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INTRODUCTION

CHARMAINE A. NELSON

The evolution of this anthology is directly oweda@onference of the
same name which took place at McGill University fiteal, Canada) on
the 4" and %' of February 2005. Indeed it is, in part, the eritlegacy of
two such events. While | convened the fiediony Rootsonference for
Black History Month in order to provide a platforfor scholarly and
professional engagement around key themes of mdevao black
Canadians, the latter incarnation on 4 April 20&hony Roots: Bi-
Centenary Symposiumas held to commemorate the 2Qhniversary of
the abolition of the British Slave Trade, by ActRdrliament in 1807. The
organization and reception of both events have cdmenform my
thinking around the current state of Black Canadséidies and what is
needed, individually, institutionally and colleatly for change, growth
and transformation to occur. But equally, my opisibhave been transformed
about the zones - cultural, political and socialtside of academia.

The titleEbony Roots, Northern Sailr ERNS, came to me in a moment
of word play with one of my then MA Art History stants, Rachelle
Dickenson, who had committed herself to the projexn its inception in
the summer of 2004. Ebony of course is a word ¢hatstand in for and
become interchangeable with the colour black. Bigtalso a specific hard
dark wood of a tropical tree found in Africa andiadof which the
distinctly black heartwood has been prized for maisiinstruments,
furniture, ornament and other objects for millernighe idea of blackness
and black bodies as beautiful, precious and vaduabbur uniqueness is
one that stands in defiance of the western coldadgcy of our degrading
and stereotypical representation at the handsha&fret mainly whites. As
for the second word in the title, roots are theeanslife-sustaining system
of a plant or tree, that which keeps it anchored aourished. The word
also refers to one’s history and legacy, and fonyneecalls Alex Hailey’s
groundbreaking novel of 1976 and television miniese of 1977 about
American slavery. But roots also reminded me of lshies of the song
“Roots, Rock, Reggae” when Robert Nesta Marley s#riglis ya reggae
music” in his jubilant anthem: “Feel like dancir@gnce ‘cause we are free
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/ Feel like dancing, come dance with me.” The aelgbn of freedom
from the bondage of Trans Atlantic Slavery is sdnmgf which links
many blacks across our nation and across variaaitms of the Black
Diaspora. It is an attachment to the legacy ofetawvhich we have lived
to know about, only because of the survival, stilengnd perseverance of
our ancestors.

The term root is also an interesting and provoeasymbol when
taken up within the context of Black Canadian hist& The disavowal of
Black Canadian historical and contemporary presemitein Canadian
national narratives is often performed through ms@re which rests upon
the idealization of the white or Euro-Canadian ke fdeal citizen,
something that goes hand in hand with denying Islapkople of colour
and even Native citizens the right to claim rootgin this place we call
Canada. In this regard, the idea of Canadian rooteritage dominantly
assumes a white racial position, a colonial deireabf a settler colony
ideology. Within this context, the black or eborgot in Canada is a
provocative and transgressive symbol.

However, my idea of roots or rootedness is notuestetly for those
who would lay claim to an ancestral legacy of daierduration; this is not
a numbers game after all. Rather, following Jilsidal would argue that,
“The seemingly impossible rootless root would apgedold the promise
of combining tactical mobility and planting.” And thus while African-
Canadians, their ancestral roots connected tort#eednd enslaved black
populations in Canada over generations, have ttieropf laying claim to
national belonging through their historical presengithin Canada, |
would argue that to buy into the idea of historipagésence as the only
legitimate way for one to be/become Canadian isatcept and to
contribute to a limited colonial logic which prigijes certain forms of
geographical emplacement over mobilities, trajeetoand other types of
engagement with place. It is also to dismiss andimize the countless
contributions and histories of a myriad of blackn@dians who are more
recent immigrants. These conferences and this bpaKess to explore
other ways of thinking about what it means to keblin Canada and how
black populations, in thinking through our relasbip to our nation state,
provide new avenues for interaction, contestatiod aegotiation both
within and outside of its geographical, social, ifiedl and cultural
structures. So although the titlEbony Roots calls up the idea of
plantation as a traditional sign of presence and belongirige- act of
planting and the soil or earth as home, sourceutiftion and protection -
I would never profess to say that a tree that la&kent root over one
hundred years has any more right to life than ba¢ has been rooted for
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ten

My organization of the first ERNS conference strtgith a hope.
What | had hoped was that the event would be dysatior change and
transformation, for greater inclusivity (racial,xsal and otherwise), and
for greater dialogue within academia and in gener order to truly
represent Canadian diversity, the first ERNS inetlichot only black
Canadian participants, but also people from a wigal, ethnic and
national make-up. This insistence upon dialogueosgcrvarious racial
positions as well as from inside and outside of wation was meant to
provoke discussion and debate, to highlight disms in practice and
histories and to promote networking and dialogues broader fields
and areas of study. At the most basic level, | uthed event to bring
together many of the wonderful, dedicated and iaritl people whose
scholarship, work or lived experiences were sigaift within the realms
of Black Studies, Canadian Studies and criticad iszholarship.

It is significant to note, that because Canadadauk official national
infrastructure of Black or African-Canadian Stud@sgrams, that many
of the scholars assembled, worked (and continuevddk) largely in
isolation within academic contexts which were oftestile to them both
in terms of their identities and in terms of theiholarship. In contestation
of this absence, | see these conferences anddbisds defiant statements
of our continuing black presence in Canada andovotlg Rinaldo
Walcott, | concur that, “The writing of blacknegs Canada, then, might
begin with a belief that something important happeere.*

Organizing the Conference

As | had stated by way of introduction at the coafiee in 2005, “I
was truly passionate about a large scale, ambitexent at McGill
University to celebrate Black History Month.” Butwas equally able to
replace the wordpassionatewith the word apprehensive Part of my
apprehension came from the fact that | was onlgnttg hired at McGill
University in July 2003 and quickly became aware tioé powerful
bureaucracy that made even small tasks exercisesvigating mounds of
red tape. Thankfully, with the aid of my colleaguellaborator and friend
Karin Bourgeois, we were able to cut our way thitougost of it. | was
also apprehensive about the standard lack of stppdrunder-investment
in certain areas of Canadian universities, maihly Arts and Fine Arts,
which | saw as pivotal facets of the event.

Sadly, many of my initial worries were justified.n&h | commenced
the organization of the initial conference, | haliveys planned on
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publishing a book. However, | had naively not &liif foreseen the extent
to which my own experiences with the actual plagramd orchestration
of the conference would intersect powerfully wilte tcentral conference
theme of institutional racism. It is because of taure of my frequent
confrontations with racism that | subsequently dedito write about my
perception of these experiences, not to probleadgticout” my white
colleagued at my dominantly white university, but becausis ivithin the
darkness of secrecy and silence around the isstigheovery real
difference of experiences of black faculty in Canadand other western
universities, that the insidious abuses of instnal racism and the
detrimental and often damaging effects are abtartoe °

Trying to secure funding for the event, both ing¢rand external to the
university, took up an extraordinary amount of rimyet and energy as well
as that of my research assistant. The unscriptadenaf the conference,
one that functioned through panelists dialoguingopposed to reading
prepared essays, was meant to deliver real andapmous engagement
over the two days, not only between the panelmtswith the audience as
well.” Each of the five panels went for ninety minutethwiventy to thirty
minutes built in at the end for audience questidisgussion and comments.

My search for internal funding was revelatory. Whats revealed was
that support often comes and is equally withhedanfthe most unlikely of
places. While the Deans of Science and Medicineegersly gave a
sizeable sum each, a high administrative officeampus responded quite
negatively, offering only a portion of an alreadgaest sum up front with
the rest “to be delivered at the successful congriedf the conference.”
The e-mail exchange that ensued demonstrated tiemteto which the
very structures and the administration were utteshlivious to the
presence, relevance and importance of black papnfatt the university
and within the broader communities of Montreal ai@hnada.
Furthermore, their reliance on a white-defined idéauccess (which was
never communicated and arguably impossible to measmas dubious
and served to further enforce normative understeysdpf achievement.
So how was the dominantly white upper administratib McGill going to
define and measure the success of a Black HistamgtiMevent? Since |
was not charging an entrance fee, they certainlydedt judge it on funds
accrued, or could they? Would my conference’s ssgde judged on
how many people turned out to hear the panels8, Ifh® administration
would certainly have had no way of gauging thicsinone of them, save
one, actually attended the evént.

In a similarly telling turn of events, the Blackuients Network gave
more money than the chair of my own departmenherMcGill Institute
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for the Study of CanadaBut perhaps the worst element of the event came
in a backlash that took place mere days after tindecence. Still basking
in the glow of the stunning success of the evemias$ relaxed and calm
when | was called to my departmental chair's offime discuss the
conference. Remember now, that | was a junior fgauember, the only
black professor in the department (and one of fethé entire Faculty of
Arts and university for that matter), untenured ahdicGill for less than
two years. The chair, at the time a senior whitefgesor in the
department, was visibly upset and started to questie about a humber
of letters they claimed they were receiving in refee to my work and
the success of the conference. To paraphrase: “Wieaé all these
letters?” that people were writiran my behaltind “had | put them up to
it?” because if so, “| wasn't doing myself any fave.” Taken aback by
the tone and line of questioning, | responded hbnethat | had no idea
what they were talking about and began to piecettmy the story that
they were relating.

In the aftermath of the conference, the audiencelees, including
students, people from outside of the McGill comnyrand perhaps
participants, had spontaneously started to writethi® chair of my
department, praising me for my hard work in moumtithe event and
expressing how much they had appreciated the foamu the rare
opportunities that it had provided for them as vidlials and collectively
as a racially marginalized community that felt doamitly excluded from
the university and often from Canadian academiaenganerally. They
had also emphasized what they saw as my valuestdepartment and to
the university, stating their views that | should ketained, tenured and
promoted.

By calling me to their office, | felt that the chaiintent was to force
me to defend the conference, and ironically to &ixpland justify its
success Furthermore, | was to defend wtiljese peoplenere calling
uniformly for my tenure and promotion in pointingtany obvious value
to the university. To my mind the chair’s reactiome of incredulity and
anger, hinged upon several racist ideas. Theiest that the people who
were writing to them were black, people of colouNative and therefore
not suitably well-positioned or objective enoughpimvide an accurate
reading of my abilities and contributions to thevensity, never mind my
suitability for tenure and promotion. Second, tlssumption that | must
have “put them up to this” was based upon a stgpeotof black
criminality, an assumption which served to delegite my hard work and
contributions to the university and the overwhelgnias defined by the
chair) praise that ensued. Somehow, the meetingarbegith the
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assumption that | was personally behind the lettéing campaign. The
overall sentiment was that the letters were a @asbme covert campaign
that | had orchestrated in some underhanded atteanwin favour with
my colleagues. And finally, the chair’'s inabilityp tcomprehend how
transformative, unique and special the experierazk een for so many
was both a product of their white privilege, thelility to see themselves
everyday in multiple and heterogenous ways with@irtdiscipline, within
the university and within academia generally arairthbility to ignore the
fact that as a black female professor, | and othkesme, did not share
that same experience of racial dominance and $gciiieir actions were
informed by their utter lack of knowledge (theitetial ignorance) of the
field of Black Studies and Black Canadian Studied ¢he vacuum of
institutional support that exists within the Carsadicontext. | should
obviously add to this that this person did not gyegee as their equal or
as their respected colleague or at least did nditead me as such on that
day. These factors contributed to an inability tokreowledge the
immensity of the moment as forum, as network, dgstone, within the
specific context of prolific black, of colour andative absence at McGill
University and within Canadian academia generally.

As the meeting continued, | was aggressively calteddentify and
define the difference of my conference from othénat had been
organized by colleagues in the department, sincéheg put it “other
people around here do conferences too you knowth@eollegiality was
also then in question, despite the fact that | imafsequent attendance at
these other events and conferences and did mucimiathative service for
my department and the university at large (agaiilendhjunior, untenured
professor).

How exactly was | to explain why some of my colleag events did
not garner the same grassroots response, an ounpadrexcitement and
enthusiasm from within and outside of the univegfsilf it is not already
obvious at this point, | should mention that thaiclhad not attended any
of the conference panels. | directed their attentmall of the letters they
had claimed to have received and asked them tssasgky the people
writing were so enthusiastic and grateful for therd. | also asked them to
recall the ways in which | had already demonstratgdcollegiality, which
they had no right to challenge. And finally | exgged to them that | felt
my success with the conference was something tmey should be
celebrating and something for which | should reeepraise and not
criticism.

What | learned (or learned again) was several thififpe first lesson
was about the limits of a cross-racial solidaritgydasupport within
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academia. | also learned not to ever expect p@isapport from white
colleagues, even when your work and accomplishmetgously merit
them and benefit the image of your department amdeusity. Although |
was certainly aware of the fact that the failureE®NS would have cost
me in terms of the politics of the institution, bw; perhaps naively, not
prepared to catch fall out on the basis of its atlinary success. My
dressing down by my colleague also entailed thedt@nd true racist
maneuver of “putting the black person in their placthat is always
already below the white person. Their dismay amgtession showed me
that, in no uncertain terms, | had no business goanstar in my
department. Their comparison of my conference whbse of my
colleagues was designed to engender in me a feelingaving over-
reached and over-stepped my boundaries, which ®rwas a way of
telling me to stay in my “appropriate” place.

My next lesson came several years later as | wagaping my tenure
dossier for submission in the fall of 2006. Wheasked the new chair,
also white, to examine my departmental file angrmvide me with copies
of these many letters of support which had beehteetihe department in
the aftermath of my conference, they informed nmet tho such letters
could be found. When | directed the query to thenfer chair who had
confirmed receiving the “many letters” in the cotitef the meeting | have
described above, they claimed that they did notnkndnat | was referring
to and could not recall anything about them. | wowescribe the
misplacing of these letters as a form of racisadhery that is all too
common against black, Native and people of colaguity in academia.
At some point, the letters which someone might hdeemed to be
inappropriate and subjective in their praise, hagbrb destroyed or
removed from my file. Meanwhile, it is likely thptoblematic letters from
some racist white students were assuredly giveror@e mermanent place
therein’® The problem then for faculty of colour who are alguin the
minority, is how to insulate ourselves from suclviobsly biased, hostile
and subjective assessment.

Managing the Conference

To say that the conference was a dynamic, engagédeovocative
event may be an understatement. The three hundredgater auditorium
that we booked for the conference was veritablykedcfor the entire
duration of the event. The responses from the aodiewere tremendous
and truly marked the bridging of multiple acaderai@ lay publics and
communities. In this regard then, my initial desé'welcome the outside
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to the inside” and to “challenge the way that th&ide does business” was
achieved. However, there were flare-ups, of temperf personality
which disturbingly marked what | would call a breddwn of thepolitics
of solidarity in various strategic ways. It is interesting to that these
flare-ups came from what | would have deemed unetegeplaces in the
context of this conference with its platforms ofdk solidarity, racial
inclusivity and sex/gender/sexual equality. Thaisputes, directed at me,
came from two main camps, the first, from black enadrticipants and the
second from non-black female ones. In the firsesashe eruptions all
actualized around black male participants seekimgmiarginalize my
contribution or claiming control over the eventvimys which contested
my authority to manage and direct the event tiad organized.

In one case a senior scholar, who had arrived anl§ime for his
participation on the final panel (and skipped thiecpding other four)
requested that | play a DVD to further explain a&xglore the issues that
he wished to raise. When | explained that no suttitianal audio-visual
platforms were being extended to any of the otlarefists in the interest
of preserving a sense of equality of participato true dialogue as well
as time for audience interaction, his request theralated to a demand.
By the end, when | attempted to close the confereitice man was
literally shouting at me from his seat beside nemanding that | play his
DVD, as | spoke at the podium, wrapping up the even

In another case, after | directed the panel cloaitdse the session after
a specific number of questions in order to stickhe tight schedule (we
had to vacate the building, for which we had paidtal, cleaning and even
ventilation fees, by a precise time) and ensurettwfinal panel would be
given its fair share of time, another male pangligblicly challenged me,
turning to the audience as he stated “I think weutth just take as many
guestions as possible.” Instantly he positionedskifras democratic hero
of the people/audience and me as dictatorial uswpfee speech within
the context of a conference in which significantoaimts of the audience
indicated a desire to air their concerns and posstipns to the panels. It
is interesting to me that although this was paaoat bf five, and the man
in question could have taken an opportunity thevipres night or the same
morning to pose his objections to my organizatind management of the
conference in private, he had chosen instead toitda a publicly
problematic and dismissive way.

For me his disruption also signalled a common théeina¢ emerged
again and again over the course of the two days famedpanels, the
amount of effort that it takes, the determinatiforfitude and energy to
create change that transforms these problematiituitiiens and sites of
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black exploitation and oppression. It can be isodp draining, thankless
work. As such it is interesting as regards the adsef other forums like
ERNS to note how few people, despite all of theod)intentions, actually
take the lead to do the hard work gmdducethese forums for others to
interact and exchange, as opposed to just showingna speaking, a
much easier task. It is disturbing to me that thst\majority of the folks
who level the criticisms, are usually those whoéhawet themselves done
the leg work to build the networks and host thentv@at which others can
congregate. To this end, and counter to this ppant's call for endless
guestions, | stated, “we will all certainly adhaceyour rules when you
convene a conferenceyaiur university and invite us there to participate.”
| am still waiting for my invitation.

Much like the previous examples, the third exampieblack male
dispute came on the morning of the second day.ak @& reaction to a
comment | had made after the Popular Culture paintile end of the first
night, in response to the issue of the limits dftilmtionalization. | had
offered that the focus, from both audience andigpants on two of the
panelists as people who were positioned insideomfidant mainstream
Canadian popular cultural institutions, was unjurstits elision of the
problem of the limits of institutional possibilifgr these men. | compared
their positions to my own as an untenured profeasddcGill, a situation
in which, a black junior, female faculty member htignot feel fully able
to make all of the changes and advance all of #luses that she wished to
pre-tenure, as compared to post; the very reatcapsions of losing one’s
job and livelihood, looming over one’'s decisionsoab strategic
interventions.

To this statement one panelist, recalling my contniba next day,
charged that “if you can’t do anything now, you vViobe able to do
anything after you are tenured” and your scholgsthien co-opted by the
institution, “will mean not a damn thing to the pém that matter.” This
comment turned on several problematic assumptitesfirst that there
were only certain sure-fire modes of producingialt scholarship that
“made a difference” and furthermore that all modsere equally
susceptible to the racist scrutiny and censure hef white academic
institution and therefore would have fallen into rogtegory of more
provocative, transgressive and dangerous pradiibese most capable of
costing you your job). Finally his comment assuntteat the only black
communities worth targeting were those located idet®f academia or
that the academic is somehow not a member of nadesgic communities.

What was particularly problematic for me was theyvim which the
panelist’s reading of my comment, which was torgdaextent in defense
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of several panelists who | had felt were unjusiglated and made the
targets of a certain type of strategic blame on gbeond panel, was
actually a deliberate misreading. At the end of #lession and before
qguestions | spoke in defense of myself stating thgt comment had
obviously been part “tongue in cheek” and that rdlgss, | was
“obviously someone who was” although untenuredre@dy engaged in
the workas seen in the creation of the very forum througiich | had
invited” all of them “to bad mouth my university wh is paying my
salary”.

That my research to this point had been precisghe@ at multiple
audiences and communities, academic, museum, l&jicpetc. that
matteredand had also included the organization of and rdmrtons to
conferences, speakers series, workshops and eahgitwas either lost
on, or unknown to this panelist. The actions, lieastand behaviours of
these three black male panelists, to me, spok&dadsidue of a black
chauvinism, the sexual and gender politics of Hiteck community
building and the unwillingness to challenge the etypof black
masculinities that were dependant upon a margiliblack female
presence. As for me and how it felt to be on treeiréng end of those
exchanges in the context of a year’s labour anabgte to welcome the
participants and audiences (and within the broadetext of an absence
of such forums) | can say that it felt like a bieec trust, and a betrayal of
my identity as a black woman. For two of the pasts]itheir attempts,
through strong arm tactics, to take over the camfee and to dictate the
terms of engagement, demonstrated a desire to edbetheir specific
needs and egos, regardless of the conditions of dtganizational
framework (of which they would have known nothing) of the time
slotted for their fellow participants.

The dispute from the non-black female participattsialized over the
issue of the video recording of the proceedingsb&dair, | contacted the
participants by e-mail rather late, mere days leethie event, to notify
them that they would be asked to sign a waivematig for their session
to be videotaped for preservation in the universitghive and for the
proceedings to be broadcast in a live webcast.érbdmest | had naively
assumed that the response would be an overwhelrfehgcourse”,
especially given the rarity of such forums andrlisearcity on a national
scale and stage. To my dismay | received two stdisgenting messages,
both from non-black female participants who chajlesh the recording on
the basis of their unwillingness to go “on the meavithin the context of
sensitive political discussions. It was alarmingrte, that as Walcott ably
articulated in the e-mail exchange that ensued; peample who were
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willing to sit up in public and talk about issuékel institutional racism
were not willing to go on the record about it irparmanent way; that
people wanted to scrape out a private space fouehmeeded public
debate.

While one of the panelists assured me that theiilai views with the
other woman did not represent a conspiracy, | waigyued (although also
extremely flustered and exasperated, this beingenuzys before the
actual event) that both of these non-black women wkre to my mind,
guests at a Black History Month event (invited hesga of their past
displays of cross-racial solidarity and criticateapractices) were willing
to potentially disrupt part of an event which digk fiocus upon their own
identity positions, in an effort to make a pointoab public and private
utterances. | was also disturbed that they hadaytanind, obviously not
factored in the importance of the filming of the eav for black
communities (inside and outside of McGill Univey3jtgiven the urgent
need to leave traces of black scholarship and woiRanada, to build a
legacy of the black presence and the future relsvand such recordings
for research and teaching purposes. In the endpanelist succumbed to
the will of the majority and was taped with herddel panelists, while the
other dropped out of the event the night beforayiteg me in a lurch; so
much for sisterhood:

Academic Infrastructures: Black Canadian Studies

In contrast to the United States where African-Aigcger and Black
Studies programs, departments and institutes hesldegpated since the
later half of the twentieth centutythere is a decided absence of Black or
African-Canadian Studies programs in Canadian an&deThis academic
absence has a direct impact on when, where, hodvhew much, black-
focused Canadian scholarship can be delivered madlan universities.
Rather than departments with designated staff, raigrams that can
provide degree requirements, Canada’'s paltry itffrasire of Black
Canadian Studies usually takes the form of reseamsfires or more
insignificant or under-funded structures, many ofck do not have stand-
alone faculty or even access to significant knogésble faculty that they
can borrow from elsewhere on campus on a regulsis bAs such, while
they have been exciting and impressive sites ofl@mic conferences,
public forums and even courses, they are not abtefer enough credits
in a timely fashion to allow students the optionaofiegree specialization,
a minor, major or honours degree in Black Cana8ialies.

According to Bobo, Hudley and Michel, in the Amenic context,
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“Black Studies, as a socially engaged field of $attp inquiry, is the
progeny of centuries of research that seeks toessdiong-standing
misconceptions of Black inferiority, African herj@, and cultural
significance.™ But whereas Canada and Canadians share much of the
same colonial histories and narratives, over amlgglong time period, it
is interesting to speculate on the absence of dasitnadition of black-
specific programs of study and indeed, black-smeeaifademic institutions
here at homé?! One obstacle has surely been the size of Carselé iThe
geographical expanse of the nation is one thanagfehibits national
networking of the academic persuasion where mugopnity is tied to
the restrictions of research and travel budgetsve been to far too many
regionally central “national” conferences basedViantreal, Toronto or
Ottawa, where the lament is that “so and so woakkfshould have been
here if only they had the mear’$'The next factor is the way in which our
historical and more contemporary national myths ra€e fabricate
histories free of the violence and the exploitatidrcolonialism and how
these disavowals promote the idea of a race-bhmdlticultural Canada
that needs no such thing as a Black Canadian Studiace such a
program, institute or department would surely lsit@ for the contestation
of this very Eurocentric re-scripting of Canadatdonial past. Thirdly,
and perhaps most profoundly, the mounting of Bl&anadian Studies
across our nation would assuredly mean the employnoé black
Canadian professors, since it is we who are doimg dcholarly and
grassroots work in the relevant disciplines. Butrewa cursory glance at
Canada’s university landscape will tell you cleardlgat Canadian
universities and their dominant white, male, uppstitutional administrative
structures have no interest in and no proven comerit to the racial
diversification of faculty in Canad.Rather, blacks are amongst the most
under-employed populations within academic Cartada.

But how do we then develop a critical mass in ortdeshift the tide
and begin to agitate for the acknowledgement of woices, stories,
perspectives and histories within the academidtingins of our nation?
For one thing, our battles cannot be wholly interm@a academic
institutions, which have a clever way of depoliting (through silencing
and other forms of violence) the forces which wosdek to question their
authority. A grassroots movement is also necessay/ through which the
social importance of this internal transformatiermapped. The battle for
Black Studies in the USA had fundamental extra-anad goals for social
justice embedded in the Civil Rights movements hif 1960’s. These
profound strides, which constituted shifts in inracademic infrastructure
were hard fought and the result of concentratelitiged activism by black
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students?

In Canada, we have a similar history of politicgitation for academic
change. In January 1969, Sir George Williams Umisgrin Montreal,
situated on what is now the downtown campus of Gadia University,
saw the organized agitation of black students whited against the racist
fixing of grades which saw black students delibgsatmarked down in
their courses. Coming together in protest, the @pprately four hundred
students, fed up with the university’s mishandlaigheir allegations, took
over the computer lab on the ninth floor of the Heidall Building® But
unlike the USA where the initial agitation and wisin resulted in a
sweeping academic response which saw the buildihga aational
infrastructure of Black Studies units across thentxy (over five hundred
programs and departments between 1968 and 1975)omparable
national or even regional shift was introduced ané&da; and this despite
the national media coverage that the protests comdeth

The other issue confronting Canadians within oustag programs is,
what is their real material capacity for educationterms of professors,
resources and curricular frameworks? In 2004 onwdted and forty of
the four hundred Black Studies programs or departsnén the USA
offered undergraduate degrees, twenty-four M.Arsl dive Ph.D’s®
Comparably, Canada has only a few Black or AfriGamadian academic
resources, none of which are constituted as depatmwith a significant
level of designated, full-time faculty and zero degp are offeretf.

As in the USA, the shift towards the racial divéesition of academic
curriculum here at home, is an acknowledgemenhefcblonial histories
of Canada and the ways in which normative knowledg@ot at all
objective and universal, but the product of maimhjite male heterosexual
professors whose investment in a specific and skaudisciplinarity
supports and sustains their individual and coNectclaims to bethe
purveyors of knowledge and truth within academiakéln together the
seemingly separate canons of Art History, Law, ihgl History,
Philosophy, Medicine and Anthropology to name jastfew, accrue,
combining to create a white blanket of truth thiataks all but the most
savvy students’ ability to see outside of and adothre structures of its
exclusive and privileged production.

These canons beget each other in the forms of edadsvoted to
specific texts, artists, styles, periods, cas&gons, objects and movements,
frameworks that have historically and inevitablyvattied black subjects
only as objects of a white western gaze and inyatin; the black as
producer of history and knowledge, as agent olucaland politics, is only
admitted as a token, as in the “special exceptiwegk of class, the guest
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lecture or, worse yet, the aside in the streanm®f‘teal” lecture when the
professor finally talks about the “others”; whichitiself, the process and
act of othering. When | advocate for a place witheademia for a Black
Canadian Studies, properly funded, properly digtald across Canada and
capable, through proper hiring, funding and resesirto provide full
undergraduate and graduate degrees, it is with awlkdlge that the
diversification of teaching and learning demandat techolarship be
accountable to various populations and reflectlied diversity of the
spaces that we occup?¥.This advocacy in no way takes Canadian Studies
off the hook for its endemic whiteness. Rather, thereased racial
inclusivity of Canadian Studies and the creation aofserious Black
Canadian Studies infrastructure must be seen ascarinected and
necessary goals.

Theorizing Black Canada

Twenty-first century Canada, as other parts ofvilest, is still in the
grip of colonial racial ideologies, largely inhexdt from eighteenth and
nineteenth-century human science discourses ofaa@ebiological set of
visual corporeal marks, traits and characterisifdsodies. And despite the
many decolonization movements of the twentieth wsmnt many
Caribbean, Latin American and African nations ageatly fixed to this
imperial legacy. Although this anthology is not sifieally about defining
blackness, it does participate in fields of knowjedhat accept blackness
as a lived racial reality which has spawned a ndyriaf colonial
disciplinary legacies (regardless of whether ormost scholars obviously
dispute race as a biological category). The fadghefmatter is, that for a
person who is identified as black in Canada todhgre are very real
social, cultural, material and psychic repercussigmany, if not most,
negative) that follow from that identification, wther the identification be
internally or externally assigned. There are padlis#is and limitations
that the dominant white mainstream societies seelattach to black
bodies which we may or may not be able to whollpidy ignore or
contest.

Part of the fight involves the fact that blacks éavwot only been
represented for centuries from the outside, maimjy white people
invested consciously or unconsciously in blackressmarginal, abject and
“other” to their idealized whiteness, but also ttiety have been forced to
consume these images and ideas, unavoidable dugheio sheer
pervasiveness in the western cultural imaginatiemd as consumers of
these wholly compromised and often grotesque imagethemselves,
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have become damaged by them - as too have whitesthar consumers.
Blacks in Canada have been taught to see themgbahegyh these limited
colonial stereotypes and as such have difficulsywith any marginalized
group, in thinking themselves outside of this sigypical archive.
Blackness then as a racial identification or positivithin the diaspora and
within the Canadian nation state must be addressetlltiple levels - as
bodily marks, as cultural imagination, as sociagtice and as psychic or
material experience.

For myself, my location as a Canadian born, blackdle of Jamaican
descent, has come with a sense of double dislocadimd multiple
potential belongings which often have nothing towith the geographical
place name on my birth certificate, Toronto. As sone who has not yet
been to Africa and as someone who was not rais@driraica, growing up
in a two-parent Jamaican family in the extremelyte/suburban town of
Whitby (40 minutes west by highway 401 to the bgjgeity in the
country, Toronto), | lived with a sense of my ovatial absence which |
was only able to articulate much later in life. §kabsence came from
living in a town and going to schools in which vdey black, Native or
people of colour students or teachers were evesepte That | felt my
racial dislocation so keenly, despite profound peleengagement in my
life and in the political arguments and discoureéshe Caribbean and
other forms of diasporic blackness, is a tellingnsof the power of race
and racism in Canadian societies.

My Jamaican culture was a product of my home Iif@ngmitted
through my mother and father and interaction witteeded family and
community; mom’s ackee and salt fish weekend beesdkf dad’s reggae-
matic Saturday nights, the impromptu domino gatiggriamongst my dad
and his male friends, the Englishes (“Canadiantpigaand in-between)
that my family spoke and basement dance partiegpeed with DJs
(whichever “uncle” had a set of turntables andaed job as a selector at
that stage). My first trip to Jamaica in my laterte was a revelation. The
people, climate, food and music all felt like horget in many obvious
ways, | was not from there and did not wholly spéik&, walk like or
behave like those born in the island nation; | videntified asfrom
abroad This trip made me realize that my life existedsmme strange
way, between the spaces of Canada and Jamaicahahd had been
combining my two heritages, in a myriad of unspoke&d unquestioned
ways for years before this initial journey. Thispekence would, years
later, lead to a liberation from place as a dontima@ans through which |
define myself and my trajectories in life.

But this challenge of reconciling blackness witlteminess or a sense
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of place has been a problem taken up by generatibbick intellectuals
from DuBois to Gilroy. W.E.B. DuBois coined the ptem as one of
double consciousness, the problem of being at @anddegro and an
American in a racist nation state which denied lblamericans the right
to full citizenship®® We could just as easily transpose DuBois’s
framework onto Canada, back then and now, to askmany of the
panelists at the ERNS conference did, what wereaaaedhe possibilities
of being both black and Canadian?

But lest we get lazy and believe that this disarsss no longer
relevant in our twenty-first-century world, |1 wiBhare a story which
highlights its continuing urgency. During a recérp to Vancouver in
May 2009 for a Black Canadian Studies workshopas wavelling by sea
bus from North Vancouver with a group of six thiggmething, highly
educated black males when we were approached lnydan white male
employee. In a kindly inquisitive manner he askedifuwe were the
Jamaican migrant workers who he had recently sadelevision. While |
am fully aware of the fact that the sight of setsrck people together in
Vancouver, or British Columbia for that matter, sesmewhat of a
spectacle, what both perplexed and disturbed méysthis man could not
imagine us to be Canadians like himself. We alkémbat each other with
secret smiles and a dose of fatigue. After two daya Black Canadian
Studies conference where several people had lachéhéeissue of race
and belonging for blacks in Canada which usuallyuaized in the
dreaded question “where are you from?”, here wewalle faced with a
living example of our continuing displacement frdime idealized body of
the citizen.

One of my companions eventually spoke up, pointiings individually
and announcing our homes; Halifax, Montreal, Tarpitancouver etc.
What we didn’t bother to say was that we were afjhly educated
professionals, four professors, a PhD candidatdibratian, another PhD
candidate and a documentary filmmaker and cultwalrker. The
intersection of race and class was also assuréghawin this exchange.

Years after DuBois, Paul Gilroy proposed anothedehothat of the
Black Atlantic, through which black histories, autts and societies could
be explored, freed from the imperial logic of thation as the only
geographic model for cultural analysis. At the hediGilroy’s model was
an unhinging of bodies from their historical lamdked narratives,
narratives that denied the relevance of trajectprimobilities and
movement in the formation of the Black Diasp&ta.

As Robin D. G. Kelley has argued,

“The concept of the African diaspora, for all of itimitations, is
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fundamental to the development of the ‘Atlantic’ asunit of analysis
(which, we should recognize, is not new but a pobdd imperial history).
Indeed, we might just as easily talk about a ‘Bldtéditerranean’ that is
far more important in the Francophone and ltaliaorlds than in
Britain.”?®

Kelley's insight extends also to the Indian Oceatere much recent
critical research has been produé&th terms of a conceptualization of a
blackness which is spatially located and yet mohile need to consider
how individual and group histories contain depasuand arrivals, as well
as trajectories between nations and regions. Vpis of blackness draws
on the strengths, cultural, linguistic and politiohthe diaspora and does
not see itself as locked into dialogue with onedlaone economy, one
culture, or one political unit. For as Walcott reagued, “The terms of
belonging within a context of diaspora sensibifitiare fluid; they
continually make and remake themselves within thetexts of specific
nations.”’

Because diaspora is defined both by geographiesh@ndccupation of
places and mobilities or forced trajectories betwekfrica and the
colonized sites of European empire building, ibwat for a discussion of
Canadian blackness as located and locatable whkiterritory (material)
and space (psychic) of nation, but it also allows &ttention to the
elsewhere, the external locations from whence weecand return to and
the ways in which we transport these other plaleesugh cultural, social,
political and psychic transmissions. Consider f@tance, that many black
Canadians are in a sergmubly diasporizedhaving their ethnic or cultural
origins (in terms of birth or ancestral cultures)ther nations, but also as
Canadians, sharing an experience of the heteragesfdblack Canada; in
this sense many of us have occupied at least twoefiosites of empire.
For example, many black Canadians of Caribbeanstnyckave occupied
both Caribbean and Canadian spaces and it is stitggeto ask how our
experiences of multiply-placed diasporic lives haeen and are different
from those black diasporics who claim longer his®of singular removal
(i.e. African-Canadians or African-Americans) aorfr those blacks whose
secondary trajectories of a more liberated mobifag opposed to the
forced migrations of slavery) ended in the seatsngpire (like some black
immigrants to Britain). Does th@ouble diaspora effecif you will, of
many black Canadians create a further displacenfimrh national
narratives or further liberation from the burderfsnational forms of
naming and belonging? Does it provide greater abestato citizenship?
Does it unbind us from nationally-defined identfiilon? Does it result in
a greater heterogeneity of cultural expressiont@#s it created a two-
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tiered longing for lost homelands?

But there is also the question of blackness ankpistice, as in how
this manifests in terms of issues of belongingxguésion from national
narratives and geographies and how blacks are fiftead to occupy the
margins. Is there a potential in black diasporatipsland naming that
allows for a destabilization of the white Euro-Cdiaa centre and its hold
on language, knowledge production and naming? AEMiehas argued,

“Diaspora sensibilities use the nation to makecath¢laims and demands
for social justice. Diaspora sensibilities speaknédions’ limitations and

demand nations be remade in a constant and restlegsl search for

home.?®

In this regard diaspora can transcend and canfigtife contained by the
mere geographically-bounded and limited state difonhood. Since the
diaspora is fundamentally transnational, the bldiglspora and the Trans
Atlantic (Trans Indian, Trans Pacific etc.) modmjether may offer blacks
a strategy for the negotiation of the racial linufghe nation state.

What is this Moment?: Contemporary Visibilities
and Invisibilities

So what is this moment for black Canadians? Whegeree now and
where are we headed? How far have we come and dwodofwe have yet
to go? And how will we measure our success? Thasstipns all assume
an underlying focus on issues of social justicelusion and belonging, of
our shared desires for full access, unlimited foilitg¢s and unrestricted
potential within the Canadian nation state. Thismanot in many ways is
one of hope for many black Canadians. Our hopeeesented in
Lawrence Hill's 2007 Roger’'s Writers’ Trust FictioRrize and 2008
Commonwealth Writers’ Prize (Canada and Caribbeagidd) wins for
his Book of Negroesin Austin Clarke’s 2002 Giller Prize win fdrhe
Polished Hoeand in the election and appointment of Quebec&t black
female MNA and Minister of Immigration and Cultur@ommunities,
Yolande James in 2004 and 2007 respecti¥eur hope is represented
in the appointment of our nation’s first black gover general, Michaélle
Jean in 2008’ and in the election, south of the border, of fingt black
(and person of colour) President, Barrack ObamghénUnited States of
America who the governor general met, in the coofs®@bama’s official
state visit to Canada, on 19 February 2009 in Gtta®his hope is
embedded in the potent visual symbolism of whatld/dwave seemed up



