from “Codes of Canadian Racism: Anglocentric and Assimilationist Cultural Rhetoric”  

The Canadian discourses of power that flow around race and racism infiltrate texts as diverse as a provincial referendum, the Multicultural Act, and prominent newspaper ads, and these discourses, both “official” and “popular,” are sources for a much wider public perception and sensibility, ones that foster attitudes intolerable to difference. Classroom study of these texts offers an opportunity to unravel the many unquestioned Canadian assumptions regarding “ethnicity,” “visible minorities” and especially, First Nations identity and status. One of the functions of the university environment is to examine ideologies that have been previously accepted and passively consumed, enabling a rejection of those precepts and forging the possibility of radical changes in thinking. 

In classroom explorations of such things as specific as pronouns to as expansive as national credos, there is unveiled a Canadian ethos that has, since its inception, been founded on racist principles can be revised and transformed. Such a view of national foundations may disturb students, but it seems essential to the kind of social justice that Canada purportedly espouses that we address and reconsider this groundwork. The language of postcolonial study, while often mired in both that Canadian tradition of looking elsewhere in the world for injustice and that academic tendency to distance and generalize, does offer a resource with which to describe the intricacies of racist discourses. Alongside such writers and theorists as Smaro Kamboureli, Fred Wah, Roy Miki, Jeannette Armstrong, and Marlene NourbeSe Philip, this postcolonial/cultural studies/ Canadian studies unit would chart the various rhetorical configurations of nation, citizenship, democracy, ‘us/them’ binaries, “ethnicity,” “multiculturalism,” and “colour” in Canada. 

Addressing racism in the class seems always a risky venture; it involves self-reflection, vulnerability, and an awareness of one’s own conditional/ conditioned language. While difficult, it is the ethical ground that writers and readers across the country are asking teachers to enter. What we might first recognize is the multiple ways in which issues of social justice are superceded by something else. To put it simply, social justice often gives way to other interests: white psychic security, “progress” as measured by financial stability or privilege, principles of democracy and ‘good government’, abstract notions of nationhood, moral standards, and a tradition of scholarly discourse and theoretical objectivity. The critical distance that is created by theoretical or policy discourse stays as a crucial element in a Canadian racist ethos. Since the signs of “multiculturalism” and “postcolonial” have been misdirected from the outset and so ravaged of their potential for political resistance, might we be forced to reconceive a theoretical basis? Like the Indian Act and other government and court decisions, issues of “efficient management” have overshadowed principles of social justice and the adequate recognition of historical violence, so much so that nationhood and citizenship may be too enmeshed in these principles to disentangle. Might we be led to name a new consciousness of these pervasive ideologies “post-Canadianism”? 

