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Response to Panthers or Thieves: Racialized Knowledge and the Regulation of Africville
In “Panthers or Thieves: Racialized Knowledge and the Regulation of Africville,” Jennifer Nelson examines the connections between the criminalization and racialization of the Blacks in Africville, Nova Scotia, and the destruction of Africville by the City of Halifax in the 1960s (Nelson, 2011). The author begins with a brief historical account of Africville before the destruction occurred, focusing on how it was neglected by the City of Halifax (Nelson, 2011). Next, the author analyzes the available literature concerning the different perceptions of the Africville community around the time of the destruction (Nelson, 2011). Subsequently, Nelson describes the history of poverty among the Blacks in Africville, followed by how the Whites used demeaning and racist portrayals in their conceptions of the Blacks in Africville (Nelson, 2011). Afterward, the author analyzes the literature concerning criminalization and social deviance of the poor as a possible explanation for the portrayal of Africville as a slum that needed to be demolished (Nelson, 2011).
Nelson’s main argument is that the destruction of Africville was unfair since it was founded on racial discrimination and stereotypical labeling of the Blacks in the area. According to Nelson, the destruction of Africville was unfairly justified since it did not consider how this destruction would affect the lives of the Blacks in this area (Nelson, 2011). Instead, the destruction was justified through a biased portrayal of the Black society in Africville. For instance, she explains how the Blacks in Africville were associated with “deviance, criminality, irrationality, and poverty” and were therefore considered a burden to the Halifax community, thus justifying the destruction (Nelson, 2011). She also focuses on the fact that the grievances of the displaced Blacks who previously lived in Africville were not only ignored but also deliberately suppressed by the Halifax city officials, the media, and various leaders (Nelson, 2011). Even worse, only some of the Blacks were compensated for the disruption caused by the destruction of Africville, and the City had also avoided taking responsibility for disrupting the lives of the Blacks in Africville for several years (Nelson, 2011). For instance, it was about four decades after the destruction of Africville that the City apologized for its actions (Nelson, 2011).
Nelson makes a valid argument based on the relevant information from sources such as urban planning studies, academic projects, media reports, and city-commissioned documents to support her claims (Nelson, 2011). For instance, she directly quotes reports from the City of Halifax, and bodies such as the Dalhousie Institute of Public Affairs (Nelson, 2011). The relevance of Nelson’s sources can also be supported by the fact that they were from around the same time when the destruction of Africville occurred, such as the studies by Stein (1962), Henry (1973), and Staebler (1956) (Nelson, 2011). Therefore, none of her sources can be considered obsolete concerning her argument. Also, there is little evidence of bias on the author’s part when expressing her opinions due to the absence of overt emotional language being used, and the text is mainly a logical description. Additionally, Nelson provides contrasting points of view regarding the perceptions of Blacks in Scotia Nova and the world in general. For instance, she examines one study by Henry (1973) that focused on Blacks’ ignorance and primitiveness, and another by Staebler (1956) that emphasized the perception of Blacks as superstitious and belligerent (Nelson, 2011). These alternative points of view help Nelson to further clarify her argument, as well as neutralize various aspects that could be used to counter her reasoning.
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