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Friday March 21st marks the International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination
(IDERD). Founded in 1967 by the United Nations to address the apartheid in South Africa, this
day has since evolved to include the eradication of all forms of racial discrimination against
racialized peoples.

Racial Discrimination has been described as any distinction, conduct or action, whether
intentional or not, but based on a person’s race, which has the effect of imposing burdens on an
individual or group, not imposed upon others or which withholds or limits access to benefits
available to other members of society (OHRC). It includes unjust or prejudicial systems, policies,
behaviours and attitudes designed to marginalize Black, Indigenous and people of colour. The
manifestation and impact of racial discrimination within social, cultural, economic and political
contexts is also influenced by intersecting identities and may be unique to each environment. For
example, Apartheid in South Africa and racial discrimination in Brazil may share some common
elements, but their impact differs due to geographic, political, historical and systemic factors.

Discrimination based on skin tone is referred to as colourism and is a form of prejudice and
exclusion in which people from certain ethnic or racial groups are treated differently based on
the lightness or darkness of their skin. Colourism focuses on how racism is expressed in the
psychology of a people. A key difference between racism and colourism is that racism deals
with the subjugation of one group who believe they have racial superiority and colourism deals
with prejudices around skin tone from within the group itself.

While Canada does not officially recognize a racialized hierarchy, our country’s history is mired
with examples of such racist injustice. Indigenous, Black, Asian and South Asian people, to
name a few, have all been subject to state-sanctioned and state-supported racism through policies
such as The Indian Act, the Transatlantic Slave Trade, Chinese head tax and the Internment of
Japanese Canadians.

The concept of racial hierarchy refers to a societal structure where certain racial groups are
positioned as superior while others face systemic disadvantages. This phenomenon happens
worldwide, but in North America, it refers to the belief that the dominant group has the most
privilege and power due to skin colour and the least privileged and powerful groups, often of
darkest complexion, are Indigenous, Black or people of colour.

The United Nations emphasizes the importance of dismantling racial discrimination and
promoting equality for all. In its statement on IDERD, the UN General Assembly affirms:

“All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights and have the potential to
contribute constructively to the development and well-being of their societies. [...] Any doctrine
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of racial superiority is scientifically false, morally condemnable, socially unjust and dangerous
and must be rejected, together with theories that attempt to determine the existence of separate
human races.”

Racial discrimination affects individuals, communities and society in profound ways. It can take
subtle forms, such as microaggressions and biased policies, or manifest overtly through racial
slurs, blatant exclusion and over policing as well as disproportionate representation of
Indigenous, Black and people of colour within justice and welfare systems. It also includes
Islamophobia and Antisemitism, which contribute to the marginalization of Jewish and Muslim
communities through harmful stereotypes, hate crimes and systemic barriers. Racial
discrimination affects everyone, eroding respect, physical and psychological safety and social
cohesion. Recognizing racial discrimination is crucial to effectively addressing and preventing it.
Creating safer and inclusive communities is possible when the community is aware of its
presence and consequences and actively works to address and dismantle it.

Furthermore, racism deeply affects communities by limiting opportunities, fostering social
divisions, and creating long-term inequalities. On a macro level, it can impact access to
education, employment, healthcare, and housing, leading to disparities that persist across
generations. Racial discrimination also contributes to mental and physical health challenges, in
the form of race-based and generational trauma. By addressing racism and racial discrimination,
communities can build more inclusive, equitable, and thriving environments for everyone.

Recognizing and addressing racial discrimination is a collective responsibility. By raising
awareness, challenging bias, and advocating for equitable policies, communities can foster
environments where everyone feels valued and empowered. Eliminating racial discrimination
isn’t just about justice — it’s about building a more inclusive, thriving society for all.
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