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WHAT’S SO BAD ABOUT RACISM?


INTRODUCTION


You, like countless others,  have had enough of racism. The age-old problem has permeated societies  worldwide, regardless  of basic  science, logic, reasoning, morality and plain common sense.


From wars, slavery and terrorism to street riots, police shootings and detention camps, racism’s toxic and destructive consequences affect countless people around the world. In recent years, light has been shed on more insidious forms of racism, where racial bias and discrimination are unconsciously woven into the fabric of society.


The good news is that this situation is not inevitable: it does not have to be this way. You are lucky enough to be part of a unique turning point in history, where millions of people across the world are united in their sentiment: enough is enough.


History shows that silence has not been an effective tool  for  progress.  Being  non-racist  while  taking  a passive and neutral position in your actions is not how change will come about. This book will show you how being non-racist does not equate to being anti-racist, and it will give you all the information and pointers you need to take the first step toward anti-racism – starting with some statistics over the next few pages to help you visualize the scale of the problem.


Anti-racism is a conscious effort to work against racism in all its myriad forms. An anti-racist person believes in racial equality, and applies that belief in their everyday conduct and decisions. They take action to challenge, deplore or dismantle the racism that they encounter.


For meaningful and permanent change to happen, your  participation  is  needed.  This  book  will  help you to place your mark on the global change that is so desperately overdue. By expanding your understanding of what racism means, you can raise your voice against it and take charge of your own impact. Let’s end the scourge of racism and create a different future.


THE ORIGINS OF RACISM


While scholars disagree about the exact origin of discrimination based on skin tone and heritage (largely because the definition of racism is not fixed), one thing is for certain: racism has been around for centuries.


Some trace it back to thirteenth-century England, when laws decreed the incarceration and expulsion of English Jews.


Others refer to the sixteenth century, when physical differences between Anglo-Saxons and Africans were used to claim a racial hierarchy that justified the slave trade at the time.


RACISM HASN’T BEEN AROUND FOREVER


Humans as you know them (Homo sapiens) have existed for around 200,000 years. Modern humans, meaning those that use tools and implements, have existed for around 12,000 years.


If we say racism is eight hundred years old at the most, that means it makes up less than 7 per cent of modern human history – or less than half of 1 per cent of total human history.


This shows that racism is not a permanent part of human nature. It is a temporary setback of human invention.


RACISM ISN’T BASED ON FACTS


THE TARGETS OF RACISM HAVE CHANGED OVER TIME.


IN SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLAND, IRISH PEOPLE WERE PORTRAYED AS “SAVAGES” WHO WERE INCAPABLE OF BEING “CIVILIZED”.1


DURING THE LATE NINETEENTH AND EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURIES IN THE USA, THERE WAS WIDESPREAD PREJUDICE AGAINST ITALIAN IMMIGRANTS. THE LARGEST MASS LYNCHING (IN A SINGLE DAY) IN AMERICAN HISTORY WAS THAT OF 11 ITALIANS IN NEW ORLEANS IN 1891.2


THE MOVING TARGET DEMONSTRATES THAT RACISM IS BASED ON SELF-SERVING OPINION RATHER THAN ANY KIND OF FACT.


SEGREGATION IS MORE RECENT THAN YOU MIGHT THINK


There are people alive today who lived through the most unthinkable segregation. In 1960, six-year-old Ruby Bridges was the first Black student to attend an all-white school in Louisiana, USA, after passing the entrance exam. During her first year, federal marshals escorted Ruby to school due to the daily protests. She received threats of being poisoned and killed; one protestor held a black baby doll in a coffin. She was taught alone, as white parents refused to let their children be in the same class as a Black child. Her courage is seen by many to have paved the way for the end of segregation in schools.
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THE OPPORTUNITY GAP


There is a persistent opportunity gap between people of different races around the world.


In Australia, in order to get as many job interviews as a white applicant (known as an Anglo), an Indigenous person must submit 35 per cent more applications, a Chinese person 68 per cent more and a Middle Eastern person 64 per cent more.3


In France, job applicants with Arab-sounding names get 25 per cent fewer responses than those with French-sounding names.4
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LOCKED UP


The USA imprisons more of its Black population than South Africa did at the height of Apartheid.


One in three Black men in the USA are imprisoned during their lifetime,5 with permanent consequences for their employability, housing and mental health.


This has wider implications for democracy and society; most states legally prohibit people with criminal records from voting. In the presidential election of 2020, 6 per cent of the Black voting population could not vote.6


STOP AND SEARCH


Police in several countries have been found to disproportionately stop and search Arab, Asian, Indigenous or Black people – a policy that has resulted in no significant change to crime rates.


In England and Wales, Black people are 40 times more likely to be stopped and searched than their white peers.7


Indigenous Australians are subjected to more strip searches: while comprising less than four percent of the New South Wales population, they represented 12 percent of all searches in a two-year period.8


RACISM IN HEALTHCARE


Racism exists in the healthcare systems of many countries, leading to unequal standards of access and treatment.


In one study, 29 per cent of white first-year American medical students wrongly believed that Black people’s blood coagulates faster, and 21 per cent falsely assumed that Black people have stronger immunity.9 Such racist ideas lead to inferior medical treatment for Black patients. For instance, in the USA, Black babies are almost twice as likely to survive if they are treated by Black doctors rather than white doctors.10


Inaccurate beliefs can also be reinforced by racist practices. Spirometers (that measure lung capacity) in American hospitals often “correct” for race and measure Black people differently – a policy that is based on rationale dating back to slavery.11


DEATH IN THE TIME OF COVID


During the Covid-19 pandemic, Black, Asian and ethnic minorities were at a higher risk of in-hospital deaths caused by the virus in several countries, including the UK and the USA. Contributing factors included socioeconomic status, geographic location, overcrowded housing and types of occupation.


In England and Wales – after accounting for age, measures of self-reported health and other socio-demographic characteristics – Black people were over four times more likely to die a Covid-19 related death than white people, while Bangladeshi and Pakistani men were almost twice as likely.12




 


 


 


WHAT IS RACISM?


The first step to eliminating racism is understanding what racism is.


While you know that you want to challenge racism, you might be less certain about how to go about it. That is because defining racism is actually much more complicated than it first seems. What exactly is racism? How do you recognize it?


This chapter invites you to put aside what you think you know about racism and to open your mind to the myriad ways it can occur. By creating a clear definition of it in your mind, you will become more aware of its various forms and can work toward addressing it.


WHAT IS “RACE”?


The word “race” is around five hundred years old and was used originally in the English language as a marker of kinship or affiliation. It meant that you were a member of a particular household or group, or that you shared a common ancestor.


“Race” was redefined in the seventeenth century by white people to emphasize the perceived aesthetic differences between Anglo-Saxons and Africans, in order to validate the exploitation or domination over those they thought of as “inferior”, and to justify the slave trade and colonization.


Today, it is a social marker of a person’s identity, typically based on skin colour and other physical or biological  attributes.  Ethnicity  is  usually  associated with learned aspects of identity, such as language, culture  and  religion.13
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