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Editorial Commentary

Éditorial

The Bicentenary of the Abolition of The
British Slave Trade: A Canadian Perspective

Le bicentenaire de l’abolition de l’esclavage dans
l’Empire britannique : Un point de vue canadien

Afua Cooper, Ph.D.

Afua Cooper, D.Ph.

Afua Cooper is a scholar, author, and poet. She earned her Ph.D. in
Canadian history with a focus on the Black communities of 19th
century Ontario. Her doctoral dissertation was a biography of Henry
Bibb, the renowned antislavery crusader. Further, she has done extensive work on Mary Bibb as a schoolteacher and abolitionist reformer.
Afua has also done ground-breaking work on the enslavement of
Black people in Canada. Such research has resulted in The Hanging
of Angélique: The Untold Story of Slavery in Canada and the
Burning of Old Montréal (HarperCollins, 2006). The French language version was published by L’Editions de L’Homme in 2007.
Angélique has become a national bestseller and was nominated for
the Governor General’s Award in 2006. Afua is also a well-known
poet, having published five books of poetry, the latest of which is
Copper Woman and Other Poems (Natural Heritage Press, 2006).

Académicienne, auteure et poète, Afua Cooper a réalisé un doctorat
sur l’histoire canadienne portant sur les communautés de race noire
de l’Ontario au XIXe siècle Sa thèse de doctorat portait sur la biographie d’Henry Bibb, un militant renommé pour sa lutte contre
l’esclavage. Elle a aussi rédigé un ouvrage élaboré sur Mary Bibb, une
enseignante et abolitionniste de la réforme contre l’esclavage.Elle est
l’auteure d’une recherche novatrice sur l’asservissement des Noirs au
Canada qui a donné lieu à la rédaction du livre The Hanging of
Angélique: The Untold Story of Slavery in Canada and the
Burning of Old Montréal (HarperCollins, 2006) publié en
français en 2007 sous le titre d’Angélique. Il est devenu l’un des livres
les plus vendus à l’échelle nationale et a été mis en candidature dans
le cadre des Prix 2006 du Gouverneur général en arts visuels et en
arts médiatiques. Poète reconnue, elle a publié cinq livres de poésie,
dont le dernier s’intitule Copper Woman and Other Poems
(Natural Heritage Press, 2006).

If all the crimes which the human race has committed from
the creation down to the present day were added together in
one vast aggregate they would scarcely equal …the amount of
guilt which has been incurred by mankind in connection
with this diabolical slave trade.
British Foreign Secretary, Henry T. Palmerston,
to the British House of Commons, 1844

Tous les crimes, mis ensemble, que la race humaine a commis,
de la création du monde jusqu’à maintenant, sont loin d’égaler
ceux dont l’humanité s’est rendue coupable dans cette diabolique
traite des esclaves.
Le secrétaire au Foreign Office, Henry T. Palmerston,
à la Chambre des Communes britannique, 1844

The Slave trade and slavery, are among the worst violations
of human rights in the history of humanity, bearing in mind,
particularly, their scale and duration. It is acknowledged that
the institution of slavery is at the heart of profound social and
economic inequality, hatred, bigotry, racism and prejudice
which continue to affect people of African descent today.
UN Resolution, Dec. 2006.

La traite des esclaves et l’esclavage sont parmi les pires violations
des droits de l’homme de l’histoire de l’humanité, compte tenu
de leur échelle et de leur durée. Il est reconnu que l’institution
de l’esclavage est au cœur d’une profonde inégalité sociale et
économique, de la haine, du racisme et des préjugés qui continuent d’affecter aujourd’hui les gens de descendance africaine.
Résolution de l’ONU, décembre 2006.

The legacy of the slave trade and slavery, are not just of fundamental importance to the Caribbean and Africa. Their
consequences should stir the conscience of the international
community, especially taking into account the continued
impact in political, social and economic terms.
Raymond Wolfe, Jamaican Ambassador to the UN, 2006

Les séquelles de la traite des esclaves et de l’esclavage sont d’une
importance fondamentale non seulement pour les Antilles et
l’Afrique. Leur présence doit émouvoir la conscience de la communauté internationale, compte tenu de leur impact continu
en termes politiques, sociaux et économiques.
Raymond Wolfe, ambassadeur de la Jamaïque à l’ONU, 2006

Old Pirates, yes, they rob I
sold I to the merchants’ ships
minutes after they took I from the bottomless pit

Les vieux pirates, oui, ils m'ont volé
m'ont vendu à des navires de marchands
1 Les Britanniques ont mis fin à leur traite d’esclaves en 1807, les Américains, en 1808.
Mais, lorsque Palmerston fit ce commentaire, la France, les Pays-Bas, le Portugal, le
Brésil et d’autres pays se livraient encore au trafic d’Africains.

1 The British and Americans ended their slave trades in 1807 and 1808 respectively.
However, at the time Palmerston made this comment, France, Holland, Portugal,
Brazil, and others still carried on the trade in African bodies.
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but my hand was made strong
by the hands of the Almighty
we forward in this generation triumphantly
Redemption Song, Bob Marley

quelques minutes après, ils m’ont sorti
du puits de l’abîme
mais ma main était affermie
par les mains du Tout-Puissant
dans cette génération, nous allons de l’avant
en triomphe
Redemption Song de Bob Marley

It is a privilege to serve as guest editor of this groundbreaking
issue of DIRECTIONS. This particular Bicentenary is of great
significance in the history of African Canadians, and Africans
world-wide. Further, the slave trade and slavery are hidden and
unacknowledged histories of Western (White) society.
Hopefully, this Bicentenary will shake Western Society out of
its collective amnesia with regards to the enslavement of
Africans.

C’est un privilège de pouvoir être l’éditorialiste invitée de ce
numéro exceptionnel de DIRECTIONS. Le Bicentenaire de
l’abolition de la traite britannique d’esclaves revêt une grande
importance dans l’histoire des Canadiens africains et des Africains
du monde entier. La traite des esclaves et l’esclavage sont des
chapitres cachés et non reconnus de l’histoire de la société occidentale (blanche). Il est à espérer que le Bicentenaire secouera la
société occidentale de son amnésie collective quant à l’asservissement des Africains.

On 25 March 1807 Britain made its slave trading business illegal. It was called the slave trade. But a trade implies reciprocity, and there was little or no reciprocity in that endeavour.
Britain and other Europeans gained immense wealth and
world domination as a result, Africa gained poverty, misery
and underdevelopment.

Le 25 mars 1807, l’Angleterre rendait illégal son commerce
d’esclaves. On appelait ce commerce la traite des esclaves. La
notion de traite implique réciprocité, mais il y avait peu ou pas de
réciprocité en l’espèce : L’Angleterre et les autres puissances
européennes acquéraient d’immenses richesses et s’assuraient la
domination du monde, et l’Afrique avaient en partage la pauvreté, la misère et le sous-développement.

The decision to end the loathsome trade was as a result of agitation from the enslaved Africans themselves, especially those
in the Caribbean who engaged in spectacular acts of resistance,
antislavery forces in Britain (both Black and White), and the
stunning triumph of the Haitian Revolution in 1804. Haitians
by launching the world’s most important Revolution signalled
to slavetrading nations that the enslaved would resist and rebel
against the evil that was the slave trade, and slavery.

La décision de mettre fin à cet immonde trafic est le résultat de
l’agitation sociale des Africains asservis, particulièrement des
Africains des Antilles qui se sont livrés à des actions spectaculaires
de résistance, des forces antiesclavagistes – Noirs comme Blancs en Angleterre, et du renversant triomphe de la Révolution haïtienne de 1804. Les Haïtiens, en réalisant la révolution la plus
importante du monde, ont fait comprendre aux nations pratiquant l’esclavage que les esclaves résisteraient et se révolteraient
contre les maux qu’étaient la traite des esclaves et l’esclavage.

The trade in Black African bodies by Europeans began in 1444
and ended in 1888. It started with Portugal and ended with
Brazil. However, Britain during these centuries, emerged as the
greatest slave-trading power and gained world supremacy as a
result. By conservative estimates Africa lost upward of 25 million of its people in the slave trade. This figure accounts only
for those who made it alive to the New World, and not the millions who died in the Middle Passage, or in the forts built on
the West African coasts to house the captives, and the many
who died on the march to the coast to be boarded on ships.
The demographic impact of the slave trade on African societies
veers toward 100 million. This great tragedy, genocidal in its
impact, and called by the Ki-Swahili word, the Maafa, has not
been fully acknowledged by European and other western powers including Canada.

La traite des Africains noirs par les Européens commença en 1444
et prit fin en 1888. Elle commença avec le Portugal et pris fin avec
le Brésil. Mais, au cours de ces siècles, la Grande-Bretagne finit
par être le plus grand trafiquant d’esclaves du monde, ce qui lui
permit d’assurer sa suprématie mondiale. Selon des estimations
conservatrices, le trafic des esclaves fit perdre à l’Afrique jusqu’à
25 millions de ses habitants. Ces chiffres ne tiennent compte que
des Africains qui ont survécu jusqu’au Nouveau Monde, mais pas
des millions d’entre eux morts en mer, dans les forts sur la côte de
l’Afrique occidentale où on les logeait, ou durant les marches forcées qui les menaient à la côte et aux navires. L’impact démographique de la traite des esclaves sur les sociétés africaines se
chiffre à près de100 millions. Cette grande tragédie, un génocide

At the time of the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, Britain
was the leading slaving power in the world. Experts suggest,
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that by this date, she had removed upwards of 6 million
Africans from their homeland. Thus, when she got out of the
business of slaving a major artery in the African body had
closed. The hemorrhaging had been stopped somewhat.

par son impact, qu’on appelle, en Ki-Swahili, la Maafa, n’a pas été
pleinement reconnue par les Européens ou les autres puissances
occidentales, y compris le Canada.
En 1807, lors de l’abolition de la traite des esclaves, la GrandeBretagne était la puissance dominante dans ce domaine. Selon les
experts, elle avait enlevé jusqu’alors près de 6 millions d’Africains
de leur terre natale. L’abandon du commerce de l’esclavage par
l’Angleterre, qui obturait une grande partie des vaisseaux par
lesquels s’écoulaient les Africains du continent, a diminué dans
une certaine mesure l’hémorragie.

Britain’s foray into the so-called slave trade begin under the auspices of Queen Elizabeth I. John Hawkins, who became know as
Queen Elizabeth’s slave trader, sailed to Sierra Leone in the years
1562 to 1569. Hawkins sailed to Sierra Leone terrorized local
communities and took 1,200 Africans into slavery. Hawkins
sailed to Hispaniola where he sold his slave captives to Spanish
colonists and then returned to England laden with ivory, hides,
and sugar which he sold for a large profit. His queen, seeing the
profit to be made from the slave trade, invested in Hawkin’s and
other slavetrading ventures. Thus England entered the trade in
human flesh. The trade evolved and grew. Between 1672 and
1698, the Crown, under Charles II and his brother James, the
Duke of York, chartered the Royal African Company, which
gave itself a monopoly on the African slave trade. This became
the primary means by which captives from Africa were enslaved.
Due to agitation from important merchants who wanted a piece
of the African trade, the RAC was forced to relinquish its
monopoly and opened up the enterprise to merchants and companies of all stripes. The trade in African human beings had now
become the principal means by which Europeans would make
money and enrich themselves. The Netherlands, France, and
Scandinavia had entered the trade by this time but by1712, after
the War of Spanish Succession, Britain emerged as the principal
slavetrading power.

L’Angleterre se mit au commerce des esclaves avec le patronage de
la Reine Elizabeth I. De 1562 à 1569, John Hawkins, connu
comme le trafiquant d’esclaves de la Reine Elizabeth, fit des
expéditions au Sierra Leone, en terrorisa les communautés locales
et asservit 1 200 Africains, qu’il transporta à Hispaniola où il les
vendit à des colons espagnols. Il revint en Angleterre, chargé
d’ivoire, de peaux et de sucre qu’il vendit à grand profit. Voyant
ces profits, la Reine finança l’entreprise d’Hawkins et d’autres.
L’Angleterre s’était donc engagée dans l’achat et la vente de la
chair humaine, commerce dont l’importance grandit avec les ans.
De 1672 à 1698, la Couronne anglaise, sous Charles II et son
frère James, le duc d’York, accorda une charte à la Royal African
Company, qui s’attribua le monopole de la traite des esclaves
noirs. Des marchands importants firent campagne pour avoir
aussi une part du gâteau, et la Royal African Company se vit forcée de céder une partie de son monopole et d’ouvrir ce domaine
à des marchands et sociétés de tous genres. La traite d’êtres
humains d’origine africaine était devenue le principal moyen
pour les Européens de s’enrichir. Les Pays-Bas, la France et la
Scandinavie participaient aussi à ce commerce alors, mais, après
1712, après la Guerre de la Succession Espagnole, la GrandeBretagne devint le principal trafiquant d’esclaves.

Profits accrued from the slave trade and slavery led to rapid
investments in various industries in Europe. The British (and
American) industrial revolutions took place because of capital
accumulation and investments from the slave trade and slavery.
The first financial institutions (banks and insurance companies)
were founded with slave trade money. British cities such as
Liverpool, London, Glasgow, Bristol, and Plymouth grew rich
from the gains of the trade in African human beings. The cotton
and iron industries were established on the backs of slaves. Even
cultural places, not usually associated with slavery, such as the
British Museum and Art Gallery, must thank African slaves for
their rise and glory. Further, every important British European
family, including the royal family, invested in and grew wealthy
from the slave trade. The 17th-, 18th-, and early 19th-century
wars fought on the high seas between the nations of Western
Europe were directly about the slave colonies.

Les profits de la traite des esclaves et de l’esclavage se sont rapidement convertis en investissements dans diverses industries
européennes. Les révolutions industrielles britanniques et américaines sont le résultat de l’accumulation de capitaux et des fonds
provenant de la traite des esclaves et de l’esclavage. Les premières
institutions financières (les banques et les compagnies d’assurance) ont été fondées avec l’argent de la traite des esclaves. Les
villes britanniques, tels Liverpool, Londres, Glasgow, Bristol et
Plymouth, s’enrichirent des gains provenant du commerce d’êtres
humains d’origine africaine. Les industries du coton et du fer se
sont établies sur le dos des esclaves. Même des centres de culture,
que l’on n’associe pas habituellement à l’esclavage, tel le British
Museum and Art Gallery, doivent remercier les esclaves africains
pour leur essor et leur renommée. Qui plus est, toutes les familles

Thus, the "building" of such countries like Britain was done
on the backs of slaves. This was true not only for Britain but
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britanniques importantes de l’Europe, y compris la famille royale
anglaise, ont investi dans la traite des esclaves et s’en sont
enrichies. Les guerres maritimes dans lesquelles s’affrontèrent, aux
XVIIe, XVIIIe, et au début du XIXe siècle, les nations de
l’Europe occidentale, portaient directement sur des colonies pratiquant l’esclavage.

for all the other major western and northern European powers,
and the United States. Europe's progress and modernity was
predicated on Africa's misery.
Canada, itself, was part of the wider phenomenon of the
Atlantic slave trade and slavery. First, Canada was a colony of
France and Britain, the two largest slave traffickers. Second,
because the Atlantic slave-trading activities connected diverse
economies, for much of the slavery period there was a brisk
trade between the capitalists of eastern Canada and the slaveholders of the Caribbean. Fish from Newfoundland and eastern Canada fed the enslaved people in the West Indies. The
maritime products were then exchanged for slave-grown products: sugar, rum, molasses, tobacco, coffee, and the like. West
Indian slaves were also bought by Canadian slaveholders and
merchants, and recent research reveals that enslaved African
Canadians, especially from the Maritimes were also shipped to
the Caribbean. Third, new scholarship shows that at least 60 of
the slave ships used in the British slave trade were built in
Canada. Most important, enslavement of Africans itself was
institutionalized in Canada. The enslavement of black people
existed from at least 1628 to 1834 when it was abolished by
imperial fiat. The case of an enslaved black woman, MarieJoseph Angélique, who was executed in Montreal in 1734 for
allegedly setting fire to that city, speaks to the fact of slavery in
Canada. Likewise, the 47th clause of Capitulation at the time of
the Conquest in 1760, in which the British recognized the
French colonists' rights to keep in bondage their black and
aboriginal slaves, underscores this fact of slavery in Canada.

Donc, la « construction » de pays, comme la Grande-Bretagne,
s’est faite sur le dos des esclaves. Ceci est vrai non seulement pour
la Grande-Bretagne, mais aussi pour toutes les grandes puissances
européennes occidentales et septentrionales, de même que pour
les États-Unis. Le progrès et la modernisation de l’Europe
reposent sur la misère de l’Afrique.
Le Canada, lui-même, a fait partie du phénomène de la traite
transatlantique des esclaves et de l’esclavage. En premier lieu, le
Canada était une colonie de la France et de la Grande-Bretagne,
les deux plus grands trafiquants d’esclaves. En deuxième lieu, les
activités relatives à la traite d’esclaves faisant intervenir diverses
économies, un commerce actif se menait entre les capitalistes de
l’Est du Canada et les propriétaires d’esclaves des Antilles. Le
poisson de Terre-Neuve et de l’Est du Canada servait à l’alimentation des esclaves des Antilles. Les produits venant de la mer
s’échangeaient pour des produits de l’esclavage : sucre, rhum,
mélasse, tabac, café, pour n’en nommer que quelques-uns. Des
propriétaires d’esclaves et des marchands canadiens achetaient des
esclaves antillais. De recherches récentes révèlent qu’on a aussi
transporté des esclaves canadiens africains aux Antilles, particulièrement à partir des provinces maritimes. En troisième lieu,
des études récentes montrent également qu’au moins 60 pour
cent des navires négriers servant à la traite britannique des
esclaves étaient construits au Canada. Ce qui est très important
de noter, c’est que l’asservissement des Africains était institutionnalisé au Canada. L’esclavage des Noirs a existé de 1628 au moins
jusqu’à 1834, quand il fut aboli par décision du gouvernement
impérial. L’exécution en 1734, à Montréal, d’une esclave noire,
Marie-Joseph Angélique, qui aurait mis le feu à la ville, est une
indication que l’esclavage existait alors au Canada. En 1760, à
l’époque de la Conquête anglaise, il en était de même, comme le
souligne l’existence de l’article 47 de la Capitulation où les
Anglais reconnaissaient aux colons français le droit de garder leurs
esclaves noirs ou autochtones.

The articles in this collection provide a Canadian perspective
on the issue of the slave trade, slavery, and their legacies, and
so place Canada as part of the African Diaspora and British
Empire that was impacted by the abolition of the slave trade.
It is the hope of this editor that this issue of DIRECTIONS
will motivate Canadians to, as one of the contributors notes,
reflect on this historical tragedy and its consequences, and
begin an honest discussion about the racist impact of the slavery trade, and slavery, and in so doing, move us further along
the path toward an equitable society.
As we commemorate the abolition of the evil trade, let us
remember the words of Raymond Wolfe, Jamaica’s high commissioner to the United Nations. In addressing the UN on the
eve of the Bicentenary, he notes that the commemoration is of
vital importance because it underlined "the firm resolve of the
international community that such horrific acts, which dehumanized the victims of their dignity, spirit and self-worth,
should never be forgotten or allowed to recur."
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Les articles réunis dans ce numéro offrent un point de vue canadien sur la question de la traite des esclaves, de l’esclavage et de
leurs séquelles, et montrent le rôle du Canada dans la diaspora
africaine et dans l’empire britannique touchés par l’abolition de la
traite des esclaves. En tant qu’éditorialiste, j’espère que ce numéro
de Directions motivera les Canadiens, comme l’un des collabora-
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Reparations for Africans:
A brief overview of their history
Raymond A. Winbush, Ph.D.

"Reparations - Payment of a debt owed; the act
of repairing a wrong or injury; to atone for
wrongdoings; to make amends; to make one
whole again; the payment of damages; to repair
a nation; compensation in money, land, or materials for damages."
---National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations
in America.
The reparations movement, historically considered
a "fringe issue" in the American black nationalist
community is now firmly established among various constituencies in the United States as well as in
African communities around the world. Its ascendancy as an important social movement — I would
argue the most important since Civil Rights — is
confirmed by the amount of print space and air
time the media devote to it. Though the movement
is picking up speed, compensatory measures for
Africans have been elusive because of the entrenchment of white supremacy in world politics that provided legal sanction for this crime against humanity. Africans around the world have watched groups
such as the Japanese, Jews and others receive reparations for government sanctioned crimes against
them, while eyebrows are raised and arguments dismissed as "nonsensical" when similar justice for
Africans and their descendants are made. Table 1

illustrates examples of payments made to various
groups during the past sixty years. It is clear that
the payment of reparations is not only a common
occurrence but is firmly rooted in international law
that the United States recognizes. It is also important to note that while many view reparations as a
"radical solution" to alleviate a historic wrong, conservative heads of state have, e.g., President Ronald
Reagan have endorsed them for victims of crimes
against humanity.
Many people are unaware that the discussion of
reparations for African people has a long history in
the United States, going through three distinct
stages with a nascent fourth beginning in 2002.
Stage I from 1865 to 1920 included the United
States government’s attempt to compensate its
newly released three million enslaved Africans from
bondage. This period also saw Callie House’s heroic efforts at establishing the Ex-slave Mutual Relief,
Bounty and Pension Association where she organized hundreds of thousands of ex-slaves for repayment to the government. Stage II from 1920 to
1968 saw Marcus Garvey, Queen Mother Audley
Moore and numerous Black nationalists press for
reparations by educating thousands of persons
about the unpaid debt owed to Africans in
America. This is the period where the reparations

TABLE 1: SOME EXAMPLES OF REPARATIONS PAYMENTS*
1952 Germany
1971 United States
1980 United States
1985 United States
1985 United States
1985 United States
1986 United States
1988 Canada
1988 Canada
1990 Austria
1990 United States

$822 Million
$1 Billion + 44 Million Acres of Land
$81 Million
$105 Million
$12.3 Million
$31 Million
$32 Million
$230 Million
250,000 Square Miles of Land
$25 Million
$1.2 Billion

Holocaust Survivors
Alaska Natives Land Settlement
Klamaths of Oregon
Lakota of South Dakota
Seminoles of Florida
Chippewas of Wisconsin
Ottawas of Michigan
Japanese Canadians
Eskimos and Indigenous People
Jewish Claims on Austria
Japanese Americans

*Source: Black Reparations Now! Part 1 40 Acres, $50.00 and a Mule by Dorothy Benton-Lewis, 1998
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VIEWPOINT
movement was seen as a black nationalist endeavor and civil
rights organizations saw its goals as being "unrealistic" and
"extreme."

sions were often heated and difficult. What united them however was a common goal of pressing for reparations on a global
level for African people.

Stage III began in 1968 and continues today. The founding of
several black nationalist groups including the Republic of New
Africa (1968) National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in
America (1987) and James Foreman’s (1969) Black Manifesto
which demanded $5 billion from Christian churches and
Jewish synagogues, served as catalysts for launching what some
have called the "modern reparations movement". Randall
Robinson’s 2000 book The Debt aided in moving the discussion
into even wider circles as did the continuing attempts since
1989 by Congressman John Conyers, Jr. (D-MI) to appoint a
committee to study the effects of slavery upon the United
States. I believe that Stage IV of the movement began in 2002
with the filing of several lawsuits against corporations and ultimately the government. This legal stage was temporarily discouraged by the Cato decision in 1995 where a liberal federal
court in California ruled that suing for reparations occurred
"too long" after the incident (slavery) had happened.

The fertile ground for nourishing the movement came during
the early 1990s when the December 12th Movement along
with other grassroots organizations lobbied the United Nations
to hold a World Conference Against Racism. This followed the
tradition of Marcus Garvey during the 1920s, W. E. B. Du Bois
during the 1940s and 1950s, and Malcolm X during the 1960s
who together encouraged bringing international attention to
the struggle of Africans in America. The 2001 World
Conference Against Racism (WCAR) presented an opportunity to press the issues of Reparations at the global level. The
three core issues adhered to consistently by the December 12th
Movement that helped unify the struggle in the late 1990s
were:
1)Declaration of the Transatlantic Slave Trade and Slavery
as a crime against humanity
2)Reparations for people on the African continent and in
the Maafa
3)The Economic Base of Racism.
These were not haphazardly arrived at issues. Rather, the
organizers had a steady eye on international law as you will see
in the various articles contained in this volume. Added to this
list was the impact of colonialism to the first core issue --- the
Transatlantic Slave Trade --- that allowed for even wider litigation efforts involving the former European colonial powers that
divided Africa up at the 1884 Berlin Conference.

A convergence of four groups provides a conceptual framework
for understanding the current discussion of reparations:
1) grassroots organizers 2) legislators 3) attorneys and 4) academics. A similar convergence of cooperation occurred during
the late 1940s that resulted in what we now call the Civil Rights
Movement. A. Phillip Randolph’s Brotherhood of Sleeping Car
Porters (grassroots) began conversations with Charles Hamilton
Houston and Thurgood Marshall (legal) who consulted with
politicians such as Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota (legislative)
as well as psychologists Kenneth and Mamie Clark (academics).
Together they formed national networks that led to the birth of
the Civil Rights Movement. Pioneering black sociologist
Charles S. Johnson of Fisk University provided research facilities and a place to discuss strategies for all of these groups with
his establishment of the Race Relations Institute during the
1940s.

In retrospect, it appears that both Europe and the United States
though opposing every discussion in the international arena on
reparations, under anticipated how the movement would coalesce during the late 1990s. Similar to the Civil Rights
Movement in the United States and the anti-Apartheid movement in South Africa, the governments responsible for slavery
and exploitation failed to understand how the reparations
movement would be the first global dialogue on the past practices of slavery in the 21st century. The West, led by the United
States, realized too late (2000) that the momentum of the discussion would accelerate at breakneck speed in 2001, as final
plans for the WCAR began in earnest. A by-product of the
meetings leading up to the WCAR was the extraordinary networking that took place among the global African community
as they shared similar stories about patchwork programs provided as a panacea for sidetracking discussion on the continuing impact of slavery and colonialism on Africans and their
descendants around the world. Both the United States and
Europe failed in their strong-armed attempts at removing reparations from the agenda in Geneva and Durban, and the Non-

Reparations have a similar history. Grassroots organizations
such as the December 12th Movement (D12), National
Council of Blacks for Reparations in America (N’COBRA),
and the National Black United Front (NBUF) worked closely
with legislators in the mid-1980s, e.g., John Conyers (D-MI),
and collaborated with the Reparations Coordinating
Committing (RCC) consisting of attorneys such as Willie Gary,
Randall Robinson and Johnnie Cochran and academics such as
Manning Marable and Ron Walters. These groups conversed
long and hard with each other and as you will see, these discus-
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Government Organizations (NGOs) participating in the
Conference were even more encouraged to press the issue in the
world arena.

organizational strategies that do not have to please a white constituency that may have problems with "black only" agenda.
The civil rights organizations face a major dilemma in that the
reparations movement is truly a grassroots movement similar to
the United Negro Improvement Association of Marcus Garvey
during the early twentieth century, with very few whites
involved. The civil rights establishment must decide how it will
"satisfy" their white benefactors without alienating the masses
of Africans in America. These groups face the same challenge
as during early 1995 when Louis Farrakhan and the Nation of
Islam began organizing the Million Man March that took place
in October of that year. The boards of these organizations distanced themselves from Farrakhan because they feared a white
backlash from donors with deep pockets who were frightened
by Farrakhan. Unlike the Million Man March, however, the
quest for reparations is not a one-time event but an ever
expanding movement that will be around for a very long time.
The histories of the organizations critical to this movement are
presented in this chapter so that readers can get an idea of how
groups move from local agenda setting to organizing global
social movements.

Any understanding about social movements should include the
organizations instrumental in bringing the issue to the forefront. Brown v. Board is better understood after reading about
the internal workings of the NAACP during the late 1940s and
early 1950s. Likewise, the strategies developed by Martin
Luther King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference are
critical in understanding how the civil rights movement focused
the world’s attention on Birmingham, Montgomery and
Chicago. The National Black United Front (NBUF), the
National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America
(N’COBRA) and the December 12th Movement (D12), are
the primary organizations advocating for reparations in
America. They were clearly ahead of the traditional "civil rights
establishment" who only recently saw the importance of reparations as a vital element in the human rights struggle for
African Americans and is in the process of playing "catch-up"
in aligning themselves with traditional black nationalist
organizations.

Finally, I believe that the reparations movement should deliberately provoke debate and conversation over the greatest crime in
world history, the Transatlantic Slave Trade. Until all people
understand its causes and continuing impact on Africans
throughout the world there will never be an honest dialogue
about race and racism.

Diagram of a slave ship from the Atlantic slave trade.
Photo courtesy of the Lilly Library of Rare Books and Manuscripts, Indiana University.

It is also important to note that black nationalist organizations
such at NBUF have no white benefactors and are not nearly as
dependent on white financial support as are "mainstream" civil
rights organizations. This allows for freedom in developing
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Revendications de réparations pour les Africains :
Bref aperçu de leur histoire
Raymond A. Winbush, D.Ph.
« Réparations - Remboursement d’une dette,
indemnisation relative à des actes illicites ou
dommageables; réparer le dommage occasionné;
restaurer l’intégrité d’une personne; paiement de
dommages-intérêts; remettre en état une nation;
compensation en argent, territoire ou équipement
pour les dommages causés. »
---National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations
in America.
Le mouvement de revendication de réparations
n’est plus considéré comme portant sur une « question marginale » dans la communauté des nationalistes noirs américains. Il constitue maintenant un
élément important des divers mouvements d’opinion aux États-Unis de même que dans les communautés africaines partout au monde. Le fait qu’il soit
devenu un mouvement social important - selon
moi, le plus important depuis celui de la défense des
droits civiques américains - est confirmé par le
temps et l’espace que les médias lui consacrent. Bien
que le mouvement soit de plus en plus fort, les
mesures d’indemnisation en faveur des Africains se
font toujours attendre en raison du solide enracinement de la suprématie blanche dans la politique
mondiale qui avait sanctionné juridiquement la
commission de ce crime contre l’humanité. Les
Africains de tous les pays ont pu observer l’indemnisation de groupes tels que les Japonais ou les Juifs

qui avaient été victimes de crimes sanctionnés par
des gouvernements, alors que les demandes qu’ils
faisaient pour que l’on leur rende aussi justice, à eux
et à leurs descendants, faisaient froncer les sourcils
et étaient rejetées comme « n’ayant pas de sens ». Le
tableau 1 donne des exemples de sommes versées à
divers groupes durant les soixante dernières années.
Il est clair que le versement de réparations n’est pas
seulement une pratique commune, mais aussi une
pratique profondément enracinée dans le droit
international reconnu par les États-Unis. Il importe
aussi de noter que, bien que plusieurs considèrent
les réparations comme une « solution trop radicale»
pour redresser une faute historique, des chefs d’État
conservateurs, par exemple le président Ronald
Reagan, ont approuvé le paiement de réparations
pour compenser des victimes de crimes contre
l’humanité.
Peu de gens savent que la discussion de réparations
pour les gens d’origine africaine a une longue histoire aux États-Unis, passant par trois phases distinctes avant d’entrer dans une quatrième en 2002.
Durant la Phase I, de 1865 à 1920, le gouvernement américain a tenté d’indemniser les trois millions d’esclaves africains qui venaient d’être libérés
de leur asservissement. C’est également l’époque
des efforts héroïques de Callie House pour établir
l’Ex-slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension

TABLEAU 1 : EXEMPLES DE RÉPARATIONS*
L’auteur :
Raymond A. Winbush, Ph.D., est
directeur de l’Institute for Urban
Research de la Morgan State
University. Il a reçu de nombreuses
subventions, notamment une de la
Kellogg Foundation pour l’établissement d’un « National
Dialogue on Race » (dialogue
national sur la question raciale). Il
est l’auteur de The Warrior Method:
A Parents' Guide to Rearing Healthy
Black Boys, (Harper Collins, 2001)
et de Should America Pay? – The
Raging Debate on Reparations
(Harper Collins, 2007).

1952 Allemagne
1971 États-Unis
1980 États-Unis
1985 États-Unis
1985 États-Unis
1985 États-Unis
1986 États-Unis
1988 Canada
1988 Canada
1990 Autriche
1990 États-Unis

822 millions $
1 milliard $ + 44 millions d’acres de territoire
81 millions $
105 millions $
12,3 millions $
31 millions $
32 millions $, violations du Traité de 1836
230 millions $
250 000 milles carrés de terres
25 millions $
1,2 milliard $

Survivants de l’Holocauste
Règlement territorial avec les Autochtones de l’Alaska
Klamaths de l’Orégon
Lakotas du Dakota du Sud
Séminoles de la Floride
Chippewas du Wisconsin
Ottawas du Michigan
Canadiens japonais
Inuits et Autochtones
Revendications juives contre l’Autriche
Américains japonais

*Source : Black Reparations Now! Part 1 40 Acres, $50.00 and a Mule par Dorothy Benton-Lewis, 1998
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Association afin d’aider des centaines de milliers d’esclaves à
obtenir une indemnité du gouvernement. Durant la Phase II,
de 1920 à 1968, Marcus Garvey, la Reine-mère Audley Moore
et de nombreux nationalistes noirs ont agi en faveur des réparations en instruisant des milliers de personnes sur la dette
impayée qui était due aux Africains aux États-Unis. C’est
l’époque où l’on voyait dans ces demandes de redressement
financier une revendication des nationalistes noirs, dont les
objectifs étaient perçus comme « irréalistes » et « extrêmes » par
les organisations de défense des droits civiques.

L’histoire du mouvement en faveur de réparations est similaire.
Des organisations de base, tels que le Mouvement du 12 décembre (le D12), le National Council for Reparations in America
(le N’COBRA) et le National Black Unity Front (NBUF), ont
travaillé étroitement avec les législateurs au milieu des années
1980 (par exemple, John Convers, démocrate du Michigan) et
collaboré avec le Comité de coordination des réparations, composé d’avocats tels que Willie Gary, Randall Robinson et
Johnnie Cochran et d’universitaires tels que Manning Marable
et Ron Walters. Ces groupes ont tenu des conversations longues
et ardues entre eux, conversations qui ont été, comme on le
verra, souvent difficiles. Ce qui unissait ces groupes étaient leur
objectif commun de revendiquer des réparations à l’échelle
mondiale pour les Africains.

La Phase III va de 1968 à nos jours. La fondation de plusieurs
groupes nationalistes noirs, notamment la Republic of New
Africa, en 1968, la National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations
in America, en 1987, et le Black Manifesto de James Foreman
en 1969, qui réclamaient 5 milliards de dollars des églises chrétiennes et des synagogues, ont servi de catalyseur au lancement
de ce que certains appellent le « mouvement moderne de revendication de réparations ». Le livre The Debt, publié en 2000, de
Randall Robinson a contribué au débat de cette question dans
d’autres milieux, tout comme l’ont fait les efforts menés, depuis
1989, par le membre du Congrès John Convers Jr., démocrate
du Michigan, pour faire établir un comité chargé d’étudier les
effets de l’esclavage sur les États-Unis. Je crois que la Phase IV
du mouvement a commencé, en 2002, avec le dépôt de
plusieurs actions contre des sociétés et, finalement, contre le
gouvernement. L’arrêt Cato, rendu en 1995 par une cour
fédérale californienne de tendance libérale, qui décidait que les
actions en réparations arrivaient « trop longtemps » après le fait
pour être retenues, avait temporairement freiné cette phase.

La croissance du mouvement a été facilitée, au début des années
1990, par les activités de pression du Mouvement du 12 décembre et d’autres organisations de base auprès des Nations Unies
pour la tenue d’une Conférence mondiale sur le racisme. Ces
activités allaient dans le même sens que celles de Marcus Garvey
durant les années 1920, de W.E.B. Du Bois durant les années
1940 et 1950 et de Malcolm X durant les années 1960, encourageant les Africains américains à faire connaître leur lutte au
niveau international. La Conférence de 2001 sur le racisme a
fourni une occasion de faire valoir la question des réparations au
niveau mondial. Les trois objectifs principaux poursuivis constamment par le Mouvement du 12 décembre et qui ont contribué à unifier la lutte à la fin des années 1990 sont :
1) Déclaration que la traite transatlantique des esclaves et
l’esclavage sont des crimes contre l’humanité
2) Réparations pour les personnes vivant en Afrique et
celles de la Maafa
3) Fondement économique du racisme.

La convergence de quatre groupes fournit un cadre conceptuel
à la compréhension de la discussion actuelle des réparations :
1) les organisateurs de base, au niveau de la communauté; 2) les
législateurs; 3) les avocats; 4) les universitaires. C’est un mouvement similaire de coopération à la fin des années 1940 qui avait
donné le jour à ce que nous appelons maintenant le
Mouvement des droits civiques. La Brotherhood of Sleeping
Car Porter (organisateurs de base) d’A. Philip Randolp avait
commencé une conversation avec Charles Hamilton Houston
et Thurgood Marshall (les avocats), qui ont consulté des politiciens tels que Hubert Humphrey du Minnesota (les légistateurs)
de même que les psychologues Kenneth et Mamie Clark (les
universitaires). Ensemble, ils ont formé des réseaux nationaux
qui ont mené à la naissance du Mouvement des droits civiques.
Charles S. Johnson, un sociologue noir précurseur de l’université Fisk, a fourni des installations de recherche et un endroit où
tous ces groupes pouvaient tenir des discussions de stratégie en
créant son Race Relations Institute durant les années 1940.

Canadian Race Relations Foundation

Ce ne sont pas là des objectifs choisis de façon désordonnée. Les
organisateurs gardaient bien en vue les règles du droit international, comme vous pourrez le constater à la lecture des articles
de ce volume. On a ajouté à cette liste l’incidence du colonialisme sur la première question fondamentale, la traite transatlantique des esclaves, ce qui donnait la possibilité d’intenter des
poursuites civiles également contre les anciens pouvoirs coloniaux européens, qui ont divisé l’Afrique entre eux à la
Conférence de Berlin en 1884.
Avec le recul, il semble que l’Europe comme les États-Unis,
même s’ils s’opposaient à toute discussion sur les réparations au
niveau international, n’avaient pas prévu à quel point l’unité du
mouvement se réaliserait à la fin des années 1990. Tout comme
cela a été le cas pour le Mouvement des droits civiques et le
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mouvement anti-apartheid en Afrique du Sud, les gouvernements responsables d’esclavage et d’exploitation n’avaient pas
compris que le mouvement en faveur des réparations réussirait
à établir, au XXIe siècle, le premier dialogue mondial sur les pratiques de l’esclavage dans le passé. L’Occident, dirigé par les
États-Unis, s’est rendu compte trop tard, en 2000, que la discussion irait à vive allure en 2001, lorsque la planification finale
de la Conférence mondiale sur le racisme commencerait véritablement. Un produit dérivé des réunions précédant la
Conférence sur le racisme a été la création d’un réseau extraordinaire entre les membres de la communauté africaine mondiale, qui se communiquaient des récits similaires sur les pisaller qu’on leur offrait comme panacée afin de faire dévier la discussion sur l’impact continu de l’esclavage et du colonialisme
sur les Africains et leurs descendants partout au monde. Les
États-Unis, comme l’Europe, ont échoué, malgré leurs méthodes fortes, dans leurs efforts pour enlever les réparations de
l’ordre du jour des réunions de Genève et de Durban : en fait,
ils ont encouragé encore plus les organisations non gouvernementales (ONG) qui participaient à la Conférence à insister sur
la discussion de la question au niveau international.

blancs qui pourraient avoir certaines difficultés avec un programme fait « pour les Noirs seulement ». Les organisations de
défense des droits civiques sont confrontées à un grand dilemme
du fait que le mouvement en faveur des réparations est véritablement un mouvement de base similaire à la United Negro
Improvement Association de Marcus Garvey du début du
XXe siècle, qui ne comprenait que très peu de blancs. Les
dirigeants des mouvements des droits civiques doivent décider
comment « satisfaire » les bienfaiteurs blancs sans s’aliéner une
grande partie des Africains aux États-Unis. Ces groupes ont été
confrontés à ce même défi au début de 1995 quand Louis
Farrakhan et la Nation of Islam ont commencé l’organisation de
la Marche d’un million de personnes, qui s’est tenue en octobre
de cette année. Les conseils d’administration de ces organisations se sont éloignés de Farrakhan parce qu’ils craignaient le
ressac des riches bienfaiteurs blancs que Farrakhan effrayait.
Contrairement à la Marche d’un million de personnes, la lutte
pour le versement de réparations n’est pas un événement
ponctuel, mais un mouvement en expansion continue qui sera
avec nous pour très longtemps. On présente dans ce chapitre
l’histoire des organisations critiques à ce mouvement afin de
permettre aux lecteurs de se faire une idée de la façon dont les
groupes sont passés de programmes de base à l’organisation de
mouvements sociaux mondiaux.

Pour bien comprendre ce qu’est un mouvement social, il faut
inclure les organisations qui jouent un rôle important dans les
efforts faits pour donner priorité à la question intéressant le
mouvement. On comprend mieux l’arrêt Brown c. Board en
lisant des études sur le fonctionnement interne de la NAACP à
la fin des années 1940 et au début des années 1950. De même,
les stratégies élaborées par la Southern Christian Leadership
Conference de Martin Luther King sont essentielles à la compréhension de la façon dont le Mouvement des droits civiques
a attiré l’attention du monde sur Birmingham, Montgomery et
Chicago. Le National Black United Front (NBUF), la National
Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America (N’COBRA) et
le Mouvement du 12 décembre (le D12) sont les principales
organisations américaines prônant le versement de réparations.
Ces organisations devançaient clairement les dirigeants du
« mouvement traditionnel des droits civiques » qui n’ont que
récemment saisi l’importance des réparations en tant qu’élément vital de la lutte des droits de la personne pour les
Américains africains et sont en train de faire du « rattrapage » en
s’alignant sur l’organisation nationaliste noire traditionnelle.

Je crois que le mouvement en faveur des réparations devrait susciter délibérément les débats et les conversations sur le plus
grand crime de l’histoire mondiale, le trafic transatlantique des
esclaves. Tant que tous n’auront pas compris les causes et les
incidences continues de ce trafic sur les Africains du monde, il
ne pourra jamais y avoir de dialogue honnête sur la race et le
racisme.

Il est également important de noter que les organisations
nationalistes noires traditionnelles, comme le NBUF, ne
comptent pas de bienfaiteurs blancs et ne dépendent pas autant
du soutien financier blanc que les organisations « dominantes »
des droits civiques. Cela leur permet d’élaborer librement des
stratégies organisationnelles qui n’ont pas à plaire à des intérêts
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The abolition of the intercontinental trade in black
slaves in the early 19th century: A few thoughts
Daniel Gay, Ph.D.
As we commemorate the bicentennial of the abolition of the intercontinental trade in black slaves,
ending an era when New France and later Canada
were "slave countries" as well, it is first of all an occasion to remember the main features of the slave trade
and the context that produced it. It is also an opportunity to articulate the main lessons we can learn
from it, particularly for the benefit of younger generations of Canadians who, threatened by lack of
education or indifference, are condemned to one day
meet up with History.
Basic facts and background
For many years, Portugal, Spain, France, Holland
and the British Empire took an active part in the triangular trade in "ebony" between Europe, Africa and
the Caribbean. For example, around 1447, 900
Africans were enslaved by Portugal. In August of
1619, Jamestown, Virginia became the first British
colony in North America to receive Africans imported and sold by Dutch merchants. In all, it has been
estimated that in the 18th century alone, seven million people originally from Africa and the West
Indies were kidnapped from these regions and that
the intercontinental slave trade became one of the
most lucrative businesses in the world.
How, in essence, did this business work? Certainly
the driving forces behind the European trade in
African slaves were mainly economic, although the
quest for international status and the imperialist
leanings of some powers were also factors. In the
beginning, around the middle of the 15th century,
Europeans were most interested in Africa for such
commodities as gold, spices and ivory. Later, with
the colonization of the Americas, the European powers sought to export low-cost goods, including rifles,
to African dealers. In Africa, Europeans hunted and
captured Africans and shipped them to the New
World where they were sold in hopes of making a
profit for the traders. In exchange, the Europeans
bought raw materials such as sugar, tobacco and coffee from the Americas. These unprocessed products
were in turn shipped to Europe to be made into
inexpensive merchandise. Thus the African was
caught in the complex workings of nascent capital-
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ism. Incidentally, around the 17th century, hundreds of slaves could be purchased for about $25.00
apiece, or the equivalent in merchandise, and then
resold in the Americas for $150.00 each, six times as
much.
Meanwhile, by the second half of the 18th century,
technological innovations began to be introduced
into the textile industry in England and the United
States. Gradually, the cotton gin and other methods
of producing, spinning and preserving cotton made
servile labourers less profitable. As well, the vision of
the aristocratic Southern plantation owners for the
development of the United States clashed sharply
with that of the Northern elites, who were more
interested in fostering large-scale industrialization
and urbanization. Finally, rising immigration, especially from Italy and Germany, combined with frequent slave revolts and conflict between middle-class
Whites and Blacks over control of skilled and semiskilled trades in some Southern and Northern cities,
contributed to the slowdown and later elimination
of the import of Black slaves from Africa and the
West Indies.
It is important to remember that New France was a
colony of the French Empire until 1763, when it
became a colony of the British Empire, called Lower
Canada. The importation of Africans and West
Indians, first by France and then by Great Britain up
to 1807, and the abolition that year of the intercontinental slave trade, significantly affected the number of slaves imported to Canada as well as to North
America as a whole. This is not surprising, as New
France in particular had since the late 17th century
been an active player in the triangular trade between
Europe, Africa and the American continent (including the Caribbean). In addition, there were French
Canadians in Quebec and Franco-Americans in the
southern United States who were slave owners or
slave traders.
This is an incomplete sketch, but it was against this
background that in 1807, England, which was then
master of the seas as well as a major colonial power,
abolished the European trade in slaves from Africa
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and the West Indies. The United States adopted a similar measure later in the same year: the Constitutional Convention of 1787
in Philadelphia had extended the trade for another 20 years, and
in 1807 the federal Congress officially prohibited the importation
of slaves.

high 77.8 per thousand and that Black patients spent much more
time per year in hospital than the overall average.
A duty to remember
These considerations raised by the bicentennial are not intended
to suggest the abolition of the slave trade at the beginning of the
19th century was unimportant. Indeed, the importation of slaves,
at least at the intercontinental level, diminished considerably, and
continued to fade until it disappeared entirely. This at least partly weakened the power of the slave traders, gradually eliminated
the hecatomb of the ocean crossing, and slowed the pace of
exploitation. It is true that much remains to be learned about the
dynamics of the intracontinental trade, between and within the
United States and Canada, and between the North American
mainland and the Caribbean islands.

Some thoughts
The commemoration of this event is entirely legitimate but
should not distract us from the considerations that follow.
First, the abolition of the European trade in Black slaves from
Africa and the West Indies in 1807 did not bring an immediate
stop to the practice. Some States were lenient or indifferent in
enforcing this law, and it was routinely violated for a time. For
example, as late as 1859, the yacht Wanderer was able to deliver
more than 300 Blacks to a wharf in the State of Georgia, with
absolute impunity. More than a quarter of a million slaves were
brought to the United States in this way. Still, the trade as a whole
was never re-established.

In this regard, historian Marcel Trudel’s analysis of archival data
on the geographical origins of Blacks in Quebec reveals that
between 1700 and 1799, the main source of Black immigration
to Canada was in fact the United States of America, and consistently so (an average of 69.3%). Next come slaves originally from
the West Indies (25.7% on average between 1720 and 1739). As
for the small group of African slaves, while they were pretty much
the only Blacks present from 1629 to 1699, their representation
became and remained low if not marginal from 1700 on.

Second, this event did not mean the end of slavery itself. England
officially put an end to the practice in its colonies, including
Canada, in 1833. The abolition of slavery was legislated in
France, the United States and Brazil, respectively, in 1848, l865
and 1888.
Third, we also need to remember that the slave trade, practised
officially until 1807, was fundamentally inhuman. It produced
situations that the specialists have almost unanimously condemned as horrible, based on the testimony of those involved and
on the study of relevant documents. Each voyage (from Europe
to the Americas) lasted approximately one month. For several
months before the voyage, the Africans were parked in the slave
ships, lifeless, overcrowded vessels that were utterly devoid of privacy. Sickness and unhygienic conditions, as well as acts of resistance including suicide, revolts and infanticide, caused the majority of the many deaths that occurred on the perilous ocean crossings. We may ask ourselves whether, like their peers of other
nationalities, the French Canadian slave traders acquired the
habit of throwing their cargo overboard in the middle of the
ocean, when they needed to avoid the tax collector or to escape
detection by the naval police.

Although the abolition of the intercontinental trade in Black
slaves was primarily a response to economic concerns like profit
and the accumulation of wealth in a context of emerging capitalism, other factors played a no less important role in the conception, planning and adoption of the ban. Some of these were the
beginnings of a diversified socioeconomic structure, the frequency of slave uprisings, the increasingly exorbitant prices of certain
imported slaves, and a certain degree of radicalization in philosophical, religious and political thinking.
The anniversary of this historic event calls on us to recognize that
we have a duty to remember, as a guarantee against the indifference or ignorance that can lead, often unbeknownst to ourselves,
to the "manufacturing of forgetting".
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Fourth, an oft-forgotten factor in this process of degradation is
the role of winter, which could last as long as six or seven months.
In New France, for example, the rigours of the climate killed
many slaves young, for they were generally bought as small children. It is also probable that the deplorable state of health of slaves
in French Canada was directly related to the conditions in which
they were shipped across the Atlantic, though this essay cannot,
for lack of specific evidence, identify a direct cause-and-effect
relationship. It appears significant, however, that between 1750
and 1799 the average rate of hospitalization of Blacks was a very
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Réflexions sur l’abolition de la traite
transatlantique des Noirs au début du XIXe siècle
Daniel Gay, D.Ph.
Commémorer l’anniversaire du Bicentenaire de l’abolition de la traite transatlantique des esclaves à l’époque
où la Nouvelle-France et, plus tard le Canada tout
entier, eux aussi des « pays à esclaves », fournit l’occasion, d’abord, d’en rappeler brièvement les principales
caractéristiques et le contexte de sa production. Il permet, ensuite, d’articuler les principaux enseignements
qu’on peut en tirer surtout au profit des générations
montantes de Canadiens qui, menacées par l’inculture
ou l’indifférence, sont condamnées à rencontrer, un
jour, l’Histoire sur leur chemin.
Les faits et le contexte
Pendant de nombreuses années, les pays européens
suivants : Portugal, Espagne France, Hollande et
l’Empire britannique ont participé activement au
commerce du « bois d’ébène » entre l’Europe,
l’Afrique et les Antilles. À titre d’exemple, environ
1 447 900 Africains ont été réduits à l’esclavage par le
Portugal. De son côté, en août 1619, Jamestown, en
Virginie, a été la première colonie britannique de
l’Amérique du Nord à accueillir des Africains
importés et vendus par des marchands hollandais. Au
total, on estime que, pendant le XVIIIe siècle seulement, 7 000 000 de personnes originaires d’Afrique
ou des Antilles ont été kidnappées et que le trafic
transatlantique des esclaves est devenu une des activités les plus lucratives au monde.
Comment fonctionnait ce trafic? Les principales
motivations du trafic européen d’esclaves africain
étaient surtout d’ordre économique, bien qu’il ne
faille pas rejeter la quête du prestige international et
les velléités impérialistes de certaines puissances. Au
début, vers la première moitié du XVe siècle, les
Européens cherchaient à se procurer auprès des
Africains l’or, les épices et l’ivoire. Par la suite, grâce à
la colonisation des Amériques, ces puissances
européennes ont plutôt cherché à exporter des biens
bon marché, dont les fusils. En Afrique, les
Européens ont pourchassé et capturé des Africains et
les ont emmenés au Nouveau Monde où ils ont été
vendus dans l’espoir de réaliser un profit. En échange,
les Européens y ont acheté des matières premières,
comme le sucre, le tabac et le café. Ces produits bruts
ont été, à leur tour, acheminés vers l’Europe où ils ont
été transformés en marchandises bon marché. Ainsi,
l’Africain était pris dans le jeu complexe du capitalisme naissant. Au demeurant, vers le XVIIe siècle, on
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pouvait acquérir des centaines d’esclaves pour environ 25 $ la pièce, ou l’équivalent de ce montant en
marchandise, et les revendre dans les Amériques pour
150 $, donc six fois plus cher.
Cependant, déjà dans la deuxième moitié du XVIIIe
siècle, des innovations technologiques ont commencé
à être introduites dans l’industrie textile en Angleterre
et aux États-unis. Progressivement, la machine à
séparer le coton et d’autres méthodes de production,
de filage ou de conservation, par exemple, ont rendu
peu rentable la main-d’œuvre servile. De plus, la
vision que les planteurs sudistes, aristocrates fonciers,
contribuaient au développement des États-Unis, se
heurtait à celle des élites nordistes plutôt intéressées à
promouvoir l’industrialisation et l’urbanisation à
grande échelle. Enfin, l’augmentation de l’immigration, en provenance surtout de l’Italie et de
l’Allemagne, la fréquence des révoltes d’esclaves et de
conflits qui, dans certaines villes du Sud ou du Nord,
survenaient entre Blancs et Noirs de la classe
moyenne en rapport à la maîtrise des tâches spécialisées ou semi spécialisées, ont contribué à ralentir
d’abord l’importation d’esclaves noirs de l’Afrique ou
des Antilles, puis à l’enrayer.
Il faut souligner que, jusqu’en 1763, la NouvelleFrance était une colonie de l’Empire français et, après
cette date, sous l’appellation de Bas Canada, une
colonie de l’Empire britannique. De telle sorte que
tant l’importation d’Africains et d’Antillais, par la
France et par la Grande Bretagne jusqu’en 1807, que
l’abolition, cette même année, du trafic transatlantique d’esclaves, ont affecté sensiblement le nombre
d’esclaves importés non seulement en Amérique du
Nord mais au Canada. Ce n’est pas étonnant puisque
la Nouvelle France, en particulier, était, depuis la
deuxième moitié du XVIIe siècle, un agent actif du
commerce triangulaire entre l’Europe, l’Afrique et le
Continent américain (y compris les Antilles). De
plus, des Canadiens français de Québec et des
Franco-américains établis dans le Sud des États-unis
étaient propriétaires d’esclaves ou négriers.
C‘est dans ce contexte, dont l’esquisse est incomplète
que, en 1807, l’Angleterre, alors maîtresse des mers et
puissance coloniale importante, a aboli le trafic
européen d’esclaves en Afrique et dans les Antilles.
Par la suite, mais la même année, les États-Unis ont
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POINT DE VUE
adopté une mesure similaire. Ainsi, la Convention constitutionnelle de Philadelphie qui, en 1787, avait prolongé ce trafic pendant vingt autres années, soit jusqu’en 1807, a vu le Congrès
fédéral l’interdire alors formellement.

de séjour des patients noirs dans un hôpital était également très
élevé.
Un devoir de mémoire.
Les interrogations que l’anniversaire de l’abolition de la traite des
Noirs au début du XIXe siècle permet de soulever n’annihilent pas
pour autant l’importance de cet événement. En effet, d’un côté,
l’importation des esclaves, du moins dans l’espace intercontinental, a diminué considérablement jusqu'à ce qu’il disparaisse. Ainsi,
il a affaibli, du moins en partie, le pouvoir des seigneurs de la
traite, a progressivement éliminé l’hécatombe de la traversée et a
ralenti le rythme de l’exploitation. Il est vrai qu’il reste beaucoup
à apprendre sur la dynamique du trafic, cette fois, intracontinental, en particulier, à l’intérieur de l’espace unissant, par exemple,
les États-Unis au Canada ou les deux aux Antilles.

Quelques réflexions.
L’évocation, d’ailleurs légitime, de cet événement ne doit pas,
cependant, nous distraire de l’utilité des considérations suivantes.
Premièrement, l’abolition, en 1807, du trafic européen des
esclaves noirs en Afrique et dans les Antilles, n’a pas disparu
immédiatement. Des États ont parfois fait preuve de laxisme ou
d’indifférence au niveau de la mise en application de cette loi qui,
pendant un certain temps, a fait l’objet de plusieurs violations. Par
exemple, jusqu’en 1859, le yacht Wanderer débarquait plus de 300
Noirs sur un quai de la Géorgie, aux États-Unis, sans que
quiconque soit puni. Plus du quart d’un million d’esclaves sont
passés aux États-Unis de cette façon. Toutefois, dans son ensemble, le trafic n’a pas été rétabli.

En tout cas, l’analyse des données d’archives recueillies par l’historien
Marcel Trudel sur la provenance géographique des Noirs du Québec
révèle que, entre 1700 et 1799, ce sont plutôt les États-unis
d’Amérique qui, de façon constante, ont été les fournisseurs les plus
importants de l’immigration noire (69,3 % en moyenne) au Canada.
Viennent ensuite les esclaves originaires des Antilles (25,7 % en
moyenne entre 1720 à 1739). Quant au petit groupe d’esclaves
africains, s’ils sont, sans doute, les seuls présents entre 1629 et 1699,
leur représentation demeure très faible sinon marginale par la suite.

Deuxièmement, cet événement n’a pas mis fin à l’esclavage luimême. En effet, par exemple, c’est en 1833 que l’Angleterre y a
mis fin dans ses colonies, dont le Canada. C’est aussi en 1848, en
l865 et en 1888, respectivement, que la France, les États-unis et
le Brésil ont emboîté le pas.
Troisièmement, il faut se rappeler que le trafic d’esclaves, pratiqué
officiellement jusqu’en 1807, était fondamentalement inhumain.
Il a donné lieu à des situations que, forts de témoignages de participants et de documents pertinents, des spécialistes ont qualifié
quasi unanimement d’horribles. Ainsi, chaque voyage (de
l’Europe vers les Amériques) durait à peu près un mois. Pendant
plusieurs mois avant le voyage, les Africains étaient parqués dans
des bateaux négriers exsangues, surpeuplés et dépourvus d’intimité. La maladie et les conditions non hygiéniques, de même que
des actes de résistance, incluant le suicide, la révolte et l’infanticide, engendraient la plupart des cas de mortalité constatés au
cours de ces voyages périlleux. À cet égard, on peut se demander
si, à l’instar de leurs confrères d’autres nationalités, les négriers du
Canada français avaient, eux aussi, pris l’habitude de se débarrasser de leur cargo en le jetant par-dessus bord, au milieu de
l’océan, pour tenter de contourner le fisc ou d’échapper au contrôle de la traite par la police maritime?

Quoiqu’il en soit, même si l’abolition du trafic transatlantique des
esclaves noirs a surtout obéi à des préoccupations d’ordre
économique, comme le profit et l’accumulation de la richesse,
dans le contexte de l’éveil du capitalisme, d’autres facteurs non
moins importants ont joué un rôle dans sa conception, son organisation et son exécution. Ce sont, par exemple, le début de diversification de la structure socioéconomique, la multiplication des
révoltes d’esclaves, le prix de plus en plus exorbitant de certains
esclaves importés et une certaine radicalisation de la pensée
philosophique, religieuse et politique.
Le devoir de mémoire auquel nous convie la commémoration de
l’anniversaire de cet événement historique apparaît comme un
gage de sécurité contre l’indifférence ou l’ignorance, laquelle
facilite, souvent à notre insu, la «fabrication de l’oubli».
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Quatrièmement, un autre facteur de ce processus de dégradation
souvent oublié est le rôle de l’hiver qui, durant la longue traversée, pouvait durer de six à sept mois. En Nouvelle France, par
exemple, à cause des rigueurs du climat, les esclaves mouraient
jeunes, puisqu’on les achetait généralement en bas âge. Il est probable également que l’état pitoyable de la santé des esclaves au
Canada français soit directement lié aux conditions du trafic
transatlantique, cet essai ne suggérant, toutefois, faute de preuve,
aucune relation directe de cause à effet. Il paraît quand même
significatif de constater que, entre 1750 et 1799, le taux d'hospitalisation était de 77,8 sur mille et que la durée moyenne annuelle
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Unfinished Business: Racial profiling as a normative
consequence of Eurocentric law and chattel slavery
Tamari Kitossa, Ph.D.
In face of the official narrative that Britain having
discovered moral decency at the expense of profits,
as though African resistance played no part whatever and that slave trade abolition did not serve
Britain's larger politico-economic aspirations, must
be challenged as much as African people's gratitude
be tempered. The British enslavement of African
people cannot be counted as better or worse than
that of its rivals, they are, dubiously however, to be
credited for perfecting a systemic cultural and
socio-legal apparatus of governance that made
blackness and crime synonymous (McIntyre,
1993). Being the first to develop racial chattel slavery in the "New World," a diffuse power of surveillance over all Africans, slave and free, was as much
a logical a consequence as it was conscious reaction
of lawmakers in the mid-17th century Virginia
colonies. We today call this surveillance (and its
consequences) racial profiling. My contention here
is that racial profiling is not a new and exclusive
practice of law enforcement. Rather, specific to the
African experiences in North America, it is the continuity and cultural enlargement of what was a
socio-legal norm arising from the chattel slavery of
African people.
In contending that racial profiling in Canada is a
consequence of British abolitionism's unfinished
business, my aim is three-fold. First to demonstrate
the normative foundation of law in White settler
and former slave-holding society such as Canada
(formerly British North America) is deeply infected
by racism. Second, to demonstrate that in the
absence of a fully elaborated account of the uniqueness of anti-African racism within criminal law,
criminologists in Canada have defined racial profiling too restrictively. Though one group of criminologists is wedded to the discourse that 'one and
all stand equal before the law' and the other takes a
deeply appreciative account of the disjuncture
between the law's form and its content, both are
limiting to a greater or lesser degree. Third, I will
provide a definition of racial profiling whose simul-
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taneous over-inclusive and restrictive character recognizes that victimization is constituted on a continuum of effects ranging from mild to more
severe. Consequently, when the history of African
people in respect of chattel slavery is considered, it
must be recognized that African Canadians bear a
qualitatively (if not quantitatively) distinct burden
arising from abolition's unfinished business.
Racial profiling and the normative
foundation of racism in criminal law
Contrary to Aristotle, be it customary or formal,
the slave is a product of exploitative relationships
protected by the coercive power of law and not the
result of any inherent quality of human beings.
Thus Africans were not born to be slaves; rather
British Transatlantic slavery, as sustained by law,
created a species of slave, whose servitude in perpetuity, was marked by the negative characterization of 'blackness of skin'. It is well noted that
racial slavery in the Transatlantic slave trade was
inaugurated by the Virginia Colonies in the 1650s
(Fields, 1990). It was shortly thereafter that race
specific slave codes emerged: Black Codes (1661 in
Barbados and 1689 for all British territories) and
the Code Noir (1689) for French territories
(Thompson 1987: 39). Though these slave codes
were primarily economic in nature, intended to
regulate African labour, they had the socio-legal
effect of assigning guilt to African people, unless
otherwise proven. An intended and unintended
effect of African racial slavery was that 'whiteness
of skin' was accorded the benefit of due process. At
approximately the same time the diffusion of
white peoples power to subject black bodies to surveillance became hegemonic (Smith, 2004: 41-34;
Harris, 1993; Hawkins and Thomas, 1991).
In constituting the African body as criminogenic,
slave codes established the genealogy of the
expectancy thesis that Africans will commit crime
unless preempted by early detection, ultimately
concluding in police action (Roberts, 1992). Yet,
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the ideological foundation for this proposition is to be found
earlier in the words of Fre Bartolome las Casa. Curiously
hailed as the Father of Human Rights, a moniker not without
merit, at least for his concern for the indigenous peoples, Las
Casas offered that: "If necessary, white and black slaves be
brought from Castile to keep herds, build sugar mills, [and]
wash gold" (cited in Allen, 1997: 4). It is instructive that
despite Las Casas' suggestion, Spaniards, even their deported
convicts, were never used as slaves in the "New World" (ibid).
History bears out that the indigenous peoples were not ultimately spared the ravages of the Conquistadors. History bears
out other convergences germane to us here: the Spanish
crown's exclusive licensing of African slave transportation - the
asiento - was acquired by the British in 1713, just 34 years after
they promulgated the Black codes and 94 years before they
unilaterally abolished the international traffic in 'Black gold'.

concerns the deployment and dominance of particular forms of
bourgeois expertise. Such authority consistent with the status
quo reifies the interests of the state (2004:153). To be sure,
these authors may not agree with my definition in whole or in
part, they nonetheless present an opportunity from which to
reframe a definition of racial profiling that apprehends its historical specific character for African peoples.
My definition extends beyond the restrictive articulation of
David Tanovitch, who contends:
Racial profiling occurs when law enforcement or security officials, consciously or unconsciously, subject individuals at any
location to heightened scrutiny based solely or in part on race,
ethnicity, Aboriginality, place of origin, ancestry, or religion
or on stereotypes associated with any of these factors rather
than objectively reasonable grounds to suspect that the individual is implicated in criminal activity (2006:13).

Racial profiling: Toward a radical definition
David Tanovitch suggests that key to accurately apprehending
the problem of racial profiling and establishing meaningful
reform, a definition that is amenable to empirical proof is
essential. He assumes, correctly, that methodological and policy outcomes are determined by definitional inductiveness. A
fact that assumes particular subjective and intersubjective experiences shape perceptions of how the world is constituted and
what actions should be taken (see Zatz, 1990: 113). Since definitions are normative instruments that reflect historical experiences, let me offer my definition of racial profiling. Prima
Facie, Canada is a White settler society where white supremacy is the foundation of its culture and political-economy - this,
despite the pluralistic ideal of multiculturalism (Foster,
2000b). Within this context, anti-African (and antiAboriginal) racism are prime methods of organizing the racial
distribution of material and social goods (Foster, a1991 and
b2006; Stephen Lewis). With specific reference to African people, racial profiling: is normatively founded in chattel slavery's
proscriptions which today remain a part of legal culture; is, at
some level, endorsed by the state and is deployed through culturally sanctioned surveillance that is a feature of a regime
racial governance; finally, it culminates in law enforcement suspicion, arrest, detention, and even extra-judicial killings.

Similar to Tanovitch, Scot Wortely and Julian Tanner offer
that: "racial profiling is said to exist when members of certain
racial or ethnic groups become subject to greater levels of criminal justice surveillance than others" (Wortely and Tanner,
2003: 369). While the foregoing definitions are restricted they
offer a recognition that systemic discrimination is operative in
Canadian law enforcement.
In contradistinction to the above scholars, Thomas Gabor
offers an even more restrictive normative definition in which
history and systematization are eschewed. He writes: "'racial
profiling'...is a form of racial bias whereby citizens are stopped,
questioned, searched, or even arrested on the basis of their
minority status per se, rather than due to demonstrated, elevated risk of lawbreaking" (Gabor, 2004:457). Given his belief
that African Canadians demonstrate higher risks of criminality
because they live in "hot spots" for crime, to carelessly level the
charge of 'racial profiling' is to erroneously "discredit the police
and justice" (461). Where Gabor denies systemic discrimination, Ron Melchers suggests that given the experiences of
Aboriginal and African Canadian people and "...it would be
unreasonable for the consequences not to show up in virtually
every aspect of Canadian society" (2003: 362). Since racism is
reasonable from Melchers' perspective, [t]he best research can
conclude...is the modest statement that the possibility of discrimination cannot be excluded. In the absence of compelling
evidence, to make any more ambitious statement goes against
the scientific ethic" (363).

My definition follows Christopher Williams' assertion that
racial profiling is multiplicative in nature, dependent on time,
place, space, the contingencies of subjectivities engaged in
social intercourse, and that the effects of racial profiling range
from mild to extremely harmful (2006: 8). My aim is to recognize, as does Carmela Murdocca, that the debate and attendant wrangle over the definition of racial profiling in Canada
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assumptions which may then be subject to quantification. Just
so, Charles Smith (2004) and Maureen Brown (2004), quantitatively and qualitatively found evidence entirely consistent
with scientific ethic. They are not alone, in R v. Parks,
Appellate Judge Doherty notes:
Various reports and studies confirmed that racism and in
particular anti-black racism, is a part of our community's
psyche. A significant segment of our community holds overtly racist views. A much larger segment operates on the basis
of negative racial stereotypes. Moreover, our institutions,
including the criminal justice system, reflect and perpetuate
those negative stereotypes (R v. Parks, 1993)
In view that anti-African racism is pervasive in Canadian society, is it possible to have objectively reasonable grounds to pursue criminality when the grounds for objectivity is founded on
the normative racism in the law?
Conclusion
This brief account of slavery as the historical foundation for
the racial profiling of African people suggests that Britain's
unilateral abolition of the slave trade (1807) and its subsequent
graduated abolition of African chattel slavery (1834-1843) is
unfinished business. African enslavement by Europeans rested
on a legal foundation in which "race" was and remains to this
day, "built into the normative foundation of the criminal law"
(Roberts, 1992: 1954). No stroke of the pen, then or now, for
which our former slave masters dutifully congratulate themselves will have any meaning unless the assumed criminality of
African people is itself abolished from the law and due process
becomes a property of an inclusive body politic rather than a
property of whiteness.

Anti-African racism, crime, and the
normative foundation of law
The 'scientific ethic' Melchers prescribes and the 'no discrimination thesis' he and Gabor espouse are well founded in natural science or sociology. Albert Einstein developed the theory
of general relativity without the benefit of laboratory testing
and Dmitri Mendeleev created the periodic table of elements
with reasoned mathematical speculation. Both innovations
were consequences of the artistic nature of science and confirmations that empirical proofs can legitimately be derived from
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Il reste encore à faire : le profilage racial en tant que
conséquence normative de l’eurocentrisme du droit et
de la conception de l’esclave-objet
Tamari Kitossa, D.Ph.
Il faut contester la thèse officielle selon laquelle la
Grande-Bretagne ait choisi, en abolissant la traite
des esclaves, de se conduire de façon moralement
correcte au détriment de ses profits, comme si
cette abolition n’allait pas dans le sens de ses aspirations politico-économiques - de même que tempérer la gratitude des Africains comme si la résistance africaine n’y avait joué aucun rôle.
L’asservissement des Africains par l’Empire britannique n’est ni meilleur ni pire que celui de ses
rivaux. Les Britanniques sont indubitablement
ceux qui ont mis en place un appareil culturel et
socio-juridique systémique de gouvernance qui faisait de la négritude un synonyme de criminalité
(McIntyre 1993). Un pouvoir diffus de surveillance sur tous les Africains, qu’ils soient esclaves ou
libres, est autant la conséquence logique de
l’esclavage qu’une réaction consciente des législateurs des colonies de la Virginie du milieu du
XVIIe siècle, les premières à élaborer la conception
de l’esclave-objet dans le Nouveau Monde. Cette
surveillance, et ses conséquences, c’est ce que nous
appelons de nos jours le profilage racial. Le profilage racial n’est pas une pratique nouvelle de la
police et de la justice ou qui leur est exclusive. Pour
ce qui est de l’expérience des Africains en
Amérique du Nord, elle est la continuation et l’expansion culturelle d’une norme socio-juridique
existante, dérivée de la conception de l’esclaveobjet dont ont été victimes les Africains.
En soutenant que le profilage racial au Canada est
la conséquence du caractère incomplet de l’abolitionnisme britannique, je vise trois objectifs.
D’abord, démontrer que le fondement normatif
du droit d’une société composée de colons blancs
et de propriétaires d’esclaves, comme l’était le
Canada (l’ancienne Amérique du Nord britannique), est profondément infecté de racisme.
Ensuite, démontrer qu’en l’absence d’un exposé
complet de la singularité du racisme anti-Africains
en droit criminel, les criminologues canadiens ont
défini de façon trop restreinte le profilage racial.
Canadian Race Relations Foundation

Bien qu’un groupe de criminologues soit obstinément attaché au discours selon lequel « tous les
humains sont égaux devant la loi » et qu’un autre
distingue clairement la césure qui existe entre la
forme et la substance du droit, les deux groupes
adoptent, à un degré plus ou moins grand, des
positions qui sont réductrices. Enfin, je donnerai
une définition du profilage racial dont le caractère,
à la fois trop exhaustif et trop restrictif, tient
compte du fait que la victimisation comprend un
spectre d’effets allant de bénins à graves. En conséquence, lorsqu’on examine l’histoire des
Africains selon la conception de l’esclave-objet, on
est forcé de reconnaître que les Canadiens africains
portent qualitativement, sinon quantitativement,
un fardeau distinct du fait du caractère incomplet
de l’abolition de l’esclavage. Le profilage racial et le
fondement normatif du racisme en droit criminel.
Contrairement à ce qu’écrivait Aristote, l’esclavage,
coutumier ou officiel, est le produit de relations
exploitantes protégées par le pouvoir coercitif du
droit et non une caractéristique inhérente à l’être
humain. Les Africains ne sont donc pas nés pour
être esclaves. C’est plutôt la traite transatlantique
des esclaves qui, avec l’appui du droit, a créé une
espèce d’esclaves, asservis à perpétuité, caractérisée
par la « noirceur de la peau ». Il est notoire que c’est
dans les colonies de la Virginie que commença,
dans les années 1650, l’esclavage racial de la traite
transatlantique des esclaves (Fields, 1990). Peu
après furent édictés des codes d’esclavage liés à la
race : les Codes noirs (1661 à la Barbade et 1689
pour tous les territoires britanniques) et le Code
noir (1689) pour les territoires français
(Thompson 1987 : 39). Bien que les codes
d’esclavage fussent principalement de nature
économique, visant à réglementer le travail des
Africains, ils avaient l’effet socio-juridique de présumer les Africains coupables des crimes dont ils
étaient accusés, à moins de preuve contraire, à l’opposé de la règle s’appliquant aux Blancs. Un effet
voulu et non voulu de l’esclavage racial des
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Africains était que la « blancheur de la peau » conférait à des
personnes le droit à l’application régulière de la loi. À peu près
au même temps, la diffusion du pouvoir des Blancs de soumettre le corps des Noirs à la surveillance devint hégémonique
(Smith 2002 : 41-34; Harris, 1993 : Hawkins et Thomas,
1991).

Africains comme tels, le profilage racial : est fondé sur les interdits liés à la conception de l’esclave-objet, qui continuent de
faire partie de la culture juridique; est, jusqu’à un certain point,
soutenu par l’État et se concrétise dans une surveillance, culturellement sanctionnée, caractérisant un régime de gouvernance raciale; finalement, débouche sur les soupçons des
autorités policières, des arrestations, la détention et même en
exécutions extrajudiciaires.

En traitant les Africains comme criminogènes, les codes
d’esclavage ont donné naissance à la théorie des attentes selon
laquelle les Africains commettront des crimes à moins d’en être
empêchés par la détection précoce, qui résultait à terme en
intervention policière (Roberts, 1992). Le fondement
idéologique de cette proposition se trouve chez le père
Bartolomé de Las Casas. Salué comme le Père des droits de
l’homme, un titre qu’il a mérité du moins pour ce qui est des
peuples autochtones, Las Casas suggérait que « si nécessaire, on
fera venir de Castille des esclaves blancs ou noirs pour garder
les troupeaux, construire des moulins à sucre et extraire l’or en
lavant le sable » (cité dans Allen, 1997 : 4). Il est révélateur que,
malgré ce que proposait Las Casas, on n’utilisa jamais
d’Espagnols, pas même les prisonniers déportés, comme
esclaves dans le Nouveau Monde (ibid.). L’histoire confirme
que les peuples autochtones n’échappèrent pas aux ravages des
conquistadors. L’histoire confirme d’autres points qui se rapportent plus directement au sujet traité ici : en 1713, les
Britanniques achetaient la licence exclusive du transport
d’esclaves noirs, l’asiento, de la Couronne espagnole, seulement
34 ans après la promulgation des Codes noirs et 94 ans avant
leur abolition unilatérale du trafic international de « l’or noir ».

Ma définition suit celle de Christopher Williams pour qui le
profilage racial est de nature multiplicative, tributaire du
temps, de l’endroit et de l’espace, contingent des subjectivités
inhérentes aux relations sociales et dont les effets vont de
bénins à extrêmement nocifs (2006 :8). Mon objectif est de
reconnaître, comme le fait Carmela Murdocca, que le débat et
les disputes qui l’accompagnent sur la définition de profilage
racial au Canada concernent le déploiement et la dominance
de formes particulières d’expertise bourgeoise. Une telle
autorité, en accord avec le statu quo, concrétise les intérêts de
l’État (2004 : 153). Les positions de ces auteurs ne concordent
pas nécessairement, en tout ou en partie, avec ma définition,
mais elles donnent quand même l’occasion d’élaborer une définition du profilage racial qui tient compte du caractère historique spécifique des peuples africains.
Ma définition va plus loin que la définition restrictive de David
Tanovitch. Selon lui, le profilage racial se produit quand les
agents de police ou de sécurité soumettent, consciemment ou
inconsciemment, des individus se trouvant dans un endroit
donné à une surveillance accrue en se fondant seulement ou en
partie sur la race, l’origine ethnique, le fait d’être autochtone,
le lieu d’origine, l’ascendance, la religion ou sur des stéréotypes
liés à l’un de ces facteurs plutôt que sur des motifs raisonnables
de soupçonner que les individus en question sont impliqués
dans une activité criminelle (2006 :13).

Dans Profiling: Toward a Radical Definition, David Tanovitch
suggère que la clé à la compréhension du problème du profilage racial et la façon d’en assurer la réforme véritable est d’en
donner une définition susceptible de preuve empirique.
Tanovitch a raison d’assumer que les résultats méthodologiques
et politiques sont déterminés par raisonnement définitionnel.
Un fait qui repose sur des expériences subjectives et intersubjectives données influence la façon de concevoir le monde et la
nature des mesures à prendre (voir Zatz, 1990 : 113). Comme
les définitions sont des instruments normatifs reflétant les
expériences historiques, permettez-moi de vous donner ma
définition de profilage racial. À prime abord, le Canada est une
société de colonisateurs blancs dont la suprématie est le fondement de la culture et de l’économie politique du pays – et ce,
malgré l’idéal pluraliste de multiculturalisme (Foster, 2000 b).
Dans ce contexte, le racisme anti-Africains – et antiAutochtones – est la méthode fondamentale servant à organiser la distribution raciale des biens matériaux et sociaux
(Foster, a1991 et b2006; Stephen Lewis). Pour ce qui est des

À l’instar de Tanovitch, Scot Worley et Julian Tanner proposent
la définition suivante : « on dit que le profilage racial existe
quand des membres de certains groupes raciaux ou ethniques
sont soumis à un niveau plus élevé de surveillance de la part du
système de justice criminelle que les autres » (Wortely et
Tanner, 2003 : 369). Malgré qu’elles soient restrictives, les
définitions précédentes reconnaissent qu’une discrimination
systémique existe dans l’exécution du droit canadien.
Contrairement à ces chercheurs, Thomas Gabor suggère une
définition normative encore plus restrictive qui ne mentionne
pas l’histoire et la systématisation : « le profilage racial est une
forme de préjugé racial qui se manifeste par l’arrêt, l’interroga-
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toire, la fouille ou même l’arrestation d’individus en raison de
leur statut minoritaire plutôt que d’un risque élevé et prouvé de
transgression de la loi » (Gabor, 2004 : 457). Vu que, selon lui,
les Canadiens noirs constituent un risque plus élevé de criminalité parce qu’ils vivent dans des zones propices au crime,
accuser impudemment les policiers de profilage racial, c’est
erronément « jeter le discrédit sur la police et la justice » (461).
Tandis que Gabor nie l’existence de discrimination systémique,
Ron Milchers soutient que, vu les expériences des Autochtones
et des Canadiens africains, « il serait peu raisonnable de croire
que les conséquences de la discrimination ne se font pas sentir
dans presque tous les aspects de la société canadienne (2003 :
362). Puisqu’il est raisonnable de croire, selon Milchers, à
l’existence du racisme, « le mieux que l’on peut s’attendre des
recherches est la modeste conclusion que l’on ne peut exclure
la possibilité de la discrimination. Sans preuve concluante, un
énoncé plus ambitieux irait à l’encontre de l’éthique scientifique ». (363)

R. c. Parks, le juge Doherty écrivait :
« Divers rapports et études confirment que le racisme et,
notamment, le racisme anti-Noirs fait partie de la psychologie de notre communauté. Un segment important de notre
communauté affiche des opinions racistes. Un plus grand
nombre de personnes fonctionnent sur la base de stéréotypes
raciaux négatifs. Qui plus est, nos institutions, y compris le
système de justice criminelle, reflètent et perpétuent ces stéréotypes négatifs (R. c. Parks, 1993).
Vu que le racisme anti-Africains est très répandu dans la société
canadienne, est-il possible d’avoir des motifs objectivement
raisonnables de poursuivre des individus quand les motifs
d’objectivité sont fondés sur le racisme normatif du droit?
Conclusion
Ce bref exposé de l’esclavage comme fondement historique du
profilage racial des Africains suggère que, malgré l’abolition
unilatérale par la Grande-Bretagne de la traite des esclaves en
1807 et son abolition par étapes de l’esclavage en Afrique
(1834-1843), il y a encore à faire. L’asservissement par les
Européens repose sur le fondement juridique voulant que « la
race » fût - et reste - inscrite dans « le fondement normatif du
droit criminel » (Roberts 1992 : 1954). Aucun coup de plume,
comme ceux dont les anciens maîtres d’esclaves se félicitent,
n’aura de sens tant que la criminalité présumée des Africains ne
sera éliminée du droit et que la règle de l’application régulière
de la loi ne sera devenue un bien de l’ensemble du corps politique plutôt que d’être réservée à ceux dont la peau est blanche.

Le racisme anti-Africains, le crime et le fondement
normatif du droit
L’éthique scientifique prescrite par Melchers et « la thèse de
l’absence de discrimination » que Melchers et Gabor adoptent
sont bien fondées en sciences et en sociologie. Albert Einstein
a mis au point la théorie de la relativité générale sans tests de
laboratoire et Dimitri Mendeleev a dressé la table périodique
des éléments en se fondant sur des hypothèses mathématiques.
Ces deux découvertes sont des conséquences de la nature artistique des sciences et la confirmation que des preuves
empiriques peuvent être à bon droit dérivées d’hypothèses qui
peuvent alors être soumises à quantification. Ainsi, Charles
Smith (2004) et Maureen Brown (2004) ont trouvé des éléments quantitatifs et qualitatifs de preuve tout à fait compatibles avec l’éthique scientifique. Ils ne sont pas les seuls. Dans
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Education’s historical linkages to slavery:
African Canadians quest for inclusive schooling
Gary A. Pieters, M.Ed.

Abstract
Historical and contemporary perspectives, significant moments, theories, and research shaping
schooling demonstrate that African Canadians continue to contest their mis-education - a cascading
impact of the Transatlantic slave trade and the
enslavement of Africans.
The quest of African Canadians to find pluralist and
inclusive schooling have deep-rooted foundations in
anti-slavery, and post-colonial thought which seeks
to resist the imposition of hegemonic ideas of
European-centred pedagogical practices as the dominant thinking around schooling in the Canadian
public education system.
The scope of this continuum began during slavery
during the period of European settlement from the
early 17th century and continued into the 18th and
19th centuries, the challenges and segregation faced
by early Black settlers and their response to set up
their own schools. In the 20th and 21st centuries
Blacks continue to push for education, schools and
programs that improve education for Black/African
students. African Canadians continue to respond
and address the challenges facing Black/African students in the education system through the push for
black heritage programs; advocating for representation in the teaching body; the push against streaming; the push against student underachievement,
alienation and dropouts; and the push for AfricanCentred/Black-Focused Schooling.
Education’s historical linkages to slavery:
African Canadians quest for inclusive schooling
The Black presence in Canada has surpassed 400
years, since the arrival of Portuguese-African
Mathieu DaCosta to Canada in 1604, as a translator
to French explorer and adventurer Sieur Du Monts.
Later in 1628, a slave boy, who was baptized Olivier
Le Jeune, was brought to Quebec from Madagascar
by English pirates and sold to a colonist.
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The African Canadian experience during the slavery
and slave trade era, as was the case for enslaved
Africans throughout the Americas, included the
denial of the right to an education by their slave
holders who treated their Black slaves as chattel
goods [Pieters 2007 p. F.6]. As chattel, African slave
labour was used solely for the economic betterment
of their European slave owners.
The centuries of the black presence in Canada
ranged from the French colonial rule in Canada
from 1604 to 1760, and the British colonial rule in
Canada from roughly 1760 to 1867. Other push
and pull factors such as the American Revolution,
the end of the Transatlantic slave trade in 1807, the
industrial revolution, the War of 1812, the elimination of British slavery in 1834, the Canadian
Confederation of 1867, the world wars of 1914 and
1945, and the post modern Canadian state of the
20th and 21st centuries continue to influence education’s historical linkages to slavery and its legacy
on the African Canadian presence in Canada.
The American Revolution of 1776 created a situation in whereby Blacks who fought on the British
side during the War were relocated to Canada at the
end of the War, given Britain’s loss. The ‘Black
Loyalists’, as they are termed, moved into and established communities, institutions and services to support their social and economic advancement, in
mainly Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. These
Loyalists soon came to realize that equality promised
them by the British government for their years of
loyal service to the British cause would not be realized. In the Maritimes, they faced racism and discrimination in all areas of life, schooling included.
In fact, schools were segregated and these Black
Maritimers, if they wanted to educate their children,
had little recourse but to found their own schools.
In this respect, it was established that:
By 1785, Black Loyalist communities had established several schools. These schools all had black
teachers and were located in distinctly African
27

About the Author
Gary Pieters, M.Ed. is a viceprincipal at a west-end school in
Toronto. Gary earned his graduate
degree from the University of
Toronto and specialized in African
Studies. A dynamic and committed educator and community
activist, Gary introduced the
Africentric
curriculum
at
Shoreham Public School as site
lead/principal of the very successful Africentric Summer Institute in
2005

Education's historical linkages to slavery
communities with between 23 and 44 young students. With
the arrival of the refugees of 1812 and the ongoing influx of
escapees, especially in the 1820s through the 1850s, schools for
Africans grew in number. [Khenti and Shadd 1996, p.64]

ernment began the process of establishing public schools.
However, Blacks were soon denied access to these schools as an
1828 petition of Black school supporters from Ancaster reveals. As
the century matured, and the Black Upper Canadian population
increased, Black children and their parents faced the brunt of
white racism, as school after school, managed by white trustees
and other supporters, refused entry to Black children and thus
denied them an education. It should be noted that Blacks paid the
school tax that was required for the building and maintaining of
schools.

Additionally, in an article entitled ‘Debunking the Myths’, Dr.
Avis Glaze points out that:
The debate over and search for equitable outcomes for black students in Canada has been going on for more than 200 years.
There is evidence of various denominations offering religious
education to blacks in the 1780s, including the African School
opening in Halifax in 1836 [Glaze 2006, p. 26].

The Black community responded by setting up their own schools
when and wherever they could. By 1844, the government legalized segregated schooling, and began to give some financial subsidy to Black school supporters to set up their own schools. By and
large, these schools, not having or given the appropriate support
and resources, were sub-standard.

The response by Black loyalists to set up their own schools was an
African-Centred accomplishment that mitigated their exclusion
from public education. It can be argued that Black Loyalists in
educating their communities, demonstrated, how their challenges
and accomplishments are still relevant to the future as African
Canadians have and continue to find innovative ways to educate
and improve schooling and the education of Black/African
Canadian students. It is in this respect that the research of Dr.
Afua Cooper’s master’s thesis on Black teachers in early Canada
noted that during this era "Black teachers then came to play a vital
role in the schooling of Black children and in their communities
at large, whether they taught in government … schools or in
schools they established themselves…" [Cooper 1991, p.5]

Paul Alexrod in his historical examination of education in early
Ontario explained the government educational policy of 1844 as
it pertained to African Upper Canadians.
Any group of 5 black families could petition for a separate
‘coloured school’ which in practice enabled white parents and
trustees to bar or oust black children from common schools anywhere that an alternative facility existed or could be created.
[Alexrod 1997, p. 79]
A more comprehensive Act known as the Common School Act
was passed in 1850. It allowed for any group of 12 Black heads
of households of petition for a separate Black school. Thus it was
that segregated education was imposed throughout the province.
It can be argued that during the nineteenth century and the
early twentieth century, the Separate Schools Act had negative
consequences for the education of African Canadians in the
public school system. The move by Upper Canada towards the
Separate Schools Act legalized differential treatment and discrimination which had a disproportionate negative impact on
African Canadian students. White school supporters in many
communities supported this policy and used the Separate
Schools Act as the basis to impose and enforce ‘separate or segregated’ schools for black children in places such as
Amherstberg, Chatham, Colchester, Hamilton, and Windsor.
This resulted in Blacks opening their own schools and educating their children in underfunded, one-room schoolhouses that
lacked the resources of the mainstream public schools that
served white communities. The Separate Schools Act disenfranchised African Canadians who ‘because of officially segregated schooling and prejudice, … have tended to receive an
inferior education’ [Khenti and Shadd 1996, p.82].

The Black Loyalists paid the price in being loyal to the British, but
did not receive the benefits in terms of education, property and
other services that were received by Loyalists who were of
European descent. They became the victims of unfulfilled promises and historical racialized inequities. In some cases, they were
treated in ways that mirrored the manner by which the enslaved
Africans in Canada were treated. By 1792 some of the Black
Loyalist who faced the devastating impact of discriminatory conditions and unfulfilled promises in Nova Scotia and New
Brunswick, moved to Sierre Leone.
The education of Black children in Upper Canada ran a similar
trajectory as in the Maritimes. In 1793, the Upper Canada
Legislature prohibited the importation of Black slaves to that
province. This in fact led to the migration of runaway Black slaves
from the United States and also of free Black Americans. This was
because the 1793 legislation though banning the importation of
slaves also made it so that any foreign enslaved person who
reached Upper Canada would be free upon entry to the province.
American slaves heard to this and soon began a northward trek.
By 1820, several towns and villages in the province had sizeable
Black populations. During this period, the Upper Canadian gov-
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As a result, the early Blacks fared the worse as the Separate
Schools Act created conditions that led to further marginalization and despair for students, parents and communities. In the
19th century Blacks in Upper Canada (later renamed Canada
West and then Ontario), as well as other parts of Canada faced
educational challenges and segregation that had a disproportionate negative impact on equal access to education for
Black/African Canadian students. This inequality and its cascading impact had the effect of keeping Blacks out of school.
The use of legislative and other government policies to keep
Blacks out of school reinforced the idea that,
The dominant educational system in Canada historically has
been used to assimilate, acculturate and socialize students into
the dominant social order. Unequal oppressive power relations
have been an intrinsic aspect of Canadian schools from their
origins. The educational institution continues to reflect the
dominant discourse, excluding and making invisible the experiences of marginalized youth, particularly among black and
aboriginal youth many of whom have disengaged from the
school system as a result [Metcalfe 2004 p. 2]

cator for 30 years and progressed to the position of school principal, a position which he held until his retirement in the 1980s.
By 1964, a Black member of the Provincial Parliament of
Ontario [MPP], Leonard Brathwaite was able to shame the
Education Minister Bill Davis into eliminating the discriminatory Separate Education Act from the province of Ontario.
In the 1970s, the push by parents and other members of the
black community for Black Heritage classes and international
language classes was strong and influential. This resulted in some
Greater Toronto Area school boards providing Black Heritage
Classes integrated into the regular school day or as after school
programs. While the Black Heritage program continues to be
offered in a limited number of Toronto area schools, the
province of Ontario does not directly provide funding.
It must be noted that some books such as Little Black Sambo were
removed from widespread circulation and study in the public
school system, in 1957, because of their overtly racist stereotyping of Africans/Black people. The banning of Little Black Sambo
was due to agitation from the African Canadian community.

The impact of these early policies denied many African
Canadians their rights to enjoy full and equitable access to the
educational system financed by their tax dollars. However, this
did not deter African Canadians from getting an education.

In a 1975 report produced by the Ontario Human Rights
Commission, there were concerns that the educational materials
in schools were not inclusive of the African Canadian presence
and contribution. The textbooks that included African
Canadians were overtly racist and diminished, stereotyped, and
fostered images that injured the self-esteem and spirit of African
Canadian students, staff and administrators. There led to struggle and advocacy by African Canadians to remove books which
were perceived as having racist contexts and impact on African
Canadian students, staff and administrators.

Additionally, the African Canadian Legal Clinic in a brief on
anti-black racism in education stated as follows:
Legislated racial discrimination in education was meant to let
African Canadians know that they would not be allowed to
participate as full citizens in Canadian society. Instead, they
were to be kept illiterate, to function only at the margins of
society in low-paying jobs and to expect a lowered quality of life
as compared to White Canadians. This is still the case today as
is evident in high dropout rates among African Canadian students and in the low numbers of students from this group who
pursue a post-secondary education." [African Canadian Legal
Clinic 2002, p. 10].

The Black community held meetings, circulated petitions and
engaged in public protest action to demand that books that foster racist stereotypes of African Canadians be removed from the
schools [Head 1975, p.88-89]. While these materials were
removed, Black Canadians have and still continue to face barriers in terms of getting the textbook publishers to include content and images in their textbooks that reflected the historical
and contemporary contributions of enslaved and free Africans to
the development of Canada.

Despite confederation in 1867, the belief in the Separate
Schools Act was entrenched and this policy remained in place
until 1964 in Ontario. This resulted in fewer black students
being enrolled in mainstream schools and even fewer black
teachers being recruited and retained in those schools at that
time. It has been the case that "in the 1940s" black teachers were
not allowed to teach in the white schools" [Brand 1991, p. 273].
In fact, it was not until the 1952 that John Brooks became
known as the first black public school teacher in a mainstream
public school in the City of Toronto. He continued as an edu-
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During the 20th and 21st centuries, with respect to the education of Black students, the historical importance of the past continues to remain relevant for connecting the public education
system to African Canadians’ continued denial of educational
opportunity through mis-education, low/no expectations,
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racism, streaming, high suspension and expulsion rates and high
drop out/push out rates of black students. In 1992, The
Stephen Lewis report to the premier of Ontario, raised issues of
Black exclusion and marginalization in all aspects of the education system. Lewis noted that,
Everywhere the refrain of Toronto students however starkly
amended by different schools and different locations was essentially the same refrain for all students. Where are the courses in
black history? Where are the visible minority teachers" Why are
there so few role models? Why do guidance counselors know so
little of different cultural backgrounds? Why are racist incidents
and epithets tolerated?...[Lewis 1992, p. 10]

strategies. There was a strong body of support for full-day
African-Centred schools that serves students of all diversities and
academic abilities. However, in 2007, there is still not a full
Africentric Public School in the Greater Toronto area, although
many exist in similarly situated large metropolitan public school
systems in the United States including New York, Los Angeles,
Detroit, Chicago and California. There are currently three private African-Centred schools in the Toronto area and numerous
Africentric Saturday tutorial programs. The calls for Africentric
schools continue to grow as an alternative to failing public
schools, high drop out rates, and the school to prison continuum that took root with the implementation of the Ontario Safe
Schools Act in 2001. The Ontario Safe Schools Act of 2001 which
had a disproportionate negative impact on the education of
Black students in Ontario, had similar results to the Separate
Schools Act of 1850 in that they both had the effect of keeping
Black students out of school. The Separate Schools Act had done
so through segregation, while the Safe Schools Act, which is also
known as the ‘Gang Recruitment Act’ used suspensions, expulsions and exclusion to create conditions that pushed Black students out of schools. These students with nowhere to turn
became vulnerable to gang recruitment and criminal activities.
Some in the greater Toronto area attribute the recent surge in
gun and gang violence to the failure of the educational system to
keep the students in school, engaged and educated.

In 1994, the province of Ontario appointed a Royal
Commission on Learning which received oral and written submissions from education stakeholders. The final report with recommendations produced in a document entitled ‘For the Love
of Learning’, suggested the need for Black-Focused schools to
contest the disproportionate negative impact of the existing
schools on black student achievement/underachievement.
In Nova Scotia, the Black Learners Advisory Committee Report
on Education, was established in 1991, and by 1994, made similar findings with respect to the education of Black students in
Nova Scotia. In Cole Harbour High School in Nova Scotia, continuous racism and mis-education, was placed in the national
consciousness in 1989 after students at the school were engaged
in violent clashes along black and white racial colour lines. The
incident at Cole Harbour represented an example of organizational and institutional denial and resistance by people at all levels of the reality of racism in the Nova Scotia educational system.
This problem goes beyond Cole Harbour, and represents in part
the challenges facing African Canadians, over 200 years since the
abolition of the British Transatlantic slave trade in Canada. [See
Henry et. al. 1998, p. 242-244, and BLAC 1994].

Africentric schools are seen as a positive alternative in fostering
promising factors that would improve the education of Black
students, thereby empowering them to be positive role models
in the communities, which in turn would serve to reduce youth
violence and other ills of marginalization and disengagement.
The need for systemic change, which includes the rethinking of
schools and incorporating new ways of educating black students,
is a priority. Culturally relevant education acknowledges the role
of cultures, communities and their relationships to education
and the subject matter covered in schools. However,
…the teacher claims to be colo[u]r-blind. However, such
claims cannot be valid. Given the significance of race and
colour in [North] American society, it is impossible to believe
that a classroom teacher does not notice the race and ethnicity
of the children she is teaching. Further, by claiming not to
notice, the teacher is saying that she is dismissing one of the
most salient features of the child’s identity and that she does not
account for it in her curricular planning and instruction.
Saying we are not aware of students’ race and ethnic background is not the same as saying we treat students equitably"
[Ladson-Billings 1994, p.33]

In the mid-1990s, two Black-focused programs with an
Africentric model emerged. One at the former DB Hood School
and another program known as Nighana was started in community centre then moved to a Toronto area school. These programs while successful in the short-term were not provided with
long-term support and funding to grow into full Africentric
schools. In 2005, a public school board in the Toronto area
implemented a pilot Africentric Summer Institute, at Shoreham
Public School of which the author of this article was the site
administrator/principal. The Africentric Summer Institute was a
worthwhile initiative that allowed students who were performing below the provincial standard to improve their learning and
achievement using African Centred staff, resources and teaching
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Starting in the 18th century and continuing into the 21st century, the public education system has retained some vestiges of
slave society including racism, racial profiling and the colonial
enterprise of mis-education of African Canadian students which
has a disproportionate negative impact on the success rate of
African Canadians relative to other demographic groups in the
education system. While the scope of many of the issues has
changed, the super structure of the education system produces
the very problems that the education system should be remedying. In the 1800s scores of African Canadians did not receive a

formal education. In 2006, with the high school drop out rates
for black students at or over 40%, many African Canadian students are still leaving school without graduating. Hence, the
educational system has retained historical linkages to Canada’s
slavery and slave trading past that denied Black people the right
to an education. The curriculum, structure of schools, images
and symbols of schooling, has and continue to act as a barrier to
success for some African Canadian students. While that’s the
way it is, that is not necessarily the way it ought to be, nor
should be.
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Time to tell the story
Lawrence Hill

March 25, 2007 marked the 200th anniversary of
the abolition of the British slave trade, and nations
around the world are marking this significant event
with both celebration of the act of abolition and
examination of the effects of the slave trade itself.
Among those raising their voices are Canadian
writers, including Afua Cooper, who has spearheaded initiatives to have the anniversary appropriately recognized in this country, and Lawrence
Hill, who in his recent novel The Book of Negroes
wrote about one Canadian connection to the end
of the slave trade. His article below first appeared
in a slightly modified version on January 28, 2007
in the Toronto Star.
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Time to tell the story
Two hundred years ago, on March 25, 1807, King
George III signed a Parliamentary law abolishing
the British slave trade. Though slavery itself would
not be abolished for another 27 years, it was a key
moment in the struggle for freedom, and its
anniversary is being loudly celebrated in England
and Jamaica this year.
In Canada, however, the reaction so far has been
muted. That is a pity, because blacks in Canada
played a pivotal role in the move toward abolition
when, in 1792, 1,200 of them boarded a ship in
Halifax to resettle in Sierra Leone - showing the
world the lengths to which people will go in order
to be free.
After the anti-slave-trade law took effect, the British
navy began to patrol African shores to intercept vessels that traded in humans, choking off the supply of
men, women and children to Canada, the United
States and the Caribbean nations. But slavery itself
limped on. In Canada and the rest of the British
Empire, slavery was not abolished until August 1,
1834. South of our border, slavery officially ended
some three decades later, when it was abolished in
1865 by the Thirteenth Amendment of the United
States Constitution.
32

When Canadians think of the abolition of the slave
trade and then of slavery, white heroes are often the
first people who come to mind.
In Canada, we think of John Graves Simcoe - the
first lieutenant-governor of Upper Canada - who
attempted in 1793 to introduce a law to end slavery outright. Slave-owning legislators opposed
him, however, and Simcoe could obtain no better
than compromise legislation that set slaves free at
the age of 25 and forbade the further importation
of slaves. Simcoe is certainly remembered in
Canada’s history books.
Quakers too struggled valiantly and peacefully to
abolish the slave trade in Britain and slavery itself in
North America. Quakers were among the many
who helped black fugitives from the United States
flee slavery and come north to what would become
Canada. Other whites who dedicated their years,
and some their very lives, to eradicating slavery in
the United States and Britain included: John Brown,
the fiery zealot who rustled up a rag tag group of
men to attack a U.S. weapons arsenal in Harpers
Ferry, Virginia in 1859, with a view to freeing black
men and women and bringing the institution of
slavery to its knees; and the British Parliamentarian
William Wilberforce, who laboured for decades to
persuade his elected peers to oppose the trade in
human beings. But lost in many public discussions
of the abolition of the slave trade, are stories of the
incredible efforts that blacks themselves played in
the push toward abolition.
One of the ways that blacks fought to make abolition more palatable was to make slavery more dangerous - for the white slave owners. As Toronto
writer Afua Cooper has documented thoroughly in
her book The Hanging of Angelique, in 1734, a
Portuguese-born black slave named Marie Joseph
Angelique allegedly burned down her owner’s
home in Montreal, taking out a quarter of the city
in the ensuing blaze, only to face torture and exeFondation canadienne des relations raciales
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cution. Just five years later, 20 black slaves collaborating in the
famous Stono Rebellion in South Carolina rose up against
their owners, killing some 20 whites before they were finally
put down. And in 1791, in the most successful uprising of its
kind in the 18th century, the slaves in the French colony of
Saint Domingue - now known as Haiti - overthrew their rulers
after looting and burning more than a thousand plantations
and attacking and murdering whites as they went. Later these
same black rebels resisted military attacks by the British, taking the lives of thousands of British soldiers and striking fear
into the hearts of those who thought they could rule Africans
in the Americas.

Many of them had escaped slavery in the Carolinas and
Virginia, among other states.

Blacks also voted with their feet in refusing to submit to the
notion that one person could own another. One of the most
fascinating and most forgotten stories of blacks who resisted
slavery and mistreatment involves the Black Loyalists of Nova
Scotia. On January 15, 1792, 1,200 Nova Scotian blacks sailed
in a flotilla of 15 ships from Halifax to Sierra Leone in West
Africa. By moving permanently to the continent from which
some of them had been abducted and enslaved decades earlier,
these Canadians nudged the world one step closer to abolition
of the British slave trade in 1807. The Nova Scotians described at the time as "adventurers" - sailed in the opposite
direction of slaving vessels that were still taking stolen Africans
across the Atlantic Ocean to the Americas to be enslaved. The
Nova Scotians’ exodus predated the "back to Africa" preachings of Jamaican Marcus Garvey by more than a century. It
took place decades before ex-American slaves founded the west
African colony of Liberia. And the Nova Scotians are still
known in Sierra Leone as being among the modern founders
of the country. To this day, there are people in Sierra Leone
who trace their lineage to the Nova Scotian settlers. The blacks
had come to Nova Scotia some 10 years earlier as United
Empire Loyalists. They were fugitives from the "Thirteen
Colonies", or what soon become known as the United States.

It wasn’t easy to leave. In theory, any black
who wished to leave on a ship for the British
colonies had to establish that he or she had
served behind British lines for at least one
year. And before being allowed to sail from
the Hudson River, blacks had to have their
names registered in The Book of Negroes - a
British military ledger that ran to some 150
pages and included the names of 3,000
blacks - some free, others indentured and
others enslaved and leaving New York as the
property of British officers who were sailing
away. The Book of Negroes is a fascinating
document, copies of which can be found in
the National Archives of Canada, the Nova
Scotia Public Archives and the National
Archives in the U.K., among other places. It
became the first major record of people of
African descent in North America. In listing
the name, age, physical description and life
circumstances of almost every traveller, the
carefully handwritten Book of Negroes
stands out as another testament to how
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Perhaps murder and blood-letting was the most forceful way to
make slave owners question the viability of their lifestyles. But
it would be a mistake to think that black resistance to slavery,
and black participation in the abolition of the slave trade, was
limited to violence. Like the whites who advanced the cause of
abolition in political circles, blacks also used words - and
penned their stories - to argue against the sin of slavery.
Olaudah Equiano, an African-born man who was enslaved in
the Americas for years before obtaining his freedom, became
the most famous abolitionist of colour in England when he
published his life story, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of
Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African, in 1789.

During the American Revolutionary War, the British attempted to swell their ranks against the rebels by posting public
statements encouraging blacks to flee their slave owners and
side with the British. If they did, the British promised, they
would be protected when the war was over and allowed their
freedom. Thousands of blacks responded by fleeing the men
and women who claimed to own them, and siding with the
British. That promise, however, would soon be broken.
Although black men and women served - as soldiers, labourers, cooks and in other capacities - when the time came to
negotiate peace, the British cast the blacks aside. In the peace
treaty they signed with the Americans, the British promised
not to make off with "any Negroes or other Property of the
American Inhabitants." In Manhattan, the last British stronghold in the American Revolutionary War, the terms of the
peace treaty caused widespread despair among the very blacks
who had come to serve the Loyalists and benefit from their
protection. But finally, and miraculously, the British sided
with the blacks, and began to remove them in a steady supply
of ships from Manhattan in 1783. Some blacks were sent to
England, Germany and Quebec, but most ended up going to
Nova Scotia.
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blacks - by voting with their feet, and risking everything to try life
in a foreign land - struck another blow at the heart of slavery. "We
do not have to take this," they seemed to be saying, "and we will
leave at the first opportunity." Disembarking in Nova Scotian
towns such as Halifax, Shelburne and Annapolis Royal, they
believed that they had come to a promised land of safety and freedom.
Sadly, for many of the early Black Loyalists, Nova Scotia
turned out to be just as oppressive as the American colonies.
The blacks had been promised land in exchange for having
served the British in the Revolutionary War, but most of them
did not get it. They were promised provisions and tools, but
more often than not the rhetoric proved empty. They thought
they could live in equality and freedom in Nova Scotia, but
many blacks remained slaves in the colony and others were
kept in conditions of such poverty that they indentured themselves - virtually becoming slaves again - to ward off starvation
and hypothermia.

The British abolitionists had already sent a much smaller
group of poor blacks from London to Sierra Leone five years
earlier, but the colony quickly disintegrated. At the very
moment when they were looking for others to send to Sierra
Leone, Thomas Peters - a black man from Annapolis Royal showed up in England to complain that the Blacks Loyalists in
Nova Scotia remained largely landless, despite their service to
the King during the Revolutionary War.
Peters’ timing couldn’t have been better. Shortly after he
returned to Nova Scotia, Clarkson followed with the resettlement scheme and 1,200 of the Nova Scotian blacks, about
one-third of the entire black population of the area, leapt at the
opportunity. Clarkson then began the monumental job of
bringing the Black Loyalists to Halifax, feeding and sheltering
them over the winter, while outfitting 15 ships to take them to
Sierra Leone. The ships set out from the Halifax harbour on
January 15, 1792. The vessels quickly lost track of each other
during the two-month ocean crossing. Fever took the lives of
67 travelers enroute, although the food and the sanitary conditions on board the ships were eminently better than the
floating hell of slave vessels. Finally, all of the ships arrived safely in St. George’s Bay, just off the coast of Freetown. The long,
arduous and sometimes fatal task of building a colony began.

In Nova Scotia, they also found a land of bitter justice. Blacks
were hanged for trifling offenses such as stealing potatoes.
Others who were sentenced to whippings received their lashes
at several consecutive street corners, in order to amplify their
public humiliation. Public ordinances banned "Negro frolicks"
- basically any party at which blacks danced and drank. Slave
catchers prowled Nova Scotia and sometimes succeeded in kidnapping Black Loyalists and returning them to slavery in the
United States or the Caribbean islands.

Many of the same frustrations that had plagued the Nova
Scotians in Canada surfaced again in Africa: they did not get
the land they were promised, they bickered with authorities
about taxation matters, and they felt dominated by white officials administering the Sierra Leone Company, which ran the
new colony in Freetown. Still, they were free, and over the
decades they and their descendents acquired more independence and autonomy.

In the town of Shelburne - which at the time held the largest
black community in Nova Scotia - Canada’s first race riot
erupted in 1784. Black workers were consistently paid less
than whites for the same work, but disbanded white soldiers who themselves faced economic hardship - argued that the
blacks were undercutting their wages and rose up against them.
Blacks were beaten and powerless to stop the burning of their
homes. The rioting lasted for days.

The journey east across the Atlantic Ocean stands out as all the
more astonishing when one considers that some of the blacks
travelling to Africa had actually been born on that continent abducted in their own homelands by fellow Africans, sold to
British or other European slaving operations established in festering "factories" along the coast of Africa, shipped across the
ocean only to spill their blood, sweat and tears to develop lands
that are now known as Canada, the United States and the
Caribbean nations.

In the midst of this oppressive social climate, it must have
seemed a miracle when, in October of 1791, a British naval
lieutenant arrived in Halifax and advertised free passage across
the ocean for blacks who wanted to create a new colony in
Sierra Leone.
Lieutenant John Clarkson was white, 27 years old, and had
come at the behest of entrepreneurs and abolitionists in
England who were hoping to create a British colony in Sierra
Leone that would profit not from the slave trade but from agriculture and trading natural resources.

This back-to-Africa migration - the first of its kind from the
Americas, and the very first in history involving more than a
thousand people - was entirely voluntary. Despite a price tag
that exceeded Nova Scotia’s annual budget, it was funded by
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Time to tell the story
This little-known migration, launched from Canadian shores,
was pivotal to the cause of abolition. And at its heart were
1,200 blacks determined to assert their freedom and to ensure
that nobody could threaten to enslave them again. Their devotion to liberty should be recognized and celebrated.

the British government. The aim of the venture’s British supporters was to prove that Africa could serve the British Empire
in other ways than as a slave-exporting continent. They wanted to demonstrate that the British could use Africa as a base to
export natural resources. In the end, this led to its own forms
of exploitation. But in the shorter term, it also helped convince
fellow Britons to think of Africa in new terms.

Image used by permission of the Halifax Museum, Halifax, Nova Scotia
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Une histoire qu’il fallait raconter
Lawrence Hill

Le 25 mars 2007 a marqué le 200e anniversaire de
l’abolition de la traite des esclaves par l’Angleterre.
Partout dans le monde, différents pays soulignent
cet événement en célébrant la loi de l’abolition et
en examinant les effets du commerce des esclaves.
Parmi les voix entendues, citons celles des écrivains
canadiens Afua Cooper, qui a mené une campagne
pour la reconnaissance adéquate du bicentenaire au
Canada, et Lawrence Hill, dont le récent roman
The Book of Negroes (Le livre des nègres) raconte un
événement canadien lié à la fin de la traite des
esclaves. Une version légèrement modifiée de l’article de Lawrence Hill ci-dessous a été publiée le
28 janvier 2007 dans le Toronto Star.

L’auteur:
Lawrence Hill est un célèbre
auteur et romancier canadien.
Son plus récent roman, The Book
of Negroes, a été publié au début de
l’année 2007. Son père, de race
noire, et sa mère, de race blanche,
sont venus au Canada dans
l’espoir d’échapper au racisme qui
perdurait aux États-Unis, leur pays
d’origine. Élevé dans les années
1960 à Don Mills, un quartier à
forte majorité blanche en banlieue
de Toronto, le jeune Hill a été profondément influencé par la participation de ses parents au mouvement pour les droits de la personne. Devenu auteur, il a souvent
traité de thèmes d'identité et d’appartenance.
Ancien journaliste au Globe and
Mail, et chroniqueur parlementaire du Winnipeg Free Press, Hill a
également œuvré comme bénévole
auprès de l’organisme Carre-four
Canadien International et a
voyagé aux pays ouest-africains du
Niger, du Cameroun et du Mali. Il
a obtenu son bac en sciences
économiques de l’Université Laval
à Québec et sa maîtrise en écriture
de l’université Johns Hopkins, à
Baltimore.

Une histoire qu’il fallait raconter
Il y a deux cents ans, le 25 mars 1807, le roi
George III a signé la loi du Parlement abolissant la
traite des esclaves dans l’Empire britannique.
Même si l’esclavage comme tel allait durer encore
27 ans, il s’agit d’un grand tournant dans la lutte
pour la liberté, un moment dont le deuxième centenaire est célébré avec éclat cette année en
Angleterre et en Jamaïque.
Au Canada, toutefois, le bicentenaire est presque
passé inaperçu. C’est dommage, d’autant plus que
les Noirs au Canada ont franchi une étape significative dans le mouvement vers l’abolition lorsque,
en 1792, ils ont été 1 200 à embarquer sur des
navires à Halifax et à se rétablir en Sierra Leone; ils
ont ainsi démontré au monde ce que des gens pouvaient faire pour se libérer.
Après l’entrée en vigueur de l’interdiction du commerce des esclaves, la Marine royale a commencé à
patrouiller les côtes africaines afin d’intercepter les
navires qui transportaient les hommes, les femmes
et les enfants que les marchands voulaient vendre
comme autant de marchandises au Canada, aux
États-Unis et aux Caraïbes. L’esclavage pâtissait
mais continuait pour autant. Au Canada et partout
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ailleurs dans l’Empire britannique, la pratique de
l’esclavage n’a été abolie que le 1er août 1834. Au
sud de notre frontière, l’esclavage a officiellement
pris fin quelques trois décennies plus tard lors de
son abolition par le Treizième Amendement de la
Constitution des États-Unis, promulgué en 1865.
Lorsque les Canadiens pensent à l’abolition de la
traite des esclaves et, plus tard, à celle de
l’esclavage, ils pensent souvent à des héros de race
blanche.
Au, Canada, nous pensons à John Graves Simcoe,
premier lieutenant-gouverneur du Haut-Canada
qui, en 1793, a tenté d’introduire une loi qui mettrait fin à l’esclavage. Devant l’opposition des
législateurs qui possédaient eux-mêmes des
esclaves, il n’a obtenu qu’une loi stipulant la libération des esclaves dès l’âge de 25 ans et interdisant
l’importation de nouveaux esclaves. Simcoe figure
bien sûr dans les textes de l’histoire du Canada.
La Société religieuse des Amis (Quakers) a également milité, vaillamment et paisiblement, pour
l’abolition de la traite des esclaves dans l’Empire
britannique et de l’esclavage en Amérique du
Nord. Ses membres étaient parmi les nombreux
Blancs qui ont aidé des fugitifs noirs à fuir
l’esclavage aux États-Unis pour se rendre sur le territoire qui deviendrait le Canada. D’autres Blancs
ont consacré des années d’efforts, voire leur vie, à
l’éradication de l’esclavage aux États-Unis. John
Brown, un abolitionniste fougueux et intransigeant, a rassemblé une bande loufoque pour
s’emparer d’un arsenal fédéral à Harpers Ferry en
Virginie en 1859, dans le but de libérer les
hommes et femmes de race noire et de mettre
l’institution de l’esclavage à genoux. En Angleterre,
le parlementaire William Wilberforce a travaillé
pendant plusieurs décennies à persuader ses collègues élus à s’opposer au commerce des êtres
humains.
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Une histoire qu’il fallait raconter
Ce qui manque souvent au discours public sur l’abolition du
commerce des esclaves, ce sont les histoires des efforts incroyables des Noirs eux-mêmes qui ont contribué au mouvement
pour l’abolition.

Le 15 janvier 1792, 1 200 Noirs de la Nouvelle-Écosse ont
embarqué sur une flottille de 15 navires pour voyager de
Halifax jusqu’en Sierra Leone en Afrique de l’Ouest. En déménageant de façon permanente au continent d’où beaucoup
d’entre eux avaient été enlevés de force des dizaines d’années
plus tôt, ces Canadiens ont poussé le monde vers cette abolition
qui allait finalement avoir lieu dans l’Empire britannique en
1807.

L’un des moyens de lutte visant à faire accepter l’abolition a été
de rendre la pratique de l’esclavage plus dangereuse pour les
propriétaires blancs. Comme l’auteure torontoise Afua Cooper
a documenté en détail dans son livre The Hanging of Angelique,
en 1734, une esclave noire du nom de Marie-Joseph
Angélique, née au Portugal, a été accusée d’avoir brûlé la maison de son propriétaire à Montréal. La conflagration qui en a
résulté a démoli le quart de la ville et l’incendiaire présumée a
été torturée et exécutée. Cinq ans plus tard, 20 esclaves noirs
ont collaboré à la fameuse Rébellion de Stono, en Caroline du
Sud, s’élevant contre leurs propriétaires et tuant une vingtaine
de blancs avant d’être défaits. Et, en 1791, dans la révolte la
mieux réussie du XVIIIe siècle, les esclaves de la colonie
française de Saint-Domingue, maintenant Haïti, ont renversé
le régime après avoir pillé et incendié plus de mille plantations,
tout en attaquant des Blancs et souvent en les assassinant. Plus
tard, ces mêmes rebelles noirs ont résisté aux attaques militaires
des Britanniques, tuant des milliers de soldats de l’Empire et
instillant la peur dans le cœur des gens qui pensaient pouvoir
éternellement subjuguer les Africains aux Amériques.

Les Néo-Écossais, décrits à l’époque comme des « aventuriers »,
ont traversé l’Océan Atlantique, dans le sens inverse des navires
qui transportaient les Africains volés de leurs terres, pour
devenir des esclaves aux Amériques.
L’exode des Néo-Écossais est survenu plus d’un siècle avant que
le jamaïcain Marcus Garvey ne prêche le « retour en Afrique ».
Plusieurs décennies se sont écoulées avant que des esclaves quittent l’Amérique pour fonder la colonie du Libéria en Afrique
de l’Ouest. Aujourd’hui, les Néo-Écossais sont toujours reconnus en Sierra Leone comme figurant parmi les fondateurs modernes du pays. Il y a en Sierra Leone des gens qui retracent leur
famille jusqu’aux migrants néo-écossais.

Les soulèvements et les meurtres représentent peut-être la
façon la plus vigoureuse d’amener les propriétaires d’esclaves à
mettre en question la viabilité de leur mode de vie. Toutefois,
ce serait une erreur de croire que la résistance des Noirs à
l’esclavage, et leur apport à l’abolition du commerce des
esclaves, se limitaient à la violence.

Au cours de la guerre de la révolution américaine, les Britanniques tentent d’augmenter
leurs effectifs en affichant des déclarations
publiques encourageant les Noirs à fuir leur
propriétaire et à prendre armes contre les
rebelles. Ils promettent aux fuyards de les
libérer et de les protéger à la fin de la guerre.
Des milliers de Noirs réussissent à échapper
aux hommes et aux femmes qui prétendent
avoir le droit de propriété sur eux, pour se
battre aux côtés des Britanniques.

Tout comme les Blancs qui ont fait progresser la cause de l’abolition dans les milieux politiques, des Noirs se sont servis de
paroles, et notamment des récits écrits de leur vécu pour condamner l’esclavage. Olaudah Equiano, un homme né en
Afrique et asservi en tant qu’esclave aux Amériques pendant
des années avant de gagner sa liberté, est devenu l’abolitionniste de couleur le plus célèbre en Angleterre lorsqu’il a publié
son autobiographie, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of
Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African, en 1789.

Mais la promesse ne sera pas tenue. Bien que
ces hommes et femmes noirs aient servi
comme soldats, ouvriers, chefs de cuisine ou
dans d’autres fonctions, au moment de
négocier la paix, les Britanniques mettent les
Noirs de côté. Dans le traité de paix qu’ils signent avec les Américains, les Britanniques

Les Noirs ont également voté en se servant de leurs pieds pour
refuser de se soumettre à l’idée qu’une personne pouvait en
posséder une autre. Un exemple de la résistance des Noirs contre l’esclavage et les mauvais traitements, fascinant et très peu
connu de nos jours, est l’histoire de l’émigration des Loyalistes
noirs de la Nouvelle-Écosse.
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Ces Noirs étaient venus en Nouvelle-Écosse quelque 10 ans
plus tôt parmi les Loyalistes de l’Empire-Uni. Il s’agissait de
réfugiés des « Treize Colonies » qui deviendraient peu après les
États-Unis. Plusieurs d’entre eux avaient
échappé à l’esclavage aux Carolines et en
Virginie, entre autres États.

Une histoire qu’il fallait raconter
promettent de ne pas enlever « tout Nègre ou tout autre Bien des
Habitants américains. » À Manhattan, dernier bastion britannique dans la guerre de la révolution américaine, les conditions
du traité sèment le désespoir parmi les mêmes Noirs qui étaient
venus servir les Loyalistes et bénéficier de leur protection.

en égalité, la plupart des Noirs demeurent au contraire des
esclaves, tandis que d’autres vivent dans une telle pauvreté que,
pour conjuguer la faim et l’hypothermie, ils s’engagent à long
terme dans des conditions proches d’un nouvel esclavage.
En Nouvelle-Écosse, ils trouvent une terre de « justice » amère.
Des Noirs sont pendus pour des délits aussi insignifiants que le
vol de pommes de terre. D’autres sont condamnés à des coups
de fouet administrés à plusieurs coins de rue en série afin d’aggraver leur humiliation publique. Des ordonnances publiques
interdisent les « Negro frolicks », soit pratiquement toute
soirée où des Noirs dansent et consomment de l’alcool. Des
chasseurs d’esclaves rôdent en Nouvelle-Écosse, réussissant
parfois à kidnapper des Loyalistes noirs pour les retourner à
l’esclavage aux États-Unis ou aux Antilles.

Finalement, et miraculeusement, les Britanniques se ravisent :
en 1783 ils prennent le parti des Noirs et commencent à les
emmener de Manhattan sur une série de navires. Quelques
Noirs seront transportés en Angleterre, en Allemagne ou au
Québec mais la plupart débarqueront en Nouvelle-Écosse.
Il n’est pas facile de partir. En principe, tout Noir qui veut
prendre un navire à destination des colonies britanniques doit
prouver qu’il a servi derrière les lignes britanniques pendant au
moins une année. Et, avant de descendre la rivière Hudson et
de quitter les États-Unis, un Noir doit faire inscrire son nom
dans le Book of Negroes. Ce « livre des nègres » est un journal
militaire Britannique, faisant quelque 150 pages, et incluant
les noms de 3 000 Noirs – certains libres, d’autres engagés à
long terme à des Blancs, d’autres encore qui quittaient New
York en compagnie des officiers britanniques dont ils
demeurent les esclaves.

C’est à Shelburne, ville qui abrite à l’époque la plus importante
communauté noire de la Nouvelle-Écosse, que se déclenche en
1784 la première émeute raciale au Canada. Même si les
ouvriers noirs sont moins bien payés que les Blancs pour le
même travail, des soldats blancs démobilisés, eux-mêmes confrontés à des privations d’ordre économique et prétendant que
les Noirs font baisser leurs salaires, s’élèvent contre eux. Les
Noirs, battus, sont impuissants à empêcher les émeutiers de
brûler leurs maisons. L’émeute a duré plusieurs jours.

Le Book of Negroes est un document fascinant dont des exemplaires sont conservés de nos jours, entre autres, aux Archives
nationales du Canada, aux Archives publiques de la NouvelleÉcosse et aux Archives du Royaume-Uni. Il est devenu le premier registre important des personnes d’origine africaine en
Amérique du Nord. En répertoriant le nom, l’âge, la description
physique et les circonstances sociales de presque tous les passagers, ce document, soigneusement écrit à la main, témoigne
d’un autre coup porté au cœur de l’esclavage par des Noirs en
votant de leurs pieds et en risquant tout pour essayer de vivre en
terre étrangère. « Nous ne devons pas supporter cela, semblentils dire, et nous partirons à la première occasion. »

Dans un tel climat d’oppression sociale, les Noirs de la
Nouvelle-Écosse ont dû croire au miracle lorsqu’un lieutenant
de la Marine est arrivé à Halifax pour offrir la traversée gratuite de l’océan à ceux qui créeraient une nouvelle colonie en
Sierra Leone.
Octobre 1791. Le lieutenant John Clarkson, 27 ans, blanc, est
venu à la demande d’entrepreneurs et d’abolitionnistes anglais
qui espèrent créer une colonie britannique en Sierra Leone qui
prospérera, non pas par la traite des Noirs mais grâce à l’agriculture et au commerce de ressources naturelles.

Lorsqu’ils débarquent en Nouvelle-Écosse, dans les villes
comme Halifax, Shelburne ou Annapolis Royal (l’ancien PortRoyal), ils croient avoir trouvé la terre promise, une terre de
sécurité et de liberté.

Les abolitionnistes britanniques avaient déjà envoyé un plus petit
groupe de Noirs pauvres de Londres en Sierra Leone, cinq ans
plus tôt, mais la colonie s’était rapidement désintégrée. Au
moment même où ils cherchent d’autres colons pour la Sierra
Leone, Thomas Peters, un homme noir venu d’Annapolis Royal,
arrive en Angleterre pour se plaindre de l’état des Loyalistes noirs
en Nouvelle-Écosse, qui demeurent pour la plupart sans terre
malgré leur service au roi pendant la guerre révolutionnaire.

Malheureusement, la Nouvelle-Écosse s’avère pour la plupart
des premiers Loyalistes noirs aussi oppressive que les colonies
américaines. On a beau promettre aux Noirs des terres en contrepartie de leur service à l’Armée britannique dans la guerre de
la révolution américaine, la plupart n’en reçoivent pas. Même
pour les plus chanceux, les promesses de provisions et d’outils
sont rarement tenues. Arrivés avec l’espoir de vivre en liberté et

Peters n’aurait pu choisir meilleur moment. Peu après la fin de
sa tournée en Angleterre, Clarkson le suit en Nouvelle-Écosse
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pour y présenter le projet de réinstallation en Afrique. Quelque
1 200 des Néo-Écossais noirs, ou environ le tiers de toute la
population noire de la zone, saisissent l’occasion. Clarkson
entreprend alors le travail monumental d’amener les Loyalistes
noirs à Halifax, de les nourrir et de les abriter durant l’hiver
tout en équipant 15 navires pour les transporter en Sierra
Leone.

vendus aux exploitants britanniques ou européens des «usines»
pourries qui se trouvaient le long de la côte du continent,
transportés de l’autre côté de la mer pour verser sang, sueur et
larmes dans le développement des terres qui sont par la suite
devenus le Canada, les États-Unis et les pays des Caraïbes.
Ce retour collectif en Afrique, le premier de son genre en
provenance des Amériques, et le tout premier de l’histoire à
compter plus de mille âmes, a été entièrement volontaire.
Malgré son coût supérieur au budget annuel de la NouvelleÉcosse, il a été payé par le gouvernement britannique.
L’objectif des Anglais qui ont milité en faveur du projet : prouver que l’Afrique peut servir l’Empire britannique autrement
qu’à titre de source d’esclaves. Ils voulaient démontrer que
l’Afrique pourrait servir de base à l’exportation de ressources
naturelles. À la longue, cette notion allait finir par donner lieu
à d’autres formes d’exploitation. Mais, à plus court terme, elle
a permis de persuader d’autres Britanniques à percevoir
l’Afrique d’une nouvelle façon.

Les vaisseaux quittent le havre de Halifax le 15 janvier 1792.
Vers le début de leur traversée, qui doit durer deux mois, les
navires perdent contact entre eux. La fièvre enlèvera la vie à 67
passagers en route, même si la nourriture et les conditions d’hygiène à bord des navires sont de loin meilleures que l’enfer flottant que sont les navires négriers. Enfin, tous les navires
arrivent à St. George’s Bay, au large de Freetown. Ainsi commence la tâche longue, ardue et parfois mortelle de l’établissement d’une colonie.
Plusieurs des frustrations qui avaient tourmenté les Néo-Écossais au Canada refont surface en Afrique : ils ne reçoivent pas
les terres promises, se chamaillent avec les autorités au sujet des
impôts et se sentent dominés par les hommes blancs qui
administrent la Sierra Leone Company, la société qui dirige la
nouvelle colonie de Freetown. Pourtant, ils sont libres, et au
cours des décennies, ces personnes et leurs descendants deviendront plus indépendants et autonomes.

Cette migration massive, peu connue de nos jours et lancée à
partir de la côte du Canada, représente une étape essentielle
dans l’épopée de l’abolition. Au cœur de cette entreprise se
trouvaient 1 200 Noirs déterminés à affirmer leur liberté et à
faire en sorte que personne ne puisse plus les menacer d’une
rechute dans l’esclavage. Leur dévouement à la liberté mérite
d’être reconnu et célébré.

La traversée de l’Océan Atlantique est d’autant plus épatante
lorsqu’on réfléchit au fait que plusieurs des Noirs à bord des
navires étaient eux-mêmes nés en Afrique. Ils avaient été
séquestrés dans leur pays natal respectif par d’autres Africains,
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The cost of destruction: Reparations for Africville
Denise Izzard-Allen

About the Author
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community organizer and activist
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descendant of Africville and is
active in making known the historical wrongs done to Africville.
Presenting "Africville: The Case
for Compensation", at the
United
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Word
Conference Against Racism
(WCAR) in 2001 held in South
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about the destruction of
Africville and made a call for
compensation for those affected.
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Committee, Human Rights
Activist in the Canadian Union
of Postal Workers, and Member
of the St. Thomas Baptist Church
in North Preston.

2007 has been declared the 200th anniversary of the
abolition of the British Transatlantic slave trade.
This declaration raises the issue of reparations for
the injustices suffered by Africans in the Diaspora.
The oppression of Black people did not end with
the abolition of the slave trade or of slavery. On the
eve of the Africville Annual July 2007 Reunion,
graffiti stating "kill all Black People from
Africville…this land belongs to us – whites."
appeared.

Conventional history teaches us that Blacks came to
the shores of what is now known as Nova Scotia
bound as slaves of the French, British, and
Portuguese. They also came as Black British
Loyalists, during the time of the American
Revolutionary War in 1776; as Jamaican Maroons in
1796; and as American slaves who were promised
freedom by the British during the War of 1812.
These diverse groups would eventually settle the area
that would grow to be Africville.

The act was declared a hate crime by police authorities and government representatives. Ironically, the
police shot our pet dogs in Africville for sport and
the government destroyed and robbed us of our
community. To this day neither government nor
business will make amends to any of the property
owners of Africville. Instead a portion of Africville
was declared a "dog park" and former lands developed into a micro community called "Mont Blanc".
This horror is the Africville story.

On July 23, 1962 the residents of Africville were
forcibly relocated in a dismal echo of their ancestors’
original forcible relocation from Africa. The city of
Halifax’s report on the relocation of Africville contains this quote about the community taken on July
23, 1962.
Africville was a fishing village more attractive
than Peggy’s Cove that today is a lucrative tourist
attraction. Overall, life in Africville at that time
was hard. Jobs were scarce, with racism forcing
residents into only the most lowest-paying employment opportunities. Socially and economically,
however, Africville residents were better off than
we are today: at least they had bargaining power,
the ownership of homes and an entire community’s
human and natural resources.

Historically Black people from all parts of the
African Diaspora were forced to what is now known
as Nova Scotia. The history of Africville, its destruction, and the experiences of its residents to date, will
serve as a clear illustration of how the systematic
oppression of Blacks worldwide has shaped and
developed Canada.
Africville dates back to the 1700s. One of the first
purchases of property deeds was recorded in 1848.
Oral history recounts that at least some of Africville’s
African forefathers traveled as traders and explorers
to this region simply to trade ideas, knowledge and
natural resources. This oral history is discounted as
fables by the dominate culture. There is documentary evidence, however, that Blacks were likely living
in the Africville area prior to their purchase of land
there.1

Under the most adverse social and economic conditions, the resilience of Africville residents ensured
our survival, independent of government assistance.
Residents kept goats, pigs and chickens. To sustain
their households, Africville women used their skills
in arts and crafts and sold their baskets, quilts, various baked goods, fresh wild berries, as well as knits
and crocheted items at markets in Halifax. Donald
Clairmont remarks, "Africville was always a viable
community with fine houses, plenty of space, smallscale entrepreneurs and a strong community spirit."
It was a community in every sense of the word and
for the people of Africville, it was our world. We

1 Donald Claremont – Africville Relocation Report
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lived, loved, shared, and died in that community..2

it will be abandoned as a residential district."

In 1917 Halifax harbour was obliterated by the Halifax
Explosion. A collision between two warships destroyed the
North End of Halifax. Africville felt the full brunt of that blast.
$30,000,000 ($30 million) was raised to restore Halifax, and
although there was a $500,000 dollars surplus at the end of the
restoration efforts, Africville received none of the reconstruction
money or the medical aid, food and despite our homes were
blown to smithereens and we were left exposed to the bitter elements of cold winter months, we weren’t even offered blankets.
Similar to New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina taxpaying residents of Africville were denied disaster relief services based on
the colour of their skin.

As Clairmont writes in The Spirit of Africville,
"Throughout this period, from the end of the First World War
to the time of relocation, the City's attitude towards Africville
did not change. The emphasis was on eliminating the community rather than helping it."

"Urban Renewal" was the stated reason for the eventual destruction of Africville as a community. This social ideology maintained that the so-called "slums" could be eliminated with the
proper care and concern for beautification. In fact, the 1962
relocation was a decision of government taken in the aftermath
of a succession of actions aimed at locating unwanted industries
away from the more affluent and white populations of Halifax.
Between 1851 and 1915 a bone-meal plant, a cotton factory, a
rolling mill / nail factory, large oil plant and storage complex, a
prison, a hospital for infectious diseases, a slaughterhouse, and a
port facility for handling coal were built within earshot of residential homes. In the 1950s, the City dump was moved to
within 100 meters of the western most group of Africville
homes. At the same time, any good-paying jobs in the industries
crowding Africville were reserved for whites.

The People of Africville rejected the City's plan for relocation in
1948, 1959 and again, in 1962. To choose to ignore our desire
to remain in our community and build our lives as a free and
dignified people was to cut out our heart and perpetrate lies
through history. Residents opposed the elimination of their
community and made no bones about their desire to petition
government for inclusion in the public services they had been
paying taxes into all along. It took back-room deals, swindles,
and a whole team of ‘human rights advocates’ over several generations to finally wear down the people of our community.
They were faced with a formidable enemy, and, at the end of the
day, had neither the resources nor the endurance to resist.

Africville residents were denied sewage treatment, running
water, electricity, ambulance and fire services, recreation service,
sidewalks, paved roads, and education. For many years residents
of Africville were led to believe that Africville was outside of the
city limits. It was only when the younger generation came along
that we were well within the city limits.

Reparations
Reparation of a community from an injury or insult is driven by
the goal of restoring the individual to at least their pre-injury
capacity. A fully effective reparation must also compensate for
historical repression by resulting in true equality, and returning
those affected to their pre-repression state. In addition to
demanding reparations for the Transatlantic slave trade and its
aftermath –colonialism – we urge Canada and the global reparations movement to remember the people of Africville. In
doing so, it is our hope that solidarity will ensure that the irreversible injustices inflicted upon the people of Africville will be
addressed by way of individual and collective reparations.

The destruction of Africville was no coincidence. It was deliberately strangled to death by environmental and health hazards
that decreased the property value and quality of life for the resident. The following is the City's response to an interested business in 1915:
"The Africville portion of Campbell Road will always be an
industrial district and it is desirable that industrial operations
should be assisted in any way that is not prejudiced to the
interests of the public; in fact, we may be obliged in the future
to consider the interests of industry first."

The case for reparations
It is widely recognized that historically oppressed ethnic groups
have been, and ought to be, compensated for the identifiable
wrongs committed against them by virtue of their minority status. Those who suffered from Canada’s racist internment policies during the World Wars, for example (i.e. the Jews, Japanese,
and Italians) were granted the recognition and financial com-

The spectre of expropriation was again made explicit in 1916
when the City reluctantly agreed to the establishment of the
church:
"It is not desirable that property in Africville be used for any
such purpose, as it is probable that in the near future, all property in this district will be required for industrial purposes and

2 Documentary facts about Africville is taken from Donald Clairmont’s, The Spirit of Africville.
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pensation that their horrifying experiences deserved. Although
long overdue, the pay equity victory for women and the sustained Equal Work for Equal Pay campaign is a classic illustration of how organized labour played a critical role in the defense
of Women’s right to equality and their achievement of justice.
Also, central to their program for social justice, Canada’s First
Nations have, for decades, made land claims based on treaties
which are, in essence, signed promises. The land claim is a strategy used to substantiate forms of compensation. Compensation,
in this case, can be seen as an admission of guilt on the part of
government for injuries inflicted upon First Nations people.
Notably, on September 5, 2003, 250 Inuit people received 10
million dollars in a "commemoration fund". This fund is part
of a 300 million dollar compensation package owing to their
relocation in the 1950’s. The ruling concluded that: "relocation
affected all aspects of the relocatees’ lives…many people of
Hebron turned to alcohol, social problems increased, as did rates
of illness and death". Japanese Canadians who were forcibly
relocated and interned also recently received compensation, and
Chinese Canadians who were victims of the infamous head tax
are in the process of receiving compensation.

• Forcible relocation into low-standard housing, separating
members of the community in the process
• Laughably little or no compensation paid for lost houses
due to relocation
• Before and after relocation, Federal, Provincial, and
Municipal government actions and inactions resulted in
the devaluation of the land and property of Africville residents.
• The people of Africville were carted out of their community in garbage trucks and these images were televised
nationally for everyone in Canada to see, resulting in
incalculable pain and humiliation.
Possible reparations may be summarized as follows:
• Fair compensation for the withholding of Halifax
Explosion assistance money to Africvillians and their
descendants.
• A property tax rebate to residents and their surviving relatives equal to the amount of money paid out in 2007 dollars with interest in addition to the time Africville residents paid property taxes.
• Reassessment of all Africville land and home values, with
and without titles, based on the actual value of port and
ocean frontage property and the difference between what
the former residents received and what the actual 2007
value is should be paid out in 2007 dollars with interest,
taking into account the effects of devaluation of the property through the placement of unwanted and dangerous
industrial developments on or near Africvillian lands.
• Pay all residents whose properties were expropriated and
bulldozed without their permission at the same rate as the
Gay family.4
• Free post-secondary education to former Africville residents and their descendants.
• Fair compensation for racist hiring practices in the form of
retroactive payment of wages to Africvillians and their
descendants.
• Fair compensation for the health and daily life effects of
environmental racism5
• Fair compensation for the loss of life due to inadequate or
omitted safety and public services such as warning signals
for passing trains

In contrast, the 30-year struggle demanding compensation for
the physical destruction of Africville, not to mention all aspects
of its residents’ and descendants’ lives, has yet to be taken seriously by both the provincial and federal governments. All levels
of government are opposed to any form of individual compensation payments with regard to Africville residents. This discriminatory practice of ranking oppressions is a systemic measure used to divide and conquer oppressed people. However, the
partial compensation that the wronged groups mentioned, have
received reveals how easily some measure of compensation could
be granted to Africvilleans. The demand needs only to be heard
and taken seriously.
There is certainly ample reason for such reparations to be paid.
To summarize:
• Africville land was appropriated for CN Rail lines three
times
• After the Halifax explosion, Africville residents were given
none of the $500,000 remaining in assistance money
raised to help victims
• 80 years of denied education, segregated schooling, and 50
years of streamlining into "slower" classes and deliberately
reserved for low-paid work3
• No receipt of services in exchange for property taxes paid
while living in Africville

Racism has been systemically used in Nova Scotia to prevent
indigenous Blacks from mounting an effective resistance to these
practices, resulting in their ongoing brutal oppression. The most
recent example is that of the sewage waste treatment plant in
central Halifax placed in a Black community where many of the
residents were displaced.
Canada prides itself as a global leader in humans rights, but its

3 Donald Clairmont documented, "Africville children were streamlined into auxiliary or slow learner classes with no hope of ever getting out." As recorded in the Black Educators Report
on education in Nova Scotia, "All African Canadian children were prohibited by law to attend public schools till 1957."
4 The Gay Family received $200.000 (two hundred thousand dollars) in the late 1990s for the expropriation of their harbour-side property on the Dartmouth side of the harbour opposite to Africville.
5 The Daye family received 1.2 million.
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treatment of Blacks has been no better, and in some cases worse,
than the American South. Donald Clairmont argues effectively
that had it not been for slavery the destruction of Africville
would not have happened.6 Africville and the aftermath of the
forced displacement of its residents is part of the story of slavery,
a story that will not end until reparations are paid to the descendants of slaves. The reparations must encompass the chain of
events leading from slavery, and that includes the story of
Africville. It may seem insignificant – after all, only a small
number of people are involved – but the suffering they endured

was of mammoth proportions, and until reparations are paid,
the suffering is inherited by the next generation.
Many thanks to Jessica Squires who edited this article.
Sources used
The Oral Tradition of Africville elders.
Donald Clairmont, The Spirit of Africville (Halifax: Formac
Publishing, 1992).
Ray Winbush, Should America Pay? Slavery and the Raging
Debate on Reparations (New York: HarperCollins, 2003).

6 Donald Claremout – Africville Relocation Report
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Slaves in Cape Breton, 1713-1815
Kenneth Donovan

The founding of the colony of Cape Breton (also
known as Ile Royale) in 1713 coincided with the
rapid expansion of the French slave trade.
Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, French
merchants purchased more than a million men,
women and children of African origin to be sent to
the new world as slaves. By 1718 Cape Breton had
become a thriving French colony, producing and
exporting 150,000 quintals of dried codfish. By
the 1740's, Cape Breton was selling up to 40,000
quintals of cod per year in the West Indies, particularly in Saint Domingue (Haiti). The colony also
became a market for Caribbean products.
At least 418 people were enslaved in Cape Breton
from 1713 to 1815. During the years 1713 to
1758 there were 358 slaves in the colony, the
majority of them in Louisbourg. As the capital and
commercial centre of the colony, Louisbourg had
an economy which depended on the fishery, the
military and trade. Louisbourg was captured
twice, the New Englanders in 1745 and the British
in 1758. At least 92 slaves served in the New
England and British forces during the 1745 and
1758 sieges. After the capture of Louisbourg in
1758, another 60 people were enslaved in Cape
Breton by the British and the Loyalists.

About the Author
Kenneth Donovan is an historian
with Parks Canada at Fortress
Louisbourg National historic site
and teaches history at Cape
Breton University. He has published work in peer-reviewed journals and lectured throughout
Canada, the United States,
Europe and Africa. His latest
book, Slaves in Cape Breton
1713-1815, will be published by
University of Nebraska Press and
University of Toronto Press.

The slaves of Cape Breton, like most slaves, were
illiterate and they were not named in most of the
numerous censuses that were conducted on the
island. The slaves had no names except those given
by their masters and even then 62 of the 418 slaves
in this study had to be recorded as anonymous.
Relying on a cumulative methodology, the lives of
the 418 slaves has been rehabilitated from a mass of
primary data such as sale agreements, parish records,
court documents, provision accounts, crew lists,
biographical details and official correspondence.
Most of the slaves in Cape Breton were involved in
some sort of domestic service and occupations
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were divided along gender lines. They became servants, gardeners, bakers, tavern keepers, stone
masons, musicians, laundry workers, soldiers,
sailors, fishermen, hospital workers, ferry men,
executioners and nursemaids.
Recent scholarship on the slave trade has emphasized how slaves in communities such as Cape
Breton were part of Atlantic History and, as such,
slaves circulating like moveable property throughout the Atlantic Ocean connecting communities
around the Atlantic world. Yet, in spite of the thematic unity, the new scholarship has also highlighted the heterogeneous nature of the slave experience. In effect, there was no single black slavery
that was typical. The lives of slaves who came to
Cape Breton reinforced the contention of no single black experience, since their work and situation
were shaped by the unique history and culture of
the island. Slaves in Cape Breton, like people
everywhere, were also subject to catastrophic
events such as war and deportation but even then
individual circumstances varied greatly.
In spite of evidence about these and hundreds of
other slaves, the writing of the history of slavery in
Cape Breton and Canada is largely an untold story.
Slavery is not thought to be part of the Canadian
tradition. Nova Scotia (Cape Breton is a part of
Nova Scotia) also has a history of offering sanctuary to people seeking freedom, especially freedom
from slavery. During the American Revolutionary
War (1776-1783) black slaves in the American
colonies were offered refuge if they left their rebel
owners. Given the history of providing asylum to
slaves and other refugees, the study of slavery in
Canada goes against the dominant image of
Canada as a land of freedom. Yet there were slaves
in the territory that became New France\Quebec,
at least 4,000 from 1685 to 1800. Recent scholarship, including this and other forthcoming works,
estimate that there were another 4,000 slaves in
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Canada after the French regime. Much of the increase in slave
numbers comes from Nova Scotia.

branding and torture of slaves over the years. Throughout the
history of slavery in Cape Breton, 1713 -1815, only two slaves,
out of 418, were literate. They were Jean-Baptiste Cupidon
and Olaudah Equiano. Education was a powerful and liberating force since these two slaves eventually gained their freedom.

Unlike their Caucasian contemporaries, most African
Canadians know about slavery. "No one knew slavery better
than the slave", wrote historian Ira Berlin, "and few had
thought harder about what freedom could mean." Of the 700
African-Canadians living in Cape Breton today, approximately one half are descended from slaves brought by American
Loyalists to Cape Breton in 1783-1784. The remaining half
are descended from former slaves in Barbados who came to
Cape Breton to work in Sydney’s steel plant in the early
1900's. There are no known descendants of French-regime
slaves in Cape Breton since the slaves and their owners were
deported to France after the second siege of Louisbourg in
1758.

Relying on 30 years of research, "Slavery in Cape Breton,
1713-1815", a book-length manuscript, has been accepted for
publication by the University of Nebraska Press and the
University of Toronto Press and it will be published as part of
an international series in 2009.
Although slavery was hemispheric, it also varied across time
and space and included individuals dealing with other individuals. By focussing on the humanity and individual variation
among slaves, this study concentrates on the slaves as human
beings rather than slavery as an institution. The story of slaves
in Cape Breton thus helps to enlarge the picture of slavery
throughout the African Atlantic.

The study of the lives of the slaves is much like looking
through the wrong end of a telescope. As the evidence is gathered, however, the telescope is turned around and the image
becomes clearer. Relying on a cumulative methodology, the
lives of the 418 slaves have been rehabilitated from a mass of
disparate primary materials. The evidence, compiled over 30
years, is as scattered as the slaves themselves. The exploitation
of the slaves in early nineteenth-century Cape Breton was similar to conditions in Louisbourg during the 18th century.
Some Cape Breton slave owners acted with extraordinary brutality because their slaves were not essential to their livelihoods.
Moreover, the distinction between slave and free was fluid
since numerous free blacks had little choice but to become servants, day labourers and tenant farmers for the white, propertied elite.
Slavery in Cape Breton and throughout Nova Scotia continued until at least 1815. Slavery, however, had further widereaching implication since the tentacles of the slave trade were
insidious. Cape Bretoners, for instance, continued to participate in the slave trade well into the nineteenth century.
Although there are 700 people today who can identify themselves as African Cape Bretoners, there are thousands of people
on Cape Breton and elsewhere who descended are from the
slaves settled on this island. Most of the black slaves were
assimilated into the dominant Caucasian race. Some Cape
Breton families, especially in the towns of Arichat and Sydney,
have denied their slave heritage. In his recent work on Chasing
Empire Across the Sea, historian Ken Banks is the latest among
a number of scholars who have noted that "enforced ignorance" and the planned limit and denial of education to slaves
did more to perpetuate slavery than all of the beatings, rapes,
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My home is over Jordan Southern Alberta’s Black pioneers
Cheryl Foggo
Abstract
The following piece is an excerpt from a longer
work by the same name originally published in
"Remembering Chinook Country – Told and
Untold Stories of Our Past", released in 2005.
Because the mandate of that book was to tell southern Alberta’s stories, this piece focuses most on the
history and experiences of Calgary and southern
Alberta’s Black Pioneers, although much can be
learned about the general experience of Blacks in
Alberta by reading it. The work is the result of many
years of research
Deep river - my home is over Jordan
Deep river, Lord
I want to cross over into camp ground.
- from a song the people used to sing
I grew up inside a history that had no official status
and a community that had no geographical place.
My people were worthy, long-established residents
of the city and province we called home, but our
story was casually and precariously preserved - kept
alive more by word of mouth amongst ourselves
than by any canonical record or acknowledgment of
our presence. According to the education I received
in school, Black Calgary’s history did not exist.

About the author:
Cheryl Foggo has been published
and produced extensively as a
journalist, screenwriter, poet,
playwright, writer of fiction and
non-fiction and young adult novelist. Her books, plays and films
have received many provincial
and national award nominations,
including the Governor General
and a Bronze award at the
Columbus International Film and
Video Festival.

In recent years, John Ware has been designated the
textbook representative of Calgary’s Black history.
That he was a former slave who came to the region
now known as Southern Alberta in 1882 on a cattle
drive is fairly well known. He was a tall, strong, legendary cowboy who won prizes in the local rodeos
that led to the creation of the Stampede, and had a
particular gift for taming wild horses. He had a great
sense of humour; once when asked if he planned to
take up this new mode of transportation known as

the bicycle, he replied that he certainly would - as
soon as the last horse was dead. He established his
own ranch that was one of the most successful in the
Brooks area. When his horse fell on top of him,
killing him in 1905, he was widely grieved. His
funeral at Calgary’s Baptist Church was the largest
the city had ever seen. All these things I have learned
because they are a matter of public record.1
John Ware has since become more than a historical
figure to me. His children were elders in my community. When I look at the familiar photographs of
pre-1905 southern Alberta I see them through John
Ware’s eyes. I look at Calgary’s false-fronted log stores
where he would have shopped, like Bannerman’s
Flour and Feed and I.G. Baker and Company where
he first met his wife, Mildred;2 the Sandstone structures like Knox Presbyterian Church, the Alberta
Hotel and the Bank of Montreal, that were erected in
response to the terrible fire of 1886, and I imagine
John Ware riding by in his wagon. He would have
seen cows ambling by the bank, horses tethered to
posts in front of the stores, and would have been
intent on wrapping up his business as quickly as possible. He hated Calgary, where a Black man who may
or may not have been guilty was the first person to be
hung for murder,3 where unlooked-for trouble, racist
police, and drunken, fight-picking cowboys abounded. To Calgarians he was known as "Nigger John."
The myth that he accepted the name, to his face, as
a term of affection persists to this day. In 1960, after
decades of enduring several landmarks in the Brooks
area being named "Nigger John," two of his children, Bob and Nettie, worked the media in order to
have the offending word removed from the titles of
the places named in his honour. "No one called my
father ‘Nigger John’," said Nettie. "Not to his face.
The only time I saw someone do it was in Calgary -

1 Calgary Herald, September 1905; Our Foothills Local History, p. 226, 227; John Ware’s Cow Country, Grant MacEwan; Canadian Cattlemen, p.
6,7; Calgary Public Library, Local History Room, John Ware file; Glenbow Museum Archives
2 Passion and Scandal - Great Canadian Love Stories, Barbara Smith, p. 148; John Ware’s Cow Country, Grant MacEwan, p. 131
3 Jesse Williams barely escaped a lynch mob. He was arrested, tried and sentenced to hang all in one day. Scholars debate the fairness of his trial. John
Ware’s Cow Country, Grant MacEwan, p. 62; Calgary Herald, March 20, 1995
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and that man ended up in hospital. But Father paid his bill."

quently in the Macleod Gazette after hosting choirs, the drama
club, various parties and several visiting dignitaries at her restaurant. She also apparently liked to amuse people - including the
visiting Marquis of Lorne - by informing them that she had
been the first White woman to live in Pincher Creek.10

4

Many less famous Black men and women lived in the territory
during and prior to John Ware’s time. Black fur traders, one by
the name of Henry Mills, were present in the mid-1800s.5 There
was a whiskey runner named William Bond. Daniel and
Charlotte Lewis came to the area in 1889 with their large family, and after first trying their hand at ranching near Shepard,
they moved to Calgary so that Daniel could return to carpentry,
which had been his trade in Toronto. Their oldest daughter,
Mildred, married John Ware in Calgary in 1892. One of their
younger daughters, Mary, married a Black cook by the name of
William Herbert Darby, who worked for the hotel in Vulcan
circa 1900,6 then after Darby’s death married Sam Carruthers
and moved to Amber Valley.

The Canada census of 1901 lists two Black men named George
and Louie Robinson who worked as a jockey and stable boy
respectively, in the service of John Mclaughlin of High River.
The same census found George Williams working as a shoemaker and photographer in Innisfail. There was also a Black
cowboy named Lige Abel who worked for the Waldron ranch
north of Lundbreck,11 and another by the name of Green
Walters, a ranching cook known for his singing. A Black woman
named Flora Wolfe lived as the common-law wife of British
nobleman De Laval Beresford on a ranch not far from John
Ware’s Brooks property. Tom Rengald was a valued cowhand on
the Chipman Ranch west of Calgary, Felix Luttrell rode for
Little Bow, and Jim Whitford worked on ranches around
Lethbridge for years until he was killed by lightning in 1908.12
The 1901 census counted 27 as the total number of Blacks in
the entire region that would eventually become Alberta, a figure
that appears to be too low, as my research into the time period
has uncovered Blacks in excess of that number just in the southernmost regions of Alberta. For example, the census of that year
and other sources make reference to 6 Black residents of
Medicine Hat alone.13

At around the same time, in the southwest corner of Alberta,
there was a well-known NWMP translator named Dave Mills,
whose mother was Blood and whose father was the previously
mentioned fur trader, Henry Mills. The younger Mills married
Holy Rabbit Woman, and many of their descendants live on the
Blood reserve near Cardston today.7
Also in the late 1800s, a Black man named Charlie Dyson operated a blacksmithing business in Pincher Creek. Later, he and his
wife Eliza homesteaded near Grassy Butte.8 Another Black
Pincher Creek resident, an adventurous young cowboy by the
name of Billy "The Kid" Welsh (or Welch), drowned in a
Pincher Creek flood in 1902 after a night of drinking, while
attempting to guide a friend to safety.9

In the years immediately following John Ware’s death, two
things happened that brought many more people of African
descent to Alberta. The first was the merging of the Indian and
Western Territories to create the state of Oklahoma in 1907.
The second was the plea from the Canadian government for
hardy American farmers to settle the northern regions of Alberta
and Saskatchewan. That the two events happened at around the
same time, seemed to many Black Americans to be a divine signal directing them northward.

An even earlier Black resident of Pincher Creek was a woman
named Annie Saunders, who had previously worked as a nanny
and housekeeper for the Colonel James Macleod family. After
leaving the employ of the Macleods, Annie, who was known as
"Old Auntie," ensconced herself across from the skating pond;
running a laundry service, a restaurant, and a boarding home.
She played an active part in Pincher Creek life, appearing fre-

4 Canadian Cattlemen, p. 67, 82; Albertan, August 25th, 1960; John Ware’s Cow Country, Grant MacEwan, p. 62,63,76,82,83,110-112; Legacy Magazine, spring 2004, p. 24; Calgary
Herald, June 1, 1970; Albertan, August 16, 1960; Calgary Herald, August 20, 1960; Information about the Ware family was also gleaned from the private papers and memories of
good friend and executor of Mildred (jr.) and Nettie Ware’s estates, Mr. Don Mallory of Kirkaldy, Alberta.
5 Peoples of Alberta, Howard and Tamara Palmer, p.365; Hudson’s Bay Company Archives
6 From the private collection of Mr. Don Mallory, Kirkaldy, Alberta; Glenbow Museum Archives
7 Peoples of Alberta, Howard and Tamara Palmer; Glenbow Museum Archives; From an interview with Charlie Crow Chief, November, 2004
8 Sixty Years in an Old Cowtown, A.L Freebairn; Prairie Grass to Mountain Pass, History of the Pioneers of Pincher Creek and District, p. 628; Rocky Mountain Echo, Fred Stenson
(pre-publication)
9 The Golden Age of the Canadian Cowboy, Hugh A. Dempsey, p. 54; The Range Men, L.V. Kelly; Prairie Grass to Mountain Pass, History of the Pioneers of Pincher Creek and District
10 Collected files of Professor Sarah Carter, University of Calgary, department of History; Macleod Gazette, Jan. 13, 1883, Jan. 24th, 1883, March 5, 1883, March 14, 1883, April 14,
1883, Oct. 3-12, 1883, Sept. 14, 1884, Oct. 20, 1885, July 29, 1898; Glenbow Museum archives: photographs and Macleod letters (1882/10, 1883/25); "Mary Drever Macleod: A
Biographical Study," unpublished manuscript, Provincial Archives of Alberta; From Home to Home; Autumn Wanderings in the North-West in the Years 1882, 1883, 1884, Alex
Stavely Hill, p. 220; 1881 Census of Canada, Bow River; Lethbridge Herald, Jan. 11, 1952, "Eleven Miles of Prayer," from the writings of Rev. S. Trivett; The Range Men, Leroy
Victor Kelly; Prairie Grass to Mountain Pass, History of the Pioneers of Pincher Creek and District, p. 111, 175, 176
11 The Range Men, L.V. Kelly; Rocky Mountain Echo, Fred Stenson (pre-publication); Canada census, 1901, High River
12 Canadian Cattlemen, Mary Terrill, June 1943; Leaves From the Medicine Tree, p. 314; Lethbridge News, June 5, 1908; Before the Fences, Frederick William Ings, p. 19; The Golden
Age of the Canadian Cowboy, Hugh A. Dempsey
13 The Weather Factory, A Pictorial History of Medicine Hat, David C. Jones, L.J. Roy Wilson, Donny White, p. 32; Canada census, 1901, Medicine Hat
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My maternal great grandparents had moved away from other
southern states in pursuit of the relatively generous freedoms
available to Blacks in the Indian Territory. They lost those freedoms when Oklahoma became a state. Whites who had pressed
hard for the establishment of Oklahoma made it their first priority to attack the Blacks who had settled there, through politics
and through violence. In his book "Deemed Unsuitable," Bruce
Shepard quotes prominent Oklahoma citizen Roy Stafford, writing in the "Oklahoman."
The law is [as] powerless to curb the debased, ignorant and
brutal negro [sic] as it is to restrain vicious animals that attack
men. Does not this alone explain the hangings, burnings and
horrible forms of mob violence visited upon those of the black
[sic] race who shatter the law?

(now Wildwood, Alberta) and the largest and best known,
Amber Valley (Alberta). They lived in abandoned railroad boxcars, sod huts, or tiny log cabins with dirt floors and tar paper
roofs. Some of the pioneers described enduring temperatures of
60 degrees below zero, in shacks where the wind and snow blew
through the cracks. They ate moose and pork when they could
get it, rabbit and squirrel when they had to. They struggled to
clear their land and endured day-long walks or wagon rides
through muskeg to buy supplies.14
Far worse than a challenging landscape and climate, though, was
the realization that their welcome was not what they’d hoped for.
A sampling of newspaper headlines concerning their arrival
include "Negroes Not Wanted in Alberta," "Canada Will Bar The
Negro Out," "We Want No Dark Spots in Alberta," and "Colored
Question Up in The House - Members Express Some Alarm Lest
Many Should Come to Canada." Numerous petitions protesting
their presence were also circulated. Both the Calgary and
Edmonton Boards of Trade drafted resolutions demanding that
Prime Minister Wilfred Laurier enact legislation to bar Blacks
from entering Western Canada. The secretary of the Edmonton
Board of Trade claimed that "ninety percent of the citizens who
have been asked to sign the petitions against the negro [sic]
immigration have complied without hesitation..." Several downtown Edmonton offices, including those of the Merchants Bank,
the Windsor and King Edward Hotels and the Board of Trade
rooms displayed the petition. The Edmonton Trades and Labour
Council also passed a resolution, which read, in part "it was
amply proven that an unlimited influx of negroes [sic] into the
province would invariably lower the standard of living." Dr. Ella
Synge, a spokesperson for a women’s group, said, "the finger of
fate [is] pointing to lynch law which will be the ultimate result, as
sure as we allow such people to settle among us." Laurier responded
to his western constituency by drafting the following Order-inCouncil on August 12th, 1911:
From a period of one year from and after the date hereof the
landing in Canada shall be and the same is prohibited of any
immigrants belonging to the Negro race, which race is deemed
unsuitable to the climate and requirements of Canada."15

Lynchings frequently followed such tirades, which dominated
newspaper editorials and election platforms of the time.
Numerous towns saw the burning and dynamiting of Black
homes and beatings of Black citizens. A racist mob descended on
the town of Wairuka and gave its Black citizens twenty-four
hours to leave. Politicians won seats by promising to introduce
segregation in all aspects of public life, in elections where Blacks
were denied participation through various and illegal means.
My forebears - the Glovers and the Smiths - were spiritual people who believed God had a place for them. Like hundreds of
their neighbours, they had proven themselves willing to pull up
stakes in the past, so when the Canadian government began
advertising in southern newspapers for farmers to come north,
these Black questers were willing to move again. They held
romantic notions of Canada, the legendary last stop on the
Underground Railroad, which had been reinforced throughout
their lives by the code names for Canada that had been passed
down through spiritual songs. Canada’s secret names were
Canaan, Heaven, the Other Side of Jordan. Along with between
one and two thousand friends and acquaintances, my great
grandparents thought they were setting out for the Promised
Land.
Small numbers of these pioneers stopped in rural southern
Alberta and Saskatchewan, or in the cities. The vast majority
chose isolated locations much further north.
The communities formed by these settlers were in and around
Maidstone (Saskatchewan), North Battleford (Saskatchewan),
Keystone, (now Bretton, Alberta), Campsie (Alberta), Junkins

Owing to fears that anti-Black legislation would alienate Black
voters in the east, the order-in-council was ultimately rescinded.
Instead, the Canadian government hired Black preachers to travel throughout the south to warn Blacks not to come to Canada.
This strategy proved to be effective, and the wave of Black immi-

14 For more information on the conditions that brought the 1905-1912 wave of Black immigration to Northern Alberta and Saskatchewan and the conditions they found when they got
here, see my book, Pourin’ Down Rain, Cheryl Foggo; A Keystone Legacy, Gwen Hooks; Deemed Unsuitable, R. Bruce Shepard; The Windows of Our Memories, Velma Carter and
Wanda Leffler Akili; The Peoples of Alberta, Howard and Tamara Palmer; other sources include my family’s personal archives, interviews with family members, deceased and living,
and "The Story of My Father’s Life," an unpublished manuscript written by my great-aunt Daisy Smith Mayes Williams.
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gration trickled off around 1912.

pioneers loved to reminisce about Hop Wo, who owned one of
the cafes, and who fed many a hungry porter with recipes he
adapted to their tastes. "We called him our brother," said pioneer
Dick Bellamy. (People in my community continue to be
extremely fond of Chinese food. Next to our own versions of
soul food, Chinese food remains the meal of choice at many large
gatherings.) Bellamy also took delight in telling the story of how
Mrs. Moulds, who owned the Palace, castigated two visiting
Texans in 1932, who demanded to know why he (Bellamy) was
allowed to eat in her establishment. "I’ll throw you out of here
before I ever ask him to leave," she told them.17 Black people also
tried to respond to the needs of their own community by opening barber shops and rooming houses, but establishments of this
kind met resistance from White residents.

The northern pioneers chose to stick together, work their land
and keep their heads down. Survival for them depended more on
how hard they were willing to work than on the good graces of
their surrounding communities. Their counterparts who chose
to settle in the cities of Edmonton and Calgary fared much
worse. They were dependent on the established White community for every aspect of their survival, and hostility was a daily
part of their lives. Employee unions demanded that only White
labour be used and city newspapers frequently reported incidents
of Blacks being denied service in hotels and restaurants. Other
visible racial groups were experiencing similar treatment.
Calgary’s famous hospitality did not extend to brown-skinned
people.

City council records and newspaper accounts throughout the
early decades of a Black presence in Calgary demonstrate that
Blacks protested against racism, sometimes meeting with success
and sometimes not. As early as 1910, an organization called the
"Coloured People’s Protective Association," existed in Calgary.
Evidence that the association was able to attract more than 150
Black residents of southern Alberta to a ball it held in October of
1910,18 supports the supposition that census estimates of Black
residence in the area may have been low. An international organization called the "Universal Negro Improvement Association"
also had a substantial Alberta membership. In March of 1911, a
Black woman wrote a letter to the mayor of Calgary objecting to
statements reported in the newspapers about "driving all Negroes
out of Calgary," attributed to Calgary’s chief of police.
Acknowledging that there may have been bad eggs among them,
she took exception to the many being punished for the actions of
the few.19

Calgary began to thrive in the 1920s. Industries of all kinds
flourished, Calgarians began to prosper, and as they did so, theatres and leisure facilities abounded. Calgary benefited from
increased train travel in Canada, and numerous hotels and
restaurants opened to provide lodging and food for the travellers.
Those positive changes had little impact on the Black community. Restaurants, hotels, theatres, leisure facilities and industry
continued to limit Black participation. Canadians borrowed
from American stereotypes in their dealings with Black women,
but even more so with Black men. Calgary’s newspapers of the
day and the Rotary Club frequently featured cartoon depictions
and minstrel portrayals of shuffling, hapless Black males, and
William Aberhart delighted in sharing "Negro" jokes on his
broadcasts.16 Employment stereotypes also abounded - Black
men shone shoes on many Calgary street corners. Other Black
men were forced to accept menial labour. Some of the women
were able to find work as domestics or cooks.

The issue of porter hangouts arose in 1920, when a group of
White residents of Victoria Park hired a lawyer to represent their
concerns to city council about Blacks in their neighbourhood.
According to the Calgary Daily Herald, Mayor R.C.Marshall
invited the White citizens to form a sub-committee to meet face
to face with a sub-committee of the Black citizens. The White
citizens claimed that "aside from the general undesirability of colored [sic] residents in groups in a white [sic] residential section, the

Black men who arrived in Calgary from the east as porters on the
railroads, often denied service in the hotels and restaurants, soon
enough began to figure out where they could go. They were welcomed by the Chinese proprietors of a few cafes in particular in
the 20s and 30s - the Crystal Cafe and the Canadian Cafe, and
the White owner of another - the Palace Cafe. The early Calgary

15 Statutes of Canada, Debates, Sessional Papers, Parliament, House of Commons; Deemed Unsuitable, R. Bruce Shepard p.71-85; Albertan, March 24, 1911, April 4, 1911, April 12,
1911, April 21, 1911, April 27, 1911, May 20, 1911, Calgary Herald, March, April, 1911; Edmonton Capital, March 5, 25, 27, 28, 1911, April 11, 25, 27, 1911, May 3, 1911
November 14, 1911, April 9, 1912; Edmonton Journal, April 8, 1911; Edmonton Daily Bulletin, March 21, 22, May 30, 1911, June 27, 1912, Lethbridge Herald, March 21, 28,
1911; Lloydminster Times, March 30, 1911; Saskatoon Daily Phoenix, March 22, 23, 1911; Winnipeg Free Press, Mar. 17, 20, 1908; Manitoba Free Press, March 12, 28, 1911, April
27, 1911; The University Magazine, Vol. 13, 1914; The Globe, April 4, 1911; Alberta History Magazine, vol. 25, no. 4, Autumn, 1977 "Dark Spots in Alberta," Colin Thomson;
Alberta History Magazine, vol.29, no. 3, Summer 1981, Urban Blacks in Alberta, Tamara and Howard Palmer
16 Glenbow Museum Archives photographic collection, Glenbow Museum Rotary Club Papers, Aberhart speeches transcriptions (Glenbow Archives Norman Smith papers); Racist charicatures of Blacks in Calgary’s newspapers, from the 1800s to the 1940s are too numerous to list here. For a few representative examples see the Calgary Daily Herald, March 4, 1911
and the Calgary Herald, April 8, 1940
17 Glenbow Museum Archives, interview with Tamara Palmer, 1979; and from my own interviews conducted with family members and community elders
18 Calgary Herald, October 11, 1910
19 Calgary Daily Herald, March 6, 1911; City Clerk Papers, March 10, 1911
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actions of some of the colored persons who have moved in make them
undesirable among members of their own race...that in one instance
what was termed a boarding house was virtually a club or gathering
place for boarders and other colored men; that the house included a
pool room fifty feet long and a bar where soft drinks were sold..." It
would seem that the mayor was also dealing with other complaints of this kind. In a directive dated April 27th 1920, with
the heading "Re Negroes," the following resolution was adopted:
"That petitions and communications re Negroes resident in certain sections of the City be referred to the Mayor &
Commissioners for settlement, and if necessary, report back to
Council."

network for the Black people who didn’t relish the atmosphere at
the Inn and the Fry, preferring to submerge their sorrows in the
scriptures. Andrew Risby also provided the much needed service
of marrying and burying. Prior to his arrival, weddings and especially funerals caused panic in a community that was both without a spiritual rudder and uncertain of where it could turn when
a clergyman was needed. Utopia Hall also served as a neutral
space, for meetings where the church-going and secular Black
factions needed common ground. Black events were held there
so frequently that it became known in the community as "the
hall" and eventually as "the hole," because, according to my Aunt
Pearl, that’s what it was.

Ultimately, 472 inhabitants of Victoria Park signed a petition to
city council that read: "We request that they be restrained from purchasing any property in the said district and any who may now be
residing there will be compelled to move into some other locality."

During the 1940s Blacks in Calgary began to organize, and
groups like the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters morphed
into the Alberta Association for the Advancement of Coloured
People. Well-known Black American labour activist A. Philip
Randolph and Ontario activist Stanley Grizzle both spent time
in Calgary working with influential Black citizens like Dick
Bellamy, P.T. Clay, and later, Roy Williams, Melvin Crump, Burt
Proctor and Teddy King, to combat discrimination and try to
present a more accurate representation of the character of the
community. This unified voice found important allies in the
White community, including city councillors, reporters, members of the CCF, (forerunner of the NDP) members of B’nai
B’rith, and Mayor J.C. Watson. Gradual progress was made,
specifically against racial discrimination by proprietors of restaurants and hotels.21

City Council wrote to 16 other Canadian cities seeking a precedent for officially segregating or barring Blacks from living in
those cities. After ascertaining that no precedent existed, council
refused the petitioners’ request. These kinds of formal attempts
to legalize bigotry against Blacks were sporadic, but informal discrimination and negative stereotyping continued to be widespread throughout the ensuing decades. In addition to encountering resistance in housing and employment, Blacks were barred
from many nightclubs, bars, swimming pools and skating rinks.
In 1948 the proprietor of a Calgary swimming pool was questioned by a reporter about keeping Blacks out of his facility. He
replied: "That has always been the rule here...If too many
Negroes come to swim, no one else would want to use the pool
and we would go out of business." He went on to say the same
rule applied to the Chinese and Japanese.20

Because the racism they faced in Canada didn’t usually amount
to actual loss of life, a consequence they had regularly faced in
the US, Black Albertans were determined that prejudice would
not push them off the path they had chosen to walk. Time and
again, certain meager-hearted Canadians would attempt to enact
legislation against them; time and again those attempts failed.
From this, they drew encouragement.

Black Calgary began to make its own spaces. Black businesses
like the Chicken Inn, owned by Bob Melton and Florence
Carter, and the Chicken Fry, owned by Louella and Dick
Bellamy cropped up. Both the Inn and the Fry were raucous
party joints, and although Black patrons formed a core clientele,
the restaurants attracted large numbers of White customers as
well. A Black church was established in Calgary in 1947 by
Andrew Risby, a son of early pioneers who had settled at
Campsie and who married my mother’s older sister Edith.
Holding services first in the Railroad Mission, occasionally at
Utopia Hall and finally at the Standard Church of America in
Inglewood, the church provided a meeting place and support

There was, of course, more to growing up Black in Calgary than
racism. There were picnics at Bowness Park or the Zoo, where we
would commandeer at least a dozen tables that would be laid out
with food prepared by the best down-home cooks in the city.
There were Christmas concerts and Watch Night services at
church on New Year’s Eve. There was rich, rich music. There
were gentle brown grandfathers who smelled like cinnamon, and
spoke in a lyrical Canadian/American hybrid rural vernacular.
There were bossy, confident Black women wearing aprons,

20 Calgary Herald, Dec. 17, 1938, March 22, April 23, Dec. 1, 1947, Aug. 24, 1948, May 8, 1951
21 Calgary Herald, March 22, April 23, 1947, Dec. 1, 1947; Glenbow Archives, City Clerk papers, March 17, 28, 31, April 8, 1947; Glenbow Archives, Howard Palmer fonds, interviews by Howard and Tamara Palmer with Andrew Risby, Dick Bellamy, Alge and Joan Armstead, Boadie Bowen; from my own interviews with Alge and Joan Armstead, 1980 and
Edith Risby, 2004; Calgary Herald, August 2, 2004, interview by David Bly with Melvin Crump
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women of extraordinary strength who somehow managed to create a sense of place and peace, raising children to love themselves
in a world that didn’t love them. There were many children for
us to tear around with, whose faces betrayed that they were
Lawsons, or Saunders’, or Lipscombes or Mayes’, or Bowens, or
Browns or Williams’ or Hayes’ or Proctors or Sneeds... There
were cranky, sharp-tongued people, always outnumbered by
those who practiced doubled-over, staggering-across-the-room,
cackling laughter. My favourite outings were the trips to Banff.
We travelled in a caravan of cars, Uncle Andrew always in the
lead. Somehow, without ever having said a word about the gapes
our large group of brown faces drew, he managed to communicate to us, the children, that we didn’t need to concern ourselves
with people who stared. Banff, all of Alberta, belonged to us. We
could see that by the way he strode around, tall and fearless. We
learned to claim our place.

work as the chief engineer for Calgary’s LRT also received
recognition.22
In recent years, Black Albertans have chosen to honour our history and counter racism by celebrating the achievements of
Alberta’s Black doctors, scholars, artists, peace officers, athletes,
entrepreneurs, authors, educators, scientists and philanthropists
through organizations like the Black Achievement Awards
Society of Alberta, the Black Pioneers Descendants Society and
through various activities during Black History Month in
February of each year. 23
Knowing what I now know about the hardships my ancestors
and their friends faced, both before coming to Canada and after
they arrived, I’m amazed when I recall the lack of bitterness I
heard in their voices, the sweetness of their beings. They
remained optimistic and convinced that God had guided their
feet to this "Promised Land" and that things would work out for
the best. Like me, many of them found good friends among
their White neighbours and didn’t hold the treatment they
sometimes received in their day-to-day lives against humanity in
general. Most of the pioneers, including my ancestors, became
fiercely loyal Canadians.

Local newspaper columnists like Eva Reid and Suzanne Zwarun,
and later, Brian Brennan and David Bly began to report regularly on the positive contributions of Black citizens like Vi King,
who in 1954 became the first Black female law graduate in
Canada and the second woman to be admitted to the bar in
Calgary. Floyd Sneed’s exploits as the drummer for one of the
seventies seminal bands "Three Dog Night" and Oliver Bowen’s

Let’s see what the next hundred years brings.

22 Albertan, June 30, 1967; Calgary Herald, Oct.3, 1969, June 8, 1993, May 9, 10, 1994, Nov. 2, 1996, Feb. 7, 21, 1999, June 28, 2002, Aug. 2, 2004
23 Calgary Herald, June 11, July31, Sept. 10, 1995, July 5, 1996, Feb. 7, 1999, Oct. 11, 2000, Oct. 5, 2003
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Community Organization Commemorating and
Memorializing the Abolition of the Slave Trades
Gary Pieters
Co-chair for CMAST
The founding group of CMAST recognized that
community involvement was necessary putting the
MAAFA (i.e. the African/Black genocide that killed
millions of Africans during the slave trade) in the
national consciousness of Canadians. Indeed,
CMAST efforts to commemorate the bicentenary
are situated not only in the fact that Canada as member country supported the Resolution but also
because, as a colony of France and Britain, Canada
participated in the slave trade, and also practiced the
institutionalized enslavement of African people.
Further, Canada played a seminal role in bringing
about the abolition of slavery. It is therefore of critical importance to bring knowledge of the slave trade,
slavery, and the various abolitions to the Canadian
public. Moreover, the UN Resolution urged member
states to "educate and inculcate in future generations,
an understanding of the lessons of history and consequences of slavery and the slave trade."
About CMAST
The Committee to Commemorate and Memorialize the
Abolition of the Slave Trades
(CMAST) is a community-based
coalition formed to encourage
education about the 200th
anniversary of the British
Parliament legislation to end the
Transatlantic slave trade and to
develop bicentenary commemorative events in Canada.
All events aim to raise public
awareness about the slave trade, its
impact and legacies. CMAST also
collaborates with schools, governments, media, history societies,
trade unions, libraries, youth and
senior groups, and other sectors to
implement memorializing initiatives that focus on the slave trade,
slavery, the history of Black people
in Canada
CMAST is also using modern new
media technologies including
Facebook, the Internet, blogs and
Electronic mail to provide public
education on the slave trade, slavery and abolition. For more information on our upcoming events
and bicentenary news please visit
our website at www.cmast.ca

Since the launch of CMAST on February 11, 2007,
its main objectives have and continue to be, to provide public education and awareness of the slave trade
and its lasting legacies. As stated in our official logo,
CMAST will aim to "Remember the Struggle,
Honour the Spirit, Tell the Story". CMAST brings
knowledge of the slave trade and its legacies to public salience through action oriented events, activities
and initiatives. It is our belief that the cascading
impact of the slave trade, slavery and abolition in
Canada is an historical event of lasting public importance that relates to contemporary concerns facing
the descendants of Enslaved Africans: African self
identity and the controversial debate on reparations
to descendants of enslaved Africans. CMAST has
also been able to bring to the national consciousness,
Canada’s contradictory role in the Transatlantic slave
trade as both a place of enslavement and a refuge for
those fleeing it.
Since February 2007, CMAST members and supporters have organized events, participated in conferences, supported public commemorations, and contributed numerous articles and commentaries that
have addressed the significance of the bicentenary of
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the abolition of the British Transatlantic Slave Trade
in Africans.
We believe that such initiatives are essential in closing the historical knowledge gap, which relates to the
impact that the Transatlantic slave trade has had on
Canadians of all backgrounds and African Canadian
descendants in particular. Research has also shown
that many African Canadian young people do not
receive a culturally relevant education, and are seldom taught about their history because of the lack of
full inclusion of a culturally relevant curriculum on
the teaching of African Canadians, the Slave Trade
and Slavery as part of the expectations in all
Canadian public schools from kindergarten to university.
CMAST has carried out and planned various commemorative events and memorialization projects.
These include:
• January 10, 2007 - First general meeting of
community members to introduce CMAST,
gather ideas and support and to encourage
widespread activities amongst other groups –
Burke's Bookstore (over 70 members of the
community in attendance)
• February 11, 2007 - Launch of the
Commemoration and Memorialization of the
200th Anniversary of the Abolition of the
Transatlantic Slave Trade – Rotunda City Hall
(approximately 400 people attended)
• March 25, 2007 - Commemoration of the
200th Anniversary of the Abolition of the
Transatlantic Slave Trade – Keynote speaker
Ray Winbush of Morgan State University –
William Doo Lecture Hall, New College,
University of Toronto (Over 300 people
attended)
• June 2007 Ontario Historical Society
Conference on the Abolition of Slavery
• July 13, 2007 – CMAST public lecture by Dr.
Abdullah Hakim Quick on The Untold
History of the Slave Trade: Enslaved Muslims
in the Americas - OISE/UT (Over 200 people
attended)
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Acts of resistance: Black men and women engage
slavery in Upper Canada, 1793-1803
Afua Cooper, Ph.D.
Abstract
This paper examines how enslaved Africans living in
Upper Canada at the turn of the 19th century
protested and resisted their enslavement in diverse
ways, and the impact of this resistant behaviour on
attempts to legislate against and ameliorate the
effects of slavery in the province. It shows that, in the
case of the Chloe Cooley, her courage in the face of
attempts to sell her away to a New York owner provided the catalyst that spurred the Upper Canadian
government to pass its gradual emancipation act,
some forty years before anti-slavery laws were passed
elsewhere in the British Empire. This study centres
Black Canadians, particularly the enslaved, as actors
and agents in the making of their own, and thus a
significant part of Canada's, history.
Acts of resistance: Black men and women engage
slavery in Upper Canada, 1793-1803
The year 2007 marks the bicentenary of British abolition of the Atlantic slave trade. The study on which
this paper is based is part of my ongoing research
into the role Black people played in the history of
early Canada, their slave status, issues of race and
gender, and, of course, the early North American
antislavery movement. By particularlizing the issue
of slavery and resistance, this larger analysis centres
Black people, particularly the enslaved, as historical
subjects and agents in the making of their own, and
thus a signficant part of Canada's history. I dedicate
this paper to the numerous enslaved African men
and women in Upper Canada and British North
America who through their own actions helped to
end slavery in these places.
In the past few decades, historians of slavery, in
exploring the lives of the enslaved, have attempted to
put them at the centre of historical inquiry by showing that they were not the atomized victims of slav-

ery that previous historians have shown them to be
but active agents in their own emancipation. One
way that the enslaved tried to rise above their victimization was to resist as best as they could the
degradation and brutalization of slavery. Historian
David Barry Gaspar has defined resistance within
the context of new world slavery as a concept that is
used to apply to slave behaviour that cannot be
equated with cooperation with slavery. He also notes
that resistance was "an important organizing principle of slave life."1
Resistance "spans a continuum that takes into
account important qualitative differences between
individual acts and those that were collective or had
collective potential."2 Individual acts, often placed in
the category of every-day resistance, involve such
actions such as breaking of tools, destruction of livestock and other moveable property, work stoppage,
talking back to their owners, malingering, temporary marronnage (absenting oneself temporarily),
and so forth. Though this type of resistance "incrementally hampered" the slave system it posed no
long-term danger to it. At the other end of this conceptual spectrum is collective resistance, which is
more radical in its orientation and outlook, and thus
has a long-term impact on the slave system.
Examples of long-term resistance are arson, permanent marronnage (permanent self-emancipation),
armed rebellions and revolts, and homicide.
However, the cataloguing of resistance in such a
dichotomous manner suggests that every-day resistance and long-term resistance stand in contradistinction to each other, and that the two poles never meet.
Not so. Both types often shade into each other. For
example, everyday acts of resistance "added up and
constituted the foundation upon which slaves built
more ambitious schemes of subversion that matured
into collective political resistance or insurrection."3

1 David Barry Gaspar, "From ‘The Sense of their Slavery’: Slave Women and Resistance in Antigua, 1632-1763," in D.B. Gaspar & D.C. Hine eds.
More Than Chattel, Black Women and Slavery in the Americas (Indiana University Press, 1996), 220.
2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
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Acts of resistance
the benefits accrued from the labour of the enslaved belonged
not to them but to their enslavers.
Slavery in the New World, in addition to being an economic and
labour arrangement, was also a racialized system that "created a
white over Black hierarchy." where enslaved Blacks experienced
the stigma of racial slavery. And Whites, whether or not they
were slaveholders, promoted and benefited from an all-encompassing system of White racial supremacy.
African scholar Joseph Ki-Zerbo remarked that as a result of the
slave trade and slavery Africans were ousted from humanity.5
These institutions plus the legal codes that they spawned defined
and treated enslaved Africans as chattel or property that was
bought, sold, and traded. Moreover, slavery in the New World
was a permanent condition; one was a slave for life. Another
cruel feature of the slave system was that it was hereditary. Slave
masters ensured that slavery would reproduce itself by making it
legal that slave children inherited their mothers’ status. Women
in particular, given how gender impacted the experience of
enslavement, faced particular kinds of abuse such as sexual
assaults from the enslaver group. Even when slave masters
accepted the humanity of the slave, as in the case of holding
them legally responsible for crimes they might have committed,
enslaved people had little or no social status. Orlando Patterson,
sociologist of slavery, notes that given the marginal status of the
enslaved, they experienced and endured what he terms "social
death."6

And if we think of resistance running as a continuum, then surely there were responses that occur somewhere between these two
extreme poles. And there were. For example, arson as employed
by the enslaved could either be an individual or a collective act.
Moreover, Bernard Moitt has argued for a gender-specific understanding of resistance, and notes that there were multiple forms
of enslaved women’s resistance. He notes that "gender made it
possible for women to restrict fertility and control reproduction
through abortions and other techniques…" [like infanticide,
and abstinence].4 Poisoning was also associated with females
because of their close links to domestic and household work.
Sometimes resistance could be subtle and fleeting, a scream, a
cut eye [this term may not be understood], or the sucking of
teeth. These could often help restore the self-esteem of the
enslaved, if only fleetingly.

On the other hand, enslaved Africans never saw themselves as
chattel. It was a status imposed on them by their owners and
White society as a whole. And it was a status they rejected. In so
doing, they refused in significant ways to cooperate with slavery.
Enslaved Africans who resisted, whether in everyday acts or in
more spectacular forms, were asserting their personhood and
dignity. Through their actions they articulated their protest at
the system that degraded them.
Slave control in early Canada
Slave resistance was only one side of the master-slave dialectic. It
is not possible to understand the resistance of the enslaved without paying due attention to the masters’ control of slave behaviour because, as Gaspar notes, "slave resistance and masters’ control…were important interlocking dimensions of the overall
workings of the slave system."7

Why did slaves resist
Slavery was an inhuman system in which one group of persons
permanently owned the life and labour of another group, and
had the power of life and death over them. The raison d’etre of
the enslaved group was to serve the enslaving group. Moreover,

4 Bernard Moitt, Women and Slavery in the French Antilles, 1635-1848 (Indiana University Press, 2001), 125.
5 J. Ki-Zerbo, "The Mental Route of the Slave: A Few Thoughts Inspired by the Present-Day Situation of the Black Peoples," in Doudou Diene, ed. From Chains to Bonds: The Slave
Trade Revisted (Paris: UNESCO Publishing, 2001), 122.
6 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982).
7 Gaspar, "Slave Women and Resistance."
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the part of the enslaver or a system of total powerlessness and victimization on the part of the enslaved.

John Graves Simcoe

The question, "can the subaltern speak?" has been asked in a different context.9 This paper looks at how Upper Canadian slaves,
in their condition of subalternity, protested and resisted their
enslavement in diverse ways. It also challenges the
temporary/permanent binary of acts of resistance and shows
that, as in the case of Upper Canadian slave Chloe Cooley, her
sole act of courage led to a collective and permanent protest
movement called the Underground Railroad, in which tens of
thousands of enslaved people resisted bondage by running away
from it.
A variety of legal codes were used to regulate slavery in New
World slave societies, including Canada. During the ancient
regime in early Canada, aspects of the French slave code, the code
Noir, were applied with respect to the enslaved and their owners.
Further, English legal codes brought by British immigrants after
the Conquest and the Revolutionary War strengthened existing
legislation. Both French and English laws defined slaves as chattel, and under the full authority of their owners. Colonial laws
and ordinances applied to the everyday life of colonists also covered the lives of the enslaved. Masters thus used the full arsenal
of the legal apparatus to control their slaves. They had them
arrested, thrown in prison, taken before the courts, whipped,
branded, placed in the stocks, and legally murdered (for example, hanged).8

The case of Chloe Cooley
On 21 March 1793, at the Upper Canadian legislature, then in
Niagara-on-the-Lake, Peter Martin, a Black man, appeared at a
meeting of the Executive Council of the Upper Canadian legislature. Members of the Council present were Governor John
Graves Simcoe, Chief Justice William Osgoode, and Peter
Russell. Martin had appeared before these men to bring them
news that he thought was vital. He told them
of a violent outrage committed by one [Vrooman]…residing
near Queens Town…on the person of Chloe Cooley, a Negro
girl in his service, by binding her, and violently and forcibly
transporting her across the [Niagara] River, and delivering her
against her will to persons unknown.10

Slaveholders also exercised tremendous personal power in their
ownership of and rule over their human property. The employment and deployment of power was a constant in any masterslave relation. However, as I hope I have made clear by now, the
enslaved was not totally deprived of power. Power as defined by
Michel Foucault is diffused and unstable. From a Foucauldian
point of view, even the most downtrodden and marginalized
person has some modicum of power. And scholars of slavery
have indeed shown that enslaved peoples within the Americas
exercised different degrees of power in their relations with each
other and with slaveholding society. Yet, it would be irresponsible and perhaps even racist to say that slave people ‘were powerful’ and could engage in an equal fight with masters and owners.
The enslaved had some agency but they were also severely victimized. Slavery, as this paper will show, was not a game played
by equals. Yet ‘uncooperative’ behaviour by the enslaved revealed
that slavery was not a system of absolute power and authority on

Peter Martin had come to Government House to relate the violent removal of slave woman Chloe Cooley from Upper Canada
across the international boundary to the state of New York.
Because Martin was a Black man and a former slave, he knew
that the powerful white men before whom he stood could doubt
the veracity of his words. Thus taking precaution he brought
with him an eyewitness, whom he produced "to prove the truth
of his allegation." That witness was a White man named William
Grisley, who it seemed worked for Vrooman, and he did indeed
back up Martin’s report about the violent removal and sale of the
slave woman, Chloe Cooley, by her master, William Vrooman.
Grisley notes:
That on Wednesday evening last he was at work at Mr.
Frooman’s [Vrooman] near Queens Town, who was in conversation told him he was going to sell his Negro Wench to some
persons in the States, that in the evening he saw the said Negro
girl, tied with a rope, that afterwards a boat was brought, and
the said Frooman with his brother and one Van Every, forced

8 On the legality of slavery in Canada see Maureen Elgersman, Unyielding Spirits: Black Women and Slavery in Early Canada and Jamaica (New York: Garland Publishing, 1999), 1016. Also Robin Winks, The Blacks in Canada (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1997), 51 describes master abuse of slaves.
9 Gayatri Spivak, "Can the Subaltern Speak?" in C. Nelson and L. Grossberg eds. Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture (Urbana & Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1988).
10 William Riddell, "The Slave in Upper Canada," JNH 4 (1919), 377.
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the said Negro girl into it…and carried the boat across the
river; that the said Negro girl was then taken and delivered to
a man upon the bank of the river by [Vrooman], that she
screamed violently and made resistance, but was tied in the
same manner.…Wm. Grisley farther says that he saw a negro
at a distance, he believes to be tied in the same manner, and
has heard that many other people mean to do the same by their
Negroes.11
This document provides illumination on slaves, their owners,
gender and slavery, an example of how enslaved and free Black
people resisted enslavement, the fluidity of the frontier, and the
treatment of enslaved people in the then frontier Province of
Upper Canada. But most of all, it tells in startling details the
fight that Cooley put up against her enslaver and master William
Vrooman. Perhaps, because William Grisely was White,
Vrooman confided in him and told him that he was going to sell
his slave woman to persons in New York. Grisely also told
Simcoe and the council that many of the slaveholders in the
region intend to sell off their enslaved property.

tant question is what did Martin hope to gain by reporting the
incident? The enslavement of Black people was perfectly legal in
Upper Canada and other parts of the British Empire. Vrooman,
with the law on his side, had every legal right to do what he did
with Chloe Cooley.
What Martin and the rest of the Black population might have
heard when Simcoe arrived in the colony just a few months earlier was that he meant to abolish slavery there.12 If that was what
Martin believed, then when he went to Government House he
could have entertained the hope that Simcoe could somehow
move against Vrooman, and perhaps retrieve Cooley.
William Grisley is also important here. Clearly knowing about
‘the performance of race’ in the colony Martin brought Grisley
as a ‘second eye.’ It was the general belief at the time that Blacks
and the enslaved were untruthful and thus their words could not
be trusted. Did the men at Government House believe Martin’
because Grisley backed him up? In any event, Grisley supported
Martin’s statement.

It took a week after the forced removal of Cooley from Niagaraon-the-Lake to New York before Martin appeared before the
House. Why was this? And what did he hope to accomplish? It
could be that the Black community, free and enslaved, met and
discussed the removal of Cooley, then decided to inform the government about it, and chose Martin, because he had witnessed
the offence, to report the matter at Government House. But
Martin was more than an eyewitness.

Martin (and Grisley) must have been gratified that after hearing
their story, the council took action. Simcoe directed his
Attorney-General, John White, to prosecute Vrooman, not for
selling Cooley but for disturbing the peace by his actions.
However John White knew that the government had no case
since English civil law regarded slaves as mere property. Under
this law the slave "was [also] deprived of all rights, marital,
parental, proprietary, even the right to live." William Renwick
Riddell, jurist and historian wryly noted that "Chloe Cooley had
no rights which Vrooman was bound to respect: and it was no
more a breach of peace than if he had been dealing with his
heifer."13 Attorney General White knew that Vrooman was well
within his rights and did not move to prosecute him.

Martin had gained prestige as an American Revolutionary War
veteran. As a member of the guerilla unit Butler’s Rangers, he
had fought in the war on the side of the British, along the
Canadian/American frontier in the eastern Great Lakes region.
In fact, his then master John Butler led the unit. After the war
ended, Martin and the survivors of his unit, plus thousands of
other British supporters, were evacuated to Canada. Though
now free, he continued working for his former master Colonel
John Butler, who still owned Martin’s daughter. As a war vet,
Martin was deemed a natural leader of the Black community,
and Governor Simcoe, himself a Revolutionary War veteran,
must have also known about Martin’s military credentials.

Since nothing could be done to penalize Vrooman, Simcoe
ordered his chief justice, William Osgoode to draft a bill prohibiting the importation of slaves into the colony. Why was
Simcoe so concerned about the plight of enslaved Africans in his
colony? Upon his arrival in Upper Canada in 1792, Simcoe was
surprised to learn that so many of the colonists owned slaves. In
fact, he seemed to have been under the impression that there was
no slavery in Upper Canada. More surprising was his discovery
that many of the legislators in both chambers in the House were
slaveholders. Apparently, once Simcoe got to Upper Canada and
saw the state of race relations, he made the assertion that he

Martin, most likely knew Cooley. They could have been related
or in a love relationship. What was he doing at the Vrooman
farm at the very moment Cooley was being removed from her
home? Did Cooley send for him? But perhaps the more impor-

11 Ibid., 333-78.
12 Michael Power and Nancy Butler, Slavery and Freedom in Niagara (Niagara Historical Society, 2000).
13 Riddell, "Slave in Upper Canada," 380.
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would make no distinction between the natives of Europe,
Africa, and America. Soon the rumour became rife that Simcoe
was going "to free all the slaves."14

to Limit the Terms of Contract for Servitude Within this
Province." The preamble reads:
Whereas it is unjust that a people who enjoy freedom by law
should encourage the introduction of slaves; and whereas it is
highly expedient to abolish slavery in this province so far as
the same may gradually be done without violating private
property…17

In his former life, Simcoe was a Member of Parliament in
Britain and was well acquainted with the struggles in the
British House regarding the abolition of the slave trade. He
would also have been aware of the cases of Jonathan Strong and
James Somersett, two slaves who ran away from their masters in
London, and who were freed by the courts, and the support
given to these two fugitive slaves by the antislavery society in
London.15 Moreover, Simcoe was himself a colonel on the
British side during the Revolutionary War, and led a very fearsome regiment called the Queen’s Rangers. He would have
known that Lord Clinton and Sir Henry Dunsmore, in the
Thirteen Colonies, had called upon enslaved Americans to join
the British standard, and such calls resulted in what can seriously be called the ‘first emancipation’ in the New World.
Because, at the close of the War, at least 5,000 Africans who had
served the British found freedom in various British colonies,
but mainly in Eastern Canada. Simcoe would have been aware
of the sacrifices Blacks, both enslaved and free, made for the
British during the late war, and took offence to them being
enslaved in his colony. Thus, if he wanted to bring about the
demise of slavery in Upper Canada, and he did, the removal of
Cooley was the opportunity he was waiting for.16

The new law though it aimed to limit slavery was very much
concerned that private property (that is the slaves) was protected. This bill, which became known as Simcoe’s Act, was passed
"with much opposition" from the slaveholding interests in the
House who insisted that slave labour was necessary in an agricultural economy. What did this new legislation accomplish?
First it secured the property rights of those who held slaves before
9 July 1793 and confirmed the status of those who were already
enslaved. It did not free one slave. The slaveholders within and
outside of Parliament clamoured for their property rights and
told Simcoe in no uncertain terms that they would not give up
their rights in their slaves. Simcoe and his chief justice buckled
under the pressure. As Nancy Butler and Michael Power note:
most of the slaveholders were of the Loyalist establishment.
Its members, recent immigrants to the province, were naturally
jealous of their property rights as British citizens, having forfeited practically everything in their defence of the crown in the
late Revolutionary War. They were in no rush to deprive themselves of valuable property they regarded as essential to their economic viability in the colony.18

After several amendments, on 9 July 1793 at the second sitting
of Parliament the bill that Osgoode had drafted to prohibit the
importation of slaves in Upper Canada was made law. It was
called "An Act to Prevent the Further Introduction of Slaves and

However, the Act provided for children born to slave mothers
after 1793; they would become free on their 25th birthday, and

14 Winks, Blacks in Canada, 98.
15 On the Somersett case see Adam Hochschild, Bury The Chains: Prophets and Rebels in the fight to Free an Empire’s Slaves (Boston: Houghton and Mifflin, 2005), 49-51.
16 James Walker has documented the story of the Black Loyalists in his seminal work The Black Loyalists: The Search for a Promised Land in Nova Scotia and Sierra Leone, 1783-1870
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992).
17 "An Act to prevent the further introduction of Slaves, and to limit the Term of Contracts for Servitude within this Province," 33 George IV, c.7, 9 July 1793, The Provincial Statutes
of Upper-Canada, Revised, Corrected and Republished by Authority (York: R.C. Horne, 1816).
18 Michael Power and Nancy Butler, Slavery and Freedom in Niagara (Niagara Historical Society, 2000), 9.
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their children would earn their freedom at birth, though, and
this is important, it did not prohibit the buying and selling of
slaves within the colony or exportation across international lines.
Though slavery was "unable to expand, it continued to function
openly after 1793," what did the legislation achieve in regards to
the emancipation of enslaved Africans? First, the stated objective
of the Act was to prohibit the importation of slaves into the
colony as the first clause outlined. In doing so it repealed the
1790 Imperial Act that allowed White settlers to bring in
enslaved Africans to work the colony. Second, and of great
import was the fact that embedded also in the first clause was the
idea that any slave arriving on Upper Canadian soil from another country would immediately be free. In other words, touching
the soil of Upper Canada guaranteed the freedom of an enslaved
person. And this was where the Act was most potent. I will elaborate on this point later.

ment expressed its regret but refused to act on behalf of the slaveholders.19
Henry Lewis was one fugitive slave who came to our attention
because he fled Canadian slavery and then wrote a letter to his
former master. The letter is dated 3 May 1798 and was sent from
Schenectady, New York.
My desire to support myself as a free man and enjoy all the benefits which may result from being free in a country where a
Blackman is defended by the laws as much as a white man is
induces me to make you an offer of purchasing myself. I am a
Black man and am not able to pay you all the money down
which you may ask for me but upon these conditions I will purchase myself. Ten pounds this years and every year after sixteen
pounds until the whole sum is payed. I should wish to pay the
money to Joseph Yates the Mare (mayor) of this sitty because he
is the most proper man that I can think of at present. The reason I left your house is this your women vexed me to so high a
degree that it was far beyond the power of man to support it, it
is true and I will say in all company that I always lived as well
in your house as I should wish.
Please write to Joseph
Yates what you will take in cash for me and let him be the man
to whom I shall pay the money yearly. In a supplicant manner
I beg your pardon ten thousand times and beg that you would
be so kind as to permit me to purchase myself and at as low a
rate as any other person. My mistress I also wish a long life and
good health and pleas tell her I beg her pardon then thousand
times. My mistress I shall always remember on account of her
great kindness to me.
I remain your affectionate servant, Henry Lewis.20

The new law was a disappointment to Simcoe. He and Osgoode
wanted outright abolition; instead the bill was a compromise
that would bring about abolition…but gradually. If enslaved
people in Upper Canada were waiting on the Act to free them,
it would take fifty years before that would happen. Nonetheless,
Simcoe’s emancipation bill would have a definite effect on the
fate of Black people in the colony, on the continent, and on race
relations in the colony.
The Act had two immediate and paradoxical outcomes. Perhaps,
the first and most immediate was that many Upper Canadian
slaves, realizing that the Act would not free them, took matters
in their own hands and escaped the colony to such places like the
Old Northwest Territories (Michigan, Ohio, Indiana,
Minnesota, and parts of Wisconsin) and New York, places that
had either prohibited slavery and were passing legislation to do
so. So numerous were Black Upper Canadians in some American
towns that, in Detroit, for example, group of former Upper
Canadian slaves formed a militia in 1806 for the defence of that
city against Canadians. So widespread was the flight of Upper
Canadian slaves into Michigan territory that in 1807 Upper
Canadian slaveholders petitioned the government of the United
States to help them retrieve their former slaves from American
soil. "I regret equally with yourself the inconveniences which his
Majesty’s subjects in Upper Canada experience from the desertion of their slaves into the territory of the United States…."
reads a portion of the letter that D.M. Erskine, the British representative, in the United States wrote to Upper Canada’s
Lieutenant Governor, Sir Francis Gore. The American govern-

The man to whom Lewis writes is none other than William
Jarvis, Secretary of the province, a member of the Upper
Canadian legislature, and of the Executive Council. In other
words, he was one of the province’s political elite. It was his wife
Hannah Jarvis, who went into a tirade when Simcoe pushed the
abolition bill through Parliament, that Simcoe "had freed all the
Negroes," which was not true at all.21 Now five years after the
bill, one of the Jarvis’s slaves had fled to New York. The letter has
an ironic almost mocking tone; it is as if Lewis is laughing to
himself as he writes it. (I am here, you are there, catch me if you
can). Lewis, fully aware that while he had been in a state of
bondage others had benefited from the fruits of his labour,
which underscores this as a central reason for his flight—he
wants his labour to benefit himself, and so did not want to
remain in the state of enslavement any longer. And he was doing

19 For information of the flight of Upper Canadian slaves into Michigan and other American territories, and the letter sent by Erskine to Gore, see William Riddell, "Additional Notes
on Slavery," Journal of Negro History 17 (1932), 368-73.
20 Letter from Henry Lewis to his former master, William Jarvis at Niagara-on-the-Lake. Toronto Public Library, Baldwin Room.
21 Power and Butler, Slavery and Freedom, 29.
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the very noble thing of buying himself. However, he set the conditions of his sale, and Jarvis, away in Upper Canada and probably believing that he had lost all his investment in Lewis, must
have been somewhat gratified at the offer. Why did Lewis decide
to buy himself? Perhaps he heard that Jarvis was hunting for
him. Maybe he feared arrest and decided to put his mind at ease.
Or could it be that Lewis had internalized the concept of the
sacredness of private property? Lewis had well-connected
friends. He knew the Mayor of Schenectady and had found a
ready support in him. Lewis might have been originally from
New York, and probably came from there as a slave with the
Loyalist migration to Upper Canada.

War of 1812, that if any foreign slaves made it to Upper Canada
they would find freedom. Those who were enslaved in the
United States, on "learning that they would not be enslaved
north of the American border soon began the trek to freedom
and a greater measure of security in Upper Canada." This was
the beginning of the legendary Underground Railroad. The
supreme irony is that the railroad came about because of the brutalization and selling of a Black Upper Canadian slave woman to
an American slaveholder. It must also be noted that the same
year the Upper Canadian Legislature passed its abolition Act, the
United States Congress passed its first Fugitive Slave Law.
Undoubtedly, this was a coincidence but the passing of both
pieces of legislation naturally made Upper Canada more attractive to fugitive American slaves.

The reason Lewis gave for leaving the Jarvis household is contradictory. He said the women of the house made his life
unbearable, yet his closing remarks is about the great goodness
and kindness of his mistress Hannah Jarvis, of whose pardon he
begs a ten thousand times. Perhaps Lewis is just being politic
when he wrote this about Mrs. Jarvis, and could have been
laughing as he wrote the letter. For he must have known that
Hannah Jarvis was proslavery and did not wish any Upper
Canadian slave to be free.

History has dealt kindly with Simcoe. White, powerful, and
male we know his role in the drama of the early antislavery
movement in early Canada. It is he who emerges as the hero of
the moment. But what of the woman, Chloe Cooley, the woman
whose fate brought about the antislavery legislation and made
Upper Canada a refuge for oppressed American Blacks, and further gave the young colony the distinction of being the first jurisdiction within the British Empire to enact a piece of antislavery
legislation?

In this letter to Jarvis, Lewis voiced his protest against slavery.
He rebelled against that condition by running away. He too like
Cooley went across the international boundary. But in contrast
to her, he "stole himself" while she was sold away by her owner.
A year after Lewis wrote the letter, the State of New York, where
he was domiciled, began the process of gradual emancipation.
Ensconced in New York, and away from the authority of his
master, Lewis realized that he was holding the metaphorical handle, and Jarvis the blade. And so he used the power he had to
negotiate the terms of his freedom.

We do not know Cooley’s age, or if she had children, or even if
she was married. We assume she was young because she was
called a "wench." As a young woman of childbearing age, she
more than likely would fetch a good price. Her owner, William
Vrooman, of Dutch ancestry, was a Loyalist from New York
Hudson’s Valley region. Like most of his compatriots he would
have arrived in Upper Canada after the close of the war in 1783.
It is likely that Cooley made the trek with him and his family
from New York to Upper Canada.

Lewis and the enslaved Africans of the Western District of
Upper Canada who gave grief to their owners were not the only
ones who resisted bondage by taking flight. There are numerous
examples of Upper Canadian slaves and other enslaved persons
in other parts of British North American fleeing across the border to places in the Old Northwest and such states as New York
and Vermont.22

Cooley’s removal from Upper Canada to the United States mirrors that of the removal of captured slaves from Africa. She was
tied up, thrown in a boat, and sold away.23 The fact that
Vrooman bound Cooley with a rope showed how much Black
women were thought of as brute, unfeminine, and unworthy of
masculine protection.24 This happened at a time, when the
‘frailty’ of woman was articulated in the patriarchal gender discourse gaining ground at that time in Europe and Euro-dominated societies. Hilary Beckles in discussing how New World
slavery re-gendered Black woman by denying them ‘feminine’

The second outcome of Simcoe’s Act, with which we are more
familiar is the creation of Upper Canada as a haven for foreign
slaves. News travelled to the United States, especially after the

22 Winks, Blacks in Canada, 99. For examples of advertisements giving notice of runaways in colonial newspapers see the Quebec Gazette 19 Oct. 1769 and the Upper Canada Gazette,
19 Aug. 1795. Further, Peggy Pompadour slave woman of Upper Canadian political leader Peter Russell constantly ran away from the Russell household. Russell confined her to jail
after recapturing her after one of her flight attempts. See Edith Firth, The Town of York, 1793-1815 (Champlain Society, 1962), 243.
23 Elgersman, Unyielding Spirits, 29.
24 The three men, William Grisley, Peter Martin, and definitely John Graves Simcoe could be seen as trying to ‘protect’ Cooley. And even though Simcoe failed as her knight in shining
armour, his actions can be interpreted as chivalrous.
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characteristics notes:
The colonial gender discourse confronted and assaulted traditional concepts of womanhood in both Europe and Africa, and
sought to redefine notions of black feminine identity. The Black
woman was ideologically constructed as essentially ‘non-feminine’ in so far as primacy was placed upon her alleged muscular capabilities, physical strength, aggressive carriage and sturdiness. Proslavery writers presented her as devoid of feminine
tenderness and graciousness in which the white woman was
tightly wrapped.25

bring about more freedom for Black people. Martin was outraged that he had fought for what he believed would have
ensured freedom for his people only to discover that many were
still enslaved, beaten, abused, and sold away as if they were cattle. By going to Government House to report Cooley’s abuse, he
protested the treatment of Black people in general in the
province.
Can the subaltern speak? Cooley was clearly a victim but she
exercised what little agency she could muster. Martin literally
spoke out in a loud and clear voice to the most powerful people
in the land. As a Revolutionary soldier he had fought to preserve
"British freedom." As a war veteran and colonial pioneer he had
helped found the new province of Upper Canada, and had preserved it for the British Crown. In going to Simcoe and his
council he acted as an empowered person, one who refused to
watch the mistreatment and abuse meted out to his people. By
going to the council, he signalled his intention to work for Black
liberation. Cooley and Martin by their acts of resistance created
for themselves new status as historical subjects.

Cooley was outraged at the treatment she received from
Vrooman. As a slave woman, she occupied the margins of society. She might have lived in Canada for most of her life, and saw
it as home. Perhaps she even had family here from whom she was
loath to part. Vrooman clearly was a brutal master, and might
have decided to sell Cooley because he could not ‘control’ her, or
because he had heard that Simcoe meant to abolish slavery and
wanted to get something from his investment in Cooley before
he lost everything. Slaves tried in everyday acts to assert their
personhood. Black women as enslaved persons in the Americas
have been beaten, overworked, raped, hanged, murdered, and
brutalized in many forms. By manhandling Cooley, tying her up,
and forcing her into a boat, Vrooman, as slaveowner, continued
the slaveholder’s and White man’s engagement with "killing the
Black body."

Resistance, as a conceptual tool, is useful in the construction of
historical knowledge about enslaved Africans in British North
America and their quest for freedom. Cooley and Martin resisted slavery on an individual basis, but their actions eventually led
to a freedom movement with vast collective outcomes. Many of
the runaway slaves of the Western District of Upper Canada
regrouped as a collectivity in a foreign country. And Henry
Lewis likewise, made a small dent in the institution of slavery
when he emancipated his own self.

Cooley was unable to protect herself but she had one thing at her
disposal that she could use to express her anger, outrage, and
fear—her voice. And so she screamed—a heart-rending scream
that echoed beyond the boundaries of Vrooman’s farm, and summoned Martin and Grisley to witness. Because the two men also
related that she "made resistance," we can only imagine Cooley
screaming, crying, cursing, and straining her limbs against the
rope with which her master tied her. In spite of Cooley’s low
social status, which conspired to deny her a place in history, she
nonetheless enters the historical record, as a resisting and freedom-seeking woman.

In 1807 and 1808, the British and Americans abolished their
respective Transatlantic slave trades. The countless number of
Black men and women in Upper Canada and the wider BNA
who rebelled against slavery had set the stage for this milestone
in Canadian, African, Atlantic, and world history.

Reprinted (text only) with special permission from
The Ontario Historical Society' s journal "Black History
in Ontario", Spring 2007 , Vol. 99, no. 1.

And what of Peter Martin, the Black man who went to
Government House to report the matter? Peter Martin, former
slave, former soldier, now British subject and pioneer sought to

25 Hilary Beckles, Centering Woman, Gender Discources in Caribbean Slave Society (Kingston, Ja.: Ian Randle, 1999), 10.
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A Safe Haven: The Story of the Black Settlers of Oxford County
Joyce Pettigrew, South Norwich Historical Society, Ontario, 2006.
ISBN: 0-9-782379-0-0
Many Black families lived in Oxford County for generations and contributed to the development of this area. The first families came to the
Otterville area in the early 1830's. They were Blacks from the
Northern States who sought security in Canada amongst the Quaker
settlers of Norwich Township. With the enforcement of the 1850
Fugitive Slave Act many fugitives came to Ingersoll where John Brown
came to recruit support for his attack on Harper’s Ferry.
With few descendants left in the county, their stories have been largely forgotten. A Safe Haven sheds light on the history of these Black
settlers. This book attempts to answer the questions: who were they;
and where did they go?
It is hoped that the Census contained in the Appendix will help
Blacks find their roots, as well as assist researchers of Black history.
Joyce Pettigrew is a community historian and has spent the past 20 years researching A Safe Haven.

I’ve Got a Home in Glory Land: A Lost Tale of the Underground Railroad
Karolyn Smardz Frost, Farrar, Straus &Giroux, United States and Thomas Allen, Canada
ISBN-10: 0-88762-250-X
ISBN-13: 978-0-88762-250-2
In I’ve Got a Home in Glory Land, Smardz Frost uses groundbreaking archaeological reconstruction and detailed historical research to
piece together the fascination story of Thornton and Lucie
Blackburn, two enslaved Kentuckians who stole themselves from
slavery and established a life in freedom in Toronto.
It was the day before Independence Day, 1831. As his bride, Lucie,
was about to be "sold down the river" to the slave markets of New
Orleans, young Thornton Blackburn planned a daring—and successful—daylight escape from Louisville. But they were discovered
by slave catchers in Michigan and slated to return to Kentucky in
chains, until the black community rallied to their cause. The
Blackburn Riot of 1833 was the first racial uprising in Detroit history. The couple was spirited across the river to Canada, but their
safety proved illusory. In June 1833, Michigan’s governor demanded their extradition. The Blackburn case was the first serious legal
dispute between Canada and the United States regarding the Underground Railroad. The impassioned
defense of the Blackburns by Canada’s lieutenant governor set precedents for all future fugitive-slave cases.
The Blackburns settled in Toronto and founded the city’s first taxi business. But they never forgot the millions who still suffered in slavery. Working with prominent abolitionists, Thornton and Lucie made their
home a haven for runaways. The Blackburns died in the 1890s, and their fascinating tale was lost to history. Lost, that is, until a chance archaeological discovery in a downtown Toronto school yard brought the
story of Thornton and Lucie Blackburn again to light.
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Le Marron Inconnu (The Unknown Runaway Slave)
Sculptor: Albert Mangonès, Port-au-Prince, Haiti, 1968.
By Lorraine Mangones
In Port-au-Prince, capital of the Republic of Haiti, stands a
monument erected to celebrate a hero whose name is not
remembered: the first African "maroon" of the New World.
The artist imagined that in the first contingent of Africans
forcibly brought to the island of Hispaniola (possibly as early
as the beginning of the 16th Century) was an anonymous man
who, shortly upon his arrival, got away from his captors and
fled to the hills. The first runaway African slave was followed
in time by legions of men and women –the maroons—who for
centuries and everywhere on the colonized territories of the
Americas struggled relentlessly to defend their freedom.
In this homage to the anonymous hero of an oppressed race,
the artist wished to convey a more universal message: that
throughout history and beyond all regional boundaries,
humanity’s destiny is freedom.
The man represented in this sculpture (bronze, 3.40 meters
long by 2.60 meters high) is a half-naked fugitive. At his ankle,
the bracelet of a broken chain. His right knee on the ground,
his left leg stretched back, his torso arched, he holds in his left
hand the conch in which he is blowing to alert his brothers,
his face turned upward toward the sky. In his right fist leaning
on the ground he holds a machete bearing the artist’s signature. The conch symbolizes the rallying call to fight for freedom, the machete is the symbol for armed revolt and the broken chain represents rupture from bondage.
In background to his sculpture, Albert Mangonès chose an
excerpt from the Jerusalem Bible that was set in copper letters
on one of the two concrete panels protecting the "eternal
flame" of freedom on the square surrounding the statue.
He extended the fame of his people
He put on the breastplate like a giant,
and engaged in battle after battle,
protecting the ranks with his sword.
He was like a lion in his exploits
He pursued and tracked down his tormentors,
consigned to the flames their fields and houses,
and deliverance went forward under his leadership.
He brought bitterness to many a king
and rejoicing to his people by his deeds
His memory is blessed for ever and ever
His name resounded to the ends of the earth
and he rallied those who were on the point of perishing.
(1 Maccabees 14:3 to 9)
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BOOKNOTES
This Spot of Ground: Spiritual Baptists in Toronto

The Houses of Buxton: A Legacy
of African Influences in Architecture

Carol Duncan, Waterloo, ON., Wilfrid Laurier University
Press, 2008.
ISBN: 1-55458-017-X
ISBN13: 978-1-55458-017-0
This Spot of Ground represents
the first detailed exploration of
an African-Caribbean religion in
the context of contemporary
migration to Canada. Toronto is
home to Canada’s largest black
population, a significant portion
of whom are Caribbean migrants
and their descendants.

Patricia Neely, P Designs Publishing, Windsor,
Ontario, 2003.
ISBN: -0-9738754-1-0
Version 13 is 9 780973 87416
The Houses of Buxton
recognizes the amazing
contributions to architecture of enslaved
Africans in North
America. Its publication ensures that this
feat is never forgotten.

The book examines the ways in
which the immigration experiences of church members, the
large majority of whom are women, have shaped the development
of the religion in Canada, in tandem with the ways in which religious experiences have mediated the members’ experiences of
migration and everyday life in Canada. This Spot of Ground is
based on a critical ethnography, including in-depth interviews and
participant observations of church services and other ritual activities, including baptism and pilgrimage and field research in
Trinidad that explores the transnational linkages with Spiritual
Baptists there. Theoretical and methodological issues are addressed
also, including the development of perspectives suitable for examining diasporic African religious and cultural expressions characterized by transnational migration, an emphasis on oral tradition
as the repository of cultural history, and linguistic and cultural
hybridity.

African Americans who
came to Ontario during the mid-nineteenth
century brought with
them knowledge of
African-influenced
architecture. They used
this knowledge to build distinctive houses in Buxton, a predominantly Black settlement established in 1849. The Houses
of Buxton explores this phenomenon. In Buxton, Africans were
able to build settlements free from the domination of the
European culture. Two independent settlement one European
and one of Buxton, Ontario the last remaining black settlement in Ontario of African descendants, in the township of
Raleigh were compared. There was a great difference.
In the settlement of free black settlers two forms were identified which made up the structures. One was previously established by a scholar as a shelter of the Yoruba culture in Nigeria.
The other form was an innovation of European and African
influences which developed from borrowing and modifying as
the people from Africa built for the Europeans while enslaved.
In the white settlement one form was evident that of the
Georgian house type. The trend of the time was Georgian.
Europeans traditionally followed the house trends of the time
in building. Because of the Buxton settlement and its house
types by black builders, throughout the Black Diasporas different influences can now be recognized and identified. The
slave trade and the products provided by slave's labor created
the wealth of a nation. That same labor force added unique
and distinct architectural influences which are today apart of
the material cultural of house types and the environment is
European and African making it distinctly New World.

This Spot of Ground contributes new information to the study of
Caribbean religion and culture in the diaspora, providing a
detailed examination of the significance of religion in the immigration process and identity and community formations of
Caribbean people in Canada. This book will add to the literature
on black churches in North America and Caribbean and African
diasporic religious and cultural traditions in a larger North
American context.
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BOOKNOTES
Blacks on the Border:The Black Refugees in
British North America, 1815-1860

Unyielding Spirits: Black Women and Slavery in
Early Canada and Jamaica.

Harvery Amani Whitfield, University of Vermont Press, 2006
ISBN: ISBN 1584656069
Following the American
Revolution, free black communities and enslaved African
Americans increasingly struggled to reconcile their African
heritage with their American
home. This struggle resulted
in tens of thousands of African
Americans seeking new homes
in areas as diverse as Haiti and
Nova Scotia. Black refugees
arrived in Nova Scotia after
the War of 1812 with little in
common but their desire for
freedom. By 1860, they had formed families, communities,
and traditions.

Maureen G. Elgersman, New York: Garland Publishing,
1999.
ISBN-10: 9766051488
ISBN-13: 978-9766051488
Unyielding Spirits places enslaved Black women in the center of
the discourse on Canadian slavery and compares them with
their enslaved counterparts in Jamaica. By linking the conditions of Black women enslaved in these distant British colonies,
the author creates a bridge between the two histories, drawing
them together as part of the same larger discourse on slavery
and the Atlantic world. The book’s topics—productive and
reproductive labor, material culture, and resistance—create a
highly gendered exploration of slavery in the latter 18th and
early 19th centuries.
Unyielding Spirits argues that while enslaved Black women in
Canada toiled under different climatic, political, economic,
and material conditions than women in Jamaica’s plantation
society, their sorority is best seen in the light of their resistance.
The theme of resistance, again, helps decry the myth that
Canada was a kindler, gentler master. Using both primary and
secondary sources throughout, Unyielding Spirits shines light
on the spectrum of women who resisted slavery in Canada and
on the range of ways they chose to challenge their status and
that of their children.

Harvey Amani Whitfield’s study reconstructs the lives and history of a sizeable but neglected group of African Americans by
placing their history within the framework of free black communities in New England and Nova Scotia during the nineteenth century. It examines which aspects of American and
African American culture black expatriates used or discarded
in an area that forced them to negotiate the overlapping
worlds of Great Britain, the United States, Afro–New
England, and the African American Diaspora, while considering how former American slaves understood freedom long
before the Civil War.

The Book of Negroes
Lawrence Hill, HarperCollins, Toronto, 2007.
ISBN: 9780002255073; ISBN-10: 0002255073;
The Book of Negroes is told in the voice of Aminata Diallo, an African woman who begins
the story of her tumultuous life with the words: "I seem to have trouble dying. By all rights,
I should not have lived this long." Aminata’s story spans six decades and three continents.
Against the backdrop of British slavery and liberation in the U.S., Canada, England and West
Africa, the Book of Negroes dramatizes one woman’s epic tale of survival and migration. In
this captivating novel, Lawrence Hill portrays one woman’s remarkable spirit and strength in
the face of adversity, and brings to life crucial and little known chapters in Canadian and
world history.
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Références
Les Noirs du Québec, 1629-1900
Daniel Gay, Éditeur : Septentrion
ISBN 2-89448-397-X 2004
D'emblée, la période traitée par Daniel Gay sur l'histoire des
Noirs au Québec étonne. Qui sont ces Noirs et d'où viennent-ils?
Quelles sont leurs principales caractéristiques, leurs contributions à la formation du peuple québécois et au développement de
la société? Quelle est la nature des liens qu'ils nouent avec les
principales institutions? Comment sont-ils perçus par les élites
québécoises?
Voilà autant de questions auxquelles Daniel Gay s'efforce de
répondre par une analyse sociohistorique du Québec, replacée
dans un contexte international. L’ambition de l'auteur est, d’une
part, de faire connaître aux Noirs du Québec leur propre histoire
et, d’autre part, de présenter les contributions peu connues de
cette communauté.
À travers cette étude rigoureuse, un pan longtemps resté dans l'ombre de l'histoire du Québec surgit enfin. La société moderne a-t-elle évolué dans ses rapports avec les Noirs
ou ne fait-elle que répéter les erreurs du passé? Cet ouvrage plante les premiers jalons de cette réflexion.
Né à Port-au-Prince, Daniel Gay détient un baccalauréat en droit (Port-au-Prince), une maîtrise en
anthropologie (Mexico) et un doctorat en sociologie (Pittsburgh). Il a enseigné la sociologie et l'anthropologie aux États-Unis, ainsi que la sociologie à l'Université Laval. Il a aussi été professeur invité à
l'École nationale d'ethnologie de Bahia (Brésil) et à l'Université de Lodz (Pologne).

Deux siècles d’esclavage au Québec
Marcel Trudel, Cahiers du Québec : Histoire
ISBN : 2894287429
Comment penser que la Nouvelle-France serait esclavagiste, quand le
Royaume de France s’affirmait « terre de liberté » et affranchissait tout
esclave qui venait s’y réfugier? Dans le continent américain où les
autres colonies pratiquaient l’esclavage intensif, elle rappelle hors de
tout doute que le Québec d’autrefois aussi a pratiqué l’esclavage sous
le régime français et qu’il a continué après la conquête britannique.
Cet ouvrage relate, d’un point de vue historique, l’arrivée des premiers
esclaves au Canada, leurs conditions de vie, leur rapport à la religion
ainsi que la législation qui leur est rattachée. De la Gaspésie à Détroit
(alors ville du Canada français), l’auteur compte, avant 1800, plus de
4000 esclaves, dont deux tiers étaient des Amérindiens et l’autre tiers,
des Noirs: esclaves achetés, vendus, cédés en troc ou donnés en
héritage comme des biens meubles, en toute légalité. Ce texte s’accompagne d’une base de données sur CD-ROM: le Dictionnaire des
esclaves et de leurs propriétaires au Canada français, ouvrage d’abord
publié chez Hurtubise HMH en 1990.
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ART
Le Marron Inconnu
Sculpteur: Albert Mangonès, Port-au-Prince, Haïti, 1968.
par Lorraine Mangonès
À Port-au-Prince, capitale de la République d’Haïti, est érigé
un monument à la gloire d’un héros dont l’histoire n’a pas
retenu le nom : le premier « marron » africain du Nouveau
Monde.
L’artiste a imaginé que dans le premier contingent d’Africains
amenés de force dans l’île d’Hispaniola (possiblement dès le
début du XVIe siècle) se trouvait un esclave anonyme qui, peu
après son arrivée, prit la fuite vers les montagnes de l’intérieur
de l’île. Ce premier « nègre marron » sera suivi par de nombreux hommes et femmes qui, des siècles durant, partout sur
les territoires colonisés d’Amérique, lutteront inlassablement
pour défendre leur liberté.
À cet hommage particulier au héros anonyme d’une race
opprimée, l’artiste a voulu surtout réitérer l’affirmation selon
laquelle, partout et toujours, le destin de l’humanité demeure
la liberté.
L’homme représenté dans cette œuvre (bronze, 3,40 mètres de
long par 2,60 mètres de haut) est un fugitif à moitié nu. À sa
cheville, le bracelet d’une chaîne rompue. Son genou droit est
par terre, sa jambe gauche allongée vers l’arrière, le torse arqué,
il tient dans sa main gauche la conque (lambi) dans laquelle il
souffle l’appel à ses frères d’armes, son visage tourné vers le ciel.
Dans son poing droit appuyé au sol, il tient une machette portant la signature de l’artiste. La conque symbolise l’appel au
combat pour la liberté, la machette représente la révolte armée
et la chaîne brisée est l’emblème de la rupture d’avec la condition d’esclave.
À l’arrière de la sculpture, se trouve le socle de la flamme éternelle de la liberté protégé par deux voiles de béton verticaux.
Sur l’un, une fine sculpture d’inspiration Ouest Africaine,
l’épée de Damballah, le dieu serpent du Vaudou. Sur l’autre un
texte en lettes de cuivre tiré de la Bible de Jérusalem :
Ce fut lui qui accrût la grandeur de son peuple
Lui qui s’arma du glaive et de la torche tel un géant,
Lui qui fit de ses armes un abri pour les siens,
Semblable au lion par ses grandes actions
Il harcela partout ceux qui le tourmentaient
Brûla leurs champs, détruisit leurs demeures
Ses exploits irritèrent des rois
Mais firent cependant la joie de tout un peuple
Sa mémoire sera éternellement en bénédiction.
(1 Maccabées 14:3 à 9)
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FEATURE

The slave trade and its abolition:
An unfinished slice of history
Jean-Claude Icart
Abstract
This paper traces the Transatlantic slave trade offering insight into the history of abolition first in in
Haiti, where first contact with Amerindians took
place, and where resistance first arose, then elswhere
in the Transatlantic region. This piece acknowledges
the efforts of abolitionist like William Wilberforce,
the English Deputy who launched in Westminster
the arduous struggle against the slave trade.
However, the first abolitionists were the slaves
themselves. Their resistance was continuous from
their capture in Africa until their sale and exploitation on American plantations. Depending on circumstances, their strategies included slave ships
revolts, rebellions, suicides, flight, adaptation, etc.
August 23 is the date chosen to honour their untiring struggle.
March 25, 2007 marked International Day for the
Commemoration of the Two-Hundredth
Anniversary of the Abolition of the Trans-atlantic
Slave Trade by the British Parliament. However, only
in Great Britain, North America and the Englishspeaking Carribean did this event attract attention.
Abolition of the Slave Trade or Slavery
In 1803 Denmark was the first European nation to
ban the slave trade. The United States followed
closely in 1808. At the Congress of Vienna, in 1815,
the remaining colonial powers (France, Spain,
Portugal, Russia, Sweden, Austria and Prussia)
decided to abolish the Trans-atlantic slave trade and
invited all European countries to act likewise. The
subsequent laxness of the signing countries and business-as-usual attitude of the others allowed the trade
to continue throughout most of the 19th century.
The purportedly final French slaving expedition, the
Virginie, left the port of Nantes in 1830; however,
the arrival in Brazil of slaves from Mozambique was

noted in 1862! Too often we confuse the abolition
of the slave trade with the abolition of slavery.
Supporting the abolition of the slave trade can exist
concurrently with upholding slavery.
Not until 1833 was a law passed banning slavery in
the British Empire. France followed in 1848, the
United States in 1865 (after the Civil War) and
Brazil in 1888.1 In other words, different colonial
powers abolished the slave trade itself, and then slavery, at different moments in time. These events
could likely give rise throughout the 21st century to
specific bicentennial commemorations – opportunities to reflect on this tragedy’s historic causes, the
interplay and modalities of its progression, as well as
the enduring consequences for the world.
In 1997, to commemorate this tragedy, the General
Conference of UNESCO, in resolution 29C/40,
proclaimed August 23rd as International Day for the
Remembrance of the Slave Trade and its Abolition.
The international day celebrated on 23 August
represents an opportunity to institutionalize
remembrance, to prevent this crime against
humanity from being forgotten or obliterated and
to retrieve the memory of a tragedy that was long
hidden or unrecognized, thus restoring it, in view
of its universal nature, to its rightful place in
human consciousness. This celebration, which
simultaneously strives for historical truth and for
development, solidarity and the promotion of tolerance and of human rights, must therefore mobilize all nations and civil society as a whole2.
Let us not forget the commitment of European abolitionists, such as the Quakers who won prohibition
of slavery in Vermont in 1777, the English
Christians who established The Society for the
Extinction of the Slave Trade in 1787, Abbot Henri
Grégoire and the journalist Jean-Pierre Brissot who

1 Iran officially abolished slavery in 1929, Bahrain in 1937, Kuwait in 1949, Saudi Arabia in 1963 and Mauritania in 1980. As for the Transatlantic
slave trade, official abolition did not necessarily put an end to the practice.
2 Message of the Director General of UNESCO (Koïchiro Matsuura) on the occasion of International Day for the Commemoration of the TwoHundredth Anniversary of the Abolition of the Transatlantic Slave Trade, August 23, 2002
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Unfinished slice of history
in 1788, on the eve of French Revolution, launched the «Société
des Amis des Noirs», as well as William Wilberforce, the English
Deputy who launched in Westminster the arduous struggle
against the slave trade. But, let us remember that the first abolitionists were the slaves themselves. Their resistance was continuous from their capture in Africa until their sale and exploitation on American plantations. Depending on circumstances,
their strategies included slave ships revolts, rebellions, suicides,
flight, adaptation, etc. August 23 is the date chosen to honour
their untiring struggle.

(and doubtless in the history of humanity) to emerge from a
slave uprising, the first state in America constituted uniquely of
free people.
Canada should be particularly interested in this history. At its
outset, slavery existed in this country (then called New France).
The slaves of New France came chiefly from the French Antilles,
including Saint-Domingue which occupied the western third of
the Island of Haiti. During this period certain administrators,
soldiers, merchants, and adventurers from Quebec visited or
lived in Saint-Domingue. Although a large commercial triangle
linked Europe, Africa and America, a smaller colonial triangle3
linked Québec, Port-Royal (Acadia) and Saint-Domingue (then
the world’s richest colony). The 1763 Treaty of Paris ratified the
transfer of New France to England, allowing France to protect
Saint-Domingue, its favoured colony and the one that had been
most coveted by Great Britain throughout the 18th century.
The shuddering of the French Revolution provided Great
Britain with the opportunity to try her luck.

The Haitian Revolution
The Island of Haiti saw the first European settlements in the
New World. Most forms of colonial exploitation were initially
practiced there, in all their social, economic and racist dimensions. This is where first contact with Amerindians took place,
and where resistance first arose. The first slaves from Africa
arrived in Haiti. And there was born, during the night of August
22nd to 23rd 1791, the uprising which initiated the abolition of
the Trans-atlantic slave trade. This event radically and irreversibly shook the slave system, and played a determining role in
the emancipation of the peoples of Latin America and the
Carribean Islands.

As soon as the execution of Louis XVI was announced in
January 1793, the major European monarchies declared war
against France. The Spanish were the first to try to seize SaintDomingue, and Toussaint Louverture, a major leader of the
great insurrection, joined Spain for a time. To those that fought
on her side, Spain promised freedom but not the abolition of
slavery. In August 1793, the French civil Commissioner
Sonthonax agreed to the abolition of slavery and Toussaint
Louverture decided to join France. Two years later, in 1795,
Spain ceded the western part of the island to France.
From September 1793, Great Britain supported by the large
land owners, tried to wrest control of Saint-Domingue, mobilising monumental human and material resources and engaging
the most impressive expeditionary force in her history. John
Graves Simcoe, who was the first Lieutenant Governor of Upper
Canada (1791), a key organizer of the first civil government in
what today is Ontario, and initiator of the law limiting slavery
in the British Empire in 1793, was the British commander-inchief in Saint-Domingue from 1796 until 1797. His army suffered severe losses4. The English offered to recognize Toussaint
Louverture as the island’s monarch under English protection.
But, because Great Britain had not committed to abolish slavery
Louverture refused. General Thomas Maitland, Simcoe’s successor, signed a peace treaty with Toussaint Louverture, who in
return promised not to invade Jamaica; English troops departed
Haiti in May 1798.

Toussaint Louverture
The general uprising of slaves in Haiti (known to the French as
Saint-Domingue) in August, 1791, culminated a long history of
struggle. It led to the abolition of slavery and independence on
January 1, 1804. Haiti became the sole country in the world

3 Icart, Lyonel (2006) « Haïti en Québec. Notes pour une histoire ». Ethnologies, vol. 28, no 1
4 This wasn’t the first time that the Haitians met the English on the battlefield. During the US War of Independence, one thousand (free men) of Saint-Domingue volunteered with the
French troops. They were acclaimed particularly in the Battle of Savanah. Several of them became officers in Haiti’s struggle for independence.
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uational). This capacity of each person to make himself or herself a free and responsible actor is the foundation of human
rights and duties. The negation of this possibility to be fully
human makes slavery a crime against humanity.

In 1802 France sent an imposing army under Napoleon’s brother-in-law to attempt to reestablish slavery in Saint-Domingue.
That army was crushed by Haitian troops under command of
Jean-Jacques Dessalines, Toussaint Louverture’s successor. To
gain her independence Haiti had to vanquish the three most
powerful colonial powers of the period: Great Britain, Spain,
and France. This comprised the first major military defeat of
Europe’s colonial empires at the hands of the colonized.

The date of August 23rd was also chosen to help us better understand conditions today.
The slave trade, slavery and abolition belong to history. They
are not, however, solely of the past. They enable us to comprehend a present marred by racism and discrimination handed
down from that tragic chapter in history6.
Beyond its intensity, the distinguishing feature of the Transatlantic slave trade was the development of racism as a legitimizing tool. This ideology’s endurance points strongly to the significance of slavery on the impaired social and economic conditions of Africans and Afro-descendants. Thus, it is important to
encourage a teaching of history that includes the consequences
of the slave trade.

A terrible price was (and is still being) paid for this uprising
which shook the entire colonial system of the Carribean and
Americas. The Haitian revolution engendered an inexorable
process of liberation in the Americas. Before England’s crusade,
Haiti alone fought the slave trade in the Carribean Sea, hunting
down slave boats and liberating their cargo of Africans captives.
Till the mid 19th century, Haiti’s example inspired myriad
revolts and rebellions throughout the Carribean and Americas.
Furthermore, Haiti supported struggles of national liberation
throughout the region. The most fruitful were those, headed by
Simon Bolivar, which led to the independence of several Latin
America countries. Finally, the loss of Saint-Domingue forced
Napoleon to cede Louisiana to the United States in order to
finance his wars in Europe. These events profoundly affected
several Western countries, although no mention appears in their
official history.

Both individuals and societies grow by handing on experience
and knowledge. Alienating people from their memories is a
powerful tool in the attempt to dehumanize them and turn
them into slaves. Refusing to recognize yesterday’s wrongs
negates our ability to lift the weight of the past; it signifies that
we have no power to turn the page with dignity and, above all,
it diminishes future prospects by perpetuating former attitudes.
Although damage is to the present, the mortgage is on the
future7. The role of education is not only to facilitate learning
but also to function as collective memory – the bedrock of our
social bonds.

Human rights and memory
Historically, the most important contribution of the Haitian
revolution is the achievement of universal human rights, the
standard of ethics and morality by which all countries are judged
today. Although the American and French revolutions which
preceded it also proclaimed this human rights ideal, they both
stumbled on the question of slavery, opting for economic interest over principle. The slaves of the Haitian revolution were the
real "heroes of human emancipation".

In 1998, UNESCO launched the « Breaking the Silence » project to incorporate into school curricula throughout the world a
program about a little-known chapter of world history, the
Transatlantic slave trade. This program, targeted particularly for
secondary education, is available to the network of schools affiliated with UNESCO. A number of Canadian schools are members of that network. The program stimulates reflection on the
Transatlantic slave trade, its ethics, scope and consequences
(including new forms of slavery), and sparks solidarity with its
victims. It also opens up questions about the future and prompts
us to reflect on the construction of new forms of citizenship,
heedful of our increasingly multi-ethnic and multicultural societies8. Such a program fully reflects Canada’s concerns today.

Philosophy teaches that human beings are a wonderful exception in the world5: they are the only creatures that have an
"awareness of self". They do not merely live, they know they
live, and they also know they will die. For humans, then, "living" means more than simply "being alive". "Living" implies a
problem of meaning, and thus of purpose, and this is what
makes freedom an absolute requirement (though it is always sit-

5 Jeanne Hersch. Pourquoi l'homme a-t-il des droits ? Amnesty Suisse. Bulletin romand, section suisse, n° 1, janvier 1988, Berne (CH).
6 Message of the Director General of UNESCO (Koïchiro Matsuura) on the occasion of International Day for the Commemoration of the Two-Hundredth Anniversary of the Abolition
of the Transatlantic Slave Trade, August 23, 2005.
7 Icart, Jean-Claude (2004) : « Réparations - Tourner la page avec dignité ». Le Devoir, Saturday October 2 and Sunday October 3, 2004.
8 Message of the Director General of UNESCO (Koïchiro Matsuura) on the occasion of International Day for the Commemoration of the Two-Hundredth Anniversary of the Abolition
of the Transatlantic Slave Trade, August 23, 2005.
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La traite négrière et son abolition.
Une tranche inachevée de l’histoire
Jean-Claude Icart
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Résumé
Ce document décrit les origines de l’esclavage
transatlantique. Il donne un aperçu des circonstances
de l’abolition de cette pratique survenue d’abord en
Haïti, où les premiers contacts avec les Amérindiens
eurent lieu et que s’est produite la première révolution, puis ailleurs dans la région transatlantique. Il
souligne les efforts déployés par les abolitionnistes,
notamment William Wilberforce, membre du
Parlement britannique, ayant lancé une lutte sans
merci en faveur de l’abolition de la traite des esclaves.
L’auteur fait cependant remarquer que les premiers
abolitionnistes ont véritablement été les esclaves,
relatant leur résistance continue depuis leur capture
en Afrique jusqu’à leur vente et leur exploitation dans
les plantations américaines. Dépendant des circonstances, leurs stratégies ont varié de la révolte sur les
navires les transportant, à la rébellion, à la fuite, au
suicide et à l’adaptation, pour n’en nommer que
quelques-unes. La journée du 23 août a été choisie
pour rendre hommage à leur lutte infatigable.

tion de ceux qui n’avaient pas répondu à l’appel de
Vienne. Ainsi, la dernière expédition négrière reconnue comme telle à partir du port français de Nantes,
la Virginie, date de 1830 ; l’arrivée au Brésil
d’esclaves du Mozambique se poursuit cependant
jusqu’en 1862. De plus, il y a trop souvent confusion
entre l’abolition de la traite et l’abolition de
l’esclavage. Or, il est possible de militer en faveur de
l’abolition de la traite tout en soutenant l’esclavage.

Le Parlement canadien a proclamé le 25 mars 2007
Journée internationale de la commémoration du bicentenaire de l’abolition de la traite transatlantique des
esclaves. Toutefois, cette journée n’a retenu l’attention
qu’en Grande Bretagne, en Amérique du Nord et
dans les régions anglophones des Caraïbes1.

Il est cependant opportun de rappeler qu’en 1997,
par sa résolution 29C/40, la Conférence générale
de l’UNESCO a proclamé le 23 août Journée internationale du souvenir de la traite négrière et de son
abolition, afin d’inscrire cette tragédie dans la
mémoire de tous les peuples.
La Journée du 23 août est l’occasion d’institutionnaliser la mémoire, d’empêcher l’oubli, d’effacer ce crime contre l’humanité, de rappeler le
souvenir d’une tragédie longtemps occultée ou
méconnue et de lui restituer, eu égard à son caractère universel, la place qui doit être la sienne
dans la conscience des hommes. Cette célébration, dont les enjeux sont tout à la fois la vérité
historique, le développement, la solidarité, la
promotion de la tolérance et des droits de
l’homme, doit donc mobiliser toutes les nations
et la société civile dans son ensemble2.

Abolition de la traite ou de l’esclavage
Le Danemark fut le premier pays européen à interdire la traite des esclaves en 1803. Les États-Unis lui
ont emboîté le pas en 1808. Ce n’est qu’au Congrès
de Vienne, en 1815, que les autres puissances coloniales de l’époque (la France, l’Espagne, le Portugal,
la Russie, la Suède, l’Autriche et la Prusse) ont décidé
d’abolir la traite négrière transatlantique et ont invité
tous les pays européens à en faire autant. Ce commerce s’est poursuivi cependant durant la majeure
partie du XIXe siècle, soit en raison de la complaisance de pays qui avaient signé le traité, soit par l’ac-

Ce n’est qu’en 1833 qu’une loi a interdit l'esclavage
dans l'Empire britannique. La France suivit en 1848,
les États-Unis en 1865 (après la Guerre de Sécession)
et le Brésil en 1888. Bref, différentes puissances coloniales ont aboli la traite, puis l’esclavage, à différentes
époques. Pendant tout le XXIe siècle, la commémoration de ce bicentenaires procurera autant d’occasions de réfléchir sur les causes historiques, les
enjeux et les étapes progressives de cette tragédie ainsi
que sur ses conséquences durables à l’échelle internationale.

1 C’est sur une proposition de la CARICOM que l’Assemblée générale des Nations Unies a résolu à l’unanimité, le 28 novembre 2006, de faire du
25 mars 2007 la Journée internationale de célébration du bicentenaire de l’abolition de la traite transatlantique des esclaves.
2 Message du Directeur général de l’UNESCO (Koïchiro Matsuura) à l’occasion de la Journée internationale du souvenir de la traite négrière et de son
abolition, 23 août 2002
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Parallèlement au grand commerce triangulaire entre l’Europe,
l’Afrique et l’Amérique, se trouvait le petit triangle colonial3 :
Québec, Port-Royal (l’Acadie) et Saint-Domingue, qui était la
plus riche colonie du monde. Le traité de Paris de 1763 qui a
ratifié la cession de la Nouvelle France à l’Angleterre a essentiellement permis à la France de protéger Saint-Domingue, la colonie
à laquelle elle tenait le plus et qu’a tant convoitée la Grande
Bretagne durant tout le XVIIIe siècle. Les soubresauts de la
Révolution française ont en effet donné à la France l’occasion de
tenter sa chance.

Il faut apprécier et rappeler l’engagement et la lutte des abolitionnistes européens comme les Quakers qui ont obtenu la prohibition de l'esclavage au Vermont dès 1777, les Chrétiens anglais qui
ont créé la «Société pour l'abolition de la traite» en 1787, l'abbé
Henri Grégoire et le journaliste Jean-Pierre Brissot qui, en 1788,
à la veille de la Révolution française, ont mis sur pied la «Société
des Amis des Noirs» ou encore le député anglais, William
Wilberforce, qui a mené au Parlement de Westminster une dure
bataille contre la traite. Il faut cependant souligner le fait que les
premiers abolitionnistes furent eux-mêmes des esclaves. De leur
capture en Afrique jusqu’à leur vente et à leur exploitation sur les
plantations des Amériques, leur résistance fut constante. Selon les
circonstances, ils ont adopté toute une gamme de moyens d’action : révoltes sur les bateaux négriers, rebellions, suicides, marronnage, accommodements de survie, pour n’en nommer que
quelques-uns. Le 23 août a été choisi pour rendre hommage à leur
combat inlassable pour leur libération.

À l’annonce de l’exécution de Louis XVI en janvier 1793, les
grandes monarchies européennes entrent en guerre contre la
France. Les Espagnols essaient alors de s’emparer de SaintDomingue et, l’un des principaux meneurs de la grande insurrection, Toussaint Louverture, fit même cause commune avec eux
pendant un certain temps. L’Espagne a promis de libérer ceux qui
combattaient pour elle mais s’objectait toujours à l’abolition de
l’esclavage, ce que le Commissaire civil français Sonthonax a consenti à faire en août 1793. Toussaint Louverture décida alors de
se rallier à la France. Deux ans plus tard, soit en 1795, l’Espagne
a cédé à la France la partie orientale de l’île qu’elle occupait.

La Révolution haïtienne
C’est sur l’île d’Haïti que se trouvent les premiers établissements
des Européens dans le Nouveau Monde. Différentes formes d’exploitation coloniale y ont été expérimentées et mises en œuvre
dans les Amériques, dans toutes leurs dimensions sociale,
économique et raciste. Ce fut aussi le lieu des premiers contacts
avec les Amérindiens, par conséquent, le lieu des premières résistances. Les premiers esclaves provenant d’Afrique y ont débarqué.
En 1791, dans la nuit de 22 août, l’insurrection qui a été à l’origine du processus d’abolition de la traite négrière transatlantique
a ébranlé de façon radicale le système esclavagiste et a joué un rôle
déterminant dans l’émancipation des peuples d’Amérique latine
et des Caraïbes.
Le soulèvement général des esclaves d’Haïti en août 1791 (que les
Français appelaient alors Saint-Domingue) a couronné une lutte
de longue haleine. Cette révolte a entraîné l’abolition de
l’esclavage dans l’île et l’indépendance le 1er janvier 1804. Haïti est
alors devenu le seul pays au monde (et sans doute de l’histoire de
l’humanité) à naître d’un soulèvement d’esclaves, la seule révolution à avoir réussi à établir un front commun entre esclaves et
affranchis, le premier État d’Amérique constitué entièrement
d’hommes libres.

La Grande Bretagne, avec l’appui des grands propriétaires, a
également tenté, dès septembre 1793, de prendre le contrôle de
Saint-Domingue, mobilisant à cette fin d’imposantes ressources
humaines et matérielles pour y engager la plus importante force
expéditionnaire de son histoire. John Graves Simcoe, premier
Lieutenant-gouverneur du Haut-Canada (1791), qui a joué un
rôle essentiel dans l'organisation du premier gouvernement civil,
soit l'Ontario. et qui a introduit la première loi limitant
l'esclavage dans l'Empire britannique en 1793, a été commandant en chef des troupes britanniques à Saint-Domingue en
1796-1797. Son armée a subi des pertes très sévères. Les Anglais
ont, par la suite, offert à Toussaint Louverture de reconnaître sa
royauté sur l’île sous protectorat anglais. Il a refusé, car la Grande
Bretagne ne s’engageait pas à abolir l’esclavage. Le successeur de
Simcoe, le général Thomas Maitland, a alors signé un traité de
paix avec Toussaint Louverture qui, en retour, s’est engagé à ne
pas envahir la Jamaïque. Les troupes anglaises ont donc quitté
Haïti en mai 1798.

Le Canada devrait s’intéresser davantage à cette histoire. À
l’époque de la Nouvelle France, l’esclavage existait. Les esclaves de
la Nouvelle France provenaient généralement des possessions
françaises des Antilles, y compris Saint-Domingue qui occupait le
tiers occidental de l’île d’Haïti. Plusieurs personnages de l’histoire
du Québec (administrateurs, soldats, marchands, aventuriers) ont
vécu à Saint-Domingue ou l’ont visité durant cette période.

Plus tard, en 1802, la France a envoyé une imposante armée,
commandée par le beau-frère de Napoléon, pour essayer de
rétablir l’esclavage à Saint-Domingue. Cette armée a été écrasée
par les troupes haïtiennes, commandées alors par Jean-Jacques
Dessalines, le successeur de Toussaint Louverture. Pour accéder à
l’indépendance, Haïti a donc dû vaincre les trois plus grandes
puissances coloniales de l’époque : la Grande Bretagne, l’Espagne

3 Icart, Lyonel (2006) « Haïti en Québec. Notes pour une histoire ». Ethnologies, vol. 28, no 1
4 Jeanne Hersch. Pourquoi l'homme a-t-il des droits ? Amnesty Suisse. Bulletin romand, section suisse, n° 1, janvier 1988, Berne (CH).
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et la France. Les premières grandes défaites militaires des empires
coloniaux européens aux mains des colonisés.
Le prix à payer a été terrible, et l’est toujours, mais ce soulèvement
a ébranlé tout le système colonial des Caraïbes et des Amériques.
La Révolution haïtienne a en effet engendré un irrésistible processus de libération dans les Amériques. Avant la croisade de
l’Angleterre, Haïti était seule à combattre la traite dans la mer des
Caraïbes, pourchassant les bateaux négriers et libérant des cargaisons de captifs africains. Jusqu’au milieu du XIXe siècle,
l’exemple d’Haïti a inspiré une multitude de révoltes et de rébellions dans toute les Caraïbes et les Amériques. De plus, Haïti a
appuyé différentes luttes de libération nationale dans toute la
région. La plus fructueuse fut celle menée par Simon Bolivar qui
a entraîné l’indépendance de plusieurs pays latino-américains.
Enfin, la perte de la colonie de Saint-Domingue a obligé
Napoléon à céder la Louisiane aux États-Unis pour pouvoir poursuivre le financement des guerres entreprises en Europe.
Autrement dit, tous ces événements ont eu une profonde influence sur l’évolution de plusieurs sociétés du monde occidental,
même si leurs histoires officielles n’en font aucune mention.

de cette possibilité d’être véritablement humain fait de l’esclavage
un crime contre l’humanité.
La journée du 23 août a également été choisie pour nous aider à
mieux saisir bien des situations contemporaines.
« La traite négrière, l’esclavage et ses abolitions appartiennent à
l’histoire. Ils n’appartiennent pas au passé. Ils nous permettent
de comprendre un présent hélas marqué par le racisme et les discriminations hérités de cette histoire tragique ».5
Outre l’intensité distinguant la traite transatlantique, le racisme a
servi d’outil de légitimation. La survivance de cette idéologie
illustre l’importance des séquelles de l’esclavage sur les conditions
d’inégalité sociale et économique que connaissent encore aujourd’hui les Africains et leurs descendants. Il est donc important de
promouvoir l’enseignement de l’histoire et des conséquences de
la traite négrière.
Les individus et les sociétés se construisent par la transmission des
acquis et des savoirs. Aussi, le verrouillage de la mémoire joue un
rôle de premier plan dans toute tentative de déshumanisation,
notamment de l’esclavage. En refusant de reconnaître aujourd'hui les torts causés par le passé, nous nous privons de la possibilité de nous libérer de ce fardeau, d’être en mesure de tourner
la page avec dignité et, par-dessus nous hypothéquons notre
avenir en risquant de perpétuer des attitudes négatives6.
L'éducation doit servir d’instrument d’apprentissage et de conservation de la mémoire collective, véritable fondement du lien
social.

Droits humains et mémoire
La contribution la plus importante de la Révolution haïtienne à
l’histoire de l’humanité a cependant été de concrétiser l’universalité des droits humains, ce principe qui est aujourd’hui la
référence ultime en termes d'éthique et de morale, la norme à
l'aune de laquelle nous jaugeons tous les États du monde. Les
révolutions américaine et française qui l’ont précédée de peu s’attribuent certes les idéaux des droits humains mais ont toutes deux
buté sur la question de l’esclavage, favorisant l’intérêt
économique plutôt que les principes. Les esclaves qui ont fait la
révolution de Saint-Domingue ont donc été de véritables « héros
de l’émancipation humaine ».

En 1998, l’UNESCO lançait le projet « Briser le silence » qui vise
à inscrire dans les programmes scolaires du monde entier un
chapitre méconnu de l’histoire universelle soit la traite négrière
transatlantique,. Ce programme cible surtout l’enseignement
secondaire et est à la disposition du Réseau des écoles associées de
l’UNESCO dont font déjà partie un certain nombre d’écoles
canadiennes. Il vise à favoriser la réflexion éthique sur la portée et
les conséquences de la traite transatlantique (et sur les nouvelles
formes d’esclavage), et à susciter la solidarité entre les peuples qui
en ont été victimes. Il permet aussi de s’interroger sur l’avenir et
nous incite à réfléchir à la construction de nouvelles citoyennetés
respectueuses de nos sociétés de plus en plus multiethniques et
multiculturelles7. Ce programme est donc parfaitement adapté
aux préoccupations fondamentales de la société canadienne.

La philosophie nous enseigne que l’être humain représente une
formidable exception dans le monde : il est le seul à avoir une
« conscience de lui-même ». Il ne se contente pas de vivre, il sait
qu'il vit, il sait aussi qu'il mourra. Dès lors, « vivre » devient autre
chose que simplement « être vivant ». « Vivre » implique un problème de sens, et donc de visée et c’est ce qui pose la liberté
comme exigence absolue (mais toujours en situation). C'est cette
capacité de chacun de faire de soi un sujet libre et responsable qui
est le fondement des droits et des devoirs humains. La négation

5 Message du Directeur général de l’UNESCO (Koïchiro Matsuura) à l’occasion de la Journée internationale du souvenir de la traite négrière et de son abolition, 23 août 2005
6 Icart, Jean-Claude (2004) : « Réparations - Tourner la page avec dignité ». Le Devoir, Édition du samedi 2 et du dimanche 3 octobre 2004
7 Message du Directeur général de l’UNESCO à l’occasion de la Journée internationale du souvenir de la traite négrière et de son abolition, 23 août 2005
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Emancipation now!
Africans, rebellion and the end of slavery
Isaac Saney, Ph.D., candidate
Abstract
This paper places enslaved Africans at the centre of
the struggle to abolish the Trans-Atlantic Slavetrade and slavery. It challenges prevalent notions
that abolition was primarily the work of activists,
such as William Wilberforce. African revolt and
rebellion were the principal activity that undermined the institution of slavery. The decisive act
was the Haitian Revolution, whose repercussions
were felt politically and intellectual throughout the
Americas.
Introduction
The abolition of the slave-trade and slavery is often
portrayed as the work of conscientious and dedicated white activists, such as William Wilberforce
of Britain. This stance is embodied in the 2006
film Amazing Grace, which characterizes
Wilberforce as the central motive force behind the
1807 British criminalization of the commerce in
African humanity. In the dominant discourse,
Wilberforce's legacy is eventually encapsulated in
the final dissolution from 1834-37 of the entire
system of slavery in the British Empire. In this narrative, the central role played by enslaved Africans
is almost invariably marginalized.
This reflects the pervasive eurocentrism that dominates historiography. Eurocentrism's most pernicious impact is in popular representations and
understandings of the past. These perceptions are
continually reinforced "through media...Long
before average citizens read the historians who set
the standards of the day for colleagues and students, they access history through celebrations, site
and museum visits, movies, national holidays and
primary school books" (Trouillot 1995: 20).
While, of course, academia is not immune, eurocentrism does come under intense challenge "by
scholars involved in primary research" (Trouillot
1995: 20). However, academics have little purchase
on popular imaginations, particularly those who
dispute the 'accepted' historical formulations and
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conclusions promulgated and transmitted by the
state's ideological apparatus.
A core element of the Eurocentric framework is the
principle that Europeans, including the settler
colonies and their descendants, are "the makers of
history" (Blaut 2003: 1). Conversely, the historical
agency of non-Europeans, specifically people of
African descent and other 'Third World peoples is
minimized or erased. In short, people of colour are
presented as secondary elements on the stage of
world history. Moreover, "[t]hey are robbed of
their role as subjects of history, reduced to mere
objects who are passive hapless victims, mere spectators and bystanders in the struggle against their
own oppression and exploitation" (Saney 2003:
102). One of the most egregious examples is the
treatment of the abolition of the Trans-Atlantic
Slave-trade and slavery. The myth of the docility
of enslaved Africans has long been refuted in the
historiography. Yet it persists in the popular consciousness.
Richard Hart, one of the foremost scholars
on slave resistance in the Caribbean, observes
that there appears to exist "a desire, perhaps
sub-conscious, to erase the record of their
decisive participation in the anti-slavery
struggle" (Hart 1980: iv). Hart emphasizes,
"large numbers of slaves struggled for their
freedom with unflagging determination"
(Hart 1980: iv).
Eric Williams further
amplifies this point by underscoring that
"the most dynamic and powerful social force
in the colonies was the slave..." (Williams
1991: 201). African resistance, uprising and
revolt against slavery was widespread and
numerous and was the crucial factor in the
struggle for emancipation. It was the constant and defining feature of the African
response to the brutality of the so-called New
World, constituting an unceasing and unflagging war of liberation (See Fryer 1993: 85-
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97; Shirley Gordon 1983: 73-145; Hart 1980 & 1985;
Haitian revolution
Robinson 1997). Herbert Aptheker, a pioneer in the
The Haitian Revolution of 1791 best exemplified the African
study of African revolts, documented more than 250
struggle for liberation. The French colony of St. Domingue significant uprisings and
later to become independent
planned rebellions in
Haiti - was the most prof"Haiti"
North America (Aptheker
itable of all the European
1968). In the Caribbean
Caribbean possessions with
Toussaint was a mighty man
there were at least 73
an enslaved African populaAnd to make matters worse he was black!
major rebellions in the
tion in excess of 400,000.
Black and back in the days when black men knew
1700s. In short, rebelThe Haitian Revolution sigTheir place was in the back
lions occurred continually
naled the end of French
But this rebel he still walked through Napoleon
across the length and
imperial ambitions in the
Who thought it wasn't very nice
breadth of the Americas.
Americas. Haiti became a
And so today, my brothers in Haiti,
beacon for enslaved Africans
They still pay the price
Resistance,
of
course,
throughout the Caribbean,
occurred before the shores of
North and South America. In
Haiti I’m so sorry…
response, a vicious cordon
the 'New World' were
We misunderstood you,
reached: ranging from the
sanitaire was imposed by the
But one day we’ll turn around
ambushing of slave-ships in
European powers, aimed at
And look inside you.
West Africa, to shipboard
the total economic and diploHaiti I’m so sorry…
rebellions. In the Americas:
matic isolation of the island:
Haiti I’m so sorry…
from sabotage of plantation
the goal was the destruction
But one day we’ll turn our heads,
equipment to poisoning of
of the independent Black
Restore your glory.
the plantation owners and
polity and symbol of African
overseers to escape. Escape
freedom. In response, the
When there’s anguish in Port-Au-Prince
often led to the formation of
risen slaves defeated "the
It’s still Africa crying
independent communities.
most powerful European
We’re outing fires in faraway places
The most prominent examnations of their day...."
When our neighbours are just burning.
ples of these communities
(James1980: v). The Haitian
They say the Middle Passage is gone
were the maroons in Jamaica,
revolutionaries led first by
So how come overcrowded boats still haunt our lives?
the innumerable quilombos
Toussant L'Ouverture and
I refuse to believe that we good people
and palengues through-out
then Jean-Jacques Dessalines
Would forever turn our hearts and eyes
Latin American and the
were able to fight off succesAway.
establishment of Os Palmares
sive invading armies of the
in Brazil, the first independSpanish, British and French
Haiti I’m so sorry…
ent black republic that existed
eventually declaring an indeWe misunderstood you,
from the early 1600s to 1695.
pendent republic in 1804.
But one day we’ll turn around
However, the most dramatic
And look inside you.
and influential form of resistAmong the plantation owners
Haiti I’m so sorry…
ance was rebellion and revolt.
there was great fear that the
Haiti I’m so sorry…
It represented the greatest
example of Haiti would
But one day we’ll turn our heads,
threat to the very existence of
spread and inspire other
Restore your glory.
the institution of slavery. In
rebellions, perhaps leading to
many of these revolts, the
other revolutions where
David Rudder, 1988
Africans, hailing from many
Africans would not only end
nationalities and ethnic
slavery, but also seize control
groups, found allies from and fought side-by-side with the
of the entire society. This dread and panic is captured by a corindigenous Mayans, Arawaks and Seminoles and poor white
respondent of the Hartford newspaper Connecticut Courant on
indentured labourers, such as the Irish and the Portugese.
August 21, 1797: "Should the example of St. Domingo [Haiti]
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be caught...[there] shall be great tribulation" (Aptheker 1968:
28). Such was the apprehension in the United States that laws
were enacted "excluding West Indian blacks from 1792 to
1801" (Sheridan 1982: 328). Jamaican Governor Lord
Balcarres wrote to the Duke of Portland in July, 1798 noting
that the success of the "brigands" in Haiti "holds forth such an
example to our Negroes here, as to place Jamaica in a new point
of view, and to render her safety much more precarious and
problematical than at any former period" (Sheridan 1982:
329). Eventually, the Jamaica Colonial Assembly stated that
the entry of "particularly of people of colour, negroes [sic] and
slaves from St. Domingo [Haiti], will endanger the security of
the island..." (Sheridan 1982: 330). Eventually, measures were
taken to control and regulate the interaction of slaves from
Jamaica and those who were imported areas (Sheridan 1982:
330).

important factors in the 1807 British abolition of the TransAtlantic Slave Trade, the Haitian Revolution was the accelerant.
The possibility of a Caribbean-wide insurrection by enslaved
Africans on the scale of the Haitian revolution terrified the
British. Despite its military might, London was quite aware of
the military prowess of the risen Africans. The British government was still scarred by the memories of the crushing defeat
of its 60,000 troops that had been deployed to Haiti from
1793-1798. They had suffered "an embarrassing and costly
defeat" (Sheridan 1982: 329). In its campaign to re-subjugate
Haiti, the British Empire sustained 100,000 casualties in the
Caribbean, as a whole, and expended £10,000,000. The
British were also cognizant that following their debacle,
Napoleon's 43,000 strong expeditionary force was decimated
and also expelled (Sheridan 1982: 329-331). By abolishing
the slave-trade, Britain aimed to quell and eliminate the possibility of revolt, rebellion and transformation - thus preserving plantation slavery - by limiting the number of Africans
directly imported from the continent. Its goal was to replenish the slave population internally. Africans kidnapped directly from Africa brought with them their direct encounter and
lived experience of African thought material, values and traditions, which provided the fertile base and powerful motive
force for the emancipation struggle.

Selwyn Cudjoe emphasizes, "for New World Africans, the
Haitian Revolution was decisive, for it established how they
saw their position in that part of the world, and it set in motion
ideas about their own liberation" (Cudjoe 2002: 9-10). Haiti
created a heightened realization among the enslaved Africans of
their capacity for self-liberation. Indeed, almost without
exception, subsequent rebellions drew direct inspiration and
direction from the Haitian Revolution. The Haitian
Revolution provided "powerful precepts for action everywhere
in the West Indies" (Millette 1964: 22-24). It had an immediate impact across the Caribbean, sparking rebellions in
Grenada, St. Vincent and Demerara in 1795, and the Second
Maroon War in Jamaica in 1795-6. In the United States the
Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey and Nat Turner uprisings of
1800, 1822 and 1831, respectively, all explicitly tied their
visions and legitimacy to Haiti. Poignantly, the Denmark Vesey
revolt had the aim of creating a free Black state in South
Carolina. The Revolution also had an influence that ranged
beyond the direct fight for African freedom (Geggus 2001).
For example, this influence extended to the Latin American
anti-colonial and independence struggles. Simon Bolivar, the
leader of the movement against Spain, visited Haiti, receiving
monetary and other concrete support (Sheridan 1982: 328).
The success of the Haitian Revolution led to the repudiation of
slavery not only by slaves, but also by some plantation owners
and sections of Europe's ruling circles. It significantly affected
the "willingness of European governments and bankers to continue to support the slave trade" (Shillington 2005: 233).
While economic (growing unprofitability of slavery in comparison to wage labour) and strategic (drive for advantage over
its French, Spanish and American imperial rivals) interests were
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Sam Sharp

Sam Sharpe rebellion
The 1831 rebellion in Jamaica, lead by Sam Sharpe drew its
inspiration from the Haitian Revolution. The rebellion was
the death knell for slavery in the British Empire. The rebellion
began on 27 December 1831 and lasted well into January
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1832. It was not suppressed until serious physical and economic damage had been wrought on the island's best plantations. Two hundred and twenty-six plantations were affected.
More than 60,000 slaves - almost one fifth of the enslaved population - participated in the uprising encompassing 750 square
miles (Hart 1985: 244-337; Holt 1992: 14 and Fryer 1993:
92). Richard Hart, in his comprehensive work on slave rebellions in the Caribbean notes, the slaves "had destroyed an
appreciable part of the material basis of their enslavement.
They had succeeded in making slavery an insupportably expensive system to maintain" (Hart 1985: 323).

ical and economic risks for the ruling oligarchy of maintaining
the system of slavery. This combined with growing unprofitability and diminishing productivity made abolition
inevitable. As industrial capitalism - based on the factory system - supplanted commercial capitalism, the slave plantations
had increasingly lost their importance and even became a liability, as Britain needed new markets to export its surplus
goods. Slaves, earning no wages, could provide no such market
and would be more profitable being converted into indentured
labourers or wage earners. However, the abolition decision
from 'above' was accelerated by the fear that incessant slave
resistance would result in another rebellion on the scale of the
Haitian Revolution, which would then spread across the
Caribbean with all the attendant economic and political consequences for Britain (Gordon 1983: 104). As Richard Hart,
underscores: "The abolition of slavery was carried out from
above by enactment. But barring the minor details, it was the
rebellious slaves who re-set the time table for emancipation"
(Hart 1985: 335). Eric Williams is even more succinct: "In
1833, therefore, the alternatives were clear: emancipation from
above or emancipation from below. But EMANCIPATION"
(Williams. 1991: 108).

The uprising was the catalyst for the abolition of slavery
throughout the British dominion. Hart observes that in the
years leading up to the rebellion, the prevailing attitude among
British ruling circles was "that the abolition of slavery, though
ultimately to be desired was not to be contemplated in the near
future" (Hart 1985: 244.). The insurrection in Jamaica transformed this stance, placing the emancipation of the slaves at
the forefront of the agenda. Thus, it was not, as is frequently
asserted, "the anti-slavery movement [i.e., the abolitionist
struggle in Britain] that proved the decisive factor in precipitating emancipation" (Green 1991: 112). The Reverend Henry
Bleby, a Baptist missionary on the island, summed up the
rebellion's impact in the opening page of his report The Death
Struggles of Slavery:
"The revolt failed of accomplishing the immediate purpose of
its author, yet by it a further wound was dealt to slavery,
which accelerated its destruction for it demonstrated to the
imperial legislature that among the Negroes themselves the
spirit of freedom had been so widely diffused, as to render it
most perilous to postpone the settlement of the most important
question of emancipation to a later period. The evidence
taken before the Committee of the two Houses of Parliament
made it manifest, that if the abolition of slavery was not
speedily affected by the peaceable method of legislative enactment, the slaves would assuredly take the matter into their
own hands, and bring their bondage to a violent and bloody
termination" (Hart 1985: 334).

Intellectual authors
What is often ignored in the discussion of slave revolts, in general, and of the Haitian Revolution, in particular, is that
enslaved Africans derived much of their social, political and
moral force from their own African experience, heritage and
thinking. As William Rucker underscores: "Slaves were human
beings as well as Africans from specific socio-political and cultural backgrounds...it would only seem logical that the types of
resistance engaged in by slaves were largely determined and
shaped by their African past" (Rucker 2001: 132). Europe was
- and is - not the only source or generator for ideas of freedom,
justice and liberation. While - quite correctly - much is made
of the impact of the French Revolution (the ideas of liberté,
equalité, fraternité) on the Haitian revolutionaries, it is crucial
to accentuate that the enslaved Africans (the majority of whom
were African-born) had their own ideas and conceptions - their
own African thought material - upon which to draw and base
the struggle for a new society. Implicit in some treatments is
the position that Africans would have been unable by themselves to conceive of a discourse on freedom and rights. It was
imperative that the Africans of Haiti have their own thought
material as the foundation of their Revolution. As radical as the
French Revolution was it could not deal with nor directly
address the conditions of being an enslaved African. The risen
Haitians may have clothed their rhetoric with the ideas and
slogans of the French Revolution but the flesh and blood of

This view was echoed by Bernard Martin Senior, an officer in
the campaign to repress the rebellion, who observed:
"It will not be surprising that so propitious a circumstance as
the late rebellion should be seized with avidity for their furtherance and immediate accomplishment. A bill was brought
into Parliament ... by which it was enacted that 'all slavery
should cease throughout the British dominions on the first of
August 1834'" ((Hart 1985: 334).
The Sam Sharpe Rebellion brought into sharp relief the polit-

76

Fondation canadienne des relations raciales

Emancipation now!
their language was firmly grounded in and sprang from the
content of their collective memory and intellectual lives.

don't even think of it. They are very tranquil and obedient.
The Negroes are very obedient and always will be...Freedom
for Negroes is a chimera" (Trouillot 1995: 72). Events were
soon to show otherwise.

Organized rebellion to slavery in Haiti predates the French
Revolution. For example, from 1751 until his capture and execution by immolation in 1758, Francois Makandal, a vodoun
priest, led a sustained guerilla campaign. The strength of his
organization rested on the unity of various maroon (escaped
slaves) communities: a unity forged on the ideological and
philosophical basis of African religions, traditions, values and
motifs. A feature of Makandal's resistance, as in many rebellions against slavery, was the complex array of political, organizational and strategic skills. Poignantly, 33-years later the
actions of another vodoun priest, Dutty Boukman, initiated
the Haitian Revolution. He would also summon forth the
vitality of African thought material and social practice, shaped
and tempered by the Haitian cauldron.

Conclusion
Africans are at the centre of the story of the abolition of slavery, the principal, active agents. This agency has embodied
more than physical and armed acts of resistance: Africans were
also the intellectual authors of their own emancipatory projects. Moreover, this resistance signaled the emergence and
crystallization of a Pan-African consciousness. It has been
argued that the mix of different nationalities and ethnic groups
was an almost insurmountable barrier to African unity. In
short, it was an "unbridgeable diversity," which was an obstacle to organized slave resistance" (Rucker 2001: 133).
However, the frequency and extent of African rebellion refute
this assertion. To the contrary, "African culture and PanAfrican connections brought together enslaved Africans, from
various backgrounds, and facilitated resistance... efforts to
"randomize" Africans on slave ships and auction blocks had
utterly failed to prevent collaboration and resistance.... "
(Rucker 2001: 133 &143). Here, at least, is one example of
the failure of the strategy of divide and rule.

The Haitian Revolution was an unprecedented challenge to the
European hierarchy of races, with Europeans occupying the
top-rung, Africans the bottom. In this schema, Europeans
were thinkers, Africans beasts of burden. This thinking even
permeated large "sectors of the abolition movement which did
not extol the equality of Africans, but paralleled the propaganda of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals,
arguing that just as one should not treat one's horse, ox or dog
cruelly, one should not treat one's Black cruelly" (Saney 2003:
102; Hart 1990). What many in the abolition movement did
not challenge was "the insidious conception of superior versus
inferior 'races,' the notion of those meant to rule versus those
meant to be ruled" (Saney 2003: 102).

In this panorama of African liberation, the Haitian Revolution
was decisive. It was the seminal event in the struggle against
slavery, the critical chronological marker in slavery's demise.
But it was also decisive for other colonized peoples. In the
ground-breaking Silencing The Past, Trouillot emphasizes that
the Revolution posed as never before claims about "the right of
all peoples to self-determination" and "though its political
practice...challenged Western philosophy and colonialism"
(Trouillot 1995: 89). It demonstrated the capacity of all
oppressed and exploited peoples to resist. Its potent legacy
endures: People are the makers of history not passive observers
or powerless victims, but the active, conscious force in the
fight for a better and just world.

This worldview rendered the prospect of an uprising on the
scale of the Haitian Revolution "unthinkable" by Europeans
(Trouillot 1995: 88). The French colonists could not believe
that enslaved Africans could "envision freedom - let alone formulate strategies for gaining and securing that freedom..."
(Trouillot 1995: 73). In 1790, one colonist poignantly wrote
to his wife: "There is no movement among our Negroes...They
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L’émancipation maintenant!
Africains, rébellion et la fin de l’esclavage
Isaac Saney, D.Ph., candidat
Résumé
Les Africains asservis sont au centre de la lutte
pour l’abolition de la traite transatlantique des
esclaves et de l’esclavage. L’auteur remet en question l’idée très répandue voulant que l’abolition de
l’esclavage soit le fait essentiellement du travail de
militants, comme William Wilberforce. Ce sont la
rébellion des Africains, leurs révoltes qui ont contribué principalement au démantèlement de
l’institution de l’esclavage. La Révolution haïtienne, dont les répercussions intellectuelles et
politiques se sont fait sentir dans l’Amérique du
Nord comme du Sud, constitue l’action décisive
qui a abouti à l’abolition de l’esclavage.
Introduction
On représente souvent l’abolition de la traite des
esclaves et de l’esclavage comme l’œuvre de militants blancs consciencieux et dévoués, par exemple
l’anglais William Wilberforce. Amazing Grace, film
de 2006, voit en Wilberforce la force principale
qui a poussé l’Angleterre à criminaliser, en 1807,
l’achat et la vente d’humains originaires d’Afrique.
Selon le discours dominant, les travaux auxquels
Wilberforce a consacré sa vie ont finalement
abouti à la suppression, de 1834 à 1837, de
l’esclavage dans l’Empire britannique; le rôle central qu’ont joué les Africains asservis est presque
toujours marginalisé.
La marginalisation du rôle des Africains reflète
l’eurocentrisme omniprésent qui domine l’historiographie. L’incidence la plus pernicieuse de cet
eurocentrisme se fait sentir surtout dans la
représentation et la compréhension populaires du
passé. Les perceptions de l’histoire que se fait le
grand public sont continuellement renforcées « par
les médias… Bien avant d’apprendre l’histoire en
lisant les études et travaux des historiens qui établissent les normes que doivent de nos jours suivre
les autres historiens et les étudiants, le citoyen
moyen l’apprend par les célébrations, les visites de
sites et de musées, le cinéma, les fêtes nationales et
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les manuels d’histoire de l’école primaire »
(Trouillot 1995 : 20). L’eurocentrisme est fortement contesté « par les universitaires se consacrant
à la recherche fondamentale en histoire »
(Trouillot 1995 : 20), même si le milieu universitaire n’en est pas complètement à l’abri. Les universitaires, toutefois, ont peu de prise sur
l’imagerie populaire, surtout ceux qui contestent
des formulations et conclusions historiques
« admises », adoptées et transmises par l’appareil
idéologique de l’État.
Un élément essentiel du cadre de référence eurocentrique est le principe selon lequel ce sont les
Européens, y compris les premiers colons et leurs
descendants, « qui font l’histoire » (Blaut 2003 :
1). Dès lors, on minimise ou supprime l’action des
non-Européens, notamment les gens d’origine
africaine ou du Tiers monde, dans l’histoire. Bref,
les gens de couleur n’ont que des rôles de figurant
sur la scène où se joue l’histoire du monde. Qui
plus est, « on dépouille les gens de couleur de leur
rôle comme sujets de l’histoire, on les réduit à de
simples objets : victimes infortunées, ils assistent
en simples spectateurs aux luttes menées contre
leur propre oppression et exploitation » (Saney
2003 : 102). Un exemple criant de cet eurocentrisme est la façon dont l’abolition de la traite
transatlantique des esclaves et de l’esclavage est
présentée. Il y a longtemps que l’historiographie a
réfuté le mythe de la docilité des Africains asservis,
mais il reste toujours présent dans la conscience
populaire.
Richard Hart, l’un des grands chercheurs sur la
résistance des esclaves aux Antilles, note qu’il semble exister « un désir, peut-être subconscient, de
supprimer l’histoire de leur participation décisive à
la lutte contre l’esclavage » (Hart 1980 : iv). Il
souligne que « les esclaves ont lutté en grand nombre pour leur liberté avec une détermination qui
ne s’est jamais démentie » (Hart 1980 : iv). Eric
Williams abonde dans le même sens en indiquant
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que « la force sociale la plus puissante et la plus dynamique des
colonies était l’esclave… » (Williams 1991 : 201). La résistance
générale des Africains à l’esclavage, leurs nombreux soulèvements et révoltes constituent un facteur crucial du combat
pour l’émancipation. Il s’agit là d’une caractéristique constante
de la réaction africaine à la brutalité du prétendu Nouveau
Monde : une guerre permanente et inlassable de libération
(voir Fryer 1993 : 85-97; Shirley Gordon 1983 : 73-145; Hart
1980 et 1985; Robinson 1997). Herbert Aptheker, un
précurseur dans l’étude des révoltes des esclaves africains, a
recensé plus de 250 soulèvements et projets de révolte importants en Amérique du Nord (Aptheker 1968). Au XVIIIe siècle, les Antilles ont connu au moins 73 révoltes importantes. Il
y avait donc continuellement des révoltes d’esclaves noirs,
partout en Amérique.

ce sont les esclaves révoltés qui l’emportèrent sur « les plus puissants pays de l’Europe à l’époque… » (James 1980 : v). Sous la
conduite d’abord de Toussaint Louverture, ensuite de JeanJacques Dessalines, les révolutionnaires haïtiens repoussèrent,
l’une après l’autre, les armées d’invasion espagnole, britannique
et française, déclarant, en 1804, l’indépendance de la
république d’Haïti.
Les propriétaires de plantation craignaient que l’exemple
d’Haïti soit contagieux et inspire d’autres révoltes, susceptibles
de mener à d’autres révolutions où des Africains non seulement mettraient fin à l’esclavage, mais aussi prendraient le
pouvoir. Un correspondant du Connecticut Courant témoigne
de l’épouvante et de l’affolement de ces propriétaires en
écrivant, le 21 août 1797, dans le Connecticut Courant,
journal de Hartford : « Si l’exemple de Saint-Domingue est
suivi…, ce sera une grande calamité » (Aptheker 1968 : 28).
La crainte était telle aux États-Unis qu’on y a adopté des lois
« excluant les noirs des Antilles de 1792 à 1801 » (Sheridan
1982 : 328). Le gouverneur de la Jamaïque, Lord Balcarres,
écrivait, en juillet 1798, au duc de Portland que « ces brigands à Haïti constituent pour nos nègres un exemple de succès tel que l’on doit revoir la situation de la Jamaïque : la
sécurité de l’île est beaucoup plus précaire et incertaine qu’elle
ne l’a jamais été » (Sheridan 1982 : 329). Finalement,
l’Assemblée coloniale de la Jamaïque devait déclarer que l’entrée de « notamment de gens de couleur, de nègres [sic] et
d’esclaves de Saint-Domingue [Haïti], met en péril la sécurité
de l’île… » (Sheridan 1982 : 330). On a, de fait, pris des
mesures pour maîtriser et réglementer l’interaction des esclaves
de Jamaïque avec ceux importés d’autres régions (Sheridan
1982 : 330).

La résistance des Africains commençait évidemment avant
d’atteindre le « Nouveau Monde » : embuscade de navires
négriers en Afrique occidentale, révoltes en mer et se continuait en Amérique : sabotage du matériel de plantation,
empoisonnement des propriétaires et surveillants de plantation, évasion. La fuite des esclaves menait souvent à la formation de communautés indépendantes. Les exemples les plus
connus : les marrons de la Jamaïque, les innombrables quilomos et palengues dans toute l’Amérique du Sud ainsi que la première république noire indépendante, Os Palmares, au Brésil,
qui a existé du début du XVIIe siècle à 1695. Mais ce sont les
rébellions et révoltes, la forme la plus dramatique et influente
de résistance, qui mettaient en péril la survie même de
l’esclavage. Dans plusieurs de ces révoltes, des Africains, de
nationalités et de groupes ethniques différents, combattaient
côte à côte avec leurs alliés autochtones, des Mayas, des
Arawaks et des Séminoles, et avec des engagés à long terme
blancs, par exemple des Irlandais ou Portugais pauvres.

Selwyn Cudjoe insiste sur le fait que « la Révolution haïtienne
a été décisive pour les Africains du Nouveau Monde parce
qu’elle établissait la façon dont ces derniers voyaient leur position dans cette partie du monde et qu’elle donnait jour à des
nouveaux concepts sur leur libération » (Cudjoe 2002 : 9-10).
Haïti permettait aux Africains asservis de mieux réaliser leur
capacité de se libérer eux-mêmes. De fait, presque sans exception, les rébellions subséquentes s’inspiraient directement de la
Révolution haïtienne. La Révolution haïtienne a été la source
de puissants préceptes d’action partout aux Antilles (Millette
1964 22-24). Elle a eu une incidence immédiate dans toutes les
Antilles, provoquant, en 1795, des rébellions en Grenade, à
Saint-Vincent et à Demerara et, en 1795-1796, la deuxième
guerre des Marrons en Jamaïque. Aux États-Unis, les soulèvements de Gabriel Prosser, en 1800, Denmark Vesey, 1822, et
Nat Turner, 1831, liaient explicitement leurs vision et légiti-

La Révolution Haïtienne
La Révolution haïtienne de 1791 est l’exemple le plus caractéristique du combat des Africains pour leur libération. La
colonie française de Saint-Domingue - plus tard un pays
indépendant, Haïti – était, avec ses plus de 400 000 esclaves
d’origine africaine, la plus prospère des possessions
européennes aux Antilles. La Révolution haïtienne présageait
la fin des ambitions impériales françaises en Amérique. Haïti
devint le symbole d’espoir de tous les esclaves africains partout
aux Antilles et dans les deux Amériques. Les puissances
européennes réagirent en imposant un odieux cordon sanitaire
qui visait, par l’isolement économique et diplomatique complet de l’île, à détruire cette entité politique indépendante
noire et ce symbole de liberté pour les Africains. Mais, de fait,
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mité à Haïti. L’on se doit de souligner que la révolte de
Denmark Vesey visait à créer un État noir libre en Caroline du
Sud. L’influence de la Révolution haïtienne s’est fait sentir sur
des luttes qui ne sont pas reliées directement à la libération
d’Africains (Geggus 2001) : par exemple, les luttes anticoloniales et d’indépendance en Amérique centrale et du Sud.
Simon Bolivar, chef du mouvement d’indépendance des
colonies espagnoles, a visité Haïti, y recevant un soutien, entre
autres, de nature financière (Sheridan 1982 : 328).

La Rébellion de Sam Sharpe
La Rébellion de 1831 en Jamaïque, dont le chef est Sam
Sharpe, tire son inspiration de la Révolution haïtienne. Elle
sonna le glas de l’esclavage dans l’Empire britannique. La
révolte, commencée le 27 décembre 1831, fut réprimée dans
les dernières semaines de janvier 1832, mais non sans avoir
causé des dommages économiques et physiques importants aux
meilleures plantations de l’île. Elle toucha 226 plantations;
plus de 60 000 esclaves, près du cinquième de la population
asservie de l’île, participèrent au soulèvement qui s’étendit sur
750 milles carrés (Hart 1985 : 244-337; Holt 1992 : 14 et
Fryer 1993 : 92). Dans son étude exhaustive sur les révoltes
d’esclaves aux Antilles, Richard Hart note que les esclaves
« avaient détruit une partie importante de la base matérielle de
leur asservissement. Ils ont réussi à faire de l’esclavage un système trop coûteux pour qu’il puisse continuer » (Hart 1985 :
323).

Le succès de la Révolution haïtienne a mené à la répudiation
de l’esclavage non seulement par le législateur, mais aussi par
des propriétaires de plantation et par certains cercles dirigeants
européens. Il a eu une forte incidence sur « la volonté des gouvernements et des banquiers européens de continuer à financer
la traite négrière » (Shillington 2005 : 233). Des facteurs
économiques – la diminution de la rentabilité des esclaves par
rapport à celle des salariés – et des facteurs stratégiques – le
désir de l’emporter sur ces rivaux impériaux : la France,
l’Espagne et les États-Unis – ont joué, certes, un rôle important dans l’abolition par l’Angleterre, en 1807, de la traite
transatlantique des esclaves, mais c’est la Révolution haïtienne
qui en a été l’accélérateur.

Ce soulèvement est le catalyseur de l’abolition de l’esclavage
dans les dominions britanniques. Selon Hart, durant les années
précédant la Rébellion, l’opinion la plus répandue dans les cercles dominants britanniques était que « l’abolition de
l’esclavage, souhaitable à long terme, ne pouvait s’envisager
dans l’avenir immédiat » (Hart 1995 : 244). L’insurrection en
Jamaïque modifia cette position, faisant de l’émancipation des
esclaves une priorité. Ce n’est donc pas, comme on le prétend
fréquemment, « le mouvement antiesclavagiste, c.-à-d. les abolitionnistes anglais, qui s’est révélé le facteur décisif de l’avènement rapide de l’émancipation » (Green 1991; 112). Le
révérend Henry Bleby, un missionnaire baptiste sur l’île,
résume l’incidence de la rébellion dans la première page de son
rapport The Death Struggles of Slavery (L’agonie de l’esclavage):
« La révolte ne réussit pas à accomplir l’objectif immédiat de
Sam Sharpe, mais elle portait un coup de plus à l’esclavage,
en accélérant ainsi sa destruction. Elle démontrait à la législature impériale que l’esprit de liberté était si largement
répandu chez les Noirs mêmes qu’il serait très dangereux de
reporter à plus tard le règlement de cette question extrêmement importante, l’émancipation des esclaves. Des
témoignages présentés au Comité des deux Chambres du
Parlement, il ressortait clairement que, à moins d’abolir
bientôt l’esclavage de façon pacifique par la loi, les esclaves
prendraient la question en main et mettraient fin à leur
asservissement dans la violence et le sang » (Hart 1885 : 334)

La possibilité d’une insurrection africaine de l’envergure de la
Révolution haïtienne à l’échelle des Antilles terrifiait les
Anglais. Malgré sa puissance militaire, Londres était tout à fait
conscient des prouesses militaires dont était capable un
soulèvement africain. Le gouvernement britannique se souvenait encore de la défaite écrasante de ses 60 000 soldats à Haïti,
de 1793 à 1798. L’Angleterre y avait subi « une défaite embarrassante et coûteuse » (Sheridan 1982 : 329). Sa campagne
militaire pour reprendre Haïti avait fait 100 000 morts et
blessés aux Antilles et lui avait coûté 10 000 000 £. Les Anglais
savaient aussi que la force expéditionnaire de 43 000 hommes
envoyée, après leur débâcle, par Napoléon avait subi de fortes
pertes avant d’être boutée, elle aussi, de l’île (Sheridan 1982 :
329-331). Par l’abolition de la traite des esclaves, qui
restreindrait l’importation d’esclaves directement du continent, l’Angleterre visait, en supprimant la possibilité de
révoltes, rébellions et de transformation de la société, à préserver le régime de l’esclavage dans les plantations. Elle voulait que
la reconstitution de la population d’esclaves se fasse sans apport
externe, vu que les esclaves venant directement d’Afrique amenaient avec eux leurs connaissances et vécus des idées, valeurs
et traditions africaines, terroir fertile et puissant moteur des
luttes d’émancipation.
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C’est aussi l’opinion de Bernard Martin Senior, un officier
anglais qui avait participé à la campagne de répression de la
rébellion :
« Il ne faut pas se surprendre du fait qu’on se soit emparé avec
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avidité d’une situation si favorable que la récente rébellion
pour l’avancement et l’accomplissement immédiat de ces
objectifs. Un projet de loi fut soumis au Parlement … selon
lequel "l’esclavage est aboli dans tous les dominions britanniques, le premier août 1834" » (Hart 1985 : 334).

de souligner le fait que ces Africains asservis, la plupart nés en
Afrique, avaient leurs propres idées, leurs conceptions
africaines, dont ils pouvaient s’inspirer pour asseoir leur lutte
pour la réalisation d’une nouvelle société. Selon certains, les
esclaves africains n’étaient pas capables, seuls, d’élaborer un discours sur la liberté et les droits. Il était essentiel pour les
Africains d’Haïti d’avoir leurs propres idées sur le fondement
de leur Révolution. La Révolution française était certes radicale, mais elle était incapable de traiter ou de régler l’état des
Africains asservis. Les révolutionnaires haïtiens pouvaient se
servir d’idées et de formules dérivées de la Révolution française
pour étoffer leurs appels à la liberté et à l’indépendance, mais
la moelle de leurs discours provenait de leurs mémoires collectives et de leurs vécus intellectuels.

La Rébellion de Sam Sharpe montrait bien les risques politiques et économiques que le maintien du système d’esclavage
faisait courir à l’oligarchie dominante. Ce fait et la baisse croissante de la rentabilité et productivité de l’esclavage en
rendaient l’abolition inévitable. Avec le remplacement du
capitalisme commercial par le capitalisme industriel, fondé sur
le régime de la grande industrie, les plantations exploitées par
des esclaves perdaient de plus en plus de leur importance,
devenant même un fardeau économique. L’Angleterre avait, en
effet, besoin de nouveaux marchés pour exporter son excédent
de production. Ne recevant aucune rémunération, les esclaves
ne pouvaient constituer un tel marché, et il serait donc plus
avantageux de les transformer en main-d’œuvre engagée à long
terme ou en salariés. La décision « prise d’en haut » d’abolir
l’esclavage fut accélérée par la crainte que la résistance incessante des esclaves engendrerait une autre révolte de l’envergure
de la Révolution haïtienne, qui s’étendrait ensuite à l’ensemble
des Antilles avec toutes les conséquences économiques et politiques que cela impliquerait pour l’Angleterre (Gordon 1983 :
104). Selon Richard Hunt, « L’abolition de l’esclavage s’est
réalisée, de haut en bas, par une loi. Mais, abstraction faite de
détails mineurs, ce sont les esclaves rebelles qui en établirent le
nouveau calendrier » (Hart 1985 : 335). Eric Williams est
encore plus concis : « En 1833, il n’y avait que deux possibilités : une émancipation ordonnée d’en haut ou une émancipation obtenue d’en bas. Mais, dans les deux cas, une
ÉMANCIPATION » (Williams 1991 : 108).

La révolte organisée contre l’esclavage à Haïti précède la
Révolution française. Par exemple, de 1751 jusqu’à sa capture et
exécution par immolation, le prêtre vaudou François Makandal
mena une guérilla permanente. La force de son groupe reposait
sur l’union de diverses communautés de marrons (esclaves en
fuite), une union scellée sur la base idéologique et philosophique
de religions, traditions, valeurs et motifs africains. Ce qui caractérisait la résistance de Makandal, comme celle de plusieurs des
révoltes contre l’esclavage, était la gamme complexe de compétences politiques, organisationnelles et stratégiques qu’elle
regroupait. Il faut souligner que ce sont les actions d’un autre
prêtre vaudou, Dutty Boukman, qui, 33 ans plus tard, ont été à
l’origine de la Révolution haïtienne. Dutty Boukman faisait, lui
aussi, appel à la vitalité des idées et pratiques sociales africaines,
modifiées dans le creuset haïtien.
La Révolution française constituait un défi sans précédent à la
hiérarchie raciale européenne, selon laquelle les Européens
étaient au sommet et les Africains au pied de l’échelle. Dans cet
ordre d’idées, les Européens étaient penseurs et les Africains
bêtes de somme. Ce concept imprégnait même de grands
« secteurs du mouvement abolitionniste qui ne prônaient pas
l’égalité en principe des Africains, mais plutôt, s’inspirant des
arguments de la Société pour la prévention de la cruauté contre les animaux, soutenaient que, pas plus que son cheval, son
bœuf ou son chien, on ne devrait traiter cruellement ses
esclaves noirs » (Saney 2003 : 102; Hart 1990). Plusieurs membres du mouvement abolitionniste ne remettaient pas en question « la conception insidieuse voulant qu’il existe des races
supérieures et des races inférieures, des races qui sont supposées
diriger et d’autres, obéir » (Saney 2003 : 102).

Les auteurs intellectuels
On oublie souvent de mentionner dans la discussion des
révoltes d’esclaves, notamment de la Révolution haïtienne, que
les Africains asservis ont puisé la majeure partie de leur force
sociale, politique et morale de leurs propres expériences, patrimoines et idées africains. Comme William Rucker le souligne:
« Les esclaves sont des êtres humains, mais aussi des Africains
provenant de milieux sociopolitiques et culturels spécifiques…
il semblerait logique qu’ils se soient livrés à des types de résistance déterminés en majeure partie par leur passé africain »
(Rucker 2001 : 132). L’Europe n’a pas été, et n’est pas, la seule
source des concepts de liberté, de justice et de libération. Il est
tout à fait correct d’insister sur l’importance qu’a revêtue la
Révolution française (les concepts de liberté, d’égalité et de fraternité) pour les révolutionnaires haïtiens, mais il est essentiel

Selon cette conception du monde, la possibilité d’un soulèvement comme la Révolution haïtienne était « impensable » pour
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les Européens (Trouillot 1995 : 88). Les colons français se refusaient à croire que les Africains asservis puissent « imaginer la
liberté, encore moins formuler les stratégies nécessaires à leur
libération… » (Trouillot 1995 : 73). En 1790, un colon écrivait
à son épouse : « Il n’existe aucun mouvement de libération parmi
nos noirs… Il n’y pense même pas. Ils sont très tranquilles et
obéissants. 2). Les Noirs sont très obéissants et le seront toujours… La liberté des Noirs est une chimère » (Trouillot 1995 :
7). Les événements devaient bientôt lui donner tort.

Africains asservis, provenant de régions différentes, et facilitaient la résistance… les efforts faits par les trafiquants pour
répartir de façon aléatoire les esclaves africains sur les navires
négriers et lors de leur vente aux enchères ont lamentablement
échoué : ils n’ont pu empêcher la collaboration et la résistance… » (Rucker 2001 : 133 et 143). Voilà, au moins, un cas
où la stratégie du Diviser pour mieux régner a échoué.
La Révolution haïtienne constitue un facteur décisif dans l’histoire de la libération africaine. Elle a influencé considérablement
la lutte contre l’esclavage. C’est avec elle que débute le déclin de
l’esclavage. Mais elle a été aussi décisive pour d’autres peuples
colonisés. Dans son étude faisant œuvre de pionnier Silencing the
Past, Trouillot insiste sur le fait que la Révolution haïtienne a formulé, comme jamais auparavant, des réclamations sur « le droit
de tous les peuples à l’autodétermination » et « par sa pratique
politique… a contesté la philosophie et le colonialisme de
l’Occident » (Trouillot 1995 : 89). Elle démontre la capacité de
tous les peuples opprimés et exploités à résister. Elle nous
enseigne une leçon durable : ce sont les gens qui font l’histoire,
ils ne sont pas des observateurs passifs ou des victimes impuissantes, mais une force active et consciente en lutte pour un
monde meilleur et juste.

Conclusion
Les Africains sont au centre de l’histoire de l’abolition de
l’esclavage; ils en sont les principaux acteurs. Leur rôle ne s’est
pas limité à des actes de résistance physique ou armée. Ils sont
aussi les auteurs intellectuels de leurs propres projets d’émancipation. Qui plus est, leur résistance annonçait l’émergence et la
cristallisation de la conscience panafricaine. On a soutenu que
la combinaison de différents groupes ethniques et nationalités
constituait un obstacle quasi insurmontable à l’unité africaine.
Bref, il s’agissait d’une « diversité dont on ne pouvait s’affranchir, un obstacle à la résistance organisée des esclaves »
(Rucker 2001 : 133). La fréquence et l’étendue des révoltes
d’esclaves africains contredisent cette affirmation. Au contraire,
« la culture africaine et les liens panafricains rapprochaient les
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Race, freedom and religion:
The Church and slavery
Carol B. Duncan, Ph.D.
Abstract
Drawing on historical and contemporary examples,
primarily from the Church of England, this article
discusses the role of the Church, broadly, as a social
institution in slavery suggesting that it supported the
status quo of the slave trade and slavery and was,
indeed, a part of the ruling colonial apparatus in the
British and other western European colonies in the
Americas while at the same time abolitionists, both
black and white, used Christianity as a powerful
mobilizing force against slavery and the slave trade.
Additionally, even though Christianity was introduced to enslaved Africans as a tool of control and
coercion, the enslaved turned it on its head and created a powerfully liberative narrative on their own
terms. Thus, the legacy of the Church and its relationship with slavery is dual and complex consisting
of both liberation and bondage of enslaved Africans
and their descendants and indicative of a complicated history with direct relevance for the present as a
global Church with practitioners who are themselves
descendants of the enslaved.
Introduction
O ye nominal Christians! Might not an African
ask you – Learned you this from your God, who
says unto you, Do unto all men as you would men
should do unto you? Is it not enough that we are
torn from our country and friends to toil for your
luxury and lust of gain? Why are parents to lose
their children, brothers their sisters, or husbands
their wives? Surely, this is a new refinement in cruelty, which, while it has no advantage to atone for
it, thus aggravates distress, and adds fresh horrors
even to the wretchedness of slavery.
- from Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting
Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or
Gustavus Vassa, The African. Written By
Himself, 1789
On Tuesday, March 27, 2007, Toyin Agbetu, a 39 year-old Black man and member of Ligali, an

African-British human rights organization, staged a
lone protest that reverberated around the world.
Shouting, "This is an insult to us," in Westminster
Abbey, the heart of the Church of England and burial place and coronation site for British monarchs,
during a church service commemorating the 200th
anniversary of the British abolition of the
Transatlantic slave trade through the passing of the
Abolition of the Slave Trade Act. Agbetu, surprised
the congregation with his utterance.1 He further
asked all Africans in attendance who were Christians
to walk out in protest with him as he left the church.
Echoing in implicit critique, if not verbatim, the
well-known passage from Olaudah Equiano’s (c.
1745-1797) 1789 slave narrative, Agbetu’s protest
challenged notions of Christian propriety, morality
and equity. Agbetu’s statement came near the end of
a service attended by Queen Elizabeth II, Prime
minister Tony Blair, Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr
Rowan Williams and Lady Kate Davson, the greatgreat-great-grand-daughter of famed abolitionist and
Member of Parliament for Hull, William
Wilberforce (1759-1833). Collectively, these individuals symbolized the British government,
monarch, Church and white-led abolitionist movement waged in the British parliament of the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. They represented chief players and stakeholders as it were, in
the debates about slavery and the slave trade in the
late eighteenth and early decades of the nineteenth
century. Their presence and the service, itself, was an
attempt to come to terms with Britain’s past role in
the slave trade and slavery. However, for Agbetu and
other African and Caribbean people who held similar sentiments, it appeared that the service, as wellintentioned as it may have been, did not entirely live
up to its aims.2 In an interview held with the media
outside of Westminster Abbey following the incident, Agbetu noted that he thought that the Queen
should apologize on behalf of her ancestors and that
the service in effect was a cover-up: "The monarch
and the Government and the church are all in there

1 BBC News 24, Tuesday, 27 March 2007, http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/6497935.stm
2 BBC News 24, Wednesday, 28 March 2007, http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/6501707.stm
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The Church and slavery
patting themselves on the back."3 The service, from this perspective, was seen as a commemoration which did not adequately
address the suffering of the enslaved nor their voices in its format.

cial Church of England, played a major role in British empire
building and slavery as well as the Roman Catholic Church
which played a similar role in French, Portuguese and Spanish
colonial regimes in the Americas. The Church, thus, is understood as a powerful institution which worked hand in hand with
others, including the monarchy, government and the military, in
enforcing a social and political order. This order championed
European dominance and supremacy through the subjugation of
indigenous populations in the Americas, including confiscation
of their lands, and enslavement and other forms of coercive
labour of indigenous and subsequent migrations of peoples from
Africa, Western Europe and Asia in the development of largescale agriculture for profit in the Caribbean, the southern United
States and South America. The Church, in this instance is the
church of the ruling class comprising theologies and liturgical
practices which reinforced this rule. The Church is viewed also as
a dynamic and changing institution, constitutive of, and responsive to the socio-cultural context. Thus, the Church as much as a
part of its power was a claim to an unchanging and unyielding
hold on matters of morality and spirituality, was itself, subject to
the change and flux. In other words, the Church of the eighteenth century was not the Church of the nineteenth or seventeenth centuries. It is within this tension between a claim for permanency, order and stability and the reality of flux that change
was effected within the mainstream Church and by the religious
traditions of the enslaved which emerged as a result of its colonizing mission.

Agbetu’s protest highlighted a deep-seated, and in the minds of
many, as yet unresolved contradiction concerning the role of the
Church in slavery and the slave trade, and its collusion with the
monarchy, the plantocracy including wealthy landowners in the
British parliament in perpetuating and in some instances, profiting directly from slavery. Far from being a benign institution on
the sidelines of power in the world of empire building of the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Church
played an integral role in the development and exercise of colonial rule. It provided through its theologies emphasizing
Christian themes of obedience and accepting one’s lot in life,
powerful ideological justification for the emergence and perpetuation of slavery and towards this end was involved in the indoctrination of Christianity to enslaved people. Ironically, it is in this
last regard that the Church’s legacy as a liberating agent was actualized as the enslaved accepted Christianity on their own term. In
doing so, they created Black Christianities which directly
engaged their everyday lives and called for deliverance from suffering and freedom in unambiguous terms, not in an afterlife, but
in the here and now.
Drawing on historical and contemporary examples, primarily
from the Church of England, this essay will discuss the role of the
Church, broadly, as a social institution in slavery suggesting that
it supported the status quo of the slave trade and slavery and was,
indeed, a part of the ruling colonial apparatus in the British and
other western European colonies in the Americas while at the
same time abolitionists, both black and white, used Christianity
as a powerful mobilizing force against slavery and the slave trade.
Additionally, even though Christianity was introduced to
enslaved Africans as a tool of control and coercion, the enslaved
turned it on its head and created a powerfully liberative narrative
on their own terms. Thus, the legacy of the Church and its relationship with slavery is dual and complex consisting of both liberation and bondage of enslaved Africans and their descendants
and indicative of a complicated history with direct relevance for
the present as a global Church with practitioners who are themselves descendants of the enslaved.

At the same time that this official Church was operating, there
were forms of Christianity that were developed by enslaved
Africans and their descendants in the Americas as well as indigenous peoples that sought to engage the Christian faith, its doctrines and rituals in order to not only understand conditions of
enslavement, systematic racial degradation and political and economic disenfranchisement but to ultimately transform them, in
the here and now. Black Christianities -- a collective term to
describe both the Protestant-based Black Church as the single
most autonomous institution that emerged in North American
black communities as well as black people’s participation in
mainline Protestant denominations such as the Anglican and
Methodist Churches as well as the Roman Catholic Church –
developed out of this engagement with Christianity on black
people’s own terms. While "the Church" has historically excluded such forms of Christianity and indeed actively colluded with
colonial political regimes to discourage them through various
ordinances,4 they nevertheless thrived through covert means such
as practicing under secrecy and in seclusion. They also survived

The Church as a social institution
The term, "the Church," as used here, refers broadly to the various Western European Christianities including Protestant
denominations such as the Anglican Church, which as the offi-

3 Ibid.
4 The Shouters Prohibition Ordinance in Trinidad and Tobago, for instance, officially outlawed the Shouter Baptists or Spiritual Baptists from practicing their religion from 1917 until
its repeal in 1951. Broad in scope, similar legislation existed throughout the Caribbean in the colonial era and beyond aimed at suppressing forms of religiosity and cultural expression
amongst the enslaved and their descendants which were African in origin while expressly favouring mainstreamed forms of Christian worship. See C.M. Jacob, Joy Comes in the
Morning: Elton George Griffith and the Shouter Baptists (Trinidad and Tobago: The Caribbean Historical Society), 1996.
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through sophisticated systems of symbolism which utilized mainstream Christian rituals, themes and the bible to represent
African and African-derived religions and a worldview steeped in
the African sacred cosmos.5

called, "Foreign Parts." First, however, the Society had to convince the planter class that introducing Christianity to enslaved
Africans would actually make them better slaves rather than disrupt the status quo and inciting rebellion as feared by the
planters. In order to accomplish this task, the Society stressed a
theology focused on themes such as obedience to masters and
accepting one’s lot in life as God’s will aimed at instilling loyalty
rather than rebellion in the enslaved. Biblical passages such as
Ephesians 6:5 "Slaves be obedient to your masters" were cited to
support the idea of a naturalness of the social order of slavery. The
so-called "curse of Ham" was also invoked to justify enslavement
of Africans as "Hamites" who were positioned as descendants of
Ham. As such, Christianity, from this perspective was seen as a
powerful mechanism of social control. The radical message of liberty, brotherly and sisterly love and equality in the bible was relegated solely to matters of the spirit, conveniently, and not interpreted as indicative of support for enslaved Africans’ humanity
and ultimately freedom from bondage. Thus was set the stage for
the contradiction of preaching equality, mercy and love for all
God’s children while some of these were condemned by the same
scriptures to enslavement for life by others who justified their
wielding of power as the will of God.

The church and slavery: A complicated relationship
The conversion of enslaved Africans to Christianity was seen by
Europeans from the outset of the Atlantic slave trade as a justification for slavery. The logic, in this instance, claimed that contact
with Europeans as a result of the slave trade enabled the
Christianizing of Africans who would otherwise not have been
introduced to the gospel. However, there was opposition, in
England, initially, to conversion based on the knowledge that
English law prohibited enslavement of Christians. As such, conversion through baptism of enslaved Africans would be tantamount to granting them freedom. The contradiction was rectified with a change in colonial law which noted that baptism and
conversion to Christianity did not change the status of the
enslaved.
However, even with the change of legislation, planters were still
not supportive of conversion due to the widely-held notion that
Christianity would somehow corrupt enslaved people (for slavery, that is). This "spoiling" was engendered supposedly by the
cultivation of feelings of self-worth which challenged the acceptance of their role as bondspersons for life which would ultimately lead to rebellious attitudes and a greater likelihood of actual
insurrection aimed at overthrowing the entire system.6
Additionally, whites were uncomfortable with the idea that
enslaved Christian Africans through having a shared faith would
make claims for fellowship with whites. Conversion, therefore,
was seen as a dangerous step towards eradicating boundaries
between blacks and whites and enslaved and free coded here as
Christian versus non-Christian. Social difference in the Atlantic
world was structured along racial, class and religious lines and
conversion threatened the naturalness of these divisions for "religion, like language and skin color, constituted the colonists’ identity."7 Finally, the spiritual wellbeing of enslaved people was not
a priority for planters; their fundamental concern with the
enslaved was their capacity for labour.8 In so doing, the enslaved
were rendered irrevocably as body bereft of mind and spirit
except for manipulation and of the labour of the body.

While crusading reformers such as William Wilberforce, famed
abolitionist and Member of Parliament, campaigned for the abolition of the slave trade and slavery citing moral and religious
grounds, ministers in the Church of England as well as government officials participated and profited from the slave trade. By
1792, Colonel John Graves Simcoe, a Wilberforce supporter had
become Lieutent Governor of Upper Canada. By 1793, under
Simcoes’ leadership, The Act to Prevent the Further Introduction
of Slaves and to Limit the Term of Enforced Servitude was introduced. This Act effectively freed the children of the enslaved by
the age of 25 and prevented settlers from bringing enslaved people into the area that would become the province of Ontario.
Even with these reforms, so important was the slave trade as the
basis of the economies of the Americas, that most major institutions in society, including the Church were in some way directly
involved. The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in
Foreign Parts actually owned a plantation in Barbados called
Codrington. Planter Christopher Codrington (1668-1710) had
left the plantation and the people enslaved on it to the Society
following his death. The Society’s ownership was neither silent
nor hidden as the chests of people enslaved on this plantation
were branded with the word "Society." The glaring contradiction
–enslaving the very same people whose souls were apparently to
be saved through missionary activity to effect conversion to
Christianity – was an integral aspect of the Church’s involvement

At the dawn of the eighteenth century, the Church of England
established an organization concerned with conversion in the
British colonies. Founded in 1701, the Society for the
Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts was aimed explicitly
at introducing Christianity to the enslaved in the colonies, the so5
6
7
8

See Allen Callahan, The Talking Book: African Americans and the Bible. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006).
Albert J. Raboteau, "African-Americans, Exodus, and the American Israel," in African-American Christiantiy ed. Paul E. Johnson. (University of California Press, 1994), 3.
Ibid., 2.
Ibid., 2.
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with slavery. Church officials even received financial compensation for the loss of slave labour following the abolition of slavery
in the British Empire in 1833. Under these provisions of compensation, managers of estates and owners of enslaved people
were financially compensated for their "loss" of profits from slave
labour.

this acceptance, at this time represented the embodiment of the
threat that the planters of a century ago feared: an upset and challenge to the order of colonial society rigidly defined by race, class
and religion as markers of a separate and supposedly inalienable
identity of privilege. Even though this relatively egalitarian racial
participation did not last (it was soon replaced with restricted
access for blacks), it nevertheless opened the doors to black participation in Protestant Christianity in unprecedented numbers.

The emergence of Black Christianities
The reaction to the introduction of Christianity by the enslaved
varied from rejection to partial acceptance on the terms of the
enslaved. This acceptance was tempered in light of their experiences of enslavement and institutionalized racism and desire for
liberation and acknowledgement of their humanity. There were
Africans who accepted Christianity hoping that their baptism
would elevate their status and lead towards freedom in the future
for themselves and their children. As well, there were those
enslaved who reinterpreted Christianity in light of traditional
African beliefs to create new religions in the Americas. Santería
in Cuba and vodou in Haiti are two examples of New World
African religions that developed out of the complex use and interpretation of Christian, in particular Roman Catholic, and
African-based symbols, rituals and beliefs.9 For the most part, the
conversion of Africans in large numbers did not take place until
the 1740s and the Great Awakening. The first 120 years of slavery in the British colonies from the 1619 introduction of slavery
in the colony of Virginia was limited.

The revival movement of the Great Awakening spread from the
US South northwards to Nova Scotia and other areas of what is
now Atlantic Canada.10 Formerly enslaved people like Virginiaborn David George (1743-1810) who arrived in Nova Scotia
from the Southern United States, after the American War of
Independence, were instrumental in conducting revivals and
establishing churches amongst black communities in Nova
Scotia. George founded Baptist churches in Shelburne and
Halifax, Nova Scotia before his eventual departure, in 1792, for
what would become Sierra Leone. The Black Loyalists, the name
given to black people who had fought on the side of the British
in the American war of independence, were willing to be baptized as Christians and to participate as full members of churches. However, this was not to be for while they received baptism
their membership in white churches was limited and curtailed by
racially discriminatory practices. For example, at St. Paul’s, an
Anglican church in Halifax, in 1783, the first year of the Loyalist
migration, while black people were baptized they were prohibited from interacting with whites and by the following year, they
were made to sit in a special gallery. When the gallery could not
accommodate the large numbers of black people, they were
instead encouraged to meet privately in homes for worship. The
full membership and participation that black Christians sought
was denied them in white Anglican and Methodist congregations. This segregation led in part to the creation of independent
black churches and then denominations in which black
Christians could experience their full humanity and worship in
community without discrimination.

The Great Awakening, the name given to the revivals that swept
through the English-speaking Protestant Christian world of the
1740s, resulted in an unprecedented conversion of large numbers
of black people. Evangelical in focus with an emphasis on salvation and a direct and personal relationship with God, the revival
preachers were more successful than the missionary society of the
Anglican Church established 40 years earlier. Both enslaved and
free blacks took part in these revivals in a variety of roles including preaching and exhorting the gospel. The Baptist and
Methodist denominations drew particularly large numbers.
Perhaps it was because the evangelical Christian revivals of the
eighteenth century emphasized ecstatic forms of worship
amongst white and black participants which accounted for the
appeal to enslaved Africans. As well, too, the enslaved may have
observed similarities between these ecstatic forms of worship and
water baptism which may have been reminiscent of traditional
African styles of worship and initiatory rites. Crucially, the
Methodist and Baptist evangelicals unlike the Anglicans, in the
1780s, were willing to accept black people in their midst as worshippers at the revivals. Some Methodist and Baptist evangelicals,
in the United States, even made anti-slavery statements. As such,

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, churches
were founded by black Christians of various Protestant denominations including Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians and
Episcopalians. For example, Bethel African Methodist Episcopal
Church was founded by former slave and licensed Methodist
preacher, Richard Allen (1760-1831) in 1794, in Philadelphia.
By 1816 an independent black denomination, the African
Methodist Episcopal (AME) church was founded with Allen
elected as its first bishop. This church spread north of the border
to Canada by 1838. These churches served social, political and

9 See Margarite Fernandez Olmos and Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert, Creole Religions of the Caribbean: An Introduction from Vodou and Santeria to Obeah and Espiritismo. (New York:
New York University Press), 2003.
10 James St. George Walker, The Black Loyalists: The Search for a Promised Land in Nova Scotia and Sierra Leone, 1783-1870. (New York: Dalhousie University Press, 1976), 64-65.
11 Denise Gillard, "The Black Church in Canada," McMaster Journal of Theology and Ministry, 1998, http://www.mcmaster.ca/mjtm/1-5.htm
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cultural as well as spiritual needs of their congregations. As the
single most autonomous institutions in black communities, one
in which black people were able to exercise relative free will, they
played a crucial role in articulating a desire for freedom and in
mobilizing political will.
The emergence of black churches also led to the development of
theological interpretations of biblical scripture which were
responsive to the needs and historical circumstances of black people which were necessarily concerned with freedom from enslavement and confronting systematic racism in daily life. They saw
within Christian symbols and the bible, powerful stories and
metaphors which explained their plight and their salvation. Thus,
themes of a God intimately concerned with black people’s deliverance from slavery were commonly expressed through appropriating the story of ancient Israel held in bondage by Egypt and
delivered by a just and loving God.11 This theology was liberatory and historical in its focus as it used biblical texts in ways that
suggested that the liberatory potential of Christianity was its legacy for black people and not passive acceptance of inequality and
enslavement. Through music, prayer, testimony and preaching,
the oral traditions of the Black Church asserted this claim for selfdefinition and liberty while simultaneously critiquing white
Christian churches and white Christians, themselves, for what
they saw as a glaring contradiction. Hence, Olaudah Equiano’s
scathing critique – "nominal Christians"—is an expression of
this sentiment which used the very texts originally introduced as
forms of oppression to speak back to their oppressors.

task with which it is faced in the twenty-first century.
Perhaps the best known, and certainly most heroic popular legacy of the Church and its involvement with slavery in the British
Empire, is the story of abolitionism and the role of Anglican
reformers like the legendary British Member of Parliament,
William Wilberforce often credited as heralding the introduction
of legislation which led to the abolition of the slave trade in 1807
and slavery, itself, in 1833. However, as influential as Wilberforce
and other white church-based abolitionists’ activities may have
been, this essay has demonstrated in its brief overview, and as
enscapsulated in Lisa Codrington’s familial ancestral search, the
role of the Church is much more ambivalent as the Church of
England actually profited from slavery and there were individuals who held church offices who, themselves, owned hundreds of
enslaved people.
On February 8, 2006, Dr Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of
Canterbury led the General Synod of the Church of England in
a unanimous vote to apologize to the descendants of the
enslaved.13 Dr Williams’ call for apology was couched in terms of
sharing the "shame and sinfulness of our predecessors."14 A year
later, in March 2007, on the eve of the commemorative church
service in which Toyin Agbetu made his protest, Dr Williams
noted in an interview with the BBC that the Anglican Church
was beginning to consider the role of reparations for its role in the
slave trade. Along with the Archbishop of York, Dr John
Sentamu, Dr Williams led a procession through London,
England on Saturday, March 24, 2007, to mark the bicentenary.

Legacies: Ambiguity, crisis and change
Lisa Codrington, a Toronto-based actor and black Canadianborn woman of Barbadian parentage shares the same last name as
Christopher Codrington, the 17th and early 18th century
Barbadian planter. This sharing is not coincidental for in searching for information on her ancestry, she was shocked to learn that
her ancestors who were Anglicans, like herself, were most likely
also owned by the Anglican Church.12 The clue is in her last
name, Codrington, which indicates that more than likely she is
descended from enslaved people on the inherited Codrington
estate since the vast majority of enslaved people used the names
of the people who bought them. The estate was bequeathed to
the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts by
Christopher Codrington in 1710. The Anglican Church is one of
the major Christian denominations among English-speaking
people of African descent from the Caribbean, Africa, the UK
and the US. Dealing with its dual legacy of colonialism and slavery as graphically demonstrated by Lisa Codrington’s discovery,
as well as a tradition of abolitionism and activism is a part of the

While specific details of reparations were not discussed, what is
crucial here is an acknowledgement that the Church, like other
major modern institutions, has profited financially and been
indelibly influenced and shaped by slavery and the slave trade.
The "collective amnesia" that sociologist Stuart Hall mentioned
as being emblematic of the west’s dealing with slavery in the public imagination15 seems to be, if not lifting, entirely, definitely
shaken up by the recent efforts surrounding the commemoration
of the bicentenary of the abolition of the slave trade. While
explicit pronouncements about the future of the Church lay
beyond the scope of this essay, it seems timely, that the bicentenary serves as an opportunity to spur reflection, acknowledgement and action in considering the Church’s not-too-distant past
as well as its current role in a contemporary world still grappling
with the legacy of slavery and the Transatlantic slave trade and the
world they made.

12 Telegraph.uk.co, 11 February 2006, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/
13 Telegraph.uk.co, 02 February 2006, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/
14 Ibid.
15 Stuart Hall in A Son of Africa, film, directed by Alrick Riley (Aimimage Productions, 1996).
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African Nova Scotian reflections on the impact of
enslavement, colonization and racism on identity
and mental health
by Wanda Thomas Bernard, Ph.D. and Sandy Maureen Miller, M.A.
Abstract
In this article the authors discuss issues of the legacy
of slavery and racism on mental health and well
being of African Nova Scotians. Part of a larger study
entitled Developing a New Service Model for
Canadians of African Descent: Enslavement,
Colonization, Racism and Identity, two of the
Halifax team members report some of the findings
from the community consultation held in Halifax in
2006. We begin with a brief discussion of the history of oppression of African Nova Scotians, share
highlights from the consultation, and conclude with
suggestions for follow up. Clearly, the impact and
legacy of slavery leads to such a politicized definition
of one’s identity. For people of African descent who
were born in Nova Scotia there is a disconnect from
the original birthplace of Africa, largely due to the
mis-education and negative stereotyping about what
it means to be African. In addition, in a racialized
context one’s identity is shaped by how one sees
oneself, and how others (in this case those from the
mainstream) see you.
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Background
It is well known that one’s "social location" will
bring differential treatment, or the process of "othering," which makes possible the denial of equitable
access to the goods and services offered by organizations and institutions. Looking more specifically at
the social construction of health, Abrums (2000)
highlights how one’s social location affects one’s definitions of health and healthy behaviour. Similarly,
Beardslee’s (1989) study is a good illustration of the
impact of race and class oppression on health. For
women of African descent, gender oppression
becomes an additional burden (Bernard, LucasWhite & Moore, 1994; Enang, 2002). Other
research that has examined the relationship between
health and socio-economic status (Baxter, 1990; Fick
& Thomas, 1995; Hay, 1994; Sharif, Dar &
Amartunga, 2000) emphasizes the impact of economic disadvantage on both health status and access
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to health care. There has also been much research
examining the impact of gender on health
(Coleman, 2000; hooks, 1993; van Roosmalen,
Loppie & Davidson, 2002; Taylor, 1999); however, little research has been conducted on African
Canadian women’s health (Enang, 2002). Such
research would need to examine the interlocking
systems of oppression rooted in racism, sexism,
classism, ageism, heterosexism, and ableism, and
their short- and long-term impact on health and
well being.
Although the Black community of Nova Scotia is
one of the oldest in Canada, it has been well documented (Mensah, 2002; Bernard & Bernard, 2002,
Pachai 1990) that despite their origins, African
Nova Scotians are marginalized in terms of income,
occupational status, and access to the mainstream
political and social arenas. For example, Este and
Bernard (2003) claim that the impact of exclusion is
far reaching, and suggest that for many African
Nova Scotians there may be greater risk for major
health problems such as diabetes and hypertension;
family and social problems, including violence and
abuse; identity and self-esteem problems; and mental health challenges (p. 326).
Este and Bernard (2003) also assert that systemic
racism is manifested by the over-representation of
African Canadians in mandated services such as
child welfare and by under-representation in voluntary services such as counseling and mental health
services. Yet, when one considers the impact of
everyday racism, it begs the question ‘how do people cope without breaking down mentally and/or
emotionally?’ Indeed, it is painful to accept the reality of that fact, but throughout our painful history
in Nova Scotia Black people have endured the
tremendous burden of oppression imposed on us by
the institutionalized racist practices that are pervasive in society. However, more importantly, this survival has come at the expense of our health and our
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quality of life continues to lower every day. It must be understood that from the beginning people of African descent in
Canada have been subjected to an unfair deal issued from the
medical establishment. Particularly, in Nova Scotia the story is
no different, as African Nova Scotians are not represented at
the policy and senior management levels of the health care system but are certainly over-represented in the population of
those facing health issues that pose a serious threat to their
survival.

els (for prevention and treatment) that are capable of responding
to the reality and needs of people of African ancestry.
This is a community consultation project. It included focus
groups, interviews, and a think tank. We report here on the
Halifax component of the project. There were ten focus groups
in Halifax: The Association of Black Social Workers pilot focus
group; rural youth; inner-city youth; women-urban; men and
women rural; seniors rural; seniors urban; new Canadians in
Halifax, and service providers. In addition we conducted two
interviews with mental health consumers, and seven with key
informants, including two psychiatrists, three mental health clinicians, one manager of mental health services and one service
provider with forensic services. The participants were from a
wide range of backgrounds. Most were of African Nova Scotian
decent, but there were also participants who were immigrants,
and some were refugees. The age group of all participants ranged
from 16 years old to 90 years old.

Due to the cumulative effect that systemic racism has on the lives
of African Nova Scotian people, and other people of colour, they
must face:
• Higher risk of depression and suicide
• Feelings of helplessness, hopelessness, fear, mistrust,
despair, alienation, and loss of control
• Damaged self-esteem, higher risk of addictions and violence
• Higher stress and more stress-related illnesses such as high
blood pressure, heart disease, diabetes, and problems of
the nervous system
• Unemployment, underemployment, lower wages and
unsafe working conditions
• Limited access to jobs, housing, education and the services
they need to be healthy.
Recent research conducted on the health care needs and issues
affecting the African Nova Scotian community (Enang 1999,
Bernard 2005, Etowa et al [in press], Black Women’s Health
Group 1998) also substantiate the existence of systemic racism.
Enang (1999) asserts that the lack of culturally appropriate services, and the lack of screening for diseases that are common to
African people are examples of the ways in which the health care
system systematically discriminates against members of the
African Nova Scotia community. This consultation sought to
develop more understanding of the perceptions of African
Canadians regarding the impact of slavery and racism on their
mental health and well-being. Although the consultation was
conducted in three cities (Toronto, Montreal and Halifax) we are
only reporting on the Halifax site here.

Main findings
There were five major findings from our analyses of the
Interviews and Focus Groups:
1)How individuals identify themselves
2)The mental health needs of African Nova Scotians are not
being met
3)Access to Mental Health Care for people of African
Ancestry is insufficient
4) Racism across the spectrum in Mental Health Care has a
large impact on whether or not people of African ancestry
choose to seek it
5) There are numerous coping strategies people from African
decent have been using to deal with such mental health
care racism and oppression.
Identity
All participants identified as African, or being of African descent.
Identity then became political where the responses from the
focus groups participants highlight the political nature of identity issues among people of African descent. Although all the participants are of African ancestry, they never totally want to see
themselves as Africans from Africa except those participants
from the New Canadian focus group who all identified themselves as Africans from Africa. Identity was then seen as a space
in terms of geographical location. Almost all the participants in
the focus groups identify themselves as being African Canadians.
One of the mental health consumers identifies herself as a biracial and goes under the identity of African Canadian, another
stated that she was Jamaican Canadian. A male senior also identified himself as a Jamaican Canadian. All the participants in the
New Canadian Adults focus group see themselves as Africans
having migrated to Canada as refugees and landed immigrants.

National consultation process
A National Consultation was led by the external clinic of JeanTalon Hospital in Montreal, the Centre for Addiction and
Mental Health in Toronto, and the Association of Black Social
Workers in Halifax. The title of the project is: Developing and
Implementing a Model to Address the Impact of Enslavement,
Colonization, and Racism on the Identity and Mental Health of
Communities of African Ancestry in Canada. The goal of this
project is to improve the experience of mental health care for
diverse communities of people of African ancestry in Canada.
Most importantly, the objective is to develop new service mod-
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Interestingly, one participant says that she sees herself as a Black
African because there are white people in Africa who are considered to be Africans as well.

Stigma about mental illness is a barrier in the general population, and it poses greater problems for African peoples because
of the lack of culturally relevant services.

Clearly, the impact and legacy of slavery leads to such a politicized definition of one’s identity. For people of African descent
who were born in Nova Scotia there is a disconnect from the
original birthplace of Africa, largely due to the mis-education
and negative stereotyping about what it means to be African. In
addition, in a racialized context one’s identity is shaped by how
one sees oneself, and how others (in this case those from the
mainstream) see you.

Culturally relevant services and cultural
mental healthcare providers
A female mental health consumer spoke about the need for specific services and programs for Black people that are culturally
sensitive and the need for having Black workers from the same
culture. Participants stressed that clients want to be served by
workers they can identify with as they will likely feel a lot more
comfortable. A consumer said, "…we need specific services for
Black people that are culture sensitive. Programs and services
that will meet the needs of Black people where they can identify with workers who are like them…". The lack of culturally relevant services presents huge barriers to those who might need
mental health care.

Mental Health Needs of African Nova Scotians
Proper diagnosis and medication
Some focus group participants believe that mental illnesses
among people of African ancestry have not been diagnosed or
misdiagnosed. Thus one states, " … a lot of the problems that
we have, have been misdiagnosed because maybe we haven’t had
qualified people …" Someone in particular touched on the
importance of having the right type of medication for people
of African ancestry and is concerned about the medication that
is given to Black people as there are medications that may not
be suitable for Black people.

Access to mental health
Based on the responses from the participants, most said that they
are not satisfied with the choices they have for mental health
services in Halifax. Many talked about having mental health
facilities and other agencies or organizations specifically designed
for Black people. Others talked about having these places in the
Black communities and having trained Black professionals especially Black therapists, psychiatrists, social workers, psychologists
and other Black clinicians. There is an expressed need for cultural diversity in mental health services. A female mental health
consumer said that she is not satisfied with the choices that she
has here in Canada, for example, when she goes to see her psychiatrist, she only spends about maybe ten minutes or fifteen
minutes with her psychiatrist and that’s just for prescribing her
medication and seeing how the symptoms are being controlled.
She said,
" …because they’re mostly White doctors and White healthcare,
mental health providers, they don’t have time for you, they don’t
want to spend time, they just don’t want to be bothered you
know, spending time with you because they can’t relate to you
because you’re from a different culture from theirs and they
expect that you should embrace their culture…"

Stigma
The majority of the participants talked about the stigma that
people with mental health problems face, and the fact that this
can keep them from seeking and receiving help. A Black service provider spoke specifically about the stigma that is associated with mental illness in the Black community. She said,
"…Maybe where we need to start, in the Black community in
terms of mental health is to talk about what mental illness is
and the taboo associated with actually discussing those things."
Another person said that because of the breakdown of the family in terms of stigmas that have been placed in society, any
mental health organization should have representation of
Blacks who understand what Black people need in terms of
mental health. On the other hand, a key informant expressed
a different set of beliefs: he said, "…my concern would be that
we would have a segregated way of managing mental health
and it would not be, …the same health care that you know, if
you said okay, we’re going to build a mental health clinic and
we’re going to put it in this neighbourhood because we think
it’s predominantly African Canadian. Then you might have
similar stigma around…. well I don’t want to work there
because it’s the African Canadian one or I don’t want to go
there because, it’s still a mental clinic."

A respondent from the Service Provider’s focus group said that
the mental health service that they have at [centre in Halifax] is
a good service but is not an ideal service for the Black community because they use a white psychiatrist to see Black people.
The person said,
"Our mental health workers again, probably have more interaction with the Black community and in part because they
develop a relationship with them but I mean I think …it is a
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challenge and as I say, it’s partly relationship building and getting comfortable and familiar with people and part of it is a
lot of the services that we use for mental health where we refer
out here, people aren’t comfortable so they’re ditching services.
I mean there aren’t programs that are tailored specifically for
the Black community and they only meet you know, with people that may not appreciate their culture and their environment, so often they just don’t go."

that were chucked at me, there was nowhere to go. There was
no coloured home over here or coloured home here, there was
just nowhere to go. So as a young man growing up, a lot of people got hurt a lot, you know and at one point in my life, … I
almost killed a man and I think I was only about eighteen years
old. So as a young man growing up, yes I was hurt a lot, I was
tortured and humiliated and at that time, that’s the only way
I knew how to, well not protect myself but to retaliate right."

The lack of culturally relevant services generally means that
many who need to seek mental health counseling do not, hence
the lack of diagnosis and treatment until there is a crisis. Some
family members talked about their discomfort in referring a
loved one for help due to their fear that the system might actually make the situation worse. For some, the issue was the fear
of facing racism in mental health services.

Other focus groups also describe their experiences of racism such
as the Men-urban/innercity focus group, a participant said,
"…when my family first moved down to the Valley, there was
a school up on the mountain, and there was a school in the valley. We lived in the middle and they wouldn’t accept us at either
school, they didn’t want us there. And we had to go through the
MLA in order to even go to school and then after we got to
school, then we were called nigger, liver lips, all these kind of
names…"

Impact of racism on mental health
Most of the participants of the various focus groups talked about
their experiences of feeling hurt and being humiliated in public
for being Black, what Essed (1991) calls everyday racism. There
were those who were in their late 40’s, to 70’s and even older
who spoke of the racial discrimination that they experienced in
schools and their place of work back in their younger days. The
teenagers spoke about feelings of hurt and humiliation because
of the way they are treated now just because they are Black.
Obviously, the feelings of hurt and humiliation occurred in our
history and continue to be experienced today. It must be noted
from the Seniors-urban/innercity focus group that most persons
in this particular group have experienced racism in their early
life, especially in school around the mid 1940s. Several persons
from this group described such an experience:
"…one day we went to school and we saw the priest across the
street and we said what’s going on? They told us to go back to
the school. This white family across the street said I heard the
Blacks are taking over. So this father said, I hear the Blacks is
taking over, I will kill myself. So the day we go to school, they
make us go in, the priest was there, he heard the Blacks was
taking over, so he hung himself and I was only like in grade
four."

All the participants from the Rural youth group said that they
were all humiliated in public because they were Black. One in
particular said, " Yeah, when I was younger I went to an all white
school so I just felt like I should be white because I wanted to fit
in."
A biracial Nova Scotian female from the Youth-urban/innercity
focus group said,
"You can’t even tell I’m Black but people like say things just by
the way I act and they say they can tell by the way I act. It feels
awful. Especially when you ain’t got nobody to back you up. If
you’re the only one and there’s nobody there."
A key informant described his or her experiences of not being
humiliated or hurt because of being Black, but described the
pressure exerted on him or her to act a certain way as a Black person. This person may not be aware that this is also a form of
racism that debases the individual.
These stories tell of the assault of racism, and of strategies people use to deal with it. Many participants described the various
experiences that they have had in terms of emotional distress or
discomfort that they had for just being a Black person. The
effects are deep and cut across all classes, both genders, youth,
adults, and seniors. These experiences greatly impacted upon
them psychologically and emotionally. Other focus group participants continued to draw from their early childhood experiences of how hurt and humiliated they felt for being a Black person and this is quite illustrative in the female mental health consumer’s experiences:

"Yeah. I was taking some type of course one time and I was the
only Black one in that course and…I never got the marks I
should have gotten because I was a Black person in that class
that they couldn’t put the marks down too low…"
Another participant told of the violence he got involved in
because of racism. He said,
"I grew up in a totally white neighbourhood. So the names
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"Yes, Yes. I feel, you know, for example, I don’t know but I
always felt like something is wrong with being Black. Like
when I was growing up, the negativity, the negative things that
was told to me. You know the projection through the media as
a child watching the TV, everything is just all these white
movies…and it shows that well, something is wrong with
being Black because the messages you get from these movies."

by taking care of business. A few participants from the Rural
youth focus group said that support from family and friends
help and also support from the church and spirituality. A participant from the Men and Women rural focus group said that
music helps one to pull through while another said that talking
to the heavenly father helps.
The following quote is illustrative:
"Me, I have my prayers, I have my family and okay, it might
sound strange but I just get in my car and drive. Pray and
drive and listen to my music. I do a lot of reading, I do a lot
of handcrafts but the saying is, when the going gets tough, the
tough get going and I go out the highway. But mainly I’m
praying and I have my tape going full blast, very loud but my
family is the one and my good friend. I have a good friend and
we have lots of things that are really confidential and if you
have somebody that you can speak and things are kept confidential then you put your trust in God and things work out."

A few respondents from the Women-urban/innercity focus
group tried to explain how systemic racism is, "That’s not
because of who I am, that’s because of the society." Another in
agreement states, "It’s not because we are Black people, it’s
because we live in a society that’s racist."
One of the key informants gave a poignant response, which
sums up the collective experience of many African Canadians:
"I get stressed all the time. That brings a lot of emotional distress. So every time you go out, you deal with it, it’s a daily
occurrence that you just have to deal with. How you’re received
at the grocery store, how you’re followed around in the mall and
all of that. It impact on you as a Black person. So it’s recurring…" Such experiences of everyday racism do take their toll
on people of African descent. However, one of the most amazing things is that there is survival and people cope with many
assaults on a daily basis with their dignity and mental health
intact. We discovered that this was partly due to a range of positive strategies that people use, which we discuss next.

A participant from the Women-urban/innercity focus group
said that exercise at the gym helps her to pull through while
another said, "For me it’s lighting candles, meditation, prayer,
reading the bible, talking to my daughters or somebody, good
friend." Someone else said shopping helps her pull through.
Most of the participants from the Seniors-urban/innercity focus
group talked about the Minister, family, church members, and
friends that help to pull them through.

Coping strategies
The following is a list of the coping strategies that participants
identified as ways that they coped with stress and emotional
health concerns: use of church and/or spirituality; extended family
support; friends; and community.

For example, one person said:
"You go to the Bible for guidance and comfort and then you
go to your friends or to your, for me I go to my best friend, I go
to her and get my help answered from her and the family and
the church members."

Most of the participants of the focus groups and the key informant interviews talked about turning to the church, their pastor,
their families, friends, and to prayers when things are getting
really rough. The family and spirituality are very important factors in all the Black communities. It is through these institutions that Black people are able to effectively deal with problems
in their lives and typically not using the services of mainstream
agencies and organizations. The family and the church are the
bedrock of the various Black communities.

Similar stories were shared in the ABSW Pilot focus group. One
participant said that talking to and calling friends and sharing
your daily experiences with them and getting validation from
your friends and getting advice on how to handle each situation.
Another participant shared "I have three things in my life that
keep me sane with stress, anxiety and all those. One is my faith,
two are my sister, girlfriends and three is the knowledge that I
have people in my life who are amazing and I count my blessings." Similar stories were presented by others. One said "I think
my own spiritual base is a key part of my coping mechanism and
family and friends." Another offered that "For me personally it’s
prayer. I just go to my source, that’s been my saviour. I’ve been
through a lot of issues, a lot of personal issues and prayer, prayer
has really been the answer."

A respondent from the Service Providers’ focus group said that
they have noticed "a very strong feeling in North Preston
–strong, strong feeling of community."A youth from the Youthinnercity/focus group said that some pull through by smoking
weed and getting a beer. Others said that they just pull through
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Others talked about the importance of communication with
friends and family. These quotes are illustrative:
"Communication. Communication is a big key. Having
somebody, an outlet to talk and making sure that frustrations
don’t build up and let the stress and frustration overcome you."

fear that white mental health providers will not understand their
culture, or that they will experience direct or indirect racism
while seeking mental health services, so they do not go.
Essentially, these participants informed us that their mental
health needs are not adequately assessed or treated in Nova
Scotia. Most turn to family, friends, religious leaders, and community members, to deal with distressing problems that they
cannot cope with. Many mental health needs go undiagnosed,
and many are misinformed about what services exist.

"I think discussions with members of the community. Just trying to keep the lines of communication open with all members
of the community and of the church and community is how I
think the community dealt with things in the past."

Although there is a great need for mental health services and
programs in Nova Scotia for African Nova Scotians, Black mental health professionals such as psychiatric nurses, doctors, psychiatrists, social workers and others are not readily available in
Halifax Therefore participants recommended that health
authorities actively recruit mental health professionals from the
Black community. Participants also expressed the need for all
health care staff to be trained cross culturally so that they will be
able to deal effectively with patients who are from an African
ancestry. They also recommended that hospitals have cultural
and language interpreters available to help interpret for those
who do not speak English and to give doctors and other health
professionals insight on patients’ different cultural backgrounds
so that they will be better understood, and consequently better
served.

Conclusion
The information that was gathered from the focus groups and
key informant interviews support the purpose of this project in
creating a mental health model specifically for African
Canadians. Because there are no mental health services and programs specifically for African Nova Scotians, the people often
turn to their families, friends, churches, and pastors in the Black
community for support and guidance. The lack of mental
health services and programs for African Nova Scotians are further impacted upon by the deep racism that these people have to
deal with on a daily basis. Many African Nova Scotians do not
trust white mental health professionals or mainstream agencies
and organizations because of the legacy and persistence of racism
which is rooted in the legacy of slavery and colonization. They
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