What is Systemic Racism?
How is crime radicalized and race criminalized?
The Awakening Project
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Creating Difference
•

•

•

Difference is socially constructed
Dynamic component: changes with
political, social and cultural shifts in
definitions of what is right/wrong and
good/bad
Glen Harris, President of Race Forward
and publisher of Colorlines:
•

“The complex interaction of culture,
policy and institutions that holds in place
the outcomes we see in our lives”

George Floyd, May, 2020
•

•

Died after being arrested by police outside a shop in Minneapolis,
Minnesota
Police officer, Derek Chauvin, kneeled on Floyd’s neck for over 9
minutes

•

“I can’t breathe”

•

“You’re going to kill me, man”

•

This tragedy cascaded throughout the entire world as people were
forced to accept the presence of systemic racism in their own country

Black Lives Matter
•

•

•

•

Advocates non-violent civil disobedience for police brutality against
Black individuals
George Floyd’s death sparked global protests
Despite a ban on mass gatherings, Canadians and individuals
around the globe took part in protests to address their dissent and
anger with racism
Powerful need to show solidarity in the face of oppression

Origins of Racism
•

•

Chattel Slavery: Black slaves treated as property that could be bought and
sold
It was law in 1914 that Black individuals were, “unsuited to the climate or
requirements of Canada,” tainting immigration policy (Thornhill 2008)

•

Racist attitudes are embedded in the foundations of Canadian law

•

Race is criminalized and crime is racialized

•

Legacy of racism has profoundly permeated the legal systems/social
structures in Canada in ways that disproportionately all aspects of Black
lives

Systemic Racism: Targeting the
Foundations
•

Systemic racism and socially and economically structured in society

•

Framed at the level of unconsciousness

•

Government of Canada, 2020
•

•

2016: Black children living in low-income households were half as
high compared to children from different ethnicities
2020: 84% of Black individuals reported experiencing discrimination
related to their race since the beginning of COVID-19

How Can Systemic Racism Be
Addressed?
•

1. Acknowledge that racism exists

•

2. Self-educate and confront racism in society, don’t be silent
•

•

At home with family, friends, workplace

3. Get involved!
•

The Awakening Project

“Racism is not a partisan issue, and we need to stop
making it a partisan issue. It’s a question of morality.”
–Johnson

Discussion
• 1. How can we change Canada’s racist culture? What would this entail?
• Michelle: It will take quite a long time to see any real change with racism in Canada, but I think there are some things that we can do to work towards a future
that is racist-free. We can implement more community outreach programs or programs in schools that educate on the realities of racism and the challenges that
particular people face. Fostering empathy and compassion is the only way for people to really understand how powerful racism is.
• Soroush: I think change needs to happen at the policy level since the foundations of systemic racism is socially and economically structured in society. Some
examples can be to increase resources and employment opportunities for marginalized individuals. I think Michelle’s comment on implementing community
programs will help with the social aspect as people can see those marginalized as human beings, just like themselves.
• Michelle replied: Yes, these programs will foster a new set of social interactions that people may have been deprived of. I think people have a false
conception of Black individuals in society because of what the media and family/friends tell them, but it is Canada’s job to recreate healthier relationships with
those who have been marginalized.
• Emma: A lot of my family and friends have been unable to accept that racism still persists in our society today. I think this behaviour is due to denial of the
existence of racism itself, possibly stemming from the desire to see the world as perfect. Hopefully, we can progress to the point where everyone as a collective
sees that there is a problem of racism in Canadian culture, and not this perfect democratic country that the Government wants us to believe that it is.

•

2. Why does learning about the origins of racism help us address systemic racism today?
What does it contribute to your understanding/preconceptions of racism?
•

•

Michelle: We need to look at the foundations of anything first before we pass judgment on the
here and now. The origins of racism clearly shows that Canadian legislation was built on racism
and so anything we choose to accept today needs to consider that fact. I’ve also always believed
there to be racism in Canada as I have experienced it first hand, it is a very deindividualization
experience.
Soroush: I have never really thought about the issues of racism all that much. I know that it is a
huge problem where policymakers are trying their best to reconcile psychological and
sociological damages to these people, but I did not even think about how the foundations of law
can be embedded in the racist history of Black people.
•

Emma Added: I agree and I think this is the very thing that surprises people and makes them
want to educate themselves more about the topic. I feel like the Government tries to make
everyone believe that the country is perfect, but we are far from it. The psychological damages
of racism are immediate and cascading and it is surprising to me that the country has gotten
away with this for so long. People need to educate themselves and we will start to see some
real change.

•

3. George Floyd died in police custody. What would you think if this was a white man? How would you react and
why?
•

•

•

Michelle: I doubt we will ever see a white man die in the hands of police. The preconceptions of a Black man as less
than human is terrifying to think that it can end a man’s life so quickly. If anyone ever did see a white person die in
police custody, I think there will be many upheavals and protests, but far greater than the ones we see for Black
individuals. A black man’s life is just not valued that greatly, unfortunately.
Emma: I agree with Michelle because while George Floyd did die in police custody, this is obviously not the first time.
Perhaps it caused global protests because of how it was advertised or the political presence of that time in 2020 when
COVID-19 was brewing. I think while George Floyd showed the world the presence of police brutality and systemic
racism in the world, this is one step to reconciliation of every black man who has been subjected to unnecessary
police use of force.
Soroush: If I saw a white man die in police custody I think I would be truly shocked. This is just something I never
really thought about before this and I think this would be a huge turning point for all policymakers and Toronto police
services around the world. However, if the police officer who killed the white man was a Black individual, I think there
would be greater punitive force used on that Black police officer than a White one. Would that still be racism? I’m not
sure.
•

Emma: I think it really depends on the context and what the person did. In this case, Floyd did not deserve that
treatment because it did not warrant that type of force causing death. I think context really matters in these
situations, where the police officer was at the time, what did they do when they saw the suspect, after interacting
with them and so on.

•

•

•

•

4. Reflect on Johnson’s quote. What does it mean to you?
Soroush: I think it means that racism is not something that is debatable, it is an issue that is
very real and longstanding. You need to consult your own morals and figure out if what you
believe, in terms of your own inner stereotypes are really correct. I think Johnson is trying to
bring us back to our roots of right and wrong and make us really think about our beliefs.
Michelle: I agree, I think racism is not something that is trivial that we can say it is present or
it is not present. Given the data, we know for a fact that racism is a reality for many people
living among us and this is not something we can turn a blind eye to.
Emma: By morality I believe Johnson is referring to our humanistic level of morality. We are all
the same underneath the surface matter what your skin color is and I think this is what
Johnson means.
•

I added: This is a great point. Going back to our roots, we are all one and the same
underneath everything else. Racism is not a debatable topic, it is a question of morality. It is
immoral to believe a group is inferior to you or deserves punishment based on
characteristics they cannot control ie. skin color, it is irrational.

