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          The Primacy of Ethics
 
        
 
        My experience as Director of UNESCO’s Division of Intercultural Dialogue and the Intercultural Dialogue Routes projects, as well as my role as UN Special Rapporteur on Contemporary Forms of Racism, has allowed me to identify three dimensions of culture that are particularly relevant to promoting the fundamental message of UNESCO’s Founding Fathers: “Building peace in the minds of men and women.” These dimensions are the aesthetic, the ethical, and the spiritual.
 
        The aesthetic dimension, encompassing all forms of cultural expression, represents the initial terrain where individuals perceive cultural otherness in an immediate, sensory manner and where collective or national identity is constructed. Often, intercultural dialogue has been framed primarily through this aesthetic lens.
 
        The second dimension, the ethical, concerns the moral values that underpin human dignity and give anchor to each people, community, and group. This dimension constitutes, the depth and over time, the force that gives meaning and substance to the construction of a singular humanity. Ethics is what shapes human relationships and the structures of society. It is within the realm of ethics that deep and lasting understanding occurs, where people can engage in a fruitful encounter and ultimately recognize their shared humanity beyond the diversity of their cultural and aesthetic expressions. This, therefore, is the most fertile ground for resisting inhumanity and its systemic manifestations.
 
        Finally, the third and deepest dimension of culture is the spiritual, which underpins belief, an intimate adherence to a transcendent reality that explains and gives meaning to life. Nourishing ethics and expressed through aesthetics, the spiritual is the intangible and primary source of cultural identities. It is at this level that societies sustain their deepest resilience, especially in the face of historical atrocities and contemporary challenges.
 
        Indeed, the world today is confronting simultaneity and multiplicity of crises – economic, environmental, political, and social, which are not isolated disruptions but interconnected symptoms of deeper structural injustice. These crises expose the erosion of and spiritual foundations, as societies increasingly prioritize economic efficiency over human dignity.
 
        Such erosion is particularly evident in the persistence of racism, colonial legacies, and institutional discrimination, which continue to violate all three dimensions of culture. Racism distorts aesthetics by enforcing racial hierarchies and stereotypes. It corrupts ethics by legitimizing oppression and exclusion. And it undermines spirituality, severing human beings from their fundamental interconnectedness.
 
        The expansion of neoliberal economic structures has further entrenched these dynamics. The market’s dominance over cultural production, through the privatization of education, the monopolization of media, and the colonization of knowledge creation and dissemination, has prioritized aesthetic production over ethical and spiritual depth. This commodification of culture privileges spectacle over substance, reducing cultural identity to a mere tool of economic power while marginalizing deeper moral and spiritual values.
 
        Thus the crisis of values is not only social and economic, but also epistemic and existential. The persistence of racial injustice, economic exploitation, and cultural alienation is a sign not of stagnation, but of an urgent call for deep transformation. Just as past systems of oppression have been challenged and dismantled, the current crises signal the urgency of redefining our ethical and spiritual foundations.
 
        To conclude, I offer an African metaphor of the tree, a symbol of a common humanity rooted in ethics and spirituality: “In the forest, when the branches of trees quarrel, their roots embrace.” Here, the branches represent diverse cultures, which may sometimes clash, while the roots symbolize universal human values – our shared humanity – which remain deeply intertwinned.
 
        The challenge before us is to ensure that the trunk – society, through education and social transformation, nourishes both the branches – cultural diversity and the roots – universal ethics founded upon a spiritual foundation. This way, each branch – each community, each culture, each tradition – finds its strength not in isolation, but in its interconnectedness with the whole.
 
        This vision of a spiritually grounded, ethically inspired, and aesthetically enriched common humanity is thoroughly explored by the contributors of this book Beyond Inhumanity.
 
        
          
                	
                  Doudou Diène

 
                	
                  Paris, February 2025
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          Introduction
 
        

         
          Scherto R. Gill 
          
 
        
 
         
          On 12th July 2019, an unusual public event unfolded in Vancouver, British Colombia, Canada: The Anglican Church of Canada offered “An Apology for Spiritual Harm”. The Church apologized for the “cultural and spiritual arrogance toward all Indigenous Peoples – First Nations, Inuit and Métis – and the harm … inflicted.”1 The Apology, read out by Archbishop Fred Hiltz, acknowledges the Church’s moral failures, especially in not caring about the ways that indigenous spirituality “has always infused … governance, social structures and family life”; in “demonizing Indigenous spiritualities, and in belittling the traditional teachings … through the elders”; and in robbing younger generations of the opportunities to be rooted in their spiritual ancestry. The Church also recognized the transgenerational trauma resulting from past abuse and made explicit commitment to healing the spiritual wounds and to walking together with the indigenous communities “in the newness of life”.2
 
          Five years later, on 1st August 2024, an equally unusual event took place during the Emancipation Day programme in Kingston, Jamaica. Emancipation Day is an annual celebration across the Caribbean, to mark the end of transatlantic slavery, colonialism and centuries-long atrocities inflicted upon people of African and indigenous descent. The 2024 Emancipation Day programme had an unusual element because it included an additional ‘performance’ – public apologies from organizations and descendants of those who “enabled, partook of or profited from the transatlantic slave trade … to the descendants of those who were enslaved.”3 Recognizing their ancestors’ parts in the “brutal and dehumanising era”, members of ‘Heirs of Slavery’4 also acknowledged the enduring trauma and legacies of injustice that continue to shape the lives of the Africans and African diasporas around the globe. In view of the consequences of slavery and colonialism, they call for political commitments to reparation and reconciliation.
 
          These public apologies are significant acts of acknowledgment. The Anglican Church’s apology for its spiritual abuse represents a step towards rectifying the damage it inflicted and restoring the spiritual strengths that are central to Indigenous (and African) ways of life. Similarly, the apologies for the transatlantic slavery and colonialism signal a commitment by the heirs of slavery to embark on a journey of healing and transformation to build a more humane world.
 
          Public apologies for such monumental harms are not isolated events. On 18th June 2009, the U.S. Senate passed a resolution acknowledging the “fundamental injustice, cruelty, brutality, and inhumanity of slavery” and apologizing “to African Americans on behalf of the people of the United States.”5 More recently, on 19th December 2022, Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte publicly apologized for the Netherlands’ participation in slavery.
 
          However, despite these acts of contrition, the world continues to witness violence, mass atrocities, and dehumanizing acts. These ongoing brutalities prompt us to revisit Robert Burns’s haunting question about “man’s inhumanity to man,” first posed in his 1784 poem Man Was Made to Mourn: A Dirge. Burns captured the “regret, remorse, and shame” of those whose actions have caused “countless thousands to mourn.” This same question – revisited nearly a century ago by Einstein and Freud in their exchanges – continues to demand urgent reflection. Scholars, researchers, and communities are still grappling with the enduring harms of inhumanity and seeking pathways to healing.
 
          While there must be an emphasis on understanding and addressing the persistent damage of inhumane acts on the subjugated and the resulting transgenerational trauma, a connected inquiry seems to be also necessary – what might inhumanity do to those who carry out the harrowing acts directly and indirectly, perpetuate a system of brutality and profit financially from the pains and sufferings of the oppressed. What impact does inhumanity have on those who commit such acts, perpetuate systems of brutality, or profit from the suffering of others? Equally important, how do acts of inhumanity devastate not only human experiences but also the ecological integrity of the planet?6
 
          The psychological, moral, relational and spiritual harms resulting from inhumane acts and dehumanizing systems demand a response that goes beyond merely acknowledging economic injustice or demanding material redress. It calls for a deeper engagement with what it means to be and become more fully human and how to foster structural conditions, institutional practices and societal cultures that foster dignity, justice, and mutual flourishing. At the heart of this exploration lies the understanding that inhumanity – as both an act and a system – disrupts the relational fabric at the core of our being and becoming more fully human. Inhumanity damages not only those subjected to its horrors but also those who perpetrate, participate and benefit financially and politically from it. Above all, inhumanity shatters ecological integrity and harmony amongst all.
 
          Indeed, it is precisely the need for such a deeper engagement in these multidimensional harms that centres the focus of this book through informed analysis, compelling argument, imaginative proposals and illuminating case studies. Together, these momentums and movements demonstrate the dual challenge this book seeks to address: the recognition of past harms and the harnessing of transformative potentials in community-initiated processes of collective healing for justice and well-being of all.
 
          Thus this book sets to investigate three sets of questions: (1) In the contexts of the multidimensional damage resulting from transatlantic slavery, colonialism and imperialism, how might the notion of spiritual harm shift our understandings of the relevant hurts and their enduring legacies? (2) In light of these new understandings, how might we reconceptualize healing to integrate the need to address spiritual harms of inhumanity (3) What should be the future directions of collective healing work building upon our existing efforts to advance social justice and support the flourishing of all?
 
          Accordingly, this book is divided into three parts: Part One consists of 4 chapters that articulate what constitutes (spiritual) harms of inhumanity examined through the lenses including traditional African philosophical and spiritual, normative, psychosocial and political stances. Part Two features 4 chapters that put forward interdisciplinary arguments to define collective healing in the contexts of transatlantic slavery and colonialism and related wounds, trauma and legacies. These are drawn from diverse perspectives, such as decolonial black activism, traditional African and indigenous theology and spirituality, anthropology, feminist methodology, as well as psychology and psychotherapy. The last four chapters in Part Three present, reflect and analyze the myriad ways that emergent healing approaches and practices have served to address (spiritual) harms of inhumanity. They demonstrate that healing must be rooted in reconnecting with community rooted resources for spiritual resilience, aimed at enhancing and enriching communal well-being, alongside ecological integrity.
 
          The book’s structure serves as a helpful roadmap for readers to embark on a journey of raising awareness, critical reflection, and envisioning futures of collective healing and social justice. Each chapter contributes uniquely to the overarching aim of this book: to deepen our understandings of structural discrimination, and to offer transformative pathways for community restoration and regeneration.
 
          By engaging in the three-fold inquiry, this volume does not advocate for a single analysis of inhumane acts or dehumanizing systems. Instead, it brings together a range of perspectives that, while grounded in distinct religious, spiritual, philosophical, and cultural traditions, complement one another in their shared commitment to addressing harms of inhumanity. These include Afrocentric spiritual philosophies such as Ubuntu ontology and cosmology,7 normative argument on what constitutes spiritual harm,8 psychoanalytic analysis of mass trauma in the hand of an ‘other’,9 and theorization of structural anti-Blackness to challenge western-centric approach to international relations.10
 
          The diverse theoretical stances in Part One of this book bring out differences in emphasis. For instance, some contributors foreground the historical and structural legacies of slavery and colonialism, stressing the systemic roots of inhumanity. In contrast, others prioritize the interpersonal and even intrapersonal dynamics of being at the receiving end of brutality. These differences, far from detracting from the book’s coherence, serve to enrich it by providing an interdisciplinary view of the problem. They reveal how varied conceptual frameworks can intersect, challenge, and ultimately coordinate with one another in illuminating different facets of a shared concern. By placing these theories in dialogue, the book offers a richer understanding of the multi-dimensional harms of inhumanity and myriad paths to addressing them – an understanding that no single framework could achieve in isolation.
 
          The book does not offer a unified theory of healing and redress, and instead, it provides a wide array of approaches, from racial repair,11 to women-driven spiritual paths,12 from traditional religious rituals,13 to person-centred therapeutic and relational practices.14 These healing methodologies, rooted in African and indigenous wisdom and spiritual thoughts, illustrate the conceptual frameworks offered in the first part of the book, and at the same time, serve to enhance their depths and highlight gaps and nuances. In this way, the theoretical and methodological dimensions are mutually reinforcing. Indeed, by providing the conceptual language and ethical imperative for addressing harms of inhumanity, the conceptual ensures that the methodological remain rooted in the human experiences with a view of seeking justice and systemic transformation; while the methodological challenges the conceptual to be open to refinement.
 
          These are then illustrated by a variety of case studies from communities across the four continents connected by the Atlantic. More specifically, the book provides examples of how collective healing must be rooted in the local histories by including narratives from both the enslaved and their descendants and the enslavers and their descendants;15 when juxtaposing these against the healing practices, the case study reminds us that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to healing, and each antidote is tailored to the particular malaise and the needs of the particular people. Similarly, where there is a lack of opportunities for encounter, listening and dialogue, collective healing practices must take great care to create safe and caring spaces where all voices are respected, and where dialogue is the basis for co-creating visions for better futures.16 Furthermore, the book stresses two seldom integrated practices – one is taking an intergenerational approach to ensure that the younger generations will be able to tap into the resources for spiritual resilience embodied by the previous generations;17 and the other is that there can only be healing when all beings are emancipated, including both human beings and the more-than-human-beings.18
 
          Throughout the book, African scholars and researchers’ voices, as well as African and indigenous thoughts and approaches are highlighted. Likewise, African and indigenous practitioners and facilitators roles are accentuated in creating spaces, designing relational processes and scaffolding public conversations and engagement in collective healing, imagine just societies and proposing shared paths to move beyond inhumanity.
 
          The diversity of ideas and practices represented in this volume is a testament to the complexity of the issues at hand. Through their interplay, these perspectives invite readers to reflect on their own assumptions, to appreciate the interconnectedness of human and more-than-human life, and to imagine new possibilities for living well together in dignity and mutual care. In an era marked by ongoing social and ecological crises, the urgency of addressing harms of inhumanity has never been greater. This book contributes to this endeavour by offering an integrative approach that brings together historical, philosophical, methodological and practical insights. By engaging with the spiritual, relational, and systemic dimensions of harm, it seeks to provide not only a deeper understanding of inhumanity but also offer concrete steps towards healing humanity and healing the planet.
 
          This journey begins with recognizing our shared responsibility and ends with the hope that humanity can rise to meet its greatest challenge: to create a world where inhumanity is no longer possible, and life – in all its forms – is protected, celebrated and revered.
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              Abstract
 
              This opening chapter examines the multidimensional harms of inhumanity – physical, psychological, relational, moral, and spiritual – and explores pathways for healing through the lens of Ubuntu. It is organized into three sections. In the first section, I trace the history of transatlantic slavery and investigate the paradoxical roles of Christianity in both helping justify the enslavement of millions of Africans and in advocating for its abolition. This section also highlights the emancipatory power of traditional African religions and ethical practices, such as those reflected in the notion of Ubuntu, which provided enslaved peoples with spiritual resources for resilience and resistance. The second section delves into Ubuntu, drawing on Mogobe Bernard Ramose’s articulation of Ubuntu ontology and Souleymane Bachir Diagne’s reflections on Ubuntu cosmology. It explores Ubuntu's historical roles as a spiritual practice and its contemporary contribution as decolonial epistemology, ethics, and praxis. This analysis underscores how inhumanity harms not only the subjugated but also results in moral and spiritual damage on its perpetrators and beneficiaries. The final section discusses Ubuntu’s transformative potential in addressing transgenerational trauma and fostering collective healing, social justice and global flourishing. The chapter concludes by arguing that Ubuntu offers a profound antidote to systemic dehumanization, enabling humanity to reconcile, renew and regenerate.
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                Introduction
 
                This opening chapter investigates the historical interactions between European, African and Indigenous peoples, highlighting how these encounters were marked by racialized constructs that were bolstered by religious justifications. It explores the complex and controversial role of Christianity in legitimizing human hierarchies and profiting from practices of brutality. While dissecting how religion was complicit in instrumentalizing African bodies, it also reflects on how traditional African religions and cultural practices served as resources of spiritual resilience and empowerment in the face of oppression. It ultimately positions traditional African philosophical and spiritual frameworks, using the example of Ubuntu, as pivotal in addressing harms of inhumanity and contributing to collective healing and the well-being of all.
 
                This chapter uses the word “dehumanization” carefully for two reasons: one is that, as argued elsewhere, all human beings already have their humanity, and no violence can severe that from us;1 the other is to agree with Cederic Robinson that to say those subjugated were dehumanized is akin to suggesting that they must prove their humanity.2 Therefore, inhumanity is the term used in this chapter to describe callous nature of violent acts, and dehumanization/dehumanizing is the term used to depict the systems designed to treat human beings inhumanely.
 
                The chapter is structured into three sections. First, it traces the history of transatlantic slavery and critically examines the paradoxical roles of Christianity, including on the one hand, helping to legitimize racialized rhetoric and condone practices of brutality, and on the other, using Christian theology and mobilizing Christian communities to advocate for slavery’s abolition. Parallel to this analysis is the identification of the emancipatory power of traditional African religions and ethical practices, which provided enslaved peoples with resources for spiritual resilience to resist oppression. It then delves into one example of such traditional African spiritual worldview – the notion of Ubuntu – to explore its profound implications both as part of African spiritual practices in the past and as a contemporary philosophical framework for decolonial epistemology, ethics and praxis. Drawing on Mogobe Bernard Ramose’s characterization of Ubuntu ontology and Souleymane Bachir Diagne’s reflection on Ubuntu cosmology, Section 2 highlights African understandings of human interdependence and our mutual responsibility for being-becoming more human together. These perspectives on Ubuntu illuminate the dual harms of inhumane acts (e. g. enslavement, colonization and racist oppression) which not only devastate those subjugated but also cause moral and spiritual damage to those who perpetrate and seemingly benefit from such violence. Ubuntu is thus essential for confronting these harms by challenging institutionalized racism and promoting inclusive healing and social justice. The third section of this chapter discusses Ubuntu’s transformative potential in addressing transgenerational trauma and fostering a collective path towards global human well-being, and our co-flourishing with other beings on the planet.
 
                The chapter concludes that understanding the damaging impact of inhumanity from an African spiritual perspective is essential for moving beyond the Christian narrative of human hierarchies and the neoliberal ideology of progress. By integrating historical analysis, philosophical insights and decolonial praxis, this chapter demonstrates that Ubuntu can offer a unifying framework for fostering a reconciled humanity through structural justice and systemic transformation. As inspired by Ubuntu, man is truly the remedy of man, and humanity is truly the antidote to the spiritual harms of inhumanity.
 
               
              
                The Paradoxical Role of Religion in Harms of Inhumanity
 
                 
                  Although the long history associated with slavery and the importance of populations of African descent has been acknowledged in some part of the Americas, more than in others, full recognition of the harms caused by slavery and the Atlantic slave trade remains unachieved … Ultimately, the reverberations of this past have remained alive in the present.3
 
                
 
                Today, societies continue to confront persistent racism, polarization and marginalization. Although there are many forms of racism, this chapter concentrates on anti-black racism, which arose in a systematic form during transatlantic enslavement, and European colonialism and imperialism. These atrocities resulted in long-lasting legacies of injustice. Understanding the roots of these historical harms is essential for fostering healing, restoration and regeneration in affected communities.
 
                Contemporary structural racism finds its origins in slavery.4 Some scholars trace the beginning of racialized hierarchies back to the 7th century when slavery was introduced in the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea/Arab-Muslim region,5 driven by demands for commerce, labour and warfare.6 This chapter focuses on the European invasion, colonization and transatlantic trade of enslaved Africans starting in the 15th century. This is because this particular enslavement was carried out on an unprecedented scale, for an unparalleled extended period – well into the 19th century – and with unimaginable brutality.7 The industrialization of slavery distinguished the transatlantic trade, intensifying the commodification of human beings and embedding violence into the fabric of Western modernity.8 In essence, inhumanity was integral to the rise of Western capitalism.9 To understand the spiritual harm caused by slavery, it is necessary to examine the nature of inhumanity.10 For this book, this starts with the role of religion in slavery’s perpetuation.
 
                Christianity’s historical role in slavery and colonization was marked by stark contradictions: it proclaimed love and salvation while sanctioning violence and inhumanity; and it was instrumental in constructing racialized hierarchies that divided humanity into binaries such as white/saved/civilized versus non-white/unsaved/uncivilized. On the other hand, Christianity’s emphasis on equality and universal redemption laid the groundwork for abolitionist movements pioneered by Quakers.
 
                To resist Western domination, the enslaved turned to traditional African religions for spiritual emancipation. Equally, recognizing Christianity’s contradictions, enslaved Africans reinterpreted and reclaimed Christian teachings to align with their own values. The black church became a vehicle for resilience and liberation, alongside traditional African religious practices.
 
                This section investigates Christianity’s initial complicity in slavery as well as its later role in advocating for slavery’s abolition; and explores the emancipatory potential of African religious and spiritual practices, including reinterpreted christianity.
 
                
                  Christianity in Slavery and Colonialism
 
                  Christianity has been regarded as the epistemic foundation for Western identity and self-construction.11 Although advocating narratives of salvation to underlie the Western civilization, as an organized religion Christianity played a controversial role in the West’s bloody histories. Given that there is no normative argument to support the claim of white supremacy, Christianity was part and parcel of the institution of slavery and its demonizing rhetoric and practices. In Humans in Shackles: An Atlantic History of Slavery, Araujo writes: “It is undeniable that the first Portuguese expeditions to West Africa had economic and religious motivations … and this religious excuse at least initially justified their enslavement.”12
 
                  Christianity’s main function at the development of slavery as an institution was to substantiate human hierarchies. However, it is noted that:
 
                   
                    [White supremacy] is nothing more than what we perceive of it. There is nothing beyond it to give it legitimacy, nothing beneath it nor outside of it to give it justification. The structure of its banality is the surface on which it operates. Whatever mythic content it pretends to claim is a priori empty. Its secret is that it has no depth. There is no dark corner that, once brought to the light of reason, will unravel its system. … In other words, its truth lies in the rituals that sustain its circuitous contentless logic; it is, in fact, nothing but its very practices.13
 
                  
 
                  To condone slavery, the Christian church was involved in practices of ethical contradictions. First, the church authorised and condoned enslavement and the institution of slavery. Papal decrees such as Dum Diversas (1452) and Romanus Pontifex (1455) explicitly sanctioned the enslavement of non-Christian peoples, laying the ideological groundwork for European colonial expansion. Christian teachings were then deployed to justify human hierarchies.14 Biblical doctrines, including interpretations of the “Curse of Ham” (Genesis 9:20 – 27), were manipulated to portray black Africans as morally inferior, effectively excluding them from the category of full humanity and validating their subjugation under the guise of evangelization.15 For example, in the early 1500s, enslaved Africans were shipped to the Caribbean “provided they be Christians”.16 Furthermore, European missionaries destroyed Indigenous and traditional religious practices while introducing Christianity. Schools established to teach Christian doctrine often erased local religious traditions, severing African communities from their spiritual and ancestral connections. This erasure mirrored colonial practices, which used religion to justify the commodification of land, labour and resources.
 
                  The contradictions went deeper. A Christian church was built atop the dungeons where captured Africans were confined before being shipped to the Americas, demonstrating the callous indifference of Christian practitioners to the suffering of incarcerated Africans. Despite being forced to convert to Christianity, most enslaved Africans did not receive Christian funeral ceremonies nor burial services, and even those buried were subject to hierarchies.17 In addition to condoning and authorizing inhumanity, religious institutions actively participated in transatlantic slavery and financially benefited from its brutality, intertwining spiritual practices with economic exploitation. Both Catholic and Protestant churches owned and operated plantations, and religious leaders themselves were slave owners and enslavers.18 In Virginia, in 1838, Jesuit monks sold 272 enslaved Africans.19 Such inhumane acts have debased the spiritual nature of religious institutions by putting economic benefit above their evangelical mission. Reflecting on the brutality of chattel slavery in the United States, Frederick Douglass pointed out that these acts only demonstrated “the corrupt, slave-holding, women-whipping, cradle-plundering, partial and hypocritical Christianity”.20
 
                  Alongside slavery, the Christian church also played a controversial role in the invasion and possession of Indigenous lands, and in European colonialism.21 Religious doctrines were mobilized to sever local people’s connection with their land, despite it being at the core of Indigenous identities. In a similar way to how religion established the moral superiority of Europeans upon the idea of “race”, European colonizers constructed a new identity marker based on racialized categories, whereby body-based identity was replaced by land-based identity.22 In this case, Africans and Indigenous peoples of the Americas were categorized together by their darker skin colours, in contrast to the lighter skins of Europeans. Once boundaries were demarcated around “race”, people of European and of African and Indigenous descent became “racially distinct” and hence relationally distant. Before long, people from other parts of the world outside of Europe were categorized as opposites to the Europeans, or as people of colour. The rhetoric of moral inferiority in people of colour further affirmed that it would be permissible to commodify, colonize, discriminate and instrumentalize them. In this way, religion was also deeply entangled in supporting the emergence of racialized capitalism and contemporary world order.23 Aimé Césaire, former president of the Regional Council of Martinique, referred to the doctrine of Christianity as “pseudo-humanism … narrow and fragmentary, incomplete and biased and, all things considered, sordidly racist”.24
 
                 
                
                  Christianity in Slavery Abolition
 
                  Alongside its controversial role, the Christian Church was regarded, in part, as one of the first major forces to question and challenge the institution of slavery,25 partly because, as one scholar put it, “the exposition of the Bible provided the ideological basis of the anti-slavery movements in Britain for a century and a half.”26 For instance, John Woolman (1720 – 1772), an American Quaker, used the words of Christ and the meanings of the Golden Rule to disqualify slavery’s validity. In doing so, Woolman pointed out that the European system of slavery contradicted the principles underlying biblical ethics.27 Other Quakers followed Woolman’s example and together they launched the anti-slavery campaign.
 
                  Essays and pamphlets were published throughout 1800s to use Christian teachings to challenge the institution of slavery and inspire anti-slavery movement. One well-cited essay is written Rev. Isaac V. Brown entitled “Slavery irreconcilable with Christianity and sound reason; or, An anti-slavery argument” published in 1858 in Trenton and New Brunswick. In this essay, Brown systematically dismantled any justification for slavery, whether it appealled to the teachings of the bible, to (divine or natural) law, or to economic necessity. He provocatively asked: “for what profit is it to a nation if it prospereth by trampling upon justice?” Published on the eve of the American Civil War, Brown’s essay contributed to the growing chorus of clergymen and laypersons who opposed slavery on Christian grounds. By blending moral, theological, and practical arguments, it exemplifies the deep religious convictions that underpinned the 19th-century abolitionism and underscores the legacy of faith-based activism against systemic injustice.
 
                  A good example of anti-slavery pamphlet is one written by Joseph P. Thompson, entitled “Christianity and emancipation, or, The teachings and influence of the Bible against slavery” published in 1863 in New York. In this systematic rebuttal of chattel slavery, Thompson offered a hopeful vision founded upon the moral and spiritual power of Christianity and urged freedom for the enslaved: “If we would be faithful to Christ, if we would uphold the honor of our holy religion, let the oppressed go free. Let Christianity prove itself the herald of liberty, and the destroyer of bondage.”28
 
                  Indeed, many faithful Christians followed the example of these pioneers in playing an active part in advocating for slavery’s abolition. Still, the historical entanglement of religion, the construction of race, and racial/racist capitalism accentuate the profound harm inflicted upon African and Indigenous communities. In the face of such harms, traditional African religions and religious practices served to empower the enslaved and enabled them to resist oppression.
 
                 
                
                  African Religions in Spiritual Empowerment and Emancipation
 
                  Amid the violence of transatlantic slavery and European colonization, traditional African religions emerged as vital sources of empowerment, resistance and resilience.29 The Americas, such as Brazil, owing to the large number of enslaved Africans being transported there, became important sites where “African culture and religions survived, evolved, adapted, mixed, and more than anything else developed a dialogue with European and Native American cultures”.30 Thus Christianity never fully supplanted African religious and spiritual rituals and practices. Instead, Christianity and traditional African religions operated side by side. In some cases, Africans “could embrace Catholicism on their own terms”31; in other cases, enslaved people and their descendants “associated Catholic saints with Orisha, Vodun, and West Central African deities brought to Brazil and the Spanish Americas”.32
 
                  Rooted in cosmologies (such as Ubuntu, see the next section of the chapter) that emphasized interconnectedness, shared humanity and reverence for life, traditional African religious thoughts and spiritual practices were often adapted to challenge the authority of enslavers and colonial powers. For example, syncretic religions such as Vodou in Haiti and Santería in Cuba combined African traditions with elements of Christianity, allowing those enslaved to practise their faith covertly while subverting the imposed religious order. These hybrid practices became powerful strategies for organizing resistance and inspiring liberation movements. A notable instance of this is the Haitian Revolution, where Vodou ceremonies, for example the famous Bwa Kayiman ceremony led by Dutty Boukman, galvanized enslaved Africans to rise against their oppressors. The invocation of deities such as Ogun, associated with war and strength, symbolized the spiritual foundation of the struggle for freedom. Another example is the Christmas Rebellion, where Samuel Sharpe, an enslaved Baptist lay deacon of Jamaica, organized “the largest slave revolt in Jamaica’s history” on Christmas Day of 1831, which “added more pressure for the passage of the abolition of slavery in the British Empire in 1833”.33
 
                  Traditional African religions invited the enslaved to remain in a spiritual world where the soul and spirit dwell, and where humans are beyond commodification, objectification and alienation.34 This spiritual perspective enabled enslaved Africans to embrace “soul values”, including the myriad ways “enslaved people fought for their lives and how they valued themselves by recognizing that they could be enslaved in body yet dignified and free in their souls”.35 The enslaved Africans “understood their soul as a sacred space despite whether its spiritual underpinnings were linked to particular belief systems or not”.36 Through soul values, the enslaved perceived and valued themselves as souls who were inherently dignified and free. The inner lives of the enslaved and their soul values were woven into cultural expression through “poems, folktales, spirituals, and religious conversion as well as secular, non-religious ways”.37
 
                  For those enslaved, all religiously inspired events and cultural expressions also had subversive potential. Black festivals featuring rhythms, movements, dances, songs and other forms of African art had played a significant role in resurrection and resistance during slavery. Rhythms, for instance, were regarded as central to the lives of those enslaved as they are manifestations and expressions of the vital life force that defines humans’ being-in-the-world-ness as spiritual. According to Léopold Sédar Senghor, former President of Senegal, rhythm is “the architecture of being”, and “the manifestation of a ‘vital force’, or, more precisely, a vitalism of strengths”.38 In Senghor’s words:
 
                   
                    [Rhythm] is the vibrating shock, the force that, through the senses, seizes us at the root of being. It expresses itself through the most material and sensual means: lines, surfaces, colours, and volumes, in architecture, sculpture and painting; accents in poetry and music; movement in dance. But, in doing so, it organizes all this concreteness toward the light of the Spirit.39
 
                  
 
                  The light of the spirit came through other art forms, including the spirituals (or Negro spirituals), blues, jazz, soul, hip-hop, and so forth, which were also sources of resilience. Take spirituals as an example. Created by enslaved Africans in North America, spirituals were a powerful form of resistance during slavery.40 These songs, combining African religious and musical traditions with European influences, served as a means to express faith, longing for freedom and cultural identity.41 Spirituals have their roots in the informal meetings in which enslaved Africans would come together, sing, chant, dance and experience awesome ecstasy. They sang the sorrows (e. g. blues) and hopes, and they narrated their faith in the higher life forces, which helped to make them feel whole in their humanity.42
 
                  African American religion has also informed black radical thought through biblical re-interpretations conducted by enslaved people, where the black subject was inserted into Christianity.43
 
                  Black radical and theological thoughts defied the racialized caste system in Protestant America.44 Churches became centres of resistance, providing not only spiritual solace but also organizational bases for anti-colonial movements.45 Through the creation and development of the black church, black theology allowed Africans to connect to the freedom found in a spiritual world. Over time, through the black church, African and afro-descendent communities have become political actors whose transformative visions for a better world and better life are imbued with spiritual values. The civil rights movement, for instance, was built upon the spiritually inspired vision of non-violence and the dream of beloved community.46
 
                  Spiritual strengths formed the basis for enslaved Africans’ active resistance against inhumanity. Some made attempts to escape slavery, and even succeeded in freeing themselves and helping others to become free; some were defiant against the enslavers’ cruelty and domination; others transcended physical and psychological torture as they held tight onto the inner reality of the soul/spirit. In his writing, Frederick Douglass recalled seeing an enslaved women defying her oppressor: “whipped – severely whipped; but she was not subdued … her invincible spirit undaunted”.47
 
                  There were self-liberated enslaved Africans who succeeded in fleeing to remote areas (in Suriname, Jamaica and Brazil) and forming communities where they applied traditional approaches to their social, economic and political life, including endogenous governance.48 The Maroon communities (established by escaped formerly enslaved Africans and their descents) lived closely with the spirits of their ancestors, deities and the divine, and pursued a spiritually rich and enriching life through ceremonies, rituals, feasts and other practices to honor the spirits.49
 
                  In sum, the spiritual resilience and resistance embodied in traditional African religions and syncretic practices underscore the enduring significance of African ontological, epistemological and ethical frameworks in addressing spiritual harms of inhumanity. One such framework is Ubuntu, to which we shall now turn.
 
                 
               
              
                Ubuntu: Relational Being and Cosmic Interdependence
 
                 
                  In both its philosophical and spiritual dimensions, Ubuntu can be considered as one of the few characteristics of African societies to have survived the six hundred years of slavery, colonialism and imperialism, phenomena that have otherwise destabilized the continent’s societies and undermined traditional frameworks of knowledge transmission. Found in numerous African languages and cultures, Ubuntu thought persists in the conception of the place of the individual within the community, as well as in the links between different peoples. It structures a conscience and a vision of the world based on interdependence of relation.50
 
                
 
                Reviewing the histories of slavery and colonialism, and the double-edged role of religion, also calls attention to the continued racist legacies plaguing the planet, not least the widespread racism, extracting capitalist economic system, structural injustice and never-ending violence against humans and the more-than-human. As James Baldwin reminds us, “it is to history that we owe our frames of reference, our identities, and our aspirations”51; the past is important in providing analysis about the present challenges. In a similar vein, the past also offers wisdom that is key to transcending the current impasse and moving towards better futures. This requires a deeper understanding of inhumanity and its enduring harms. This part of the chapter turns to an ancient African concept of Ubuntu and explores the philosophical contributions of Mogobe Bernard Ramose, a South African philosopher, and Souleymane Bachir Diagne, a Senegalese philosopher, whose interpretations of Ubuntu have lent profound insights into the harms of inhumanity.
 
                
                  Ubuntu Ontology
 
                  Ubuntu philosophy “has existed since time immemorial”,52 and is a concept rooted in African religion and spirituality.53 It offers ontological, epistemic and ethical frameworks for understanding what constitutes humanity. Ubuntu was regarded as a spiritual ontology by Desmond Tutu,54 and this chapter acknowledges that Ubuntu entails interactions not confined to those between humans; it also involves “spiritual beings such as Mwari/Musikavanhu/Unkulunkulu (Creator God), Midzimu (ancestors) and Mashavi (Alien spirits)”.55 In the writings of Ramose and Diagne, Ubuntu is regarded as an ontology and an epistemological paradigm, an ethical principle, and a humanistic praxis, all of which offer holistic perspectives on human existence, reality, striving and direction. It does so by “uniting the visible world of human relations with the invisible realm of the ancestors and spiritual beings”.56 Ubuntu, therefore, stands at the junction of the cosmic, the political, the societal, the communal and the personal.”57
 
                  In African Philosophy Through Ubuntu, Ramose offers the framework of Ubuntu ontology.58 He later writes:
 
                   
                    Ubuntu is actually two words in one. It consists of the prefix ubu- and the stem -ntu. Ubu- evokes the idea of be-ing in general. It is enfolded be-ing before it manifests itself in the concrete form or mode of existence of a particular entity. Ubu- as enfolded be-ing is always oriented towards unfoldment, that is, incessant continual concrete manifestation through particular forms and modes of being. In this sense ubu- is always oriented towards -ntu.59
 
                  
 
                  This characterization of ubu‐ntu suggests that there can be no separation between ubu- and ‐ntu, and that together they constitute the mutually interpenetrating aspects of reality as one-ness or whole-ness. Ubuntu ontology thus conceived seems to unite African philosophical and spiritual ideas, and offers insights into meaningful ways to respond to challenges beyond those encountered by peoples and communities in the African continent. Ramose uses Kwame Nkrumah’s (Ghanian prime minister from 1952 – 1957) words: “the emancipation of the African continent is the emancipation of man”60 to propose the interconnectedness of human beings “within and without Africa”.61 For Ramose, “an African orientation in philosophy is of immediate relevance to the world”.62
 
                  Ramose calls this African orientation in philosophy “the African tree of ontology, knowledge and ethics”, which “captures the authentic African view of reality because of its tie with the much adored holistic, interconnected and dynamic character of African traditional worldview”.63 The African tree of ontology, knowledge and ethics is indeed manifested in different regions of Africa, which tend to have their own words, proverbs, metaphors and stories to articulate the meanings and significance of Ubuntu. Ramose suggests that these are variations within a broad philosophical and spiritual “family”. The idea of Ubuntu as the root of the African family tree of ontology is supported by claims that Ubuntu is found “from the Nubian desert to the Cape of Good Hope and from Senegal to Zanzibar”.64
 
                  For instance, in the Zulu language, the expression is umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, which means “a person is a person through other people”. In the Shona language, spoken by people in Zimbabwe, the phrase is munhu munhu muvanhu, bearing the same meaning. In Botswana, the word is botho, in Tanzania, bumuntu, Congo, bomoto, Angola, gimuntu, Malawi, umunthu, Mozambique, vumuntu and Uganda umuntu. In the Bantu languages spoken in East Africa, such as Kikuyu, Luhya and Swahili, the term is umundu, omundu, utu, respectively. Although in different linguistic forms, these give rise to same essential meaning – the interdependency and interconnection of human beings. In Ramose’s words, “without other human beings, one cannot speak of umuntu (person) at all”.65 This relational ontology is “the wellspring flowing with African ontology and epistemology”, which contrasts with the Western worldview of autonomous will and individual rights and entitlement.66
 
                  Within this family resemblance, Ramose captures three core aspects of Ubuntu that are fundamental to our understanding of inhumanity.
 
                  First, as illustrated by the interconnection between ubu- and ‐ntu, Ubu‐ntu shifts our attention from entities, i. e. persons, or do-ers/actors, to the intertwining processes that give rise to them. For Ramose, the hyphenated be-ing is dynamic. Pointing out the limitation of subject–verb–object polarities embedded in our language,67 Ramose suggests that such linguistic structure tends to bring forward “fragmentative” thinking, dividing the living, flowing and dynamizing existence into parts. Ramose suggests that rather than static, reality is constituted in movements or processes of flow. Accordingly, while ubu- characterizes be-ing, which “may be said to be distinctly ontological”, -ntu serves as “the nodal point” at which be-ing assumes concrete forms or particularities.68 The latter, for Ramose, allows our be-ing to be located in the process of “continual unfoldment”, which is “distinctly epistemological” because -ntu constitutes “an inquiry into be-ing, experience, knowledge and truth”.69
 
                  Second, and relatedly, Ramose posits that the be-ing-ness of humans is effectively become-ing-ness. With this understanding, the typical tension between being and becoming can be diffused in Ubuntu ontology.70 In Ramose’s framework, be-ing and become-ing are not two separate processes. Instead, be-ing/become-ing is a continuum/flow, and to such an extent, be-ing is not given and can only “be painstakingly achieved” in becoming.71 For Ramose, to facilitate the unfoldment, Ubu‐ntu denotes not merely the mode of our human-ness, or “a humane, respectful and polite attitude towards others”, but also “describes a condition of be-ing becoming.”72 In other words, Ubuntu characterizes the kinds of society and institutions conducive for human be-ing becoming.
 
                  Third, Ramose shows that human beings are never solitary, but always already relational and ontologically tied to our mutual communing. This, according to Ramose, is expressed in the maxim umuntu ngumuntu nga bantu (motho ke motho ka batho), which may be construed to mean that “to be a human being is to affirm one’s humanity by recognising the humanity of others and, on that basis, establish humane relations with them”.73 He argues that Ubuntu ontology involves “the triadic relation” among persons, community and world that includes ancestors and future generations.74 Any breach of the interdependence is “a contradiction of umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu and is tantamount to a denial of our humanity by failing to recognize it in others”.75
 
                  Ramose’s Ubuntu ontology defines humanity as mutually constructive. It highlights community or communing as our way of being human together, connecting ancestors and future generations with those in the here-and-now. Implied here is interdependence and mutuality of human well-being. This means that no one can thrive alone, and our personal well-being is always already intimately bound up with communal and societal well-being. Ubuntu inspires the upholding of the value-pillars that nourish the communal life and facilitate structural conditions for the well-being of all. The ethical imperative of human relational process and our shared ways of be-ing/become-ing are part and parcel of fostering human bonds built on dignity, respect, solidarity and caring.76 As we shall see, this has deep ramifications for our understanding of inhumanity.
 
                 
                
                  (Ubu)ntu Cosmology
 
                  Souleymane Bachir Diagne adds further nuances to this relational ontology, epistemology and ethics. This section explores Diagne’s insights into three domains: Ubuntu/humanity’s universality; Ubuntu/humanity as a remedy for our social malaise; and extending Ubuntu/humanity’s universality to all beings in order to better understand harms of inhumanity, paving the way for meaningful antidotes.
 
                  So far, it has been established that Ubuntu, although rooted in Africa, offers philosophical and spiritual reorientation that is meaningful for within and beyond Africa. Hence, Diagne proposes that Ubuntu is a “promise” and ultimately a “gift” for humanity.77 However, it can be extremely challenging for any wisdom beyond the European epistemic paradigm to be recognized as universal. Diagne’s analysis on this goes directly to the critique of European brutality in slavery, colonialism and imperialism. It offers a profound insight into processes of inhumanity.
 
                  According to Diagne, European efforts in othering and denigrating non-European traditions and cultures started by positing European languages, which have roots in the Greek logos, – centred on rationality and reasoning – as the “norm”. Consequently, all other languages were regarded as lacking rationality or deficient in reasoning. He writes:
 
                   
                    In the colonial world, the imperial language imposes itself as the incarnation of Reason, and native languages (which cannot really have the status of languages) are defined in a negative way by their supposed shortcomings. So these languages will be described as lacking writing, as lacking abstract concepts, as lacking a future tense, as lacking the verb “to be”.78
 
                  
 
                  Normalizing logos in language and incarnating Western language as the “absolute and pre-eminent model” were European strategies to justify anything Western as “universal”, and anything non-Western as barbaric, primitive or belonging to the subalterns who, by definition, could not have a voice.79 Colonial powers could do so because what is non-European could not be Europeanized, and could therefore only remain to be “the other”. Take white privilege as an example. According to Diagne, it is “the privilege of seeing without being seen, of considering oneself to be the norm while the others are different or particular”.80
 
                  Diagne’s major contribution here is to distinguish universalism from universality. He points out that the European approach to establishing universalism is in effect advocating the European exceptionalism/Eurocentrism constructed to enable Europeans to legitimize their invading, robbing, occupying, and even erasing traditional and Indigenous religions, languages, thoughts, concepts, cultures and peoples. In this way, systemic brutality, dispossession, occupation and oppression were linked with “epistemicide”81 – the killing of non-Western knowledge systems. In view of the continued legacies of inhumanity through European domination on the contemporary global stage, Diagne proposes that such domination draws on:
 
                   
                    [A]n out-of-date universalism whose discourse is nostalgia for a time when it was permissible to serenely view Europe alone as the stage of history where the drama of the universal was being performed – a drama that could then be expanded, by colonization, to the rest of the world.82
 
                  
 
                  For Diagne, the decolonial movement precisely started from the critique of the Eurocentric epistemological paradigm and its claim to universalism. Through such an analysis, Diagne also offers a way to transcend the Eurocentric universalism/exceptionalism by stressing Ubuntu’s universality, or “universal human experience”. The word “experience” is key here because, as Diagne writes, “by definition, experiences manifest an irreducible plurality as against the universalism that always aims to assimilate things to itself”.83 Ubuntu as a universal human experience, according to Diagne, further “helps us understand and recognize that, yes, in truth, it is through each other and thanks to each other that we will reach our common destination”.84 This collective destination embedded in Ubuntu is the next insight that Diagne introduces to our understanding of the harms of inhumanity.
 
                  Like Ramose, Diagne acknowledges Ubuntu’s emphasis on the interconnectedness of humanity and the idea that one’s humanity is intertwined with that of others. From linguistic perspectives, Diagne accepts Ubuntu to mean “humanity in general … a universal bond, but also respect, human dignity, compassion, solidarity, loyalty and even consensus”.85 As Diagne has argued, this is because humanity, and human experience, lies at the core of our universality. However, his view on ntu cosmology points to the direction/destination of Ubuntu as becoming more human. In a dialogue with Drucilla Cornell, Diagne writes:
 
                   
                    [I]f you consider that all existing beings are forces, to “be” is to “be a force”. You are not in the logic of attribution. You are not saying that the being has force or that force can be attributed to the being. You are saying that “being” and “force” are one and the same thing. So you may ask yourself, what is a force for? What is the goal of a force? The goal of a force is to become more force.86
 
                  
 
                  In traditional African worldview, it is the vital force that pervades and animates all things in the universe, from God to a grain of sand; and as living beings on Earth, humans are able to increase humanity.87 Diagne’s idea that “the goal of the human force is to be more force” suggests that human beings have inherent responsibility to be more human. Diagne thus writes: “humanity is not a state, but … a task”; through Ubuntu, we help each other achieve more humanity.
 
                  Diagne also stresses the mutuality of being human, whereby when some people suffer, be they close or distant from us, all suffer. He attributes much of the suffering to capitalism and injustice. For Diagne, “achieving it (humanity) is going against the forces of fragmentation and division”.88 To challenge the legacies of continued systemic injustice and the symptoms of the current structural malaise affecting all humanity, Diagne proposes that ntu cosmology already has the meaningful response embedded in itself. To this end, drawing on the Wolof language spoken in West Africa, Diagne introduces the concept “Nite” to add a further dimension to Ubuntu. The Wolof proverb Diagne refers to is Nit, nitay garabam, which means “the human is the remedy for the human”.89 Why remedy? According to Diagne, Nit, nitay garabam highlights the fact that part of our collective malady is our “not being human enough yet”.90
 
                  In the context of global crises, which can be seen as the extension of ever-present discriminative legacies, the notion of remedy reminds us that there are times when systems permitted institutions to perpetuate inhumanity and inflict wounds upon people, these systems are “unwell” owing to structural malaise underlying them. Transatlantic slavery, colonialism, imperialism and industrialized capitalism are no doubt part of the malady with inhumane acts as the symptoms which have resulted in transgenerational trauma. A malady demands a cure, and trauma requires healing. Hence being-becoming more human also offers the antidote to the ills of our society.
 
                  For Diagne, Ubuntu cosmology ought to include both humans and the more-than-human. Brutality against humans, and the continued legacies of inhumanity (manifested in the global refugee and migrant crisis, the growth-centred extracting economy, and widespread violence in Africa and the Middle East) also result in irreversible harms to the more-than-human. Diagne writes:
 
                   
                    “ntu”, the vital principle, goes beyond the human being. In other words, if there is any centrality of human life, it is the centrality of responsibility. Not a centrality as kind of ontological priority, however, as the only priority would come from the particular responsibility of the living human being to maintain the chain of forces from the force of forces to the pebble. If you go back to the vital principle, that is what makes it naturally beyond simple entanglement of humans.91
 
                  
 
                  Ubuntu, according to Diagne, invites us to enhance the vital forces in all lives on earth. Rather than perceiving Ubuntu as applying merely to person-to-person and person-to-community mutuality, Diagne suggests that the universal vital principle ought to involve all beings (human and the more-than-human) on the planet. As human beings turn to the earth for nourishment and healing, they have a duty to take care of the earth and the more-than-human. Ubuntu inspires radical solidarity which is inclusive of all. Thus Ubuntu cosmology’s emphasis on humanity also highlights the ethical responsibilities that come with it – through the task of being-becoming more human we can ensure mutual respect, mutual care and mutual belongingness amongst all beings.
 
                 
               
              
                Humanity as Antidote to Spiritual Harms of Inhumanity
 
                 
                  Ubuntu is the ultimate philosophy of good governance. Ubuntu … underlies other moral pillars of our societies: love, respect, forgiveness, understanding and justice.92
 
                
 
                In a BBC documentary, What we can learn from the African philosophy of Ubuntu, South Africa scholar James Ogude suggests that “the answers to the future always reside in the past”. He adds that this is why the ancient knowledge system of Ubuntu rooted in traditional African religion and spirituality becomes extremely relevant now. As this chapter shows, although Christian doctrines were mobilized to justify slavery and colonialism, traditional African religions and cultural practices were key to inspiring spiritual resilience and resistance against inhumanity.
 
                At the core of Ramose’s Ubuntu ontology is the proposal that life is always in motion or in flow through being-becoming. The motion is both temporal and ethical. It is temporal as it brings past–present–future generations in one continuum. The experiences of our ancestors have shaped how we are living our life now, and how we engage the current challenges and enrich human interdependence and solidarity will determine the experiences and relational dynamics of those yet to be born. Human interdependence and solidarity must thus also be intergenerational interdependence and solidarity. The motion is ethical as it invites collective inquiry into what is good for individuals and communities, and how we ought to take responsibility together for collective being-becoming well. The ethical orientation of Ubuntu ontology ensures that what is good for one must be constituted in what is good for all. Ubuntu contains in its system evaluative criteria, for instance it could show that any economic gains solely benefiting one group of people cannot be good, especially when such gains are achieved through exploiting other people and groups of people’s work and depriving them of well-being.
 
                For Diagne, Ubuntu motion is directed towards being-becoming more (fully) human, which holds the answer to our overcoming historical and present structural malaise and related legacies of injustice. Indeed, when applying Diagne’s Ubu‐ntu cosmology in our discussion of spiritual harms of inhumanity, we can see that being enslaved, colonized, brutalized and dispossessed is being denied the opportunity to be the force for collectively being-becoming more human. More importantly, ntu cosmology suggests that violence does not only harm the enslaved, the Indigenous, the colonized and the dispossessed, but the inhumanity involved also causes moral and spiritual damage to those who directly and indirectly inflicted atrocities upon others, who perpetuated injustice in the society (i. e. the colonial regime and white supremacist ideology), and who benefited financially from the brutality. Not taking responsibility for supporting others’ being-becoming more human equally prohibits their becoming a force for themselves and for their community. While those oppressed have had opportunities to confront oppression and seek emancipation through embracing spiritual resilience and reinforcing humanity, the perpetrators remain stuck in the cycle of inhumanity and the moral vacuum of self-interest.
 
                Given the histories of enslavement and colonization and the ever-lasting global legacies of injustice, Ramose identifies Ubuntu as spiritual ontology and inclusive cosmology that can offer theories and practices “conceived and fashioned” by the conquered peoples for the interests of the whole of humanity.93 By conquered peoples, Ramose refers to the Indigenous, Africans and others who have been subjugated through slavery, dispossession and colonization, but who had the experiences of focusing on the inner life and being guided by soul value.94 As Ramose argues, an African orientation is key to humanity’s liberation because it is the conquered peoples who are “still engaged in the continuing struggle for the realisation of the ethical exigencies of reparations, restitution and restoration in the name of truth, justice and peace”.95 Truth, justice and peace are global objectives that all peoples are striving for. Amidst epistemic manipulation, structural injustice and systemic violence, for Ramose the journey towards these noble common objectives must not be led by those who have perpetuated the world (dis)order. Instead, it is time that the conquered peoples articulated and engaged in philopraxis captured in Ubuntu to lead humanity out of the current impasse.
 
                However, while the philosophies of Ramose and Diagne provide ethical exigencies of healing, restoration and regeneration, a typical critique of Ubuntu is that it seems to be offering a mere “lyrical illusion”, as provoked by Diagne.96 Indeed, global society has long been contaminated by structural malaise that, like a pandemic, threatens to penetrate all aspects of life on earth. Within such global systems, despite the abolition of slavery and the end of overt European colonialism, capitalism has continued as an extractive enterprise and inhumane exploitation of human creativity and labour to feed into the consumptive economic engine. Capitalism depends on the same structural injustice currently plaguing the entire planet. Everyone is now compelled to participate in the inhumanity, such as through the (unconscious) consumption of abstract commodities that tend to hide the violent systems of their production.97
 
                Instead of “lyrical illusion”, Diagne argues that Ubuntu is fundamental to uncovering these structural ills and demonstrating how fragmentation and alienation have spread invisibly in the current hegemony; more significantly, as discussed, Ubuntu ethics provides an evaluative framework for considering what kind of unfoldment is desirable and what kinds of system are better to ensure justice, mutual respect and solidarity. Thus Diagne’s offering of the Wolof wisdom nit nitay garabam – humanity is human’s remedy – is extremely timely when considering our response to the current inhumane systems. As pointed out by Desmond Tutu, the cure for the malady lies in redesigning global governance guided by the architectural blueprint outlined by Ubuntu.
 
                Another critique of Ubuntu is connected to the relational dynamic between the individual and the collective, with Ubuntu seen to overly stress the collective and neglect the individual. To this, Diagne says:
 
                 
                  Unlike the stereotype of African societies being essentially collectivist totalities where the individual is absolutely nothing and only has duties toward the group, which is the sole bearer of rights, what … “nit nitay garabam” says is that the function of the group is to accompany and to aid the individual in becoming a person, becoming human.
 
                
 
                Contrary to individualism, where each person defines themselves as an atomic individual first who then relates to other individuals through inter-subjectivity, Ubuntu’s relational ontology defines the individual through the greater humanity that each person is embedded in, and the greater whole we are already a part of.
 
                By centring Ubuntu in broader ontological, epistemological, ethical and ecological terms, Ramose and Diagne’s philosophies have successfully shown how these aspects of Ubuntu flow into each other, forming a tapestry of human beings interrelated and interdependent existence. While Ubuntu does not dismiss human rights, both thinkers have highlighted the risk of placing individual autonomy as the only conceptual foundation of the ethical framework for a just world. Similarly, as Ubuntu refuses any attempt to obscure the indispensable communal dimension of human flourishing,98 they also remind us that Ubuntu challenges reductive, purely collectivist readings of human community.
 
                It seems that Ubuntu as an antidote to the spiritual wounds and structural malaise of inhumanity may serve both as a critique and a corrective. It is a critique because Ubuntu reveals the ruinousness of the Western hyper-individualist paradigm and associated socio-economic-political systems at the root of inhumane acts of slavery, colonialism, imperialism and consumerism. It is a corrective as Ubuntu offers “philopraxis” to move beyond the “epistemicide”, confront Western epistemic colonization and domination, and centralize ubu‐ntu as “a voice in the construction of human relations globally”.99
 
               
              
                Conclusion: Towards Politics of Humanity
 
                Ubuntu offers a lens through which humanity can confront its shared wounds. Ubuntu’s emphasis on interconnectedness, “cosmic harmony”,100 and collective flourishing dismantles the binaries perpetuated by racist mentality, colonial logics and structural injustices. As articulated by Ramose and Diagne, Ubuntu presents a relational vision of being-becoming centred on human’s responsibilities for co-creating a world imbued with dignity, justice and respect for all beings. It advocates intergenerational commitments to acknowledging multidimensional harms inflicted in the past, addressing prolonged trauma sustained by legacies of inhumanity, transforming current social systems, and laying the groundwork for thriving futures.
 
                Ubuntu praxis is a call to action for collective healing, social justice and communal well-being that involves all – not only those directly sabotaged by inhumanity, but also those who have imposed oppressive systems to gain power and economic advantage. Intergenerational solidarity emphasizes that each generation holds an ethical obligation to address inherited wounds and dismantle systems of oppression that perpetuate suffering. Ubuntu reminds us that humanity is an unfolding process and a collective journey.
 
                In a world grappling with interconnected polycrises, not least ecological degradation, systemic inequality, racialized capitalism and social fragmentation, Ubuntu urges us to reimagine an architecture of global governance that is centred on what Diagne calls “a politics of humanity”.101 It can inspire a blueprint for systems that are rooted in relational justice and ecological integrity, where human flourishing aligns with the equal thriving of the more-than-human world. Globally, Ubuntu praxis evokes co-creative well-being economies, community-driven policymaking, caring institutions, and ecological stewardship and guardianship.
 
                Ultimately, Ubuntu invites us to recognize past inhumanity and connected woundedness, embrace ancestral strengths and resilience, regenerate human/humane communities, and care for collective futures that are imbued with possibilities of the co-flourishing of human and more-than-human. As proposed by Ubuntu and other African worldviews, the remedy for humanity’s ailment lies precisely in humanity itself, and living out our shared humanity is indeed an antidote to harms of inhumanity.
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              Abstract
 
              Why is spiritual harm important? What specific contribution might the concept make to our understanding the legacies of colonization and transatlantic enslavement? The paper attempts to explain the term ‘spiritual’ in a way that doesn’t psychologize it or tie it to specific a religious tradition. It does so in terms of an appropriate connection to the divine or sacred or transcendent. By explaining ‘appropriate’, we can show how such a connection pertains to human well-being understood as a multi-dimensional and pluralistic concept. This enables us to characterize spiritual harm in terms of instrumentalizing self-identifications. Through this we can uncover what is distinctive about spiritual harm and its implications for collective healing processes.
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              The term “spiritual harm” carries the implication that it is a very significant type of harm. Physical and other forms of material harm might be greater in quantity and more devastating, but spiritual harm ought to be considered more severe. Quantity is one thing; quality or kind is another. Spiritual harm is serious qualitatively as a kind of harm. Intuitively, we might express this by claiming that it concerns the very core of one’s being.
 
              The first part of this paper unpacks this latter metaphor. This uncovering is delicate because, on the one hand, the notion of the spiritual is usually tied to various metaphysical and religious traditions, which understand it in very different ways. On the other hand, trying to characterize “spiritual” independent of any tradition threatens to reduce the concept of spiritual harm to some form of psychological or emotional harm, which would miss the distinctive character and special contribution of the qualifying term “spiritual”. The account that I offer will try to overcome both horns of this dilemma.
 
              There are also many pitfalls to avoid concerning the concept of harm. Contemporary conceptions of harm tend to be based on measurable hedonistic experience or on the satisfaction of ranked preferences. Alternatively, harm is conceived in terms of subjective reports of life satisfaction. These accounts reduce well-being to feeling good or getting what one wants, and harm to deprivation of such well-being. These tendencies drive out the spiritual aspects of harm and well-being. They reduce them to the psychological. First, under these conceptions the concept of harm has no structure; it becomes flat or two-dimensional because it is quantitative. It lacks qualitative dimensions. This makes spiritual harm impossible. Second, with most of these accounts harm becomes something that is felt. So, it cannot be something that one has become numb to or that people do not even notice. This also makes spiritual harm impossible. The second aim of this paper is to provide an outline account of well-being and harm that remedies these and other deficiencies.
 
              Once we have made progress regarding the first two aims, we can finally explore the relevance of the concept of spiritual harm for understanding the ongoing legacies of enslavement and colonization. We can now apply the concept to those legacies and show how it helps to illuminate aspects that might have otherwise remained implicit or not well articulated. This has implications for the nature of collective healing processes and how they should be structured, which is covered in the final sections.
 
              This paper outlines some of the steps needed towards a systematic characterization of spiritual harm and its importance for understanding the kinds of harm resulting from the transatlantic slave trade and from colonialism more generally. This understanding is important for the construction of collective healing processes. It is also important for understanding the nature of resilience. Of more general significance, it enables to understand how these harms are a structural part of our society as presently constituted.
 
              
                The Concept of the Spiritual
 
                Before we can characterize spiritual harm, we need to outline some points concerning the spiritual.
 
                First, the spiritual is supposed to be something importantly good. Any account of the concept must describe what is desirable about being in a spiritual state or good about the spiritual aspects of life. Part of this characterization will include the causal benefits of being or living spiritually. For instance, it might be good for one’s emotional health or for mental abilities such as concentration. However, to define the concept we also must specify what is directly, primarily and non-instrumentally valuable about being spiritual. This is the challenging part of the investigation.1
 
                To understand the spiritual it is also not enough to only cite symptoms and correlations. For example, according to many religions there are physical and behavioural signs that someone is a spiritual person. For example, in some traditions spiritual people can transcend the problems of everyday life in ways that appear miraculous. There may also be neurological manifestations, specific brain-states or patterns common to spiritual experiences. However, none of these symptoms or manifestations constitute a person being in a spiritual state. They are effects.
 
                These reflections indicate that to characterize the spiritual we must describe how it is good in itself, not simply for its causal benefits. Such benefits would render the spiritual replaceable because the results might be achieved more efficiently through some other means. Thus, they do not constitute the heart of the concept. In brief, the spiritual must be seen as non-instrumentally valuable, i. e., valuable for what it is and not just for the benefits it brings. In turn, this indicates that the spiritual must be conceived as an aspect of people’s lives or as a way of being or living. From this, we may propose a first criterion: the spiritual is an aspect of human living that is non-instrumentally valuable.
 
                Second, we might contrast thin and thick conceptions of spiritual as lying along a continuum. The thinnest conceptions are restricted to psychological ideas such as creativity, self-understanding and the having of certain emotions. Richer conceptions include an appropriate relationship with nature or the universe as a whole, as we shall explain. The richest notions involve a relationship with the universal Spirit, with God, or with the divine or some transcendent reality. In short, thick or rich accounts embrace metaphysical and religious concepts, which the thinner accounts deliberately eschew. We can think of the differences between richer and thinner conceptions as a messy set of distinctions that are not sharp and clear-cut.
 
                Nevertheless, the thicker conceptions of the spiritual will typically include the thinner ones. For example, a person who regards union with the divine as the core spiritual state will usually have views about the psychological, ethical and ecological qualities that express such a union and are needed to attain it.
 
                In making the distinction, we are not affirming that richer descriptions are straightforwardly better than thin ones, or vice versa. Thicker conceptions appear less superficial, but even a psychological account might have depth in how it is structured around a unifying core. For example, some psychotherapeutic theories have detailed and profound accounts of human development. Likewise, every religious tradition has deep characterizations of the spiritual life, and its various stages and conditions, which include the psychological.
 
                Nevertheless, we need this distinction because thinner and thicker accounts have distinct advantages and drawbacks. Writers often employ thinner accounts because they are more easily operationalized and measurable. However, this is a questionable reason for employing thin conceptions: should we require that the concept can be operationalized? The pertinent issue is not that some things are not measurable. Rather, the concern is the underlying assumption that to understand a phenomenon requires measuring it. Doing so may degrade qualitative differences into quantitative ones.
 
                More relevant, thin conceptions may appear better because they are more readily acceptable by people of varying backgrounds. Different religious traditions disagree about the nature of God, or even if there is a God or something divine at all. These kinds of disagreements can be repeated for all the issues that often arise in a metaphysical or theological definition of spirituality. Under such diversity of opinion, it seems best to define the spiritual in thin terms so that the varying religious traditions have some common ground. However, this approach may be seen as throwing out the baby with the bath water. It reduces the spiritual to the psychological and omits what is distinctive about spirituality. The problem is: to understand spiritual harm, how can we avoid apparently irresolvable theological and metaphysical debates without appealing to the psychological?
 
                Fortunately, these are not the only two options. We are not condemned to be wedded to metaphysical traditions or else relegate the spiritual to the psychological. Following on from the first criterion, as an alternative we might characterize how and why thick conceptions have something important to say about the non-instrumental value of living in a spiritual way. In short, we do not have to be theologically or metaphysically precise to characterize the distinctive non-instrumentally valuable features of living in a spiritual way. We can do this while avoiding such pitfalls.
 
                In thicker conceptions, a spiritual life has to involve a connection to something divine, sacred or transcendental. Otherwise, it is purely secular. Connection with the existence of God as traditionally defined (as an all-perfect creator) in the theistic religions satisfies this general condition. However, it is not a necessary formulation. There are many other less specific beliefs, which might appear non-theistic, that would also satisfy this condition. For example, one need not assume that the divine is a non-material spirit, or a morally perfect person, or even a being or entity at all. The divine might be more like a characteristic or aspect of reality. Perhaps Spinoza and Whitehead had such an idea.2 Alternatively, one might conceive of the transcendent as an all-encompassing and sacred ideal of truth, as perhaps Gandhi did.3 Indeed, one might think that there is something about being or existence itself, or about the universe as a whole, that is divine or sacred or holy, and as such worthy of worship or dedication. Such views would also satisfy the second criterion. In short, we can be open-ended about what the connection is with while trying to be clearer about how this translates into meaning or value in people’s lives. We don’t start the analysis with the metaphysics or theology, but rather with the kind of value or meaning pertaining to this aspect of human life. We then work outwards from this starting place.
 
                In this manner, a second criterion can be formulated as follows: the spiritual is the aspect of a person’s life that is non-instrumentally valuable precisely because it consists in an appropriate connection to the sacred, divine or transcendent. In other words, the spiritual is an aspect or part of living that consists in such a connection and that, as such, is valuable in itself. The beauty of this description is that it allows us to avoid getting caught up in metaphysical and theological tangles but without losing the distinctive feature of the spiritual (by reducing it to the psychological).
 
                To count as a feature of a spiritual state, the connection to the transcendent must be of a certain kind. After all, everything is connected with everything else in some way or other, and so the general idea of a connection is of no help. What counts as a relevant kind of connection in this context? The thesis is that different spiritual practices involve one being connected to the divine, the sacred, the transcendent or to the spirit world in appropriate ways, such as through acts of meditation, prayer, rituals, acts of sacrifice, purification and worship. The connection might be in one’s feelings or in the mood of one’s life: a person may carry stillness or peace or a joy or a generosity or openness through his or her connection. For example, the general feeling of being deeply at home in the world might count in some traditions as appropriate connection. In many traditions, work and service count as such a connection. There is also the idea of direct experiential or mystical contact with the divine, sacred or transcendent.
 
                What counts as a relevant or appropriate connection will be disputed between and within traditions. Nevertheless, the main point is that these connections will consist in experiences, activities and processes that are valuable in themselves and valuable for a person to engage in or to live through simply because of what they are (rather than because of any benefits). Thus, “appropriate” is limited to connections that have this kind of valuable nature. Furthermore, these practices and feelings will track features of the divine, sacred or transcendent in a way that is analogous to the idea that reliable perceptual beliefs typically track truths about the world around us. However, there is a disanalogy here: reliable beliefs track truth cognitively, whereas we are referring to ways of life, practices, feelings and moods tracking aspects of the divine. It is not merely cognitive; it will involve the whole person.
 
                A third criterion is needed to specify how this connection is non-instrumentally valuable. We need to unravel the earlier metaphor that the spiritual concerns the core of one’s being. The central idea is that spirituality requires a certain kind of answer to the question “who or what am I?” People self-identify in a variety of ways depending on the social context. Sometimes, I consider myself as European and sometimes as a male, and on other occasions as an academic. Nevertheless, these self-identifications are derivative and secondary. They depend on more basic ones, such as my self-identification as a human and as a person. A spiritual understanding must insist that, for example, purely social answers to the question “who am I?” are incomplete. This is because one is more fundamentally a person than one is, for example, European or Asian. This is reflected in the claim that one could have been from another region of the world. Also, one could have been born with a different gender. In contrast, however, because I am an I, I could not have been anything other than a person. I-ness or personhood is a fundamental identity. Losing it would mean the end or death of me.
 
                This conclusion has implications for how I should self-identify. It implies that how one self-identifies should reflect the reality of what one is. For instance, if I self-identify primarily as a European then my self-identification not only excludes kindship with non-European people, but it also fails to track what I most fundamentally am. I am more fundamentally a person. We are trying to understand the I that does the self-identifying rather than what it self-identifies with. A spiritual life requires one to self-identify in a way that is consistent or harmonious with what one most fundamentally is, which is the I that does the self-identifying.4
 
                Different religious traditions would disagree concerning what one most fundamentally is. For example, one might be a soul, a spark of the divine light, a spirit or simply emptiness. Nevertheless, despite such disagreements, these diverse traditions would agree with two propositions required to explain the nature of the spiritual: that one is more fundamentally a self-conscious person, or an I, than any social self-identification, and that a spiritual life requires one to self-identify primarily or non-derivatively with what one most fundamentally is (i. e. with the I that does the self-identifying rather than what it identifies with).
 
                In conclusion, the criteria for the spiritual argued for so far may be summarized as follows: it must be a non-instrumentally valuable aspect of one’s life which consists in being in an appropriate connection with the divine, sacred or transcendent in such a way that it allows one to self-identify with what one most fundamentally is.
 
                However, the fusion of these three necessary criteria is insufficient because the concept of the spiritual must also include the idea that this appropriate connection is part of one’s development as a person, which includes the ethical. In other words, in addition to being non-instrumentally valuable, the connection must manifest itself in terms of the ethical qualities of the person. For example, it should express itself in terms of the person becoming kinder or more peaceful. In short, the way of life or the mystical experiences that constitute appropriate connection to the divine or the transcendent must be integral to a person’s development as a person, which must express itself in terms of the person’s ethical capacities. It would also manifest itself in terms of well-being, such as happiness. The connection must express itself as an enrichment and development of a person’s life. In short, the connection must have positive fruits, which would include the ethical. Because these are simply manifestations of a deeper state, these claims do not imply that all ethical people are spiritual, nor that to be ethical one needs to be spiritual.
 
                Given this discussion, a minimally thick account of a spiritual state might have the following structure:
 
                 
                  	 
                    One’s being connected appropriately with the divine or sacred or transcendent through one’s experiences and activities in such a way that these are non-instrumentally valuable.
 
 
                  	 
                    This appropriate connection must include that one self-identifies non-derivatively in such a way that it harmonizes with what one most fundamentally is.
 
 
                  	 
                    This connection will manifest itself as a development of the person as a person, which would be constituted through ethical values and well-being.
 
 
                
 
                These criteria are general and vague. However, they are supposed to be! If one tries to be more specific one risks tying the spiritual to a particular tradition. For this reason, these criteria outline the structure of the concept of the spiritual as well as its general content. I contend that these conditions would be jointly sufficient to carry the functions of a conception of a spiritual state and life. In other words, a person who put 1 – 3 into practice can be said to be living or embodying a spiritual life,
 
                This characterization assumes a minimal ontological condition, namely the existence of something divine or sacred or transcendental, for the person to be connected to. It deliberately evades making that commitment more specific because doing so would tie the concept too closely to a particular conception.
 
               
              
                Well-Being and Harm
 
                Before we can characterize spiritual harm, we also need to outline what harm is. The best way to do this is to describe a framework for well-being. Harm would be defined in terms of the deprivation of well-being or as ill-being.
 
                What is well-being? Let us start by sketching some important meta-points.5 First, an account of well-being needs to include what is non-instrumentally valuable. It cannot remain at the level of what is only a means or what is instrumentally valuable, such as money, power and the useful. We do not want to confuse one’s well-being with one’s material interests.
 
                Second, well-being is a rich and pluralistic evaluative concept. In affirming this, I exclude truncated monist accounts that are usually implicitly based on neo-classical economic assumptions, including individualism. These tend to exclude or minimise the normative aspect of the concept, and reduce it to a single central notion such as happiness or desire rankings. Furthermore, being individualistic, such conceptions tend to treat human relationships as a means to some self-interested state rather than as a primary good themselves. This results in an impoverished picture of human life.
 
                Third, we are not primarily concerned with what causes or detracts from well-being, but rather what constitutes well-being. The issue is “what is it?” Questions about what causes well-being are empirical. In contrast, what constitutes well-being (or harm) is a conceptual question. One cannot study what causes well-being without some prior idea of what well-being is.
 
                Fourth, we need to distinguish what constitutes well-being from how well-being might be measured in different contexts. In other words, we are assuming that the issues concerning how to measure well-being presuppose some prior account of what it is, and that they do not replace that.
 
                Finally, the phenomenology of experience is often excluded from contemporary accounts of well-being, except perhaps insofar as subjective reports are used to provide a set of external measures. Well-being has to include the idea of how aspects of living feel to or are experienced by the person, the phenomenology.
 
                Given these five meta-points, to answer the question “what constitutes a life of well-being?” we need a framework that specifies the relevant value-making facets of human life in terms of its structural features. We need to outline the major dimensions of human life. This can be based on the idea that any action or experience has four aspects: 1) the external action or experience itself; 2) one’s awareness of it; 3) the relations involved in the action; and 4) one’s self-consciousness. These four aspects constitute the dimensions along which living can be good in itself, and therefore can comprise a framework for well-being.
 
                These four structurally constitutive features of human life have potentially good-making features relevant for well-being. The core thesis is that well-being is constituted by intrinsic goodness along these necessary dimensions of our (human) way of being. Let’s explore these four aspects further below.
 
                
                  1. The External Action or Experience Itself
 
                  The first concerns the activities of life. For a person to live well, their life must consist of processes, activities and experiences that are suited to their nature, given the socio-cultural contexts in which they live.6 This counts as one aspect of living a good life. For example, if a person is unable to engage in activities such as singing, working, walking, chatting with friends, telling jokes and seeing the clouds then they are deprived of non-instrumentally valuable features of life. To turn this insight into a theory necessitates that one identifies the basic kinds of activities that have such value, which requires specifying the relevant evaluative criteria. We cannot do this here.
 
                 
                
                  2. One’s Awareness
 
                  The second structural feature of human life is awareness. When we engage in an activity that is valuable, we need to appreciate that activity as such. This appreciative awareness might be emotional and not just cognitive. For example, we feel joy when we see our parents after a long separation. This account means that it is necessary for well-being that we experientially appreciate the desirable feature of the activities that we engage in. This depends on the quality of one’s awareness, including one’s capacity to feel emotions. This implies that major impediments to well-being would include negative feelings such as anxiety, resentment and complaint, which block emotional appreciation. It would also include a general incapacity to feel emotions.
 
                  I have expressed the point in this way to avoid pleasure-based accounts of well-being. Such theories should be rejected. It is an error to regard pleasure as a mental object because this attempts to objectify the intentional or subjective nature of our mental lives. Furthermore, the conception of pleasure as a mental object instrumentalises the relationship between the activity and the feeling. The activity becomes no more than a means to the pleasure. Instead of positing pleasure as a mental item, we should conceive “pleasure” as the way in which one performs activities, i. e. with appreciation.
 
                  By avoiding the pleasure account we don’t have to reduce the phenomenology of experience to a single pleasure–pain dimension. This allows for the idea that well-being depends on the personal and social construction of one’s phenomenological world. For example, the phenomenological world of a person who is depressed is very different from that of a person who isn’t. The mood constructs an experiential world that the person inhabits. This is important for understanding the spiritual aspects of life: they are not just feelings but rather how one constructs one’s experiential or lived reality.7
 
                 
                
                  3. Relations Involved in the Action
 
                  The third structural feature of human life is that we live in relations. As we shall see, this structural feature is not confined to relations with other people. It also includes one’s relations to nature and to the spiritual, which is a point for later. However, our relations with other people are of special importance.
 
                  There are at least three features of human relationships relevant for well-being: 1) doing-for (e. g. building a house); 2) being- and doing-with (being and doing things together); and 3) being-in (being in a community). In each case, these three aspects connect directly to what is non-derivatively valuable, namely other people. This idea repudiates instrumentalised conceptions of social relationships. For instance, in the first case (doing-for), the point of work must be directly connected to other people rather than, say, performance targets or the production of material goods. In the second case (being-with), a non-instrumentalised relationship requires that the other person becomes part of one’s life, and that this is an irreducible aspect of one’s well-being. When other people are part of one’s life, it is as if one imports their value into one’s own life through the relationship. Regarding the third feature (being-in), it is a constitutive feature of well-being to be part of a community, rather than just a cause.
 
                 
                
                  4. Self-awareness
 
                  Self-awareness is another dimension of the human way of being and forms a general aspect of living well. We can classify the kinds of self-awareness that constitute well-being in relation to the past, present and future. Regarding present experience, given the nature of reflexive self-consciousness, well-being is constituted by the joy of being an I; a person who is an embodied subject and agent within a community of other people. Concerning the past, one’s evaluative self-awareness takes the form of personal narratives. These are constitutive (as opposed to being merely causally conducive) of well-being when one is reconciled or at peace with one’s past, and when this is an expression of one’s perception of oneself as a being of value. Regarding the future, evaluative self-awareness is constitutive of well-being when it is an expression of one’s perception of oneself as a being of value. In this case, it takes the form of agency and the sense of one’s future being appropriately open (given certain caveats). The unity of the self through past, present and future consists in one’s identity, which should be understood in terms of what one non-derivatively identifies with. In this aspect, well-being is constituted by one’s awareness of oneself as a being that is non-instrumentally valuable. In this regard, well-being requires self-respect.
 
                  It is important to note that the self is not like an alleged atom that exists independently of its relationships (alleged, because even atoms aren’t atomic). Therefore, self-understanding and self-awareness are also relational. An aspect of good self-awareness will need to include how one is aware of oneself in relation to others.
 
                  This introduces the important principle that all people are of equal non-instrumental value. We are all equally non-instrumentally valuable. This means that there are no grounds for saying that one person or group or nation matters more non-instrumentally. While such a claim might serve to characterize ethics, here we are interested in its relation to well-being. We have already seen that it is a constitutive aspect of well-being that one should treat oneself with respect and as a person who is non-instrumentally valuable. We have also already seen that it is a constitutive aspect of well-being that one is in relationships with other people in which they treat one, and we treat them, as persons who are non-instrumentally valuable. The new point is that it is also constitutive of one’s well-being that one should regard others as equally non-instrumentally valuable.
 
                  At first, such an idea sounds counter-intuitive because we are accustomed to conceiving well-being as on a par with self-interest. However, this is a huge mistake: self-interest concerns what has purely instrumental value, such as money and social influence. In contrast, well-being is about what has non-instrumental value in one’s life (i. e. the four dimensions mentioned earlier). The appreciation of the equal non-instrumentally valuable nature of all people is an aspect of one’s own well-being. It is so because the opposite comprises a form of egoism or self-aggrandisement that contradicts reality. It contradicts the equal reality of other people.
 
                 
                
                  Conclusion
 
                  I have characterized well-being in terms of four dimensions. Of these, the fourth is the most important because harm at this level has greater damaging effects on the other three. If a person has a self-relation that is instrumentalized or damaged, then this will express itself in terms of the other three dimensions. It will have a harmful effect on their relations to others and on their capacity to appreciate and to engage in meaningful or valuable activities.
 
                  Any account of well-being (and harm) has to be multidimensional and pluralistic. It cannot be reductive in the same way as pleasure and preference theories. As we shall see, this pluralism allows for the spiritual aspects of well-being. Furthermore, the outlined framework is arguably robust enough to be employed in serious social critique and open-ended enough to be applicable to different cultural settings. More pertinently, the outlined framework allows for a conception of spiritual harm, unlike the standard conceptions.
 
                 
               
              
                Non-instrumentalization
 
                One important aspect of well-being and harm along all four dimensions is non-instrumentalization. The fundamental thesis here is that persons (or more widely conscious beings) are valuable in a primary or non-derivative manner. Conscious beings, including humans, have non-instrumental or non-derivative value. This means that their lives also have such value and so too do the constituents or aspects of those lives. The latter amounts to well-being. In sharp contrast, goods and services, which make up an economy and the social infrastructure necessary for a functioning society, all have value derivatively. They are valuable because the lives of conscious beings are valuable.
 
                The term “non-instrumentally valuable” needs explaining. The difference between being valuable instrumentally or non-instrumentally is that something is instrumentally good insofar as it leads to something good or prevents something bad, and something is non-instrumentally good insofar as it is good for what it is. As a paradigm example, money is only instrumentally valuable; it only has value insofar as it enables us to purchase items that in some way contribute to our well-being. In sharp contrast, persons and their lives are non-instrumentally valuable. Work and actions are typically valuable in both ways. Things that are merely instrumentally valuable are valuable only because they lead to or are conducive to something that is non-instrumentally so. The former is entirely derivative of the latter. The activities that comprise a person’s life have value because the person does. This idea is required to avoid the instrumentalism of goal-based conceptions of rationality.
 
                We instrumentalize insofar as we treat as purely instrumentally valuable something that is non-instrumentally valuable. In simple terms, we treat a person as an object. This denigrates the person by denying their subjectivity and agency as a conscious being. This is bad because it results in many other different kinds of harm, which may be experienced as trauma, and it is also bad in itself. It is like a betrayal of our being a person. Such instrumentalization confuses the two ways things can be valuable. If something is valuable non-instrumentally then we can cherish, appreciate and value it for its own sake. Whereas if something is valuable instrumentally, it is valuable only as a replaceable or dispensable means. In effect, its use is a cost, which is rational to reduce, and it is something that becomes valueless when it is no longer needed for the relevant ends in question. It is expendable. Think of a ticket for a concert that happened last week or the keys to a house that has been demolished. If something is treated instrumentally, nothing about it matters except how it can help accomplish the relevant ends. These are the reasons why the instrumentalization of persons is an error. They explain why it is a mistake to treat the non-derivative as derivative.
 
                Instrumentalization is a form of harm along all four structural aspects of human well-being: activities, awareness, relationships and self-consciousness. For example, along the first it is comprised of treating one’s actions and activities merely as a means to a set of goals rather than as being valuable in itself. Along the second dimension, we direct our attention only towards aims for ends. We forget to appreciate the process or activity as such. In the third, the relevant relationships are regarded as valuable mainly for their benefits. Finally, with regard to our self-consciousness, instrumentalization can consist in the commodification of the self and in self-perception that is dominated by instrumental value. Whilst a dehumanising act normally causes material, psychological, relational and spiritual harm, it also needs to be understood as something pernicious in itself along each of the four dimensions.
 
                Instrumentalizing is often something which is done to people by other people. However, it can also be the result of the actions of institutions and of the structural features of a society. It can also be something one does to oneself. With regard to instrumentalization, the relevant agent can be a person, a group, a community, an institution and a whole system. Instrumentalization has variants such as dehumanization, commodification, marginalization and alienation.8 These all share the common evaluative core of treating a person as a mere thing.
 
               
              
                Spiritual Harm
 
                Following these explanations of the spiritual and well-being, we now propose how the concept of spiritual harm might be understood. I will do so in three ways, starting with the thinnest and working towards the thicker.
 
                The first is the most psychological: when someone is harmed spiritually in this first way, they suffer diminution in terms of their capacity to emotionally appreciate and engage actively in the relational aspects of life. The second consists of the instrumentalization of oneself as a person. When people are treated purely as means, this treatment degrades them as if they were objects, and this constitutes harm to well-being that counts as a second kind of spiritual harm. It consists in damage to one’s connection to dignity. Instrumentalizing is something that one can do to oneself. The third kind of spiritual harm is when some action damages the person’s capacity to connect appropriately to the divine, sacred or transcendent, as discussed earlier. The first two kinds of harm are necessary, but not sufficient, for the third.
 
                As just indicated, the first conception of spiritual harm pertains to one’s emotional awareness or appreciation, especially in one’s close emotional relationship with others. For instance, if a person’s capacity to love is damaged then this would count as a spiritual harm. This kind of harm constitutes a spiritual harm because it entails a diminution of the person’s capacities to engage in, and connect to, what is most meaningful. When our capacity to feel emotionally is damaged, it is as if our heart has been neutralized or deactivated. This is because to feel an emotion is to care. Emotions are a sensitivity to what is valuable or to what matters. Therefore, insofar as one’s emotional capacities are impaired, one has lost the capability to care. Being insensitive to what matters or to what is meaningful is like a form of death.
 
                Such incapacities are very different from the deprivation of material benefits. Indeed, the harm of material deprivations would need to be explained in terms of the incapacity to feel what matters. Material deficiencies are harmful only insofar as they affect lived experience. Arguably, the incapacity to feel what matters is a kind of spiritual harm, which is common in egoistical and individualistic societies in which people’s lives are dominated by their self-directed desires, and in which their capacity to love others has been eroded.
 
                A second form of spiritual harm occurs when a person is instrumentalized, especially with regard to their self-consciousness or in their relations to themselves. As we have seen, instrumentalization occurs when someone treats a person as less than fully human, as an object to be used. Although this instrumentalization constitutes harm along all four dimensions of human life, its major form concerns self-consciousness, such as when it infects our sense of self. This harm erodes the connection that each person has to dignity. It introduces a perceptual virus that is contradictory: “I am an it”. This perceptual virus is the sense that one is primarily an object to be commodified and used merely as a means, and this manifests as feelings of worthlessness or superiority. It is like an emotional self-denial that one is a person. The thesis is that this self-instrumentalization is a form of spiritual harm, quite apart from its harmful consequences.
 
                Why this constitutes a form of spiritual harm might be articulated with the concepts of soul and spirit. Such actions and feelings violate the dignity of the human soul, our sacred essence. Our spiritual being is embedded in our awareness of ourselves as a “soul”, and this awareness is a fundamental form of dignity expressed as self-respect and self-love. Violations of this dignity treat the “I” as an “it”. This kind of spiritual language resonates well with our earlier account of instrumentalization as harm: to be consonant with their dignity as an “I”, a person must appreciate their life as having non-instrumental primary value. Anything that damages the capacity for this appreciation counts as a spiritual harm.
 
                Why this dehumanization constitutes a spiritual harm can also be explained by the fact that it goes well beyond the other kinds of harm. Of course, it transcends harm understood instrumentally as the lessening of one’s access to exchange value and use-value. However, it also goes beyond harm understood in terms of the first three non-instrumental dimensions of well-being. In short, it transcends the outer activities and experiences of life; it is not the same as the feelings and emotions that comprise the appreciation of those experiences; and it goes beyond personal and community relationships. The spiritual harm (in this second sense) is distinct from all of these because it concerns a state of ill-being regarding one’s intimate sense of and relation to oneself.
 
                The third kind of spiritual harm embraces the metaphysical, but in an open-ended way. For this reason it is the thickest conception. The idea is that the divine, sacred or transcendent exists, or else that there is some kind of spiritual realm or aspect to reality. We can understand the role that this has in human life, its various meanings, without being forced to characterize this realm itself and thereby being drawn into complex and speculative theological or metaphysical debates. The spiritual should be understood in terms of our relations to this during the course of our lives. We live spiritually insofar as we are appropriately connected to the sacred, divine or transcendent. Spiritual harm should be understood as damage to our capacity to live this connection. Given that the connection to the sacred constitutes the core of what it means to be and to develop as a person, this damage is also at the heart of our lives. Being disconnected from oneself as an I is like being disconnected from being itself.
 
                We have briefly described three conceptions of spiritual harm, from the thin to the thick. The first consists of emotional emaciation, the second loss of connection to dignity and the third the inability to connect to the sacred. These three types of harm are intimately linked. Unfortunately, the exploration of their interconnection is another project.
 
               
              
                Slavery, Colonization and Spiritual Harm
 
                The dehumanization of slavery comprises a form of spiritual harm. Its legacy of ongoing racism also constitutes spiritual harm, even though it is also structural. Not all aspects of dehumanization constitute spiritual harm. For example, economic injustice such as poverty, material deprivation, lack of access to good quality education, healthcare, housing and services do not constitute spiritual harm, though they might cause it. Such harms do count as dehumanizing structural violence, and they are serious and grave. Nevertheless, they are not spiritual harms.
 
                What is the difference and why does it matter? The difference is that spiritual harm comprises a state of ill-being at deeper levels than that of outer activities and material deprivations. At its most psychological, it is an incapacity to feel the emotions that are a necessary part of non-instrumentalized human relationships. Emotions such as love are a feeling or perception of, or an emotional sensitivity to, what is most meaningful or what matters most in one’s life. Having one’s capacity to feel such emotions damaged or diminished counts as a spiritual harm because it is damage to one’s awareness or consciousness. This kind of harm does not consist of feeling bad, and it does not require that one recognize it. As we shall see, this kind of harm is widespread in our society.
 
                At a deeper level, spiritual harm consists of one’s being present to oneself primarily as a useful or useless object. In other words, spiritual harm is damage to one’s relation with oneself. Insofar as I feel myself to be an object (whether it be as a glittering object of success or as a dull object that is worthless), I am not connected to myself as a being of non-instrumental value. I am not appreciating my dignity as a person. If I am in such a state, I am harmed spiritually. Again, this kind of harm does not consist of feeling bad, and it does not require that one recognize it. For example, people who feel themselves to be successful, approved of or useful may well feel good, even though their self-relation is instrumentalized.
 
                At the deepest level, spiritual harm consists of people not being connected to the divine, sacred or transcendent in appropriate ways. Praying for divine help, meditating for mental health and performing rituals to fit into a group do not constitute such appropriate ways because these activities are instrumental. In contrast, prayer as worship, meditation as connection to being and ritual as an expression of reverence may constitute appropriate connections, insofar as they are activities valuable for their own sake that express a fundamental self-identification. The capacity to engage in such activities is vulnerable. There is much in our societies that diminishes or detracts from such capacities.
 
                The sceptical reader might object that, even if there is something to the idea of spiritual harm, we should question the importance of such a concept. Why is the distinction between spiritual and non-spiritual harm relevant for understanding the damaging effects of enslavement and colonization? It may look like a subtle distinction that is pragmatically inconsequential. In response, from our analysis, there are three general reasons why it is significant.
 
                First, the notion of spiritual harm allows us to see the depth of the effects of the transatlantic enslavement and colonization. It is not merely a question that some people enriched themselves by killing and violently debasing, depriving and dehumanizing others. While this is indeed true, enslavement and colonization also fundamentally changed the trajectory of different civilizations, and to characterize what this involved we need the notion of spiritual harm.
 
                How we conceptualize harm must reflect what is important about human life, and the sacred and the spiritual are aspects of life which are of prime importance for reasons already articulated. To not include an aspect of human life of such central importance from our understanding of harm is a serious omission. Even if the spiritual is difficult to conceptualize, we should resist the temptation to reduce it something else such as mental health. Moreover, we need to avoid characterizing the importance of the spiritual aspects of life solely in terms of their causal benefits, because that would render the spiritual as something replaceable.
 
                This last comment comes close to the heart of the matter. Many of us live in societies that systematically confuse and conflate the instrumentally and the non-instrumentally valuable. Metaphorically speaking, we often don’t know the difference between our purses and our souls. Less metaphorically, we misidentify well-being with self-interest. We muddle up the instrumentally and the non-instrumentally valuable, as if a lot of the former were equivalent to some of the latter. This is integral to the tendency to reduce qualitative differences to quantities. In this sense, we are living in a civilization that tends to put value-relations back-to-front. We invert those relations when we make the instrumental primary and the non-instrumental secondary. This inversion is a necessary feature of spiritual harm.
 
                This inversion is not a question of bad priorities or of misplaced rankings, such as profit before people. It is rather a question of something much more elusive and sinister: systematically confusing two fundamentally different ways in which something can be valuable, namely treating the derivatively and non-derivatively valuable as if they were on a par, directly exchangeable. This confusion disregards what we argued earlier, namely that what has purely instrumental value is entirely derivative on the non-instrumental value of persons. For this reason, cost-benefit analysis betrays the non-instrumentally valuable when we measure it in terms of instrumental costs and benefits.9 This is akin to expressing the value of the life of a baby in terms of bottles of whiskey. It places monetary units alongside one’s baby, as if the value of the two were comparable.
 
                Someone might object that the two kinds of value are indeed comparable because we continually swap things of the one kind of value for those of another. For instance, when we spend money, we exchange funds for seeing friends or for medical treatment for one’s baby. In reply, this is a misleading way to conceptualize a purchase. Appearances to the contrary, we are not exchanging money for the non-instrumentally valuable. Rather, we are exchanging what we could have brought with the money for what we actually did buy (both viewed in terms of non-instrumental value). The swap is for one of the other alternative unspecified non-instrumentally valuable things that we could have used the money for, and not the money per se. We should view purchasing in this manner because the value of the money is entirely derivative. Placing money and persons on the same level as if they were exchangeable is a bit like comparing a person and their shadow.
 
                This kind of value inversion is a necessary feature of spiritual harm. It indicates that people dehumanize others and themselves. We live in societies that systematically confuse the instrumentally and non-instrumentally valuable. We conflate harm to our self-interests (which is purely instrumental) with harm to our well-being (which is non-instrumental). As I shall soon argue, the socio-economic conditions that currently make such spiritual harm possible are similar to those that enabled colonization and slavery in the past. As a result of industrialized slavery and colonization, there are many people across the world who are systematically treated as less than human and who feel themselves to be less valuable non-instrumentally. This is a direct consequence of slavery and colonization, which have resulted in systemic racism. If people tend to feel that they are less valuable than others it will be harder for them to connect in the appropriate ways to the transcendent, sacred or divine. Unless one has active resilience (more about this later), if one is treated as lesser and if one feels oneself to be lesser, one will tend not be connected to one’s dignity, which is a precondition of a spiritual connection.
 
                Second, the concept of spiritual harm helps us to see how the ongoing harms of enslavement and colonization are structural. “Structural” means roughly the following. A society is defined by the kinds of institutions that predominate in people’s lives and that allow a society to sustain and reproduce itself. The structural features of a society are those that characterize the interrelations between those institutions. For example, we might describe a school in terms of what teachers and pupils typically do. However, we could also portray it institutionally, in terms of what schools are for. In sharp contrast, when we describe the educational system as a whole in terms of its structure, we do so in terms of the relations between the relevant institutions, such as schools, employers, examination bodies and governmental departments.10 In short, the term “structural” refers to the features that define how a system functions as a whole.
 
                Enslavement and colonization are derived from economic structures. They were integral to the historical birth of the industrial mode of production and capitalism. Let us suppose that the latter is a mode of production defined as the maximal accumulation of capital for its own sake. This is a structural feature of an economy. Given this, such an economy necessarily tends to instrumentalize people. If the sole end of an economy is maximal profit for the sake of the accumulation of capital, all the so-called factors of production are purely instrumentally valuable. This means that all work and natural resources are only valuable insofar as they contribute efficiently to the sole end. In short, under these conditions the ideal would be that such factors are free of costs. Such an ideal clearly entails the tendency towards slavery and colonization. Additionally, under these conditions, consumption itself is only valuable as a means to profit. This implies that economic actors would try to capture new markets for the sake of maximizing profits.
 
                Given all this, a capitalist mode of production must have an inherent tendency to expand for the sake of cheaper labour and natural resources, and for the sake of larger markets. Furthermore, in each of these cases, it will tend to instrumentalize and dehumanize. This means that it has an inherent tendency to colonize. In so doing, it treats people as merely instrumentally valuable for the sake of maximal profits. This predisposition to colonization implies an inherent propensity towards racism, i. e. towards dehumanizing people based on racial markers.
 
                These brisk pieces of reasoning show us why slavery and colonization were integral to the birth of industrialization and capitalism. They also show why some kinds of contemporary racism are derived from the structural features of our economy. The tendency to dehumanize is integral to contemporary capitalism both structurally and historically.
 
                How does the notion of spiritual harm help us to understand these structural features? It does so because the idea of systematic instrumentalization is indispensable to both. On the one hand, spiritual harm requires the idea that a person is considered as an object: an I is treated as an it. It involves people being turned into commodities, and it instrumentalizes our self-perceptions accordingly. Spiritual harm requires such instrumentalization. On the other hand, instrumentalization is also a feature of the structure of our economy insofar as it is capitalist. Together, these two points mean that spiritual harm is a necessary tendency given the structural nature of such dehumanizing (i. e. colonization, slavery and racism). In short, spiritual harm is built into the structure. Both treat people as things.
 
                As we shall argue, this means that if one is stuck with characterizing colonization primarily in terms such as material benefits, right-claims and even emotional trauma, then one has missed something of vital importance. One has omitted the deeper harms which are inherent in the history and the structure of our economic system.
 
                The third reason spiritual harm is important is that the concept enables us to characterise the harms to all those involved: the descendants of the enslaved, the descendants of the enslavers and third parties. It is quite understandable that when one describes violence and its ongoing legacies, one tends to focus on the harms caused to victims and to their descendants. It is understandable because obviously these are the people who have been harmed by others. Nevertheless, it is insufficient. To comprehend a conflict we need to understand those who were and are perpetrators, as well as bystanders. As we have indicated, part of this understanding will involve reference to the political economic structures in place, but this is not the point at hand now.
 
                The issue at the moment is that the notion of spiritual harm can help us better conceptualize what may have happened to the perpetrators, their descendants and those who have benefited economically and socially from the wealth gained from colonization and enslavement. Clearly, those on the top are better off materially! Nevertheless, we may question their well-being from the point of view of the spiritual. For example, those who have benefited materially may feel superior in their wealth and in their social standing. As we have seen, such primary self-identifications are forms of ill-being: one is not self-identifying primarily with what basically is. It would be like living in a self-illusion. Additionally, such self-identifications are likely to cause ill-being to oneself because they condemn the person to live in identities that exclude and define others antagonistically. Furthermore, a person who feels superior to others will feel arrogant and entitled. This indicates that this person has not come to terms with the equality of us all as beings of non-instrumental value, and this is a form of self-absorption that renders it difficult to have relations with others that are not instrumentalized. In short, as we argued earlier, self-interest and well-being can come apart. What promotes the first is not necessarily good for the second.
 
                The notion of spiritual harm allows us to appreciate that material gains may at the same time be bearers of a deep harm. It may not feel or seem like that. On the one hand, for those living in poverty and deprivation, who struggle to make ends meet, those who live in luxury appear to be supremely fortunate. On the other hand, those who are wealthy cannot easily perceive the spiritual harms they themselves might be undergoing. They don’t feel it. However, we have argued that harm does not need to be felt to be real. A multidimensional account of well-being allows for the idea that a person can be harmed without feeling this. Indeed, we would expect people not to feel spiritual harm if that harm is generated by the structural features of the economic system. It is part of the system one swims in. However, once again, material self-interest is not the same as well-being. The first concerns what is only instrumentally valuable and the second concerns what is non-instrumentally valuable. The concept of spiritual harm requires us to make this distinction.
 
               
              
                Towards Practice
 
                The points made regarding the systemic have some general implications that pertain to the practice of collective healing. However, before that we need a quick detour. We should note that the term “healing” may be misconstrued as suggesting that collective healing processes are to be conceived as being analogous with medical treatment, where patients who are ill need to be cured by expert doctors. These misleading implications are hereby cancelled. Collective healing processes are dialogical. The participants support and help each other, mainly by listening proactively and non-judgmentally. The collective process itself may help the people in the group to alleviate some of the traumas that come with dehumanization, and it may also help participants to overcome or repair some of the harms they have undergone. Sharing and hearing from others enables us to understand more deeply the harms of dehumanization. The primary job of the facilitators is to enable the collective processes to run smoothly by constructing the right kind of space for deep dialogue; they are not therapists or doctors. Here ends the detour.11
 
                In the previous section, we examined some of general reasons why the notion of spiritual harm is needed to characterize more completely the damaging effects of slavery and colonization. In this concluding section, we shall examine four implications of this for practice.
 
                
                  The Distinction between Trauma and Harm
 
                  First, the concept of spiritual harm helps us to appreciate the need to separate trauma from harm. Being dehumanised is traumatic, and it has traumatic effects. However, the harm of being dehumanized isn’t the same as the trauma and its effects. Causally, the first is primordial and the second is subsidiary, even if it doesn’t feel like that.
 
                  This distinction also applies to one of the hugely important effects of transatlantic slavery, namely racism. The history connects the commodifying and enslavement of African people to contemporary racism. These causal links include the history of social institutions such as the prison, justice and educational systems. These ongoing harms generate trauma and permit its transmission across generations. In other words, racism is both harmful and traumatic.
 
                  The concept of trauma includes some of the most important ways in which dehumanization enters into and affects the lives of people. It includes the damage done to the relationships between people. For instance, traumatic suffering exacerbates an antagonistic us-versus-them, or a hard and fast division between perpetrator and victim. Trauma can damage a person’s sense of themself, especially the capacity to feel self-worth. One manifestation of such damage is confused self-identifications. The damage of trauma may also include one’s connection with the divine or sacred. In each of these cases, trauma is both effect and cause. In short, spiritual harm may be manifest as trauma, and trauma can reinforce this very same harm. Nevertheless, the two are distinct.
 
                  The distinction is important because people who are harmed spiritually need not experience this as trauma. Perhaps, some of the guards in concentration camps suffered trauma because of their experience, but perhaps some didn’t. The camp commanders and their bosses may not have suffered trauma. The claim that they did undergo spiritual harm doesn’t require that they felt trauma. It requires that they were subject to the kind of value-inversion that we discussed earlier. It does not require that they felt the trauma that typically results from such inversions.
 
                  The damage of dehumanization also occurs at a collective level, and this means that large groups of people experience this harm as shared trauma, which can be inherited from one generation to another. The collective experience of a trauma can be embedded within a culture. For instance, descendants from both sides of a mass atrocity (i. e. both survivors and perpetrators) may share common responses to the harmful effects of events, such as avoidance, denial and silence. Some of these responses (such as denial) may be expressions of collective trauma. However, the harm itself does not require such expressions. People can undergo spiritual harm without recognizing it, even in their silence and indifference. The harm isn’t its expression.
 
                  Collective trauma also occurs when groups undergo structural violence such as social marginalization, economic deprivation and political disempowerment. These forms of structural dehumanization may be internalised in terms of group identity, which adds to the trauma and tends to perpetuate the cycles of antagonism. As always, violence tends to breed violence. Violent antagonism is usually a symptom of trauma, as well as being a cause of further violent antagonism and resulting trauma. Such cycles of violence are rooted in the original systemic dehumanisation, which is typically embedded in political–economic structures, as we have seen.
 
                  Although many of these points are recognized in the literature on trauma, often the spiritual nature of the underlying harm is not. The idea of such harm shows us that the trauma experienced is not the same as the harms that underlie and cause it. This point is important because people need their traumas to be treated insofar as possible. Their peace and well-being requires this. Nevertheless, this is not the same as the removal or lessening of harm. Healing trauma is not the same as the diminution of harm, although it may be conducive to it. The idea of spiritual harm forces this distinction on us because spiritual harm occurs at a level deeper than the psychological, and because spiritual harm need not be felt. This indicates that healing practices need to include a component that helps people overcome the evaluative inversions that are typical of spiritual harm. It suggests that while the traumatic may come first in collective healing, the process should not end at that point. The collective process can go deeper.
 
                 
                
                  Social Justice
 
                  Second, a similar point applies to social justice. Within our current political–economic system, social justice is typically understood in terms of fairness, or receiving one’s due or what one deserves. These ideas readily translate into right-claims. In short, it is unjust that people have important right-claims that remain unmet, and this is unjust because they deserve that those right-claims are met.
 
                  Such statements are the obverse side of a retributive theory of justice, which maintains that it is intrinsically right that people who commit seriously wrong actions are punished because they deserve such punishment. Conceiving social justice primarily in terms of rights commits one to this kind of retributivist conception of justice as receiving what one deserves. Such discourses are typically about who should receive the material harms and benefits of the system: who should be punished or penalized and who should be compensated or rewarded.
 
                  Although the discourse regarding social justice as competing right claims is important and necessary, it has limitations. Its primary focus is on material benefits, and this may constitute a failure to recognise the underlying deeper harms. Such a failure tends to lock us into ways of thinking that identify self-interest with well-being. Such an identification fails to see that the distinction between the instrumentally and non-instrumentally valuable is one of kind. My wallet is not my self. In this way, the relevant discourses about justice implicitly accept the value-inversions that are a necessary characteristic of spiritual harm. In short, our economic system tends to understand all human issues in terms of money and social power. This is a reductive tendency that permits the spiritual aspects of harm to be ignored or set aside.
 
                  This failure is pernicious in a number of ways. For example, public efforts to address the legacies of slavery and colonization are usually directed primarily towards material compensation. While economic justice is very important, this material approach is limited insofar as it ignores the human and spiritual aspects of these legacies. It is highly important that many people and whole societies were treated as less than persons for several centuries, and that they still are. Material compensation cannot make up for that. This is a matter concerning the living essence of people’s lives and their relations. Thus, what needs to be addressed and redressed is also on a quite different level from financial compensation. Sincere public apologies may help, and material compensation can express the sincerity of those apologies. Changes to public policy and expenditure that reduce racism can also help to redress the economic injustices. Additionally, we need spaces for public discourse and healing across racial divides.12 The overall point is that the social-wide healing of the legacies of slavery and colonization aren’t primarily economic. Rather, they are relational and spiritual. All actions of recompense should be an expression of a recognition that all persons are equally non-instrumentally valuable. So long as some people are treated as lesser, human relations are not just. We are all people of equal value.
 
                  The recognition of this requires cleaning the past, and this is part of collective healing. Consequently, given the arguments presented in the previous section, such healing must involve political–economic awareness and changes. It cannot be adequately understood only at individual and group levels. Appealing to economic rights can only tackle the symptoms of structural violence. It cannot address the underlying social relations and the dehumanising economic system itself.
 
                 
                
                  The Structural Roots of Spiritual Harm
 
                  Third, the analysis of spiritual harm is also important insofar as the healing of people must include the recognition that spiritual harm has structural roots. The healing of a whole society must include the recognition of and changing of those structural conditions insofar as possible. Although each one of us feels powerless in this regard, the recognition that we are all subject to a dehumanizing economic system that systematically causes spiritual harm can help transcend the antagonistic binaries between oppressor and oppressed. The dehumanizing is systemic. This means that it has its roots in the structural features of our economic system.
 
                  While it is important that whole nations and racial groups were dehumanized historically, it is more significant that they continue to be today. The past is present in the now. This dehumanization is more than just institutional; it is structural. As we have already argued, structural dehumanization is a form and condition of spiritual harm. Because of the structural features of the economic system itself, we all tend to be treated as objects. Those who suffer this dehumanization most severely are those at the bottom of the pile, the marginalized and the poor. However, the harsh realities of this fact should not tempt us to think that the relevant harms are only economic or material. They are also both psychological and spiritual. Structural harm is also spiritual.
 
                 
                
                  Resilience
 
                  Fourth, the concept of spiritual harm allows us to understand resilience as the capacity to not allow dehumanizing acts to inflict such harm. Resilience makes it possible for people to prevent and transcend spiritual harm even when they are being systematically dehumanized. Resilience is the cause without the effects.
 
                  This diagnosis has important implications for healing practices. In many cases, African and Indigenous communities have been able to survive centuries of systemic dehumanization because of their religious and spiritual traditions. Such traditions have enabled communities to separate how others treat us from how we treat ourselves. That the first dehumanizes doesn’t mean that the second need follow suit. People who are being dehumanized acquire resilience from their spiritual practices, which allow them to maintain their connection to the sacred and to their dignity. In this way, these traditions may enable them to transcend the systematic instrumentalization of society.
 
                  This indicates that collective healing practices should include spaces for communities to maintain and strengthen this aspect of their cultures, even when contemporary society tends to undermine it.13 Indeed, Indigenous and other marginalized communities can learn from each other in this regard. Eventually, such learning can help transform mainstream societies in which the value-inversions predominate.
 
                 
                
                  Conclusion
 
                  In conclusion, contemporary accounts of the damage of slavery and colonization seldom explicitly capture the spiritual dimensions of harm. I have tried to remedy this defect. The four-fold framework for well-being indicates that harm is multidimensional, and it includes instrumentalization at each level. Such a framework resists reducing harm to the quantitative and financial. It recognizes the various qualitative dimensions of harm, and this enables the development of a more holistic approach to healing. This non-reductive approach is necessary for understanding spiritual harm. Insofar as we recognize the spiritual aspects of harm, we understand that the harms from enslavement and colonization are not merely individualistic or group phenomena; they are also structural. Recovery from the horrific history of slavery, of colonialization and of their genocides must consist in healing the wounding of systemic dehumanization.
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              Abstract
 
              This chapter focuses on massive traumas at the hand of the Other and their societal/political consequences, which always include shared losses, from losing persons and physical properties to self-esteem and prestige. It describes complications in societal mourning and how they lead to transgenerational transmissions of the undigested images of massive trauma to the generations that follow, as well as how such images turn into ethnic, national, religious or political identity markers. The need to protect and maintain large-group identities contaminates political, economic, legal, military and other real-world issues in relationships and creates conflicts between large groups. Lastly, this chapter examines psychoanalytically informed interventions that support collective healing and peaceful co-existence between large enemy groups.
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              This chapter describes the societal and political consequences of massive traumas for large groups. The term “large group” refers to thousands or millions of individuals who, from childhood, share the same historical sentiments and sense of belonging, even though most never cross paths personally. In our daily life we might reference these identities by using shared, large-group ethnic or idealistic terminology, such as when we say we are Apaches, Lithuanian Jews, Swedes, Sunni Muslims or communists. Because some shared images of ancestors’ traumas at the hand of enemies, when they remain undigested, are transmitted from generation to generation, such images may become significant identity markers for ethnic, national, religious or political large groups. Preoccupations with such identity markers create present-day obstacles to finding peaceful solutions for co-existence with an opposing social or political large group, or for healing such traumas. This chapter explores psychopolitical concepts that have proven helpful in attempts to enable collective healing.
 
              
                Types of Massive Traumas
 
                Massive traumas vary in type. Some spring from natural causes, such as earthquakes, tropical storms, tsunamis, floods, forest fires or volcanic eruptions. Some are due to man-made but accidental disasters, such as the 1986 Chernobyl accident that contaminated the atmosphere with tons of radioactive dust. Society may also respond with trauma to the murder or sudden death of a person who functioned as a symbol that unconsciously stood for a parent figure and/or was perceived as a representative of a large-group identity. Assassinations of John F. Kennedy1 and Martin Luther King, Jr. in the United States, Yitzhak Rabin in Israel,2 Prime Minister Olof Palme in Sweden, the National Democratic Party leader Giorgi Chanturia in the Republic of Georgia, former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri in Lebanon, or the deaths of the American astronauts, especially teacher Christa McAuliffe, in the 1986 space shuttle Challenger explosion,3 and the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, in a car accident in 1997,4 all led to responses that were experienced as shared trauma.
 
                Other massive traumas such as terrorist attacks, wars and even genocide can be ascribed to the deliberate actions of an enemy, an outsider. They might spring from a territorial conflict between two neighbouring countries that results in mass atrocities, such as the territorial conflict between India and Pakistan in Kashmir that has led to the disappearance of more than 8,000 persons since 1989, and thousands of extra-judicial killings, torture and rape, with Kashmiri Muslims fearing that they will lose their culture.
 
                Such deliberate catastrophes can also occur within a national boundary when there is chronic mistreatment or oppression of a smaller racial or ethnic group by the dominant Other. One of the best-known examples of this is the history of slavery in the United States and the discrimination towards black Americans that continues today. Not so long ago, an unseen enemy, COVID-19, was threatening human beings everywhere in the world, regardless of their large-group identities. Furthermore, on 25 May 2020 George Floyd, a black American, died in Minneapolis, Minnesota while handcuffed and pinned to the ground by a white police officer who pressed his knee on Floyd’s neck. This event became yet another symbol of continuing racism in the United States.
 
                When nature shows its fury and people suffer, victims tend to ultimately accept the event as fate or as the will of God,5 but after man-made accidental disasters, survivors blame a small number of individuals or governmental organizations for their neglect or carelessness. Obviously, those suffering severe loss, like the death of a relative, will feel the impact of a trauma more than those in the same large group who are removed from a catastrophic forest fire or an erupting volcano. Such natural or man-made disasters can also evoke societal responses within the traumatized large group, mostly within the communities near the tragedy. If the backbone of the community is not broken, however, the society recovers. A classic example of “biological regeneration” can be seen in Wales, UK. In October 1966, a hill of coal waste collapsed sending around 300,000 cubic yards of coal slurry onto the Welsh village of Aberfan killing 144 people, among them 116 children. For five years following this tragedy there was a significant increase in the birthrate among women who had not themselves lost a child. The “loss” and the “gain” in the number of children were balanced. The community recovered in a process of “biosocial regeneration”.6 On the other hand, there can also be biosocial degeneration, such as after the Chernobyl accident when women in Belarus, due to their exposure to radiation, feared having children with disabilities. Thus, the birthrate declined and there was no biosocial regeneration during the initial years following the disaster.
 
                Occasionally a natural or man-made accidental trauma is reflected in the traumatized large group’s political relationship with a neighbouring large group. Here we can observe two huge earthquakes, one that increased and the other that decreased political tension. In the Armenian earthquake of December 1988, a time when a hot Armenian–Azeri conflict was present, between 25,000 and 50,000 were killed and up to 130,000 injured. Most injured Armenians refused to accept blood donated by Azerbaijanis after the earthquake. This illustrated resistance to “mixing blood” with the enemy. In contrast, in Turkey in August 1999, a massive earthquake killed an estimated 20,000 people. Only a few years earlier, Turkey and Greece had almost gone to war in a dispute over two rocky islets (Kardak/Imia) near the Turkish coast,7 and there remained high tension between the two countries. After the earthquake, rescue workers from many nations rushed to Turkey to help, among them Greeks. By publishing pictures and stories of Greek rescue workers, Turkish newspapers helped to “humanize” the Greeks as a large group. The Turkish disaster and an earthquake in Greece the following month initiated a new relationship between the two nations. Many people in diplomatic circles at that time used the term “earthquake diplomacy” to characterize this positive outcome.
 
                When a massive trauma results from deliberate oppression or widespread torture by the Other who has a different large-group identity, narcissistic investment in large-group identity, its symbols and undigested historical images, becomes inflamed. The heavy shadow of large-group identity falls upon individual identities.
 
               
              
                Individual and Large-group Identities
 
                Unlike the terms “character” and “personality”, which are observed and perceived by mental health clinicians, individual identity refers to a person’s inner working model – he or she, not an outsider, senses and experiences it. Erik Erikson described this as “a persistent sameness within oneself … [and] a persistent sharing of some kind of essential character with others”.8 Individual identity is interconnected with large-group identity. Using an analogy of a large canvas tent helps explain large-group identity. Think in terms of learning to wear two layers of clothing from the time we are children. The first layer, the individual layer, fits each of us snugly. It is one’s personal identity. The second layer is the canvas of the tent, which is loose fitting but allows a person to share a sense of sameness with others under a common large-group tent. The canvas of the tent refers to one’s core large-group identity. Some common threads, such as identifications with intimate others in one’s environment, including their prejudices towards Others, are used in the construction of the two layers, the individual garment and the canvas of the tent.9 While it is the tent pole – the leader – that holds the tent erect, the tent’s canvas (large-group identity) protects the psychological state of both the leader and the group.10
 
                Worldwide, large-group identities develop in childhood and then become fixed after the individual goes through the adolescence passage. Under a huge large-group tent there are subgroups and subgroup identities, such as professional identities. A person can change a subgroup identity without much anxiety but, for practical purposes, cannot change his or her core large-group identity. I am referring to general and typical situations here and not considering unusual individuals in a society, such as those who may be products of parents from different ethnic groups, or voluntary immigrants, especially in childhood. Think of a man – let’s say he is French – who is an amateur photographer. If he decides to stop practicing photography and take up carpentry he may call himself a carpenter instead of a photographer, but he cannot stop being French and become German. While a large group’s identity may become modified by major historical events, the evolution of a new large-group identity is rare, such as when a substantial group of South Slavs became Bosniaks while under the rule of the Ottoman Empire.
 
                Sometimes new large-group identities develop in adulthood. We see this especially in certain religious cults such as Aum Shinrikyo and the Branch Davidians, guerrilla or terrorist organizations such as Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, FARC) and the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS), as well as organizations with extreme political aims such as white supremacists and neo-Nazis in the United States.11 Members of such large groups exaggerate selected aspects of their childhood large-group identities by holding on to a restricted special nationalistic, religious or political belief. Sometimes they become believers in ideas that were not available in their childhood environments. In short, they give up sharing overall sentiments with people who had the same childhood large-group identity but who have not made such specific new selections.
 
               
              
                Initial Reactions to Massive Trauma at the Hand of the Other
 
                We will review two examples of initial reactions to a trauma caused by the Other, one from Cyprus and the other from Kuwait.
 
                The first example illustrates a kind of biosocial regeneration. Following a deadly ethnic conflict with Cypriot Greeks that started in 1963, Cypriot Turks were forced to live in enclaves within 3 % of the island under subhuman conditions for 11 years until the Turkish army came to the island in 1974 and divided Cyprus into northern Turkish and southern Greek areas. During the first five years of living surrounded by their enemy, until 1968, the Cypriot Turks could not even leave their enclaves. Because they maintained hope that Turkey would save them, their backbone was not broken, and they became involved in a form of regeneration using shared symbols and displacement. During this time they developed a hobby of raising thousands of parakeets. The caged birds represented their imprisoned selves. As long as they could care for the parakeets, and as long as the parakeets survived, produced babies and sang, the Cypriot Turks could tolerate their inhumane conditions.12
 
                The second example illustrates a biosocial degeneration. Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi forces’ occupation of Kuwait started in October 1990 and lasted for seven months. The invading Iraqi soldiers opened the doors of the cages in the Kuwait City Zoo and reportedly raped Kuwaiti women and locked up one or two naked in these emptied cages. Whether this story was true or not did not matter; what mattered was the Kuwaitis’ belief that such degrading events took place. Interviews illuminated that young Kuwaiti men generalized the idea of the raped women incidents and thus, for some time, wanted to postpone marriage in the (mostly unconscious) belief that the women they would marry might also have been raped.13 Such societal response to the Other in Kuwait brings to our minds the biological degeneration phase in Belarus following the Chernobyl accident.
 
                Besides telling the story of an initial response to a specific massive trauma, it is more important to study the usual initial responses when any large group’s conflict with an opposing large group becomes inflamed. At such times the relationships between people in each large group become governed by two obligatory principles: (1) keeping the large-group identity separate from the identity of the enemy; and (2) maintaining a psychological border between the two large groups at any cost.14 When people perceive that two large groups are not the same, each side can externalize its own unwanted aspects and project unacceptable thoughts and affects more effectively onto the enemy – sometimes unfortunately escalating to the “dehumanizing” of that enemy to varying degrees. Keeping a psychological border between the two large groups is important for controlling the externalizations and projections from returning.
 
                Whether the victimization becomes chronic or not, after the acute phase of the catastrophe ends these two principles may remain operational for years or decades to come. Anything that disturbs them brings massive anxiety, and large groups may feel entitled to do anything to preserve the principles of absolute differentiation, which, in turn, protects their large-group identity. Thus, hostile interactions are perpetuated. Minor differences between opposing groups, such as dialect differences between Croats and Serbs – the Croat mlijeko (milk) versus the Serb mleko – assume significance. Minor differences become major in order to maintain the distinctions between the two large groups and the psychological border that exists. Sinhalese mobs in the Sri Lankan riots of 1958, for example, relied on a variety of subtle indicators – such as the presence of earring holes in the ear or the manner in which a shirt is worn – to identify their enemy Tamils, whom they then attacked or killed.15
 
               
              
                Complications in Mourning, Transgenerational Transmissions, Chosen Traumas, Undigested Past and Entitlement Ideologies
 
                A massive trauma at the hand of the Other is connected with various types of losses, such as losing family members and friends, home, economic resources, pride and self-esteem. Whether a person is fully aware of it or not, every significant loss is mourned. We need to differentiate the mourning process from the acute grief reaction when a mourner is in shock and, in a sense, beats his or her head against a wall and cries until reaching a deep recognition that the lost person or thing will not return. We have a mental image, a “mental double”, of persons and things that are important to us. Mourning means being preoccupied and having a relationship with the mental double of a lost person or thing in our minds until this mental double becomes futureless. For example, when a man reaches the practical end of mourning he no longer remains preoccupied with associated emotions, with the image of a lover he had lost; he no longer fantasizes being with her. The nature of the actual relationship with a person or thing before they were lost determines if the mourning process will last a year or so or much longer. Sometimes, people may become perennial mourners.16
 
                Losses after a massive trauma at the hand of the Other are linked to other psychological pressures such as humiliation, helplessness, inability to be assertive, “survivor guilt”17 and sometimes unwanted unconscious identifications with the oppressor.18 Shifa Haq noted that decades after the disappearance of their loved ones, Kashmiri mourner-survivors continued to have fantasies that the disappeared individuals may one day return.19 This prevented them from bringing their mourning process to a practical end.
 
                When members of an affected large group cannot mourn the group’s losses or reverse its feelings of helplessness and humiliation, often they psychologically deposit their traumatized self-images, accompanied by the mental doubles of Others who played a role in the trauma, into the developing selves of children in their care. This situation is known as “transgenerational transmission”. Psychoanalytic knowledge of transgenerational transmissions of trauma from one generation to the next primarily came from studies of Jewish Holocaust survivors and their offspring. The literature on this topic is vast.20 Without paying attention to their ancestors’ traumas, we cannot fully understand some individuals’ interpersonal relationships, symptoms and the nature of their adjustment to life.21
 
                A child who is a reservoir of depositing is given a psychological gene that influences his or her individual and large-group identity. Those in the next generation – when they are not successful in dealing with the psychological tasks given to them – in turn will hand down such images with their associated tasks to a newer generation. Through the decades, tasks carried forward, generation after generation, may change function. For example, an attempt to reverse humiliation may become an attempt to humiliate the Other. Descendants of victimizers too may experience similar processes, such as difficulty or inability to mourn, as observed among Germans after the Nazi era.22 Among the descendants of perpetrators there is more preoccupation with the consequences of shared feelings of guilt than with the shared feeling of humiliation.
 
                As decades pass and images and tasks included in the transgenerational transmission of massive trauma reference the same historical event, the mental representation of the event links all individuals in the large group. The mental representation of the event may then emerge as a chosen trauma.23 A large group does not choose to be victimized. Its choice is to make the shared representation of the ancestors’ massive trauma at the hand of the enemy a most significant large-group identity marker.
 
                In open or in dormant fashion, or in both alternately, chosen traumas can continue to exist for centuries. In “normal” times the chosen traumas can be ritualistically recalled at the anniversary of the original event. Greeks link themselves when they share the “memory” of the fall of Constantinople (Istanbul) to the Turks in 1453, Russians recall the “memory” of the centuries-past Tatar-Mongol invasion, Czechs commemorate the battle of Bila Hora in 1620 that led to their subjugation under the Hapsburg Empire for nearly 300 years, Scots keep alive the story of the battle of Culloden in 1746 and the failure of Bonnie Prince Charlie to restore a Stuart to the British throne, the Dakota Indians of the United States recall the anniversary of their decimation at Wounded Knee in 1890. Some chosen traumas are difficult to detect because they are not simply connected to one well-recognized historical event. For example, Estonians’ chosen trauma is not related to one specific event but to their ongoing, almost constant, dominance by Others for thousands of years.
 
                A chosen trauma is not an image of a relatively recent historical event. For example, the Holocaust that links all Jewish persons, whether directly affected by Nazis or not, is not a chosen trauma. Survivors and their descendants still possess photographs and some belongings from that time, and their stories are still “alive”. Those affected by the Holocaust and their offspring are still dealing with their undigested past. Only over many generations, when an individual, that person’s parents, grandparents, other relatives and friends have no actual memory of the ancestors’ trauma, it may become a chosen trauma.
 
                During the first week of March 2020, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Lithuania, in collaboration with other partners, held a meeting in Vilnius called “Dealing with the Trauma of an Undigested Past”. The Lithuanians’ undigested past is linked to still-remembered tragedies from Soviet times. Meanwhile, Lithuanian Jews are still trying to work through the wounds caused by the murder of an estimated 195,000 to 196,000 of their people in Nazi-occupied Lithuania.24 During this gathering there were no references to chosen traumas. When my team from the Center for the Study of Mind and Human Interaction and I were bringing together influential delegates of opposing large groups for years-long unofficial dialogues we would inevitably see inflammation of chosen traumas. For example, when in the 1990s we worked with people representing Estonians, Russians and Russian-speakers living in Estonia to help Estonia develop its new independent identity in a peaceful fashion, we had to deal with the Russian chosen trauma known as “Mongol-Tatar Yoke”. The Russian delegates went back to a 13th century massive trauma and, through a time collapse, linked emotions connected to this chosen trauma to problems with the Estonians after the collapse of the Soviet Union. When Greek and Turkish representatives were involved in a series of talks, inevitably the Greeks evoked the image of the Ottoman Turks’ capture of Constantinople in 1453.
 
                The inflammation of a chosen trauma that raises obstacles against finding peaceful solutions for a present-day conflict is due to a chosen trauma’s link to an entitlement ideology. For example, the Greek’s chosen trauma is linked to the Greek entitlement ideology known as Megali Idea (Great Idea). It refers to a shared wish to recapture land under the rule of Others that is considered lost Greek land.25 A re-activated chosen trauma and the entitlement ideology linked to it increase the large group’s narcissistic investment in large-group identity. Then, peculiarly, peace is perceived as a process of withdrawal of such narcissistic investment.
 
                In order to illustrate why we need to pay great attention to chosen traumas and entitlement ideologies, I examined and wrote about the story of the inflammation of the Serbian chosen trauma by Slobodan Milošević and his advisers.26 The Serbian chosen trauma is the shared mental representation of the Battle of Kosovo on 28 June 1389. The entitlement ideology connected with it is called Christoslavism.27 According to the myth that developed among the Serbs some 70 years after the Battle of Kosovo, the event and the Serbian characters of this battle – especially the Serbian leader, Prince Lazar, who was killed during the battle – mingled with elements and characters of Christianity. As decades passed, Prince Lazar became associated with Jesus Christ, and icons showing Lazar’s representation decorated many Serbian churches throughout the six centuries following the battle. Even during the communist period, when the government discouraged hero worship, Serbs were able to drink a popular red wine called “Prince Lazar”.
 
                During the year preceding the 600th anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo, an elaborate ritual took place with the full permission and encouragement of Milošević. Lazar’s 600-year-old remains, which had been kept north of Belgrade, were placed in a coffin and taken to almost every Serb village and town, where they were received by huge crowds of mourners dressed in black. Over and over, Lazar’s remains were ritualistically buried and reincarnated, until they were given a final resting place at the original battleground in Kosovo where a huge monument made of red stone symbolizing blood had been built. It was 28 June 1989, the 600th anniversary of the battle. In the mythology, Prince Lazar had chosen the Kingdom of Heaven over the Kingdom of Earth. By design, Milošević arrived by descending from a helicopter, representing Prince Lazar coming to earth to find a new kingdom, a Greater Serbia. Thus, Milošević and his associates, by activating the mental representations of Lazar and the Battle of Kosovo, along with the peak emotions they generated, first encouraged a shared sense of victimization followed by a shared sense of entitlement for revenge. This led to new massive traumas in Europe at the end of the 20th century. Even present-day conflicts that continue in this region cannot be fully understood without paying attention to the Serbian chosen trauma.
 
                I live in Charlottesville, Virginia. On 11 and 12 August 2017 a white supremacist and neo-Nazi rally was conducted in my beautiful city. Marchers, some of whom came from other locations in the United States, chanted racist and anti-Semitic slogans and carried Nazi and neo-Nazi symbols as they opposed removing a statue of Robert E. Lee, the commanding general of the Confederate States Army during the American Civil War, from a park in the city’s historical downtown. During the demonstration, a white supremacist deliberately rammed his car into a gathering of counter-protestors, killing a 32-year-old woman and injuring others. The tragic event in my city and other similar events in the United States are linked to American white supremacists and neo-Nazis who belong to large groups with a shared entitlement ideology of establishing a country populated and controlled by pure descendants of selected white Europeans. Their illusionary entitlement ideology is related to losing slavery and racial segregation.28
 
               
              
                On Healing
 
                Countless methods have been applied in the effort to achieve the collective healing of undigested pasts and the continuing impact of chosen traumas. Some are well known, such as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (TRC) work in South Africa under the leadership of Desmond Tutu. Others, even when they bring some interesting ideas to consider, do not lead to changes in societies and do not significantly help to improve peaceful co-existence between opposing large groups. During the last three years I have been present at two series of meetings in the United States attended by both white and black Americans, people with high-level religious positions, historians, political scientists, former diplomats and mental health professionals. It was moving to hear stories related to slavery and racism. Sharing such experiences made all participants feel close to one another and ideas about what could be done emerged. For example, during one meeting an African American participant demanded that whenever a black person is on trial at least three African Americans should be on the jury. In another meeting, participants agreed that erecting a monument in Washington, DC symbolizing both the black and white Americans’ traumas during the American Civil War would be helpful in bringing the races together. Such demands or suggestions, even though they may be thoughtful and positive, remain within the conference room. To actually change racist circumstances in a specific area, such dialogues should be followed by some actual, concrete activity.
 
                During the COVID-19 pandemic, after I began isolating from routine activities outside of my house, I started to watch old television series. One was “In the Heat of the Night”, which was originally shown between 1988 and 1995. This series dealt with racial tensions and bigotry in the American South in the 1960s. As I watched I realized that artistic expressions viewed by millions were, and are, more influential in healing the scars of slavery and racism than academic gatherings.
 
                In November 2006 at Cape Town University in South Africa I was honoured to give the opening speech for the celebration of Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s 75th birthday and the 10th anniversary of the TRC’s founding. The work of South Africa’s TRC began in the 1990s as a way to deal with atrocities committed during apartheid. It involved victims telling their stories and “forgiving” their victimizers, who apologized for their deeds. During the 2006 anniversary gathering I observed some hostility between individual victims and perpetrators who had appeared at the TRC meetings. I became convinced that the success of the TRC was due to it helping the societal mourning process in South Africa and evolving to serve as a monument that absorbs painful affects.29 I had met Desmond Tutu earlier at the Carter Center after I was invited to join the International Negotiation Network (INN) under the leadership of former US President Jimmy Carter in the late 1980s. Instead of seeing an angry man, I saw in Archbishop Tutu a man full of goodness. He was for me a living symbol of human dignity, and his personality helped South Africans go through a mourning process.
 
                After the South African TRC’s work, the practice of “apology and forgiveness” that exists in many religions also began to be promoted as a diplomatic/political practice for healing massive traumas and finding solutions for large-group conflicts. The problems faced by those attempting to recreate the TRC’s work, and their failures, suggest that a closer examination of when and how reliance on apology and forgiveness is useful, and when it is not, would be helpful. Furthermore, my observations of dialogue series between representatives of “enemy” large groups in the presence of a psychologically informed neutral third party show that parties in conflict cannot reach an agreement on making an apology, accepting it and forgiving the other without controversy; mostly, they cannot reach such an agreement at all.
 
                As we know, attempts in different locations following the example set by the TRC in South Africa did not end in success. A few years ago, when I was in Colombia, the selection of members for a Colombian truth and reconciliation commission was taking place. I sent a message recommending that a Colombian person with extensive knowledge of individual and large-group psychology be included as a member of this future commission. My suggestion fell on deaf ears. Here we should remember once more the importance of the personality organizations of political and community leaders: do they support societal healing and have the capacity to feel empathy for others, or do they focus on personal narcissistic gains?
 
                Members of the Center for the Study of Mind and Human Interaction and I developed a methodology for helping to develop peaceful co-existence between opposing large groups in conflict. We named it the Tree Model. The title of this methodology reflects the slow process of an unofficial diplomatic activity that grows like a tree and develops many branches. It is the only psychoanalytically informed, interdisciplinary methodology for finding peaceful co-existence between enemy groups, and it has three basic phases:
 
                Phase 1. Psychopolitical diagnosis of the situation between the enemy large groups: This phase includes the facilitating team’s in-depth psychoanalytically informed interviews with a wide range of members of the large groups involved. This leads to an understanding of the main conscious and unconscious dynamics of the situation that need to be addressed. Sometimes it takes months to understand unconscious shared processes in a large group.
 
                Phase 2. Psychopolitical dialogues between the influential representatives of opposing large groups: When the same influential delegates representing “enemies” come together for a series of dialogues for unofficial negotiations, usually meeting for four days every three months over some years, they evolve as spokespersons of their large group’s shared sentiments. The facilitators do not offer advice or their own strategies for conflict resolution but utilize ideas stemming from psychoanalytic techniques in conducting the psychopolitical dialogues. It will be sufficient to state that during the psychopolitical dialogues the facilitating team pays full attention to large-group identity issues mentioned earlier in this chapter. It takes into consideration the importance of threats against large-group identity, notices the importance of the shared mental representations of the large groups’ histories, and includes the impact of transgenerational transmission of trauma, images of past historical events and time collapse. One crucial aim of the psychopolitical dialogues is to establish a “time expansion” between more recent problems and past problems belonging to the ancestors so that more realistic negotiations about current issues can take place. This is done by not forgetting or denying ancestors’ traumas, but by understanding and feeling how the mental representations of such traumas have become large-group identity markers. Eventually, the opposing large-group participants go through mourning processes, and more realistic communications between the representatives of enemy large groups take place.
 
                Earlier I discussed concepts of apology and forgiveness. These concepts are related to what I have named an “accordion phenomenon”,30 which appears during the second phase of the Tree Model. This refers to opposing participants suddenly experiencing a rapprochement that is followed by a sudden withdrawal from one another. This phenomenon resembles the playing of an accordion, as the groups “squeeze” together and then pull apart.
 
                Derivatives of aggression within the participants from the opposing groups, even when they may be denied, underlie this phenomenon. Initial distancing is thus a defensive manoeuvre to keep aggressive attitudes and feelings in check, as, if the opponents were to come close, they may harm one another – at least in fantasy – or in turn become targets of retaliation. When opposing parties are confined together in a meeting room with a third “neutral” team and are sharing conscious efforts for a civilized negotiation, they tend to deny their aggressive feelings as they press together in a kind of illusory union. After a while, this closeness threatens each side’s large-group identity. The closeness then induces anxiety; it feels dangerous, and as a result, a distancing occurs. It is during times of squeezing together that participants become directly interested in ideas or feelings that can be related to concepts of apology and forgiveness. But, as I stated, when the accordion phenomenon is at work in the dialogue process, giving and accepting apology and forgiveness is illusory. When the accordion pulls apart, preoccupations with such efforts disappear. Realistic negotiations can be carried out when the alternating between distance and togetherness (the accordion action) is no longer extreme and everyone can easily hold on to their group identity. It is at such times that forgiveness and apology also can be considered realistically. However, on their own they have no magical powers; they are useful only when they are part of a multilevel effort towards reconciliation.
 
                Phase 3. Collaborative political/societal actions and governmental and societal institutions that grow out of the dialogue process: In order for the newly gained insights to have an impact on policy makers, as well as on the populace at large, the final phase of the Tree Model, which also lasts for some years, requires the collaborative development of concrete actions and institutions approved directly or indirectly by central governments and regional authorities. In Estonia we were able to build model co-existence projects in two villages where the population is half Estonian and half Russian. We also created a model to promote integration among Estonian and Russian schoolchildren, and influenced the language examination required for Russians to become Estonian citizens. Two persons from our Estonia team ran for the presidency of Estonia, and one of them, Arnold Rüütel, was president of Estonia from 2001 to 2006.
 
                A detailed description of the application of the Tree Model is beyond the scope of this paper, but such details are published elsewhere.31 There are limitations to this model. First, it requires that psychoanalysts and other clinicians develop expertise in international relations and collaborate with diplomats, political scientists, historians and others. Building an interdisciplinary team has its own psychodynamic challenges. Second, the tree needs water (funds), and it can be difficult to find sponsors for a process that will take many years before the fruits of the tree can be observed by everyone. Nevertheless, as the world changes there is an increasing need to find serious new methods for preventing conflicts, reducing tensions between opposing groups and helping with collective healing.
 
                In order to increase our knowledge about the collective behaviour of large groups, in 2007 I established the International Dialogue Initiative (IDI), which brings together psychoanalysts, diplomats, sociologists and other professionals from eight countries – Germany, Great Britain, Iran, Israel, Palestine, Russia, Turkey, and United States – once or twice a year.32 For me, the IDI has become a symbol illustrating how human beings with different large-group identities and historical backgrounds can continue to speak with one another and co-exist peacefully. Members bring a psychologically informed perspective to the study and amelioration of societal conflict. Three years ago, the IDI began offering workshops for training in large-group psychology.
 
                From the beginning of history, human beings have humiliated, oppressed and killed the Other. Human nature has not changed. Due to astounding world changes – advances in communication technologies, the evolution of a new type of globalization, massive voluntary and forced migrations, terrorism and related world events, the COVID-19 pandemic, and now more wars – old official diplomatic methods often may not be enough or even applicable to many current international problems. This chapter has examined the psychological obstacles getting in the way of a peaceful world. An understanding of the influence of the psychology of large groups in its own right has become a necessity. We should also continue to search for ways to achieve collective healing and a peaceful world.
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              Abstract
 
              This chapter interrogates global anti-blackness and white supremacy as enduring, foundational forces that choreograph and haunt the genealogy of international relations, alongside the formation of modern African governance, sovereignty, sociality, subjection and insurrection. It critiques mainstream Western scholarship and media representations that attribute the provocation of African insurgents to supposed cultural or moral deficiencies, and/or to biological inferiority. Instead, this chapter puts forth the argument that Africa’s humanitarian crises, particularly the proliferation of protracted wars in the post-Cold War era, are entrenched within a global anti-black onto-political order forged by the system of transatlantic slavery and sustained in its afterlife. Bringing into relief the cases of enduring conflict in Liberia and Sudan, as well as the death-bound trajectories of black migrants crossing the Mediterranean Sea, this chapter interrogates the inordinate conditions of violence enclosing African life. The chapter further critiques the conceptual inadequacy of international relations theory to address the violence of global anti-blackness, given its historical complicity in vindicating slavery, colonialism and imperialism. Employing Afro-pessimism and racial capitalism as interpretive frameworks, this chapter situates Africa’s crises within the transnational historical schema of the circum-Atlantic world. The chapter foregrounds the “migratory” logics (McKittrick, 2013) and operations of the plantation as both a material and symbolic site sustaining the modern international order. Withal, contending that as the struggle for black liberation is border crossing and spatially unbounded, we must liberate our theoretical inquiries in ways that confront the global machinations of racialized subjection, expropriation and immiseration.
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                Introduction
 
                The categorization of post-colonial African conflicts as merely ethnic in nature distorts their underlying sequelae – that is their complexities and forerunning histories1 – and consequently forecloses several critical affordances. However, since the end of the Cold War, a burgeoning body of international relations (IR) literature has affirmed and indexed European imperialism, particularly the colonial era “divide and rule” modi operandi, as a pivotal aspect in the production of colonial difference and as a “root cause” of the proliferation of organized ethnonationalist violence and political unrest in Africa.2 And while it is recognized that the profits generated from transatlantic slavery sponsored Western European expansionism and the development of industrial-capitalist societies,3 the catastrophic bearing of racial slavery on the socio-political and cultural topography of West and Central Africa and its still-unfolding reverberations has not been fully reckoned with. Certainly, it is imperative to consider how the spectre of the plantation is a constitutive aspect in the genealogy of modern forms of African governance, sovereignty, sociality, subjection and insurrection. Moving beyond ideas of the African continent as a discrete or insular political, social and cultural unit, we must attempt to re-think Africa’s history and enduring predicaments vis-à-vis a broader history of the circum-Atlantic world.
 
                Articulated in this chapter is a theoretical and epistemic intervention into discussions about Africa’s “unending wars” as a “puzzle”4 for political thought. Indeed, white supremacy (anti-blackness) functioned as the most significant Euro-American cultural export of the early 20th century, moulding, in its own image, the development and contours of racism in the subaltern regions of the globe.5 It remains disconcerting, then, that IR theory has yet to adequately account for the materialization of US plantation racism beyond American borders. This forwards a general problematic as the dehumanizing logics of chattel slavery extend far beyond the physical enclosure of the plantation, enfleshing all African people with the degradations constitutive to racial slavery, irrespective of their histories outside the Americas.6 To echo WEB Du Bois’ (1906) enunciation of the problem, “the Negro problem in America is but a local phase of a world problem”.7 And while there exists an extensive body of historical literature interrogating the impact of slavery on the African continent, providing insights into demographic shifts and community-level political impacts ascending from the trade,8 systemic analyses of race and racialization are inadequate. Such theoretical failings persist with few exceptions. Against this discursive scene, this chapter raises questions about why, then, the transatlantic slave economy and “post-colonial armed rebel movements in Africa”9 continue to be treated as discrete phenomena. Surely, if war is a continuation of politics by other means,10 we should consider how the vestiges of colonialism and racial slavery persistently haunt systems, drive the ideologies held by political actors, orchestrate their manoeuvres, and shadow our methods for studying and analyzing modern warfare and international relations at large. Such a consideration might unearth new insights from well-trodden discursive terrains. What sorts of breaks or conceptual spaces surface when we study Africa’s predicaments from the vantage point of Afro-pessimism and struggle with how anti-black hierarchies of “the human” have configured international affairs and liberal order? Given that the struggle for black liberation is border crossing and spatially unbounded, how might we liberate our theoretical inquiries in ways that confront the global machinations of racialized subjection, expropriation and immiseration?11 This chapter attempts to do just that.
 
                The chapter begins by tracing the genealogy of racial blackness as both a metaphysical construct and a global structural relation, forged through sustained symbolic and material violence. By centering the structural specificity of anti-blackness, we move beyond liberal development discourses and confront capitalism not as a neutral, meritocratic system but as an inherently racial and racializing global-historical order.12 Racial capitalism, defined as “the process of deriving social and economic value from the racial identity of another person” (Leong, 2013, p. 2152), is predicated on the categorical distinction between blackness and “the Human.” This ontological distinction sustains a global order under which black life is structurally positioned as fungible and expendable, governed by necropolitical13 logics that normalize prolonged suffering and premature death as the quotidian condition of existence for African populations.
 
                I argue that any phenomenological analysis of ethnic nationalism in Africa must trace its origins to Europe, where the ideologies of race, ethnicity and nationalism were first manufactured. Like blackness, ethnonationalism is not native to Africa; rather, it is a European invention that has been pathologized and criminalized when mobilized in African states post-independence. While the prevailing corpus of literature attributes these conflicts to factors such as ethnic and religious antagonisms, economic inequality and political exclusion, this chapter demonstrates how such factors are symptomatic of the afterlives of racial slavery. Particularly, ethnonationalism is always operating within the fold of a gratuitous anti-black world-making scheme where the manoeuvres of “corporate, state, individual, and institutional bodies are sometimes beyond the self-possessed will of the living” (Dillon, 2012, p. 114).
 
               
              
                The Political Nature of Empathy
 
                I write this chapter in the aftermath of Donald Trump’s second election victory in the United States – a moment marked by his rhetoric of countering so-called “anti-white sentiment”.14 I find myself meditating on a global mise-en-scène defined by the resurgence of fascism and white supremacist nationalist movements, escalating humanitarian emergencies, and protracted armed conflicts in Africa – such as those currently unfolding in Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). I am reminded that in 2022, African students in Ukraine were blocked from crossing European borders following Russia’s invasion. The European Union’s (EU) sponsoring of migrant prisons specifically designed to incarcerate asylum seekers of African descent sharply contrasts with the swift and urgent humanitarian aid extended to white Ukrainians seeking safety. Even the United States proffered asylum offers to Ukrainians, juxtaposed with the concurrent deportation of Haitian and Cameroonian asylum seekers.15 Blackened people are imagined as the “carriers of terror”,16 that is to say, as a threat to security,17 rather than bodies seeking refuge from the incessant terrors of war, systematic violence and persecution.
 
                In the “afterlife of slavery”,18 these crises, and the callous indifference with which they have been met, exemplify global society’s generalized and unceasing “cultural disregard and disgust with Blackness”.19 The central proposition of my argument in this chapter is that seemingly disparate manifestations of anti-black violence are in fact interlocked. These happenings include the systemic criminalization and brutalization of black bodies sanctioned by the neoliberal carceral state (in the United States, Brazil, Canada, etc.), ethnically-driven conflicts across sub-Saharan Africa, the surge of migrants risking their lives to cross the Mediterranean, and the tepid and callous response of the nominal “international community”. I use “nominal” deliberately, as the term refers to a select group of powerful northern hemisphere states, existing in practice only as an exclusive geopolitical construct.20 They represent the modern material and affective sequelae of the transatlantic slave trade, and demonstrate the enduring ways in which “Black lives are still imperiled and devalued by a racial calculus and political arithmetic that were entrenched centuries ago.”21 Indeed, the exorbitant violence that chattel slavery unleashed has only become more established, obfuscated and perfected with the accumulation of modern time. Considering the worsening violence of our times, this chapter disavows any teleological narratives of African progress (i. e. the celebratory “Africa rising” narratives) and contends with the cyclicity of the structural and existential violence which continues to possess black life-worlds or, as Toni Morrison articulates in Beloved, “all of it is now […] it is always now”.22
 
                I begin with a comparative example that provides historical context and clarifies my earlier point about the unequal affective and political responses to large-scale carnages that unfold in non-white geographies, and the resulting injury and loss of life. Consider that the devastation of the Holocaust in Europe during WWII (1941 – 1945) formed the conceptual basis of what is now referred to as “international human rights law” and “crimes against humanity”.23 Indeed, the Holocaust in particular has come to be considered ground zero with regard to evidence of unspeakable violence and human depravity in the modern era – it constitutes the paradigmatic “state of exception” (Ausnahmezustand).24 Conversely, the concentration camps/death camps (Todeslager) of Nazi Germany are historically contiguous with preceding colonial and genocidal regimes.25 That is to say, modern concentration camps find their conceptual pedigrees, for instance, in the “indian removal” camps of the 1830s, originally devised to detain 22,000 Cherokee.26 Nazi-state death camps are also contiguous with the occurrence of the Atlantic crossing that ensued through the “door of no return”, the door through which kidnapped Africans were chained and incarcerated in the congested holds of slave ships making the journey to the “New World”.27
 
                The framework of what is now recognized as “international law”, that is the rules governing intercontinental trade, maritime sovereignty and the conduct of nations at sea, was devised entirely by European powers profiting from the slave trade. Africans were categorically excluded from contributing to or shaping these legal norms.28 The stolen African body was rendered fungible, made legible only as insurable cargo under the purview of property law, without claim to legal personhood. As Nourbese Philip writes in Zong!,29 Africans were “transformed into a thing by the law”, reduced to meagre equipment for capitalist accumulation. The notion of this “infinitely suffering thing” (Elliot, 1920)30 is constitutive to the foundational logics of modernity.
 
                By way of another example, concentration camps are inextricably linked to the “contraband camps” established during the American Civil War, which were designed to detain and imprison fugitive slaves as outlawed cargo or enemy property.31 During the Jim Crow era, northern courts, through the invocation of habeas corpus, often facilitated the South's efforts to recapture and return fugitive slaves to bondage. Enslaved people existed in an indefinite state of exception–positioned outside of the law yet subjected to its violent disciplining power. The Nuremberg Race Laws of the 1930s, which legally codified antisemitism and segregation in Nazi Germany, drew explicit inspiration from the racial caste system upheld under Jim Crow.32 In any case, the disembodied souls of those who did not survive the Middle Passage, also known as the “Maafa” or the African Holocaust, endure: “those Africans thrown, jumped, dumped overboard”,33 their atoms remain dispersed in the ocean, even today.34 These are the spirits of the “lost ancestors whom Ghanaians mourn each year at sea when they mark the Maafa on their side of the Atlantic”.35 Of course, the occurrences of exorbitant violence and genocide in modern human history are many (e. g. Rwanda, South Africa, Palestine) and providing a comprehensive list within this chapter is untenable. These cases are elucidated merely to map the historical continuity of the “state of exception”.36
 
                Are the enumerated examples above not commensurate with the magnitude of violence that would constitute the absolutely catastrophic? Did not the historical manifestations of such terrible brutality demand not only humanitarian action, but also a moralistic repudiation of the injustice that permitted such pervasive terror and suffering to unfold? In posing this question, my intention is not necessarily to render extra-exceptional the condition of black life in modernity but rather gesture to an “ethico-political”37 and epistemic dilemma concerning the “frames through which we apprehend or, indeed, fail to apprehend the lives of others as lost or injured (lose-able or injurable)”38. Surely, no atrocity in human history has been commemorated as extensively and thoroughly as the Shoah (Holocaust). While slavery, colonization, apartheid, revolutions and their enduring impacts are not afforded the same degree, or even a comparable degree, of reverence or memorialization.39 Incidentally, the culture of remembrance surrounding the Shoah, with its own extensive history, did not emerge naturally after the atrocities of 1939 – 1945 but was deliberately constructed to serve the specific political objectives of Israeli settler-colonialism.40 The memorializing narratives centre exclusively on white European Jews, erasing the suffering of Africans who were also imprisoned in Nazi death camps, subjected to experiments, sterilized and murdered.41 This phenomenon of valuing certain lives over others constitutes the very condition of possibility for chattel slavery, which was founded on the construction of a racist libidinal economy. Within this framework, the ontological construction of “the human” was fundamentally predicated on the negation of black sentience. In such “conceptual and psychic spaces” black people “have no capacity to suffer” and their pain goes unregistered.42 In the afterlife of slavery, empathy is mediated in racial terms.43 Along this spectrum, those originating from Africa are categorized as non-life, while those “Others” from the subaltern regions of the eastern world are reckoned with as dishonoured life. This system, deceptively simple in its structure, wields its insidious power through obscured and sophisticated mechanisms that sustain the status of African life as onto-political negation.
 
                Before I proceed, let me be clear: this chapter is not intended to prescribe a remedy for the pathological and routine indifference of white people, that is those “people made White by a voyage”,44 to the pain and suffering that erodes and exhausts black existence globally. Nor am I interested in rehearsing stories of suffering in a bid to appeal to a white moral consciousness. Such an exercise would be futile, insofar as blackness is overdetermined as a “political ontology of criminality”.45 Black people are routinely disbelieved regarding the pain they experience, irrespective of the abundance of material evidence that substantiates their claims. As the opening epigraph of this chapter reminds us, “violence precedes and exceeds blacks”.46 This is especially important given the rise of voyeuristic and sensationalized “trauma projects”, where victims of human rights abuses across sub-Saharan Africa find their access to food, economic and medical aid contingent upon their ability to convincingly perform their trauma, with women in particular often compelled to recount, in graphic detail, the acts of (sexual) violence visited on their bodies.47 In the discussion that follows, I undertake a more meaningful and deferential endeavour (relatively speaking), focusing critical attention on how racial blackness continues to shape which humanitarian emergencies elicit genuine compassion and which are prefigured as imminent threats to the security of European and American borders. The subsequent section lays the conceptual foundation for analyzing the case studies of Liberia, Sudan and Mediterranean migration. These cases evince how racialized ethics or axiology (and the privation of empathy for the black body) augment systems of governance that perpetuate anti-black violence and dispossession globally.
 
               
              
                Ontological Blackness and Racial Capitalism
 
                Of the first order, I turn to the provocative question posed by Jean Genet in Les Nègres: “What exactly is a black?”.48 The answer is bound to the reality that capitalism was the inheritor of racialism and not vice versa. Cedric Robinson49 lays bare how a system of racism was already present in Europe during the feudal era and evolved into capitalism, intertwining labour and social class with racialism. Accordingly, in early modern Europe, the first racialized subjects were not the peoples of the “darkened” regions of the world but Europe’s own proletarians – Irish, Jews, Roma and Slavs. It was not in Africa but in the West that the “Negro” was first invented.50 Robinson maintains that “the tendency of European civilization through capitalism was thus not to homogenize but to differentiate, to exaggerate regional, subcultural, and dialectical differences into ‘racial’ ones”. Indeed, as class-based grievances persisted, they were increasingly expressed in ethnic and racial terms, particularly in central Europe. Albeit these systems differed operationally from the institution of racial slavery, indirect rule in colonial Africa, or the regimes of Italian fascism and German Nazism, their logic must be understood as part of a broader historical continuum.
 
                The transatlantic slave trade transcended its exposé as a mere incongruous economic phenomenon. As David Eltis51 polemically reminds us, Western Europe, specifically England, was densely overpopulated during the time of slavery, suggesting (and provocatively so) that had Europeans enslaved other Europeans – such as war prisoners, convicts, vagrants, Irish, Scots, as was routine in human history – labour demands would have been fulfilled at a considerably lower financial and human cost. The kidnapping of 12 million people from Africa, in contrast, constituted an act of genocide. The existential telos of the plantation laid not in a simple cost reduction and profit maximization economic calculation – albeit black labour power was paramount to the development of the global economy and the accumulation of capital by Western Europe's ruling and mercantile classes.52 Rather, it was in the formation of a universalized symbolic syntax of ontological human difference. This involved the deliberate invention of a nominal blackness and, by extension, the formulation of a nominal whiteness or, more broadly, a structural non-blackness.53 Within this framework, the “peculiar” institution of racial slavery would be singularly tethered to the blackened African. Unlike earlier systems of exploitation, where enslavement was often temporary and contingent – tied to war, debt or criminality – the transatlantic slave trade fixed blackness as an immutable and inheritable condition. Definitively, racial slavery is and presaged an ontological standing for blackness. Indeed, the “constituent elements of slavery”54 encompassed not only exploitation and alienation, as a Marxist analysis of social class relations would suggest, but also the accumulation and fungibility of the stolen African body.55 Racialization is a means of displacing “what is with something else, with another reality”.56 This modern matrix of race is simulacra, blackness is simulacra.
 
               
              
                Racial Foundations of the Modern Nation State
 
                The modern nation state, forged through the articulation of “Europeanness” as an ethno-racial construct inseparably tied to territorial sovereignty, established a global order in which access to coherent subjectivity, state power and protection is predicated on proximity to “whiteness”. The racialist architecture of the modern sovereign state can be traced back to the 1492 Iberian Peninsula, where “the Castilian monarchs sought to create a homogeneous national homeland for Spaniards” by exiling the Muslim Moors and converting outsiders to Christianity.57 This moment marked the genesis of a Western “racial cosmogony” that for centuries would consider black people as aberrations of the divine.58 Over time, these practices secularized into what Centeno59 describes as a “state-sponsored liturgy” – a nationalist ritualism where people worship themselves as the state’s divine subjects. In this racialized liturgical nationalism, material bodies became subordinated to discourses of blood line purity, rendering coherent subjectivity and inclusion within the nation-state apparatus contingent upon abstract notions of racial origin, historicity and teleology.
 
                Nationalism’s inherent contradictions have persisted and “nation-ness” has come to represent one of the “most universally legitimate value[s]”.60 Within this context, ethnic conflicts in postcolonial nation-states should be seen as predictable outcomes – not due to any alleged racial or biological predisposition among Africans towards violence and anarchy, but rather as the logical consequence of nationalism fulfilling its primary purpose: upholding and entrenching racial capitalism in service of Western bourgeois expropriation and material accumulation. The proliferation of nations now far outpaces the number of recognized states, leaving millions of people displaced, dispossessed and stateless (such as the Kurds and Rohingya). The problems ethnonationalism has engendered are nowhere more apparent than in the Palestinian struggle against European Zionism and Israeli settler-colonial occupation, systematic torture, slaughter and genocide. This enduring violence underscores that nationalism, far from being a unifying force, functions as one of the most insidious instruments of “racial sensibility”61 and cultural erasure in the modern world. In this way, nationalism continues to operate as the principle ideology through which “Whiteness retains its hegemonic normativity”.62
 
               
              
                The Limits of IR Theory in Addressing Racial Capitalism
 
                The prevailing accounts of armed conflicts in Africa often attribute the provocation of armed actors to biological predispositions, privative morality, or cultural pathology.63 However, scholarship from postcolonial studies and related disciplines has challenged these reductionist non-explanations. This corpus of literature foregrounds the role of European cultural imperialism in manufacturing hierarchal and ethnic distinctions to facilitate the management and control of colonized bodies under systems of indirect rule. These systems mirrored the general protocols of European statecraft and relied on the cooperation of missionaries, religious groups and colonial administrators. Despite regional variances, all colonial projects adhered to the structural logic of white supremacy.
 
                Still, much of this critical work engenders a general conceptual problematic as it regards ethnicity as having inherent explanatory power, as a cultural given, when ethnicity is itself a category that should engender interrogation.64 Perhaps part of the reason such glaring contradictions remain unheeded lies in how “our” general understanding of African politics is overdetermined by an invented iteration of “traditional” African culture, which broaches from the provincialized experiences of European peoples, is arbitrated through their civilization, social structures and culture, and is therefore always already undergirded by a particular set of assumptions.65 We ought to consider that the assemblage of cultural inheritances that make up what we now apprehend as “ethnic” identity, in Africa, assembled itself through an amalgamation of different political conditions, struggles for space and place, different registers of spirituality, nomadic interactions, sporadic episodes of migration, strategic calculations to evade capture by European enslavers, and invented traditions imposed by European colonizers and anthropologists.66 Undoubtedly, precolonial Africa experienced its own conflicts; however, these disputes were not substantiated by hierarchical valuations of life – in all its forms. Such frameworks emerged through centuries of violent transatlantic encounters with European colonizers, accompanied by the concomitant erosion of precolonial African cosmologies and deep-rooted connections to land, traditions, spirituality and community.67 In their place, settler-colonial ideologies introduced proprietorial and hierarchical ontologies of being, fundamentally restructuring the social and moral order. Accordingly, while culture is indeed relevant, the culture warranting closer scrutiny is that of Western Europe, not Africa.
 
                The study of ethnic divisions, patronage networks and state-sanctioned violence in sub-Saharan Africa often relies on tautological methods rooted in paradigms of state, society, sovereignty and subjectivity, theoretical tools forged in service of a European imperial expansionist project predicated on African suffering.68 Accordingly, these frameworks are fundamentally ill-equipped to envision Africa’s political futures beyond the precincts of “racial liberalism” (Mills, 2008, p. 1380)69. Nonetheless, critical scholars of IR 70 have made significant strides in addressing the imperial and (settler) colonial foundations of the discipline.71 This chapter builds on these contributions by foregrounding the particularity of anti-blackness as a structural force and theorizing the “migratory” 72 nature of planation logics in Africa.
 
                Ultimately, the anti-black logics of the planation constitute the foundational infrastructure of the international liberal order, shaping both its prescribed responses to (or deliberate neglect of) of the crises engulfing Africa, and the epistemic core of IR’s dominant frameworks for theorizing of modern warfare. Indeed, the conceptual and political tools at our disposal sustain a teleological narrative, implying that blackness can be reformed, redeemed or developed towards freedom – albeit within the confines of controlled biopolitical conditions.73 In turn, this conceptual failure has led to misguided and reductionist policy solutions, such as consociationalism (i. e. ethnic power-sharing), which mischaracterize conflicts as “native” anomalies within a democratic liberal order presumed capable of stabilization. The following case studies – Liberia, Sudan and Mediterranean migration – demonstrate how these dynamics perpetuate systems of racial capitalism and white supremacy under the guise of bringing stability and order to Africa.
 
               
              
                Case Studies
 
                
                  Liberia
 
                  Earlier in the chapter, I gestured to the relationship between the politicization of ethnic identity and the strategies indigenous communities employed to evade capture by enslavers. Liberia provides a distinctive and compelling case study of how these early processes later drove the militarization and political stratification of these groups, ultimately giving rise to the proliferation of armed rebel factions. Indeed, Liberia’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (McKenzie and Prestholdt, 2009)74 found that constitutive to the eruption of the first civil war (1980) in that country was the historical arrangement of Liberia as an apartheid state – of sorts – due to the historical segregation indigenous Africans (‘natives’) and Americo-Liberians (‘settlers’) and the utilization of violent means to fortify and consolidate Americo-Liberian political and economic power for over a century (“Root Causes,” PeacebuildingData.org).75 The tensions that such divisions engendered helped establish the groundwork for the deadly ‘Rice Riots’ of 1979 and the subsequent coup d’état, staged by military leader Samuel Doe, which brought William Tolbert’s Americo-Liberian-inclined regime to a dénouement in 1980 (this year marked the onset of the first civil war). At first, the Doe stratocracy declared an uncompromising commitment to the formation of a cohesive Black national identity in Liberia and disavowed any divisions of the nation along ethnic lines (Outram, 1997, p. 360).76 However – and not surprisingly – rather than overturning the legacy of ethnonationalist/race-based systems of political patronage, maintained by all the preceding regimes, Doe conceded economic and educational privileges for the ethnic group to which he belonged – the Krahn. And to further fortify and entrench his political power (Outram, 1997, p. 360), he installed Krahn people in the most politically dominant seats. Such a nepotistic arrangement only exacerbated existing ethno-racial tensions and other complicated grievances concerning the unequal distribution of power and resources nationally, all grievances which had been hitherto subdued under Americo-Liberian hegemony (Conteh-Morgan and Kadivar, 1995, p. 9).77
 
                  The origins of Liberia's ethno-political formations trace back to the 1600s, a period marked by frequent interactions between European merchants and Liberian coastal communities. During the early stages of the transatlantic slave trade, African communities grappled with the dual imperatives of survival and resistance. For instance, some Indigenous Liberians sought to defer their own enslavement by aesthetically and performatively exaggerating ethnological distinctiveness, effectively unmarking themselves as property. The Kru coastal people, for instance, marked themselves with a distinctive “dark blue tattoo one-half inch in width, rendering them ethnically recognizable to others”,78 stretching from their hairline to the tip of their nose. As intermediaries between African communities and European slavers were indispensable to the everyday operations of the human trade, such fleshly markings established a sort of visual treaty that recognized mutual obligations between European traffickers and the Kru people, protecting them from the threat of commodification.79 However, these markers were not only tools of protection but also signifiers of political autonomy, laying the groundwork for future alliances and conflicts.
 
                  The colonization of Liberia in 1821 by the American Colonization Society (ACS) added another layer to these divisions. American slaveholders were wary of the possibility of insurgent political coalition between the emancipated and those still in bondage and so formed the ACS to uphold American plantocracy by expatriating free-born and manumitted black people back to Africa. Upon their arrival in Liberia in the mid-19th century, the black repatriated groups, who would later be known as Americo-Liberians, reinstated a regime of violence based on racialist ideologies of sovereignty and commodity fetishism – that had previously haunted their existence in the Western hemisphere – used to subjugate indigenous inhabitants of the west African coastal region. Indigenous Liberians perceived the black “settlers” to be “culturally white”80 while the “settlers” apprehended “natives” as “bush niggers”.81 The encounter was saturated with antinomies. Throughout the 19th century, Liberia’s political trajectory epitomized the exclusionary ideals of nationality, citizenship, and capitalist expansionism and accumulation. Americo-Liberians even incorporated a “Negro Clause” into the national constitution, which effectively denied “native” Africans access to citizenship well into the 1940s (Pailey, 2021, p. 6). 82
 
                  C.L.R. James says that historians “wrote so well because they saw so little” (1938, p. x)83. The diagnosis proves accurate insofar as the eclectic corpus of “historically located” literature that theorizes the root causes of Liberia’s descent into a protracted civil conflict cites religion, economic inequality, ethnic tensions, and political exclusion as triggers (Kieh, 2009, p. 17; Ellis, 2001; Specht, 2006; Atkinson 1997). However, extant explanations falter in their failure to heed to the history of a complicated and volatile west African political milieu circa the 1600s to1900s. It is difficult to fully grasp Liberia’s descent into violent conflict without attending to the institution of racial slavery in the circum-Atlantic world; the ‘Scramble for Africa’ and European colonial incursions into Liberia; reconstruction in America (1863 – 1877); the rise of Black/African nationalisms (Sawyer, 1998) and Liberia’s standing in the international sphere as the second independent Black republic in the world, after Haiti. Moreover, the enormous bearing the ACS had on Liberia cannot be adequately apprehended without proper regard being given to the plantation logics that animated the social, political, economic, and theological worldviews of the society’s founders – themselves members of the planter oligarchy. The central claim here is that anti-black violence and exclusion have always been not only normative to the idea of the ‘state’ in international politics but constitutive aspects of Liberian social, cultural, and political life, along with the establishment of the Republic.
 
                 
                
                  Sudan
 
                  The ongoing conflict in Sudan exemplifies how racial capitalism, humanitarian governance and the necropolitical adjudication of black life as disposable operates in black-majority contexts. Mainstream analyses have mischaracterized the crisis as arising primarily from identity-based tensions between Arabized Muslims and non-Arab Christians, thus failing to engage with Sudan’s entanglement with the histories of trans Saharan slavery and systemic exploitation. In the 19th century, the region now recognized as South Sudan became a major site of human trafficking, with Khartoum functioning as a central node in the Mediterranean slave trade. Southern populations were forcibly removed, trafficked to North Africa and the Middle East. At the turn of the 20th century, the enslaved South Sudanese population constituted two-thirds of Khartoum’s overall population.84 Simultaneously, domestic systems of unfree labor underpinned agricultural expansion in Sudan’s central riverain regions, persisting even after its formal abolition by the British in 1899. As the institution of slavery waned, the demands of industrialization under Anglo-Egyptian rule and subsequent postcolonial regimes ushered in a new phase of land expropriation and labour exploitation. Mechanized agriculture and irrigation projects displaced the populations historically targeted during slave raids, perpetuating cycles of subjugation and reinforcing racial hierarchies entrenched during the era of slavery. The term abid – Arabic for slave – continues to function as a racialized epithet against dark-skinned peoples in Sudan and its use has been documented during instances of genocidal violence enacted by militias and state forces.85
 
                 
               
              
                Black in the Mediterranean
 
                The general indifference to the large-scale violence visited on black bodies is institutionalized through policies that fund detention centers, intercept migrant vessels and externalize European border control to North African states. Libya, Tunisia and Egypt are funded by the EU to establish detention centers where migrants and asylum seekers are often held. Indeed, the EU has pledged billions of dollars to the Egyptian government in exchange for stricter migration controls to prevent refugees from reaching European shores.86 Today, Sudanese refugees fleeing to neighboring Egypt have been met with general pushback, xenophobic sentiments, discretionary detainment, indefinite imprisonment and refoulements, in contravention of Egypt’s obligations under international refugee law and its broader commitments to uphold human rights.87 Rather than addressing the Egyptian government’s human rights breaches, the EU’s primary concern appears to be the approximately 8,000 Sudanese migrants who have entered the EU “illegally” by crossing the Mediterranean Sea,88 instead of the immeasurable human suffering and grief endured by countless people displaced by the conflict. There is routine indifference to the many carnages that have taken place within the Mediterranean seascape. For instance, in 2024 the bodies of 13 Sudanese migrants were recovered off the coast of Tunisia months after their boat capsized during an attempted journey to Europe.89 Over a decade has passed since what would come to be named the “Left-to-Die” boat set off with 72 migrants from Libya’s coast for Italy. After being left adrift for 14 days, 63 migrants were left to die, despite multiple authorities and state actors being fully aware of the danger they faced, particularly given that the Mediterranean was, at the time, the most highly surveilled sea in the world. I imagine they died of hunger, dehydration, malady, injury, hypothermia and/or asphyxiation.
 
                For black people, the water is where the “mathematics” begin, “where historic blackness comes from: the list, the breathless numbers, the absolutely economic, the mathematics of the unliving”.90 The Mediterranean, like the Atlantic, has become a contemporary frontier where anti-black logics are enacted through the state-sanctioned laws that govern the sea. The treatment of black migrants demonstrates how sovereign power, when stripped of accountability, operates with absolute precision, rendering certain lives ungrievable and statelessness becomes a paradigmatic condition of abandonment. Statelessness constitutes the final “act of racial capitalism and genocide, where the state no longer has to kill in order to make people disappear and can continue its exploitative practices without opposition”.91
 
               
              
                Abolition, Reparations and Ways Forward
 
                Under the liberal international order, politics is the site through which subjection is practiced as well as apprehended as a sort of vestibule that holds emancipation’s unfettered possibilities. It generates the stuff of our optimism; it is here that if we toil habitually to strengthen the state, and cast our votes, we may find “the ‘answer’ to the ontological equation”.92 We are led to believe that the solution lies in a more progressive form of nationalism – even against the backdrop of ethnic conflicts, the escalating rise of the far right in the West and the ongoing erosion of minority rights. We are led to believe that the ongoing fortification of, and investment in, the nation-state system will serve as an effective counterbalance to the forces of neoliberal globalism. Such notions border on dystopian levels of delusion and strategic distraction. These systems are sustained through state-sanctioned violence and deprivation and have stunted our political imagination and obscured the fact that societies have lived – and could live – differently.
 
                In many African countries, where the democratic liberal state is a relatively recent imposition, many assert that freedom lies in fair elections, reduced corruption and the end of military regimes. Yet, there is often little recognition of a criminal paradox: the only reason democracy and the nation state appear to function in the West is due, in part, to centuries of extracting from and devastating African ecologies. The ostensible (and “benevolent”) financial aid afforded today pales in comparison to the enormous resources that have been stolen – and continue to be stolen – from the continent. This reality is often obscured, fostering the illusion that the West’s prosperity is purely the product of its strong and equitable democratic institutions, rather than being heavily subsidized by the historical and ongoing pillage of African lands and labour. The racialization of economic exploitation extends beyond Africa to wealthy nations such as the United States, where anti-blackness continues to structure economic disenfranchisement. In 2015, Africa suffered a net financial outflow of over $40 billion, despite receiving $162 billion in loans, aid and remittances.93 Similarly, in the United States, white Americans hold 84 % of the nation’s wealth, while black Americans, despite their resilience and post-emancipation wealth-building efforts, control only 4 %.94 These disparities are not incidental but are sustained by a global system in which black populations are consistently relegated to positions of economic and political precarity.
 
                This continuity reveals the persistent operation of anti-blackness as a structuring force across the Global North and South. These dynamics exemplify why the systemic tools within the liberal international order do not have the potential to create new conditions of life. Instead, they compel participation in a global matrix of racial capitalism, which perpetuates and sustains this structural arrangement in its original and premeditated forms. My diagnosis is that we are confronting a cyclicity of occurrence, an inescapable circuitousness of so-called progressive time. The evidence lies in the fact that, for black people, time has moved not “like an arrow, but a boomerang”.95 It should be evident by now that my focus is not on understanding why the infinite suffering of black people is normatively disregarded. As Toni Morrison writes in The Bluest Eye,96 “since why is too difficult to handle, one must take refuge in how”. This chapter, too, sought refuge in the how. It mapped how the current international “order of things”97 is sustained by the specter of the plantation, racial capitalism, dispossession, environmental devastation and the necropolitical structures of governance that adjudicate black life as disposable.
 
                We can no longer afford to envision freedom as a political negotiation, nor can we continue to settle for politics as such (Harney and Moten, 2013). To do so is to resign ourselves to sovereignty against all forms of relationality and to cling to the illusion that voting will reconcile the structural interstice between black life and all other life. The possibility of genuine freedom unyieldingly depends on the abolition of liberal humanism and the very logic that gives coherence to anti-blackness. And only through a radical reimagining of our political present and future, coupled with the material restitution owed to stolen, exiled and dispossessed lives, can we begin the work of genuine repair, healing, and freedom.
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              Abstract
 
              This chapter explores the enduring spiritual harm of slavery and its implications for racial repair in the United States. The chapter begins by defining spiritual harm as dehumanizing harm – representing a relational injury affecting both victims and perpetrators, as well as all those who are complicit in or benefit from systems of violence. This definition underscores the widespread impact of slavery’s dehumanizing legacy and the structural racism that slavery engendered. The chapter next examines two symptoms of this harm: the lack of genuine attention paid across racial lines and the inability to process the shame associated with slavery. The authors explore how these symptoms manifest both at the micro level – posing differentiated harms to victims, perpetrators and those aligned with systems of oppression – and at the macro level, impacting our shared institutions and culture. These intertwined manifestations of spiritual harm demonstrate the need for comprehensive racial repair. In response, the authors propose a cyclical framework of reckoning, acknowledgment, accountability and redress, highlighting the roles that all impacted parties must play in this process. The chapter concludes by envisioning a future where repair practices not only address the material consequences of slavery but also foster a culture that is humanizing and healing. Drawing on restorative and transitional justice traditions, this vision invites all members of society to see a place for themselves in the work of repairing slavery’s harms.
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                Introduction
 
                In 1971, the PBS television series SOUL! hosted a conversation between James Baldwin and Nikki Giovanni, icons from different generations of the movement for Black liberation.1 At several points, their dialogue turned to slavery – one original sin lurking underneath most conversations about Black people in America.
 
                Both writers emphasized that Black enslavement was a commercial enterprise. As Baldwin put it, the child of an enslaver and an enslaved woman remained enslaved because “the master could make money off of his son”.2 This enterprise was founded on the dehumanization of Black people – or the belief that the enslaved were less than human – and it brought clear benefits to White people.
 
                But, Baldwin and Giovanni asked: can such dehumanization leave anyone unscathed? Giovanni observed that, for the White man, “to gain the world and lose his soul” seemed like an attractive (if immoral) trade. Baldwin replied with a warning against following White men’s example, as “in gaining the world they had lost something”:
 
                 
                  Baldwin: They lost the ability to love their own children.
 
                  Giovanni: Or the ability to love themselves.
 
                  Baldwin: Which is the same thing.3
 
                
 
                This relationship between enslaver and enslaved laid the blueprint for a democracy that still has Black dehumanization at its core. On the one hand, disproportionate violence experienced by Black Americans serves as a bitter reminder that contemporary structural racism descends from the brutality of Black enslavement. On the other hand, many rewards, monetary and otherwise, continue to flow to White people thanks to their position atop the same racial hierarchy that justified slavery. Yet, these rewards come at a cost, because dehumanization represents a specific kind of injury: a violation of dignity, which can impede the ability to love, relate to, or care for others and oneself. While the most acute harm falls on those who are dehumanized, those who perpetrate or tolerate dehumanization also bear scars.
 
                Put differently: in drawing on Black enslaved labour to fuel its industrial rise, the United States gained the world but lost its soul. Therefore, all who live in a nation shaped by slavery have a stake in repairing slavery’s lasting harms. Repair is required to address not only slavery’s material consequences – such as the sevenfold gap between White and Black wealth,4 or the 80 million years of potential life lost due to recent excess Black mortality5 – but also slavery’s lasting spiritual harm.
 
                Defined in this volume as dehumanizing harm, the “spiritual harm” of both slavery and the structural racism it engendered manifests at micro and macro levels. At the micro level, we trace differentiated harm among those who are dehumanized and those who dehumanize others. At the macro level, we consider the implications of this harm for our shared institutions and culture. Importantly, this afterlife of slavery transcends the ties of descent from victims and perpetrators of the original harm. It implicates all members of a society built on slavery and racial exclusion, and where a collective pathology of Black dehumanization endures.
 
                This reality underscores that all residents of the United States have a stake in the repair process. Here we emphasize the inherent political agency that every individual holds; as political theorist Danielle Allen has put it: “each interaction with a stranger holds the seeds of a transformation”.6 We imagine a future where all members of American society, regardless of race, not only see the need to address the historic and ongoing harms of slavery, but also recognize their own role in bringing that transformation to life.
 
                This chapter proceeds in three parts. The first part defines spiritual harm and its relational dimensions, emphasizing that slavery’s legacy impacts everyone – whether as victim, perpetrator or what we call the implicated subject, following Michael Rothberg.7 The second part explores two “symptoms” of slavery’s lasting spiritual harm: a lack of attention paid to one another across lines of difference, and an inability to process the shame of slavery, which often presents as denial. The histories and contemporary barriers we examine (e. g. voter suppression, revisionist “Lost Cause” narratives) will be familiar to readers, but framing these dynamics in terms of slavery’s spiritual harms offers a distinctive rationale for addressing them, and motivates the participation of all parties in the repair process.
 
                Finally, the third part presents a vision for comprehensive racial repair – or reparations – as a path towards healing the spiritual harms of slavery, encompassing but not limited to financial redress. We outline a cyclical four-step repair framework – including reckoning, acknowledgement, accountability and redress – drawn from Liberation Ventures, a nonprofit organization (which Florant leads and Yancy advises) committed to accelerating the Black-led movement for racial repair. In each step of the framework, we argue that victims, implicated subjects and perpetrators alike have vital roles to play.
 
                This vision for repair builds on traditions of restorative and transitional justice, as well as global examples of reparative processes. These lineages motivate our emphasis that all parties involved in harm need to heal, including perpetrators; they also inform our conceptualization of repair as a flexible process whose steps can be tailored to different contexts and scales. We further benefit from generations of reparations scholars and activists who pursued a vision they knew might not arrive in their lifetimes.8 Their work reminds us that demands for reparations have looked different across time and were never purely financial.9 Finally, while our central focus is on the legacy of slavery, it is just one of this country’s original sins: the long history of dispossession of and violence towards Indigenous peoples – driven by similar logics of transforming land and people into property for economic exploitation – also demands repair. We recognize that this struggle may require its own frameworks for repair. We honour the work of Indigenous leaders fighting for sovereignty and operate in solidarity as we all continue to define the shapes that repair must take.10
 
                Importantly, this chapter is not intended to be a definitive academic thesis but an invitation for dialogue. We do not provide an exhaustive review of literature on reparations and related topics, or of practical examples of racial repair. Instead, our goal is to use the concept of spiritual harm to encourage broader participation in this work. By contemplating the broad reach of slavery’s dehumanizing legacy, we hope to motivate more people – whether scholars, organizers and activists, or the general public – to see a role for themselves in cultivating a culture of repair and to recognize what is at stake for all of us.
 
               
              
                How the Dehumanizing Harm of Slavery Entangles Us All
 
                This chapter is grounded in the premise that the transatlantic slave trade inflicted grave spiritual harm. Following Scherto Gill and Garrett Thomson, we understand spiritual harm as damage that “impairs our capacity to value, relate, give to, and care”, violates dignity, and inhibits love.11 Such harm can make it difficult to build relationships across difference, maintain self-worth, or access hope and resilience. With this definition, Gill and Thompson depart from conventional understandings of spiritual harm (which focus on damage inflicted by religious leaders) and interpret “spiritual” to more expansively refer to the core, whether called “spirit” or “soul”, that represents the non-instrumental and irreplaceable value of each human life. Hence spiritual harm is harm that has dehumanizing effects, creating an injury that degrades or denies one’s dignity.12
 
                Slavery inflicted such an injury on its direct victims. From the omnipresent threat of violence to the separation of families to the sexual abuse of enslaved women, the institution was profoundly inhumane.13 The structural racism engendered by slavery remains so, impacting both direct descendants of the enslaved and Black people who share that grim inheritance by proxy.14 As noted in the introduction, there is a clear imperative to understand these harms in material terms and seek economic justice accordingly. Yet, further considering them in terms of spiritual harm highlights the fallacy of “rendering the spiritual as something replaceable” through material compensation.15 This point is most obvious at its extreme: no legal or financial remedy can replace a lost loved one, even when such measures are called for and achieved.
 
                We see this understanding of spiritual harm as relevant beyond the direct victims of slavery and structural racism. In making this point, we follow a long line of scholars who have examined slavery’s wide-reaching implications. Political scientists, for instance, have emphasized that race has been central to American political development since the days of slavery, serving as an axis around which warring political actors organize themselves.16 Political theorists have further highlighted how America’s racial hierarchy, which both justified and was entrenched by slavery, continues to sustain antiegalitarian norms that limit democratic flourishing.17 We share these scholars’ interests in how slavery’s legacy impacts our political institutions and democratic culture. Yet, our focus is on the dehumanization of Black people that lies at the heart of these legacies, as an injury that reverberates beyond its immediate victims.
 
                Key to our argument is that spiritual harm represents a relational injury: to deny another person’s dignity degrades one’s own. Or as Gill and Thomson put it: in the case of dehumanizing harm, victim and perpetrator are “entangled in the same alienation”.18 Even as the violence itself is experienced in drastically different ways, both victim and perpetrator can be estranged from their own humanity as a result.
 
                The categories of “victim” and “perpetrator” are not straightforward to define, particularly when considering the present-day consequences of slavery. In our analysis, the category of victim references Black people who continue to be dehumanized by slavery’s legacies, regardless of lineage.19 Similarly, the category of perpetrator includes White people who uphold the racial hierarchy rooted in slavery, whether or not they descend from enslavers.
 
                We emphasize that ancestry only partially explains both categories (and of course, given the sexual abuse of enslaved women mentioned above, descendants of enslavers and enslaved are more related than often recognized). We further recognize the limits of the victim–perpetrator binary, especially given structural racism’s ability to reproduce itself even without active participation from its beneficiaries.
 
                To address this nuance, we incorporate the category of the “implicated subject”. Proposed by Holocaust and postcolonial scholar Michael Rothberg, implicated subjects “[align] with power and privilege without being themselves direct agents of harm”.20 Though neither perpetrators nor victims, they benefit from social relations that were shaped by violence between perpetrators and victims (and these benefits distinguish the implicated subject from the more passive “bystander”).21 Ultimately, to live in the United States is to encounter structural racism, whether being held back or helped by it. Or, to use the roles we have defined: when it comes to slavery’s legacies, all of us are entangled, whether as victim, perpetrator or implicated subject.
 
                Following Rothberg, we emphasize that these roles reflect positions, not essential qualities, meaning that people might move between roles depending on the situation. Indeed, in adopting the available tools for economic and social advancement, many Black Americans at times align with the position of implicated subject, even as such attempts at advancement have brought mixed success (as scholarship on the precarity of the Black middle class, for example, makes clear22). Throughout this chapter, however, we reference “Black people” and “victims” of slavery and racism interchangeably. Similarly, “White people” and “perpetrators or implicated subjects” are used interchangeably. We acknowledge that non-Black people of colour are also entangled in distinct ways, although analysis on that positionality is beyond the scope of this piece.23
 
                Black Americans bear the heaviest costs, material and spiritual, of slavery’s legacies. But a shared entanglement among the roles we examine implies shared costs, even if these costs are not evenly distributed. This claim echoes arguments made by others who have explored the shared costs of racism, primarily in material terms. For instance, W. E. B. Du Bois claimed that distinction from Blackness paid White workers a material and psychological “wage” that led them to accept their inferior class positions, which ultimately “ruined democracy” by precluding class solidarity across racial lines.24 As historian David Roediger further explains, White workers of the early 20th century seemed to “forget their ‘practically identical interests’ with the Black poor and accept stunted lives for themselves and for those more oppressed than themselves”.25 This dynamic continued to limit the possibilities of the American labour movement in years to follow (and led to tensions with the civil rights movement).26 It remains broadly relevant to American democracy today, as demonstrated in Heather McGhee’s analysis of the economic costs of racism for society at large.27 We affirm the idea that structural racism limits our collective prosperity, rejecting the zero-sum idea that only Black people stand to benefit from eliminating racism.
 
                It is by applying similar logic to spiritual harm that we argue the tradition of dehumanizing Black people – rooted in slavery, preserved in structural racism – also dehumanizes perpetrators and implicated subjects, even as it might pay them rewards. Psychological research has demonstrated the negative impacts of either witnessing or inflicting harm towards another being, whether understood as secondary trauma, perpetrator trauma or moral injury.28 Particularly among direct perpetrators, experiencing such trauma can often provoke dissociation, which only deepens the injury.29 Research in political theory has similarly explored questions related to recognition and moral injury, or how experiencing misrecognition can distort relationships with oneself and others, among victims and perpetrators alike.30 While not the focus of our argument, these debates in psychology and political theory inspire us to consider how perpetrators and implicated subjects are alienated from their own humanity by perpetuating Black dehumanization, and thus how they, too, might benefit from repairing slavery’s lasting spiritual damage.
 
                To be clear, our goal is neither to minimize the rewards that structural racism bestows on perpetrators and implicated subjects, nor to minimize its devastating impacts on Black people past and present. Instead, our goal is to open the aperture for more people to see a place for themselves in the work of repairing the harms of slavery. Some might be motivated by greater collective prosperity in an America free from structural racism, as per the vision McGhee offers. But those individuals would also be rewarded by the opportunity to repair their own spiritual injuries – whether their experiences of being dehumanized, dehumanizing others, or simply engaging in the dissociation required to consider contemporary racial inequality a “normal” state of affairs.
 
               
              
                Symptoms of the Spiritual Harm of Slavery
 
                To illustrate dehumanization’s far-reaching effects, we now consider two symptoms of the spiritual harm of slavery. The first symptom is a deficit of genuine attention paid to each other. We reference attention as philosopher Simone Weil once described it: “the rarest and purest form of generosity”, or a creative force that can bring an Other into being by fully seeing them.31 Being paid attention to is the opposite of being dehumanized; it is to have one’s dignity affirmed. Conversely, the lack of full attention granted to one another, especially across racial lines, suggests the lingering spiritual harm of slavery in American society.
 
                The second symptom we consider is an inability to confront and process the shame of slavery, often manifesting as denial. Brené Brown defines shame as “the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and belonging”.32 Shame can be debilitating, causing social withdrawal, corroding mental health and often perpetuating harm, as many people manage shame via avoidance, substances or aggression. We see shame as relevant to both Black people’s continued experiences of being dehumanized and White people’s perpetuation of that dehumanization, even when shame is deeply repressed.
 
                Shame and attention are dialectically intertwined, hence our focus on a deficit of true attention and an excess of unprocessed shame, both of which can alienate people from themselves and one another. In this section, we explore how these symptoms manifest at the micro level, first among victims and then among perpetrators and implicated subjects. We link contemporary symptoms to their historical roots in slavery and Jim Crow, and we consider their macro-level implications for our shared institutions and culture. While our discussion covers familiar territory, framing paradigmatic examples of racial exclusion and stratification in terms of slavery’s dehumanization emphasizes the relational nature of these harms – and thus the relational process needed for repair.
 
                
                  The Victims of Slavery’s Legacies
 
                  The connection between contemporary symptoms of spiritual harm and slavery is most obvious for victims: the transatlantic slave trade denied the enslaved basic recognition (withholding attention) and implied their unworthiness (engendering shame) by treating them as chattel rather than humans.
 
                  
                    Attention
 
                    There may be no more powerful way to be paid attention to in a democratic society than voting. Thus, we see Black Americans’ struggle for democratic recognition as not only a matter of justice but also evidence that a tradition of Black dehumanization persists. As has been well documented: Black men gained the right to vote in the 15th Amendment to the United States Constitution and Black women in the 19th, but both faced systemic suppression through means such as poll taxes and literacy tests (not to mention the challenge presented by White feminists who saw women’s suffrage as a tool for maintaining White supremacy).33 While the Voting Rights Act of 1965 outlawed many discriminatory practices, its gutting by the Supreme Court in 2014 has led to renewed energy behind voter ID laws, gerrymandering and limiting polling sites.34 Moreover, felony disenfranchisement laws reinstate the historic three-fifths compromise in new form:35 in seven states, more than 10 % of Black adults are disenfranchised due to a current or previous conviction, meaning they are counted for the purposes of representation but have no say over who will represent them.36
 
                    This example reinforces the type of attention that concerns us: attention rooted in respect for the recipient’s dignity and agency. This matters because Black people often face an excess of other forms of attention, particularly punitive or coercive attention, which again has roots in slavery and Jim Crow. As bell hooks recounts it, Black enslaved people and domestic servants working in White homes learned how to be invisible for their own protection – paying close attention to White people’s habits and learning how not to be noticed, as visibility could lead to negative consequences.37 This dynamic persists today, shaping not only social relations (as knowledge of Whiteness continues to “help Black folks cope and survive”) but also Black Americans’ relationship to government.38 For example, political scientists Joe Soss and Vesla Weaver note that even as Black communities receive too little attention as voters or constituents, they can simultaneously receive “too much government engagement – in the forms of supervision, interference, and predation”.39 This can lead some Black individuals to mistrust the government and to seek invisibility from the state as a protective response, which only deepens the extent to which their voices are not heard by those in power.40
 
                    These dynamics have consequences for more than their direct victims. For example, felon disenfranchisement limits the positive effects of voting on public safety, as exercising the right to vote can reduce recidivism and aid the reintegration of the formerly incarcerated.41 Consider also the states that have chosen not to expand Medicaid via the Affordable Care Act but that might have done so in a world of greater voter access (or greater turnout, promoted by greater trust in government). Medicaid expansion has been linked to more positive health outcomes, from lower all-cause mortality42 to fewer deaths in the COVID pandemic.43 More generally, resistance to full recognition for Black people, and the political distrust this can foster, risks eroding American democracy for all its constituents. Political scientist Larry Bartels shows that, among Republican voters, concerns that Black people (among others) have too much political power are by far the strongest predictor of antidemocratic sentiments, such as supporting violence or lawlessness to protect “the traditional American way of life.”44 This research illuminates how challenges to Black recognition often coincide with broader threats to democratic norms, such as respect for electoral processes – suggesting that fully recognizing Black citizenship and maintaining a robust democracy are fundamentally intertwined.
 
                   
                  
                    Shame
 
                    The negative attention directed at Black people goes beyond the punitive or coercive forms mentioned so far. Another potent example is stigmatizing attention: think of caricatures of Black people based on their entertainment value (e. g. in minstrel shows) or their child-rearing value (from the patronized “mammy” who cared for White children to the villainized “welfare queen” who raised her own).45 These stereotypes are rooted in stigma, underscoring the relevance of shame to understanding slavery’s lasting spiritual harm on Black Americans.
 
                    Slavery was an experience of constant humiliation, which continued after abolition. Journalist Adam Serwer summarizes the experiences of Black people in the South: “When they tried to purchase land, they were denied; when they tried to borrow capital to establish businesses, they were rejected; when they demanded decent wages, they were met with violence.”46 While these practices have evolved, their essence persists: Black people must navigate systems that define them as lesser than, often in order to extract value from them.47
 
                    Beyond the degrading impacts of such treatment, it can be difficult for Black people not to internalize racist narratives, as continued exclusion can make one feel flawed and unworthy of belonging. This risk begins early, as young children learn that Whiteness (i. e. the culture of the dominant group) is the standard to emulate, setting up an impossible challenge.48 Children thus risk learning to self-police, as Baldwin observes: “You don’t eat watermelon; you get so rigid you can’t dance […] You’re always scrubbed and shining, a parody of God-knows-what because no white person has ever been as clean as you have been forced to become.” This exemplifies the dehumanizing harm of internalized shame, leading to alienation from oneself so great that Baldwin described it as being “an accomplice of your own murderers”.49
 
                    Internalized shame can also have implications for the collective. For example, sociologists Matthew Desmond and Adam Travis show that, in low-income neighbourhoods, residents often cope by “[d]istancing themselves from the stigma of poverty”. They typically interpret their own setbacks as “self-inflicted or temporary”; by extension, they view their neighbours’ struggles “not as shared injustices but as individual failures”, thus impeding belief in the community’s collective political capacity.50 This finding suggests that being made to feel unworthy not only impacts victims’ ability to relate to perpetrators or implicated subjects, but also their capacity for solidarity with other victims. This could undermine efforts to repair slavery’s legacies, while also impeding organizing for other issues that could lead to greater collective prosperity (as per Du Bois’s concerns about racism impeding the labour movement, as discussed above).
 
                   
                 
                
                  The Perpetrators of Slavery’s Legacies, and Implicated Subjects
 
                  So far, we have explored how slavery’s dehumanizing legacy harms Black people, with several implications for the collective. But its impact extends further still. Those who uphold or benefit from this legacy face their own direct consequences, again illuminated via the concepts of attention and shame.
 
                  
                    Attention
 
                    To consider how an imbalance of attention affects perpetrators and implicated subjects, we revisit bell hooks’ analysis of Black people’s learned skill of rendering themselves invisible. As a result, hooks argues that White people came to assume they were invisible, too – or at least seen only as they wanted to appear.
 
                    White people clearly benefit from this power dynamic, but living in denial about how one is seen bears its own costs. Ralph Ellison, for example, critiques the perennial “fantasy of a blackless America”, which he suggests is “born not merely of racism but of petulance, exasperation and moral fatigue”.51 Ellison points out the vibrancy that America would lack without the “creative tensions arising from the cross-purposes of whites and blacks”, citing examples ranging from Faulkner and Crane to jazz, comedy and sports. We all would suffer without such cultural products, but Ellison argues that White (and other) Americans who subscribe to the fantasy are the ones who succumb to “moral slobbism”. Danielle Allen echoes this analysis, arguing that White people often rely on “psychological props” to ignore racial injustice; this might provide “the security of the fearful [but] not the self-confidence of a mature democrat.52 In other words: those who perpetuate or benefit from the lack of recognition of Black people are alienated from their own maturity as democratic citizens.
 
                    To be fair, overreliance on psychological props may not present a significant cost for many White people. But living in a society where a differential level of attention is paid to one group also has consequences for the preferential group. All people, including White people, want to believe in their own morality and merit. Yet in a world that only reflects back their idealized self-image, White people lose certainty of both. Of course, a world where each person could be recognized for their full humanity, regardless of race, would dismantle the racialized benefits that White individuals receive. And yet perhaps they would find new freedom in a world where they did not carry an identity tied to “moral slobbism”. As Heather McGhee writes about a White 11-year-old who wishes she were Black: “who would want to be one of the bad guys?”53
 
                    At a national level, the dominant (White) political culture’s habits – relying on psychological props and avoiding hard truths about racism – has profound consequences for our collective ability to address systemic problems. Philosopher Olúfẹ́mi Táíwò illustrates this dynamic in revisiting the parable of the emperor’s new clothes. When those in power promote a particular worldview, even an obviously false one (i. e. that the naked emperor is wearing a garment that is invisible to unintelligent people), the issue is not the townspeople’s complicity in accepting this viewpoint, but the power structure itself. As Táíwò argues: “the problem [is] the town. It’s the empire.”54 When it comes to slavery’s legacies, those who wish to believe in America’s fundamental morality often invest considerable energy in denying contrary evidence. This dynamic creates a chilling effect on dialogue, as it can be hard to challenge the powerful’s interpretation of reality. The result is a democracy built on psychological props rather than honest confrontation with – or genuine attention paid to – our past and present.
 
                   
                  
                    Shame
 
                    Both the anecdote about not wanting to be one of the “bad guys” and the desire to believe in America’s morality suggest a collective consciousness. People intuitively grasp the moral landscape surrounding slavery and racism early on, even if taught that racism is no longer a problem. Underneath this intuition is the shame of slavery’s legacies – even when that shame goes unacknowledged.
 
                    Before abolition, critics and moderates (the implicated subjects of their time) explicitly recognized slavery as a “national shame”, as abolitionists in D.C. termed it.55 While it is less straightforward to diagnose shame as afflicting the pro-slavery faction, some evidence suggests it did. Perhaps most famously, Thomas Jefferson, enslaver of over 600 people, called slavery a “great political and moral evil”.56 In Notes on the State of Virginia, he describes how children of enslavers, witnessing the treatment of the enslaved, learned to replicate relationships of “unremitting despotism” and “degrading submissions”. In writing that slavery transforms enslavers into “despots” and “destroys the[ir] morals”, Jefferson further illustrates how it could make enslavers feel flawed or unworthy of connection.57
 
                    We recognize that Jefferson’s moral conflicts did not lead him to free all those he enslaved or acknowledge his mixed-race children. Moreover, other sections of his Notes exemplify blatantly racist beliefs that Black people were subhuman,58 beliefs that other slave holders shared and often paired with supporting ideologies (such as “mudsills theory”, which argued that a permanent lower class was necessary).59
 
                    However, following the Civil War, the emergence of the Lost Cause narrative suggests that perpetrators of slavery felt enough underlying shame to require its active suppression.60 The Lost Cause deflected shame by recasting the war as a battle over states’ rights. If the Civil War was not about slavery, there was nothing to feel shame about; there could be glory even in defeat. Lincoln biographer Jon Meacham concurs: “To recall that the war had been about what Lincoln had called a ‘new birth of freedom’ meant acknowledging the nation’s failings on race. So white Americans decided to recall something else.”61 Though not direct evidence of shame, this indicates awareness of something requiring concealment.
 
                    Shame and denial about slavery’s legacies persist among contemporary perpetrators and implicated subjects, with collective consequences that are in line with our reflections above about who has power over what narratives are told. Outside of limited efforts such as the Works Progress Administration’s Slave Narrative Collection, which preserved stories of enslaved people,62 rationalization and avoidance have been the norm for over a century. Few states mandate teaching about slavery, and most that do fail to teach key concepts with any depth: a Southern Poverty Law Center study found that among 15 state standards analyzed, none mention White supremacy as an ideology that justified slavery.63
 
                    In parallel, there is resistance to new narratives illuminating America’s founding truths, exemplified in efforts to ban texts such as the 1619 Project featured in The New York Times Magazine, which reframes American history with slavery at the centre.64 Bans seek to protect children from feeling shame over the nation’s continued failure to live up to our ideals, or to protect parents from feeling shame if kids come home asking questions. Suppressing these questions not only enables White people to avoid facing their complicity, but also risks reproducing shame for Black people, who are often stigmatized for not being successful in a rigged system.
 
                    We acknowledge that some White people are not invested in disavowing shame, but rather in maintaining their dominance – asserting their entitlement to control democratic institutions and claim a disproportionate share of the benefits. Yet, given that the shame of being the oppressor exists in their group’s collective consciousness, we suspect that shame is buried deep within these individuals, subconsciously fuelling their assertions that they deserve their dominance.65 Regardless of their internalized experiences, as dominant subjects their external denial of shame, paired with “moral slobbism”, impedes our collective ability to confront the national shame of slavery and its legacies.
 
                   
                 
               
              
                How We Begin to Repair: A Comprehensive Framework
 
                We have argued that slavery and the structural racism it spawned have inflicted lasting spiritual harm in American society, rooted in a tradition of Black dehumanization. Unhealed spiritual wounds manifest not only among Black people who continue to be dehumanized (victims) but also among White people who benefit from a racial hierarchy sustained by that dehumanization (perpetrators and implicated subjects). Moreover, these internalized harms ripple outward, often reflected in our shared institutions and culture.
 
                Healing this harm will require a culture that humanizes: one that confers dignity after trauma and builds our capacity to love, relate to and care for each other across difference. We call for cultural transformation because we recognize the magnitude of the harm as well as the capacity of anti-Blackness to evolve, presenting in different ways across time and place.66 This will be adaptive work, healing old wounds while repairing new ones that inevitably emerge.
 
                While culture is abstract, and difficult to define in relation to politics,67 we understand it more concretely as a set of norms and behaviours across four domains. Following Liberation Ventures’ approach, we define these domains as part of an iterative cycle68:
 
                
                  	 
                    Reckoning involves grappling with the what, who, how and why of harm that has occurred.
 

                  	 
                    Acknowledgment requires public admission that harm has been done, sometimes including an apology.
 

                  	 
                    Accountability requires commitment to take action to cease and repair harm; distinct from external pressure, transparency or punishment, accountability is an internal resource.
 

                  	 
                    Redress includes acts of restitution, financial compensation and rehabilitation, or proactive steps taken to heal the wound.
 

                
 
                Malcolm X once said: “If you stick a knife in my back nine inches and pull it out six inches, there’s no progress. If you pull it all the way out, that’s not progress. The progress is healing the wound that the blow made.”69 Reckoning understands who did the stabbing, and how and why it occurred. Acknowledgment admits the knife is there. Accountability removes the knife. Redress treats the wound.
 
                The four components of repair require participation from all parties, humanizing each to the other. While we affirm the importance of Black leadership and Black-only healing spaces, we advocate for an expansive vision of who must participate in repair, and who can benefit. Black people did not create these problems and cannot fully repair them alone.
 
                We recognize, however, that different parties have distinct roles. This section examines the responsibilities of victims, perpetrators and implicated subjects within each component of the framework, illustrating how their collective efforts can foster a deeply humanizing response to slavery’s lasting spiritual harm.
 
                
                  Reckoning
 
                  Reckoning requires exerting attention; to understand harm that has been caused requires understanding another’s experience, which is fundamentally an act of recognition. Paying attention to another person also affirms their human value and asserts one’s own, countering feelings of shame.
 
                  The primary role of victims in this step is to deepen the collective understanding of the lingering harms of slavery and the ongoing impacts of structural racism. This involves inner work: reflecting on all the ways one has been affected by traumatically violent systems requires self-awareness and stillness, and communicating these insights to others demands further self-possession. Given the passage of time and the breadth of systemic dehumanization, some Black people may need to examine their roles as implicated subjects and acknowledge complicity in harmful systems. Such exploration, including as shaped by the range of identities intersecting with race, can clarify the varied experiences of harm within the Black community and inform appropriate roles for different individuals to play in the repair process.
 
                  Perpetrators and implicated subjects must make the effort to learn our country’s history and its implications for ongoing harms. This will require an active learning stance, particularly in light of the backlash that often follows from challenging the dominant narratives discussed in the second part of this chapter. Importantly, reckoning by perpetrators and implicated subjects is not just an academic exercise; it also requires personal reflection. People in these roles might reckon with how their individual decisions and inherited privileges – from choices about housing and education to inherited wealth and habits of consumption –perpetuate structures that harm Black communities in the United States (and elsewhere).
 
                 
                
                  Acknowledgement
 
                  Acknowledgement takes learning from reckoning and states it aloud, enabling those affected to feel seen. This step further counters the avoidance and denial often driven by shame; sociologist Stanley Cohen once described acknowledgement as the antidote to denial in all its forms.70 When done at scale, acknowledgment generates visible momentum that can change cultural norms.
 
                  Perpetrators and implicated subjects take the lead in this phase. Acknowledging what one has learned can take many forms, from speaking with friends and family to making public statements. These actions, whether small or large, make harm visible and invite more people into the cycle of repair.
 
                  The primary role of victims is to receive the acknowledgement. In addition, victims must listen to others’ understanding of the harm (i. e. as learnings from the reckoning phase are shared) and help deepen that understanding from the standpoint of a victim.71 While emotionally draining, victims’ participation in the repair process could elicit a genuine apology, which research shows can have positive physiological effects.72
 
                 
                
                  Accountability
 
                  Accountability shifts focus from the past to the present. It requires asking: what changes would ensure that harm is stopped and not repeated? How do all actors hold themselves accountable to those changes? Accountability can lead to changes in systems that pay unequal attention to the citizens they aim to serve. Through a commitment to doing what is right, it can further treat shame by enabling connection and feelings of worthiness.
 
                  Victims must play a central role in determining what changes are needed and what measures will be most reparative – whether transforming the way we govern, defining new forms of redress or repealing dehumanizing policies. This requires significant imagination, which may feel difficult for some Black people: 400 years of discrimination has a way of inhibiting the belief that repair is possible. And still, there is no way to liberation without Black people’s direction. It is critical for Black people to define, in concrete terms, what repair must achieve.
 
                  Perpetrators must commit to ceasing harm and redressing damage. However, implicated subjects, too, must take some responsibility. All White Americans must be agents of repair, regardless of whether they descend from enslavers or actively perpetuate harm today; similar logic could be extended to other non-Black Americans. And whatever one’s domain, all can examine what changes need to be made and what tools are available to promote repair. As Isabel Wilkerson writes, the nation is like an old house, sitting on unstable soil. And yet we are all “heirs to whatever is right or wrong with it. We did not erect the uneven pillars or joists, but they are ours to deal with now. And any further deterioration is, in fact, on our hands.”73
 
                 
                
                  Redress
 
                  Finally, redress makes victims whole.
 
                  Perpetrators and implicated subjects are critical for redress. They must act in their own domains but also pressure other stakeholders, such as elected officials, company executives and other authority figures, to take actions on behalf of larger institutions. The actions required may vary widely depending on the harm caused, and together they catalyze what Resmaa Menakem would call “clean pain”, helping to process feelings of shame. Menakem writes: “Clean pain is about choosing integrity over fear … letting go of what is familiar but harmful, finding the best parts of yourself, and making a leap.”74 We see this as a version of connecting with one’s own humanity and loving oneself – or rather, an embodied experience of healing from spiritual harm.
 
                  Black people’s role in redress is to heal; victims do have agency over their own healing.75 Across time, Black people have found ways to maintain hope and dignity in the face of dehumanization; this tradition must continue and can be supported by tools ranging from therapy and grief practices to art and somatic work.76 While healing may differ across Black communities (e. g. whether descended from enslaved people or more recent immigrants), the core task is resisting despair and scarcity mindsets that can lead victims to use the weapons of the perpetrators against each other.77 Processing rather than projecting pain becomes essential, both to break cycles of harm and to preserve one’s humanity.
 
                  Importantly, redress also must include policies to remedy centuries of extracting wealth from Black people. While this chapter focuses on spiritual harm, material redress remains critical – both to repair material harms and to realize processes of repairing spiritual ones. Ultimately, redress, financial and otherwise, helps actualize the other components – which often do not feel genuine, eroding their reparative power, if not coupled with redress.78
 
                 
                
                  Repair at the macro level
 
                  While our discussion above focused on micro-level examples, addressing slavery’s spiritual harm could also involve institutional progress, promoting a culture of repair at the macro level.
 
                  For example, reckoning could include a national service programme focused on transforming slavery’s legacy, in which participants help archive place-based Black history through public education and service projects.79 Reckoning might also include transforming national curriculum standards to include truthful teaching on slavery and anti-Black racism. Acknowledgement could include significant investment in monuments, museums and memorials that enable everyone to remember the trauma of slavery.80 Accountability could mean changing systems that perpetuate injustice, whether eradicating racial gerrymandering, restoring Civil Rights-era voting protections or removing racialized standards in healthcare.81 Finally, redress could involve restoring GI Bill benefits to every Black veteran who did not receive them,82 remedying housing discrimination,83 opening a “baby bond” for every Black newborn,84 and more.
 
                  These examples illustrate the broad scope of this work, which spans local, state and national levels, and expands beyond the public sector. Companies can repair the anti-Black harm they have caused. Religious institutions can acknowledge how religious doctrine has supported racial hierarchy and work to dismantle it. Media institutions can take a full accounting of how their coverage has promoted anti-Black narratives and take corrective action. Just as the harm is vast, so must be the scale of repair.
 
                 
               
              
                Towards a New World
 
                Olúfẹ́mi Táíwò describes reparations as a “worldmaking” project – one that must reshape society with the same transformative scale that colonialism and postcolonialism once did.85 Aligned with this conception, this chapter focuses not on the specific design and implementation of reparative measures, but rather on envisioning the new world we might create through repairing the spiritual (along with the material) harms of slavery.
 
                We imagine a world where learning the skills of repair is as ubiquitous as mastering basic mathematics; where political beliefs no longer serve as proxies for racialized ideologies, and vice versa; where all people not only have their material needs met but also experience true belonging; and where Black people enjoy the same degree of autonomy, self-determination and freedom of political and cultural expression as everyone else. In this new world, people are better able to love themselves and each other – and thus able to love their own children better than they themselves were loved, catalyzing intergenerational healing instead of the intergenerational trauma that Baldwin, Giovanni and Jefferson explored.86 Indeed, to counter slavery’s dehumanizing legacy, to grant full attention to one another, to release ourselves and others from shame: this is love itself, a concept more central to political movements than intellectuals often admit.87 As movement leader Michael McAfee puts it, realizing the potential of our multiracial democracy requires “embodying a radical love of all people: to acknowledge the inherent dignity and worth of every person”.88
 
                We have no illusions about the difficulty of building such a world; the process will be messy, uncomfortable and complicated. And yet repair, as a concept, is ancient: every major faith tradition teaches how and why to do it. The deliberately quotidian nature of the term “repair” further underscores how commonplace it must be: a regular discipline of holding difference and tending to harm. But practice is critical, in our interpersonal relationships, institutions and society at large.
 
                And, in our view, the practice is an end in itself. Partnership between Black and non-Black people is a revolutionary act – a crucial driver of transformation. All of us, whether as victims, perpetrators or implicated subjects, come to the repair process with our own resources, levels of privilege and experiences of harm, and all of us have a role to play. As Táíwò puts it: “We will need each other to get to where we’re going. And getting there, after all, is the point.”89
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              Abstract
 
              How does one heal without one’s mother? Can the descendants of formerly enslaved Africans achieve spiritual wholeness and union with the Divine and heal from the wounds of slavery without attending to intergenerational grief and soul wounds resulting from their ancestors’ forced separation from their “Mother” Africa and the rupture between them and their African siblings who sold them? Through an autoethnographic approach, this chapter applies the theology of Ubuntu as a framework for understanding the role of the healing of this rupture to the restoration of one’s relationship with God, oneself, all others and the natural world, along with Africa and the descendants of African slave traders. It will draw upon Saidiya Hartman’s narrative Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route, and Harriet Jacob’s narrative Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl as foundations for understanding the roots and implications of this separation and rupture, and the spiritual work of disentangling one’s soul from what Jacobs calls the “demon slavery”. It will also reflect on the author’s personal healing journey engaging in spiritual practices and beliefs rooted in Black and African diaspora religion and culture. These stories and narratives will be employed to interpret the multiple dimensions of the spiritual and relational healing work that can cultivate Divine Consciousness and lead one back to Mother Africa on the path to restoring one’s relationship with God and oneself. These illustrations will reveal the inner, relational work and the reflective listening required to hear what needs to be healed within oneself. The restorative practices can help lay the foundation for the heart-centred listening between these two groups required for nurturing healing ground. This approach is intended to serve as an invitation for the reader to engage in their own healing journey to illuminate the power of praxis and the critical role of reflection and healing oneself on the journey to collective healing and liberation.
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                Motherhood
 
                God told me when my child would come. My husband and I decided to begin trying to conceive in January 2007, a few years after we were married in 2004. At the start of 2007, I was told that the baby would come by the end of the year. In May 2007, we confirmed that we had conceived. Motherhood changed me. The alchemical process fuelled by my baby’s heartbeat and growing heart consciousness transformed my spiritual DNA. This baby, who I knew was a light bearer, initiated my rebirth. As his heart, mind, soul, spirit and consciousness developed within my womb, my consciousness expanded. My husband and I heard his heartbeat in the early weeks of pregnancy in the doctor’s office before he had even begun to take form. Before there was a body, there was a beat. For nine months, I housed two hearts. Two beats. During those nine months of carrying this precious gift, I had new eyes to see with and new ears to hear through. The second heart that I carried expanded my capacity to feel and intuit God’s love and presence profoundly. If you are attuned to the Spirit, embodying another soul’s heart can sharpen your own heart’s consciousness and cultivate your Divine Consciousness. I absorbed old texts, embraced new ideas, and metabolized painful memories, with greater clarity and sensitivity to the presence of the Divine at work. I didn’t realize it at the time, but that nine-month gestation period was birthing more than a baby in me: it was preparing me for a new way of being in the world.
 
                My responsibility for this new life amplified my call to healing justice. The sense of urgency heightened enormously. Motherhood was and is a process that galvanized my life’s mission. Its greatest lesson has been to expand my understanding of the depths of God’s love. It redefined it. Love cannot be contained or quantified. Motherhood has helped me to understand that love’s capacity, and Divinity, are beyond “what I can conceive of or imagine”. It has transformed my relationship to love. When a person comes to the world through you, the African philosophy of Ubuntu that guides me – “A person is a person through other persons” – which is prominent in the southern region of Africa but present throughout the continent through the ethos of interdependence, becomes an embodied experience. Carrying a baby inside of you for nine months and literally feeling them grow and ultimately emerge through you is a sacred, ancient lesson in interdependence and interconnectedness. Interdependence and interconnectedness are how we know love.
 
                It’s also messy. Taking care of someone on the inside of you is complicated. As they grow, your body responds in ways that are beyond your control. During my first trimester, I could smell things I couldn’t see that had the power to make me weak. A consistent feeling of nausea with no way to alleviate it was almost unbearable. As was the invisible itch on my skin that was ignited whenever my feet and calves touched water. Pedicures were no longer pleasurable; they were too painful. The 40 pounds added to my small frame took me to a place on the scale I never thought I would ever see. The pressure from the baby and the extra weight left my stomach unrecognizable and a lingering bulging hernia. My final days of pregnancy were spent travelling back and forth to the hospital to get my levels checked because my placenta was hovering over my cervix, a condition which meant I had to deliver my baby via caesarean section (c-section).
 
                I gave birth on 31 December 2007. The procedure took about an hour. Even though I asked a friend who had recently delivered her baby by c-section what to expect, nothing can adequately prepare you for having your stomach cut wide open and your organs moved around for a baby to be pulled from your womb. My friend told me to expect to feel pressure. I felt more than pressure. There was a swarm of doctors, and it felt like they were pounding on me with hammers and tenderizing a huge piece of meat. It was like I was being pulverized. My husband looked over the curtain to see what was happening, even though the doctors had warned him not to. My face revealed the significant pain and discomfort I was in, and he had to see what they were doing. He’s 6 feet 4 inches tall, so it was easy for him to sneak a peek. He said it looked like the doctors were a bunch of mechanics working away under the hood of a car. One was even bent over me with his knee up on the operating table. I could not see all of the doctors, but I could feel them. The room was full of medical professionals ready to receive this precious new human coming into the world. I remember the experience like it just happened. As I breathed through the pain, I silently prayed the Lord’s Prayer the entire time. “Our father, who art in heaven…”. My doctor had told me the process should only take about an hour. My mother always taught me to say the Lord’s Prayer whenever I was in trouble. So, I knew that if I could just say the Lord’s Prayer, the hour would go by quickly and we would be ok. And we were. Within the hour, I heard the baby’s cry as I watched the doctor hold him up and carry him over to the scale to be weighed. Then they wrapped him and brought him over to me. I looked in his face and asked the nurse to give him to his father. My body was still wide open, and I was in too much pain. I did not want our first interaction to involve him experiencing me in pain. But soon I was all sewn up and my baby was nestled in my arms as we were rolled out of the operation room and down the hall. Once we arrived in our room, he was unwrapped and placed on my stomach. I remember feeling and watching him slowly inch his way up. I imagine he was listening for my heartbeat as he searched for my breast to nurse. He navigated the new terrain outside of my womb so easily on his own. He found his way to the milk like he was following a map. Feeling him on my body, my skin touching his, and feeding him from my breast, redefined throughness for me. There is a deep healing that is transferred through the act of nurturing. It runs both ways. My body was healing and being nurtured as he nursed, and my heart expanded wider with each suckle of my breast. We nursed for nearly two years. This was possible because I was blessed to be able to stay at home with him. I had the support of a loving husband and a community of other mothers who were nursing. The directive from the Spirit to not return to work outside of the home was as clear as the notice regarding his arrival. God knew that we needed that extended, intimate time together. We were tethered to each other in a way that cultivated an important attachment.
 
                During my pregnancy I had read about attachment theory and the importance of babies developing healthy attachments to their caregivers. When they are close to their primary caregivers and know that they can trust that they will always be present in their lives, their internal fortitude evolves.1 This strong foundation serves them well as they grow. They have an increased capacity to take risks because they know that they have a safe, dependable provider to return to.2 My baby benefited from the nurturing from both his parents and the village of love that surrounded him. Breastfeeding amplified his internal stability and a deep connection and sense of safety were reinforced while he nursed as he looked at me.3 He listened to the familiar sound of my heart and felt the comforting rhythm of its beat. It was the sound that soothed him in the womb. And my heart needed his. This sacred act of tethering was timeless, and it expanded his time in the womb. Each feeding closely replicated the warmth and intimacy of the womb and helped us to continue cultivating our connection and strengthen our bond. We fed each other. Something was happening on the inside of me as well. While my baby’s emotional and cognitive intelligence enhanced through nursing, I was developing too. The hormones activated while breastfeeding can increase our awareness, empathy and sense of connection to our baby and our surroundings.4 Healing is rooted in a relational epistemology. I understand myself more fully through my relationship with my child and my ability to nurture and nourish him and any other human or living being. As a mother, the relationship I had with my baby as his provider and primary source of nourishment for nearly two years, even with all of the complexities, taught me volumes about empathy and interdependence. It was one of the hardest parts, if not the hardest part of mothering. Nursing is a selfless act. You are forced to offer a part of yourself for someone’s well-being and survival, even when you do not feel like being bothered. Even when you are exhausted and overwhelmed by a lack of sleep and self-care. Even when it is painful. Because their life depends on yours. “A person is a person, through other persons”. We become fuller humans together. Through each other.
 
                My experience of interdependence through birthing and nursing my baby laid the groundwork for my understanding of Ubuntu as a theology. I do not remember when I first heard the word Ubuntu, but I know that it became important to me as I learned about President Nelson Mandela and Archbishop Desmond Tutu describing it as the philosophy that undergirded the Truth and Reconciliation processes in South Africa. I remember hearing Nelson Mandela humbly make his first speech after being released from 27 years of imprisonment for freedom fighting and hearing the love and grace in his voice. I began reading about Archbishop Tutu’s Ubuntu theology when I began my formal study of theology not long after becoming a mother. Tutu, who was Xhosa, was exposed to Ubuntu through the Xhosa saying “ubuntu ungamntu ngabanye abantu”, which roughly translates to mean “a person depends on other people to be a person”.5 In his book Reconciliation: The Ubuntu Theology of Desmond Tutu, Michael Battle shares what he asserts is one of Tutu’s first references to Ubuntu made when describing the African worldview:
 
                 
                  In the African Weltanschauung, a person is not basically an independent solitary entity. A person is human precisely in being enveloped in the community of other human beings, in being caught up in the bundle of life. To be is to participate. The summum bonum here is not independence but sharing, interdependence.6
 
                
 
                Tutu, as a man of deep faith, knew that Ubuntu, deployed as a political philosophy, would not be strong enough to dismantle the forces of apartheid. As Battle asserts, “His ability humanly to stare down apartheid was precisely through ubuntu as a theological spirituality rather than a political program…”.7 His capacity came from God and who he knew himself and all other humans to be in relationship to God:
 
                 
                  We will grow in the knowledge that they [white people] too are God’s children, even though they may be our oppressors, though they may be our enemies. Paradoxically, and more truly, they are really our sisters and our brothers…8
 
                
 
                As Battle explains, this was Tutu’s way of amplifying the power of Ubuntu to fight apartheid. He contends that Tutu believed that “ubuntu would humanize the oppressors in the eyes of blacks and that a sense of common humanity would form…”.9 Tutu knew that the power to enable oppressed people to see their oppressors as not only humans but as siblings could only come through God. This was the work of the Spirit and not a political power. As Battle explains, Tutu understood that Ubuntu created the atmosphere required for transformation. He asserts, “Ubuntu, for Tutu, is the environment of vulnerability that builds true community. This vulnerability begins when human divisions are set aside.”10 Vulnerability emerges when we allow ourselves to let go of the false notion that we can do all things on our own and with our own strength. When we open our heart to receive love, support and nurturing from sources outside of ourselves, we remove the barriers between us.
 
                Ubuntu affirmed the lessons I learned from my family, faith community, and ancestors. I was raised in Baltimore, MD, in the Baptist church, and in a home where the values of faith, love and common humanity were instilled in me. I am also the descendant of Africans who were enslaved in this country, whose humanity was denied by law, and yet many acknowledged the humanity of their enslavers and their descendants because of their faith. But the framing of Ubuntu resonated in a different way. Understanding myself as a human, through other humans, moved me beyond scripture. My child came through me. His nourishment came through me, which the Divine provided through me.
 
                We are all created with this capacity to love, nurture, connect and depend on others. Even if we were not nurtured by the mothers who birthed us. Or if our birth mothers lost the capacity to nurture us on the outside. We have it because Love created us, and it is in our primordial DNA. When we come into the world, we have to journey back to it. What that journey will look like will depend on our experience inside the womb, and the world we inhabit when we get out. Motherhood is more than a memory. Regardless of who birthed us, the residency in the womb is a site of a creation that can’t be undone. It is where Divinity rushes in and takes form. The baby’s Divine Consciousness is protected.
 
               
              
                The Rupture
 
                My journey to remember Mother Africa began long before my journey to motherhood. Even though my bond with my own mother and father has always been secure, I grew up with a twinge of “homelessness” in my spirit. It is that same feeling that other children of the African diaspora whose ancestors were ripped away from Mother Africa through the transatlantic slave trade have expressed experiencing. In high school I began wearing West African style clothing to try to feel a connection to my heritage. I even wrote a story in my city’s local newspaper about young people who were honouring their African culture and wearing Kente cloth and clothes that expressed their love for their roots. It was around the same time in high school when some of my friends and I began advocating for parts of our curriculum to include more Black history. Even though my high school and hometown are predominantly Black, structural racism always animates the distance between Mother Africa and her children.
 
                When I visited Ghana and the slave dungeons for the first time years later, I experienced what many children of the African Diaspora who return experience: a profound sense of the spiritual attachment that was cultivated in Mother Africa’s womb and that led me back home. The attachment to her was real, even if my siblings did not recognize or acknowledge me. In her captivating narrative, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route, Saidiya Hartman illuminates forces that created and sustain this separation, including those connected to the African traders who were our kin.11 That longing to belong in a place outside of Mother Africa’s womb grew the more I became aware of what we had lost. What I didn’t learn in high school, I learned on my own through books and through the consciousness-raising hip hop that flourished in the 90s. By my freshman year in college, hip hop’s legendary group Public Enemy had deepened my Afrocentricity and political consciousness and helped me to understand why: “It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold us Back”.12 I didn’t know it at the time, but I was on a journey to be healed. It was a spiritual path to wholeness that required me to reconnect to my African roots and the ancient African Spirituality that nourished and sustained my ancestors long before the slave trade.
 
                But how does one heal without one’s mother? Hartman’s journey to Ghana in search of traces of her African kin illuminates the sobering truth about malevolent forces that have kept many of Mother Africa’s children in the diaspora beyond her reach. Ghana was one of the places on the continent where the trafficking of humans was sanctioned. As Hartman explains, the Portuguese and the British built dungeons that held the enslaved. The British, who by the end of the 17th century emerged as the lead slaver in Africa, constructed slave holding cells that were positioned underground to make it difficult to escape. Hartman observes that storing the enslaved underground was a tactic that communicated to the Africans that “slavery was a state of death”.13 She asserts, “Who else but the dead resided in a tomb?”14 The slavers intended to create a space for each of the captured humans to undergo a destructive transformation. “As they saw it,” Hartman asserts, “the dungeon was a womb in which the slave was born.”15
 
                But before the Africans were transported to the “womb”, Hartman explains that their African trader kin took them through rituals designed to make them forget their homeland and culture. Hartman was told that the culmination of all of the practices throughout West Africa where Africans were sold into slavery was that “the slave loses mother”.16 She learned that the enslaved were guided through groves and around a “tree of forgetfulness” to wipe away their memories.17
 
                The natural world that surrounded them, a sacred extension of Divinity, was manipulated and used to try to trap the enslaved in a state of disassociation and forgetfulness. Hartman explains:
 
                 
                  Every part of West Africa that trafficked in slaves possessed its own Lethe, rivers and streams whose water made slaves forget their pasts, dense groves that trapped old memories in the web of leaves, rocks that obstructed entrance to the past, amulets that deafened a man to his mother tongue, and shrines that pared and pruned time so that only today was left.… In Ghana, captives were given ceremonial baths before sale to wash them clean of old identities. Medicine men, fetish priests, and slave traders recited songs and incantations that lulled the captives into embracing servitude and that eradicated all visions of home.18
 
                
 
                We were ripped from our Mother’s womb before we left her fertile ground. The rituals to induce the rupture were meant to disrupt our psyche and spirit by severing the cord from the Mother that nurtured, fed and provided for us in every way. Being trapped in a process designed to create separation between you and your mother, one supported by your own siblings, is heartbreaking. They turned on us and manipulated our plant kin to aid them in the rupturing. Hartman was told about a plant named Crotalaria arenaria that was also called manta uwa. It is a leguminous undershrub that means “forget mother” in Hausa.19 The manipulators of the plant kin deployed manta uwa like it was a magic wand with powers to erase their kin’s DNA. Hartman explains, “Manta uwa made you forget your kin, lose sight of your country, and cease to think of freedom. It expunged all memories of a natal land, and it robbed the slave of spiritual protection.”20 The aim of the plant’s poison was to try to make you “a stranger to yourself” while living as a “stranger in a strange land”.21
 
                The “afterlife of slavery”22 highlights the lingering psychological and social effects of the horrific institution of slavery, as well as the poisonous plants and rituals of forgetting. Many scholars have written about the connection between slavery and the contemporary challenges that Black people face in the United States, such as various forms of violence in Black communities, race-based health disparities, barriers to equal opportunities, premature death and mass incarceration. Some argue that the dehumanization Black people experienced in the system of enslavement plays out in the acts of violence Black people commit against each other today.23
 
                For several years, I have been meditating on the writing of Harriet A Jacobs, a formerly enslaved woman of African descent who wrote her own narrative – Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Jacobs refers to chattel slavery as the “demon slavery”.24 This framing underscores the power of the malevolent force that animated this oppressive institution. Evidence of slavery’s afterlife proves that demons don’t die on their own. They persist and possess vulnerable vessels wherever they can. The plethora of deadly gun violence in many Black communities and the thriving racism and white supremacy across this nation are examples of its staying power. Suicide is another.
 
                In their book, Lay My Burden Down: Suicide and the Mental Health Crisis among African-Americans, Black psychiatrist Alvin Poussaint and Black journalist Amy Alexander contend that the relentless presence of racism in our society has “created a psychological risk for black people that is virtually unknown to white Americans”. They assert that this is called “posttraumatic slavery syndrome”.25 They explain:
 
                 
                  Specifically, a culture of oppression, the byproduct of this nation’s development, has taken a tremendous toll on the minds and bodies of black people. We see the increasing rates of black suicide in the United States – and the remarkable fact that blacks comprise less than 13 percent of the U.S. population but represent the overwhelming majority of those doing time in the nation’s prisons for violent or drug-related crimes – as part and parcel of that oppression.26
 
                
 
                For many Black people in the United States, the decision to end one’s life is a culminating response to the relentless pressure of societal stressors that are intensified within the country.27 For far too many Black people, the United States has become like the womb tombs that Hartman describes as having held the enslaved Africans underground to transport them into a state of death in order to birth them into slaves.
 
                But it is not just gun violence and suicide that carry the residue of slavery and signal an enormous separation between Mother Africa and some of her children. There are other forms of violence that manifest through internalized racism and self-hatred, causing Mother Africa’s children to not love themselves and to disconnect from their True Selves. The consciousness that produced the scientific racism that promoted the lie that people of African descent were inferior and that justified slavery and other dehumanizing systems of oppression still thrives in the United States and around the world. It animates white supremacy. Black people must continue to actively resist the lie that we are not beautiful, brilliant, or enough. We must engage in ongoing self-examination of our interior lives and explore the ways that slavery and racism have infected all of us, including the natural world. We must heal from the destructive patterns of pain and historical intergenerational trauma and break our soul ties from the demon slavery. To liberate our souls from the demon slavery and eradicate its presence,28 we all must do this sacred heart work, including the African descendants of former slave traders. They must also commit to this soul clearing work so that we can collectively heal. The trauma fallout from slavery is impacting all of Mother Africa’s children. A critical part of this healing work is addressing our individual and collective grief.
 
                In their article, From Grief to Grievance, psychologists Da’Mere Wilson and Mary-Frances O’Connor argue that the concept of grief must be expanded for Black people. They assert:
 
                 
                  The racialization of Black people in America has been marked by enslavement, historical and ongoing racial violence, historical and ongoing economic and land dispossession, pervasive structural inequality, and staggering amounts of loss. We must expand our definition of grief to account for the pain that occurs within the Black community after the loss of a loved one, the loss of land, the loss of a sense of safety, and the loss of members of the community due to direct and indirect acts of racist violence.29
 
                
 
                They argue that the scope of Black grief is expansive. They contend that it includes “the unequal distribution of grief, vulnerability to premature death, and historic and ongoing violence”, and that it is “both different in sheer quantity (because mortality rates are disparate) and qualitatively different (because collective grief is an unstudied but defining feature)”.30 We need a village of grief counsellors and therapists for the survivors of the Middle Passage and for all of us who are living in the “afterlife of slavery”31. The grief is more profound for those who have stronger memories of Mother Africa. How do you grieve what you can’t remember?
 
               
              
                Remembering Our Mother
 
                The rituals of forgetting and the poisonous plants were not as powerful as the African traders had hoped they would be. As someone Hartman met on her journey in Ghana remarked about the ineffectiveness of the so-called tree of forgetfulness, “The tree didn’t work because now you are back.”32 While there are those who have been lulled to sleep and even suffer from self-destructive behaviour that breeds in the gap between them and their Mother Africa, they haven’t lost their memory of her completely. Motherhood is more than a memory. The residency in the womb is a site of a creation that can’t be undone. It is where Divinity rushes in and takes form. The baby’s Divine Consciousness is protected.
 
                In her article The Cosmology of Afrocentric Womanism, Christel Temple (2012) highlights Anna Julia Cooper’s 1886 “Womanhood” address to African clergy at the convocation of the Protestant Episcopal Church where she, speaking to Africana women, underscores the sacred responsibility of motherhood. Temple asserts, “Cooper’s elevation of motherhood to the divine as consecrated stewardship associates both the Africana woman and child as vital factors of an ancestral cycle that sustains the culture”.33 Many of Mother Africa’s children have remained attuned to the sacred experience in their birth mother’s womb and received African principles and practices that their mothers retained through the Middle Passage. Not only is this transference of the gifts from Mother Africa helping to sustain the culture, as Temple notes reflecting on Cooper, the connection to African culture, spiritual principles and practices cultivates their Divine Consciousness and keeps them rooted in the Love that birthed them. Our connection to Mother Africa fuels our connection to the Divine.
 
                Formerly enslaved people such as Harriet Jacobs and her family are examples of children of Mother Africa who resisted the rituals of forgetting. Their African retentions helped to shield them from the full impact of the psychological and spiritual warfare unleashed by the demon slavery. Harriet was a powerful woman of faith raised in a family of people rooted in faith and love and who practiced Christianity. They did not let the demon slavery crush their spirits or contaminate their hearts. Harriet’s narrative is stirring. She writes her story in a way that reveals her vulnerability, her faith and her humanity. Harriet gives us access to her heart. She is an example of what it looks like to embody Ubuntu. She kept her heart open and refused to let it develop hatred, even for her enslaver whose unrelenting oppression forced her into a life of hiding for seven years. As she writes, “My master met me at every turn, reminding me that I belonged to him, and swearing by heaven and earth that he would compel me to submit to him.”34 She knew that even though her enslaver did not recognize her humanity, she had to acknowledge his. She implores her readers to resist ingesting the poison of hate. She asserts, “Reader, did you ever hate? I hope not. I never did but once; and I trust I never shall again. Somebody has called it ‘the atmosphere of hell’ and I believe it so.”35 Her refusal to hate even those who enslaved her and her family highlights her awareness that she is interconnected to all human beings, even those whose behaviour is oppressive. Further underscoring her Ubuntu consciousness, when she became free she became an abolitionist and worked to help secure the freedom of others.
 
                Harriet Jacobs was able to live a heart-centred life committed to love because she was equipped with spiritual and ancestral technologies from her family. Her parents and grandmother shielded her from the fact she was enslaved until she was six years old. She writes, “I was born a slave, but I never knew it till six years of happy childhood had passed away.”36 This important nurturing from her parents and her grandmother established a strong internal foundation for her. They cultivated a vibrant network of family and fictive kin that protected her and nurtured her during her early childhood, and remained present throughout her life. There are many points throughout her story where she mentions being in town and seeing many people that she knew. She notes these instances in a way that reveals her closeness to them. They were not just acquaintances; she was highlighting her community. Through her family, particularly her grandmother, she learned the power of prayer and of meditating on and embodying scripture. She had a robust prayer life, attended church and was nourished in worship through the spirituals and music that animated the faith of her people. Harriet’s writing reveals how she integrated scripture into her life. She absorbed the word of God in a way that fuelled and sustained her. When reflecting on the challenge of a enslaved person opening their heart up to love in a life where their bodies are not their own, she cried, “Not my will, but thine be done, O Lord!”, which is a reference to the gospel of Matthew 26:39.37 In spite of this challenge, Harriet allowed her heart to be open to romantic love, and she loved on her own terms.
 
                She also maintained a rigorous practice of stillness. In her tiny 9 feet by 7 feet “loophole of retreat”, where she hid from her oppressor, she maintained quietude in darkness for seven years. These practices illuminate Harriet’s interior life and her commitment to cultivating intimacy with the Divine. She knew that she could not love her enemies and defy the demon slavery through her own strength. Like Tutu, she knew that her ability to “stare down apartheid” in the United States was only through the strength of the Divine. In addition to these spiritual technologies, Harriet shares further evidence of African ritual practices her family retained from Mother Africa, including honouring her ancestors and praying at the grave for strength before she set off on her plan to escape from her master’s plantation. She talks about an encounter with the ancestral realm: “As I passed the wreck of the old meeting house where, before Nat Turner’s time, the slaves had been allowed to meet for worship, I seemed to hear my father’s voice come from it, bidding me not to tarry till I reached freedom or the grave. I rushed on with renovated hopes. My trust in God had been strengthened by that prayer among the graves.”38 She also highlights her community’s retention of African divination practices, which she says a white minister referred to as evil in a sermon one Sunday.
 
                Harriet’s open heart and love for her enemies through her connection to the Divine and her strong community of family and friends are not the only ways her life reflects the Ubuntu theology; her life also reveals her dependence on the natural world. Nature was a place of refuge and safety. Nature’s role as a hedge of protection is illuminated through her story of her escape from the plantation. When she decided to flee her master’s haunting presence and forge a way to freedom for herself and her children, her community that aided her hid her in nature. Shortly before Harriet was taken to the tiny garret that would shelter her for seven years, she had to experience a short period of hiding on the water in her uncle’s vessel until dawn, when he and her family friend brought her back to shore to hide her in the Snaky Swamp. The swamp, which was full of overgrown bamboo and briars and infested with snakes and mosquitoes, was the same hiding place for “maroons (encampments of fugitive slaves)”.39 In addition to extending Ubuntu to the natural world, Harriet’s story regarding her prayer at her father’s grave and hearing his voice demonstrates how Ubuntu extends to the ancestors and the spirit realm. Battle explains, “Ubuntu means ‘humanity’ and is related both to umuntu, which is the category of intelligent human force that includes spirits, the human dead, and the living, and to ntu, which is God’s being as metadynamic (active rather than metaphysical).”40 Harriet’s life exemplifies the breadth of Ubuntu and its utility as a framework for understanding how our interdependence with God, family, community and others, nature, and the ancestors can help us to live heart-centred lives, even in the midst of oppression and in a world replete with violence.
 
                Through Harriet’s life we see the way to Ubuntu and how embodying its principles functions as a healing medicine that helps individuals to live in a state of oneness with the Divine and all living beings. This way of being in the world keep us from becoming strangers to ourselves in a strange land, and it shields our hearts from hate and other poisons resulting from the demon slavery. These practices reflect the African spiritual and cultural practices that Jacobs’ family retained from the womb of Mother Africa and that helped them to remember her throughout their lives in a strange land.
 
                The spiritual wisdom of enslaved people of African descent in the United States such as Harriet, who harnessed Divine power to elevate their consciousness and transcend trauma, is underutilized as a resource for today’s work of healing the wounds of slavery and separation. Jacobs’ capacity to love while being viciously oppressed was not only evidence of her embodiment of Ubuntu but of her Divine Consciousness, which she cultivated and maintained through the spiritual and ancestral technologies she employed. These technologies fostered her spiritual, psychological and emotional fortitude, which increased her capacity for resilience and resistance, and helped her to live a heart-centred life committed to love and justice for all. Harriet is among the transcendent visionaries who possessed the spiritual capacity to see beyond what is before them into another dimension, and who could hold on to a vision of a world healed of all of the legacies of the demon slavery.
 
                Harriet is one of my ancestral guides. Her intimacy with God and ability to remain committed to justice and liberation for herself, her children and all others while rooted in love resonates with me profoundly. I teach a course where we use her life as an epistemological site for exploring how to advance racial justice and healing in pursuit of a vision of a world healed of racism and oppression through spiritual and ancestral wisdom and technologies. I seek Harriet’s guidance as I prepare. She sets the agenda for each class. I have sought her guidance as I write about her here. Like Harriet, I come from a family where intergenerational love and faith are prominent in my lineage on both sides. My parents and my ancestors before them laid the foundation for me to know how to navigate this world and the United States as a descendant of enslaved Africans in a strange land where we are too often still treated as strangers. They are the foundation for my embrace of Ubuntu and my commitment to justice and healing the wounds of slavery through the faith and spiritual and ancestral technologies that have been passed down for generations from Mother Africa.
 
               
              
                Healing through our Mothers
 
                I was raised in a family with parents who were people of faith. They demonstrated their faith through the way they parented. My mother and father loved me and my sister unconditionally. Even though they ended their marriage when I was in middle school, I never experienced a gap in their love. My mother took us to church every Sunday. But my parents’ love was my sanctuary before I ever sat in a pew. My mother was very active in the church, and she taught me the power of prayer.
 
                I grew up in Baltimore in a family, in a culture that prioritized prayer. Beyond prayers at mealtimes and bedtimes, prayer was a practical resource embedded in our family culture to nourish our soul and spirit, and to provide a hedge of protection. I have vivid memories of some early mornings before school, as our family was hustling about trying to get ready. The phone would ring. It was my mother’s prayer partner from church, Mrs. Johnson, on the line. My mother would stop everything and make time to pray, even if we were running late. She demonstrated to me and my sister the power of prayer partners, and I have maintained intimate prayer warrior partnerships with friends of various faiths and backgrounds that I have relied on heavily throughout my life. I only remember hearing my father pray before meals. But I learned later that he had a prayer life but just didn’t display it. Prayer is an ancient spiritual technology that has transformed me the most. I can remember growing up in church and hearing the deacons praying prayers from their heart and soul that integrated their vibrant testimonies about how God helped them through struggles, along with their petitions. They taught me how to keep a record of grace and prioritize thanking God first before petitioning for more. Their prayer posture also modelled vulnerability before God and community and the connection between prayer and faith. My prayer life has been critical in the cultivation of my intimacy with the Divine. These experiences are an example of how the church served as an important site for spiritual growth, community and refuge. Being emersed in an environment where spirituals, hymns and gospel music, along with prophetic preaching, Sunday school and spirit-led prayers, nourished my soul and spirit each week. I was baptized by immersion in the water and accepted Jesus Christ as my Lord and saviour. These practices, particularly the singing, kept us connected to our African roots. As theologian Katie Cannon describes, the music that is in the tradition of our ancestors comes from “musicians who fashioned their songs from biblical lore, traditional African tunes, Protestant hymns, and the crucible of their experiences under slavery. Using their own distinct phrases, improvisional structure, polyrhythms and call-and-response patterns, Black women and men expressed their consciousness and identity as a religious people”.41 These patterns and practices began shaping me while I was in my mother’s womb.
 
                My paternal grandfather was our pastor, but my father only attended church on special occasions. He said it was because he needed a break from having to spend so much time in church growing up. But he imparted a critical spiritual lesson that has been very important in my life. He taught us that we were not allowed to use the word hate. I have a vivid memory as a child casually saying that I hated something inconsequential like broccoli and he reprimanded me: “You don’t hate anything” he said. I’ve never forgotten this. Prayer and resisting hate, like Harriet modelled, help to protect my heart.
 
                While I grew up attending church and Sunday school consistently, I didn’t become serious about intentionally cultivating an intimate relationship with God until my early 20s when I was in law school. I graduated from Howard University, a historically Black college, and went straight to Howard University School of Law. I continued learning more about my Black history and African heritage while in college, and by the time I got to law school, I was ready to stop chemically straightening my hair. I came to terms with the truth that I had been straightening my hair because I thought I looked beautiful with straight hair. It was a product of internalized racism, a remnant of the demon slavery that had convinced me that making my hair look like the hair of white women would make me more beautiful. Rejecting this lie and healing from self-hatred was the fruit of my immersion in my Afrocentric culture at Howard and my increasing intimacy with God. Mother Africa was calling me, and one of the ways back to her was to heal through embracing my natural beauty. After my first year of law school, I cut off all my hair and took it back to its roots. My short natural afro made some people uncomfortable, but I never felt freer. It brought me closer to home.
 
                Throughout law school, my spiritual practices intensified. My prayer life became more robust, and I began reading metaphysical books and spiritual material that helped to expand my consciousness about God. I had become a vegetarian when I first started law school, and I believe that my diet and disciplines, along with the spiritual activation from shedding my chemically processed hair, opened a portal for me. I became more in tune with God. I began learning more about Jesus through a metaphysical lens and began learning what it means to cultivate Christ Consciousness as an extension of my divinity. It expanded my understanding of Jesus and took him out of the box I had placed him in. I developed the capacity to hear God’s voice and sharpen my discernment in order to be anchored in the will of God. Over the years I have continued to engage in spiritual and ancestral practices that help me advance in my lifelong journey of healing myself and drawing closer to the Divine to reach wholeness. Along with prayer, I have studied the Bible rigorously. I participated in an intense weekly Bible study for many years that helped me not only learn scripture but absorb it and integrate it into my life, like Harriet did. Other practices such as meditation and writing in my gratitude prayer journal help me to create space to be quiet and reflect, and to hear God’s voice. I have a walking practice which allows me to connect to the natural world and focus on my breath. Spending time at the river also grounds me in nature. I also have a Black woman therapist. These healing technologies reinforce my connection to all my family and friends, to all living things, and to my ancestors. Several years ago, as I was writing my dissertation, I created an altar at my desk. It contained pictures of my ancestors, including my paternal great grandparents, who were people of faith, and a picture of the site where my formerly enslaved great-great paternal grandmother is buried. She was also a woman of great faith. In recent years, my family has been visiting her grave when we are in the area for our homecoming family reunion. We hold ceremony there, saying prayers and pouring libation to honour her and our ancestors. I also have pictures of a slave castle I visited in Ghana, West Africa, where Africans were held before being brought to the Americas. My altar, with these and other sacred items, help me to remember my Mother Africa and that I have the same power at work in me that animated and sustained my ancestors. It reminds me that they are with me.
 
                My most important spiritual practice is the quiet time and space I create in the morning to spend with God. Each morning before I leave the house, particularly on workdays, I spend at least an hour engaging in a variety of practices, which could include prayer, meditating on scripture and other spiritual materials, writing in my gratitude journal, and listening to spiritually nourishing music. This time fortifies me and strengthens my faith. I’m putting on my armour for the day, which helps me to keep my heart protected and to engage in my work of justice and healing in love, and remain hopeful in a world that provides a plethora of reasons to give up. I hear God’s voice often directly through the materials I’m reading and reflecting on during my meditation. My gratitude journal grounds me and helps me to follow the prayer pattern I learned in church by starting with giving thanks before I write my petitions.
 
                This is also a time when I record my dreams. Writing my dreams helps me to discern messages from the Divine. A few years ago, one of my dreams took me to an incredible place and activated the next phase of my healing journey. The dream awakened me to the need to understand and appreciate the role of nature in healing the wounds of slavery and achieving wholeness and oneness with the Divine. In the dream I was a part of a group of people doing a deep dive under water, and we were exploring new life, another dimension. There was a whole civilization down there and I was surprised that we were able to swim without any deep dive water gear. It was exciting. I woke up realizing that the water involves understanding that there are multiple dimensions to the work of raising consciousness.
 
                Shortly after that time, I shared this dream with one of my dear friends and prayer partners, after she looked at a picture of me in a dress and said that it was giving her “mermaid vibes”. She told me that Yemoja was on me. Yemoja is an Orisa in the Yoruba tradition. I was familiar with Yemoja as a result of my informal study of West African religion and cultural practices, but I had very limited knowledge of Yemoja beyond her connection to water. I knew that I was being called to learn more. My friend introduced me to a friend of hers who is a healer with spiritual gifts. We met, and they confirmed right away that Yemoja was indeed guiding me and that I was to be more intentional about my relationship to the water. We had three powerful sessions, and they told me that I needed to continue the healing work, but that they had taken me as far as they could without being an initiated priest. I needed to meet with a priest. They said they could connect me to a Baba based in Baltimore whom they highly regarded, and I would be in good hands. They were right. I connected with the Baba for a session, and it was revealed, quite prominently, that I was to be initiated into Ifa.
 
                As far as I could remember, I had never heard the word Ifa before, but all that was shared that day, and what I have been learning since, is deeply familiar to me. Ifa is “the cosmic intelligence of Yoruba cultural expression”42. Ifa is a nature-based practice. In his book, The Handbook of Yoruba Religious Concepts, Baba Ifa Karade explains, “The Yoruba contend that the study of nature is foremost. Nature is viewed as the manifestation of Olodumare (also called Edumare), or God through infinite degrees of material and spiritual substance.”43 A few weeks after I received the guidance that I was to become a practitioner of Ifa, I left on a previously scheduled trip to Ile-Ife, Nigeria, which is the “holy city of the Yoruba religion”.44 I didn’t learn about the significance of Il-Ife until I arrived. I was still in the nascent stages of learning about this tradition and this path. I knew that Yoruba was prevalent in Nigeria, but I did not know that I would be travelling to this sacred city. As Robert Farris Thompson explains in his book, Flash of the Spirit: African & Afro-American Art & Philosophy, “The Yoruba believe themselves descended from goddesses and gods, from an ancient spiritual capital, Ile-Ife.”45
 
                The timing of my trip confirmed for me that I had been guided to Ifa. I believe Jesus, and my ancestors, led me to Ifa. They used Yemoja to get my attention. Engaging in my spiritual and ancestral technologies creates the space for me to be still, turn within, and strengthen my connection to the Divine. This process helps me to remember more of Mother Africa’s wisdom and practices. As I have been drawing closer to the Divine, I have been remembering more and more about Mother Africa. As I incorporate more of her spiritual and cultural practices into my life, I elevate my Divine Consciousness and arrive closer to wholeness – oneness with the Divine. I have been on this healing path all my life, with focused intention for the last thirty years. Over time, I began to understand that my path was rooted in an African worldview and that I was drawing on what I knew had been passed down to me through the generations from my West African ancestors. Ifa has given me more specifics and has helped me to name principles and practices and understandings that I have been intuiting through the ancestral spirit realm. Karade’s description of the teachings of Orunmila illuminates this. He explains,
 
                 
                  The teachings of Orunmila provide religious aspirants with the means and potential to reach what’s called in Yoruba tradition titete (alignment). By studying the Ifa corpus – the once oral scriptures passed from one generation to the next – devotees strive to reach a state of divine oneness. The oneness comes about when one’s ori (earthly consciousness) is developed and elevated to the place of unification with one’s iponri (heavenly consciousness).46
 
                
 
                The aim of all of my spiritual and ancestral practices throughout the years has been to not only reach but to maintain a state of oneness with God. Reaching a level of Divine Consciousness where there is complete peace on the inside through a permanent oneness with the Divine is my divine nature. My desire for oneness with the Divine stems from Jesus and his record in the 17th chapter of John’s gospel that all who believed in his word would be one with God as he is one with God. Jesus knew that I needed to remember the details of the wisdom of Mother Africa in order to reach this state of oneness to be healed and whole. I need both. Thanks to a DNA test, I know my roots trace back to Nigeria. Ifa came into my life at a time when I have been led to learn more about the African origins of my Christian faith tradition. I have been initiated. I am now a practitioner of Ifa. I am an Aborisa, which means student of nature. I call myself a Christ-centred Aborisa.
 
                I am still very new to the practice of Ifa, but I have been integrating what I learn into my spiritual practices. My morning time in my “prayer closet” with God has been enhanced. I have incorporated a prayer thanking God for my ori (consciousness), and I have an ancestor altar where I pour libation and offer prayers to my ancestors. I also offer prayers to the Orisa whose day it is according to our Ifa calendar. This helps me to regularly read about their characteristics and incorporate their qualities into my prayers. For example, here is the description Baba Ifa Karade provides of Yemoja in his book, The Handbook of Yoruba Religious Concepts:
 
                 
                  Yemoja is the divinity of all the oceans. She’s said to be the mother of all orisas and expresses her mothering throughout the earthly and heavenly realms. Yemoja is the matriarchal head of the cosmic universe. She’s the amniotic fluid in the womb of the pregnant woman, as well as the breasts that nurture.47
 
                
 
                On her days, I have also prayed for her to help me better understand my relationship to the water and what I am supposed to do in the water. She has confirmed what she exposed to me in the Orisa dream, which is that I am to learn how to scuba dive and to facilitate healing work for the healing of the wounds of slavery, in the deep water. I have begun exploring scuba diving and plan to begin lessons in the near future. I sometimes pray to her for help being a better nurturer to myself, to my child, husband and family. I ask her to help me to be a better mother and to have a better understanding of my son’s needs. Each time I reflect on Yemoja and pray to her, I am developing a closer relationship with her, which means I am drawing closer to God. Each Orisa helps me to better understand myself and God.
 
                Being a practitioner of Ifa has expanded my understanding of motherhood. When I began developing this chapter in December of 2023, I had been exposed to Ifa but had not been initiated. At that time, my concept of motherhood extended to our need to remember Mother Africa, Mother Earth and the Divine Feminine on the spiritual path to healing the wounds of slavery. I am now an Aborisa, and I have also been initiated into the Sode society and am in relationship with the Great Mothers. As a result, I have been introduced to Ìyá Nlá, the primordia Yoruba Mother. To conclude this work, I will turn to a lesson from my biological mother.
 
                “Never let anyone else define you.” I cannot remember when my mother first poured this wisdom into me, but it rests in my spirit memory and awakens in those moments when the world and the demon slavery try to lure me away from my true self. My mother received this wisdom from her mother, who likely learned it from hers. This fundamental lesson in identity is an example of my mother’s enduring love, and it predates her. It’s ancestral, and it extends even beyond the mothers in her lineage. Before my mother Maxine’s mother Margaret, and before Margaret’s mother Della, the Primordial Mother nurtured us in her womb with her love laying the foundation for us to love ourselves. The Primordial Mother has been calling me. Leading all the mothers. She has been calling me to remember who I am and my place in the universe from the beginning of time when I was in her womb.
 
                In Yoruba cosmology, The Primordial Mother Ìyá Nlá is “the first female principle, symbol of origins, wisdom, integration, evolution and resolution… . She is the first wisdom that represents feminine power and the eternal womb.”48 The Primordial Mother helps me to understand God as Mother. Her eternal womb reminds me that my homeland is not only connected to a continent or an earthly place. My Motherland is within Divinity. It is within the heart of God that is not tied to a particular place. She is saying to me – “Let go of Africa as your Motherland – your mother is Divine Mother Father God within and wherever you are. You will never ‘feel safe’ in an earthly home. That is not your true shelter.” While this eases my longing for a homeland and softens my resentment towards my African kin who traded my ancestors, I remain on the journey. But I am free because the Primordial Mother illuminated the wisdom Jesus instilled in me. He said, “The Kingdom of God is within.” (Luke 17:21).
 
                We need our mothers to heal. We need all of them. It is my connection to Mother Africa, Mother Earth, the Primordial Mother and my biological mother that is leading me to the level of Divine Consciousness where I hope to one day achieve oneness with the Divine, back to the level of Divine Consciousness in the womb. I need all my siblings, too. Each time I return to Africa, I feel the separation between the descendant children of the formerly enslaved and the descendants of the Africans who traded us. Ubuntu as a theology represents the Divine Mother’s reach that embraces us all. We will only be able to fully heal and be fully human if we allow ourselves to heal through the healing of each other’s wounds. This is spiritual work that requires rigorous commitment to practices that help us examine our inner life, face our unhealed trauma and free our souls from the shackles of any land place, connecting through the Spirit of Love, heart to heart, in Divine Mother’s open-heart space.
 
                I heard my baby’s heartbeat before there was a body. A mother hears her baby’s heartbeat before he has the ears to hear in the flesh. Before there was a body, there was a beat. Mother Africa hears my heartbeat even though I was born outside of her body – outside of her womb. I didn't lose her. Her heart's rhythm drew me back to her through my spiritual and ancestral practices. My physical birth, then my spiritual rebirths through Christ and Ifa, root me in the centre of her heart – the heart of the Divine Mother, my home, where I turn within and am free.
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              Abstract
 
              The ongoing impact of the dehumanising transatlantic slave trade, which took place from the 16th to the 19th century, can be still felt today. Karen McCarthy Brown reflected on the powerful experience of how the Vodou priestess Mama Lola began to sob when visiting the Door of No Return monument in Ouidah, Benin. Arriving at the beach memorial, she experienced flashback memories of an ancestor passing through the site on the way to the slave ship. By “heating up” the memories of her ancestors, the priestess pulled them from “their place beneath the waters of forgetting” and restored them.1 This moment illustrates the significance of Vodou and the other African-derived religions across the Americas as “sites of memory”, which have helped to challenge the dominating paradigm of “victimization”. But how can these memories be overcome? Is healing really possible? Focusing on African-derived religions such as Haitian Vodou and Brazilian Candomblé, this chapter discusses how religious sites of memory can provide a way of dealing with the dehumanization of enslavement in a post-colonial world. It follows Aleida Assmann’s argument that locations such as monuments and memorials are not sufficient if they are not supported by rituals, personal memories and narratives.2 Based on anthropological research conducted among Caribbean communities and in Brazil, the author argues that these religions with their ceremonies and oral traditions helped to maintain cultural memory by becoming sites of memory for people of African descent. While the scars created by enslavement will never disappear, the religions might initiate a process of collective healing.
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              In 1998, the American Museum of Natural History in New York City hosted the exhibition Sacred Arts of Haitian Vodou, which was organized initially by the Fowler Museum of Cultural History in Los Angeles.3 It attracted much attention, and the cultural programme that supported the exhibition was also well received. The exhibition coincided with my research on Caribbean religious communities in New York City,4 and I attended as many events as possible. The exhibition started with the words “Vodou is Haiti’s mirror. Its arts and ritual reflect the difficult, brilliant history of seven million people, whose ancestors were brought from Africa to the Caribbean in bondage.” This quote illustrates the overarching theme of the exhibition that presented Vodou as the heart of Haitian national culture.
 
              However, the memories of the slave trade were more subtle. Walking from the first room to the next, visitors had to pass through a small passage with mirrors that had an effect as if walking through a short underground tunnel and felt strangely cold. When I asked one of the guides about this, she explained that it illustrates diving into the world of the spirits. The visitors were supposed to feel the cold atmosphere of a world under water, followed by the warmth of rebirth. However, it was lost to most visitors who quickly passed through without letting the emotion surface. At the end of the exhibition I saw shackles on one of the altars, again easily missed. It was evident that the aim of the exhibition was to dismantle the many misconceptions about Vodou and show the colourful side of the religion that aims to help and heal people. The slave trade is at the core of the religion, not just its origin story. The ongoing suffering became apparent in the lecture “Ties that Bind: Race, Memory, and Historical Consciousness in Vodou and Beyond” that Karen McCarthy Brown gave one evening during the exhibition (published later under Brown 1999). Brown spoke about a journey she had taken with Marie Therese Alourdes Macena Margaux Kowalski (usually called Alourdes) and her daughter to Benin to attend a Vodou festival. They had been invited because Brown’s monograph Mama Lola had made the Vodou priestess Alourdes a well-known figure and guest of honour at the festival. However, she was uncomfortable with her celebrity status and even announced “I hate that book. I hate it!”5
 
              Despite having used the alias Mama Lola in the first edition of the book, the priestess had become a public figure.6 However, it was not just the unwilling attention that led to this outburst, but the confrontation with the past. The visit to Benin, which had been one of the main ports for the transatlantic slave ships, had brought the scars to the surface. The central moment was the visit to La Route de l'Esclave and the monument to the enslaved people who had passed through the port of Ouidah at the end point of the route. For Brown, the visit had made her even more aware of her background as a white American woman whose ancestors might have been involved in the inhumane system of slavery. For Alourdes, it initiated the path of remembering of which she was afraid.7 The confrontation with the past brought feelings and pain to the surface that enabled Alourdes to embark on her journey of healing. Brown described Alourdes’ emotional reaction to the monument with this powerful recollection:
 
               
                Suddenly, Mama Lola threw her arms around the neck of this statue and began to sob. At the time I did not understand what was happening. As she stroked the slave woman she appeared to be apologizing not only for herself but also for all the intervening generations of her family: “I'm sorry, I'm so sorry. I did not know. We did not know.” Later Lola explained that almost as soon as we arrived at the beach memorial, she began having strong flashback memories of someone in her family passing through that very spot in Ouidah, on their way to the slave ships. That someone in her 18th-century family might have been placed on a slave ship in the port of Ouidah is not unlikely. Several names of towns in the old Dahomean Empire appear as words in the sacred, theoretically untranslatable, language of Mama Lola's Vodou practice.8
 
              
 
              Brown explained that she had never heard of similar experiences, despite a general “human connectedness” within Vodou. While ancestors appear in dreams with warnings or messages, Alourdes had prior to the visit to Benin insisted that her ancestors were French, from Bordeaux, and not slaves. She used to identify Joseph Binbin Mauvant as the founder of the family. He had arrived in Haiti in the middle of the 19th century, when Haiti was already independent and had ended slavery. However, as Brown pointed out, this storyline ignored the Haitian woman who gave birth to Mauvant’s descendants.9
 
              This changed in Benin when Alourdes “succeeded in ‘heating up’ (a technical term in Vodou) the memories of her ancestors, in pulling her slave ancestors up from their place beneath the waters of forgetting, and in restoring them to that kind of ‘liveliness’ that has long been attributed to the ancestors”.10
 
              This story reported by Karen McCarthy Brown is my starting point for remembering and the journey towards healing. The transatlantic slave trade was one of the most devastating events in human history and still throws its long shadows today. While numbers and other historical data illustrate the devastation at that time, the human tragedy remains unimaginable. As Aleida Assmann points out, monuments and memories are insufficient if not supported by ritual, personal memories and narratives.11 I add religions to her list. As this chapter shows, the African-derived religions in the Americas can support the process of remembering that is rooted in the pain of the ancestors and that continues to be felt today, as seen with the opening story.
 
              The chapter starts with a discussion of remembering the past and introduces Pierre Nora’s concept of sites of memory. While focusing on African-derived religions, the first section presents the wider theoretical framework with its concepts of memory and remembering. The second section moves to the ethnographic context of African-derived religions in Brazil and presents insights and excerpts from my field diary and interview transcriptions. The aim is to show how African-derived religions can serve as sites of memory. The final part reflects on how religious practices can offer a path towards healing based on the process of remembering the past. While the scars will never heal, the journey towards healing can provide some relief.
 
              
                Remembering the Past
 
                The French sociologist Roger Bastide argued more than 50 years ago that Brazilian religions conserved memories of the period of oppression and slavery, and helped to fill in the breaks in the collective memory of Brazilian people with a process he called bricolage.12 The African-derived societies in the Americas looked for new images to fill the gaps produced by slavery, not through the adaptation of elements, but through a creative process that emerges from a disparate ensemble – something new, with a new meaning, yet without changing the significance of its various elements. In this way, African-derived religions have mobilized collective memory as a way of surviving through using their bricolage of ideas and rituals. According to Danièle Hervieu-Léger, like any other form of collective memory, religious memory forms and endures through the processes of selective forgetting, sifting and retrospectively inventing.13 She interprets religion as the key source of identify formation and maintenance, from personal conversion experiences to collective association with fellow believers. In some communities, drawing on textual, liturgical and architectural heritages are seen as the key to fostering the memories necessary for projections into the present and future. In this way, religions support and maintain the production of cultural memory by embedding it in “cultural mnemotechnic”.14
 
                The national production of memory derives from an unequal competition among different groups about who dominates the national narrative.15 And nowhere is this oppressive way of remembering more visible than in the memory of the transatlantic slave trade, which was dominated for a long time by the descendants of the slave traders and owners.16 Achille Mbembe even argues that the paradigm of victimization still influences the interpretation of the past by ignoring the perpetrators.17 This colonial remembering of the past influences the way people in the present connect to Africa as the continent where people were forcefully kidnapped and taken across the Atlantic. Only by changing the narrative and cherishing the African past as a creative – and equal – element of the cultural memory can we reshape the process of remembering and begin the long journey of healing. According to Jan Assmann, cultural memory is “a collective concept for all knowledge that directs behavior and experience in the interactive framework of a society and one that obtains through generations in repeated societal practice and initiation”.18 Following Maurice Halbwachs, Assmann distinguishes cultural memory from history, and, going further than Halbwachs, from “what we call ‘communicative’ or ‘everyday memory’, which in the narrower sense of our usage lacks ‘cultural characteristics’”.19
 
                That religions serve as realms of memory for African-derived religions is nothing new and can be seen already in Bastide’s work. His concept of collective memory was also inspired by Maurice Halbwachs, who in his book Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire (On collective memory) illustrates that individual memories do not last long, while the memory of a social group can preserve memories of a former life.20 Bastide applies Halbwachs’ concept of collective memory to Afro-American societies but stresses the importance of local influences. As he explains, the process of conserving memory is not mechanical but depends on situation, time and environment, and therefore constantly renews itself. The process of creating memory that he calls bricolage occurs in constant movement; it ends and begins again, without losing its verve. The process also includes a view of society which can manipulate the group and has an important influence on the composition of the handicraft.
 
                Although the term bricolage was created originally by the French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, Bastide changes the meaning of the term. Lévi-Strauss introduced the term bricolage as a metaphor for the mythical thinking of traditional societies, which he regards as no less scientific than the natural sciences. In myths and rites Lévi-Strauss discovered “the remains of methods of observation and reflection which were (and no doubt still are) precisely adapted to discoveries of a certain type”.21 Such an inventor, a bricoleur, represents someone “who works with his hands and uses devious means compared to those of a craftsman”.22 Like a do-it-yourself man, mythical thinking uses a limited number of means to develop a solution to a problem in a concrete situation. The creation process is limited to a continuously new arrangement of elements that were used in other situations and with a different function.
 
                Roger Bastide takes a slightly different approach, arguing that bricolage helps us to understand the transplantation, the opposition and the adaptation of Africans in America. Bricolage does not signify only the specific kind of invention, the logique de l’imaginaire (logic of the imagination); it is much more. Bastide defines bricolage as a way to describe the rearrangements of African religious rituals in Brazil.23
 
                Bricolage is the refurbishment of an existent object, such as a chair with a missing leg. Hence Bastide argues that the significance of the existent object remains even after replacing the missing leg with a totally different element, such as an iron chain attaching the two pieces together.24 In this process local influences are important because the bricoleur uses elements at hand. Hence, in extension of Lévi-Strauss, Bastide focuses on the operating subject, whether a group of human beings or an individual, because the composition depends on them. Society influences the process through the situation that produces the changes and through the intention of the changes. In the end, bricolage can be understood only in relation to the bricoleur, the operating subject. Bricolage cannot be compared with a mosaic of colourful stones because it includes a never-ending process. Just as the do-it-yourself man is never satisfied with the result and is always trying to alter something, the composition continuously changes.
 
                It is this form of memory that I see celebrated in the African-derived religions in the Americas. In this way they become sites of memory, not as actual historical artefacts but as ways in which the devotees can honour their ancestors and remember their pain and cherish their home. As Pierro Nora demonstrates in his work, sites of memory refer to symbolic places that are in our memory. They can be of various qualities, from concrete locations such as castles and museums to imagined sites such as novels, songs and ideas. Groups use these sites of memory as connections to the past in a personal, subjective way.25
 
                Remembering takes place in a complex manner and is an ongoing process of evolution and change. James Fentress and Chris Wickham even argue that this can happen without the group being aware because “for them, their stock of memories – their techniques, their stories, and their collective identities – seem to be things that have always remained the same. Yet this is only an appearance, a result of the continuous blotting out of memory as it changes.”26 In this way, looking at the religions as a site of memory highlights rituals as an important way to remember, echoing Paul Connerton’s three ways in which societies remember – personal memory claims, cognitive memory claims and habit-memory.27 The latter includes the performative reproduction. As Aleida Assmann points out, sites can be unreliable if the memory is not also embedded in rituals or similar forms of “cultural mnemotechnic”.28 Without them, she argues, sites of memories cannot be maintained. In this sense, the religious practices, whether they remember the African past or the colonial past, are crucial for maintaining the cultural memory.
 
                Following Nora, I apply the term “sites of memory” not as a physical location but as an imagined idea, the memory of a utopian Africa and its customs. Religious beliefs and practices can become sites of memory that create a sphere for collective memories. African-derived religions have integrated the memory of Africa into the Americas and passed their knowledge of Africa further on. It is not the continent Africa nor even the African people of today but an image or an idea of Africa that never existed, except in their imagination. As Paul Gilroy states “Blacks are urged … to replace [the slave experience] at the centre of our thinking with a mystical and ruthlessly positive notion of Africa that is indifferent to interracial variation and is frozen at the point where blacks boarded the ships that would carry them into the woes and horrors of the middle passage.”29 This is the idea of Africa that is embedded within the African-derived religions. As Robert Farris Thompson points out, “everywhere across the early black Americas … covert altars encoded the richness of sacred memory to unite servitors in sustaining faiths”.30 The art historian sees this sacred memory still present on altars, shrines, thrones and images used by African-derived religious communities today. Every detail on the altars and the costumes dancers wear during the ceremonies have symbolic meaning and are carefully prepared. They are not just decorations but ways to remember the past.
 
               
              
                Remembering the Past in African-derived Religions in Brazil
 
                At the core of African-derived religions is the memory of Africa. When devotees celebrate the African deities, the orixás,31 Africa comes alive. Gonçalves da Silva even describes Candomblé as the “reinvention of Africa in Brazil” (title of a book chapter).32 The orixás are not only worshipped but celebrated in lively ceremonies to which they are invited. Novices learn stories about them, songs and prayers to cherish their powers, and dances and rhythms to call them. The orixás are seen as forces of nature that are enormously powerful and influence the destiny of every living being, humans and other than humans. The divine energy, axé, connects the orixás and the living, but also the ancestors. Without axé nothing would exist, and it is present in everything: in places, objects and living bodies.33 The connection does not end with death but continues. The ancestors can therefore also influence the living, who have to honour them as they must worship the orixás with prayers, sacrifices and fulfilment of other obligations.34 The altars and shrines built to worship the orixás therefore also include memories of the ancestors, as Thompson’s exhibition Face of Gods has shown superbly.35 But it is not just the material aspect of the religions that reflect the connection to the divine and the past, it is also the performative element, the drumming and dancing, the gestures and prayers. “Sounds, movements and objects enable people to picture themselves near the deities and spirits who ‘travelled’ with the enslaved Africans to the New World.”36
 
                Remembering the past in African-derived religions not only involves the memory of Africa but also the memory of the enslavement and the American heritage, as the following story from my research in Brazil illustrates. In São Paulo I met Fernando, a babalorixá (priest) of the Brazilian religion Candomblé.37 He told me that he makes a great effort to highlight his African heritage everywhere he goes, not just in religious ceremonies. One of his ways to celebrate Africa is to wear colourful African-style clothes. He insisted that devotees should not only wear African dress during ceremonies but also outside when shopping in the market or speaking to politicians or representatives of other religions. Only by celebrating African heritage as normal can one overcome the prejudices against Afro-Brazilians:
 
                 
                  I started to buy African clothes, particularly Nigerian ones, because that is where Oxum [name of a female deity] comes from. Hence I started to dress as an African native even though I was not born in Africa; I am a native Brazilian, with African inheritance, but I am not a native African. Here, if everybody started to dress similarly, it would call attention to the fact that we [Afro-Brazilians] exist. Because if one wears jeans and t-shirt, as you do, then I would not stand out for Candomblé. … I made this my work. I am proud to say that I was one of the first men to enter in the Council Chamber, in the state legislature palace, with drums, cloth on the head and singing for the orixás. …
 
                  There are times when I am hot and tired; I just want to dress comfortably. But I say to myself, No, I cannot, I have to go to the market, to the bank, to the fair like this because it is also what a nun, a (Roman Catholic) priest, a Jew and a Muslim would do; I am a babalorixá and have to do it too.38
 
                
 
                His connection to Africa is at the heart of his identity. While being Brazilian, he is linked to Africa via his ancestors. When I asked him why he participated at an event in a local Catholic church, he acknowledged the racism he encountered throughout his life and in this congregation. He felt rejected because of his colour and had to overcome the prejudices of the church members. But as he said, “one should not want Afro-Brazilians only in the Samba school. Afro-Brazilians have the right to go to church too. They are not limited to the ghetto. Are only blacks allowed in Candomblé? No! They meet where they want and practice whatever religion they prefer. Being black and going to the church does not necessitate an abandonment of the real African tradition.”39 When I saw him during a mass in honour of Black Mothers, he cherished the attention he received. He was visible from far away with his colourful clothing and in particular his headpiece. While officially not in charge of the service, he was evidently the star of the event. He drew attention to his African identity and his ongoing stance in the fight against racism.
 
                However, he also celebrates the Brazilian roots and incorporates the caboclo Pena Branca (spirit White Feather). He explains that the link to this caboclo is a way to honour his ritual lineage, as the priestess who initiated him was linked to the caboclo. But more than this it was also a way to celebrate his Brazilianess. The caboclos are usually described as a group of spiritual entities who have lived on Brazilian soil. They are different from the African orixás that are regarded as divine beings because the caboclos are spirits, like the spirits of ancestors, and represent Brazil. This understanding shines through when I asked Fernando about Pena Branca:
 
                 
                  As I am Brazilian, although to have been initiated in an African cult, I have a Brazilian spirit that it is White Feather. … He is an Indian born in the interior of Goiás, inside the bush. According to him [the spirit], he belonged to one another priest who did not take care of him correctly. In the end, he [the spirit] gave up and caught me, still a young man. Really, before I made Oxum, this caboclo revealed him in me.40
 
                
 
                While he knows that several Candomblé communities are rejecting the caboclos, he embraces Pena Branca as important part of his identity and places the caboclos in his religious pantheon. He even describes the rejection of caboclos as discrimination. For Fernando, caboclos are part of the Brazilian past and should be honoured as a way of remembering the ancestors. In this way he compares them to the eguns, the spirits of the deceased, that form an important part of the Yoruba tradition. Caboclos are for him the “men of the interior who had been abandoned, had been in the bush without civilization, without culture [however, they] had contact with Oxalá because of its pureness, its stubbornness of living inside there without talking with the civilization”.41 The caboclos represent for him his Brazilian motherland, his Brazilian home. He said, “I am native Brazilian, with African inheritance, but I am not native of Africa.”42
 
                The inclusion of Amerindian elements in African-derived traditions can be traced back to the 16th century, the early period of slavery in Brazil. Teles dos Santos describes the enslaved Africans in Brazil in that time as living predominantly in rural areas, which enabled, as he argues, contact to the Amerindian population.43 Teles dos Santos explains that the Amerindian population in these areas had lost their indigenous traditions and adapted to non-indigenous life, which had brought them into contact with the enslaved Africans. At that time the enslaved population was predominately of Bantu origin and not Yoruba, who arrived much later. They are also referred to as Angola tradition, and the caboclos are sometimes described as being part of the Angola liturgy in Candomblé. Consequently, Teles dos Santos insists that caboclos do not represent a national identity but rather the search for Africa. “If there is a search for identity by the use of regional characteristics, this does not mean that the existence of these entities has become a form of integration in society. Instead, the search for the legitimacy of Candomblé derives from a reaffirmation of the so-called African values.”44
 
                A similar point is put forward by Lindsay Hole when focusing on the pretos velhos, a group of spirits derived from old black slaves and runaways which are part of the Umbanda pantheon. Umbanda is a widespread and very popular African-derived religion in Brazil that developed mainly from a mix of Candomblé and spiritism.45 In addition to the orixás, the Umbanda pantheon includes a range of different spirit groups representing various Brazilian populations. Hole sees the pretos velhos as a connecting link between the religious practice today and the collective memory of Brazil.46 In her article she mentions a multiplicity of interpretations of the pretos velhos – including the spirit of a resistance fighter against the slave trade in Angola – through which “Umbandistas speak to and embody Brazilian dramas of race and power.”47 She elaborates further:
 
                 
                  What are the themes of these dramas and narratives of slave days, these characterizations of victimization? Father Joaquim exemplifies one theme: rebellion and the price of resistance. Pretos velhos also expound on the sexuality of oppression; we will hear the stories of slave women spirits who were abused by lustful masters, with the testimony of spirits who were deprived of their offspring and of the right to choose in matters of romantic love. The hypocrisy of kind masters is another theme, as is the dreaded power of sorcery. But most common of all is the theme of torture.48
 
                
 
                The multiplicity of interpretations of the pretos velhos and the caboclos show that both are reminders of the past. While the orixás are the divine element, the caboclos and pretos velhos are remembrance of the supressed history of slavery, destruction, murder and forceful demolition of their cultural heritage. Honouring them is a way of remembering their power of survival and endurance. The ancestors are not victims but survivors. Their scars are visible mementos of their ongoing fight.
 
               
              
                Remembering as Pathway to Healing
 
                Healing is a process that leads to achieving a state of wellbeing. Within Candomblé, wellbeing is closely aligned to the idea of an integrated cosmology that puts axé and the bond between the human world and the world of the orixás at its core. Gomberg argues that wellbeing goes further than physical wellbeing and is achieved only with the right balance of axé.49 Seligman even describes the fulfilment of obligations towards the orixás as “spiritual investment”.50 However, it is not just the individual but the community that are the foundation. Sacrifices are, as Seligman writes, “a powerful way to shore up the well-being of the terreiro [religious community] and those connected to it”.51 As I wrote elsewhere, the individual is always seen as part of a wider community that includes other humans and other than human beings.52 Shared rituals are crucial to fulfil the obligations towards the orixás and the ancestors, and consequently the only way to achieve wellbeing. This is in line with the wider understanding of wellbeing in Brazil. Translated as bem estar (in Portuguese) it signifies being or living well but implies the meaning of “living well together”. It is, as Rodríguez writes, “a holistic concept rooted on principles and values such as harmony, equilibrium and complementarity, which from an indigenous perspective must guide the relationship of human beings with each other and with nature (or Mother Earth) and the cosmos”.53 Wellbeing is therefore achieved only in relation to others and rooted in time and place.54
 
                Further than White and Rodríguez, I see wellbeing not just depending on living well together with other human beings but also with nature and other than human beings.55 A participant of a study on spirituality and wellbeing in Brazil described wellbeing as “the feeling of belonging to the whole and that everything is connected. When we understand and practice it, we feel that we are part of something bigger. By knowing this, daily problems become small.”56 Interconnectedness is therefore at the core of wellbeing and crucial for healing. It also complements the notion of “spiritual grounding” that Dianne Stewart introduces in her work about the Yoruba Orisa tradition in Trinidad.57 Referring to Walter Rodney’s text Groundings (1975), Stewart describes spiritual grounding as life underground, of “claiming spots of ground for spiritual fixation”.58 She sees the practices of grounding and honouring Mother Earth in Trinidad as a legacy from slavery, which was the time of landlessness and “a haunted place of nonbelonging”.59 The ground enables the crucial connection to ancestors, spirits and deities, and addresses the need to belong. Instead of seeing it therefore simply in its physical dimension, I expand grounding with an immaterial dimension of interconnectedness, of belonging to a community which is embedded in the definition of wellbeing linked to axé. Superseding a lineal, two-dimensional concept of wellbeing, it even links us with the past and the future, with our ancestors and our descendants.
 
                It is this interconnectedness that is crucial for healing the scars created by the past and relived every day. It cannot be done individually but only in relation with others, human and other than human beings. By placing objects such as shackles on an altar, by embodying spirits such as the preto velhos or caboclos that represent ancestors of the past as well as the African orixás, by acknowledging the pain the ancestors suffered and the pain of having lost the lineage to Africa it becomes part of the cultural memory, of the African-derived religions and of Brazil. As Hole writes, “The indictment of slavery, the depiction by ruined bodies of its real horror as a second crucifixion notwithstanding, and the stories and performances of pretos velhos in many cases all critically depict and explore the ambivalences and ambiguities of the ‘benign’ myth of Brazilian slavery and race relations.”60 Performances of spirit mediums in each terreiro bring these stories to the surface and contribute to the collective memories which contradict the national narrative of the past dominated for decades by a colonial way to remember that focuses on plantations.
 
                For instance, Gilberto Freyre’s seminal work Casa grande e senzela (The masters and the slaves), in which he celebrated the birth of the Brazilian multicultural society in the slave plantations, became eminent for its discovery of brasilidade par excellence.61 His positive description of a new society with its indigenous, African and Portuguese roots in which people lived together challenged the “racial pessimism” of his times and offered a new image of Brazilian society. Referring to the way Portuguese people were used to living under Moorish rule, Freyre argued that the Portuguese settlers in Brazil treated non-white people in a more positive way than elsewhere in the Americas. Though his dichotomy of the colonial society was challenged as ideological construct already in the 1940s, it became so influential that branqueamento62 remained a hegemonic ideology in Brazil until the middle of the 20th century.63 By glorifying the past, it created misconceptions of the present, prolonging racism and the suffering of the descendants.
 
                The African-derived religions in Brazil challenge this ideology by presenting the struggle of the preto velhos and caboclos. They highlight the suffering, resistance and agency which illustrate the complexity of remembering the past. They explore, as Hole describes so powerfully:
 
                 
                  … at times deeply, the existential dimensions of an imagined, historical moment that lasted nearly four centuries. Every one of these stories depicts a working-out of the fundamental existential dilemma of the slave: the loss or denial of full humanity under a regime of domination. Domination is inscribed on the body as physical marks of chronic suffering and acute trauma. The crippling effects of labor and hunger, and the sadism written in the idiom of convulsions and brain damage shape the preto velho's body, producing the posture of an individual worn by accusation. Collective memory is embodied through these performances and is given voice through narratives that speak to betrayal, sexual violation, and utter cruelty.64
 
                
 
                Crucial for the process of reshaping the memory is to challenge the dominant narrative of remembering. As shown earlier, celebrating the African and colonial past in the present in the terreiros of the African-derived religions acts as acknowledgement of the scars. Similarly, exhibitions in the Museo do Africa in São Paulo and other museums that showcase the vibrancy of the African heritage in Brazil can work as a cultural mnemotechnic, to use Aleida Assmann’s term, to reshape the cultural memory and initiate a process of healing.
 
               
              
                Conclusion
 
                The transatlantic slave trade has left scars in our societies that never can heal. The ongoing impact of the dehumanising human traffic is present across the African diaspora. However, as this chapter has shown, silencing the past is not the answer, instead we should remember. The African-derived religions practiced in various places in the Americas and beyond offer sites of memory that can support a healing process, at least in part. Through religious practices the memory of long-lost ancestors can be restored. Healing is a slow and painful process and starts in each individual, as this interviewee told me once:
 
                 
                  We do not say that it was a spirit that brought you and healed you. Instead it was you who became aware of yourself, who transformed you. … Healing is in you. … Healing is in oneself, and that is my understanding of spirituality.65
 
                
 
                While the scars created by enslavement will never disappear, the religions can initiate a process of collective healing.
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              Abstract
 
              The person-centred approach to human relationships developed by Carl Rogers offers a wide spectrum of understanding of the nature and processes of healing, both of the person in their relationship to themselves, and between persons. This extends to the relationships between groups, tribes and nations, and, in more recent developments, with other species and indeed the planet. In this paper I will explore these perspectives, in that order, and draw upon a spiritual perspective on healing, wholeness and integration. In relation to the harm that can be done by humans to other humans, dehumanization of the other is a primary form of violence, and in many senses a precondition for such treatment. It is significant that Rogers’ second major work is entitled On Becoming a Person, and describes the opposite process, of becoming more human. Again, recent developments of the approach extend what might be described as personalization to include other species and the planet. In one sense, the healing of the wounds of dehumanization is a corporate and political exercise, and in this paper, I suggest that the causes of such abuse need to be addressed simultaneously at the macro and micro levels – and everything in between. However, all such measures rest upon an understanding of the essential, or core, conditions for healthy relationships.
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                Introduction
 
                In this paper I will seek to address the nature of dehumanization from a psychological perspective, and in particular from the perspective of the person-centred approach to counselling and psychotherapy, to which I have been committed for the past 45 years. Perhaps more importantly I will also seek to explore how this approach can heal the wounds of dehumanization, both for individuals and collectively for communities, cultures and societies. The title refers to the possibility of individual healing, within oneself, and to the healing of relationships between persons, groups and communities.
 
                From a psychological perspective, dehumanization is caused by a spectrum of factors from introjection through to trauma. Individuals, families, communities, societies and cultures inculcate their values and beliefs into children and young people in particular, and introjection is the process whereby individuals absorb values and beliefs even when they are in conflict with the individual’s own inner sense of value. The process occurs because of disparities of power and control, and is particularly seen in children because of their need and willingness to trust their significant others. In one sense any extent of dehumanization is traumatic, and all people are subject to introjection, so all are dehumanized to some extent. But of course we use the latter term usually to refer to the more extreme and abusive situations. We shall explain introjection in greater depth later, but first let us develop an understanding of the person-centred approach.
 
               
              
                The Person-centered Approach
 
                The key to understanding the person-centred approach is that it rests upon a radically egalitarian relationship between the practitioner and the client or person seeking help, and in the group context between the facilitator/s and the other members of the group. The counsellor in the one-to-one context does not seek to know-for or know-better than the other person, and the facilitator in the group does not “lead” in any direct sense. In both cases the practitioner is seeking to be present to the other/s in an authentic, empathic and acceptant way, and trusting that this is the most helpful s/he can be to them. This rests upon a primary understanding that each person is a developing organism with, at their core, a capacity and urge to grow towards enhanced ways of being themselves, and that this growth will be most likely to occur in the climate of a conducive relationship, which is what the practitioner is seeking to provide or model.
 
                Rogers himself had started from a more traditional “expert–patient” therapeutic model, and it was his frustration with the limited success of such an approach which led him to develop, with others, a less directive and less didactic approach. Initially, he came to recognize the value of pure listening, and he then explored and established the relational attitudes which gave the recipient the sense of being listened to attentively, receptively and at depth. These attitudes on the part of the listener amounted to three “core conditions” of the helping relationship: empathy, acceptance and genuineness on the part of the helper. Empathy conveyed that the listener sensitively understood how the other person felt in what they were saying about how they experienced their lives. Acceptance conveyed that the listener could receive the other person just as they were, with complete respect and valuing for who they were as a person. Genuineness on the part of the listener ensured that the other two attitudes were trustworthy, real and not a professional posture or facade, and made the relationship a real meeting between real persons.
 
                Rogers claimed that this “trinity” of conditions is both necessary and sufficient for positive therapeutic benefit.1 Each of the three complements the other two and is necessary for their effectiveness. The relational climate of the conditions enables the recipient to feel deeply understood and respected, and to trust that the relationship is one of utmost integrity. All of this then creates a psychological environment where the client can develop their capacity to listen to and accept themselves in these ways. When the fear of criticism or judgement is removed, and a climate of empathy and acceptance is established, the individual becomes more free to acknowledge to themselves, and to the other, their feelings and attitudes, including those of which they are afraid or ashamed, and those which have been “buried” and denied to awareness. New and beneficial growth and learning can then occur. At times, this new learning can emerge with a transformative or revelatory quality.
 
                In a therapeutic group a similar process can occur, but here the opportunities for empathic and acceptant response are shared between more members of the group, and have an enhanced quality of solidarity and support. Rogers explored and wrote about this group process and was deeply impressed by it.2 Just as with one-to-one counselling, in groups the sense of relatedness can at times intensify and transcend usual boundaries and “healing energies are released”.3
 
               
              
                Dehumanization and Re-humanization
 
                In the context of dehumanization it is perhaps worth noting that the book that took Rogers beyond the specialized readership of therapeutic counselling and into wider public attention was called On Becoming a Person, and only subtitled A therapist’s view of psychotherapy.4 Although the subtitle still refers to the specific field of psychotherapy, Rogers had reached a stage of expanding his understanding beyond the consulting room and into the whole range of human activity and interaction, including education, organizational management, family life and relationships. But this expansion of application was focused on a single word, person, and the process of becoming a person, and as such was therefore of universal application. It could also have been termed “becoming human” as it encompassed the very process and potential of human existence and the directional life force within each person (and, wider, each creature).
 
                Rogers’ approach rested upon a belief that every human being is “well-made” and endowed with an actualising tendency5 to grow towards the optimal realization of their potential. There are many factors which can mar and impede this potential progress (“dehumanize” or depersonalize), and these negative impacts can be addressed by a therapeutic relationship which best embodies the relational qualities by which the person can rediscover their organismic integrity and the trustworthiness of their basic nature, and grow in this connectedness and its outworking in relationships and life.
 
                That is the hoped for process and outcome, but to understand more about how it may take place we must explore how a human being can become impaired in their (original) wholeness of being. It is difficult to make claims about when the human being becomes a person. There is genetic inheritance and there is prenatal experience in the womb. Thus it seems that the newborn child is not a tabula rasa, but may well inherit certain tendencies or dispositions, and may have been affected by external factors such as the mother’s emotional and physical state during pregnancy. Many parents suggest that their offspring start life as a highly distinctive and unique person. Nurture or the lack of it progressively affects the development of each person, together with a gradually expanding range of external conditions, relationships and environmental factors. There are a number of well-established theories of child development which suggest identifiable stages in this process.
 
                From the psychological perspective we acknowledge that those termed significant others have the greatest influence: mothers, fathers, siblings, other family members, and then as the child grows a gradually widening circle of other agents such as teachers, peer group, other authority figures and role models.
 
                In person-centred theory the crucial factors that can impede the organic development of the young person occur when there is a conflict between the child’s internal valuing system and the external expectations of significant others. For example, a child falls over and hurts themselves, and their natural inclination is to cry and seek to be comforted. But in some cases the response of others may be unsympathetic: “Don’t be a cry-baby!”, “Pull yourself together!”, “It isn’t that bad”, “Clumsy”, “Idiot” or (gender-based) “Boys don’t cry!”
 
                This is a very simple example, but it serves to illustrate the tension which can then arise between “I feel upset” and the message “I shouldn’t feel upset” (or at least shouldn’t show that I’m upset). The hurt response can then become hidden or over time suppressed even from the subject’s awareness. This latter eventuality is termed introjection, which is to say that an attitude or value which was initially at variance with the individual’s authentic response can come to override or replace that response and be adopted and assimilated as if it is the authentic response or attitude. But the initial and truly authentic response does not disappear altogether; it can persist as an unconscious prompting and emerge as a tension or anxiety in the person: real and persistent but unattributable to its cause because it has become unavailable to awareness until or unless the connection is (re‐) made and re-integration or healing is achieved. Because psychotherapy is attentive to the deeper levels of how the person actually feels, there is more likelihood that the inadmissible feelings, or at first only their vague echoes, may gradually become available to consciousness and exploration.
 
               
              
                Social Context
 
                This discussion has so far focused on individual development and the influence of significant others, but there is also another version of the effect on a person’s development from the wider culture. We grow in a social and cultural environment which inculcates certain values and attitudes, and not others. These can range widely over ideas about how to be an acceptable man or woman, what constitutes success, how to be an acceptable member of a family, group or the community, and attitudes to other social groups and categories. The most central concept is kinship in its widest sense: to whom do we feel akin and towards whom are we kind; conversely, who is other or alien.
 
                It seems that throughout human affairs, the capacity to dominate, dispossess and enslave other groups or peoples relies upon viewing these other groups as truly other, not like us, and inferior or inadequate. In a sense it seems that exploitation would feel “wrong” if the groups so treated were seen as like the exploiters, and conversely the perspective of inferiority justifies the exploitation “because they deserve no better”, or even because “it will improve them”.
 
                It is imperative that the human race learns to recognize that we are all kin, of the same human family, diverse but related, and all equally deserving of care and respect. Attitudes of suspicion, hostility and prejudice are usually historically derived and often inculcated in childhood by families and community, and nationally by media and education. At the time of writing it is cruelly and frighteningly evident that history lives on until or unless it is addressed effectively. Harmful attitudes can be changed by social policies, legal efforts and education, but they are often deeply rooted, and these important approaches need to work at deeper levels too. In my experience, group experiences such as those of the person-centred approach can enable encounter and change at these deeper levels. The approach of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in post-apartheid South Africa shares some of these characteristics, requiring honesty and truth-telling as a means of healing.
 
               
              
                Kinship Beyond the Human?
 
                If we acknowledge the urgent challenge for nations and ethnic and religious groups to transcend difference and find common cause in the name of peacemaking and reconciliation, an equally challenging crisis regards our occupation of the planet, which can be seen to arise from not dissimilar divisions and require related solutions. What I mean is that there are many in the environmental field who are inviting us to go beyond species distinctions and accord our fellow creatures an attitude of respect and care equivalent to those we offer to our kin, our “own kind”, and this requires that we see ourselves as related through the gifts of life and consciousness to other species and indeed to all that exists, and that ruthless exploitation and destructiveness will not do, either as valid relatedness or for our own shared survival. I have written elsewhere6 about the blessings and curse of the developments of our scientific and technological understanding and abilities. They enable us to reach into space and into sub-atomic phenomena and develop technologies of tremendous and terrifying potential, but there has been a cost that the Earth is struggling to bear.
 
                Human beings are derived from the stuff of the universe, and they are of the planet. For so much of the time we have existed here we have lived lives in close relationship with our natural environment. It is only in the last few hundred years that we have achieved a global dominance over the world and its creatures, and exploited its resources and our fellow species as if they were all only for our use and in no need of care and protection from harmful treatment. In the collection of writing to which I refer there are a number of coherent themes which emerge about this crisis, and these amount to a diagnosis that human beings have lost touch with our creaturely origins and are to that extent alienated from the natural world and even our own bodies.7 One suggested remedy is re-education and therapy to restore our connectedness with our world and its life forms.
 
                In both cases that of our relationships with other ‘kinds’ of people, and with other species, the need and challenge is to honour our deeper sense of connectedness and kinship, and to transcend the limitations of tribalism and speciesism, let alone racialism and scapegoating.
 
               
              
                Healing Within
 
                In a real sense this returns us to the person-centred approach to individual counselling and psychotherapy, which aims to restore the person to a deep sense of connectedness with themselves and their felt sense of value: the organismic valuing process.8 Again, it is no accident that the technical term being used here – organismic – directs us beyond the purely rational intellect and towards our whole integral existence as an organism, for as well as intellect, we have sensory, intuitive, spiritual, imaginative and empathic abilities, and – as if we need to be reminded – we are physical beings. When we feel and believe ourselves to be connected to our world, and indeed the universe, we become more inclined towards an attitude of reverence and respect towards it, and less inclined to act oppressively and destructively.
 
                
                  Who are we Really?
 
                  If we quote Bob Dylan, we are multitudes, (“I Contain Multitudes”, Rough and Rowdy Ways, 2020), or Joni Mitchell, we are stardust (“Woodstock”, Ladies of the Canyon, 1970), each of these contains a truth about the many parts of our personalities and about our organic carbon composition that relates us to the material universe, as above.
 
                  In person-centred theory there are two very different understandings of the “self”. One is the self-concept: the “story” we tell ourselves about who we are, the attitudes, values, memories and experiences we hold and of which we are consciously aware. “I am British/aged xx/living in xxx/work as a xxx/have/don’t have x children/believe/don’t believe in xxx/value this and not that, etc. In its way, although it evolves and changes over time, the self-concept is pretty consistent in most of its content at any given time. This means that we experience challenge and even threat if we are confronted by events and experiences which are at variance with it: “I’m not that kind of person”.
 
                  At an earlier point in this chapter we discussed the process of introjection, whereby we adopt values and attitudes which were in some way imposed upon us by external agents. The self-concept is a potential battleground for the conflict between these introjected values and our deeper instincts. One person I worked with as a counsellor had loved to dance and paint when she was young. When she became an adult she adopted a somewhat puritanical value system by which such activities were judged to be indulgent and frivolous, or worse, and she abandoned them. Now in her 60s she was subject to extended periods of depression. I think the connection is clear.
 
                  Rogers’ concept of the self,9 as opposed to the self-concept, was less focused on self as content in terms of ideas and history, and more simply as the locus of awareness of the flow of experience and response to it: “I am who I am becoming, moment by moment, an experiencing and experiential self, not a fixity of concept and structure.” In this understanding of self, there is more scope for adaptation and change, and less fear of an existential challenge posed by life events and choices. In this view, the process of therapy is away from a rigid self-concept which resists change and seeks to be in control, and towards an openness and fluidity of self which embraces experience and change, and learns from it.10
 
                 
               
              
                Jung: Individuation, the Shadow and Projection
 
                If we shift from a person-centred to a Jungian theoretical framework we find a comparable perspective. In Jungian psychology, aspects of the self which are contrary to the accepted values of the individual and their social context are liable to be denied to awareness, repressed and “buried” in the personal unconscious, forming part of what he termed the shadow self as complexes. These impulses, needs and desires do not cease to exist and cause effects, but they are “invisible” in themselves, and therefore unavailable to awareness, being unconscious. For Jung, the work of individuation was the proper task of adult maturity,11 whereby the individual seeks to make conscious their repressed or shadow side and seek to integrate it into their whole self in “the tension of opposites” and in a conscious and not destructive fashion. The process may still be challenging and uncomfortable, but highly worthwhile. The refusal to engage in such work is the greater danger, for individuals and societies.12
 
                The dangerous corollary of the denied and repressed shadow is that it may emerge as psychological projection, whereby the “respectable” person views those they deem “unrespectable” with a disapproval energized out of all proportion by that very same repressed energy in themselves. “Witch hunts” would be one example of this kind of phenomenon at a local and national level. In such a situation, the person/s judging the other/s actually perceives the other/s as bearing the traits and behaviours which the judging person/s have repressed from consciousness in themselves. Another example, again from Christian history, would be the identification of the female person as a “temptress”, which inappropriately loads all the responsibility for male desire onto the female. In all these cases the repression and projection are unconscious by definition, and the judging person/s feel confident about their grounds for condemning or oppressing the other/s.
 
                When psychological projection meets with introjection we have a mechanism for oppression, or to use our focal term, dehumanization, both outer and inner, especially where real disparities in power between oppressor and oppressed are involved. By this I mean that not only is the person/s in power able to physically dominate, exploit, oppress or condemn the other/s, but that the other/s may internalize – introject – the judgement and attitude of those in power and to some extent believe it for/of themselves, or at least fear that it may be true to some extent. An example of this would be a victim of abuse who feels or fears that they were somehow responsible for it occurring. At a group level, an oppressed group which is treated as if it is inferior may in some ways come to believe it too. Gaslighting is a contemporary term for the process whereby an abusive person or persons may undermine the natural objections and self-belief of their victim/s.
 
               
              
                The Remedy?
 
                If we accept that such mechanisms and processes occur, then we must also ask how they might be addressed. The answers are complex and ongoing areas of debate and exploration, but the thesis of this chapter is that the understandings and experience of the person-centred approach offer an effective and credible means, among others, for doing so. Just as the damage – introjection, dehumanization – may be done by significant others at an immediate and/or more diffuse cultural level, so too the healing may be achieved at a personal and relational level, and at a cultural level. But in essence the suggestion is this: that in a trustworthy relationship characterized by genuine empathy and deep acceptance, a person or persons may be enabled to access progressively deeper levels of themselves and gradually achieve healing and liberation from the harmful attitudes and experiences which have wounded them in the past and whose effects continue into the present. Below I will describe examples that demonstrate such processes at work.
 
               
              
                An Example of the Person-centred Approach
 
                Rogers was pioneering in many ways, and not just in the radical emphases of his theory and practice. He was a thoroughgoing empiricist and the first to initiate detailed research into both the process and outcomes of therapy, including recording whole sessions of therapy, initially in audio and later on video. Thus researchers, practitioners, students and trainees could “taste and see” the method in its living process and subject it to analysis and critique. One of Rogers’ video recordings was entitled Carl Rogers counsels an individual: “Right to be desperate” and “On anger and hurt”.13 It is a recording of two one-to-one therapy sessions a day apart. The (unnamed) person was of black American ethnicity and currently in remission from leukaemia; he was also recently divorced from his wife, an American white woman, and living away from her and their children. The title of the video of the first session is taken from the client saying that in all the distress of his illness and divorce he had not found anyone who “allowed him to be desperate”.14
 
                He describes how he was given one year to live and then at a later point just four weeks. The breakup with his wife, and subsequent divorce, took place during this period and added to it being a very dark time. He had moved to the west coast in a bid to find some benefit and a way forward, and this seemed to have helped because he was now in remission. Doing things that were good for him, like playing tennis, seemed just as therapeutic – if not more so – than further medical treatment.15 In a way this strand of personal well-being turns out to be representative of a bigger dimension of his emerging understanding of the process he has lived through (and nearly died of), and this emerges in an organic and unstructured way through much of the rest of the session.
 
                It would be better for the reader to watch the videos unfold than to be given any one person’s summary and analysis, but short of providing a transcript I can only offer the latter here. In essence, he is coming to a recognition that he has suppressed his real identity from around the age of seven by becoming a high achiever and “a credit to his race”.16 This phrase, “a credit to his race”, recurs with angry and difficult feelings for him throughout the session. It is perhaps easy to imagine how he found the rewards of praise and somewhat acceptance very attractive as a child and later, but now he is coming to see that he has paid too high a price in terms of his own sense of self and fidelity to himself:
 
                 
                  Because, you know, in being a credit to your race in being an outstanding student and an outstanding scholar, an outstanding football player, whatever, leaves you little room to be.
 
                
 
                In essence he comes to understand that he has bought into the prevailing white culture which rewards him for his achievements but without offering him genuine acceptance as a black person. It turns out that he experienced a revelation of this process much closer to home when his marriage entered the time of difficulty and he found that for all the previous apparent love and acceptance from her family, which he had believed and genuinely reciprocated, “all of a sudden I became just another nigger”.17
 
                In essence he is coming to the recognition that he has imbibed and internalized attitudes and beliefs which were harmful to him, and he believes his illness is a consequence of it. He acknowledges that during this difficult time he has lied and manipulated people because he needed money to live, and for his treatment, and that this deceit has felt worse to him than the illness itself. In a way this is another level of the recognition that being untrue to himself – even more than to others – has been harmful to him. Earlier we noted that the client marked the age of seven as the turning point in his adoption of external values. He refers to a time when he felt he could remove himself from the outside world, “concentrating on what I wanted to do and what I wanted to be”, but that that sense of self had got lost. Now he feels he has a chance to reclaim that sense for himself. As the first session draws to a close he makes a kind of summary statement of where he has reached:
 
                 
                  I think I really want to say that I want to be comfortable in saying that … I got raked over the coals and I resent it, I am mad and I am angry and I need to get that to be angry … I was really screwed by a lot of people and I have reason to be angry.18
 
                
 
                But he also acknowledges that he hasn’t felt able to be that angry or to express it to others yet. One hint as to the restraints he feels around anger is that it wouldn’t be “civilized”, which is in itself a precursor to much of the content of the second session.
 
                The second session a day later continues the development of his awareness that he has a great deal of unexpressed anger about his treatment by others and in the wider culture where “he should not be angry because militancy is disapproved of”.19 He can name it but confesses that it is very difficult for him to fully engage with it and express it. For example, at one point he clearly feels the temptation to swear expressively using obscenity, “calling someone a bad name”,20 but again draws back from doing so because “I was raised properly”.21 In this interview, Rogers assures him that it’s okay with him for him to be angry, and he queries that as if he can’t quite believe it, and Rogers emphasizes that it is okay with him “Damn right!”.22
 
                At this point in the interview the client pauses reflectively for 27 seconds, a long pause in a live interview, sighs and says that maybe the problem is not just with expressing the anger but with getting in touch with the hurt that underlies it, and with the cause of it, and that in turn requires showing somebody that he is hurt and “how can I trust that to somebody?”.23 He reflects back to the previous interview and that he would have liked to say that he “got screwed over … and hurt” but that he was reluctant to say that because it meant he felt he was a victim and “that they got the best of me”.24
 
                He then makes crucial connections with his reluctance to cry in front of others because he had been trained to believe that “men don’t cry”.25 He wishes he could have told his ex-wife’s family how hurt he felt by them, but they wouldn’t have understood because “they see black people as not being human”.26
 
                There is a profound illustration throughout these interviews of the power of introjected values to divert a person from their genuine feelings and instincts, and that this process involves an alienation of the person from their true selves, which can incur a heavy cost psychologically and indeed physically, and that this amounts to dehumanization: black people being seen and treated “as not being human”, as we have seen.
 
                In the remainder of the interview the client continues to go deeper into his sense of hurt and damage, and to assert his intention that doing so is a significant step towards reaffirming “the fact that I am a person”,27 which is a very clear statement of his recognition of and commitment to his personal re-humanization project. Towards the end of the interview he suggests that he has gone as far as he can into the anger and pain for the present, and they agree to stop there.
 
                
                  Commentary
 
                  I have already suggested that this summary and analysis of two therapy sessions is very limited in its capacity to convey the therapeutic process as such. My account is almost entirely about the client’s process and gives very little sense of how Rogers actually facilitated that process, which a full transcript can better achieve and the video recordings even more so, but even then there are limitations, as well expressed by Maria Villas-Boas Bowen, about written transcripts, which are valuable but lack key aspects:
 
                   
                    In Carl Rogers case, transcripts fail to convey the incredible quality of his presence, which he expressed through his eyes, posture and tone of voice … Often it was not what he said or did that made the difference, but how he said it and his way of being with the client.28
 
                  
 
                  In relation to Bowen’s words here, it is of interest that Rogers’ last major work was entitled A Way of Being.29 As we have suggested, the videos improve on these limitations to an extent, but a single camera image can only show at best one of the participants at a time, and not the focus of each other’s eyes on the other, or the feeling and sense of presence between them, as Bowen remarks.
 
                  What the videos do offer is a unique insight into this therapy, as practised by one therapist with one client at a particular moment in time. Many watching will question particular therapist responses and think they would have responded differently or better. That is the vulnerability which Rogers entered into by offering himself to be filmed repeatedly in spontaneous and unscripted situations.
 
                  In particular, many questions have been raised about Rogers choosing not to acknowledge the racial differences between them, even when the client is talking about his unhappy experiences of racial discrimination and difficulty trusting another with his pain. This is in contrast with, for example, a later video of him with another African American client in 1985.30 There is a point described earlier, however, when the client says that his ex-wife’s family would not understand his hurt because “they see black people as not being human” (and which was pointed to as a statement of dehumanization), and Rogers responds that the client has opened up to him about his hurt (i. e. trusted him with it) to which the client responds “You know that I’m a person”,31 which suggests just how much he feels related to humanly by Rogers in a re-humanising relationship. Rogers’ own theory seems to have been that if a person can offer the core conditions of person-centred therapy and the client recognizes this quality of relationship, then this goes a long way towards overcoming any inequalities or other distinctions between them. Others take a different view, for example those quoted by Moodley.32
 
                 
               
              
                Further Reflections on Anger, Hurt and Dehumanization
 
                Another interesting video, The Steel Shutter, involves a mixed group of Northern Irish people drawn from both Catholic and Protestant communities.33 Although this and the Rogers’ videos are very different examples, in both cases individuals were able to move from entrenched pain and anger towards healing and reconciliation, within an individual in the first mentioned interview, and between individuals in the latter.
 
                The process of healing may start from a recognition of anger and resentment at ill treatment, as can be seen in the Rogers’ case study. Anger is a healthy response to hurt and the threat of harm. Often protesting minorities are criticized for being angry and thereby seen as “unreasonable” and “threatening”. This is a double bind for the protesting people, because their authentic response – anger – is itself being used as a reason to criticize and devalue them and their protest. When an individual or group feels inhibited by those in authority from voicing their anger as part of their protest, this can drive them into more extreme behaviour, which is truly unacceptable but also a self-fulfilling “proof” that they are in the wrong. Where do they go from there? (The call to non-violent protest is the only approach which can avoid this danger, but it is easy to see how frustrating and even ineffectual this may seem for the oppressed group).
 
                In person-centred individual counselling or groups, empathy and acceptance requires that the anger of a person or persons is heard and respected. Often when this is achieved the person/s will feel received and understood for the first time, and they may move to some of the feelings and experiences which underlie their anger, for example hurt, shame and fear. The key thing to recognize here is that anger is a “strong” feeling, whereas acknowledging hurt, shame or fear may feel far more vulnerable. A person who has already been hurt may be very reluctant to make themselves vulnerable to the possibility of further hurt. Such an opening up requires a deep sense of trust – and need.
 
                Anger can be a powerful motivating energy to work for social action and justice, and the achievement of justice can be healing. There is another level of healing which comes about through being able to feel and process some of the impact of the distress, pain and hurt of injurious experience in a climate of compassion. Justice may be achieved in courts and parliaments and truth and reconciliation commissions, and by activism and campaigns. Personal healing can occur in individual counselling, support groups and encounter groups. When emotional and psychological injury occurs there is a natural organismic response of shock and numbness, and a kind of distancing from the pain, which, like bereavement, may be too great for the person to encompass and process immediately. If the distress is singular and not repeated, the processing and healing may occur relatively soon after the event, given the right support. But if the harm is repeated and ongoing, the distress must in some sense be “bracketed” within the person simply to enable ordinary functioning. This is a survival measure, but it comes at a price. We may be talking about traumatic events, or simply the kind of everyday duress which can lead to the need to develop a “thick skin”. The trouble with a thick skin is that it dulls positive as well as negative experience.
 
                With traumatic impacts there may develop what is now termed post-traumatic stress disorder as a sign of unfulfilled healing. At a lesser level, an emotional “thick skin” may simply be evident in irritability, impatience, restlessness and lower levels of empathy for others’ suffering. As an aside, it seems to me that we are more aware in these times of the need for support for those who have been exposed to disaster, war, conflict, etc, and provision for them may be made. When the distress is large scale and over time, for example in Britain and many other nations during and after the Second World War, the impact is so widespread as to affect virtually the whole population, and when everyone suffers it is hard to find extra resources of care: distress has become the norm or environment for everyone. It was noticeable that very many soldiers who returned from active service spoke very little about their traumatic experiences. Everyone “just got on with it” if they could and found some comfort in the resumption of normal life. But effects persist until addressed, and the wounds of history repeat themselves until they are engaged with and resolved.
 
                We have examined the role of the personal unconscious and of the personal shadow in Jungian terms. Jung also postulated the existence of the “collective unconscious”, and the “collective shadow” of, for example, a culture or nation. The collective unconscious is the repository (language is difficult here) of the archetypes which operate unconsciously in all peoples over time. They may be culturally embodied but have a kind of universal application. The collective shadow is the store of repressed dynamics of a population or group, and which is what can erupt in persecutions, massacres and genocide. Such energies may be a combination of historical recriminations and of widespread prejudice against those who are defined as other, not our kind. The Rwanda genocide, the Holocaust, slavery and apartheid all tap into these energies and enable otherwise decent and kind people to treat defined others in despicable ways.
 
                It may seem that in relation to the destructive tensions of our times, from the threat of climate disaster to conflicts between global superpowers, as well as smaller but no less threatening warfare and other conflict between and within nations, there is an understandable feeling of helplessness and powerlessness for the individual, and even for governments. It may be that the prescriptions offered in this chapter are far too slight and narrow to begin to address the predicaments we find ourselves confronting. Jung lived close to the mass hysteria and atrocities of Nazism, and in the last decades of his life was keenly alert to the dangers of such eruptions in other countries, and of international tensions. His counsel was to encourage the individual in their personal engagement with the process of individuation, and for them to engage as well as possible with their own unconscious life and shadow self.34
 
               
              
                Carl Rogers’ Later Work
 
                Rogers devoted the last decades of his long and productive life to disseminating the wisdom of the person-centred approach and extending its reach to encompass global issues and cross-cultural communication. From the early 1970s on he had a leading role in cross-cultural communication conferences, such as one I attended in Spain in 1978, which I will present as a second case study below. These workshops combined cross-cultural communication with conflict resolution in South Africa between white and black people, in Latin America between various oppressed groups and their oppressors, in Europe between East and West, and in Ireland between Catholics and Protestants.35
 
                Many of these workshops took place behind the then Iron Curtain and in emerging democracies, with a sub-text of enabling the latter tendency. There are impressive accounts of the positive impact of this work, both for the participants at the time and beyond.36 For example, in relation to the last such international visit he made, to Russia in 1986, his daughter Natalie Rogers (also a therapist) reported that she had been told many times by Russians that her father’s visit had “changed the face of psychology there”.37 It is worth reading transcripts of some of the live exchanges between participants, and between Rogers and participants, in these conferences and workshops to gain a sense of the liberating and transformative nature of what was experienced.38
 
                That was certainly my experience of the Spanish conference Rogers led at El Escorial in 1978. My memories of this conference are somewhat mixed in with those of many other comparable conferences and workshops I attended over the next few decades, but there are many reliable recollections of this one. At the beginning, the 200 participants and facilitators from 27 countries gathered in a conference room in multiple circles of chairs, with Rogers and the other facilitators distributed randomly around the room. One or more organizational announcements were made, and then Rogers welcomed everyone and said something about how he was glad to be there and that he was looking forward to engaging with us all as the conference progressed. His words were then translated into Spanish for the benefit of participants from the host nation. (It had been stated in the advance publicity that English and Spanish would be the two given languages of the conference.) Then he was silent, and the silence continued, and it became apparent that no one was going to take responsibility for the direction of the meeting from there on. Some of us had participated in person-centred groups before and were accustomed to the unstructured approach. For others it was new and very challenging. Even for seasoned participants it is never “comfortable” at this stage; there is a sense of nervous energy and some confusion.
 
                Various individuals began to make contributions, often seemingly disconnected from each other, some more intellectual, others more personal. Designated facilitators introduced themselves or responded to what was said. Some tensions were expressed about the situation, the approach, the lack of direction, and facilitators were more likely to respond to the sense of unhappiness in the statement than to engage in theoretical discussion. But facilitators did not want to take – or give – a lead or intervene more often than anyone else, as if their responses were more significant or helpful than anyone else’s. The aim of this approach is for the whole community to take equal and shared responsibility for the direction and conduct of the meeting.
 
                To add to the challenge there were linguistic issues. Spanish and English by no means satisfied the translation needs of the diverse assembly. The Spanish context provided an additional difficulty, because this was post-Franco Spain, and some of the Spanish participants were said to be “observers” and likely to be secret police. Could we create a climate of trust in those circumstances? At first there were professional translators employed to provide English and Spanish translation, but it was found that they were liable to modify and “sanitize” the content of the translated statements to avoid any sense of rancour or “impoliteness”, and they were soon dispensed with and replaced by informal translation by various participants into many more than the two initial languages. This slowed down the flow of communication but added the benefit of allowing longer attention and consideration for each contribution.
 
                For some people, the lack of structure in these large (and small) group meetings was hugely frustrating and time and energy consuming. For others it was of the essence that the “structure” emerged through careful negotiation involving the expressed wishes and needs of as many members of the community as possible. In some similar conferences, the whole schedule of the conference was negotiable from the outset. In this one, a schedule was provided – but still negotiable – which included each day a whole-community meeting, “small” groups of around 20 participants, each with a couple of designated facilitators, and specific workshops and presentations. In the community meetings there would be individuals wanting to get on with expressing personal issues and those wanting to discuss theoretical and wider issues, and the tension would be between trying to respond well to these initially disparate needs. “How do we care for the individual and the collective?” This is a fundamental question for social systems, and it is easy to answer by having recourse to one or the other extreme; however, it is exquisitely and sometimes maddeningly hard to achieve both at the same time.
 
                Unstructured large groups like these are each unique and different, but overall a similar pattern can emerge, which Rogers and others have described39 and which a participant can observe. However, it is important to emphasize that – as with any other systematic analysis of phenomena – these are generalizations which may not apply in any one instance or may occur in a different order. In particular there is never, in one-to-one therapy or in groups like these, a guaranteed outcome. The facilitators and participants may all wish for and hope for a gradual process of achieving communication, understanding and connection, but it has to be worked for in every instance at every point and may indeed not occur at all. That has to be theoretically possible, but it has not been the case in my own experience. That said, it can be a very volatile and unpredictable process along the way. The paradox of this approach is that the positive outcomes may occur, but the facilitators must bring an openness to any outcome along the way and not seek to impose an agenda of their own on the proceedings. Only in this way will each questioning, angry, searching, yearning participant feel equally and openly heard and received.
 
                The Spanish conference enjoyed a very rich range of shared feelings and experience from such a large and varied group of participants, and there were many deeply moving times of a (very) large group achieving an almost miraculous quality of care and attentiveness to one person’s communication. At such times there can be a sense that individual separateness has given way to a shared awareness and receptiveness, and that each person can be simultaneously uniquely individual and also a seamless part of a community of relationship.
 
                Over the four decades that followed I have attended and participated in many comparable conferences of the person-centred approach. Many were memorable for the quality of cross-cultural communication as well as all the other riches of interpersonal relationships at depth: conferences in Holland, South Africa, the United States and Japan spring to mind for this aspect in particular. Rogers died in 1987 at the age of 85. The work of the person-centred approach has continued in America and worldwide with impressive vitality and openness to further development. In the United States, the Centre for the Study of the Person, based in California and founded by Rogers and a large group of colleagues, and the Association for the Development of the Person-centred approach, continue to organize annual conferences and training courses, and there are equivalent organizations in many countries, including the United Kingdom (The Person-Centred Association), other European countries, Mexico, Brazil and Japan. There are international forums for the person-centred approach, and a world association. The conferences organized by all these bodies resemble the El Escorial one described here, combining community meetings, small groups, workshops and presentations.
 
               
              
                A Spiritual Perspective
 
                Finally, I should like to reflect on these healing processes from a spiritual perspective. Individuals may feel loved and supported in all kinds of ways by those dear to them, but there can still be a certain extent of loneliness, even in loving relationships. Others may not have felt securely loved and have learned to survive without it. Many carry wounds which have not been healed. Rogers suggested that when a person experiences genuine empathy for themselves from another for the first time “they join the human race”.40 Certainly in my own experience the first time I recognized that I was being held in a relationship of unconditional acceptance was a transformative experience in this way, and its reverberations have continued over the rest of my life. As a result I seek to provide the conditions where others may feel, perhaps in some cases for the first time, received, respected and understood in the deep parts of themselves that they have kept hidden for fear of judgement.
 
                Thus the resistances and blockages to personal growth which impair individuals and communities may be addressed by a therapeutic approach which depends upon fundamental qualities of relationships. Both Rogers and Jung started from the individual therapeutic relationship in the consulting room, and each of them widened the scope of their engagement to embrace and address social and international issues. Perhaps the universal wisdom in which they played a significant part is that it all starts with and evolves out of personal relationships, and healing both within and between. For Rogers “that which is universal is most personal”.41
 
                If we ask for the spiritual perspective on these matters, there are two different perspectives: the implicit and the explicit. In my work I have argued that the person-centred approach has deep correlations with Christianity, for example, when the latter is viewed as the religion of divine incarnation and unconditional love; indeed I have suggested that the person-centred approach can be seen as “Christianity in action”.42
 
                In terms of explicit spirituality, both Rogers and Thorne (Thorne, B.J., 1991, 1999, 2012 have described times in therapy, both individual and group, when a quality which can only be described as spiritual is present. Rogers’ early negative experience of Christianity disposed him away from religion for the greater part of his life, but in his last decade especially he began to use terminology which would previously have eschewed: “transcendent”, “mystical”, “spiritual”. Being as we have suggested, a thoroughgoing empiricist, it was his experience which led him to these awarenesses:
 
                 
                  When I am at my best, as a group facilitator or as a therapist…. When I am closest to my inner, intuitive self, when I am somehow in touch with the unknown in me…. Then whatever I do seems to be full of healing…. It seems that my inner spirit has reached out and touched the inner spirit of the other. Our relationship transcends itself and becomes a part of something larger. Profound growth and healing and energy are present.43
 
                
 
                For Thorne, his experience of such moments also has a profoundly liberating and healing dimension:
 
                 
                  Often too I have known clients, who, sensing the paradox at the very source of tenderness itself, have dared to own their love-hate and have discovered by doing so that they are able to quit the emotional prison in which they were paralyzed and impotent. (Thorne 2004, p12).
 
                
 
                Such “liberation” could amount to re-humanization indeed. Both these quotations report aspects of the therapist or facilitator’s experience, but the emphasis is on the shared nature of the experience with the other/s and on the outcomes in terms of healing and liberation for them. In group experience especially the individuals have become “part of something larger”, with greatly beneficial outcomes. In developing a discipline and dedication to the consistent embodiment of the person-centred core conditions for a facilitative relationship, the practitioner invites their own and their client/s participation in an exercise in shared humanization.
 
                In referring to spirituality and religion, I am aware that most of the major world religions, Christianity included, have a chequered history with regard to their treatment of those deemed to be “outside” the fold, or deviant from within, and have contributed to the dehumanization of many individuals and groups, sometimes in the name of “saving them” or “civilising them”. These behaviours are particularly prevalent when the religion concerned has a self-belief in its superiority over all others, and when the religion is allied to temporal power. The only saving grace in all this is that there have also been many religious teachers and leaders who have opposed these tendencies and challenged the systems of oppression and dehumanization, and pointed back to the essential teachings of their religions about compassion and justice. Examples include Martin Luther King in the context of racism in the United States, Archbishop Oscar Romero in El Salvador and Archbishop Desmond Tutu in apartheid South Africa.
 
                In the Christian bible, Jesus’ teaching consistently encourages compassion for the poor and downtrodden, and he sets an example in reaching out across divisions of gender, race and religion. In terms of dehumanization, it damages, above all, the essence of being human. According to one of the early Christian teachers’ phrasing, “The glory of God is the human being fully alive” (Irenaeus). There could not be a more eloquent expression in affirming the divine vision of humanness and opposing anything which detracts from every human being’s “aliveness” and well-becoming.
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              Abstract
 
              This chapter is a case study that examines the conceptual origins, racialized memories and black healing strategies of the American South, with a focus on Richmond, Virginia and its black American experience related to the legacies of enslavement. Considering the seminary environment that became an incubator for the chapter’s initial manifestation, and the church’s role in developing the theological, legal and social frameworks for enslavement, the analysis in this chapter centres Christianity and its ongoing impact. Historical insights and local narratives are used to track the emergence and divergence of Southern consciousness, and to ground the presentation of black outlooks in reconciling the trauma of regional, racialized oppression. The study culminates with an attempt to contextualize and conceptualize the New South, observing Richmond, the once capital of the Confederacy, as a microcosm. The conclusion arises that better understanding the South’s past enlightens its future.
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                Introduction
 
                 
                  
                    
                          	
                            …[T]he past can never die because it still exists, intact, on some other plane of time, around which we cannot see directly. But even if this were not true, the past cannot ever be wholly dead for it lives in us, in our blood, in the things whose heirs we are; and the ghosts of old fears and old joys shall forever haunt us.1


                          	
                            – Clarence John Laughlin


                    

                  
 
                
 
                Richmond, Virginia’s capital, sits just under sixty miles from the Jamestown colony, where the English crown staked its first permanent North American settlement in 1607. The city lies only 80 miles inland from Fort Monroe’s shores, where the first Africans in Virginia disembarked from the White Lion in 1619. Richmond’s peculiar history remains shackled at once to ivory pillars and BIPOC bones,2 tied to the past amidst time’s inevitable progress. Attempts at healing often result in circular, frustrated conversations or shy, conciliatory efforts lacking response to fundamental causes. The colonizing impulse so foundational to Richmond’s formation results in co-opting, contributing much to the progressive community’s inability to uproot the culprit. Marches, protests, seminars and online conversations broadcast issues, yet the haunting persists. Meanwhile, dogwalkers traipse over African Burial Ground graves.
 
                Aside from location, Richmond’s heritage positions the area within the larger Southern context. While the mixture of climate, cultures and slaveocracy’s vestiges grounds this orientation, the city’s historic hospitality to the Confederacy may constitute the core element. Richmond sheltered, churched and memorialized the Confederacy – a rule of order and regional unity in which the South’s historical hegemonic identity found refuge. While various ethnicities form the Southern populace and contribute to its character, “the South” as a notion emerged out of white, aristocratic claims to regional exceptionalism in slaveocracy’s defence. To assuage fears of abolition and, later, the grief born of wartime defeat, white Southerners developed both a reasoned and medievally romantic mythos to justify lifestyles and ideologies based on two of the most severe atrocities yet known to humanity: the Indigenous genocide and the transatlantic and domestic trade of enslaved Africans. The persistent, insistent, holistic and largely successful cultural annihilation campaigns still being waged on these ethnic bodies affirm the distinct severity of these efforts. In this regard, pervasive systems and insidious manners of exploitation form the South.
 
                Grief manifests the Southern wound. This grief entails the complex interplay of decaying romanticized notions of a lost civilization, the trauma arising from racial oppression, and the moral injury induced from perpetuating such oppression. Southern healing depends on the community’s capacity to know and understand the region’s distorted consciousness, grasping the impact of trauma to strategize the development of a redeemed civilization out of the decay, breakthroughs and hope.
 
                Considering that the healing necessarily begins with our own embodied realities, a black, Southern, Richmond perspective undergirds this study. Initially written in a seminary setting, a markedly religious influence is maintained, with Christian features appearing throughout. The narrative told is a story of Richmond, although not the only. The analysis does not try to be exhaustive in scope nor comprehensive in its attention to the rich ethnic tapestry covering the southern United States. The aim is that the South as a macrocosm will be better understood through the microcosm of a particular narrative. For clarity’s sake, this discourse employs racialized categories to observe the formation of two storylines that comingle and contrast in a shared place and, at times, space. That particularity, blurred by overarching local and regional contexts, manifests differing identities and memories. To trace this phenomenon’s emergence, this case study examines the origins of the “South” concept, its antebellum (e. g. before the civil war) blossoming, its flourishing through the Lost Cause and New South(s) era,3 and the ensuing racial narrative dichotomy. The chapter concludes by focusing on black trauma, healing and tenacity, highlighting the work of black women who lead the way forward.
 
               
              
                The Emergence of “the South”: Its Identities and Memories
 
                What and how Southerners choose to remember shapes Southern identities. Abolitionism’s perceived invasion inaugurated the South concept, awakening a beast of defensive posturing steered by white elites. Religious justification provided framers with moral backing for their positions. Even after emancipation, white people retained historiographic privilege through legally enforced dominance, which included greater access to education and literacy. Social advantage allowed white Southerners to form narratives that styled a romanticized regional mythos into history. White Southern speeches remain invaluable resources for analysis, but their stories reveal the perspectives of those wielding institutionalized social and cultural power. Holding these sources in conversation with black Southern oral narratives displays the cognitive dissonance pervading white Southern memories. By accounting information customarily left untold, historical records spotlighted by some progressive scholars help to fill the void left by the countless muted black witnesses. Synthesizing historical record with white and black narratives reveals that Southern identity is an interplay of alternate realities emerging out of conflicting, yet proximate, communities that are united by intersecting histories.
 
                
                  Conceptual Origins of the South
 
                  Origins of the South as a concept may be traced from the late medieval papal bulls to plantation parlours and cotton fields. At the end of the Middle Ages, the church developed a solid religious legal precedent for the enslavement and colonization of non-Christian people and lands. Pope Nicholas V’s papal bull of 1452, Dum Diversas, granted Portugal’s King Alfonso V power to invade foreign spaces and conquer all non-Christians to force them into perpetual servitude. Grouping all non-Christians among “the enemies of Christ”, the church gave a monarchy free reign to rob invaded territories of people and possessions, with no respect for existing political dominions in conquered territories. The papal bull reads:
 
                   
                    [W]e grant to you full and free power, through the Apostolic authority by this edict, to invade, conquer, fight, subjugate the Saracens and pagans, and other infidels and other enemies of Christ, and wherever established their Kingdoms, Duchies, Royal Palaces, Principalities and other dominions, lands, places, estates, camps and any other possessions, mobile and immobile goods found in all these places and held in whatever name, and held and possessed by the same Saracens, Pagans, infidels, and the enemies of Christ, also realms, duchies, royal palaces, principalities and other dominions, lands, places, estates, camps, possessions of the king or prince or of the kings or princes, and to lead their persons in perpetual servitude, and to apply and appropriate realms, duchies, royal palaces, principalities and other dominions, possessions and goods of this kind to you and your use and your successors the Kings of Portugal.4
 
                  
 
                  The “salvation of their souls” undergirded this economic endeavour, providing a moral basis for exploitation with the guidance that it served to “restrain the savage excesses of the Saracens and infidels” and expand Christendom. In 1455, Romanus Pontifex followed Dum Diversas, reiterating its claims, establishing bargaining power for the conquered and instating King Alfonso’s claim more broadly through all sub-Saharan Africa.5 All lands, peoples and possessions south of the Cape of Bojador, now Western Saharan Moroccan territory, became divinely sanctioned for conquest. Control mechanisms imposed included the forbidden sale of iron, weaponry and wood to conquered peoples, serving to further perpetuate their oppressed status. Dum Diversas and Romanus Pontifex function as core documents for the Doctrine of Discovery’s formation,6 setting a religious precedent for European-led colonization and enslavement as other western dominions on the continent, namely Spain, France and England, sought claim to foreign lands that black and brown people occupied.7 In its global, ethnic and territorial outlook, the paternalism entrenched in white Southern identity draws its lineage from said papal bulls.
 
                  
                    Shaping the (Old) South
 
                    Codes governing enslaved people of African descent set a social, racialized and religious standard that concretized white Southern identity in relation to black people. The “slave codes” began appearing in Virginia in 1642,8 gradually forming into a comprehensive structure by 1705. As the codes developed, they instituted fixed racialized distinctions between white and black. They came to nearly synonymize white with “Christian” and black with “slave”. The language and stipulations relegated blacks to the lowest social order and engineered white hegemony. Even after black conversions to Christianity, black people remained enslaved and white being was read as most fully embodying Christianity.
 
                    The juxtaposition between black and “Christian”, first appeared in 1661 with a code pertaining to black runaways and “Christian servants in company with them”.9 The 1662 code assailed black freedom prospects and safeguarded rapes by white men, ensuring that intercourse between a white man and enslaved black woman still rendered the offspring enslaved. In 1667, the Virginia House of Burgesses clarified that baptism failed to free an enslaved person from legal bondage. The 1671 code established the status of a black African as enslaved upon arrival to the colony.10 In 1680, fear of insurrections by those enslaved brought a law banning black people from bearing arms and fighting white people.11
 
                    Stipulations in 1705 served to constitute whiteness, define white servitude and fully secure the slaveocracy’s governance over black and mixed-race people.12 “The code introduced the word ‘white’ into Virginia law”,13 distinguishing white servitude and the “slave” status assigned to the aforementioned groups. White servitude yielded greater dignity and privilege, whereas the colony went to great lengths to ensure black bondage and debasement. The law barred masters from whipping white Christian servants naked without court order but granted reparations to enslavers in the case that the black person they enslaved was killed in the course of legal redress, whether by the enslaver or the colonial government.14 By 1723, Virginia law had barred even free blacks from voting.15 That colonists felt a need for these laws alludes to the persistent attempts by black people to subvert the dominant order. The codes governing black being functioned to forge a separation between the ruled and the subjugated, allowing religious alienation, disenfranchisement, violence, rape and death to be inflicted upon black people. The law served to impress on the white Southern consciousness a sense of righteousness associated with these actions, justifying a legally delineated and religiously sanctioned racialized hierarchy that white Southerners celebrated during the antebellum period and that was echoed in Lost Cause ideology.
 
                    The Virginia State Capitol’s move from Williamsburg to Richmond in 1780 preceded the economic boom in the domestic trade of enslaved black people, which grounded white Southern identity. This transition shifted economic focus to the once sleepy colonial settlement. Just preceding the capital’s relocation, the importation of enslaved Africans to the state was legally banned in 1778. By 1808, the Jefferson administration allowed a national ban on said importation, shifting traders’ legal business prospects to the domestic realm. The antebellum period saw Virginia’s rise as a leader among states in the domestic trade of enslaved blacks – second only to New Orleans.16 Jack Trammell remarked that “Virginia’s chief antebellum export was not cotton, tobacco, or corn, but human labor.”17
 
                    The frenzied demand for enslaved labour also catalyzed enslavers’ practice of enforced rape and reproduction among those enslaved, a system otherwise known as “slave breeding”.18 Virginia led the nation in this abuse.19 The value assigned to enslaved bodies steered the avarice that drove the trading market. Trammell notes that “on the typical southern plantation with twenty slaves, the slaves themselves (or their hired labor) were worth more than the total value of the land and implements combined”.20 The trade’s economic power statewide and nationally dismantles the notion that the practice would have soon died out with or without the Civil War. Accounting only for Richmond, total gross proceeds in sales from the slave trade in some years equalled $500 million in 2011 dollars.21
 
                    Nevertheless, Richmond was only one locus in the larger Southern territory. By 1860, on the eve of the war, enslaved people were the nation’s largest financial asset, with cotton, the blossom of their sweat, its largest export. White Southern anxiety concerning emancipation finds root in the enormous economic downturn feared,22 which reconstruction eventually actualized. The South maintained its greatest source of wealth through the trade of enslaved people.23 “It is little wonder that [white Southerners] chafed beneath the notion of abolition, the economic equivalency of socializing an entire multimillion-dollar (perhaps even billion-dollar) private business sector.”24 The domestic trade of enslaved black people, as a catalyst for the region’s economic progress and safeguard for financial security, gave birth to the South concept.
 
                    Virginia foundationally shaped white Southern identity in the Upper South, setting a tone for the southern region even more prominently once the state became the Confederacy’s burial place. South Carolina, however, played a central role in steering white Southern antebellum consciousness. Clifton Ellis and Gina Haney assert that South Carolinian rhetoric via Charleston inspired the initial manifestation of the South concept. That South Carolina stands on record as the first seceding state from the Union and the site of the war’s beginning supports the authors’ position. “Charleston was the epicentre for Southern apologists who consistently used medieval imagery as a means to explain and celebrate a culture made possible by an economic system based in slavery.”25 They further explain that:
 
                     
                      [T]hese apologists turned to the Middle Ages for a defense of their economic system. Slaveholders extolled the Middle Ages for what they believed to be an ideal social system – an organic, reciprocal social relationship between vassal and lord that, to their minds, was not unlike the society they had created in the American South.26
 
                    
 
                    Ellis and Haney note that a volatile cocktail incited a fire of Southern apologist writings and aesthetics to illustrate the ideology. Charles Reagan Wilson commented that “the driving force propelling southern identity was racial fear”.27 The Missouri Compromise in 1820, curtailing Southern, “slave state” expansion; Denmark Vesey’s 1822 insurrection, reminding enslavers of black resistance and resilience; economic fluctuations in the global market in 1819 and 1824 – 27; and the massive battle for states’ rights in the Nullification Crisis of 1832 all wove a web of frustrations, threatening white Southern stability and progress.28 No matter that the majority of white Southerners did not own slaves,29 the institution operated as the South’s greatest economic support, creating a slaveocracy that empowered elites.
 
                    Preceding secession, though invoking its spirit, John C. Calhoun, a former South Carolina lawmaker serving as John Quincy Adam’s vice president, undermined the president’s authority on tariff policies by secretly penning South Carolina Exposition and Protest in 1828. The document declared the tariff in question unconstitutional.30 The vice president, among other white Southerners, believed that high tariffs on imports would upset the South’s business with foreign markets, while financially privileging northern manufacturers.31 The South’s business with foreign markets rested on the exportation of raw materials – king cotton most of all – with enslaved labour the crop’s primary harvester. Calhoun explained:
 
                     
                      [B]ecause South Carolina from her climate, situation, and peculiar institutions, is, and must ever continue to be, wholly dependent upon agriculture and commerce, not only for her prosperity, but for her very existence as a state –because the valuable products of her soil … are among the very few that can be cultivated with any profit by slave labor – and if by the loss of her foreign commerce, these products should be confined to an inadequate market, the fate of this fertile state would be poverty and utter desolation.32
 
                    
 
                    In its dissemination throughout South Carolina, Calhoun lent articulation to the burgeoning rights arguments of states. The dissent remains key to interpreting white Southern identity and its link to states’ rights discourse, constitutionalism, the sense of Northern Aggression and secession. Anthony Szczesiul observed that “as political tension increased between the North and the South, residents of Southern states increasingly imagined and defined themselves as ‘the South,’ as members of a distinct, separate, and superior culture in opposition to the North.”33 He observed that the notion of Southern exceptionalism that emerged out of antebellum anxieties points to the idea that “the South” itself is a myth or fiction.34
 
                   
                  
                    The Lost Cause Era and Two Johnson Narratives
 
                    The Lost Cause narrative became one of the South’s most defining myths, rising to religious levels and emboldening generations even through to our current cultural moment. Charles Reagan Wilson observed that while the antebellum period saw a marked rise in regional consciousness, white Southern identity crystallized during the war and reconstruction. He cited the American Civil War as “the crucial event cementing southern white identity. The experience of fighting and losing a war would isolate the region’s people.”35 David M. Potter concluded that “The Civil War did far more to produce a southern nationalism which flourished in the cult of the Lost Cause than southern nationalism did to produce the Civil War.”36 Even Edward A. Pollard’s title for his famous piece, The Lost Cause: A New Southern History of the War of the Confederates, alludes to a defeated, grieved mentality grasping for a resurrected sense of meaning despite military and social failure. Pollard attached that meaning to an account specific to the South, contrasting “Southern History” with alternative, implicitly inadequate northern narratives – a mindset solidified with creation of the Virginia Historical Society in 1831 and the Southern Historical Society in 1869.37 Nash and Stewart explain:
 
                     
                      In short, the Lost Cause mythology provided the white South with a sort of alt-nationalism that cast Confederate generals as gods, white southern women as angels of mercy, southern soldiers as mythic warriors, and enslaved people as loyal servants. To the determined veterans of the conflict, their children, and later generations desperate to believe that their ancestors had not sacrificed hundreds of thousands of young lives to preserve human property, the Lost Cause imposed a harmony on the antebellum South that never existed while exalting those who fought as the true heirs of the founding fathers.38
 
                    
 
                    The Lost Cause symbolizes a “Southern flight from reality”,39 a holistic evasion of truth characterized by denial, concealment and erasure arising from defensive, nostalgic memories. General Bradley T. Johnson’s In Memoriam Sempiternam address, given at the founding celebration for Richmond’s Confederate Museum in 1896, embodies Lost Cause mythology. He champions the Confederate cause, contradicts a causal linkage between the war and enslavement, uplifts chivalry, and accents Confederate sentiments with religiosity. He introduces his argument by stating that “our first and most sacred duty is to our holy dead, to ourselves, and to our posterity. It is our highest obligation to satisfy the world of the righteousness of our cause and the sound judgement with which we defended it”.40 Invoking “constitutional liberty” to assert that the South fought for the “liberty” established by “free ancestors” and not for slavery,41 Johnson links the Confederacy to the American revolutionaries while also erasing black exclusion from said freedoms. Although emphatically denying that the Confederacy fought for black enslavement, he nevertheless cites it as a locus for political power.42 He assumes the institution’s naturalness and biblical foundation, viewing the north’s abolitionist leanings as an outcome of enslavement’s regional unprofitability.43 From Johnson’s standpoint, the Confederate battle emerged in defence of the north’s unholy efforts to usurp Southern power, assault the South’s character of “nobleness”, “justice”, and “chivalry”, and, most searingly, to dismantle the divinely ordained institutions that shaped the Southern way of life.44 While acknowledging cruelty and injustice in enslavement practices, he views emancipation as “the great crime of the century” and black enfranchisement as its cruellest manifestation. Johnson’s assumed white superiority grounds his perspective. He states: “As it is, against the [black man’s] will, without his assistance, he has been turned loose in America to do the best he can in the contest with the strongest race that ever lived.”45 He enlists contemporaneous social Darwinist theories to seal his conclusion, prophesying that “the law of the survival of the fittest forces the fight, and the consequence that whenever the colored race, black, red or yellow, has anything the white race want, it takes it, is working … in the face of this irresistible law, the negro, a child of fourteen, has been turned loose to compete with the full grown man of the white race.”46 Johnson’s conclusions display the white supremacist principles inherent to the Confederate cause and, thereby, anchored in white Southern identity. The Lost Cause union between grief, white Southern historiography and Christianity flourished from the postbellum period through the New South era and into the early 20th century, with prominent cultural references in the 1915 film, The Birth of a Nation.47 Also becoming Lost Cause exercises were the numerous monuments dedicated to Confederate romanticism, including Richmond’s statues to Stonewall Jackson and William Fontaine Maury in 1919 and 1929, respectively. Virginia eventually became home to the most Confederate monuments in the country. As witnessed in 2020, when protests surrounded public Confederate statuary in Richmond, the mythology still shapes white Southern consciousness in ways that radically influence local and national civic life.48
 
                    William I. Johnson’s oral history provides a black narrative juxtaposed to racist, Lost Cause assumptions. Johnson’s account of his rise from enslavement symbolizes an inconspicuous strategy achieved through and despite the hegemonic system. In 1840, Johnson was born into enslavement in Albemarle County. He reached Goochland by way of an estate arrangement transferring him as property to the husband of his original enslaver’s daughter. He first came to Richmond at the age of 17 as a hired-out butler from the Johnson plantation, although he returned just a year later to serve the Johnsons as a butler into the Civil War. His descriptions of enslaved life include auction house molestations, intentional family separations and the neighbouring plantation’s brutal whippings. Johnson’s memory contrasts the confederate Johnson’s dismissive postulation that Christianity would have ironed out enslavement’s harsh qualities.49 Answering to the injustice, the black Johnson details the calculated manoeuvres among enslaved black people seeking freedom. He describes ways that hired-out help would escape labour arrangements out of protest, undermining their employers’ contracts. He names Joe Sutherland, an enslaved coachmen who used reading and writing skills to forge passes that several enslaved persons used for escape to free states.50 Johnson embarked on his journey to freedom through covert means, running away with four others from his enslaver’s service during the war at the advice of Union prisoners to enlist in the Union army. Following General Robert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, he returned to the Johnson plantation to reunite with his mother. He recounts Mr Johnson’s resigned disposition towards Confederate defeat, noting even his enslaver’s sense that “it was what the Lord intended to happen”.51 This reunion marks William I. Johnson’s last mention of his enslavers in the narrative, alluding to Clarence Reagan Wilson’s observation that “the southern legend of Reconstruction drove a psychological wedge between blacks and whites”.52 Jim Crow limited the forced closeness that the groups experienced in the context of enslavement, instead steering paths towards more separate societies and consciousnesses.
 
                    Johnson had made a home in Richmond by 1866, settling into contracting work and opening his own business in the field by 1907. From 1907 to 1932, he became one of the city’s leading contractors. Johnson was a member of several fraternal organizations, including the First Baptist Church, the Masons and the Order of St. Luke. His naming of this connection signifies an intentional movement for racial uplift modelled in black communities after emancipation. Civic clubs offered opportunities for racial solidarity and community care amidst still oppressive circumstances. Johnson’s memory characterizes core features of black Southern identity, namely enslavement’s formative centrality, subversive activism, piety, kinship ties, collective responsibility and self-determination. He disempowers the concept of black inferiority by demonstrating a black person’s ability to activate their gifts through faith and entrepreneurship. William I. Johnson’s memory exposes the mythological, white supremacist concepts attached to General Johnson’s Lost Cause narrative by showing that black people both willed and assisted their emancipation.
 
                   
                  
                    Conclusion
 
                    Southern identity developed historically as a reflexive response to racial and economic anxieties. As this angst flared, with moves threatening the institutions of enslavement, colonization and Christianity, a racialized sense of Southern exceptionalism developed. The South concept is linked to the point at which these elements first majorly intersected to catalyze European, later “white”, global supremacy. Both white and black Southerners dialogically form identities with memories. The antebellum consciousness shaped white Southern identity, yet wartime memories inspired its crystallization in the Lost Cause era. Oral history illustrates black Southern memory, and its retelling and remembering stimulates a retroactive moulding of group identity. Tracing the two strands establishes the bifurcation that emerged between white Southern and black Southern lives and perceptions of reality – a divergence still impacting the present.
 
                   
                 
               
              
                Southern Strategies
 
                Recounting the South’s painful history begs the question: how do we respond now? This section examines the work of three black women who address healing from their distinct points. Dr Joy DeGruy’s landmark analysis, Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome, demonstrates the necessity of racial healing. While not specific to Southern consciousness, the author’s insights hold implications for regional focus. Reverend Dr Paula Parker’s genogram work, substantiated and outlined in her book, Roots Matter: Healing History, Honoring Heritage, and Renewing Hope, serves as a starting point for people of all ethnic backgrounds to begin facing genealogical truths. Her intentionally black, American approach to this endeavour offers an opportunity to centre a marginalized experience and empowers the community to steer its next stage of emancipation. Dr Carmen Foster’s oral history of her family’s legacy raises opportunities for reflection on black familial identity in shaping Southern identity. New black Southern strategies emerge from old black Southern strategies, involving transgression and subversion, revision, restoration, and redemption.
 
                
                  Post-Traumatic Slave Syndrome and Generational Healing
 
                  Joy DeGruy’s development of post-traumatic slave syndrome (PTSS) represents a strategy for intraracial healing that addresses enslavement’s holistically traumatic impacts. Her explication seeks to comprehend various patterns within the black community, addressing issues ranging from naming conventions to food customs and relationship behaviours. DeGruy defines PTSS as “a condition that exists when a population has experienced multigenerational trauma resulting from centuries of slavery and continues to experience oppression and institutionalized racism today”.53 A real or imagined notion that social benefits remain inaccessible also marks this syndrome. DeGruy understands enslavement’s forced familial destruction as a prime contributing factor to PTSS’s pervasiveness, observing that:
 
                   
                    The maintenance of healthy and secure relationships is among the most important values within African culture. What do you think would happen if those relationships were destroyed and never allowed to fully take root again? If you were going to devise a uniquely cruel system of punishment, you could never have devised something more devastating and insidious than American chattel slavery, because it absolutely, categorically destroyed existing relationships and undermined a people’s ability to form healthy new ones.54
 
                  
 
                  The author theorizes that the relationship between enslaver and enslaved established a broken familial system, replacing the black family’s biological patriarch with a white enslaver. The white enslaver’s use of violent aggression to control black people then set a default conditioning for violence expressed when those within the community feel a loss of control. DeGruy also targets forced rape, commonly called “slave breeding”, as a vicious exercise in relational degradation.55 Given that tobacco farming depleted the region’s land, the Upper South enlisted breeding practices to keep economic growth stimulated and supply growing demands for enslaved labour as American territory expanded westward and into the Deep South.56 Jack Trammell notes that Richmond led breeding practices during the antebellum period.57 Ned and Constance Sublette also provide extensive research on the topic, concluding that “Virginia was the mother of slavery”, supplying the nation’s largest breeding industry.58 They observed that “the growth of the Southern economy was tied directly to the productivity of the capitalized womb”,59 offering a grim descriptor linked to one of Richmond’s most ruthless enslavement practices. Breeding, accompanied by other forms of sexual violence perpetrated against enslaved black women, marks the South’s particular expression of decadence and depravity. In stunning candour, the Sublettes raise the question: “Why might white elites want a machine with which to destroy the black family?” They answer: “Most immediately, because the family was the strongest unit of social cohesion and resistance to slavery. But longer term, because destroying family webs systematically in every generation was the best way to guarantee the perpetual existence of an abject underclass whose labor and upkeep would remain as cheap as possible.”60 Their conclusion holds implications not only for the black family, but also for current systemic racism in education, prisons and policing. Trammell and the Sublette’s historical findings and assertions affirm DeGruy’s social scientific insights because they point to the black family’s fracturing as a central concern across disciplines and ethnicities. That multiple sources recognize the problem’s origins substantiates the claim of PTSS that a problem exists. Noting research in epigenetics, DeGruy contends that the present generation’s lack of direct experience with enslavement fails to fully reconcile persistent trauma.61
 
                 
                
                  Healing History, Honouring Heritage and Renewing Hope
 
                  Parker’s Roots Matter work closely intersects with DeGruy’s in its focus on healing generational trauma. The idea that genetic coding may transmit environmental influences across generations holds implications for all linked to the institution of slavery. Considering the foundational undergirding that enslavement provided the nation, anyone benefitting from its spoils bears some association, however unconscious. Parker affirms that “multigenerational trauma, plus continued oppression, minus opportunity to access the benefits available in a society leads to PTSS”.62 She cites enslavement as “a cultural marker, a primal scene and site of memory for African Americans requiring constant reflection and reinterpretation”.63
 
                  In particular, Parker observes that enslavement and its horrors continue to haunt the black community holistically. She locates its memory within the scope of cultural trauma, which references a loss of meaning and identity so overwhelming that it damages social cohesion.64 Recalling womanist identity and the topic’s persistent need for examination, Parker names black family separation and sale as “the most devastating trauma the ‘American born’ enslaved people endured”.65 Cultivating resilience becomes a key strategy in her healing schema, with intentional remembrance, preserved kinship ties and hopeful belief being prime markers.66 Parker highlights religion, “slave religion” specifically, as a springboard for black, Christian-based healing broadly, explaining that “when enslaved persons yelled, called out, bawled, shrieked, bellowed, and screamed, they proclaimed, announced, and asserted their existence from the core of their being”.67
 
                  Roots Matter culminates with the presentation of a six-week course, based in the Black Church context, that seeks to cultivate generational healing. Dr Parker bases this effort on genogram development, healing prayer practices, biblical and historical studies, and resilience testimony and exercises. The genogram’s particular strength in assessing transgenerational traumas and gifts provides an opportunity for lay psychoanalysis. That Richmond remains Dr Parker’s home base is a gift to a Southern community that is distinct in its transmission of enslavement’s trauma, and still hopeful through its resilience and established familial ties.
 
                 
                
                  The Ties That Bind: The Foster Legacy, Black Resilience and the Southern Sense of Place
 
                  Studying an old black Richmond family enables an examination of the kinship ties that shape black Southern resilience strategies.68 Richmond’s old history, formed with Virginia’s legacy as a backdrop, moulds black Richmond’s relationality. Naming certain streets, neighbourhoods, churches and high schools aids memory, telling an old Richmonder most of what one might hesitate to ask for fear of not “minding your business”. Dr Carmen Foster’s family memories weave a story of black determination amidst enslavement and Jim Crow’s injustices. The Foster legacy embodies a black Southern narrative connecting identity, communal character and a regional identification with place.
 
                  Dr Foster traces her familial ties to Richmond across almost 200 years, with her paternal lines stretching west through Louisa County and east to Mathews County into the antebellum period. Her great grandfather, Jack Foster, served as an enslaved manservant before the Civil War to Colonel Christopher Quarles Tompkins, whose roots connect to Poplar Grove Plantation. While knowing this past, Foster expresses little to no attachment to it. When asked her family’s sense of the Civil War, she says:
 
                   
                    No one really talked about it specifically, but we knew we were associated with white folks that owned us. We knew who they were … Those were just the times in which folks lived. One thing that’s interesting, is that black families and white families intertwined with each other even though they understood the legal aspects of segregation … They were in each other’s private spaces.69
 
                  
 
                  While Civil War history rises to obsessive levels in Virginia, Dr Foster rather focuses on black community empowerment efforts following the crisis. She recalls that “as the Civil War ended, there’s always been this sense of self-determination and this sense of achieving against the odds that’s always been a part of the family value system”.70 She holds familial ties to Jackson Ward, a historically African-American district in Richmond and a once prosperous black enclave, starting with her grandparent’s move to the neighbourhood in the 1920s – a timing placing the family amidst Richmond’s own black Southern renaissance. Foster notes the self-help societies and fraternal orders active in Southern towns at the time, which channelled black people’s self-derived will to succeed and responded to society’s aggressive stance of black exclusion enacted through contemporaneous movements such as Jim Crow and eugenics.
 
                  Foster recalls a story of her grandfather, Christopher Foster, organizing the Astoria Beneficial Club out of her great-grandmother’s parlour.71 Her grandfather, who grew up as child seeing the city’s Confederate monuments being erected, threw a party where guests dressed as prominent figures such as the Vanderbilts. She remarks that “people still knew how to make their own fun … They were all striving—particularly as Jim Crow started squeezing and squeezing.”72 The move also points to the tactic of emulation as resistance. In a hegemonic culture that treated black people as lesser human beings, Christopher Foster dared to imitate a Vanderbilt – humorously. When I suggested this interpretation to Dr Foster, she replied:
 
                   
                    The white supremacist systems may consider black people inferior, but all that did was create the opportunity for black people and their families to demonstrate their quality and their competency and their value—not to white people, but to their God, because they knew that they were children of God. So, in some ways, what oppression meant as bad, it’s interesting to see how generations before me have used oppression as grist for the mill to make us better and not bitter, and to strive to achieve for the good of the race…Everything back then was [about] uplifting the race, which is a collectivist perspective that was part of what had been passed to them from their roots of enslavement about how we look out for each other and take care of each other.73
 
                  
 
                  Mr Foster’s move alludes to the shape-shifting that American society acculturates black people to practice to thrive in colonial systems. While assimilating, that assimilation can also communicate a triumph against the odds.
 
                  Dr Foster’s cousin, Alice Jackson Stuart, also resisted racism in bold measure through the academic arena. After earning her bachelor’s degree from Hartshorn Memorial College, which later merged into Virginia Union University, she decided to transfer her graduate study from Smith College to a school closer to her Richmond family. She became the first black person to apply to the University of Virginia’s graduate school. The institution denied her application based on race and “for other good and sufficient reasons not necessary to be … enumerated”.74 Writing from Frederick Douglass Court75 to the university’s rector and board of visitors, Ms Stuart replied:
 
                   
                    I herewith respectfully call you to specify the “other good and sufficient reasons” why you rejected my application … At all events, I wish to know in full the reasons why my application was rejected. So far as rejecting my application because I am Negro is concerned, I will discuss that further with you when you have itemized the “good and sufficient reasons” upon which it was rejected.76
 
                  
 
                  Receiving a response from the rector reiterating the school’s original position,77 Stuart remained determined to know those reasons. She threatened to sue the State of Virginia. The state, seeking to avoid a lawsuit, instead passed the Dovell Act, which provided black students fully funded tuition to attend out-of-state graduate institutions and created a graduate programme at Virginia State College for Negroes (now Virginia State University). Stuart used this offer to earn her master’s degree in English from Columbia University in 1937.78 Following her death in 2001, the Senate of Virginia issued a Joint Resolution honouring her courageous efforts to expand higher education opportunities for black people.79 In 2012, she became a Virginia Women in History honouree.80 Her groundbreaking defiance demonstrates an exceptional witness to a black Richmond woman’s resilience and commitment to achieve. Exemplifying Dr Foster’s quote, Stuart instrumentalized Virginia’s oppressive tactics for her own long-term advantage, subverting the hegemonic system.
 
                  Dr Foster’s conclusions on contemporary Southern healing tasks also maintain a subversive quality. Speaking as a womanist and educational leader, she assigns the family and its children a primary position. “One thing is paramount: the black community has a responsibility to ensure that the children of the next generation know and understand the history at a macro and micro level, because if they don’t there will be no one there to pass it on.”81 At that micro level, she laments that “Richmond has made it uncomfortable for many people to stay here who are African American. There are fewer and fewer natives to recount the history and share it to the next generation of newcomers that may have no context or are not interested—or are oblivious (that’s black or white).”82 Concerning tasks for other racial groups, she asserts the need for white people to gain overdue awareness and, finally, for all people to unite in dialogue for shared understanding.83 When asked how Southerners may develop a new New South, her response captures the dissonance between white and black concepts of the South:
 
                   
                    I think that there’s a fallacy that there is a “New South”. I’m going to challenge that assumption, because the South repeats itself … I think the South shows up in the 20th century as Charlottesville 2017. I think the South shows up in the ridiculous circus of Ketanji Brown Jackson’s senate hearings for the Supreme Court. I think the South shows up in terms of not wanting to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment after decades. I think the South shows up in terms of the ways that Mississippi is still at the bottom in terms of education. I think the South shows up in resistance to voting rights. Until the South can rectify that, it will never be the New South, no matter how hard we wish it to be. At the same time, I am a proud Southerner. I want to see the South become not the New South, but a reformed South and repentant South, and a resurrected South that affirms that—not all men are created, but all humans are created equal … Ed Ayers talks about the promise of the New South. The New South is hope fulfilled. That’s when we’ll have a New South.84
 
                  
 
                  After identifying a list of injustices on the region’s record, Dr Foster’s description of herself as a proud Southerner elicits the question, “Why?” Her reply: “Because I am proud of my ancestors, both enslaved and free, who have lived in Kentucky and Virginia for generations.” Her words display the Southern sense of place, which Steven E. Nash and Bruce E. Stewart describe as a central and vital component of Southern identity across racial categories. They note historian David Mathews’ observation that, “Southerners have a unique sense of time and place, of belonging, of community… Southerners have roots. They have an identity. A southerner—whatever [their] station, whatever [their] color—has a ‘home’.”85 Dr Foster’s naming ancestral connections to land as a mark of Southern pride emphasizes an embedded regional understanding that the land forms the people who shape the culture, and vice versa. Dr Foster’s comment denotes rootedness as a strategy. Through rootedness, Southerners may find the healing wisdom of context, kinship and belonging.
 
                 
                
                  Conclusion
 
                  The strategies that DeGruy, Parker and Foster offer invite black Southerners to grapple with the region’s troubling history while not being overcome by the jarring task. Degruy’s analysis summarizes enslavement’s traumatic impact on the black community. Engaging this trauma, Parker develops healing practices that centre self-exploration, using the family lineage as a conduit. Examining the deficits and strengths we transmit and transmute through our family lines offers both a sobering and hopeful impetus for further exploration. Foster’s expertise in conveying local and familial legacies through oral narrative provides the wisdom and perspective of eldership, along with the charge to stay rooted in the purpose-inspiring power of place. Focusing on the place that forms kinship ties and their surrounding culture equips Southern strategists with contextual knowledge for the ongoing witness to black tenacity. In all, black responses to Southern healing require that we maintain hope, courage and determination as we come to understand the complex influences associated with regional history.
 
                 
               
              
                Conclusion
 
                Richmond’s healing will rise from bodily fluids and tobacco dust; from prayers, chants and incantations over river water; from ghosts ascending from humid, sun-drenched streets at July 4th protests; from the young folks marching off of university quads – all committed to knowing everything and telling everybody – visiting coffee hours and front porches to meet elders who rest in dignity knowing that they know very little, and yet enough.
 
                The Galilean Mystic said, “Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.”86 Yet, truth remains our most bitter potion. However, without it, inevitably, no strategy devised will succeed. In a territory covered in battlefields, the knight archetype may serve us well, offering a familiar reference for the courage necessary to risk losing ourselves to find our identities again. The knights we may place on our pedestals today rocked our baby bodies. They marched, bled and died for us; they taught us and preached for us; and they survived for us. The memories with which we tremble never leave, but efforts to reconcile them stand to make us better.
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              Abstract
 
              In communities which have their roots in histories of atrocities and injustice, and which continue to be shaped by the legacies of the past, intergenerational dialogue and inquiry processes can play a crucial role in breaking silence and supporting community members to recognize the deep interconnections between past, present and future. This chapter presents the aims and processes of the UNESCO Collective Healing Initiative’s Intergenerational Dialogue and Inquiry (IDI) programme, which brings together young adults and community elders to explore their shared histories, present realities and future possibilities. Through a carefully held process, participants draw out stories of past and ongoing harms and begin to identify community-rooted resources and narratives of hope, resilience and collective healing, articulating and enacting transformation towards the co-creation of futures of mutual well-being. This chapter explores how the UNESCO IDI programme creates spaces for collective healing, including healing of spiritual harms, and outlines four interrelated imperatives for collective healing identified by participants. These imperatives highlight communities’ recognition of the pressing needs for: public acknowledgement of past and ongoing harms; supportive communities and intergenerational networks with shared cultural practices and traditions; opportunities for encounter and connection across divides, including through arts and spiritual connection; and social transformation away from individualism towards systems governed by values of connectedness and compassion. The chapter directly quotes from IDI participants at length throughout to honour their voices and contributions.
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                Introduction
 
                 
                  
                    
                          	
                            I’m going to carry everything you’ve said with me for the rest of my life.

 
                          	
                            – Young adult participant, UK


                    

                  
 
                
 
                Intergenerational dialogue and inquiry (IDI) processes bring together the voices of old and young to explore their shared histories, present realities and future possibilities. In communities which have their roots in histories of atrocities and injustice, and which continue to be shaped by the legacies of this past, such processes can play a crucial role in breaking silence and supporting individuals and groups to recognize the deep interconnections between past, present and future. Through carefully facilitated intergenerational dialogue and inquiry, communities can begin to articulate and enact the transformation needed towards the co-creation of futures that prioritize the well-being of all.
 
                In 2023, the UNESCO1 Collective Healing Initiative brought together groups of young adults (aged 18 – 35) and community elders to take part in a series of community-rooted IDI processes. All groups were hosted in communities with histories of mass atrocity, with a particular focus on communities affected by the ongoing legacies of transatlantic enslavement and colonial exploitation. Set within the framework of the UNESCO Routes of Enslaved Peoples project, the IDI programme sought to create opportunities for communities to engage in collective healing towards a future of co-flourishing. The programme was co-funded by the Fetzer Institute and the Guerrand-Hermès Foundation for Peace, and coordinated by researchers at the foundation and the Global Humanity for Peace Institute at the University of Wales, Trinity St David.
 
                The IDI programme worked with partner organisations and communities across five sites and four continents, with groups in Colombia, Kenya, Nigeria, the United Kingdom and the United States. Participation in the Quindio Region of Colombia was coordinated by two partners: Eduser and the Guerrand-Hermès Foundation Colombia, who worked closely with 10 young adults aged 18 – 30 and 20 community elders from five diverse backgrounds represented within the community, including Indigenous and Afro-Colombian backgrounds. Participation in Kenya was coordinated by Creators of Peace International, with facilitators from Creators of Peace Kenya. They brought together nine young adults aged 18 – 30 representing seven ethnic communities in Kenya, and eight community elders (aged 54 – 88) from the three counties of Nyeri, Nairobi and Mombasa. Participation in Lagos, Nigeria was coordinated by Creators of Peace International, with the support of Creators of Peace Nigeria. They worked closely with six young adults aged 20 – 23 from diverse family, ethnic and language backgrounds, who in turn identified 10 elders from their own communities. Participation in London, UK was coordinated by Creators of Peace UK, with six young adults aged 19 – 30 from diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds, including primarily African diaspora communities. These young adults identified and invited five community elders to the programme, including descendants of the Windrush generation and other African communities. In the United States, participation in the IDI programme was coordinated by two Richmond-based partners: Black Coalition of Change and Initiatives of Change USA. Representatives from both partners worked closely with four young adults aged 18 – 30 and nine community elders from diverse backgrounds represented within the Richmond community.
 
                Against the backdrop of the conceptualisations of dehumanization developed in the first part of the book, and the recognition of widespread harms in communities in the wake of historic dehumanization, this chapter presents the objectives, methodology and approach of the UNESCO IDI programme and explores how IDI creates spaces for collective healing, with a focus on healing spiritual harm. Drawing together the voices of the diverse participating communities, it outlines four interrelated imperatives for collective healing that emerged from the UNESCO Intergenerational Dialogue and Inquiry processes. These imperatives highlight communities’ recognition of the pressing needs for: public acknowledgement of past and ongoing harms; supportive communities and intergenerational networks with shared cultural practices and traditions; opportunities for encounter and connection across divides, including through arts and spiritual connection; and social transformation away from individualism towards systems governed by values of connectedness and compassion.
 
                The experiences of IDI participants were captured through partner reports, and qualitative interviews and learning circles with young adults.2 Many one-to-one and group dialogues and community stakeholder meetings were also audio recorded. With the consent of participants, these conversations have been drawn on to better understand and showcase the programme. We have directly quoted at length from participating young adults and community elders throughout to honour their voices and contributions.
 
               
              
                Breaking Silence Towards New Narratives of Collective Wellbeing: The Role and Aims of IDI
 
                 
                  The elders remind us of the heritage passed from our ancestors, especially those communal rituals, habits and practices. They are what bond us, and they are the treasures of our community. (Young adult, Richmond, US)
 
                
 
                 
                  As connection spaces are opened, we can understand what else there is to heal – the process itself provides input and guidance, builds, and gives answers. (Community Elder, Colombia)
 
                
 
                For people living in communities rooted in legacies of historical mass atrocity, silence is a common symptom of transgenerational trauma. By remaining silent about their own and their ancestors’ experiences, individuals and communities seek to create a protective barrier around trauma – sometimes consciously, sometimes unconsciously, sometimes through coercion, sometimes through mutual consensus – evading truths too painful or too harmful to face. This silence is a barrier to healing and enables the transgenerational transmission of the effects of historical traumas.3
 
                Sharing stories of trauma is a key step in ending the transmission of trauma from one generation to the next. But breaking silence about past and ongoing trauma is deeply complex and carries risks of re-traumatisation or transmission of trauma to witnesses. Therefore, intentional, skilfully facilitated spaces for caring listening, deep dialogue and mutual inquiry are essential to ensuring that voices speaking to past brutality, transgenerational trauma and present alienation are not re-silenced.4 Through deep dialogue and inquiry processes, participants can become consciously aware of the harms inflicted through historic acts of atrocity and their ongoing legacies. Such an awareness gives voice to silenced pains and grievances and draws attention to their traumatic effects, thus supporting an understanding of both the significance and the transformative potentials of the relationship between past–present–future.5
 
                At the core of the IDI methodology, however, is the recognition that when silence is broken, sensitively and with great care, it does not only release stories of trauma. When history is acknowledged and explored, narratives of harm can be recognized and faced, and light can be shone on enduring narratives of hope, strength and resilience – stories of how communities sustained the values of love and humanity in the face of dehumanizing experiences. Drawing on the Akan concept of Sankofa – literally “to retrieve”6 – IDI highlights the importance of returning for the “treasures” of our collective past as key to shaping our collective futures. When individuals and communities begin to unwrap the stories of past atrocities, alongside them emerge the communities’ “treasures” – stories of traditional practices and ancestral wisdom that have sustained and continue to nurture communities in the face of ongoing injustice and dehumanization. The IDI space creates the possibility for these personal and communal narratives of survival and resilience to be intentionally re-connected with the continuity of the community’s collective narratives, nurturing recognition of the deep interconnections between past–present–future and supporting cultural continuity.7
 
                Tokarczuk8 articulates a notion of “tenderness”, which characterizes the experience of engaging with “deep emotional concern about another being, its fragility, its unique nature, and its lack of immunity to suffering”. When we engage with tenderness, we go “far beyond empathetic fellow feeling” – we become conscious of our shared humanity.9 The sharing and recognition of “treasures” within the sacred dialogue and inquiry space has the potential to enable individuals from both “sides” of dehumanizing histories to reconnect with their own and others’ inherent human dignity and deepen their consciousness of the equal intrinsic value of all persons – the recognition that all persons are beings of non-instrumental value.
 
                Furthermore, the exchange of voices between generations allows for stories to be invited, created, retold, curated and transformed.10 Narratives that have gone unquestioned face gentle interrogation; subtle biases and prejudices can be recognized; and new, shared narratives can be shaped together. Through this re-stor(y)ing, IDI can be transformative for participants’ present relationships and guide collective journeys towards healing within communities.11 In the words of one young adult participant from Colombia:
 
                 
                  This enriching dialogue fostered intergenerational connection and understanding with the community. By listening to stories of resilience we can be inspired and motivated to face our own challenges. Seeing examples of overcoming and success can help develop a positive mindset and build confidence.
 
                
 
                Thus, IDI processes can help communities acknowledge their histories, identify cultural wisdom and spiritual practices of healing and well-being, and through this find the resources and motivation to co-create future-facing narratives which prioritize the well-being of all. In this way, IDI can play a key role in ending cycles and patterns of violence and healing the harms of past atrocities, including spiritual harms.
 
                To close this section, we summarize the core aims and objectives of IDI processes, which guide the methodology laid out in the following section. This articulation of the objectives is taken from the UNESCO Collective Healing Handbook12:
 
                
                  	 
                    To create open (non-judgemental, trusting), courageous and caring spaces where all voices, experiences, perspectives and understandings are invited, shared and respected equally.
 

                  	 
                    To engage participants in contextualizing the community’s experiences of historical brutality, including recognizing the harms of dehumanizing acts, such as enslavement, colonialism, institutional racism and other mass atrocities, and their continued legacies.
 

                  	 
                    To inspire the values and practices of empathetic curiosity, deep listening-dialogue, compassion and mutual caring towards relational enrichment and well-being.
 

                  	 
                    To forge a collective healing alliance towards community regeneration.
 

                  	 
                    To empower citizens, especially women and young people, to play a proactive part in advocating for a healing-sensitive and caring socio-economic and political system fundamentally directed towards collective well-being.
 

                
 
                These objectives emphasize the need for communities to explore the past as a way to deepen a shared understanding of peoples’ lived realities in the present, and to enable groups in the community to co-imagine paths towards a better future.
 
                
                  IDI Processes and Activities
 
                  Participation in the UNESCO IDI programme was coordinated by local partner organisations that were selected for their expertise in facilitating dialogue circles and non-judgemental spaces for connection, reconciliation and healing. With the support of the project team, partners were responsible for identifying and accompanying a group of young adult participants and community elders from their networks on a journey of collective healing through intergenerational dialogue and inquiry.
 
                  In this section, we present the core processes and activities that constitute the IDI programme. While we present these as five distinct steps, these processes are mutually informing and at times inevitably overlap.
 
                  
                    Building Partner Capacity
 
                    The coordinating team from GHFP worked closely with representatives from partner organisations to nurture their understandings of the core underlying values and ideas that inform the programme design and wider project. This included a two-day in-person meeting to build relationships within the team, followed by a series of monthly, online partner meetings. Partners’ learning was supported through presentations and key documents, opportunities for sharing and dialogue, and participation in relevant events such as the UNESCO Collective Healing Webinar series.13
 
                   
                  
                    Building Young Adults’ Capacity
 
                    With the support of the GHFP team, partners in each setting next identified and contacted a diverse group of young adult participants from their region. Once young adult participants had been identified, partners began to prepare them for their role at the heart of the IDI processes.
 
                    The first stage was to nurture relational strengths within the group of young adults themselves. This process of relational enrichment looked different in each context – in some settings, people simply came together informally to share food, hospitality and stories and hopes for the process, in others, a more formal process of trust-building took place through a facilitated “peace circle” programme.14 The role of partners as experienced, caring, sensitive and trusted facilitators was established at this stage.
 
                    Once relationships of trust between young adult participants had been nurtured, partners then introduced them formally to the IDI aims, values, methodology and elements, encouraging young adults to engage in co-creating the upcoming processes and engage in exploratory dialogue on what IDI might look like in their contexts.
 
                    It was a key responsibility of all partners to engage young adult participants in a process of interrogating and understanding the complex histories of atrocities and ongoing legacies in their own settings and communities. Partners used a wide variety of resources and media to support young adults to connect with the realities of the historic harms, including film, story-sharing and formal presentations. A highlight for many was the inclusion of immersive field trips to sites of historical relevance, such as the slave trade port of Badagry in Nigeria and the Richmond Slave Trail guided walk in the United States.
 
                    In this way, partners nurtured participants’ understandings of the context(s) in which the IDI programme was situated and sensitized them to the kinds of themes and issues that were likely to arise through IDI in their communities. As one young adult from Nigeria shared:
 
                     
                      Truly, Auntie went the length and breadth of this country, trying to help us see how slavery has eaten deep into our roots and has caused a lot of disadvantages for us. At first, I thought this was about us getting reparations, getting what was lost back. Then I started understanding … this was not first of all about getting what has been stolen or getting what has been taken, it was first of all about getting healed.
 
                    
 
                    Capacity building continued throughout the programme, with an explicit focus on building the core skills of facilitation, sharing and deep listening without judgement. It included practical and experiential approaches to learning, alongside keynotes and formal presentations from experts in the fields of peacebuilding and collective healing.
 
                   
                  
                    One-to-one Conversations Between Youth and Community Elders
 
                    Once embedded in the programme values and methodology, with an enriched understanding of the historical and contemporary terrain in their own contexts, young adults were encouraged to engage in one-to-one conversations with elders from their communities. In many settings, the young adults took responsibility for identifying relevant community elders, with the support of partners as needed. Boundaried by a series of guiding questions, these one-to-one intergenerational conversations were an opportunity to enter into deep dialogue together, sharing and exploring one another’s stories in relation to legacies of enslavement and colonialism, spiritual harm, and capacities for resilience and healing.
 
                    The format and settings of dialogues were shaped by youth and elders together; some pairs chose to dialogue whilst walking in nature, others sat together in a quiet spot, often of special personal or cultural significance; and others dialogued whilst sharing the hospitality of the family home. In some settings, one-to-one dialogue conversations were hosted as breakout opportunities within a larger circle dialogue event, thereby allowing partners to continue to provide a “holding space” or container for more challenging conversations.
 
                    Regardless of the setting, a set of important values sit at the core of these one-to-one conversations, as well as of the group dialogues described in the following section. These include the importance of creating an open, caring and courageous space, where participants are invited to be fully present; of ensuring opportunities for mutual listening to and sharing of stories and mutual questioning and exploration of past–present–future; and of creating the conditions for collective reflection and meaning-making that contextualizes personal narratives and experiences of contemporary harm within wider historical and social contexts, and explores implications and resources for individual and collective healing.
 
                    In these one-to-one conversations, hosted within the support network of the wider group and the guiding framework for inquiry, opportunities arose for silence to be broken and for participants to trust each other enough to share stories both of historical harms and of culturally-rooted “treasures” that sustained and sustain the community. Honouring young adults’ stories and insights as of equal value to those of the community elders, through talking together, young adults and elders, often coming from very different contexts, upbringings and cultures, found new ways to understand their own and others’ stories and the stories of their communities.
 
                   
                  
                    Group Conversations Between Young Adults and Community Elders
 
                    Once all participants had engaged in one-to-one dialogue conversations, partners then brought together elders and young adults for a series of in-person group dialogues, leading towards a public stakeholder meeting. These intensive dialogues were an opportunity for all participants to connect, share their significant experiences from the one-to-one dialogues, explore relevant themes and stories further, and unpack key ideas, drawing out stories of healing practices and wisdom that had emerged from the dialogues and reflecting together on these learnings.
 
                    Young adults and elders engaged in the mutual sharing of stories across generations and cultures and were guided by partners to recognize the deep connections between their personal and communal experiences in the present, and the complex historical terrain in the community’s past. Against this backdrop, they were supported to begin to articulate new understandings about the nature of collective trauma and healing, and to explore new narratives for future-making aimed at structural transformation for social justice and communal well-being.
 
                    Drawing on the practices of Indigenous American talking circles, which have traditionally been safe spaces that ensure all voices within the community are heard,15 partners made use of the principle of the circle in facilitation of these conversations, ensuring that all participants were given space to share and to be listened to. Applications of talking circle methodology beyond Indigenous settings have highlighted the potentials of such spaces, when held with care, to foster multicultural awareness and mutual respect, facilitate group cohesion,16 develop a sense of community, and nurture the development of listening skills and empathy.17 Participants were encouraged to draw on the practices of deep listening and sharing nurtured through the relational capacity building processes, ensuring an open, caring and courageous sharing space, and engaging in rituals of mutual gratitude and appreciation.
 
                   
                  
                    Community Stakeholders Meeting
 
                    In the final formal step of the programme, young adults and elders worked with the support of partners to design and host community stakeholder meetings. The main aims of these meetings were to showcase the key learning and insights from the IDI processes to the wider community and to initiate public conversations and action around the significant structural changes needed to facilitate collective healing towards futures of well-being of all.
 
                    These public-facing meetings formed opportunities to explore the findings from the programme with community leaders, including political, religious and Indigenous leaders, historians and academics, non-governmental organisations, activists, and educators. The events, which in different settings ranged from two hours to three days, included formal presentations and in-depth sharing, as well as immersive art-based and spiritual activities, such as songs, dance, Indigenous rituals and shared food. Through these public events, IDI participants engaged the wider community in the consolidation of future-facing narratives, bringing the deeply intimate experiences and learning from the IDI processes into the wider public sphere.
 
                   
                 
                
                  IDI and Healing Spiritual Harm
 
                  With an understanding of the values, intentions, methodology and structure of the IDI programme in hand, we may now turn our attention to how the processes of community-rooted IDI engages in healing the spiritual harms of historical atrocities and their intergenerational legacies.
 
                  Rarely directly acknowledged or addressed, spiritual harm or wounding may be understood as the most fundamental kind of harm an individual may undergo because it has the potential to impair their consciousness of and connections to that which is valuable. By virtue of this, as we saw in Chapter Two, spiritual harm may inhibit our capacities to relate and care, to recognize our own human dignity, and to connect with the transcendent. According to Thomson, to recognize spiritual harm, we must acknowledge that human beings have a sacred or non-instrumentally valuable core18 – and that, like the body and the mind, this core is vulnerable to violence and trauma. Just as the body may be wounded and the mind may suffer psychological torment in the wake of mass atrocity, the spirit is likely to also suffer harm. However, unlike physical and even emotional trauma, spiritual harm, which may often be transgenerationally transmitted, can be much harder to recognize and even harder to address. Thus, the documentation and sharing of good practice which directly engages participants in healing at the spiritual level are of vital importance as part of the collective healing endeavour.
 
                  Drawing on the conception of spiritual harm proposed in Chapter Two, we recognize that spiritual harm may manifest across the manifold aspects of individual and collective experiences. Significantly, spiritual harm may occur:
 
                  
                    	 
                      at the emotional/psychological level, the level of our capacities to feel, appreciate, connect and engage emotionally, which may diminish our evaluative awareness and capacities to engage in and connect to what is most meaningful. In practice, this may impair our capacities to appreciate others, to engage in meaningful relationships and form meaningful connections, and to engage in or recognize meaningful work or activities.
 

                    	 
                      at the level of self-consciousness, when we become unable to recognize our own sacred dignity as a human being. Symptoms of such harm include experiences of low self-worth, which can lead to acceptance of experiences of exploitation as inevitable or justified.
 

                    	 
                      at the level of connection of our “soul” or “spirit” with the transcendent or Divine, when we are unable to recognize life’s purposes or meaning, or to connect with something “greater” or “beyond”.
 

                  
 
                  The processes involved in the community-rooted IDI are deeply invested in the healing of spiritual harm at all three levels.
 
                  Let us consider first some of the ways in which the IDI methodology and practices may nurture healing of spiritual harm at the emotional or psychological level. At the very core of the IDI methodology is the creation of spaces which nurture guided emotional and conceptual openness, exploration of what matters most to us as individuals and communities, and deep, honest sharing of these together, with the support of experienced facilitators. Through the opportunities to witness the stories of others’ lived experiences, and to share one’s own, spaces are opened up for mutual recognition and appreciation.
 
                  The IDI space is one of carefully held openness, where all are encouraged to encounter difference and to recognize that we have much more common in our human experience than otherwise. The dialogue spaces, in particular the group spaces, are opportunities to connect with others on a deep emotional level, to re-animate our emotional connectedness and, through witnessing the humanity of others, to regain our sensitivities to what matters and to the value of our deep human connections. In the words of one community elder from Richmond, US:
 
                   
                    This intergenerational dialogue is healing because we’re able to see ourselves in each other … If I can get the best of you and you can get the best of me, then it’s no longer the best in you and the best in me, it’s the best in us, the best of us.
 
                  
 
                  Here we may find Tokarczuk’s notion of tenderness particularly relevant; when participants are brought to a space where they experience deep emotional concern about others, it allows them to recognize their deep interconnectedness and shared values, and often the responsibilities that those values demand.
 
                  Through the same mechanisms, IDI processes can nurture spiritual healing at the level of self-consciousness. We have seen how IDI raises and values the voices of marginalized or oppressed communities and individuals who have historically been silenced. The opportunities engendered by the IDI processes bring these voices to the fore and create spaces for them to be accepted, valued and heard. Young adult participants further reported that thanks to the co-creative nature of the processes throughout, and through the opportunities to develop public events to showcase the IDI later in the process, the IDI raised their self-confidence as they developed their capacities in youth leadership, public speaking, and event design, planning and management.
 
                  Most significant from the perspective of spiritual healing at the level of the self-conscious, however, were participants’ experiences of reconnecting with others and with what is of value, which helped to shine light upon participants’ own self-perceptions. As we hear and receive others and their stories as valuable, we are likewise affirmed by others. In the recognition of the sacred dignity of others, we can become able to recognize our own. As one elder from an Indigenous community in Colombia shared:
 
                   
                    This makes me feel very good, that you have looked at me. It makes me feel like a big person … It is important that I am able to transmit to the youth.
 
                  
 
                  Through the sharing of deeply personal narratives of dehumanization and atrocity, and the contextualisation of these in universal historical narratives, alongside personal and communal narratives of spiritual resilience and healing, IDI participants are supported to recognize the patterns in narratives of trauma and healing and see how they as an individual may be liberated from limiting patterns which are trauma-led. With the creation of intentional spaces throughout the IDI processes for quiet reflection and open, courageous sharing, the conditions are created for spiritual healing at the level of self-consciousness.
 
                  Interpretations of both the concept of Sankofa and Indigenous conceptions of the “medicine wheel” emphasize the importance of integrating the past and present in shaping a collective future. This integration of past–present–future is key to restoring wholeness, reminding us of the inherent interdependence and relationality of existence, and the importance of balance in integrating the spiritual, physical, emotional and mental.19 One young adult participant in Kenya reminded their group:
 
                   
                    We have all been dismantled from our origin. We cannot raise up another generation until there is collective healing.
 
                  
 
                  When the group collectively draw together narratives of past–present–future and see how their shared past, current experiences and future dreams are so deeply interconnected, for many participants this engenders a deep sense of hope and purpose, and a feeling of commitment to a higher aim or ideal – a spiritual calling to act. Through their experiences, many participants also experience deeper connection with what some may call the Divine, others the transcendent, with something “beyond”. As one young adult from Nigeria shared:
 
                   
                    One strong thing I found in this process was Love. There was Love, undiluted Love.
 
                  
 
                  Through IDI, the transgenerational harms inflicted upon the spirit by historical atrocities and their legacies begin to be brought to light, acknowledged and attended to – creating spaces for healing and the co-creation of futures which prioritize the holistic (including spiritual) well-being of all.
 
                 
               
              
                Healing Imperatives: Insights from Communities
 
                As we have seen, the healing of spiritual harm needs to be understood as a complex notion which relates to a wide range of aspects of a person’s lived experience. As participants engaged deeply in the IDI processes they began to identify the key levers which make such healing possible, articulating the collective healing needs within their communities.
 
                We will close this chapter by presenting the main common themes and ideas that arose from across these highly diverse contexts and groups, which highlight four interconnected needs for collective healing, including the healing of spiritual harm. For healing to go deeper and reach beyond IDI participants, it is suggested that communities must begin to recognize and meet these healing needs to make possible the transformation of systems which perpetuate structures of inequality and oppression towards relational, just alternatives.
 
                As we shall see, participants highlighted the need for: public acknowledgement of past and ongoing harms; supportive, intergenerational networks with shared cultural practices and traditions; opportunities for encountering difference; and systemic and cultural transformation from individualism towards co-flourishing. We have unpacked these themes below with the support of comments from young adults and elders from across the programme.
 
                
                  The Need for Public Awareness of Dehumanizing Histories
 
                   
                    
                      
                            	
                              Understanding untangles the knots of pain.

                            	
                              – Community elder, Colombia


                      

                    
 
                  
 
                  Many young adult participants, in particular in Kenya and Nigeria, shared that they experienced shock as they came to understand the complex histories of atrocities such as the transatlantic slave trade and enslavement and colonialism, and began to recognize the legacies of these histories across all aspects of their own and others’ lived experiences.
 
                  Through IDI, participants not only unpacked the roles of both European enslavers and local African enablers in making the enslavement of more than 12 million Africans possible, but also explored the contemporary legacies of these histories. They began to examine how subsequent generations on both “sides” may have internalized colonial narratives of superiority and inferiority; how the erasure and rewriting of history may leave many unable to identify the roots or causes of their own individual or collective ill-being, which in turn disrupts the ability to connect past–present–future; and how these may all generate cycles of frustration and conflict at individual and community levels.
 
                  In the wake of these realisations, participants from all IDI settings highlighted the urgent global need to raise public awareness of the complex histories of atrocities such as the transatlantic slave trade and enslavement and colonialism, and their legacies, to allow for formal processes of recognition, grieving, apology, atonement and, ultimately, forgiveness.
 
                  In the first instance, IDI participants emphasized the burgeoning need for governments and education policy makers to develop robust public history education for all. A history education based in facts and that acknowledges the complexities of both past and ongoing trauma was felt to be sorely lacking across continents. In the words of young adults from the United Kingdom and Kenya, respectively:
 
                   
                    When I reflect on the history teaching I had, they weren’t telling us the truth – we weren’t seeing the truth.
 
                  
 
                   
                    I came to realize through the [IDI] process that there is a lot of that history of what happened that is not documented, that is not in the books that we learn in school, and I came to learn a lot more.
 
                  
 
                  Participants highlighted that without such an education, without the understanding of the historical terrain and the ways in which dehumanizing histories shape present cycles of injustice and ill-being, communities will remain widely ill-equipped to shape futures that enable collective healing together. As a young adult from the United Kingdom put it:
 
                   
                    What’s missing from many countries, including colonized countries, is honest discussion about our history. Schools and institutions need to take this as a priority to prevent history from repeating itself. Because if you keep ignoring it, and you keep running away, that’s exactly what allows these systems to persist.
 
                  
 
                  Furthermore, understanding, facing and honouring our histories and their complexities are deeply necessary processes in enabling communities to grieve, to forgive and to transcend divisive historical patterns. As a community elder from Colombia emphasized – “Crying also heals” – grieving is part of the collective healing journey and is often an essential first step towards forgiveness.20 The relationships between acknowledgement, grief, apology and forgiveness are always complex, and even more so in the highly intricate terrain of the histories of transatlantic enslavement and colonialism. One of the young adults in Nigeria observed:
 
                   
                    We deserve an apology. That is the truth. We deserve an apology. There’s a process of forgiveness and to forgive, an apology must be made. But are we ready for the apology? [Knowing this history], to forgive, we also have to apologize to ourselves.
 
                  
 
                  Importantly for collective healing, gaining awareness of and acknowledgment of the past is necessary to allow individuals and communities to understand and face the contemporary challenges in their communities; without this, those challenges cannot be transformed. IDI participants recognized this as the responsibility of all communities, on both “sides” of dehumanizing histories. As a community elder from Richmond, US, and a young adult from the United Kingdom and a young adult from Nigeria suggest:
 
                   
                    We as a people went wrong years ago, we did not truly realize and understand the purpose and the effects of slavery. And we as the descendants of enslaved Africans fail to honour the innocent bloodshed of our ancestors.
 
                    Young people of Caucasian origin also need to face their history, take responsibility and not perpetuate what is not right in the system worldwide.
 
                  
 
                   
                    We as Africans have to take the handles and define our story – define our history and tell our story in the way we want it to be told. History really has touched everyone. When we dig deep and look far, we see that our parents, grandparents, and those around us still have tales to tell about this part of history.
 
                  
 
                  However, this awareness and responsibility cannot only be engaged at the grassroots level. IDI participants highlighted the vital responsibility of global leaders to recognize and act upon the need for public understanding and awareness as a first step towards healing the complex historical and contemporary ills, and to make possible the co-creation of futures that proactively acknowledge and learn from our shared histories.
 
                 
                
                  The Need for Sustaining Supportive Communities
 
                   
                    
                      
                            	
                              They come back together as a community to fortify themselves. To talk about it.

 
                            	
                              – Young adult participant, Nigeria


                      

                    
 
                  
 
                  As they reflected on their communities’ historical resources for sustaining hope and building resilience in the face of trauma and adversity, IDI participants recognized that throughout long histories of oppression, and in the face of widespread ongoing trauma, there is a deep need for building and sustaining close-knit communities and intergenerational, family networks. Much like the intergenerational sharing spaces created through the IDI programme, such communities have historically served and continue to serve as safe spaces to share struggles, heal and build resilience, including countering internalized racism21 and nurturing positive identity and self-worth.
 
                  For many, the value of such close community networks or groups related strongly to the creation of spaces for sharing – for articulating and acknowledging traumatic or painful experiences. One community elder from the United Kingdom shared how, growing up amongst deep-seated racial prejudice, having a peer group who understood the challenges of their existence and were willing to informally talk things over helped to sustain their own and others’ mental wellbeing:
 
                   
                    I used to go around with a group of other young black boys, and then we would talk about our own experiences. And some of the experiences that I have, somebody else would have it, and then we would just talk about it. And it really helped us because you know you're gonna meet on a Saturday evening, and you’re gonna talk about it. So, you sort of offload on each other. If you didn’t have people whom you could offload things to, you could really go mental because you’re made to think that you’re not human.
 
                  
 
                  This same phenomenon was articulated in Colombia by a young adult and community elder, respectively:
 
                   
                    It’s that feeling of trust that we have, that you can feel. There’s sadness, but with that strength and joy. And resilience … The sadness of his hard life story … He told it to me as a way of crying.
 
                  
 
                   
                    Being able to put wounds into words with other members of the community is in itself healing.
 
                  
 
                  Family, religious and community networks can offer opportunities for individuals to acknowledge and express experiences of common challenges and vulnerabilities, and share approaches to resilience, including shared remembering, rituals, ceremonies and community wisdom. One young adult from an Indigenous community in Colombia shared how this kind of mutual support is a normal part of how their community relates to one another.
 
                   
                    Coexistence in [Indigenous] communities like mine is very different from coexistence in the city. In our communities we are always supporting the neighbour … Being there for people who need it has always been in my life, getting closer to people and being able to contribute to their lives. That unity is strength.
 
                  
 
                  Rituals such as sharing stories of family history across generations, remembering traditional wisdom through proverbs, taking part in traditional practices, and engaging in traditional healing arts were all emphasized as elements which strengthen the value of such communities for young adults and elders today. A young adult participant from Colombia highlighted the endogenous nature of the kinds of intergenerational story-sharing which form the core of the IDI, emphasizing the importance of passing on wisdom and traditions across generations:
 
                   
                    In the Indigenous and Chocoan communities there is a great oral tradition around the fireplace. In the Indigenous community, strength came through the tenacity of the elders. Protection and resistance were obtained through strengthening and organizing the community.
 
                  
 
                  Participants likewise highlighted the centrality of ritualized cultural practices within the creation and maintenance of safe, relationally enriching communal spaces – in itself a collective healing process. UK participants offered the example of the significant role played by the traditional preparation of tea, which takes time and care to prepare, a ritual which ensures that community members sit together for an extended time – to share, to listen, to connect. A tradition which UK participants’ families had brought with them from their respective African cultures, these tea spaces were identified as healing spaces – opportunities to draw strength from one another before re-exposure to the harms beyond the family or supportive community walls. In the words of a UK young adult and a community elder, respectively:
 
                   
                    Somali tea – it’s not just tea, it’s an offering of friendship. It’s a way to open up little communities within your home. It’s a mediator in difficult conversations. It’s a thing that people turn to.
 
                  
 
                   
                    In the Senegalese tradition, what they call the Ataya – the ritual of how you pour the tea – it’s actually a mandate tradition all the way across West Africa. And it’s used for bringing people together. This is what bonds us in community – these acts and these practices is what bonds us. There is trauma that I feel around the fact that we are losing those practices. In my house, ceremony is important.
 
                  
 
                  The vital roles played by religious and spiritual practices and faith in sustaining hope, strength and resilience both historically and as a part of facing contemporary injustice were likewise emphasized by IDI participants. As one community elder in the United Kingdom shared:
 
                   
                    A lot of people in Africa and in the African diaspora, they were religious people and so they use God as their springboard. So they will they go to church, they pray, and they will dance and they make music. Like the slaves working in the rich houses, every night after they finished working, they would lock themselves in a room and just dance. They used music to make them sane … Then they’re going back to be suppressed.
 
                  
 
                  The sustaining power of shared faith can be recognized in examples of faith not only in the Divine, but also of faith in a “greater purpose”, as outlined by a community elder from Richmond, US:
 
                   
                    The belief in that greater purpose sometimes gives us a strength to endure what we didn’t think that we could endure. I remember a young lady saying to me: “I asked my mother, my grandmother, ‘why did you go through this or why did you survive this?’ And her answer was, ‘because I knew you were coming’.” We have to always know that somebody else is coming, because when somebody else is coming, we’re not just surviving, we’re sacrificing. That enhanced the responsibility in me to make sure that I engage myself in these circles.
 
                  
 
                  As when we dance together, when individuals or communities believe in and identify with such shared purpose – in this case the need to build a better future for their descendants – they may be brought to recognize their own dignity and value, and the important role that they as individuals and as a community can play in shaping a future that prioritizes collective healing and well-being over individual gain.
 
                  Close-knit communities which create spaces for cultural continuity and for nurturing the well-being and self-worth of individuals have historically played and continue to play a key role in healing. In the words of one young adult from Colombia:
 
                   
                    The healing of our own traumas, we do in community – to overcome and not repeat traumas to future generations.
 
                  
 
                  Yet cultures of hyper-individualism, driven by social fragmentation, hyper-consumerism, neoliberalism and the digitization of late-stage capitalism, are increasingly widespread, particularly in the West.22 Such individualism is harmful to the maintenance of communal life, but it is far more damaging to the relational values and processes which support communal well-being, particularly on a structural level.23 The more well-being is considered an individual pursuit, the less well-being is understood as collective, mutual and relational. As cultures of individualism become more and more widespread, and expectations on youth to relocate away from extended family for employment increase,24 the crucial supportive networks identified by participants are at risk. Whilst legacies of trauma continue to deeply shape our societies, it is vital that the essential role being played by these supportive communities is not overlooked and that they can continue to be sustained.
 
                 
                
                  The Need for Encounter and Connection
 
                   
                    
                      
                            	
                              You’re not an island.

                            	
                              – Young adult participant, Nigeria


                      

                    
 
                  
 
                  Drawing on their experiences of the IDI, through which they were given opportunities to encounter multiplicity and difference and to create and sustain meaningful connections with others from diverse backgrounds and life experiences, participants highlighted the need for communities to create, nurture and expand spaces and practices that reject narratives of violence and alienation. These spaces must affirm the dignity of all persons, providing opportunities for meaningful and dialogic encounter and connection between those with different backgrounds and perspectives.
 
                  Participation in such spaces requires a commitment to deep, empathic listening, through different channels, without judgement, and with openness and a willingness to learn from each other. As one elder from the United Kingdom and a young adult from Nigeria respectively shared:
 
                   
                    The first thing needed on both sides is acceptance. To accept the person for being a human being like yourself. And try to find out about them.
 
                  
 
                   
                    If we’re going to have collective healing, we’re going to have to hear one another. You have to have honest conversations with yourself about whatever you need to be healed from. Then you’re going to have to have honest conversations with others, and be ready to hear the other side. And be ready to be taught – to see the community as a teaching institution.
 
                  
 
                  Participants across the IDI emphasized that both arts-based cultural practices (such as music, dance, food, painting and poetry) and spiritual and religious practices, which in cultures of African descent are often interconnected, can play a key role in creating opportunities for encounter and connection and through these, building spiritual resilience and healing. Such practices can help us to connect with our own experiences and humanity, and from there to build bridges beyond the individual self towards embracing otherness and our shared responsibilities.
 
                  The potentials of arts-based practices in nurturing resilience, self-awareness and powerful connectedness with others was a theme that arose across participants, especially those living in diaspora communities. Participants shared both the significance of arts in sustaining them within their supportive, close-knit communities, but also as a vehicle for reaching towards recognition of the shared humanity of all – a key element in healing spiritual harm. In the words of one young adult from the United Kingdom:
 
                   
                    We have so much connecting us, and I’ve found that writing is one of the best ways to express questions of identity or questions of grievance or loss or trauma or healing.
 
                  
 
                  Another UK young adult, in dialogue with a community elder, observed how:
 
                   
                    The centre of many, many cultural practices is food. And dance – that sharing of rhythm and of movement. The rhythm of dance, the drums. The rhythm of life. Was this a way of surviving? Or sharing? People coming together, having to come together, forced in these positions of coming together, forming communities to find strength in each other, using rhythms, music, food, as a way of spirituality and hope for the future?
 
                  
 
                  Art is inherently relational,25 with the potential to connect individuals with their own human experiences, communities and cultures, whilst simultaneously connecting them with universal human experiences. As an elder from the United Kingdom and a young adult from Colombia shared:
 
                   
                    I can use poetry to go really deep within and explore. It helps me understand some things that I can’t even yet articulate, and that my logical brain will not provide clarity on. In the poetry, I get these openings of awareness and awakenings.… I also paint and there’s a saying amongst artists, without the gaze of another, the work is incomplete.
 
                    Even in pain, one dances.
 
                  
 
                  We saw in the previous section how for many, engagement in spiritual practices was key to nurturing close-knit, sustaining communities. The potential for shared spiritual or religious practices to bring together diverse individuals to experience encounter and to recognize their shared humanity, purpose and responsibilities was also articulated by participants. Goodman26 highlights the importance of the historically collectivist approach of African American Church traditions, and their role in nurturing community activism, as a means to transform social and political injustices. This is borne out by the experiences of one young adult participant from Richmond, US, who shared:
 
                   
                    My church has diverse peoples – when we worship together, we unlock possibilities beyond individuals.
 
                  
 
                  Throughout the IDI, participants emphasized how opportunities where it is possible for individuals to come together in a space of intentional encounter to recognize their shared humanity and shared responsibilities are a vital part of moving beyond narratives of “us and them” towards the creation of new narratives of collective healing. Such opportunities come in many guises, but they are made possible by a willingness to engage with openness, to suspend judgement and to truly seek to hear the other. Through such spaces, it becomes possible to “see ourselves in each other” and together to find “the best of us”.27
 
                 
                
                  The Need for Systemic Transformation and Building New Cultural Narratives
 
                   
                    
                      
                            	
                              Now we have to move into a spiritual warfare against individualism.

 
                            	
                              – Community elder, Richmond, US


                      

                    
 
                  
 
                  The final of the four healing needs highlighted by IDI participants was the importance of co-creating new cultural narratives underpinned by the recognition of the sacred human dignity of all, and of action to ensure the transformation of systems to reflect the values of these new narratives. Participants highlighted that this must involve engagement simultaneously in high-level political arenas and at the grassroots level to ensure transformation across all sectors towards shared futures of co-flourishing.
 
                  Participants emphasized that work at the systems level is the lynchpin in making healing possible. As a community elder from Richmond, US, articulated:
 
                   
                    With the right foundation, you can construct the right building. When you have the right building, you can accomplish the great goals. What we’re doing today is laying the right foundation so that we can construct a solid building so that we can make a difference in our future.
 
                  
 
                  A young adult from Richmond continues the thought:
 
                   
                    How do we escape the cycle of continuing to play into systems that were never constructed for us to prosper? How do we get out of this achievement rat race, that we know does not lead to anything that’s worth having?
 
                  
 
                  Two UK elders further elucidate the problem:
 
                   
                    There are policies in the world that are fundamentally so wrong and evil. If somebody is racist to you interpersonally you can identify it, but the fact that millions of people’s life chances are impacted by systemic racism is far more scary to me. And they will go their whole lives without realizing that.
 
                  
 
                   
                    Part of the legacy of both colonialism and slavery is that it has continued to date. Policies and systems – structures are in place that absolutely make it impossible to navigate to make meaningful progress.
 
                  
 
                  Changing those systems is no small undertaking, but as two community elders from the United Kingdom and Nigeria, respectively, note, this task is the responsibility of all, and it is necessary that these changes happen “in concert” – they rely on each other to be truly effective:
 
                   
                    We have to … ensure that the exploitation stops – that is our responsibility to fight for. It’s a lifetime battle that needs everybody.
 
                  
 
                   
                    We need to start evolving systems that suit our peculiarities [in Africa]. We need to go back to Indigenous African values and norms and systems. We should promote Indigenous knowledge, we should generate our own solutions – develop, restructure or reframe in line with our existential realities. We need to make major changes, but we need to do all of them in concert.
 
                  
 
                  IDI participants across contexts articulated a strikingly shared vision for what new cultural narratives are needed to underpin a new politics of mutual well-being. Repeatedly highlighted was the deep need across all sectors to reject individualist, consumerist and capitalist values, and other values of oppressive systems, and move towards embracing what many participants framed as Indigenous African values – values of community, unity, inclusion, contentment, love, joy, hospitality, sharing and acknowledgement.28 One UK young adult shared their lived experience of these values in the following way:
 
                   
                    I think there’s an African spirit – that joy, the laughter – it’s shared. And it’s so beautiful, it’s so unique. Something I love to see is African women, Latin American women – they come together and they have an energy between them that’s like sparks. There’s a sense of joy, a sense of sisterhood – making family where you don’t have blood relations. This feeling of having family in the people around you, in the best people. That’s what community feels like to me. And that’s something to be proud of and to hold on to. It’s so special.
 
                  
 
                  Others shared some of their experiences of the relevant values thus:
 
                   
                    That sense of hospitality [in Africa], it’s unlike any other. You could be a stranger and they’ll say: “No! Come for dinner!” (Community elder, UK)
 
                  
 
                   
                    What I see when I go across Africa is … the spirit of contentment, as against capitalism. They are in their tiny little villages … they sit in the evenings and tell stories and that is contentment. I am proud of who I am. They dress in their beads and shawls and everything and they are not looking for Calvin Klein they are not looking for Roger Gucci they are just content. They love, they tell stories of their love. (Community elder, UK)
 
                  
 
                   
                    I spoke to five elders, and one thing they kept telling me was “it took the community to raise a child”. And that’s one of the things we’re losing now because a lot of parents are trying to copy Western ideas, Western concepts. (Young adult, Nigeria)
 
                  
 
                   
                    As we look at our inclusivity, we have to include all brilliance, all minds, all ways of looking and thinking and perceiving as we move towards thriving. (Community elder, US)
 
                  
 
                  In the service of building new narratives which hold these values at their core, there is a need for significant high-level political engagement and intervention to build and nurture thriving communities, moving beyond values of individualism towards values of community and mutual flourishing. In the experiences of IDI participants, current national and regional structures (including systems of education, economics, law and healthcare) typically fail to embody the values needed for collective healing or futures of mutual co-flourishing. Likewise, concerns were raised about global systems, which continue to marginalize and perpetuate injustices towards the Global South.
 
                  Participants therefore recognized the need for policy makers at all levels to engage with the process of systemic transformation – to first of all understand the histories that shape the contemporary social terrain and then to recognize the deep need for policy to be guided by new narratives that affirm the dignity of all. In the words of a young adult from Nigeria and an elder from Richmond, US:
 
                   
                    Now we need to go deep and try to heal [the wound] from the base. We need policy, especially policy makers, to be aware of the psychological aspect of the effects of slavery and colonialism, even till today.
 
                  
 
                   
                    In the 20th century, the regulations whereby we’d hire and fire were lethal for us [African Americans] as a people. And we now need to revisit and deconstruct them – and tear down some of those disqualifiers there. There and in all sectors of life.
 
                  
 
                  Whilst the transformation of systems towards justice and healing is first and foremost the responsibility of policy makers and global and community leaders, participants emphasized that transformation at the policy level needs to work alongside widespread grassroots engagement to advocate cultural narratives and systems that engender fairer and more inclusive societies in which healing can take place, and which lay the ground for a future of thriving for all. Participants emphasized the importance of intergenerational and intergroup cooperation, of dialogue and of working together to acknowledge harmful narratives and structures, and, in the words of one participant in Richmond, to seek solutions “shoulder to shoulder”. We will close this section with comments from young adults in Nigeria and Colombia, and a call to action from a community elder in Nigeria:
 
                   
                    When community leaders come together to give each other a chance and let peace reign, there is communication and friendship.
 
                  
 
                   
                    The traumas that people experience throughout history will be overcome when we live in an environment where people feel heard, accepted and respected for who they are, without any objection to how they look, how they dress or their language.
 
                  
 
                   
                    Take it as a life’s mission. Africa will not change unless we do it. It doesn’t matter the field – arts, media, legal, policy, banking, whatever. You name it, but it has to be a mission.
 
                    Part of our traditional governance system in many African societies is that the grassroots is where leadership starts – men and women begin to change, little by little, and then tell their story – and it goes up…. You’re not threatening the big Daddies and Uncles and Aunties, but the more people see, the more they will start to see a new story, slowly.
 
                    It is a 25-year plan. It takes one to stick to their guns, do something that locals, that people in Somalia, in Nigeria, wherever, can see and can believe in. And they can’t do without.
 
                  
 
                 
               
              
                Closing words
 
                 
                  
                    
                          	
                            I have been to the dungeons to feed the ghosts; Was I scared? I fear more the Silence of the living.

 
                          	
                            Kwadwo Opoku Agyemang, Cape Coast Castle


                    

                  
 
                
 
                This chapter highlights the roles that intergenerational dialogue and inquiry may play in breaking silence and creating the conditions for healing historical harms, including spiritual harms, and for transforming communities towards futures of co-flourishing. Through the dedication and skill of community partners, and the commitment and generosity of participants, the UNESCO IDI programme created opportunities for the creation of new understandings of historic and ongoing dehumanization, spiritual harm and collective healing, and sowed the seeds of transformation within the participating communities. In all settings, the IDI programme has inspired young adult participants and elders to continue to work alongside one another to further the cause of collective healing through community projects and advocacy. Many participants have gone on to become advisors, ambassadors, trainers and facilitators for the UNESCO Collective Healing Circle (CHC) programme, which brings the values, approaches and elements of the IDI together as a more formal programme.
 
                It remains only to extend deepest gratitude to each one of the IDI participants and partners who shared their stories, their wisdom and their humanity, and without whom this story could not be told.
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              Abstract
 
              This chapter presents how the Keti Koti Table approach can be used to explore the potential of personal dialogue to heal the deep emotional and relational wounds caused by the shared legacy of slavery. This dialogue-based ritual was developed by the authors to foster mutual understanding and empathy among individuals of different backgrounds, addressing the transgenerational trauma of slavery and its continuing influence on contemporary racism and discrimination. With the theme and questions determined to foster transformative change in participants in a specific context, Keti Koti Tables combine personal dialogue with plenary exchanges, and are set against a wider socio-cultural background that spans micro, meso and macro-levels. This chapter features a narrative account of an experience of the Keti Koti Table followed by a “do-it-yourself” guide to support those considering implementing their own modification of the Keti Koti Table to facilitate healing from historical and societal traumas.
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                Introduction: The Transgenerational Trauma of Slavery
 
                Tragically, the history of transatlantic slavery and the slave trade is far from over. The (great‐)great-grandparents of two authors of this text, Durwin Lynch and Mercedes Zandwijken, were born in slavery in Dutch and French colonies in the Caribbean. Both authors can indicate how this legacy has affected their families, upbringing and societal contexts, with interrupted and broken family histories, repeated migrations between colonies and the “homeland”, traumatizing experiences of racism and discrimination, disadvantaged socio-economic, educational and other positions, and more. Living in a country that can trace the origin of its current wealth and status back to its colonial and slavery history, the three authors of this chapter have invented, developed and engaged with the Keti Koti Table: a dialogue initiative that for almost 20 years has demonstrated its impact in addressing this history across communities in a constructive and future-oriented way, with more than 42,000 participants in the Netherlands and beyond.
 
                The long and traumatic history of dehumanization and exploitation, and its legacy, has ongoing implications at multiple levels. At the micro-level, it is still affecting the lives, experiences, emotions and insights of individuals – not just the descendants of former enslaved people, but also those who live in the societies involved in this history. Indeed, the macro-level entails this shared history and legacy, which has influenced the structures, culture and other dimensions of the – many – societies connected to this history. Finally, this history has deeply affected not only black communities but also other groups at the meso-level regarding their societal status, their internal and external relations, and so on. Given that this history has consequences at multiple levels, an adequate healing method should equally aim to address these levels in some way.
 
                The Keti Koti dialogue table has been developed to address multiple levels at once, with its primary focus being to effectively foster mutual understanding and empathy in its black and white – and all colours in between – participants when they exchange their personal experiences, emotions and insights with racism, discrimination, exclusion, prejudices, and more. Yet, as these personal dialogue exchanges occur in larger and diverse groups, and against this historical and societal background, the interactions between the three levels are also relevant.1 In this chapter we will first offer a brief sketch of this background, the transgenerational traumas it has caused and how dialogue can be part of the necessary healing process. We then proceed with a description and explanation of the Keti Koti Table and its main elements. Finally, we provide a concise “do-it-yourself” guide that invites and encourages readers to adapt our Keti Koti Table to their own contexts and aims.
 
                
                  History of Slavery and the Lasting Impact of Dehumanization
 
                  Between the 16th and 19th centuries, more than 12 million Africans were abducted and enslaved to the Americas. It is estimated that the Netherlands was responsible for bringing approximately 600,000 enslaved Africans to the Caribbean and Suriname.2 Although there have been varying forms of slave trade and slavery throughout human history, the transatlantic slave trade and slavery was an unprecedented form of brutality in its scale, violence and transgenerational nature. Enslaved Africans were treated as commodities, chattel and properties, while their black bodies were subjugated to unimaginably cruel conditions of labour and life.3 Slavery was an act of dehumanization as it entailed an assault on the humanity and dignity of those Africans and their descendants.4 Dehumanization is not an act of removing humanity from a person, which is impossible, but rather of not recognizing it. People can suffer tremendous harm and trauma from natural causes like disasters and calamities, but it is quite different to receive these deliberately at the hands of other people. The brutal acts of transatlantic slavery were part of an emerging and expanding capitalist system sustained by individuals, groups, institutions and even the political system as whole. Besides enduring physical violence, enslaved people were also deprived of their homes, their families and other meaningful social relationships, and of their cultural heritage and spiritual practices.5
 
                  The Dutch legally abolished slavery in the Caribbean and Suriname on 1 July 1863, with this date now celebrated as “Keti Koti”, which, in its original Surinam language, means the chains have been cut. However, the legal abolition was followed by an apprenticeship period of 10 years, during which former enslaved people were compelled to work for their former enslavers or risk imprisonment. After this, indentured contracted labourers from India and Java were brought to Suriname to work on the plantations.6 The abolition of slavery thus caused an increase in other forms of forced labour.7
 
                  Ongoing research and debates today address the many ways in which Dutch slavery and colonialism, and the related economic, social and cultural development of the Dutch nation, have impacted African diaspora populations.8 It is also crucial to acknowledge that racism intertwines with other structures of oppression.9 The cultural legacy of Dutch transatlantic enslavement is present and institutionalized in Dutch society in many ways; however, not everyone is ready to accept this perspective, leading to the denial of racism through the politics of Dutch exceptionalism and the ever-present myth of the Netherlands being a colour-blind nation.10
 
                  Colonial powers often established hierarchies and privileges based on skin colour in societies that have historically dealt with slavery. During slavery this judgment based on skin colour, also called colourism, influenced their social status and the treatment they received. These beliefs and attitudes about skin colour persisted after slavery and continued to influence (post) colonial societies and all their communities.11 Cultural analysts refer in this context to a shared “cultural archive”, which contains not just associated stereotypes, prejudices and images, but also attitudes and emotions tainted by the insidious racism stemming from this history.12 Both black and white communities are subject to this cultural archive, despite being impacted in different ways.
 
                 
                
                  Trauma: Historical and Transgenerational
 
                  Recognizing the wide-ranging consequences across different communities of long-term injustices, the notion of “historical trauma” has emerged in recent years.13 It has been applied to the long-term effects of colonization, slavery, genocide, systemic oppression and apartheid on entire communities as well as individuals.14 Going beyond immediate historical events, historical trauma theory delves into the long-term consequences that impact the formation of social structures and identities throughout generations. The profound experiences of grief, depression, loss and post-traumatic stress disorder are central to this tragedy, leaving a lasting mark on both individuals and collective awareness.15
 
                  Given that the attention being paid to healing processes is quite recent, the harmful effects of historical slavery have continued today as unhealed trauma, transmitted from one generation to the next and sustained through continuing acts of dehumanization.16 This trauma has had a significant impact not only on descendants of the former enslaved, but also on people of European descent and on the interpersonal and intercommunal dynamics in contemporary Western societies. The harmful effects of the trauma and wounds experienced by the descendants of enslaved people have various dimensions:
 
                   
                    	 
                      Historical: This dimension concerns the shared ignorance or recognition of atrocities of the past.
 
 
                    	 
                      Personal: When addressing the historical dimension it may implicate a personal dimension, which concerns the acts of dehumanization that were part of that history and that can indirectly still affect the emotional self-perception and self-appreciation of individuals, and their emotional responses to external events.
 
 
                    	 
                      Relational: This dimension is evident from the manifestation of racism, discrimination, prejudices and stereotypes in contemporary society in interpersonal relations.
 
 
                    	 
                      Structural: This dimension entails the institutional and political racism responsible for structural inequalities in education, healthcare and housing.
 
 
                  
 
                  This multidimensional trauma has been found to have such an impact on the lives of many descendants of former enslaved, that some refer to it as a “post-traumatic slave syndrome”, with symptoms including a lack of self-respect, a general self-destructive outlook, internalized racism, extreme feelings of suspicion and anger, and so on.17 Comparison with similar traumas suggests that this multidimensional trauma can be transmitted across multiple generations. Moreover, transgenerational trauma can make victims more vulnerable and responsive to the racist incidents they experience or witness due to a complex interaction between their stress mechanisms, epigenetic dispositions and personal conditions. As a result, such transgenerational trauma does not always decrease over time but can become reactivated, even in younger generations, when exposed to racist incidents, as has been demonstrated in post-holocaust populations.18 This risk is particularly strong if a sub-dominant group has suffered historical trauma by a dominant group, with disparities between those groups continuing.19
 
                 
               
              
                Healing from the History of Slavery
 
                Recognition of slavery’s history and long-term consequences is often intertwined with the struggle for autonomy and the right to self-determination, both at the individual and collective levels. This can manifest in a quest for and restoration of lost cultural identities, the acknowledgement of economic injustices, and demands for legal justice in the form of compensation, restitution payments or other forms of legal recognition and redress that serve (legal) restoration and healing.20 The process of healing from Dutch colonialism is complex, and there is no clear road to healing, or a healed society. In recent years, the Netherlands has begun to recognize the need to not only address its colonial legacy but also to take the initiative in implementing policies and strategies to combat racism and dampen the effects of intergenerational trauma.21 Intensified public demands in recent years from several sections of Dutch society have triggered the examination and re-examination of chattel slavery and its legacies. A series of mobilizations, primarily led by Dutch black communities, has pushed discussions of chattel slavery and its legacies into the public domain, opening up debates that were previously stifled and leading to unprecedented exhibitions, museum transformations and political debate.
 
                As a result, there have been two historical and significant public apologies for slavery. First, on 19 December 2022, the Dutch Prime Minister, Mark Rutte, issued an apology on behalf of the state for its historical involvement in slavery. He ended his speech expressing hope that those involved can collectively face the past with recognition, dialogue and healing. This was followed by a public apology for slavery by the Dutch King, Willem-Alexander, on 1 July 2023 at the Keti Koti commemoration and public ceremony in Amsterdam. Significantly, the King also asked the audience for forgiveness for his predecessors’ lack of intervening in this systemic crime against humanity. A shift in perspective was acknowledged by both, as they were moving away from viewing enslavement as solely a thing of the past to recognizing the ongoing impact and the need for apologies. Moreover, they recognized that dealing with this past is a matter for the entire Dutch society.
 
                However, while these apologies have happened at a macro (systemic) level, they do not automatically bring about healing at meso (community) and micro (individual) levels. At the micro level, the individual descendants of enslaved people are still coping with a variety of transgenerational trauma effects. At the meso level, different groups still experience tensions among each other as they have been affected differently by the history of slavery. A need to engage in healing through dialogue on a more personal and community level is an essential complement to the progress made at the macro level. Collectively addressing slavery’s past via dialogue is a form of reparation as it contributes to shared recognition and mutual understanding of the impact and after-effects in the now.
 
                In order to heal from slavery, we need to first understand wounding. The concept of “healing wounds” has both evaluative and factual aspects: healing is good and wounds are bad. The critical job that communities face is the deliberate processing of traumas to limit their impact on future generations. This process of healing the community is called “collective healing”.22 Collective healing is a sophisticated and intricate process that carefully knits together the restoration of cultural identity,23 the strengthening of communal relationships24 and the acceptance of historical traumas.25 Within this dynamic framework, collective healing appears as a dynamic interplay between individual well-being, community cohesion and the revitalization of cultural practices. This emphasizes the interdependence of personal and collective transformation in the years following historical traumas. Recognizing historical trauma is the first step towards collective healing, indicating the start of a transformative journey that can resonate throughout generations.26
 
                A useful four-fold framework for understanding collective healing is presented by Thomson and consists of: (1) acknowledgement of historical dehumanizing acts; (2) addressing the harmful effects of dehumanization; (3) embracing relational rapprochement; and (4) co-imagining and co-creating conditions for systemic justice.27 Thomson argues that healing must be a holistic and collective endeavour involving distinct processes, including coming to terms with historical woundedness, working through the resulting trauma and its harmful psychological effects, and reconciling towards more congenial and humanizing relationships. He further critiques the individualistic tendency in the dominant – psychotherapeutical – approach to dealing with trauma, suggesting that the societal features under structural dehumanization must also be confronted as part of our collective healing.
 
                As will become evident from the following sections, the Keti Koti Table does not aim at either individual or collective healing, but at individual and collective healing simultaneously. This interplay between micro, meso and (indirectly) macro levels of healing is unique and powerful, as we will show below after briefly introducing personal dialogue as a promising healing method.
 
               
              
                Personal Dialogue and its Potential for Healing
 
                Although public and official apologies are valuable and powerful, they cannot solely resolve the transgenerational trauma experienced by descendants of the enslaved individually and/or collectively. Moreover, mitigating ongoing racism requires engagement by all societal groups, not only descendants. Following Thomson’s framework, all groups must recognize both the historical and contemporary effects of dehumanization, create opportunities for interactions across groups, and set out a shared commitment towards a just society.28 However, with slavery’s history and legacy contributing to long-lasting rifts and polarization in society, it is uncertain how we can turn this into a shared responsibility. What medium or form of interaction is available in which individuals and groups divided by different historical and social backgrounds, and consequently having different perspectives on the history of slavery and its aftermath, can address these in a productive way and co-create a situation that overcomes this history and aftermath?
 
                Increasingly, societal movements, governments and other parties are embracing dialogue methodology as a medium to support conflict resolution, peace work and collaborative social justice.29 In contrast to this, discussions and debates about the history of slavery and its consequences often have opposite effects. Given that such discussions often focus on historical, political, cultural or economic aspects in a more general sense, these tend to lead to increasing divergence and polarization among participants and listeners.30 This is partly explained by the fact that exposure to differing opinions usually causes people to defend their own views even more strongly or to oppose people with a different opinion.31 Due to the focus of the Keti Koti dialogue table on personal experiences, emotions and insights, this hardening of positions does not occur so easily. On the contrary, as Allport’s psychological “contact theory” predicts,32 the voluntary personal contact during this table actually contributes to the willingness to take someone else’s perspective and thus gain more empathy and understanding for that other person.
 
                In contrast to debate and discussion, dialogue “can be understood as a meaningful interaction and exchange between people (often of different social, cultural, political, religious or professional groups) who come together through various kinds of conversations or activities with a view to increase understanding”.33 From this definition, taken from the first editorial of the Journal for Dialogue Studies, we can learn that increased mutual understanding between dialogue partners – at the personal or micro level – includes their communal identity and experiences of being part of different groups, bringing in additional dialogues and insights from the meso level. Hence, when mutual understanding and empathy emerge in a personal dialogue, these can simultaneously contribute to understanding and empathy across group boundaries – for example across the “colour line” that separates descendants of enslaved people from other groups in society, and which also connects to the macro level.
 
                An important ingredient of dialogue as a multi-level interaction are the narratives that dialogue partners share about their experiences, actions, insights and motivations. Narratives are also a universal mode of communication, used across the globe for recounting such content in a structured way.34 Philosopher Marya Schechtman refers to a “narrative identity”, which relates to the fact that we not only use narrative to explain ourselves to others but in so doing even develop our personal identity or self as such.35 With dialogue partners presenting each other their personal narratives to which they reciprocally listen and respond, it is not surprising to find that this interaction often leads to a modification of personal perspectives and even identities. The confrontation with someone else’s perspective and the interpretation of oneself by someone with another perspective, as well as the recognition of similarities and differences between these perspectives, enhance mutual understanding and empathy, as well as enrich each individual’s self-reflection.36
 
                Whereas debates about racism often derail into heated exchanges of accusations and defences, dialogues containing narratives and counter-narratives can instead serve as bridges. They can invite listeners into unfamiliar worlds by providing, for instance, both the actual, racist reality of a person of colour and of someone living in a colour-blind reality who is unexposed to racism. Both dialogue partners may consequently learn not just about each other’s personal experiences and insights, but also about how mechanisms of racism affect groups in different ways. This has been referred to as “counter-storytelling”.37 Moreover, by stepping into the shoes of someone else to include the emotions they experience, a dialogue partner usually experiences enhanced empathy with that person. As participants of our Keti Koti dialogue tables report, this combination of understanding and emotional empathy supports their increased awareness and determination to fight racism and discrimination in their environment, and respond to it adequately.38
 
               
              
                Keti Koti Table: Creating Collective Change Through Dialogue
 
                When co-author Mercedes joined co-author Machiel at his Jewish Passover table two decades ago, she realized with some envy that while Jews around the world celebrate and commemorate their liberation from slavery that took place in pharaonic Egypt around 3,000 years ago, such a shared and meaningful ritual was lacking in her Surinamese community, which only experienced emancipation in 1863. The pair then decided to develop the Keti Koti Table, taking additional inspiration from the Ramadan festival, during which the Muslim community break their period of fasting, the Afro-American Kwanzaa festival, during which African Americans celebrate their family, community and culture, and the communal dialogue tables that were held after the political murder of Theo van Gogh in Amsterdam in 2004.39
 
                The Keti Koti Table is an “invented tradition”,40 with more than 42,000 people in the Netherlands, United States and Germany having joined in its rituals to share meals and personal dialogue. In times of increasing polarization and ongoing segregation between communities, more than 400 organizations, including museums, libraries, municipalities, ministries, universities and churches, have hosted a Keti Koti dialogue table to facilitate and foster mutual understanding and empathy between participants. With the shared colonial and slavery histories and their legacies providing the background for the Keti Koti Table, it explicitly brings people “across the colour line” into personal dialogue with each other. Participants are invited to reflect and exchange about their personal experiences, emotions and insights regarding topics such as discrimination, racism, exclusion, apologies, family secrets, healing and remembering. As (almost) all people have some experience with these phenomena, participants share and compare their personal stories, exploring whether differences in their stories are due to differences in their identities, backgrounds or skin colour, or due to their gender, class, age, etc. This process helps to uncover and address the implicit biases, prejudices and stereotypes humans tend to have about each other and about different groups, while recognizing that these are rooted in shared colonial and slavery histories. More fundamentally still, participants are often surprised about the intimacy and trust they experience at the Keti Koti Table.
 
                Although developed as an intervention to primarily mitigate racism and discrimination, for some people participating in this dialogue table restores their basic trust in humanity and dialogue. It is therefore unsurprising that the Keti Koti Table is recognized as an “effective intervention” against racism and discrimination, and is included in a national database on anti-discrimination interventions.41 It is also recommended in an advisory report to the government of the Netherlands as a creative method that helps to mitigate polarization while strengthening exchange and dialogue in society.42 Encouraged by these recognitions and several public awards and honours, the Keti Koti Table foundation has been invited to apply its expertise and methods to other societal domains in which discrimination, stereotypes and exclusion are prevalent.
 
                
                  Experiencing Transformative Healing at the Keti Koti Table
 
                  In the narrative that follows we present the Keti Koti Table experience of one recent participant, our co-author, Durwin. As our purpose here is to encourage readers to organize or co-organize with us a Keti Koti Table themselves, or to adapt our dialogue table to their own purposes, they will find throughout this first-person narrative references to relevant elements of the subsequent do-it-yourself guide, which is meant to support such adaptation.
 
                  
                    Narrative from Durwin
 
                    After years of dodging the opportunity – mostly because my upbringing was one where I was taught not to look back into our history of slavery, colonialism and oppression – I decided to sign up for a Keti Koti Table. I was interested to experience how the Surinamese history and culture would be integrated and discussed in this Dutch contemporary setting (see DIY Guide element §3.i).
 
                    I was nervous, excited and hyper aware of my emotions. This Keti Koti Table was organized by the Netherlands Institute for Human Rights and took place at the National Archive in The Hague. I perceive both the organizing party and the location as two significant institutes: one holding deep information of our colonial past, and the other striving for equality in the present (see DIY Guide element §3.ii).
 
                    At the entrance I was welcomed by Mercedes and Machiel – the co-founders and main facilitators of the Keti Koti Table – and was asked to choose with which group I identify myself: “white” or “black, mixed or coloured”. As a male, Surinamese mixed-race individual, I had no issue with that question, belonging to the second group. I did notice some people found it difficult to choose between one of the two groups, but they were then asked to make a choice for this occasion. The room was well set up: long tables with Afro-Surinamese culturally traditional clothing to connect the pairs who would later go into dialogue with each other. Once all 100+ guests were seated, the event began!
 
                    First, a Surinamese choir sang a libation song, invoking assistance from mother earth and all our ancestors, followed by a welcome song. I was immediately moved by their voices, the rhythm of the drums and the 400-year-old mourning songs they performed later, bringing me as close as possible to plantation life in Suriname. The songs were meaningful as they contributed to a certain emotional synchronization between all participants who were present – transcending language barriers (see DIY Guide element §3.vii).
 
                    We were then guided to take part in an unusual collective opening ritual. With much attention and dedication, my dialogue partner and I took turns rubbing each other’s palms with coconut oil while chewing on a piece of Surinamese bitterwood. This symbolizes tasting the bitterness of the ugly past and rubbing away its lasting pain. During this ritual the choir sang A Boro Gron – a song that tells the story of an enslaved woman who sheds tears that pass down her cheeks and her heart and finally make a hole in the ground. It was a vulnerable and intimate moment between me and my white dialogue partner, who I barely knew. Yet I felt comfortable. I experienced this as an extraordinary, mystical and sacred moment of the Keti Koti Table (see DIY Guide element §3.vi).
 
                    The evening proceeded with the facilitators introducing themselves and briefly narrating the history of the Keti Koti Table (see above). Preceding the personal dialogue, we were offered a first Kon Na Leti – a short personal reflection on the dialogue theme by a black individual from the hosting organization. After that it was time for three rounds of dialogue questions, each presented during one of the three courses of the reconstructed Afro-Surinamese meal. As is well known, food also serves as a form of comfort when discussing sensitive topics such as those featured at the Keti Koti Table (see DIY Guide element §3.viii).
 
                    
                      
                        1Table 1: Dialogue Structure

                      

                        
                            	 
                              The Keti Koti Table Dialogue Structure
 
 
                            	 
                              Preparation
 
                            	 
                              1. Forming couples
 
 
                            	 
                              2. Theme presentation and dialogue question
 
 
                            	 
                              3. Silence – for 1 minute
 
 
                            	 
                              Dialogue Part I
 
                            	 
                              4. First speaker – for 3 minutes
 
 
                            	 
                              5. Silence – for 1 minute
 
 
                            	 
                              6. Listener speaks – for 2 minutes
 
 
                            	 
                              Dialogue Part II
 
                            	 
                              7. Second speaker – for 3 minutes
 
 
                            	 
                              8. Silence – for 1 minute
 
 
                            	 
                              9. Listener speaks – for 2 minutes
 
 
                            	 
                              Conclusion round of dialogue
 
                            	 
                              10. Shared reflection – for 5 minutes
 
 
                            	 
                              11. Plenary discussion
 
 
                            	 
                              12. Goodbye – and possibly change of dialogue couples
 
 
                            	 
                              Next round of dialogue
 
                            	 
                              Repeat from step 2 with next dialogue question
 
  
                      

                    
 
                    The personal dialogue turned out to be very structured and timed, ensuring equal speaking time while also emphasizing the importance of attentive listening and reflection (see Table 1). The overall dialogue theme of the evening was “Civic Courage versus Silence”, which encouraged me to reflect on my personal experiences with speaking up against injustices, and the culture of fear and silence within my community (see DIY Guide element §3.iii).
 
                    During the first course, peanut soup was served, and we were introduced to the first dialogue question: “Can you share an event with your dialogue partner when you silently witnessed someone being discriminated against, or actually making a discriminatory comment in your environment? What feelings does that memory now evoke in you?” I shared for the first time how a white Dutch “friend” of mine expressed that I did not belong in this country, and that I would not achieve my dreams here because of my ethnic background. I never shared that with anyone before because I felt so disappointed and offended by that remark. It did, however, have a huge impact on me, and I suddenly felt comfortable enough to share it with my Keti Koti Table dialogue partner, who I barely knew. My dialogue partner was very understanding towards the feelings I expressed and also became upset that I had to go through this. I felt such a relief sharing this situation for the first time. The dialogue questions and the setting helped me to articulate a lived experience which I found otherwise difficult to express (see DIY Guide element §3.iv).
 
                    The final stage of each dialogue round consisted of a joint reflection by the dialogue partners, who were asked to first identity a striking similarity or difference in their stories and then to explain this similarity or difference with reference to a factor such as their skin colour, migration background, gender or age. After this reflection the facilitators invited participants to share plenary what they had discussed in pairs. It was then that I heard other stories that also resonated with me and made me realize how the choice between “civic courage versus silence” emerges in many occasions. Impressive was the story of an elderly Surinamese lady, dressed in traditional Koto Missie, who reported how she had for the first time in her life admitted to her dialogue partner, a young white female, that she has always hated white people for what they did to black people. Instead of being rejected or feeling personally attacked, her dialogue partner understood and empathized with this feeling of hatred. For the Surinamese lady, this recognition of her deep-seated feeling amounted to a big relief (micro level), creating room for other feelings towards white people (meso level). It made me realize even more how we all, black and white descendants, share in this challenging cultural archive and history. The facilitators played a pivotal role in fostering this individual healing (micro) in the context of our group experience (meso), as they offered interpretations against the background of socio-cultural history and change (macro) (see DIY Guide element §3.v).
 
                    During a brief intermission the choir sang a song about a slave trade boat that arrived in Suriname, from which those enslaved who were sick were not sold but thrown overboard. The song offers consolation and rest to the souls of these poor victims, making it very powerful and spiritual. We were then offered the second Kon Na Leti, now prepared by a white participant. The second dialogue question was more linked to the present, asking us to share a memory or experience with our dialogue partner of discrimination towards myself or someone else when I did take immediate action. It made me realize that I find it easier to speak up in the moments when it concerns discrimination against gender, sexuality or someone with a disability, but that I find it very difficult to act or speak-up when it concerns discrimination based on race or ethnicity. I felt ashamed, blocked, yet relieved to be able to speak that out. Some comfort was offered by the Heri Heri meal, consisting of root vegetables such as boiled (sweet) potato, yam, cassava and plantain served with salted fish, long beans and a boiled egg.
 
                    The third question was geared towards our joint future and asked if we as a dialogue couple could think of what we would need to create more inclusive and just societies that are free of discrimination. We shared hopeful ideas while eating bojo, a sweet cake made of grated cassava, coconut, sugar and cinnamon, which was very welcome at that point. When closing the Keti Koti dialogue table, we were offered a final choral song about freedom. My dialogue partner stood up, took my hands, and together we danced on the rhythms of this song. Going home that evening, I knew I had started a deeper conversation with that man I see in the mirror: myself. That was very healing. I felt the urge to participate again in a Keti Koti Table only one week later, bringing along three friends as I wanted them to also experience this healing intervention. A few months later I was invited to be trained as a co-facilitator of Keti Koti Tables, and I gladly accepted the opportunity.
 
                   
                 
               
              
                Developing the Keti Koti Table
 
                As mentioned above, the Jewish Passover table has been the main inspiration for the Keti Koti Table. This is not exceptional, as many versions of it exist that generally share the core of the Exodus story. Geographic and socio-cultural contexts have influenced different versions, as have contemporary societal topics such as feminism, ecological awareness and civil rights. Hence, our initiative of creating a version of this ritual and its manual for the explicit purpose of commemorating slavery history, its abolition and legacy is in line with this tradition.43 Indeed, our Keti Koti dialogue table can be considered as a “Juneteenth Haggadah”, which has been called for to celebrate the abolition of slavery.44
 
                In the almost 20 years of its existence, the Keti Koti Table itself has been a source for similar “invented traditions” and manuals. Most of these adaptations address comparable histories of colonialism and slavery from other regions and populations, containing facilitated personal dialogue as a core ingredient. Examples are the Tula table, named after the freedom fighter from Curaçao; the Pelita Dialogue Table, which addresses the colonial and slavery heritage of the former Dutch East Indies; the Allekondre table, which brings together different ethnic groups in Suriname; and an Afro-American Liberation table. However, some adaptations have addressed other challenging topics, for example gender-based violence, and the Campus Dialogue sessions that we have held on various university campuses for students affected by the war in Israel and Palestine. With these adaptations and variations in mind, we are here offering brief presentations and reflections on the main elements of the Keti Koti Table that readers may consider modifying when developing their own version45:
 
                 
                  	 
                    Focus and larger context: As a first step, you might want to define the historical, societal and cultural focus of the version, presenting its macro level. What contentious event or social tension needs to be addressed? What populations or groups could be involved in this table? What obstacles between them, like racism and exclusion, could be mitigated with mutual understanding and empathy?
 
 
                  	 
                    Immediate context: The potential significance of the time and place of a dialogue table deserves to be considered by its initiators. Important commemorations or celebrations invite ongoing reflection and exchanges between citizens, which might be facilitated at the table. We ourselves prefer to locate these tables in halls and buildings with a historical or societal significance, such as museums, city halls, churches and police stations, as this contributes to the extraordinary and ritual impact of the participants’ experience.
 
 
                  	 
                    Dialogue theme: It is this core element that you need to spend time and careful attention on, preferably determining it together with a diverse group of prospective participants. As it frames the table and dialogue, you may want it to be personally relatable for all participants irrespective of their skin colour, background, gender, etc. It should also have a relevance for the macro level context. Previous Keti Koti Table dialogue themes have included: “Making apologies: How do you do it?”, “Civil courage and silence”, “Remembering, recovering, healing” and “From exclusion to inclusion”.
 
 
                  	 
                    Dialogue questions: The facilitated personal dialogue addresses the chosen theme in three questions, each being the topic of a separate dialogue round (see the dialogue structure schema above). The first of these usually asks participants to narrate an experience from their personal past while the second focuses on a different, more recent, experience. Finally, the third question usually invites dialogue partners to consider together (now in an unstructured conversation) how they can support each other in changing their experience or attitude in the future. Crafting this sequence of questions may take some rounds before you settle on a triplet that might foster a personal transformative experience or increased awareness about the dialogue table’s focus and dialogue theme – which for the Keti Koti Table is the shared colonial and slavery history and its aftermath.
 
 
                  	 
                    Dialogue facilitation: Addressing the micro, meso and macro levels at which dialogue theme and questions are relevant, dialogue facilitation is a complex task. The facilitation duo (preferably representing different backgrounds) should be capable of not only historically and socially contextualizing what is being shared by dialogue couples in the plenary, but also of holding the space for all participants. This implies providing a safe “container” for their emotions and experiences, assisting them in further exploring these and the similarities and differences between them.
 
 
                  	 
                    Rituals: Several rituals contribute to the extraordinary – sometimes even referred to as sacred – character of the Keti Koti Table. Reinforcing the larger historical context is the libation ritual that is performed as a starter, invoking mother earth and the ancestors of all participants and asking their assistance in building a future of solidarity and justice for all. Next, preceding the personal dialogue, is a ritual for creating a safe and confidence-inspiring connection. Dialogue partners rub away each other’s pain by using coconut oil to gently and silently rub each other’s wrists – a historical reference to shackles – while chewing on a piece of bitterwood representing the bitterness of the past. Adapting this for a dialogue table focusing on war in the Middle East, we used olive oil and a bitter black olive instead.
 
 
                  	 
                    Music: As music contributes to the “emotional synchronization” between participants, selecting meaningful songs related to the dialogue table’s focus and its macro-level context is important. Typically, a table is partly structured by a welcome song at the start, a thoughtful and meditative song accompanying the connection ritual preceding the dialogue, a meaningful song as intermission, and finally a more positive, liberation or freedom song to support the future that the dialogue partners have explored together. Performed by a traditional Surinamese choir with percussion, who also announce them, these traditional songs that were sung at the plantations also help participants of our dialogue tables to imagine life in that context.
 
 
                  	 
                    Food: To commemorate the history and abolition of slavery, participants at the Keti Koti Table enjoy a three-course meal that could have been on the menu of the enslaved in Suriname. We inform participants about its cheap and simple ingredients and the mixed European-Surinamese background of the sweet dessert cake that accompanies the future-oriented last dialogue round. Preferably, the meal is prepared by members of the communities involved in the dialogue table.
 
 
                
 
                As this list suggests, adapting a dialogue table to a new focus and context requires careful preparation that should involve members of relevant communities, demanding several meetings over a period of time. If done well, this process contributes to the overall impact of our dialogue table as it actively engages and connects these communities, who will jointly reflect upon their – shared – perspectives, histories and backgrounds. We are happy to offer advice and support to this process.46
 
               
              
                Final Outlook: Healing Together Through Dialogue
 
                With four centuries of transatlantic and Asian slave trade alone being responsible for between 20 to 30 million victims, and involving populations across the world until today, it is no exaggeration to conclude that all nations and countries are still affected by this global history of dehumanization and exploitation. While a part of the population is a direct descendant of former enslaved or of former enslavers, no one is unaffected by a shared global “cultural archive” that contains stereotypes, prejudices, images, attitudes and emotions tainted by the insidious racism stemming from this history.47 According to the UN, “Racial discrimination and the legacies of slavery and colonialism continue to destroy lives and curtail opportunities, preventing billions of people from enjoying their full human rights and freedoms.”48 It is therefore no surprise that the call for recognition of this plight and for adequate apologies and reparations by those communities and nations that benefited from this history is only getting louder and being heard more widely.
 
                Such reckoning with this horrific past should equally involve and affect all communities. Since its legacy is visible in disparities in health, wealth, freedom and more between communities at the local and national level, as well as internationally, all of us are tasked with addressing it in order both to understand its continuing presence and to overcome and repair its consequences. This process will require numerous uncomfortable conversations at multiple levels, which should preferably lead to intersubjective understanding and empathy instead of silence, denial, misplaced blame games and more.
 
                Above we have presented the Keti Koti Table, a ritualized and facilitated dialogue method developed explicitly for this goal in one of the main former colonizing and enslaving countries. Embraced by hundreds of governmental, educational, cultural and societal organizations in the Netherlands and beyond, and with more than 42,000 people having so far participated in this facilitated and ritualized dialogue table, we recommend our readers to adopt and adjust this “post-slavery reconciliation table” to their contexts and aims.49 Engaging in such dialogue cannot undo the past, but it may help us to engage with our shared history in such a way that we can together shape a just and inclusive future.
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              Abstract
 
              This chapter reflects on the transformative potential of collective healing as an inclusive, intercultural, intergenerational and interspecies practice. It is based on the implementation of the Collective Healing Circle methodology within a five-month residency program by Collective WEBS, Common Ground, which took place in Berlin and online from March 2024 to June 2024 with a group of 19 migrant women artists from 12 nationalities. By intertwining artistic creation with decolonial and biomimetic principles, the project fosters a space for co-creation, healing, and the reclamation of ancestral knowledge, ultimately challenging hierarchical and exploitative systems. The approach presented emphasizes the interdependence of all life forms, extending the concept of healing beyond human experiences to encompass the more-than-human world. The chapter underscores that healing is not merely an intellectual or emotional process, but one that requires engagement with the body, the land and the wider ecosystem. The collective nature of this healing process, grounded in reciprocity with both human and non-human communities, highlights the importance of mutual care, creativity and responsibility in shaping sustainable futures.
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                Introduction
 
                Collective healing is an emergent concept that articulates the need to address the harms arising from oppressive and unjust power structures. This concept also conceives of healing as a collective process by which a community acknowledges and addresses shared traumas through promoting resilience, reconciliation, just society and well-being among its members. Thus the individual can achieve healing through collective processes.
 
                What does collective healing mean and look like in times of interconnected ecocides and genocides, and in the face of the multidimensional crisis (political, social, environmental)? Healing starts with an understanding that the harms resulting from these crises, including climate catastrophe, wars, humanitarian disasters, and more, impact humanity at both personal and societal levels. It is important to recognize that these expressions of violence are embedded in contemporary as well as historical power structures, which are justified by exclusionary ideologies.1 These ideologies not only perpetuate xenophobic, sexist and racialized violence, but also drive the exploitation of nature. As decolonial theorist Walter Mignolo2 points out, modernity has systematically “devalued lives, knowledge and territories outside its narrow European horizon”, creating a “colonial matrix of power” from which human and non-human worlds continue to suffer. Underpinning these narratives are concepts of “otherness”‏ ‎and hierarchical relationships, which place us, humans, outside the fabric of the living world, creating the breeding ground for its depletion and destruction. And since human and non-human lives are entangled, this process of othering and distancing also shapes the way we relate to each other as human beings.
 
                The present times urgently require a paradigm shift from pursuing economic growth at the cost of extracting and exploiting human beings and other beings in the living world to fostering the flourishing of all. Collective healing may provide relevant avenues to address structural injustices. It seeks to do so through a holistic process involving emotional, affective and somatic practices to transform divisive narratives and discriminatory ideologies, while fostering the solidarity of community. Against this backdrop, this chapter puts forward the argument that the concept of community needs to be better understood by locating it within a broader notion to include all living beings. Consequently, the idea of collective healing needs to allow the “collective” to move beyond its anthropocentric character to encompass the more-than-human who are equally constituted in the “WE”‏ ‎and with whom we interact throughout our existence. As noted by Donna Haraway,3 the need to ‏”‎make kin” highlights an urgent call to move beyond the self-centred frameworks of human beings and recognise the interconnected nature of lives across species. Furthermore, forging meaningful relationships with non-human beings is a way of “staying with the trouble” as a form of resistance against exploitative structures. At the heart of this chapter is therefore the assertion that healing can only fully occur when it encompasses all beings affected by instrumentalizing, hierarchical and oppressive systems.
 
                Through an examination of the Common Ground, a five-month artistic residency program, this chapter seeks to show how it is possible to extend the scope and practice of collective healing (including healing the broken relationships due to the legacies of colonization and discriminative narratives) to the living world as a whole. The five-month residency program, which started in spring 2024 and took place online and in-person in Berlin, aimed to address the following questions: ‏”‎How might we collectively transform our relationships from the soil up? How can we reimagine the roots of our systems towards interconnectedness and reinvent our relationships with one another and the more-than-human world?” To demonstrate what an inclusive approach to collective healing might entail, this chapter showcases how the Common Ground program applies the practices of collaborative arts as the basis for decolonization, community building and relational restoration between humans and non-human beings.
 
                The chapter first delves into the structure, methodologies and activities that shaped the Common Ground residency. It explores the intersection of the four-fold collective healing process and the artistic practices employed, and seeks to highlight the potential of the arts to (inter)mediate dialogues that extend beyond rational perspectives. In particular, we use the ‏”‎Flag” activity as a case study for illustrating how the arts can engage participants in collective healing that regards the more-than-human as active agents in the processes of trauma recovery and resilience building. The closing section reflects on the Common Ground‏’‎s impact that underscores the power of the collective and inclusive approaches to healing, suggesting that such frameworks are essential to creating sustainable, interconnected communities. In doing so, this chapter advocates for the transformative potential of artistic practices in transcending relational boundaries, fostering inclusive dialogues and co-imagining structural justice. By integrating these ethical commitments into a framework of collective healing, it concludes that a future of co-flourishing – one that embraces both humans and the more-than-human – is not only necessary but also possible.
 
               
              
                The Common Ground Residency Program
 
                Common Ground was created by Collective WEBS (Weaving Educational Biomimetic Systems), also referred to simply as WEBS, a collective with a commitment to rethinking human interactions through models of sustainability that predate humankind. WEBS focuses on micropolitics, art and education as tools to subvert hegemonic narratives and foster horizontal approaches to learning, sharing and co-creating new possible worlds. At its core, WEBS is founded on the understanding of decolonization as a need for challenging the current multilayered crises as a whole – decolonization of the body, the mind, the land, the systems, knowledges and relationships. Its work is based on principles of community and trust building through educational and artistic practices.
 
                
                  The Concept
 
                  The Common Ground program is conceived as a collaborative network based on decolonial pedagogies, collective healing, and horizontal exchange and co-creation. It is rooted in decolonial approaches to knowledge and pedagogies which seek to challenge the hegemony of the Western knowledge canon. This knowledge canon fosters a fragmented understanding of the world and exclusive dualisms – such as objectivity/subjectivity, reason/nature, rationality/emotions, mind/body – in which one is granted with prestige and superiority in opposition to the other. As argued by Achille Mbembe,4 Western epistemic traditions separate the known from the knower. They rest on a division as an ontological a priori. What furthermore shapes the dominant Eurocentric knowledge canon, according to Mbembe, is that Western canon tends to disregard other epistemic traditions and conceive the West and its colonial relations as the norm. Knowledge therefore plays a key role in imposing a Eurocentric, hegemonic understanding of the world and in the colonial project through normalizing colonial languages and erasing native knowledge, to the profit of Western ways of knowing. Today, school curriculums continue to transmit Eurocentric categories of thought, excluding ways of knowing, being and perspectives that do not fit into them, and thus negating the existence of other experiences, cultures and histories.
 
                  According to Santos,5 there is no global social justice without global epistemic justice. That is to say, that there has to be equity between different ways of knowing and different kinds of knowledge. Decolonizing knowledge is thus a project of disobedience regarding the hegemonic narrative and a struggle for epistemic justice, of resisting different aspects of domination. As formulated by Burman,6 it is about resisting:
 
                   
                    The subjugation of subjectivities (“Be who we want you to be!”); epistemic domination (“Know what we want you to know and in the way we want you to know; create the kind of knowledge we want you to and in the way we want you to!”); and ontological domination (“Live in the one and only world we recognize as real!”).
 
                  
 
                  The decolonization of knowledge therefore takes place on several interconnected levels: ontological, epistemic and subjective. As proposed by Simmons et al.7 in their project for decolonial pedagogy, the goal is to:
 
                   
                    [D]ismantle these barriers, creating a tapestry of knowledge that reflects the interplay of realities, cultures, and ideas. These engagements challenge traditional power dynamics and bridge the gaps that have historically divided societies, nurturing a sense of togetherness that transcends borders.
 
                  
 
                  By bridging various knowledge systems, such as Western scientific approaches and Indigenous knowledge, the Common Ground program challenged the rigid boundaries often placed between these domains, as well as the hierarchies which exist between them, inviting participants to engage in dialogues that embraced epistemologies.
 
                  At the subjective level, it reconceptualizes community as a way of learning and unlearning, being, relating and empowering one another, rooted in the power of micropolitics and affection. Suely Rolnik, in her keynote for the Guggenheim titled The Micropolitics of thinking: Suggestions to those who seek to deprogram the colonial unconscious,8 advocates for a micro-politics of thinking to deprogram the colonial unconsciousness that structures our desires, subjectivities and our way of perceiving the world, arguing that the possibility to be affected by others and by the world, in our desires, emotions and our bodies, is a political position inherent to decolonizing knowledge.
 
                  The Common Ground program therefore framed healing as a collective process taking place at the personal level of interaction and embedded in micro-systems of exchange, emphasizing affection as both the possibility of caring for others and of being affected by them. In this sense, the project presented here is grounded in the recognition of the power of cultivating micro-ecosystems where these kinds of encounters can take place and which shape processes of meaning-making.
 
                  From an ontological perspective, in seeking to bring forth the more-than-human aspect in these healing processes, the Common Ground program reinforced the importance of connecting across species boundaries. Haraway‏’‎s notion of ‏”‎response-ability” is key here, as she suggests that living together requires ‏”‎learning to be truly present … in response and in responsibility”.9 This framework of response-ability provides an ethical grounding for recognizing plants, animals, ecosystems and other more-than-human beings as co-participants in healing rather than mere resources.
 
                  A key element of Common Ground was to acknowledge the multiple elements that form any living system at every level, considering learning processes as living systems that are composed of people, bodies, times, objects, landscapes, weather, memories, language, and so on, where each layer is embedded with potential meaning that co-creates an interactive web. This critical approach to knowledge making highlights the ‏”‎situated, embodied, and partial” character of knowledge, which emerges in webs and networks of relationships among human and more-than-human actors, including things, bodies, institutions, histories and practices.10 Learning is therefore not merely a cognitive process but is embedded in the lived body and its interactions with the world.
 
                  The Common Ground methodology builds upon the intersection of embodied knowing, decolonial approaches and collaborative arts. Artistic and creative practices affect us through our senses and emotions and thereby challenge the way we perceive and relate to the world, conveying meaning through our senses. As argued by Rancière, art is not merely about promoting social change or being part of a political agenda. Instead, art, especially collaborative art, is about creating the conditions for a different kind of engagement with the world, one that opens a space for the political by disturbing the order of perception.11
 
                  During the Common Ground residency, we adopted this ethic by incorporating artistic practices to encourage participants’‏ ‎direct engagement with natural elements – soil, seeds and plants – as a means to confront their personal histories, traumas and aspirations for resilience. The activities invited participants to work with and consider how natural beings are also impacted by, and are participants in, exploitative systems. As Anna Tsing reflects, species’ survival amidst human environmental degradation suggests that ‏”‎survival is a shared affair”,12 compelling us to consider more-than-human beings as intertwined with human survival and healing.
 
                  By placing artistic practices at the center of this process, the program sought to question the way in which we perceive and relate to the living world and to the ‏”‎other”, bringing our individual and collective sensitivities into the process of learning and unlearning. Artistic and creative practices facilitated the group’s process of communication and sharing, sometimes on complex and painful subjects, by enabling participants to connect with their bodies, senses and emotions. They also served as powerful tools for individual and collective transformation and for exploring other possible futures and relationships through radical imagination.
 
                 
                
                  The Participants
 
                  The participants of the Common Ground program consisted of a group of 19 women and non-binary artists from 12 nationalities and diverse migration backgrounds. The majority of the participants were young people aged between 22 and 32 years old.
 
                  The recruitment process involved completing an application form followed by an interview. It was made through a wide open call and spread both in the networks of Collective WEBS and international platforms such as Artenda and Artconnect. It focused on creatives, youth with migrant backgrounds and preferably based in Berlin, and prioritized women and non-binary people. The questions were formulated by the organizers of the program based on previous experiences of similar art and/or education programs. The questions intended to:
 
                  
                    	 
                      Understand the applicants’ backgrounds and interests, as well as their commitment to the collective process.
 

                    	 
                      Ensure a diversity of creative practices, mediums and learning processes.
 

                    	 
                      Ensure a safe and brave space of exchange.
 

                  
 
                  There were a total of 46 applications, with half invited to the interview phase. There were four groups of three to five people based in Berlin, and one group of seven people based in diverse places. The non-Berlin-based group took place separately to address the specific needs of potentially online-only participants and to understand each person’s availability and commitment to join the whole process. Every pre-selected participant received the following instruction to prepare for the interview: “Go for a trip on the landscapes of your identity. Bring to the meeting a piece of your fertile soil. Could be: an object, a seed, a memory, a drawing, a sentence or whatever material your inner environment has.”
 
                  The instruction was formulated by the organizers based on Yoko Ono’s book Grapefruit as a way to engage the group in personal conversations. After introducing the program structure, interviewees were invited to share their reflections and personal stories, and then reflect and interact with someone else’s statement. The main focus at this stage was to see how the potential participants would engage with the individual/group dynamics.
 
                  After the interviews, the selection process was based on the following criteria:
 
                  
                    	 
                      Commitment/availability to the whole program.
 

                    	 
                      Diversity within the group (nationalities, migrant backgrounds, creative practices, education backgrounds, etc.).
 

                    	 
                      Ability to engage within a group, to be in collaboration and cooperation with others.
 

                  
 
                  In terms of the artistic practices, the program aimed to have people sharing and experimenting with different mediums and processes. There were painters, performers and musicians, as well as people working with smell, film and digital, and textiles and organic materials. The goal was to promote a space of exchange that invited participants, both amateurs and established artists, to explore their creativity, stories, traumas and resilience in multiple ways. Having multiple perspectives in terms of education background and learning methods was also a premise of the project. The goal was to create a space for participants to engage in mutual learning regardless of formal titles or hierarchies of knowledge. Both creative experimentation and education processes merged in the framework of the project, supported by Paulo Freire’s ideas: “Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other.”13 One of the participants later pointed out that for her the selection process was an important plus of the project as it did not ask for a CV or portfolio. She noted that the process and criteria promoted horizontality within the group, where participants are not measured by their previous titles or achievements.
 
                  Regarding the commonalities between the participants, the vast majority had a migratory background, whether through forced displacement, personal choice or ancestral stories. Some had migrated continents to pursue education or better working conditions; others were forced to leave because of political constraints. Much of the group held a multiple identity, with their ancestral roots in a different land and culture to where they were born and raised. The connection point of seeking for belonging even in such diverse conditions directly related to the title and topics of the program: What is and how do we find common grounds?
 
                 
                
                  The Structure and Methodology
 
                  The Common Ground program ran online and in-person from March 2024 to June 2024. The key concerns of the program were to acknowledge and recognize the prevailing structural injustices that perpetuate power dynamics and the oppression of certain groups, and to transform and transcend the narratives that separate humans from the more-than-human and from one another, leading to the Common Ground collective’s new vision for a more collaborative world. To achieve these objectives, the Common Ground program adopted a three-fold pedagogical structure that included research/inquiry, acting upon our agency and co-creation. The program was structured so that each phase could build on the previous one to facilitate an evolving journey of shared understanding, creative expression and community engagement.
 
                  
                    Phase 1: research/inquiry
 
                    This phase is rooted in the dialogues between multiple ways of knowing, including Western academic researchers on narrative change, Indigenous science and artistic practices, to provide interdisciplinary and intercultural bases for meaning-making processes. This phase took place in the form of weekly workshops that provided interdisciplinary and intercultural foundations for meaning-making processes by creating a common vocabulary among the participants. By doing so, the aim was to break the knowledge barriers and hierarchies that sustain the current oppressive power dynamics. This was instrumental in fostering a fertile ground for challenging colonial, patriarchal and neo-liberal power structures, as well as the collective narratives that shape our ways of thinking and acting. In the words of Michel Foucault: “Power and knowledge directly imply one another … there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations.”14
 
                    In the first workshop session, we explored with Dr David Anderson Hooker the concepts of “narrative change”, “dominant narratives” and “power structures” in order to understand how oppressive structures are reproduced and can be challenged. The second session, with Nontokozo Sedibe, took a closer look at “decolonization” and “Ubuntu”, analyzing power structures and inequalities, also within the Common Ground group. The third session, with Carla and Timei from the Janeraka Institute, focused on the preservation of Awaete Indigenous knowledge and decolonization in relation to knowledge and land, as well as art as a means of connecting with the living world.
 
                    In the second part of the research phase four artists and activists presented their work. Lis Haddad addressed the interconnection between our bodies and more-than-human beings through the work of Nastassja Martin and her relationship with wild nature, while Silvia Noronha and Olivia Fert questioned our anthropocentric vision of matter and landscapes. Yazmany Arboleda shared his immersive installations and his political commitment. These sessions stimulated reflection on artistic practices to materialize the concepts studied and enable participants to reach out to wider communities.
 
                   
                  
                    Phase 2: Acting upon our agency
 
                    This second phase is based upon the idea of sharing responsibility for the micro-ecosystem we are co-creating. It does not mean to individualize the solution but to engage with the agency each one has to support the collective transformation. Our understanding of agency is rooted in Paulo Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed that regards agency as a premise and a goal: “It is a process through which people – individually and collectively – become aware of their ability to intervene in the world, to transform it.”15
 
                    It was during this phase that UNESCO’s Collective Healing Circle (CHC) methodology was officially presented. A dedicated weekend opened the in-person stage of the program on 4 and 5 May 2024, with the first meeting of the program participants mediated by activities focused on the CHC methods, which are unfolded in the next section. Although elements of the CHC framework were present throughout the program, this weekend retreat was the first time that participants met face-to-face and formally engaged with the four healing components of CHC.
 
                    During this phase, following the reflections of the first phase, and with theoretical and practical input from the facilitators, we moved on to the in-person element in Berlin. In order to create a horizontal exchange network where everyone was both learner and teacher, this six-week phase included four hours of creative workshops per week, led by the 19 participants. It was based on Paulo Freire’s concept that “Education must begin with the solution of the teacher–student contradiction, by reconciling the poles of the contradiction so that both are simultaneously teachers and students.”16
 
                   
                  
                    Phase 3: co-creation
 
                    The co-creation phase was designed using the premises of Adrienne Maree Brown and Donna Haraway, and their invitation to experiment, exchange and collaborate. During this third and final phase of Common Ground, participants spent a month co-creating artworks in different media, drawing on the dialogues and practices developed during the previous phases. Mediated by collaborative artistic and creative practices, this phase was based on the understanding that language can limit the expression of trauma and difficult experiences, while creative practices foster emotion, connection and individual and collective transformation.. In this spirit, this phase involved translating the participants’ experiences, reflections and emotions into tangible works of art.
 
                    Beyond the “hands on”, a deeply impactful part of the co-creation phase was the inherent negotiation within the social dynamics of the group. As a group sharing the same space, the individual versus collective element was constantly being balanced, therefore dialogue, politics, leadership and decision making were some of the implicit learning points of this process. The creative practices were furthermore a means of stimulating the imagination of other possible worlds in which attention to the other, human or more-than-human, and cooperation are put at the centre, inspired by Donna Harraway’s concepts of “response-ability”17 and “multispecies agreements”.18 It was also a direct integration and interaction of the body engaging with organic and not organic materials, soil, wood, textile, water, clay, sound, exploring them and relating to them as active actors. The resulting works were presented in a public exhibition during Berlin Refugee Week, which ran from 18 to 24 June 2024 at the Haus der Statistik in Berlin, and invited the wider community to engage with the collective process of the residency. The exhibition extended the dialogue between members of the group to wider communities, who were able to experience and interact with the artworks. As others take part in the process and join the conversation, they too are transformed by the experience. This phase underlines Common Ground’s commitment to creating a healing ripple effect by extending the ideas and practices of the residency beyond the initial participants.
 
                    The project also integrated UNESCO’s CHC methodologies and premises, including its foundations on intergenerational, intercultural and interspecies dialogues as essential elements of healing. In particular, the CHC is premised upon a conceptual framework that understands the current crises that deeply affect individuals and societies involve multidimensional harm resulting from systemic historical oppression:
 
                     
                      This framework suggests that an approach to collective healing must integrate processes of acknowledging the historical nature of collective trauma, addressing the effects of transgenerational trauma as experienced by the descendants of both the formerly enslaved and the enslavers, restoring and reconciling the disrupted relationships, and demanding and working towards fair, just restorative systems.19
 
                    
 
                    The intergenerational/intercultural/inter-group dialogue and inquiry (IDI) approach draws on the recognition that following the wounding of exploitative harmful systems, and their enduring legacies, communities tend to live through the pains and sufferings in silence over generations. Therefore art and embodied practices hold the potential to heal beyond the rational linguistic constructions, especially starting with youth, who tend to be more open to experimentation, and then fostering intergenerational dialogues, opening spaces for exchanging knowledge of resistance, the wisdom of resilience and the practices of healing that have been embodied by generations of ancestors:
 
                     
                      These processes invite participants to feel and explore sites of trauma in the body, emotions, beliefs, attitudes, values, and even spirit, as well as those materialising in the complex webs of relatedness between people.20
 
                    
 
                    Reinforced by Paulo Freire’s approach regarding the need to look at the past as a way of understanding who we are so that we can “more wisely build the future”,21 the IDI offered spaces for participants of all ages in the Common Ground program to listen, seek and attend to ancestors through artistic proposals that served as a motive to start addressing intergenerational traumas. In the context of Common Ground methodologies, we also incorporated the understanding of “healing” as a multidisciplinary and multispecies dimension of collective trauma, acknowledging the harmful consequences of exploitative and oppressive systems for the more-than-human world.
 
                   
                 
               
              
                Integration of CHC methodology within Common Ground
 
                By organically incorporating in its structure and content UNESCO’s four principles for CHCs – acknowledging historical trauma, restoring dignity, fostering interconnectedness and envisioning justice – and by creating a constant dialogue between them throughout the different phases, the Common Ground program created a space for vulnerable sharing, collective learning and interspecies dialogue. Below, we explore the distinctive aspects of Common Ground’s structure and methodology, followed by a discussion of how these elements intersected with the CHC framework to deepen participants’ experiences of healing and community building.
 
                We furthermore delve into how the body was integrated throughout the program as a key aspect of the healing process. Finally, we will see how, by integrating CHC components and fostering connections with the natural world through artistic practices, Common Ground has demonstrated an inclusive approach to collective healing that goes beyond language and rationality, engaging with the deep layers of trauma and resilience within individuals and the community.
 
                
                  A Circular Approach to the Four Pillars of the CHC methodology
 
                  In this section, we will explore how the four principles of CHC are approached within Common Ground, looking first at the CHC weekend, and then more broadly at the program as a whole.
 
                  
                    Common Ground Collective Healing Circle Weekend
 
                    The Common Ground program’s in-person stage began with a two-day series of art and healing activities informed by UNESCO’s CHC methodology, which we will be focusing on in the rest of this chapter. Through creative exercises, open dialogue and activities designed to engage the body, mind and spirit, this gathering fostered a sense of co-responsibility, co-creation and co-dependency as bases of healing dialogues that permeated the following parts of the program.
 
                    The Collective Healing Circle took the following shape and form. Seated in a circle, and having grounded themselves through embodied exercises, the participants began the day’s session with short workshops led by UNESCO-trained CHC facilitators around two of the four pillars. These aimed at introducing the key concepts relevant to approaching these pillars to the participants. In the second stage, the floor was left to the participants to appropriate the proposed concepts by engaging their personal biography.
 
                    In this way, the first day of activities focused on the first two pillars of CHC: the recognition of the harms of inhumanity and their after effects, and the restoration of a sense of integrity and human dignity. The workshop of the day introduced the notion of structural injustice, as well as race, class and gender identities, highlighting the intersectional nature of oppressive structures, but also the multidisciplinary nature of the identities that make us up and define us in the eyes of society. On the basis of these reflections, the participants were invited to share their personal experiences. One after the other, the participants present began to tell stories linked to their intimate and family biographies, in a spontaneous and organic way.
 
                    As the stories unfolded, they echoed each other, and the participants picked up on elements shared by another person, creating links between personal biographies across geographies, cultures, ages and, more generally, differences. But also, as each person spoke, certain themes became more and more evident and shared by the participants, notably the interconnected traumas linked to gender inequalities, the systemic discrimination linked to forced migration and experiences of displacement, as well as experiences of searching for belonging. Despite coming from different cultures, religions and nationalities, participants found that power structures and oppressive narratives overlapped and converged in their stories. The group also explored how these legacies continue to shape their lives today.
 
                    On the second day, activities focused on the third and fourth pillars of CHC: strengthening interconnection, and envisioning just and sustainable futures. After participating in outdoor activities, the group reconvened in a circle to share stories of resilience and survival from their families and communities. Building on the work of the first day, this activity invited participants to reflect on the strengths and coping strategies of their ancestors and to explore how their cultural heritage has equipped them with the resources to face contemporary challenges. It also invited participants to consider the more-than-human as a teacher of resilience and sustainable ways of relating to one another. The activity began with an extract from Robin Wall Kimmerer’s book Braiding Sweetgrass,22 which describes how the “three sisters”, bean, corn and pumpkin seeds, are planted together in a gardening method practised by Native American peoples. Based on a biological and scientific study of the interactions between these three species, Kimmerer teaches us how, planted together and thanks to the unique characteristics of each plant, they create an environment where they all benefit from each other’s presence. This ecological lesson opened the day’s sharing circle, presenting symbiosis as a metaphor for human and more-than-human healing.
 
                    Throughout the sharing circles, the facilitators chose not to intervene too much in the powerful process of community building that was being woven before their eyes. Indeed, as the discussions progressed, a process of solidarity and mutual recognition emerged, weaving together distinct but interconnected experiences. After providing a theoretical framework, they mostly let the natural flow of the conversation take over, occasionally stepping in to restart the discussion, as the participants were very engaged and responding to each other.
 
                    Very quickly, the group created a particularly deep and transformative space for sharing. One of the reasons for this is certainly the pre-existing connection among the participants forged during the first online phase of the program. After each workshop, at least one hour was dedicated to discussion and sharing of experiences among the participants. This process of connecting individual experiences and sharing personal/intimate aspects of one’s life seemed to have successfully created both a common vocabulary and trust among the group, as participants felt understood by one another and began to see themselves in the other. These initial stages thus had established a basic framework for the rest of the residency program, creating a shared space based on trust that allowed the participants of the sharing circle to lay themselves bare and to confront intergenerational trauma by engaging deeply with each other’s histories.
 
                    We observed that, although we proposed to engage with each of the four pillars, the most intense engagement during the two days revolved around the first pillar – acknowledging historical trauma – with participants intensely engaging with one another’s personal and family trajectories, experiences of migration, exile, and the passing of traumas through generations. More importantly, while pillar number two – restoring a sense of human dignity – was not tackled directly, on the second day when pillars three and four were introduced formally, and then throughout the rest of the program, a constant dialogue was established between pillar one and pillar three – fostering interconnectedness – and pillar four – envisioning justice.
 
                    One could argue that pillar four was naturally deeply present throughout the weekend, much like the thread weaving the framework of the Common Ground residency from day one, or like the reason the participants decided to join the program in the first place.
 
                    Indeed, it was this collective desire and will to imagine other possible futures that made this discussion about individual and collective trauma and this moment of deep sharing possible. And it is also through this collective yearning for other forms of relationship with one another and the living world that the idea of interconnection of pillar three became increasingly tangible within the group. This understanding of interconnection was achieved in a purely organic way, in a collective process that emphasised reciprocity, individual differences and the mutual responsibility of the participants and organisers towards each other in the creation of the shared space. Through these moments of oral sharing, but also through the playful exercises and creative activities proposed, and in continuity with the first phase, pillar three, strengthening interconnection, materialized in an almost tangible form.
 
                    This experience within the Common Ground group shows us that, in practice, the four pillars are not necessarily easily separable from each other if we wish to leave the discussion open, as they are implicitly in dialogue with each other.
 
                    The question then arises as to whether it is relevant to address them separately. Through the experience of the weekend, and more specifically the in-depth formal exploration of pillar one that took place on the first day, and with regard to research in critical race theory, postcolonial and gender theory, it seems that the proposal of theoretical tools is highly useful for better understanding and articulating one’s personal experience in the light of structural dynamics. The sharing of intimate histories and experiences between participants also provides a mirror effect, enabling participants to read their own experiences in a different light and step back from the traumas and structural injustices they have experienced. It is through this process that critical consciousness (can be achieved, enabling individuals to free themselves from structures of oppression.
 
                    It therefore seemed appropriate to maintain a theoretical distinction between these different pillars in the first instance, and then to address them in an organic and circular way in the discussion, adapting the focus according to the needs of the group and the collective dynamic.
 
                   
                  
                    CHC Methodology within Common Ground as a Whole
 
                    Overall, what emerges from this experience of the CHC weekend is that the four pillars were deployed in a non-linear fashion. The participants in the CHC weekend followed a circular process, moving back and forth between the four pillars and weaving links between them, finding anchor points in the first phase of the Common Ground residency. It appears that the principles of the Collective Healing Circle were organically entwined with the Common Ground program structure as a whole, going beyond the weekend centred on the CHC methodology. The discussions unfolded during the CHC weekend had a profound effect on the collective, and the reflection around these pillars continued in various ways after the weekend, in phases two and three. Indeed, one of the key aspects of the Common Ground residency was to offer participants a space to express their experiences of CHC through artistic means. For example, one participating artist led a workshop offering a poetry writing session, which was later transformed into a performance at the opening of the exhibition. In this way, she captured the collective process of healing and sharing:
 
                     
                      So we think we have processed our traumas, and we are aware of our being, but then while doing the exercise, there was this moment where the trauma resurfaced … it took over you. And you have to find the energy to deal with it again. But this time, you have an entire community supporting you, holding that space for you, being there for you, and you’re not alone. And when you process trauma as a collective, it has a certain power, it gives you a sense of belonging, which is not possible to experience without solidarity. And that experience is something that happened during the process of writing our poems from where we come. To understand how deeply our roots go down in history, in geography, in society. To acknowledge that we have so much history with us, and we all are there for it, and we all are witnessing that history and being there and holding it and accepting it together as a collective. It was healing for sure, there is no doubt about it. And I think this collective healing in an artistic process has led to very powerful outcomes, as the poems that then turned into a performance.
 
                    
 
                    These discussions also encouraged participants to look back at their conversations with their elders, particularly their grandmothers, in order to better understand the trauma and resilience passed on within their families. This intergenerational reflection became a deep and recurring theme for the group, reverberating throughout the artistic and creative activities, and culminating in an art installation, Ancestors Roots, which was presented at the program’s final exhibition. This interactive installation invited visitors to reflect on the themes of belonging, identity, migration and roots. Participants wrote a letter to their ancestor and associated it with a photo of significance to them. Written in many different languages, these letters were an opportunity to ask ancestors questions they had left unanswered and to unearth untold stories that had been lost. Visitors to the exhibition were then invited to write a letter to their ancestors on printed postcards. These are example of the anonymous letters:
 
                     
                      You gathered so much knowledge. I feel you trying to show us the way. How do I tap into all you have learnt? How do I stop the cycles that go on?
 
                      To the ancestors I know and the ones I have been disconnected from; Thank you! Thank you for carrying me advising me and meeting me at the river. I live in your legacy and you live in mine. Ubuntu!
 
                      Dear Ancestors. What did you hope for when you went to the Americas. What were you running from? Where were you heading? Did you feel sorry for the people of the land you lived on? What were your dreams made of?
 
                    
 
                    These engagements with the themes of the CHC, through their materialization in artworks, reached a broader audience. By centering the past on the creation of the future, the hope is to disrupt the hierarchy of progress hidden beneath a linear perception of time – the idea that one can only exist at odds with the other. Embracing our ancestral roots and giving them space in our existence allows us to reunite past, present and future within ourselves, which is a crucial element not only of individual healing, but also of shaping the kinds of conversations across time and space that can foster a sustainable future. The shift from individual to collective memory can play a crucial role in reshaping our cultural and societal identities.23 This process involves both remembering our ancestral experience and wisdom and imagining how they can be transposed into future scenarios. Allowing a continuous interaction between past, present and future experiences, and understanding time in a non-linear way, is a way of disrupting the narratives of linear progress embedded in Western thinking. Indeed, the idea of non-linearity, or circularity, is echoed more broadly in Indigenous cultures’ approach to time, and particularly in the worldview of author Robin Wall Kimmerer, for whom time is often conceptualized as circular or cyclical. Kimmerer also puts forward the idea that the non-linearity of time is linked to a vision of the interconnection between all forms of life.24
 
                    The Common Ground program, beyond the CHC weekend, thus offers a space to explore these collaborative processes and alternative temporal frameworks through art, poetry, letters and other forms of entanglement.
 
                   
                 
                
                  Bringing the Body into the Collective Healing Process
 
                  A key aspect of the Common Ground residency and its application of the CHC methodology was the understanding that knowledge is not produced in a vacuum but is deeply connected to the bodily experiences of those involved. As anchored in decolonial theory, this perspective challenges the Western notion of knowledge as abstract, objective and detached from the lived experiences of individuals. As argued by Solney Rolnik:
 
                   
                    The main operation of Western modernity culture, including colonialism, most important and most successful micro-political operation is the anaesthesia of the knowing body: the anaesthesia of this capacity to be affected by the world, as a field of forces, and this obstruction of our access to sensations, to tension, in order to affirm the ethical, political function of thought.25
 
                  
 
                  Against this backdrop, Shahjahan argues that:
 
                   
                    Bringing awareness to our bodies helps us acknowledge and dismantle hegemonic knowledge systems that privilege the mind. Reconnecting to our bodies provides us a different locus of articulation for our theories and experiences. Furthermore, acknowledging our bodies helps us bridge theory and practice.26
 
                  
 
                  The question that arose within Common Ground was thus: How do we restore the feeling body as the knowing body? How could we enact this idea of the body as a bridge between theory and practice? By developing activities and exercises within the Common Ground program, we tried to anchor the ideas and theories at the heart of our reflections in the body’s experience in order to truly incarnate other ways of relating to the living and to each other. In this way, we sought to propose activities that encouraged a different way of paying attention to the world and to others.
 
                  Throughout the first, online phase of the program, participants were given embodied and creative exercises called “instructions” that were designed to prepare them for the session ahead. Based on the principle of instructions performed by artists such as Yoko Ono or Marina Abramovic, these exercises aimed to disrupt the normal order of things, question our ways of relating to our bodies and our environment, and invite the senses and the imagination into the learning process to explore the themes addressed during the sessions. During the second and third phases, which started with the CHC weekend, centering the body became a key aspect of the collective process.
 
                  Common Ground’s methodology therefore aimed to invite participants, in their own bodies and in the environment around them, to share moments of play as a means of creating other forms of temporality and being in the world. The proposed activities were key for creating a space that allowed heavy emotions to co-exist with playfulness and joy. Furthermore, recentring the body, the connection to one another’s bodies, and anchoring it in its surroundings not only prepared participants for deeper, emotionally charged dialogue, but was an inherent part of the healing process as it involved understanding that trauma is stored in the body as well.
 
                  Fostering attention and deep presence, we started each day of the weekend with a guided meditation, seeking to bridge the senses, which helped the group to ground in the space and in their own personal experiences, as well as balance the body pressure.
 
                  Both days of the weekend also started outdoors, with embodied exercises aimed at fostering awareness and connecting participants to themselves and the surrounding landscapes around them. These exercises were also moments of play and non-productive time, where the body explored movements and gestures outside its usual repertoire, with a view to inventing other possibilities for action.
 
                  For instance, in the exercise titled “Singular movement, plural resonance”, participants gathered and formed a circle in the green area of Treptower Park, along the river Spree, in the south of Berlin; each person was then invited to create a movement, which could be a dance or an expression, and the whole group would imitate the moves. Afterwards, anyone could say the name of another person and the group would remember and reproduce the named movement. This exercise brought the group together in a joyful experience where trust and vulnerability were invited to the space in a moment of freedom of expression. The necessity to pay attention to other’s movements in order to replicate them seemed to foster an awareness of the relational values between the individuality and the collective.
 
                  Participants were then invited in a series of exercise to run, walk, look up the sky and look down to the earth in order to foster a grounding in the environment and to enter in relationship with the more-than-human beings that surrounded them. Another outside and embodied activity we proposed was about disobedience, where each participant shared a story of disobedience while also disobeying the normal “order” where one talks and the other listens. Here they were invited to stand in a line in groups of five, with their shoulders touching, and share their story to the larger group with a rule to interrupt one another. Listening not only to each other’s voices, but also to the movement of their bodies that accompanied their speech, this activity invited them to become one organism, the movement of one body interrupting the other, and to co-create a new collective narrative of disobedience.
 
                  With this invitation to embody disobedience, to create a disobeying collective body, as well as to establish relationships with more-than-humans beings, these exercises aimed to remind participants of their inherent place within a broader ecological system, one that has supported both human and non-human regenerative strategies across generations. This was also a key element of the Flag activity, which accompanied the second collective healing circle, and which we will explore in the next section.
 
                  Challenging traditional, mind–body dualisms, Common Ground thus aimed at emphasizing the importance of lived experience and the ways in which the body is involved in knowledge and meaning making. Inspired by Donna Haraway’s work, “embodying knowledge” is linked to the idea that human beings are always situated, embodied subjects, whose experiences of knowing are shaped by their physical, emotional and social contexts.27 Knowledge is not just something we acquire or think about abstractly but something we “do” in the world, informed by our lived, embodied experiences.
 
                 
               
              
                The Flag Activity: A Case Study of Art, Interspecies and Healing Processes
 
                This part delves into the co-creation of what became the artwork entitled Flag, which was one of the most powerful activities, connecting past and future, materialising the reflections unfolded in the previous sections around the cyclical nature of time, our interconnection with the living world, as well as bringing the focus on the body and the senses in the healing process through artistic co-creation. Bringing together the different CHC pillars, it highlighted how art can bridge the realms of human and more-than-human in a collective healing process. Conducted on the second day of Common Ground’s CHC weekend, this experience invited participants to interact with soil, seeds and each other’s stories, using art to embody and materialize a symbiotic relationship that acknowledges both trauma and resilience. Through the Flag activity, participants co-created a shared symbol of regeneration, embedding stories of pain, ancestral resilience and visions for collective healing in an organic, tactile piece of art.
 
                
                  Part One: Soil, Patterns and Interconnection of Traumas
 
                  As we were researching how to anchor the CHC within creative practices, we developed the idea of the soil as a metaphor for collective healing. We drew on recent research that explores the metaphorical use of soil in collective healing processes, particularly in contexts of environmental racism and colonial legacies. It is a potent metaphor to address historical injustices and promote socio-ecological repair.28 Artists have also used soil-related imagery to reconnect with land and challenge colonial narratives, and soil-based metaphors have been used to discuss Indigenous knowledge and land ownership.29
 
                  For this activity, we invited the participants to sit in a circle around a large blank canvas with a pile of soil in its centre, symbolising both the ground we come from and the earth we return to – a visual and sensorial presence of our interconnectedness with the more-than-human world. Facilitated by the CHC-process mediators, the sharing circle began, and participants were invited to vocalize their personal stories of generational, individual and/or systemic traumas and life wounds. We connected these with the idea of “poisoned soil” as a materialization of harmful narratives and systems, highlighting the idea that the poison can contaminate the soil but is not the soil itself, and the soil’s potential to be healed. Just as oppressive narratives can contaminate an individual’s and communities’ inner landscape, so too can society’s historical harms linger in the collective memory. But soil teaches us the capacity of restoration when nurtured. This metaphor became especially poignant as participants discussed their migration experiences, the search for belonging, the multilayered identities they carry, and the current disturbing moment we are witnessing with correlated genocides and ecocides.
 
                  As they did so, each story shared was accompanied by a gesture of taking soil from the pile and spreading it outwards from the centre. The soil patterns traced pathways, each beginning at the core and branching outward, visually representing the interwoven stories of harm. The sharing of these stories thus involved not only speech, but also a movement of the whole body to reach for the soil at the centre of the circle and to spread it on the canvas. This gesture, as well as the tactile interaction with soil, was grounding, allowing participants to focus on the movement and let the story flow, feeling the earth in their hands, shaping its way on the canvas and witnessing how each contribution joined the others.
 
                  The stories and emotions shared revealed our collective capacity to build homes and trust that are not only tied to a place but to the communities we create and sustain. One participant said about the whole Common Ground Process:
 
                   
                    There were so many emotions. And it’s not just the good ones. We are all collectively sharing and feeling and breathing. We shared our rage and were able to confront each other about certain things that people may have made us feel… There is so much more vulnerability that comes into that when you can share some of your fears and insecurities with another person. You can see it in the art that we have created together, and you can see it in our process and how it’s part of unlearning that you are not a burden to other people, and that we are actually caring, deeply caring about each other. We are a community and that’s what it means to breathe collectively. When someone else feels alone, angry, or if they are feeling grief, I want that to be part of the conversation as well. And I feel like since day one we had that…. And without that vulnerability we can’t create the kind of spaces that we have created.
 
                  
 
                  The soil became more than a passive element but instead an actor in the sharing process, holding memories, texture, colours, smells and knowledge just like each story in the room, and allowing participants to let go of their stories as they let go of the soil, depositing it in the collective space.
 
                 
                
                  Part Two: Seeds, Ancestral Resilience and Shared Roots
 
                  For the second part, we invited participants to draw from the experiences and strategies of their ancestors, and to reflect on what these can teach us about how to collectively and individually face contemporary issues. The sharing also sparked a collective desire to engage more with our roots and an awareness that the future is not about the new but about the sum of the roots of the past and the seeds we nurture in the present. Robin Wall Kimmerer’s introductory reading furthermore highlighted the potential for collective growth and transformation when individuals bring their individuality and gifts to a shared space, while fostering an environment where everyone flourishes.
 
                  Inspired by this concept, participants approached each other in a spirit of mutual support, with the intention of confronting and healing deep-rooted traumas together.
 
                  With each story of resilience shared, participants created patterns with the “three sisters” seeds on the canvas, honouring their communities, memories and lands, and paying homage to the resourcefulness of those who came before them. Seeds, representing potential and regeneration, symbolized the enduring capacity to grow and transform. Seeds hold memories of life, and they carry along the knowledge of how to thrive. As participants added seeds to the canvas, they also honoured the symbiotic relationships of their ancestors, both human and more-than-human entities, seeing these connections as integral to survival and flourishing, and as knowledge sources. As the participants engaged with these elements, the lines between personal and ecological healing blurred, challenging the traditional separation of human and non-human experiences. At the end of the activity, the emphasis slowly shifted from acknowledging trauma to celebrating resilience, drawing upon ancestral wisdom and more-than-human connections to foster a vision of healing that extends beyond the individual and human collective.
 
                  The seeds were placed deliberately, each representing a story, memory or lesson passed down. This act of artistically seeding was a moment of collective ritual, the planting and cultivation of collective intentions, repeated practices of vulnerability, and other forms of interrelation; with the aim of restoring the soil we share and make it possible for other futures to emerge. These contributions were fixed on the canvas to ensure that the patterns of soil and seeds would hold. In this way, the canvas became a living representation of this shared ritual, containing both the weight of the past and the possibilities of regeneration. We called it Flag to represent the territory of coexistence for the wounds and the healing, the ancestors and the future, the humans and more-than humans.
 
                  Indeed, Flag became a symbol of the Common Ground project’s core aim: to create a space where every participant – human, plant, soil and spirit – is co-responsible for the whole belonging. Through this collective and emotional process we became more aware that challenging coloniality and intergenerational trauma and seeking collective healing require articulating a political ecology. A political ecology recognizes the imperative to address the wounding inflicted upon the human and the more-than-human through systemic transformation.
 
                 
               
              
                Conclusive Remarks: Healing as a Collective, Collaborative and Co-creative Practice
 
                This chapter has proposed an approach and application of collective healing as an inclusive practice that draws on intercultural, intergenerational and interspecies collaboration. By extending learning and collaborating to the more-than-human, and recognizing our entangled lives within ecosystems, this approach offers a pathway to resist the oppressive forces that underpin modern systems of exploitation and exclusion. The project’s emphasis on an intercultural, intergenerational and interspecies dialogue was especially evident in the process of creating Flag – a hands-on, sensory engagement with both the traumas and hopes of human and non-human communities that explored the always under-creation beauty of coexistence.
 
                
                  Weaving Artistic and Co-Creative Processes into the CHC Approach
 
                  Artistic practices played a central role throughout the CHC process. For instance, to conclude each day, participants were invited to take part in a multisensory art experience combining sound and painting with clay and pigments, incorporating the movements of their brushes and hands into a soundscape. Each participant was provided with brushes, clay, pigments and glue, as well as a canvas on a wooden support to which a sensor was connected. This painting moment invited participants to paint, inspired by the discussions and emotions shared during the day. Each brushstroke contributed to an audible representation of the individual experiences, merging the visual and auditory elements into a unified creation. This artistic activity underlined the collective aspect of trauma and resilience by making each participant’s contribution an integral part of the soundscape experienced by all, creating a profound sense of co-responsibility and interdependence.
 
                  By engaging in material and visual practices – such as working with seeds, soil and the canvas –participants were invited to create tangible representations of their experiences and to deposit the emotions linked to trauma outside themselves. This act of creating something material allowed for the emotional weight to be expressed in a form that could be transformed and moved beyond, opening up the possibility for healing.
 
                  Through somatic practices, embodiment and affect, the artistic process allowed for a shift not only on an intellectual or emotional level, but also within the tissues of the body itself. This embodied dimension of art making enabled participants to know their experiences not merely as concepts or ideas but as lived, physical realities. The creative act, in its incarnated form, became a powerful tool for deep, somatic change at both the individual and collective levels.
 
                  Artistic creation within a collective also enabled and facilitated encounter and connection among participants who hadn’t physically met before, which enabled the trust and vulnerability necessary for collective healing. For instance, it offered ways of meeting and communicating spontaneously, beyond language, by doing something together, by sharing a physical space, and by listening to others’ proposals and responding without using language but by involving the senses, emotions and affects. In this way, artistic practice enabled a field for experimentation, creativity and imagination that was essential to the CHC process.
 
                  By weaving together CHC’s methodology with the decolonial and biomimetic principles of Common Ground, this weekend created an experimental space for participants to reclaim their ancestral heritage as a source of resilience, creativity and resistance, ultimately sparking important steps for collective healing. The weekend demonstrated that healing is not solely a rational nor linguistic process but involves engaging with the body, mind, spirit and the wider web of life. Through art, participants explored the complex relationships that sustain them, imagining futures that honour the dignity and resilience of both human and more-than-human communities. This weekend, in many ways, laid the foundation for an ongoing commitment to collective healing, underscoring the potential of creative, inclusive approaches to foster healing in ways that language and reason alone cannot.
 
                  The act of working directly with earth and plant life, notably during the Flag activity, created a tangible connection to themes of growth, decay and renewal. By “making kin” with natural materials and recognising the resilience of seeds and soil, the Flag activity embodied Haraway’s call for cultivating kinship that goes beyond blood relations or human-centric ties. The activity demonstrated that healing is a non-linear process which can involve cycles of death and rebirth, mirroring ecological patterns and offering insights into how resilience can be developed through reciprocity with the more-than-human. This hands-on experience showed that healing is not a solitary act but a collective, interdependent process that encompasses not only humans but the ecosystems, materials and stories that shape and sustain us.
 
                 
                
                  Making Kin – Incorporating the More-than-Human into the Healing Process
 
                  For CHC and IDI methodology this might be a path to be deeply explored and incorporated in the future. Some concepts may be expanded or transformed, such as the concept of “dehumanization”, which, while seeking to address the harms created by oppressive and exploitative structures, is inherently anthropocentric and excludes non-human elements. This concept furthermore often assumes a universal humanity, implying a shared identity or set of attributes which characterize humans. However, this overlooks the multiplicity of cultural understanding and worldviews related to concepts of humanity and personhood. Different groups, depending on their historical, social and cultural contexts, experience and conceptualize dehumanization in vastly different ways. A framework of dehumanization that doesn’t account for such differences can risk imposing a one-size-fits-all definition of humanity, reinforcing the very imperial and monocultural assumptions it seeks to critique.
 
                  Some interesting questions that arise in regard to the CHC methodology include: How could non-human elements be incorporated into the healing process? How could non-human agencies be acknowledged for resilience and resistance processes? What language could be used to facilitate this understanding? How could the hierarchical and harmful divisions between the multiple humanities and the non-human world be reconciled and thus shift towards a collaborative mindset, starting from the field of well-being in projects and methodologies like this one?
 
                 
                
                  Ripple Effect
 
                  Concluding this chapter, one question remains: How does this experience continue to unfold beyond the program participants? We must consider how to ensure that these collective healing processes truly resonate with social struggles that demand direct action, such as the reorganization of economic resources, the decolonization of knowledge and the rebuilding of communities destroyed by decades of exploitation.
 
                  The collective healing process appears to have created a space where participants could heal together and support one another in a process of acknowledging trauma, holding space for one another’s emotions. As a result, they left that space with a stronger sense of self and individuality, and of what they can give to their communities, which mirrors the lesson of the three sisters explained by Robin Wall Kimmerer.
 
                  In the words of a participant artist:
 
                   
                    I feel much more confident in my capacity for what I can handle. I feel like a person who can make things that matter. I feel like I know better where my strengths are. I know the ability I have to create the things I want to see in my community. And I never thought I have the drive or the creativity or this effect on people. I feel activated, I feel like I’ve been charged. That it was always inside of me and I didn’t know how to bring it out.
 
                  
 
                  As Brown points out in Emergent Strategy, “what we practise on a small scale sets the patterns for the whole system”.30 This underlines the importance of everyday acts that shape and reshape collective relationships. The collaborative and embodied approach of the project encouraged participants to experiment with and develop practices of horizontal sharing and radical empathy that recognize more-than-human beings as essential allies, an active part of the creation of the ecosystem, helping participants to shape a practice of collective healing that transcends human concerns alone. This transformative and regenerative experience awakens in the participants a sense of responsibility to keep acting for a more just and sustainable future.
 
                  As one participating artist put it:
 
                   
                    I think that as artists and participants in this residency, it is our responsibility to give and share, and this residency has been all about that, giving, taking and exchanging, learning laterally and horizontally, understanding each other's strengths and weaknesses, and then collaborating on that basis. It hasn’t all been easy, but that’s the process and that’s what makes it worthwhile. For me, it’s certainly about growing like a tree.
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              This book has delved into the harms of inhumanity in all their complexity, exploring their physical, psychological, economic, social, relational, political, ethical, and spiritual dimensions. Among these, the spiritual dimension stands out as particularly profound, yet often the most elusive to identify and address. Probing harms of inhumanity from a spiritual perspective might seem to be ambiguous, if not confusing. It is ambiguous because human spirit, being part of the transcendent, cannot be damaged. It is confusing because as we are always already human, our humanity cannot be impacted. Such complexity demonstrates the imperative to navigate this less charted landscape.
 
              Hence, throughout the book, contributors have focused on interrogating harms of inhumanity by considering these multidimensional aspects. They have painstakingly outlined the different ways to understand these harms, such as relational separations, fragmentation of mind, body, and spirit, a binary division of victims versus perpetrators, detachment from our true ‘self,’ a departure from the soil – one’s native land that nourishes the soul – a disconnection from one’s ancestors, and an alienation from being part of the community. Examining harms of inhumanity holistically, especially by including the spiritual, reveals that they affect both human beings and the more-than-human beings in nature. So, what have we learned from the contributors to this book about the effects of inhumanity?
 
              Harms of inhumanity are brutal, and their effects are experienced in our everyday lives, shaping how we show up in the world. For communities of African and Indigenous descent, inhumanity erodes the soul-soil and engagement in the transcendent dimension of life, which ought to be embodied by all and located in our lived experiences of being human together. An example of such brutality given in the book is the diminishing participation in traditional spiritual practices, the loss of rites of passage for youth, the disappearance of rituals, and the disruption of our continued journey into the future through guidance from our ancestors. Younger generations are at risk of being cut off from practices that may lead to an experience of the transcendent, with profound implications for collective memory and healing.
 
              Inhumanity is a form of affliction, enacted through structural violence. Living within a dehumanizing social architecture, an even greater damage is that we may come to embody systemic alienation as indifference. Prolonged exposure to inhumanity can render us numb to our own suffering, that of others, and that of the natural world. Racism and discrimination persist – historically targeting persons of colour and now expanding to all who do not conform to imposed societal norms. Injustice instigates and breeds atrocities that injure, maim, and murder people and communities already sabotaged by systems of inhumanity. Worst of all, within such a global system, everyone can become complicit. Racial capitalism, for example, instrumentalizes and objectifies all, while we, in turn, consume the objectification. As Isabel Wilkerson reminds us in Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents, the current global system is a caste system. The structural design is invisible because we have lived within such an infrastructure for so long that caste is with us and within us.
 
              However, indifference, ignorance, or turning a blind eye will not erase inhumanity’s vicious consequences. Instead, we must become aware of them, conscious of their workings, and actively engage in addressing the structural malaise. As contributors to this book argue, this awakening starts with collective healing, including reimagining a humane world where everyone’s dignity is equally respected.
 
              One advantage of scrutinizing the spiritual dimension of these harms is that it tends to prompt holistic responses, particularly those regarded as spiritual approaches to healing and well-being. Examples provided in this book include reintegrating rites of passage, remembering ourselves as spiritual beings, tapping into the wisdom of our lands, listening to the voices of our forebears, and drawing from traditional religious practices handed down through generations. These responses urge us to stay connected to the spirits of our ancestors, remain close to the transcendent, and foster relational processes that enhance and enrich our humanity.
 
              A further benefit of investigating the spiritual implications of inhumanity is precisely this: enabling us to seek remedies from within our humanity and pursue being and becoming human together. Accordingly, if harms of inhumanity uproot us from our humanity, it is communing and community that may help re-root us in our shared humanity. As all people belong to and partake in communities, and each community is characterized by histories, languages, narratives, rituals, and perennial aspirations, communities serve as containers of our common past, present realities, and future directions. This intergenerational reintegration is crucial for our collective future-making. Our past is already embodied by those currently living and implicated in those yet to be born. Traditional wisdom offers nourishment for our continued journey forward. Hence, according to the contributors to this book, community encapsulates our relational being and affords the resources necessary to meet the soul’s need for rootedness in our collective past, present well-being, and future flourishing.
 
              Echoing African and indigenous thought, according to French philosopher, Simone Weil, community ‘constitutes the sole agency for preserving the spiritual treasures accumulated by the dead, the sole transmitting agency by means of which the dead can speak to the living”.1 For this book, community is above all a space for the repository of our collective gifts, through which previous generations, our ancestors, or the dead, can entrust sacred wisdom and spiritual resilience to the present generations, or the living, and to the many generations to come. This conception of community highlights the importance of intergenerational processes in healing and well-being. As this book outlines, healing and well-being is not passive, and instead, it is achieved through actively participating in ancestral memories and narratives, engaging in public lives in the here and now, and taking responsibility for the continued flourishing of all in the community.
 
              More importantly, this book supports a number of overlapping processes that are essential for enabling us to move beyond inhumanity.
 
              The first process is acknowledging the harms of inhumanity. Becoming conscious of the damage caused by dehumanizing acts and the continued impact of racialized colonial legacies is a key step towards overcoming subjugation. Acknowledgment also serves as a starting point for recognizing the transgenerational trauma stemming from inhumanity. Intergenerational listening, dialogue, and inquiry have demonstrated their potential to raise collective awareness of prevailing structural injustices.
 
              A closely connected process is reclaiming human dignity through reconnection with ancestral resilience and spiritual ways of being. By doing so, present and future generations can draw upon rituals and practices that have proven to be powerful in re-rooting us in our shared humanity. This ensures that the wisdom and gifts from our ancestors are cherished and meaningfully integrated across generations.
 
              These processes collectively enable us to mend relational ruptures and transcend antagonism. Healing and well-being cannot be an individualistic endeavour. The concept of Ubuntu ontology, advanced in this book, underscores the imperative of fostering and enriching relational being at all levels – not only within human societies but also within the broader cosmos, embracing the more-than-human world.
 
              Here lies an invitation to social transformation. While spiritual and relational nourishment is at the heart of collective healing, co-creating better futures requires us to exercise moral reimagination. We must propose structural justice as the foundation of a culture of care. Profound healing demands both a deep engagement with the soul where thoughts, ideas, and practices are guided by a deepest concern for collective flourishing, and an ethical design for global governance, in which socio-economic and political processes are informed by the common good.
 
              To this end, this book provides compelling frameworks for understanding and addressing the deep wounds inflicted by historical atrocities and ongoing injustices. It outlines powerful antidotes to the dehumanizing forces that continue to pollute and destroy communities worldwide. In today’s world, where transgenerational trauma and ecological degradation are experienced in countless ways, this book’s offerings are more timely than ever. These ethically informed arguments, spiritually grounded wisdom, and community-rooted practices can serve as guiding principles for our public lives, social policies, and political transformation.
 
              Further research is now urgently needed to explore ways to embrace this path with the humility, courage and dedication. Only in doing so, can we begin to respond to the American virologist Jonas Salk’s question: Are we being good ancestors?
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