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Victoria Abraham 
Institutionalized Racism? The Representation of Black 
Canadians in Canada Hall 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
Institutionalized racism, also known as systemic racism, refers to racist 
policies and practices that are embedded in societal institutions and systems 
such as the media, employment, education and law enforcement. The 
Canadian Race Relations Foundation defines systemic racism as “the 
policies and practices of organizations, which directly or indirectly operate 
to sustain the advantages of peoples of certain ‘social 
races’”(Acknowledging Racism, Defining Racism 1). The focus of this 
essay is the tokenization of black Canadians within Canada’s national 
narrative as illustrated by the Canadian Museum of Civilization. By 
analyzing the limited representations and presence of black Canadians in 
Canada Hall, specifically the Canadian Pacific Gallery and The Story of 
Toles School in Amber Valley exhibitions, and discussing discrimination in 
the public sphere as represented by the labour market and academia, this 
essay will argue that the black Canadian experience is one of exclusion and 
limited representation both in the national narrative as represented by the 
museum and the public sphere. Through its limited representations the 
museum reflects and reinforces the institutionalized racism of the 
dominant society. This situation of exclusion needs to be remedied through 
a re-conceptualization of what it means to be Canadian, basing belonging 
on accomplishments and values rather than on race. By including black 
Canadians’ contributions and history the Canadian Museum of Civilization 
can open up the dialogue on race and racism in Canada.  
 
KEYWORDS 
Institutionalized racism, Africville, railroad porters, Canadian Museum of 
Civilization 
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 The myth of Canadian tolerance is one of the most prevalent myths in 
this nation. Various aspects of history such as Canada’s generous 
immigration policies, welcoming mosaic and the existence of the 
Underground Railroad have been emphasized to bolster this myth, 
especially in opposition to the “morally inferior” United States of America 
with its practice of slavery (Cooper 69). However, this myth conveniently 
erases important aspects of Canadian history such as the existence of 
slavery in Canada. The myth of tolerance also minimizes the modern reality 
of Canadian race relations.  Institutionalized racism, also known as 
systemic racism, refers to racist policies and practices that are embedded in 
societal institutions and systems such as the media, employment, education, 
and law enforcement. The Canadian Race Relations Foundation defines 
systemic racism as “the policies and practices of organizations, which 
directly or indirectly operate to sustain the advantages of peoples of certain 
‘social races’”(Acknowledging Racism, Defining Racism 1). This essay aims 
to examine the existence of institutionalized racism within Canada in 
reference to the representations of black Canadians in the Canadian 
Museum of Civilization, the marginalization of the black community of 
Africville, Nova Scotia, and the impact of race within academia and the 
labour market. Black Canadians are defined as visible minority Canadians 
who are racially identifiable as black. This essay does not distinguish 
between Caribbean-Canadians, African-Canadians, and etc. because it is 
not dealing with individual identity and representativity. Rather, it focuses 
on the representation of the black Canadian community as a whole, 
without the distinguishing hyphen. This topic is relevant because it 
addresses an overlooked narrative within the Canadian Museum of 
Civilization and Canada as a whole.   
 
The research question, which my essay will answer, is: do the 
representations of black Canadians in Canada Hall reflect the existence of 
institutionalized racism in Canada? By analyzing the representations and 
limited presence of black Canadians in Canada Hall, specifically the 
Canadian Pacific Gallery and The Story of Toles School in Amber Valley 
exhibitions, this essay will argue that the black Canadian experience is one 
of exclusion and limited representation in the national narrative as 
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represented by the museum.  
Such limited representation is problematic because racism continues to 
exist within society in institutions such as the labour market and academia. 
 The concepts of institutionalized racism, exclusion, and black 
Canadian identity will be illustrated through the following works. Books 
such as “People of the Underground Railroad” by Tom Calarco, “North-
side view of slavery” by Benjamin Drew, “In the Past: Images of Historic 
Black Nova Scotia” by Bridglal Pachai and Henry Bishop and “Africville: 
the Life and Death of a Canadian Black Community,” by Donald H. 
Clairmont and Dennis William Magill, will provide the necessary historical 
context for my essay. “The African Diaspora in Canada” edited by Wisdom 
J. Tettey and Korbla P. Puplampu, “Ebony Roots, Northern Soil” edited 
by Charmaine A. Nelson and “Canada’s Colour Coded Labour Market: the 
Gap for Racialized Workers” by Sheila Block and Grace Edward Galabuzzi 
will provide modern examples of institutionalized racism and its impact on 
Canadian black communities. The Canadian Pacific Gallery exhibition is 
the primary source for this paper. The Story of Toles School in Amber 
Valley exhibition will also be analyzed to provide a complete picture of the 
limited black representation in the museum. A series of books and articles 
on the topics of historic and modern race relations will document the black 
experience in Canada.   
 This paper is comprised of five sections. The first section is contextual 
to the location and describes the historical context dealing with Canada’s 
history of slavery, deconstructing the myth that slavery was an American 
phenomenon. The second section will focus on the analysis of the 
exhibitions focusing on the limited representation of black Canadians that 
may lead to confronting prejudices or racism. In the third section, I will 
discuss black Canadian representation in the public sphere, focusing on 
exclusion practices in the labour market and academia. In the fourth 
section, I will discuss the nature of belonging in Canada, exploring the 
permanent hyphen attached to visible minorities, institutionalized racism as 
an exclusionary force, and the race-based definition of identity which I will 
argue needs to be replaced with a definition of “Canadian” based on values 
and accomplishments.  
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Historical Context 
 History books and public discourse have constructed Canada as a 
northern haven for slaves. Slavery is portrayed as something that existed in 
the United States, while Canada served as the asylum for runaway blacks. 
The existence of the Underground Railroad is feeding the myth of 
Canadian innocence. The Underground Railroad refers to “the informal 
system and network of individuals who aided slaves fleeing from slavery, 
offering them shelter, food, money, transportation, and protection along 
their way to the Northern states and Canada” (Calarco xxi). The railroad 
operated between 1800-1860, and its activities were kept secret because 
aiding slaves was illegal (Calarco xxi). Despite the popular construction of 
Canada as a safe haven, slaves also found safe haven in the Northern states. 
In fact, slavery existed in Canada until the early 19th century. For example, 
slavery in Nova Scotia lasted from about 1686 to January 11, 1808 (Pachai 
and Bishop 8). Slavery also existed in Quebec and Upper Canada. Marie-
Joseph Angélique is an example of the treatment of slaves in Canada. She 
was tortured, hung and burned for setting fire to her mistress’s house in 
1734, without substantial evidence of her guilt (Cooper 18-22). Canada also 
participated in the business of slavery, which constituted constructing ships 
for use in the British slave trade (Cooper 68). As Jenny Burman argues, 
“the historical denial of slavery in Canada has necessitated endless 
insistences, which need repeating in order to crack through the lacquer of 
the Underground Railroad narrative (wherein the idea of Canada as a safe 
haven is an obstacle to the recognition of the presence of slavery and 
colonialism)” (110).  

In Nova Scotia, most slaves worked in domestic labour or as skilled 
craftsmen and labourers in construction and shipbuilding, which is 
considered the “softer side of slavery” (Pachai and Bishop 8). Slavery was 
formally recognized as illegal in Canada in 1803 by the Chief Justice of 
Lower Canada, William Osgoode, who declared slavery inconsistent with 
British law, setting a precedent that lead to the end of slavery in Canada 
(Calarco xxvii). It is important to note that the Underground Railroad was 
in operation when slavery was still legal in Canada.   
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In the United States slavery was recognized as wrong as early as 1688 
when the Germantown Friends Meeting in northern Philadelphia made the 
first public condemnation of slavery (Calarco xxii). Slavery in the United 
States was formally abolished in 1865 when congress passed the 13th 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution (America’s Historical Documents, 
archives.gov). The seeds for the railroad were laid in 1780 with the gradual 
emancipation law in Pennsylvania (Calarco xxvii). However, stories of 
Canadian slavery are missing from scholarly and popular publications of 
Canada’s past (Cooper 69).  This is a problem because the historic 
existence of slavery has shaped race relations in Canada. According to 
Bridglal Pachai and Henry Bishop, Nova Scotia’s legacy of slavery “affected 
race relations in Nova Scotia for centuries, as blacks suffered negative 
stereotyping and dehumanization in the eyes of whites” (8).  
 The best example of the effect of Nova Scotia’s history of slavery on 
future race relations is the all black community of Africville, Nova Scotia. 
Nova Scotia has a long history of black settlement. The American 
Revolutionary War, which lasted from 1776-1783, resulted in five thousand 
blacks fleeing to Nova Scotia (Cooper 90).  When the province was divided 
to create New Brunswick some of the black population went there as well 
(Cooper 90). Black refugees of the war of 1812 also arrived in Nova Scotia, 
bringing the total count of black residents somewhere between four and 
five thousand (Pachai and Bishop 17). Before coming to Nova Scotia these 
people had been promised free grants of land, implements and rations, as 
well as employment opportunities. Instead, they experienced long delays in 
the processing of their land grants, some waiting up to ten years (Pachai 
and Bishop 10). According to Pachai and Bishop the few black residents 
who received land grants got mostly ten acres for a family in barren and 
distant areas (10). From the beginning, therefore, the notion of a northern 
haven was undermined by racism.  Even though black residents were able 
to set up free villages, they experienced immense hostilities from white 
residents in the form of mobs (Cooper 100). 

Africville sprung up out of these early settlements. The exact date of 
Africville’s formation is unclear, but it is speculated to be around 1848 
(Africville timeline, www.africville.ca/timeline). According to Donald 
Clairmont and Dennis Magill, “one of the best indicators of the marginal 
status of blacks is the fact that throughout the years most have been 
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clustered in isolated rural areas or on the fringes of white towns and cities; 
generally, their housing has been inferior and lacking public services” (25). 
The authors argue the groundwork for the later subordination of the black 
population in Nova Scotia was laid by the early existence of a slave society, 
which they define as a society whose values tolerate slavery (Clairmont and 
Magill 26). As can be seen from the historical background above, Nova 
Scotia was such a society. According to Clairmont and Magill “city council 
did little that was positive for Africville and… was unresponsive to 
petitions and requests from its residents” (90). Instead, the city placed 
railways, night soil disposal yards, fertilizer plants, a slaughterhouse and 
Rockhead Prison in and around the community (90-93). The city also 
allowed the building of an infectious diseases hospital, and a city garbage 
dump in the area (Pachai and Bishop 124). These facilities were placed in 
Africville because they were not tolerated in other neighbourhoods, and 
the residents of Africville were powerless to stop this (Clairmont and 
Magill 96). The city also denied Africville’s residents electricity, pipe-borne 
water, police protection, and every city amenity even though the 
community was within Halifax boundaries and inhabited by city residents 
and taxpayers (Pachai and Bishop 124). Such measures ruined the area as a 
prime residential area and contributed to it being labeled a slum (Clairmont 
and Magill 92-93). The type of facilities placed in the area are indicative of 
the city’s refusal to see it as a residential area, even though people had been 
living there for decades. Thus, when Halifax was rezoned in 1947, 
Africville was designated as industrial land (Clairmont and Magill 99).  In 
1964, Halifax’s city council decided to relocate Africville’s residents. Few 
residents were asked their opinions on the matter, and the community, 
which had existed for 125 years, was gone by 1970 (Clairmont and Magill 
167). The residents, who had been homeowners for decades in Africville, 
were relocated into public housing (Clairmont and Magill 225). To further 
cement the emerging notion that these people were disposable, city officials 
did not develop a comprehensive employment program during the 
relocation period of 1964-67, even though such a program was a critical 
rehabilitative and opportunity-creating aspect of the relocation discussions 
(Clairmont and Magill 229). It is difficult to imagine that a white 
community in Halifax would be subject to such treatment.  
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The treatment of Africville’s residents demonstrates how some 
citizens are valued, while others are mistreated and disregarded. It 
highlights how race also influences social policies in Canada (Abdi 52). As 
the above examples illustrate, the city ignored the people of this 
community, their poverty and their demands. In fact, the city contributed 
to the deteriorating conditions in the community. The case of Africville 
serves as a perfect example of institutionalized racism, because it was the 
city, which is an institution that denied these residents’ rights and amenities 
through the denial of basic services. By failing to provide an employment 
program, the city played a major role in ensuring that these residents 
moved from poverty to public housing to more poverty. Since these people 
did not have the resources to own their own houses within Halifax, once 
they were relocated from Africville, a new legacy of poverty was begun 
(Clairmont and Magill 227-228). Noticeably, the story of Africville and its 
citizens is missing from the Canadian narrative as represented by the 
Canadian Museum of Civilization, even though the community existed for 
125 years and is undoubtedly an important part of Nova Scotia’s history.  

 
Analysis of Primary Sources 

For the analysis of primary sources this paper focuses on the 
Canadian Pacific Gallery, and The Story of Toles School in Amber Valley 
exhibitions. The Canadian Museum of Civilization is responsible for 
Canada’s social and political history. The efforts to portray Canada’s social 
history are particularly evident in the Canada Hall exhibit, which traces 
Canada’s history from A.D. 1000 to the 1970s. Essentially, the hall is 
divided into two sections. The first focuses on the Atlantic region, Quebec 
and Ontario from A.D. 1000 to 1885. The second section covers Western 
and Northern Canada from 1885 to the 1970s. As a visitor walking through 
Canada Hall it is easy to be taken in by the beautiful colours and details of 
the exhibition. Canada Hall achieves its goal of giving the visitor a sense of 
traveling through time and space. However, upon closer examination of 
any one area of the exhibition it becomes clear that parts of Canada’s social 
history are either missing or not fully and accurately represented. Black 
people are markedly absent from Canada Hall for the most part, even 
though they have lived in Canada for hundreds of years. In fact, by 1852, 
there were 30,000 blacks living in Upper Canada (Drew v).  
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Each aspect of the Canada Hall exhibition exists within the desire to 
celebrate Canada’s social history, its growth, evolution, and development. 
The exhibition and the museum as a whole have a progress-focused 
narrative that emphasizes a linear history moving forward through social, 
industrial, and economic accomplishments. Moreover, the museum is a 
political institution and therefore it promotes one national identity and a 
specific national narrative. This means the museum has to select what 
stories it represents and to what extent, while diminishing or ignoring the 
divisive aspects of Canadian history. Johanna Mizgala argues that while a 
museum’s exhibitions may appear neutral at first glance, the museum is 
actually very politically charged (42). She writes, “the discourse of the 
museum is revealed through the selection and exhibition of key objects that 
typify a dominant cultural ideology” (Mizgala 42). This means the museum 
is more likely to be representative of the dominant cultural group. 

The main elements of the Canadian Pacific Gallery, namely industrial 
production, social growth in terms of immigration, and progress in terms 
of the economic freedom to travel fit within the paradigm of social and 
economic progress that defines Canada Hall. However, to fit within the 
paradigm of Canada’s tolerance, openness, and superiority to the United 
States, race, racism and their conveyance of second-class citizenship are 
glossed over in this section of the exhibition.   

 
Lack of analysis in the Canadian Pacific Gallery 

The turn-of-the-century railway station is part of the Canadian Pacific 
Gallery, which opens phase 2 of Canada Hall, charting the nation’s history 
from 1885 with the completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway (Canada 
Hall Phase 2). The station is very dimly lit, making it hard to see. Inside 
there are lots of tourism-oriented posters, as well as a video screen, which 
tells the story of how the railway was built and its contribution to Canada’s 
tourism industry. The main focus seems to be on the railway as a means for 
leisure travel, relaxation and tourism. Inside the station, there is a diorama 
of a black porter and a white train conductor. The face of the white 
conductor is fully visible, while the black porter’s eyes are hidden from 
view. Whether intentional or not, the hiding of the black porter’s face 
conveys the subservient status of the black porter.  
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Moreover, when the video screen is down, the diorama is concealed 
from view, replacing the black porter with a narrative of tourism, and 
essentially erasing him from the story.  

The diorama is accompanied by the caption, “until the 1960s the 
conductor’s job was almost exclusively for white males, while blacks 
aspired to the position of porter.” This text is repeated in the glass case 
with the photographs. The language of the text is problematic.  The casual 
wording reads matter-of-factly, as if it is only natural that the conductors 
would be white and the porters would be black. The word “aspired” is a 
particularly unfortunate choice because it suggests that being a railroad 
porter, which was essentially a glorified servant, was a dream job for black 
people, and that they did not aspire to be anything better. In fact, while 
being a railroad porter may have been a better alternative than other 
options available to black people at the time, it is more than likely that 
black people had higher aspirations. Ironically, residents of Africville often 
worked as railway porters (Clairmont and Magill 101). As Clairmont and 
Magill point out such jobs were “in-line with black-white social 
relationships and expectations” thus “a significant number of Africville 
people worked as domestics, cleaners and porters” (101).  The fact that this 
is one of the only representations of black Canadians in the museum helps 
to entrench racist attitudes and social expectations. The word “Canadian” 
is also absent from this part of the railway station, which could be 
interpreted as an attempt to de-emphasize the fact that black porters were 
Canadians, and yet were still treated as second-class citizens.  

In the glass case to the left of the diorama, there is a small 
photograph of W. A. Phillips, a black porter. Underneath the photograph, 
the text reads, “Trained in politeness, picked for character and intelligence.” 
Another document in the case reads, “CPR porters are carefully selected as 
to character, personality and intelligence. They receive thorough training in 
the care of their cars, deportment and service, politeness and attention to 
the passenger’s every need.” The underlying assumption here seems to be 
that not all black people are good enough to be servants, and their 
character is such, that they must be carefully selected and trained. The 
language is dehumanizing. The level of servitude required by the porter is 
explained with the lines, “duties of the porter are unceasing from the 
moment he greets the passenger and takes over the baggage at the start of 
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the trip until finish, when he sees the passenger off with all his belongings 
in tact, his clothes brushed and his shoes shined.” The matter-of-factness 
of this statement makes it seem natural that porters would be required to 
work unceasingly and take on such responsibility for their passengers, 
pointing to a historical acceptance of white domination over black 
populations.  

Another document in the case relays the exact behaviour instructions 
for porters. For example the document states, “co-operate, cultivate 
patience and a good disposition, be courteous. Yes Madam! Good Morning 
Sir! Thank you Sir! Are easy words to use and pay-off generously in terms 
of goodwill.” Other instructions read, “be tactful: ‘a soft answer turneth 
away wrath,’ take advice gracefully, be tidy: a smart and snappy appearance, 
especially in uniform is a tremendous morale booster.”  Since most of the 
requirements are personality and demeanor focused, it hints that white 
people were only okay with being in the same space as black people under 
such strict conditions. There are also photographs of black porters serving 
white customers. Moreover, the photograph of W. A. Phillips and the 
accompanying text on all the documents are very small and therefore not 
easily physically accessible. Paired with the dim lighting, the lack of 
accessibility seems to suggest that this part of Canada’s history is not that 
important and therefore does not need to be presented in an appealing or 
easy to access way.   

While these documents, placards, and images are historically accurate 
and representative of Canadian society as it was at the time, it is 
problematic that they constitute one of the only representations of black 
Canadians in the entire museum. Despite its contextualized racism, which 
reflects the attitudes and cultural assumptions of late 19th to mid 20th 
century, the fact that the museum chose to present these documents 
without commenting is either racist or operating under the assumption that 
the general public is capable of recognizing the issues with such language.  
Museum exhibitions are a site of dialogue between the maker of the object, 
the maker of the exhibition, and the viewer, which means the meaning of 
the object cannot be separated from its place in the museum (Mizgala 42). 
Essentially, this means the exhibitions within the museum have to be 
understood within the time period they represent and the time they 
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themselves were created. However, Eva Mackey points out that the general 
public cannot be expected to deconstruct and critically analyze an exhibit 
(32).  Thus, the context of reception of the Canadian Pacific Gallery 
exhibition does not benefit from an archival approach because, as later 
analysis will show, racism continues to exist within Canadian society. So it 
seems unfair to assume that the general public would be able to critically 
analyze the representation of black Canadians in this exhibition.  

 
The Story of Toles School in Amber Valley: an incomplete picture 

The Amber Valley and Toles School area of Canada Hall is the last 
mention of black people in Canada. The time period is 1910-1950. This 
part of the exhibition consists of a schoolhouse with artifacts and the 
option of listening to stories and songs from the black children who 
attended the school. The other part of this area focuses on black pioneers, 
featuring photos of the famous Amber Valley baseball team, the Carothers 
family, and J.D. Edwards, a black farmer. The museum staff worked with 
former students and their descendants on this exhibition (Canada Hall 
Phase 2). The display explains that black people who settled in Amber 
Valley came from the South of the United States to escape persecution and 
gain freedom, contributing to the notion of Canada as a tolerant haven. 
However, unlike the Canadian Pacific Gallery, this display, along with the 
school, addresses the tensed relations between white Canadians and black 
migrants. For example, in an audio photo compilation, it explains that a 
year after J. D. Edwards arrived there was a movement to “keep the negro 
out.” To learn about this movement, the museum visitor is required to 
listen to the video. Overall, this section is much more physically inviting 
and accessible than the railway station. The way the schoolhouse is set up, 
with rows of desks showing the different subjects the students were 
studying, children’s coats, textbooks, maps, chalkboards, notebooks and 
other school supplies makes the schoolhouse an interesting exhibition, 
relying less on the visitor’s personal interest. The exhibition is also 
appealing to children. The audio stations, which allow visitors to listen to a 
gospel music recital and hear first-hand accounts of life and schooling in 
Amber Valley make the exhibition interactive, and therefore inclusive by 
not requiring the visitor to read, unlike the railway station placards.   
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The teacher's desk, at the front of the classroom, introduces visitors to 
some of the people who taught at Toles School, showing another 
dimension of black Canadian experience.  

The Story of Toles School exhibition shows that black people were 
teachers, students, and athletes, not just servants and porters. Both 
exhibitions give a good idea of what Canada was, in terms of a class-based, 
race-based society where black people were demoted to subservient 
positions, but they do this without any analysis or critique. While the 
museum fails to address the systemic racism in the railway station section, 
it does address racism and fears of black migration in the black pioneer 
section, providing a more accurate picture of what it was like to be black in 
Canada in the early 20th century. However, both of these exhibitions are 
still limited in their representation of the presence of black Canadians and 
their role in Canada’s history. At the end of Canada Hall all that is learned 
about black Canadians is that they worked as porters, they went to school, 
and experienced some racism. This representation excludes the black 
Canadian community as contributors to Canadian society.  

A key aspect of the museum is that it is a medium for representation, 
rather than representativity (Karp 12). Representativity is when every group 
gets to be represented, while representation means someone gets 
nominated or elected to represent the group. Museum exhibitions also 
function to represent identity (Karp 15). So the fact that black Canadians 
are represented as migrants from the South, railroad porters, and a 
community of pioneers creates a limited black Canadian identity that fits in 
with historic stereotypes. It suggests a limited understanding of the black 
presence and black Canadian contributions to society. In reality, black 
people did not just live as porters on trains or in Amber Valley, Alberta and 
their impact on Canadian society wasn’t just in the farming sector and in 
the service industry. This limited view of the black presence is underscored 
further by the disappearance of black people in the Canada Hall exhibition 
after the early 20th century. There are no modern representations of black 
people and their contributions. In that sense, Canada Hall fails to represent 
what Canada is. By providing stereotypical representations of black people, 
the exhibitions reinforce such stereotypes. 
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It is important to note the time period these exhibitions were opened. 
Both The Canadian Pacific Gallery and The Story of Toles School were 
opened on June 18, 1996. In 1996, Canada was becoming increasingly 
multicultural with 225, 733 immigrants arriving from a range of diverse 
countries (Citizenship and Immigration Statistics 1996). Hong Kong and 
India were the top two source countries of immigrants in that year and the 
previous year (Citizenship and Immigration Statistics 1996). Also in 1996, 
visible minorities made up 11.2 per cent of the population (Salojee 415). 
However, beginning in the 1990s, a major contradiction emerged in 
Canadian society. While immigration was recognized as having tremendous 
benefits, a backlash developed against immigrants that was both implicitly 
and explicitly racist (Salojee 415). By this time, the multiculturalism policy 
had been a part of public policy and identity discourse for more than 30 
years. Melanie C.T. Ash argues that despite these realities, the mainstream 
perception remained that Canadians are white (399). It can be argued 
therefore, that at the time that this exhibition opened, white Canadians 
were not ready to see black Canadians portrayed as fully Canadian. 
However, the increasing number of visible minorities means that their 
limited representation in the museum did not reflect the demographic 
trends and changing reality of Canada. Also, Aboriginal issues and identity 
figured prominently in the 1990s with events such as the Oka Crisis and 
the Nisga’a Land Claims Treaty (Leeuw 127). So it is possible, that black 
Canadian representation was not the top priority for cultural institutions.  

Aside from the limited representation, there is also no mention of the 
Underground Railroad in Canada Hall, which brought thousands of black 
slaves to Canada in the 19th century and would fit into the narrative of 
celebrating Canada. Why these aspects of Canada’s history were deemed 
unimportant or irrelevant to the narratives of progress, social history, 
development and growth is unclear. Johanna Mizgala argues that the 
objects that do not fit into a museum’s structure in an exhibition are more 
revealing about the ideology of the museum than the objects on display 
(43).  The missing narratives of black Canadians in Canada Hall suggest a 
racist ideology. Canada Hall presents Canada as a white society without 
problematizing this overarching, outdated, and faulty narrative. The lack of 
attention given to the contributions of visible minority individuals and 
communities undermines the museum’s role of representation and its goal 
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of providing a cohesive and relatable national identity because it excludes 
large segments of Canada’s population, risking alienating them from the 
museum as a whole.  

 
Institutionalized Racism in Academia and the Labour Market 
 Institutionalized racism in Canada exists within the labour market and 
academia.  As Yumna Siddiqi points out, while Canada may be beyond the 
days of “enforced bondage, violent exclusion, and overt repression…the 
racism of today is nonetheless pervasive and debilitating.”  Similarly, Ali 
Abdi maintains that “while legal racism and or socially sanctioned exclusion 
from viable sectors of economic, political, and educational development 
have been neutralized, institutional forms of exclusion have not yet been 
completely overcome” (49). An example of the type of racism they are 
referring to is the treatment of non-white Canadians in the labour market. 
Sheila Block and Grace Edward Galabuzzi argue that racialized Canadians, 
or Canadians who are identified by their race, are discriminated against in 
Canada’s labour market. According to their study, people who identify as 
black, earn 75.6 cents for every dollar a non-racialized employee earns, with 
an annual earnings gap of $9,101 (13). They argue that this income gap 
stems from disparities in the distribution of well paying, secure jobs. This 
gap persists despite the fact that racialized Canadians outnumber non-
racialized Canadians in the workforce at 67.3 per cent to 66.7 per cent 
respectively (Block and Galabuzzi 3).  

Both racialized women and men are over-represented in 
administrative support, waste management, and remediation 
services, while non-racialized men and women are not. This 
industry grouping covers a range of traditionally low-paid 
business services, ranging from call centres to security 
services to janitorial services. These jobs also tend to be 
precarious, insecure, low-paid jobs with few or no benefits 
(Block and Galabuzzi 10).  

 
These statistics demonstrate the existence of institutionalized racism in the 
labour market wherein non-white Canadians are treated differently 
regardless of their qualifications and willingness to work.  



VICTORIA ABRAHAM 

	   17	  

The fact that non-white Canadians are most often found in low-paying, 
insecure jobs also points to institutionalized racism in other areas of 
Canadian life that may block people from being able to gain the necessary 
skills to attain higher employment. For example, the Africville residents 
who took on jobs as railroad porters had limited employment options 
because they experienced racism in school, which made attaining higher 
levels of education, and therefore better employment, difficult (Clairmont 
and Magill 106). This connects to the way the railroad exhibition ignores 
the historical reality of why white people worked as conductors, while 
black people worked as porters. By ignoring the social and historical 
reasons behind such workplace inequality, the museum’s exhibitions 
contribute to institutionalized racism. The fact that racism continues to 
exist within Canada’s public sphere, affecting the lives of non-white 
Canadians is what makes the lack of analysis and limited representations in 
the Canadian Pacific Gallery and The Story of Toles School problematic. 
Thus the museum’s representations, whether intentionally or not, reflect 
and reinforce the institutionalized racism of the larger society.  This leads 
to my next example, which is the existence of institutionalized racism 
within academia. Siddiqi argues that racism within academia is “subtle and 
covert” rather than blatantly oppressive (81). Such racism reveals itself in 
the way non-white Canadians are denied promotions, jobs, grants, raises, 
positive evaluations and recognition (Siddiqi 86). Anthony Stewart calls this 
“racial devaluation” (Stewart 34-35). Racial devaluation refers to the subtle 
ways by which racialized people’s talents and abilities are denied or 
overlooked (Stewart 34-35). Stewart argues that two principles dictate how 
racialized people are treated within the North American academy: the 
benefit of the doubt, and critical mass (Siddiqi 86). He maintains that 
minority scholars quickly find out they are not going to be given the benefit 
of the doubt, and when there is a close call, they will be the ones to lose 
out, which functions to discourage them and inhibit them from striving for 
further achievement (Siddiqi 86-87). This point is significant because it 
illustrates how institutionalized racism functions to bolster the dominant 
society, while further disenfranchising the racialized groups. The wording 
in the railroad exhibition is an example of subtle, covert racism in an 
institution that is meant to educate the public. The way black people are 
represented in the exhibition fits in with racist and outdated constructions 
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of white superiority and black inferiority. This bolsters white privilege, 
while demeaning black Canadians. These are the results of using artifacts 
from a racist time period, which is why it is important for such exhibitions 
to include analysis.  
 
The Nature of Belonging: An Identity Based on Values 
 Institutionalized racism is an exclusionary force that removes non-
white Canadians from the national imaginary and the public sphere. This is 
evident in the way racialized people are discriminated against in the labour 
market and academia, as well as in the limited representations of black 
Canadians in the Canadian Museum of Civilization. The permanent hyphen 
and the question “where are you really from?” are further indicative of the 
way people who are defined by their race are excluded from truly belonging 
and being recognized as Canadians. Burman maintains that “in the case of 
compound Canadians, the word before the hyphen – black, African, 
Caribbean –acts as both a qualification, in that it qualifies one’s association 
with Canada (potentially productively), and a disqualification, in that it 
preserves an impossible distance from a still extant mainstream 
interpretation of Canadian as white” (107). The distance Burman refers to 
is reinforced by the limited representations in the Canadian Museum of 
Civilization. The role of institutions such as the Canadian Museum of 
Civilization is to “produce and give legitimacy to existing social beliefs, 
norms, myths, and symbols (Puplampu and Tettey 31).  Thus, when a 
museum that is meant to promote a national narrative and identity, 
constructs that narrative and identity as consisting mostly of white 
Canadians, mirroring the existing Canadian narratives, while relegating 
racialized Canadians to the margins, it works to entrench racist and 
exclusionary attitudes.  Such a race-based definition of who is Canadian is 
problematic. As long as belonging is based on skin colour, non-white 
Canadians will continue to be excluded. The race-based definition is made 
even more problematic through the absence of dialogue and conversation 
about race. Stewart refers to this phenomenon as the Canadian race 
contract. “This contract, which is implied … says that we do not notice 
race and, as a result, we certainly do not have any problems with it. As a 
result, we do not have to talk about it. Therefore, we do not talk about it. 
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People from other countries have problems with race. We, as Canadians, 
do not” (Stewart 143 “Ignoring the Pool”). The limited representations, 
lack of analysis, and missing narratives such as the ones in the Canadian 
Museum of Civilization perpetuate this implied race contract and reinforce 
dominant narratives of what it means to be Canadian. Instead, belonging 
and what it means to be Canadian should be based on shared values and 
accomplishments. This way, being recognized as Canadian would not be 
contingent on one’s race.  
 In conclusion, the representations of black Canadians in the 
Canadian Pacific Gallery and The Story of Toles School in Amber Valley 
reflect the institutionalized racism of the larger society through the 
exclusion of black Canadians who have contributed to this nation, the 
erasure of important aspects of black Canadian history such as Africville, 
and the limited and subtly racist representations of black Canadians as 
porters or as migrants from the South United States. These exhibitions also 
reinforce the institutionalized racism of the larger society by ignoring the 
topic of race, while providing no analysis of the racist practices of the time 
they are depicting. As a result of institutionalized racism, the black 
Canadian experience has been one of exclusion and limited representation 
both in the national narrative as represented by the museum and the public 
sphere such as the labour market and academia where black Canadians are 
discriminated against in terms of jobs, promotions and wages. This 
situation of exclusion needs to be remedied through a re-conceptualization 
of what it means to be Canadian, basing individual belonging to Canada on 
accomplishments and values, rather than on race. To begin the process 
towards an inclusive and non-race based Canadian identity, black 
Canadians, their history, and their contributions need to be included in the 
national narrative as represented by the Canadian Museum of Civilization. 
Such inclusion could foster a dialogue and discussion about race and 
racism in Canada. 
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