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Acknowledging Racism

"Before we as a society can liberate ourselves from the grip of
racism, we have to acknowledge that it exists, and that it is not
something which has been blown out of proportion; neither is it the
figment of some people's imagination.” (Adrienne Shadd, in
McKague, 1991)

There is very little debate that racism is a problem of international scope and import. While it is fair to say
that many Canadians recognize this, and are committed to overcoming racism internationally, there
appears to be a refusal to recognize that racism is an issue in Canada, both presently and historically. One
of the main problems which makes this denial possible is a tendency to characterize the issue of racism
according to very specific events. For example, when we think of the main examples of racism historically,
the images that often spring to mind are of slavery in the United States, apartheid in South Africa or the
Holocaust. What we fail to recognize are the daily examples of racism that made these events possible.
Inherent in this limited understanding is a tendency to assume both that these problems are in the past and
that they do not occur in Canada. In order to understand racism it is essential to first realize that racism is
serious and pervasive. By looking at the definition of racism we begin to uncover the problem of racism in
Canada.

"Systemic discrimination "means practices or attitudes that have,
whether by design or impact, the effect of limiting an individual’s or
a group's right to the opportunities generally available because of
attributed rather than actual characteristics.... It is not a question of
whether this discrimination is motivated by an intentional desire to
obstruct someone's potential, or whether it is the accidental bi-
product of innocently motivated practices or systems. If the barrier
is affecting some groups in a disproportionately negative way, it is
a signal that the practices that lead to this adverse impact may be
discriminatory". (Abella, 1984).

If asked, most people could easily offer a simple definition of racism. In fact, the Oxford Dictionary offers the
simplest definition of racism as "prejudice based on race", and this is how most people understand the
concept (1988). However, once we start to analyze this definition, it becomes apparent that racism requires
a far more complex definition. The primary problem with this definition of racism is that it contains an
assumption that is invalid, that there is a scientifically determined category of race. Although we have been
socialized to believe that people can be differentiated on the basis of race, that there are certain biologically
determined differences between peoples, humanity cannot be divided into groups distinguishable by
biological properties (Satzewich, 1998). Such a distinction is arbitrary, unscientific and works to perpetuate
divisive assumptions about people. Yet, the concept of racism remains very real in that human societies
continue to function as though races do exist. Thus, race as a social concept continues to be a root cause
of human inequality.

Racialization in any element of a system or sub-system has the capacity to instill racialization into systemic
practices, that is, to support or transmit racialization within the system. Unless constant vigilance is
maintained, elements of a system may also spread unnoticed racialization into its practices." (Commission

on Systemic Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice System, 1995).

Racism takes many forms, although it is usually understood in the individual sense. Essentially there are
three main forms, individual racism, systemic racism and cultural racism (Henry, Tator, Mattis & Rees,
1995). Individual racism manifests itself in individual's attitudes and behaviours, and is the easiest type to
identify. Systemic racism consists of the policies and practices of organizations, which directly or indirectly
operate to sustain the advantages of peoples of certain "social races". This type of racism is more difficult
to address because it is implicit in the policies of organizations and often unconscious. Cultural racism is
the basis of both other forms of racism, as it is the value system which is embedded in society which
supports and allows discriminatory actions based on perceptions of racial difference, cultural superiority

and inferiority.



Thus, racism is not only an attitude, but it is the specific actions that result from this attitude which impact
upon, marginalize and oppress some people. In acknowledging and defining racism it is important to
recognize that racism effects people not only on a theoretical level, but in the wider structures of society,
most notably in the systems of education, justice, media, policing, immigration, and, employment, as well as
in hate activity and government policies.

"... Canada, as a party to the International Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, has resolved to
adopt all necessary measures for speedily eliminating racial
discrimination in all its forms and manifestations (Canadian Race
Relations Foundation Act, 1991)."
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B'nai Brith Canada, http://www.bnaibrith.ca/

Beyond Prejudice, http://www.eburg.com/beyond.prejudice
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This report was prepared for the Canadian Race Relations Foundation by Jennifer Roy.

© Canadian Race Relations Foundation.



