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PART ONE
“Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced”  

– James Baldwin
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TOWARDS RECOGNITION, JUSTICE AND DEVELOPMENT
Mireille Apollon is Vice-President of the Canadian Commission for UNESCO. Ms. Apollon was a city councillor for the 
City of Gatineau from 2009 to 2017. She chaired the Commission des arts, de la culture, des lettres et du patrimoine de la Ville 
de Gatineau from 2013 to 2017. She is also a former Canadian Consul in Senegal and a manager at the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA).

On behalf of the Canadian Commission for UNESCO, 
it’s a real honour to provide an introduction to this 
special edition of Canadian Diversity, which focuses 
on the UN International Decade for People of African 
Descent.

The special days, years, and decades that the UN proclaims are 
indeed intended to highlight concerns and raise awareness 
about major global challenges. They are a call to concerted 
and individual action around the world, from governments, 
civil society, activists, academics, and citizens. They are 
also an acknowledgement that the concerns they raise defy 
quick fixes; they require long term efforts to drive systemic 
change.

This hope is not misplaced. With broad participation and 
commitment, International Decades can lead to real change. 
Three consecutive International Decades dedicated to 
fighting racism preceded the 2001 Durban Declaration and  
Programme of Action. Here in Canada, we can see the impact 
of the UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
which came after three international decades for Indigenous 
People, and which helped set the stage for the creation of the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission.

The International Decade for People of African Descent, 
whose theme is Recognition, Justice and Development, is 

INTRODUCTION

borne out of serious concern about anti-black racism and dis-
crimination. UNESCO has three goals for the decade. First, it 
seeks to promote a better understanding and recognition of 
the culture, history and heritage of people of African descent. 
Second, it encourages the world to recognize the memory of 
the victims of the slave trade, slavery, and colonialism – and 
their descendants – through the establishment of sites of 
memory testifying to this past, and to encourage the inter-
national community to honor this memory in different forms. 
Finally, it will continue to work with member states to fight 
discrimination against people of African descent.

Canada officially recognized the International Decade in 
2018, and in September 2019 Nova Scotia became the first 
legal jurisdiction in the world to officially implement an 
action plan related to the International Decade. An article 
from Wayn Hamilton, Executive Director of African Nova 
Scotian Affairs in the Government of Nova Scotia, describes 
this historic initiative.

This special edition presents a variety of viewpoints on the 
International Decade and these themes, and include contri-
butions from prominent leaders, thinkers, and activists. Its 
theme is drawn from the famous quote from James Baldwin, 
from his 1962 article ‘As much truth as one can bear’: “Not 
everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be 
changed until it is faced.”
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The challenge with this special edition is the impossibility of 
doing justice to the many perspectives on the experience of 
people of African descent in Canada. Our experiences are as 
diverse as our identities. From Mathieu da Costa, the navi-
gator who helped guide Samuel de Champlain to Canada, to 
Olivier Le Jeune, the young enslaved boy brought forcibly to 
New France in the 1600s. From those escaping slavery in the 
United States and finding new life in southwestern Ontario, 
to Black Loyalists settling in Nova Scotia. From resisters like 
Viola Desmond to leaders like Jean Augustine and Lincoln 
Alexander. From those migrating from the West Indies and 
the Caribbean, to those migrating from African countries.

This special edition is one of several initiatives that has been 
undertaken by the Canadian Commission for UNESCO, 
which is working tirelessly alongside its members, networks 
and partners to advance UNESCO ideals and priorities, 
including in relation to fighting racism and all forms of 
discrimination. This includes bringing forward Canadian 
experiences and expertise to inform global discussions in the 
UNESCO context. For example, CCUNESCO has provided 
patronage and support for the work of exceptional artists 
such as the very creative Rhodnie Désir and celebrated hip-
hop historian Webster. Indeed, Webster has written a short 
history of slavery in Canada which we will publish soon. 
The Commission coordinates the initiatives of the Coalition 
of Inclusive Municipalities, which brings together cities to 
create policies and undertake initiatives to fight racism and 
discrimination. It is also supporting efforts being deployed by 
the Michaëlle Jean Foundation and the Federation of Black 
Canadians to provide safe spaces to advance much needed 
discussions on what is required on the legislative, policy and 
program front to ensure inclusion and full participation of 
Canadians of African descent, especially youth and those 
most marginalized, in all aspects of life in our country.

It’s been wonderful and inspiring to see diverse organizations 
in Canada mark the International Decade with special initia-
tives. These include Vancouver’s African Descent Festival, 
the African Canadian Resource Network, the City of Toronto, 
the United Church of Canada, Dalhousie University, the  
Canadian Union of Public Employees, and many more. I wish 
to salute all of those working tirelessly to advance the spirit 
of the Decade.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank our partners in 
the Canadian Institute for Identities and Migration, publishers 
of Canadian Diversity, and to thank all contributors for their 
thoughtful articles. I would also like to thank Yaovi Hoyi and 
Dr. Christine Lwanga for their advice and feedback on this 
issue. 2020 marks the mid-point of the International Decade,  
and it is our hope that this special edition encourages all  
Canadians to act together to build a fair and inclusive society. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE ISSUE
Dr. Miriam Taylor is the director of Publications and Partnerships at the Association for Canadian Studies and the Canadian 
Institute for Identities and Migration.

This special edition of Canadian Diversity in part-
nership with the Canadian Commission for UNESCO 
to mark the International Decade for people of African 
Descent and entitled: Facing the Change: Canada and 
the International Decade for People of African Descent, 
will be published in two parts. With an introduction 
by CCUNESCO Vice-President, Mireille Apollon, this 
first issue is divided into four sections.

The first section, Facing the Challenges and Opportunities Of 
The International Decade, opens with a contribution from 
the The Right Honourable Michaëlle Jean, providing an over-
view of current efforts to eradicate racism and discrimination 
through a series of National Black Canadians Summits held 
in the context of the International Decade. The Honourable 
Jean Augustine then describes the unique opportunities and 
responsibilities of the International Decade, concluding that 
the path forward involves “the identification of and global 
coordination on overarching ideals that consider the 400-
plus years of systemic subjugation of rights; and the need to 
incite a fair, just and equitable global playing field for present 
and future generations of Black people”. Nova Scotia being 
the first and only province of Canada to proclaim the inter-
national decade, Wayn Hamilton, the Chief Executive Officer 
of the Office of African Nova Scotian Affairs, outlines his 
province’s Action Plan, called Count Us In. Designed to pro-
vide government with specific actions, facilitating collabor-
ation between government departments, organizations and 
the community, the plan aims to help eliminate the many 
challenges facing African Nova Scotians. 

INTRODUCTION

Section two, Facing the Legacy of Colonialism, contains three 
historical articles that highlight different arenas in which the 
colonial era’s legacy of systemic injustice endures into the 
present. The authors also demonstrate the vital importance 
of honest and thorough assessments of our past. In The Sun 
Never Sets, The Sun Waits to Rise, Chuka Ejeckam exposes 
the structural eurocolonialism that persists throughout the 
former British empire, including in Canada, where a history 
of enslavement, racial segregation and marginalization have 
fueled ongoing disparities. Afua Cooper begins her article 
with Dalhousie University’s historic apology to the Black 
community in Nova Scotia and then proceeds to outline in 
disturbing detail the multiple areas of the university and its 
founders’ relationship to slavery and racism, showing how 
essential this honest investigation has been to subsequent 
expressions of regret and responsibility, recognition and 
repair. In Soirées éthiopiennes: Blackface Culture in Québec, 
Dorothy Williams traces the little-known history of black-
face culture in Quebec, and its role in mainstreaming nega-
tive stereotypes about blacks in popular culture, thus placing 
high-profile 21st century examples of blackface within a sin-
ister tradition that encouraged racism and prejudice.

Entitled Facing the Findings, the third section, highlights the 
importance of scientific research and data collection in arriving 
at an accurate understanding of the reality faced by Black 
Canadians into the 21st century, and in dispelling some 
widely held myths. Jean-Pierre Corbeil and Hélène Maheux of  
Statistics Canada help us define and identify people of  
African Descent in Canada, showing the diversity of iden-
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tities and multiplicity of origins within this community, as 
well as the important issues and challenges that this popu-
lation faces. Tari Ajadi’s article explores current initiatives in 
Nova Scotia that attempt to reform the health system towards 
greater health equity, by seeking to assess the persistent 
inequities in the health system as a pathway towards new 
ways of designing health policy to better meet the specific 
realities faced by African Canadians. For her part, Shana 
Poplack, in What the African American Diaspora can teach 
us about Vernacular Black English, dispels the myth that 
Vernacular Black English is the result of bad or adulter-
ated English. Through her meticulous linguistic analysis, she 
traces its origins rather to the language spoken by the British 
who colonized the United States in the 17th century, language 
patterns that were retained over time due to relative isolation 
from mainstream linguistic developments.

Section four, The Face of Lived Experience, provides brief 
descriptions of three studies seeking to get to the root of the 
lived experiences of black communities in different regions of 
the country. Focusing on the Greater Toronto area, The Black 
Experience Project, as presented by Wendy Cukier, Mohamed 
Elmi and Erica Wright, reveals that while the very concept of 
“Black” needs to be unpacked because it masks significant 
within-group differences, the shared experience of Black 
identity continues to be defined by institutional and individual 
racism at many levels. With Vancouver as their area of study, 
Rebecca Aiyesa and Oleksander (Sasha) Kondrashov, chal-
lenge racism through asset mapping and case studies, bring-
ing to light the negative impact of experienced oppression on 
all aspects of life, both personal and professional. In Migration, 
Identity and Oppression, Christine Lwanga, Oluwasegun 
Hassan and Christine van de Merwe explore the lived experi-
ences of oppression based on “race,” gender and religious dif-
ferences in family, community, and work settings, and expose 
the related health, social and economic costs.
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FACING THE CHALLENGES  
AND OPPORTUNITIES OF  

THE INTERNATIONAL DECADE

“I have a dream that my four little children will one day live  
in a nation that doesn’t judges them by their skin color...”

– Elijah J. McCoy (1844-1929), Canadian-born inventor,  
born to fugitive slaves

“We go on and on about our differences. But, you know,  
our differences are less important than our similarities. People have  

a lot in common with one another, whether they see that or not.” 

– William Hall (1827-1904), First Black person, first Nova Scotia  
and first Canadian naval recipient of the Victoria Cross 

“Every great dream begins with a dreamer. Always remember,  
you have within you the strength, the patience, and the passion  

to reach for the stars to change the world.” 

– Harriet Tubman (born Araminta Ross, 1822-1913), Born into slavery, 
escaped and rescued approximately 70 enslaved people 

“The colour of skin is not what makes the person.»

– Ulrick Chérubin (1943-2014), Mayor of Amos from 2004-2014,  
one of the first Black mayors elected in Québec



WHITEWASH 
Nadine Valcin
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The International Decade for People of African Descent:  
Recognition, Justice and Development proclaimed by the 
United Nations in 2015 is a call to all Member States to 
initiate, by 2024, public policies that effectively address the 
harmful and devastating impacts of racial discrimination, 
with effects that continue to afflict people of African descent 
throughout the world, through centuries and from one gen-
eration to the next. The unprecedented wave of mobilization 
for the eradication of all forms of racism this call has gener-
ated is also sweeping across Canada, as part of a national 
effort to ensure that Canada enters resolutely into an era of 
full enjoyment of all human rights by all, in keeping with its 
founding values. Because everywhere, constant vigilance is 
in order.

Racism against Blacks, a source of exclusion and an expres-
sion of hatred and violence, is the persistent and odious 
remnant of centuries of colonial conquest and exploita-
tion, during which millions were abducted, men, women 
and children assaulted and captured in Africa. Deprived of 
everything – of their status as human beings, their dignity, 
their freedom, their names, their property, their lands, their 
ties, their languages, their history, their civilizational traits 
– these unfortunate souls were deported to Europe and the 
Americas to be cruelly reduced to slavery. 

A DECADE TO ERADICATE DISCRIMINATION AND THE SCOURGE OF RACISM

NATIONAL BLACK CANADIANS SUMMITS 
TAKE ON THE LEGACY OF SLAVERY
The Right Honourable Michaëlle Jean is the 27th Governor General, Commander-in-Chief of Canada, former UNESCO 
Special Envoy to Haiti, 3rd Secretary General of La Francophonie, co-founder and co-chair of the Michaëlle Jean Foundation.

This article provides an overview of the mobilization and efforts undertaken by the National Black Canadians 
Summit organized by the Michaëlle Jean Foundation towards the eradication of racial discrimination and the 
objectives of the International Decade for People of African Descent, proclaimed by the United Nations.

The ideology so widely and abominably put into practice by 
the predatory empires that dominated the world – the claimed 
supremacy of the white race over others – is far from extinct. 
Its shards and reverberations can still be felt today through 
persistent mentalities and prejudices.

Racism remains a scourge with immeasurable consequences. 
It continues to poison our societies, to damage lives and 
undermine social stability and balance, essential as they are. 

Racism ostracizes, inexorably widens social gaps and pro-
duces nothing but a huge deficit. A deficit of opportunities, 
perspectives, energies, ideas, vision and democracy. A deficit 
of humanism, of full recognition of the other, of justice and 
therefore, of development. Are not the requirements of sus-
tainable development that it be responsible, shared, humane 
and inclusive above all?

Racism is not just the deplorable attitudes or behaviour of 
some people towards others because of their “ethnic,” “racial” 
or “cultural” differences. History shows us that racism is not 
trivial or innocuous, that it can be systemic, induced and sup-
ported by institutionalized policies and practices. 

Racism can involve, and be sanctioned by, coercive con-
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straints, meaning that people and communities are racialized1, 
discriminated against, marginalized, despised, stripped of 
their rights and declared undesirable in various circles, places, 
forums and activities, in public or professional spaces. That 
should ring a bell, given how blatant the absence is.

Segregationist, slave-owning regimes have allowed and still 
allow the trade and exploitation of human beings as beasts of 
burden, disposable after a lifetime of abuse, including mutila-
tion, rape and torture. This barbarity and denial of humanity 
places millions of people of African descent among the poorest 
of the poor, on the bottom rungs of many countries.

Recognition implies a duty to remember. Many prefer to 
avoid the subject, in history books as in the classroom. Yet 
it should be remembered that the vast majority of the people 
who laid the foundations of the modern Americas were of 
African descent. Of the 6.5 million people who crossed the 
Atlantic between 1500 and 1800, only one million came from 
Europe. In the first 300 years of the modern Americas as we 
know them, 5.5 million people came from Africa, chained, 
forcibly embarked, crammed into the holds of thousands of 
slave ships that crisscrossed the oceans, in an incessant traffic 
across the European, African and American continents. The 
well-oiled machinery of the infamous “Atlantic triangular 
slave trade” dumped in the Americas millions of souls taken 
from the African continent, to work plantations as far as the 
eye could see, settled on land stolen from the people who had 
been living there for millennia, in another appalling genocide. 
Europe found its fortune while it doomed to damnation the 
people of Africa and the first peoples of the Americas, north 
to south.

In order to take the full measure of the tragedy, it should also 
be said that behind the figures of this abominable trade in 
human lives lie even more frightening losses. For every one 
survivor, it is estimated that dozens more perished in the raids 
and attacks carried out to capture them. Multitudes would 
fall from exhaustion and the cruelty inflicted during forced 
marches to the fortresses built by European settlers along the 
African coast. The months of captivity before deportation 
weren’t any more forgiving. Further, the mortality rate associ-
ated with the harrowing and equally deadly conditions of the 
journey is estimated at 13%. The infernal crossing dubbed “the 
middle passage” was an unimaginable ordeal. With hundreds 
of thousands of bodies thrown overboard, the Atlantic Ocean 
turned into a marine mass grave.

We who descend from the survivors of this hecatomb number 
more than 200 million in the Americas alone, scattered from 
the tip of Canada to the cone of Argentina. Indisputably, 

1 A ‘racialized community’ is a group of people who have been given an oppressive racial identity by dominant white society. The phrase 
‘racialized communities’ refers to similar groups of people as do the labels ‘visible minority’ or ‘people of colour’, but with a greater emphasis 
on the fact that ‘race’ is not a biological reality, and that imposing racial identities has resulted in inequality and oppression.

communities of African descent are still struggling to recover 
from the atrocity, to rebuild and be fully reborn to themselves. 
The obstacles are formidable; the challenges, innumerable. 
Unshackled, emancipated, we certainly take pride in having 
overcome this struggle and we honour our ancestors. But we 
still have to fight incessantly against alienation, latent racism 
and the injustices that plague us, the deep inequalities,  
divisions and situations that undermine us.

The objectives of the International Decade for People of African 
Descent: Responsibility, Justice and Development speak to us 
and summon us far and wide. In Canada, the impetus comes 
from the field, pushing for decisions and actions, for real 
change towards a Canadian Anti-Racism Strategy, to ensure 
implementation of much needed programs and responses in 
the many domains where discrimination persists, insidious 
and rampant. Being black continues to be, here as elsewhere, 
a struggle. Offensive comments, insults, harassment and 
smears are among the “microaggressions” that upset our daily 
lives. Racial profiling, difficulties in getting access to employ-
ment, certain professional bodies, business financing, servi-
ces, decision-making bodies and property are all disturbing 
inequities that undermine our prospects and opportunities. 
The resurgence of populist ideologies and groups promoting 
white supremacy, including certain portions of the electorate, 
social media and the mass media, does not spare Canada and 
calls on us to be extremely vigilant.

THE NATIONAL BLACK CANADIANS SUMMIT

Young people from black communities share testimonies and 
concerns that are particularly disturbing and cannot leave 
us feeling indifferent. They urge us to act and seize upon the 
International Decade for People of African Descent: Respons-
ibility, Justice and Development to make their voices heard 
and to demand robust initiatives to eradicate, and no less, 
racial discrimination. The Michaëlle Jean Foundation, acting 
in close proximity to young people in situations of exclu-
sion, insecurity and vulnerability across Canada alongside 
their communities, launched the National Black Canadians 
Summit in 2016, a series of gatherings aimed at bottom-up 
mobilization, with broad and inclusive participation from the 
grassroots to the highest levels of decision-making. Based on 
the concerns, realities and perspectives of African-Canadian 
populations, their experiences, initiatives and expertise, the 
National Black Canadians Summit strategically invites the 
participation and solidarity of numerous partners from the 
public and private sectors, national and international institu-
tions and organizations, and broader civil society groups. The 
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THE INTERNATIONAL DECADE FOR PEOPLE OF AFRICAN DESCENT

Proclaimed by the General Assembly of the United Nations, the International Decade for People of African  
Descent (2015–2024) is a historic opportunity to address and redress the remaining legacy of centuries of the abhorrent 
slave trade, and the ongoing systematic discrimination and barriers that stand in the way of recognition, justice and 
development for Afro-descendants.

With the overall objective of promoting respect, protection and fulfillment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms, 
as recognized in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Decade for People of African Descent 
aims more specifically:

• To strengthen national and global action for the full enjoyment of all human rights, and full and equal  
participation of all Afro-descendants, in all aspects of society; 

• To promote greater knowledge of, and respect for, the diverse heritage, culture and contribution of Afro- 
descendants to the development of societies; 

• To reinforce legal frameworks in accordance with the Durban Declaration and the International Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, and to ensure their full and effective implementation. 

The International Decade for People of African Descent calls for the implementation of concrete, coordinated  
and multisectoral action plans to end the chronic and systemic discrimination that affects black communities  
everywhere. Through a duty to bring recognition, justice and development to Afro-descendants, the International 
Decade for People of African Descent is an opportunity to remember, to bring justice, and to change what can and 
must be changed.

fight against racism and racial discrimination, in all its forms, 
must be the concern of all, a truly shared responsibility.

The first two editions of the National Black Canadians 
Summit, in Toronto in 2017 and in Ottawa in 2019, enabled 
thousands of participants from across the country to exam-
ine the main challenges to be met as well as some ongoing 
initiatives, to launch a national dialogue on ways to combat 
discrimination factors, strengthen social cohesion and pro-
mote conditions for fully inclusive, equitable and sustainable 
development. From the outset, the focus was put on targeted 
issues, clear objectives to be achieved and the development of 
a strategic plan (2017–2024) for all of Canada. The 2019 gath-
ering in Ottawa provided an opportunity for honest, direct 
encounters and sessions with elected officials and decision 
makers in the National Capital. In meetings with ministers, 
young people had an opportunity not only to plead their case 
with aplomb, with powerful and specific testimonies, but also 
to propose concrete solutions. 

The choice of Halifax, Nova Scotia, for the third edition of 
the National Black Canadians Summit, March 20-21-22, 2020, 
is as intentional as it is historic. As a maritime province of 
Canada, it offers a contrasted history highly emblematic of 

that found in the rest of the continent: dual colonial conquest 
and coexistence in diversity. Between the first peoples whose 
unceded territory, Mi’kma’ki, was seized and colonized by the 
French and the English; the Acadians and their resistance to 
English conquest; and the establishment of the oldest black 
community in Canada more than 400 years ago, dating back 
to the days of the transatlantic slave trade; Halifax is also 
a port of entry, passage way, transit hub and anchorage for 
thousands of exiles, immigrants and refugees, many fleeing 
extreme circumstances, mostly from Europe and now from 
the Middle East and Africa.

Dating back to the 16th century, the unique perspective of 
African Nova Scotians provides a rare overview of the state of 
race relations in Canada. Listening to the voices of this com-
munity helps us understand and see solutions to the barriers 
faced not only by people of African descent, but by anyone 
facing discrimination. 

With some fifty African Nova Scotian communities throughout 
Nova Scotia, the hope is to draw from their long-standing 
knowledge and practices. Nova Scotia is the only province 
in Canada with a department mandated to focus on black 
Canadians. The provincial government has created a dedi-
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THE MICHAËLLE JEAN FOUNDATION

The Michaëlle Jean Foundation is the legacy project of Canada’s 27th Governor General. Established in 2010, its mission 
is to mobilize and support, through programs and activities, young Canadians aged 15 to 30, particularly those who, 
faced with difficult circumstances, find themselves in situations of exclusion, insecurity and vulnerability, anywhere 
in Canada. 

The Michaëlle Jean Foundation supports young people in strengthening their civic engagement, their capacities, the 
success of their social and entrepreneurial initiatives, and their willingness to act collectively for the common good. 
Believing that young people are genuine agents of change, it ensures that their voices and concerns are heard, and 
that their leadership and invaluable contributions are taken into account. 

Through its actions, the Foundation emphasizes the power of the arts and culture to open up new spaces for  
dialogue, to empower and to bring together young people and decision makers. The Michaëlle Jean Foundation  
also highlights the power of education, vocational training, vital knowledge towards integrated work lives, as well  
as creativity, the power of innovation, hallmark of the younger generation.

cated Department of African Nova Scotian Affairs that works 
cross-sectionally on issues, policies and programs affecting 
African Nova Scotians and society as a whole.

On October 17, 2019, the Legislative Assembly of Nova Scotia 
unanimously adopted a resolution in support of the objectives 
of the 2020 National Black Canadians Summit. With it, the 
historical intent of the Summit stands recorded in the annals 
of Province House, home to the Nova Scotia Legislature, 
Canada’s bicentennial and oldest legislative building, serving 
as the seat of Nova Scotia’s colonial government since long 
before Confederation.

In March 2020, in Halifax, the third edition of the Summit 
comes at the halfway point of the International Decade of 
People of African Descent: Recognition, Justice and Development, 
a time to assess where its objectives stand, and give them 
new impetus. In the presence of senior representatives of the 
United Nations and the international community, the third 
edition of the Summit will provide an opportunity to advance 
a global reflection, to summon up urgent action as we face 
a world of uncertainties where humanistic values are being 
shattered, extremism and populism flourish, and the fre-
quency of hate speech and hate crimes is on the rise. Along 
with the Michaëlle Jean Foundation, the United Nations 
seeks to bring together young people who confront, with great 
imagination, such perils. Young Afro-descendants and their 
communities see the wounds and devastating impacts of 
racism. They want to rid the world of those, and want to feel 
that they are not alone in this, that their voices carry. That 
is why the Summit purposefully coincides with the Inter-
national Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, on 
March 21st. On that day, the Summit will launch the Halifax 

Declaration for the Eradication of All Forms of Discrimination, 
a landmark call to cross the finish line with the goals we have 
set for this decade.

How phenomenal it is to see how, in the lead-up to the 
Summit, community groups and civil society organizations, 
women, men and youth, activists, researchers, artists and 
creators, educators and trainers, programmers and entre-
preneurs, parliamentarians, lawyers, bankers, professionals 
from every sector, all deeply engaged across Canada, are not 
only preparing to raise important issues, but also working 
hard on recommendations for devising innovative strategies 
and deploying concrete actions to address a wide range of 
socio-cultural, economic, political and structural needs. Much 
attention is now being paid to issues of justice, the very real 
health impacts of discrimination, professional and economic 
integration, concerted action against all forms of exclu-
sion, investment in training, innovation and cultural social 
entrepreneurship, evaluation of integration policies, over- 
representation of black and indigenous youth within the 
prison system, and urban planning that needs to be rethought 
with a humanistic focus. Close collaboration between actors 
from a wide diversity of sectors will feed the conversations, 
never to lose touch with pragmatism, the practical and applic-
able value of the strategies, policies and programs to be imple-
mented, and the skills to be brought together. Corporations 
will also be asked to testify to the impact of their accountability 
policies and action plans in promoting inclusion and divers-
ity within their work teams, departments and wider human 
resources.

It all will be about recognition, justice and development.
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UNIQUE OPPORTUNITIES AND RESPONSIBILITIES  
OF THE INTERNATIONAL DECADE
The Honourable Dr Jean Augustine is a Grenadian-Canadian educational administrator, advocate for social justice, and 
politician. She was one of the first two Black Canadian women elected to the House of Commons. She served as a member of 
Cabinet, as Minister of State for multiculturalism (and the status of women) from 2002 to 2004.

Over the years, the United Nations has been an important 
forum for the recognition of the debilitating history of systemic 
challenge and on-going consequences that Black people 
around the world have had to endure as victims of the slave 
trade and the legacy of colonialism. Notably, the UN’s 2006 
Durban Declaration and Programme of Action (DDPA) pro-
vides a concrete framework of measures to combat racism, 
racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance. Its 
underlying thesis is that no country can claim to be free of 
racism. This is a global concern that requires universal effort 
and advocacy efforts worldwide.

Building on the DDPA, the International Decade for People of 
African Descent (IDPAD) which spans 2014 to 2024 recognizes 
that people of African descent represent a distinct group whose 
human rights must be promoted and protected. IDPAD pro-
vides a means through which communities around the world 
can broker dialogue and collaboration on promoting respect, 
protecting human rights and fundamental freedoms of people 
of African descent. It is also a vessel through which a valuable 
understanding of the rich heritage and significant contribu-
tions of African people to global society can be recognized.

Over the years, eminent thinkers have put forward construct-
ive ideas about how best to address the breadth of systemic 
challenges towards evening the playing field for Black people. 
Drawing from the best approaches, a two-pronged path for-
ward would yield best outcomes. 

First, global coordination on a matter of such scope and mag-
nitude is essential. It involves agreement along a set of global 
ideals and goals. Among these overarching tenets should be:

• an emphasis on persons of African descent achieving 
the best possible education;

• economic empowerment of the individual and the 
community; and 

• the active inclusion and participation of women.

Along these core tenets, effective advocacy should involve 
collaboration among individuals, organizations and govern-
ments in Africa and African Diaspora countries. Through 
grassroots efforts, approaches in various countries could be 
further distilled along domestic policy posts.

Secondly, these ideals must first begin to take hold at the fam-
ilial, community and local level. This is where influence can 
be best exerted – and where immediate impact and results 
can be gleaned. This means parents, teachers and other front-
line community stakeholders taking ownership for change 
within their purview. In practice it involves ensuring the best 
educational opportunities and outcomes for Black children; 
teaching and instilling an appreciation of economic self- 
empowerment, wealth creation, and charitable reinvestment 
back into the community; and ensuring equal opportunity 
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for women and girls who face many intersecting forms of 
discrimination and exclusion. Around the world, it includes 
inequalities in access to health, invisibility in data collection, 
and disproportionate violence against them – all of which 
robs them and society of their inherent capacity to contribute 
to building functional societies.

In 2018, the Government of Canada formally promulgated 
IDPAD as a means to highlight and celebrate the important 
history of contributions of people of African descent to 
Canadian society; as well as a framework for recognition, jus-
tice, and development to fight racism, discrimination, and the 
ongoing inequalities that Canadians of African descent face. 
Black Canadians have contributed to Canada’s heritage since 
the arrival of Mathieu Da Costa who led Samuel de Cham-
plain along the St. Lawrence River in the early 1600s. Since 
then, Black people have contributed in many ways to the 
growth, diversity and development of the country.

Significantly, IDPAD was presented as part of a larger commit-
ment to building a stronger, more inclusive Canada. Modest 
funds were announced to improve research and gather data 
which would also help policy-makers gain a better under-
standing of the particular challenges that Canada’s 1.3 million 
self-identified Black Canadians face.

But existing data already underscores a bleak reality. Black 
Canadians are hampered by a 12% unemployment rate, while 
the average for non-Black citizens is 5%. Further, while Black 
Canadians only represent 3.5% of the overall Canadian popu-
lation, 18% are living in poverty. These and a host of other 
negative socio-economic indicators are tied to the legacy of 
slavery. It is also not surprising that mental health challenges 
and overrepresentation in the corrections system were also 
cited by community leaders as barriers to Black Canadians’ 
full and equal participation across society. By improving 
research and data collection, the expectation is that sound, 
unbiased data would aid the formulation of better policy solu-
tions.

Meanwhile, across the country, IDPAD initiatives underway 
include the National Black Canadians Summit to coordinate 
and optimize the advocacy efforts of organizations from com-
munities across the country to enhance government and pri-
vate sector collaboration. 

In Quebec, the International Black Economic Forum is pro-
moting entrepreneurship and investment as a driver of wealth 
in black communities; and the importance of building and 
sustaining relationships with government to better influence 
policy-making. 

In Ontario, the Black Health Alliance is pursuing innovative 
solutions to improve the health and well-being of Black com-
munities including children. This involves addressing sys-
temic issues linked to physical and mental health; including 

impact on new immigrants and refugees. At the Jean Augustine 
Centre for Young Women’s Empowerment in Toronto, work is 
on-going to instill girls and young women with the tools and 
skills for success and leadership. 

In Nova Scotia, Dalhousie University is taking action to 
strengthen its relationship with the African Nova Scotian 
community through the development of a strategy to specif-
ically address structural challenges individuals continue to 
face because of what happened in the past.

Around the world, a host of notable IDPAD initiatives are also 
underway. From North and South America, to Europe, Africa 
and African Diaspora communities around the world, most 
activities are tied to the decade’s themes of recognition, justice 
and development. 

But despite best intentions, the question must shift to what 
can be considered realistic outcomes of IDPAD? Will we 
see any improvements in 2024? Or at least a path towards 
improvement? Will policy-makers really be able to agree on 
what needs to be done? Or how it should be done?

When pondering the condition of Persons of African Descent, 
one must be mindful of the rich diversity of Black people 
around the world, but even more vigilant about our shared 
history of persecution on the basis of race and skin colour. 
For example, disproportionate incarceration and economic 
disadvantage may be major indicators for African descendent 
communities in Western nations. Anti-Black racism may be 
less prevalent in continental Africa or Caribbean countries 
where Black people hold and control formal and informal 
power. 

However we consider the path towards a fairer, more equitable 
and just landscape, perhaps the words of African American 
author, Carter G. Woodson may be illuminating. 

“History shows that it does not matter who is in 
power.. those who have not learned to do for them-
selves... never obtain any more rights or privileges in 
the end than they did in the beginning”.

Education and economics are an important part of the solu-
tion for people of African descent no matter where they live. 
There is also value in fostering a sense of international soli-
darity based on our shared history. But it is also important to 
take active ownership in the future of the community. Hence, 
the struggle against the systemic challenge faced by Black 
people anywhere in the world should be an important con-
sideration for Black people everywhere.

Former African Union (AU) Ambassador to the United States, 
Arikana Chihombori-Quao, who reportedly lost her job 
because she spoke out against neo-colonialism exhorted that, 
“...we need to take time to sincerely inventory who we are and 
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how we were colonized... We must educate our youth... to lead 
and build independent communities”.

Black children and youth should be made aware of the unique 
history of oppression and their own responsibility in pursuit 
of a just society. It is very important that they know the past 
to ensure that darkest era of humanity is never repeated for 
any group of people. They should also be taught about viable 
solutions early on. 

Yes, the last several decades have brought some improve-
ments. But IDPAD is an opportunity to ask hard questions 
about the path forward. How do we combat discrimination 
and the root causes of exclusion? How do we address poverty 
reduction? How do we remove persistent barriers to full social 
and economic inclusion?

We must take ownership of our problems, while building rela-
tionships with the power structures that help to push social 
equity throughout society. In the words of Marcus Mosiah 
Garvey, “Up, you mighty race, accomplish what you will”.  
I will add, this is our Decade to do so!
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COUNT US IN: NOVA SCOTIA’S ACTION PLAN  
IN RESPONSE TO THE INTERNATIONAL DECADE  
FOR PEOPLE OF AFRICAN DESCENT, 2015-2024
Wayn Hamilton is Chief Executive Officer of the Office of African Nova Scotian Affairs (ANSA)

BACKGROUND

The majority of African Nova Scotians (ANS) are the des-
cendants of those who came to the province as: Black 
Loyalists from America, Trelawny Marrons from Jamaica, 
refugees from the War of 1812, indentured servants of New 
England planters, steel and coal miners from the Caribbean 
and southern United States, or new Canadians from all 
regions of Africa.

The history and story of African descendant people in Nova 
Scotia is distinct, celebratory and proud. However, this history 
is marked with great difficulty, pain and hardship through-
out the last 400 years. Since the arrival of persons of Afri-
can descent to Nova Scotia (circa 1600s), a trust and enduring 
positive relationship between government and African Nova 
Scotian communities had not taken root. Each one of the over 48 
African Nova Scotian (ANS) communities across the province 
has faced challenges of racism and negative biases.

ABOUT ANSA

In 2003 the government created African Nova Scotian Affairs 
(ANSA). The legislative mandate for ANSA legitimized the 
government’s intention to address issues facing the ANS 
community. 

ANSA works with the provincial government on matters 
involving African Nova Scotian issues, policies and programs. 
ANSA’s ongoing work covers four strategic areas: government 

relations, negotiations, community outreach, and communi-
cation for public education and awareness. In addition to 
working with government, ANSA works within the commun-
ity to keep African Nova Scotians informed and encourages 
involvement between government and community. 

ANSA takes a key role in community initiatives and brings 
African Nova Scotians together to network, share ideas, and 
identify opportunities for development and growth.

ANSA plays an active role in all matters relating to govern-
ment that involve African Nova Scotians and their com-
munities. ANSA’s role is diverse and multi-faceted – from 
providing advice that makes a difference in government deci-
sions, to being involved in the creation and delivery of innov-
ative programs. ANSA helps government better serve African 
Nova Scotians by: 

• strengthening the delivery of services to African Nova 
Scotians, 

• facilitating dialogue between government and  
community, 

• reviewing and providing input on proposed legislation 
and policy, 

• working with African Nova Scotian communities and 
all levels of government on matters such as developing 
or unresolved issues, new initiatives, and community 
programming/celebrations, and 

• being an agent for change.
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COUNT US IN

When the United Nations General Assembly proclaimed 
years 2015 to 2024 as the “International Decade for People of 
African Descent,” with the goal to strengthen global cooper-
ation in support of people of African descent as they strive 
for full inclusion in all aspects of society, Nova Scotia wanted 
to join this initiative. On May 8th, 2018, Premier Stephen 
McNeil and African Nova Scotian Affairs Minister Tony Ince 
proclaimed the “International Decade for People of African 
Descent” in the province. Nova Scotia was the first and only 
province in Canada to proclaim the Decade.

On September 19th, 2019, Nova Scotia launched Count Us In: 
Nova Scotia’s Action Plan in Response to the International 
Decade for People of African Descent, 2015-2014. Kate Gilmore, 
Deputy High Commissioner for Human Rights, United 
Nations (Geneva, Switzerland); Gloria Nwabuogu, Human 
Rights Officer, United Nations Office of the High Commis-
sioner (Geneva, Switzerland); and Dominque Day, Human 
Rights Attorney and member of the United Nations Working 
Group of Experts of People of African Descent (New York, 
New York) travelled to Nova Scotia to attend the launch. It 
should be noted Nova Scotia is now the only jurisdiction in 
North America with an action plan and proclamation dedicated 
to the International Decade for People of African Descent.

Count Us In is a guiding document designed to provide gov-
ernment with specific actions to help eliminate the many 
challenges facing African Nova Scotians. It reflects ongoing 
work and creates opportunities in new and existing ways. A 
team of Deputy Ministers and an Interdepartmental Working 
Group champion the action plan, provide leadership, and col-
laborate with the African Nova Scotian community and com-
munity organizations on the progress of the work on a regular 
basis. The document is a mechanism to facilitate government 
departments, organizations and the community working 
together to advance the work of the International Decade. 
The actions set forth in Count Us In are categorized under the 
three International Decade pillars: Recognition, Justice and 
Development.

The “Recognition” pillar in the document has initiatives that 
will enhance the understanding of African Nova Scotian 
history, celebrate African Nova Scotian heritage, use data 
and research to understand and combat racism in all its 
forms, and engage with the African Nova Scotian community 
to explore what it means to be a distinct group with legal 
recognition.

The second pillar of “Justice” is will draw on the lessons 
learned from the past to guide us as we work towards advan-
cing social justice and inclusion polices, fighting racism and 
intolerance, and promoting human rights. The goals of this 
pillar call on all Nova Scotians to improve access to a fair and 
equitable justice system, provide supportive and culturally 

relevant family and community services, and have conver-
sations with African Nova Scotian communities to redress 
historic injustice.

For “Development,” Count Us In is about creating healthier 
and more prosperous communities. The goals of this pillar 
are to close the achievement gap in education and promote 
lifelong learning; promote sustainable inclusive economic 
participation, including the benefit of quality employment; 
support health and well-being at all ages; and help com-
munities become more inclusive, safe, connected, resilient 
and sustainable. 

These initiatives are just the beginning for positive change 
to occur. There are more issues to solve. However, to truly 
understand how to address these issues and overcome the 
related harms, we must continue to collaboratively work 
together to build stronger and just relationships. Count Us 
In is the next step in our journey in creating positive change 
across Nova Scotia. 

We hope all Canadians and people around the world will join 
and support this journey towards a better future for people 
of African Descent. We believe in the words of Desmond 
Tutu “All of our humanity is dependant upon recognizing the 
humanity in others”. To read Count Us In or for more infor-
mation about ANSA or the African Nova Scotian community, 
please visit https://ansa.novascotia.ca.
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FACING THE LEGACY OF COLONIALISM

“[The General] said, ‘ ...you have got a hell of a job because [racism]  
is all over the place.’ And he is right. But because it is all over the place 

doesn’t give you the right to sit back and say, ‘well, we can’t try  
to eradicate it, lessen it.’ I think we have to be in the forefront, and  

let these people know that it is evil, it is terrible.”

– The Honourable Lincoln Alexander (1922-2012),  
First black Member of Parliament, first black cabinet minister,  

Ontario Lieutenant Governor, Chair of the Canadian Race  
Relations Foundation

“Slavery, which is just the mother of racism...  
there is no difference between racism and slavery.” 

– Carrie M. Best (1903-2001), founder of the Clarion,  
the first black-owned and published Nova Scotia newspaper 

“This was one of my earliest observations of men; an experience which 
has been common to me with thousands of my race, the bitterness of 

which its frequency cannot diminish to any individual who suffers it.” 

– Josiah Henson (1789-1883), Canadian pastor, founder of Black  
community settlement of Dawn in Ontario who was born enslaved
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THE SUN NEVER SETS, THE SUN WAITS TO RISE
THE ENDURING STRUCTURAL LEGACIES OF EUROPEAN COLONIZATION

Chuka Ejeckam is the Director of Research and Policy at the BC Federation of Labour, and a Research Associate with the  
BC Office of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives.

Between the late 1700s and the early 1800s, the British 
Empire’s claimed territories spanned so much of the globe 
that it gave rise to a (perhaps apocryphal) proclamation; ‘the 
sun never sets on the British Empire.’1 The phrase is said to 
have represented that the expanse of imperial Britain was so 
vast that daylight touched some part of its lands at all times. 
However, if the phrase is considered temporally rather than 
geographically, it takes on another foreboding meaning.

In December of 2019, the Canadian Museum for Human 
Rights – located in Winnipeg – held an event entitled ‘The for-
gotten stories: Nigeria-Biafra war and its genocide.’2 The event 
came about through organizing and campaigning by members 
of the Umunna (Igbo) Cultural Association of Manitoba, an 
organization of Nigerian-Canadians living in Manitoba. The 
same month, Shell Oil sponsored a speech in Houston, Texas, 
inaugurating a lecture series on the ‘Black Experience.’ The 
speech was delivered by a lead author of the New York Times’ 

1 Munroe, Randall. “Will the sun ever set on the British empire?” The Guardian. September 9, 2014.

2 Canadian Museum for Human Rights. “The forgotten stories: Nigeria-Biafra war and its genocide.” humanrights.ca. Accessed December 
2019.

3 Emancipation Park Conservancy. “Emancipation Conversations Lecture Series.” emancipationparkconservancy.salsalabs.org. Accessed 
December 2019.

4 Milligan, Ellen. “Shell Units Fighting U.K. Lawsuit Over Nigerian Oil Spill.” Bloomberg. October 8, 2019.
5 Roelofs, Portia. “The Nigerian Activist Whose Death Shamed Shell: An Interview with Roy Doron and Toyin Falola.” Jacobin. November 10, 

2019.; Austen, Trévon, and Bill Van Auken
6 Amnesty International. A Criminal Enterprise? Shell’s Involvement in Human Rights Violations in Nigeria In The 1990s. 2017.

acclaimed ‘1619 Project’ discussing the enslavement of African 
people in the U.S.3 Shell Oil is the U.S. subsidiary of Royal 
Dutch Shell PLC, a British-Dutch oil and gas company incor-
porated in the U.K. and headquartered in the Netherlands. 
Just months prior to the speech, it was reported that two units 
of Royal Dutch Shell were fighting lawsuits filed against them 
in connection to a December 2011 40,000-barrel oil spill near 
the Bonga oil field in Nigeria, which affected at least 168,000 
people in more than 350 communities.4 The company’s units 
argued that the case should be tried in Nigerians courts, rather 
than the U.K. courts in which the suits were filed.

Shell is directly implicated in mass pollution and ecological 
devastation in Nigeria.5 As well, a 2017 report published by 
Amnesty International found that Shell was an active par-
ticipant in human rights violations committed against Niger-
ians in the 1990s.6 The report identifies that Shell knew of 
the ecological devastation that had come from its projects 
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7 Amnesty International, pg. 48

8 Amnesty International, pg. 6-7

9 Roelofs, Portia

10 Shell Nigeria, “Who We Are.” shell.com.ng. Accessed December 2019.

11 Smith, Karen E. “The UK and ‘genocide’ in Biafra.’ Journal of Genocide Research, Vol. 16, Nos. 2-3, pg. 247-262. Routledge, Taylor & Francis 
Group. 2014.; pg. 250

12 Smith, Karen E., pg. 250

13 Smith, Karen E., 247

14 Smith, Karen E., 257

in the Niger Delta oil field, knew of human rights violations 
being committed against the Ogoni protesters which had 
halted Shell’s oil extractions, and knew that soliciting the 
involvement of security forces would increase violence and 
the prevalence of human rights violations. Regardless, Shell 
called for armed forces to be deployed against the Ogoni 
peoples. A 2011 United Nations Environmental Programme 
report found that the land, air, and water of Ogoniland had 
been polluted, including groundwater contamination, and 
that essential agriculture and fisheries had been comprom-
ised.7 In 1996, the African Commission for Human and 
People’s Rights had found that the pollution and ecological 
degradation caused by Shell’s sites in Ogoniland reached 
a point that was “humanly unacceptable, and [had] made  
living in the Ogoniland a nightmare.” Shell’s motives were evi-
dently wholly profit-seeking; though the company portrayed 
the protests as exclusively an economic issue in public state-
ments, internal documents revealed discussion of the com-
pany’s inadequate, ageing, and leaking infrastructure.8 At the 
time, Shell was the Nigerian government’s business partner 
in its venture in the Niger Delta, and with oil exports com-
prising nearly 96% of the country’s foreign revenues, it held 
a position of considerable leverage. The violent repression of 
the Ogoni peoples ultimately included the 1995 execution of 
nine Ogoni activists, including renowned author and activist 
Ken Saro-Wiwa.9

Shell has had operations in Nigeria since 1937.10 Its pres-
ence has wrought devastation in the country. During the 
1967-1970 Nigeria-Biafra War – beginning seven years after 
Nigeria became independent of Britain – the U.K. supported 
the Nigerian government against the then-declared state of 
Biafra.11 Citing John Young’s work on the U.K. Labour govern-
ment of 1964 – 1970, Karen Smith has written that the U.K.’s 
support for Nigeria during the war contained four primary 
motives; first, Shell-British Petroleum held major investments 
in Nigeria, and the country was the source of more than 10% 
of the U.K.’s oil imports; second, the U.K. government believed 
a successful Biafran secession could encourage similar efforts 
throughout the continent, bringing “chaos”; third, the U.K. 
government believed that a break-up of Nigeria could reduce 
British influence in West Africa, allowing France to gain 
further control; and fourth, the U.K. sought to challenge the 

Soviet Union’s support for the Nigerian government, again for 
fear of losing influence.12 

In an effort to validate its support for the Nigerian govern-
ment – and in response to both the Biafran leadership’s state-
ments that Nigerian forces were regularly conducting mass 
slaughter of Igbo people, and to domestic concerns that the 
Nigeran government’s declared ‘final push’ would constitute 
a genocide against Igbos – the U.K. government signaled 
that its support had become contingent upon the Nigerian 
state permitting an international observer team access to the 
country to investigate concerns about mass killings.13 Though 
the observer team reported that the claims of genocide were 
unfounded, evidence surfaced that the team had gathered 
intelligence for the British government while in Nigeria – 
including assessing the Nigerian government’s military needs 
– calling the veracity of the team’s reports into question.14 

From the above, it can be strongly argued – if not securely 
surmised – that the British government prioritized its own 
economic, imperial, and geopolitical interests over concerns 
about the grievous violence of the Nigeria-Biafra War. Three 
decades later, Shell – a company installed in Nigeria during 
the time of British colonial rule – goes even further, directly 
inciting violence in the Niger Delta in pursuit of profit and 
dominion. Two decades after that, Shell challenges that law-
suits charging malfeasance and misconduct in its operations 
in Nigeria can be heard at all in British courts.

This, I argue, is the sun never setting on the British Empire. 
Though the imperial Britain of the 19th century no longer 
exists, these events reveal the persistent stain of European 
colonization, the entrenchment of structural Eurocoloniality  
in the international system. The former colonial empires and 
slavers are not as they once were, but they have marred the 
world deeply and enduringly, and their former configura-
tions are evident in the events, circumstances, and dispar-
ities of today – faintly in some ways, vividly in others. The 
United Nations Working Group on People of African Descent 
reported in 2016 that Black people in Canada face multi-
faceted barriers and discrimination, including racial profiling 
by law enforcement, aggressive transfer of Black children to 
child welfare agencies, disparities in access to education, and 
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disproportionate levels of poverty and illness.15 Black people 
in Canada are drastically overrepresented among incarcerated 
persons accounting for between 8 and 10% of the federal prison 
population despite comprising just 3.5% of the population 
overall.16 The working group’s statement highlighted “Can-
ada’s history of enslavement, racial segregation, and margin-
alization” as significant causes of the disparities it observed.17 
Though discussion of reparations for enslaved Africans has 
reached a degree of national prominence in the U.S., that con-
versation has been notably absent from Canadian political 
discourse.18 However, it is a conversation that must be had; 
discussing justice and equity for people of African descent 
requires reckoning with a world-bestriding, Eurocolonial, and 
ultimately white supremacist system of subjugation, exploit-
ation, extraction, and enslavement – a system upon which 
the present was built. And, though it has mutated, this system 
persists; In 2012, developing countries sent a full $2 trillion 
more to wealthy industrialized countries than they received – 
$3.3 trillion vs $1.3 trillion.19 

In his 1972 reflection on the Nigeria-Biafra War, Arthur 
Nwankwo notes that “the liberation of black people is a 
world-wide imperative.”20 These words are no less true today.

15 UNHCR, Office of the High Commissioner. “Statement to the media by the United Nations’ Working Group of Experts on People of African 
Descent, on the conclusion of its official visit to Canada, 17-21 October 2016. UNHCR. October 21, 2016.

16 Policy Options. “Doing justice by Black Canadians.” Policy Options. April 25, 2018.

17 UNHCR Office of the High Commissioner

18 Morgan, Anthony. “What’s wrong with a cheque? A call for slavery reparations.” Ricochet. March 21, 2019.

19 Hickel, Jason. “Aid in reverse: how poor countries develop rich countries.”

20 Nwankwo, Arthur A. Nigeria: The Challenge of Biafra, pg. 80. Rex Collings Ltd. 1972.
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SLAVERY, RACE AND HIGHER EDUCATION:  
THE CASE OF DALHOUSIE UNIVERSITY
Dr. Afua Cooper is professor of Sociology and Social Anthropology at the University of Dalhousie. She is Chair of the Scholarly 
Panel on Lord Dalhousie's Relationship to Race and Slavery and co-author of the Report. She is also the former James Robinson 
Johnston Chair in Black Canadian Studies. Dr. Cooper founded the Black Canadian Studies Association (BCSA), which she  
currently chairs.

.

On 5 September 2019, Teri Balser, interim president of  
Dalhousie University, at the launch of the Report on Lord 
Dalhousie’s History on Slavery and Race,1 made a historic 
apology to the Black community in Nova Scotia.

“Today, on behalf of Dalhousie University, I apologize 
to the People of African Descent in our community. 
We regret the actions and views of George Ramsay, 
the ninth Earl of Dalhousie, and the consequences 
and impact they have had in our collective history as 
a university, as a province, and as a region. Further, 
we acknowledge our dual responsibility to address the 
legacies of anti-Black racism and slavery, while con-
tinuing to stand against anti-Black racism today.” 2 

What inspired such a robust apology? In the fall of 2016, 
Dalhousie University began its examination of the university 
and its founder, Lord Dalhousie’s views on slavery and race, 

with specific regard to how these impacted the Black com-
munity. The examination was prompted by a slew of negative 
incidents at the university, and within the province of Nova 
Scotia itself that targeted Black people.3 The newly-formed 
Black Faculty and Staff Caucus met with President Richard 
Florizone and Chair of the Senate Kevin Hewitt, to discuss 
the anti-Black racism that seemed to have become a hallmark 
of university life. For this purpose a scholarly panel was com-
missioned, and I was tasked by the university administration 
with chairing the panel, and leading the research effort that it 
would entail. Thus began a 3-year journey that would take me 
and other researchers to archives in the UK, and Canada. The 
story that we unearthed revealed Dalhousie University and 
the Lord Dalhousie’s imbrication with transatlantic slavery, 
and concomitantly anti-Blackness. The research produced 
the Report.

From the research I discerned five distinct areas of the uni-

1 For a full rendition of the report see, www.dal.ca/dept/ldp/findings.html

2 Matt Reeder, “Forging a Path Forward: Dal Receives Lord Dalhousie Panel Report,” Dal News, 6 Sept. 2019. www.dal.ca/news/2019/09/06/
forging-a-path-forward--dal-receives-and-welcomes-lord-dalhousie.html

See also, Taryn Grant, “Dalhousie University apologizes for historical ties to racism, slavery,” The Star, 5 Dept. 2019. www.thestar.com/
halifax/2019/09/05/dalhousie-university-apologizes-for-historical-ties-to-racism-slavery.html

3  Aly Thomson, CTV News, “Group in Nova Scotia wants Confederate flag banned across Canada,” 29 July 2015.
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versity and its founder’s relationship to race, slavery, and 
anti-Black racism.

THE BLACK REFUGEES OF THE WAR OF 1812

Lord Dalhousie arrived in Halifax, Nova Scotia, in October 1816, 
to assume his new appointment as lieutenant-governor of the 
province. Dalhousie’s arrival coincided with the settlement of 
the Black Refugees of the War of 1812. Between 1813 and 1816, 
upwards of 3000 of these individuals arrived from the Southern  
United States. Former slaves, the Black Refugees gained  
their freedom by fleeing to British lines during the war, 
and supporting the British Crown in its fight against the 
United States in the newly-ended war. The Refugees  
were promised land, seeds, foodstuff, and other materials 
necessarily to begin a new life on the frontier.

Upon arrival in Nova Scotia, the Black Refugees soon realized 
that the support promised by the British was not forthcoming 
in its totality. For one, Lord Dalhousie felt that Black people, 
especially former slaves, were not the kind of settlers that 
Nova Scotia needed. He saw Nova Scotia as a “white man’s 
country” and therefore wished for and encouraged White 
settlers to make Nova Scotia their home. Sherbrooke, his pre-
decessor, and the Nova Scotia Assembly also held the same 
opinion, as did many members of the province’s citizenry. 
Thus, the Black Refugees entered a hostile environment, in 
racism against them was palpable.

Dalhousie’s treatment of the Refugees was dismal. He settled 
them on small plots of “the worst kind of land” in segregated 
communities. Land size varied from 8 to 10 acres; this was 
insufficient for the Refugees to become independent farmers. 
By contrast, White Settlers were accorded 100 acres or more of 
arable land. Furthermore, by June 1817, less than a year after 
his arrival in the colony, going back on the promise of food 
supply, Dalhousie cut the rations of the Refugees by half, even 
as he himself felt that they would starve with such limited food 
supply. Dalhousie’s other anti-Black-Refugee strategy hinged 
on deportation out of the province. He wanted to send them 
back to their former slave masters in the United States! When 
that failed, Dalhousie insisted that they be sent to the island 
of Trinidad (still a slave colony), or to the settlement of Sierra 
Leone.

In December 1816, Dalhousie penned a letter to his superior at 
Whitehall, Lord Bathurst. In the letter the lieutenant-governor 
expressed his views that the Black Refugees were not worthy 
settlers, and this was caused, he believed, by their former slave 

status and their supposed racial inferiority. The most offending 
section of the letter notes that the Refugees were: 

Slaves by habit & education, no longer working under 
the dread of the lash, their idea of freedom is idleness 
and they are therefore quite incapable of industry.4 

The practices, policies, and views of Dalhousie toward the 
Black Refugees and Black Nova Scotians, as a whole, led to 
the marginalizaton of African Nova Scotians in almost every 
aspect of their lives.5 

DALHOUSIE’S MARTINIQUE PRO-SLAVERY EXPERIENCE DURING THE 
FRANCO-BRITISH WARS

In 1794, the British army invaded Martinique on the invita-
tion of Royalist French Planters who were incensed that the 
abolitionist-minded Republican revolutionary government 
had abolished slavery on the island. Dalhousie led several of 
the invading regiments and helped the British claim victory. 
In return, he was appointed governor of the island, where he 
re-established slavery. 

Martinique was a slave colony in which the major economic 
activity was sugar cane cultivation. Thus Dalhousie witnessed 
enslaved Africans working under the lash, or the dread of it. 
Was it in Martinique that he began subscribing to the notion 
that Black people were “slaves by habit and education?” It was 
during his Martinican experience that the earl had his first 
concrete encounter with a Black community, and further, this 
experience of conquest and re-enslavement likely influenced 
his subsequent views about African peoples. Two decades later 
in Nova Scotia, Dalhousie would express the white supremacist 
logic that Blacks were naturally suited for slavery.

THE WEST INDIA TRADE

During the period of Caribbean slavery, the Nova Scotian 
economy was heavily dependent on the West India trade, 
which was premised on slave labour. Halifax merchants 
traded salted fish, beef, pork, timber, flour, staves, horses, 
and other goods to West Indian slave plantations in exchange 
for slave-made rum, sugar, molasses, cocoa, coffee and other 
products. Once these slave-made products arrived in Nova 
Scotia, they were sold within the province, itself, or re-ex-
ported to other parts of British North America, and around the 

4  Letter from Dalhousie to Bathurst, 29 Dec. 1816, Nova Scotia Archives, RG1, vol. 112, 6-9.

5  Laura Fraser, “Halifax police chief apologizes for street checks and historic ‘mistreatment’ of www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/
halifax-police-chief-apology-street-checks-black-males-1.5376868
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globe. Halifax merchants, some with connections to Dalhousie 
University, grew wealthy from this commerce. The West India 
trade was, thus, a mainstay of the economies of Nova Scotia, 
and the broader Atlantic Region. It also fostered shipbuilding, 
banking, and insurance, which led to further infrastructural 
development of the region.

Revenues from the West India trade flowed into the provincial 
treasury from customs duties, on the slave-grown products. 
These revenues not only funded provincial infrastructure but 
they also funded the construction of Dalhousie University (ori-
ginally called Dalhousie College) and provided an endowment 
that contributed to the salaries of its teaching staff. Coupled 
with this was the Castine Fund, a source which provided the 
original endowment for Dalhousie University. This Fund 
was derived from customs duties collected on West Indian 
slave-produced goods, during Britain’s occupation of Castine, 
Maine in the War of 1812.

As the lieutenant-governor of the province, Lord Dalhousie 
was empowered by Lord Bathurst to use the money from 
the Castine fund to help in the settlement of settlers, which 
included the Black Refugees. Dalhousie could therefore have 
used the Castine fund to provide the Refugees with sufficient 
food to ward off starvation.6 Instead, he used the money to 
establish the school, which bore his name. West Indian slave 
money helped to found Dalhousie University, yet given the 
racist nature of Nova Scotian society, Black people would not 
have access to this institution for a very long time. Further 
connection of the university to the West India trade is that the 
official residence of Dalhousie’s president was once owned by 
Levi Hart, himself a West India merchant.

WEST INDIAN SLAVE COMPENSATION MONEY

The fourth web of Dalhousie’s involvement with slavery had 
to do with the compensation money the British government 
awarded to former West Indian slave owners at the end of 
slavery in the Caribbean in 1833. At least two important  
Halifax families – the Almons and the Johnstons – which 
were connected by marriage, were awardees of slave com-
pensation monies paid out by the British government to slave 
masters, their agents or trustees, for the loss of their slave 
property as a result of the abolition of Caribbean slavery.7

ACTIVE SUPPORT OF THE CONFEDERACY BY SOME OF DALHOUSIE’S 
EARLY LEADERS

The final entanglement bears on the active support of the 
Confederacy by members of the Almon clan. The first head 
of Dalhousie University’s Faculty of Medicine and founder 
of the Medical Association of Nova Scotia was Dr. William 
Johnston Almon, a scion of the Johnston-Almon clan. The 
University-of-Edinburg-trained Dr. Almon, who was also a 
politician, was known as a “rabid supporter of the Confeder-
acy.”8 He gave large sums of money to the cause and assisted  
Confederates who took refuge in Halifax. He also used his 
power and influence to assist Confederate blockade runners.9 
Dr. Almon was implicated in helping Confederate pirates 
hijack the American steamer the Chesapeake. This doctor also 
had a Confederate sympathizing son, who was also a medic, 
Dr. William Bruce Almon II. This son joined the Confederate 
Army, where he served as a surgeon.

In 1863, at the heights of the American Civil War, and soon 
after the death of the famous Confederate general Stonewall 
Jackson, the elder Dr. Almon, displayed his Confederate sym-
pathies by instituting “a prize at... King’s College in Windsor 
for the student who composed the best ode, in Latin and 
English, to the memory of Stonewall Jackson.”10 

In investigating Dalhousie’s relationship to race and slavery, 
the panel put forth a series of 13 recommendations, grouped 
under the rubrics of regret and responsibility, recognition, 
and repair, with the aim of fostering reconciliation between 
the university and the African Nova Scotian community and 
people of African descent more generally. 

Prompted by these recommendations, interim president 
Balser apologized to the Black community.

What this investigation reveals is that we have just begun to 
scratch the surface of this phenomenon of Canada’s institu-
tions of higher learning connections to slavery and race. What 
has come to light is that Dalhousie University, and by exten-
sion the City of Halifax, and the Province of Nova Scotia owe 
the Black community a debt of gratitude. The Black community 
is therefore in a solid position to demand reparations.

6 Letter from Bathurst to Dalhousie, 12 March 1817, Library and Archives Canada, CO 218/29, vol. 29, reel B-1282. On the starvation of the 
Black Refugees, see Letter from Dalhousie to Bathurst, 16 May 1817, Nova Scotia Archives, GD45:3:1, 19.

7 Nicholas Draper, “Legacies of British Slave-Ownership.” www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/42750

8 John Bell, Confederate Seadog: John Taylor Wood in War and Exile (Jefferson, N.C.: Mcfarland, 2002) 11.

9 In the context of the American Civil War, blockade runners were Confederate ships that broke through the Union’s blockade of Confederate 
states’ sea ports. Blockade runners brought vital food supplies, guns and armament, and mail to the Confederate states.

10 Greg Marquis, In Armageddon’s Shadow: The Civil War and Canada’s Maritime Provinces (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1998) 169.
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SOIRÉES ÉTHIOPIENNES: BLACKFACE CULTURE IN QUÉBEC 
Dorothy Williams, Ph.D., is a historian who specializes in Black Canadian history. She has authored three books, and has 
contributed to other scholarly and academic publications. Both her demographic study (Blacks in Montreal) and her in-depth 
historical narrative (The Road to Now) take the reader along a journey that illuminates nearly 400 years of settlement and  
contribution in Quebec.

With an eye to the south, tales of the 1850’s are rife with 
examples of positive sentiments and actions from Montrealers 
stepping up to support anti-slavery in the United States and 
fugitives’ liberty within the Canadas. Still, as the Civil War 
took hold, the city’s social and economic segregation ramped 
up, fervent aspirations, waned quickly in the 1860's as the 
Civil War propaganda took its toll on the continent. 

What were Quebecers saying about Blacks before the Civil 
War? Writer Gay tells us that much of Quebec literature 
was mirroring the poetic sentiments of, Charles Lévesque,’s  
L’esclavage: poésie anacréontique, designed to evoke brother-
hood, and strong empathy for Blacks:

L’esclavage : poésie anacréontique
Ah! Le nègre gémit entre leurs dures mains!
Au milieu de la paix, plus méchants qu’à la guerre,
Ils spéculent sur lui par d’horribles moyens –
Tuer, sans faire mourir, un semblable, un frère!

Translated: 

Ah! The Nigger groans under their hard fists!
In the midst of peace, meaner than during war,
They speculate about him, in horrible ways –  
of how to kill him without causing death
To kill, but not to kill, a brother like him.

So, what happened to change this plea for empathy? The Civil 
War carnage had overwhelmed as hundreds of thousands 

succumbed to disease, while an estimated 620,000 soldiers  
died. Everyone was depressed, appalled, and looking to blame. 
Who? Blacks! Negrophobia enveloped Canada. In Montreal, 
thus, the nadir of anti-black racism began which was to con-
tinue right into 1950s. 

Canadians, like Americans, resorted to ridicule and disdain by 
way of the blackface minstrelsy. Though Americans blamed 
Blacks they still needed cheap labour to enrich themselves 
and to rebuild. So, instead they characterized, in caricature 
blackface, Blacks’ lack of intelligence, and initiative, i.e.,  
laziness. And so, between 1875 and 1899, blackface became 
the stock form of black denigration.

Even before the Civil War, blackface and minstrel shows were 
being used to counter abolitionist ideas of the industrious, 
black man. Because minstrelsy depicted happy backs (loving 
their servitude on the plantation) --the minstrelsy begged the 
question: why would Blacks want freedom? And more import-
antly, how could anyone consider Blacks as equal to whites?

PLANTATION MINSTRELSY

In its earlier form, the minstrelsy was performed by Blacks 
with no need for blackface, for these were plantation slaves 
summoned to perform in front of guests or for family enter-
tainment. They were not paid. They were told to sing and 
dance in these impromptu shows demonstrating to guests, be 
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they Northerners or southern neighbours, that the plantation 
slaves were happy-go-lucky. Slaves could sing and dance, 
play instruments and smile and they were not being abused, 
whipped, forced or worked to death. Thus, for decades, plan-
tation minstrel shows tried to justify Black enslavement. This 
form, to the best of my knowledge, did not propagate in Quebec.

BLACKFACE MINSTRELSY

Then, one White enterprising entrepreneur, Thomas  
Dartmouth Rice, made millions from the blackface routines 
he saw on his travels. Soon, others followed. Eventually,  
minstrelsy became the routine night entertainment in 
the United States, dominating entertainment for decades. 
The blackface minstrel show became the people’s form of 
opera-everyone knew the act that was coming.

The minstrel shows’ formulaic aspects were deliberately 
degrading, and like a Shakespeare play, there were known 
roles, and timings, with a set introduction, a dénouement and 
a grand ending. Regardless of the troupe or the theater, the 
three elements remained. 

The first featured the Tambo and Bones skit that played off 
the strait-laced host. Then the first set ended with a line 
dance or cakewalk. Performers danced, played instruments, 
did acrobatics, and other amusing talents in the second act. 
Then one endman delivered a faux-black-dialect stump 
speech, or a long oration about anything from nonsense to 
science, society, or politics, during which the stupider black-
faced character would try to speak eloquently, only to trip 
over malapropisms, countless jokes, and unintentional puns. 
This obvious stupidity reinforced the idea that even when 
Blacks expound on the matters of the day, on science, on 
great questions, they talk gibberish and offer nothing worth-
while to listen to or consider.

Depending upon the era, the third set ended with parodies of 
classic plays that blackface actors would totally ruin, demon-
strating that Blacks can’t act nor do they have a clue how to 
interpret classic theatre. There would either be a series of 
slapstick skits or the ever-popular scenes of blackface whites 
depicting the sorrow of a by-gone era, pining for the good old 
days of Black enslavement, forever reinforcing the ingrained 
belief that Black people were better off enslaved.

BLACKFACE IN QUEBEC

Like America, Québec artists who could exaggerate manner-
isms and language gestures, facial expressions and the black 
gait were hired to represent certain aspects of the black person. 
Unlike America, many Quebec artists had never met a Black. 

These representations came from fertile imaginations, from 
Quebec literature or shared stories of encounters with Blacks. 
Quebec’s minstrel shows depicted these standard blackface 
characters: le noir comique, le noir voleur, le noir menteur, 
le noir craintif, le noir superstitieux, le noir libidineux, le noir 
violent...

Archive

The environment that created minstrelsy also supported the 
rise of white French transvestites and male cross-dressers 
who in blackface were hired to play stock figures on stage: 
the high yellow woman, or the dark-blue black mammy or 
the chocolate-temptress. Whites also costumed themselves to 
look like monkeys, sometimes with bulging genitals and monkey 
tails. All this to ridicule and to reinforce the belief of black 
inferiority, of hyper-sexualization and of the African’s close-
ness to animals in lineage and instinct. Further, these cari-
catures highlighted over, and over again, Blacks’ supposed, 
genetic lack of intelligence, their farcical, comic behaviours 
and exaggerations, and Blacks’ penchant for laziness. The 
point was to get White people to laugh at Blacks and not to 
take them seriously.

Like the States, Montreal’s environment was no different. 
Montreal laughed at Black caricature. Hamall's Serenaders 
was a blackface minstrel troupe founded by Hugh Hamall in 
Montreal in 1867, 

Minstrel historian, Lerue writes, “Ethiopian shows were insti-
tuted in Québec specifically to fill a role, that is to strongly 
exploit racist sentiments and feelings of superiority among 
the public and... they were composed of both francophones 
and anglophones and were all the rage in the 1860’s and 
1880’s in Montreal.” 

Montreal’s Blackface minstrel shows played in venues for 
all classes and languages: L’Institut des Artisans, L’Institut 
canadien, Le parc Sohmer, Théâtre Royale, L’Académie de 
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musique, Mechanic’s Hall, Nordheimer’s Musical Hall, and 
Théâtre Français.

“Quebec-type” minstrel shows went under various promotions: 
“spectacle nègre”, “ménestrels”, “soirées éthiopiennes”, “spectacle 
de ménestrels” or just, the minstrel show. The moniker did 
not matter. Shows featured the typical minstrel characters 
of blackface skits, the racial humour and the musical recita-
tions of the slave, the dandy, the mammy /old sambo, the old 
darky, mulatto wench, and the black soldier.

“Quebec-type” minstrel shows tried to, even without the per-
sonal experience of American style plantations, re-create that 
good old Dixie feeling about the longing for the plantation. 
These shows were popular, and the stereotypes generated by 
Black lampooning, caricature and denigration were integrated 
in Quebec’s 19th century culture, regardless of language. 

This home-grown blackface minstrelsy had its favourites, 
such as traveling troupes like, Les Nouveaux ménestrels and 
La Troupe Coffin or Hamall's Serenaders, or the Black Crook. 
These Montréal groups became quite the rage, even in rural 
Québec. Though most of the audience might not have ever 
met a black person, the audience understood that the show 
was expected to create a certain Black buffoonery and ridi-
cule. In fact, if a performer was not exaggerated or in carica-
ture enough, rumours would fly that the actor was actually 
Black, and not proper in the show. 

The public attitude was so insistent and persistent, that the 
troupe directors felt obliged to reassure their ticket-buying  
audience. The directors put out notices or pamphlets to 
declare that: 1) every single actor is a white person with black-
face, 2) they are of high reputation and are interpreting their 
role, 3) the actors are not Black. This worked. They knew that 
had there been Black performers, Whites would not have 
come to their performances.

Archive

Archive

Being Black would have been disastrous for the troupes, 
thus paintings and sketches of performers becoming white 
again, served a purpose. This painting of “Members of The 
Burnt Cork Fraternity” depicts “Hogan & Mudge's Minstrels 
in their comicalities” washing up after performing blackface 
at the Théâtre Royal-Côté. This 1872 image was just the thing 
to convince audiences that whites, who are washing up, were 
in blackface.

Archive

To show how “normal” blackface was in the province, Calixa 
Lavallée the composer of O Canada, spent years in American 
blackface minstrel troupes and performed in Quebec City and 
Montreal. Calixa had other forms of performance opened to 
him, but in the U.S., Blacks who were musically-inclined often 
had no other form of music they could perform in, so by the 
1880’s African-Americans either created their own minstrelsy 
or joined White troupes – not the case in Montreal. 

Over time, jazz, the cabaret, vaudeville and even burlesque 
overtook the fascination with minstrel shows, but minstrelsy 
never really died in popular culture or as a form of enter-
tainment. For instance, in the waning years of blackface 
minstrelsy in the province, during World War II, the YMHA 
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minstrels performed for soldiers stationed in Quebec and 
translated one of their shows into French. Blackface still goes 
mainstream despite black protest and despair. For example, 
at Radio-Canada’s variety show in Jonquière, Quebec in 1963.

Calixa Lavallée – Archive

Archive

Blackface continues to be a recurring problem in Quebec. 
High-profile examples include: a group of students in Univer-
sité de Montréal’s Hautes études commerciales painting their 
faces and bodies and acting out an array of Jamaican clichés 
during frosh week in 2011; comedian Mario Jean imperson-
ating fellow comedian Boucar Diouf at Les Olivier theatre 
gala in May 2013; and Joël Legendre playing singer Gregory 
Charles in Radio-Canada’s Bye bye year-end show in 2013.
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FACING THE FINDINGS

“Were it not for the monster of slavery, we would have  
a common destiny here – in the land of our birth.” 

– Mary Ann Shadd Cary (1823-1893), American-Canadian anti-slavery 
activist, journalist, publisher, teacher and lawyer, first woman  

publisher in Canada

“We have this wonderful store of folk music – the melodies of  
an enslaved people... But this store will be of no value unless we utilize 

it, unless we treat it in such manner that it can be presented...  
music which will prove that we, too, have national feelings and  

characteristics, as have the European peoples whose forms  
we have zealously followed for so long.” 

– Robert Nathaniel Dett (1882-1943), Canadian-American composer, 
organist, choral director, and music professor

“She would say, to herself, 'Well it's about time that somebody  
recognized what I did and what so many other people did in  

their own way. She would say that there's so many other people –  
just ordinary people – who make a change ... a little step here,  

a little step there.”

– Wanda Robson, at the launch in 2018 of the new $10 bill featuring 
her sister, Viola Desmond. Desmond was arrested for refusing to leave 

a whites-only section of a theatre in New Glasgow, Nova Scotia  
in 1946. She was issued an apology by the Nova Scotian government 

63 years later
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PERSONS OF AFRICAN DESCENT IN CANADA:  
A DIVERSITY OF ORIGINS AND IDENTITIES
Jean-Pierre Corbeil is Assistant director of Diversity and Sociocultural Statistics & Chief Specialist of the Centre for  
Ethnocultural, Language and Immigration Statistics at Statistics Canada

Hélène Maheux is Senior Analyst of the Centre for Ethnocultural, Language and Immigration Statistics, Diversity and  
Sociocultural Statistics at Statistics Canada

Who are the people of African descent in Canada? How can 
they be defined based on results from the Canadian census 
and what are their main demographic and ethnocultural 
characteristics?

In its resolution 68/237, the United Nations General Assembly 
proclaimed the International Decade for People of African 
Descent, 2015-2024, on the theme "People of African Descent: 
Recognition, Justice and Development".

Official documents of the United Nations clearly define the 
people of African descent, who, all over the world, make up 
some of the most marginalized groups. Indeed, they are desig-
nated as “descendants of those Africans that were displaced 
to the Americas during the transatlantic slave trade many 
generations back, or more recent migrants who have jour-
neyed to the Americas, Europe, Asia and within Africa itself”.

Moreover, the backgrounder of the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, entitled 
People of African Descent, emphasizes that “People of African 
descent comprise a heterogeneous group with diverse histor-

ies, experiences and identities. The circumstances in which 
they live and the problems they face differ. What unites them, 
however, is that they have long been denied the full realisa-
tion of their human rights [...]”.

In the context of the International Decade for People of African 
Descent, an expert working group on people of African des-
cent was established with the mandate to study the problems 
of racial discrimination faced by people of African descent in 
the diaspora and to draw up proposals with a view to elimin-
ating this discrimination.

To do this, this working group proceeded to gather all available 
international data and analysis to conduct a mapping exercise 
and prepare a baseline report on the human rights situation of 
people of African descent. 

As part of this request, it asked the various countries to pro-
vide disaggregated data on this population, in particular with 
regard to "race", color, language, religion, sex, age and nation-
ality. Such a request therefore confirms the very heterogen-
eous nature of the characteristics of this population.
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PEOPLE OF AFRICAN DESCENT AND THE CANADIAN CENSUS

The Canadian census provides very rich information on the 
ethnocultural, linguistic and religious diversity of the Can-
adian population. The large number of questions asked on 
this subject thus makes it possible to account for the very 
great diversity of identity, ethnic and cultural markers of the 
population.

The main ethnocultural or immigration questions in the Can-
adian census include the place of birth of respondents and 
their parents, ethnic or cultural origin, and that of population 
group, which is used to derive the so-called visible minority 
population, in accordance with the Employment Equity Act.

According to the 2016 Census, the number of people who 
declared one or the other ethnic or cultural origins from the 
African continent amounted to 1,067,925, while the number 
of people who declared being “Black” during this census 
reached 1,198,540. Conversely, the number of Blacks who 
reported that the ethnic or cultural origin of their ancestors 
was one of the African origins was half of that, at 592,015. 
This means that there are in Canada more Blacks than people 
reporting African ethnic or cultural origins (ancestries).

Thus, 606,525 Blacks, or nearly 51% of them, declared no 
African ethnic or cultural origin. It should also be noted that 
four out of 10 Blacks living in Canada in 2016 were born in 
Canada. 

Finally, to add to the complexity of this portrait, we note that 
from less than 5,000 people in 1961, the number of immigrants 
born in Africa reached 637,485 in 2016. Of these, 62% arrived 
in the country during the previous 15 years. In 2016, Quebec 
and Ontario were the provinces of residence for almost 
three-quarters of immigrants born in Africa, followed by 
Alberta (14%) and British Columbia (7%).

While in Quebec, Morocco and Algeria were the main coun-
tries of birth for these immigrants, those in Ontario came 
mainly from Egypt, Nigeria and South Africa.

A significant number of people born in Canada had at least 
one of their parents born in Africa. More than 60% of the 
374,450 so-called second generation Canadians had both 
their parents born in Africa, while almost a quarter of them 
had either their mother or their father born in the African 
continent.

MULTIPLE ETHNIC OR CULTURAL ORIGINS

As can be seen in Table 1, in 2016 more than 3% of the Can-
adian population reported having an African ethnic or 
cultural origin. But several people declared more than one 

origin, African or not. Thus, of the 1,067,925 people who 
reported African ancestry, 36% reported it in combination 
with another ethnic or cultural origin.

In addition, around 60 different origins were reported in 
2016. Of these, Moroccan, Egyptian, Algerian, Somali and 
Nigerian origins were the ones most often reported.

Within the population of people identifying themselves as 
"Black" to the population group question, there is also a great 
diversity of origins, both as single and multiple responses. 
As shown in Table 2, the Jamaican origin came first with 
258,345 people. Haitian, Canadian, English and Somali ori-
gins followed, as specific origins. In addition, almost 77,000 
black Canadians have reported having Scottish or Irish origins.

WHO IS OF AFRICAN DESCENT?

The great diversity observed both within the black popula-
tion and among those of African descent is eloquently illus-
trated when we break down the so-called visible minority 
population according to place of birth. As shown in Table 3, 
one can see that among the approximately 690,000 people 
who reported that they were born in Africa in the 2016 
Census, less than half, or 316,000, identified themselves as 
Black.

In fact, 170,240 people identified as Arabs, more than 54,000 
identified as South Asians, and almost 121,605 people were 
identified as not belonging to a visible minority. Conversely, 
of the approximately 1.2 million black people in Canada in 
2016, there were 316,095 who were born in Africa, just over 
26% of them.

Although information from the Canadian census reveals 
that the population of African descent has a large black 
population, it also suggests that the population report-
ing an African ethnic or cultural origin is very diverse and 
should continue to evolve towards even greater diversity, if 
we judge by the significant growth in multiple responses to 
ethnocultural questions in the census of population.

As for the black communities of Canada in particular, they 
are themselves also very diverse and therefore far from 
being homogeneous. The analytical products released by 
Statistics Canada in 2019 and 2020 on the demographic and 
socioeconomic characteristics of Canada’s black popula-
tions indeed reflect this diversity as well as the important 
issues and challenges faced by many members of these 
communities.
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TABLE 1: EABOUT 60 DIFFERENT AFRICAN ORIGINS WERE REPORTED IN THE 2016 CENSUS

Total reponses* Single reponses Multiple responses

African origins 1,067,925 682,570 385,355

Other African origins, n.i.e. 212,005 76,790 135,215

Moroccan 103,945 72,625 31,320

Egyptian 99,140 62,915 36,225

Algerian 67,335 49,520 17,810

Somali 62,550 54,755 7,795

Negerian 51,835 38,170 13,665

Ethiopian 44,060 34,255 9,805

South African 41,375 8,005 33,370

Congolese 38,365 29,680 8,685

Berber 37,065 22,965 14,095

Ghanaian 35,495 26,535 8,960

Black, not otherwise specified 30,385 5,530 24,850

Tunisian 25,650 17,620 8,025

Eritrean 25,260 20,625 4,630

Cameroonian 24,615 20,605 4,010

[...] [...] [...] [...]

Ewe 845 320 530

Wolof 835 460 375

Harari 660 395 265

The sum of the ethnic origins is greater than the total population because a person can report more than one ethnic origin in the census 
questionnaires. 

“Other African origins, n.i.e.” includes general responses indicating African origins (e.g., “African”) aswell as more specific responses 
indicating African origins that have not been included elsewhere (e.g., “Saharan”).

* In 2016, 3,1% of the Canadian population reported at least one African origin, either alone or with other origins.

Source: Statistics Canada, 2016 Census of Population.
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TABLE 2: MAIN ETHNIC OR CULTURAL ORIGINS AMONG CANADA’S BLACK POPULATION

Total reponses Single reponses Multiple responses

Total – Ethnic origin 1,198,545 846,530 352,015

Jamaican 258,345 153,845 104,505

Other African origins, n.i.e.1 163,590 74,065 89,525

Haitian 156,915 124,195 32,720

Canadian 138,655 45,075 93,580

English 58,345 10,070 48,275

Somali 57,555 51,830 5,730

Nigerian 50,410 38,035 12,370

French 47,890 4,445 43,445

Ethiopian 41,270 33,225 8,045

Scottish 40,615 790 39,825

Trinidadian/Tobagonian 38,055 13,900 24,155

Congolese 37,590 29,460 8,130

Irish 35,840 570 35,265

Ghanaian 34,460 26,385 8,075

West Indian, not otherwise specified 30,050 12,285 17,765

1 Includes general answers referring to African origins (e.g. "African") as well as more specific answers referring to African origins not 
included elsewhere (e.g. "Saharan").

Note: The total of all ethnic origins is greater than the total population because a person can declare more than one ethnic origin in the 
Census questionnaire.

Source: Statistics Canada, 2016 Census of Population.

TABLE 3: DIVERSITY AMONG THE BLACK POPULATION AND THE POPULATION OF AFRICAN DESCENT

Visible minority population

Total population South Asian Black Arab Other visible  
minority groups

Not defined as vis-
ible minority

Total – Place of birth 34,460,065 1,924,635 1,198,540 523,235 4,028,170 26,785,480

Born in Canada 26,240,510 593,885 523,065 141,335 1,135,495 23,846,735

Born outside Canada 8,219,555 1,330,750 675,480 381,895 2,892,675 2,938,755

Americas 1,281,150 66,515 331,935 4,565 451,015 427,120

North America 338,630 12,730 18,565 3,670 26,030 277,630

Central America 192,365 70 490 75 142,630 49,100

Carabbean and Bermuda 403,550 20,060 298,030 160 63,330 21,975

South America 346,600 33,655 14,850 655 219,030 78,405

Europe 2,229,440 22,915 22,830 5,320 19,830 2,158,540

Africa 689,630 54,265 315,095 170,240 27,425 121,605

Asia 3,948,635 1,163,570 4,255 201,600 2,388,495 190,715

Oceania 70,575 23,485 365 175 5,895 40,650

Source: Statistics Canada, 2016 Census of Population.
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INFLECTION POINT

ASSESSING PROGRESS ON RACIAL HEALTH INEQUITIES  
IN CANADA DURING THE DECADE FOR PEOPLE  
OF AFRICAN DESCENT
Tari Ajadi is a PhD student in Political Science at Dalhousie University. Born in the United Kingdom to Nigerian parents, his 
research looks at the barriers to and opportunities for targeted policies aimed at reducing racial health inequities in Nova Scotia. 
He has published articles in The Globe and Mail, The Chronicle-Herald, University Affairs, and The Tyee. He is a member of the 
Board of Directors of the Health Association of African Canadians.

 

INTRODUCTION

As the midpoint of the United Nations Decade for People 
of African Descent, 2020 offers engaged citizens a useful 
inflection point to assess progress on key policy concerns for 
communities of African Descent across Canada. Despite the 
Government of Canada’s early reluctance to acknowledge the 
Decade, and the belated acknowledgement by federal and 
provincial leaders of the persistence of anti-Black racism, we 
arrive into this new decade with the health and wellbeing of 
Black Canadians under more scrutiny than ever before.

BARRIERS TO REFORM

What we find when we peer into the microscope and focus 
on Canada’s health systems is a work in progress: an uneven 
blend of institutions who acknowledge discrimination in 
health service provision and policymaking but that act with a 
lack of urgency in attempting to remedy systemic discrimin-
ation. We continue to hear stories like that of Matthew John 
Derrick-Huie, who was denied vital treatment for a spinal 
fluid leak for sixty days due to racist stereotyping, or that of 
former Lieutenant Governor of Nova Scotia Mayann Francis, 
who suffered stereotyping upon recovery from an operation 
(Amin, 2019; Devet, 2019). These individual experiences are 

paired with system-wide blind spots about the health status 
of Black Canadians, as Nnorom et al. (2019) show in their 
scoping review of breast and cervical cancer studies of Black 
women. This evidence is just a slice of the experiences that 
show that the rhetoric of recognition falls short in leading to 
tangible results for those who need it most.

Policymakers often still fall into the trap of reducing discus-
sions of racism in health systems to a challenge of individual 
bad behaviour rather than confronting the larger issue: an 
uneven and unjust distribution of ill health along racial lines. 
Initiatives like cultural competency training and increased 
diversity among organizational leaders are important, but 
they only scratch the surface of the challenges that Black 
Canadians face with health inequities – and that is if health 
authorities even venture to take these initiatives seriously. 
What is needed is a complete overhaul of the processes that 
provincial governments use to develop and implement health 
policy.

Organizations like the Canadian Public Health Association are 
helping to raise awareness of the pressing need for change. 
The Association adopted a position statement in 2018 called 
which outlines key policy recommendations for all levels of 
government that include “organization-wide reviews of their 
systems, regulations, policies, processes and practices to 
identify and remove racist approaches”, as well as the collec-
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tion and analysis of race and ethnicity data (Canadian Public 
Health Association, 2018). Progress on these laudable goals, 
however, is slow going.

One of many reasons for the neglect of racial health inequities 
across the country has been the lack of disaggregated race-
based health data that could further illustrate the extent to 
which racism affects the health and healthcare of Black Can-
adians. In Nova Scotia, the Health Association of African 
Canadians as an organization has been advocating for the 
use of disaggregated race-based health data for 20 years. The 
members of HAAC – members of the public, frontline workers, 
policymakers and others – have seen firsthand the challenges 
that a lack of disaggregated data presents to their work as an 
organization, and to their lives as community members.

LIVING WITHOUT DISAGGREGATED DATA

Without data to better describe the extent of health inequities 
for Black Canadians, policy progress is tenuous. Individual 
experiences of discrimination, similar to those highlighted 
above, are ignored or removed from their broader systemic 
context. System-wide challenges of low service utilization 
and increased rates of chronic disease including hyperten-
sion and diabetes among people of African descent can be 
explained away due to other contextual factors. The lack 
of urgency within governments about health inequities 
becomes, in this framing, understandable. It is indicative of 
the processes of social and economic exclusion that under-
pin racism as a “fundamental cause” of health inequities  
(Williams, Lawrence, & Davis, 2019).

A lack of disaggregated data also has an impact on organ-
izations, like HAAC, who have stepped up to push for a bet-
ter health system for people of African descent. Programs 
that HAAC has initiated or co-led, such as the Nova Scotia 
Brotherhood Initiative or the Matter of Black Health Coaches, 
can be framed as relying on anecdotal data despite their 
potential efficacy. They are often given piecemeal, contingent 
funding that does not support widespread impact. Yet when 
they are funded, they demonstrably improve experiences of 
the health system for people of African descent in the province.

MOVING FORWARD

To shift these barriers and move Nova Scotia’s health system 
towards health equity, community advocates and engaged 
policymakers have decided to take a different approach. 
HAAC, in collaboration with the Decade for People of African 
Descent Coalition and community leaders from across the 
province, has entered into a community policy co-creation 
effort to transform the way that the Nova Scotia Health 

Authority develops and delivers healthcare. The African 
Nova Scotian Health Strategy emerged from years of dedi-
cated advocacy from community members who could see the 
toll that health inequities were exacting on communities of 
African descent across the province.

The strategy emerged from a report written by Dr. Ingrid 
Waldron that engaged 18 communities of African descent 
across the province. While the report, and the strategy, are yet 
to be officially released, disaggregated data collection was one 
of the top priorities for community members across the prov-
ince. It came up in every consultation. Members of the public 
perceive that the information policymakers are using to make 
decisions about service provision and planning and resources 
is flawed; that it does not include them or their experiences.

CONCLUSION

The importance of disaggregated data collection for African 
Canadian communities applies to contexts broader than 
health – policing, education, environmental policy and more 
are all affected by processes of aggregation too. We must be 
careful, however, to avoid the mistake of suggesting that the 
findings of this data may be more valid than the experiences 
and advocacy of community members. Doing so would sim-
ply reproduce the processes of exclusion that already exist. 
Moreover, the data that does exist largely confirms and 
doubles down upon the suspicions and lived experiences that 
community members have been discussing for years. 

This data collection is, nonetheless, a vital step for govern-
ments that are ready to take the concerns and experiences 
of Black Canadians seriously. When paired with long-term, 
authentic processes of engagement and policy co-design, 
this step could mark a Decade of true reform. Recognition is 
not enough – the tools to dismantle health inequities already 
exist. It is high time that we begin to use them.
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WHAT THE AFRICAN AMERICAN DIASPORA  
CAN TEACH US ABOUT VERNACULAR BLACK ENGLISH1

Shana Poplack is Distinguished University Professor and Canada Research Chair in Linguistics at the University of Ottawa, 
and founding director of the Sociolinguistics Laboratory there. Her work applies theoretical and methodological insights gained 
from the scientific study of everyday speech to a variety of languages and phenomena involved in language contact, language 
change and linguistic ideology. She has published widely on the structure and development of Vernacular Black English.

THE CONUNDRUM OF VERNACULAR BLACK ENGLISH

Few dialects have attracted as much linguistic attention as 
Vernacular Black English (VBE), a variety with which a wide 
range of salient, and often stigmatized, features have come to 
be identified, such as those in (1-4).

1. But I said, “but I ain’t drink no coffee”. (SAM/003)2

2. I looked in that door and I lookØ back in the corner. 
(ANSE/NP/030)

3. I seen them great big eyeØ! (ANSE/NP/030)

4. ’Cause I knowS it and I seeS it now. (SAM/002)

Are these features, which do not figure in the standard  
repertoire, “bad” English, as most teachers and language 
mavens maintain? Or are they simply not English, but rather 
the legacy of an English-based Creole once widespread across 
British North America? A third alternative is that the ancestors 
of today’s speakers in fact acquired an English which differed 

1 The research reported here was funded by the Social Science and Humanities Research Council of Canada, and carried out over many 
years in conjunction with Sali Tagliamonte, James Walker, Gerard Van Herk and other members of my uOttawa Sociolinguistics Laboratory  
(www.sociolinguistics.uottawa.ca/thelab.html). This project would never have come to fruition without the support of the Black Cultural 
Centre (Cornerbrook, NS) and its then curator Dr. Henry Bishop, as well as Ann Johnson MacDonald, Allister Johnson, Wayn Hamilton, 
David States and Rosie Fraser. I am especially indebted to all of the participants for generously sharing their stories and their language.

2 Codes in parentheses identify the database (SAM: Samaná English; ANSE: African Nova Scotian English; ESR: Ex-Slave recordings; DVN: 
Devon English) from which the example is drawn and the number of the speaker who produced it. All examples are reproduced verbatim, 
with permission, from original audio recordings.

from the contemporary standard, but resembled that of the 
British who colonized the United States in the 17th century, 
and subsequently retained it due to relative isolation from 
mainstream linguistic developments. These questions are 
at the heart of one of the most tenacious controversies in 
sociolinguistics, prompting the long-term research described 
here. Key to our project is the recognition that no understand-
ing of how contemporary VBE came to be can be achieved 
independently of the historical context of its development. 
This requires reference to an earlier stage of the language.

Unfortunately, very little is known about such an earlier stage, 
which I’ll call Early Black English (EBE). Useful historical 
material is in short supply: the advent of recording technol-
ogy post-dates the critical period, and written representations 
are both scarce and unreliable.

These problems led us to turn to the language of the African 
American diaspora. Triggered by conditions in the U.S. in 
the late 18th and early 19th centuries, tens of thousands of 
African Americans dispersed to such far-flung locations 
as Liberia, Sierra Leone, the Caribbean, South America and 
even Canada, where small enclaves of their descendants have 
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maintained their own communities to this day. Because of 
their geographic and social isolation from the mainstream, 
the languages spoken in such relic areas tend to preserve 
older features. Taken as instantiations of EBE, the study of 
these varieties could shed light on the history of VBE.

THE AFRICAN AMERICAN DIASPORA

Our first big break was in Samaná (Dominican Republic), 
home to an enclave of native English speakers whose roots 
there date back to the 1820s. In the early 1980’s, David Sankoff 
and I recorded the speech of 21 of the oldest members (aged 58 
to 103) of what was known as the “American” community of 
Samaná. In our conversations with them, we learned that they 
had kept, as symbols of community identity, their religion, their 
respect for education, and most important for our purposes, 
their language. From these data we extracted and analyzed 
thousands of examples of features, such as those in (1) – (4), 
and with the help of multivariate analysis, uncovered subtle 
statistical tendencies, which in turn, revealed aspects of the 
underlying grammar. That grammar bore little resemblance 
to local Spanish or to the English-based creoles of adjacent 
Caribbean islands. On the contrary, it was surprisingly similar 
to that of mainstream English, although it displayed some of 
the very features that have become emblematic of contem-
porary VBE.

While we were working on these materials, a remarkable new 
source of information on EBE was discovered. The “Ex-Slave 
Recordings” (ESR) were made in the 1930s and 1940s for the 
Works Progress Administration of the U.S. government with 
elderly African Americans, formerly enslaved in one of five 
southern states: Texas, Louisiana, Alabama, Georgia and  
Virginia. Born before the Civil War, participants had acquired 
their language in the mid-1800’s – within three to five dec-
ades of the input settlers to Samaná. Because they had never 
left the U.S., their language could be construed as a bench-
mark against which the diaspora materials could be validated 
as representative of an earlier stage. So we were particularly 
intrigued when our analyses revealed features typical of con-
temporary VBE, patterning in ways quite similar to what we 
had found in Samaná! Such parallels bolstered our sense that 
Samaná English was close to the language the original input 
settlers had brought there in 1824. If correct, this would con-
firm that it had not changed substantially over the duration, 
but was instead a relic of EBE.

These discoveries were tantalizing, but the data they were 
based on were quite limited. By the time we got to Samaná, 
only the very oldest people could still speak English, and 
there were hardly any of those left. And although the ESR are 
an authentic representation of 19th-century EBE, even fewer 
of those were extant. What we needed was another source of 
EBE spoken in a community whose language was conserv-

ative enough to have retained older features, but vibrant 
enough to be used by many members. This is what we found 
in the old-line black communities in Nova Scotia.

Nova Scotia was once home to the largest population of for-
merly enslaved African Americans outside of the US. And 
although African Nova Scotians were not as cut off from other 
English speakers as the americanos of Samaná, a host of geo-
graphic, social, educational, and religious factors ensured that 
neither they nor their language had assimilated significantly 
to local norms. This encouraged us to investigate whether 
African Nova Scotian English might retain conservative lin-
guistic features as well.

We targeted two settlements: a cluster of hamlets around 
Guysborough in the east, and North Preston, outside of 
Halifax. The input settlers of both locations share an origin 
in the deep South, and their descendants share a history of 
marginalization by the mainstream. In the early 1990’s, Sali 
Tagliamonte and I undertook a community-based study in 
these areas, relying on local residents to record interactions 
with their friends and neighbors. These ranged from “stan-
dard” English to what some members referred to as “slang” 
or “broken English”, registers among which most participants 
alternated skillfully. As in most diglossic situations, the 
most informal styles, seen as appropriate for in-group inter-
action only, are not normally available to non-members. Yet 
these are the styles that contain the key vernacular features. 
Thanks to community participation and support, we were 
able to collect a huge dataset – 3/4 million words – from 
68 members of the older generation (b.1894-1938). In con-
junction with our other materials, this represents the largest 
corpus of EBE ever assembled. It consists of spontaneous 
speech recorded in three diaspora communities, all settled at 
approximately the same time – late 18th, early 19th centur-
ies – and a benchmark variety spoken by African Americans 
born a few generations later, and who had never left the U.S. 
In each community, the language developed independently 
of any contact with the others.

RECONSTRUCTING THE PAST FROM THE PRESENT

This kind of situation lends itself well to reconstruction, using 
the comparative method of historical linguistics. The basis 
for reconstruction, in linguistics as in evolutionary biology, 
is shared retention: If two or more independent language var-
ieties share a structure that is unlikely to have developed by 
accident, borrowing, or as the result of linguistic universals, 
that structure is assumed to have been transmitted from a 
common ancestor. Once we know what that ancestor is, we 
can begin to validate claims about the origins of VBE.

If the grammar of EBE was altered by contact-induced change 
postdating the diaspora, linguistic traces should be reflected 
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FIGURE 1: LOCATION OF EARLY BLACK ENGLISH-SPEAKING COMMUNITIES

Mexico

Virginia

Georgia

Alabama

Louisiana

Texas

Dominican
Republic

Nova
Scotia

by substantive differences between the Nova Scotia and Sam-
aná varieties. Further differences might obtain between the 
diaspora varieties as a group and the ESR, whose speakers had 
remained in situ. If, on the other hand, the varieties display 
systematic commonalities, we may infer that they descended 
from a common stock. We established the characteristics 
of that stock through a historical control: the prescriptive 
history of English, as manifested in a corpus of nearly 
100 grammars and usage manuals dating from 1577-1898. 
We use grammarians’ description, prescription and cen-
sure of standard and non-standard uses of these linguistic  
features as windows on their geographic, social and historical  
trajectory.

In the published reports of the findings presented below, my 
team and I systematically compared statistically-established 

patterns of use across a series of dialects of English – Black 
and White, mainstream and peripheral, modern and his-
torical. We found that many of the features stereotypically 
associated with contemporary VBE have a robust precedent 
in the history of the English language.

A CASE STUDY: THE PRESENT TENSE

As but one example, consider a well-documented feature of 
VBE, the variable marking of present tense, regardless of per-
son and number of the subject. Why does the verb sometimes 
fail to be inflected where it “should” be (5a), while elsewhere it 
receives inflection where this is unwarranted in contemporary 
standard English, as in (5b) and (4)?
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(5) a. He understandØ what I say (SAM/005)

 b. They always trieS to be obedient. (SAM/009)

One prominent linguist described it as “tacking on a mor-
pheme which [the speaker] knows is characteristic of the 
standard language, but which he has not yet learnt to use 
correctly” (Bickerton 1975: 134). So alien was this usage con-
sidered to the grammar of English, and so closely associated 
with VBE, that some scholars concluded that -s must derive 
from a distinct, possibly Creole, grammar. So in tracking its 
trajectory over time, we were surprised to learn that the con-
temporary requirement that subject and verb agree in the 
third person singular (achieved by adding –s: he/she/it/the 
boy runs) is actually a relatively recent development, dating 
from Early Modern English. Prior to that, agreement was not 
obligatory, nor was –s restricted to third singular. Indeed, as 
far back as 1788, the grammarian Beattie noted that a singu-
lar verb sometimes followed a plural noun, exactly as we find 
in VBE today. Even more telling, it was already condemned 
at that time: used in the “vulgar dialect of North Britain to 
this day and even in England the common people frequently 
speak in this manner” (Beattie 1788:175)! Precursors of this 
variability, and suggestions of what might have constrained 
it, are amply evident in English grammars of the past four 
centuries. One key attestation is a pattern, first described by 
Murray, another grammarian, in 1873. This has come to be 
known as the Northern Subject Rule (9).

Murray explains that the verb takes no ending when the sub-
ject is a pronoun. But if the subject is comprised of another 
grammatical category or if it is separated from the verb, the 
verb takes the ending –s in all grammatical persons. Two of 
his examples, which date back to 13th- or 14th-century Eng-
lish, are reproduced in (6):

(6) “They comeØ and takeØ them”; “The birds comeS and  
 peckS them”

We operationalized this Northern Subject Rule, along with 
other conditions that had been suggested to constrain –s vari-
ability, as factors in a multivariate analysis, and analyzed the 
contribution of each to the probability that –s would appear 
on nearly 4000 present-tense verbs extracted from the EBE 
data. We found operation of the Northern Subject Rule to be 

attested across the diaspora: verbal –s is avoided after adjacent 
pronominal subjects, and preferred when the subject is longer 
– exactly as described by Murray in 1873! Some modern- 
day examples are shown in 7).

(7) a. samaná | They speakØ the same English. But you see,  
 the English people talkS with grammar. (SAM/007)

 b. ex-slave recordings | That’s why, you knowØ,  
 they celebrateØ that day. Coloured folks celebrateS that  
 day. (ESR/013)

 c. north preston | Oh, I liveØ my life. I and Emma, and  
 Aunt Bridgie all—we all liveS our life. (ANSE/NP/014)

 d. guysborough | He knowØ the first guys that shootS  
 the deer and everything. (ANSE/GUY/062)

Tellingly, as illustrated in (8), the same pattern appears in the 
English spoken today in Devon, a county in Southwest Eng-
land with no known African American input or ties.

(8) devon | You goØ off for the day, and giveS ’em fish and  
 chips on the way home. (DVN/06)

Could members of these far-flung communities have innov-
ated the same linguistic pattern independently? Given its 
detailed structural nature, that would be highly unlikely. Nor 
could they possibly have learned it in school. So where did it 
come from? It could only have been inherited from a common 
source: the English the first enslaved individuals learned in 
the U.S. colonies.

TAKE-HOME MESSAGE

We repeated this exercise with many other linguistic features, 
and for each we discovered a centuries-old tradition of attest-
ation, throughout the history of English, of the variants now 
deemed non-standard. As far as we know, this history had 
never figured in any of the previous treatments of these vari-
ables, which instead have opted for a resolutely synchronic 
approach. This focus on the here-and-now, coupled with 
the disappearance of many of the key forms from main-
stream English, can only highlight differences between VBE 
and the contemporary standard. This leads to the erroneous 
conclusion that VBE has lost grammatical distinctions in a 
number of areas. Systematic analysis of EBE in the diaspora 
instead reveals that it in fact retained structures which stan-
dard English, in its regularizing zeal, has now stamped out. 
Remarkably, traces of these older structures are still subtly 
discernable in EBE.

These facts converge in showing that many VBE features 
today considered non-standard were not created, as would be 
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expected if they were the legacy of a prior creole or limited 
acquisition. On the contrary, they are the legacy of an older 
stage of English. The results of this research rightly legitimize 
VBE as a conservative, and not an incorrect, variety of Eng-
lish – one whose core grammatical differences appear to reside 
largely in its resistance to mainstream change.

FURTHER READING

Poplack, Shana & Tagliamonte, Sali. 2001. African American English 
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Poplack, Shana (ed.). 2000. The English History of African American 
English. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.
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THE FACE OF LIVED EXPERIENCE

“The music field was the first to break down racial barriers,  
because in order to play together, you have to love the people  
you are playing with, and if you have any racial inhibitions,  

you wouldn't be able to do that.” 

– Oscar Peterson (1925-2007), award-winning Canadian  
jazz pianist and composer

“To be black and female, in a society which is both racist and sexist,  
is to be in a unique position of having nowhere to go but up.” 

– Rosemary Brown (1930-2003), Jamaican-born Canadian politician

“There was four of us – four girls... Most of us left home pretty early 
because our parents were poor and weren’t able to look after us... 

 And then again, my parents were satisfied that I had a job  
in housework that I would stay in. I think I got fifteen dollars  

a month at the start – that was supposed to be enough for  
your clothes and your car fare.”

– Rev. Addie Aylestock (1909-1998) was a Canadian minister  
in the British Methodist Episcopal Church, the first woman minister  

to be ordained in that church, and the first black woman  
to be ordained in Canada
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THE BLACK EXPERIENCE IN THE GREATER TORONTO AREA
Dr. Wendy Cukier, MA, MBA, PhD, DU (HC), LLD (HC), MSC, is one of Canada's leading experts in disruptive technologies, 
innovation processes and diversity. She founded Ryerson University’s Diversity Institute in 1999, leading numerous projects 
aimed at promoting the participation and advancement of underrepresented groups, including women, racialized people 
and Indigenous peoples. Widely recognized for her work, she has been named one of Canada’s Top 25 Women of Influence 
and a YMCA Woman of Distinction, and is a recipient of the Governor General's Meritorious Cross and the Black Business  
Professional Association's Harry Jerome Diversity Award.

Dr. Mohamed Elmi, PhD, holds a Master of Arts in International Development from Saint Mary’s University and a PhD in 
Information Systems at University of Cape Town. His research focuses on how Information Communication Technologies can 
further economic and social development in African countries.

Erica Wright, MA, holds a Bachelor of Commerce and a Master’s degree in Immigration and Settlement Studies from Ryerson 
University. Her research in the field of Immigration has focused on labour market integration and social supports for newcomers 
to Canada. 

INTRODUCTION

The Black Experience Project aims to study the experiences 
of the Black community in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), 
including the challenges, opportunities, and factors leading 
to success in this community. Extensive literature shows that 
racism and systemic inequalities are ongoing issues for Black 
people in North America, and in the GTA more specifically.

Over 400,000 individuals in the GTA self-identify as “Black.” 
Canada’s largest and most diverse city, the GTA holds almost 
half of Canada’s total Black population. Despite this, eco-
nomic, social and political inequality continues to affect 
racialized communities in the city, and anti-Black racism 
persists in overt and systemic forms. Toronto also holds the 

title of the city with the worst income inequality in Can-
ada, a phenomenon that disproportionately affects racial-
ized populations (Dinca-Panaitescu et al., 2017; Lightman &  
Gingrich, 2018). In 2016, over 20% of racialized people 
in Canada were low-income, compared to 12% of non- 
racialized people (OCASI, 2019). In 2011, the median employment 
income for Black individuals in the Toronto CMA was $43, 
090, compared to an average of $56,543 among non-racialized 
individuals and $50,787 among the total population (Statistics 
Canada, 2011). In the same year, 25% of Black individuals in 
Toronto were low-income, compared to 11% of non-racialized 
individuals and 15% of the total population (Statistics Canada, 
2011). While similar statistics have been presented year after 
year, accounts of individual experiences in light of this con-
text are missing from the literature.
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On the other hand, this project seeks to bring long-overdue 
recognition of persistent activism and numerous contributions 
by the Black community in the face of the nation’s history of 
racism, segregation and exploitation.

METHODOLOGY 

The study employed Critical Race Theory, which asserts that, 
while overt racism is problematized, much of the causes of 
oppression are normalized in society (Gillborn, 2015). More-
over, it identifies race as a social construct that perpetuates 
bias and marginalization of certain groups, compounded by 
various facets of identity, such as ethnicity, gender, class, or 
religion (Ontario, 2016). The study sought to answer the ques-
tion, “What does it mean to be Black in the GTA?” 

The first stage of the research involved extensive outreach to 
the Black community and discussions with individuals and 
community leaders across the GTA to define the issues of 
most importance to them. The data collection phase consisted 
of in-depth interviews with 1504 individuals 16 and older who 
self-identify as “Black” and live in the GTA. Participants var-
ied in terms of location of residence (within the GTA), age, 
gender, income, ethnic background, and other characteristics. 

FINDINGS

IDENTITY AND COMMUNITY

Identity, in its diverse forms, was identified as an import-
ant part of participants’ the lived experience. Participants 
described their identities in multi-faceted and overlapping 
categories, identifying to various degrees with ethnicity, 
country of origin, religion, gender, sexual orientation, profes-
sion and residential neighborhood. 53% used the term “Black” 
to identify their racial identity, 14% preferred the term “Afri-
can,” while the remainder used specific regional/national 
identities, hyphenated Canadian identities, or multiple iden-
tities. A strong sense of Black identity and solidarity with the 
community was shared among participants. 97% of partici-
pants agreed that being Black is an important part of their 
identity; 75% strongly agreed. 96% agreed that it is important 
for black people to support other black people to be success-
ful; 78% strongly agreed.

Participants were more active in their communities than the 
broader Canadian population, through membership in com-
munity groups, volunteering and voting. 48% of participants 
belonged to groups that address the interests of the Black 
community. Those who belonged to these groups were also 
more likely to be involved politically than those who were not. 
76% of Black community group members followed politics 

very or somewhat closely, and 67% voted in the last provincial 
election and the last municipal election. Among non-mem-
bers of Black community groups, only 57% followed politics 
very or somewhat closely, and 55% and 51% voted in the last 
provincial and municipal elections, respectively.

For some participants, political and social engagement, 
including through educating others and through the arts, was 
linked to experiences with racism, used as a way to advo-
cate and overcome challenges. Participants highlighted the 
strengths they saw within the Black community, with half 
saying that perseverance, resilience and success was among 
its greatest strengths. 49% also agreed that community val-
ues was a core strength, and 67% said the community’s most 
important contributions to the GTA were its cultural and 
social influence, and its leadership. In discussing their hopes 
for the Black community, 61% said they hoped to build a 
stronger community through unity and support, 35% wanted 
more political advocacy and social consciousness within the 
community and 30% wanted a stronger education system.

INSTITUTIONAL RACISM AND PERCEPTIONS OF THE BLACK COMMUNITY

Racism was identified as a prevalent issue in this community, 
with 20% of men and 16% of women saying they frequently 
experienced unfair treatment due to race. Forty-six% and 51%, 
respectively, said they occasionally faced unfair treatment. In 
schools, half of participants felt that being Black presented 
challenges not faced by other students, but Black students 
benefitted from the presence of Black peers and teachers. For 
BEP participants who went to a high school in Canada where 
most or some teachers were Black, 84% felt they received a 
good education, 83% enjoyed school, and only 21% faced chal-
lenges due to their race. Only 58% received a good education 
and 59% enjoyed school when there were few Black teach-
ers. 63% received a good education and 56% enjoyed school 
when none of the teachers were Black. Gender was a factor as 
well. Male students across age groups generally said they were 
well-supported by teachers, but age mattered for women, with 
older women feeling less supported at school than younger 
women.

In the workplace, 74% of participants reported being happy 
and feeling respected in their workplace, but only 63% were 
satisfied with career progress. One in three participants noted 
that overt racism and discriminatory workplace culture was a 
challenge at work. 68% of participants said that Black people 
in the GTA are frequently treated unfairly when seeking 
employment. In fact, 19% cited discrimination as the biggest 
challenge to finding meaningful employment. Finding job 
opportunities and having the right qualifications were the 
biggest challenges for 31% and 26%, respectively.

When comparing the situation in Canada to the United 
States, just over half of participants thought Blacks were 
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better off in Canada. Only 33% said racism is less obvious in 
Canada than in the US, 20% said there are more interracial 
relationships, and a mere 14% said there are more opportun-
ities for success. Only 30% said there was less violence and 
better police relations in Canada. This low number corres-
ponds with participants’ reported negative interactions with 
law enforcement, with over half saying they had been stopped 
by police. Among men aged 25 to 44, 79% had been stopped 
and 60% had been harassed by police. Among men in this age 
group, 31% had been arrested, compared to 15% of all partici-
pants. 71% reported being treated unfairly within the criminal  
justice system because they were Black.

Participants were affected by racism to varying degrees, 
with intersectional identities influencing their experiences. 
While 28% of participants said that discrimination in their 
day-to-day lives bothered them a lot, 52% of self-identified 
LGBTQ2S+ individuals were considerably bothered by dis-
crimination. Anti-black racism was also felt more strongly 
by those with lower or self-reported “inadequate incomes,” 
of which 34% said they were frequently treated rudely or 
disrespectfully, compared to only 7% of those with enough 
income to save. Youth were also more greatly affected, with 
participants between the ages of 16 and 24 being more likely 
to view racism and stereotypes as persistent challenges, with 
half saying that racism was the biggest challenge for the Black 
community, compared to 20% of those aged 55 and older. The 
majority of participants also felt that those outside the Black 
community were likely to assign negative attributes to Black 
people, such as crime or lack of ambition, sentiments which 
were particularly felt by youth.

CONCLUSION

The Black Experience Project identified persistent inequal-
ities faced by Black people in Canada, while also highlighting 
the strength and contributions of the Black community in 
the GTA. The goal was to give the community an opportunity 
to tell their own stories, to transcend the binaries of political 
rhetoric and popular media, and instead portray them as 
unique individuals with a common connection. Due to the 
extent and complexity of the study, this paper is far from a 
comprehensive analysis of the information gained from the 
1504 participants. However, it demonstrates that this unique 
research design has immense potential for informing further 
research, both on Black communities and on other popula-
tions. It can offer a guidepost on how to support communities 
through research and knowledge-sharing, providing individ-
uals within diverse communities with the space to make their 
own voices heard.
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CHALLENGING RACISM THROUGH ASSET MAPPING  
AND CASE STUDY APPROACHES: AN EXAMPLE FROM  
THE AFRICAN DESCENT COMMUNITIES IN VANCOUVER, BC
Rebecca Aiyesa, is a Social Worker (and a former student of Sasha); she served as the research assistant of the project team. 

Dr. Oleksandr (Sasha) Kondrashov is an Assistant Professor of Social Work at Thompson Rivers University, Kamloops, 
British Columbia, Canada. He is the lead co-researcher for the BC component of the IAP project.

INTRODUCTION

Experiences of “race,” gender and accent-based discrimination 
are prevalent within African Descent Communities (Henry 
and Ginzberg, 1985; Henry, 1999; Creese and Kambere, 
2003; Tettey and Puplampu, 2005; Francis, 2009; Creese, 
2010; Creese, 2011; Creese and Wiebe, 2012; Francis and Yan, 
2016). In this study, we employed asset mapping, and case 
study approaches to explore perceived oppressions due to 
“race” among Canadians of African descent and immigrants 
of African descent currently residing in Vancouver, BC. 
The study is part of the interprovincial African Canadian 
Resource Network Inter-Action Project (ACRN-IAP) focus-
ing on addressing Mental Health, Social and Economic cost 
of the Intersection of oppression based on “Race”, Gender 
and Religious differences experienced within and by Can-
adians of African descent. Dr. Christine Lwanga was the Lead 
Researcher and Social Development Consultant for ACRN 
and served as a co-principal researcher alongside Dr. Michael 
Baffoe, a Professor at the Faculty of Social Work, University 
of Manitoba. Christine co-facilitated the work in Vancouver 
with Yasin Kiraga the Founder and Executive Director of 
African Descent Society BC, who hosted the focused group 
discussions (FGDs).

METHODOLOGY

Asset mapping is a tool widely used in community develop-
ment to promote sustainability and find new ways to connect 
people. The tool can help communities to identify individ-
uals, associations, institutional, economic, physical, and 
cultural assets (Kretzmann, & McKnight, 1993; Hardcastle, 
Powers, & Wenocur, 2011; Lightfoot, McCleary, & Lum, 
2014). We used asset mapping to identify African descent 
community assets in BC and to invite local leaders to par-
ticipate in a full day workshop. Through internet search, we 
identified 39 community organizations within the Greater  
Vancouver area (see Appendix A). The asset map was 
developed (see figure 1). Each organization was invited to 
send 1-2 representatives to the workshop; 10 organizations 
were represented at a full day workshop conducted in winter 
2019, during the African Heritage / ‘Black’ History Month.

The workshop comprised a general discussion about 
research with the intent to support community develop-
ment; on human rights, its essence and purpose; and the 
experience of people of African Descent in Canada. This 
was followed by two FGDs on the experiences of discrimin-
ation and oppression with a specific focus on “race” and 
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FIGURE 1: BC AFRICAN DESCENT COMMUNITIES ASSETS MAP

racism. There was an emphasis on oppression arising from 
the perception that Canadians and immigrants of African 
descent comprise a different “race”. FGDs provide a safe 
space for expression, discussion and emphasis when appro-
priate (Creese, 2011). Workshop participants included those 
identified as professionals with authority in human rights, 
various professionals and community leaders; they referred 
to one human race, clarifying that the other “race(s)” is a 
social construct with no biological or scientific basis as was 
historically implied (UNESCO Declaration, 1978). 

This paper presents case summaries from one of the  
FGDs, while the analysis includes the data analysis from all 
participants.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

All participants admitted having experienced “race” based 
discrimination and oppression due to physical appearances 
and accent in the Canadian context and contributing to self-
doubt, conflicted self-image and identity. 

The highlights of the findings from the research include:

• participants who encountered discrimination and 
oppression due to “race’’, internalized the experience.

• participants who experienced oppression at work, 
school or home reported a high level of psychological, 
emotional and physical stress.

Two cases – a youth male and an adult female are presented 
to highlight key themes; we use pseudonyms.

MARCUS

Marcus expressed frustration that his supervisor usually 
sends him on errands during important staff meetings and 
he was never debriefed on the discussion or outcome. Yet he 
was reprimanded for not following the current policy. Marcus 
explained that he felt everyone was against him at work. His 
co-workers would sit together for lunch chatting and when 
he joins the table or attempts to join the conversation, every-
one would “stylishly leave the table or engage with something 
else.” He indicated that one of the workmates attempted to 
explain their behaviour by saying, “we do not understand 
your accent.” 

Marcus expounded about his despair when he explained 
that he was unemployed for a while after he resigned from 
another “bad work situation.” Because Marcus could not 
secure employment right away, he depended on those around 
him for financial support. Marcus clarified that he struggles 
with trusting people or sharing his experience, especially with 
individuals from the same “race” as those who mistreated him.
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ASHER

Asher relocated to Canada and immediately prepared for a 
career in education. “I was a trained counsellor in my former 
country and volunteered with different organizations here in 
Vancouver. I got excellent recommendation letters. I also got 
excellent grades in the pre-entrance courses and got into the 
program successfully, but when it was time for my practicum, 
I started experiencing difficulty from my coordinator.” 

Asher described her coordinator as another immigrant from a 
different “race,” and explained that he doubted her Canadian 
experience. “He asked me when I arrived in Canada that I 
have gotten this much experience. I told the coordinator that 
I have been here for one year. He looked at me and said I am 
not qualified to attend my practicum. Another board member 
looked through my credentials and said I am qualified and 
should be given a chance. During my practicum, the same 
coordinator notified me that I was suspended from the pro-
gram. I questioned the authority to know what happened, 
I also wrote a petition to the board, but I wasn’t given any 
response. Out of frustration, I left the program, got a cleaning 
job. I felt let down, I would cry while at work. I couldn’t under-
stand why I was treated that way. I wanted to know what I did 
wrong but there was no explanation. When the board called 
me back, I wasn’t prepared to return as I had lost confidence 
and the experience was still traumatizing. I grieved the pro-
cess for a while, and then I reapplied to another university got 
into the program. I re-explained my ordeal during the admission 
interview process to the panel; they did not understand why I 
was treated that way.”

Participants at Asher’s FGD were in tears as Asher narrated her 
experience, and some other participants had equally trauma-
tizing life experiences. As a result of internalized oppression 
and high levels of stress, some participants referred to being 
unable to maintain healthy working relationships with col-
leagues, supervisors and at home. Their productivity levels 
were decreased and this affected their finances as well as 
other challenges in life.

Creese and Kambere’s (2003) study shows that women of 
African descent are marked based on the intonation of their 
voices, their accent and skin tone. Although Carter (2007) 
suggests that there is no direct correlation between oppres-
sion due to racism and trauma, participants’ shared lived 
experiences of discrimination and oppression established 
that the experience from racism contributed to psychological 
distress. This included anxiety disorder, clinical depression, 
and post-traumatic stress disorder PTSD, personality disorder 
– including incidences of uncontrollable anger, being hospit-
alized and incarcerated, in addition to experiences that set in 
motion the process of healing.

Like in Asher’s case, some participants adopted various 
strategies of resistance to assert their self-dignity, worth 

and respect and that of those around them, and to challenge 
oppressive systems. Pease (2007) describes the response strat-
egies of resistance as opposition consciousness. This is referring 
to when oppressed groups acknowledge the injustice done to 
individuals within their communities and demand a change 
in policy, economy and society (Pease, 2010, p.5).

RECOMMENDATIONS

Three key strategies can be used to address the identified 
themes.

1. ENGAGE IN CRITICAL RACE THEORY

One way to address internalized oppression is to employ 
critical race theory and analysis and recognize language as a 
form of power and the need to transmit historically grounded 
cultural identity and positive self-identity to contradict mis-
representations in public spaces. Researching and learning 
about one's culture can be a source of strength, as it gives a 
more accurate view than what is being communicated by the 
media or society at large.

2. ADDRESS PERSISTING STRUCTURAL AND SYSTEMIC DISCRIMINATING AND OPPRESSION 

Civic engagement and positive self-identity is critical for 
those who experience oppression. Individuals, families, 
organizations, service providers and policymakers need to 
prioritize, recognize and address oppression and its toll on the 
health and wellbeing of individuals and society as a whole. 
Policymakers must engage in critical theory and approaches 
against discriminatory and oppressive policies, and promote 
safe environments where individuals from diverse back-
grounds can thrive.

3. WORK IN COLLABORATION WITH OTHERS – NOT IN ISOLATION

Structural violence is a systematic way in which social 
structures place avoidable limitations on groups of people 
that constrains them from achieving the quality of life that 
would have otherwise been possible, as well as deny them 
the opportunity for emotional and physical, etc. wellbeing. 
It is critical to developing clear goals, boundaries and guide-
lines of working together. Individuals, families, organizations 
and all public institutions should embrace human rights 
and social justice values through leadership principles that 
involve active listening, creation of safe spaces for crucial 
conversation about “race,” racism, internalized and other levels 
and forms of oppression.
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MIGRATION, IDENTITY, AND OPPRESSION
AN INTERPROVINCIAL COMMUNITY INITIATIVE EXPLORING AND ADDRESSING THE INTERSECTIONALITY  
OF OPPRESSION AND RELATED HEALTH, SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC COSTS

Dr. Christine Lwanga is a postdoctoral fellow at the Faculty of Social Work, University of Manitoba. She serves as a co- 
principal researcher and the Social Development Consultant for ACRN.

Dr. Oluwasegun Hassan completed his doctoral program at the Faculty of Kinesiology and Health Studies, University  
of Regina. He is a lead research assistant at ACRN.

Christine van de Merwe holds a BA in Psychology and serves as an education consultant and a lead research assistant  
for the Saskatchewan component of this project.

INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT

The ACRN’s mandate is to provide services, information and 
referrals, and to undertake research to promote programs 
and policies that support capacity development and the full 
participation of peoples of African descent in Canadian soci-
ety. Working in close collaboration with its member organ-
izations, specifically the Saskatchewan African Canadian 
Heritage Museum (SACHM), Daughters of Africa (DoA) and 
Prairie Somali Community, ACRN approached the Canadian 
government in 2016 for funding to address the internal and 
external experiences of discrimination and oppression that 
contribute to the sustained marginalization of the commun-
ities. The project focused on the three human rights UN- 
prohibited grounds of discrimination, “race,” gender and religious 
difference, and the impact of this discrimination on health, 
social and economic wellbeing.

This project was implemented in Saskatchewan, Manitoba, 
and British Columbia through the collaborative efforts of the 

lead author and Dr. Michael Baffoe (co-principal researcher), 
Professor of Social Work, University of Manitoba; Dr. Oleksandr 
(Sasha) Kondrashov (co-researcher), Assistant Professor of 
Social Work, Thompson Rivers University, Kamloops, BC; 
African Community Organization of Manitoba Inc. (ACOMI) 
and the African Descent Society of British Columbia. The  
Saskatchewan project team (ACRN Staff and volunteers) 
worked in close collaboration with the Human Rights Com-
mission of Saskatchewan and the Multicultural Council of 
Saskatchewan.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Critical social theorists such as Ignatieff (2007) and Mullaly 
and West (2018) have argued that while contemporary anti- 
discrimination human rights work carried out within a liberal 
democratic framework has contributed positively to public 
policy, it has had limited success with respect to human and 
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social development. Critical race theory helps us to under-
stand that “race” as a human identity is a problematic social  
construct (UNESCO, 1978). Research on the meaning and 
role of “race” within human rights work has substantiated 
this (Lwanga, 2004). Furthermore, history has shown that 
differences such as “race,” gender, and religious differences 
have been consistently used to dehumanize and exploit the 
“other” by those in positions of power (Bishop, 2015; Mullaly 
& West, 2018). Critical theory and postmodern thinking draw 
our attention to the relationship between the UN-prohibited 
grounds of discrimination and oppression, and how they 
intersect at multiple levels (internalized, interpersonal, struc-
tural, cultural/religious and systemic) and in multiple forms 
(exploitation, violence etc.). They also expose some of the key 
concepts related to discrimination, oppression/ un-earned 
privilege and sustained inequality, such as human differences, 
identity by self and others, and abuse of power (Mullaly & 
West, 2018).

Critical and holistic social work theory and practice have 
also informed this project, specifically Lee, Ng, Leung and 
Chan’s (2009) work on body-mind-spirit and healing in 
clinical social work. Related research among professional 
social workers has shown that the processes of healing 
and growth from internalized and external oppression 
entails the development of personal values that are con-
sistent with human rights values, and are based on deeper 
knowledge gained through lived experience beyond val-
ues that had been gained through intellectual knowledge 
(Lwanga, 2016). More recent publications in this area 
include Hick and Stokes (2018). Lastly, this project draws 
on Elias and Paradies’s (2016) public health research in Aus-
tralia. They estimated the mental health cost associated 
with racial discrimination (depression, anxiety and post- 
traumatic stress disorders (PTSD)) to the Australian econ-
omy to be $37.9 billion/year between 2001 and 2011.

METHODOLOGY 

In this project we defined discrimination as a single event of 
unfair and unjust treatment based on perceived “race,” gender 
and religious differences and, oppression as the state of being 
subjected to sustained unfair and unjust treatment and con-
trol. Oppression involves the persistent misuse of power and 
abuse in human relationships. 

There were two levels of FGDs: a) those who self-identified as 
community leaders (i.e., sought to use human relationships to 
empower others or practiced positive influence) and b) indi-
vidual participants who wanted guidance on how to over-
come discrimination and/or oppression. 

Designed as a participatory action research (PAR) project, 
FGDs were full-day workshops that included the following 

educational steps and critical self-reflection activities: (See 
Figures 1–4 for visual representations of workshop key con-
cepts and activities.)

a. completion of research consent and confidentiality 
forms;

b. a presentation on human rights and UN-prohibited 
grounds of discrimination focusing on the three, their 
intersectionality, and different levels and form of 
oppression (see Figs. 1–3); 

c. two individual exercises in critical anti-oppressive 
practice. The first one reflecting on a lived experience 
of oppression, second one, the participants were the 
source of oppression as a way to foster critical self- 
reflection, reflexivity and on-going mindfulness practice 
(see Fig. 4); 

d. a presentation of guidelines in telling an anonymized 
story, and the importance of confidentiality in per-
sonal and community development work; 

e. FGDs of 6–8 participants facilitated by research 
assistants and notes takers; 

f. a plenary session discussion on the health, social and 
economic costs of oppression and effective strategies 
in overcoming oppression.

FIGURE 1: INTERSECTIONALITY OF OPPRESSION (ADAPTED FROM MULLALY & WEST, 2018)

GenderPerceived
“Race”

Religious
Di�erences
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FIGURE 2: INTERSECTING LEVELS OF OPPRESSION AND PRIVILEGE (ADAPTED FROM MULLALY & WEST, 2018) 

Religious/Cultural

Inter-personal

Structural

Internalized

FIGURE 3: DIVERSE AND DYNAMIC FORMS OF OPPRESSION (MULLALY & WEST, 2018)

TABLE 1: COMMUNITY LEADER AND INDIVIDUAL PARTICIPANT OF FGDS

City/Province # of community 
leaders # of FGDs # of FGDs # of individual 

participants
# of RAs & note 

takers # of FGDs

Regina, SK 20 6 3 28 8 4

Saskatoon, SK 7 3 2 6 2 1

Prince Albert, SK – – – 16 2 3

Vancouver, BC 9 3 2 – – –

Winnipeg, MB 18 4 3 – – –

Total 54 16 10 50 12 8

Participants shared one example of a lived experience of 
oppression in detail. The main research question with sup-
porting questions: 

What are examples of oppression based on “race,” gender 
and/or religious differences within your family/community 
and/or in the wider Canadian society that you have been 
involved in?

• What are the human, social and economic costs of 
oppression to the individual, family and wider society? 

• What strategies did you use to support overcoming 
oppression? 

• How did the status of the person(s) involved (immi-
grant, refugee, naturalized Canadian, first or 
multi-generation Canadian) play into the experience 
of oppression?

FIGURE 4: PERSONAL CRITICAL REFLECTION AND REFLEXIVITY ACTIVITIES
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FINDINGS 

There were no clear differences in lived experiences of oppres-
sion between participants who identified themselves as recent 
immigrants and those who had lived in Canada for generations. 
Sharing lived experiences of oppression revealed: 

• distinctions between positive and negative self- 
identity and; self-identity and how others and Canadian 
government policy and institutions identify people of 
African descent; 

• a relationship between migration, adopting new identity 
and discrimination/oppression; 

• that self-identity and how others identify the individual 
can negatively impact self-image, that person’s health, 
social and economic wellbeing plus how this process 
can get entrenched over time; and 

• both functional and dysfunctional processes of over-
coming oppression.

The following three case examples were selected to represent 
data collected from the three provinces. They expose con-
flicted relationships within families, communities and public 
spaces coupled with faltering resilience. 

MIRIAM

Miriam immigrated with her husband and three children. 
When her youngest started school, with more time by herself 
she recalled her childhood dream to become a teacher. Her 
husband Moses was loving but also protective and control-
ling. He worked in another province for 2–3 weeks at a time.  
Miriam believed that any discussion about her attending uni-
versity would be interpreted as disrespectful based on their 
religion/culture. She discussed with a close relative-Kate, 
who child minded while she attended classes. Overtime, 
another family friend babysat. One evening Miriam was 
told that a teenager visiting had raped her daughter. She was 
shocked and upset... When Moses heard about it all, he was 
devastated and refused to forgive Miriam. He left the province, 
remarried, and started a new family. At the time of the FGD, 
Miriam had stopped attending school—overwhelmed with 
grief and responsibility.

YVONE

Yvone, a 1st-generation Canadian, had worked in a newcomer 
settlement agency but quit that job. She recounted: “I noticed 
workers always mistreat immigrants from Africa. I found 
myself standing up for the women and children... It got to 
the extent that the workers started calling me an advocate. I 

did not take that as an offence... I was always stressed during 
and after work... even though not directly experiencing the 
mistreatment. This... also affected my family life. The social 
worker... seemed unable to address the oppressive behavior 
of the staff... I could not take it any longer.”

DESMOND

Desmond immigrated as a skilled worker and immediately 
started working in a public service agency. He worked along-
side other equity group members but was frustrated because 
of what he referred to as a lack of communication and team 
spirit. He did not feel supported to succeed by his manager or 
his colleagues. He relented, “I am looking for opportunities to 
improve my skills outside my work place.”

CONCLUSION

These preliminary findings confirm the urgent need for public  
policy and programs in recognition of the vulnerability of 
individuals, families and African-descent communities in the 
three participating provinces and across Canada (see Nestel 
2012, among others). At the time of the FGDs, none of the 
cities that participated had fully functional organizations or 
gave an impression of being a flourishing community hub 
despite settlements of thriving families as early as 1859 (Philip 
and Josephine Sullivan’s family as an example) in Vancouver. 
Participants referred to systemic oppression, “racial battle 
fatigue,” and lack of a sense of belonging. The project exposed 
the underlying root causes, the legacy of and persisting 
oppression, alongside with the related multiple, layered and 
complex problems. The International Decade of People of 
African Descent should bring these issues at the forefront and 
support open dialogue linked to the development of concrete 
strategies to reverse this human and social tragedy.
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TABLE 2: HEALTH, SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC COSTS OF OPPRESSION, AS REPORTED BY PARTICIPANTS 

Health Costs Social Costs Economic Costs

PHYSICAL HEALTH

• Episodic and chronic stress in fam-
ilies, communities and employment

• Chronic stress from the accumulation 
of stress 

EMOTIONAL HEALTH

• Humiliation because of persistent  
violation of human rights and dignity

• Emotional instability from marginal-
ization and dehumanization 

MENTAL HEALTH

• Loss of self-esteem coupled with 
self-doubt and confused/negative 
self-identity 

• Self-hatred

• Internalization of oppression

• Anxiety and depression

• Inter-generational trauma 

• Hospitalizations of community  
members with PTSD

DEHUMANIZING RELATIONSHIP 

• Poor relationships in contexts 
where discrimination and oppres-
sion are experienced

• Lack of sense of belonging among 
recent immigrants and even among 
multi-generational African-descent 
Canadians 

SUSTAINED DYSFUNCTIONAL CONNECTIONS

• Challenges in maintaining relation-
ship with spouse, children, com-
munity, and supervisors

• No place for meaningful reprieve or 
a chance for healing 

ISOLATION 

• Avoidance of interactions to pre-
vent episodic reminders or recur-
rent exposure to discrimination/
oppression

• Inability to communicate freely and 
comfortably at work, school within 
the communities and even at home 

LACK OF PHYSICAL COMMUNITY PRESENCE AND CULTURALLY 
SENSITIVE SOCIAL SUPPORT SYSTEMS

• Poor social coping skills 

• Inability to access public resources 
and programs

• No effective support system

FAMILY LEVEL

• Working two jobs and long hours at 
minimum wage that do not reflect 
their level of education

• Families in low-income status because 
of loss of jobs or quitting jobs

COMMUNITY LEVEL 

• Communities are poorly funded and 
lack governance and administrative 
structures that support progress and 
address systemic barriers

• Limited resources and lack of training 
in democratic processes contribute 
to conflicted and dysfunctional rela-
tionships 

ORGANIZATIONAL LEVEL

• Feeling less obliged to perform  
optimally at the workplace

SOCIETAL LEVEL

• Large numbers of highly skilled immi-
grants of African descent function 
below optimal level within society; 

• Others fail to integrate and eventually 
re-immigrate to other countries.
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