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Abstract 

Throughout history, whenever society has used 'race' as a human identity and categorization of 

people it has been associated with denial of dignity and rights. However, the Universal 

Declaration on Human Rights adopted by the United Nations in 1948, with the goal to promote 

and protect equal dignity and opportunity for all people, incorporated 'race' as a neutral and 

valid human identity. This article presents the findings from a qualitative case study on the 

meaning and role of 'race' in contemporary human rights work. The case study is based on three 

human rights discrimination in employment complaint cases, filed by women of different 

ancestry: Aboriginal, African and European. Framed within Structural Social Work (critical 

theory and postmodernism), this study exposes the complexity and contradictions within 'race'. 

It demonstrates that 'race' is a distinct and necessary prohibited ground of discrimination; 

however, 'race' as a human identity is in and by it-self oppressive, and identifies six distinct 

discourses of 'race'. These findings imply a need for further research and critical work on the 

position of 'race' in human service programs that reify 'race'. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Consistent with the International Declaration on Human Rights, Canadian Federal and Provincial 

Human Rights Legislation include 'race' as one of the prohibited grounds of discrimination; 

however, none of these documents provide a definition of 'race'. The meaning of 'race' can be 

derived from human rights programs such as the Federal Employment Equity Program, which 

defines members of 'visible minorities', one of the target groups, as "a person other than 

Aboriginal persons who are considered to be non-white (sic) in colour", as referenced in the 

Saskatchewan Human Rights Commission's policy. This categorization of people implies three 

key 'race' groups under Canada's human rights policy: the 'whites' including all those with 

European ancestry, also referred to as the Caucasian 'race'; the indigenous people ofNorth 

America referred to the Aboriginal peoples; and the 'non-whites', a large category lumping 

together the rest of the population with ancestry from different parts of the world. 

In an article on the fundamental principles of Human Rights, Partsch (1982) provides the 

definition of 'race' as: "a human group that defines itself and /or is defined by other groups as 

different from other groups by virtue of innate and immutable physical characteristics". Partsch 

further points out a problem that distinguishes 'race' from other prohibited grounds of 

discrimination, he stated: 

Invidious discrimination on the grounds of sex, language or religion can be eliminated by 
the full realization and implementation of specific human rights. If equality between men 
and women in their mutual relations, if linguistic freedom, if freedom of religion and 
belief are fully guaranteed and if these guarantees are also implemented, discrimination 
on these grounds should disappear. There is a correlation between these specific 
freedoms and the possibility of discriminatory acts. In respect to "race", no such specific 
freedom exists (page 76). 
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Consistent with Partsch's observation, it has been documented since the early 1990's that many 

Canadian Human Rights agencies are experiencing extra difficulty resolving 'race' based human 

rights complaints. A report by Young (1992) on the Ontario Human Rights Commission's 

experience in the handling of 'race' discrimination complaints states that, 'race' discrimination is 

one of the most elusive problems faced by human rights organizations in North America. A 

Federal Justice report by Mendes (1994) found that Human Rights Commissions in the 

jurisdictions ofNova Scotia, Quebec, Ontario and British Columbia were ineffective in handling 

'race' complaints, and further clarified that 'race' discrimination continued to pervade Canadian 

society at an unacceptable level. A comparative analysis of 'race' (37 cases) and sex (34 cases) 

based complaints conducted at the British Columbia Human Rights Commission reported 

dramatic differences in their management (Mohammed A., 1999). For example, the Commission 

dismissed 43% of 'race' in contrast to 6% of sex discrimination complaints, for lack of sufficient 

evidence before the investigation stage of the complaint management process. Fifty six percent 

of sex discrimination complaints and 3% of 'race' discrimination complaints were settled; and 

correspondingly 18%, in contrast to 3%, ofthe respective complaints were referred to a higher 

legal body. The position of those who are direct victims of discrimination based on 'race' can be 

summarized by Aylward (1999) who eloquently expressed the frustration over the human rights 

system in Canada on two key related points. Having the exclusive jurisdiction over 'race' 

discrimination cases, yet based on a number of identified cases seemed to further contribute to 

the denial of dignity and opportunity for 'people of colour'. 

In an attempt to understand and address the complex, historical and illusive issues in 'race' based 

discrimination complaints, in 1997 the Canadian Association of Statutory Human Rights 
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Agencies (CASHRA) published a lengthy training manual for human rights investigators titled: 

Uncovering Racism. In addition, the reports and studies referred to above have made lengthy 

recommendations on how to improve the management of 'race' complaints; however, all this 

work takes a symptomatic approach. With due regard to the importance of addressing the 

presented problems, in my view, the core problem lies in understanding the root cause of the 

persisting inequality in respect to 'race'. Through this research project, I explore the historical 

construction and meaning of 'race' and compare it to its contemporary meaning and role in 

human rights work. 

HISTORICAL and CONTEMPORARY MEANING(S) and ROLE(S) of 'RACE' 

Theories on human nature, such as the Hobbessian approach present the view that discrimination 

is as old as humanity. In addition, there is tremendous evidence that unequal treatment based on 

'race' and even some use of 'race' in reference to group identity is as old as biblical times. Miles 

(1997) in his book Racism provides a more recent analysis on the evolution of 'race' within the 

English culture (language), and clarifies that 'race' is time and geographic specific. He refers to 

the 11th century when the Nordic 'race' was considered superior after it conquered, oppressed 

and dominated the Anglo-Saxon 'race'. Miles also relates to a time when 'race' was used to refer 

to lineage or common descent and to the 'other'; but it was always closely linked to seeing the 

'other' as a savage, inferior, uncivilized, oflower class and corresponded with the denial of 

dignity and rights. 

Miles further explains that this hierarchical ideology of 'race' was used in the formation of the 

nation state in Europe. Miles adds that, in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, with the 
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development of science, 'race' took on a new meaning, "to refer to human groups with distinct 

and measurable physical and mental characteristics" (p.36). Miles explains that science was used 

to claim that all humans were a product of a 'race' or a combination of permanent and innate 

differences and that "biological characteristics of each 'race' determined a range of 

psychological and social capacities of each group, by which they could be ranked" (p.32) 

implying that 'race' determined cultural and economic characteristics, and development. This 

biological or biophysical hierarchical 'race' ideology was used extensively in Europe, focusing, 

amongst others on the Irish and the Jews. Europeans later used it in the enslavement of the 

Africans and the colonization of the Americas, Asia and Africa. This history is the dominant 

construction of 'race' to this day. 

In corresponding work, Banks (1995) writes about the reconstruction of 'race' on the North 

American continent, in the late 19th century to 1940s. He refers to literature and research that 

conceptualized and defined 'race' as biologically inherited physical and behavioural 

characteristics. It advocated that the Aryan and I or Nordic 'race' was unquestionably innately 

superior in respect to mental strength than other European races, let alone the Negroid and 

Mongoloid 'races'. Banks draws our attention to literature that made distinctions between the 

Nordic 'race' of America and other various white 'races' regarded as inferior to the former, in 

reference to others from Northern Europe and the increasing number of immigrants from 

Southern and Eastern Europe, also referred to as "new" immigrants. 

A review of literature on 'race' in Canada includes the persistent dehumanization of the 

Aboriginal peoples during and after colonization, that as recent as 1969, brought this community 
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to a "brink of legal extinction" ( Flera & Elliot, 1999, p.166). The treatment of Canadians of 

French, as well as those of African, Asian, East and Southern European ancestry was also 

oppressive. Boyko (1995) and Flera & Elliot (1999) explain extensively the persistent influence 

of biophysical hierarchical 'race' on immigration and other policies, and on the cultural, 

political, education and economic systems of Canadian society. Writing on the experience of 

"Black' Canadians Bokyo (1995) explains how 'race' was also used by minority groups against 

each other, for example, he makes reference to Aboriginal chiefs who owned 'slaves' and the 

fact that French-Canadians initially resisted the abolition of slavery. He also explains how 'race' 

was used to invent and re-invent new laws, policies and stereotypes to persistently deny equal 

dignity and opportunity. 

Banks (1995) also points to work that was in existence in the early 1800s that contradicted the 

'race' thinking, such as the view that mankind was capable of indefinite improvement. Banks 

makes reference to Caldwell's scholarly work and book Thoughts on the Original Unity of the 

Human Race. Others including social and feminist theorists, and genetic scientists have 

challenged the meaning 'race' on different grounds. Some have argued on the basis ofthe 

influence of the environment on inherited characteristics. Feminist theorists have exposed the 

role of hierarchical social constructions such as patriarchy and class in justifying domination, 

exploitation, control and other forms of oppression, and in sustaining social inequality (Williams, 

1989). Genetic science including the work of Dr. Spengler (http:/www.ScienceDaily.com, March 

2000) has confirmed that genetic differences within a given 'racial' group exceed those between 

assumed 'race' categories. As an example, Spengler explained that, "a tall person and a short 

person are significantly more different than the black (sic) man and the white (sic) man of a 

9 



similar height." Some scholars have used 'race' with quotation marks in recognition of such 

critical work on its meaning; however, the dominant paradigm of biophysical hierarchical 'race' 

has persisted and thrived. 

There are some scholars who have attributed the origins and persistence of 'race' on "the rise of 

market capitalism, wage labor, the Protestant Ethic, private property, and possessive 

individualism" (Smedley, 1999). The attack on capitalism has been discounted by the argument 

that hierarchical oppressive 'race' thrives in socialist societies despite policies and programs that 

speak about equal human dignity. Marx's work referred to this phenomenon as 'ideological 

normative discourse' that serves the interests of those in dominant positions. This analysis helps 

by pointing to the periphery forces that indirectly fuel the idea of 'race' and its exploitative 

nature, including class, colonization, nationalism and immigration as referred to above. 

'RACE' and HUMAN RIGHTS 

In the mid-20th century, specifically after the II World War and the Holocaust, framed within 

Nazi Germany's 'race' ideologies, the international community took a formal position and 

acknowledged that 'race' is a socially dangerous ideology and rejected the dogma that some 

human groups are by nature superior or inferior to others. The Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights was adopted in 1948 by all United Nations member states and it listed 'race' first among 

other prohibited grounds of discrimination, and various international and national policies and 

programs have been instituted to promote and protect equal human dignity and opportunities. 

The predominant paradigm however has been the retention of 'race' as a human identity and 

categorization of people based on hereditary traits and as a scientific field of inquiry (Miles, 
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1989). Under this human rights approach, policies and programs have advocated for 'race' 

relations and 'racial identity' as part of the strategy of working towards the promotion of equal 

dignity and opportunity for all people. 'Race' has been considered as a political discourse to help 

overcome oppression and this has included programs and research promoting 'racial identity'. 

Some critical scholars have challenged this approach for legitimizing, promoting and sustaining 

the 'race' thinking. They have argued that it has left the ideology of 'race' unchallenged and 

artificially separates 'race' from its product- racism. This uncritical use of 'race' as a neutral and 

valid social categorization of people also separates 'race' from its history, obscuring issues like 

unequal distribution of resources and the abuse of power. Goldberg (1993) refers to this 

phenomenon as the mask of 'race' that reproduces and chronically transforms racism through 

social structures like culture, education, economic and political systems. To bring this 

observation closer to home, in a communication relating to the preparations for the 3rd World 

Conference Against Racism (WCAR) held in Durban, in 2001, a Canadian scholar, Kobayashi 

eloquently stated that, "not only is racism pervasive in Canadian life, but it is dynamic, adaptable 

and changeable, fitting the contours of contemporary social practices and dominant norms so that 

it is often invisible to those who reproduce it" (Kobayashi, 2000). 

On the other extreme, some scholars have totally rejected all aspects of 'race' thinking as 

erroneous, dangerous and driven by various ulterior motives. They explain that the persistent and 

central theme of 'race' throughout history has been domination, exploitation and other forms of 

oppressing the 'other'. This analysis seems to have some validity since despite the international 
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adoption and recognition ofthe Universal Declaration on Human Rights, the South African 

Apartheid government was able to openly use 'race' for this very purpose. 

Designed within the post-modem analytical framework, this study seeks to understand the 

identified problem of lack of progress in 'race' based human rights work, through the critical 

study of the contemporary meaning(s) and role(s) of 'race' as a prohibited ground of 

discrimination and as a human identity. I have reviewed various books on anti-racism and Social 

Work, including the work of Castagna & Sefa Dei (2000), Dominelli (1988) and James (1996) as 

well as research work, such as the study by Kohatsu (2000) based on 'racial identity theory'; all 

of this work incorporate 'race' as a concrete and neutral human identity. 

METHOD: 

This exploratory case study was framed under critical theory, specifically within Structural 

Social Work's focus on oppression and its emancipatory perspective. It is also based on a 

fundamental Social Work principle: that the means or strategy ought to be informed by the 

understanding of the root cause of the problem, and connected to the end-goal. After all, one has 

more control over the means as the end goal is illusive. 

The study was confined to three 'race' based discrimination in employment case files, drawn 

from 50 case files that were recorded as closed in the previous fiscal year (200 1-02) of a 

Provincial Human Rights Agency. As an overview on the agency's human rights discrimination 

casework during that year, approximately 60% of discrimination complaints received by this 

agency were in respect to employment, the rest were in respect to the provision of public services 
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including education and housing. Besides being the predominant basis of discrimination, 

employment is a fundamental human right that has a direct impact on all other aspects of 

humanity. Discrimination based on 'race' was the third largest prohibited ground of 

discrimination under which complaints were filed that year, at 20%, after disability at 36% and 

sex at 24%. As a control measure and in an attempt to represent the official position on the 

diversity of 'race' in Canada, all cases selected were filed by women. They include one with 

Aboriginal ancestry, herein after referred to as Alice in Case A; one with European ancestry, 

referred to as Bonnie in Case B; and the third with African ancestry, named Camille in Case C. 

Within each case file, I assigned a maximum of 20 individual voices, distributed equally between 

four positions: the complainant, respondent, investigator and adjudicator or mediator. I confined 

the study to only those statements that were written in first person and /or were signed by the 

selected voices. A total of 34 voices were identified: 14 in Case A, 14 in Case B, and 6 in Case 

C. Although it is not possible to provide a clear description of the participants in this study since 

the basic demographic data was blocked out for confidentiality, the following outline provides an 

overview. Seven of the voices represented the complainant's position; only one of the three 

complainants had co-workers supporting her position. Fourteen of the voices represented the 

respondent's position; they comprised of management, co-workers, supervisors, union 

representatives and lawyers. Ten of the voices were in the role of investigators working in an 

official capacity at the human rights agency. Note however, that some of these individual voices 

are counted more than once, if for example a staff member worked on more than one of the case 

files under this study. Only three distinct new voices participated in the capacity of adjudicators. 

It seemed possible that the voices that participated at the adjudication stage, in the form of early 
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resolution and /or mediation, were not distinctly different from those involved during 

investigations. 

Aware of the eloquence of records as a non-obstructive and non-reactive data in work aimed as 

social change, I chose to use case files to be the main source of data. This approach was ideal for 

a number of other reasons including: the sensitivity of the subject of 'race', the need to avoid 

social desirability biases and arousing old painful emotions among participants. I was also able 

to undertake the in-depth critical analysis afforded by data collected over the lifetime of the cases 

studied. 

The study involved multi-layered data analysis including the plotting of general themes, 

identification of salient meanings and exploration of underlying paradigms of 'race', framed 

within the understanding of the dynamics of oppression and the objectives of human rights. I also 

incorporated the analysis on 'language and discourse' in specific reference to 'race'. As a 

preliminary step, I invested time in understanding the dynamics surrounding 'race' in each case 

file. 

FINDINGS 

CASE SUMMARIES 

Case A was an approximately 375 page and 38 months old case file, in which an Aboriginal 

woman, herein after referred to as Alice, filed a complaint for wrongful dismissal from 

employment, against management of a group home for people with physical and mental 

disabilities. In a written statement she indicated, "/was fired after I demanded that something be 
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done about the slurs I was subjected to by a resident of the home. I believe that if I had said 

nothing about the racism I was being subjected to, if I had indeed just accepted it as I was told to 

do, I would never have been fired. " She had been in this employment for less than a month. 

Management argued that since Alice was still on probation and had refused to follow orders, it 

had no choice but to terminate her services. It refused the option to settle the case through 

mediation, insisting that Alice failed to recognize that the client's needs take priority, and 

assessed her as unprofessional. The first human rights investigator recommended that the 

complaint had merit based on previous court decisions asserting that employers have the duty to 

ensure the workplace and public service environment is not "poisoned". However, before the 

investigation was concluded, the case was passed on to another investigator, who together with 

senior staff in the department recommended 'no probable cause' basing their decision on the fact 

that the client involved had a mental disability. They agreed with management's position that 

Alice's behaviour in refusing to follow her supervisors' orders and failing to respect the client's 

disability was unprofessional. At a higher level, the Directors of the Commission disagreed with 

the final investigator's decision and appointed a judicial Board to undertake a formal inquiry into 

the case, with the view that the employer had the obligation to explore other alternatives other 

than termination of employment. 

The first communication from the Board setting the date of the hearing included an article with a 

court decision reaffirming employers' duty to fairness in treating and/ or dismissing probationary 

employees. Immediately after receiving this communication the employer agreed to resolve the 

case without having to go to court. Within two months a settlement agreement was reached. 
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Among other things, the settlement document stated that, the respondent agreed to pay Alice "the 

total sum of $2000, as full compensation for any loss and damage, howsoever incurred or 

perceived to have been incurred.. " as "full and final settlement of the rights and obligations of 

the complainant .. ". It also included a required acknowledgement on the part of the respondent 

that harassment based on 'race' like sex is harmful behaviour. 

Case B was approximately 75 pages and approximately a 10 months old case file, initiated by a 

woman of European ancestry, herein after referred to as Bonnie. She had worked with the same 

employer for over five years but she resigned from her job and filed a complaint against 

management for failing to protect her from 'racial' harassment from what she referred to as 

Native customers. She described her working conditions as intolerable, "they treated us like 

slaves. I have been called white bitch, white whore, white trash, and stupid. I was also told I was 

not the right colour to work in the hotel, told I was going to get fired" and was constantly 

reminded of who owned the company. Four witnesses submitted written statements sharing 

similar experiences at the same work place. Bonnie explained that she did not talk to 

management until the year she quit her employment because she did not want to lose her job. She 

insisted that all along management knew that staff was being subjected to 'racial' harassment but 

did nothing about it. She explained that, "I got the impression ... nothing could be done about it 

and that I was supposed to handle it the best I could. " Other witnesses supported her position 

indicating, "everything was racial". Bonnie decided to quit her job after a major racial 

harassment incident but management pleaded with her to stay and went as far as establishing a 

Zero Tolerance Policy and an implementation committee. However, the harassment continued. 

Bonnie and the witnesses indicated that no written complaints were filed as had been required 
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because they did not want to risk their jobs, explaining that some of the harassment came from 

senior management and in their opinion, it was not prepared to do anything about it. 

In the initial response management refuted the complaint as arising out of a problematic new 

employee, who also happened to be a relative of the complainant. It later conceded that incidents 

of a racial nature did occur, explaining that they were from drunken customers. However, it 

refused to acknowledge that racial harassment was pervasive arguing that an internal process to 

deal with any form of harassment had been established but nobody used it. After a full 

investigation and 'probable cause' decision confirming a poisoned work environment was made, 

management agreed to a negotiated settlement. As part of the agreement, management 

compensated Bonnie a sum of $4000 for the loss of dignity and lost wages, and was required to 

post anti-racism posters at the work place. 

Case C was an approximately 50 page file, initiated by a woman of African ancestry referred to 

as Camille, also with a discrimination complaint against management for wrongful dismissal 

from employment. In a handwritten statement Camille explained that on the day she was 

terminated, she had to carry three boxes of frozen meat, each weighing 6 kgs., but after three 

turns she felt pain in her chest and started to carry two boxes at a time. A co-worker with whom 

she had had a racist incident before confronted her insisting that she had to carry three boxes like 

other co-workers and threatened that if management did not get rid ofher she would kill her, 

calling her "black ass". Camille stated that she was scared and terrified by the threat and 

immediately reported the incident to the Human Resource Manager and to the city police. That 

same day at a meeting with her supervisor, Camille was told that she was dismissed from her 
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employment because she had been evaluated with a poor work performance. Camille expressed 

frustration indicating that she had received a good feedback and was able to work overtime prior 

to the incident. Camille sought help from the union but she did not get any. She also expressed 

deep concern about her loss of employment stating that, she is a single parent and had children. 

Management explained that Camille was still under probation, and that it had planned to 

terminate her on that day but it had been busy and it had not gotten to it. The accused co-worker 

agreed she had uttered the threat to kill Camille out of frustration but denied uttering any racist 

remark. Management expressed regret at the utterance of a death threat; but it decided on no 

disciplinary action because of the employee's seniority and good past work record. The union 

supported management's position and referred to a prior meeting with Camille's supervisor on 

her poor performance; however Camille insisted that she never attended such a meeting. The last 

notes on this case file referred to both sides agreeing to early resolution; however, at the 

conclusion of the data analysis for this research project, almost 30 months later since the 

complaint was filed, I learned that this case file ended up in a full investigation process and that 

it was still there. 

While there are differences in the pertinent details of the three cases, there are general themes 

and observations on salient and subtle use of race that throw some light on the meaning and role 

of 'race'. First, 'race' as an independent prohibited ground of discrimination was being used 

interchangeably with other prohibited grounds. Second, I noticed that, when used as a human 

identity in isolation of other prohibited grounds of discrimination, 'race' seemed to consistently 

represent oppression; it did not serve as a basis of empowerment contrary to the objectives of the 
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Human Rights legislation. 'Race' was in and by itself oppressive, and in addition, I observed 

multiple discourses of 'race' in each of the cases. I expound on these findings below. 

THE MEANING OF 'RACE' IN THE THREE HUMAN RIGHTS COMPLAINT CASES 

Although 'race' is included under the Human Rights Code as an independent prohibited ground 

of discrimination, in reality, the voices in all three case files consistently used 'race' side by side 

and interchangeably with "colour", "ancestry", "nationality", and "place of origin"; other 

independent prohibited grounds of discrimination. Some participants also used the term descent. 

The three human rights complaint cases were formalized as follows: Case A as discrimination 

because of "Race/ Ancestry"; Case Bas "Race (Other)" and Case Cas "Race, Colour, Ancestry, 

Nationality"; however, within each of the complaints 'race' subsumed the other independent 

prohibited grounds of discrimination. 

As an independent prohibited ground of discrimination, 'race' seemed to be an extension of 

discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, nationality, culture and ancestry, in a way that implied 

an additional unique barrier to equal dignity and opportunity. It seemed as if 'race' was beyond 

related concrete differences like cultural practices or language. I observed that in the few 

incidences when 'race' was openly used in isolation, it was used in reference to the specific 

details of the complaint that were abusive, dehumanizing or denying equal opportunity. For 

example, in Case A, Alice refers to the racist remarks as "disparaging"; in Cases Band C the 

abusers used the terms "white whore" and "black ass" to dehumanize and belittle the 

complainants. Unlike the other identities used, colour was used as synonymous to 'race'. These 

incidences were the complainants' direct experience of 'race'. 'Race' as a prohibited ground of 
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discrimination was a distinct barrier to equal dignity and opportunity, but in most instances it 

was not concrete and it was being subsumed and rationalized in ways that made it impossible to 

manage, as explained in detail under the section on the role of 'race'. 

While the formal and main use of 'race' under Human Rights work implies that 'race' as a 

human identity and social categorization of people is neutral and concrete, the analysis of the 

statements in the case files revealed the contrary as expounded on below. It was also observed 

that 'race' possibly meant different things to different people based on the position occupied by 

the participating voices within the case files, that is, the complainants, respondent, human rights 

investigators and adjudicators. In addition, it was observed that in some instances 'race' was a 

fluid power related categorization and not a permanent human identify. For example, statements · 

made by Human Rights investigators identified participants' by 'race' and included some 

inconsistencies around 'race' as a human identity. In Case B for example, the Human Rights 

investigator's case analysis report identified one participant as: "of Metis descent, however 

visually appear (sic) to be Caucasian", and referred to another as: "of native (sic) descent, but 

could be perceived to be of Caucasian descent". For the purpose of this study, I put emphasis on 

the meaning and role of 'race' in relation to the complainants; those seeking to achieve equal 

dignity and rights through Human Rights law and work. 

THE ROLE OF 'RACE' 

In all three cases, I observed that the complainants' experience of 'race' was consistently 

associated with feelings of being put down, of exclusion, denial of equal dignity and opportunity 

and was followed by frustration, anxiety and a sense of disempowerment. These experiences 
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were recurrent and seemed to intensify as long as one acknowledged and subscribed their human 

differences in the context of 'race'. I observed extensive, illusive and multiple subtle experiences 

and impositions of 'race' in all three cases. 

OPPRESSION AND DISEMPOWERMENT IN 'RACE' 

Through the review and analysis of the statements made by all three complainants, the general 

theme that stands out loud and clear is their association of 'race' with verbal and physical abuse, 

isolation and loss of self-dignity and their reference to the intense and recurrent pain, trauma and 

sense of loneliness and disempowerment. Some of these aspects were most pronounced in Cases 

A and C in which the complainants did not have a single witness to support their complaint while 

their respondents had ample support to oppose the complaints; among them co-workers, lawyers 

and even representatives of the union. 

In case A, Alice repeatedly made reference to hurt feelings including being embarrassed, scared 

and ashamed; she expressed extreme frustration and a desire to feel accepted. She described her 

experience with three of her supervisor as follows: "!felt as though I was being ganged up on. 

Neither of the women seemed to understand that just because ... (client) was brain injured that 

his words could still have the power to hurt, . . . . I would have had to put myself in a position far 

above him in order to disregard what he had to say. I would have had to put myself in a position 

that was completely frowned on .... They didn't care to understand what I was experiencing." 

In Case B, explaining the impact of the long-term experience of racist remarks directed against 

her and co-workers, Bonnie wrote: "they have damaged me both mentally and physically". She 

indicated that at one time she saw a medical doctor over stress at the work place and was advised 

to take a break from work or look for another job. One of her witnesses wrote in her statement 
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that: "the stress I was put under by the mistreatment was almost unbearable. It eventually put a 

physical toll on me with continuous headaches, back and front neck pain ... I had guests punch at 

me (contact never occured (sic)), been spit on, had pens, keys etc. thrown at me. I have been 

threatened numerous amounts of times to be beaten, raped, stabbed, shot and even killed". She 

explained that these were examples of the treatment she received from angry and often drunken 

clients, as a result, she quit her job even before she found another one. 

In Case C, in handwritten notes Camille compared her experience of 'race' to the war in her 

former country. Relating to the incidence when a co-worker demanded that she should be fired or 

she would kill her and called her "black ass" she wrote: "I started to remember the terrible 

things that I encountered in ... (her former country). !felt scared, depressed and I peed in my 

pants. I started to tremble because of the threats ... gave me. . . . . . . . I am a single parent and I 

am very worried of what happened I have cry spells and deep grief and anxiety . . . I have 

trouble sleeping at night, and the emotional pain and anxiety is more that (sic) I can handle. " 

'Race' was clearly in and by itself an oppressive and disempowering experience; on the other 

hand, the complainants seemed to get relief from 'race' oppression by evoking their other 

identities, like their ancestry, ethnicity and cultural origins. For example, in Case A the 

complainant restated her identity as part of her response to the 'racial' incidents, in a way 

implying a rejection of the ascribed 'race' and providing an alternative identity. Referring to her 

response to what she described as insulting and hurtful remarks Alice wrote: " I said ... you know 

I'm Indian, I'm Cree, when you say mean things about Indians, you hurt my feelings." Her 
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statement also referred to a resident of the Group Home who said "I'm Metis from Ille-ala

Crosse and I don't like it when people say bad things about Indians. " 

OPPRESSION and DIS-EMPOWERMENT in a RECURRING MANNER 

It's important to note that in all three cases, what was filed as 'race' based discrimination 

complaint was not the recorded initial incident of racist remarks; rather, it was the persistent 

refusal of those in position of power to acknowledge the denial of one's dignity and the 

corresponding denial of equal opportunity based on an assumed 'race'. Initially, the 

complainants asserted their need to be protected from a dehumanizing experience or experiences, 

but it seemed as if the act of naming 'race' based discrimination triggered other 'race' related 

oppression and disempowerment that ended up in the need to protect their right to employment. 

In addition, all three cases had elements of their experience of 'race' in a historical context and 

through the case process the complainants identified and expressed frustration at the numerous 

and recurring incidents that further affirmed their 'otherness' through what seemed subtle 

unequal 'race' based treatment. To some extent, it also seemed as if the Human Rights 

complaints were more about the women's decision to openly isolate, name and identify 'race' as 

the basis of their alleged differential treatment, within the broader experience 'race' in society. 

In Case B for example, Bonnie resigned and filed her complaint after 5 years with the same 

employer. She explained that she had experienced 'race' discrimination all through her 

employment but she could not take it any longer. In Case A, although Alice's experience of 

'race' at the work place was very short, the months that preceded her formal complaint and the 

lengthy complaint process expanded and grounded her experiences of'race'. By the end ofthe 
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complaint process, Alice seemed like a woman who had been deeply dis empowered; further 

frustrated and confused by the repeated experiences of 'race'. While at the commencement of the 

formal complaint Alice boldly and persistently expressed her opposition at what she described as 

a client's racist remarks, and asserted her identity and dignity to both the client and management, 

she was not in the same position by the end of the complaint process. The settlement agreement 

indicated that, Alice could meet with the governing body of the group home for 15 minutes 

within six months of the signing of the agreement, and that she "may attend with a support 

person of her choosing"! 

Case A clearly demonstrates the complex and recurring experience of 'race' through things done 

or issues not addressed. I identified a series of direct and subtle experiences of 'race' from the 

statements on this case file besides those that formed the formal complaint and settlement, they 

include the following. Through the influence ofthe management of the group home Alice's 

employment at a related agency was also terminated. When Alice reported her termination from 

employment to one of the Provincial Labour Standards agency she was told that her employer 

was in the right since she was still on probation, contrary to the law as was later explained in the 

case file, by the adjudicating board. Management's persistent position that Alice was 

unprofessional and that she did not care about the needs of clients with disabilities was also 

supported by the Human Rights investigators, despite the facts that, Alice's job description, the 

agency's mission statement and the doctor's recommended treatment for the specific client 

supported Alice's position in demanding that the referred client be encouraged to modify his 

attitude and behaviour. One can also assume that this experience including the complaint process 

and outcome would have a broader impact on Alice's professional career. At the conclusion of 
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this case, although it appeared as if the decision was in favor of Alice since she received 

compensation, in my view, the settlement failed to address Alice's original and core compliant: 

the denial of equal human dignity and equal opportunity in that work place. Instead, the whole 

process and the settlement agreement consolidated Alice's experience of 'race' in a number of 

concrete ways; including the respondent's further refusal to acknowledge her experience of 

'race' and the relevancy of the case in Human Rights law. 

The complainants expressed their experience of 'race' in a community context, beyond the 

individual experience, contrary to the position taken by the respondents and to some extent the 

investigators. For example, in Case A, at one point during the settlement stage, in handwritten 

notes, Alice made reference to the colonial experience of the Aboriginal peoples. She also asked 

the Human Rights officer who was involved in the process to read the book Thunder in My Soul: 

A Mohawk Woman Speaks, by Patricia Monture-Angus (1995). 

Deeper analyses of the statements in the case files clearly reveal that discrimination under the 

prohibited ground of 'race' was subtle, recurrent and complex. The denial of equal dignity and 

opportunity was in things done, but it was also in things not done. For the complainants, the 

acknowledgement of 'race' was in and by itself a source and basis of oppression. On the other 

hand, the denial of the existence of 'race' by the respondent was equally oppressive. There were 

multiple discourses of 'race' within each case file and all ofthem appeared to be oppressive. 
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THE MULTIPLE DISCOURSES OF 'RACE' 

Although the official human rights use of 'race' as a prohibited ground of discrimination and as a 

human identity implies a neutral meaning and one legitimate role of 'race', to work towards 

equal dignity and rights, it was observed that there were other distinct paradigms of 'race' 

operating within the case files. They seemed interlinked and operating in a manner that 

reinforced oppression. The table below outlines six patterns of 'race' oppression that were 

identified in this case study and it is followed by six paragraphs with examples on each 

discourse. 

The Six Identified Discourses of 'Race' 
'Race' as a 'Race' 'Race' as 'Race' as 'Race' as 'Race' as 
hierarchical modified to a void historical, part and internalized 
human a neutral and a structural, parcel ofthe oppressiOn 
identity and and valid non-Issue institutional, larger power manifested 
categorizati human and systemic struggles for through the 
on of people identity and forces that domination denial of 

categoriza- overtly and control human dignity 
tion of continue to in society for self and 
people oppress and others. 

reproduce 
inequality 

It was observed that 'race' was oppressive in a hierarchical manner as demonstrated in the 

following examples. In Case A, although X adamantly objected to employment conditions which 

she described as having "to put myself in a position frowned upon ' the management of the group 

home, their lawyer and the Human Rights investigators consistently rejected her position, 

indirectly subscribing to and reinforcing the hierarchical nature of 'race'. In both Case A and B, 

it was observed that the majority of participating voices consistently used small "i" when 

referring to the identity "Indians" and small "n" in reference to "Natives descent" while they 
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used capital "c" in reference to "Caucasian descent". This practice is consistent with the 

historical racist practice of objectifying and dehumanizing the 'other' considered as inferior. 

And, after taking into consideration the specifics of the three cases, when one compares the 

length and complexity of the complaint processes and the resolutions reached in each of the three 

cases, it seems as if the hierarchical nature of 'race' was in play. 

All voices in this study consistently and, directly and indirectly used 'race' as if it was concrete 

human identity and in ways that reinforced and possibly rationalized its existence in society. In 

addition 'race' seemed to be treated as a neutral human identity and social categorization of 

people; framed within the liberal ideological paradigm 'race' appeared to be even more 

oppressive. As an example, under this neutral 'race' paradigm the Human Rights investigators 

seemed to operate from the view that society functioned in a fair and equitable manner regardless 

of 'race'. They required that the complainant provide indisputable evidence that suggested 

otherwise. Based on the judicial system, after the complainant's statement was evaluated as 

reputable, the respondent was given an opportunity to prove that the complainant's allegations 

were not true. The history of 'race' and the resulting direct and systemic racism, inequality etc., 

and the reality of power imbalance within the given case situation and the larger society was not 

taken into consideration. Framed within this approach, the complaint process of Case A, a 

discrimination in employment arising out of a work situation that lasted less than a month turned 

out to be an excessively lengthy case both in time and content, that also failed to address the 

complainant's human rights issues. The paradigm of 'race' as a valid, concrete and neutral 

human identity within human rights work seems to be oppressive in the most intricate manner, 

that it would require a specifically set out research project to explore it further. 
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In all three case files, the respondents consistently denied the existence of 'race'; it was a void 

and a non-issue and this complicated the cases further. It seemed as though they maintained this 

position regardless of the merits of the case, and they only agreed to a mediated discussion of the 

complaint after they sensed a change in their position of power. It was also observed that 'race' 

remained a void and non-issue for the respondents even in situations when the case was settled 

through negotiations. With specific reference to Case A the respondent went as far as taking on a 

contradictory position, rather than to acknowledge 'race'. With due consideration to the legal 

language, the settlement agreement in this case stated: "agree to pay complainant ... a sum of .. 

as full compensation for any loss or damage, howsoever incurred or perceived to have been 

incurred ... whether such losses or damages may have arisen pursuant to the Code or otherwise." 

The in-depth analysis of the case contents clearly demonstrate how 'race' oppression is 

historical, institutional, structural and systemic, far beyond the specifics used to formalize the 

Human Rights complaints, the process and even the settlement of the cases. One examples of this 

is when in Case A, Alice stated that all staff members at her employment agency were of 

European ancestry while all clients were of Aboriginal/ First Nations descent except for the 

client who made the disparaging remarks about Aboriginal people. This set-up would seem like a 

typical 'race' based institutional structure that is likely to reproduce different forms of 'race' 

based oppression and exclusions. This example is in addition to other examples already provided 

that demonstrates the historical, present and future orientated nature of 'race' oppression. 

Consistent with the literature review, all three cases demonstrate the experience of 'race' as part 

of the larger problem of oppression and domination in society. In case B for example, Bonnie 
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and all her witnesses clearly reported harassment, verbal and physical abuse based on gender, 

including being called names like "white whore" and threats of rape. There were also reports on 

incidents of 'racial' harassment from Native clients against Native staff members, including a 

statement like: "Apple, red on the outside, white on the inside." In respect to Case A, the fact 

that the client who uttered the racist remarks was male and all supervisors who persistently 

expressed fear that the client could become violent if told to stop his remarks were women also 

point to gender based oppression. In handwritten notes found on this file, it was also pointed out 

that " disability is a social construction" indicating the need to incorporate critical analysis in 

the understanding of disability vis-a-vis 'race' oppression in respect to this case. In Case C issues 

relating to the interaction between 'class' and 'race' based oppression seemed evident through 

the collaboration of the union and management, although this observation is not conclusive 

because this case file ended up being incomplete. 

Although the First Nations peoples historically, and generally continue to be 'victims' of 'race' 

based harassment, discrimination and other forms of oppression, Case B clearly demonstrates the 

vicious circle that arises out of a situation of internalized 'race'. The situation in Case B 

demonstrates that 'race' with all its complexity does intensify and leads to self-destruction in 

respect to the original 'victims' of 'race' at the individual and community level. In addition, it 

leads to anger and violence being directed against any one considered as an outsider or the 

'other' whether it is based on perceived 'race' or other human differences. This complex and 

intensified 'race' discourse intertwined with the broader oppressions in society points to the 

danger and vicious nature of 'race' and violence that seems to become increasingly destructive to 

society as a whole. 
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SUMMARY FINDINGS & IMPLICATIONS: 

This case study exposes the complex and contradicting meanings and roles of 'race'. The 

findings in this study demonstrate that although 'race' is presented as a neutral human identity, in 

reality it is fundamentally oppressive from multiple discourses and hierarchical in nature. The 

study also suggests that although 'race' is a distinct prohibited ground of discrimination; it is 

closely associated to other independent grounds like ethnicity and ancestry, operating as an 

extension of oppression. The study further suggests that, when 'race' is presented as a neutral 

and valid human identity and categorization of people, it excludes the possibility of attaining 

equal human dignity and rights; yet, this is the core objective of Human Rights law and 

programs. These findings expose the contradictory positions of 'race' within human rights, as a 

distinct prohibited ground of discrimination but also as an oppressive human identity 

contributing to the lack of progress in 'race' based human rights work at the beginning of the 21st 

century. Although these findings do not directly explain Partsch's (1982) observation when he 

distinguished 'race' from other prohibited grounds of discrimination, they do support the 

dysfunctional position of 'race'. 

This case study exposes communication and language as a central tool in human rights work and 

possibly other human service programs, drawing our attention to postmodernism's analysis on 

language and discourse. In addition, this study demonstrates how the official position on the 

meaning of 'race' as a neutral and a valid human identity, as the means to achieving the 

protection and promotion of equal dignity and rights for all people, becomes a stumbling block to 

achieving the goal. There are three key points that arise from this study. First, the need to 
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recognize that language is a key tool in human services and to be aware of language and 

discourse. Second, the need to employ dialectical analysis, a valuable structural social work tool 

that helps in avoiding the false dichotomies such as either to use 'race' or not to use 'race' 

instead of understanding the complex social processes. Third, there is a need to uphold 

fundamental management principles when addressing social issues, such as ensuring that the 

means are connected to the goal; in this case, upholding the principle of one human race towards 

achieving the ideal goal of equal human dignity and rights, while acknowledging and addressing 

the historical and persisting oppressive nature of 'race'. 

These findings are significant in light of the importance of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Right as international law that directly informs other international and national policies that seek 

to reverse history through the guarantee of equal human dignity and opportunity for all people. 

They imply a need for immediate critical review and research to specifically acknowledge and 

address the historical and persisting oppressive 'race' while upholding the fundamental principle 

that there is only one human race. Correspondingly, laws, policies and programs within Social 

Work and the broader Human Services sector should critically review the meanings and roles of 

'race' vis-a-vis the impact this has on accessibility, effectiveness, equity in respect to their 

services, leading to necessary changes. The observations made in this study are equally 

important to those considered to be the direct 'victims' of 'race' and those in search for equal 

human dignity and social justice. 

From a theoretical perspective, I wish to propose that this research work contributes to critical 

'race' theory, based on Mullaly's (p.l15) three qualifying criteria as follows. First, it identifies 
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the oppressive historical and persisting meanings and roles of 'race' as the source of domination, 

unequal treatment and abuse of power. Second, it provides alternative visions including that of 

one human race as a collective principle with emancipatory intent. Third, it has a practical intent; 

it makes the distinction between 'race' as a prohibited ground of discrimination based on the 

historical and persisting racist ideology from the one human race, the basis of the universal 

declaration of equal dignity and rights. This study exposes the use of 'race' as a human identity 

and categorization of people as dehumanizing and oppressive from multiple discourses. 'Race' 

as a human categorization cannot promote nor protect equal human dignity and rights; it is 

destructive to individuals, communities and to society as a whole. This work is in accord with 

Ife's (2001) call for Social Work and the 'minority' voices to participate in the deconstruction 

and reconstruction of human rights within postmodemism. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Informed by post-modernism and its dialectical analysis and aware of the relationship between 
social context and knowledge construction, I expose the unique positions I occupy within the 
context of this research work; phenomenon 'positionality'. As an individual of African ancestry 
and having grown up in a country that was not 'colonized', I did not acquire official 'racial' 
categorization until I immigrated to Canada in the late 1980's, when I was systematically 
classified as "black" and as a "visible minority", implying membership in the other 'race'. On 
the other hand, I have had the 'privilege' to serve in an official capacity on a provincial 
government body responsible for the implementation of the Human Rights Code. On many 
occasions this felt like occupying the 'outsider-within' location, specifically in respect to 'race'. 
This background prompted my interest on this subject area and no doubt it informs the 
interpretations in this case study. 

ENDNOTE: 

The names used in this case report are pseudo names and other main identifying characteristic 
have been excluded to preserve confidentiality and anonymity. 
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