that 

might be conducive to the independent flourishing of Indigenous social and political forms (i.e., a 

framework of co-existence where the freedom of one collectivity does not presuppose the un-

freedom of the other collectivity).  

The third qualification has to do with that which the demos and Indigenous peoples share 

in common under settler-colonialism understood as a form of bifurcated domination (here, it is 

important to note that commonalities in the experience of domination between the two collective 

entities that together constitute the base of bifurcated domination’s pyramidal structure emerge or 

become visible only at a somewhat high degree of abstraction from conditions on-the-ground). In 

elaborating this claim, I begin with Wolin’s notion of Machiavelli’s ‘economy of violence,’ which, 

amongst other things, suggests that Machiavelli’s imperial republican sovereign must rely 

increasingly less on violence as a means of securing and stabilizing their hold on power over time. 

Stated somewhat differently, Machiavelli’s imperial republican ruler exists in a temporal structure 

of domination that unfolds in such a way that the ruling element’s reliance on violence as a means 

of taming and/or containing those elements over which it rules must decrease over time. I argue 

that while violence has long been acknowledged as a central component of Machiavelli’s 

theorization of power, less well recognized is the role that collective memory plays from the 

standpoint of the ruler’s transition to a state of affairs in which direct or naked violence has a 

diminished role to play from the standpoint of securing power. Simply put, both the demos and 

Indigenous peoples in settler-colonial contexts understood as a form of bifurcated domination are 

subjected to the imposition of truncated and myopic forms of collective memory that can be 
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characterized by their selective social amnesia. While the demos and Indigenous peoples share in 

common this experience of domination (i.e., selective social amnesia as a condition for the 

naturalization and stabilization of the settler-colonial form over time), there remains significant 

differences in terms of how this experience plays out (differences that are in large part determined 

by the distinct nature of each collectivity’s relationship to the sovereign). Chapters Six and Seven 

will be dedicated to examining the nature of the dynamics of domination as they play out in the 

sphere of collective memory in relation to the state-demos relationship (“mythic memory”) and in 

relation to the state-Indigenous peoples relationship (“fugitive memory”).   

This chapter proceeds in four sections. The first section outlines three contemporary 

theoretical, interpretive, and definitional contexts in relation to which I situate my reading of 

Machiavelli. The first part offers a brief definition of empire followed by critical engagements 

with Glen Sean Coulthard’s critical political theory of settler-colonialism and Mikael Hörnqvist’s 

reading of Machiavelli as a theorist of empire and imperialism. The second and third sections 

develop an analysis of the two poles of bifurcated domination in Machiavelli’s political theory of 

empire. The second section primarily aims to render visible Machiavelli’s categorization of 

conquerable/conquered peoples while the third section uses Sheldon Wolin to analyze two versions 

of the imperial demos in Machiavelli’s political thought and then, drawing from Christopher 

Holman’s recent work, considers the possibility of a third version, namely, a democratic yet de-

imperialized version of the demos. The concluding section lays the groundwork for the next 

chapter through an analysis of the transition from violence to collective memory from the 

standpoint of Machiavelli’s concepts of “injury” and “ruin.” 

Three Contexts: Empire, Settler-Colonialism and Machiavelli’s Imperial Republic 

In this section I situate my attempt to use Machiavelli’s political theory of empire as the 

basis for developing a theory of settler-colonialism as a structure of bifurcated domination in 

relation to three definitional, interpretative, and theoretical contexts. The first context has to do 

with Jennifer Pitts’ definition of empire. Pitts defines empire as a “political unit that is large and 

expansionist (or with memories of an expansionist past)” and that reproduces “differentiation and 

inequality among people it incorporates.”306 Pitts qualifies this definition in two important ways, 

both of which contribute to an understanding of empire – and settler-colonialism understood as a 
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specific modality of empire – as relying on forms of rule that might be defined as forms of 

bifurcated domination. First, Pitts notes that the term “annex” might be more appropriate than 

“incorporate” in part because a significant characteristic of empire is its incapacity to positively 

integrate conquered peoples.307 This leads to the second qualification which addresses the fact that 

the initial description fails to adequately account for the difference between “large nation-states,” 

understood as ‘expansive and differentiated states,’ and empires. Quoting Wedeen, Pitts addresses 

this concern with the suggestion that ‘imperialist states generally exercise dominion over 

populations that are perceived (by conqueror and conquered) as different from (in the sense of 

ineligible for incorporation into) the dominant state exercising control.’308 Empire might therefore 

be characterized as promulgating a dual structure of domination. On the one hand, empire is 

confronted with the ‘perennial political challenge of managing difference’ largely through the 

exercise of unaccountable forms of power over conquered peoples while, on the other hand, this 

hierarchical relationship of domination is facilitated by the need to transform the conquering 

people into instruments of empire that henceforth exhibit a tendency towards ‘path dependence,’ 

defined as the tendency for ‘even hesitant participants to cling to choices made earlier on and 

whose reversal seems unthinkable.’309 It is important to note that while this specific configuration 

of power is materially beneficial from the standpoint of the conquering collectivity – in the sense 

that it grants access to the resources of the conquered inhabitants of the dispossessed territories – 

it has not, does not, and likely never will benefit, in any way, those over whom the imperial political 

form is coercively imposed. From the standpoint of the experience of the conquered, the imperial 

state exhibits little more than a “great capacity for destruction” understood as both a capacity to 

effect “dramatic and generally destructive change” and a “repeated tendency to wreak havoc in 

colonized societies.”310 

The second context is Yellowknives Dene scholar Glen Sean Coulthard’s theory of settler-

colonialism. Here, I focus on two major aspects of Coulthard’s theory of settler-colonialism. First, 

as has already been mentioned, Coulthard situates his analysis and critique of contemporary settler-

colonialism in Canada in the context of a historical transition between two different periods or 

phases of settler-colonial domination. For Coulthard, we are currently living in the wake of a 
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transition from what might be referred to as the ‘missionary and military’ phase of settler-

colonialism311 – a phase primarily defined by ‘unapologetically’ assimilationist and exclusionary 

policies whose purpose is the elimination of Indigenous peoples “if not physically, then as cultural, 

political, and legal peoples distinguishable from the rest of Canadian society” – to a phase defined 

by policies based on the liberal politics of recognition.312 The recognition paradigm began to take 

shape as the state’s dominant approach to managing Indigenous peoples during the late 1960s and 

early 1970s. This paradigm is defined by Coulthard as consisting of a ‘now expansive range of 

recognition-based models of liberal pluralism that seek to reconcile Indigenous assertions of 

nationhood with settler-state sovereignty via the accommodation of Indigenous identity claims in 

some form of renewed legal and political relationship with the Canadian state.’313 One of 

Coulthard’s central claims – which I adopt and in part structures the following analysis – is that 

the historical transition has not resulted in a liberating and transformative renewal of Indigenous-

settler relations but instead reproduces, in more subtle ways, ‘the very configurations of colonialist, 

racist, patriarchal state power’ that Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-determination 

‘have historically sought to transcend.’314 Coulthard argues, moreover, that one of the main 

characteristics associated with this historical transition is the shift from the open, pervasive – or 

“naked” – and routine use of force as the primary means of reproducing hierarchical relations to a 

situation where settler-colonial structures get reproduced through “negotiations” in a context that 

is marked by the absence of ‘pure force.’315 Here, Coulthard admits that the state continues to rely 

on ‘pure force’ as a means of containing Indigenous peoples – the “Oka crisis” in Canada and the 

recent use of militarized police against activists protesting the Dakota Access Pipeline are two 

recent examples – but that this no longer constitutes the primary means of reproducing settler-

colonial hierarchies.  

The second dimension I wish to highlight is Coulthard’s definition of settler-colonialism. 

Coulthard defines the ‘settler-colonial relationship’ as a distinct form of domination that is 

characterized by a situation where ‘power – in this case, interrelated discursive and nondiscursive 
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facets of economic, gendered, racial, and state power – has been structured into a relatively secure 

or sedimented set of hierarchical social relations that continue to facilitate the dispossession of 

Indigenous peoples of their lands and self-determining authority.’316 This definition means that, 

amongst other things, in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada, the state remains ‘structurally 

committed’ to the goal of maintaining ‘ongoing state access’ to the resources on the traditional 

territories of Indigenous peoples.317 In what follows, I emphasize two aspects of Coulthard’s 

definition. First, I emphasize his conceptualization of settler-colonialism as a “dual structure” of 

domination.318 It is a dual structure in the sense that it reproduces itself through processes of 

domination that operate at both the objective and subjective levels. The second aspect I emphasize 

is that Coulthard’s critical political theory of settler-colonialism is simultaneously a theory of 

domination as well as a theory of liberation. Coulthard’s theory of settler-colonial domination, in 

other words, directly informs and grounds a theory of Indigenous liberation. 

Coulthard’s critique and analysis of the objective level of settler-colonial domination is 

grounded on a re-interpretation of Karl Mar’x theory of ‘primitive accumulation.’ I focus on two 

revisions proposed by Coulthard. First, Coulthard argues that Marx’s theory of primitive 

accumulation ‘must be stripped of its rigidly temporal character’ and conceived of not as ‘an 

inaugural set of events that set the stage for the development of the capitalist mode of production 

through colonial expansion’ but as an ‘ongoing practice of dispossession that never ceases to 

structure capitalist and colonial social relations in the present.’319 Here, Coulthard might be 

interpreted in part as building on Patrick Wolfe’s argument that “settler colonizers come to stay: 

invasion is a structure not an event.”320 Settler-colonialism is, in other words, conceived of by 

Coulthard as being ‘territorially acquisitive in perpetuity.’321 Secondly, as mentioned above, 

Coulthard argues that primitive accumulation need not be understood as a strictly violent process 

but might also be conceived as operating through a capacity to facilitate the production of co-opted 

forms of subjectivity.322 Here, settler-colonial power is conceived of as ‘working through rather 
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than entirely against freedom.’323 The capacity of the state to reproduce settler-colonial structures 

of power via the projection of that power into the psychic life of Indigenous peoples marks the 

transition from the objective to the subjective dimension and, for Coulthard, a transition from Karl 

Marx to Frantz Fanon. Amongst other things, Coulthard draws from Fanon to make the argument 

that the “productive character of settler-colonial power” serves the “neocolonial” function of 

producing colonized subjects with strong ideological attachments to delegated forms of 

(un)freedom. The state’s capacity to produce subjects with ideological attachments that, in other 

words, constitute subjects for whom the ‘colonial condition’ is natural, a condition that Fanon 

referred to as ‘internalized colonialism’ and that Coulthard refers to as the production of ‘subjects 

of empire.’324 However, while these processes of subjectification are totalizing, they are not total. 

Drawing from Indigenous resurgence thinkers such as Taiaiake Alfred and Leanne Simpson, 

Coulthard argues that the Indigenous subject can ‘turn away’ from the “assimilative reformism of 

the liberal recognition approach” and engage in a “self-reflective program of culturally grounded 

de-subjectification” that, in combination with forms of direction action, can work “to undercut the 

interplay between subjectivity and structural domination that help maintain settler-colonial 

relationships in contexts absent pure force.”325  

My primary concern with Coulthard’s conceptualization of settler-colonialism – and, by 

extension, the model of resistance and decolonization to which it gives rise to – is that it is one-

sided. It is one-sided in the sense that it exhibits a tendency to focus exclusively on the ways in 

which “the longevity of a colonial social formation depends, to a significant degree, on its capacity 

to transform the colonized population into subjects of imperial rule.”326 This focus in turn leads to 

a model of resistance where decolonization is conceived of as being primarily bound up with the 

‘strategic de-subjectification’ of colonized Indigenous subjectivity. Strategic de-subjectification 

refers to strategies of resistance that a colonized people employ against objective colonial 

structures and which, in combination with forms of cultural-political resurgence, can facilitate 

decolonization at both the subjective and objective levels. I argue that Coulthard’s model of 

resistance and decolonization is one-sided in the sense that it is equally important for a theory of 

decolonization to theorize the conditions for the strategic de-subjectification of settler subjects. 
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Here, it is important to recall that I am not suggesting that processes which might contribute 

towards a decolonizing de-subjectification of settler subjectivity can on its own facilitate 

decolonization. Rather, I am suggesting that they are parallel processes each of which are necessary 

components of the struggle to facilitate settler decolonization at the objective level. It would be a 

mistake, in other words, to omit from a model of resistance and decolonization processes 

associated with settler de-subjectification.  This has been acknowledged by Mohawk scholar 

Taiaiake Alfred who, focusing on the politics of reconciliation in Canada, argues that political 

reconciliation’s transformative promise is undermined by the widespread existence amongst 

“settler majorities”327 of what he refers to as the “colonial mentality.”328 The colonial mentality 

remains “alive at the core” of the collective “self-identity” of Canadians and as such it continues 

to ‘frame, animate, shape and constrain all thinking in Canadian political circles on the problems 

and solutions of the relationship between Indigenous peoples and the state, and on the multiple 

crises being endured by Indigenous women, children and men.’329 The widespread existence of the 

attitudes, behaviors and beliefs that define the “colonial mentality” makes for conditions where 

Indigenous peoples are, 
still living in a relationship framed in colonial terms; the language we use today has changed over 
the years but the perspective is still straight out of the seventeenth century. Newcomer people in 
this land, their governments and the powerful interests that have dominion in this society still see 
a need for the Original People to be in a certain place (out of the way of development), to be defined 
in a certain way (aspiring to be just like the rest of us), and to be prevented from doing certain 
things (living the ways of their ancestors).330 

 

I argue that Coulthard’s critical political theory of settler-colonial domination is based on a 

conception of settler subjectivity as being comprised of a temporally enduring objective core that 

is in a sense conceived of as being irrevocably determined. This is problematic in part because it 

gives rise to a model of resistance and decolonization that is isolationist, that perpetuates an 

antagonistic framework of Indigenous-settler relations, and that promulgates an image of settler 

subjectivity as being incapable of anti-colonial action. Drawing from Macoun and Strakosch in 
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their critique of the institutionalization of settler-colonial studies, Corntassel et al. point out that 

conceiving of the relationship between structure and settler-subjectivity in such a way can result 

in theorizations of domination, resistance, and struggle that are limited in scope, “where the only 

polarizing choices available to Indigenous peoples are either to be co-opted or hold a position of 

resistance/sovereign, while anti-colonial action by settlers is foreclosed.”331 Quoting Nishnaabeg 

Indigenous resurgence theorist Leanne Simpson, Corntassel et al. argue that Indigenous struggles 

for decolonization and self-determination “cannot occur in isolation” and that decolonization 

requires a “collective conversation and mobilization”  that is capable of undermining the 

‘individualism and isolation that settler colonialism fosters.’332 Settler-colonialism must be 

theorized in a way that gives rise to models of resistance that are based on “the possibility of 

settlers being transformed through anti-colonial resistance.”333 If, as Corey Snelgrove notes, 

‘settlers have to be made,’ then it might also be posited that settlers can be un-made and that this 

process might begin with the “centering of and support for Indigenous resurgences, and a shift 

from a one-dimensional to a relational approach to settler colonial analyses.”334 The question of 

the way in which settler decolonization might be facilitated is addressed primarily in the 

concluding chapters where I explore the decolonizing potential of education, critical pedagogies, 

and the transformative potential of a return to the practices of the past. 

I therefore agree with Coulthard’s claim that settler-colonial structures reproduce 

themselves on the basis of a “dual structure” that depends on the capacity of objective structures 

to produce subjects who in turn reproduce those structures. I argue, however, that the capacity for 

settler-colonialism to reproduce itself over time is dual in another sense – namely, that its 

reproduction depends on the production of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous ‘subjects of 

empire.’  Stated somewhat differently, I argue that a critical political theory of settler-colonialism 

must account for the fact that settler colonial structures are dual in the sense that their reproduction 

over time depends not solely on a capacity to transform Indigenous peoples into ‘subjects of 

empire’ but on a capacity to constitute the settler demos in a way that renders them receptive to 

                                                
331 Jeff Corntassel, Rita Kaur Dhamoon and Corey Snelgrove, “Unsettling settler colonialism: The 
discourse and politics of settlers, and solidarity with Indigenous nations,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, 
Education & Society 3, no. 2 (2014): 8-9. 
332 Corntassel et al., “Unsettling settler colonialism,” 3.  
333 Ibid., 18 
334 Ibid., 27 



 119 

the imposition of a form that requires ordinary citizens to buy into the ideologies and practices that 

reproduce imperial projects. I argue, moreover, that the sort of decolonizing collective self-

transformation that emerges from Coulthard’s theory of settler-colonialism depends on a 

corresponding or parallel collective self-transformation of non-Indigenous peoples in settler 

societies such as Canada. As Little and Maddison note in their critique of the politics of 

reconciliation’s failure to realize its own transformative promise, the issue of scale in liberal-

democratic, settler societies implies that “the attitudes of the non-indigenous majority to 

indigenous claims is a hugely significant political factor” that shapes and conditions any attempt 

to facilitate decolonizing transformations.335 Settler-colonialism is, in other words, a form of 

bifurcated domination that, in addition to the domination of Indigenous peoples, perpetuates itself 

via a dual structure of domination that also constructs citizens as settler subjects with ideological 

attachments to imperial political forms and for whom the disappearance of Indigenous peoples as 

politically autonomous collectivities is a natural, necessary, and irreversible process.  

The third context in relation to which I situate my attempt to develop a concept of settler-

colonialism as a form of bifurcated domination consists of recent debates concerning the 

relationship between liberty and empire in Machiavelli’s political thought. Here, I confine my 

discussion to Mikael Hörnqvist’s work which constitutes a signal contribution to the emergent 

scholarship on Machiavelli’s political theory of empire and imperialism. Hörnqvist develops an 

interpretation of Machiavelli that is in part meant to supplement mainstream interpretations that 

construe Machiavelli solely as a theorist of republican freedom who articulated an “ideology of 

liberty and civic humanism” understood as an “embryonic form of liberalism.”336 Hörnqvist argues 

that such readings promulgate a one-sided portrait of Machiavelli because they ignore the extent 

to which his work must also be read as constituting a substantial contribution to political theories 

of empire and imperialism. For Hörnqvist, Machiavelli firmly grounded his political theory on the 

assumption that the “republic has two ends”: one internal and concerned with the preservation of 

liberty and the other external and concerned with the imperial pursuits of ‘acquisition, dominion, 
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material goods, and glory.’337 Hörnqvist grounds his argument by situating Machiavelli within the 

broader context of Renaissance Florentine political thought. Florentine political culture consisted 

of a confident endorsement of the ideal of empire, an unconcealed pride in Florence’s ‘territorial 

acquisitions,’ and a self-understanding of themselves as the ‘modern reembodiment’ of imperial 

Rome.338 Like his contemporaries, Machiavelli did not view liberty and empire as ‘contradictory 

values or pursuits’ but instead conceived of them as distinct yet complimentary “vocabularies” 

that constituted the ‘nerve center’ of Florentine republican imperialism.339 

 Hörnqvist’s analysis of Florentine republican-imperial political thought locates the 

conceptual link between liberty and empire in the notion of justice. In making this claim, Hörnqvist 

is arguing against a “prevailing tendency in recent scholarship” that ‘simplistically places justice 

on the side of liberty.’340 On the basis of a sweeping analysis of Florentine political thinkers, 

Hörnqvist instead suggests that justice was conceived of by Machiavelli’s contemporaries as 

having a role to play both in the vocabulary of liberty as well as in the vocabulary of empire and 

that it constituted the essential link between the two. Machiavelli is characterized, however, as 

tending to go against the general current of the political thought of his contemporaries in this 

regard. Therefore, while Hörnqvist’s Machiavelli “wholeheartedly subscribed to the republican 

credo of liberty at home and empire abroad” he did not subscribe to “the view of justice as the 

overarching principle holding these two contrary items together.”341 Nevertheless, Machiavelli’s 

“relative silence on justice” ought not be interpreted as a rejection of the concept of justice in 

general “but instead should be regarded as part of a radical, but never explicitly stated, redefinition 

of the role of justice within, or in relation to, the republican project.”342 More specifically, 

Hörnqvist argues that Machiavelli implicitly locates justice as an effect of the deliberations and 

actions of a certain class of individuals – the prudenti, or “prudent ones” – who are defined by a 
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capacity to transcend the self-serving desires, or “humours,” of both the rich and the poor and 

thereby grasp the “common good” from a sort of catholic vantage point.343 The ‘prudent ones’ are 

construed by Hörnqvist as being the only ones capable of nurturing the imperial republic with the 

implication that justice for Machiavelli is not the foundation that links freedom and empire but is 

one of the “fruits of conquest made under the republic.”344 Justice, in other words, is an outcome 

of “the prudential strategy of combining the maintenance of liberty and the quest for empire.”345  

In what follows, I aim to build on and extend Hörnqvist’s interpretation of Machiavelli as 

a theorist of empire. More specifically, while I agree with the argument that readings of 

Machiavelli are one-sided to the extent that the mutually constitutive relationship between liberty 

and empire tends to be ignored, I argue that the portrait of Machiavelli that emerges from 

Hörnqvist’s critique is itself one-sided in another sense. It is an incomplete portrait to the extent 

that it exclusively focuses on the internal relationship between liberty, empire, and justice. The 

analysis, in other words, is conducted from the standpoint of the beneficiaries of empire: the 

conquering imperial republic and the dynamic tensions between the social classes of which it is 

constituted. This focus omits from view the experience of the categories of the conquered in 

Machiavelli’s political theory of empire and thereby reproduces a central tenet of ideologies of 

empire, namely, rendering invisible the experience of what might be provisionally defined as 

“empire’s other,” or, the ‘wretched’ of Machiavelli’s conquered earth. And yet, what Hörnqvist 

seems to ignore, is that for Machiavelli, the conquered were far from invisible. Machiavelli 

devoted substantial portions of his work – most notably in The Prince but also in The Discourses 

– to theorizing, categorizing, and furnishing instrumental knowledge of the sorts of peoples that 

the territorially acquisitive and expansionary political form might encounter in the process of 

realizing its end as well as the sorts of violence that might be employed to expedite processes of 

dispossession, internalization, and the domestication of conquered peoples. Therefore, while 

Hörnqvist argues that justice and peace are the “fruits of empire,” his portrait ignores the extent to 

which the justice and peace of the conqueror requires injustice, ‘ruin,’ and ‘injury’ for the 

conquered. Analysis and critique must, in other words, extend beyond the borders and internal 

politics of the imperial republic. This process might begin as a simple act of rendering visible the 
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categories of the conquered in Machiavelli’s political theory of empire. It is to this that the next 

section turns. 

Categories of the Conquered in Machiavelli’s Political Theory of Empire  

Machiavelli’s theory and analysis of the territorially expansionary political form contained 

in The Prince is in part unfolded through the development of a fourfold typology of conquered 

peoples that can be divided into two sets.346 The fourfold typology of conquered peoples as well 

as which set each of the four categories falls is determined by three criteria. The first of the criteria 

is ethnicity and refers to ethnic similarities and differences between the conqueror and conquered, 

which Machiavelli tends to define in terms of differences in language, nationality, customs, etc. 

The second set of the criteria refers to the way in which a collectivity constitutes itself, or is 

constituted, politically. Here, Machiavelli’s primary concern is whether or not a conquered people 

is, at the time of contact, politically constituted as a “free people” or whose internal political course 

of development has led to a situation where it has become un-accustomed to liberty or, in 

Machiavelli’s terms, has become a people that is “used to obey.”347 In Machiavelli’s analysis and 

critique of the strategies that the territorially expansionary political form ought to employ in 

realizing its end, the political criterion tends to be assigned more weight when the level of difficulty 

of acquisition is being measured and when determining into which set each of the four categories 

of conquered peoples falls. This rule applies in all but one case, which will be discussed below. 

The third criterion has to do with the nature of collective memory and might be referred to as the 

mnemonic criterion. Here, collective memory can go in two possible “directions,” depending on 

which category a conquered collectivity fall. For Machiavelli, the collective memory of a people 

who, at the time of conquest, constituted itself as a “free people,” is conceived of as being 

extremely durable if not ineradicable. Here, the sort of collective social amnesia that is a condition 

of assimilation and the advent and consolidation of un-accountable forms of political rule cannot 

be imposed and brought about as a result of external political factors (more on this below). The 
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second direction that collective memory can go is towards collective social amnesia. Collectivities 

that are “used to obey” are collectivities in whom the memory of collective autonomy has been 

displaced or submerged and who are by this fact amenable to assimilation as subordinate and 

organically related elements in the conquering collectivity. 

Taken together, the criteria are meant to determine the sort of strategies – and especially 

the types of violence – that the conqueror ought to employ in both the dispossession and 

internalization phases of territorial expansion. Each phase plays out differently depending on 

which set and category the conqueror is confronted with and in order to successfully take 

possession and ‘maintain themselves in possession,’ the conqueror must either transform a 

conquered people into a domestic population or, if factors are present that render this an unlikely 

or impossible outcome, the conquered people must be violently domesticated in the sense of 

undermining the possibility of collective autonomy in perpetuity.  

The categories and sets that constitute Machiavelli’s fourfold typology of 

conquerable/conquered peoples therefore present distinct challenges from the standpoint of the 

territorially expansionary political form and it is on the basis of these distinct challenges that 

Machiavelli ranks each category on a scale that, simply put, ranges from easy to very difficult. 

Only conquerors who lie in possession of a high degree of virtù are capable of successfully 

managing the most difficult scenarios of conquest. Stated somewhat differently, Machiavelli’s 

categorization of conquered peoples is meant to determine the difficulty of grafting the conquered 

people unto the imperial body politic. The two sets of conquerable/conquered peoples discussed 

below can be described metaphorically as being either homologous grafts or heterologous grafts. 

Homologous grafts, which are defined as being un-accustomed to liberty, are conformable to 

assimilation as subordinate elements in the conquering collectivity and can thereby contribute to 

the ongoing growth and health of the imperial body politic. This set is conceived of by Machiavelli 

as consisting of peoples in whom ‘the habits of obedience have been fostered over time’ and who 

are by that fact ‘naturally receptive to the impress of form’ (I am here employing “form” in the 

Wolinian sense of the term).348 Heterologous grafts, on the other hand, are not receptive to the 

external imposition of form because their self-constitution as a “free people” nullifies the 

possibility of assimilation as subordinate elements in the imperial body politic. Here, their potential 

to harm the healthy growth of the imperial body politic means that it must in a sense be immunized 
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via strategies that ensure the containment of free peoples in perpetuity. Here, Machiavelli 

prescribes massive dosages of violence as the primary means of inoculating the imperial body 

politic against the threat posed by internalized “free peoples.” The ability of a conqueror to acquire 

new territories and found a new polity via the imposition of a new order of things on a conquered 

people depends on their capacity to determine which set and category the conqueror is confronted 

with and then proceed accordingly. 

The first category consists of peoples that are of the “same nationality and language” as 

the conquering collectivity and who are “not accustomed to freedom.”349 This category is the 

easiest to dispossess and internalize as a subordinate element in the imperial body politic.350 Here, 

all that is required of the conqueror in order to secure possession of the territory is to gain the 

favour of a section of the conquered population, “extinguish” the line of current rulers, and 

minimize the proliferation of “injuries” during the dispossession phase.351 Once these conditions 

are met, the first category can be easily assimilated into the conquering collectivity because “there 

is no one in the state regarded as a superior” and the inhabitants of the newly acquired territory, 

being un-accustomed to liberty, will soon come to ‘recognize the conqueror as their lord.’352 Here, 

dispossession and internalization entails a process of promulgating the appearance of continuity 

and achieving this requires that the prince “govern” the inhabitants of the newly acquired territory 

rather than “despoil” them. The purpose of ‘governance’ for Machiavelli is to manage the subject 

population in a way that renders them “peaceful and obedient.”353 There are two elements of the 

process of governance that I wish to highlight. First, violence must, in the wake of conquest, 

become individualized and highly regulated in terms of its application, i.e., bound up with 

individual breaches of positive law. In order to cultivate a sense of being organically related to the 

new order of things, the new regime must employ violence ‘for the purpose of keeping subjects 

united and faithful’ and the new ruler must therefore have a ‘proper justification and manifest 

reason’ to ‘take the life of any one.’354 Individualized violence prevents “disorders” from arising 

which, for Machiavelli, would ‘injure the whole community, while the executions carried out by 
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the prince injure only individuals.’355 The tightly regulated application of violence prevents the 

emergence of a sense of injustice amongst those who constitute the conquered collectivity which 

in turn acts as a condition of collective social amnesia. The second element of Machiavelli’s 

concept of governance that I wish to highlight has to do with Machiavelli’s advice that a conqueror 

must combine the highly regulated application of violence with the distribution of “benefits” over 

time. The conquered people must, in other words, ‘feel the benefit’ of the new order of things. This 

in turn could act as the basis for the internalization of the perceived legitimacy of the new order of 

things by the dominated which is crucial because it paves the way for a transition to securing a 

form of power whose stability and longevity depends increasingly less on force, violence, and fear 

(more on this below). Stated somewhat differently, the distribution of benefits and the 

minimization of ‘injuries’ prepares the way for the onset, amongst the conquered, of a ‘naturalized’ 

sense of allegiance to the newly founded polity. These strategies ensure the success of the 

internalization of the first category of conquered peoples. 

The second category of the conquered consists of peoples who are ethnically different from 

the conquering population yet remain un-accustomed to freedom. This category occupies a 

somewhat ambiguous position in Machiavelli’s categorization of conquered peoples. It is at times 

conceived of in a way that makes it similar to the defining political characteristic of the third and 

fourth categories, namely, what Machiavelli refers to as “free peoples,” while at other times it is 

conceived of in a way that makes it more similar to the defining political characteristic of the first 

category, namely, a people that is un-accustomed to freedom. I place this category in the first set 

because, being un-accustomed to freedom, factors are present that make the second category of 

peoples conformable to assimilation as subordinate elements in the territorially expansionary 

political form. In order to capture the seeming ambiguities in Machiavelli’s treatment of the second 

category of the first set, it might, on the one hand, be conceived of as lying-in possession of 

characteristics that, if properly exploited by the conqueror, make its transformation into a 

homologous graft possible. There is, on the other hand, a characteristic of this category that, if 

mis-managed by the conqueror, can result in its transformation into a heterologous graft. Here, the 

criterion of ethnicity plays a greater role than in any of the other categories. It is as a result of 

ethnic differences that Machiavelli states that the “difficulties to be overcome are great” and 

establishing ‘dominion’ over ethnically different peoples “requires good fortune as well as great 
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industry to retain them.”356 Success of acquisition depends, in other words, on a carefully 

implemented strategy of dispossession and internalization.   

Machiavelli considers three strategies that might be employed and which are largely 

formulated on the basis of a study of the strategies employed by the Roman empire. The first 

strategy is “for the new ruler to take up his residence there” which, for Machiavelli, might “render 

possession more secure and durable.”357 This strategy both ensures that the ruler can detect, 

diagnose and ‘remedy’ “disorders” before they get out of hand and it establishes conditions that 

ensure the newly acquired possession “is not despoiled by your officials.”358 Machiavelli, however, 

presents a second strategy that he considers to be “superior” to the first, namely, to “plant colonies” 

at the “keys of the land.”359 Establishing a colony is less costly than the first strategy in part because 

the ‘prince’ need not maintain a “large” military presence.360 Colonies, “cost nothing, are more 

faithful, and give less offense,” while the conqueror,  
only injures those whose lands and houses are taken to give to the new inhabitants, and these form 
but a small proportion of the state, and those who are injured, remaining poor and scattered, can 
never do any harm to him, and all the others are, on the one hand, not injured and therefore easily 
pacified; and, on the other, are fearful of offending lest they should be treated like those who have 
been disposed.361  

 

If the conqueror does not ‘plant colonies’ they ‘will soon lose what has been acquired’ or hold it 

and encounter ‘infinite difficulty and trouble.’362 The third strategy, in combination with the 

second, is crucial if the conqueror wishes to assimilate the inhabitants of the ‘new possession’ as 

subordinate and organically-related elements in and of the imperial body politic. It is composed of 

two elements. As in the first category, the conqueror must ‘extinguish’ the ruling “family” so that 

there is “no longer any one to be feared, others having no credit with the people.”363 The second 

element of the third strategy is that the conqueror must ‘raise up’ a social group whose status can 

be translated into a claim to political power that is of the ethnically different conquered people and 

create a sort of comprador elite that is loyal to the conqueror. In this way, the conqueror generates 
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a semblance of continuity and allows the new ruler “to keep possession” of the territories and 

maintain rule over “those” the new ruler has “oppressed.”364  

The categories that comprise the second set of peoples, or “free peoples,” are distinct 

because the criterion of ethnic difference tends to be dissolved by the presence of political liberty. 

A free people for Machiavelli can include both ‘republics and principalities’ and is defined by the 

capacity for a collectivity to determine laws for itself in the absence of external interference or 

influence. In a manner similar to the second category of the first set, Machiavelli considers three 

strategies that are available to the ruler of a conquered territory where the conquered “are 

accustomed to live at liberty under their own laws.”365 The first option is to “despoil” the 

conquered people, the second is to “go and live there in person,” while the third is “to allow them 

to live under their own laws, taking tribute of them, and creating within the country a government 

composed of a few who will keep it friendly to you.”366 Citing the contrasting historical examples 

of Sparta and Rome, Machiavelli states that the “Spartans held Athens and Thebes by creating 

within them a government of a few; nevertheless they lost them. The Romans, in order to hold 

Capua, Carthage, and Numantia, ravaged them, but did not lose them.”367 When the Romans 

attempted to “hold Greece” in a manner similar to the Spartans, that is, “leaving it free and under 

its own laws,” they did “not succeed; so that they were compelled to lay waste many cities in that 

province in order to keep it, because in truth there is no sure method of holding them except by 

despoiling them.”368 According to Machiavelli, “whoever becomes the ruler” of a free people and 

“does not destroy it, can expect to be destroyed by it.”369 This is largely due to the nature of the 

collective memory of a people who at the time of conquest constituted itself politically as a free 

people. Machiavelli notes that such a people, “can always find a motive for rebellion in the name 

of liberty and of its ancient usages, which are forgotten neither by lapse of time nor by benefits 

received.”370 Therefore, in order to secure possession of the dispossessed territories of a free 
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people, the “inhabitants” must be “separated and dispersed” because they will not “forget that 

name and those usages, but appeal to them at once in every emergency.”371  

Machiavelli’s theorization of conquered “free peoples” forms the first pole of contexts of 

bifurcated domination. Since a free people is not conformable to assimilation via its transformation 

into a domestic population subordinate and organically related to the imperial sovereign, its 

presence, or visibility as a political entity, must be minimized. Stated somewhat differently, while 

a free people cannot be transformed into a domestic population it can nevertheless be violently 

domesticated and thereby contained. In order to accomplish this, the conqueror must employ 

violence in a way that undermines not only the capacity of the conquered collectivity to resist their 

imprisonment within an externally imposed form but that also undermines, in perpetuity, the 

capacity of the collectivity to engage in acts of collective self-determination. This requires the 

application of a form violence directed at the collectivity as a whole and which typically manifests 

as a campaign of violence and terror that is of such a magnitude that it renders feckless any future 

attempt at resistance and/or rebellion. The intended effect of collective violence is captured in 

Machiavelli’s concept of “ruin,” which might be defined as a process that undermines the 

conditions of the power of collective self-determination: “without a head, without order, beaten, 

despoiled, lacerated, and overrun.”372 This process must be presided over by the imperial sovereign 

for a temporally indeterminate length of time, that is, until the imperial body politic itself 

encounters its own ruin as a result of natural processes. There are thus at least two variants of the 

concept of ‘ruin’ in Machiavelli’s political theory of empire: the first is the sort of consciously 

manufactured ruin associated with the dissolution of the conquered collectivity brought about 

through the application of massive forms of collective violence by the conqueror against the 

conquered; the second is the sort of ruin that occurs as a result of natural processes.373 It is 

important to note that each form of ruin might be considered ‘natural’ insofar as Machiavelli tends 

to conceive of the political world as being naturally divided into conquering and conquered 

collectivities. Nevertheless, the distinction serves to illustrate the difference in terms of their 

relationship to the imperial sovereign between a conquering population and conquered yet un-

assimilable people. Here, the dynamics of collective memory form the basis of the first pole of 
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structures of bifurcated domination, or contexts where an imperial sovereign must dominate a 

heterologous graft in ways that are distinct from the ways it ‘governs’ a homologous graft. A “free 

people,” for Machiavelli, cannot renounce its autonomy – it cannot, in other words, forget itself as 

a free collective entity and by that fact cannot be assimilated. The second pole of structures of 

bifurcated domination is a people who is ideologically constituted, or socially fabricated, in such 

a way that it participates, whether passively or actively, in the construction and maintenance of 

structures of imperial dispossession and domination. 

Machiavelli’s Imperial Demos 

The second pole of contexts of bifurcated domination consists of a domestic population 

that has been rendered receptive – through processes of education, understood in its strict sense as 

well as in its wider sense as processes of subject formation – to the impress of the imperial form 

and to being ideologically constituted by the ruling element as subjects of empire, or subjects who 

possess ‘affective attachments’ or an allegiance to imperial forms and for whom processes 

involving the dispossession, internalization, and domination of conquered peoples is viewed as 

natural. Here, the forces of nationalism, the military (its organization and its values), organized 

religion as well as a sense of moral and political superiority and entitlement all play a decisive role 

in the social fabrication of a domestic population as instruments of empire. The most important 

factor, however, perhaps consists of the distribution of the material “benefits” of empire to as wide 

a segment of the domestic population as possible.  

In what follows, I argue that Machiavelli rarely presents us with a version of the people, or 

the demos, that is not susceptible to being socially fabricated as subjects of empire. Here, I employ 

Sheldon Wolin’s argument that a crucial dimension of ‘Machiavelli’s modernity’ is his ‘discovery 

of the masses,’ the defining characteristic of which is their political manipulability. This is 

followed by a consideration of the possibility of a third, de-imperialized version of the demos in 

Machiavelli’s political thought. Here, I draw from Christopher Holman’s recent work and attempt 

to build on the argument that practices of collective self-determination can re-direct the expulsion 

of energy from empire’s other to the construction of democratically constituted yet de-imperialized 

political orders. 

Wolin’s analysis of Machiavelli’s ‘discovery of the masses’ suggests that there are two 

versions of the demos in Machiavelli’s political theory of empire, a passive version and an active 

version. Each version corresponds to the two predominant types of constitution in Machiavelli’s 
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political thought, i.e., principality and republic (Wolin does not consider the third prominent 

constitution in Machiavelli’s political thought, found in The History of Florence, namely, licenzia, 

which Holman interprets as “license” and which Parel interprets as “oligarchy”).374 Following 

Wolin, the passive version of the imperial demos might be construed as an appendage to the 

imperial ambitions of the “prince,” while the active version might be construed as the energetic 

engine of the imperial republic. Wolin locates the difference between the two versions in the 

transition from The Prince to The Discourses. On the one hand, Wolin argues that the Machiavelli 

of The Prince “had begun to sense the growing significance of the masses” understood not in terms 

of their ‘political capabilities’ but as “malleable matter ready to respond to the shaping hand of the 

hero-artist.”375 Here, the ‘gullibility’ of the masses is posited as a ‘necessary precondition’ for the 

“art of illusions practiced by the political actor,” understood as the heroic individual creator of new 

political forms.376 On the other hand, Wolin argues that in the transition from monarchy to republic, 

represented in the transition from The Prince to The Discourses, we find “a greater appreciation 

on Machiavelli’s part of the political capabilities of the masses and correspondingly greater doubts 

about the utility of political heroes.”377 Here, Wolin argues that, for Machiavelli, the point at which 

a people becomes “accustomed to living under the law” and comes to “exhibit the political virtues 

impressed upon them” by the law – i.e., ‘stability, prudence, gratitude and reverence for the 

authority of the law’ – is also the point at which the republican system becomes feasible and the 

virtù of the “prince” becomes anachronistic.378 Republics require a different sort of virtù, the sort 

that ‘supports rather than creates institutions,’ and if the transition from monarchy to republic can 

be represented as the transition from ‘heroic politics’ to ‘mass-oriented politics,’ then the problem 

that the republican political form is confronted with is how to “attract the masses to support the 

political order by meeting the material needs of the people, protecting their possessions, and 

eliminating dangerous inequalities in the society.”379 The solution to these problems presented 

itself to Machiavelli in the imperial republican political form. The imperial republican political 
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form is superior to the monarchical one from the standpoint of empire in part because it can more 

effectively harness the energies of the ‘masses’ towards imperial ends.  

Finding ways to channel the vast reserves of energy contained in the demos was crucial for 

Wolin’s Machiavelli because “external expansion was essential to the life of the body politic.”380 

Republics are superior to monarchies in part because it is not a  question of whether a body politic 

ought to expand or not to expand but a question of how much expansion a body politic ought to 

undertake.381 Under monarchy, the dynamic energy of imperial expansion is supplied solely by the 

prince’s ambition while in a republic this dynamic energy is supplied by “the interest struggles 

arising out of class ambitions and desires.”382 ‘Popular imperialism,’ in other words, is superior to 

monarchical imperialism because “it used the benefits of conquest for the interests of a greater 

number.”383 The benefits that accrue to the people under ‘popular imperialism’ ensures the 

“manageability of the masses” and their ongoing receptiveness to the impress of the imperial 

political form.384 Wolin’s Machiavelli thus demonstrated that the people qua masses was “not only 

pliant matter” but could also be constituted as the “dynamic energy” of empire.385 It constituted 

the dynamic energy of empire because if properly harnessed – i.e., “attracted by interest” – the 

energy of the masses could be ‘converted into a power greater than that of any other system.’386  

The construction of the demos as instruments of empire is the second pole forming the base 

of the triangulated, pyramidal relationship that constitutes contexts of bifurcated domination. 

Stated somewhat differently, the second pole of bifurcated domination consists of a demos that 

have been rendered susceptible to processes of social fabrication designed to facilitate the 
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internalization of the values and norms of the imperial society. According to Wolin, Machiavelli 

resolved the question of how to go about constituting the demos as subjects of empire by 

distributing the benefits of empire in combination with their immersion in a system of institutions 

that could instill “a civic virtue which would serve to discipline and curb the desires and ambitions 

of the masses.”387 Here, Machiavelli turned to “the laws, institutions, education, and religious 

system” but placed a special emphasis on “military organization” which, according to Wolin, 

played a role comparable to education in Plato’s political system.388 Education, for Plato, was 

conceived of as a means through which subjectivity might be constituted in a way that rendered it 

naturally receptive to the impress of the Forms, that is, a way by which a people could be 

constructed as a means for the existence of Plato’s ideal polity. However, the purpose, for 

Machiavelli, of constituting the demos as subjects of empire through the inculcation of military 

values served ends that represented an inversion of the political teachings of the ancient Greeks. 

As Wolin notes, whereas “Aristotle had warned that the acquisition of empire would undermine 

the common good of the community, Machiavelli converted imperialism into a natural extension 

of that good.”389 Here, Wolin quotes Machiavelli at length, who demonstrates the superiority of 

imperial republics over imperial principalities by, on the one hand, establishing the acquisition of 

material wealth by imperial dispossession as a constitutive element of the common good and, on 

the other hand, simultaneously downplaying the harm done as a result of realizing the common 

good in this way and justifying it by a situation where the ‘benefits’ of empire are extended to as 

great a percentage of the domestic population as possible. Here, Machiavelli argues that, 
The reason [why Athens and Rome attained greatness after expelling their kings] is easy to 
understand; for it is not the well-being of individuals that makes cities great, but the well-being of 
the community…It is only in republics that the common good is looked to properly…and, however 
much this or that private person may be the loser on this account, there are so many who benefit 
thereby that the common good can be realized in spite of those few who suffer in consequence. 
The opposite happens where there is a prince; for what he does in his own interests usually harms 
the city, and what is done in the interests of the city harms him. Consequently, as soon as tyranny 
replaces self-government the least of the evils…are that it ceases to make progress and to grow in 
power and wealth: more often than not, nay always, what happens is that it declines. And should 
fate decree the rise of an efficient tyrant, so energetic and proficient in warfare that he enlarges his 
dominions, no advantage will accrue to the commonwealth…390 
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‘Popular imperialism,’ in other words, promulgates a notion of the common good where the demos 

is internally free to enjoy the benefits of empire while the ruling element is supplied with a reliable 

and willing energetic mass on whom the martial virtues have been impressed and harnessed 

towards the ends of imperialist expansion. 

Republican imperialism was not only conceived by Machiavelli as a superior form of 

imperialism but also, according to Hörnqvist, provided the grounds for an alliance between 

Machiavelli’s two “humours,” which, if left to their own devices, might lead to the ruin of the body 

politic. According to Machiavelli, the dynamics of internal politics is accounted for by the clash 

between those who desire ‘not to be oppressed’ – i.e., the people, the demos, or the poor – and 

those that desire ‘to oppress’ – i.e., the nobility, the aristoi, or the rich. In the absence of institutions 

that can provide outlets for what Christopher Holman refers to as the ‘venting’391 of these opposing 

ambitions, the republic would remain “divided” and “injured.” Hörnqvist argues that the imperial 

republic offers a solution to this problem based on an interpretation of Machiavelli’s theory of the 

two humours. For Hörnqvist, while the two humours may appear different, they are in fact 

“remarkably similar” in the sense that each category is “focused on one, and only one, of the 

republic’s two ends, they are both too self-absorbed to perceive anything beyond their own 

immediate concerns and too fiercely partisan to care about the common good of the republic.”392 

Each social category is, in other words, similar insofar as they are each “single-minded, self-

interested, short-sighted, and one-dimensional. Their struggle for hegemony knows no 

compromises, and their inability to see the bigger picture causes them to define the republic 

exclusively in terms of liberty or empire, respectively.”393 The solution to the potentially 

debilitating irreconcilability of these two basic drives is provided for by the republican imperial 

form. Hörnqvist suggests that, although “never explicitly stated” by Machiavelli, the republican 

imperial form provides a solution to the problem of co-existence posed by the two humours by 

‘guaranteeing the liberty of the people while opening up the road to empire and to the glorious 

military undertakings of the great.’394 Realizing the “common good” of the republic occurs as a 

result of mobilizing “the two parties, the people and the great, by exploiting their natural 

inclinations, turning to the great’s desire for domination outward toward the republic’s external 
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end – growth, acquisition, and glory – while placing the people in charge of guarding the liberty 

of the republic, curbing the tyrannical impulse of the great.”395 Hörnqvist argues, in other words, 

that Machiavelli’s theory of the two humours constitutes the “underpinnings of his theory of the 

republic’s dual pursuit of liberty and empire” because they each accommodate the two “contrasting 

desires, or appetites.”396 Therefore, while these two groups are “obviously opposite” they 

nevertheless “correspond neatly to the republic’s two ends” and to the “ideological vocabularies” 

associated with the pursuit of the republic’s two ends.397 

I agree with the merit of Hörnqvist’s interpretation of the relationship between the two 

humours and the imperial republican political form up to a certain point. More specifically, I argue 

that Hornqvist’s interpretation ought to be supplemented by acknowledging the fact that an implicit 

dimension of the two humours in the context of imperial republicanism is that they each exist in 

both classes simultaneously or, stated somewhat differently, each humour is not the exclusive 

possession of a single class. If, for instance, empire’s other is rendered visible and centered in the 

analysis then it becomes possible to view both the nobility and the people as each possessing, in 

their own distinct ways, both humours. The tendency of the nobility ‘to protect what they have by 

acquiring more’ itself is an expression of the ‘desire not to be dominated’ in the sense that the 

realization of this desire requires ‘an autonomous political order which acknowledges no 

superior.’398 The desire of the nobility not to be dominated, in other words, becomes visible beyond 

the internal politics of the imperial republic in an international scene defined – according to 

Wolin’s Machiavelli – as being comprised of “bodies which consumed their rivals” and where the 

laws of political physics demand that a state, in order not to be subjugated, must protect itself from 

“aggressive rivals.”399 A similar critique can be levelled at the tendency to exclude from the people 

the ‘desire to dominate.’ Again, the people’s desire to dominate becomes visible when the analysis 

extends to include the experience of the wretched of Machiavelli’s conquered earth. As Wolin’s 

analysis suggests, the people recognize the benefits of imperial expansion and, given the 

opportunity to benefit in combination with the proper “education,” will actively participate in the 

dispossession and domination of peoples encountered in the process of imperial expansion. 
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Therefore, while the nobility’s “desire to oppress” might provide the initial impetus to imperial 

expansion, it is by harnessing the people to this desire via their constitution as subjects of empire 

that provides for the superiority of the imperial republic.  

The critique of the imperial ambitions of Machiavelli’s demos has implications for a recent 

strand of scholarship that is often referred to as the “democratic turn” amongst Machiavelli 

scholars. While there exists a growing range of interpretations of Machiavelli’s democratic 

thought,400 the following analysis focuses on Christopher Holman’s recent left-psychoanalytic, 

radical democratic interpretation. Holman defines the “democratic turn” in Machiavelli 

scholarship as consisting of the attempt to locate in Machiavelli’s work a theoretical basis for “the 

concrete participatory empowerment of all citizens” and the foundation of an “ethical commitment 

to a project of democratic institutionalization.”401 There are three elements of Holman’s approach 

that I wish to highlight. First, Holman argues that Machiavelli’s two humours are merely the mode 

of appearance of a single, underlying “vital, dynamic, and creative human desire.”402 Holman 

characterizes this drive as a universal desire manifesting in the struggle for freedom, or 

“autonomous sublimation,” where the ‘venting’ of this desire in ‘socially useful’ ways is identified 

with the advent of institutions that can facilitate some form of direct participation by the plebs in 

the creation of the laws by which the community is in turn governed.403 Secondly, Holman’s 

critical re-interpretation of Machiavelli’s theory of the two humours enables a reading of 

Machiavelli as positing not two but three political forms or, stated somewhat differently, 

Machiavelli presents us with a new, hierarchically arranged, typology of “regime types that are 

differentiated by their ability to give a popular expression” to the underlying, universal human 

desire for freedom.404 The three regime types are developed separately in Machiavelli’s major 

works and include principality (The Prince), freedom (The Discourses) and license (The History 

of Florence). Finally, Holman argues that Machiavelli provides us with a “means to think about a 

specifically political externalization of desire,” or, stated somewhat differently, Machiavelli 

provides us with “the possibility of a political form of the psycho-social process of sublimation.”405 
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Thus, each of the three regime types in Machiavelli’s political thought is understood by Holman 

as consisting of three distinct models of “political-psychic expression.”406 Principality is 

characterized by Holman as a regime where autonomous sublimation is restricted to the activities 

of a single human being harnessed towards the creation of new political forms. Machiavelli’s 

republic, on the other hand, is democratic to the extent that it “represents a political situation in 

which all subjects are equally given the opportunity to sublimate.”407 The third model, which 

Holman refers to as “license,” is distinct in the sense that it is not defined by activities of political 

sublimation but is instead defined by desublimation, which Holman defines, following Herbert 

Marcuse, as “the direct and unmediated expression of instinctual energy” in a context characterized 

by a corresponding absence of institutions capable of providing the basis for a socially useful 

transformation of the human desire for autonomy.408 

There are three aspects of Holman’s account of Machiavelli’s democratic thought that I 

wish to highlight. First, Holman’s introduction of the psycho-social dimension as a component of 

the analysis of freedom adds a crucial element to the analysis of the relationship between freedom, 

power and collective memory. More specifically, Holman’s analysis implies that the collective 

memory of freedom which is the basis of the un-assimilability of “free peoples” is a “memory” in 

a second sense. Holman argues that the “psychic desire to be” understood as the “popular desire 

to actively participate in legislative activities” is a dimension of the human psyche that “cannot be 

eradicated.”409 The collective desire for political autonomy is, in this sense, the expression of a 

desire to be human and its denial via the coercive imposition of a structure of domination 

undermines the possibility of expressing through action this intrinsic element of what it means to 

be fully human. Holman’s analysis therefore adds another layer to the durability of the collective 

memory of the autonomous collective subject or, stated somewhat differently, another dimension 

substantiating Machiavelli’s claim that a ‘free people’ does not and cannot renounce its self-

understanding as an autonomous collectivity. Therefore, in addition to the collective memory of 

the autonomous collective subject – in a historical and concrete sense – and the “bitter experience” 

(in its Wolinian sense)410 associated with the loss of liberty, there is a second dimension that might 
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be construed, following Holman, as the desire for freedom which constitutes an ineradicable 

component of the human psyche and whose satisfaction is a constitutive element of what it means 

to be fully human. I explore the nature of these two dimensions of collective memory and its 

relationship to Indigenous struggles for liberation in a more thorough way in Chapter Seven. 

The second element of Holman’s account that I wish to highlight is that it provides the 

grounds for theorizing a third version of the demos in Machiavelli’s political thought, a version 

that is potentially not susceptible to the impress of the imperial form and the demands it imposes. 

In his analysis of the concept of “strategic de-subjectification,” Coulthard notes that processes of 

colonization are not total in the sense that, for instance, colonized Indigenous subjects ‘are often 

able to turn internalized forms’ of imperial recognition into ‘expressions of self-empowerment’ 

through a process of reclamation involving the revitalization of non-contemporaneous modes of 

being.411 The colonized, in other words, can undermine processes that aim to facilitate their 

constitution as subjects with ideological attachments to imperial forms by ‘turning away’ from the 

‘assimilative reformism’ – i.e., the ‘benefits’ of – institutional forms of recognition and ‘find in 

their own transformative praxis the source of their liberation.’412 Strategic de-subjectification 

entails, on Coulthard’s account, a ‘turn away’ that is accompanied by a ‘turn inwards’ which, taken 

together, ground the struggle for collective autonomy against structures of settler-colonial 

domination. This process, moreover, exhibits both psychic and political dimensions which are each 

conceived of as inextricably bound elements in the struggle for liberation. I argue that Holman’s 

democratic reading of Machiavelli provides the grounds for theorizing the de-subjectification of 

Machiavelli’s imperial demos in a way that is not dissimilar to Coulthard’s account. For Holman, 

de-subjectification works via the reclamation and revitalization of practices of collective self-

determination in a way that can work to facilitate the de-coupling democracy and empire. 

 Holman argues that Machiavelli’s search for a solution “to the problem of energetic 

discharge, which if ignored will bring a city to ruin” leads him to “the outward projection of 

passion against external cities through war-making.”413 Here, the violence that accompanies the 

venting of ambition is “simply displaced unto other peoples and cities, the non-possibility of a 

peaceful expression within the city being suggested by the purely negative characterization of law 
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in terms of restraint, in terms of the repression of human desire.”414 Holman considers a 

characterization that is similar to Hörnqvist’s analysis of the relationship between empire and 

liberty, namely, that Machiavelli solves the problem of the two humours by placing limits on the 

internal expression of ambition – through law and education – while simultaneously “providing a 

field for outward projection” via the activities of the territorially expansionary and acquisitive 

political form.415 Holman’s critical re-interpretation of the theory of the two humours, however, 

provides the grounds for an interpretation of Machiavelli where this “image is overturned” in 

various ways in his major political writings. The Prince, for example, presents the image of a single 

human being “satisfying his ambition within a city, and in a such a way so as to minimize the 

imposition of human suffering.”416 The actions of the “prince” are, moreover, conceived of as being 

conducted in such a way that their creative activities are not defined by the “simple recombination 

or reorganization of already existing elements” but instead represent acts of radical creation and 

the positing of new political forms in a sense that is not dissimilar to Cornelius Castoriadis’s 

conception of the instituting social imaginary.417 They are acts of creation, moreover, that might 

be characterized as involving what Wolin refers to as the “wholesale transgression of inherited 

forms.”418 The transition from The Prince to The Discourses marks a transition from the creative-

political activities of a single human being to a situation where the collectivity as a whole is given 

equal opportunity to realize their potential as radical creators of new political forms which 

transgress existing configurations. Holman argues, moreover, that for Machiavelli, the republican 

constitution represents the “only political regime that is capable of mediating the expulsion of 

human desire in a universal and non-antagonistic way.”419 Activities associated with the 

democratic self-constitution of the collectivity are conceived of by Holman’s Machiavelli as 

presenting the possibility of undermining the outward projection of human ambition in the form 

of imperialism and manifesting alternative ‘non-antagonistic’ political forms. The advent of 

radically participatory forms of collective decision-making might in this sense facilitate a de-
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coupling of democracy and empire, or, stated somewhat differently, lay the groundwork for the 

de-imperialization of democracy. Holman’s analysis suggests, moreover, that forms of 

“democracy” where the demos participate only minimally in collective decision-making processes 

that are otherwise dominated by an elite constitute conditions that are highly conducive to the 

coupling of democracy and empire. Holman argues, for instance, that non-democratic forms of 

rule are predicated on the elite’s recognition that the plebs lie in possession of “the same desire to 

acquire that they have,” which in turn is the ground of “their belief in the necessity of closing off 

the former’s access to major offices,” which itself might be construed as a constitutive feature of 

contemporary liberal-democracies.420 

This leads to the third point I wish to make concerning Holman’s account. I interpret 

Holman’s analysis as suggesting that the de-subjectification of Machiavelli’s imperial demos 

might occur on the basis of struggles that bring into being participatory democratic institutions and 

that this process might sever the link between democracy and empire. In order for democracy to 

act as a force of settler decolonization, however, Holman’s portrait must take into account the fact 

that internalized yet un-assimilable peoples are a constitutive element of Machiavelli’s political 

world. It is important to recall that a precondition of acquisition and possession in the context of 

the activities of the imperial political form consists of previous acts of dispossession and that 

undermining the outward projection of ambition must be accompanied by an undermining of the 

inward projection of energetic expulsion directed towards the maintenance of frameworks of 

domination established over territorially dispossessed and internalized peoples. The absence of a 

recognition that internalized yet un-assimilable peoples constitute a built-in feature – i.e., a feature 

that is in a sense an ‘always-already’ or ‘ever-present’ element – of Machiavelli’s political world 

not only reproduces the invisibilization of the experience of, for instance, Indigenous peoples in 

settler-colonial contexts, but also ignores the ways in which the human desire to dominate in the 

context of the imperial political form often transitions from an external projection to a situation 

where it is projected internally in the maintenance of structures of domination and ongoing 

dispossession over internalized yet un-assimilable peoples. In the absence of the incorporation of 

territorially dispossessed and conquered yet un-assimilable peoples in the analysis and critique, 

the struggle for conditions of “generalized, and thus non-restrictive, political sublimation” will 

potentially unfold in ways that reinforce rather than undermine the ongoing experience of 
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incarceration of territorially and politically dispossessed yet internalized peoples.421 

Acknowledging this dimension of empire is a condition for the advent of a version of the demos 

capable of anti-settler-colonial action. The desire for autonomous sublimation must, in other 

words, extend beyond itself in the form of a desire for the autonomous sublimation of conquered 

and internalized peoples that constitute collectivities in their own right and are by that fact distinct 

from the demos of the conquering collectivity. Empire in Machiavelli’s thought must therefore be 

conceived of not solely as a field for the outward venting of ambition but also as containing a 

crucial internal dimension.  

Conclusion: The Concept of “Injury” and the Transition from Violence to Collective Memory 

For Machiavelli, one of the central elements in the process of imposing a new order of things 

on a people is violence. Violence, however, can take a number of different forms depending on 

the differing factors of a given situation. Wolin refers to Machiavelli’s theorization of the 

relationship between power and violence as an “economy of violence,” which he defines as a 

“science of the controlled application of force” whose purpose is to “preserve the distinguishing 

line between political creativity and destruction,” or, in Machiavelli’s own words, to avoid forms 

of violence that ‘spoils things’ and to adopt forms of violence that ‘mends them.’422 The controlled 

application of violence depends on the capacity to “administer the precise dosage appropriate to 

specific situations” where ‘every application has to be considered judiciously’ and where success 

is measured by “whether cruelties increased or decreased over time.”423 While violence has long 

been recognized as a constitutive element of Machiavelli’s conception of power, less well 

recognized is the role that the manipulation of collective memory plays from the standpoint of its 

relationship to power. In this concluding section, I argue that contemporary contexts of bifurcated 

domination might be characterized by a combination of a receding reliance on violence, or ‘pure 

force,’ by the ruling element and by an increased reliance on strategies of manipulation applied in 

the sphere of collective memory.  

It might be said, from the standpoint of the contemporary relationship between Indigenous 

peoples and the state, that the Canadian settler state followed a sort of Machiavellian course of 

development in terms of its approach to managing and containing Indigenous peoples. This can be 
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seen, for instance, in Coulthard’s argument that we are currently living in the wake of a historical 

transition from the ‘missionary and military’ phase of internalization and which might be 

characterized as involving the “ruin” of Indigenous peoples via the application of massive forms 

of collective violence, to a phase that is defined by increasingly less reliance on ‘naked force.’ 

Therefore, while structural and symbolic violence continue to define the relationship between 

Indigenous peoples and Newcomers in Canada, it is one of the central claims of this dissertation 

that the primary arena within which settler-colonial hierarchies get reproduced in liberal-

democratic, settler-societies occurs in the sphere of collective memory.  

The delicate relationship between power, violence, and collective memory in Machiavelli’s 

theory of bifurcated domination is in part captured by his concept of “injury.” The concept of 

injury in Machiavelli’s political thought refers to a psycho-social, affective state of being that while 

manifesting through individuals operates primarily as a collective phenomenon that can bring 

about the downfall of a given collectivity. Its nature as such might be illustrated through an analysis 

of Machiavelli’s account of the “cycle of constitutions” contained in The Discourses. 

Machiavelli’s account of the cycle of constitutions begins with the emergence of the monarchical 

constitution. Here, the king is ‘raised up’ by the people as a result of his capacity to impose order 

on the previous state of chaos. The qualities of physical strength and courage enable the first king 

to not only bestow upon the collectivity a condition of order and peace but to subsequently act as 

the protector of that condition. It is in this sense that Machiavelli conceives of the first king as the 

“benefactor” of the collectivity and it is out of this relationship that the demos give birth to the 

notion of justice as the organizing principle of the collectivity. Justice begins its life in the 

collectivity as an affective response by the people to perceived “injuries” that the king and, by 

extension the collectivity, suffer when individuals openly display “ingratitude” towards that which 

is responsible for the order and peace of the community. The ruler subsequently ‘makes laws’ and 

‘institutes punishments’ that conform to the people’s sense of justice which in turn leads to three 

further developments. First, as time passes, what began its life as an affective response of the 

people to certain types of actions, becomes institutionalized. The institutionalization of the sense 

of justice in turn socializes and transforms the collectivity by habituating the people to social norms 

and rules. This process is accompanied by an additional, temporally grounded, process located 

within the institution of monarchy. The popular monarch’s right to rule eventually becomes 

“hereditary and non-elected” and the relationship between ruler and ruled becomes un-
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accountable. The intergenerational transmission of power results in a forgetting that is facilitated 

by the passage of time. Here, the rulers forget the conditions under which the people ‘raised them 

up’ and the institutional embodiment of justice in positive law becomes corrupted. This leads to 

conditions where the rulers themselves become ‘ungrateful’ to the ruled and in their forgetting 

they excel not in virtue but in “luxury, indulgence, and every other variety of pleasure.”424 The 

tyrant’s subsequent mistreatment of the people in the pursuit of satisfying his appetites itself 

constitutes a collective injury. This leads to a third development, namely, that justice is displaced 

from its institutionalized embodiment in positive law and reverts back to the people. The 

unaccountable ruler’s actions re-ignite the sense of justice/injustice in its affective mode of being 

amongst the people. The tyrant is subsequently overthrown and replaced by an aristocracy which 

in turn becomes an oligarchy that is overthrown by the people. The cycle of revolutions, for 

Machiavelli, is infinite unless a republican constitution gets instituted. One of the distinct virtues 

of Machiavelli’s republic in this regard is that it freezes political time: it represents, in a sense, the 

emergence of the eternal in politics. 

There are three elements of Machiavelli’s concept of “injury” contained in the account of 

the cycle of constitutions that I wish to emphasize. First, in each transition the people’s sense of 

justice and injustice that emerges as a result of the experience of ‘injury’ in part constitutes both 

the foundation for legitimating the “good” political forms and is a necessary element in the 

destruction of the “bad” political forms. Every constitution, including the imperial republican 

political form which puts an end to the cycle, is grounded in the active support of the people, or 

the demos. Political forms, however, that rule with a view to the common good are those that, in a 

sense, preserve the collective memory of the conditions under which they came to be – i.e., as an 

alternative to life under the injurious tyrant – while a political form transforms into a structure of 

domination under conditions of collective social amnesia. In Machiavelli’s account of the cycle of 

constitutions, satisfaction, the enjoyment of the ‘benefits’ that a form of rule makes possible for 

the ruling element and the experience of ‘pleasure’ constitute that which displaces or submerges 

the collective memory of the “bitter experience” of life under un-accountable forms of power. 

Here, Machiavelli can be clearly seen as both a theorist of liberty as well as a theorist of how to 

facilitate and consolidate the loss of liberty. The solution to the short duration of unjust and 

unaccountable forms of rule is provided by techniques and strategies that promote social amnesia 
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amongst the ruled in the sphere of collective memory – a ruler might promote social amnesia 

amongst the people through a diminishing reliance on the use of violence in combination with the 

distribution of “benefits” to as a great a number as possible. Stated somewhat differently, the 

collective memory of the people qua memory of the ‘bitter experience’ of injustice and 

remembrance of what it means to be human can fade into oblivion under conditions where the 

ruler does not perpetrate “fresh injuries” combined with the widespread and un-interrupted 

distribution of the ‘benefits’ of empire. 

The second point I wish to make in relation to Machiavelli’s account of the cycle of 

constitutions is that social amnesia understood as a condition of stabilizing and securing 

unaccountable forms of power can only occur as a result of internal processes. Social amnesia, in 

other words, cannot be externally imposed in Machiavelli’s political theory of empire. Here, I am 

referring to techniques and strategies for cultivating the transformation of a “free people” into a 

people that is “used to obey.” In order for a people to become “naturally attached” to unaccountable 

structures of power, conditions must be facilitated whereby “the memories and causes of 

innovations” can be “forgotten” by the ruled.425 This forgetting, in turn, depends upon “a long 

period” over which “his rule has extended” in combination with conditions that do not generate 

fresh ‘injuries’ amongst the ruled and where the ruled feel the “benefit” of life under the political 

regime in question.426 This strategy of facilitating social amnesia can also explain why an imperial 

sovereign, when taking possession of a territory occupied by a people that is “used to obey,” must 

“arrange to commit all his cruelties at once, so as not to have to recur to them every day, and so as 

to be able, by not making fresh changes, to reassure people and win them over by benefitting 

them.”427 This leads to the final point I wish to draw from Machiavelli’s account. 

If Machiavelli’s “economy of violence” is in part meant to ensure that the need for a ruling 

element to depend on the application of violence against a domestic population decreases over 

time and if in this process the central arena within which structures of domination are consolidated 

shifts to the sphere of collective memory, then the imperial political form is confronted by a 

contradiction. Conquered free peoples are, according to Machiavelli, not conformable to 

assimilation into the conquering collectivity because of the nature of the dynamics of collective 
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memory. Machiavelli notes that free peoples possess “greater life, greater hatred, and more desire 

for vengeance” and that they “do not and cannot cast aside the memory of their ancient liberty” 

and that as a consequence “whoever” thinks that “new benefits cause old offences to be forgotten, 

makes a great mistake.”428 This stipulation in large part explains why a conqueror must “destroy” 

and “ruin” a free people – if a conquered free people are allowed to remain in their “own homes,” 

although “beaten,” they will forever remain “enemies” that can and will “injure” the conqueror.429 

The basic contradiction that marks imperial forms of rule that get established over conquered yet 

un-assimilable peoples has to do with the fact that un-accountable forms of rule depend for their 

existence over time on the advent of conditions that promote social amnesia amongst the ruled, on 

the one hand, and, that social amnesia cannot be externally imposed on a conquered “free people,” 

on the other hand. Collective social amnesia can only be facilitated by processes that are internal 

to the collective, or, stated somewhat differently, social amnesia cannot be facilitated by being 

externally imposed upon an unwilling collectivity. Machiavelli, however, did not conceive of a 

situation where the ruling element could not, if necessary, legitimately and routinely resort to 

massive forms of collective violence as a means of containing a conquered and internalized free 

people. He did not, in other words, provide a solution to the problem of domesticating a conquered 

free people in ‘contexts absent pure force.’ This is the contradiction that the politics of 

reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada must resolve in a way that further 

entrenches and consolidates settler-colonial hierarchies. It is to this contradiction and its 

constitutive elements in the context of political modernity that I now turn and attempt to “update” 

Machiavelli’s theory of bifurcated domination as it plays out in liberal-democratic, settler 

societies. 
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Chapter Six  

Mythic Memory 
The question “What does working through the past mean?” requires explication. It 
follows from a formulation, a modish slogan that has become highly suspect during 
the last years. In this usage “working through the past” does not mean seriously 
working upon the past, that is, through a lucid consciousness breaking its power to 
fascinate. On the contrary, its intention is to close the books on the past and, if 
possible, even remove it from memory. 

 – Theodor Adorno, The Meaning of Working Through the Past 

Introduction: The Mnemonic Logic of Domination 

My aim in this chapter and the next is to explore the bifurcated logic of domination in 

settler-colonial contexts as it plays out in the sphere of collective memory. This chapter focuses 

on the nature of the collective memory of the conquering collectivity and, more specifically, the 

underlying logic of the collective memory of the liberal-democratic, settler-state. Stated somewhat 

differently, this chapter aims to employ the topic of collective memory as a lens for considering 

the question of whether the liberal-democratic state in settler-colonial contexts can serve as an 

agent of transformation that is capable of realizing political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential and thereby facilitating the historical transcendence of settler-colonialism. My primary 

object of critique consists of claims – such as those promulgated by the state under circumstances 

where the state has ostensibly committed itself to a project of redress – to the effect that the state 

can act as a source of transformation and, more specifically, that the state can facilitate a 

decolonization of the relationship between Indigenous peoples and settlers and a reconstruction of 

that relationship on foundations that are more just. My basic argument is that the collective 

memory of the liberal state is determined by a logic that undermines the state’s capacity to make 

good on political reconciliation’s transformative promise. I argue, in other words, that the analysis 

and critique of the collective memory of the liberal-democratic, settler-state reveals that the state 

is structurally predisposed to facilitate the opposite of decolonization. 

The relationship between political transformation, collective memory and the temporal 

dimension of politics in settler-colonial contexts is very complex. This complexity is in large part 

rooted in the fact that the topic of collective memory inevitably invokes not only the past but the 

past’s relationship to the present and the relationship of each to the future.  In order to account for 

this complexity, I will attempt to clarify the elements of my overall argument in this chapter by 

presenting it in three distinct yet interrelated claims. First, the realization of political 
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reconciliation’s transformative potential in settler-colonial contexts might be defined, in Wolinian 

terms, as the ‘wholesale transgression of inherited’ settler-colonial forms.430 Political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential invokes, in other words, the promise of decolonization. 

The second major claim of my overall argument is that the liberal-democratic, settler-state is 

structurally predisposed to bring about a form of post-settler-colonial commonality that is 

diametrically opposed to decolonization. The decolonizing potential of the politics of 

reconciliation is undermined, in part, by a form of collective memory that reflects, reinforces, and 

generates a structural predisposition towards facilitating a version of post-settler-colonial 

commonality that can be referred to, following Elizabeth Strakosch, as colonial completion. To 

reiterate: colonial completion refers to a condition where the dissolution of the colonial status of 

the settler-state occurs via the “erasure of Indigenous political independence.” (I will have more 

to say about the concept of colonial completion below).431 I refer to the form that collective 

memory assumes under the liberal-democratic, settler-state as mythic memory. 

Before proceeding, it is important to note that my arguments concerning the nature of 

collective memory are predicated on the assumption of the inherent plasticity of collective 

memory. Collective memory’s inherent plasticity might be defined as a capacity to either receive 

a form or have a form imposed upon it by the collectivity in question.432 Stated somewhat 

differently, collective memory is conceived of as something like a collective faculty that can be 

influenced, manipulated and shaped by collective entities and forces for the purpose of 

contributing to the constitution of political subjectivity in a way that meets pre-determined 

collective ends. Mythic memory might also be defined as the mnemonic logic that underpins 

societies that seek to contain change. The distinct form it takes in liberal-democratic, settler-

societies might be further defined in the following, somewhat schematic, fashion. The first element 

of the logic of mythic memory consists of a selective forgetting of the collective misdeeds of the 

nation’s past. The second element of the logic of mythic memory involves the construction of a 

historical narrative or a version of the history of the nation upon the foundation of that which 

remains after the darker side of its own history has been disavowed or crossed out of the official, 

state-sanctioned narrative of the nation. The one-sided narrative that emerges and which 
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constitutes a part of the story is nevertheless allowed to stand as the whole story, a representation 

that both grounds the generally positive dominant self-image/self-understanding of the nation-state 

and that constitutes the basis of the identities that the nation-state subsequently constructs for 

citizens and which cements the sense of allegiance that is a necessary component of the legitimacy 

and sovereignty of the liberal-democratic settler-state. The third element of the logic of mythic 

memory is the tendency to allow the self-image as well as the narrative upon which it is grounded 

and of which collective memory is the author to ossify or harden. It is worth noting, at the outset, 

that the logic of mythic memory has two major consequences. First, the nation-state and the 

citizens of which it is composed will experience difficulty in comprehending the justice claims of 

those who are the heirs and ongoing victims of the disavowed evils and the structures that were 

historically constructed upon the foundation that the nation-state wants to forget. Second, the one-

sided narrative in large part grounds processes whose purpose is the transformation of the demos 

– or, more precisely, a segment or version of the demos – of the conquering collectivity into 

subjects capable of reproducing conditions that are conducive to the reproduction of settler-

colonialism. Stated somewhat differently, one might say, following Sunera Thobani, that the one-

sided yet comforting narrative “exalts” and thereby “seduces” ordinary citizens into forms of 

subjectification that might be defined, following Coulthard, as ‘subjects of empire,’ or subjects for 

whom the injustices of settler-colonialism are largely invisible or, perhaps at its worst, subjects for 

whom these injustices constitute a non-problem.433 

The third claim of my overall argument is that the transformative potential of the politics 

of reconciliation cannot be realized under conditions where the state exercises a monopoly over 

collective decision-making authority. This is primarily due to a set of circumstances where the 

settler-state as well as the sort of subject that is produced by the objective conditions of settler-

colonialism and which the settler-state depends upon for its reproduction as sovereign is a subject 

for whom it is difficult to envision anything beyond what the logic of colonial completion dictates. 

Stated somewhat differently, the logic of the collective memory of the settler nation-state prevents 

it from recalling the autonomous Indigenous subject and the political frameworks of co-existence 

under which this subject might be realized and that by that fact, it experiences great difficulty 
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imagining, let alone putting into practice, an alternative to itself as a distinct political formation.434 

Indigenous peoples, on the other hand, understood as a conquered yet free people – that is, in 

Machiavellian terms, as a people that ‘do not and cannot cast aside the memory of their ancient 

liberty’435 – are under a constitutive impulse that makes it difficult, as a totality, to strive to imagine 

and put into practice anything but an alternative to the settler-colonial political formation. The 

decolonizing potential of political reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts is undermined because 

the state constitutes itself as the exclusive possessor of collective political agency and is 

structurally predisposed to facilitate colonial completion.  

The argument of this chapter might be restated in the following way: the settler-state 

maintains settler-colonial structures of domination (and support for these structures amongst a 

majority, or a salient minority, of the population over whom it exercises its sovereignty) and 

undermines political reconciliation’s transformative potential by enlisting collective memory for 

the purpose of sanitizing power of its dark side and thereby enabling the construction of a one-

sided historical narrative, or story of the nation, that is meaningful for settlers and thereby securing 

its legitimacy as sovereign. In what follows, I argue that the logic of the collective memory of the 

liberal-democratic, settler-state might be conceived as a form of mythic memory the defining 

characteristic of which is its capacity to purify power (next section) and that it does so in two 

“movements”: first, it negates from memory all of that which contradicts the positive self-image 

of the nation-state through processes that might be referred to as a selective forgetting or social 

amnesia (third section) and, second, it constructs a heroic narrative based on that which remains 

in the aftermath of the negation, a narrative that is subsequently allowed to ossify or harden (fourth 

section). The collective memory of the state thus exhibits a positive and a negative dimension 

which, taken together, facilitate the production of heroic, one-sided and fictive historical national 

narratives that underpins its legitimacy at the expense of the freedom and overall well-being of 

those who are not the beneficiaries of the comforting yet heroic narrative. 

Myth and Memory 
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 In this section, I suggest that a necessary step in interpreting the form of the collective 

memory of the liberal-democratic, settler-state is to read Wolin’s theory of collective memory as 

well as Maley’s re-interpretation of Wolin’s concept of the memory of the political through the 

lens of, or in conjunction with, Wolin’s theory of myth. Towards this end, this section explores 

and highlights certain elements of Wolin’s theory of myth which in turn grounds my argument that 

the collective memory of the liberal state might be conceived of as a form of mythic memory that 

undermines its capacity to make good on political reconciliation’s transformative potential.  

To begin, it might be said that there is a tendency in liberal-democratic, settler-colonial 

contexts for the state to constitute itself, in Wolinian terms, as the “bearer of the political.”436 As 

“bearer of the political,” the state is the locus of collective power, the protector of the collectivity, 

the site of public deliberation and the contest of politics, the embodiment and explicit expression 

of commonality and the improver of the whole. As improver of the whole, what are the limits of 

the sort of improvements that the state can facilitate in relation to Indigenous peoples in settler-

colonial contexts? Can the state bring about the advent of conditions that are conducive to the 

independent flourishing of Indigenous social and political forms? In exploring these questions, we 

might begin by noting that from the standpoint of its status as sovereign, the deliberations, 

decisions and actions of the state are in no small part determined by the aim of protecting and 

maintaining its status as sovereign in perpetuity. Here, sovereignty might be defined in its 

mainstream or liberal sense, following Daniel Philpott, as a concept that refers to the “supreme 

authority within a territory.” While Philpott’s definition contains three salient features – authority, 

supremacy and territoriality – I wish to emphasize his argument that the “authority” of the state 

understood as a component of sovereignty “is a matter of right or legitimacy, not one of mere 

power.”437 We can (briefly) set aside the fact that Philpott’s definition of “authority” suffers from 

the weakness of identifying power narrowly with coercion, as opposed to processes that involve 

the introjection of the rules that sustain power into the internal life of those over whom the state 

exercises its authority. Instead, what I wish to emphasize is the liberal expectation that the state 

can expect obedience as a right in circumstances under which the state is deemed to have acquired 

legitimacy.  
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Legitimacy might be defined, following Cornelius Castoriadis, as the state’s capacity to 

achieve what he refers to as “effective validity.” According to Castoriadis, each society institutes 

a dimension of explicit power whose purpose is to defend, maintain and preserve the institution of 

society against internal and external threats. The explicit power that each society must institute is 

associated with the political realm and in order to discharge its function of defending, maintaining 

and preserving society, the political realm constitutes authorities that are capable of issuing explicit 

and effective “sanctionable injunctions.”438 The authorities of the dimension of explicit power, 

however, cannot rely exclusively on overt coercion, force and violence in order to hold together a 

version of society in which its exercise of authority is justified. While coercion, force and violence 

remain a crucial means available to the state for maintaining its status as sovereign, it must also 

and perhaps, more importantly, be constituted in such a way that it is recognized by the subjects 

of whom society is composed as being valid. In order to achieve effective validity from the 

standpoint of those over whom power is exercised, the state must contribute to the institution of a 

society that provides the subjects through whom it is reproduced with ‘meaning for their waking 

life.’439 Satisfying this basic condition renders the subject susceptible to “almost limitless” social 

“shaping” and enables society to wield the “greatest conceivable power” over the subjects through 

whom it becomes concrete.440 It is the power to form someone in such a way that they do what 

they otherwise would not have done of their own accord, without the need to rely on coercion, 

force and violence. In order to maintain its status as sovereign, the state must make the conditions 

for its reproduction over time meaningful for the subjects over whom it rules. 

In what follows, I wish to stress the often overlooked capacity of collective memory 

understood as a sort of collective faculty that is capable of underwriting the legitimacy of the state 

via the construction of narratives that underpin the identity of the nation. Stated somewhat 

differently, I wish to emphasize the capacity of collective memory to secure legitimacy from the 

standpoint of the relationship between the liberal state and nationalism, on the one hand, and the 

state’s capacity to exploit collective memory’s plasticity in the construction of narratives that are 

meaningful for the national subjects over whom the liberal state rules and depends upon for its 

legitimacy as the supreme collective decision-making authority, on the other hand. As Paul 
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Muldoon notes in his analysis of the politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts, the 

“breakdown of national history” associated with what he refers to as the ‘decolonization of the 

past’ – or, the problem of “divided memories” – has “become an increasingly pressing problem” 

for liberal settler-states.441 It has become problematic in the sense that national history acts as the 

“dominant holding narrative” that secures the allegiance of citizens to the liberal state, which itself 

is “too institutionally thin to sustain levels of social integration on its own” and therefore must be 

“nourished by cultural forms of identification that stand outside its own rational procedures.”442 

For Muldoon, the story of the nation is crucial because it creates ‘the background consensus against 

which political decisions are made and assessed for their legitimacy.’443 If the decisions and actions 

of the state reflect and reinforce the identity that is grounded upon the story of the nation then its 

decisions and actions will have meaning for ordinary citizens. As a consequence, it might be said 

that the state has a vested interest in the national story that the collectivity tells itself about itself 

because it is this national story that grounds its legitimacy for citizens that make the exercise of 

the authority of the state possible and meaningful. Here, collective memory relies on the discipline 

of history, which is enlisted in the construction of ‘historical narratives’ that constitute national 

identity via a process that involves the ‘selective organizing of events in a relation of continuity 

with a contemporary subject, thereby creating the sense of a unified nation grounded in a shared 

past.’444 The potential for a fracturing of the national imaginary and an undermining of the 

dominant version of the national sense of self that the ‘decolonization of the past’ contains thus 

threatens to undermine the moral foundation and hence the legitimacy of the liberal state. 

The state must therefore engage in political-mnemonic strategies that effectively guard 

against threats to the ‘national holding narrative.’ Critical commentaries on the politics of 

reconciliation tend to identify two strategies that the state adopts in this regard: the social amnesia 

thesis and what might be referred to as the productive capacity of collective memory thesis. Kevin 

Bruyneel defines the social amnesia thesis as a tendency whereby the nation-state will 

‘conveniently forget or suppress from their memories those aspects of their pasts that do not shed 

a positive light on the nation – such as colonial and racial violence, territorial dispossession, and 
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enslavement’ – and will do so as a strategy of avoiding the ‘implications that these past actions’ 

have for “the cultural, socioeconomic, and political relations of the contemporary era.”445 This 

thesis grounds a diverse range of critiques and diagnoses of the relationship between collective 

memory and the politics of reconciliation’s failure to live up to its own promises. Ernesto Verdeja, 

for instance, argues that a “common feature” of mass political violence is the subsequent attempt 

by the state to destroy “any memory of the victims, with the aim of eliminating them from 

history.”446 Here, the state aims not only to “eliminate violently a perceived threat” but also to 

“eradicate any possibility of alternate, competing social and national histories.”447 Verdeja points 

out that while cases do exist where “complex and difficult engagements with the past have resulted 

in remarkable transformations of society,” it is also and more often the case that access to the past 

is blocked or distorted by the state because of the threat that such access poses to the arrangements 

of power which the injustices that collective memory would otherwise expose are predicated upon. 

Drawing from Jurgen Habermas’s critique of the post-World War II German debate, Muldoon 

argues, in a similar vein, that under conditions where ‘national cohesion’ is the ‘overriding 

concern’ the politics of reconciliation is often reduced to ‘crass demands’ that unavoidably 

promote forgetfulness.448 Muldoon suggests that under these circumstances, the politics of 

reconciliation, instead of “providing the means by which a perpetrating community can come to 

terms with its past,” tends to become a means of encouraging “a politics of selective memory in 

which the more odious aspects of the national heritage are confined to the dustbin of history.”449 

The social amnesia thesis, however, has not gone uncontested. In his critique of the logic 

of the social amnesia thesis, Bruyneel suggests that the solution for many of those who ground 

their critiques of the politics of reconciliation upon the social amnesia thesis, whether wholly or in 

part, is to promote “forms of education or general enlightenment that will allow for a remembering 

of this past, especially by those people who form the more powerful groups of the nation.”450 

Bruyneel suggests that the ‘cure of remembering does not adequately deal with the political fact 
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that historical and contemporary interests are constituted by dominant collective memories as 

presently constructed.’451 It is important to note that Bruyneel’s critique of the social amnesia 

thesis is based upon a narrow definition of collective remembrance that he refers to as the ‘liberal 

rationalist approach.’ The problem with the ‘liberal rationalist’ solution to the social amnesia 

“misdiagnosis” is that it does not account for the fact that ‘remembering can all too easily be 

manipulated in its own favour by power.’452 The solution of ‘more historical knowledge’ elides 

the fact that dominant interests are ‘not likely’ to change in the absence of “a direct challenge to 

the mutually constitutive relationship between identity, power, racial hierarchy, and collective 

memory.”453 Stated somewhat differently, Bruyneel argues that the extent to which the “amnesiac-

enlightenment approach” does not go far enough politically speaking politically-speaking, and 

may even be ‘counterproductive,’ “lies in the ways that this approach severs or simply does not 

see the mutually constitutive relationship between collective memory, temporality, and the 

production of both state authority and nationhood.”454 From this standpoint, the liberal rationalist 

approach “seems to accommodate its remedy and insights to fit within, rather than challenge, the 

prevailing temporal narrative of statist authority and dominant national identity” in the sense that 

it does not, 
offer a direct political critique about how the collective memory of the story of dominant nationhood is 
critical for the production and iteration of racial and colonialist state authority regardless of what other 
historical knowledge is brought into the conversation. The liberal rationalist enlightenment remedy 
imagines, fancifully, that light shed on the earliest chapters of nationhood reflects down a linear 
temporal continuum on the later chapters, and thereby transforms the political interests and 
subjectivities of contemporary…citizens in a way that makes them amenable to creating a more just 
society. The argument that light on the past will lead to enlightened action in the present does not see 
that interests and power relations are secured through a tightly structured relationship between political 
time and national collective memory.455 

 

As an alternative to the social amnesia thesis, Bruyneel articulates a variant of what might be 

referred to as the productive capacity of collective memory thesis. Here, Bruyneel suggests that 

“the persistence of colonialist and racial injustices” ought to instead be conceived of as “a 

consequence of collective disavowal and as such a particular production and presence of memory, 
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rather than a lack of memory.”456 Stated somewhat differently, the capacity for the state to 

undermine justice and transformation as an outcome of the politics of reconciliation from the 

standpoint of the topic of collective memory is dependent not on what the nation-state forgets but 

on how it remembers. Here, Bruyneel focuses on the calendar understood as a structure of 

temporality that de-politicizes the past. It does so by transforming foundational moments – such 

as atrocities associated with processes of settler colonization – into a flood of calendric dates that 

are observed in a sort of automatic, pre-defined and de-politicized way. There are two elements of 

Bruyneel’s argument that I wish to highlight. 

First, Bruyneel draws attention to “foundational moments” as a central element in 

collective memory’s capacity to contribute to the construction of a temporal structure that de-

politicizes the collective misdeeds of the past. Drawing from Giorgio Agamben, Bruyneel argues 

that foundational moments are not ‘once and for all’ historical events that are “cemented in [linear] 

time” but instead ought to be conceived of as ‘continually operative,’ that is, as moments that are 

“perpetually and necessarily reinscribed in the present through the discourse, practices, and 

mnemonics of state sovereignty and white settler nationalism.”457 The story of the (settler) nation-

state is not, in other words, “written in sequential chapters but rather in texts that fold on top and 

through each other like a palimpsest in which, most notably, founding moments continually 

reoccur in the present, not the past.”458 I will return to the issue of founding moments briefly. The 

second element of Bruyneel’s account that I wish to highlight has to do with the relationship 

between collective memory and political temporality. Here, Bruyneel notes that in “politics, time 

is a structuring force that shapes collective and individual identities, subjectivities, and 

imaginaries.”459 The structure of political temporality is evident “in sweeping historical narratives, 

such as those a nation tells itself about its founding moment and subsequent arc of development, 

an arc that almost always legitimizes the status of the contemporary social and political order.”460 

If, in other words, political time is a ‘construct, not a natural entity’ and if, moreover, temporal 

structures are an “inescapable organizing element of a cohesive social and political order,” then, 

Bruyneel suggests, it is necessary to conceive of the ‘unstructuring of temporalities that serve to 
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preserve injustices, such as those that too seamlessly distance past injustices from the present,’ as 

a crucial dimension of change.  

I interpret the debate between the social amnesia thesis and the productive capacity of 

collective memory thesis as each offering a one-sided interpretation of the form of the collective 

memory of the liberal-democratic, settler-state. Stated somewhat differently, I agree with each of 

these theses and espouse something like a third thesis which might be defined in part by its 

incorporation of both the social amnesia thesis and the productive capacity of collective memory 

thesis. The upshot of this approach is the suggestion that collective memory constructs narratives 

that establish a temporal structure the rhythms of which exert a de-politicizing effect on dominant 

forms of political subjectivity and in which the omissions generated by social amnesia are a 

constitutive element of the narrative structure of the nation and the internal structure of political 

subjectivity. The collective memory of the settler state, in other words, leads a double-life. The 

first facet is that characteristic of the collective memory of the liberal-democratic, settler-state that, 

as has already been mentioned, strives to negate or omit from the historical narrative of which 

collective memory is the author that which contradicts the positive self-image/self-understanding 

of the collectivity that the state jealously guards. The second facet of the settler-state’s collective 

memory is the capacity to construct a narrative that both establishes a temporal structure and is 

grounded on a selective and strategic reconstruction of the past or, again as has already been stated, 

that is constructed on that which remains after all of that which constitutes the darker side of the 

nation’s history is disavowed yet not simply forgotten. Taken together, these two facets of the 

collective memory of the settler-state coalesce in what has already been referred to as a form of 

mythic memory. Mythic memory might be conceived of as a distinct modality or form of collective 

memory whose purpose consists of the production of one-sided or incomplete narratives that 

naturalizes structures of domination through a capacity to sanitize power. 

In theorizing the collective memory of the settler-state as a form of mythic memory, I have 

found it useful to turn to Wolin’s theory of myth. I believe that Wolin’s theory of myth is capable 

of providing a conceptual framework that can in part account for the way in which national subjects 

can reconcile the existence of contradictory commitments (for instance, condemning genocide 

abroad but being indifferent to it at home) and as the basis for theorizing myth as a form of 

collective memory and, more specifically, the form of collective memory that the settler-state 

depends upon for constituting forms of subjectivity that ground the legitimacy of its status as 
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sovereign. Here, I argue that one of the central characteristics of mythic memory is a capacity to 

justify power and naturalize inequalities by rendering each palatable and meaningful for those over 

whom that power is exercised.  

We might begin by noting three senses in which Wolin employs the concept of myth in his 

essay, “Postmodern Politics and the Absence of Myth.” The first sense is the definition of ancient 

myth that is promulgated by the modern social sciences as a phenomenon that is to be consigned 

to the oblivion of a historically superseded and moribund form of thought. This fate is determined 

by the modern social scientific caricature of ancient myth as a mode of thought that obscures 

reality by grounding its explanations or representations – of, for instance, “causes” – on what is 

tantamount to a non-reality (for instance, supernatural beings). The second sense in which the 

concept of myth is employed by Wolin is the inversion by which modern social scientific thought 

itself becomes a distinct form of mythic thought. I will return to the nature of this inversion briefly. 

The third way that Wolin employs the concept of myth is in terms of ancient myth per se – i.e., as 

it existed in an enchanted world that was not conscious of itself as a myth-making world – and as 

a mode of thought that was not only capable of revealing the brutal realities of power with greater 

fidelity than its late-modern counterpart – i.e., the categories of modern social science – but that 

also granted access to power via participation in rituals whose purpose was the cultivation of the 

well-being of the community. In what follows, I am primarily concerned with the way modern 

politics relies on what is tantamount to the modern caricature of mythic modes of thought in order 

to sanitize the workings of power. As Wolin notes, the mythic categories of modern social science 

play a crucial role in relation to politics. The function that they serve in the “social system” is to 

impart or endow legitimacy on the objective political and economic forces that determine the fate 

of the collectivity. This is achieved by justifying and invisibilizing power through processes that 

involve an inversion of the relationship between myth and power.  

Wolin analyzes and critiques the modern inversion of the relationship between myth and 

power by first analyzing this relationship as it plays out in ancient myth. There are two elements 

of Wolin’s account of the relationship between ancient myth and power that I wish to highlight. 

First, Wolin forwards the claim that myth was “once pre-eminently discourse about power,” about 

‘powers immanent and transcendent,’ and the relationship that human beings possessed to these 
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powers.461 As such, Wolin suggests that ancient myth might be conceived of as the “equivalent of 

an introductory text to the subject of power,” whose “special feature was not its poetry but its 

realism.”462 Ancient myth, in other words, revealed the reality of power – the violence, treachery 

and monstrousness of power. Second, Wolin argues that one of the central features of ancient myth 

is its “radical politicalness.”463 This formulation is meant, in part, to capture the fact that power in 

the ancient world of myth was grounded in a participatory community. The ancients, in other 

words, existed in a participatory relationship to the powers that held sway over their lives which 

meant, amongst other things, that they existed in a representation of the world that allowed for the 

community to exert some degree of control over their individual and collective fates through 

participatory ritual practices. The rituals that were the counterpart of myth, their physical 

enactment as it were, were “genuinely participatory rituals” that reflected conditions conducive to 

the advent of an inner disposition that had access to, and “communion” with, power.464 For the 

ancients, the relationship between the subject and the powers that held sway over its life was 

conceived of as an inter-personal relationship in the sense that a mutual conversation could take 

place between humans and their gods.  In this way, the ancients conceived of reality in a way that 

facilitated the advent of an internal disposition where collective and individual selves could exert 

a measure of control over the powers that determined their fate.  

For Wolin, these special features of ancient myth get obscured by late-modern “post-

mythic” thought when ancient myth is conceived of as serving a function “in terms of its 

contribution to the maintenance of a social system.”465 Wolin argues that the notion of a “social 

system” itself is a fictive construct to the extent that it represents society as an ‘integrated system 

composed of functionally interrelated parts’ that works to ‘distort empirical reality by 

reconstituting it in an ideal form.’466 While Wolin is quick to note the irony of the post-mythic 

claim that “the proper way to understand myth is by means of a fiction,” he is primarily concerned 

with the way in which social scientific constructs “euphemize power and power relationships.”467 
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Here, Wolin points to constructs such as “the market” or “modernization” and argues that in these 

categories, if ‘power is not entirely absent, then it is sanitized, for instance, as “outputs,” with the 

effect that “inequalities of power and powerlessness itself are literally uncomprehended: they make 

no sense in this discourse.”468  The social scientist defends against this charge by representing their 

activity as a form of “naïve playfulness” which is by that fact “politically harmless” when in reality 

the fictive categories are ‘political categories masquerading as methodological devices’ and 

therefore political “in the double sense of being constitutive and power laden,” i.e., the activities 

of the social scientist not only conforms to “the way power is actually exercised” in the late-modern 

world but also helps to constitute the form that power assumes.469  

There are two elements of Wolin’s comparative account that I wish to highlight. First, I 

interpret Wolin’s arguments about the inversion that modern social science facilitates in terms of 

the relationship between power and myth as suggesting that modern social science does the 

opposite of what ancient myth did in relation to power in the sense that it becomes its own 

caricature of myth: obscuring reality by grounding its explanations of reality on what is tantamount 

to a non-reality. Here, Wolin forwards the argument that modern social science prepares the way 

for the subject’s passive conformity to the rules of power as those rules are determined by elites. 

The fictions employed by modern social scientists “deadens rather than enhances our sensibility 

toward power” and the tales it tells of reality serve not as an ‘introductory textbook’ to the ugly 

realities of power nor as a preparation and invitation to collectively participate in power but rather 

serve a ‘propaedeutic’ function for how modern “citizenship” is to play out, that is, by concealing 

the reality of power they prepare the way for subservience to power at the level of mind.470 Stated 

somewhat differently, by purging its categories of power, modern social science prepares the 

subject for passive conformity to the rules that reproduce power and inequality by rehearsing the 

moves that prepare the subject to conform to a “system” in which they are in fact powerless. For 

Wolin, this process begins with a simplification, i.e., “that myth is to be understood in terms of its 

contribution to the maintenance of a social system,” which is the “necessary first step toward 

exercising control over the phenomena under investigation,” namely, by subsuming the 

phenomena under investigation to a fictional category, i.e., the “social system,” it allows the 
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system to in turn render the subject conducive to their ‘reshaping by its logic of functional 

explanation.’471 Here, the extirpated ghost returns to haunt472 and social science becomes, in a 

sense, a caricature of that which it seeks to supplant. 

Second, Wolin notes that creation myths or, in their political form, founding myths, play a 

decisive role in the constitution of modern political subjectivity.473 I wish to highlight two elements 

of Wolin’s theory and critique of founding myths. First, one of the central motifs of creation myths 

is the theme of order emerging out of chaos, or “the struggle by which order overcomes primeval 

chaos.”474 The second element of Wolin’s account that I wish to highlight is Wolin’s argument 

that creation myths establish an archetypal pattern that generates characteristic tendencies in the 

life of the collective entity that grounds its identity on the founding myth in question. Here, Wolin’s 

account begins with the suggestion that creation myths set the stage for the emergence of “one of 

the most important political myths of ancient and modern societies,” namely, they establish the 

conditions for the notion “of an original political constitution that brings into being a distinct form 

of collective life.”475 According to Wolin, modernity replaces the founding hero of antiquity with 

processes that involve the establishment of a political constitution. Wolin defines a political 

constitution, in part, as “an ontological claim in a double sense.”476 The first sense in which a 

constitution is an “ontological claim” is bound up with a double movement: the constitution first 

“announces the appearance of a new collective being” while the existence of the new collective 

being depends upon a second movement, namely, “its constancy in observing the fundamental 
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principles decreed in the originating constitution.”477 The first sense in which a constitution is an 

ontological claim “assures the vitality of the society as long as it remains faithful to its origins.”478 

The second sense in which the constitution is an “ontological claim” has to do with the fact that it 

must “be connected to a still more fundamental order of being that sustains the world.”479 Wolin’s 

definition of constitution thus refers to both the conditions and table of values through which a 

collectivity defines itself as a distinct people and the condition that its constitution must reflect and 

be in tune with the divine order of a version of the cosmos. I have taken this detour into the role 

that founding myths and their relation to the constitution of a people for two reasons. First, I argue 

that there is an intimate relationship between the nature of the ‘primeval chaos’ that is overcome 

and the nature, identity or character of the subsequent order that serves as the basis for the 

constitution of a distinct form of collective life. That is, a collectivity’s identity is formed, at least 

in part, in relation to – typically against or in opposition to – the nature of the chaos that is 

overcome. Second, Wolin’s identification of the ‘primeval chaos’ against which the American 

people constituted itself politically reveals a central weakness in Wolin’s account. 

Here, Wolin takes the founding of the United States as a case example and begins his 

account of the ‘primeval chaos’ that it overcame by drawing upon “those who were most 

responsible for the drafting of the Constitution,” i.e., the Federalists, and proceeds to the suggestion 

that the primeval chaos out of which the constitution of the American people emerged consisted 

of “the terrible disorders arising from the weak political system established under the Articles of 

Confederation.”480 In replacing the decentralized political system with a centralized power, the 

Federalists are said to have been responsible for the triumph of the Constitution’s “novus 

saeculorum order” with its connotations of being the embodiment of the “laws of nature” and “the 

eternal decrees by which the Creator had defined the everlasting nature of things.”481 It is important 

to note that in what follows, I am not suggesting that Wolin is wrong or incorrect or that this event 

does not in itself constitute a sort of primeval moment in the history of the constitution of the 

American people. I am instead suggesting that there is a prior or “more” primeval moment that 

Wolin’s account invisibilizes. Numerous critical commentators have noted the ways in which 
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Indigenous North America was conceived of by European newcomers as a particularly raw 

embodiment of a primeval chaos which it was their ‘manifest destiny’ to overcome. It is important 

to recall that for John Locke – who exerted a massive influence on the American Constitution – 

Indigenous North America was conceived of as a “waste-land” whose indolent and technologically 

backward stewards had allowed it to enter something like an un-cultivated, propertyless state of 

entropy that was demanding, or calling for, an agent that could impose the sort of order that only 

Locke’s ‘productive and rationale’ could bring about. Stated somewhat differently, Indigenous 

North America was calling for the imposition of a type of order that the conquering Europeans 

deemed themselves uniquely capable of instituting.  

In his analysis of the notion of the “savage” in the history of Western thought, Robert A. 

Williams, Jr. reveals the sense in which Indigenous peoples and Indigenous North America was 

represented by Europeans as a primeval chaos whose overcoming would lay the groundwork for 

the construction of an order that was in tune with the religious, economic and political cosmos that 

the newcomers brought with them. In Savage Anxieties, Williams outlines the basic elements of 

the Western notion of the “savage” and how it was represented by Western political thinkers as a 

raw embodiment of primeval chaos. Here, Williams argues that the modern notion of the “savage” 

began to take shape during the early modern and Enlightenment periods. During this period, the 

Indigenous peoples of the “New World” were ‘transformed’ by European philosophers such as 

Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and J.J. Rousseau into a ‘living model of savage humanity in a 

primitive state of nature as part of a new science of society that emerged in Western Europe in the 

eighteenth century.’482 Williams further demonstrates that the “Founding Fathers of the United 

States” adopted the Enlightenment-era “construct” as the “organizing principle” against which the 

politics and form of their new nation were constructed.483  The savage was conceived of as a 

“distant, alien, uncivilized being” that is “unaware of either the benefits or burdens of 

modernity.”484 The savage lacked “sophisticated institutions of government and religion,” the 

savage was “ignorant of property and laws,” the savage was “without complex social bonds or 

familial ties” and the savage lives “in a state of untamed nature, fierce and ennobled at the same 

                                                
482 Robert A. Williams, Jr., Savage Anxieties: The Invention of Western Civilization (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012),  8. 
483 Williams, Jr., Savage Anxieties, 8. 
484 Ibid., 1. 



 162 

time.”485 The savage is conceived of in Western thought as a “primitive, uncivilized, lawless force, 

violently encountered on the frontiers of an expansion-minded civilization.”486 Williams notes that 

the savage ‘always represents an anxious, negating presence in the world, standing perpetually 

opposed to Western civilization.’487  

In his misidentification of the primeval chaos out of which the settler-colonial state was 

established and against which they constructed an identity for themselves Wolin, perhaps 

unwittingly, contributes to the sort of mythic memory that sanitizes power in the present. I wish to 

make two more points concerning my critique of Wolin. First, by invisibilizing the fundamental 

disorder whose overcoming laid the groundwork for the emergence of Anglo-America, Wolin 

inadvertently contributes to one of the central elements of the purifying capacity of mythic 

memory, namely, its ideological nature. I argue that mythic memory is ideological in Castoriadis’s 

Marxian sense of the term, that is, as operating through “a set of ideas that relate to reality not in 

order to shed light on it and to change it, but in order to veil it and to justify it in the imaginary, 

which permits people to say one thing and do another, to appear as other than they are.”488 Wolin’s 

account allows for a conception of the conditions under which the American people constituted 

themselves as a people as essentially a void – on Wolin’s account, the ground was not cleared for 

the emergence of the American state through practices of genocide but merely as a result of the 

efforts of controlling elites to impose centralized order on a politically decentralized state of 

affairs. To re-iterate: I am not suggesting that Wolin was wrong or incorrect but that his 

identification of the primeval chaos out of which Anglo-America arose contributes to the 

invisibilization of the genocidal practices that constitute the basic condition for the existence of 

Anglo-America. Wolin thereby contributes to the construction of a narrative on the basis of 

omissions and disavowals, a narrative that the object of Wolin’s critique – the centralized state – 

depends upon for the production of an idealized identity that downplays or ignores the darker or 

more odious side of the history of the nation. He contributes, in other words, to processes by which 

the settler-state establishes a temporal structure of domination by using collective memory to tell 

a story about itself in which Indigenous peoples enter historical time not as the objects of genocide, 

                                                
485 Ibid., 1. 
486 Williams, Jr., Savage Anxieties, 5. 
487 Ibid., 5. 
488 Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of Society, trans. Kathleen Blamey (Cambridge (MA): The MIT 
Press, 1998): 11. 



 163 

nor as autonomous collectivities, nor as conquered yet free peoples but either as savages, as a non-

existent entity or as spontaneously appearing victimized, non-agentic and subordinate elements in 

the (conquering) collectivity. This, in turn, contributes to the naturalization of the state’s claims to 

legitimacy and sovereignty and undermines and invisibilizes not only the collective memory of 

the free Indigenous subject but also the legitimacy of the struggles of Indigenous peoples for 

collective self-determination and decolonization., 

The second point I wish to highlight is an alternative founding myth that locates the 

constitution of Anglo-America in a way that is temporally prior to Wolin’s attribution. Here, I am 

referring to the myth of colonial completion. Elizabeth Strakosch defines colonial completion in a 

way that captures both the logic of the founding myth as well as its ongoing life in contemporary 

settler societies. In the present, colonial completion might be defined as a process that refers to – 

as has already been mentioned – a version of post-settler-colonial commonality where the 

dissolution of the colonial status of the settler-state occurs via the “erasure of Indigenous political 

independence.”489 The erasure of Indigenous political independence is based on the assumption 

that the history of Anglo-America is unfolding in such a way that eventually “Indigenous societies 

will give way completely to settler societies, or else combine with them in ways that legitimize 

and complete settler sovereign institutions.”490 Both assumptions are grounded upon a definition 

of settler-colonialism as a political formation that “constantly works to dissolve its own colonial 

status,” a tendency or pattern that is in turn grounded on a founding myth, perhaps the founding 

myth, of Anglo-America.491 Here, Strakosch notes the logic underlying the hegemonic narrative 

that the settler nation-state tells itself about itself and its relation to Indigenous peoples and how it 

is predicated upon the fantasy that “the beginning of settler society coincides exactly with the end” 

of Indigenous societies.492 This means, amongst other things, that, according to the logic of 

colonial completion, settler-colonialism is always-already a fait accompli, that is, at “the moment 

of arrival, one society gives way to another,” and at this moment settlers are simultaneously 

“relieved of the burden of being colonisers.”493 The myth of a clean break that the logic of colonial 

completion dictates is a central element in sanitizing and subsequently justifying the power of the 
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settler-state and thereby contributing to its legitimacy as sovereign. It also invisiblizes the genocide 

that lay at the foundations of Anglo-America in the sense that the logic facilitates a view of history 

where Indigenous peoples just simply ceased to exist, giving way to a void out which emerged a 

divinely sanctioned order that would give rise to a people who would come to bear the mantle of 

civilization and freedom.  

The myth of a clean break has been forced to co-exist, on the other hand, with an 

acknowledgement of “a more or less violent overlap” and to that extent, “settlers have always 

known colonialism to be problematic.”494 Reality and fantasy are reconciled, however, in the 

settler imaginary via the belief in the “temporary status” of the settler-colonial political 

formation.495 Stated somewhat differently, even if the “outcome is presented as constantly deferred 

and delayed,” the dissolution of the colonial status of the settler society via the termination of 

Indigenous political independence is ultimately “unavoidable” because “there is no question that 

two political societies are unable to coexist in one place and that those concerned will seek an end 

to this coexistence.”496 The ‘eventual legitimacy and stability of the settler-colonial project’ is thus 

‘always-already assumed,’ and it is through this settler-colonial a priori that ‘settler-colonialism 

is able to entrench and sustain itself on the basis of its eventual demise.’497 This logic legitimizes 

the settler-state’s drive to ‘seek possession of all land’ and to ‘naturalise its claim to be the sole 

legitimate political authority in an area.’498 Despite the fantasy that Indigenous peoples will 

eventually disappear via their incorporation as subordinate elements in the conquering collectivity, 

the contradiction cannot find an easy resolution because settlers cannot achieve the task of “ending 

colonialism through Indigenous dissolution” and must therefore, according to Strakosch, remain 

“trapped” as a political formation “in its own tragic and permanent incompletion.”499  

The form of mythic memory that underlies the legitimacy of the settler-state might 

therefore be conceived of as mythic in the sense that it obscures the conditions, or foundations, 

that made the settler-state possible – i.e., genocide in Indigenous North America and the 

encasement of the survivors in a unilaterally imposed structure of domination – and that continues 
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to express itself in tendencies that are an element of the very fabric of the institutions and objective 

structures that populate the political, mnemonic and epistemological terrain of contemporary 

settler democracies. The liberal settler state, understood as the ‘bearer of the political,’ might 

therefore be viewed as having a vested interest in the content and form of collective memory as a 

means of sanitizing the narrative that underwrites the identity of a nation for whom the state 

possesses legitimacy as sovereign. Stated somewhat differently, it is the national narrative, 

sanitized of the darker moments of the nation’s past, that enables the state to, in language adopted 

from Sunera Thobani, seduce citizens into forms of subjectification as national subjects which 

might be defined in part by their possession of ‘psycho-affective’ attachments or allegiances to 

imperial political forms that depend for their reproduction on the constitution of ordinary citizens 

as subjects of empire. The state can acquire legitimacy for ordinary citizens because the narrative 

and the temporal structure that the narrative helps to establish is one-sided. The genocide which 

constitutes the foundation of settler nation-states is, by that fact, mostly a non-issue or a non-

problem. Furthermore, the “erosion of historical consensus” associated with “serious 

disagreements about the past” is problematic for the liberal settler-state not only because it opens 

up space for the questioning of its legitimacy but also because it ‘blurs the distinction between 

liberal politics and naked assertions of power,’ a distinction that is often invoked by proponents of 

liberalism to “demonstrate the superiority of the liberal state over rival political formations.”500 As 

Castoriadis notes in his analysis of effective validity, every state organizes defence mechanisms 

against internal and external threats. In what follows, I argue that there are two primary facets of 

the defence mechanisms that the state mobilizes in the sphere of collective memory against the 

threat posed by Indigenous struggles for freedom, justice and decolonization. 

Mythic Memory I: Wolin on Social Amnesia 

In this section, I explore the logic of the negative dimension of the form that collective 

memory assumes in liberal-democratic, settler societies. Towards this end, I have found it useful 

to turn to Wolin’s theory, analysis and critique of collective memory in his essay, “Injustice and 

Collective Memory.” Here, Wolin examines the processes by which the liberal-democratic state is 

capable of both acquiring a patina of legitimacy and generating a sense of commonality in the 

midst of inequalities, hierarchies and exclusions through a critique of the logic of social amnesia 

that is at play in the sphere of collective memory. This logic gives rise to processes that are 
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designed to facilitate an artificially induced social amnesia amongst those who are subsequently 

hierarchically subjugated by the structures that are thus established and whose subjugation is 

predicated upon their possession of certain objective characteristics (i.e., race, gender, sexual 

orientation, etc.) or forms of difference that constituted an occasion for systemic or spontaneous 

harm by other members, groups and institutions of the society of which they are ostensibly a part. 

I interpret Wolin’s theory of collective memory as suggesting that certain forces that operate at a 

structural level – or the constitutive level of the political – generate powerful tendencies towards 

social amnesia as a condition of membership in liberal-democratic societies. The state, in other 

words, is under a constitutive impulse towards forgetting the collective misdeeds of the past that 

were perpetrated in the name of the nation and as a dimension of nation- and state-building 

processes. The constitutive impulse towards forgetting, moreover, is the means by which mythic 

memory constructs a one-sided story of the nation by cleansing it of historic injustices. This 

movement, in turn, prepares collective memory to receive a distinct one-sided form, i.e., it prepares 

the way for the construction of a one-sided historical narrative.  

Wolin’s account of collective memory begins with an analysis and critique of the politics 

of collective memory as it plays out at the level of the nation. What is the nature of the relationship 

between a nation’s collective memory and the collective misdeeds of the past? What does this 

relationship, as it plays out at the level of politics, reveal about the logic of the form collective 

memory assumes in established democracies? In exploring these questions, Wolin examines some 

paradoxes and peculiarities of national collective memory as they play out in three case studies.501 

It is on the basis of this analysis and critique that Wolin draws a set of conclusions about the nature 

of the relationship between collective memory and the politics of historic injustice. The first 

conclusion that Wolin draws about this relationship is that national collective memory differs, for 

instance, from individual collective memory in the sense that it is less of an involuntary affair and 

more of a selective and strategic undertaking. Wolin argues that the collective memory of the 

nation is not so much a witness to injustice but instead might be conceived of more as an 

“accomplice of injustice, forgetting or remembering, whichever is the more convenient.”502 Wolin 
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argues that the nation will tend to publicly recall or memorialize some things – such as “heroic 

deeds or shaping events” – while at the same time, it will tend to want to suppress “memories of 

collective injustice.”503 This tendency leads Wolin to the conclusion that one of the central 

peculiarities of collective memory in established democracies is that while the nation wants to 

forget great historical wrongs, they are not ‘actually forgotten’ by the nation but are instead 

allowed to remain ‘publicly un-recalled.’ 

The second conclusion that Wolin draws is that “by its silence collective memory will have 

signified the limits of justice” which in turn leads to the question: if “the limits of justice are thus 

dictated by the limits of public memory, what are those limits?”504 Exploring this question leads 

Wolin to a third conclusion about the collective memory of the nation, which begins with a 

question. Under conditions where the nation-state actually attempts to address a historic injustice 

– such as, for instance, the US state’s attempt at a politics of reparation for the unjust internment 

of Japanese-Americans during the Second World War – what can explain such an “about face”? 

Wolin concludes that the nation-state will acknowledge historic injustice under circumstances 

where that which had hitherto been allowed to remain ‘publicly un-recalled’ is acknowledged and 

addressed poses a threat to the system of power that perpetrated the collective wrong or under 

circumstances where such an acknowledgement will result in significant benefits to the elites that 

control the system of power. Here, Wolin notes that the US state’s decision to acknowledge and 

address the legacy of “relocation camps” reflected the rise to prominence of Japan as an economic 

powerhouse on the geopolitical landscape.505  

Wolin, however, is interested in an explanation of the logic of the collective memory of the 

liberal state that goes beyond what “expediency or oversight or blocked recollection” might 

suggest.506 For Wolin, the analysis and critique of the peculiarities and paradoxes of the politics of 

memory at the level of the nation reveal the contours of deeper, underlying processes. It is the 

nature of these deeper, underlying processes that might suggest why the liberal nation-state 

routinely has recourse to social amnesia as a typical response to the politics of unresolved historical 

wrongs. It is at this point in the analysis and critique that Wolin begins to transition from politics 

to the political. Wolin facilitates this transition by asking ‘why public memory works in this way’ 
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which in turn gets resolved into the question of “how forgetfulness is established as a condition, 

perhaps even a precondition, of a certain form of society.”507 By “form of society,” Wolin is 

referring to the “characteristic ways in which” a society’s “hegemonic powers are constituted” 

while forgetfulness is defined as the establishment of a “context where the self must renounce 

some part of itself or of its own experience if it wants to be accepted into political society.”508 

Wolin, in other words, is arguing that established liberal democracies constitute power in a form 

where “the act of reconstituting the self into a civic self, forgetting becomes a rite of passage and 

as such a condition of membership.”509 Wolin’s analysis of the political through the lens of the 

topic of collective memory focuses on liberalism and capitalism. 

Wolin’s critique and analysis of liberalism understood as a constitutive element of the political 

in post-mnemonic, Western societies is articulated through an analysis and critique of Western 

social contract theory. Here, Wolin focuses on the early-modern political thought of Thomas 

Hobbes and John Locke in part because of continuities between their own thought and 

contemporary liberal political thinkers such as John Rawls and Robert Nozick and in part because 

of continuities with “recent practices” in Anglo-American liberal-democratic politics.510  Wolin is 

quick to stipulate that his focus on the works of Hobbes and Locke is not due to the fact that their 

theories provide “accurate descriptions of the actual constitution of contemporary society” but 

instead “because they enable us to glimpse some of the inarticulate premises in the political 

practices and processes of our society.”511 Wolin’s analysis and critique of liberalismbegin by 

noting the distinction, common to all social contract theory, between, on the one hand, a 

“hypothetical” state of human existence defined by the absence of the rules and institutions that 

together make up the realm of politics in liberal societies and, on the other hand, the emergence of 

a state of affairs where disparate individuals get welded into a distinct collective form and a 

political existence that is determined by “the legal rules of the state.”512 The nature of the terms of 

the social contract that facilitates the transition from a pre-political to a political state of affairs is 
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problematic from the standpoint of collective memory and, in particular, from the standpoint of 

the relationship between the collective memory of injustice and liberal notions of equality.  

As Wolin notes, in order for the promise that each individual must make to be ‘acceptable to 

the other promisers,’ the individuals participating in the social contract must satisfy the condition 

of equality. In order to satisfy this requirement, social contract theorists, from Hobbes to Rawls, 

are forced to posit a blank, universal individual as the basic contracting unit in their respective 

political theories of the social contract. Social contract theorists, in other words, posit a version of 

equality as a necessary step in the establishment of political society that might be defined as an 

equality of sameness. Here, Wolin argues that in order to achieve an equality of sameness, social 

contract theorists require that some of the promisers must “agree to forget” certain matters.513 The 

purpose of the social contract, from the standpoint of the relationship between collective memory 

and collective wrongs, is, therefore “not so much on what the self promises but on what the self 

has to forget about itself.”514 For Wolin, this dimension of the social contract entails a focus not 

on rights that are retained and rights that are lost but rather on the ‘question of the identities’ of 

the promisers. Here, Wolin re-interprets social contract theory not as dealing fundamentally with 

the question of individuals understood as abstract ‘bearers of rights’ and ‘rational subjects’ but as 

the ‘bearers of particularized identities,’ that is, bearers whose identity is premised on objective 

characteristics such as “race, color, gender, community, or creed.”515 This dimension tends to be 

elided by social contract theorists who construct individuality independent of “race, color, and 

creed” and instead exhibit a tendency to rely on “a long series of blank individuals who [must] 

fake their nature by denying historically acquired and multiple identities.”516 

 The “trick” for the social contract theorists, Wolin argues, was to trade “equality for 

remembrance” and thus facilitate a situation where ‘equality serves the ends of inequality.’517 In 

order to make ‘equality serve the ends of inequality,’ social contract theorists ‘enlisted memory’ 

which was ‘told that it had to forget the social categories that were the marks of inequality.’518 The 

social contract, in other words, establishes a society that requires individuals to agree to 
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temporarily suspend the memory of collective wrongs associated with their experience as bearers 

of particularized identities that constituted an occasion for harm which in turn allows “society to 

start afresh without inherited resentments.”519 However, as Wolin notes, forgetting does not 

eliminate inequalities, which are resumed, but with an important change – society can now 

legitimately justify the “equal protection of inequalities.”520 In this way, equality was conceived 

of in social contract theory not as an “ideal that is necessarily at war with power (because power 

presupposes inequality)” but a “fiction” that served “to legitimate power.”521 Social contract theory 

accomplishes this by acting as a ‘device’ that ‘incorporates social amnesia into the foundation of 

society.’522 Wolin thus concludes that the “individual who contracts or covenants” is “an artifact, 

a constructed being whose attributes appear as unconditioned by the kind of resentments at past 

offences which were and are the notorious accompaniments to the categories of gender, etc.”523 

The second element of the political analyzed by Wolin as exerting a decisive influence on 

collective memory and the capacity for established democracies to facilitate justice is capitalism. 

Wolin argues that, together with liberalism, capitalism helped to constitute a distinct political 

formation, or “system of political economy,” which had “profound effects upon collective memory 

and notions of collective injustice.”524 The emergence of the economy as an “autonomous entity,” 

in other words, resulted in the advent of a totalizing, hybrid system of power where the economy 

“is at once autonomous and determinative of all other social and political relationships.”525 In order 

to achieve the social amnesia that 17th-century social contract theorists only glimpsed, the 

universal, blank individual was, over the course of the 19th century, inscribed with a deep economic 

structure. The rise of political-economy thus resulted in a tacit re-definition of political subjectivity 

in economic terms and contributed to the restructuring of the conditions of membership in liberal-

contractualist societies. Wolin attempts to demonstrate the effects that political economy had in 

terms of its redefinition of political membership and the effects this had on collective memory and 

the capacity for contractualist societies to acknowledge and address injustice in a substantive way 

through a brief account of the rise of capitalism. According to Wolin, the “close collaboration 
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between science, industry, and the state” that began in the 17th century acquired a crystallized form 

by the end of the 19th century and “resulted in forms of power which produced a series of 

technological revolutions that dramatically altered the human capacity for collective memory.”526 

The new system of political-economy: 
drew men, women, and children from the country-side and gathered them into cities of strangers; 
old skills and crafts had to be forgotten and new ones acquired; the rhythms of the factory replaced 
those of the natural seasons; tradition and custom as arbiters of existence gave way to rational 
calculation of utility. The pace of change grew ever more intense, and survival came to depend upon 
rapid adaptation. Those who ttravelledfastest and farthest were those who travelled with the least 
baggage inherited from the past. Memory was transformed into nostalgia, the longing for that which 
had once been but could be no more.527 

 

Wolin’s analysis of the effects of the rise of capitalism on the three interrelated topics of political 

membership, justice and collective memory in modern liberal societies is conducted from the 

standpoint of an examination of ‘what justice looks like in an era of political economy.’528 Under 

these conditions, the individual must accept the denial of what Wolin refers to as the “narrative 

structure of justice.” The story associated with the claim of, for example, the recently unemployed 

factory worker is denied “not by a counter-narrative but by a demonstration of the costs and 

benefits involved in the decision to relocate.”529 As Wolin notes, this does not constitute an act of 

injustice from the standpoint of the rationality of political-economy, and while political-economy 

does nevertheless routinely produce injustice, it remains devoid of ‘conceptions of collective 

injustice of the kind’ that exist in traditional or pre-modern societies.530  

 Liberalism, capitalism and nationalism coalesce in the liberal-democratic state, which is 

established, following the social contract, as the primary agent responsible for dispensing justice 

and is conceived of as a sort of neutral arbiter of objective norms. As Wolin notes, one of the 

central maneuvers of social contract theory was the dispossession of each person of their ‘multiple 

identities’ and their replacement by ‘the single identity of the individual.’531 This ensured that 

“each individual would enter society on the same terms as every other individual” and in doing so 

paved the way for “the modern liberal solution to the problem of justice.”532 The solution, Wolin 
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argues, is that each individual could now be judged by the ‘equal justice requirement’ and the 

“burden of rectifying injustice was now place squarely and solely on the shoulders of the state.”533 

Under these conditions, the state can pose as a neutral arbiter of objective and universal norms that 

apply equally to each of the individuals who together constitute society. In actuality, according to 

Wolin, this neutrality is undermined by the fact that the state is the servant and protector of that 

which forms the basis of national power, namely, the economy.  

There are two problems that Wolin’s variant of the social amnesia thesis raises in relation to 

the politics of unresolved historic injustice in settler democracies. One will be addressed in the 

concluding section. The other has to do with the fact that the sort of selective forgetting that is a 

condition of political membership is not in itself sufficient to ground the identity of the collectivity 

whose forms of subjectivity are produced by liberalism and capitalism. Stated somewhat 

differently, forgetting does not on its own provide the sort of meaning that is necessary to facilitate 

the production of the type of subject who is to reproduce the institutions and structures of liberalism 

and capitalism. While it accomplishes the task of cleansing the collectivity of the misdeeds of the 

past, it must be supplemented by the construction of narratives that ground national identity – 

collective memory, in other words, requires the production of a narrative upon that which remains 

after selective social amnesia cleanses the past of collective misdeeds. In the next section, I turn 

to the distinct form that collective memory assumes from the standpoint of its capacity to author a 

narrative that grounds national identity and makes meaningful participation in the social contract.  

Mythic Memory II: Maley, Weber and the Memory of the Political 

The amnesiac tendencies generated by nationalism, liberalism and capitalism and to which 

the settler state and settler society are amenable are, perhaps ironically, not a condition for 

forgetting – or, at least, not wholly a condition for forgetting – but a condition for a certain type of 

historical narrative that is in part meant to contain qualitative change. In this section, I explore 

what to my mind constitutes the specific logic that underpins the historical narrative that is 

constructed to bolster the legitimacy of the state. The second major facet of mythic memory is thus 

grounded in collective memory’s productive capacity, or it’s capacity to not only negate but also 

to create. I argue that the essential trait of mythic memory’s productive capacity lies in the one-

sided and ideological nature of the narratives, figures and images that together constitute the story 

of the nation. The one-sided narratives that it constructs are one-sided in a double sense: first, they 
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are constructed upon that which remains after the forces of social amnesia have negated the dark 

side of the nation’s history and, second, the part of the story that is thus constructed is allowed to 

represent itself as the whole story. The one-sided “whole” is then allowed to harden or ossify as a 

sort of standard narrative according to and upon which the identity of the nation is constructed. 

Here, the state exploits collective memory’s plasticity in order to legitimate itself via the 

construction of a hegemonic narrative that simultaneously supplies meaning for the waking life of 

the subjects through whom the liberal-settler nation-state reproduces itself.  It is a fictional 

reconstruction of the past that is, moreover, meant to justify a certain self-understanding and 

naturalize arrangements of power in the present. 

In analyzing the logic of the productive dimension of mythic memory, I have found it useful 

to turn to Terry Maley’s re-interpretation of Sheldon Wolin’s concept of the “memory of the 

political” as it plays out in Max Weber’s democratic thought. In Democracy and the Political in 

Max Weber’s Thought, Maley interprets Weber’s thought politically, that is, as the product of a 

politically motivated actor whose writings in part aimed to promote the advent of a liberal-

democratic version of the political in post-World War I, Wilhelmine Germany. Here, I wish to 

highlight two elements of my approach to Maley’s interpretation of Weber’s struggles for a 

‘liberal-democratic yet national’ version of the political in post-war Germany. First, Weber is 

situated as an early proponent and theorist of the “realist-elitist” model of democracy. Weber’s 

model of democracy is conceived of in this regard as a precursor to the models of liberal democracy 

promoted by thinkers such as Joseph Schumpeter and Robert Dahl. Here, I interpret Maley’s 

Weber as an early proponent and theorist of the form of collective memory that would come to 

underpin the legitimacy of the state in contemporary liberal-democratic societies. This argument 

is in part justified by Maley’s claim that the ‘problems Weber tried to resolve are fundamental to 

all modern liberal-democratic polities’ and the significance of his work therefore “extends well 

beyond the historically specific kind of representative democracy that Weber tried to found in 

Wilhelmine Germany after the First World War.”534 Weber, in other words, theorized a model of 

democracy, the major features of which continue to exert a constitutive influence in contemporary 

Anglo-American settler democracies and salient features of the form of collective memory upon 

which Weber’s model of democracy depended also remains in existence as the form of collective 

memory that underpins the reproduction of current liberal-democratic, settler democracies. Stated 
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somewhat differently, as a theorist of the foundations of contemporary liberal democracies, the 

form of collective memory whose underlying logic is expressed in Maley’s Weber continues to 

bear affinities to the underlying logic of the collective memory of contemporary settler 

democracies. Maley’s critique and analysis of the memory of the political in Weber’s thought thus 

has relevance for the critique and analysis of the logic of collective memory in contemporary 

Anglo-American settler societies.  

The second element that I wish to highlight has to do with the liberal logic of change. As 

Maley suggests, the Wolinian concept of the memory of the political is an oppositional concept 

that is a form of countermemory. This oppositional moment is present in the form of the collective 

memory that Weber relied upon to help usher in a liberal-democratic version of the political in 

post-World War I Germany. Here, Maley situates Weber as being engaged in a struggle to promote 

a liberal-democratic version of the political against the reactionary right, on the one hand, and the 

socialist left, on the other hand. As an element of his strategic engagement with his opponents, 

Weber retrieved “an important moment in modern Western liberalism’s collective memory” and 

relied upon the “compelling image of the Puritan hero” understood as a reconstructed ideal of 

“heroic agency” in order to more firmly establish a connection between liberalism and democracy 

‘at a time when [liberalism’s] relationship to democracy was not yet firmly established in Germany 

or on the European continent.’535 For Maley, the “complex and at times contradictory image of the 

heroic Puritan embodies” the Wolinian notion of the “memory of the political.”536 Maley argues 

that Weber’s aim in constructing the fictional image of the Puritan hero in part consisted of an 

attempt to ‘recover’ for the present “a lost democratic agency and sense of community.”537 Weber, 

in this sense, reached into the past and reconstructed an image that could ground a certain type of 

agency in the present. I argue that the relationship between past, present and future contained in 

Weber’s Puritan hero is an instance of the liberal logic of change, which might be defined in the 

following way. The nature of the sort of change that liberalism seeks to bring about might be 

conceived of as taking a turn down a one-way street with both no exit and a cul-de-sac. Liberal 

societies might be defined as forever revolving around the same version of the political. Here, 

innovations in the political entities that populate the center of the cul-de-sac around which the 
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society perpetually revolves lend the impression of movement and change, but it remains a 

situation in which the political terrain remains essentially the same. Stated somewhat differently, 

the liberal logic of change relies on the memory of the political in order to bring into being a terrain 

that is conducive to its own flourishing, but it is, in reality, a temporal structure that inhibits further 

change but which imparts a sense of change through a future-oriented logic of endless 

“improvements” within a political and economic framework that itself does not change (i.e., 

change at the level of the political), that contains change and that blocks the advent of a temporality 

within which paradigmatic change is a feature. I read Maley’s analysis of the memory of the 

political as it plays out in Weber as operating according to a logic that is essentially similar to the 

liberal logic of change so defined. 

The first element of the logic that shapes the narratives that liberalism constructs and that 

underpin the identity of the nation can be seen in Maley’s analysis of the temporality of the 

political in the Puritan sects that gave birth to Weber’s idealized agent. Here, Maley characterizes 

the sense of time of the Puritan sects as consisting of the imposition of “a rigid, Manichaean 

temporality” that was meant ‘to conquer time and contingency in the face of radical 

contingency.’538 Quoting phenomenologist Michael David Levin, Maley characterizes this 

worldview as a ‘debilitating polarization of experience that has deeply pathologized the nature and 

character’ of our contemporary experience.539 In order to further elaborate on the distinct logic of 

the temporality of the political that emerged from this worldview, Maley turns to the work of 

French social theorist Joseph Gabel. For Maley, in these “polarizations of experience” we get a 

glimpse of what Gabel refers to as the ‘reification of temporality,’ which is a characteristic of 

‘transcendental views.’540 According to Gabel, there are two dimensions of the experience of 

reified time: first, there is ‘a loss of contact with duration, in which the fluid, changing nature of 

lived time becomes frozen, or static’ and second, this is accompanied by the ‘devaluation of 

persons,’ and the “rendering of entire categories of people into homogenous blocks that are 

dichotomously, hierarchically, and simplistically seen as other – as inferior, somehow 

fundamentally different, or lesser.”541 Stated somewhat differently, the reification of time 

constitutes ‘a whole way of Being-in-the-world involving two schizophrenic elements: the state of 
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being crushed by the world and spatialization of duration.’542 Concerning the latter, Maley argues 

that it facilitates “the collapse of the multiplicity of possibilities that lie in the future” in the sense 

that it collapses possible futures “into an eternal undifferentiated present that cannot be changed 

by human intervention or action.”543 This worldview, in other words, ‘recasts time in a way that 

deprives actors’ of the sort of agency that might bring about ‘axiological’ change in the present.544 

Maley establishes the connection between this founding world-view and the present liberal-

democratic (“realist-elitist”) version of the political when he notes that the “heroic agent, whose 

exemplary ethical qualities were formed in the rigidly structured Puritan communities” was “called 

upon by Weber to manage the uncertainty of politics in the modern state.”545 I contend that it is 

this logic that in part facilitates the liberal logic of change outlined above, that in part constitutes 

the one-sided narratives of the nation and that in part underpins the ossification or hardening of 

the state-sanctioned narratives that the liberal state depends upon for its legitimacy. 

The second element of the logic of the temporality of the political that I wish to highlight 

has to do with a further elaboration of the one-sided nature of the narratives that liberalism creates. 

This can be seen in the logic according to which Weber constructs his ideal-typical hero. Here, 

Maley notes that Weber did not “simply create the image of the Puritan hero from an actual 

historical record.”546 The image from the past was “created from historical, cultural, political and 

fictional fragments” that were in a sense fused together and shaped “into a coherent and powerful 

narrative.”547 Weber’s historical reconstruction of what was to be modern heroic (elite) democratic 

agency was posited not for the sake of “historical interest” – not, for instance, in the spirit of wie 

es ist eigentlich gewesen548 – but was instead ‘grounded in a reconstructed historical memory’ 

which resulted in a “fictional image of a heroic founder of a new world order.”549 The productive 

dimension of mythic memory sustains and nourishes itself, in other words, on the basis of a 

‘fictionalized version of the past.’550 It represents the “projection of a mythical ethical coherence 

into the past” whose ‘ethicality’ is in large part grounded on what it omits from the historical 
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record. In a manner similar to contemporary Anglo-American liberal settler states, Weber might 

be said to be selectively salvaging certain elements of the past while simultaneously allowing other 

elements to remain ‘publicly un-recalled.’  

Here, Maley draws attention to characteristics of the Puritan sects that Weber omits from 

his account and which constitute “problematic aspects of the Puritans’ relation to democracy – 

aspects that Weber himself acknowledges but then leaves behind when he strategically recasts 

some dimension of the heroic Puritan to fit ‘on top of’ his own model of (heroic) democratic 

agency.”551 Maley highlights both ‘internal and external aspects’ of the problematic relationship 

between the Puritan sects and democracy. Internally, the life for sect members was accompanied 

by forms of “disciplinary microsurveillance of the kind discussed by Foucault.”552 Admission into 

a sect depended, for example, on a “examen regorosum” where an inquiry was conducted 

concerning “blemishes” of past conduct – sexual life, drinking habits, debts, honesty, ‘frequenting 

an inn, cardplaying and other levities.’553 Maley points out that “those who did not meet the test 

were excluded from the community” and that the “strong integration” measures employed by 

“some of the sect communities…came at the expense of diversity and tolerance within them.”554 

Externally, Weber’s idealistic reconstruction ignores “the systematic inequalities produced by the 

capitalism the Puritans helped bring into the modern Western world” as well as the racism, 

misogyny and paternalism that were constitutive elements of the identity of the sects.555 These 

omissions allowed Weber to conceive of the sects in a positive light and as producing individuals 

who shared a ‘common ethical vision’ that in turn could serve as a “solid or permanent foundation 

for social cohesion in civil society, or for democracy.”556 This foundation was seen by Weber as 

the “foundation of American democracy,” but there is an element or dimension of the founding of 

Anglo-America of which Maley and Weber do not make mention. 

Not included in Maley’s discussion of Weber’s omissions is the relationship between the 

Puritans and genocide in Indigenous North America. This was the case, for instance, in the so-

called “Pequot War.” In his essay, “Puritans and Pequots: The Question of Genocide,” Michael 
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Freeman explores the question of whether the actions of Puritans during the so-called “Pequot 

War” between early Puritan settlers in what would later become the US can be interpreted as an 

act of genocide.557 In his attempt to consider the question of whether this conflict’s significance 

also lies in the fact that it culminated in an act of genocide, Freeman considers Steven Katz’s 

argument that the conflict between the Pequot nation and the early Puritan settlers, in fact, did not 

constitute an act of genocide. The details of Freeman’s historical account of the conflict as well as 

the specific steps in Freeman’s attempt to refute Katz’s position need not detain us. Instead, I will 

focus on the upshot of Freeman’s critique and attempted refutation of Katz’s argument that the 

“Pequot War” was not an act of genocide. 

Here, Freeman’s argument hinges on an analysis of the legislation that emerged in the 

aftermath of the conflict. Freeman notes that the stated intention of the Treaty of Hartford, which 

marked the end of the conflict, was “to eliminate the Pequot threat once and for all” and officially 

declared that the Pequot nation was to be “dissolved.”558 Puritan colonial authorities even went so 

far as to forbid the use of the word “Pequot” in order to, in the words of one Puritan captain, “cut 

off the remembrance of them from the earth.”559 In his defence, Katz argues that after the cessation 

of hostilities, the Pequots were no longer physically harmed, but he also “acknowledges that the 

Pequots henceforth ceased to exist as an independent polity, that survivors were no longer to be 

known as Pequots, and that they were not to be permitted to reside on their tribal lands.”560 

According to Katz this represented the total undermining of the conditions that made possible the 

existence of the Pequot identity and therefore constituted a form of “cultural genocide” as opposed 

to genocide per se while Freeman reminds us that ‘cultural genocide is, of course, a form of 

genocide.’561 Freeman argues that Katz’s attempt to argue that the conflict was not genocide 

ultimately rests on his claim that the English Puritans did not have an initial intent to commit 

genocide, to which Freeman responds that genocides rarely, if ever, begin with the intent to commit 

genocide. That is, the intent to commit genocide is rarely an element that marks the initial stages 
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and plans of the parties to the sorts of conflict that culminate in genocide. Freeman notes that to 

the extent that the Treaty of Hartford legislated the Pequot nation out of existence, it constituted 

an act of genocide “if genocide is, as Lemkin proposed, the deliberate destruction of peoples.”562 

Freeman concludes that even if the Puritans were justified in their pre-emptive strike on the 

Pequots, “the suspicions, fears, and calculations of the Puritans were of a kind common in ethnic 

conflicts, including those that result in genocide” and that describing the conflict as an instance of 

genocide does not constitute an effort to “rewrite history” but to ‘register the conflict for what it 

historically was: one of the many cases in which nation-destruction was part of the process of 

nation-building.’563 

 In the end, the fact that whether or not genocide occurred in Indigenous North America as 

a part of the process of colonization remains a debatable claim outside of circles that might be 

likened to the hacks that constitute “Holocaust deniers” in Anglo- and even Franco-America is a 

testament to the ongoing strength of the hold of the ideology of mythic memory on the historical 

and political imaginary of North Americans. The Canadian nation-state, like the heirs of the world 

the Puritans helped to create, tend to not want to remember themselves collectively as being 

founded in acts of genocide. This aspect of the dark side of Anglo-America is typically elided, for 

example, by the widely accepted ‘peace-maker’ myth, which is especially prevalent as an element 

of Canadian identity. The peace-maker myth has, in this sense, been extended to include Canada’s 

founding moments, which in turn has facilitated the image of Indigenous-settler relations in pre-

Confederation Canada as essentially peaceable and amicable. This predominant conception of 

Canadian national identity is, on the other hand, contradicted by the actual historical conditions 

under which it came to be, namely, practices of genocide and dispossession and the coercive 

imposition of structures of domination over Indigenous peoples and whose purpose remains, in the 

words of Patrick Wolfe, the ‘elimination of the Native.’564 It is important to note, moreover, that 

practices and processes of genocide in Indigenous North America ought not to be conceived of 

simply as an “event,” that is, as an aberration in the behaviour of an otherwise well-meaning 

imperial collectivity and relegated to a distant and far-off past. On the contrary, these practices, 
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insofar as they are bound up with settler-colonialism, are a constitutive element of the settler polity 

– ‘invasion,’ as Wolfe notes, is  ‘a structure, not an event.’565  

Conclusion: Refusals 

 In conclusion, I would like to address two problems raised by Wolin’s analysis and critique 

of social amnesia in the sphere of collective memory. The first has to do with the applicability of 

Wolin’s analysis to Indigenous peoples. As Wolin notes, early modern social contract theorists 

incorporated “one radically democratic element,” namely, they developed “a vision of society in 

which all were included, in which everyone was in. No one was excluded, and all who accepted 

the terms were permanently incorporated.”566 There is, however, one condition: the contracting 

parties have to want to be accepted into the version of political society that social contract theorists 

sought to institute.567 It is debatable if most if any Indigenous peoples have ever wanted to be 

incorporated into the body politic of the conquering collectivity, especially from the standpoint of 

what they are required to renounce as a condition of membership, i.e., their status as a free people. 

If Indigenous peoples, whether as a whole or in large part, do not want to be members of, for 

instance, the Canadian social contract, then is Wolin’s analysis and critique at all relevant in this 

case? I contend that this issue does not undermine the applicability of the theory and critique but 

instead suggests a possible interpretation of not only the politics of reconciliation but of all the 

policies, initiatives and programs that have been adopted by the Canadian settler-state since the 

late 1960s. The interpretation that I am here suggesting is grounded in Coulthard’s account of the 

emergence of the liberal politics of recognition in Canada.  

More specifically, I am referring to Coulthard’s account of the paradigmatic shift that took 

place in Indigenous policy in the wake of the defeat of the Trudeau government’s 1969 White 

Paper. As Coulthard notes, the 1969 White Paper was a unilateral attempt by state elites to 

assimilate the entire “Indian population” via the abolishment of “all institutionally enshrined 

aspects of legal and political differentiation.”568 The government’s attempt failed. The White Paper 

provoked widespread grassroots resistance and was resoundingly rejected by Indigenous peoples. 

As Coulthard notes, this was a watershed moment in Indigenous politics in Canada. It signalled to 

the state and government elites that Indigenous peoples collectively did not want to be a party to 
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the Canadian social compact or, at the very least, it signalled that the terms of integration were not 

reflective of their own self-understanding as distinct and self-determining collectivities. The 

rejection of the White Paper led to the abandonment by the Canadian state of pre-1969 policies 

that were ‘unapologetically assimilationist’ in favour of policies couched in the ‘vernacular’ of 

‘mutual recognition,’ or the liberal politics of recognition.569 While the significant political shift 

in state policy that took place following the defeat of the White Paper in many ways constituted 

an improvement over the pre-1969 policies, it nevertheless did not lead to a radical transformation 

in the established relationship between Indigenous peoples and the state. Instead, the liberal 

politics of recognition merely became the new mask or the most recent iteration in the history of 

the conquering collectivity’s efforts to erase Indigeneity. The liberal politics of recognition, in 

other words, became the new face of assimilation and elimination, as Coulthard points out.  

One might therefore interpret the politics that have guided the liberal-democratic, settler-state 

in its dealings with Indigenous peoples since the late 1960s and early 1970s as being grounded on 

an attempt to resolve the problem of the political from above and in a way that facilitates colonial 

completion. The problem of the political, in its Wolinian sense, refers to the problem of the 

imposition of form, which might be defined as the problem of “combining commonality with 

exclusivity” or of getting people to buy into a version of the political where elites rule and ordinary 

citizens (or Indigenous peoples) participate only minimally.570 I argue that Maley’s analysis of the 

problem of the political in Weber’s thought bears affinities to the post-White Paper relationship 

between Indigenous peoples and the state. One might say that the problem the state is confronted 

with is how to ‘create a binding moment of commonality that constitutes’ Indigenous peoples as 

equal members of the Canadian political community.571 The state, in other words, is attempting, 

via the liberal politics of recognition, to resolve the problem of how to make Indigenous peoples’ 

participation as equal members of the Canadian polity “meaningful” in the ‘absence of binding, 

universal values and cultural norms as well as a homogenous national identity,’ or a shared identity 

between Indigenous peoples and settlers.572 Here, the Canadian state, like Weber, is not attempting 

to resolve the problem of the political from below ‘in participatory ways that would empower’ 

Indigenous peoples “in moments or practices of collective self-determination” but instead is 
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attempting to resolve the problem of the political from above through the unilateral action of non-

Indigenous “party leaders and elites who run the state.”573 The state, in other words, has, since the 

late 1960s, been attempting to get Indigenous peoples to want to partake in the Canadian social 

contract. However, the only choices that Indigenous peoples have in the context of the new 

paradigm of recognition are expressed concisely in Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau’s angry 

response to the rejection of the White Paper: “We’ll keep them in the ghetto as long as they 

want.”574 Prime Minister Trudeau’s use of the word “want” is telling: either Indigenous peoples 

must “want” to become politically subordinate and equal members of the conquering collectivity 

and, if not, then they must “want” to remain in a state of economic and social destitution. These 

are the only two options from the standpoint of the Manichean logic of the liberal settler state.  

The outlines of the second problem I wish to address in conclusion emerge as an implicit 

dimension of Wolin’s theory and critique of social amnesia. Here, the foundational and constitutive 

tendency towards social amnesia is countered by another tendency implicitly outlined in Wolin’s 

theory of collective memory. Wolin’s theory draws attention to the “searing experiences of those 

for whom social categories have symbolized social wounds,” social wounds that are, moreover, 

described by Wolin as the ‘ineradicable marks of inequality.’575 I interpret Wolin’s remarks in the 

following way. The liberal state’s establishment of a context where “the self must renounce some 

part of itself or of its own experience” in order to be accepted into political society is opposed by 

a context where those “who still carry the marks of the original wrong,” cannot forget. Here, Wolin 

notes that efforts to suppress recollections of past wrongs can only serve to contribute to “the 

accumulation of resentments without settling sharp disputes.”576 This implies the existence of a 

tension, perhaps even a contradiction, that marks the political-mnemonic terrain of settler societies 

between, on the one hand, a society with a constitutive impulse towards forgetting historic injustice 

and, on the other hand, traumatic experiences that ought not, and perhaps even cannot, simply be 

forgotten. In the next chapter, I explore the logic that underpins the collective memory of 

Indigenous peoples and suggest that the enduring durability of the Indigenous memory of the 
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political renders the outcome sought after by the liberal state – i.e., that Indigenous peoples forget 

themselves as free peoples – as a highly unlikely outcome of the politics of reconciliation. 
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Chapter Seven  

Fugitive Memory 

Introduction: The Mnemonic Logic of Resistance 

The aim of this chapter is to explore the logic of the collective memory of Indigenous peoples 

as it plays out in settler-colonial contexts understood as a form of bifurcated domination. My basic 

argument is that the logic of the collective memory of Indigenous peoples might be characterized 

as a form of counter-memory that is grounded in a highly tenacious attachment to the memory of 

the autonomous Indigenous subject and the objective conditions that would be conducive to its re-

emergence as a concrete historical reality. The mnemonic logic of this memory and the images, 

narratives and identity through which it manifests itself stands opposed to the amnesiac tendencies, 

derogatory and dehumanizing images, one-sided narratives and the paralyzed identity that the 

mythic memory of the settler nation-state would impose upon Indigenous peoples and thereby 

undermine their capacity to represent and manifest themselves as autonomous beings. The logic 

of the collective memory of Indigenous peoples understood, in part, as a free yet conquered people 

(in the Machiavellian sense), generates individual and collective dispositions that might be 

characterized as an enduring impulse towards decolonizing struggles for freedom from their 

encasement in a structure of domination geared towards their elimination as a politically 

independent category. Stated somewhat differently, the political-mnemonic logic of the 

Indigenous memory of the political facilitates an individual and collective drive towards what 

Sheldon Wolin refers to as “fugitive experiences.” Fugitive experiences might be interpreted as 

referring to, first, a critical retrieval and concrete enactment of “non-scientific and 

noninstitutionalized” experiences including, but not limited to, intuitive, artistic, spiritual and land-

based ways of life and, second, the sorts of moments when subordinate classes and peoples reclaim 

their collective decision-making authority in an act of collective self-determination.577 The logic 

of the collective memory of Indigenous peoples in settler-colonial contexts might therefore be 

defined as a form of fugitive memory because it generates both an impulse towards struggles for 

freedom from confinement in a historically imposed structure of domination and an impulse 

towards the recovery and critical re-enactment of lost experiences and a lost sense of commonality. 
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There are two dimensions of the overall argument and analysis of this chapter that I wish to 

highlight at the outset. First, when the settler-colonial relationship is viewed from the standpoint 

of the logic of the collective memory of Indigenous peoples it alters the nature of the logic of the 

problem of the political. The problem of the political in this relational context does not play out 

as the problem that political and bureaucratic elites are confronted with, namely, that of combining 

commonality and exclusivity. Instead, the problem of the political plays out here as the problem 

of combining freedom and equality via the advent of forms of post-settler-colonial commonality 

based on frameworks of co-existence that might be conducive to both the independent flourishing 

of Indigenous social and political forms alongside the independent flourishing of the social and 

political forms of European North America. Stated somewhat differently, the logic of the collective 

memory of Indigenous peoples is not the logic of collective memory as it is shaped in the service 

of established power – that is, as an ideological justification for exclusionary practices – and as 

such, it does not follow the sort of logic that gives rise to a politics of the imposition of form whose 

primary riddle to solve is the problem of getting the demos and other subordinate classes to buy 

into a system of power in which they are dispossessed of their power and collective decision-

making authority. Instead, the logic of the collective memory of Indigenous peoples tends to 

manifest in a struggle for freedom from the imposition of form and whose primary riddle to solve 

is how to realize freedom by combining equality and commonality and, more specifically, the 

problem of combining settler freedom with the collective freedom of Indigenous peoples. The 

logic of the collective memory of Indigenous peoples thus generates a dual struggle for a lost yet 

not forgotten – perhaps unforgettable – collective autonomy and for a certain form of post-settler-

colonial commonality that I identify with the treaty relationship. 

The second dimension of the overall argument and analysis of this chapter that I wish to 

highlight is that it is highly unlikely that the tension between the two opposing logics that 

characterize the political-mnemonic terrain of settler-colonial contexts understood as a form of 

bifurcated domination will be resolved via the forgetfulness of Indigenous peoples. This 

proposition holds even in cases marked by an acceptance of their de facto status as one ‘social 

group’ amongst others in the ‘mosaic’ of the Canadian nation. This is due to what might be 

characterized as the enduring durability of the Indigenous memory of the political. Here, my basic 

argument is that while Indigenous peoples, understood as a conquered yet free people, can be 

dispossessed of their territories and dispossessed of their collective decision-making authority, 
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they have not thereby been dispossessed of their self-understanding, or identity, as autonomous, 

self-determining collectivities who are separate and distinct – partly in the sense of being “non-

Western” or non-European peoples – from the identity of the conquering collectivity. The enduring 

durability of the Indigenous memory of the political – or the collective memory of the autonomous 

Indigenous subject and the objective conditions that might render this a reality – is a formulation 

derived from a consideration of two viewpoints on the temporal duration of the collective memory 

of freedom of a conquered yet free people. On the one hand,  this chapter might be construed as 

an attempt to build on Machiavelli’s insights concerning the nature of the collective memory of 

peoples who at the time of conquest constituted themselves as politically free peoples. For 

Machiavelli, the logic of the collective memory of conquered free peoples is such that it renders 

them un-assimilable as organically-related and subordinate elements of the conquering 

collectivity. As has already been mentioned, Machiavelli notes that such a people “can always find 

a motive for rebellion in the name of liberty and of its ancient usages, which are forgotten neither 

by lapse of time nor by benefits received.”578 A free people, in other words, cannot forget 

themselves as a free people and by that fact cannot be transformed into a sui generis element of 

the conquering body politic. They can, however, be transformed into a de facto element of the 

conquering body politic or, stated somewhat differently, while a conquered free people cannot be 

transformed into a naturalized domestic population, they can nevertheless be domesticated and 

forcibly incorporated. This can be achieved largely through the administration of a continuum in 

which reliance on violence progressively decreases over time but which nevertheless involves the 

coercive imposition of a traumatizing structure of experience whose purpose is not to facilitate 

social amnesia but rather to bring about a condition of ‘ruin,’ or a more-or-less permanent 

undermining of the conditions that might give rise to a capacity for the conquered collectivity to 

effectively resist their incorporation into the conquering collectivity and manifest themselves in 

accordance with their own self-understanding as politically free beings. For Machiavelli, 

moreover, the sort of social amnesia that is a condition of the establishment of unaccountable forms 

of power cannot come about as a result of an external imposition but instead can only come about 

as a result of organic, cyclical processes that are a part of the internal, political life of a collectivity. 

In the end, when applied to the case of Indigenous peoples, Machiavelli’s dictum seems to suggest 

that the circumstances under which a conquered free people can forget themselves as a free people 
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are exceedingly narrow, even at times seeming so unlikely so as to be a practically futile 

consideration. 

Sheldon Wolin and  Glen Coulthard, on the other hand, each share with Machiavelli the belief 

that social amnesia can act as a foundation for the establishment of a state of affairs in which the 

demos or Indigenous peoples have little or no share in the collective decision-making processes 

that give rise to the laws by which they are in turn governed. They each differ from Machiavelli, 

however, to the extent that social amnesia is conceived of as a state of affairs that can come about 

as a result of the passage of time or as a result of externally imposed techniques of domination. 

For Wolin, the memory of the political of the demos can fall victim to the progression of time, that 

is, it can fade and indeed is conceived of as a constantly receding echo.579 It is important to note 

here that Wolin is theorizing the collective memory of what might be conceived of as organic 

elements of the collectivity and even when he might not be – such as, for instance, in his analysis 

and critique of the relationship between collective memory and the politics of unresolved historic 

injustice – social amnesia is rendered possible via the imposition of a political and social structure 

of amnesia that requires of those who want to be a part of the social contract to forget. This 

forgetting is, of course, on Wolin’s account, a manufactured forgetting, and the subject of 

unresolved injustice does not forget, but in the absence of moments of collective political renewal, 

the memory of the ‘bitter experience’ of injustice can and does fade, a fading that can, in principle, 

fall into the oblivion of amnesia. Coulthard, on the other hand, conceives of social amnesia as a 

constant threat based on an application of the Fanonian notion of internalized colonialism. The 

benefits of empire – such as, for instance, the distinct form that freedom assumes under the liberal 

politics of recognition – can seduce Indigenous peoples into forms of subjectification in which 

they become ‘subjects of empire,’ or the sort of subject who misidentifies delegated forms of 

(un)freedom with freedom itself. Indigenous peoples, in other words, in Coulthard’s theory of 

settler-colonialism, can forget the autonomous Indigenous subject and social amnesia is conceived 

of as an ever-present threat that is an effect produced by either the ‘psycho-affective’ 

internalization of colonial forms of misrecognition or via the Trojan Horse of liberal recognition. 

Here, social amnesia can become possible for the conquered population because externally 

imposed techniques of domination produce processes that are internal to the population in 

question. This conception eliminates some differences between Wolin and Coulthard to the extent 
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that the transformation of Indigenous peoples into subjects of empire is the equivalent of their 

fabrication into organically-related members of the liberal-multicultural demos of the conquering 

collectivity.  

In what follows, I do not dismiss the possibility that, given enough time, pressure, flattery, 

force, fraud and coercion, the collective memory of the free Indigenous subject and the image of 

the conditions under which this might become concrete can collapse into the mnemonic void of 

collective forgetfulness. With that being said, I conceptually and practically locate the endurance 

of the Indigenous memory of the political somewhere between Machiavelli’s dictum that it is an 

ineradicable and, by that fact, ever-present threat to the stability of the imperial political form and 

Wolin’s conceptualization of the memory of the political as a constantly receding “echo” (an 

“echo” that might be conceived of in terms of “Achilles’ paradox,” that is, as an “echo” on an 

infinite progression towards fading completely but never quite getting there, something that can, 

in principle, always be “heard” within the free yet conquered collectivity). I therefore conceive of 

the durability of the Indigenous memory of the political as lying somewhere between Machiavelli, 

on the one hand, and Wolin and Coulthard, on the other hand, but the following analysis will 

nevertheless tend to err on the side of Machiavelli and argue that the chances that Indigenous 

peoples, as a totality, can or will relinquish the memory of the political are a highly unlikely 

outcome of the politics of reconciliation or the imposition of a traumatizing structure of experience. 

I base my argument about the enduring durability of the Indigenous memory of the political upon 

a characterization that conceives of the logic of the fugitive memory of Indigenous peoples as 

being comprised of two interrelated facets or foundations.  

The first foundation consists of what might be referred to as the negative dimension of fugitive 

memory, which is identified with the politics of resentment. It is important to note, at the outset, 

that Coulthard’s formulation of the Indigenous politics of resentment renders it both conceptually 

and practically distinct from the Nietzschean notion of ressentiment. I will have more to say about 

the nature of the difference between the two below. With this in mind, the Indigenous politics of 

resentment might initially be characterized as a non-reactionary reaction to the injustices and 

harms of settler-colonialism and the ongoing effort of the settler nation-state to avoid a substantive 

confrontation with these injustices because of the implications that such a confrontation would 

have for power arrangements in the present. Amongst these harms, I highlight two foundational 

harms that remain unaddressed: genocide in Indigenous North America and the ongoing 
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imposition of an autonomy-denying structure of domination. The second foundation that makes 

for the enduring durability of the Indigenous memory of the political is characterized as the 

positive dimension, or the drive not only for formal decolonization and freedom but the sort of 

freedom through which a collectivity might posit itself as itself in accordance with its own 

worldview. Stated somewhat differently, this facet of the logic of the collective memory of free 

yet conquered peoples drives a struggle to freely posit oneself both collectively and individually 

as oneself and for its own sake. The two facets of the logic of the collective memory of Indigenous 

peoples are conceived of as interdependent in the sense that loss inevitably invokes the ‘absent-

presence’ of that which was lost and drives struggles to positively manifest that which is negated 

by circumstances in the present.  

This chapter proceeds in three sections. The first section establishes two contexts that serve as 

a sort of background discussion for my analysis of the two pillars of the fugitive memory of 

Indigenous peoples: the first context has to do with Coulthard’s characterization and critique of 

the politics of reconciliation and the second context has to do with Paul Muldoon’s analysis and 

critique of the politics of reconciliation from the standpoint of the “problem” of “divided 

memories.” The next section turns to what I characterize as the negative dimension of the logic of 

the fugitive memory of Indigenous peoples. Here, my primary focus is on the notion of resentment 

and, more specifically, the distinct nature of the Indigenous politics of resentment in settler-

colonial contexts. The third section explores the positive dimension of the logic of the Indigenous 

memory of the political. My basic argument in this section is that the positive dimension works 

through images and narratives of historically grounded reconstructed forms of agency, of an 

alternative framework of co-existence (i.e., the treaty relationship) and on the basis of a ‘counter-

mythology’ that posits alternative origin stories in which Indigenous peoples and Newcomers 

constituted North America as co-agents as opposed to the mainstream myth that America was the 

single-handed product of civilizing settlers and where Indigenous peoples are conceived of as 

obstacles to westward expansion. I conclude with some brief remarks on the tension between 

fugitive and mythic forms of collective memory. 

The Problem of “Divided Memories” and the Bifurcation of the Political 

In this section, I aim to situate my analysis of the logic of the collective memory of Indigenous 

peoples in relation to two contexts. The first context has to do with Coulthard’s analysis and 

critique of the politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada in the essay, 
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“Resentment and Indigenous Politics.” Here, Coulthard argues that the politics of reconciliation in 

Canada invokes “three distinct yet interrelated” meanings.580 The first meaning that the politics of 

reconciliation invokes is the promise of the advent of conditions where Indigenous peoples can 

freely engage in a range of individual and collective practices whose purpose is internal healing 

and the re-establishment of a positive sense of self. Here, the emphasis is on undermining the 

effects of material and symbolic violence and the internalization of racist and colonial forms of 

misrecognition (i.e., the image of Indigenous peoples as “savages”). The second meaning invoked 

by the politics of reconciliation in Canada is the promise of repairing “estranged or damaged social 

and political relationships.”581 Here, institutional mechanisms associated with truth and 

reconciliation commissions in combination with a politics of recognition invoke the promise of 

healing the damage wrought upon inter-group relationships by the harms associated with settler-

colonialism. The sort of repair implied by the second meaning is two-pronged and entails, on the 

one hand, a transformation in the hostile attitudes, behaviours and beliefs that justify and sustain 

settler-colonial structures of domination and, on the other hand, a process of ‘working through’ 

the “debilitating pain, anger, and resentment” that often remains in the wake of unresolved historic 

injustice.582 The third meaning invoked by the politics of reconciliation is the promise that its 

political processes and institutional mechanisms in combination with the results that they are 

supposed to facilitate – i.e., reconciliation in the first two senses – will bring about ‘agreement, 

concord, or harmony’ in the sense of ‘rendering things consistent.’583 Drawing from Anishinaabe 

political philosopher Dale Turner, Coulthard argues that this meaning tends to hold sway over the 

other two resulting in an interpretation of the goal of the politics of reconciliation as “rendering 

consistent Indigenous assertions of nationhood with the state’s unilateral assertion of sovereignty 

over Native peoples’ lands and populations.”584 Under conditions where political agency is 

monopolized by the state, the third meaning gets imposed and predominates in a way that 

undermines the possibility of actualizing the first two meanings. 
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I suggest the following interpretation of Coulthard’s critical assessment of the transformative 

potential of the politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada. The primary 

condition for the realization of the first meaning is individual and collective cultural-political 

autonomy, or the advent of conditions that would enable Indigenous peoples to individually and 

collectively posit themselves as themselves in the absence of the sort of unjust forms of 

interference that has characterized the history of settler-colonialism. In the absence of conditions 

that make collective autonomy an objective reality for Indigenous peoples, healing in the first 

sense is impossible because it has been through the denial of collective autonomy that the 

injustices, violence, and harms visited upon Indigenous peoples have been made possible and 

continue to be made possible. Furthermore, the very denial of collective autonomy itself constitutes 

a massive injustice and a foundational harm, the rectification of which is a condition of realizing 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential (more on this in the next section). The primary 

condition for the realization of the second meaning is freedom from an environment in which the 

fact of their existence is treated with hostility by those with whom they are forced to co-exist. This 

would entail two transformations: the permanent undermining of the hostile attitudes, behaviours 

and beliefs that justify and make the perpetuation of settler-colonial hierarchies and ongoing 

genocidal practices possible and the advent of a framework of co-existence that would be 

conducive to the independent flourishing of Indigenous social and political forms, i.e., the renewal 

of the treaty relationship. The first transformation is blocked by, amongst other things, the 

hardened one-sided narratives upon which the identity of the settler nation is constructed and 

which represents an abridged form of collective memory that itself blocks the second 

transformation. Stated somewhat differently, the actualization of the second meaning entails an 

opening up of the historical memory of the nation-state in the sense that it must extend far enough 

back to both recognize as legitimate and retrieve the treaty-relationship as a paradigm upon which 

post-settler-colonial forms of commonality can be re-constructed. The actualization of the first two 

meanings that on Coulthard’s account tend to get invoked by the politics of reconciliation in settler-

colonial contexts such as Canada requires separateness but not necessarily in the sense implied by 

secession. The possibility of the sort of separateness as a relatedness based on non-interference 

implied by the treaty-relationship is, however, denied by the state and the truncated version of 

collective memory upon which it operates. The logic of the collective memory of the state, in other 

words, does not permit access to this version of bifurcated wholeness as a realizable possibility for 
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structuring Indigenous-settler relations in the present. The predominance of the third meaning 

propels the state on a colonial ‘business-as-usual’ course of action that ultimately unfolds as 

colonial completion. The state interprets political reconciliation’s transformative potential as 

restoring a wholeness to a divided polity that is predicated on a sought-after forgiveness that itself 

depends on the acceptance by Indigenous peoples of a version of political reality that is based on 

an artificially induced social amnesia. It is a type of wholeness that has never existed, that is built 

upon the fantasy of colonial completion and, as I hope to demonstrate in the next two sections, is 

ultimately unattainable given the enduring durability of the Indigenous memory of the political. 

The second context has to do with the notion of “divided memories” and, more specifically, its 

construal as a problem that can and ought to be overcome. In his essay, “The Old South Africa and 

the New Australia,” Paul Muldoon attempts to develop a democratic vision of how settlers and 

Indigenous peoples might go about realizing political reconciliation’s transformative potential that 

begins from the standpoint of the problem of “divided memories.” Settler-colonial societies can 

become “afflicted” with the problem of divided memories when struggles over the ‘national 

heritage’ result in a situation where the “conventional and generally triumphalist story of the 

nation” gets ‘thrown into question by the emergence of alternative (and far less celebratory) 

perspectives on history.’585 Here, the hegemony that the “ruling (white) culture once exercised” 

over the story of the nation is challenged by a ‘process of disruption and pluralisation’ and, more 

specifically, by the emergence of counter-narratives whose eclipse acted as the foundation of the 

one-sided narratives that ground both the legitimacy of the settler-state and the integrity of the 

national imaginary of the conquering collectivity. Divided memories can be problematic from the 

standpoint of the relationship between the liberal state and the nation because it contributes to the 

‘breakdown of national unity’ via the simultaneous attribution of different meanings to the same 

history.586 This threat in turn grounds fears associated with the spectre of national disintegration 

because it challenges the liberal belief that ‘national diversity overstretches the elasticity of the 

communal bond’ and because – as mentioned in the previous chapter – it can undermine the 

legitimacy of the state and its capacity to ‘secure the allegiance of citizens.’587 Here, Muldoon 

notes a tendency in liberal thought to treat the body politic as an analogue of the human psyche 
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and to subsequently diagnose the existence of divided memories as being ‘tantamount to a form of 

psychosis that requires remedial treatment.’588 Mainstream liberal solutions to the divided 

memories’ diagnosis tend to assume one of two forms according to Muldoon: secession or 

assimilation. These two solutions are ,in turn, associated with two broad liberal orientations. The 

more conservative liberal approach tends to conceive of the effects associated with the existence 

of divided memories from the standpoint of “Balkanisation.” Here, what is at stake is ‘state failure’ 

and the descent of the nation-state into a Hobbesian war of ‘all against all.’ Muldoon argues that 

this conceptualization misconstrues the situation through a ‘generally politically motivated 

overstatement’ of the ‘centrifugal forces at work’ but which serves the purpose of grounding the 

invocation of ‘regressive forms of national integration.’589 The second approach consists of certain 

forms of liberal multiculturalism, which, according to Muldoon, exhibit a “foolish” tendency to 

conceive of the nation as “nothing more than a mythological form shadowing the state that can be 

dismantled without any deleterious effects.”590  

For Muldoon, both of these approaches to the problem of “divided memories” are problematic, 

and he instead opts for the politics of reconciliation approach, which is conceived of as offering a 

“new approach to the problem of the nation” that can potentially facilitate the healing of collective 

mnemonic divisions and thereby recuperate a ‘broken moral order’ under circumstances where 

assimilation or secession are either ‘impractical or inappropriate.’591 Here, Muldoon interprets the 

‘immanent potential’ of the politics of reconciliation as a capacity to serve as a means for 

“realigning power relations between the coloniser and the colonised,” a realignment that is 

identified with a “material and symbolic renewal of the moral foundation of the state” which in 

turn might help to bring about “integration in those instances where a perpetrating and a victimised 

community are forced to coexist.”592 In order to realize this ‘immanent potential,’ the objective of 

‘restoring legitimacy’ must override concerns about ‘restoring order’ which in turn can serve as 

the basis for “the possibility of grounding the state upon dialogically constructed forms of 

consensus rather than ideologically veiled modes of coercion.”593 Muldoon offers three 
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justifications for his argument that the transformative potential of the politics of reconciliation is 

bound up with processes that could facilitate the “integration” of Indigenous peoples into the 

political community of the conquering collectivity. First, while “fears of disintegration are 

generally misplaced,” the “breakdown of national history has nevertheless become an increasingly 

pressing problem” because, as was noted in the previous chapter, the story of the nation “creates 

the background consensus against which political decisions are made and assessed for their 

legitimacy.”594 This is problematic for Muldoon at a time “when state power has become a crucial 

commodity in resisting the disruptive effects of globalisation” and that these disruptive effects are 

quickened under circumstances where “challenges to the dominant holding narrative have made it 

more and more difficult to secure allegiance from citizens.”595 Second, it is problematic from the 

standpoint of the presumed good of the unity of the nation not, it is important to note, from the 

standpoint of a sort of ‘difference-blind’ politics of assimilation, but from the standpoint of the 

advent of “a shared horizon of understanding based upon a common conception of the national 

past.”596 Third, dealing with the process of fragmentation of the nation that is a result of the 

‘decolonization of the past’ through processes that might facilitate the onset of a ‘shared horizon 

of understanding’ might re-invest the distinction ‘between liberal politics and naked assertions of 

power’ with meaning thereby allowing settlers to once again ‘dance lightly on the surface of the 

earth’ and ultimately undermine the ways in which ‘fundamental questions about values interrupt 

the procedural regularities of the liberal state.’597 This leads Muldoon to pose the question of what 

sort of model of political reconciliation might work to facilitate this sort of outcome? 

The following critique will not focus on the specific institutional and political elements of the 

democratic model of political reconciliation that Muldoon develops – many of which I agree with 

– but will instead focus on a tacit assumption that guides and in part structures Muldoon’s 

approach. This structuring supposition is, moreover, not confined to Muldoon but is not only a 

common sentiment amongst settler populations but is also a common feature in recent attempts to 

theorize political reconciliation’s transformative potential from the standpoint of contemporary 

democratic theory. The tacit assumption consists of a tendency to conceive of Indigenous peoples 

categorically as either always-already a sub-group of the multicultural conquering collectivity or 
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as possessing a desire for positive integration as naturalized and combined elements within a 

unitary nation-state or undivided whole. Where the former identity is not already imposed upon 

Indigenous peoples from without then the latter category tends to be tacitly assumed as a 

structuring supposition of analyses and critiques. Indigenous peoples, in other words, tend to be 

conceived of, especially in liberal-democratic political thought, as minority cultures and not as 

“sovereign peoples seeking decolonization.”598 This basic assumption gives rise to interpretations 

of political reconciliation’s transformative potential as being realized in the advent of a vision of 

post-settler-colonial commonality that ultimately undermines Indigenous peoples’ self-

understanding as an autonomous people. By way of an example, there is a tendency to use as a 

starting point a definition of the settler-state as a “postcolonial settler-state,” which in turn 

underpins a conception of Indigenous peoples as already being elements of the conquering 

collectivity and to facilitate solutions that foreclose the possibility of formal decolonization or the 

advent of a framework of co-existence that allows for the independent flourishing of Indigenous 

social and political forms. While Muldoon’s analysis suggests that the politics of reconciliation 

can, under certain circumstances, offer an alternative to conventional liberal responses to 

‘anxieties’ about national disintegration (i.e., secession or assimilation), it distorts the entirety of 

the problem by covering over the generative roots of the problem, i.e., the unilateral imposition of 

an autonomy-denying and territorially dispossessing structure of domination. When Indigenous 

peoples are conceived of as already existing as citizens of the nation-states that have been 

unilaterally imposed and constructed over them, the transformative potential of the politics of 

reconciliation tends to be conceived of as a process that might render their de facto subjugation as 

morally and politically feasible for Indigenous peoples. This assumption tends to justify its 

appearance on the basis of concessions to ‘reality’ or as an appeal to practicality. Here, Indigenous 

autonomy from settler society is treated as an unrealistic if not impossible goal but in a way that 

does not consider the related question of whether Indigenous peoples’ collective memory and self-

understanding as a free and independent people can ever be reconciled with an existence as self-

identifying members of the political community of the conquering collectivity.   

Against this, I argue that divided memories are not a ‘problem to be overcome’ but is instead 

a constitutive feature of settler-colonial contexts and that so long as Indigenous collectivities 

endure and continue to thrive under conditions of conquest, domination and dispossession, their 

                                                
598 Audra Simpson and Andrea Smith, “Introduction,” 12. 



 196 

collective memory will not align or dovetail with the collective memory of settler societies. The 

assumption that Indigenous peoples have become in some sense an organic part of the 

multicultural mosaic of settler-colonial societies and that their collective memory must be brought 

into harmony with the collective memory of the settler nation-state is based, in part, on a 

misconception of the political in settler-colonial contexts. If collective memory is conceived of, in 

part, as a constitutive faculty operating at the level of the political, then it is unlikely that the 

collective memory of Indigenous peoples could permit a self-understanding that would acquiesce 

to the substitution of the treaty relationship for some form of positive integration that requires 

submission to a non-Western, non-Indigenous version of the political. My critique of this element 

of Muldoon’s approach might be summed up in the claim that a more useful starting point in 

attempts to theorize the transformative potential of the politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial 

contexts is to frame it not as a question of the problem of the advent of a single version of the 

political that is capable of accommodating radical forms of difference but as a question of the co-

existence of different or multiple versions of the political. Muldoon, in other words, does not 

presuppose a bifurcation operating at the level of the political in settler-colonial contexts and 

therefore fails to conceive of “divided memories” as a constitutive element of settler societies 

understood as a form of bifurcated domination. To align the collective memory of Indigenous 

peoples with the collective memory of the conquering nation-state in a ‘shared horizon of 

understanding’ based on a ‘common conception of the national past,’ itself might generate 

powerful tendencies towards the assimilation of the distinct form of political difference that 

Indigenous peoples embody. In the end, this approach fails to account for the tenacity and the 

enduring durability of the Indigenous memory of the political. It is to those elements of the logic 

of the collective memory of Indigenous peoples that render their conformity to the imposition of 

an identity that would have them constituted as organically-related elements of the conquering 

collectivity an unlikely outcome that I now turn. 

Fugitive Memory I: Resentment, or, the Negative Dimension of Collective Memory 

In this section, I set out to explore the negative dimension of the logic of the collective 

memory of Indigenous peoples. I suggest that this facet of the fugitive memory of Indigenous 

peoples can be characterized as a form of the politics of resentment. The Indigenous politics of 

resentment might be initially defined as a response to massive forms of violence, historic injustice 

and atrocity accompanied by an awareness of both being unjustly confined as a subordinate 
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category in a hierarchical, traumatizing structure that produces injustice and harm as a routine 

element of their everyday experience of reality and the ideological systems that construe the settler-

state and society as other than a structure of domination. As a reactive though not a reactionary 

political and psycho-social response to harm and unresolved injustice, the negative dimension 

contributes to the enduring durability of the Indigenous memory of the political in a sense that can 

be compared metaphorically to the presence of an unhealed wound – both within Indigenous 

collectivities and in terms of the relationship between Indigenous peoples and settlers – which 

serves as a constant reminder of that which caused the trauma. This ever-present mnemonic trigger 

is compounded by the fact that the source of the politics of resentment is both historic and ongoing 

and by the absence of a substantial will on the part of the settler state and settler society to facilitate 

the transformations necessary to rectify the unjust situation. In attempting to theorize the negative 

dimension of the fugitive memory of Indigenous peoples I draw primarily from the work of 

Sheldon Wolin, Glen Coulthard and feminist political theorist Jenny Edkins. Wolin and Coulthard 

each conceive of the politics of resentment as means of preserving the memory of the political, as 

an impetus to potentially transformative political action and as a morally justifiable response to 

the ‘bitter experience’ of injustice. Edkins adds to our understanding of the enduring durability of 

the negative dimension of Indigenous fugitive memory through her analysis of the relationship 

between trauma and the political. 

To my mind, there are two foundational harms or injustices that ground the mnemonic-

political logic of the Indigenous politics of resentment, the unresolved nature of which contributes 

to the enduring durability of the Indigenous memory of the political. The first foundational harm 

has to do with North America’s founding in processes of genocide. Here, I wish to mention two 

things about this foundational harm/injustice and its relationship to the political-mnemonic terrain 

of Indigenous politics. First, Michael Mann’s study of the relationship between Western 

democracy and genocide constitutes not only a significant theoretical contribution to our 

understanding of the relationship between Anglo-American democracy and genocide but is one of 

the first attempts to explicitly acknowledge and systematically address this relationship. In The 

Dark Side of Democracy, Mann forwards the claim that “murderous ethnic cleansing comes from 

our [Western] civilization” and that this constitutes a largely unacknowledged dimension of the 
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history of the establishment of North American democracy.599 According to Mann, genocide is not 

“primitive or alien” – that is, it does not originate from outside of, or prior to, modern Western 

democracy – but rather is an “essentially modern” phenomenon and constitutes the largely 

unacknowledged fact that modern Western ‘settler democracies’ have established themselves on 

foundations that have involved the annihilation of ‘whole peoples.’600 Mann further notes that 

during the genocidal phases of modern settler-democracies, the perpetrating regimes were not 

being democratic but that many “leading” contemporary liberal-democratic polities were 

nevertheless constructed upon such foundations and as such are the inheritors of the legacies and 

structures that were borne out of the atrocities of the genocidal past. Genocide in Indigenous North 

America, in other words, continues to exist as a largely unacknowledged, systemic tendency 

whether as colonial completion or, more recently, in the case of Missing and Murdered Indigenous 

Women and Girls, as a genocidal tendency woven into the fabric of settler society.  

Second, the genocidal processes that lie at the foundations of settler democracies might be 

further defined, following Wolin, as a “great historical wrong.” According to Wolin, the 

“wrongness” that can mark certain historical collective acts as unjust consists of the ‘singling out 

of a particular group on the basis of its objective differences, then drawing unjust conclusions from 

these differences and finally encouraging the group’s slaughter as a patriotic act.’601 This broader 

context of North America’s founding as a settler democracy tends to be “suppressed” in the 

public’s memory and to go “unrepresented in civic rituals” even though “few would say there is 

nothing to remedy, no apparent injustice to correct.”602 It is important to recall, as Wolin notes, 

that such a state of affairs can only serve to ‘contribute to the accumulation of resentments without 

settling sharp disputes.’603 The suppression of the genocide that lay at the foundations of settler 

democracies might be said to constitute one of those “bitter experiences” that grounds both the 

memory of the political of subordinate classes and peoples, and that constitutes a condition for the 

“recurrent possibility” of a moment of the political. Acknowledging and confronting the ‘dark side 

of democracy’ via an opening up of the sphere of collective memory to the collective misdeeds of 
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a nation’s past is a crucial, perhaps even indispensable, element or moment in realizing the 

decolonial potential of processes associated with the politics of reconciliation. Decolonizing 

political transformations must, in other words, be grounded on a willingness to – in Wolinian terms 

– ‘publicly recall’ the fact that North American democracy is founded on genocide. 

 The second foundational harm is the contravention by settler states and societies of the 

treaties that served to structure relations between Indigenous peoples and Newcomers up until 

roughly the 19th century and their replacement by a relationship that involved territorial 

dispossession and the coercive imposition of an autonomy-denying structure of domination. 

Simply put, the second foundational harm has to do with the incarceration of Indigenous peoples 

as a whole in what Taiaiake Alfred refers to as the “rusty cage” of settler-colonialism.604 James 

Tully describes the nature of the breach and the subsequent historical transition from the treaty 

relationship to settler-colonialism in his essay, “The Negotiation of Reconciliation.” Here, he 

argues that Indigenous-settler relations have historically been defined by two types of 

relationships. The first type of relationship was the treaty relationship. In this relationship, 

Indigenous peoples and Newcomers “recognize each other as equal, coexisting and self-governing 

nations” where relations were governed by “negotiations, based on procedures of reciprocity and 

consent” and which led to agreements “recorded in treaties or treaty-like accords of various kinds, 

to which both parties” were subject.605 Treaties between Indigenous peoples and Newcomers 

characterized relations in the early modern period and acted as a “way of settling differences and 

governing trade, military and land-sharing arrangements by means of discussion and consent” and 

on the basis of the principle of non-interference “in the internal government of either society.”606 

The treaty relationship continues to provide for many, if not most Indigenous peoples “the 

normative prototype of the just relationship they aim to achieve by their struggles.”607 Over the 

course of the nineteenth century, however, the treaty relationship was largely replaced by the 

settler-colonial relationship which was imposed over Indigenous peoples “without their consent 

and despite their active resistance.”608 This relationship denied Indigenous peoples’ status “as 
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equal, coexisting and self-governing nations” by unilaterally and ‘forcibly subjecting Indigenous 

peoples to the Canadian political system by the establishment of a structure of domination 

administered through a series of Indian Acts.’609 Tully argues that the settler-colonial relationship 

justified itself on the basis of various constructions of Indigenous peoples, that is, as removable 

‘obstacles’ to expansion, as ‘primitive wards incapable of consent’ and whose cultures, languages, 

belief systems and political systems ‘could be eliminated and who could be coerced into the 

superior ways of their civilized guardians,’ as a ‘disappearing race who could be marginalized and 

left to die out,’ as ‘burdens on the Crown who could be off-loaded and assimilated to Canadian 

citizenship’ through the extinguishment of treaty rights and most recently as ‘minorities with a 

degree of legal autonomy, self-government and claims to land within the Canadian political 

system.’610 In the end, the treaty relationship was unilaterally reinterpreted as a ‘domestic contract’ 

that could serve as a means of extinguishing ‘whatever pre-contact rights they might have had.’611 

The unresolved and, to a large extent, unacknowledged nature of these two foundational harms 

and their ongoing life in the politics and society of settler democracies largely constitutes the basis 

of the Indigenous politics of resentment. There are three characteristics of the Indigenous politics 

of resentment that I wish to highlight. First, the Indigenous and democratic politics of resentment 

ought not be confused with the Nietzschean notion of ressentiment. Coulthard, for instance, begins 

his account of the nature of this distinction through an analysis of Thomas Brudholm’s 

interpretation of the work of Holocaust survivor Jean Amery. According to Coulthard, Brudholm’s 

work demonstrates that mainstream approaches to the politics of reconciliation tend to “base their 

normative assumptions about the presumed “good” of forgiveness and reconciliation on a number 

of uncritical assumptions about the supposed “bad” of harbouring reactive emotion like anger and 

resentment.”612 Here, Indigenous resentment is un-critically interpreted as a subject position that 

is ‘physically and mentally unhealthy, irrational and retrograde’ and that is ultimately responsible 

for the production of “increased social instability and political violence.”613 Turning to Amery’s 

critique of Friedrich Nietzsche’s “very influential portrayal of ressentiment as an irredeemably 

vengeful, reactionary, disempowering, and backward-looking force,” Brudholm argues instead 
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that under “certain conditions a disciplined maintenance of resentment in the wake of historical 

injustice” need not be conceived of as a sign of corrupted and decadent individual and collective 

psyches but can instead represent the “reflex expression of a moral protest” and to that extent is as 

“permissible and admirable as the posture of forgiveness.”614 In a similar vein, Alexander Keller 

Hirsch argues that Amery’s conception of resentment as an “unabashed ethics of anger” that is a 

response to historic injustice and atrocity grounds its distinction from “the debilitating and 

malevolent paralysis of ressentiment.”615 Keller Hirsch interprets Brudholm’s Amery as 

suggesting that ressentiment is distinct from resentment because of the structure of temporality 

within which it remains encased. The temporal structure of ressentiment ‘nails the victim to the 

past, blocks exit to the future, and twists or dis-orders the time-sense of the person trapped in it.’616 

Here, the victim is ensnared by “the temporality which befell” them largely because of ‘a desire 

for two impossible things: regression into the past and nullification of what happened.’617 

Keller Hirsch argues that Wolin offers an alternative to mainstream interpretations of the 

politics of resentment through his theory of memory which, on Keller Hirsch’s account, resonates 

with Amery’s “ethics of anger.”618 For Keller Hirsch’s Wolin, “resentment appears a forceful 

vector of political memory” in the sense that it “works to retrieve the victim from” the past and to 

propel them “into the present condition” of suffering where they ‘can actively engage their 

perpetrator.’619 Keller Hirsch quotes Amery in this regard, who argued that: 
It is impossible for me to accept a parallelism that would have my path run beside that of the fellow 
who flogged me with a horse whip. I don’t want to become the accomplice of my torturers; rather, I 
demand that the latter negate themselves and in the negation coordinate with me. The piles of corpses 
that lie between them and me cannot be removed in the process of internalization, so it seems to me, but 
on the contrary, through actualization, or, more strongly stated, by actively settling the unresolved 
conflict in the field of historical practice.620 

 

Amery’s resentment is, in other words, a force that can serve to ‘resubjectify the otherwise 

dehumanized Musselman’ and propel them towards forms of action that represent an ‘allegiance 

to the moral order itself…an order represented by clear understandings of what constitutes 
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unacceptable treatment of one human being by another.’621 This effect of resentment – i.e., its 

capacity to facilitate potentially transformative forms of agency – is the second characteristic I 

wish to highlight about the Indigenous politics of resentment. Returning to Wolin, Keller Hirsch 

argues that when the victim of atrocity maintains a hold on ‘existential antipathy, the memory of 

what was lost to violence cannot fade’ and it is in this sense that “resentment amounts to the 

affective equivalent to democratic collective remembrance.”622 This collective remembrance, in 

turn, grounds possible Wolinian moments of the political, which Keller Hirsch describes vividly 

as a “rupture where the resentments of the victims of atrocity accumulate and split open the 

present.”623 The politics of resentment understood as a pillar of collective memory, ensures that 

“the startling invocation of a bygone past” will ‘continue to haunt the present as a fugitive moment’ 

and that moments of the political will remain a “recurrent possibility” so long as “animosity, 

emblazoned in public memory, is guarded against rapprochement.”624 

Coulthard draws similar conclusions about the relationship between resentment and political 

agency but turns instead to Fanon’s analysis of anti-Black racism. Here, Coulthard notes Fanon’s 

argument that one of the most common responses to colonial racism is a desire to “escape” the 

gaze of the colonizer whose misrecognition imposes a derogatory image on the colonized, the 

internalization of which manifests as a form of ‘inferiority complex.’625 This subject position is 

described by Fanon as a form of ‘internalized colonialism’ that commits the colonized to forms of 

behaviour that perpetuates their “continued domination.”626 It facilitates, in other words, the 

“production of colonial subjects that acquiesce to the forms that have been imposed on them” in a 

way that does not require the use of force and that naturalizes settler-colonial hierarchies for the 

colonized.627 This situation leads Coulthard to pose the question of “what forms of decolonial 

praxis must one individually and collectively undertake to subvert the interplay between structure 

and subjectivity that sustains colonial relations over time?”628 Here, Coulthard suggests that 

“reactive emotions like anger and resentment can indicate a breakdown of colonial subjection and 
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thus open up the possibility of developing alternate subjectivities and decolonial practices.”629 

Coulthard argues, moreover, that what tends to get represented in the media as Indigenous 

ressentiment – “namely, Indigenous peoples’ unwarranted anger and seemingly pathological 

incapacity to get over harms inflicted in the past” – is, in actuality, a “manifestation of righteous 

resentment,” or, a ‘bitter indignation and persistent anger at being treated unjustly by a colonial 

state structure both historically and in the present.’630 Direct action in the form of, for instance, 

blockades, are interpreted by Coulthard not as a manifestation of ressentiment in part because they 

are engrained with a ‘resounding “yes”: they are the affirmative enactment of another modality of 

being, another system of life-affirming cultural values in the face of a systematic mode of colonial 

valuation that denigrates and seeks to eliminate Indigenous cultural forms and practices.’631 Here, 

Coulthard notes that while the politics of resentment can be destructive of relationships, they are 

nevertheless ‘rarely, if ever, as destructive and violent as the colonial relationship they critically 

call into question.’632 Coulthard argues that it is ‘through the simultaneous no of refusal and the 

yes of cultural and political resurgence’ that Indigenous peoples ‘hope to break through the 

Manichean structure of settler colonialism and establish a reciprocal relationship of peaceful 

coexistence with non-Indigenous people and communities.’633 Resentment might thus be 

conceived as harbouring a capacity to act as a ‘vector of collective memory’ and propel 

subordinated classes and peoples towards a moment of the political which harbours the possibility 

of transformative political action and the ‘wholesale transgression of inherited’ – in this case, 

settler-colonial – forms.  

Another way of saying this is that the politics of resentment is both the embodied expression 

of trauma understood as that which facilitates the revelation of the political accompanied by the 

emergence of a will to undo the imposition of a traumatizing structure of experience. The politics 

of resentment, in other words, and its capacity to facilitate the emergence of potentially 

transformative political agency might be interpreted as itself being grounded on the cracks in the 

ideological veils – whose purpose is to represent the traumatizing structure of domination as other 

than what it is in reality – that trauma facilitates. The revelation of the political might be defined 
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as the advent of conditions under which the instituted and naturalized version of the political is 

revealed as contingent. As Maley notes, while the political has changed historically, it tends to  

‘not always be empirically or historically visible from within the present.’634 This is primarily due 

to the fact that in order for a version of the political to rule hegemonically and achieve a status as 

the ‘relatively unquestioned truth or ground that underpins how everyday politics work,’ it must 

strive to naturalize itself for those over whom it is meant to be imposed during a given epoch.635 

Theorists have identified only a narrow range of conditions under which the contingency of the 

political might reveal itself. It can, for instance, reveal itself under the scrutinizing gaze of the 

political theorist or philosopher engaged in the analysis and critique of peculiarities and paradoxes 

at the level of politics. This was the case in the previous chapter with Wolin’s analysis and critique 

of the politics of national collective memory. Another mode of the revelation of the political 

consists of the onset of a widespread crisis in the prevailing order of things. Maley defines such 

crises as moments when ‘basic assumptions are questioned, criticized, and contested much more 

sharply and effectively than during periods in which those assumptions appear stable or self-

grounded.’636 Here, the ‘internal failure of the political project of an epoch’ gives rise to an 

‘increasing non-coincidence between the exercise of [what is considered at the time to be] 

legitimate authority, the carrying out of policy through the exercise of power in the distribution of 

the resources of the political community, and the grounding of the political in certain principles 

considered universally valid or true.’637 The potential effect of such a ‘non-coincidence’ is 

described by Jenny Edkins as moments of upheaval that “replace a preceding social and legal 

system and set up a new order in its place” and which are facilitated by a “collapse” of the 

“symbolism and ideology that concealed the fragile and contingent nature of authority.”638  

Edkins identifies yet a third mode of the revelation of the political, and it has to do with 

the experience of trauma. Edkins begins her account by noting that the longevity of a given order 

of things depends upon the production of forms of subjectivity that are not inclined towards a 

questioning of the “particular form of political community or the forms of individuality or 
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personhood on which it is based.”639 Edkins argues on these grounds that liberal-democracies and 

the sorts of subjects that they depend upon for their reproduction over time are based upon a form 

of self-understanding that pretends to ‘a security, a wholeness and a closure’ that is in fact 

impossible to attain in the sense that there is always a remainder, an absent-presence, of that ‘which 

cannot be symbolised’ in what might be defined, following Wolin, as the ‘official hermeneutics’ 

of ‘controlling elites’ and which therefore must be veiled, covered over and forgotten.640 This sort 

of forgetting is – under the liberal constitution of the political – the task of politics which ensures 

the stability and temporal endurance of the political through a capacity to conceal the “constituted 

and provisional nature” of the political.641 Paradoxically, however, the political is simultaneously 

that which must be concealed by hegemonic powers and “that which enjoins us not to forget” its 

constituted and provisional nature.642 The revelation and the memory of the political is located by 

Edkins in trauma which is in turn defined as a breach of trust, or betrayal, that occurs in situations 

where “the very powers that we are convinced will protect us and give us security become our 

tormentors.”643 Trauma, understood as a breach of trust, breaks the connection, or “intimate bond,” 

that exists between “personhood and community,” and one of the effects of the dissolution of this 

relationship is that the individual becomes exposed to the “part played by relations of power.”644 

Trauma, in this regard, is defined by Edkins as being not only “overwhelming” but as also 

constituting a moment of “revelation” that ‘strips away the diverse commonly accepted meanings 

by which we lead our lives in our various communities’ and ultimately reveals the “contingency 

of the social order and in some cases how it conceals its own impossibility” and forces a 

questioning of “settled assumptions about who we might be as humans and what we might be 

capable of.”645 

For Edkins, the modern liberal state is a contradictory entity in the sense that its survival 

depends on forgetting the provisional nature of the political but is simultaneously structurally 

predisposed towards the sort of actions whose effects can be identified with the experience of 

trauma and its capacity to facilitate the revelation of the political. The liberal state, in other words, 

                                                
639 Edkins, Trauma, 10. 
640 Edkins, Trauma, 11. 
641 Ibid., 12. 
642 Ibid. 
643 Ibid., 14. 
644 Ibid., 4. 
645 Ibid., 5. 



 206 

both conceals the conditions for its permanence and engages in actions that permanently 

undermine these conditions. Here, soldiers that have been sent to die for the state, the corruption 

of the family via its transformation into a structure in which men benefit from the subservience 

and vulnerability of women and children and states that have turned on groups and peoples in 

genocides, deportations and internments are injustices that generate the impossibility of forgetting 

for those who are betrayed by that which promises security and well-being.646 Here, Edkins notes 

the connection between the state and other social forms that together constitute community. 

Women, she notes, who are subjected to physical, emotional and sexual violence by men whose 

actions are concealed and protected by the veil of the family “would not recognize the picture of 

the family as a source of protection and stability.”647 In a similar vein, those who are defined by 

the state as objects of “processes of enforced exclusion” – a definition, it is important to note, of 

who will be excluded that can change ‘at any time’ – such as Thatcher’s ‘enemy within’ also can 

no longer rely on the assumption that the modern state is a “place of safety, any more than the 

patriarchal family can.”648 Here, Edkins argues that “[p]olitical abuse in one [sphere] parallels 

sexual [and other forms of] abuse in the other” while each gives rise to the revelation of the 

political understood, in this regard, as a “symptom of trauma.”649 

The settler-state thus produces a contradictory state of affairs. On the one hand, it requires 

amnesia as a condition of colonial completion, and, on the other hand, it establishes a traumatizing 

structure of experience that grounds the emergence of a politics of resentment and generates the 

impossibility of forgetting. It is in this sense that the negative dimension of the logic fugitive 

memory can be characterized by a highly tenacious attachment to the memory of the autonomous 

Indigenous subject and the objective conditions under which this subject might re-emerge as a 

historical reality. The liberal settler-state is structurally predisposed towards harm and injustice 

which in turn generates conditions that make for the impossibility of forgetting a state of affairs in 

which this is not the case and projecting it as a potential future reality through transformative 

political action in the present. The fugitive memory of Indigenous peoples is thus in a sense 

guaranteed to act as a ‘guardian of difference’ by the liberal settler-state whose actions continually 

renew the harms that generate the revelation of the political, which in turn constantly renews the 

                                                
646 Edkins, Trauma, 5. 
647 Ibid., 6. 
648 Ibid., 7. 
649 Ibid. 



 207 

conditions of the struggle for a new political. The actions of the settler-state keep alive the memory 

of the political by renewing the conditions for the emergence of a “crystallized response to deeply 

felt grievances or needs” that manifest in collective acts of self-determination, which ‘protests 

actualities and reveals possibilities.’650 The shape of the possibilities in the search for a new 

political might be construed as a product of the positive dimension of fugitive memory. 

Fugitive Memory II: Positing Indigeneity, or, the Positive Dimension of Collective Memory 

The negative dimension of fugitive memory does not capture the logic of the fugitive memory 

of Indigenous peoples in its entirety. There is a second dimension of the logic of fugitive memory 

that does not respond to the harm and injustice of a given situation but instead posits (potentially 

new) forms of being as an end in itself.651 The positive dimension of the memory of the political 

posits an alternative future possibility based on a reconstructed image that draws sustenance from 

the past. This reconstructed version of the past – or possibilities that existed in the past – typically 

assumes the form of positive images of agency along with images of the objective political 

conditions that this agent is to bring into being and which in turn sustains its existence. In a manner 

similar to Maley’s Weber, Indigenous resurgence theory constructs a positive form of agency that 

is transported from the past into the present and which is supposed to ground the possibility of 

manifesting alternatives. In this section, I focus on three characteristics – or “contents” – that are 

products of the activity of the positive dimension of fugitive memory from the standpoint of 

Indigenous resurgence theory. Each characteristic is bound up with characteristics that Maley 

attributes to the memory of the political as it plays out in Weber’s democratic thought. Here, Maley 

notes that Weber’s aim in reconstructing the image of the Puritan hero was in large part bound up 

with a concern to ‘recover’ for the present an image or version of a “lost democratic agency and 

sense of community,” which in turn was bound up with the projection of an image of agency and 

community backwards in time in order to create the myth of an ‘originary moment of founding’ 

which in turn could guide the life of the version of the political that it grounds.652 The three 

characteristics of the positive, or imagistic, dimension of fugitive memory consist of an image of 

agency (subjective dimension), an image of community (intersubjective and objective dimensions) 

and a narrative that is based on alternative origin stories. It is important to note, finally, that both 
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the positive and negative dimensions of fugitive memory are interdependent. The positive 

dimension of fugitive memory is sustained by the negative dimension insofar as the injustices of 

the system invoke that which it is not or that which has been rendered absent by the present. This 

invocation can assume the form of an image of agency that is constructed or reconstructed as a 

sort of antidote to that which is made absent by the current state of affairs, that which has a fugitive 

or ephemeral presence or that which haunts the present as a sort of ‘present absence.’ While both 

the positive and negative dimensions are inextricably intertwined, the positive dimension can, at 

the same time, be dealt with analytically as an independent source of the enduring durability of the 

Indigenous memory of the political. 

As Maley notes in his analysis and critique of the memory of the political in Weber’s 

democratic thought, the “temporality of the political” expresses an “interplay among the temporal 

dimensions – past, present, and future possibility” that is “complex.”653 What is retrieved from the 

past – in Weber’s case, an ideal image of liberal-capitalist agency embodied by the heroic 

Protestant agent – is designed to legitimate certain arrangements of power in the present and is 

capable of contributing to their renewal in the future.654 Stated somewhat differently, Weber’s 

fictional historical “founder” of capitalism is the protagonist of a reconstructed narrative of the 

past that is posited not for the sake of historical interest but for the sake of legitimating a set of 

power arrangements in the present – the hero of the past prescribes and legitimates a certain 

subjectivity and an objective order that sustains it in the present – and is constructed in a way that 

is meant to guarantee these subjective and objective conditions in the future, that is capable, in 

other words, of renewing its hold on future presents. Maley argues in this regard that Weber’s 

“fictional image of a heroic founder of a new world order” was in part designed “to preserve the 

memory of a liberal vision of the political for the future at a time when it was threatened not only 

by bureaucratic rationalization but…by the spectre of Marxism, on the one hand, and by currents 

on the far right that would lead to fascism, on the other.”655 The positive dimension of the memory 

of the political thus posits “a positive kind of agency” that is capable of ‘counteracting 

disempowering influences’ in the present.656 Weber’s aim in reconstructing a heroic agency from 

the past was to provide an image of a “politically leading class” that, for Weber, was lacking and 
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that could act as a source of stability and an agency that could forge a sense of commonality in the 

context of “the flux and instability of the postwar period.”657 Towards this end, “Weber projected 

an almost ‘mythical’ image of heroic agency and coherence backwards in time, creating the image 

of an originary moment of the founding of capitalism.”658 For Maley, the “backward projection of 

this image of coherent agency into the past” allowed Weber to “celebrate the superior ethical 

qualities that he thought were lacking in the politicians likely to be produced by the routine 

functioning of the very system of modern democracy that he proposed” and that by drawing 

“sustenance from a reconstructed past, the qualities of the heroic agent are then held out as 

necessary for a future alternative and possibility, however fleeting or slim.”659 

Indigenous resurgence theory similarly relies on a reconstructed image of agency that 

draws sustenance from the past. On Coulthard’s account, this reconstructed image of agency is not 

only what motivates Indigenous resistance to settler-colonialism but is also the foundation “upon 

which Indigenous noncolonial alternatives might be constructed.”660 There are three elements of 

this image that I wish to highlight. Before proceeding, however, I wish to note a sort of tension 

that is rooted in a difference in terms of Maley’s arguments concerning the memory of the political 

in Weber’s thought and this chapter’s arguments concerning the memory of the political in 

Indigenous resurgence theory. More specifically, I am referring to the way that Maley’s Weber 

turned to the past in an effort to reconstruct an idealized or ‘heroic’ agent whose actions are 

generally conceived of as harbouring something like negative implications for the present. By 

“negative implications,” I am referring to the heroic Puritans’ tendency to reproduce conditions 

and structures that themselves produce forms of inequality, exclusion and discrimination (more on 

this below). This chapter’s analysis suggests, on the other hand, that not all attempts to retrieve a 

reconstructed form of agency from the past must harbour negative implications for the present. I 

argue, in other words, that Indigenous efforts to retrieve a reconstructed form of agency from the 

past can have positive implications in the sense that the image and form of agency they are seeking 

to resuscitate itself is a transformative form of agency. With this in mind, I now turn to the three 

elements of Coulthard’s image of a reconstructed agent I wish to highlight.  
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First, the image of agency that forms the basis of Indigenous resurgence theory is based 

upon a “reclamation and revitalization of pre-colonial social relations and cultural traditions” and 

its value in part lies in its perceived capacity to ‘re-establish Indigenous peoples as historical 

protagonists in the present.’661 The agent that is to embody a critical “renewal of respect” for 

traditional values and practices is conceived of by Indigenous resurgence theorists as the “only 

lasting solution to the political, economic, and social problems that beseech our people.”662 It is 

important to note, moreover, that the retrieval of the “practices of the past” that informs Indigenous 

resurgence theory’s ideal agent is conceived of not as a literal “return to the past” but as a critical 

turn that seeks to recapture “values, principles and other cultural elements that are best suited to 

the larger contemporary political and economic reality.”663 This entails, amongst other things, the 

reclamation of “the very best practices of our traditional cultures, knowledge systems and lifeways 

in the dynamic, fluid, compassionate, respectful context in which they were originally 

generated.”664 This agent is described by Alfred as a form of “self-conscious traditionalism,” which 

Coulthard interprets as “a self-reflective program of culturally grounded de-subjectification that 

aims to undercut the interplay between subjectivity and structural domination that help maintain 

settler-colonial relationships in contexts absent pure force.”665 Alfred further notes that while 

Indigenous resurgence theory works “within a traditional framework” it must be acknowledged 

that “traditions change, and that any particular notion that constitutes ‘tradition’ will be 

contested.”666 Simpson furthers this point by arguing against a literal return to the past in favour 

of “re-creating the cultural and political flourishment of the past to support the well being of our 

contemporary citizens” which means, amongst other things, that Indigenous peoples must ‘reclaim 

the fluidity of our traditions, not the rigidity of colonialism.’667 Coulthard is quick to point out, 

moreover, that an ‘acknowledgement of culture’s malleability’ does not ‘mean that we cannot still 

identify certain beliefs, values and principles that form the persistent core of a community’s 

culture.’668 Indigenous resurgence theory thus promotes a reconstructed image of agency that 
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“draws critically on the past with eye to radically transform the colonial power relations that have 

come to dominate the present.”669  

The second characteristic of Indigenous resurgence theory’s image of agency that I wish 

to highlight is that, like Weber’s reconstructed heroic Protestant, the positive image of agency that 

Indigenous resurgence theory constructs is an oppositional form of agency. It is designed to oppose 

and counteract, in other words, the disempowering influences of the present. As Alfred and 

Corntassel note in their foundational essay, “Being Indigenous: Resurgences against 

Contemporary Colonialism,” Indigenous identity is “constructed, shaped and lived in the 

politicized context of contemporary colonialism.”670 This means, amongst other things, that 

Indigenous peoples’ “are just that: Indigenous to the lands they inhabit, in contrast to and in 

contention with the colonial societies and states that have spread out from Europe and other centers 

of empire” and it is “this oppositional, place-based existence, along with the consciousness of 

being in struggle against the dispossessing and demeaning fact of colonization by foreign peoples, 

that fundamentally distinguishes Indigenous peoples from other peoples of the world.”671 

Indigenous peoples are thus engaged in struggles for their survival “as distinct peoples on 

foundations constituted in their unique heritages, attachments to their homelands, and natural ways 

of life” in the context of an existence that “is in large part lived as determined acts of survival 

against colonizing states’ efforts to eradicate them culturally, politically and physically.”672 The 

third characteristic of the positive image of agency has to do with the distinct nature of the 

relationship to the land that this agent possesses. The nature of this connection is expressed well 

in Couthard’s notion of grounded normativity, which posits that this unique connection in part 

constitutes the core of what it means to be Indigenous. I will have more to say about Coulthard’s 

notion of grounded normativity in the concluding chapter fragment. Here, I wish to highlight the 

nature of the relationship between the connection to the land and the Wolinian notion of “fugitive 

experience’ from the standpoint of the positive dimension of the Indigenous memory of the 

political. 

The distinct nature of the relationship to the land to which Indigenous peoples lay claim might 

be interpreted as an element in the struggle for the reclamation of ‘fugitive experiences.’ There are 
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two senses in which the reclamation of the Indigenous relationship to the land might be 

characterized as a fugitive experience. Maley gets at the nature of the first sense when he cites the 

Lakota Medicine Man Lame Deer who argued that ‘the modern world seems to have forgotten the 

secret knowledge of their bodies, their sense, their dreams,’ or, stated somewhat differently, the 

modern world lacks ‘older, or culturally different, non-rationalized, non-institutionalized ways of 

experiencing the world’ that are not only the subject of amnesia but which are actively suppressed 

and eliminated by mainstream forces of Western modernity.673 The re-acquisition of a land base 

in the material sense is a condition for the re-acquisition of the land in a more-or-less spiritual 

sense, that is, as the theatre for the renewal of a spiritual experience of the land. The second sense 

in which the relationship to the land is intimately related to the struggle for experiences that forces 

of Western modernity have rendered fugitive has to do with collective self-determination and 

freedom. Land or the ground under one’s feet is the theatre within which collective self-

determination and freedom are enacted. The reclamation of a territorial base upon which 

Indigenous alternatives might be reconstructed is thus an indispensable element of the overall 

pursuit of decolonization and collective self-determination or, stated somewhat differently, the 

land grounds the re-enactment of alternative Indigenous versions of the political.  

The second and third elements of the positive dimension of the fugitive memory of Indigenous 

peoples that I wish to highlight are bound up with struggles to actualize or posit an alternative to 

the settler-colonial relationship understood as a relationship between two different peoples and, by 

extension, two radically different worldviews. The image of an alternative relationship and origin 

stories or creation myths are intricately related and will therefore be treated together. As noted in 

the previous chapter, originary or founding moments play a significant role in the form that the 

political life of a collectivity assumes and by that fact, they have a decisive role to play in the 

constitution of its political identity. What a collectivity chooses to highlight as its founding 

moment becomes a part of the political and cultural fabric of the collectivity. Here, it is worth 

recalling Wolin’s arguments concerning founding myths that were outlined in the previous chapter. 

For Wolin, what a collectivity identifies as its founding moment establishes an archetypal pattern 

that generates characteristic tendencies in the life of the collectivity. If myth might be considered 

a crucial element of collective memory, then, as Bruyneel notes, the analysis and critique of 

‘practices of memory production and disavowal’ might permit a view of “the political identities 
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and interests at stake when the question arises about seriously addressing historic injustices.”674 

There are two origin stories from the standpoint of Indigenous-settler relations in Anglo-America 

that I wish to highlight. The point I wish to emphasize in highlighting these two origin stories is 

based on the argument that origin stories give rise to not only a political identity and distinct form 

of political subjectivity but also specific institutions and patterns of interaction that are determined 

by the roles that the main actors are assigned in the narrativization of the nation. In the predominant 

origin stories of Anglo-America, Indigenous peoples are cast as antagonistic impediments to 

progress and later as the hapless victims of the progress of a superior civilization. Against this, 

there is an alternative origin story that casts Newcomers and Indigenous peoples as co-originators 

of America and as co-operatively linked on the basis of the principle of non-interference, or 

bifurcated wholeness, and who on this basis together experience a shared fate in the so-called 

“New World.” It is to these two contrasting political creation myths that I now turn. 

In his study of early-modern Indigenous-settler relations, Linking Arms Together: American 

Indian Treaty Visions of Law and Peace, 1600-1800, Robert A. Willimans, Jr. analyzes two 

contrasting founding myths. The first mythology – which might be equated with the now dominant 

one-sided narrative that is a product of the mythic memory of the settler nation-state – and which 

Williams refers to as “the great American mythos of frontier conquest,” Indigenous peoples are 

constructed as obstacles to westward expansion and nation-state consolidation and as a “fierce race 

of savages” that were construed in subsequent literature “not as one to be civilized and to be lived 

with, but rather as one whose nature and whose way of life was an obstacle to civilized progress 

westward.”675 These stereotypes constitute a part of the “catalogue of images and stories” against 

which European Newcomers constructed an identity as being radically incompatible – from the 

standpoint of co-existence – with Indigenous peoples.676 They form, in other words, a part of the 

‘genesis of an important narrative tradition’ in the public imagination of North Americans.677 

Myths, as Williams notes, have consequences and one of the central consequences of the 

construction of Indigenous peoples as a culturally and politically inferior race of “savages” is they 

have worked to sustain, justify and nourish the policies of settler-states towards Indigenous 
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peoples, including “acts of genocide and ethnocide,” and have justified these policies on the 

grounds of the role that was imposed upon Indigenous peoples in the mainstream narratives of 

nation- and state-building in Anglo-America.678 Colonial constructions facilitated “an empire-

building vision of America grounded upon the comforting, racist assumption that Indian tribalism 

was a doomed form of cultural existence on the North American continent.”679 Williams further 

notes that the ‘deeply ingrained negative image of the Indian in the national consciousness 

represents a significant impediment’ to the advent of an alternative form of relationship that would 

not require the subjugation and assimilation of Indigenous peoples.680  

There is, however, a “countermythology” where Indigenous peoples are cast as co-agents 

in the constitution of North America. Stated somewhat differently, the founding of North America 

did not occur as the single-handed act of European colonizers on a civilizing mission but rather 

emerged as a mutually constituted world. Here, Williams quotes Francis Jennings, who argued that 

“Indian cooperation was the prime requisite for European penetration and colonization of the 

North American continent.”681 As Williams notes, “cooperation” is not a concept that “the 

American public imagination usually calls up from its collective memory to describe Indian-white 

relations” in the narrativization of nation- and state-building in America.682 The habitual ways in 

which the mainstream founding myths construct the relationship between Indigenous peoples and 

Newcomers have made it difficult for contemporary settlers to conceive of “these two different 

groups of peoples sharing the identity of interests necessary to make any sort of intercultural 

cooperation possible during any period of our history.”683 It is thus the case that the sorts of 

narratives that mythic memory constructs work to obscure “the historical significance of the 

Indian’s important role in facilitating these patterns of accommodation  in the early colonial 

settlement of North America.”684 And yet, it is this alternative origin story that Indigenous peoples 

often turn to in their search for an alternative and more just relationship. The stories, in other 

words, that “can be generated from a counter mythology of Indian-white relations” can serve as 

an alternative account of origins, one which might facilitate the sort of identities that are required 
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in order to build a “workable social order” in which Indigenous peoples might constitute 

themselves autonomously.685 The countermythology allows for a remembering of origins and a re-

imagining of North America “as an extended story of cultural group negotiations in selected areas 

of intercultural cooperation,” which might in turn act as the basis for a shared sense of destiny that 

does not presuppose cultural and political homogeneity.686  

One of the central images of co-existence that comes to us from the era of encounter and 

upon which the fugitive memory of Indigenous peoples seeks to construct post-settler-colonial 

alternatives is the Haudenosaunee notion of the Gus-Wen-Tah, or Two-Row Wampum, and the 

related imagery of the two vessels.687 Williams offers a concise explanation of the Gus-Wen-Tah 

and its related imagery, understood as a powerful vision of how Indigenous peoples’ interpret the 

meaning of the treaty relationship: 
The Gus-Wen-Tah is comprised of a bed of white wampum shell beads symbolizing the sacredness and 
purity of the treaty agreement between the two sides. Two parallel rows of purple wampum beads that 
extend down the length of the belt represent the separate paths travelled by the two sides on the same 
river. Each side travels in its own vessel: the Indians in a birch bark canoe, representing their laws, 
customs, and ways, and the whites in a ship, representing their laws, customs, and ways. In presenting 
the Gus-Wen-Tah to solemnize their treaties with the Western colonial powers, the Iroquois would 
explain its basic underlying vision of law and peace between different peoples as follows: “We shall 
each travel the river together, side by side, but in our own boat. Neither of us will steer the other’s 
vessel.688 

 

The treaty relationship, understood as a normative approach to Indigenous-settler relations, is 

grounded on a different approach or take on the problem of the political in two senses. First, the 

problem of the political from the standpoint of the fugitive memory of Indigenous peoples is that 

of combining equality/commonality and freedom. It is, however, not the sort of equality that 
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requires their subsumption to a homogenous cultural and political identity. It is instead an equality 

based on non-interference or the equal right to collective self-determination and that harbors the 

promise of the co-existence of multiple versions of the political. Secondly, it is not an elitist 

formulation of the problem of the political in the sense that it requires that both Indigenous peoples 

and settlers work democratically from the ground up to reconstruct alternative forms of 

Indigenous-settler relations. If the concept of the political in part refers to what people share in 

common or to moments that facilitate a ‘binding moment of commonality’ that ‘constitutes 

political community’ on renewed foundations, then how might the treaty relationship act as a 

source of commonality and undermine both settler-colonialism and its drive towards colonial 

completion?689 The two-vessel imagery associated with the Gus-Wen-Tah suggests that the basis 

of commonality implied by the image is not a homogeneous cultural and political identity but 

instead suggests that what Indigenous peoples and Newcomers share in common is the relationship 

that each possesses to the land, which in turn allows for a conception of a political relationship on 

the basis of the principles of co-operation and non-interference. Stated somewhat differently, the 

treaty relationship as it pertains to Indigenous peoples and Newcomers might be referred to as a 

form of bifurcated wholeness, a separate yet interconnected wholeness where each collectivity is 

connected by a shared relationship to the land but remain culturally and politically distinct.  

There is one final remark about the relationship between the positive dimension of fugitive 

memory and the enduring durability of the Indigenous memory of the political that is worth 

mentioning. Here, I wish to return to Christopher Holman’s analysis of the humours in 

Machiavelli’s political thought and, more specifically, a claim associated with Holman’s argument 

that the two humours in Machivelli’s thought are merely the mode of appearance of a single, 

underlying “vital, dynamic, and creative human desire.”690 Here, Holman argues that the “psychic 

desire to be” free understood as the “popular desire to actively participate in legislative activities” 

is a dimension of the human psyche that “cannot be eradicated.”691 Another way of interpreting 

Holman’s analysis of the humours in Machiavelli’s thought is to suggest that it might be likened 

to a sort of mnemonic faculty in a way that is similar to Plato’s theory of memory presented in the 

dialogues Theaetetus and Phaedrus. Here, Plato likens memory to a “block of wax” that can be 
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imprinted upon; memory, however, does not consist solely of this or that ‘perception or idea’ but 

also, and perhaps more importantly, consists of the disciplined recollection of what it means to be 

human in an objective sense. Remembrance for Plato is conceived of as the basis for the advent of 

a “full vision” of a “human form” that is capable of facilitating an existence outside of “that prison 

house which now we are encompassed.”692 The positive dimension of the Indigenous memory of 

the political represents the memory of this objective dimension of what it means to be human 

under circumstances where they are denied access to this experience. If freedom is an objective 

element of what it means to be fully human, then the denial of this, along with the reconstructed 

memory of the conditions under which it might be rendered possible, is not easily forgotten. 

So long as the founding moments of North American settler-democracies continue to be 

identified with one-sided narratives where settlers are given the role of single-handedly 

constituting North America and where Indigenous peoples are assigned the role of indolent savages 

hindering the progress of freedom and enlightenment on the continent, then Indigenous politics in 

the present will continue to be governed by the imperatives of colonial completion. If, however, 

the contents of the fugitive memory of Indigenous peoples are taken into account, this might 

contribute to the emergence of a political framework of co-existence where multiple versions of 

the political can simultaneously occupy a single territory. Here, the treaty relationship might 

provide a vision of an originary moment that could, in principle, serve to structure relations in the 

present along such lines. Such a creation myth might even more closely approximate the actual 

foundations of North American societies. That is, North America became possible not because of 

the “discovery” of this or that region, nor as a result of this or that “frontier” being overcome nor 

of the process by which settlers coalesced into nation-states. The founding of North America 

emerged on the basis of treaties made with Indigenous peoples. The treaty relationship understood 

as an originary moment in the founding of North America has exercised a powerful hold on the 

political imaginary of Indigenous peoples. This has, in large part, informed their identity from the 

standpoint of their relationship to Newcomers as autonomous beings. The power of the hold of 

this image on the political imaginary of Indigenous peoples is in part based, or invoked, by the 

injustices and harms of the settler-colonial relationship. It is an image, in other words, that will not 
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and cannot be easily forgotten because it holds out the promise that the intense, centuries’ long 

social suffering endured at the hands of settlers can be attenuated if not ended. 

Conclusion: From Mnemonic Contradictions to Managing Resistance 

The political-mnemonic terrain of settler-societies is thus marked by a seemingly 

irreconcilable tension, perhaps even a contradiction, between the mythic memory of the settler-

state and the enduring durability of the fugitive memory of Indigenous peoples. The liberal settler-

state is under a constitutive impulse towards social amnesia, which in turn gives rise to opposition 

that is grounded in the enduring durability of the Indigenous memory of the political. As Wolin 

points out, there is a powerful tendency in Anglo-American polities for the state to construe itself 

as a ‘unitary polity seeking a permanent form’ and to do so, in part, by establishing boundaries 

that contain a homogenous political identity that is sought after because it is conceived of as the 

prime ingredient of unity.693 This tendency manifests as a structure of amnesia that is designed to 

facilitate a “we” through the production of subjects that remember and forget alike. This technique 

of assimilation exists in tension with the impulses generated by the collective memory of 

Indigenous peoples understood as a free yet conquered people. As such, one might say of the 

collective memory of Indigenous peoples what Wolin says of the collective memory of subordinate 

classes and peoples in general, namely, that it acts as the ‘guardian’ of a type of political 

‘difference’ that inevitably contradicts the state’s homogeneity producing amnesiac tendencies. 

This constitutes the basic contradiction of the mnemonic-political terrain of settler societies 

understood as a form of bifurcated domination: on the one hand, the state is striving to overcome 

the problem of ‘divided memories’ in a way that requires Indigenous peoples to forget themselves 

as a free people and, on the other hand, a fugitive mnemonic logic that places Indigenous peoples 

under a constitutive impulse to manifest themselves as autonomous beings. How the state goes 

about negotiating this tension via the management of the collective memory of Indigenous peoples, 

on the one hand, and the collective memory of the demos, on the other hand, in the context of 

Canada’s politics of reconciliation constitutes the subject matter of the next chapter. 
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Chapter Eight 

Reconciliation, From Above and Below 
Introduction: A Reprise Through the Lens of Neoliberalism 

The aim of this concluding chapter is to compare two contrasting models of the politics of 

reconciliation: reconciliation ‘from above’ and reconciliation ‘from below.’ Reconciliation ‘from 

above’ is, on the one hand, a form or version of political reconciliation that gets constructed and 

subsequently imposed ‘from above’ by political and bureaucratic elites with the support of 

academic and legal experts acting in the confines of the state and on the basis of mainstream 

Western political norms. Reconciliation ‘from above’ constitutes political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential in such a way that it promulgates or puts on display something like the 

appearance that things are in the process of change in the sense that it invokes political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential but operates under impulses that allow the generative 

roots of the problem to remain untouched in the sense that its very nature generates tendencies that 

push the politics of reconciliation towards the opposite of a liberating, i.e., decolonizing, 

transformation in the basic political structure of settler democracies. Reconciliation ‘from below,’ 

on the other hand, is a version of political reconciliation where agency is re-located with 

Indigenous peoples and ordinary Canadian citizens acting outside of the institutionalized, state-

centric boundaries of what counts as normal politics under the realist-elitist model of democracy. 

Reconciliation ‘from below’ emerges on the basis of forms of education that facilitate the advent 

of a political atmosphere marked by the absence of the hostile attitudes, behaviours and beliefs 

that sustain settler-colonial hierarchies. The realization of political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential ‘from below’ is grounded, in part, upon the emergence of forms of political subjectivity 

or a version of demos whose collective memory reflects a renewed capacity to not only 

acknowledge the dark side of democracy but which is also marked by an ability to conduct what 

Wolin refers to as a genuine ‘ritual of repair.’ Reconciliation ‘from below,’ in other words, is based 

on the advent of a version of the demos that have adopted a desire to dismantle settler-colonial 

frameworks of domination via the on-the-ground enactment of alternative political relationships 

where the freedom of one collectivity does not presuppose the un-freedom of the other.  

This conclusion might be read as a sort of reprise of the analysis and critique of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential in Chapters Three and Four. This chapter aims to build 

upon the analysis of Chapters Three and Four by incorporating a topic that tends to get ignored in 
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both mainstream and critical analyses of the politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts. 

Here, I aim to explicitly incorporate a political-economic dimension and, more specifically, I aim 

to incorporate the topic of neoliberalism as a lens through which the reprise is conducted. Stated 

somewhat differently, with few exceptions, critical political theorists of political reconciliation 

tend to overlook capitalism as an element in the overall logic that undermines political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential. Here, it is important to recall Wolin’s claim that while 

the “limits of justice” in the context of the politics of unresolved historic injustice are determined 

by the limits of collective memory, the limits of collective memory are in turn “dictated by the 

condition of the economy” as that condition is interpreted “by those who are the authorities of 

political economy.”694 Similarly for Coulthard, the settler-colonial relation is defined not only in 

political terms, as a relation of domination, but also in economic terms, as an ongoing relation of 

material dispossession. Settler-colonialism is conceived of by Coulthard, in other words, as a 

political-economic relation designed to guarantee “ongoing state access to the land and resources 

that contradictorily provide the material and spiritual sustenance of Indigenous societies on the 

one hand, and the foundation of colonial state-formation, settlement, and capitalist development 

on the other.”695 In the end, both Wolin and Coulthard analyze politics and the political in such a 

way so as to suggest that omitting capitalism as a key dimension of any critical analysis of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential would be tantamount to a mistake. As Wendy Brown 

notes in her analysis and assessment of the field of political theory, capitalism has, for a number 

of reasons, disappeared from the agenda of political theorists even though it “is and remains our 

life form” in the sense that it “remains the dominant force in the organization of collective human 

existence, conditioning every element of social, political, cultural, intellectual, emotional, and kin 

life.”696 This chapter seeks to address this weakness in the contemporary theoretical literature on 

political reconciliation and to do so primarily from the standpoint of Brown’s analysis and critique 

of neoliberal capitalism and, more specifically, what she refers to as neoliberal political rationality, 
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in an attempt to explore ‘what justice looks like in an era of political economy’ and from the 

standpoint of the politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts.697 

My use of Brown’s analysis of neoliberalism is grounded on the suggestion that the form 

and the politics surrounding Canada’s IRS TRC was and remains heavily influenced, perhaps even 

decisively shaped, by neoliberal political rationality. The defining trait of neoliberal political 

rationality is that it seeks to re-constitute all phenomena, including and especially political 

phenomena, in economic terms. Simply put, the rise to prominence of the metaphor of the state as 

a corporate firm and political actors as corporate managers is one way to capture the nature of the 

effects that the rise of neoliberalism has had on contemporary understandings and configurations 

of the political and politics. This chapter attempts to make three major arguments concerning 

reconciliation ‘from above’ from the standpoint of the neoliberalization of the political.  

The first major argument has to do with the claim that when the politics of reconciliation 

in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada are analyzed and critiqued through a political-economic 

lens, it reveals the contours of a temporal structure that has governed the rhythms of Indigenous-

state relations since the emergence of both the liberal politics of recognition and the politics of 

neoliberal reform in the late 1970s. I refer to the temporality of the political under neoliberalism 

from the standpoint of the political experience of Indigenous peoples as a ‘business-as-usual’ 

temporal structure of domination. What is distinct about this temporal structure is that it depends 

on neoliberalized forms of recognition that are designed not to respond to Indigenous justice and 

identity-related claims in a way that results in a fundamental change to the settler-colonial relation 

but instead operates through a series of movements designed to ‘buy time’ in the sense that they 

represent an investment in the return of a ‘business-as-usual’ temporal structure marked by 

unimpeded capital accumulation in the wake of disruptive forms of Indigenous resistance. I will 

have more to say about this cyclical pattern of domination in the next section. There are, however, 

three elements of my argument concerning the ‘business-as-usual’ temporal structure of 

domination that I wish to highlight at the outset.  

The first builds on Wolin’s argument that the symbiotic relationship between the economic 

and the political that capitalism fosters has resulted in a situation where justice no longer figures 

as the organizing principle of collective life. This, in turn, gives rise to my claim that when viewed 

from the standpoint of the neoliberalized temporality of the political, the politics of reconciliation 
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in Canada – as well as previous grand gestures of recognition such as constitutional recognition 

and royal commissions – might be interpreted as a form of risk management that paves the way 

for ongoing and perhaps intensifying forms of social discipline. The second claim builds upon 

Wolin’s suggestion that one of the defining traits of modern political subjectivity and objective 

political orders is that they are marked by an incapacity to conduct a genuine ritual of repair (more 

on this notion below). Taken together, these arguments ground a third claim, namely, that there 

might exist a second major contradiction underlying the contradictory relationship between mythic 

memory and fugitive memory, and it has to do with the tension between the nature of the tendency 

for modern objective entities – such as the state or capitalism – to visit harm as a routine feature 

of its everyday operation, on the one hand, and the possibility that these objective entities are 

constituted by logics that render them incapable of repairing the damage that they leave in their 

wake. I will have more to say about this contradiction below. 

The second major claim that this chapter attempts to develop concerning reconciliation 

‘from above’ has to do with what Brown refers to as neoliberalism’s ‘de-democratizing’ 

tendencies. Here, I suggest that neoliberalism’s de-democratizing tendencies might be analyzed 

and critiqued under the heading of Wolin’s concept of “managed democracy.” This, amongst other 

things, entails a shift away from the ‘realist-elitist’ notion of democracy but not in a way that 

abandons the concept altogether. I conceive of Wolin’s concept of managed democracy in this 

regard as something like an “updated” version of the ‘realist-elitist’ model of democracy in the 

sense that, on the one hand, the realist elitist model of democracy might be theorized as a model 

of democracy designed to establish a political environment that is hospitable to capitalism but in a 

way where, at least ostensibly, political actors could be distinguished from economic actors. 

Managed democracy, on the other hand, represents a situation where the political has become so 

infused with the economic that political actors are forced by the structural shifts inaugurated by 

neoliberalism to become economic actors, or “managers.” Managed democracy, in other words, 

represents a situation where the political does not simply “work with” the economic but instead 

works as an expression of the economic. I will have more to say about the effects of managed 

democracy upon political reconciliation’s transformative potential below.  

The third major argument that I attempt to develop concerning reconciliation ‘from above’ 

has to do with the relationship between political participation and collective memory under 

managed democracy understood as the form democracy assumes under neoliberalism. Two of the 
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central arguments that orients and animates the following analysis and critique are, first, that 

managed democracy constitutes one of the central means that the (neoliberalized) state employs to 

manage and ultimately tame the content and form not only of the collective memory of Indigenous 

peoples but also the collective memory of the demos and, second, that the state manages the 

boundaries of collective memory in settler-colonial contexts understood as a form of bifurcated 

domination by managing and imposing boundaries in terms of who can and who cannot participate 

in collective decision-making processes. Stated somewhat differently, I argue that what is often 

referred to as the “democratic deficit” facilitates the production of a “mnemonic deficit” that in 

turn inhibits decolonizing transformations. Here, the non-participatory nature of the state-driven 

politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada undermines the possibility of 

a positive relationship between collective memory and political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential and that this relationship constitutes one of the central means by which the neoliberalized 

settler state tames the radical potential associated with the contents of the fugitive memory not 

only of Indigenous peoples but also of the demos in settler democracies. In this way, managed 

democracy contributes to the undermining of processes that might facilitate an undermining of the 

hostile attitudes, behaviours and beliefs that otherwise might not survive an encounter with efforts 

to raise awareness amongst the demos of the basic injustice of settler-colonialism and the harms it 

continues to promulgate. These three elements – i.e., the business-as-usual temporal structure of 

Indigenous-state relations, managed democracy and selective social amnesia – conspire to 

undermine political reconciliation’s transformative potential by fostering a situation where the 

state understood as ‘bearer of the political’ negotiates the tension between mythic memory and 

fugitive memory in a way that facilitates colonial completion. 

The second aim of this chapter is to revisit the notion of reconciliation ‘from below’ and 

to begin examining what such a model might resemble from the standpoint of an attempt to make 

a case for the transformative power of education.  My attempt to make a case for the transformative 

power of education revolves around three educational figures or paradigms that rely on some form 

of critical pedagogy whose purpose or basic aim is to facilitate change. The first two types of 

critical pedagogy include Volker Heins’ interpretation of Theodor Adorno’s notion of “democratic 

pedagogy” and Cote et al.’s notion of “utopian pedagogy.” The third type of critical pedagogy is 

collective in nature and has to do with the sort of critical education that can be had from strategic 

alliances that are formed in the context of Indigenous on-the-ground acts of resistance. I argue that 
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the value of critical education in part lies in its capacity to produce a subject that is capable of 

acknowledging the dark side of democracy, on the one hand, and that has, on the other hand, 

overcome the prejudices that act as barriers to the notion that patterns of co-existence between 

Indigenous peoples and the demos that transcend the settler-colonial relation are possible and that 

they continue to exist as unrealized potential. The transformative power of a critical education in 

part lies in the production of a subject that struggles to realize the unrealized, or, stated somewhat 

differently, that struggles for a political environment that is conducive to the reclamation of 

“fugitive experiences” and alternative ways of being. In the context of Indigenous politics in 

settler-colonial contexts such as Canada, this might entail a retrieval of different paradigms or 

images that could serve as the basis for a framework of co-existence where the freedom of one 

collectivity does not require or presuppose the unfreedom of the other.  

This chapter proceeds in two sections. The first section attempts to develop an analysis and 

critique of reconciliation ‘from above’ through the lens of Brown’s notion of neoliberal political 

rationality. The second section turns to the notion of reconciliation ‘from below’ understood as an 

alternative to reconciliation ‘from above’ and argues that the realization of political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential in settler-colonial contexts in part depends on the advent 

of forms of education that exert a transformative effect on settler subjectivity.  

Reconciliation From Above: Neoliberalism, Managed Democracy and the Temporality of 

Domination  

My aim in this section is to attempt to theorize reconciliation ‘from above’ through an 

additional political-economic lens. Here, I focus on the way in which the Canadian settler-state 

constituted the politics of reconciliation as a strategy to reconcile the tension between mythic 

memory and fugitive memory but in a way that facilitates colonial completion through selective 

social amnesia. Towards this end, I argue that neoliberal political rationality constitutes a 

foundation of reconciliation ‘from above’ and that this, in turn, results in a version of the politics 

of reconciliation that is rendered incapable of accomplishing what it is designed to accomplish, 

i.e., to facilitate the sort of transformations that are required to ensure that similar collective 

misdeeds are not repeated in the future. Instead, I argue that the neoliberal politics of reconciliation 

ought to be conceived of as a form of risk management that paves the way for ongoing and perhaps 

intensifying forms of social discipline that are meant to undermine Indigenous struggles for 

decolonization and self-determination and to maintain conditions under which the demos might be 
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constituted as imperial citizens. As a form of risk management, it both constructs and is facilitated 

by a distinct temporal structure that works to constantly re-establish and consolidate a ‘business-

as-usual’ economic environment that in turn constantly works to undermine forms of collective 

memory that might propel both Indigenous peoples and the demos towards forms of collective 

action that would undo settler-colonial structures of domination. I argue, moreover, that as a form 

of risk management, the politics of reconciliation ‘from above’ is facilitated by a distinct version 

or model of democracy whose defining characteristic lies in its capacity to transform political 

agents into economic agents. In the end, the politics of reconciliation ‘from above’ is conceived of 

as the most recent iteration in a series of initiatives dating back to the late 1970s and early 1980s 

that have continually failed to live up to the promises of change that they invoke. This cyclical 

pattern of domination exists as such in part because it may be the case that the state is totally 

incapable of repairing the damage that is wrought by the economic system of which it is a part. 

The foundation of the contemporary ‘from above’ model of political reconciliation has to do 

with the rise of neoliberalism and, more specifically, the nature of the logic of the political 

rationality that emerges at the intersection of neoliberalism and the political. Wendy Brown begins 

to define neoliberalism by situating her definition in relation to other prominent definitions of 

neoliberalism but in a way that is meant to add to or supplement, rather than replace, previous 

definitions. Brown argues, in this regard, that neoliberalism is not only an affirmation and 

enactment of free-market economic policies by the state for the purpose of dismantling the welfare 

state through the privatization of public services, nor does it solely consist of a set of policies that 

work to undermine “democratic sovereignty and economic self-direction” in the global South and 

exacerbate wealth disparities around the globe.698 Neoliberalism is, moreover, not strictly 

conceived of as an ideology designed to conceal and naturalize economic realities, nor is it 

conceived of solely as a ‘spill over effect’ on the political from the economic, nor is it conceived 

of solely as a phase or period in the history of the evolution of the capitalist economy that is marked 

by the restoration of profitability for the capitalist classes of the late 20th and early 21st centuries.699 

For Brown, neoliberalism is and does all of these things, but “it also involves a specific and 

consequential organization of the social, the subject, and the state” according to the dictates of a 
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distinct form of political rationality.700 This leads to those aspects of Brown’s definition of 

neoliberalism that I wish to highlight. 

Brown defines neoliberalism by suggesting that it ought to be conceived of as a “peculiar form 

of reason” that is governed by a concern to re-configure “all aspects of existence in economic 

terms.”701 Stated somewhat differently, Brown defines neoliberalism in Foucaultdian terms as an 

“order of normative reason that, when it becomes ascendant, takes shape as a governing rationality 

extending a specific formulation of economic values, practices, and metrics to every dimension of 

human life.”702 Here, Brown draws from Koray Caliskan and Michel Callon and argues that the 

distinctness of neoliberalism as a form of political rationality lies in a tendency towards the 

“economization” of “heretofore noneconomic spheres and practices.”703 Brown is quick to note 

that ‘economization’ is not the equivalent of ‘monetization’ in the sense that neoliberalism does 

not ‘literally marketize all spheres, even as such marketization is certainly one important effect of 

neoliberalism.’704 This means, amongst other things, that wealth generation may not be the primary 

or immediate concern of the neoliberalized subject’s approach to ‘education, health, fitness, family 

life, or neighbourhood.’705 Brown suggests instead that neoliberalism understood as a governing 

rationality ought to be conceived of as the dissemination of the ‘model of the market to all domains 

and activities – even where money is not at issue – and configures human beings exhaustively as 

market actors, always, only, and everywhere as homo oeconomicus.’706 Neoliberal political 

rationality works to re-configure both states and persons on the model of the firm, and as such, 

they are ‘expected to comport themselves in ways that maximize their capital value in the present 

and enhance their future value through practices of entrepreneurialism, self-investment, and/or 

attracting investors.’707 Neoliberalism constructs individual and collective life in such a way that 

to engage oneself – whether as a public person or as a private individual – in activities that do not 

maximize and enhance one’s value as a piece of capital is to risk dissolution. Brown suggests, in 

this regard, that states that choose to pursue a course of action, engage in activities or adopt an 
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orientation other than those which the model of the firm would dictate run the risk of facing “fiscal 

crises, downgraded credit, currency or bond ratings, and lost legitimacy at the least, bankruptcy 

and dissolution at the extreme” while individuals who do not allow their actions to be governed 

by the dictates of the model of the firm run the risk of “impoverishment and a loss of esteem and 

creditworthiness at the least, survival at the extreme.”708 Brown argues that under the form of 

rationality that neoliberalism calls into being and depends upon for its own material reproduction, 

“both individual and state become projects of management, rather than rule,” where economic 

ends replace political ends as collective goals and where an increasingly wide range of concerns 

“become subsumed to the project of capital enhancement,” including, but not limited to, ‘justice, 

individual and popular sovereignty, the rule of law and democratic citizenship.’709 

 There are three additional features of Brown’s notion of neoliberal political rationality that 

I wish to highlight. The first has to do with Brown’s argument that while neoliberalism is both 

ubiquitous and generalized, as a global phenomenon, it is simultaneously “disunified and 

nonidentitical with itself in space and over time.”710 This means, amongst other things, that, first, 

neoliberalism manifests itself differently in the different national, regional and sectoral contexts in 

which it gets instantiated; second, it gets articulated differently as it intersects with different ‘extant 

cultures and political traditions’; and, third, it is transformed via its convergence with ‘and uptakes 

of other discourses and developments.’711 Neoliberalism, in other words, does not manifest 

uniformly but instead “takes diverse shapes and spawns diverse content and normative details, 

even different idioms.”712 This feature of contemporary neoliberalism is important because not 

only does neoliberalism require an analysis that is spatially specific (for example, neoliberalism in 

North America versus elsewhere), but that also takes into account the ways in which it intersects 

with other political formations (i.e., settler-colonialism), political histories (i.e., the histories that 

define the terrain of Indigenous politics) and political discourses (i.e., discourses of political 

reconciliation, for instance). The second feature has to do with one of the central effects associated 

with the neoliberalization of the state. Here, Brown argues that under the neoliberal state, the 

economy becomes the ‘organizing and regulative principle’ resulting in a situation where ‘liberal 
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democratic justice concerns recede’ and give way to concerns about ‘economic growth, global 

competitiveness, and maintenance of a strong credit rating.’713 Brown suggests that while the goals 

of ‘justice, peace, or environmental sustainability’ might be pursued by the neoliberal state, they 

will only be pursued instrumentally, that is, to the extent that they are simultaneously conducive 

to the production of an investment-friendly economic climate or, stated somewhat differently, to 

the extent that they can become ‘entrepreneurialized’ in the sense of exhibiting a capacity to attract 

consumers, investors and ‘ecologically or justice-minded sectors of the public.’714 It is important 

to note in this regard that to pursue justice only under conditions where it is economically feasible 

to do so represents a state of affairs that has displaced and perhaps even replaced justice as the 

organizing principle of collective life. As Brown notes, the displacement of justice as the 

organizing principle of collective life results in a situation where the state responds to justice 

claims through strategies that are designed to either marginalize or co-opt the bearers of the 

injustice.715 I will have more to say below about the implications of this displacement from the 

standpoint of the question of the temporality of the political under the impact of neoliberalism. 

The final feature has to do with the relationship between neoliberalism and democracy. There 

are two dimensions of this relationship that I wish to highlight, one of which requires that I extend 

the analysis and critique beyond Brown’s conceptualization. The first dimension has to do with 

Brown’s argument that neoliberalism shatters the ‘very idea of a people, a demos asserting its 

collective political sovereignty’ and replaces the collective bearer of democratic traditions with 

scattered and competing pieces of capital, incapable of embarking on a process of discovering 

shared concerns let alone taking collective action towards their realization. Stated somewhat 

differently, neoliberalism individualizes collective life and does so in a way that aims to undermine 

the possibility of solidarity and collective self-determination. This is primarily due to the fact that 

neoliberal individuals do not relate to each other as equals but rather as contestants in a competition 

for scarce resources. Under neoliberalism, there are only ‘winners and losers’ and citizenship is 

measured not in terms of a capacity for democratic action but is instead measured in terms of a 

capacity for ‘self-care,’ or the “ability to provide for their own needs and service their own 

ambitions, whether as welfare recipients, medical patients, consumers of pharmaceuticals, 
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university students, or workers in ephemeral occupations.”716 Citizenship-as-self-care, therefore, 

results in a situation where the citizen is “divested of any orientation toward the common, thereby 

undermining an already weak investment in an active citizenry and an already thin concept of a 

public good from a liberal democratic table of values.”717 Neoliberalism, in other words, exerts a 

profound de-democratizing effect on liberal-democratic political orders. One of the primary effects 

of the ascendancy of neoliberal political rationality is that it “is quietly undoing basic elements of 

democracy,” including “vocabularies, principles of justice, political cultures, habits of citizenship, 

practices of rule, and above all, democratic imaginaries.”718 Neoliberalism facilitates the 

paradoxical situation in which an ostensibly democratic political order excels at producing 

undemocratic citizens, the sort of citizens “who loves and wants neither freedom nor equality, even 

of a liberal sort; the citizen who expects neither truth nor accountability in governance and state 

actions; the citizen who is not distressed by exorbitant concentrations of political and economic 

power, routine abrogations of the rule of law, or distinctly undemocratic formulations of national 

purpose at home or abroad.”719 This leads to the second dimension concerning the relationship 

between neoliberalism and democracy that I wish to highlight. 

The second dimension deals with the relationship between neoliberalism and the politics of 

recognition, on the one hand, and how the relationship between these two forces interacts with the 

emergent politics of reconciliation in settler-colonial contexts such as Canada, on the other hand. 

More specifically, I am interested in the transition from the neoliberalized politics of recognition 

approach to justice claims – most commonly referred to in Canadian politics as multiculturalism 

– to a neoliberalized politics of reconciliation approach to managing justice claims. In order to 

parse out the nature of this transition and the impact it has had on the possibility of realizing 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential, I turn to the work of political scientist Matt 

James. In his essay, “Neoliberal Heritage Redress,” James analyzes and critiques the recent 

migration of neoliberalism from the politics of recognition to the politics of reconciliation. Here, 

James forwards the claim that the “characteristic tactics and tools of a neoliberalized 

multiculturalism have latterly been transported and applied to the newly important terrain of 

historical redress” and that this migration has had major consequences from the standpoint of the 
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capacity for both Indigenous peoples and settler allies to ‘challenge the terms of belonging within 

Canadian settler society.’720 There are three elements of James’ analysis and critique that I wish to 

highlight. The first element has to do with those factors that James identifies as being responsible 

for propelling neoliberalism’s migration from the politics of recognition to the politics of 

reconciliation. Here, James notes that the transition occurred largely as a result of the rise of far-

right forces in North American politics and the tendency for right-wing forces to equate 

multiculturalism with “terrorism promotion.”721 This, in turn, facilitated an “emergent emphasis 

on Canadian deeds of reconciliation and repair” which subsequently acted as means of addressing 

“some of the international branding and domestic diversity management functions once shouldered 

by an increasingly “worn out” multiculturalism.”722 The second element that I wish to highlight 

has to do with James’ argument that neoliberalism’s migration to the politics of reconciliation has 

facilitated a contraction of the terrain in terms of what can and cannot count as a legitimate justice 

claim. Stated somewhat differently, neoliberalism facilitates the production of policies that enable 

the state to police “the border between legitimate and illegitimate diversity” and to do so from the 

standpoint of criteria that results in a situation where only those forms of diversity that give the 

Canadian state an ‘international advantage in business’ are recognized as being eligible for having 

their justice claims acknowledged.723 This leads to the third element of James’ analysis and critique 

that I wish to highlight. 

The central consequence of neoliberalism’s migration from the politics of recognition to the 

politics of reconciliation from the standpoint of the terms of the analysis of this dissertation is that 

it enables the state to actively construct “popular understandings of injustice in ways congenial to 

the neoliberal project of remaking the public sphere devoid of critical dissent.”724 Here, James is 

referring to the onset of a set of circumstances where the neoliberalized state can employ the 

politics of reconciliation as a means of ‘shaping public understandings of Canadian injustice’ 

which in turn contributes to a situation where popular understandings of historic injustice “will 

centre around a pre-selected group of singular past government acts abstracted from any deeper 
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consideration of the long-term structural and attitudinal racism that tends to give rise to historical 

wrongs in the first place.”725 This, perhaps, is another way of saying that neoliberalism will 

strengthen rather than undermine the one-sided historical narratives that are a characteristic feature 

of mythic memory. The upshot, for James, is that the neoliberal politics of reconciliation facilitates 

a “taming of the past’s transformative potential.”726 Here, neoliberalism acts as “a disciplinary 

vehicle for shaping” citizens’ views of, and reactions to, the past.727 The neoliberalized state’s 

capacity to ‘construct a sanitized field of remembrance and memory’ that ‘says virtually nothing 

about the injustice’ lays the groundwork for an inversion, namely, that the harms suffered by 

persecuted groups and peoples get transformed into ‘contributions to building Canada.’728 James 

captures the nature of these processes by labelling the neoliberalized state’s approach to 

reconciliation and remembrance as a “Potemkin-village” approach, which is defined as a process 

of ‘taking histories of racist wrongdoing and reinscribing them as sign-posts of national progress 

and triumph.’729 In the end, neoliberalism’s uptake of the politics of reconciliation in settler-

colonial contexts such as Canada has resulted in the creation of a “victim industry” whose scope 

is shaped by ‘predetermined menus of past injustices eligible for recognition’ and which facilitates 

the transformation of Canada’s “histories of wrongdoing from potential tools of national self-

criticism and introspection into paternalistic occasions for congratulating victim groups on their 

“contributions.””730 The upshot, James argues, is a “new, state-driven field of remembrance that 

aims to numb critical memory instead of fostering it.”731 These features – i.e., the way that 

neoliberalism takes on different shapes depending on the contexts in which it manifests, 

neoliberalism’s displacement of justice as the organizing principle of collective life, 

neoliberalism’s de-democratizing tendencies, and neoliberalism’s amnesiac tendencies – will 

serve as a sort of background for the following claim which in turn will act as a background for 

the remaining claims that I forward concerning reconciliation ‘from above.’ 

The second background claim I wish to make about the politics of reconciliation and its 

transformative potential under the ascendency of neoliberal political rationality is grounded upon 
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two claims made by Sheldon Wolin in his analysis and critique of collective memory in the context 

of unresolved historic injustice in established democracies. The first claim is that in post-

mnemonic, liberal-capitalist societies, justice will tend to get replaced by the categories of 

‘accident and risk’ and, second, that this is primarily due to the fact that “collective wrongs are not 

so much perpetrated as inherent in the system.”732 I will begin by examining the implications of 

the first claim and will return to the implications of the second claim in the conclusion of this 

section. The first claim grounds my argument that the neoliberalized politics of reconciliation 

ought to be theorized or understood not as a genuine ritual of repair whose purpose is the 

rectification of injustice by addressing the generative roots of the problem but instead ought to be 

conceived of as an element in a comprehensive risk management strategy that is geared towards 

managing potential threats to the stability of the economy. There are four major characteristics of 

the politics of reconciliation understood as a neoliberalized strategy of risk management that I wish 

to emphasize. First, it manages the risk associated with the threat that the justice claims and the 

struggles for decolonization and self-determination of Indigenous peoples poses to the moral 

foundations and legitimacy of the liberal-democratic, settler state. Second, the politics of 

reconciliation in its official form allowed the state to manage the risk associated with the capacity 

of the politics of reconciliation to facilitate a moment of the revelation of the political. Here, the 

primary means by which the state managed the politics of reconciliation in a way that undermined 

its capacity to de-naturalize settler-colonialism for the demos was the absence of opportunities for 

direct and sustained engagement with or participation in, the Indigenous politics of reconciliation. 

Third, it served as an occasion to manage the risk posed by the politicization and radicalization of 

both Indigenous peoples and the demos from the standpoint of the relationship between the 

righteous indignation that the gruesome abuse of children inevitably gives rise to and the 

maintenance of stable conditions for processes of capital accumulation. The politics of 

reconciliation was constructed, in other words, to de-politicize an issue that otherwise may have 

radicalized a large enough swathe of both Indigenous and settler populations to effect a change in 

the status quo state of affairs.  Finally, it was constructed to pave the way for a taming both of the 

radical potential associated with the contents of the collective memory of Indigenous peoples and 

from the standpoint of its capacity to tame Indigenous resistance to incursions on traditional 

territories by state and corporate forces via a capacity to pave the way for intensifying forms of 
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social discipline. With these arguments in mind, I now proceed to the three major ways that the 

settler-state manages the risk to the economy posed by Indigenous peoples and those amongst the 

demos who count themselves as allies in the struggle against injustice. 

The first major claim about the nature of the politics of reconciliation ‘from above’ that I wish 

to make has to do with the argument that when the politics of reconciliation is viewed through the 

lens of the claim that it constitutes a form of risk management, it reveals the outlines of a general 

historical pattern of domination. More specifically, it reveals the outlines of a distinct, neoliberally-

inflected temporality of the political as it plays out in the context of Indigenous-state relations. 

Here, I am referring to the possible existence of a temporal structure that has in many ways 

determined the rhythms of Indigenous-state relations since the late 1970s and early 1980s and 

which might be referred to as a ‘business-as-usual’ temporal structure. Stated in a somewhat 

oversimplified and condensed form, the three basic elements, or movements, that characterize the 

rhythms of this temporal structure might be said to consist of the following: the first movement is 

marked by a period of unrest in which Indigenous peoples collectively respond to the injustices 

and inequities of the settler-colonial relationship in ways that are disruptive to the smooth and 

somewhat seamless business-as-usual tempo of everyday life in contemporary capitalist societies. 

This interruption is, moreover, often portrayed in the media and other communication platforms 

as either representing a “crisis” of some sort or as potentially leading to a crisis. The second 

movement is twofold. Here, the state responds to disruptive forms of Indigenous resistance first, 

in a reactionary way that typically involves the deployment of militarized state forces and the threat 

or actual use of direct or naked forms of violence and, second, this is followed up by a gesture of 

recognition which can be grand or small in nature. Grand gestures of recognition typically involve 

constitutional recognition of some sort, royal commissions designed to ascertain the nature of a 

problem and to make recommendations for change or truth commissions designed to uncover the 

truth concerning state-sponsored violence and atrocity. Smaller gestures of recognition might 

include development initiatives targeting a specific region, monetary packages designed to address 

a specific issue, a change in the political status of a regional entity, etc. Whether large or small, 

the purpose of these gestures of recognition lies in the promise that basic change to the structures 

and relationships that produced the injustices which instigated the disruptive forms of resistance 

is going to take place, or is already in a process of change. The third step might be simply defined 
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as the failure to live up to the promises of change contained in the gesture of recognition which in 

turn acts as a contributing factor to a renewal of the patterns of the cycle.  

Here, it might be said that the structures from which the gestures of recognition emanate 

ultimately undermine their transformative potential. While it may be the case that the actors who 

promote and preside over the design of these gestures of recognition may genuinely be interested 

in justice, this is undermined by the foundational influence of neoliberalism on the decision-

making process of elites. I argue that due to the constitutive influence of neoliberalism, gestures 

of recognition ought to instead be interpreted as investments in the return of a ‘business-as-usual’ 

temporal structure. Stated somewhat differently, neoliberalized gestures of recognition – or, 

gestures of recognition in an era of neoliberalism – ought to be interpreted as efforts to buy time 

in the sense that it constitutes an investment in the return of a linear, future-oriented temporal 

structure characterized by its stability, peace and predictability and which is conducive to the 

smooth accumulation of ever-increasing profits. The politics of reconciliation might, in other 

words, be interpreted as one effort by the state to hedge against potential disruptions to the 

economy for a time. In addition, since the activities of the state and capital are themselves often 

the source of Indigenous forms of resistance, this temporal structure is cyclical because the 

invocation of the promise of change does not extend to generative roots. Instead, the neoliberalized 

state relies on the promise of change and the appearance of change as a means of taming and 

pacifying Indigenous peoples for a time, that is, until the beginning of the next cycle of managing 

the return of the ‘business-as-usual’ temporal structure of capitalism through investments that take 

the form of gestures of recognition that themselves often act as a source of contention that 

contributes to another round in the cycle. 

I believe that Coulthard’s analysis and critique of the so-called “Oka Crisis” and the subsequent 

launching of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) inadvertently demonstrate the 

nature and rhythms of the ‘business-as-usual’ temporal structure. The background for the state’s 

decision to undertake a royal commission understood as a grand gesture of recognition is twofold. 

The first ‘national crisis’ was the defeat of the Meech Lake Accord by Elijah Harper, a Cree 

member of Manitoba’s Legislative Assembly. According to Coulthard, Indigenous opposition to 

the Meech Lake Accord was “staunch and vocal” and was grounded in concerns that the “process 

failed to recognize the political concerns and aspirations” of Indigenous peoples in Canada.733 It 
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failed, in other words, to incorporate Indigenous peoples as participants in the construction of the 

accord. The second ‘national crisis’ is generally referred to as the Oka Crisis and consisted of “a 

seventy-eight-day armed “standoff” beginning on July 11, 1990, between the Mohawk Nation of 

Kanasatake, the Quebec provincial police (SQ), and the Canadian armed forces near the town of 

Oka, Quebec.734 As Coulthard notes, these acts of resistance represented the “culmination of a 

decade-long escalation of Native frustration with a colonial state that steadfastly refused to uphold 

the rights” to self-determination that had been ‘recognized and affirmed’ in s. 35(1) of The 

Constitution Act, 1982.735 Therefore, Indigenous resistance to the injustices of settler-colonialism 

initially provoked a reaction by the state in the form of state-sanctioned naked violence directed at 

Indigenous peoples. This, however, was almost immediately followed by a grand gesture of 

recognition in the form of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP). It is worth 

pausing briefly to consider the question of the grandness of the scale of the state’s response in this 

case. As Coulthard notes, the state’s mobilization against Kanasatake was the largest military 

mobilization that Canada had undertaken since the Korean War. RCAP, too, was nothing if not 

grand. The Final Report consisted of five main volumes with additional supporting and stand-alone 

pieces, included 440 recommendations for future action, had a price tag of $60 million and was 

drafted on the basis of five years of research and extensive community engagement. Here, 

Coulthard’s analysis suggests that the scale of the response was grounded in economic reasoning. 

When Indigenous peoples challenge the activities of the state and capital they are challenging not 

only the settler state’s domestic authority but also its capacity to maintain the stability that is 

“required to ensure “certainty” over lands and resources to create a climate friendly for expanded 

capitalist accumulation.”736 Coulthard notes in reference to the decade of increased Indigenous 

activism and resistance that culminated in the Oka Stand-off, that “the barrage of Indigenous 

practices of disruptive counter-sovereignty that emerged with increased frequency in the 1980s 

was an embarrassing demonstration that Canada no longer had its shit together with respect to 

managing the so-called Indian Problem.”737 The final movement manifested both in the absence 

of any change to the structures that instigated Indigenous resistance in the first place and in the 

fact that the state has yet to take up any of RCAP’s recommendations for change. It did, however, 
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serve to buy time in the sense that its promise of change tamed Indigenous resistance and facilitated 

the return of a business-as-usual temporal structure.  

Furthermore, the ‘business-as-usual’ temporal structure understood as a key element of a 

neoliberalized settler-colonial structure of domination provides something like ‘added value’ in 

the form of its capacity to facilitate selective social amnesia. The state, in other words, derives an 

additional benefit from the ‘business-as-usual’ temporal structure because it is a version of the 

temporality of the political that is conducive to selective social amnesia. In his analysis and critique 

of the temporality of the political in capitalist societies, Maley argues that temporal structures that 

are either hospitable to or expressions of capitalism are marked by a “temporal disjuncture.”738 By 

‘temporal disjuncture,’ Maley is referring to the fact that the market “does not need memory to 

function” and, drawing from Agnes Heller, argues that ‘the market requires instead the destruction 

and abolishment of cultural memory,’ especially the sort of collective memory that is rooted in 

local traditions which, from the standpoint of the market, “are just so many hindrances” to the 

‘proper functioning’ of the capitalist economy.739 This is in part due to the fact that the “market is 

geared towards” what Maley refers to as ‘future-oriented activities,’ or the ‘constant and endless 

accumulation of capital and profits.’740 It is in this sense that “capitalism can do without the past,” 

or, stated somewhat differently, “in its quantification and commodification of all aspects of life, it 

constantly rewrites the past in terms of the calculation/celebration of ever-increasing sales, profits, 

returns on investment, accumulated stock market gains,” etc.741 One of the consequences, on 

Maley’s account, is that if, 
the market can be separated from the past, or from past practices that do not conform to its 
imperative to commodify experience and act according to instrumental rationality, if its activities 
can dislodge or destroy the diversity of collective historical memories embedded in communities, 
then it can be separated from ethical foundations in the future. The scope for other historical 
possibilities rooted in the memory of non-rational or non-commodified experiences is thereby 
potentially reduced.742  

 

As an effect of this pattern, whether it is intended or not, the state’s actions might be conceived of 

as an attempt to buy the time necessary to facilitate the sort of collective amnesia that is a condition 

for the realization of colonial completion and the total assimilation of Indigenous peoples as 
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subordinate elements within the conquering collectivity. While time itself – empty, linear time – 

is perhaps one of the most potent forces from the standpoint of facilitating social amnesia, this 

remains an uncertain process in part because that which the state is attempting to protect with its 

purchases of time (i.e., the health of the nation’s capitalist system of production) itself routinely 

produces the sorts of harm or ‘injuries’ that re-ignite collective memory and the sense of injustice 

and which in turn gives rise to the forms of disruption and resistance that seek to undermine the 

business-as-usual temporal structure. The question remains, however, concerning the way in which 

the politics of reconciliation understood as a risk management strategy paves the way for state-

sanctioned forms of social discipline. We might begin formulating an answer to this question by 

turning to Tuck and Yang’s notion of ‘settler moves to innocence.’ 

The neoliberalized politics of reconciliation paves the way for forms of social discipline 

directed at Indigenous peoples by the state through the constitution of the politics of reconciliation 

as a sort of grand ‘settler move to innocence.’ In their essay, “Decolonization is not a metaphor,” 

Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang argue that ‘settler moves to innocence’ are grounded in processes 

associated with what they refer to as the ‘metaphorization’ of the concept of decolonization. Here, 

Tuck and Yang argue that we have entered an era where decolonization is defined in such a way 

that it has become “a metaphor for other things we want to do to improve our societies and 

schools.”743 The metaphorization of decolonization is problematic because it contributes to the 

invisibilization of settler colonialism by concealing “the real and symbolic violences of settler 

colonialism” and because it can work to undermine Indigenous struggles for actual decolonization 

via a substitution whereby the language of decolonization is easily and superficially adopted in 

“education and other social sciences, supplanting prior ways of talking about social justice, critical 

methodologies, or approaches which decenter settler perspectives.”744 The appropriation of the 

language of decolonization by “other civil and human rights-based social justice projects” and its 

subsumption under the “directives of these projects” tends to be done “with no regard for how 

decolonization wants something different than those forms of justice.”745 Tuck and Yang note, in 

this regard, that while the metaphorization of decolonization is not as “offensive” as other forms 

of appropriation, it nevertheless facilitates a situation where inclusion and the ‘grafting of 
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decolonization onto pre-existing discourses/frameworks’ results in a set of circumstances where 

decolonization gets transformed into both a “form of enclosure” that is “dangerous” in the way 

that it “domesticates decolonization” and a form of “foreclosure” which is “limiting in how it 

recapitulates dominant theories of social change.”746 It is in this sense that the metaphorization of 

decolonization “kills the very possibility of decolonization” to the extent that it decenters 

Indigeneity, ‘resettles theory, extends innocence to the settler and entertains settler futures.’747 

Decolonization, according to Tuck and Yang, does not “have a synonym.”748 

The upshot of Tuck and Yang’s arguments concerning the metaphorization of decolonization 

is that it acts as a ‘settler move to innocence’ that ‘problematically attempts to reconcile settler 

guilt and complicity, and rescue settler futurity.’749 The metaphorization of decolonization is 

conceived by Tuck and Yang as the most recent iteration in “a long and bumbled history of non-

Indigenous peoples making moves to alleviate the impacts of colonization” on themselves.750 As 

a settler move to innocence, it “taps into pre-existing tropes,” some of which include the myth of 

settler nativism, or claims of having a ‘long-lost ancestor who is rumored to have had “Indian 

blood,” which in turn works to support the marking of the self as blameless in the “attempted 

eradication of Indigenous peoples”; the myth of fantasizing adoption where the soon-to-be-extinct 

Native “hands over his land, his claim to the land, his very Indian-ness to the settler for safe-

keeping,” a fantasy that is exemplified in the film, Dances with Wolves; the use of colonial 

equivocation defined as a subtle process of rendering homogenous “various experiences of 

oppression” by lumping them under the heading of colonization and then ‘describing all struggles 

against imperialism as decolonizing’; and, conscientization, or equating decolonization with the 

advent of a critical awareness in the popular and somewhat hackneyed sense that all one must do 

from the standpoint of liberation is to ‘free your mind and the rest will follow.’751  

According to Tuck and Yang, settler moves to innocence represent “fantasies of easier paths 

to reconciliation” that are, in reality, strategies designed to justify territorial dispossession and 

grant access to the land understood as a commodity and as a “natural resource” to be exploited.752 
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Settler moves to innocence might therefore be conceived of as serving multiple economic, political 

and psycho-social purposes: it works to shore up settler sovereignty and clears the way for 

unhindered capital accumulation; it alleviates “multiple forms of settler anxiety” that are grounded 

in the ‘presence of Indigenous peoples’ who constitute a ‘constant reminder that the settler colonial 

project is incomplete’; it works as a strategy “to remove involvement in and culpability for systems 

of domination”; and, it relieves settlers of “feelings of guilt or responsibility without giving up 

land or power or privilege, without having to change much at all.”753 Ultimately, settler moves to 

innocence as a strategy of reconciliation is grounded in the desire “to not have to deal with this 

(Indian) problem anymore.”754 Insofar as settler moves to innocence are motivated by a desire for 

reconciliation, it results in a form of reconciliation defined as a process of rescuing ‘settler 

normalcy’ and ‘settler futures’ in the absence of actual decolonization.755 

In order to understand the specific sense in which the politics of reconciliation in its official 

form constitutes a ‘settler move to innocence’ that paves the way for forms of social discipline that 

are designed to consolidate and legitimate settler hierarchies, a brief detour into the topic collective 

memory specifically as it pertains to the relationship between the politics of recognition and the 

politics of reconciliation is required. Here, we might begin by recalling Coulthard’s argument 

concerning the ‘productive character’ of colonial power and, more specifically, his suggestion that 

the liberal politics of recognition reproduces settler-colonial hierarchies by facilitating the 

production of co-opted forms of subjectivity who misidentify delegated forms of un-freedom with 

freedom itself. The liberal politics of recognition is conceived of by Coulthard, in other words, as 

a theory and a practice that works to reproduce structures of domination and dispossession through 

freedom. Here, it might be said that the state accomplishes this through a process that might be 

characterized as misrecognizing in the act of recognition. It does so through forms of 

accommodation that grant, for example, the right to collective self-determination but in political 

and economic forms that simultaneously deny collective self-determination. In Canada, this 

process occurs, in part, through “self-government negotiations.” “Self-government negotiations” 

might be conceived of as a state-driven, paternalistic process whereby recognition depends upon 

Indigenous peoples’ capacity to enact certain pre-determined political standards, the nature and 
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proper performance of which is determined and strictly monitored by state authorities. Anishinaabe 

political theorist Dale Turner argues that the subtle logic of domination at play in mainstream 

versions of the politics of recognition is facilitated by substituting political self-determination for 

cultural self-determination and then guaranteeing cultural self-determination as a right within the 

constitutional framework of Canadian law. This substitution, in turn, acts as the basis for a renewal 

of the project of assimilating Indigenous peoples into mainstream Canadian society via their re-

constitution as formally equal individuals with special group rights. There is, however, a ‘profound 

difference between treating individual Indians equally, and treating with Indians as equal 

nations.’756 The state, in other words, misrecognizes Indigenous struggles for self-determination 

by ‘locating their source in the context of Aboriginal cultures – in their “Aboriginality” – and not 

in the political context of Indigenous nationhood.’757  

Therefore, the danger inherent in the liberal politics of recognition in part consists of the subtle 

ways in which the state can entice ‘colonized populations’ to internalize the ‘derogatory images 

imposed on them by their colonial master.’ Here, ‘derogatory images’ might be interpreted as 

referring, in part, to the imposition and internalization of an image of Indigenous peoples as beings 

who are not and perhaps never existed historically as politically free peoples. In this way, the 

settler-state employs the politics of recognition as means of co-optation that strives to get 

Indigenous peoples to ‘buy into’ the Canadian social contract via processes that place intense 

pressure to identify delegated forms of (un)freedom with freedom itself and thereby facilitate the 

onset and consolidation of a sense of allegiance to the settler-state which in turn grounds the settler 

state’s legitimacy for Indigenous peoples.  

I believe that a similar logic of co-optation is at work in the sphere of collective memory at the 

level of the state in relation to Canada’s politics of reconciliation. I believe that by its exclusive 

focus on residential schools and on the individual survivors of residential schools, Canada’s IRS 

TRC is not only situating settler-colonialism in a past that is selectively forgotten but also reducing 

and thereby obscuring the entirety of settler-colonialism to what is re-conceived of as a sort of 

temporally circumscribed, misguided state policy – as opposed to an endemic characteristic and 

ever-present possibility inhering in a distinct set of hierarchically structured relations whose 

historical trajectory has yet to be interrupted – directed at what is also re-conceived of as a sort of 
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victimized national sub-population – as opposed to independent peoples whose autonomy and self-

determining authority is denied via the coercive imposition of a structure of domination. As Wolin 

notes, ‘by its silence, collective memory will have signified the limits of justice.’758 In this case, 

selective social amnesia, or the act of publicly re-calling a part of the story in a way that eclipses 

the whole story, casts a veil over the violent origins of Canada and supports the one-sided 

ideological narrative of the Canadian nation-state as tolerant, diverse and originary. The state thus 

negotiates the tension between its own built-in amnesiac tendencies and the fugitive memory of 

Indigenous peoples by not only misremembering in the act of remembering but also by imposing 

a mnemonic structure upon the collective memory of Indigenous peoples and doing so in a way 

that both represents an expansion of the scope of the collective memory of the nation-state – i.e., 

by admitting the Residential School System as an element of the historical narrative that underpins 

national identity – and that simultaneously contracts the terrain of collective memory as a whole – 

i.e., by omitting from the national narrative the genocidal practices and the coercive imposition of 

a structure of domination that are conditions for nation- and state-building in North America.  

Furthermore, as Nishnaabeg theorist Leanne Simpson notes, such a selectively narrow 

definition of historic injustice can work to undermine further struggles for decolonization in the 

sense that the state’s admission of guilt combined with an official apology and compensation for 

survivors signifies the onset of a post-reconciliation era where there is no longer a legitimate basis 

for Indigenous struggles for freedom and decolonization. Stated somewhat differently, the politics 

of reconciliation might be interpreted as a settler move to innocence grounded in the following 

logic: if in the “eyes of liberalism” this historical wrong has been “righted” – i.e., as a result of the 

unfolding of Canada’s IRS TRC – then the “historic situation has been remedied,” and Indigenous-

state relations become co-opted in the sense that it facilitates the perception amongst Canadians 

that we now live in an era of post-reconciliation where “Indigenous peoples no longer have a 

legitimate source of contention”759 The mnemonic logic of the politics of reconciliation is, in other 

words, geared towards rendering the state innocent and doing so in a way that paves the way for 

legitimate and ongoing forms of social discipline. 

Before proceeding to the specific ways in which Indigenous peoples get disciplined to settler-

colonial social hierarchies in the context of the politics of reconciliation, it might be worth pausing 
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briefly to consider the role of the state under neoliberalism and its relationship to social discipline. 

Wolin argues, in this regard, that the liberal state – even under circumstances where it is conceived 

as “limited government” – is not a “negative state” but instead lies in possession of a “well-

defined” set of social and economic functions.760 Wolin suggests three functions that the state 

possesses in a capitalist society. First, “administration” becomes the predominant mode of the 

political which, amongst other things, signifies a state of affairs where “political experience has 

been forgotten” and where the state’s value is determined not by its capacity to act as ‘the locus of 

political life’ but in terms of its capacity to act as the servant of a ‘higher order.’761 Second, 

following Adam Smith, Wolin identifies this ‘higher order’ with ‘commerce and manufacture’ 

which in turn results in a situation where the administration of what counts as ‘justice’ is bound 

up with generating, maintaining and nurturing the conditions where individuals and economic 

entities can feel “secure in the possession of their property” via laws that ensure contracts will be 

enforced and debts will be paid.762 Third, the state must develop a system of social discipline 

because capitalism “produces a surplus population of economically useless people.”763 The poor 

present a risk that must be managed because they could potentially mobilize against the system, 

which produces misery as a routine element of its everyday operations. From the standpoint of the 

terms of this analysis, the purpose of social discipline is to mitigate the danger posed by Indigenous 

struggles for decolonization and self-determination as well as resistance to processes of capital 

accumulation because they “endanger the economic priorities of a society threatened by fierce 

competition from abroad.”764 This discipline must be severe because, according to the logic of 

political economy, the ‘poor [or Indigenous peoples] lack a proper sense of social obligations, 

preferring handouts rather than work’ and, as a consequence, ‘they must be made less free rather 

than more’ which requires a ‘paternalist kind of program’ that undermines the pursuit of ‘self-

interest’ by forcing them into ‘dirty low wage jobs.’765 Here, what I wish to emphasize is that 

forms of social discipline work to de-politicize individuals and groups in the sense that they are 

designed to redefine individual and collective actors as “respondents rather than actors, as objects 
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of manipulation rather than as autonomous.”766  With this in mind, I now turn to the forms of social 

discipline that the politics of reconciliation makes possible. It is important to keep in mind that the 

following list is not exhaustive but instead focuses on some of the more prominent forms of social 

discipline that Indigenous peoples are subjected to by the politics of reconciliation. 

The first form of social discipline I wish to highlight has to do with one of the central ways 

that the state manages the risk posed by the fugitive memory of Indigenous peoples and 

simultaneously disciplines Indigenous peoples to settler-colonial hierarchies, namely, through 

their tendency to be misrecognized by the state in the context of the politics of reconciliation as 

victims. The primary means by which this identity gets imposed upon Indigenous peoples is via 

the neoliberal medicalization of political reconciliation’s transformative potential. Stated 

somewhat differently, the neoliberally-inflected construction of Indigenous peoples as victims and 

of the state as savior allows the state to re-conceive political reconciliation’s transformative 

potential as something like a state-sponsored therapeutic, self-help program. In Therapeutic 

Nations, Dian Million suggests that Canada’s IRS TRC entwines Indigenous self-determination 

with a “state-determined biopolitical” program for “emotional and psychological self-care” that 

results in the transformation of Indigenous peoples into administered subjects “of a humanitarian 

project” as opposed to “subjects of their polities negotiating for political empowerment.”767 Jenny 

Edkins argues, in a similar vein, that the ‘normalisation and medicalization’ of trauma and 

victimhood is a way of managing the risk posed by trauma’s potential to facilitate the politicization 

of survivors. Here, the state ‘helps’ survivors to ‘recover’ by allowing them to ‘verbalise and 

narrate what has happened to them’ and by providing ‘counselling’ but not so that they may re-

acquire political agency but instead to facilitate their reinsertion into structures of power.768 If this 

process of normalization “fails, then the status of victim of post-traumatic stress disorder serves to 

render the survivor more or less harmless to existing power structures.”769 In this way, the 

challenge to existing power structures posed by the potential radicalization of Survivors and those 

who bear witness to their suffering is neutralized while the bearers of those memories are 

simultaneously disciplined to social hierarchies. Political theorist Andrew Schaap argues that 
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reliance on metaphors of “healing and settlement” is a way of managing the “risk of politics,” 

which Schaap defines agonistically as the possibility that ‘the community is not inevitable’ and 

that some conflicts may be irreconcilable.770 Here, the risk of politics is managed by placing 

‘plurality in the service of a higher unity: a nation to be redeemed, a society to be healed, a truth 

to be settled.’771 Casting the politics of reconciliation in these terms not only ‘diminishes the 

representational space in which the terms of reconciliation itself might be contested’ but also 

establishes conditions where the “collective memory on which community is supposed to depend 

requires a selective forgetting of that which might call into question the commonness of the 

past.”772 Here, the prioritization of the ‘naturalness of the historical community’ works to 

undermine forms of collective memory and the antagonisms to which they give rise for the purpose 

of managing threats to the unity and stability of the body politic.773  

The second and related form of social discipline that the politics of reconciliation ‘from above’ 

facilitates and that I wish to highlight has to do with processes of individualization and de-

politicization associated with the state construct of the Survivor. Here, insofar as the Residential 

School system acted as a substitute for the whole of the collective harms perpetrated as a result of 

settler-colonialism so too is the Survivor qua victim constructed as a substitute not only for the 

collective memory of the autonomous Indigenous subject but for the harms inflicted upon 

Indigenous peoples as a whole. This undermines the autonomy of Indigenous peoples because they 

are constructed as subjects who are incapable of self-repair. This process in turn, paved the way 

for the state to construct itself as the mythic saviour of the victims of an atrocity for which the state 

itself is responsible. The saviour myth is foundational and has a long history in settler-colonial 

contexts such as Canada. Initially, settlers variously conceived of themselves as saviours in 

religious terms, that is, as missionaries rescuing the souls of Indigenous peoples by breaking the 

internal connection to traditional forms of spirituality through processes of assimilation into 

Christian culture. Politically, settlers initially conceived of themselves as saviours in the sense of 

enlightened despots who were saving Indigenous peoples from their barbarous and savage state of 

existence and making possible an experience of freedom via their assimilation as political beings 

in the Western sense of the term. Economically, settlers conceived of themselves as saviours in 
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the sense that they conceived of themselves in Lockean terms as saving the land and the wealth it 

could otherwise produce if the indolent and technologically backward savages could be 

reconstituted as the ‘industrious and rationale.’ I argue that the most recent iteration of the saviour 

myth in Indigenous politics in Canada unfolded as an element of the politics of reconciliation and 

the notion that the state was saving Residential School Survivors from their ongoing trauma and 

saving Indigenous peoples in Canada as a whole with the promise that they will no longer be at 

risk of such forms of mistreatment by the state. The saviour myth not only requires that Indigenous 

peoples internalize forms of misrecognition as a condition of being saved, but it also entails a third 

form of social discipline, namely, the imposition of a form of collective memory that might be 

characterized by its selective social amnesia. Here, it is important to recall, following Wolin, that 

forgetfulness is defined as the establishment of “a context where the self must renounce some part 

of itself or of its own experience” as a condition of admission into the liberal body politic.774 What 

Indigenous peoples are being asked to forget is freedom via their renouncing of the collective 

memory of the autonomous Indigenous subject and the objective conditions under which it can 

exist as a reality. Insofar as the politics of reconciliation imposes a form of collective memory that 

requires that Indigenous peoples forget themselves as free beings, it constitutes a form of social 

discipline. This leads to the final form of social discipline I wish to highlight. 

The fourth and final form of social discipline has to do with the way in which the conclusion 

of Canada’s IRS TRC paved the way for disciplining Indigenous acts of resistance to incursions 

on traditional territories – acts of resistance, it is important to note, that are also acts in which 

Indigenous peoples manifest themselves as free beings on the basis of Indigenous political 

traditions – through the means of violence that the state has at its disposal and to do so under 

conditions where such tactics have acquired a patina of legitimacy. The nature of this form of 

social discipline understood as a form of state-sanctioned violence is dual in nature, that is, it 

consists of ‘violative’ and ‘constructive’ forms of violence. First, it is a form of social discipline 

that involves the direct application of violence by the state against Indigenous peoples as a means 

of taming and ultimately undermining their aspirations towards freedom. It is, in other words, a 

violent reminder that conditions are not conducive to decolonization and self-determination let 

alone the advent of an alternative mode of co-existence. The second element of the nature of this 

form of social discipline has to with the distinction between ‘violative’ violence and ‘constructive’ 
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violence. Following Bowman, the politics of reconciliation represents the advent of a set of 

circumstances where “the process of discursively reconfiguring the ‘violence’ of authority so that 

it no longer appears as a violence as such is in large part completed” in the sense that ‘violative 

violence’ – i.e., ‘torture, rape, cannibalism, acts of war’ etc. – gets replaced by ‘constructive 

violence,’ or violence as ‘pedagogy and conformity.’775  Here, the sort of violence that the politics 

of reconciliation represents is ‘world making’ in the sense that it seeks to ‘make’ the ‘worlds in 

which humans act or fear to act,’ the sort of violence that emerges from coerced deference to the 

world of “rules, rights, and regimes” and that is peopled by “imagined communities of ‘us’ and 

‘others.’”776 Constructive violence is the sort of violence that seeks to establish conditions for the 

subtle imposition of an identity on an unwilling subject. It is important to note, moreover, that I 

do not view ‘violative’ violence and ‘constructive’ violence as mutually exclusive in the sense that 

they cannot co-exist simultaneously. Therefore, if the conclusion of the politics of reconciliation 

represents the onset of an era where Indigenous peoples are deemed to no longer have legitimate 

grounds for their claims to sovereignty and if acts of resistance whereby Indigenous peoples 

manifest themselves as free beings against processes of capital accumulation can be legitimately 

subjected to forms of naked violence then the only option remaining is to adopt Western political 

norms as their own – i.e., accept “self-government negotiations” and their outcomes. Indigenous 

peoples, in other words, are placed in a position where they are required to conform to the dictates 

of a ‘master-sanctioned’ Western model of political life. This outcome would, in many ways, 

represent the culmination of processes that began in the 19th century, i.e., the attempt by the early 

settler state to transform Indigenous peoples into subjects of the stages view of history. 

 The third major claim that I wish to make concerning reconciliation ‘from above’ is that it 

is modelled after an economized version of the political that is perhaps best captured by Wolin’s 

notion of “managed democracy.” There are three arguments that I wish to make concerning the 

relationship between managed democracy, the politics of reconciliation and political 

reconciliation’s transformative potential. The first is that managed democracy, by its very nature, 

both produces and is facilitated by the imposition of the business-as-usual temporal structure and 

that this emerges as a result of the managerialization of the political that occurs under 
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neoliberalism. For Wolin, the central or key political agent under managed democracy are not 

traditional political agents per se – elected politicians, activists, lobbyists etc. – but rather managers 

whose skills are rooted in ‘business culture’ and whose approach to politics is decisively shaped 

by “the pressures of a competitive economy that persistently push the limits of legality and ethical 

norms.”777 Their actions are conditioned, in other words, by the pursuit of a privatized version of 

the political where, ideally, collective decision-making processes can be conducted in a sphere 

that might be characterized by its distance from the experience of the demos, a distance that works 

to insulate the decision-making process of leaders qua managers from popular influences and 

popular accountability.778 The managerialization of the political represents a situation where the 

needs of the manager require an institutional environment that is conducive to the ‘effective 

exercise’ of their skills as managers, i.e., “strong and centralized authority, a hierarchical power 

structure, top-down control, and an aversion to whistle-blowers.”779 This environment allows 

managers to be effective in the discharge of their duties, the most important of which is risk 

management. The primary concerns of risk management consist of a concern for stability/order 

and a concern for social discipline, each of which entails a capacity ‘to foresee the unexpected, 

eliminate or cope effectively with the unforeseen,’ ‘to exploit or contain change insofar as it affects 

his or her enterprise,’ and ‘to seize opportunities and aggressively use them to advance the power 

advantage of the firm – and of him- or herself.’780 Here, the task for elite political actors qua risk 

managers is to promote stable conditions, or conditions under which “expectations – those 

accompanying an investment or a contract, for example – will not be upset by destabilizing 

developments, such as erratic fiscal policies, widespread social unrest, or popular demands for the 

nationalization of oil.”781 Wolin argues that the manager’s concern to reduce contingencies itself 

is a ‘tacit admission that a principal source of social instability is capitalism itself.’782 Managers, 

in other words, must find ways to manage the ‘vicious circle,’ whereby “capital provokes hostile 

reactions that threaten the stability” that capitalism requires in order to function smoothly.783 The 

primary means that managers rely upon to manage this cycle in a way that benefits economic actors 
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is through the application of methods of social discipline, the purpose of which is to ‘reinforce 

certain behaviour and discourage others,’ or, stated somewhat differently, to ‘accustom people to 

submit to hierarchies of power.’784 It is in this sense that managed democracy might be conceived 

of as necessary from the standpoint of facilitating and managing the rhythms of neoliberalism’s 

‘business-as-usual’ temporal structure. 

The second argument that I wish to highlight is that neoliberal managed democracy 

undermines political reconciliation’s transformative potential through its tendency to produce 

social fragmentation as a routine element of everyday operation. One of the consequences of 

managed democracy’s tendency to produce social fragmentation is that it contributes towards an 

environment that is conducive to the production of antagonistic relations between the two poles 

that constitute the base of the pyramidal structure of bifurcated domination. There are three sources 

of social fragmentation that I wish to highlight. The first source of social fragmentation that 

managed democracy – understood as something like neoliberalism’s natural or preferred political 

form – produces has to do with the relationship between neoliberalism and right-wing politics. In 

her essay, “American Nightmare: Neoliberalism, Neoconservatism, and De-Democratization,” 

Brown analyzes the way in which neoliberal reforms inadvertently acted as a “seedbed” for the 

flourishing of the reactionary right.785 Brown refers to the rightwing subject as a “religiously 

interpellated” citizen that is defined by an imperial, moral-political orientation, that is ‘submissive 

to hierarchy and authority, and largely indifferent to deliberation and reasoning’ and which favours 
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‘state regulation of morality’ and the ‘building of a might state-military enterprise.’786 Brown 

outlines four ways in which this subject flourishes on the terrain of neoliberalism. First, 

neoliberalism’s devaluation of political autonomy and the “independent value of political 

participation” results in a jettisoning of “the democratic principle of sharing power and governance 

among the demos.”787 This de-democratizing tendency, in turn, paves the way for the discarding 

of civil liberties “in the pursuit of a national moral project or whenever private autonomy is judged 

imperilled by issues of security.”788 The second way that neoliberalism facilitates the flourishing 

of rightwing subjectivity has to do with its tendency to depoliticize social problems by converting 

them into “individual problems with market solutions.”789 Depoliticizing social problems is 

tantamount to a depoliticization of capitalism itself which in turn facilitates a state of affairs that 

is conducive to the normalization of inequalities. The problem here is that the normalization of 

economic inequality grounds the argument that ‘resentment of the rich’ is anti-American, which is 

a way of neutralizing ‘anger over deteriorating’ standards of living amongst the demos.790 This, 

however, does not resolve the sense of resentment but simply allows it to be channelled and 

directed at other perceived sources of misery. Stated somewhat differently, the normalization of 

inequality makes for a situation where the demos end up directing resentment and anger for 

deteriorating living conditions, not at the true source of inequality but instead at sources dictated 

by racism and xenophobia (i.e., the hackneyed complaint that Asian car manufacturers and 

immigrants are responsible for socio-economic misery when in fact socio-economic misery is a 

normal by-product of neoliberal structural reforms). 

The third way in which neoliberalism is conducive to the rise to prominence of rightwing 

forms of subjectivity has to do with the way that neoliberalism transforms the demos into 

governable subjects. Here, Brown argues that neoliberalism accomplishes this by forcing 

individuals to become ensconced “in a province of choice and need-satisfaction they mistake for 

freedom.”791  Neoliberalism’s capacity to produce a governable subject is, in other words, a 

capacity to produce subjects “who are available to political tyranny or authoritarianism.”792 Lastly, 

                                                
786 Brown, “American Nightmare,” 700. 
787 Ibid., 703. 
788 Ibid., 703-4. 
789 Ibid., 704. 
790 Ibid., 701. 
791 Brown, “American Nightmare,” 705. 
792 Ibid. 



 250 

neoliberalism endorses a form of statism where the state is identified “with entrepreneurial and 

managerial functions” and is “remade on the model of the firm.”793 This, in turn, “facilitates and 

legitimates arrogations of power by the state that would be unacceptable to a democratic culture 

or within a democratic table of values.”794 Neoliberalism produces a de-politicized but 

disenchanted subject; the politics of the reactionary right offers to re-enchant that subject but 

without the values traditionally attributed to progressive political agendas. One erodes “meaning 

and morality” and shreds the fabric of community while the other offers to succor the subject in 

the aftermath of the damages wrought by capitalism. The solace that right-wing ideologies offer, 

however, comes at a price: it offers re-enchantment on the basis of “truth and moral certainty” and 

in return it expects “submission and loyalty.”795 In this way, neoliberalism prepares the ground for 

“the authoritarian features of neoconservative governance,” which models itself as a sort of figure 

that can provide “not only order and unity” but also act as ‘guide for the human community.’796  

While the reactionary right may be critical of capitalism (they give it two as opposed to three 

cheers), they do not challenge it fundamentally and as such right-wing ideologies act as a suitable 

complement to the “radically disenchanted” world that neoliberalism leaves in its wake. In the end, 

the reactionary right ends up ‘consecrating’ neoliberalism’s devaluation of democratic practices 

and institutions.797 The upshot, from the standpoint of the terms of this analysis, is that 

neoliberalism prepares the way for the emergence of a type of subjectivity that is predicated on or 

oriented by a friend-enemy version of the political. The problem with friend-enemy versions of 

the political is that they might be characterized by an anti- or non-reconciliatory disposition. It 

produces a subject, in other words, that, at its best, operates according to a totalizing vision based 

on the retrieval of hierarchically-inclusive forms of community that fragment the demos by 

assigning lesser value to what are deemed to be subordinate categories of class, race, gender, 

peoples, etc., or that, at its worst, is generally incapable of co-existing with or tolerating that which 

it is not. 

The second source of social fragmentation has to do with the transformation of the citizen 

into homo economicus. In its ‘blurring of the line between economy and polity,’ managed 
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democracy facilitates the assimilation of “political choices to consumer choice, political behavior 

to economic behavior” and in this way re-creates the ideal of the “virtuous citizen” as self-

interested, competitive and accepting of inequalities.798 The creation of a citizen who espouses 

these values acts as a source of fragmentation because the only way for members of the demos – 

separated as they are from the means of production – to satisfy their consumer needs is to compete 

for mostly low-paying, scarce and precarious forms of employment. Under these conditions, not 

only do members of the demos get depoliticized and individualized but are fragmented by the 

antagonistic relations that such an environment fosters. This competitive climate is accompanied 

by dislocation as a third source of fragmentation. As Wolin notes, the “concern for stable 

conditions” reflects a “primal concern of globalizing capitalism, indeed, of capital generally.”799 

This “concern” in large part explains the origin of managed democracy, which is designed to 

mitigate the ‘uncertainty of outcome and the probability of excess’ via a process where “extreme” 

views are ‘filtered’ and “control rests with a favored guardian group.”800 The “concern” for stable 

conditions, however, is produced by the fact that capitalism itself is “a principal source of social 

instability.”801 Capitalism, in other words, has not existed in the absence of “severe social 

dislocation.”802 Wherever capitalism goes, it “disrupts established practices, beliefs, even whole 

communities.”803 Downsizing, the domestic version of empire’s “collateral damage,” combined 

with the invasive practices of corporations such as Wal-Mart, dislocates and thereby damages the 

connections that bind communities together. In this way, managed democracy helps to contribute 

to the destruction of the fabric that binds a community together and undermines the conditions 

necessary for the emergence of the sort of concerted action that is required in order to facilitate the 

realization of political reconciliation’s transformative potential.  

The third argument I wish to highlight is that while neoliberalism and the political forms 

that are conducive to its health will tend towards generating a passive, consumeristic and 

fragmented citizenry, it cannot, in the end, completely contain grassroots, radical forms of activism 

and resistance. Indeed, the collective wrongs that are an inherent feature of neoliberal capitalism 
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render inevitable the emergence of such forms of collective resistance. The forms of collective 

mobilization and resistance that neoliberalism generates, however, are not always or necessarily 

self-consciously constituted for the sake of facilitating the sorts of transformations that would rid 

the world of racism, misogyny, sexism, ableism, colonialism, elitism, authoritarianism, capitalism, 

etc. My third argument, in other words, is that managed democracy will tend to produce a version 

of the demos that engage in forms of mobilization and collective resistance that are inimical to 

decolonization. Stated somewhat differently, I argue that the politics of reconciliation in its official 

form was constitutively influenced by the wider political and economic context in which it played 

out and that, as a consequence, it did not work to undermine managed democracy’s tendency to 

produce a version of the demos that acts as an alternative to the more right-wing, populist versions 

of the demos that have become a significant force in contemporary politics.  

In elaborating upon this claim, we might begin by recalling my argument that settler-

colonial contexts can be characterized by the existence of two versions of the demos and that 

historically, the version of the demos that has prevailed is a version that views the genocide, 

dispossession and the subsequent incarceration of Indigenous peoples in an autonomy-denying 

structure of domination as natural, inevitable and beneficial. Here, it is important to note that 

moments when certain versions of the demos engage in democratic acts of collective self-

determination – acts of “fugitive democracy,” as it were – they are not only not amenable to 

Indigenous forms of self-determination but may constitute themselves as attempts to directly 

oppose, prevent or otherwise impede efforts by Indigenous peoples to manifest themselves as free 

beings against settler-colonial structures of domination and dispossession. A striking example of 

the version of the demos I am here analyzing and critiquing is provided by Eva Mackey in her 

book Unsettled Expectations: Uncertainty, Land and Settler Decolonization, and is worth quoting 

at length: 
The wave of panic in Chatham-Kent, Ontario, began in December 1998 when the Canadian 
federal government announced that it had made an “Agreement in Principle” with the Caldwell 
First nation to resolve its outstanding land claim near Blenheim, Ontario. If the Caldwell 
members approved the agreement, the First Nation would receive $23.4 million to purchase 4,500 
acres of land over 25 years on the “open market,” land that could eventually be designated a 
reserve. When the government called a public town hall meeting in Blenheim to discuss the 
agreement with “local citizens,” more than 2,500 people came out, and the meeting was volatile 
and uproarious. Many people attending shouted at the government speakers, claiming that they 
had not been consulted; others yelled that a reserve would drive up land prices and destroy local 
farming. Some residents passed around a petition asking Ottawa “not to allow new reserve in the 
area,” a petition they said “more than two-thirds” of the people at the meeting signed…According 
to one reporter, only two Native people were visible at the meeting, and there was no presentation 
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by the Caldwell Band. However, three Ontario Provincial Police officers were on hand for crowd 
control…Several people told me afterwards that one of the most striking moments of the meeting 
occurred when a woman from the area, Jackie Gladstone, stood up in the audience in the midst 
of jeers and yelling. She tearfully apologized to her neighbours for mistakenly selling a piece of 
land to “the Natives.” She said she had not known they were “Natives” or that they were starting 
a reserve. 

Immediately after the meeting, a group called Chatham-Kent Community Network 
(CKCN) formed to counter the land claim. They printed signs saying “NOT FOR SALE,” 
organized local meetings, wrote reports and letters to newspapers, sent submissions to 
government and politicians, hired lawyers and went to court to contest the claim. They also set 
up a “land development” company to “protect” farmers by preventing land sales to the Caldwell 
First Nation. 

Around the same time, opposition to the Cayuga Nation land claim was reaching a peak 
in union Springs and Seneca Falls, in upper New York State. The Cayuga Nation had reclaimed 
64,000 acres on the northern edge of Lake Cayuga, on the basis of an illegal treaty made by new 
York State. The backlash to their land rights case, organized by a group called Upstate Citizens 
for Equality (UCE), was volatile, and all over the area, handmade signs sprouted against the 
claim. In 1999, UCE organized a well-attended car rally protesting the land claim. Hundreds of 
people in decorated cars gathered in a supermarket parking lot. Like a Fourth of July festival, 
people were dressed in stars and stripes outfits and huge American flags flew everywhere. 
Vehicles were decorated with handmade signs including: “United we stand – the land of the free,” 
“equal rights under the law,” and “We are native Americans.” 

When the 20-mile rally route ended in a farmer’s field, participants raised an American 
flag, “pledged allegiance” with hands on hearts and sang the national anthem, all while looking 
upwards towards the fluttering flag. The Master of Ceremonies then introduced eight marksmen 
for the “64-shotgun salute.” He said: “Of course the highest salute you can get militarily is the 
21-gun salute, but his is for our 64,000 acres that are under claim, unjustly! We should be able 
to own it after residing on it for 204 years.” The crowd then cheered as the eight marksmen fired 
64 shots into the air.804 
  

Here we have two examples of what Wolin might consider to be pristine instances of fugitive 

democracy. Ordinary citizens collectively activated in a moment of plebiscitary self-determination 

and mobilized for the purpose of fighting an injustice. This is a scene of democratic renewal that 

in a sense, represented the re-creation of a gathering under the proverbial Oak Tree. These two 

portraits of democratic renewal provide examples of a reversal by which the settler-state was 

engaged in a process that might be interpreted as a not unproblematic attempt to facilitate some 

sort of “positive integration” but being opposed by a highly politicized demos engaged in acts of 

localized collective self-determination. They are distinct, however, from what might be considered 

to be the actions of a more critical version of the demos. In these images of acts of demotic 

collective self-determination we see a version of the demos borne out of what might be considered 

a toxic mix of nationalism, militarism and the liberal-capitalist right of individual property 
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ownership. These two examples provide portraits of a version of the demos against which 

Indigenous struggles for decolonization and self-determination stand opposed because they are 

deliberately constructed to foreclose Indigenous self-determination.  

I argue that the politics of reconciliation ‘from above’ – that is, as a form or expression of 

managed democracy – did not work to undermine the version of the demos presented above and 

that this was primarily due to the forms of political exclusion that managed democracy fosters. 

The elitist dynamic that is an inherent characteristic of the prevailing model of democracy in settler 

societies such as Canada was especially evident in the context of Canada’s IRS TRC. In his 

analysis and critique of Canada’s TRC, Ronald Niezen quotes Max Weber’s “famous” observation 

that ‘bureaucratic administration always tends to be an administration of ‘secret sessions’: in so 

far as it can, it hides its knowledge and action from criticism.’805 Niezen suggests that the processes 

associated with the politics of reconciliation in Canada were constituted as a ‘peculiar kind of 

bureaucratic organization’ that largely confirmed Weber’s observation.806 Niezen argues – on the 

basis of direct participation in the public events associated with Canada’s TRC – that there were 

“entire realms of activity undertaken by the Commission that [were] closed off from sustained 

scrutiny” and that had their “starting point in secret knowledge.”807 Niezen notes that the Canadian 

state attempted to mitigate this “secrecy” by ‘putting information out there,’ but they did so ‘only 

once’ which, ‘however compelling that information may have been,’ ultimately failed to ‘ignite 

the public’s imagination’ and thereby contribute to the transformative-decolonial potential of the 

politics of reconciliation.808 The problem, according to Niezen, is that the sort of “regime change” 

that truth and reconciliation commissions are typically associated with depend on their capacity to 

facilitate a “general awareness of (if not direct experience with) the harms of the state.”809 This 

awareness is necessary as a basis for interrupting the historical trajectory of authoritarian political 

regimes and for facilitating the ‘transition’ to “new, more just” political forms.810 Here, it is worth 

recalling Leanne Simpson’s argument that “treaties are not just for governments, they are for 

citizens as well” and, given the undemocratic constitution of not only Canada’s TRC but of 
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Canada’s political system in general, Simpson wonders “how we can reconcile when the majority 

of Canadians do not understand the historic or contemporary injustice of dispossession and 

occupation, particularly when the state has expressed its unwillingness to make any adjustments 

to the unjust relationship.”811 Here, it might be said that the ‘democratic deficit’ reproduces and 

reinforces a ‘mnemonic deficit’ that in turn undermines the capacity for politics in settler societies 

to contribute to a moment of the revelation of the political for the demos. In the absence of 

struggles to educate, undermine and transform the attitudes, behaviours and beliefs of the demos 

qua settlers, then there is little guarantee that the injustices and harms will not be repeated in the 

future. Stated somewhat differently, by excluding the demos, by keeping them in the dark, there is 

no guarantee that foundational moments from the past will not renew themselves in the future.  

I would like to conclude this section on reconciliation ‘from above’ by transitioning into 

the realm of speculation. More specifically, I wish to highlight a potential contradiction,n the 

nature of which has implications that totally undermine any hope associated with the capacity of 

the state to facilitate a genuine ritual of repair. The first element of this potentially un-resolvable 

contradiction – un-resolvable from the standpoint of a desire to perpetuate the system as it is – has 

to do with Volker Heins’ interpretation of the traumatic nature of Western modernity. In his essay, 

“Knowing the Worst: Critical Theory as Trauma Narrative,” Heins argues that Theodor Adorno’s 

thought – and the thought of first-generation Frankfurt School thinkers in general – might be 

interpreted, at least in part, as an attempt to develop a comprehensive theory of modernity on the 

basis of the trauma of the Concentration Camps and in such a way so as to facilitate a 

conceptualization of ‘modern society itself as traumatic.’812 Heins argues, from this standpoint, 

that the fundamental “evil of modern society” is an inherent tendency to ‘persecute defenseless 

peoples.’ Defenceless peoples – or disposable peoples under neoliberalism – are constructed as 

subjects of persecution not only because they are viewed as ‘standing outside society’ but also 

because they are “stigmatized, injured or annihilated simply on the grounds of their membership, 

real or imagined, of a deeply polluted collective.”813 This is compounded by a second and 

interrelated logic whereby the modern logic of persecution justifies itself and is motivated simply 
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by the victim’s “situation of being defenceless as a minority.”814 The presence of this analysis and 

critique of the logic of persecution grounds Heins’ claim that first-generation Frankfurt School 

thinkers and especially Adorno and Horkheimer, “were on their way to declaring that modern 

society as a whole is a traumatizing evil.”815 Here, Heins notes that ‘society as a whole’ cannot be 

interpreted as ‘traumatic in a clinical sense’ since ‘there would be nobody left to write about 

society, to begin with’ but it can, however, be interpreted as traumatic in the cultural sense, that is, 

in the sense that capitalist society produces “an endless series of horrendous events.”816 Heins 

argues that events such as the Holocaust are both a “cipher for a unique event in the past and at the 

same time the blueprint of a pattern that can be discerned, albeit in attenuated form, in a myriad of 

other events.”817 The Concentration Camps as a metaphor for modern society are in part meant to 

highlight an ‘intrinsic dynamic’ of Western history.818 Such events, in other words, are not 

exceptional, and it is only under conditions where the memory of these events fades that they can 

be conceived as such. Here, social amnesia might be interpreted as giving rise to forms of triviality 

understood as “the form of consciousness and mind that adapts to the world as it is, which obeys 

the principle of inertia,” a principle which Heins, using Adorno, claims is truly radically evil.819 I 

interpret Heins’ interpretation of modernity as suggesting that modern capitalist society produces 

forms of trauma that shatter the subject. As such, it is a subject who subsequently requires repair. 

And yet, repair of the damage wrought by modern society is precisely what modern society and 

especially the modern state has been rendered incapable of accomplishing. This leads to the second 

term of the contradiction. 

In the essay, “Postmodern Politics and the Absence of Myth,” Wolin argues that political 

‘rituals have become ritualistic’ in the sense that they have been hollowed out by virtue of the fact 

that they are no longer grounded in a genuinely participatory community.820 Drawing from Max 

Weber, Wolin suggests that this is due to the sort of ‘internal disposition’ that is produced by the 

‘monstrous cosmos’ of Western political modernity. Here, Wolin argues that modernity’s severing 

of the link between power and community results in an internal disposition characterized by a 
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Manichean orientation where the subject is rendered capable of only “dominating powers or of 

cowering before them.”821 Stated somewhat differently, modern political subjectivity is constituted 

in such a way so as to undermine any expectation of “the possibility of harmony, or even a 

collaboration, between us and the powers” that rule over the modern cosmos.822 This, however, 

was not the case in the ancient world. Here, Wolin argues that one of the ‘crucial qualities’ of the 

myths and rituals that defined the ancient world consisted of their emergence from a disposition 

that might be characterized by its ‘radical politicalness.’823 There are at least two senses in which 

the ancient world was capable of producing radical forms of political subjectivity. As has already 

been mentioned in Chapter Six, the first lie in myth’s educative function or its capacity to reveal 

the nature of power with greater fidelity than the “fictions” of modern social science, which, 

according to Wolin, serve to deaden rather than enhance the modern political sensibility. The 

second sense has to do with the capacity of ancient rituals to cultivate a participatory ethos or an 

internal disposition that inclined the subject to shoulder the responsibility of tending to the well-

being of the community. The ancient world, in other words, lived under a cosmos that generated 

subjects who, on this account, were rendered capable of genuinely caring for and tending to the 

well-being of the community. Here, Wolin argues that while the “ancient self lived in awe of the 

gods,” they could also engage with these powers through participation “in ritual relationships in 

which gods and humans negotiated and exchanged utilities.”824 In elaborating this claim, Wolin 

argues that the “focal point of myth and ritual” in the ancient world and, more specifically, the 

purpose of “the highly systematized actions that constituted ritual,” consisted of securing ‘the well-

being of the community by controlling the incalculable forces by which humans found themselves 

surrounded.’825 Here, myth ‘told the story of what was being enacted’ by the ritual and where myth 

was not a story told to ‘amuse an audience’ but was instead conceived of as a set of instructions 

for how to ‘recreate the situation being described.’826 This, in turn, facilitated an internal 

disposition that understood political power not strictly as domination or submission but as the ‘care 

and preservation of the shared concerns of a collectivity.’827 This traditional understanding of the 
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political reflected a set of circumstances where the community as a whole was placed under an 

obligation to engage in the cultivation of the political “in a way analogous to the ordinary rounds 

of daily life by which beings and things were cared for and nurtured. One attended to crops, cattle, 

and persons by observing the annual round of the seasons and the life cycles of birth, growth, 

maturity, and decay and by applying the powers of skill.”828  

With the advent of modernity, myth gets displaced by “fiction,” and ritual gets transformed 

into rules which in its severing of the link between power and community undermined the “myth-

ritual conception of power as repair of the world.”829 Wolin’s comparative analysis and critique 

of the relationship between power, community, and myth has at least two fundamental implications 

from the standpoint of assessing the state’s capacity to facilitate political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential. It implies that modern ritualistic attempts at rituals of repair – such as, 

for instance, the politics of reconciliation – are conducted from the standpoint of an internal 

disposition that has been rendered incapable of repairing damaged relationships and damaged 

selves. Wolin’s analysis implies, in other words, that reconciliation-as-repair is precluded as a 

possibility from the outset under the governing logic of political modernity.  The “man-made” 

modern cosmos that both creates and within which the modern state exists as a meaningful entity 

is a cosmos in which the state is incapable of presiding over the construction of a “model” of 

political reconciliation that can act to repair the damage that the state itself is implicated in 

producing. Stated somewhat differently, modernity might be defined by the fact that it seems to 

produce the sorts of injustices, harms and atrocities that call forth the politics of reconciliation as 

a means of addressing and repairing the damage left in their wake, but herein lies the contradiction: 

the state is incapable of repairing the damage that modernity inherently produces. The unresolved 

and perhaps unresolvable nature of this contradiction might be interpreted as at least one sense in 

which the ‘enlightened world radiates disaster triumphant.’ The contradiction might also be 

interpreted from the standpoint of the image of the Angel of History, which Benjamin describes 

thusly: 
His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single 
catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel 
would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is 
blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings such violence that the angel can no longer 
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close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while 
the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress.830 

 

If the modern state is incapable of conducting a ritual of repair and if the state-centered politics of 

reconciliation has emerged globally as the pre-eminent means by which collectivities seek to repair 

the damage wrought in the wake of historic and ongoing atrocities, then the question remains of 

under what conditions does a reconciliation-as-repair disposition become possible? Stated 

somewhat differently, what conditions might contribute to the de-subjectification of modern settler 

subjectivities and the advent of political subjectivities marked by an internal disposition that is 

capable of contributing to the realization of political reconciliation’s transformative potential? A 

form of subjectivity that is, in other words, capable of co-existence? 

Reconciliation from Below: The Transformative Power of Education 

 In this section, I attempt to make a case for the transformative power of education 

understood as a crucial element in the struggle to realize political reconciliation’s transformative 

and decolonizing potential. Before proceeding, however, it is important to note two things in terms 

of how I conceive of the relationship between education and political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential. First, I conceive of education and its relationship to transformative 

processes as a mutually transformative process in the sense that education’s transformative power 

is realized in the transformation of the demos from an instrument of imperial domination into allies 

in the struggle for justice, on the one hand, and the transformation of Indigenous peoples from a 

politically and territorially dispossessed people encased in a structure of domination to a free and 

self-determining people, on the other hand. Second, I conceive of education’s transformative 

power as operating at two different levels. The first level might be conceived of as education in its 

mundane and institutional sense. Here, I am referring primarily to the education “system” and to 

changes in pedagogical strategies and curriculums that more accurately reflect the actual 

conditions under which Canada was founded and through which it perpetuates its existence. Stated 

somewhat differently, following Simpson and Smith, Indigenous struggles for self-determination 

and decolonization requires or entails not only politically challenging “the transcendent and 

simultaneously universally held barometers of truth” that characterize the hostile dispositions of 

settler subjects but also an “epistemological challenge to the institutionalization of that truth” in 
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the academy.831 Here, I argue that critical educators might be conceived of as ‘front-line workers’ 

in the struggle to realize political reconciliation’s transformative potential through their capacity 

to contribute to a moment of the revelation of the political which in turn could potentially ground 

and facilitate the advent of a decolonizing de-subjectification of settler subjectivity.  

The second level might be conceived of as education as social fabrication. Cornelius 

Castoriadis defines education in this sense when he argues that society can only materialize 

through the incorporation of its social imaginary significations and institutions “in the living, 

talking, and acting individuals of that society.”832  The explicit internalization of society’s values 

and norms is based on a process where the individual is coerced “during a period of schooling that 

starts with birth and which is reinforced till death” to make meaningful for him- or herself the 

social imaginary significations that hold society together.833  Society “fabricates” the individual 

by submerging them in a complex of institutions and achieves longevity in the aim of preserving 

itself because the individual “henceforth can only make the society which has made them.”834  I 

conceive of education’s transformative power as operating at these two levels, both of which are 

at play in the three models of critical pedagogy that I believe could potentially contribute to the 

realization of political reconciliation’s transformative potential. 

 The first model of critical pedagogy has to do with another dimension of Heins’ 

interpretation of Adorno and, more specifically, his use of the notion of “democratic pedagogy.” 

For Heins, striving only for objective political change in the wake of atrocity was “not enough.” 

There had to be significant change at the level of the subject in the sense that the ‘spirit and 

instincts’ of the demos had to be transformed as well.835 Here, Heins highlights the notion of “re-

education,” which importantly does not refer to processes that involve forcing a people into a state 

of ‘shame and repentance’ by ‘simply informing’ them about the specific ‘facts’ associated with 

the atrocity in question.836 Here, Heins suggests that one of the central motifs of Adorno’s work is 

“the educational ideal of making the young generation willing and able to face the horrors of the 

past without taking recourse to metaphysical consolations.”837 Towards this end, Heins suggests 
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that processes of re-education must help students “to grow emotionally and intellectually 

sensitive” in the sense of being able to ‘absorb and communicate the traumatic rendering of 

barbarous crimes.’838 Heins argues in this regard that the goal of re-education is to “educate a 

critical mass” of students who would become capable of ‘living up to this high standard’ which in 

turn might help to “spur a process of democratic identity revision.”839 The aim of democratic 

pedagogy is to contribute to the (re)construction of forms of subjectivity in such a way so as to 

render them capable of confronting events the unique nature of which makes them 

‘incomprehensible’ but which nevertheless must be interpreted in such a way that the horror is not 

covered up by secular theodicies that are “complicit with the production of horror.”840 Towards 

this end, processes of democratic re-education must aim to prompt a response to trauma claims by 

the “audience-public” that not only enables identification with the victims of “concentration camps 

but also with victims of the Vietnam War or the nuclear bomb or any situation that shared “certain 

catastrophic similarities” to such incomprehensible and horrific events.841 The aim, in other words, 

was to “foster sorrow and pity for other victims of other crimes and atrocities such as induced 

famines or indiscriminate warfare.”842 

A crucial element of democratic pedagogy understood as a form of re-education lies in the 

refusal “to offer a progressive and evolutionary narrative” that lends itself to an interpretation of 

events such as the Holocaust as ‘accidental’ or as representing “a shamefully low point in Western 

history” from which the collectivity in question would “move forward to a brighter future.”843 This 

approach situates atrocity in a narrative, the logic of which undermines rather than contributes to 

the critical politicization of the demos. For Heins, the tendency to force events to conform to some 

sort of secular theodicy ought to be replaced with what Heins refers to, following Adorno, as 

‘prophetic narratives.’844 Here, Heins argues that Adorno’s thought shares affinities with “pre-

exilic Hebrew prophets” in the sense that they, like Adorno, were “keen to create awareness for 

the catastrophic state of the world and the need for radical moral change in order to avert (a 
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repetition of) the worst.”845 Here, critical theory is likened to a ‘prophecy with an audience’ and 

like the audiences of old, the contemporary audience-public is called upon to ‘pause and reflect,’ 

to ‘distrust the great and the rich’ and to ‘turn away from’ the ‘general corruption of society.’846 

Stated somewhat differently, Heins draws a comparison between the “opposition of the ancient 

prophets against the early bureaucratic and military regimes of the great power of Egypt and 

Assyria” and the Frankfurt School’s opposition to the ‘totally integrated’ and ‘administered’ 

society.847 Again drawing from Adorno, Heins argues that both the ancient prophets and ‘modern 

prophetic intellectuals’ share in common a ‘relentless pessimism’ and a “despair about the apathy 

of the masses in the face of imminent cataclysm.”848 The point, therefore, of the prophetic narrative 

understood as an element of a critical pedagogy, consists in large part of an effort to ‘shake’ the 

audience ‘out of the self-satisfied inertia of everyday life’ for the purpose of ‘dispelling the illusion 

that anybody in the modern world lives on terra firma.’849 Here, Heins quotes Adorno at length, 

who argued that,  
When I said that these experiences affect everyone, and not only the victims or those who narrowly 
escaped them, I did not mean only that the experiences I have tried to characterize are of such 
terrible violence that no one whom they have touched, even from a distance, so to speak, can ever 
escape them… By saying that I also referred to something objective, and, again, my intention in 
pointing this out is that you should not simply equate the things I am speaking of today with the 
subjectivity of the person who experiences them. A situation has been reached today, in the present 
form of the organization of work in conjunction with the maintenance of the existing relations of 
production, in which every person is absolutely fungible or replaceable, even under conditions of 
formal freedom. This situation gives rise to a feeling of the superfluity and, if you like, the 
insignificance of each of us in relation to the whole. That is the reason, located in the objective 
development of society, for the presence of the feeling I have referred to, even under conditions of 
formal freedom.850 

 

Heins argues that Adorno is attempting to forward three arguments in this quote. First, that the 

sense of themselves as being superfluous, for instance, “at the workplace or elsewhere in society,” 

is not a feeling that ought to be set aside or replaced by a false sense of security because the feeling 

represents an implicit recognition of the true value that society places on individuals and groups. 

Second, that the situations which give rise to a sense of oneself as being a fungible, superfluous 
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and replaceable entity is not an isolated or aberrant feeling. Feelings such as these are, in other 

words, not the exception but the norm because they emerge in response to objective conditions. 

Third, these claims are not formulated as a starting point of a debate concerning their validity or 

as a segue into an exploration of the means by which modern society might safeguard against or 

undermine this experience. This is because feelings of powerlessness and superfluity “express the 

very nature of modern capitalist society, and thus cannot be changed through the exercise of 

constitutional rights.”851 The “modern individual,” in other words, lives ‘only at the mercy of’ a 

society that constantly debases them, renders them insignificant, liquidates them and transforms 

them into ‘specimens’ and ‘torturable entities.’852 There is, however, a tension that exists between 

the claim that in order to guard against the repetition of horror, “individuals need to develop a 

structure of experience that makes them sensitive to the destructiveness of social mechanisms” 

while simultaneously the ability to acquire the capacity for such an experience is precisely what 

the ‘subject-shattering power of society’ inhibits.853 One possible route out of this impasse is to 

educate people in a way that facilitates “identification with the victims” of atrocity and that this 

can be achieved through critical pedagogies that promote “awareness and remembrance.”854 Heins’ 

argues that first-generation Frankfurt School thinkers fulfilled this function in the wake of the 

Holocaust by helping to “ensure the persistence of an abiding memory for the younger generation” 

and by ‘furnishing this memory with a powerful contemporary relevance.’855 Heins, in other 

words, views collective memory or, more specifically, a form of collective memory that is capable 

of accommodating the dark side of democracy as a crucial element in the struggle to facilitate a 

de-imperializing education in a democratic form. 

 The second form of critical pedagogy is specifically formulated as a challenge to 

neoliberalism and has to do with Mark Cote, Richard Day and Greig de Peuter’s notion of ‘utopian 

pedagogy.’ In their essay, “Utopian Pedagogy: Creating Radical Alternatives in the Neoliberal 

Age,” Cote et al. begin by posing the question of how critical academics might “work within, 

against, and beyond neoliberal order?”856 They suggest that an answer to this question might lie in 
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what they refer to as the ‘conceptual tool and creative practice’ of ‘utopian pedagogy.’ Here, they 

are quick to note that ‘utopian’ does not refer to “rationalistic dreams of a future perfect society” 

but instead refers to “an ethos of experimentation that is oriented toward carving out spaces for 

resistance and reconstruction here and now.”857 Central to the concept and practice of utopian 

pedagogy is the notion of “affinity” or “affinities.” Cote et al. employ the notion of affinities as an 

alternative to ‘totalizing projects’ in the sense that it affirms “a multitudinous capacity for working 

together against neoliberal hegemony, and for creating working, sustainable – and joyful – 

alternatives.”858 Here, affinity refers to an approach that might be characterized by an “ethico-

political commitment” that places a burden upon the subject of utopian pedagogy to strive for 

conditions under which “others might speak for themselves.”859 It strives, in other words, for the 

advent of spaces in which difference can manifest on its own terms. Here, they suggest that the 

“affinity-based academic leverages the oppositional potential of her academic capital by forming 

relays with other like-minded individuals who continue to work, at least partially, inside the 

academy.”860 The affinity-based academic, however, does not allow their oppositional struggles to 

remain confined to the academy. They seek, in other words, to establish relationships with 

“progressive organizations that are rooted and working in specific communities” and for three 

reasons: first, because such contexts allow those who academics typically theorize about to speak 

for themselves via forms of ‘dialogic participation’ or, stated somewhat differently, it allows 

affinity-based academics to avoid the ‘indignity of speaking for others’; second, such contexts 

provide an opportunity for affinity-based academics to challenge their own structural privilege; 

and, third, it provides an opportunity to collaboratively embark upon experiments that anticipate 

“non-capitalist, non-statist futures” via “encounters” that contain the potential for the advent of a 

“politics of solidarity across of the divisions – by race, class, gender, sexuality, ability, age – that 

are crucial to the continued functioning of the systems of states and corporations.”861 The affinity-

based academic thus engages in a “style of working that responds to a transformative impulse, that 

prefers open experimentation to rule-based procedures, chooses the politics of the act over a 

politics of demand, pursues inventions rather than reforms, respects heteronomous systems of 
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difference rather than universalizing hegemonic formations, and is committed to the task of 

minimizing the operation of power as domination in every situation.”862 The goal of the activities 

of the affinity-based academic is “utopia” but not in the sense of a destination or place. Here, 

utopia refers instead to “an ongoing process of becoming” that involves “both a critical attitude 

towards the present and a political commitment to experiment with the coordinates of the 

future.”863 Cote et al. argue that if the goal of neoliberalism is in large part the production of 

subjects who are socially fabricated in a way that ensures the perpetuation of the neoliberal order, 

then the goal of utopian pedagogy is to “foster experiments in thinking and acting that lead us 

away from” conditions that ensure the reproduction of that order over time.864 

 Richard Day and Adam Lewis’s effort to re-imagine the Two-Row Wampum through the 

lens of intersectionality theory and their notion of “radical subjectivity” might serve as an example 

of what an affinities-based academic might look like in practice from the standpoint of the terms 

of this analysis. Radical subjectivity refers to subjects who have “been incorporated into the system 

of states against their will, but rather than wishing for a state of their own, seek to base their lives 

on principles and traditions that are different from, and fundamentally at odds with, those of the 

dominant order.”865 More concretely, radical subjectivity refers to “anticapitalist, nonstatist, 

radical feminist, queer, anticolonialist, antiracist, anti-authoritarian, ecologically oriented” 

“individuals, groups, and networks” who “share the linked imperatives of defending, regenerating, 

and living more lightly on this particular territory, for although” these individuals, groups and 

networks “will never be Indigenous to this place” they “do live here” and they “do love and respect 

it.”866 To reiterate, the Two-Row Wampum refers to a beaded sash that served and in many 

instances continues to serve as the material representation of a way of conceptualizing nation-to-

nation relationships between Indigenous peoples and Europeans. The two rows each represent two 

separate vessels travelling together on the same river that, while sharing the same space, agree not 

to interfere in the affairs of the other but nevertheless remain connected by three beaded rows, 

each one representing relations of peace, friendship and respect. Day and Lewis use the Two-Row 
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Wampum as a starting point for the “possibility of creating a ‘third space’ between settler and 

Indigenous communities, a space that can give rise to ever-more complex, intimate, and powerful 

communities of resistance.”867  Towards this end, Day and Lewis posit the “N-Row Wampum” 

model, where “N” is “deployed in the mathematical sense, to indicate an infinite number of axes 

of identity/oppression, each of which is always operating to some extent in every situation, but 

some of which are more strongly operative in some situations than in others.”868 The “N” suggests 

both an “infinite number of communities that might be in solidarity but apart from one another, an 

infinite number of autonomous vessels on the same river” as well as “fluid and ever-changing 

possibilities for other relations as well.”869 Moreover, as Day and Lewis note, broad-based 

intersectional social formations and the effort to prefigure alternatives must be based on “bridges” 

that, once built, ‘are not something to be agreed to and then forgotten about but something that 

must be renewed, done and done repeatedly.’870 Day and Lewis argue that broad-based 

intersectional social formations must view the multiplicity of relationships and forms through 

which they are constituted not in terms of a “noun” but instead as a “verb,” that is, ‘more an action 

than a thing’ that is ‘always in the process of becoming.’871 

  The third and final form of critical pedagogy that I wish to highlight has less to do with 

the activities of individuals as educators and more to do with the educative potential of contexts 

that involve the actions of collective subjects. More specifically, I am referring to situations where 

Indigenous on-the-ground acts of resistance occur outside of the boundaries of the state, and that 

resist settler-colonial efforts to invisibilize Indigenous peoples result in broad-based engagements 

involving a multiplicity of diverse actors. I believe that such contexts might serve as educative 

contexts that are capable of contributing to the de-subjectification of settler-subjectivities via the 

possibility of a renewal of forms of collective memory that counter the effects not only of selective 

social amnesia but also the de-politicizing, individualizing and isolating tendencies of 

neoliberalism. Such alliances might serve to re-ignite the collective memory of settler subjects and 

in such a way so as to contribute both to an awareness of the presence of the past – i.e., that 

foundational moments such as genocide and the imposition of structures of domination are 
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continually operative and in the absence of a radical democratic re-founding remain as threads 

woven into the very fabric of what it means to be Canadian – and to the potential realization of the 

unrealized possibilities of the past. Here, I am referring to a renewal of the collective memory of 

forgotten histories that might be capable of furnishing paradigms that could, in turn, ground the 

emergence of alternative patterns of co-existence. More specifically, I have in mind what Robert 

A. Willimans, Jr. refers to as historical ‘structures of cooperation’ that existed prior to the 19th 

century and that constitute an alternative yet largely forgotten foundation of North American 

democracies. These counter-narratives “have been largely neglected by our national mythology of 

white frontier conquest” which “typically portray cultural contact between Indians and whites as 

sporadic, violent, and precipitating the rapid demise and decimation of tribe after tribe on the 

western frontier.”872 While the logic of mythic memory, for instance, will tend to result in the 

promulgation of stories that “accept the inevitability of white supremacy,” Williams argues that 

“there was nothing inevitable about European conquest of North America.”873 Counter-histories 

provide a reminder of the existence of philia amongst Indigenous peoples and Newcomers, and 

remembrance of this philia might act as an alternative foundation upon which nation- and state-

building can be conducted in the future. In this way, on-the-ground action by ordinary citizens and 

Indigenous peoples might facilitate the enactment of a more just relationship that ideally might, in 

turn, anticipate and contribute towards a radical democratic re-founding and objective political 

change in a Wolinian sense – i.e., the ‘wholesale transgression of inherited’ settler-colonial forms. 
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Chapter Nine 

Fragment of a Future Concluding Chapter:  

Place and the Politics of the Past 
In conclusion, I would like to briefly consider two future areas of research that have been 

implied throughout the course of this dissertation. The first has to do with the implied suggestion 

that a return to the practices of the past constitutes a pathway to transformation. Initially, my intent 

was to append a concluding section on the politics of the past to the previous chapter, but as I sat 

down to incorporate it as a dimension of the analysis and critique, the realization dawned on me 

that it would require a chapter of its own, perhaps under the heading of decolonizing foundations. 

Beyond the aesthetic appeal of wrapping up this study by returning to my introductory thematic 

(i.e., decolonizing foundations), I arrived at the above-mentioned realization late, and it is for that 

reason that this concluding section is presented in the form of a fragment of a future chapter. In 

addition to the brief reflection on the politics of the past that is presented here, I identify an 

important topic of future research that has do with a crucial dimension of political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential as it is conceived by Indigenous resurgence theory. Here, I am referring 

to the notion of ‘reconciliation with the land’ and the implications that this notion has for how 

political reconciliation’s transformative potential is conceived and theorized. 

There are at least three points that I would like to highlight concerning the topic of 

reconciliation with the land, and they are each grounded in Coulthard’s political thought. Before 

proceeding, however, it is important to note that the theme of reconciliation with the land is a built-

in feature of many if not most conceptualizations of decolonization by Indigenous peoples in the 

sense that political reconciliation’s transformative potential gets theorized in such a way so as to 

entail not only the structural and subjective transformations that are a condition of reconciliation 

between settlers and Indigenous peoples but also the structural and subjective transformations that 

are a condition for a renewed or, perhaps better yet, a radical reconstitution of the relationship 

between subject, society and “nature.” There is, however, no authoritative answer to the question 

of what reconciliation with the land and the advent of more environmentally sustainable 

relationships and modes of being might look like. Here, by way of an attempt to sketch the outlines 

of a starting point for this future area of research and analysis, we might begin by considering 

Coulthard’s thoughts on this topic. First, it might be said of Coulthard’s approach that 

reconciliation with the land requires or entails the “death of capitalism.” For Coulthard, resistance 
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to the invasive activities of “settler capital” through forms of direct action – for instance, the 

blockade – is simultaneously an act of Indigenous autonomy in the sense that it represents an 

“enactment of Indigenous law and the obligations such laws place on Indigenous peoples to uphold 

the relations of reciprocity that shape our engagements with the human and nonhuman world.”874 

Drawing from Leanne Simpson, Coulthard argues that the goal of Indigenous anti-capitalist 

resistance is a “massive transformation” involving the revitalization of “sustainable local 

Indigenous economies.”875 Activities that might contribute to such a transformation – beyond 

concerted yet localized acts of resistance in the form of direct action – include “walking the land,” 

engaging in “land-based harvesting practices,” and the “reoccupation of sacred places.”876 For 

Coulthard, then, reconciliation with the land entails activities that both resist, impede or otherwise 

hinder the actions of settler capital with the ultimate aim of its eventual demise accompanied by 

local efforts to revitalize Indigenous local economies on the basis of a retrieval of pre-Contact 

social and political practices and traditions. 

The second point I would like to highlight under the heading of reconciliation with the land 

has to do with Coulthard’s alternative approach to conceiving the relationship between humans 

and the land from the standpoint of his critical political theory. Here, I am referring to Coulthard’s 

notion of “grounded normativity.” In defining grounded normativity, Coulthard argues that all 

Indigenous struggles are “primarily inspired by and oriented around the question of land – a 

struggle not only for land in the material sense, but also deeply informed by what the land as a 

system of reciprocal relations and obligations can teach us about living our lives in relation to one 

another and the natural world in nondominating and nonexploiting terms.”877 Grounded 

normativity is further defined as “the modalities of Indigenous land-connected practices and 

longstanding experiential knowledge that inform and structure our ethical engagements with the 

world and our relationships with human and nonhuman others over time.”878 Grounded 

normativity, therefore, exhibits two dimensions: first, it turns the ‘struggle for land in a material 

sense’ into an ethical obligation to be shouldered by those whose identity is deeply shaped in the 

context of a self-consciously direct relationship to the land understood as a potential source of 
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principles for determining how humans might relate to each other, on the one hand, and to the land, 

on the other hand. Coulthard is suggesting, in other words, that a connection to the land formed on 

the basis of a traditional experience of the land can act as the basis of a distinct system of ethics 

that, in a sense, is nothing new but has been forgotten as a result of those forces that have rendered 

such experiences “fugitive” in the Wolinian sense of the term. It is in this sense that Coulthard 

conceives of grounded normativity as potentially acting as the foundation of Indigenous 

decolonizing alternatives to capitalism and the system of political and psycho-social norms that it 

depends upon for its reproduction. Coulthard suggests that grounded normativity and the “life-

ways and resurgent practices” to which it gives rise is the only hope that Indigenous peoples have 

of “surviving [their] strategic engagements with the colonial state with integrity and as Indigenous 

peoples.”879 Before proceeding to the third point that I wish to highlight concerning Coulthard’s 

thoughts on the topic of reconciliation with the land, I will pause in order to very briefly consider 

two recent attempts to build on Coulthard’s concept of grounded normativity.880 Each of these 

attempts to build upon Coulthard’s work is highlighted because of the promise they show as future 

areas of research that can be used to extend the analysis and critique of transformation in settler-

colonial contexts in new directions.  

The first attempt has to do with Leanne Simpson’s re-interpretation of Coulthard’s concept of 

grounded normativity through the lens of the concept of “place.” It is important to note that place 

does not only refer to the “land” in a formal or empty sense, nor does it simply refer to the physical, 

geographical and topographical features and specificities of a given area or region. The concept of 

place does include these things, but it does so in the context of the lived experience of those whose 

identity is shaped by powerful psycho-affective attachments to a specific region. Place, in other 

words, refers to the land and how it shapes the identity of a people who not only call that land 

home but who live on the land in a specific way (i.e., according to a set of distinct principles). The 

concept of place is thus a complex notion that refers to an intricate set of reciprocal 

interconnections between the land, the people, non-human entities, collective memory, history, the 

past, the future and identity. At this point, there are three elements of Simpson’s re-articulation of 

                                                
879 Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks, 179. 
880 The “Land Back” movement might also be included here on the basis of an interpretation that 
conceives of it as an expression of an attempt to transform grounded normativity into a social 
movement that aims to re-invest Indigneous peoples with decision-making power from the 
standpoint of ‘land governance.’ 



 271 

the concept of place that I wish to highlight as potential areas of future research. The first has to 

do with Simpson’s claim that the concept of place can be used as the foundation for the 

construction of specifically Indigenous alternatives. Place, for Simpson, refers to “process-

centered modes of living that generate profoundly different conceptualizations of nationhood and 

governmentality – ones that aren’t based on enclosure, authoritarian power, and hierarchy.”881 I 

believe that Simpson’s concept of place might be capable of being employed to theorize non-

Western approaches to what rule means or, stated somewhat differently, it might be employed to 

theorize an alternative version of the political. The second element of Simpson’s concept of place 

that might merit further investigation is the way in which the land understood as place is an 

additional source of the durability of the fugitive memory of Indigenous peoples. Place, in other 

words, might be conceived as a source of the enduring durability of the memory of the political 

and thus might be thought of as a source of the sort of collective memory that drives struggles 

against injustice. Finally, Simpson’s concept of place might be worth investigating in the future 

because of its capacity to inform a theory of co-existence based on reciprocity. It might, in other 

words, act as a contributing factor in the theorization and construction of the sorts of relationships 

that would be a possible outcome associated with the realization of political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential in settler-colonial contexts. 

The second attempt to build upon Coulthard’s notion of grounded normativity that I wish to 

highlight has to do with Peter Kulchyski’s notion of “bush people.” There are two elements of 

Kulchyski’s notion of “bush people” that I wish to flag as potential future areas of research. The 

first has to do with the claim that Kulchyski’s concept might be interpreted as an attempt to theorize 

the sort of agent that emerges from place or that is produced by place. More specifically, Kulchyski 

theorizes “bush people” as a type of transformative agent that emerges on the basis of struggles to 

retrieve pre-modern economic systems that can act as alternatives to capitalism as a means of 

preserving places understood as something like matrices of identity formation. The second element 

of Kulchyski’s notion of “bush people” that I wish to highlight has to do with the claim that one 

of the virtues of Kulchyski’s notion of “bush people” is that it is articulated through an engagement 

with Marxist thought and practice and is motivated by a desire to make space for the existence of 

agents of transformation that are capable of working alongside the working class without needing 
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to be invisibilized, subsumed or reduced to an element of the working class in the concerted 

struggle to facilitate the “death of capitalism.” Kulchyski, in other words, might be interpreted as 

attempting to develop a theory of co-existence in the context of the ongoing relationship between 

Indigenous peoples and the radical left. Stated somewhat differently, Kulchyski’s exploration of 

“bush people” as potentially transformative agents is conducted from the standpoint of a desire to 

render visible a certain category of agency that ought not to be ignored or invisibilized by the left 

because it might be the case that “bush people” are capable of the sorts of revolutionary thought 

and action that can help to “bring into being a better world.”882 

The third point that I wish to highlight concerning reconciliation with the land in the context 

of the terms that I am here discussing it has to do with the fact that grounded normativity implies 

the retrieval of the practices of the past. As has already been mentioned, the retrieval of the 

practices of the past is crucially not a desire to return to the past in a literal sense but is conceived 

of by Coulthard as a “critical retrieval” of the practices of the past. Critical retrievals typically 

involve some sort of mix of the traditional and the modern. By way of an example of what such a 

mix might look like, we might turn to the question of gender and the not unjustified criticism that 

traditional societies typically constitute themselves on the basis of gender-based divisions and 

structures of domination. The critical retrieval of the practices of the past might involve a return 

to land-based ways of life as the basis of local autonomy but in the context of an application of the 

notion of gender equality. The space is not available to launch a rigorous and thorough analysis of 

how best to go about defining the relationship between the traditional and the modern implied by 

a “critical retrieval.” I make mention of it here because it raises a set of potential affinities between 

Coulthard and Wolin and because it leads to the second area of future research that I am here 

defining as being bound with what might be referred to as the politics of the past. 

By way of an initial or preliminary definition, the politics of the past might be taken to refer to 

the politics associated with the relationship between the modern and the traditional. The first 

dimension of the politics of the past that I wish to emphasize might be placed under the heading 

of decolonizing foundations and has to do with challenging prejudices that are rooted in the 

standard dichotomy between tradition and modernity that is a characteristic of Enlightenment and 

post-Enlightenment Western thought. More specifically, I am referring to the at times subterranean 
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yet far from dead Manichaen logic that conceives of traditional ways of knowing and being as 

being destined to be totally replaced by modern scientific and rational ways of knowing and being. 

The classic formulation of this dichotomy is perhaps best expressed in the works of German 

philosopher Immanuel Kant who conceived of tradition as a mode of knowing and being whose 

sole purpose is to be extirpated from all spheres of existence because tradition was conceived of 

as a hindrance to the realization of humankind’s potential. Kant, in other words, conceived of 

tradition as a ‘yoke’ that kept humans bound in a stupefied and pernicious state of ‘immaturity.’883 

Tradition in the narrative associated with the standard dichotomy is generally conceived of as 

nothing less than freedom’s enemy. In this way, the standard dichotomy typically works in such a 

way that it conceives of modernity as not only distinct from tradition but also as superior to it, 

which in turn grounds a tendency – at least from the standpoint of many if not most ‘progressive’ 

and critical forms of thought – to ascribe pejorative connotations to the traditional. This approach, 

however, has material and symbolic consequences from the standpoint of the capacity of those 

who do not subscribe to the terms of the dichotomy to experience themselves as free beings. More 

specifically, the standard dichotomy works to ground paternalistic and demeaning forms of 

misrecognition – i.e., that the traditional represents an inferior way of knowing and being and that 

it is destined to be replaced – which in turn can be employed as a justification for the imposition 

of imperial structures of domination. The 19th-century stages view of history and the consequences 

that this view held for Indigenous peoples – i.e., the Residential School System, amongst other 

things – is a case in point. Here, Western modernity conceives of itself as representing a clean 

break with all that preceded it or that stands outside of it, which in turn grounds the notion that 

Western modernity represents a form of difference that is destined to replace all other forms of 

difference. The dichotomy as it exists in the preliminary form that I am here presenting it will tend, 

in other words, to ground an approach that conceives of the traditional as “working under a world-

historical notice of extinction.”884 Beyond the fact that there may be a genocidal seed contained in 

the standard dichotomy – i.e., the fate of tradition is extinction – it will tend to work in such a way 

that traditional societies will get consigned to a tortuous state of suspension in the ‘imaginary 

waiting room’ of modern history.885 Stated somewhat differently, freedom is not an option for 
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traditional societies until such a time that they adopt as their own the ways of knowing and being 

associated with mainstream versions of political modernity. Here, it is important to note that this 

critique ought not to be interpreted as suggesting that the traditional and the modern are mutually 

exclusive. It might be possible, in other words, to conceive of the relationship between the two in 

a way whereby the critical retrieval of practices of the past can ground new forms of identity that 

are capable of not only conducting a genuine ritual of repair in the late modern present but also of 

making space for the construction of alternatives. 

I believe that there are affinities between both Coulthard and Wolin from the standpoint of 

challenging the standard dichotomy between tradition and modernity but in a way that does not 

conceive of the two as being mutually exclusive. There are at least two ways that Coulthard both 

challenges the standard dichotomy and justifies a return to the practices of the past as a means of 

establishing Indigenous peoples as historical protagonists in the present, and they each have to do 

with his relationship to two of his primary theoretical resources: Fanon and Marx. Coulthard turns 

to Fanon in order to analyze and critique the subjective or internal dimensions of colonialism and, 

more specifically, the subtle ways in which colonial forms of recognition work to facilitate the 

onset of ‘psycho-affective attachments’ to ‘circumscribed, master-sanctioned forms’ that impart a 

patina of ‘naturalness’ to the “colonial condition.”886 Drawing from Fanon, Coulthard argues that 

while processes whose purpose it is to facilitate the onset of ideological attachments to colonial 

forms by colonized peoples are totalizing, they are not total and that ‘colonized populations are 

often able to turn internalized forms of colonial recognition into expressions of Indigenous self-

empowerment through the reclamation and revitalization of pre-colonial social relations and 

cultural traditions.’887 This stage of the process of the liberation of the colonized was conceived of 

by Fanon as being inherently limited in the sense that the return to the practices of the past as a 

basis for a new identity and renewed sense of dignity were conceived of as a means and not an 

end-state. Coulthard, on the other hand, draws from Indigenous resurgence theory and argues that 

this retrieval constitutes the only grounds upon which non-colonial Indigenous alternatives might 

be constructed. Therefore, while Coulthard parts ways with Fanon on this point, he does so in a 

way that does not conceive of the relationship between tradition and modernity as being mutually 

exclusive. Concerning Marx, Coulthard challenges the standard dichotomy between tradition and 
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modernity and justifies a return to the practices of the past on the basis of an attempt to decolonize 

the foundations of Marxist thought. Here, Coulthrad strips Marx of his variant of the stages of 

view of history and, amongst other things, argues that towards the end of his life, Marx began to 

abandon the view that pre-modern societies must pass through capitalism as a condition for the 

transition to a state of affairs marked by the absence of exploitation and domination. More 

specifically, Coulthard highlights how Marx reformulated this dimension of his theory of history 

after 1871. Here, we can see that Marx “no longer condemns non-Western and noncapitalist  social 

formations to necessarily pass through the destructive phase of capitalist development as the 

condition of possibility for human freedom and flourishing.”888 It was during this period, in other 

words, that “Marx had not only come to view more clearly how certain features of noncapitalist 

and capitalist modes of production “articulate” (albeit asymmetrically) in a given social formation, 

but also the ways in which aspects of the former can come to inform the construction of radical 

alternatives to the latter.”889 In shoring up this dimension of his critique, Coulthard turns to Peter 

Kropotkin’s early critique of Marx and his suggestion that the developmentalist viewpoint could 

facilitate all-too-easy justifications for the “violent dispossession of place-based, non-state modes 

of self-sufficient Indigenous economic, political, and social activity” by socialist states.890 

Kropotkin’s critique is crucial for Coulthard because it reveals one of the central ways in which 

socialism can justify forms of dispossession on the basis of “otherwise egalitarian principles and 

espoused with so-called “progressive” political agendas in mind.”891 Stated somewhat differently, 

challenging the standard dichotomy between tradition and modernity is one way to avoid ‘ignoring 

or downplaying the injustices of colonial dispossession’ because, in the absence of such a 

challenge, critical theory and the left might advocate political strategies that “not only risk 

becoming complicit in the very structures and processes of domination that it ought to oppose, but 

it also risks overlooking what could prove to be invaluable glimpses into the ethical practices and 

preconditions required for the construction of a more just and sustainable world order.”892  

I believe that Wolin’s work exhibits an orientation to the practices of the past that bears 

affinities to Coulthard’s approach. There are at least three ways in which Wolin both challenges 
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the standard dichotomy between tradition and modernity and suggests that a return to the practices 

of the past might act as a foundation for the construction of alternatives in the present. The first 

has to do with the way that Wolin takes up the concept of collective memory. In his essay, 

“Injustice and Collective Memory,” Wolin argues that the topic of collective memory tends to get 

overlooked in contemporary political theory in part because it is conceived of as “part of a world 

we have lost” and that as an ‘analytical category or interpretive concept’ its usefulness tends to be 

confined to attempts to ‘understand or explain’ what Wolin refers to as mnemonic societies.893 

Mnemonic societies tend to be conceived of within Western political theory and the social sciences 

more generally as societies “in which custom or tradition play a decisive role or in which change 

is assigned a negative value.”894 Post-mnemonic societies, on the other hand, tend to conceive of 

themselves as future-oriented societies “that place great value upon change and seek constantly 

for ways to promote it.”895 A consequence of this orientation, according to Wolin, is that post-

mnemonic societies “are most likely either to be indifferent to collective memory” or “even 

uncomprehending of its meaning,” which in turn facilitates a state of affairs where collective 

memory “is at best ritualistic and, more likely, treated as dysfunctional.”896 Employing the 

category of collective memory for the purpose of analyzing and critiquing contemporary politics 

might not only run the risk of anachronism but also might represent the onset of potentially 

regressive forms of thought and action. I interpret Wolin’s theory, analysis and critique of 

collective memory as in part constituting an attempt to challenge the dichotomy between 

modernity and pre-modernity by resuscitating the value of topics and concepts that might 

otherwise be conceived as moribund but which are in fact relevant and timely for illuminating 

crucial aspects of processes associated with contemporary politics and modes of domination. I 

interpret Wolin’s approach to the politics of unresolved historic injustice as challenging the 

assumption, even if implicitly, that pre-modernity and tradition have nothing to offer modernity. 

This challenge is necessary for the pursuit of justice in the context of the politics of reconciliation 

– and in the context of struggles against imperialism and forms of domination more generally – 

because the sort of transformation that gets at the generative roots of the problem cannot occur in 

the absence of forms of collective remembrance, that is, in the absence of a form of collective 

                                                
893 Wolin, “Injustice and Collective Memory,” 32. 
894 Wolin, 32. 
895 Ibid. 
896 Ibid. 



 277 

memory that is characteristic of the sort of subjectivity that gets produced by traditional societies. 

Furthermore, a similar argument might be made concerning Wolin’s analysis and critique of myth. 

As has already been mentioned, Wolin’s theory of myth in the ancient world suggests that it ought 

not to be conceived of as a way of distorting reality but instead might be conceived of as portraying 

political reality in a way that exhibits greater fidelity to the way that power actually operates and 

that this feature of myth has the added benefit of contributing to the construction of forms of 

political subjectivity that are not only participatory in nature but that are also capable of conducting 

a genuine ritual of repair. 

The second way that the politics of the past plays out in Wolin’s thought in a way that 

challenges the standard tradition-modernity dichotomy has to do with his advocacy for a return to 

a traditional version of the political. There are two major dimensions of Wolin’s conceptualization 

of a traditional version of the political that I would like to highlight. The first has to do with 

Wolin’s analysis and critique of myth and the distinct conception of power that he attributes to the 

ancient world. As a future area of research, my aim would be to focus upon Wolin’s argument that 

a feature of power in the ancient world was both its “radical politicalness” and a conception of 

power as “repair of the world.” Here, Wolin tends to view the past as lying in possession of both 

a temporal structure and participatory ethos that could facilitate the production of a version of 

political subjectivity that was capable of nurturing, tending to, cultivating and consolidating 

conditions that ensure the well-being of the collectivity and that is also capable of facilitating the 

production of an internal disposition that render the subject capable of conducting genuine rituals 

of repair. Stated differently and in somewhat oversimplified terms, for Wolin, the ancient world 

was capable of producing forms of subjectivity marked by a capacity for repair, while the modern 

world is capable of producing forms of subjectivity that are only capable of destruction.  

The second element of the politics of the past as it plays out in Wolin’s thought that I wish 

to highlight has to do with his argument for a return to traditional localism. In the updated version 

of Politics and Vision, Wolin argues that due to the immense powers concentrated in the modern 

state and their frightening potential, democracy, understood as a “complete political system,” or a 

system that encompasses the whole of the populations and territories that make-up the nation-states 

of, for instance, North America, ought not to be “hoped or striven for.”897 Instead, Wolin argues 

that a politics of democratic renewal ought to consist of ‘anti-totality politics,’ which in turn is in 
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part identified with multiplicity, smallness and “traditional localism.” For Wolin, “small scale is 

the only scale commensurate with the kind and amount of power that democracy is capable of 

mobilizing.”898 By “smallness,” Wolin is referring to the experience of citizenship on the planes 

of “neighborhood, locality, county, and state.”899 According to Wolin, these “entities have 

institutional roots and participatory traditions older than the Constitution,” and they are 

“fundamental to perpetuating democracy.”900 Multiplicity, on the other hand, is the natural 

complement of smallness. Multiplicity refers both to the existence of multiple points of power 

residing in small entities (“towns” as opposed to one centralized, administrative hub, i.e., the state) 

as well as power being distributed in a multiplicity of sites “dispersed among local governments 

and institutions under local control (schools, community health services, police and fire protection, 

recreation, cultural institutions, property taxes) and in the ingenuity of ordinary people in inventing 

temporary forms to meet their needs.”901 Together, smallness and multiplicity constitute the 

starting-point for ‘anti-totality politics’ – “small politics, small projects, small business, much 

improvisation, and hence anathema to centralization, whether of the centralized state or of the huge 

corporation.”902  Smallness and multiplicity are also the constitutive elements of Wolin’s notion 

of “traditional localism.” Local “entities” not only “provide the means of effecting the aims of the 

demos and translating them into laws and policies” but they are also a theatre of political education 

“where ordinary citizens learn the practices and values of being political.”903 Fred Dallmayr, in an 

interpretation of the political philosophy of William James, compliments Wolin’s analysis when 

he suggests, as a “counterpoint” to the totalizing tendencies of the modern state, that a more locally 

oriented, place-based politics might facilitate a political reality where “finite elements have their 

own aboriginal forms” and where “each one of these elements being one with its next neighbors” 

but without succumbing to a “total oneness.”904  

Wolin’s advocacy for a return to traditional localism is, of course, problematized by the fact 

that traditional localism tends to be the domain of the reactionary right. The local, in other words, 
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tends to be dominated by the presence of ‘the Klan, militia–men  and –women, neo-Nazis, 

Protestant fundamentalists, would-be censors of public and school libraries, champions of an 

“original Constitution,”’ etc. Here, it is important to note that one of the central sources of 

solidarity, mobilization and the identity of right-wing groups is the past. The reactionary right, in 

other words, characteristically turns to a version of the past as a means of grounding and orienting 

their political struggles in the present. The version of the past that gets relied upon, however, is a 

version that underpins the production of a version of the demos that stands opposed to 

reconciliation and decolonization. It is a version of the demos, in other words, that tends to use the 

past in the construction of forms of political identity that operate on the basis of some variant of 

the friend-enemy version of the political. This identity, on the other hand, does not emerge on the 

basis of the fact that it is oriented towards the past but instead that it is oriented by a version of the 

past that represents a one-sided account of past events. It is in this sense that these “champions of 

the archaic” ought not to be conceived of, on Wolin’s account, as “bearers of truth” but instead 

ought to be conceived of as “provocateurs” whose danger lies in their capacity to represent the 

one-sided version of the past upon which their distinct political identities are constructed as the 

whole truth. I interpret Wolin’s critique as suggesting that the fact that the past has traditionally 

acted as a resource for the political activities and identities of the reactionary right ought not to 

undermine its potential to nourish struggles for alternatives in the present. Stated somewhat 

differently, I argue that the fact that the past has acted as a sort of dynamic energy underpinning 

the politics of the right ought to serve as a reminder of the urgency of reclaiming the territory of 

the past from the right. The past, in other words, must be reclaimed by the left and this ought to be 

conceived of as an important dimension of the struggle to realize political reconciliation’s 

transformative potential.  
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