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PART IV

Exposing Privilege and Racism in The Great White North: Tackling
Whiteness and Identity Issues in Canadian Education

Darren E. Lund
University of Calgary, Canada

Paul R. Carr
Lakehead University (Orillia), Canada

We began this collaborative Great White North project1

through a chance meeting of the authors at the annual
meeting of the National Association for Multicultural
Education (NAME) in Atlanta in November of 2005.
We are two White2 males from Canada of about the
same age (late 40s) who have both been involved in
anti-racism education for over two decades each. We
believe that being White includes a responsibility to
better understand the complex ways Whiteness works to
oppress others, and our goal with this project has been
to challenge oppression through an analysis of racialized
privileges.

Correspondence should be sent to Darren Lund, University of
Calgary, EDT 1104—Faculty of Education, 2500 University Drive NW,
Calgary, AB, CANADA T2N 1N4. E-mail: dlund@ucalgary.ca

1Significantly revised portions of this paper are inspired by our intro-
duction to the edited book, The great White north? Exploring Whiteness,
privilege and identity in education (Carr & Lund, 2007), and are used
with the kind permission of the publishers. The book is available for order
or download from Sense Publishers at http://www.sensepublishers.com

2We use a capitalized form of White and Whiteness to distinguish it
from the name of the color, and to mark it as a racialized and socially
constructed category just as we do with Black and Blackness; at the
same time, we wish to reject simplistic binaries as they have no merit as
biological categories.

Multiple Perspectives on Whiteness

We are educational researchers with a strong academic
and personal interest in the sociology of racism and
identity in education and, specifically, in exposing and
understanding the systemic and pervasive nature of
racism in Canada and elsewhere. There is no shortage
of excellent anti-racism work documenting Canada’s
racist past and present, and its impact on education
(e.g., Dei, Karumanchery, & Karumanchery-Luik, 2004;
Fleras & Elliot, 2003; Henry & Tator, 2005; James,
2010; Solomon, Portelli, Daniel, & Campbell, 2005).
Beginning centuries ago with the initial European contact
with our Aboriginal peoples, through the existence
of slavery in Canada—about which many Canadians
have never been educated—to the razing of Africville
in Halifax (Nelson, 2008), there is a long history of
racism north of the 49th parallel (Carr, 2008). The
Canadian government built internment camps and
forced the displacement and imprisonment of Japanese
Canadians during the Second World War, in line with
what was happening in the U.S. The history of racism
in Canada is multi-layered, and much of the work on
multiculturalism and anti-racism is permeated with denial
and resistance (Lund, 2006a, 2006b). The study of racism
has often involved pathologizing those most directly
affected by racism—namely non-Whites—rather than
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the perpetrators of racism—namely Whites. Once again,
we are vigilant here to not essentialize identity but to
recognize that group and collective experiences have
been shaped, to varying degrees, by racial identification.

Part of our purpose with this Whiteness project was to
trouble the perceived quiet complacency within Canada
to expose the many underlying inequities we typically
refuse to acknowledge. The resulting text (Carr & Lund,
2007) builds on a desire to examine Whiteness directly
while avoiding reifying its centrality in multicultural
education. Our work has been inspired by many critical
Whiteness scholars in the U.S. (e.g., Bush, 2005; Jensen,
2005; McIntosh, 1988; McIntyre, 1997; Rodriquez &
Villaverde, 2000; Sleeter, 2005; Sullivan, 2006), many of
whom are White and undertake critical self-examination
of their own privileges as they seek to unlearn racism in
their communities and schools.

Frankly, we wonder if most White people even know
that they are White. The reactions to our project show
us that most people are reluctant to use White as a
self-descriptor, and there is often a hostile reaction even
to that suggestion. This leads us to the question: If White
people do not know that they are White, then how can
those who are in positions of power effectively understand
and challenge their unearned privilege and racism? The
privilege to avoid acknowledging Whiteness within a
White-dominated society serves to alienate the racialized
“other” even further.

The Contested Category of Whiteness

Contrary to mainstream thinking that preaches
“color-blindness,” we were required to engage in some
conceptual oversimplification to place into a single
White category such an array of heterogeneous ethnic,
cultural, linguistic, religious, and other identities. There
are numerous international examples of experiences of
oppression, both within and between nations populated
with White people. As a local example, French-Canadians
have had significant cultural conflicts with English-
Canadians, as have the Catholics and the Protestants in
Northern Ireland, the Hungarian minority in Romania,
and the Basque population in Spain, with each struggle
involving mainly White people. Yet, it would likely seem
unacceptable to most people to hear media personalities
speak of “the White community” during a daily newscast
in North America, although we commonly refer to the
“Black community,” the “Asian community,” the “West
Indian community” and the like, as if somehow these
racialized groups can easily be coded into neat categories
of social experience.

Just as in the U.S. and other Western nations, the
Canadian socio-political context is complex, including a
wide variety of peoples with multiple and shifting ethnic,

cultural and racialized identities. As an example, the
last two Governors General (the titular Head of State)
have been women from racialized minority groups and,
coincidentally, each is a former journalist who is married
to a White husband. Is it significant that there has never
been a non-White Canadian Supreme Court judge or
Prime Minister? White people hold the predominance of
power in our federal Cabinet, at the national CBC/Radio-
Canada, within boardrooms of the largest corporations,
the Senates and Boards of Governors of Canadian
universities, and so on. We argue that power does indeed
have a color in Canada, despite our much-heralded
official multiculturalism policy. The ongoing myth of
meritocracy in our nation has worked against non-White
people in Canada for centuries, and it remains problematic
that White people routinely explain underachievement in
particular groups by assumed deficits in their individual
efforts. Likewise, there have been gains for women in
the workforce and politics, but these have largely been
for White, middle class females. Women as a group still
face numerous barriers and challenges in society, but for
women of color3 the inequities are exponentially more
significant.

Just as in the U.S. and other
Western nations, the Canadian
socio-political context is complex,
including a wide variety of peoples
with multiple and shifting ethnic,
cultural, and racialized identities.

Exploring Whiteness and Racism in Canada

It would be unfair to say that most people are overtly
racist in Canada. However, although most Canadians do
not condone blatant racist behavior, widespread systemic
racism is part of our social reality. One problem in
documenting social trends is the absence of useful data
collection (see Carr, 2007). On census documents, many
individuals refuse to indicate their ethnic or racial origins.
People from racialized minority groups understand
that an employment opportunity may be tainted with
unfounded accusations about an employer “filling a
quota.” The ongoing trivialization of employment equity
in Canada is well documented (Klassen & Cosgrove,

3We recognize the problematic nature of the phrase “. . . of color” that
reinforces privilege, just as it suggests racial and ethnic neutrality among
White people, no matter how respectfully we intend its inclusion here
as part of current usage.
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2002), just as affirmative action is widely denigrated in
the US (Feagin & O’Brien, 2003). There are racialized
aspects to all parts of people’s lives, including where
they live, employment positions they attain, who they
befriend, who they employ, who they marry, the types of
associations and clubs they may join, and innumerable
other markers of social integration. Further, Whiteness is
shrouded with denials that give White people yet another
form of privilege: the ability to avoid discussion of how
oppression continues to benefit White people.

Racialized identities are problematic and highly
contested notions, and the topic of racism is not usually
addressed openly in polite company. For this project,
we have insisted that our society cannot be understood
without stripping away the layers of the “race” onion. The
social construction and intersectionality of identity, we
believe, provides a fruitful medium in which Whiteness
can be deconstructed. Regardless of whether we address
sexual orientation, age, ability, religion, gender identity,
cultural, or some other aspect of our identities, an
overarching racial template inevitably shapes the power
relations between groups and individuals (McLaren,
2007).

Early Backlash to the Project

Prior to the publication of our edited collection (Carr
& Lund, 2007), we were surprised at the strong negative
reaction of some people to our studying Whiteness as
a way of challenging racism in Canada. One newspaper
editor, Leonard Stern, from the Ottawa Citizen, a
reputable daily in our nation’s capital city, scribed a
column decrying the claims we were alleged to have
made in our book even before it was published. In an
opinion piece entitled, “White race is a fiction, despite
supremacist and academic claims,” Stern (2007) linked
our project conceptually and politically with that of
racist “White supremacists.” This column had the effect
of dismissing our ideas on racialized privileges as
“deterministic” even before we could express them. Stern
warned, “spot-the-oppressor is a tricky game to play
these days. Identity politics can get ugly. Anyone who
wants to throw ‘whiteness’ in the mix needs to proceed
with caution” (p. A18). For someone who was reacting
only to the idea of academics critically examining the
role of Whiteness as a privilege marker, the warning was
prophetic indeed.

During the same week, a reporter from the national
Globe and Mail newspaper covered an academic
presentation about our research at a national conference
(Lund & Carr, 2007). The ensuing article by Elizabeth
Church (2007) was entitled, “White people need to face
role in racism, academics say.” The reader responses
online were immediate and vociferous and, in less than
24 hours, over 160 items were posted to the newspaper’s

Internet “Comments” forum, most of them expressing
racist and xenophobic viewpoints.

One person wrote: “Hardly a day goes by that the
Globe doesn’t print some article about how the white race
should feel guilty about something! It’s getting pretty
sickening.” Some used historical arguments to justify
their support of oppression: “Just because ‘white’ people
were the most successful at colonizing North America
and therefore have a longer history and more accumulated
wealth, doesn’t make them racist.” Another wrote:

More white guilt nonsense. I can’t change the colour of
my skin any more than anyone else can. And I’m not
going to feel guilty about it. Nor am I going to feel guilty
about this country’s distinctly WESTERN heritage. God
help us if we ever become less Westernized. . . people
[should] check their non-western values at the door.

Another person posted a lengthy and disturbing piece
against our research using language that was an obviously
racist parody of African-American slave vernacular that
we will not reprint here. Many expressed themselves
angrily, leading us to conclude that simmering rage over
non-White immigration continues to vex some people
despite the more polite public discourse in recent years.
Some people used this forum to express their displeasure
specifically with non-White immigrants:

I am sick of all the complaing [sic] I see from Minorities.
Nobody said Canada was perfect or we’d give in to all
your requests. We do what we can to help those who
want to make a contribution to society, those who want to
scam and steal and whine and moan, get a life, but get a
life back wherever you came from. My Home and Native
Land and I will stand on Guard for Thee.

His choice of the collective personal pronoun “we”
almost certainly marks a White “us” and a non-White
“they.” Another person offered this analysis of racialized
conflicts:

In Canada every race blames their problems on the white
racists, ranting about how we hold them back when the
truth is they are given every opportunity to improve their
lives. Their cultures are protected ours is not. Their reli-
gion is un-assailable again ours is not. If any race is being
desciminated [sic] against in Canada it is the white races.

Some people revealed their resentment over equity
programs and organizations, including the following:

Only whitey is rascist [sic]. What A Load of Garbage!!
Try setting up a NAAWP, (the NAACP is a complete
misnomer. . .the [sic] don’t promote the advancement of
colored people, only a specific color: black. . .yellow or
red or brown need not apply) or a United Whitey College
Fund, or a white-only ANYTHING. See if it flies.
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Importantly, a typical sentiment was an expression of
frustration with hearing about racism at all: “I’m so tired
of hearing that Canada is a racist country. . .The great
thing about a country like Canada is that you are free to
leave anytime.” This echoes our contention that White
Canadians are typically reluctant to acknowledge their
privileges or even the existence of racism.

We might also mention individuals who took cheap
shots at the professoriate, providing us with some
amusement, including this one:

What I smell is a couple of professors looking to write a
soft-science book to get literati pseudo-intellectual circles
abuzz and provide them with a couple of years on the
cocktail circuit. More divisive nonsense from the ivory
towers of insanity.

Ongoing Opportunities for Privilege
Education

We had further opportunities to hear from Canadians
as the result of ongoing requests for radio interviews on
regional and national shows. Both of us have appeared in
both official languages, English and French, on several
news and live call-in radio shows. A number of very
hostile-sounding people have phoned in to express
their anger about our talking about Whiteness in the
context of anti-racism work. However, on more than
one occasion, we found the typically “tough-talking”
and “hard-hitting” hosts conversing earnestly with us
over the commercial breaks. They were struggling to
understand more clearly the issues surrounding racialized
privilege, and some admitted it was the first time they
were compelled to do so. Our radio appearances were
sometimes extended beyond the agreed time; in one case,
we were scheduled to appear for 15 minutes, and stayed
on air for almost 2 hours! In a few instances, we were
invited back for subsequent interviews to carry on the
conversation.

We have also received hostile written reactions to our
book. One fellow from Vancouver, BC, took the time to
send us a four-page, typed, single-spaced, signed letter
that outlines in confusing terms his opposition to our
ideas. The writer admits he has not read our book, but
decries our efforts, declaring: “You and your colleague
do a grave disservice to your profession, and deserve the
outright condemnation of your peers for your foolish and
intellectually-lazy public ruminations” (Sean O’Connell,
personal communication, June 3, 2007). He posits that,
“your proposition of the endemic, persistent existence
of ‘racism’ cannot be ‘addressed’ if a large proportion
of Canadians do not see it as their ‘problem’—because
it isn’t.” The letter writer explains his offense at being
called “White” and offers a convoluted genetic history

of red headed people. He concludes “there is nothing
wrong with people liking the company of people like
themselves. It is entirely natural, and to be applauded
and encouraged.” This peculiar missive is a poignant
example of White defensiveness that reinforces the need
for further public education efforts.

However, on more than one
occasion, we found the
typically “tough-talking” and
“hard-hitting” hosts conversing
earnestly with us over the
commercial breaks. They were
struggling to understand more
clearly the issues surrounding
racialized privilege, and some
admitted it was the first time they
were compelled to do so.

The virulence of the Canadian public’s anti-immigrant,
racist, and defensive stances taken throughout this
collection of opinions serves as a sharp reminder of the
intensity of individualized racism that so many White
Canadians feel. These reactions also remind us of the
anger simmering below the surface. Victims of racism
occupy a wide variety of locations and forms; we do not
equate this White rage with other impacts of systemic
racism, but various manifestations of emotional trauma
are certainly intertwined.

Links to the History of Racism in Canada

Related to the sentiments expressed above, White
supremacist groups formed in North America around
virulent hatred based on discredited notions of biological
superiority. For many decades Canada was a welcome
home to the KKK and other hate groups (Baergen,
2000; Kinsella, 2001). From a historical perspective, the
“scientifically” validated narratives of White supremacy
were regularly used to reinforce racist hegemony
(Daniels, 1997). Racist immigration policies, slavery, the
colonizing of First Nations and other peoples, imperialism
and other efforts have all rested on a false notion of White
people and their governments as morally enlightened
(Dei & Kempf, 2006). For centuries, predominantly
White nations have colonized and ravaged much of the
planet, supported in large part by organized religion and
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by the drive to expand the Empire. We do not wish our
project to be a simplified depiction of the living history
of a diverse group of people. We would direct readers
to any critical history of indigenous peoples in North
America (e.g., Churchill, 1998), or to any number of
multicultural educators and antiracist scholars to better
understand the privilege and power that White people
currently hold, albeit in complex ways (e.g., Banks,
2006; Dei, Karumanchery, & Karumanchery-Luik, 2004;
Fine, Weis, Powell Pruitt, & Burns, 2004; Lund, 2008;
Singer, 2008). One of the goals of our project was to
have all of the contributors (Carr & Lund, 2007) analyze
their personal implication in Whiteness and racism. Each
approaches Whiteness critically, providing generous
linkages to the international arena. The range of authors,
in terms of racial identity, ethnic origin, gender, region,
discipline, and experience exemplifies our belief that
Whiteness is multifaceted, complex, and permeates our
lived experience.

Concluding Thoughts

To balance the negative backlash to the project, we
note that it has received some positive recognition. In
2008 the Canadian Race Relations Foundation presented
us with a national “Award of Excellence,” and in 2009 we
were honored with the national “Publication Award” from
the Canadian Association for Foundations in Education.
We hope that the plurality of views put forward through
our project will fuel an important conversation and
stimulate further activism in eradicating racism and other
forms of oppression. We continue to welcome a robust
debate in this dynamic, complex field, as the community
of anti-oppression scholars and activists need not speak
with a single, consensual voice. The salience of this
ongoing project, we believe, extends far beyond the
Canadian context. We sincerely hope that our colleagues
in other global settings will find abundant lessons for
their own transformative work in education with a
particular focus on the twin projects of understanding
privilege and promoting social justice. We have learned
that sustained critical interrogation, dialog and action in
relation to Whiteness can lead to significant individual
and collective change.
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