Between 1976 and 1988 I taught in various schools of the Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal. This experience permitted me to observe the behaviour of students and teachers and to reflect on what caused such behaviours as well as to speculate on how they could be otherwise. It made me reflect on the ability of parents to educate their children to deal with the reality that encircles them. It permitted me to observe how teachers from one different cultural background impose their values on their students from other cultural backgrounds. 
The school room became in fact a miniature version of the wider society. There one saw that people had predetermined roles to fill. The values that had already been accorded the poor, Blacks, non-Europeans were reflected there as well as the characteristic European feeling of missionary to the rest of the world.  Filling such roles, on the part of the teachers, various school personnel, and the students, was crucial to maintaining the appearance of what was called normal.  My experience revealed to me just how much students and teachers believed that the basic order of society must be maintained. This was rarely evident in what they said, but it was very visible in their expectations.PRIVATE 


I am still dealing with much of what I experienced then. And it was so nightmarish and so complex that I treat it in fiction, fiction being the closest waking-life treatment of reality that comes nearest to dreaming.  I will give you a few examples of my observations—examples relevant to this present audience.  The first is that the black child in this society, with very few objections, wants to be accepted, sometimes at almost all costs, sometimes at all costs.  I'll give you a few examples to illustrate this and I'll attempt to analyse the dynamics involved in each of the examples.  In a class one day a Black student asked me if I was Haitian.  I said no.  Another Black student asked, where then did I learn frog language.  Another said, "Don't bother with him; he is another voodhoo man—he just doesn't want us to find out that he eat people."  The situation deteriorated with an increasing number of insults directed at Haitians. But the most disturbing aspect of the whole affair was that entertaining the White students in the class seemed to have been the main oject of this exercise.  After each insulting remark, the Black students looked at the white students to see how the insult had registered.  That I understood was the price Black students are prepared to pay to inform their White peers that they are ashamed of being Black.  Any amateur psychiatrist will spot this pattern.  You pick a scapegoat that looks like yourself and destroy it literally or symbolically.  That way you prove to those that hate you that you too hate yourself, but you need not be conscious of what you are doing. In fact if you become conscious of it, it ceases to be effective.  This incident I've just related is understandable.  Daily, Black students are  either directly or indirectly humiliated on account of their race. Most of this humiliation is unconscious and most of it is registered unconsciously.  But for this reason it is all the more potent.  When the humiliation is not present in deed, like for example, like being called nigger, it is certainly everpresent in the negative values of the word black--blackmail, blackguard, blackmarket, blacklist etc.  Unconsciously when a black person encounters another, all these negative associations are triggered, the way dream symbols come to embody painful reality we choose to ignore when we are awake.  It is no accident that many Black Americans often greet each other with the expression, "How you doing, Nigger?"  If you analyse the term nigger, as used by White people, you will find that it is shorthand for ex-slave, inferior intelligence, low wages, poor housing, large prison population, etc.  Why then do Black Americans reinforce the word?  Why not "soul brother" or "soul sister," as in the 1960s and seventies, and what happened to "Black is beautiful?" I won't attempt to answer this question. But I think you should.


Every black teacher in the public school system here will tell you that Black students take special pleasure in humiliating them before their white peers in order to be applauded by their white peers. 


Another example.  In 1984 a very black girl of about thirteen came to me to complain that another black girl—a light-skinned one, it turned out out to be—had called her midnight Bertha. I asked the complainant what the term meant.  She looked at me as if she thought I were stupid. Finally she said "It means black;"  a few moments later she added "and ugly."  I asked  her  if she thought she was ugly.  She did not answer.  I asked her if she thought blackness was ugliness, she also did not answer.  I may add here that this was a French immersion class, that this child's mother had got her a tutor, and that she was among the highest achievers in the class.  I summoned the light-skinned child and asked her what she had said. She had no trouble doing so.  I asked why she said it.  She replied that everybody could see that the other was black and ugly. With some questioning on my part she stated that everyone knew that blackness was ugliness and most people would not want to be black if they could help it. "Even you, sir."  I asked her how her white friends perceived her.  "They say I am brown, sir." "Are you brown?" I asked.  "I am not Black," she said.  "Well, you are," I told her, "and the sooner you admit it, the better off you would be."  I kept both students in for two evenings and made them read an essay by John Oliver Killens, which we later discussed.  However, at the next parent-teachers' meeting, the mother of the light-skinned child was incensed: she accused me of teaching her daughter to hate white people.


My last example.  One morning there was an explosion in what was usually a calm secondary three French class, in which I had some fairly healthy black students, mostly new arrivals from Jamaica.  The student who led the explosion was Canadian-born, and was the paragon of good behaviour.  A white student had called him "African." All the Black students turned to me, expecting swift judgement on the white child.  With a straight face, I said, "For me it is a compliment to be called African."


"You know what she means," one of the Jamaican arrivals exclaimed.


"Yes," she means that either I or my ancestors have come from Africa.  If you think it's an insult to be called African, then insult her back by calling her European.  Europe is the continental home of White people."   But I kept the Black students in at recess and we talked about the nonsense of cannibalism, racial supremacy and so on, and I told them why they could not afford to let the word African bother them.  I suspect that I made no converts that morning.  But when I met a couple of them four years later, right after the murder of Anthony Griffin, I realized I had planted seeds. At least they had begun to think. Of course, there's something pathetic about the realization that it required a bestial act of that proportion to rekindle  what they had been told some four years earlier.


Now let's get down to specifics.  The most fundamental challenge facing you young people listening to me is creating your space—your  economic space, your cultural and psychical space, and your physical space in this society.  I am not talking about getting a job, I am not talking about dancing in the streets at the end of June, and I am not talking about renting an apartment or owning a house, and at the same time I am talking about these things.  Really what I am talking about is a lot more fundamental than that.  It is first of all finding out for yourself the answers to a series of questions:  Why am I, of African descent, living in a country that initially belonged to Inuit, Iroquois, Huron, etc?  Why am I here?  How do the reasons for my being here still influence the way I am perceived here?  How am I perceived here?  What is my role in this economy?  Which aspect of the history I am taught about myself was created by the race that has oppressed my people?  Where can I find the truth about myself?  What are my actual beliefs about myself and my people?  Do other people share those beliefs?  Where did I get those beliefs?  What are my real problems in this society?  How do I go about resolving them?  How effective are my solutions? What are the fundamental values of the society I live in? To what extent do my goals conflict with the values of this society?  To what extent can I depend on the Black community to assist me?  What collective approaches has the Black community for tackling the difficulties that beset it? What parts of its strategies seem to be working?  What parts are ineffectual? Why is this so?  These questions contain many other questions and they are the task of a life time.  

If you do not seek to answer them and to act concretely in light of your discoveries—after exhaustive analysis—you will remain an item on white people's agenda. Your significance will not exceed that of a consumer of whatever is tossed out to you.  Let me explain. I mean the basis for your life would consumption, consumption of the ideas created by those who desire to control you.  So you will watch movies on television, movies that tell you that the good always triumph and movies that show you that the good are those who are wealthy and the powerful, and accept what authority tells them, who do not in anyway rock the boat; sometimes they are the poor, but when they are they are contented with their lot and grateful that they don't live in Soviet Union or Africa (occasionally there are exceptions to this, but the exception is always there to prove the validity of the norm). During the movie, the real purpose of the programme is made clear--it is get you to buy things, the movie is merely the honey that traps the flies--and believe me advertisers do not see their audience any differently. They probably use the word sucker, but the analogy is the same. If you are going to be of any good to yourself ,you have to live way beyond this.  You must develop a critical faculty that prevents you from responding according to the subliminal images the sellers of products and ideologies constantly  plant in you.


To shift my focus slightly, you will have to come to the place where the concept of racism ceases to have the force it seems to have in the lives of Black people today.  You are going to be the one to drain it of its poison.  The frustrated French Canadian bus driver who can only conceive of non whites as niggers, chings, and pakis, etc. gets a kick out of seeing you respond with anger to what he intends as an insult.  When he calls you nigger, he is saying: this is my territory, I call the shots here, and I have the right to insult you. You are not like me. I have power that I can wield over you. If your response is, "If it makes you feel better, go ahead and say it, all I want is a transfer, not to hear your insults," you will in fact deprive him of the catharsis he is seeking. 
After all you have to save your energy to plan strategy to fight entrenched attitudes at other levels.  The frightened bus driver is quite impotent.  If he bullies children, it would be better to get several parents and children to attest to this and petition the MUCTC to have him fired. It should be beneath us to dignify a verbal insult.  If you are denied service at any institution, it's far more effective to take the name of the person who has refused the service, and ask to see his or her immediate superior.  When you get to see him or her, you ask: Is it your policy to refuse to serve Blacks here?  Or do you generally let Blacks stay twenty minutes at the counter before serving them? And so on and so forth. Insects enjoy stinging their victims--you would not want to dignify someone of such base value.  You see, for the bus driver, and others with his mentality, insulting you will bring a momentary sense of self-esteem; for you, howevber, if you allow it to affect you, you will go to CEGEP or university and will be unable to concentrate. Over a long period of time some of you will turn to hating yourselves.  When this happens the energy required for effective functioning is consumed in frustration, self-hate, anger, etc. It can even fester further. Such assaults are intended to undermine your self-worth, and they are usually engaged in by people who themselves have very little self esteem.  


I'll give you a personal example of what I believe to be the result of cumulative frustration, one that Black Harvard professor of psychiatry Dr. Alvin Poussaint confirms:  When I lived in Montreal, I found it very painful to belong to most of the community groups.  I found the members took enormous pleasure in insulting one another; they shouted at one another, screamed at one another, and even insulted one another in ways that defied explanation.  They even threatened each other with fist fights. I once tried to start a tutorial programme with a certain organisation and for several  monthly meetings, the organisation in question never got around to that part of the agenda, most of the meeting having been taken up in insults and counter insults, threats of physical abuse and even attempts at making good those threats. One outburst of that sort in their workplace would have got them fired.  
What this told me is the basic contempt in which we hold one another.  All of us who rise to positions of leadership have had ample opportunity to learn and master the forms of polite behaviour.  Why then do we feel we have to suspend them when we are dealing each other? I suspect that this practice is one of the principal reasons why many capable Blacks refuse to involve themselves in community groups.  I certainly could not continue to be a part of the group I've just referred to. I have heard time and again that it is the frustration of racism that causes us to lash out at one another.  Well I think it is time that we recognise the cause at its root and not allow the frustration to build up.  I'll cite for you from  a recent example how I deal with the problem of killing racial fustration at the source.  Three weeks ago I gave the students of one of my classes at Laval University a short story to prepare for one of their exams.  It happened to be a short story written by a Black American author.  I kept hearing rumours here and there that some students felt that my choice of the story was confirmation of their feeling that I was racist. The day I returned the exam, one student asked why I chose that particular story.  "Because it's excellent for testing your understanding of the concepts I have taught you."  There was silence.  "Is that all?" I asked?"  There was still silence.  Then I added, "I thought you were going to ask as well if it wasn't because I was racist, since so many of you, especially some of you who are failing, think I'm racist."


"Are you racist?" another student asked. "I wouldn't worry about that, if I were you, I would worry about learning how to analyse fiction. To be quite honest with you, I don't care whether you are racist or not, but I care whether you understand the concepts I teach."


"It's certainly refreshing," someone said to me three years ago, "to meet a Black university professor."

My answer was, "It would depend I suppose on whether one is in the habit of dealing with black drug pushers."


 Returning to the first example, believe me, students do this sort of thing as way of engaging their teachers in psychological warfare, as a way of destabilising them.  It's another version of the bus driver.  You don't give it any more importance than it deserves.  If I allowed such innuendo to overwhelm me, it would undoubtedly frustrate me, and  would lead, when I am in situations where I can unleash my frustrations with impunity—and this would ordinarily be when I am with Blacks—I would do so. I suspect this to be the basis of the mutual trading of insults that passes for meetings in many of our organisations.  You, listening to me, must begin the process of self and social analysis that would prevent you from ever having to engage in this. It gets you and the community nowhere. 


Having said the above I do not wish to diminish the problems we face with prejudice when Whites and Blacks must interact in positions of power—when  Whites must decide whether to give a job to a black person or a white one or rent an apartment to a Black person, when Whites have to be reprimanded by a Black person, etc, or when they have to deal with us  in roles such as supervisor, teacher, consultant, etc.  You see, most people organize their existence around symbols, and the most important symbol in one's life is one's ethnic or tribal or racial identity.  Except for colonised peoples—who often hate themselves and admire their oppressors—people are taught to sacrifice their lives to preserve the values of their tribe and, therefore, of their culture. The suffering that the Kurds are presently experiencing because of their uprising to regain control of their destiny is a poignant example of what I am talking about.  There is not a Black person in the West today who can truly empathize with the depth of that feeling.  The reason for this is that we have long lost any sense of a truly collective identity.  Our struggle is hardly more than an individual one. But, as a Black person, if your only desire is to be accepted by the society you live in, then you are in serious trouble. Because you will end up doing what is required of you, and that involves validating the prejudices of Whites.  Rather it should be to be respected by the society you live in.  
If you validate White gods, you end up embracing the myth of Ham, i.e, that you are descendants of a man cursed by Jehovah and for that reason you are entitled to inferior social status.  I'll say to you quite frankly that the uncritical way in which Black people embrace Christianity bothers me profoundly.  Blacks may argue that they throw out some of the myths on which the religion is founded, but that is not how religion works.  A people creates a religion that serves its own needs, whether it be to take away other people's lands, other people's freedom—it doesn't matter. If the people who are enslaved in the name of that religion accept the religion that justified their enslavement, they remain perpetually enslaved. Whatever we may think about the Rastafarians they are light years ahead of those who have swallowed Christian dogma and its concomitant racism. 


My suggestion to you is to begin reading the books written by Basil Davidson about Africa—Davidson is white by the way—THE AFRICAN GENIUS, THE AFRICAN SLAVE TRADE, BLACK MOTHER, BOOKS by Frantz Fanon: BLACK SKIN WHITE MASKS, THE WRETCHED OF THE EARTH, Cheik Anta Diop's THE AFRICAN ORIGIN OF CIVILISATION, Sterling Plumpp's: BLACK RITUALS, Walter Rodney's HOW EUROPE UNDERDEVELOPED AFRICA, Chancellor Williams' THE DESTRUCTION OF BLACK CIUILISATION,  Eric Williams' CAPITALISM AND SLAVERY, W. E. B DuBois, THE SOULS OF BLACK FOLK, William Grier and Price Cobbs' BLACK RAGE, Alvin Poussaint's  WHY BLACKS KILL BLACKS, Ivan Van Sertima's THEY CAME BEFORE COLUMBUS, and so on. For your health's sake, leave the Bible alone, leave alone the fanstasies of white historians apologising for their forefathers and themselves.
Afer such knowledge you would not be at the mercy of some White or Black or Asian who asks you, what has the Black people ever contributed to civilisation?  It is on this lie that the argument of Black inferiority is based. If I asked most of you sitting there today to answer this question, you won't be able to. When you are in a position to educate–if  you deem it necessary—or to laugh at the askers of such questions you will also be in a position to plan your own survival. 
Today we witness all sorts of people running around the globe, worrying that soon we will poison ourselves out of existence, begging people to stop destroying the earth's atmosphere and poisoning its water.  I smile at this, because in this the philosophy of African civilisation has been vindicated.  You see, Africans  as well as many New World natives always knew that man's duty was not to conquer nature but to learn how to live in harmony with it.  And it is precisely because they respected the laws of the earth that they have been conquered and humiliated by peoples who have no respect for the laws of nature, who think of nature something to be limitlessly consumed. If you come to understand this one fact, you'll pity the claims of White people that they are the superior race. But if your soul has been conquered by White propaganda, so would be your labour, and much more, and the more you strive to be like them the more you'll hate yourself and your race. It cannot be otherwise. 


I guarantee you that Blacks who rediscover the meaning of Blackness  would be less inclined to want to peddle drugs, would want to pool their resources to generate jobs for themselves rather than rely on the good wishes of White people, would pool their resources to own apartment buildings and homes rather than brook the insults of White people. It's the most effective way to conquer prejudice and to break the dependency relationship. When you no longer rely on your neighbour for food, lodging, or employment, you don't have to worry about whether or not he likes you.  The energy and the resources we devote to dancing on the street in June and to praying on Sundays and sometimes on other days too, to putting down one another, should be devoted to cooperation, to planning. Today I look at our community centres that will close down immediately should government withdraw grants.  I look at our community leaders retracting statements on television and wonder to what extent such retractions are related to threats of having their grants withdrawn. Just think for a moment that if every Black person in this city gave ten dollars to the Negro Community Centre, how easily (I said ten dollars) we could tell the funding agencies to go to hell.  That we have not realized this is indicative of how much others control our destiny.  A common expression in the United States is: At the beginning of the twentieth century Jews were not permitted in the hotels of Miami; by the middle of the twentieth century they owned them. 


The task of what the Black race in Canada becomes is on your shoulders.  You did nothing to merit this responsibility.  You can choose to shoulder it or not to shoulder it.  Every institution around you, the print and electronic media, the organs of consumption will tell you that it is none of your responsibility. If you believe them, you and your children will be worse off.  Every ethnic group must create its economic space in this society before it allows itself to be absorbed.  So far Blacks have not created their own.  You can either choose to correct the negligence of those who came before you or to become, as most of our community presently is, items on other people's agenda.



