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Abstract  

In the last decade, the conversation surrounding racial profiling and carding in the city of 

Toronto garnered much public and scholarly attention. Many journalists, academics and activists 

have examined the Community Contacts Policy, also known as carding, as well as mass 

incarceration and the police shootings and killings of unarmed, young Black men. The Yonge 

Street Uprising and the carding controversy in Toronto serve as two case studies to explore the 

ways that Black men have been disproportionately profiled, policed and surveilled in this 

country, particularly in the province of Ontario. Despite the fact that the Yonge Street Uprising 

and the carding controversy occurred decades apart, a common thread throughout both cases was 

the narrative of Black male criminality. In addition, it became apparent that many of the practices 

employed in contemporary society, such as racial profiling, carding and mass incarceration were 

derived from slavery, with the goal of limiting the freedom and mobility of Black people. 

Therefore, an examination of Canada’s historical treatment of Black people is necessary in order 

to demonstrate how practices rooted in slavery, such as, fugitive slave advertisements and 

historical representations of Black criminality helped inform current police practices. Through an 

analysis of historical, legal, criminological, and critical race scholarship, this work seeks to 

examine how and why Black people, specifically Black men, were and continue to be 

disproportionately more likely to be policed, surveilled and incarcerated. In addition, 

neighborhood contexts were examined to determine whether there was a relationship between 

police stop and search practices among different neighborhoods. An analysis of quantitative and 

qualitative data gathered from various bodies of criminological and legal research, and reports 

commissioned by the Ontario government, provide support for the theory that the Canadian state 

criminalize and incarcerates certain populations it deems undesirable. Additionally, a consistent 
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theme throughout this analysis was a heightened sense of anxiety and threat that whites have 

historically exemplified in relation to Black immigration, mobilization and resistance.   
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Introduction 

In 1992, the acquittal of four white police officers in the Rodney King beating 

reverberated throughout the world. Unbeknownst to many, this verdict would have a resounding 

effect in Toronto, Ontario. The Rodney King verdict coupled with the shooting death of 

Raymond Constantine Lawrence, by Toronto police officer Robert Rice, led citizens in Toronto 

to unite and protest police brutality against the Black community. This protest would come to be 

known as the Yonge Street Riot, which occurred on May 4
th

, 1992. Throughout this paper, I will 

refer to the riot as the Yonge Street Uprising, as this was a public outcry meant to condemn 

violence and shed light on police shootings of innocent, Black men (Paradkar, 2017). Angry and 

disappointed by the acquittals, the Black Action Defense Committee decided to form a peaceful 

protest in response. The initial reason for the protest was amplified when twenty-two year old 

Lawrence, was shot and killed for allegedly dealing crack, just two days before the protest 

(Torontoist, 2016). It is important to note that Lawrence was the fourteenth Black man shot by 

Toronto police since 1978, and the fourth to be murdered by police (Torontoist, 2016; Khenti, 

2014; Mosher, 1998).  

The following day, many newspaper articles published the events that unfolded during the 

riot, as well as their opinions on why the riot occurred. The majority of reporters and 

shopkeepers who were interviewed in the aftermath of the riot firmly stated that racism was not 

what ignited the protest. In fact, the former Premier of Ontario, Bob Rae, was quoted saying the 

root of the riot was “hooliganism-not racism” (Maychak, 1992). Although Rae originally 

denounced the idea that the riots were due to racism, he later acknowledged the “disturbing 

pattern” of Black people shot by police, and commissioned Stephen Lewis to write a report on 

race relations. The report found that there was widespread racism throughout Ontario (ibid). In 
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addition to Lewis’ report, the Ontario government released the Report of the Commission on 

Systemic Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice System in 1995, which documented widespread 

racism at every level of the criminal justice system in Ontario (Ontario Report, 1995).  

Ten years later, on October 19
th

 2002, The Star released their first article in a series on 

racial profiling by the Toronto Police (Rankin et al., 2002). A Black man in Toronto, Jason 

Burke, was singled out by police at the Caribbean-Canadian street festival Caribana on the 

suspicion that he had been dealing drugs (ibid). Burke was pushed to the floor by police, pepper 

sprayed, handcuffed and held for three days, and was not allowed to rinse his eyes (ibid). Police 

did not find any drugs on him and dropped all charges right before his trial date (ibid). Once 

again, the narrative of the Black-man-as-criminal and a drug dealer surfaced, leading police to 

ineffectively deal with a fabricated issue based on pervasive stereotypes of Black male 

criminality. The subsequent Star series focused on an analysis of police crime data, paying 

particular attention to the carding controversy, also known as the Community Contacts Reports. 

The Star series confirmed what Black Torontonians had been saying for decades-the Toronto 

police engage in racial profiling that disproportionately affects Black people, particularly young 

Black men (Rankin et al., 2002). The carding controversy in Toronto reached an all-time high in 

the mid 2000s after intensive policing strategies were employed in the city in response to 

heightened gun violence in 2005, infamously dubbed the “Year of the Gun” (Siciliano, 2010). 

Due to similar, underlying precursors responsible for events leading up to The Yonge 

Street Uprising and the carding controversy, these two periods in history will serve as case 

studies to highlight instances of anti-Black racism in Canada. The events that occurred as a result 

of the Yonge Street Uprising and the “Year of the Gun” bear similarities, such as the 

documentation of racial profiling by the Toronto police, reports written in an effort to combat 
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systemic and institutional racism, in addition to reports refuting claims of racial profiling, as well 

as heightened governmental and police intervention in an effort to crack down on drugs, gun and 

gang violence, which essentially criminalized many young Black men, causing unprecedented 

levels of incarceration. 

Literature Review  

From slave masters, to law enforcement officials and prison guards, Black people in 

North America have always been under the surveillance of dominant, white power structures. 

Scholars have argued that Black people, especially Black men, are seen as a threat to the 

dominant culture (Smith and Holmes, 2014; Wortley and Osuwu-Bempah, 2011; Welch, 

2007;Tator and Henry, 2006) and are thus more likely to be viewed as criminals (Bonner, 2014; 

Alexander, 2012; Wortley and Osuwu-Bempah, 2011; Welch, 2007). Research has consistently 

shown that race is the most significant factor in police stop and searches, even after statistically 

controlling for other relevant variables, such as age, criminal history, and socioeconomic status 

(Wortley and Owusu-Bempah, 2011; Tator and Henry, 2006). It has been well documented that 

racial profiling is not an effective method for preventing crime (Tanovich, 2006; Tator and 

Henry, 2006). Despite these datum, racial profiling and the mass incarceration of Black men in 

Canada continue to increase at unprecedented and incessant rates (Sapers, 2015). Although Black 

people constitute less than 3% of the Canadian population, they comprise 9.5% of the Canadian 

prison population (Sapers, 2015; Khenti, 2014).  

In an attempt to determine what might cause higher numbers of Black people to be 

incarcerated, scholars have examined the relationship and interactions between law enforcement 

and individuals from certain neighborhoods, particularly low income neighborhoods. Some 

scholars have found that police officers are more likely to be hostile when interacting with 
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members from high crime, high poverty neighborhoods, as residents from these neighborhoods 

are often predetermined as suspect or criminal (Terrill and Reisig, 2003). It is important to note 

that the majority of disadvantaged neighborhoods tend to be racialized and comprise of 

predominantly Black and Brown individuals. In colloquial terms, these neighborhoods are often 

labeled “sketchy” or “ghetto,” terms which have become synonymous with racialized groups, 

particularly Black communities. Due to heavy surveillance in these neighborhoods, police are 

more likely to detect and report higher levels of crime, and consequently come to associate 

racialized people as inherently criminal and up to no good. Similarly, scholars have also argued 

that some police officers harbor prejudice and stereotypical beliefs which consequently lead them 

to racially profile (Wortley and Osuwu-Bempah, 2011; Smith and Holmes, 2014; Welch). 

Likewise, it appears that certain Canadian police forces, for example those in Montreal, Toronto, 

Kingston and Halifax, foster racist environments that promote racial profiling and the harsh 

treatment of individuals from racialized groups (McGregor and Maclvor, 2017; Khenti, 2015; 

Gordon, 2006; CBC News, 2005; Pedicelli 1998).  

Although some evidence has supported the theory that Black people are more likely to be 

stopped, searched and arrested in impoverished neighborhoods, there is evidence to suggest the 

contrary. Interestingly, age and social class, two variables that protect white males from being 

stopped by police, are not protective factors for Black men (Wortley and Tanner, 2004). In fact, 

in one study, Black professionals with a higher socioeconomic status reported being stopped 

more often by police than Black people with lower income and education (ibid). Black 

individuals with a higher level of education and income attribute increased police attention due to 

symbols of wealth, such as driving a nice car (Wortley and Tanner, 2004; Tator and Henry, 

2006), popularly known as “Driving While Black” (Nelson, 2017c; Tator and Henry, 2006; 
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Jernigan, 2000). In addition, some Black individuals report that they are more likely to be 

stopped and questioned by police in predominantly white, affluent neighborhoods, where they 

look like they “don’t belong,” what some have deemed the “out of place” theory (Meng, 2014; 

Rankin and Winsa, 2012; Meehan and Ponder, 2002).  

Despite compelling evidence in Canada, the United States, and Europe documenting the 

practice of racial profiling by police forces, police officers, law enforcement and city mayors 

repeatedly and vehemently deny the existence of this practice (Rankin and Winsa, 2012; Tator 

and Henry, 2006; Wortley and Tanner, 2004; Rankin et al., 2002).  Numerous reports have been 

released explicitly documenting the existence of racial profiling, and in particular, the anti-Black 

racism that is rampant in Ontario police forces, notably in Toronto, and at all levels of the 

Ontario criminal justice system (Rankin et al., 2002; Ontario, 1995; Lewis, 1992). However, 

even in the face of sound evidence and compelling statistical data, the Toronto Police Services 

continue to deny that their officers engage in racial profiling, and in March 2003, five months 

after The Star conducted a series on racial profiling by Toronto police, the Toronto Police 

Services commissioned Edward Harvey from the University of Toronto to conduct an 

independent review of The Star’s analysis (Harvey, 2003). Harvey’s report concluded that the 

data from The Star’s analysis were of limited value as there were “inadequacies and 

inconsistencies in the methodology” (ibid). The history of report writing, and the persistent 

denial and refusal to acknowledge racial profiling and racism within police forces will be 

documented as the perpetual denial of Black experience and lived reality in Canada is historically 

relevant and contributes to the current issue of anti-Black racism in Canada. As is evident 

throughout the decades, from the Stephen Lewis report in 1992 to The Star’s analysis in 2002, 

any time evidence-based research documenting the existence of racial profiling is made 
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available, politicians, police members, and some academics (McMahon, 2005; Gabor, 2004; 

Harvey, 2003) vehemently deny the data, while simultaneously discrediting and attacking the 

methodology and analysis of the studies. The consistent denial and shelving of reports has had 

detrimental effects for racialized, and particularly Black communities, as refuting and ignoring 

viable data inevitably lead to a lack of positive change for communities. In addition to the 

historical ambivalence and disregard of these reports, public servants, such as police chiefs and 

city mayors, become frustrated and upset at reports that provide evidence for racial profiling. 

This anger and frustration may be what leads to these reports largely being ignored, while other 

measures with less empirical support for their efficacy, such as heightened surveillance and over-

policing, are employed. Hubert Blalock, an American sociologist, suggested that frustration and 

anger from dominant groups may lead to aggressive behaviour towards minorities who are 

typically not offered protection in society (Blalock, 1967). Additionally, Blalock put forward the 

Minority-Group Theory which focuses on power dynamics between dominant and subordinate 

groups.   

Blalock’s Minority-Group Theory 

Blalock hypothesized that as a minority group begins to grow, they create competition for 

the dominant group, which in North America is white, as both groups begin to compete for 

limited resources. This competition leads the white population to engage in certain behaviors as a 

means to maintain their economic, political and cultural dominance (Blalock, 1967). In addition, 

Blalock suggested that a relationship between minority discrimination and perceived threat 

would result in increased punishment (ibid). Since Blalock put forward the Minority-Group 

Theory in the late 1960s, scholars have revisited this theory in relation to racial profiling and 

mass incarceration (Ferrandino, 2015; Bodapati et al., 2008). Some scholars have analyzed the 
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New York Police Department (NYPD) stop-and-frisk policy, as well as mass incarceration and 

police stops using the Minority-Group Theory framework in order to determine whether this 

theory provides support for the fact that Black people are disproportionately more likely to be 

stopped and incarcerated (Ferrandino, 2015; Bodapati et al., 2008). In other words, scholars have 

argued that a potential underlying reason that the Black community is disproportionately targeted 

by law enforcement is a means of population control, in order to ensure that the dominant white 

population maintain their economic and political dominance in society (ibid).     

Research Questions and Analysis 

This work primarily seeks to examine how and why Black men continue to be 

disproportionately profiled and incarcerated. This topic is currently highly relevant in the 

Canadian (and American) context and climate regarding police brutality and racial profiling. In 

addition, the value in determining the underlying reasons for why and how Canada’s Black 

population continues to experience persistent, annual increases in incarceration rates despite the 

crime rate steadily decreasing in Canada cannot be overstated as this correlation is incongruent 

and harmful from a human rights and legal perspective. I highlight how practices during slavery, 

such as the policing and surveilling of Black people, continue to inform contemporary practices 

today such as racial profiling and carding (Nelson, 2017c). Borrowing from the work of 

historians, critical race and legal scholars and criminologists, I argue that Canada’s historical 

practice of racializing crime is perpetuated as a means to police an undesirable “Other” (Nelson, 

2017c; Walker, 2010; Mosher, 1998;Winks, 1997). Further, because the nation of Canada was 

established through practices of slavery and colonization by primarily white Europeans, I argue 

that differing immigration patterns, in addition to a tremendous increase in Canada’s diversity, 

have caused heightened anxiety among Canada’s white population. This anxiety has led to a 
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heightened desire to police and control Canada’s non-white population, and in particular 

Canada’s Black population, as the Black population has increased in Canada and they have 

historically been perceived as a threat to this nation (Austin, 2013). Similarly, I argue that 

historically, anytime that Black people have resisted or challenged institutions and policies 

rooted in white supremacy, they have been met with heightened surveillance and punishment as a 

means to suppress and terminate any form of activism and resistance within the Black 

community as well as alliances between Black people and white people.      

This work asks the following questions: How have Black men historically been (and 

presently) disproportionately profiled and policed, particularly during the period between 1992-

2016? Why are there a disproportionate number of Black men in Canadian prisons, and why is 

the number of Black people being incarcerated increasing every year? Does neighborhood 

context effect police stop and searches? Does the Minority-Group Theory explain why Black 

people are more likely to be the victims of racial profiling and police brutality? And finally is 

there a relationship between Black resistance and anti-Black racism; in other words, are whites 

threatened by the increasing presence of Black people in Canada, and by Black resistance to 

white supremacy?  

Methodology 

In order to effectively address longstanding issues of racial profiling, police brutality and 

mass incarceration this paper draws from qualitative and quantitative sources. The Yonge Street 

Uprising of 1992 and the carding controversy in Toronto served as two case studies to explore 

the continuities and changes in the way that Black men have been policed and surveilled. In 

addition, two government reports commissioned as a result of the Yonge Street Uprising; The 

Report of the Commission on Systemic Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice System and the 
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Stephen Lewis Report on Race Relations in Ontario were used to further document the 

prevalence of racism within the Ontario criminal justice system. The Annual Report of the Office 

of the Correctional Investigator 2014-2015 by Mr. Howard Sapers was used for quantitative 

purposes, to document the increasing Black inmate population in Canada, despite the decreasing 

crime rates over the last two decades (Government of Canada, 2014; McMurtry and Curling, 

2008).  

The Star series, Singled Out released in October 2002, and Known to Police released in 

2012, are used for both qualitative and quantitative purposes with respect to carding and racial 

profiling by police in Toronto. My analysis draws on a number of primary and secondary sources 

to examine issues of racial profiling, mass incarceration and anti-Black racism in Canada. 

Primary sources such as news articles, predominantly from The Star, were used for their analysis 

on the effectiveness of policies by the Toronto Police and the Ontario government, such as the 

Toronto Anti-Violence Intervention Strategy (TAVIS) and the Community Contacts Policy also 

known as carding. In addition, primary sources were also used to demonstrate the ways in which 

media shape the public’s perception about race and crime, and immigration and crime. Secondary 

sources are largely drawn from the work of critical race, historical, criminological, and legal 

scholars in order to demonstrate how historical practices such as slavery and the racialization of 

crime inform contemporary issues regarding race and crime. In addition, this paper also drew 

from the discipline of geography in order to highlight the importance of race and place policing 

and examine the relationship between race and space.    

 This work focuses extensively on reports commissioned by the Ontario government as 

well as reports commissioned by the Toronto Police. These reports were invaluable in 
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demonstrating the ways in which historically, governments have repeatedly attempted and failed 

to effectively address the problem of racism and particularly anti-Black racism in Ontario.  

Outline of Thesis 

The geographical focus of this paper is primarily in the city of Toronto. The decision to 

study the city of Toronto stems primarily from my desire to focus on the Yonge Street Uprising 

of 1992, as relatively little scholarly work has addressed this protest in detail. In addition, the 

carding controversy in Toronto will be thoroughly examined and juxtaposed with the Yonge 

Street Uprising in order to offer a comprehensive analysis of the continuities and changes in the 

way that Black men have been profiled, policed, and surveilled by Toronto police. Although 

Black men and women are both victims of disproportionately high instances of police brutality 

and rates of mass incarceration, the focus of this research will primarily be on Black men as they 

are vastly overrepresented in Canadian federal penitentiaries, and in police stop and searches. For 

example, in 2011-2012, Black men comprised 96% of Black inmates in Canada (Government of 

Canada, 2014). In addition, between 1978-1994, Ontario police officers shot one Black woman 

and approximately 13 Black men, ten of them fatally (Mosher, 1998). Moreover, the string of 

fatal police shootings in Toronto, which lead to the Yonge Street Uprising, comprised of Black 

men (Mosher, 1998; Ontario Report, 1995). The city of Montreal in Quebec will also be 

referenced, specifically when discussing Black resistance to white supremacy.  

The first chapter will examine the history of Black people in Canada, from slavery to the 

war on drugs. Throughout this chapter I will document the numerous ways in which the law has 

successfully managed to criminalize and target Black people. In addition, several examples of 

Black resistance to white supremacy will be documented to demonstrate how the relationship 

between Black resistance is met with heightened surveillance and punishment by whites. Three 



11 
 

historical case studies of Black resistance will be explored; the case of Marie-Joseph Angélique, 

the enslaved woman who reportedly burned part of Montreal in 1734, the Congress of Black 

writers that took place at McGill University in 1968, and the Sir George Williams Affair which 

also took place in Montreal in 1968 (Austin, 2013; Cooper, 2006).The purpose of this chapter 

will be to offer an historical context of the Black experience in Canada and to document how this 

history evolved to shape the current state of affairs for Black people. Essentially, each chapter 

will provide a historical trajectory of the way that Black people in Canada have been surveilled 

and punished. This will entail an examination of the legal forms of oppression during slavery and 

segregation in Canada, such as the treatment of Black people as property, as well as legal and 

informal measures put in place to discourage and deny Black immigration into Canada. The 

purpose of the first chapter will be to highlight how the similarities between the legal 

discrimination and punishment of Black people in the early 1900s parallels similar legal 

measures that disproportionately target and incarcerate Black people in contemporary society. 

These contemporary measures will be further explored in the second and third chapters. 

The second chapter will focus on the Yonge Street Uprising that occurred as a response to 

the shooting death of Raymond Constantine Lawrence by a white Toronto police officer, and to 

protest the acquittal of the four white police officers in the Rodney King beating. In addition, the 

public outrage that ensued as a result of the riot led Bob Rae, the Ontario premier at the time, to 

commission a report from Stephen Lewis that documented the pervasive racism throughout the 

Ontario criminal justice system, as well as the disenfranchisement of Black people in the 

education, employment and housing sectors (S. Lewis, 1992). Media coverage of the uprising 

will be highlighted as it perpetuated the notion that racism is foreign in Canada, while focusing 

almost exclusively on property damage, and protestors as “hooligans” and “criminals,” a familiar 
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narrative surrounding alleged Black criminality (Abbae et al., 1992; Maychak, 1992). In addition 

to the Stephen Lewis Report on Race Relations in Ontario, The Report of the Commission on 

Systemic Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice System will be examined in order to document 

the widespread nature of anti-Black racism in Ontario.  

The focal point of the third and final chapter will be on the controversial practice of 

carding in Toronto (and to a lesser extent Kingston) and the implications it has had for young 

Black men. In addition, the community-based policing approach, TAVIS introduced in 2006, one 

year after “the Year of the Gun,” will be examined, as this provincially funded policing strategy 

is responsible for the largest increase in the number of Black people who were carded (Burale, 

2015; Rankin et al., 2013b). In conclusion, the purpose of documenting the long histories of 

racial profiling and police brutality is that it demonstrates that these issues do not occur in a 

vacuum: indeed they are an ongoing symptom of the “afterlife of slavery” (Hartman, 2007). 

Further, analyzing the history from slavery and segregation to mass incarceration is imperative 

and insightful as it demonstrates the evolving ways that Black people are labelled and treated as 

criminals. In order to effectively resolve contemporary issues of racial profiling, police brutality 

and mass incarceration, it is necessary to understand and acknowledge Canada’s history as one 

steeped in colonialism and slavery as these histories inform and sustain the pervasive problem of 

anti-Black racism across Canada. As will be made evident, persistently ignoring and denying the 

reality of anti-Black racism in Canada has resulted in a further divide between the Black 

community and law enforcement as there is an unwillingness to engage in constructive 

conversation and proactive behaviour by the Toronto Police. The failure of the Toronto Police 

Service and the Government of Ontario to incorporate evidence-based changes regarding issues 

of policing and racism within the province demonstrates a lack of concern and respect for 
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Canadian citizens. It is important to note that despite the hardships that Black Canadians have 

endured and continue to endure, just as they did during slavery, they continue to resist and 

challenge institutions and policies rooted in white supremacy. This opposition to anti-Black 

racism will briefly be highlighted in the Sir George Williams Affair and in the work of anti-

carding activists and community advocates in Toronto.   
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Chapter 1: A Brief History of Black Canadian Life 

Introduction 

This chapter will offer a brief historical account of life for Black people in Canada from 

the mid 1800s until the mid 1900s. The purpose of this chapter is to document the ways in which 

Black Canadians were viewed during slavery and shortly after the abolition of slavery. The 

purpose of highlighting these views is to document the early existence of anti-Black racism in 

Canada, and demonstrate that early ideologies of Black people as inferior and inherently criminal 

are pervasive in contemporary society. I argue that when Black people have tried to resist in the 

face of white supremacy, they have been swiftly labelled criminals, and consequently, punished, 

arrested or killed. The life and death of Marie-Joseph Angélique will be used to demonstrate the 

ways in which Black resistance to white supremacy is met with punishment. Further, Marie-

Joseph Angélique’s trial and status as guilty, despite a lack of evidence to prove her guilt, 

demonstrate the ways in which Blacks have historically been a scapegoat for white anger and 

frustration. 

In this chapter, the Sir George Williams Affair is juxtaposed with the Marie-Joseph 

Angélique case, as the Sir George Affair also demonstrates the ways in which Black resistance to 

white supremacy has been met with punishment and surveillance. During the Sir George Affair, 

many students were labelled criminals and arrested after they attempted to challenge the low 

grades awarded to them by a reportedly racist biology professor. In addition, David Austin’s 

analysis of the Canadian state’s reaction to the possibility of a Black Power movement growing 

in Canada is highlighted in order to demonstrate the visceral fear which the Canadian state has 

historically held towards Black activism and resistance. This chapter also goes into some detail 

about the early examples of the racialization of crime in Canada, and the early instances of 
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disproportionate arrests and criminal charges against Black people. The purpose in highlighting 

this information is to demonstrate that the disproportionate incarceration of Black people is not a 

new phenomenon in Canada, nor is the policing of undesirable populations, or the criminalization 

of certain races. The last couple of decades have witnessed increased scholarly and public 

attention to the mass incarceration of Black people, however, their overrepresentation in 

Canadian prisons is not new (Mosher, 1998). The war on drugs in Canada will briefly be 

explored as this endeavor has chiefly been responsible for the unprecedented incarceration rates 

of Black men.  

Lastly, the chapter ends with a brief review of the concept of multiculturalism in Canada, 

as the rhetoric of multiculturalism and diversity clouds the possibility of a discussion, and even 

the existence, of racism in Canada (Nelson, 2017d; Adjetey, 2015; Austin, 2013). As a result, 

Canadians fail to take seriously the intentionally silenced voices of Black Canadians, and 

experiences of anti-Black racism in Canada (Austin, 2013; Nelson, 2010; McKittrick, 2002). It is 

possible that this multicultural rhetoric is partly responsible for the lack of serious consideration 

when allegations of racial profiling and racism arise across Canada. 

Slavery in Canada 

When most people think about slavery and Canada, often times what comes to mind is the 

Underground Railroad and the role Harriet Tubman amongst many others played in providing a 

safe haven for enslaved African Americans. In comparison, very few people are aware that 

slavery was indeed practiced in Canada for over two centuries (Nelson, 2016b; Walker, 2010; 

Cooper, 2006). Canadian politicians and citizens of this nation take great pride in the idea and 

narrative of Canada as a historical sanctuary for enslaved African Americans. In addition, 

because Canadian slavery bore little resemblance to slavery in the southern United States, or in 
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the Caribbean, in terms of climate, plantation economy, and the profitability of slavery as an 

industry, it is much more difficult to envision slavery as part of Canadian history (Cooper, 2006; 

Elgersman, 1999; J. Walker, 1980). The inability of the Canadian state to acknowledge that 

slavery was practiced on Canadian soil for over two centuries has had a domino effect for Black 

people in this country (Elgersman, 1999). 

 From the time the first recorded Black person, Olivier Le Jeune, was sent to New France 

as a slave in 1632, it was understood that Black people were the property of their white owners 

(Winks, 1997). Laws were established in 1685 in France (the code had customary application in 

New France) in relation to the slave trade, titled “Le Code Noir” which stipulated the 

responsibilities of slave owners and the enslaved (B. Walker, 2010; Cooper, 2007; Riddell, 

1925). For example, slave owners were to baptize their slaves and allow them Sunday’s off (B. 

Walker, 2010; Riddell, 1925). These laws also stipulated the way that slaves were to behave and 

the types of punishment should they deviate from their expected behavior. For example, slaves 

were not allowed to congregate during the day or at night, and if they did and were caught, they 

would receive lashings and be branded (ibid). If slaves were caught multiple times breaking this 

infraction, they could be put to death (ibid). The enslaved were also not allowed to sue or to be 

sued, which further demonstrates the engrained ideology of slaves as mere property (ibid). Any 

enslaved person who physically assaulted their master or master’s family were punished by death 

(ibid). If an enslaved person was captured after having ran away, they were punished by having 

their ears cut off and they were branded on the shoulder (ibid). If the enslaved was caught a 

second time, their other shoulder was branded, and after a third time being caught, the enslaved 

received death as punishment (ibid).  



17 
 

  When the British conquered New France in 1760, the English Civil Law in Upper Canada 

also did not recognize the humanity of a slave, nor did it view the slave as distinct from property 

(Riddell, 1919). The enslaved was devoid of all rights, including marital, parental, and property 

rights (ibid). Further, the enslaved had no rights which an enslaver was required to respect, not 

even the right to live (ibid). In addition to enslaved Black people having no rights, they were also 

subject to intense surveillance and punishment by the state, their enslavers, and the general 

public. For example, fugitive slave advertisements were used as a means to recapture any 

enslaved person who ran away (Nelson, 2016a; Extian-Babiuk, 2006; Parenti, 2003). Similarly, 

fugitive slave passes and slave patrols were created in order to limit Black mobility (Parenti, 

2003). For example, in 1696 in South Carolina and in Barbados, the law regarding the voluntary 

effort to capture runaway slaves was altered and it became mandatory for any white citizen to 

arrest all fugitive slaves (Hadden, 2001). In addition, white citizens were rewarded for capturing 

runaways (ibid). In 1739, after the Stono rebellion occurred in South Carolina, a slave code was 

established as it was deemed “highly necessary that constant patrols should be established and 

kept...for the better preventing any further insurrections or cabals of the said slaves” (Hadden, 

2001; 23). Because the population of enslaved Black people in Canada was smaller compared to 

the United Stated and the Caribbean, there was less anxiety about slave revolts, which typically 

meant there were no overseers (Winks, 1997; J.Walker, 1980). However, enslaved Black people 

in Canada were still subject to surveillance, and they were not exempt from punishment.   

It has been noted that the history of policing as an institution can be traced back to 

slavery, created for the purpose of controlling and surveilling enslaved Black people, which 

explains the continued subjugation, scrutiny, and state-sanctioned violence experienced by Black 

people at the hands of law enforcement (Nelson, 2017a; Bonner, 2014; Dollar, 2014; Parenti, 
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2003; Hadden 2001). It is not surprising that Black people continue to be disproportionately 

stopped and searched, regardless of the neighborhoods they spend time in or reside in, their 

socioeconomic status, and criminal history, or lack thereof.  During slavery, slave patrollers and 

regular white citizens were instructed to stop and question, and demand a slave pass from any 

Black individual (Browne, 2015; Parenti, 2003). Free Black people were not exempt from having 

to provide proof of their freedom if stopped and questioned by either party (Parenti, 2003). In 

some states in the United States, if enslaved Black people were caught without a slave pass, or 

without written permission to be off the plantation, the patrollers were instructed to enforce 

punishment, by whipping or flogging the enslaved individual, with punishment at times 

occurring in public (Cooper, 2006; Parenti, 2003; Hadden, 2001).  

Similarly, when enslaved Black people learned to successfully forge slave passes in the 

southern United States, slave owners introduced standardized forms which were impossible to 

forge without access to a printing press (Parenti, 2003). One of the main methods of surveillance 

used by enslavers in Canada and the United States were fugitive slave advertisements. These 

advertisements were posted in newspapers by slave owners hoping to recapture their runaway 

slaves (Nelson, 2016a; Parenti, 2003). Fugitive slave advertisements were sometimes very broad 

and other times incredibly specific. For example, it was possible to know through a runaway 

slave advertisement the extent of abuse the enslaved person suffered at the hands of their slave 

master based on the description of marks and scars on the enslaved person’s body (Nelson, 

2016a). These detailed and intimate descriptions also serve as proof of the intensity with which 

enslaved Black people were surveilled by their enslavers, and it indicates the serious lack of 

privacy enslaved people had, especially over their body. Enslaved Black people who ran away 

had to deal with the possibility that their enslavers would come after them, kidnap them, punish 
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them, or convict them with criminal charges (Nelson, 2016; Winks, 1997; Riddell, 1919). In 

addition, fugitive slave advertisements often did not indicate the name of the escaped slave, as 

slavery was an institution that consistently reduced Black people to property, devoid of an 

identity (Parenti, 2003). As a result, enslavers created an early system of surveillance where the 

use of markers such as skin color and physical features were central to fugitive slave 

advertisements (ibid). Charmaine Nelson has demonstrated how fugitive slave advertisements 

and slave passes served as precursors to current methods of surveillance that disproportionately 

target Black people, such as racial profiling and carding (2017c). As mentioned, these 

contemporary methods of surveillance have their roots in slavery and are enforced with the 

continued goal to restrict the movement and freedom of Black people.  

As previously mentioned, under English civil law in Upper Canada an enslaved person 

had no rights which were to be respected, not even the right to live (Riddell, 1919). Furthermore, 

enslaved Black people were considered a subordinate and inferior class (Cooper, 2007; Parenti, 

2003; Riddell, 1919). Not only was slavery utilized as a means of economic gain and labour 

production, it was a racialized system, where Black skin became synonymous with enslavement, 

racial, and social inferiority (B. Walker, 2010; Cooper, 2007; Elgersman, 1999). In fact, by 1650, 

in the Americas, Black skin was seen as a marker of slavery (ibid). In newspaper advertisements, 

it was not uncommon to see enslaved Black people being sold alongside cutlery and animals 

(Nelson, 2016b). Similar to fugitive slave advertisements, slave advertisements in newspapers 

often dehumanized Black people by using physical descriptors such as “stout” and “good cook” 

as opposed to using the enslaved person’s name (Extian-Babiuk, 2006). In addition, the words 

“negro” and “wench” were only used to describe enslaved Blacks, and thus served to create a 

greater divide among Black people and whites, depicting the former as childlike and prone to 
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criminality (ibid). These examples serve to demonstrate the blatant disregard for Black life, as 

well as the early history that normalized the debasement and dehumanization of Black people.  

Although slavery was a violent institution that sought to exert full control and domination 

over a group of people, enslaved Black people still possessed a certain amount of control and 

agency over their lives. Afua Cooper documents different types of resistance as a way to 

demonstrate a refusal and noncompliance with slavery (2007). For example, borrowing from 

historian David Barry Gaspar, Cooper documents the distinction between individual and 

collective acts of resistance (2007). Individual acts of resistance ranged from temporarily 

abandoning one’s work (marronnage), talking back, faking sickness, and destroying tools, among 

other acts of opposition (Cooper, 2006; Parenti, 2003). Collective acts of resistance were more 

substantial considering the damage inflicted upon the institution of slavery was greater. These 

acts of resistance included permanent flight from work (permanent marronage), armed rebellions 

and revolts, and arson (Cooper, 2007; Parenti, 2003). In thinking about acts of resistance, Afua 

Cooper detailed the life of a Portuguese woman brought to Montreal as a slave, who persistently 

resisted this status bequeathed to her. It is the story of Marie-Jospeh Angélique, the slave woman 

who reportedly burned half of Old Montreal in 1734. 

Marie-Joseph Angélique, was an enslaved woman who was captured, tortured and hung 

in public for reportedly setting fire to her mistress’s home in Montreal, Quebec, which 

consequently led to the destruction of an additional forty-five buildings (Cooper, 2006). The 

story of Marie-Joseph Angélique, like Canadian slavery, remains relatively unknown. Angélique 

was a young, enslaved woman of Portuguese descent, and the property of François Poulin de 

Francheville and Thérèse de Couagne (ibid). In June 1734, Angélique was found guilty of setting 

a fire, and was told that if she did not confess, she would be tortured and killed (ibid). Upon 
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being cross-examined, Angélique professed her innocence and as a result of her refusal to 

comply with the judge, torture ensued (ibid). The torture was gruesome and excruciating and the 

unbearable pain led Angélique to confess to setting fire to Montreal. Before she was hung and 

burned, Angélique was further humiliated and forced to endure public scrutiny and 

embarrassment. A white shirt was placed on her with the words “incendiaire” meaning arsonist, 

on both sides, and the authorities forced her to revisit the buildings ravished by the fire she 

supposedly initiated, in order to further condemn her actions. Angélique was hung in public, with 

many Montrealers present to witness her death (Cooper, 2006). After she passed, her body hung 

for two hours on St-Paul street, where passersby bore witness to the grim scene (Cooper, 2006). 

Finally, Angélique’s body was removed, burned, and her ashes were discarded (Cooper, 2006).  

Angélique was the only Black domestic slave for the Franchvilles, which may have 

exacerbated her problems exponentially. For example, colonial and newspaper reports indicate 

that enslaved Black women were doubly exploited as domestic and agricultural workers (ibid). 

Contrary to popular belief, domestic workers were not subject to easier conditions compared to 

agricultural workers. In fact, domestic workers were under constant surveillance from their 

enslavers, and worked tirelessly as they were forced to be available around the clock (ibid). In 

addition, Angélique may have been forced to endure sexual assault from de Francheville which 

may have further contributed to her desire to escape slavery (ibid). Cooper also documents that 

all three children born by Angélique died shortly after their birth. It is unknown whether these 

children were conceived out of a love relationship with an enslaved Black man named Jacques 

César, or if Angélique and César were forced to produce children for their enslavers as the 

practice of slave “breeding” was a common method employed to produce more offspring for the 

enslavers, since slave status was matrilineal (ibid). Angélique’s second and final pregnancy 
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produced twins who died shortly after birth (ibid). On the baptismal records of the twins, César 

was listed as the father for one of the children, and the other child’s father was listed as unknown 

(ibid). Cooper speculates that this may be because de Francheville fathered the children, as it was 

quite common for male enslavers to rape enslaved Black women (ibid). In addition, it is 

documented that Angélique told courts that after de Francheville passed away, beatings from her 

mistress, Thérèse Francheville, were a rare occurrence (ibid). The decline in the beatings 

received by Angélique may lend support to the idea that de Francheville may indeed have been 

sexually assaulting Angélique, which would explain beatings out of jealousy by Madame Thérèse 

Francheville (ibid). Considering this may have very well been Angélique’s reality, it is 

understandable why Angélique asked to be released from bondage (ibid). Upon being denied 

freedom from her mistress, Angélique understandably became irate and decided to plot her 

escape with Claude Thibault, a white French Canadian who was unhappily indentured with the 

Francheville’s for three years (ibid). Angélique and Thibault escaped together after discovering 

that Madame Francheville intended to sell Angélique. Shortly after their escape, they were 

captured and Angélique was sent back to live with her mistress and Thibault was imprisoned for 

eight weeks (ibid). Thibault was released from prison on April 8
th

, and he and Angélique planned 

to escape together once again. However, Angélique’s plan to escape never materialized, as she 

was accused of arson three days later on April 11
th

, and over a period of two months, was taken 

to jail, tried, tortured, and hung to death (ibid).  

It is important to note that although Angélique was found guilty of starting the fire, 

nobody witnessed her commit the offense. Despite this, some individuals maintain that 

Angélique did in fact burn her mistress’s home as a means to retaliate against her enslavement, as 

a way to challenge her mistress for refusing to give her her freedom, and for selling her against 
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her will (ibid). The story of Angélique’s life and death demonstrate the lived realities of life for 

enslaved people in Canada, especially that of enslaved Black women. Angélique was constantly 

under surveillance by her enslavers, frequently punished, possibly sexually assaulted by her 

enslaver François Poulin de Francheville, and lost three of her children, quite possibly due to 

unhealthy pregnancies as a result of her enslavement. Despite these hardships, Angélique 

persevered in an environment designed to break her, and resisted frequently to her bondage. The 

swift decision to paint Angélique guilty despite a lack of evidence, ensued by torture and death 

demonstrate the extreme measures that whites were willing to take as a response to Black 

resistance.  

Opinions vary regarding whether or not Angélique did in fact set fire to her mistress’s 

home, and the reality is we will never have the answer to this question. However, it is evident 

from the historical archives that the judges and townspeople made up their mind that Angélique 

was guilty, and the trial was not a fair opportunity, rather it was a platform for Angélique to 

confess to her alleged crime. What we learn from the story of Angélique is that enslaved Black 

people were by default always depicted as inherently guilty and criminal, and if an enslaved 

Black person resisted white supremacy, they were subject to punishment and death.  

Abolition, Post-slavery and Black Immigration and Incarceration  

In 1833, when slavery was abolished in Canada, Black people believed that they would 

be entitled to the same protections under the law as their white counterparts, and although this 

was the case in theory, in practice, Black people continued to be disadvantaged (B. Walker, 

2010; Mosher, 1998). Ida Greaves, a nurse who served during World War I, succinctly stated in 

1929 that “the Negro has exactly the same rights as anybody else until he tries to use them, then 

he can be quite legally restrained” (J. Walker, 129). In typical Canadian fashion, it appeared that 
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whites were relatively supportive of abolishing slavery until Black people tried to exercise their 

rights as citizens by attempting to obtain access to education, employment, and housing, among 

other rights. White Canadians began to express feelings of resentment and hostility, and tensions 

increased as the number of Black people immigrating to Canada increased (B. Walker, 2010; 

Mosher, 1998; Winks, 1997). In the early to mid 1800s, whites across Canada petitioned to 

prevent Black immigration into Canada (J. Walker, 1997; Winks, 1997). In 1815, the Nova 

Scotian Assembly passed a resolution to prevent the further immigration of Black people into the 

country (J. Walker, 1997). The desire to halt the immigration of Black people was based upon the 

idea that they were ill suited to the climate and deemed an inferior class of people that should not 

have the privilege of mingling with white Canadians (ibid). The notion that Black people were ill 

prepared to survive the Canadian climate was used at every opportunity to bar access to Black 

immigration. (Austin, 2013; Mosher, 1998; Winks, 1997). In fact, in August 1911, the federal 

cabinet passed an order banning “Negro immigration, which is deemed unsuitable to the climate 

and requirements of Canada” (Mosher, 1998; 93). Although the order was never formally 

implemented, the ban was created in response to Canadian citizens urging government to ban 

Black immigration (Mosher, 1998). White Canadians conveniently failed to recall that Black 

people had successfully lived in the Canadian climate for well over two centuries (Winks, 1997). 

This irony was highlighted by the Negro Citizenship Association of Toronto in 1954, when they 

stated that the government had no statistics to support the claim that people from tropical areas 

were unable to adjust to the Canadian climate (Mosher, 1998). The 1953 editorial of The 

Canadian Negro further highlighted the hypocrisy of the Canadian Immigration department’s 

stance on climate, as they noted that whites were not prevented from travelling to the West Indies 

or Africa where the tropical climate differed from the Canadian climate (ibid).  
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According to Robin Winks, Black people immigrating to Canada in the early 1830s were 

relatively accepted until the early 1840s and 1850s, when whites began to protest what they 

believed was the uncontrolled immigration of Black people across the provinces (1997). 

Apparently, whites resented Black immigration for a number of reasons, namely the increased 

availability of Irish labour, the desire expressed by Black people to make Canada their home, and 

paradoxically, because some Black people expressed a desire to go back to the United States 

when the opportunity arose (Winks, 1997). During the 1820s and 1830s, Black people were 

relatively successful in finding work for themselves, however, in the mid 1830s to 1840s, when 

the availability of Irish workers willing to work the same low-paying, physically demanding jobs 

increased, the need for Black workers decreased and tensions increased (Winks, 1997). Prejudice 

increased as Black immigration rose, with many citing the belief that unchecked immigration of 

Black people would inevitably lead to racial problems (Mosher, 1998; Winks, 1997). Many 

Canadian citizens and government officials vehemently opposed the immigration of Black people 

into Canada, as they asserted that Black people would sully life for white Canadians, given their 

belief that Black individuals were of a defective and degraded class (J. Walker, 1997). In the 

early 1900s, when Immigration Minister Frank Oliver rejected the suggestion to impose a head 

tax in an effort to restrict Black immigration, MP William Thoburn exclaimed “...Would it not be 

preferable to preserve for the sons of Canada the lands they propose to give to niggers?” (J. 

Walker, 1997; 128). In 1911, the Edmonton Chapter of the Imperial Order of the Daughters of 

the Empire wrote to Immigration Minister Frank Oliver urging him to stop Black immigration to 

Alberta (Austin, 2013; J. Walker, 1997). In their letter, they expressed anti-Black sentiments that 

were prevalent throughout Canada, namely that land value would depreciate anywhere Black 

people resided, Black people living in Canada would result in the same social and political 
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problems evident in the United States, and that Lynch Law would inevitably need to be 

introduced in Canada, as white women’s safety would be non-existent if forced to be surrounded 

by Black men (ibid). Although the narrative of the Black man as hyper-sexual and responsible 

for raping white women was pervasive in the United States and Canada, in reality, the 

pervasiveness of this stereotype was not supported (B. Walker, 2010). In a fifty year period, from 

the 1880s to the 1930s, only 6.4% of cases in Ontario involved the victimization of a white 

woman by a Black man (ibid). In reality, white men were far more responsible for raping Black 

women during slavery, as this was a means to produce more slaves for the enslaver. Similarly, 

Canadians continued to associate racism as an American phenomenon, repeatedly stating that 

Canada did not have a racial problem or a “Negro” problem (Mosher, 1998). The few times that 

Canadian society acknowledged the reality of anti-Black discrimination, blame was once again 

placed on American influence, and on Black people themselves (Mosher, 1998). For example, an 

editor of Saturday Night magazine stated that the problem of anti-Black discrimination was not a 

consequence of racism, but of the refusal of Black people to accept their subordinate position in 

society. Others declared that American values governed the treatment of the Black population in 

Canada, for example, discrimination against Black people in hotels was accepted because it was 

stated that a large proportion of hotel guests were Americans and therefore, their comfort came at 

the expense of fair and proper treatment towards Black Canadians. (ibid). Canadians constantly 

compared their self-proclaimed superior treatment of Black people in Canada to the treatment of 

Black people in the United States and lauded themselves on being morally superior to the United 

States (ibid). As early as 1886, politicians and journalists concluded “that the virus of slavery 

came from the south, that it was inherently unnatural to the northern landscape, that most Black 

people descended from slaves, and that the condition had such lasting effects on Negroes as to 
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make them inferior” (Winks, 1997; 297). Canada’s refusal to acknowledge that slavery occurred 

on Canadian soil, and the refusal to acknowledge the fact that racism is equally a Canadian issue 

as an American issue is problematic for a plethora of reasons. Namely, to deny that slavery, a 

violent institution that spanned over two centuries, occurred in Canada is factually incorrect, 

irresponsible, and disrespectful to Black Canadians. As we will see in the following chapters, 

Canada’s historical amnesia regarding its racist history has had and continues to have deleterious 

effects on Black Canadians.  

Despite the desire for many Canadians to keep the nation white, Black people from the 

United States continued to immigrate to Canada in the early 1900s, and as the Black population 

in Canada grew, so too did racial tensions, which consequently led the federal government to 

impose restrictions on Black immigration (Mosher, 1998). In 1925, Professor Gregory of the 

Canadian Geography Association expressed a serious level of concern regarding the “white-

colored ratio” in Canada and globally; “...the number of colored people is increasing out of 

proportion to the number of whites, the colored people are beginning to discern the principles on 

which the white man’s success has rested” (Mosher, 1998; 93). In addition to the formal and 

informal attempts to restrict Black immigration to Canada, racial segregation with respect to 

housing, education, employment, recreation, and transportation, among other 

 domains were prevalent in Canadian society (Mosher, 1998; J. Walker, 1997). In other words, 

Canada was guilty of engaging in the same form of Jim Crow segregation as their neighbors in 

the U.S. South (B. Walker, 2010; J. Walker, 1997).  Although legal segregation began shortly 

after slavery was abolished in Canada, it persisted well into the mid to late 1900s (B. Walker, 

2010, Mosher, 1998, J. Walker 1997). Black people were barred from legally participating in the 

same opportunities offered to whites, such as the option to serve in the army, the freedom to live 
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in their neighborhood of choice, as well as the option of choosing a desired place of employment 

or particular education without facing discrimination. (Mosher, 1998; J. Walker, 1997). In the 

1920s and 1930s, Black people were refused treatment in an Edmonton hospital, and a Halifax 

cemetery continued to enforce segregated burial of World War I veterans until 1968 (ibid). For a 

brief period in the 1920s, the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) enjoyed notoriety in Canada, most notably 

for attempting to break up the future marriage of a white woman, Isabella Jones, and a Black 

man, Ira Johnston, at the request of Jones’ mother, in addition to burning a cross on Johnston’s 

lawn (Backhouse, 1999; Mosher, 1998; J. Walker, 1997; Winks, 1997). Due to the widespread 

and intense fear and disapproval of interracial sex and marriage, the actions of the KKK were not 

condemned (Backhouse, 1999; Mosher, 1998; J. Walker, 1997). In fact, the Toronto Daily Star 

and the Toronto Globe reported the incident in a very nonchalant manner, stating that the KKK’s 

undertaking had been done “courteously and quietly” and that “no violence was involved” 

(Backhouse, 1999; Mosher, 1998). Oakville chief of police David Kerr, and Oakville mayor 

Moat, publicly expressed their approval at the KKK’s attempt to disrupt an interracial marriage 

between a white woman and a Black man (Backhouse, 1999; Mosher, 1998; J. Walker, 1997).  

In addition to legally supported segregation and restricted immigration, Black people 

were also disproportionately more likely to be victims of heightened police surveillance, harsher 

sentences, and a greater number of arrests and incarceration compared to whites and Asians 

(Mosher, 1998). Media depictions of Black people as inherently criminal were also common 

occurrences in the late 1800s and early 1900s (ibid). Similar to fugitive slave advertisements of 

the nineteenth century, media descriptions rarely mentioned the name of Black defendants, 

instead headlines used derogatory language, never failing to include the race of the individual 

(ibid). For instance, numerous headlines throughout Ontario referred to Black defendants as 
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“Mulattos” “Negro Thieves” “Bad Coloured Man” and “The Black Burglar” (Mosher, 1998; 

129). In one instance the defendants’ name was used, however the title was disturbingly racist: 

“No More Chicken Dinners or Watermelon Feeds for Adolphus Lewis; At Least Not for the Next 

Five Years” (ibid). These racialized and stereotypical descriptions of Black defendants may have 

contributed to Black people consistently being portrayed as a group of people inherently prone to 

violent and criminal behaviour (Mosher, 1998). Essentially, media portrayals depicting Black 

people as violent criminals may have led police and the judicial system to engage in a self-

fulfilling prophecy whereby the depiction of Black people as criminal by media and police led to 

higher rates of arrests and incarceration, consequently justifying the belief that Black people are 

prone to criminality (Tanovich, 2006; Mosher, 1998). In the early 1900s in Ontario, Black people 

from particular neighborhoods were frequently surveilled by police, leading to a large number of 

arrests for activities deemed immoral, such as gambling and “keeping a disorderly house” 

(Mosher, 1998). According to Mosher, data from police convictions and arrests in Ontario cities 

demonstrates that police placed a heavy emphasis on policing Black communities in an attempt 

to control the Black population (ibid). In addition to over-policing Black communities, police and 

judges were less likely to believe alibis offered by Black defendants (ibid). The inability of 

members of the court to see validity in testimonies from Black defendants demonstrates the 

pervasive and ingrained mentality of Black people as inherently criminal and incapable of 

possessing characteristics such as honesty and virtue.  

Black Resistance and White Surveillance and Punishment 1960s Montreal 

As mentioned, the surveillance of Black people has been recognized as a historical 

practice, dating back to slavery and used as a method of control and punishment (Browne, 2015; 

Austin, 2013; Parenti, 2003; Hadden, 2001). Though Black individuals are no longer legally 
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enslaved, they continue to be on the receiving end of a disproportionate amount of state 

surveillance and punishment. It has been documented that Black resistance to white supremacy 

has historically been met with refined methods of surveillance and punishment by whites 

(Browne, 2015; Austin, 2013; Parenti, 2003; Hadden, 2001). Austin documents this through his 

narration of the Sir George Williams Affair, and the Congress of Black Writers, and through the 

story of the joint activism of Black Canadian students and Caribbean students, which created a 

visceral fear in the Canadian nation state, propelling Canadian state security to prioritize the 

surveillance of these Black “extremist” groups (2013). 

More than two hundred years after Angélique’s death, two incidents occurred, again in 

Montreal, that sparked outrage among Black and white individuals, resulting in protests, police 

surveillance, arrests, and another fire. The first event, the Congress of Black Writers, occurred in 

October 1968, and the second event, the Sir George Williams Affair, in early February 1969. 

Both events took place at Montreal universities, the Congress of Black Writers at McGill 

University, and the Sir George Williams Affair at Sir George Williams University, now known 

as Concordia University.  

One week before the Congress of Black Writers convened, there was a conference at Sir 

George Williams which took place from October 4-6
th

, 1968. The conference was titled Problems 

of Involvement in the Canadian Society with Reference to the Black Peoples and consisted of 

workshops and resolutions which focused on an array of topics from the social ills affecting 

Black Canadians, education and employment, and Black Power in Canada, among other themes 

(Austin, 2013). One week later, the Congress of Black Writers Conference took place at McGill 

University. The conference was titled Towards the Second Emancipation, the Dynamics of Black 

Liberation and was organized by students from McGill and Sir George Williams University, 
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activists, and members of the Black community (Austin, 2013). One of the main purposes of the 

conference was to focus on Black Canadian history and pay tribute to the struggles and triumphs 

of Black people in North America (ibid). The congress was also dedicated to the memory of 

African American leaders Martin Luther King Jr., assassinated shortly before the conference in 

April 1968, and Malcom X, assassinated in 1965 (ibid). Part of this four day conference involved 

the congregation of Black Canadians and Americans to celebrate their contributions to the 

Western world since slavery, and to discuss ways to combat their continued oppression and 

subjugation as a result of institutional and systemic racism and colonialism in Canada and the 

United States (Austin, 2013; Butcher, 1971). It was later discovered that the RCMP (Royal 

Canadian Mounted Police) had been spying on conference members, and expressed anxiety and 

fear at the idea of a Black Power movement rising in Canada, particularly in Montreal (Austin, 

2013; Hewitt, 2002). 

The second event, the Sir George Williams Affair, took place from January 29
th

 to 

February 11
th

 1969. The two-week long protest occurred as a result of the failure of Sir George 

Williams University administration to effectively deal with an allegedly  racist biology professor, 

Perry Anderson, who was penalizing and failing Black students from the Caribbean (Austin, 

2013; Hewitt, 2002). Initially, the six Caribbean students from Anderson’s class filed a complaint 

with the university on April 28
th

 1968 (ibid). However, after months of unproductive 

communication with university administration, the students decided to take matters into their 

own hands and occupy the computer room on the ninth floor of the university (Austin, 2013; 

Hewitt, 2002; Williams, 1971). February 11
th

 marked two weeks of peaceful protests and 

negotiations between students and administration, and the protestors believed that the university 

administration had reached an agreement leading members of the crowd to dissipate (Austin, 
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2013). Some protestors stayed behind to help clean, and what had been a peaceful, two-week 

long protest turned violent when Montreal police arrived on the scene (ibid).  

Characteristic of the Montreal police, officers showed up in riot gear, beating and 

arresting approximately 97 protestors (Austin, 2013; Hewitt, 2002; Tunteng, 1973), 42 of whom 

were Black (Austin, 2013; Tunteng, 1973). Shortly after Montreal police arrived on campus, a 

fire erupted in the computer room, and many angry whites in the crowd could be heard yelling 

“Let the niggers burn” and “Kill the niggers” (Austin, 2013; Tunteng, 1973; Williams, 1971). 

Equally relevant, the use of the word “nigger” was used by Montreal police while addressing and 

interacting with protestors (ibid). The significance of the Sir George Williams Affair is important 

and relevant for many reasons, namely the blatant racism expressed by white students and 

faculty, the failure of the university administration to adequately address student concerns 

regarding racism, and the exaggerated feelings of anxiety and fear by the Canadian state and 

RCMP, which led to the illegal surveillance of many of the Black protestors and students.   

Upon examining RCMP memos with respect to the Sir George Williams Affair, the level 

of irrational fear, paranoia, and anxiety expressed by the RCMP and Canadian state are glaring. 

The RCMP consistently made reference to Black students as “Black militants” and expressed 

fear and surprise that the Black Power movement was gaining momentum and popularity in 

Canada, and especially in Montreal (Austin, 2013; Hewitt, 2002). The following excerpt is telling 

of the RCMP’s sentiments towards the perceived threat of a Black Power movement in Canada: 

...The militant Black Power advocates and the Internationalists are indeed the most active. 

Their effect is being felt throughout the Canadian Universities and unfortunately their popularity 

is growing steadily at an amazing rate...If able to break down the educational area of our society 

within the following generation the Nation’s Government could be destroyed. (emphasis added, 

Hewitt, 2002; 154) 
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The fear of Black unity and resistance, and of a Black Power movement gaining 

momentum in Canada terrified Canadian and American security so deeply, that Fred Hampton, a 

member of the Black Panther Party, was shot in his bed by police in Chicago less than three 

weeks after speaking to students at the University of Alberta and the University of Saskatchewan 

(Hewitt, 2002). David Austin parallels how the fear surrounding Black resistance by the 

Canadian state and RCMP stems from the historical fear and anxiety of slave revolts (2013). 

During slavery, enslavers often felt a sense of dread at the looming possibility, and indeed 

reality, of slave revolts and rebellions (Nelson, 2016b; Parenti, 2003; Hadden, 2001). In the 

Caribbean and in the Southern United States, the number of enslaved Black people exceeded the 

number of enslavers, and as a result, white enslavers attempted to soothe their anxiety by 

controlling the enslaved Black population through intimidation and slave control laws (Parenti, 

2003; Hadden, 2001).  

In an attempt to persuade the general public, the RCMP and the media consistently 

disseminated messages that foreigners, Maoists, and the American Black Panthers were 

responsible for bringing racism to Canada while simultaneously disrupting the social cohesion of 

the nation (Austin, 2013; Tunteng, 1973; Williams, 1971). Conversations among Canadian 

politicians and then Prime Minister, Pierre Elliott Trudeau, were also shaped by the ideology that 

“outsiders” and immigrants were posing a threat to Canada’s national security and democracy 

(Austin, 2013). The logic among the RCMP, the media, and Canadian politicians was that the 

current issue at Sir George was a direct result of outside influence. This inability and refusal to 

associate racism as a Canadian phenomenon demonstrates why the university administration at 

Sir George failed to take seriously the claims of racism by Black students from the Caribbean 

(Austin, 2013; Tunteng, 1973). Similarly, the media and newspapers in Montreal aided in 
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perpetuating the notion of Canada as benevolent and racially tolerant by disregarding charges of 

racism, and instead they focused exclusively on the destruction of property, while simultaneously 

vilifying the students, and upholding the image of police as a bastion of peace, justice and 

respectability (Williams, 1973). The decision to focus primarily on the destruction of property 

and placing more importance on the destruction of computers over the dignity and equality of 

Black student’s bears similarities to Angélique’s story, and slavery in general, where Black 

people were seen as subhuman and their lives deemed less worthy in comparison to inanimate 

objects (Austin, 2013). Similar to Angélique’s case, the Black students and protestors were not 

given a fair hearing, and were labelled guilty and arrested (Austin, 2013; Hewitt, 2002). 

Protestors were also beaten by police and forced to stand in the cold weather, facing the wall 

with their hands up for many hours (Williams, 1971). It is believed that some of the protestors 

later died as a result of injuries sustained by police. Rosie Douglas, one of the Caribbean 

students, stated that he believed the cause of death by a fellow occupier, Coralee Hutchinson, 

occurred as a result of being hit on the head with a police baton (Austin, 2013). Rosie Douglas 

was also not spared by the Canadian government. After being released from prison, he became an 

advocate for prison reform and shortly after was deemed a threat to national security and 

deported (ibid). Evidently, if the Canadian state does not imprison individuals or kill them for 

resisting or posing a “threat” to society, they are labelled a security threat and are deported. In 

addition to the sense of dread around Black organization and resistance, these events demonstrate 

the historical and irrational fear that occurs each time there is an attempt by Black people to 

organize and challenge anti-Black racism and initiate change.  

In addition to the RCMP spying on and keeping files on protestors at the Sir George 

Williams Affair, it was later discovered that the RCMP had been spying on Black activists and 
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scholars who participated in the Congress of Writers at McGill University (Austin, 2013). The 

RCMP was not only interested in surveilling Black activists, but ultimately sought to disrupt and 

sabotage organizing efforts by Black people in the 1960s (ibid). To do so, the RCMP used the 

FBI agent who infiltrated the Black Panther Party in the United States, and they used an agent 

provocateur, Warren Hart, also an FBI agent, employed to spy on Black and Indigenous groups 

in Quebec (ibid). In reading the RCMP’s files on “Negroes” in Quebec, it becomes evident that 

the fear and anxiety expressed by the RCMP had little to do with Black “militants” or 

“extremists,” rather the concern was simply that Black people were congregating in large 

numbers in an attempt to rightfully assert their place in Canadian society (ibid). Through a 

reading of the RCMP files, and an analysis of the reaction by Montreal police and the RCMP, it 

appears as though there is a positive relationship between Black resistance to white supremacy 

and the level of surveillance and punishment that occurs as a response to this resistance.  

What the Angélique trial, Congress of Black Writers, and the Sir George Williams Affair 

all seem to have in common is the violent white response that arises when Black people resist 

and challenge institutions and practices rooted in white supremacy. As was demonstrated 

throughout slavery and in these two cases in the 1960s, countless efforts were employed by the 

dominant white population to control and restrict Black freedom and mobility. From the 

institution of slavery, slave passes, slave codes and laws to police surveillance, historically 

anytime Black people have challenged state oppression, they have been subject to heightened 

surveillance,  criminalization, punishment, and at times murder. Even when Black people 

exercised their right to mobilize and organize a conference with the intention to support one 

another and improve the well being of the Black community, they were subject to unnecessary 

and excessive state surveillance (Austin, 2013). The assumption by the RCMP that Black people 
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were attempting to destroy the nation’s government rather than address issues of racism 

demonstrates an irrational fear that Black people are inherently violent and highlights the 

consequences of the failure to acknowledge the existence of racism in a Canadian context.  

As many Black scholars have noted, the inability of the Canadian state to acknowledge 

the history and ongoing legacy of racism and colonialism remains a central reason why Sir 

George Williams University administration refused to acknowledge and effectively deal with 

complaints about a racist professor (Austin, 2013; Tunteng, 1973; Williams, 1971). Considering 

slavery remains “Canada’s best kept secret” (Cooper, 2006) it is not surprising that the Sir 

George Williams Affair, the largest student protest in Canadian history, and internationally the 

most destructive act of civil disobedience on a campus, also remains virtually unknown in 

Canadian history (Austin, 2013). The repeated absenting of Black Canadian histories and the 

refusal to acknowledge racism within a Canadian context are also responsible for the irrational 

and inefficient methods employed by the RCMP, University administrations, police, and 

government officials in their inability to understand why Black people organized and protested in 

Montreal in the 1960s (Austin, 2013; Tunteng, 1973).  

The War on Drugs and Multiculturalism  

The Inception of a Canadian War on Drugs 

In the mid 1980s, Canada followed in the footsteps of its American neighbors and 

declared a war on drugs (Khenti, 2014; Mosher, 2011; Tanovich, 2006; Ontario Report, 1995; 

Jensen and Gerber, 1993). This Canadian war on drugs was established under then Prime 

Minister Brian Mulroney, in 1986, just two days after American president Ronald Reagan, 

declared a war on drugs (Jensen and Gerber, 1993; Erickson, 1992). Brian Mulroney was elected 

Prime Minister in Canada in September 1984 (Jensen and Gerber, 1993). Although the 
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Conservative Party obtained the majority vote in every province, less than one year after 

Mulroney was elected, his popularity began to dwindle, and it is suggested that he used the war 

on drugs to appeal to the public’s sensibilities and increase his ratings (Gordon, 2006; Jensen and 

Gerber, 1993). The decision appears to have been rash considering it was added to a prepared 

speech at the last minute, without knowledge from government officials (Jensen and Gerber, 

1993; Erickson, 1992). Interestingly, and perhaps tellingly, a high-level official from Health and 

Welfare Canada stated: “When the Prime Minister made that statement, then we had to make it a 

problem” (ibid). In both Canada and the United States, statistics demonstrate that illicit drug use 

was actually decreasing, and therefore it was far from constituting a public crisis (Jensen and 

Gerber, 1993; Erickson, 1992. In one study, researchers examined self-report statistics, official 

statistics, and hospital and medical data to determine the magnitude of the supposed drug 

epidemic in Canada and did not find support for this claim (Jensen and Gerber, 1993). In fact, 

Canadians who were polled did not rank drug use as a national priority, and a Maclean’s poll in 

May 1990 demonstrated that only 1% of the nation’s population believed that drug and alcohol 

use were the biggest problems facing Canadians (Jensen and Gerber, 1993). Similarly, in the 

United States, less than two percent of the population considered drugs to be the most important 

issue when Reagan officially launched a war on drugs (Alexander, 2012). Considering illicit drug 

use was declining in Canada and in the United States, and drug use was not deemed an issue of 

importance amongst Canadian and American citizens, the obvious question becomes why wage a 

war on drugs? As mentioned, Mulroney’s attempt at waging a war on drugs appears to stem 

primarily from his floundering popularity shortly after his election. It has also been suggested 

that Reagan popularized the war on drugs, a term originally coined by Richard Nixon in 1971, as 

an attempt to appear “tough on crime” and bolster votes in the upcoming presidential election 
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(Alexander, 2012). Some scholars have argued that the war on drugs was a political strategy 

employed by Mulroney and Reagan to garner public support while focusing heavily on crime and 

drug rhetoric as a vehicle to criminalize particular groups of people (Alexander, 2012; Mosher, 

2011; Gordon, 2006; Mosher, 1998). However, these scholars also note that the decision to wage 

a war on drugs extended far beyond political opportunism, and was actually designed with the 

insidious intent to disenfranchise the Black population (Alexander, 2012; Bodapati et al., 2008; 

Gordon, 2006; Roberts, 2004).  

Impact of the War on Drugs on Canada and America’s Black Populations 

In Canada and in the United States, the war on drugs has largely been responsible for the 

incredible surge of Black inmates (Khenti, 2014; Alexander, 2012; Bodapati et al., 2008; 

Tanovich, 2006; Roberts, 2004; Ontario Report, 1995). Michelle Alexander, an American civil 

rights lawyer and legal scholar has suggested that the mass incarceration of Black men in the 

United States is simply another racial caste system modeled after slavery and Jim Crow 

segregation, designed to ultimately control Black people, and limit their freedom and mobility 

(Alexander 2012). When Black people enter the criminal justice system in the United States, 

their right to vote, apply for scholarships or employment opportunities, and the choice to reside 

in certain neighborhoods are legally stripped from them (Alexander, 2012; Roberts, 2004). 

Alexander argues that incarcerating Black people relegates them to a permanent second-class 

citizenship and their status as ‘criminal’ renders it perfectly legal for Black people to temporarily 

or permanently lose access to basic human rights such as voting and education (2012). The 

premise of a racial caste system in the United States is that it is an ever-changing system adapted 

to the needs of the current historical moment (Alexander, 2012; Wacquant, 2000). In other 

words, the racial caste system in the United States evolves to continually disenfranchise the 
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Black population through legal measures (Alexander, 2012; Roberts, 2004; Wacquant, 2000). It 

is important to note that historically, the evolution of the racial caste system is adapted by whites 

out of frustration and retaliation to Black success (Alexander, 2012). For example, after the 

American Civil War, a system known as convict leasing was established which criminalized free 

Black people for trivial offenses and effectively turned them into slaves once again, forcing them 

to work on plantations or work farms for a meager salary (Alexander, 2012; Wacquant, 2000). 

Convict leasing and vagrancy laws were established by Southern whites after the demise of 

slavery in order to continue to exert control over Black people, and maintain the racial hierarchy 

that allowed whites to profit off of the labour and exploitation of Black people (ibid). During the 

Reconstruction Era, as Black people were beginning to achieve significant political, economic, 

and educational gains, Jim Crow segregation was swiftly introduced which effectively served to 

eradicate many of the achievements of Black Americans at the time (ibid). Unsurprisingly, with 

the collapse of Jim Crow segregation, a new racial caste system emerged, and the war on drugs 

helped propel the prison industrial complex and the mass incarceration of Black people, 

particularly Black men (ibid).As Wacquant succinctly states, the prison is an evolution of many 

“‘peculiar institutions’...operated to define, confine, and control African-Americans in the history 

of the United States” (Wacquant, 2000; 378).  

Although Canada’s racial history does not entirely mirror American racial history, there 

are many similarities. For example, after slavery was abolished in Canada, many whites 

expressed resentment at the idea of residing in the same neighborhoods as Black people, as well 

as sending their children to school with Black children (B. Walker, 2010; Winks, 1997). Angry 

whites across Canada mobilized to ensure that Black people continued to be discriminated 

against in domains such as housing, education and employment (Mosher, 1998; J. Walker, 1997; 
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Winks, 1997). In fact, in Canada, before 1850, it was illegal for schools to enforce segregation, 

however, a little over a decade after the abolition of slavery, the number of segregated school 

began to increase (B. Walker, 2010).    

The Historical Racialization of Crime 

Canada is notorious for its history of criminalizing certain drugs, which has historically 

served as a vehicle to criminalize racialized groups, rather than protect society from the harmful 

effects of drug use (Gordon, 2006; Mosher, 1998). For example, in 1908, opium was 

criminalized due to the association of the drug with Canada’s Chinese population (Mosher, 2011; 

Gordon, 2006; Mosher, 1998; Erickson, 1992). More specifically, the state became threatened 

with the idea of white women interacting with Chinese men (Mosher, 2011; Gordon, 2006; 

Mosher, 1998). Similarly, Canada criminalized cannabis as it was being associated with 

Caribbean immigrants (Gordon, 2006). In fact, although Canada followed the United States in 

waging a war on drugs, Canada criminalized opium and cannabis six and fourteen years before 

the United States respectively (Mosher, 2011). In addition, Canada had a higher arrest rate per 

capita for marijuana offenses than the United States (ibid). In the United States, laws regarding 

drug possession are also contingent on racial bias. In 1986, at the height of the war on drugs, the 

Federal Anti-Drug Abuse Act established a law with a sharp distinction between powder cocaine 

and crack cocaine (Alexander, 2012; Mosher, 2011). First-time offenders in possession of 500mg 

of powder cocaine and 5mg of crack cocaine received the same mandatory five-year minimum 

sentence, despite the pharmacological similarities of both drugs (ibid). Despite research that has 

demonstrated no significant differences in rates of violence among powder cocaine and crack 

cocaine users, the discrepancy in drug possession remains (Vaughn et al., 2010; Hatsukami and 

Fischman, 1996). Admittedly, in July 2010, the Fair Sentencing Act was established which 
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helped to somewhat mend the massive gap in sentencing by raising possession of powder cocaine 

from five to 28 milligrams (Alexander, 2012; Mosher, 2011).Although this legislation is a first 

step on the path to more fair sentencing laws, it is still unjust and has not worked retroactively to 

alleviate many Americans currently behind bars for possession of 5mg of crack cocaine (Mosher, 

2011). In addition to the discrepancy in sentencing, scholars have pointed out the difference in 

the sociodemographics of individuals who consume powder cocaine, primarily affluent whites, 

versus crack cocaine, primarily low-income Black people (Alexander, 2012; Mosher, 2011; 

Vaughn et al., 2010). In retrospect, the war on drugs, although it purports to “get tough on crime” 

and crack down on drug trafficking and drugs lords, has not succeeded in these endeavors in 

Canada or in the United States (Alexander, 2012; Gordon, 2006; Ontario Report, 1995). Instead, 

the war on drugs has successfully managed to incarcerate a disproportionate number of Black 

men in both countries (Khenti, 2014; Alexander, 2012; Tanovich, 2006; Roberts, 2004; Ontario 

Report, 1995). Patterns of intensive policing and differential sentencing have chiefly been 

responsible for wreaking havoc on poor, racialized communities, especially Black communities 

(Khenti, 2014; Tanovich, 2006; Siciliano, 2005; Wortley, 1996; Ontario Report, 1995). The 

Report of the Commission on Systemic Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice System largely 

attributed the mass incarceration of Black men and women in the early 1990s to the war on 

drugs, stating that patterns of drug use, and control over drug supply did not explain the racial 

inequalities in incarceration rates (Ontario Report, 1995). The report further stated that there was 

no empirical evidence that Black people were more likely to use drugs compared to other racial 

groups, or that Black people were over-represented as people who profit significantly from drug 

use (ibid). Instead, the war on drugs has been a political and legal self-serving construction, 

designed to validate and perpetuate the image of Black people, and especially Black men, as 
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threatening and criminals, which has consequently led to the justification of the mass 

incarceration and destruction of Black communities in Canada and in the United States.  

The Guise of Canadian Multiculturalism 

It has been difficult for some to understand that the war on drugs in Canada has 

essentially been a war on Black people (Khenti, 2014; Tanovich, 2006). This may in large part be 

a consequence of the Canadian Multiculturalism Act intended to “recognize and promote…the 

cultural and racial diversity of Canadian society…” (Canadian Multiculturalism Act, 1988). For 

example, the city of Toronto was labelled “the world’s most multicultural metropolis” by BBC 

radio, in part because 51% of Toronto residents are born outside of Canada, and because there 

are 230 different nationalities living amongst each other in one city (Flack, 2016; Ngabo, 2016). 

Canada’s rhetoric of multiculturalism has served to perpetuate the ideology as a nation that is 

fundamentally racially tolerant and inclusive, a place where immigrants migrate from across the 

world and settle in a nation that celebrates diversity. This is the image Canada boasts of itself, 

and the majority of Canadian citizens, as well as citizens from other countries have come to view 

these claims as truth. Since racism is juxtaposed against a backdrop of multiculturalism and 

diversity, many Canadians fail to see the connection between the war on drugs and the systemic 

criminalization and mass incarceration of Black people. For many, it is difficult to imagine that 

Canada is a country steeped in racism. As mentioned previously, the myth that there is no racism 

in Canada overshadows the experience of pervasive racism and anti-Black racism among 

racialized and Black groups in Canada. In 1991, at the height of the war on drugs and the 

astronomical arrests and incarceration of Blacks, Historica Canada released a one minute 

commercial of a Black woman and her son anxiously awaiting the arrival of their father from the 

United States (Historica Canada, 1991). In the commercial, the wife begins to panic as she is 
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certain that slave catchers have found her husband, and a white woman attempts to soothe the 

distressed wife. A few seconds later, a horse and carriage arrive at the house, and a voice over 

can be heard saying “Between 1840 and 1860, more than 30,000 American slaves came secretly 

to Canada and freedom-they called it the Underground Railroad.” A few seconds later, “Pa” 

emerges from a pew that he has been hiding in and the family happily hug each other, joyfully 

exclaiming they are free because they are in Canada (Historica Canada, 1991). At the bottom of 

the video, a little blurb briefly highlights the harsh treatment endured by American slaves, that 

they were the legal property of their owners, were forced to work long hours, and that they were 

ripped apart from their families and sold like animals-the same practices that took place on 

Canadian soil (Historica Canada, 1991). Canada has worked arduously to maintain an image of 

itself as benevolent and morally superior to the United States, yet as has been documented thus 

far, this nation has engaged in the same nefarious practices as its American neighbors.  

Conclusion 

Although Black people are no longer the legal property of whites, they continue to be 

disproportionately surveilled and incarcerated. The story of Marie Joseph Angélique bears 

similarities with the events that unfolded during the Sir George Williams Affair, namely the 

depiction of Black people as criminals, as well as the intense methods of punishment endured by 

Black people simply for challenging institutions of white supremacy.  

The central theme of this chapter has been to show the ways in which Canada’s history, in 

particular Canada’s anti-Black history, has had major consequences for Black people in 

contemporary society. As documented, Canada’s history of racializing crime in the early 20
th

 

century foreshadowed the devastation inflicted on Black men and their families when the war on 

drugs was waged in the mid 1980s. Similarly, practices used to criminalize and surveil Black 
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people during slavery have evolved into contemporary methods such as racial profiling and 

police brutality, with the continued goal of controlling the freedom and movement of Black 

people. Despite the continuation of these events, Canada’s historical amnesia (Cooper, 2006), in 

unison with its pervasive image of tolerance, acceptance and multiculturalism, have effectively 

managed to consistently shift the conversation away from unpacking Canada’s history rife with 

anti-Black racism, which would most certainly aid in initiating a long-overdue conversation on 

repairing the fractured relationship with Canada’s Black population. As will be made evident in 

the following chapters, there is a high cost to a nation evading its responsibility to its citizens, 

particularly for a country that prides itself on ensuring its citizens have equal protection under the 

law regardless of their status (Canadian Multiculturalism Act, 1988). Of equal importance, the 

irrational fear of Black resistance was documented and will be revisited in the following chapters 

as this fear has also had severe consequences for Canada’s Black population, and particularly 

young Black men, through measures such as racial profiling, carding and mass incarceration. 
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Chapter 2– The Yonge Street Uprising. A History of Racial Profiling, Resistance, and 

Report Writing 

 

 In this chapter I will explore the events leading up to the Yonge Street Uprising and how 

this uprising generated an official inquest into racial profiling and police brutality within the 

Ontario criminal justice system. The purpose of this chapter is to explore how and why Black 

men are disproportionately and increasingly being incarcerated in Canadian prisons. In addition 

to the war on drugs disproportionately targeting and incarcerating Black men, I argue that 

Blalock’s Minority-Group Theory offers a viable explanation for the heightened surveillance and 

criminalization of Black people. Further, the racialization of crime, and the heightened fear of 

Black and imported criminality, themes evident in the Yonge Street Uprising and the Just 

Desserts case, will be explored. The Yonge Street Uprising and the Just Desserts case also 

highlight the way that Black lives have historically been deemed unworthy and disposable.  

The Yonge Street Uprising 1992 

An explosion of anger and public protest that engulfed Yonge street and made headlines 

around the world occurred on May 4
th

 1992. Infamously known as the Yonge Street Riot, the 

uprising took place in downtown Toronto to protest police brutality in the United States and 

Canada (Mosher, 1998; Kaihla and Laver, 1992). More specifically, the original reason that 

Dudley Laws, the leader of the Black Action Defense Committee initiated a protest was to 

condemn the acquittal of the four white Los Angeles police officers who were caught on video 

brutally beating Rodney King, a Black motorist (Mosher, 1998; Kaihla and Laver, 1992; Duffy et 

al., 1992). The protest was sparked in reaction to the shooting of a twenty-two year old Black 

man, Raymond Constantine Lawrence, who was shot twice in the chest and killed by Constable 

Robert Rice, a white plain-clothed police officer, two days before the protest (Mosher, 1998; 

Pedicelli, 1998; Mascoll, 1993; Kaihla and Laver, 1992; Duffy et al., 1992). According to police, 
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Lawrence was suspected of dealing crack and threatening police with a knife (Bradburn, 2011; 

Pedicelli, 1998; Mascoll, 1993; Abbate et al., 1992).  

The protest began at 4:00pm as a group of five hundred people congregated outside the 

United States consulate on University Avenue (Bradburn, 2011). At around 4:30pm, a handful of 

white men arrived at the protest with signs that read “L.A. Burns; TO Next” and “We denounce 

racist murder of whites” (Bradburn, 2011; LA Times, 1992). Protestors, understandably agitated, 

damaged the signs, and calm was restored shortly after (ibid). The group of approximately 500 

protestors peacefully walked from the United States consulate to Yonge and Bloor Street, where 

they blocked traffic for forty-five minutes (ibid). At around 6:45pm, protesters attempted to enter 

City Hall to speak with politicians, but were barred from doing so by mounted police (Bradburn, 

2011; Syed, 2011). When protestors failed to enter City Hall, they began making their way back 

to Yonge Street. At this point, opportunists joined the peaceful protestors and property damage 

and chaos ensued (Bradburn, 2011; Syed, 2011). Store windows were broken and merchandise 

stolen, food stands were turned over, cars were vandalized, and someone set off a molotov 

cocktail (Bradburn, 2011; Syed, 2011; Abbate et al., 1992; LA Times, 1992).  

In the days following the protest, reporters, store clerks, and politicians focused 

exclusively on property damage and financial loss, while almost completely disregarding or 

denying police brutality and racism as the root causes of the protest (Abbate et al., 1992; 

Maychak, 1992 ). Acting police chief Peter Scott called it “the saddest day in my 35 years of 

policing” and blamed the organizers of the protest for encouraging “disorderly conduct” (Abbate 

et al., 1992). Ontario Premier Bob Rae claimed “Hooliganism, not racism, was at the root of the 

Yonge Street riot,” though shortly after making these comments, he expressed concern over the 

“disturbing pattern” of Black people shot by police (Maychak, 1992). Progressive Conservative 
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Bob Runciman denounced Rae’s comments, stating “The premier spoke entirely over the 

weekend about alleged racism, and not at all about the evils of drug dealing, winning back our 

neighborhoods and the dangers police face on a daily basis” (ibid). Susan Eng, a Police Services 

Board chair, opined “We cannot ask the hooligans to restrain themselves, we can only ask that 

others who see this as a problem that they share, find some way of doing something about it” 

(Bradburn, 2011). Ben Chin, a City Pulse news reporter stated numerous times that the riot was 

not about race (ibid). Chin claimed “We have seen groups like this before in Toronto, with 

freshly scrubbed faces, sporting hip-hop, rap, or skinhead styles, witnessed last New Years Eve” 

(ibid). 

 One journalist from Edmonton Journal boldly wrote “First, Toronto is not Los Angeles. 

Second, the vandalism and looting had very little -if anything- to do with the weekend shooting 

death of Raymond Lawrence by Metro police or the acquittal of four L.A. police officers in the 

beating of Rodney King” (Trickey, 1992). Even the title of his article; “Blame Young Thugs for 

Toronto Rampage; Looting and Vandalism Wasn’t Inspired by Racial Hatred, as it was in Los 

Angeles” wholly denounced the reality that racism and police brutality were in fact catalysts for 

the protest, while simultaneously stating that Canadians do not experience racism in a similar 

fashion to Americans (ibid). Although this journalist made the distinction between peaceful 

protestors and those who were strictly there to wreak havoc, (while acknowledging that Blacks 

were disproportionately being shot by police) his claims were inconsiderate and minimized the 

seriousness of anti-Black racism in Canada. In addition to claims that the protest was not a 

response to racism, reporters focused quite extensively on the monetary and property damage to 

downtown shops (Abbate et al., 1992; Farran, 1992; Maychak, 1992). An article written in the 

Globe and Mail two weeks after the protest focused exclusively on the financial damage to 
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businesses on Yonge Street, with merchant owners demanding greater city and police protection 

(Girard, 1992). One merchant owner stated that “For a lot of people, this is about survival” (ibid). 

That same argument was made by protestors who committed acts of vandalism on Yonge Street, 

with many stating that their actions were a response to the systemic racism and poverty endured 

by Black Torontonians (Kaihla and Laver, 1992). In particular, a seventeen-year-old Black 

youth, Denzel, claimed that the only way to get the attention of white business establishments 

was to incur financial damages (ibid). Another young man, Marc, expressed pride over damages 

and claimed “All those broken windows can be replaced with insurance money. The Black 

people who were killed cannot be replaced” (ibid).  

One year after the shooting death of Lawrence, the Special Investigations Unit acquitted 

Robert Rice, the officer who murdered Lawrence (Mascoll, 1993). Lawrence’s family and lawyer 

questioned why media and police were quick to label Lawrence a criminal. The media claimed 

that Lawrence was a drug dealer, and had a large amount of crack cocaine on him at the time of 

his death (ibid). Paramedics corroborated the story that Lawrence had crack cocaine on him, as 

well as three wallets- none of which were his- containing over $1000 (ibid). Police officers 

claimed that Lawrence began waving a knife at them and proceeded to run through several 

backyards before coming at Officer Rice with the knife (ibid). Apparently, even after Rice gave 

Lawrence a verbal warning and fired a warning shot, Lawrence continued to approach Rice, at 

which point, Rice fired two close-range shots at Lawrence’s chest (ibid). Both the police, and the 

liberal and conservative media’s perpetuation of the narrative of Black men as threatening, 

criminals, and drug dealers, is a construction that has historically been ascribed as a way to 

dehumanize and justify the ill treatment of Black people from slavery to mass incarceration. Not 

surprisingly, Lawrence’s mother, friends and community members described him as a “church-
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going, God-fearing man” who kept to himself and did not appear to be involved with drugs or 

criminality (Mascoll, 1993). In addition, people who used and sold illicit drugs said they did not 

know or recognize Lawrence (ibid).  

The failure by Toronto police and city officials to accept that the protest was a response 

to police brutality and impunity is quite telling of Canadian society in their refusal to 

acknowledge the reality of anti-Black racism in this country. Not only are police officers who 

shoot, beat, and kill citizens more often acquitted than not, protestors who engage in reckless but 

significantly less damaging behavior, are found guilty and arrested. The day after the protest, 

Angus Bishop, a grade 11 student and part-time counselor, was arrested and spent five days in 

jail for “leading a garbage-throwing mob up Yonge Street” (Farran, 1992). Twenty-eight people 

were arrested after the uprising, and more than 30 faced charges for theft, assault, and resisting 

arrest (Ferguson, 1992).   

The reaction to the Yonge Street Uprising bears similarities to the Sir George Williams 

Affair which occurred in Montreal more than two decades earlier. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, the Sir George Williams Affair occurred in Montreal in 1969 as a result of university 

officials failing to address issues of concern by Caribbean students who stated that a reportedly 

racist Biology Professor, Perry Anderson, was assigning them lower grades than other students 

for comparable work (Austin, 2013). After the Sir George Affair, most of the media focused 

primarily and almost exclusively on the financial damage to the computer room in the Henry F. 

Hall building as a result of the fire and destruction of property (Austin, 2013; Williams, 1971). 

Media reporting of the students during the Sir George Affair, and the protestors at the Yonge 

Street Uprising focused largely on criminality, hooliganism, and property damage (Austin, 2013; 

Williams, 1971). Many students were arrested and imprisoned during the Sir George Affair, 
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while the university administration’s reputation went unscathed, and Professor Anderson was 

given his job back (Austin, 2013). So pervasive is the relationship between criminality and anti-

Black racism, that the assertion that racism ignited both events was vehemently denied. Once 

again, in both cases, the ideology of Canada as a racially tolerant, benevolent and multicultural 

country discounted racism as the catalyst for both events, as well as the ability to have a 

constructive conversation to improve race relations and issues with police brutality. Media 

depictions of police officers in both cases were quite similar. After the Yonge Street Uprising, 

one journalist from the Toronto Star commended police officers for showing “professionalism 

and admirable restraint in containing the damage” (Toronto Star, 1992). Similarly, Montreal 

police were applauded by the media for their impressive ability to remain “relaxed and in good 

humor: despite tensions during the Sir George protests” (Williams, 1971). Once again, the 

heightened punishment and surveillance endured by Black activists in Toronto and Montreal is 

exemplary of the fear, anxiety and perceived Black threat expressed by police officers, university 

administration and Canadian officials.  

As a result of the Yonge Street Uprising, several reports were commissioned in order to 

examine the extent of systemic racism within the Ontario criminal justice system. Although 

Ontario Premiere, Bob Rae, originally insisted that the riots were not due to racism, he later 

acknowledged that racism is “a Canadian fact of life that we all have to wrestle with” (Maychak, 

1992), and commissioned Stephen Lewis, a Canadian politician, to be his advisor on race 

relations in Ontario (S. Lewis, 1992).  Stephen Lewis is a Professor of Distinction in the Faculty 

of Community Services at Ryerson University, and a Professor at McGill University 

(StephenLewisFoundation). Lewis has worked extensively with humanitarian groups such as 
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AIDS-Free World, International AIDS Vaccine Initiative, the Global Commission on HIV & the 

Law, and the United Nations (ibid). 

Stephen Lewis Report on Race Relations 

The Stephen Lewis Report on Race Relations is a 37 page report divided into eight 

sections. It was established in consultation with community members, members from the Police 

Services Board, and School Board representatives, among other individuals over a month long 

period. The report examined perceptions and problems of racial inequality in the criminal justice 

system, employment and education equity, and community development among other issues. 

Throughout every section, Lewis highlighted problems documented by community members and 

ended each section with recommendations. Some of the recommendations to be implemented 

immediately were Employment Equity Legislation, and the establishment of an Ontario Police 

training, the development of an Education, and Development Board, with police and community 

representation in order to facilitate effective police training and education. Additionally, Lewis 

recommended an inquiry into race relations and the criminal justice system, as well as the 

establishment of a Cabinet Committee on race relations (S. Lewis, 1992). Further, a 

recommendation was made to upgrade the Ontario Anti-Racism Secretariat to the Ontario Anti-

Racism Directorate, among other recommendations (ibid).  

Over the month-long consultation period, many racialized community members 

expressed skepticism and frustration that yet another 
1
 report was being commissioned and 

written on race relations in Ontario (ibid). Community members could not understand why the 

implementation of race relations policies remained a slow and arduous process (ibid). The 

success, or lack thereof, of report writing and implementing recommendations from previous 

                                                           
1
 See section on “The History of Report Writing.”  
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reports conducted in Ontario is quite telling from Lewis’ first section of the report. Lewis’ very 

first recommendation was to consult The Race Relations and Policing Task Force written by 

Clare Lewis and his colleagues three years earlier in 1989 (ibid). This recommendation is a 

testament to the lack of seriousness and respect with which these reports and recommendations 

have been historically received. On the second page of Lewis’ report, Lewis stated his four initial 

observations, and the accuracy of his first observation is striking for the time during which it was 

written: “First, what we are dealing with, at root, and fundamentally, is anti-Black racism” (S. 

Lewis, 1992; 2). Lewis went on to state that: 

“It is Blacks who are being shot, it is Black youth that is unemployed in excessive 

numbers, it is Black students who are being inappropriately streamed in schools, it is Black kids 

who are disproportionately dropping-out, it is housing communities with large concentrations of 

Black residents where the sense of vulnerability and disadvantage is most acute, it is Black 

employees, professional and non-professional, on whom the doors of upward equality slam shut” 

(S. Lewis,1992; 2).  

 

That this report was written a quarter of a century ago and Lewis’ observations continue to be 

relevant today indicates a gross failure on the part of the Metropolitan Police Services Board, as 

well as the provincial and federal governments to implement the recommendations from Lewis’ 

report, and to take seriously issues of racism within Ontario. In this section, I will highlight a 

couple of examples on how the failure to implement recommendations from Stephen Lewis’ 

1992 report has had consequences in contemporary society for the Black community. For 

example, in speaking with community members about the Special Investigations Unit (SIU), 

Lewis reported the incessant and skeptical image community members had of the SIU to fairly 

and efficiently execute their work (ibid). Most community members did not believe that ex-

police officers were best suited to conduct criminal investigations of other police officers (ibid). 

Twenty-five years later, Black Torontonians continue to be skeptical of the SIU in their 

investigations of police shootings of Black people. The death of Andrew Loku, a 45 year-old 
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Black man and father, by Toronto police is a prime example of this. On July 5
th

, 2015, Andrew 

Loku was shot and killed by Toronto police for allegedly threatening police and neighbors with a 

wooden hammer (Warnica, 2015). Two police officers ran up the stairs of the apartment complex 

and one of them yelled “Drop the hammer!” three times in quick succession, and according to 

one witness, without giving Loku time to drop the hammer, shot him three times (ibid). 

Witnesses said that the entire set of events, from the time the officers ran up the stairs, to their 

shouting and shooting at Loku, lasted about 10 to 25 seconds (ibid). Almost one year later, the 

SIU released ten censored pages of the 34 page report, which left many in the Black community 

feeling as though the SIU and the Ontario government were protecting the police (CBC News, 

2016; Gillis et al., 2016). In addition, the report failed to include vital information, such as the 

name of the police officer who killed Andrew Loku, and the names of nine police witnesses, and 

fifteen civilian witnesses (Gillis et al., 2016). Further, the report revealed that one of the police 

officers tried to obtain the surveillance video from the apartment where Loku was killed by 

police (CBC News, 2016). Both the former director of the SIU, Ian Scott, and current director, 

Tony Loparco, acknowledged that police officers attempting to obtain video surveillance of the 

shooting did not do much to quell suspicion from community members (CBC News, 2016). The 

inquest into the shooting death of Andrew Loku was achieved not through the SIU, but by public 

pressure from Black Lives Matter-Toronto, along with mental health organizations, and 

community members (Ballingall, 2016)
2
. Black Lives Matter-Toronto demanded the public 

release of the name of the officer who shot and killed Loku, as well as the release of the video 

surveillance footage of Loku’s death, demands which have still not been met (Ballingall, 2016; 

Black Lives Matter – Toronto). 

                                                           
2
 Black Lives Matter Toronto is the Toronto chapter of the group Black Lives Matter, established first as a hashtag, 

and later as a social movement in 2014 in the United States, after a string of police shootings of unarmed Black 
men by police officers. 
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 Currently, the Toronto Police Service and Chief of Police Marc Saunders are under fire 

for failing to notify the SIU of an incident involving one of their police officers (Pagliaro and 

Goffin, 2017). In December 2016, nineteen-year-old Dafonte Miller was brutally attacked by an 

off-duty Toronto police officer Michael Theriault and his brother Christian Theriault (ibid). 

Saunders defended Michael Theriault as well as his decision not to notify SIU, stating that 

Theriault was off-duty at the time and that he “acted in good faith” (ibid). Desmond Cole, a 

prominent figure in the anti-carding movement, and journalist was charged by Toronto police 

after a sit-in at a Toronto Police board meeting, where he expressed concern for the widespread 

corruption within the Toronto Police force and the SIU. In both Andrew Loku’s case and Dafonte 

Miller’s case, the Toronto Police failed to do their job and notify the SIU of police misconduct. 

Both cases required outside parties, in Loku’s case, BLM-TO, and in Miller’s case, his lawyer, to 

push the Toronto police to make the decision to contact the SIU.  

 Lewis’ report had limited impact. It did not recommend any meaningful changes to the 

SIU. In addition Lewis’ recommendation for the enactment of Employment Equity Legislation 

and to establish the Ontario Anti-Racism Directorate received short-lived success, if any at all. 

Lewis recommended that the Employment Equity Legislation be passed and ready for 

implementation in early 1993 (S. Lewis, 1992). The Ontario government was successful in 

fulfilling this recommendation, however, when Progressive Conservative Ontario Premier Mike 

Harris was elected in 1995, he repealed the Employment Equity Act in less than one year of its 

inception (Braganza, 2016; Nangwaya. 2015). Additionally, the Ontario Anti-Racism Secretariat 

was also cancelled by Mike Harris (ibid). Not surprisingly, and disappointedly, the Ontario Anti-

Racism Directorate that Lewis recommended be implemented in 1992 was established twenty-

four years later in February 2016 (Ontario Anti-Racism Directorate, 2017). Currently, the 
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Ontario Anti-Racism Directorate acknowledges that systemic racism is a barrier for Ontario’s 

Indigenous and racialized communities, and claims they are committed to examining trends and 

statistics in order to identify and remove barriers in government policy, legislation, programs and 

services (Ontario Anti-Racism Directorate, 2017). The failure to implement and maintain 

recommendations, programs, and bills demonstrates a serious lack of initiative, sense of urgency, 

and desire for change on the part of Ontario government officials, which consequently and 

intuitively has allowed past issues to fester and persist in contemporary society. 

With respect to employment equity and education, Lewis noted the abysmal lack of 

initiative in implementing changes to hiring practices to promote the inclusion of racialized 

faculty in education from elementary schools to universities, as well as in the Ontario Public 

Service (S. Lewis, 1992). Many racialized students expressed concern that institutions of learning 

did not reflect the multicultural and multiracial student environment, which proved worrisome 

and discouraging for many racialized students (ibid). Many students stressed the necessity for 

providing multicultural and anti-racist education in elementary school, stating that “it’s already 

too late to change attitudes and values by the time we reach adolescence” (S. Lewis,1992; 24).  

This piece of advice from students has proved invaluable with respect to the “few bad 

apples” hypothesis put forward by the Toronto police as empirical data has demonstrated that 

racial profiling does not occur primarily due to a flawed personality trait among individual police 

officers, but rather it is largely a consequence of systemic and institutional racism, as well as a 

culture of policing that emphasizes criminal and racial profiling, secrecy or the “code of silence” 

and an ethos of brotherhood and impunity regarding police misconduct (Meng, 2014; Tator and 

Henry, 2006; Ontario Report, 1995). The assumption that providing racial and cultural training is 

enough to deter officers from engaging in racial profiling is problematic and inaccurate as it fails 
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to acknowledge the larger systems of systemic and institutional racism that have historically 

benefited whites and disenfranchised racialized groups, particularly Black people (ibid). In fact, 

research has shown that race relations training programs for police officers are not effective in 

changing police behavior (Ontario Report, 1995). In addition, the failure of the police to 

acknowledge and address internal issues of racism within the force infers that “a few bad 

apples,” rather than racism, is to blame for racial profiling and police brutality (Toronto Star-

Comparison Chart; Tanovich, 2006; Tator and Henry, 2006; Ontario Report, 1995). Further, the 

problem with viewing racial profiling as the behavior of “a few bad apples” is evident in the 

failure of body cameras and dashboard cameras to prevent the practice, and in some cases, the 

death of civilians. My intention is not to suggest that police officers should not receive racial or 

cultural sensitivity training, but rather to outline the importance of addressing institutional 

racism, instead of waiting to train police officers who enter the police force with preconceived 

opinions and biases (Tator and Henry, 2006).  

Report of the Commission on Systemic Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice System 

In addition to the Stephen Lewis Report on Race Relations in Ontario, the Ontario 

Government commissioned six individuals to conduct an examination of systemic racism 

throughout the Ontario criminal justice system from the period in 1986-87 and again in 1992-93. 

Margaret Gittens and Judge David Cole co-chaired the commission of the report with the help of 

four others. The purpose of the Report of the Commission on Systemic Racism in the Ontario 

Criminal Justice System was to examine whether criminal justice practices, procedures and 

policies reflect systemic racism in the province of Ontario (Ontario Report, 1995). Anti-Black 

racism was a central focus of the report, in addition to highlighting the experience of all 

racialized groups within the Ontario criminal justice system (Ontario Report, 1995). This nearly 
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500 page document took three years to complete, and consists of 13 chapters and 17 pages of 

recommendations. Its chapters focus on a range of topics, from comparative trends in prison 

admissions for white and Black youth and adults, to pre and post trial rates of imprisonment, 

community policing, and racism inside prisons among other pertinent issues (Ontario Report, 

1995). In the Executive Summary of the report, a survey conducted by the city of Metropolitan 

Toronto was referenced which indicated that many Ontarians believe that racialized people were 

treated worse than white people in the criminal justice system (Ontario Report, 1995). More than 

half (58%) of Black residents, 36% of white residents, and 31% of Chinese residents did not 

believe that judges treat whites and Black people equally (Ontario Report, 1995). Over 80% of 

these participants believed that judges treat Black people worse than white people (Ontario 

Report, 1995). Based on these perceptions of pervasive racism within the Ontario criminal justice 

system, the Yonge Street Uprising, and Stephen Lewis’ recommendation for an inquiry on race 

relations in the Ontario criminal justice system, the purpose of this Commission was to establish 

an official public inquiry into systemic racism within Ontario, as well as to identify the patterns 

and practices of discrimination in order to develop and implement recommendations to abolish 

race-based discrimination in the Ontario criminal justice system (Ontario Report, 1995).  

At the beginning of the report, the authors highlight the surge in prison admissions of 

Black men, women, and youth, which led to the overrepresentation of Black people in Ontario 

prisons between 1986-87 and 1992-93 (Ontario Report, 1995). In an attempt to determine what 

led to the mass incarceration of Black people, the authors examined data on imprisonment before 

trial and after conviction and found that the most substantial difference in prison admission rates 

for white and Black adults was a consequence of pre-trial imprisonment for discretionary 

charges. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the report largely identified the war on drugs as a 
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primary reason for the mass incarceration of Black men in Ontario, due to the surveillance and 

over-policing of low-income neighborhoods, which are predominantly Black (Ontario Report, 

1995). In addition, in 1992-93 imprisonment rates before trial in Ontario were unjustified in 

many cases, with almost half (49%) of total admissions to Ontario prisons unsentenced prisoners 

(Ontario Report, 1995). 

      By 1993-94, this number increased to 54% (ibid). The results of the study found that Black 

accused were more likely to be imprisoned before trial than whites accused, and that race was a 

significant factor in influencing imprisonment decisions (ibid). The report stated that control, 

otherwise known as detention and custody, was viewed as a legitimate reason by Canadian law to 

imprison individuals before trial as a method to prevent reoffending, and to ensure that the 

individual attend trial (ibid). Some scholars have noted that the disproportionate detention of 

Blacks, whether through incarceration, probation, or parole is used as a method of surveillance 

and social control, while simultaneously limiting their freedom and mobility (Alexander, 2012; 

Bodapati et al., 2008; Roberts, 2004; Parenti, 2003). 

 This control and surveillance of Black men is problematic for many reasons. Mass 

incarceration of Black people results in disenfranchisement in politics, education and 

employment. Likewise, mass incarceration leads to additional strain on the family members of 

the incarcerated and can lead to further disadvantage within certain Black communities, all of 

which lead to higher recidivism rates (Alexander, 2012; Roberts, 2004; Drucker, 2002). One 

study examined the population impact of the mass incarceration of Black men in New York City 

under the Rockefeller Drug Laws between the 1974-2002 period. (Drucker, 2002). New York 

State Department of Correctional Services data was used to examine Years of Life Lost (YLL) of 

the incarcerated population, an analysis that employs a public health model to examine the 
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severity of wars and natural disasters (ibid). Though this type of analysis is typically used to 

examine the impact of deaths within a population, it demonstrated that the mass incarceration of 

thousands of young, Black men has equally significant, adverse, and long-term effects on the 

health and well-being of these individuals, their families and communities (ibid). For example, it 

was documented that the YLL for the total number of incarcerations from 1974-2002 due to the 

war on drugs was two times higher than the number of American soldiers killed in the Vietnam 

and Korean wars (ibid). Even though Black men being sentenced to prison are not permanently 

leaving their communities through death, the mass incarceration of young, Black men appears to 

have more detrimental effects than the loss of life due to wars.  

     Despite these examples of racial inequality within the criminal justice system, some defense 

lawyers and crown attorneys stated that the accused’s race did not influence pre-trial detention, 

however, results from a sample of 821 Black, and 832 white adult males charged by the 

Metropolitan Toronto police from 1989-1990 revealed significant racial differences for bail 

decisions (ibid). Racial differences for release, imprisonment, and bail hearing outcomes 

regarding drug offenses were startling. Black accused were three times more likely to be refused 

bail and detained compared to white accused, and white accused were two times more likely than 

Black accused to be released by police. In addition, Black accused were almost two times more 

likely (44%) than white accused (27%) to be refused bail and imprisoned before trial (ibid). The 

commission analyzed the data further in order to determine whether factors other than race 

shaped the differences in release, imprisonment, and bail hearings related to racial differences in 

charges. They found that variables such as previous criminal history, employment and marital 

status, and fixed address did have somewhat of an influence on differences in release, 

imprisonment, and bail hearing, with some variables holding more weight than others (ibid). For 
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example, employment status had a significant effect on criminal justice decisions. Almost half 

(48%) of individuals were unemployed at the time they were charged. It is important to note that 

most of the accused who were unemployed were Black, and it was suggested that the higher rates 

of unemployment for Black people was due to racial inequality in the labor force (ibid). With 

respect to drug charges, race was still the most significant factor for all criminal justice decisions.                  

Similarly, the commission looked at differences in drug charges with respect to 

imprisonment before trial. They examined the difference in outcome decisions for simple 

possession charges compared to possession for the purpose of trafficking and importing charges. 

An individual charged with simple possession and detained by police is released after a bail 

hearing, and the crown attorney must show cause for imprisonment (ibid). Conversely, an 

individual charged with trafficking receives a “reverse onus” offence, which means they cannot 

be released by the police, and they are responsible for making their own case for release at bail 

hearing (ibid). The commission examined data by 5 District Drug Squad of the Metropolitan 

Toronto Police in 1992 to determine if the nature of drug charges (simple possession versus 

trafficking) were responsible for the differences in release, imprisonment and bail hearing. They 

found that Black people were more likely (79%) than whites (59%) to be charged with 

possession for the purpose of trafficking (ibid). White people (41%) were more likely than Black 

people (21%) to be charged with simple possession (ibid). Despite the fact that Black people 

were more likely than white people to be charged with possession for the purpose of trafficking, 

the authors concluded that the data demonstrated that Black people were not significantly more 

likely than white people to receive a reverse onus charge, and therefore, racial differences in 

detention decisions could not be explained by the type of charge administered (ibid). The 

committee also stated that there is no empirical evidence to demonstrate that Black people are 
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more likely to use drugs compared to other racial groups, or that Black people are over-

represented as people who profit significantly from drug use (Ontario Report, 1995). Therefore, 

it is difficult to explain how Black people are more likely to be charged with possession for 

trafficking when they are not profiting from large scale drug sales. Instead, these results 

demonstrate an unparalleled level of surveillance of Black communities by law enforcement.  

The existence and length of a criminal record were factors that determined whether an 

accused would be imprisoned before trial. Intuitively, an accused without a criminal record was 

less likely than an accused with a criminal record to be imprisoned before trial. Despite the fact 

that Black accused (40%) were more likely than white accused (35%) to have no previous 

convictions, Black people were still two times more likely than whites to be denied bail and 

imprisoned before trial. These results led the commission to state that “the number of previous 

convictions does not explain the harsher convictions for Black people charged with drug 

offenses” (Ontario Report,1995; 129). Whites accused without a record were almost twice as 

likely than Black people accused without a record to be released by police. Interestingly, there 

were no racial differences in detention decisions for Black and white adult males charged with 

sexual assault, bail violations, and robberies. However, when it came to drug offenses, there was 

a considerable difference in detention decisions for Black and white people: 72% of whites 

accused with drug offenses with no previous convictions were released by police, compared to 

only 37% of Black people accused with drug offenses and no previous convictions (Ontario 

Report, 1995). In addition, bail was denied to 3% of whites accused with drug offenses, while 

16% of Black people accused were denied bail (ibid). The data show a similar pattern for Black 

and white people accused with records of one to five previous convictions; no significant racial 

differences in detention for sexual assault, bail violations, serious non-sexual assaults and 
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robberies (ibid). Once again, substantial differences were evident among Black and white people 

charged with drug offenses, 51% of whites accused, and 37% of Black people accused were 

detained by police, and while 10% of whites accused were denied bail, more than double (28%) 

of Black people accused were denied bail (Ontario Report, 1995). With respect to Black and 

white people accused with six or more previous convictions, no racial differences were found for 

individuals charged with sexual assault, bail violations, serious non-sexual assaults, and 

robberies. Racial differences for those charged with drug offenses were staggering: 60% of 

whites accused were released by police, compared to 15% of Black people accused, and while 

19% of whites accused were denied bail, 49% of Black people accused were denied bail (ibid) 

(See Table 1 and Table 2 on page 79).  

Upon examining differences in imprisonment after conviction, the commission found that 

some differences in incarceration rates were not entirely attributable to the nature of the offense. 

For example, they found that at each level, Black convicted men were significantly more likely 

than white convicted men to be sentenced to prison. Among those with no prior convictions, 52% 

of Black and 38% of white convicted men received a prison sentence. Even among individuals 

with 1-5 prior convictions, more Black people (71%) were convicted compared to whites (52%) 

and among those with 6 or more convictions, 88% of Black people and 77% of whites were 

sentenced to prison. These results demonstrate the pervasive targeting, inequality and devastating 

impact that the war on drugs has had on the Black community. The committee found that “The 

existence, extent or severity of a criminal record does not account for the findings of racial 

inequality in the use of imprisonment, nor does length or seriousness of criminal record” (Ontario 

Report, 1995; 144). The committee concluded “However closely we scrutinize the data, the 

findings disclose distinct and legally unjustifiable differences in detention decisions for black and 
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white accused…The conclusion is inescapable: some black men imprisoned before trial would 

not have been jailed if they were white, and some white men freed before their trials would have 

been detained had they been black” (Ontario Report, 1995; 146). These data demonstrate a 

pervasive problem of racial profiling within the criminal justice system, from police officers to 

judges and lawyers. In the six year period from 1986-87 to 1992-93, Ontario prisons saw a 204% 

increase of Black inmates compared to a 23% increase of white inmates (Ontario Report, 1995). 

Differences in Black and white admission rates were most striking for drug charges. Although 

there was a sharp increase in the number of whites admitted to Toronto prisons for drug 

trafficking and importing charges (increases ranged from 25%-667%), the increase for Black 

people was exorbitant, ranging from a 790% increase at The Toronto Jail, to a 3,890% increase at 

Metro West (Ontario Report, 1995). For Black women, the biggest jump in prison admission for 

drug trafficking and importing charges occurred at Vanier prison, which saw a 5,200% increase 

during the six year period from 1986-87 to1992-93 (ibid). In addition, the committee noted how 

in five Ontario prisons; The Toronto Jail, Metro East, Maplehurst, Metro West and Vanier, the 

majority of prisoners serving time for drug trafficking and importing charges in 1986-87 were 

white, but by 1992-93, the majority were Black (ibid). Research has shown that Black people do 

not use illicit drugs more often than whites, and that all ethnicities use drugs at relatively the 

same rates, therefore, the massive surge in Black admission rates for drug charges are largely a 

consequence of the over-policing and heightened surveillance of Black communities (Khenti, 

2014; Mosher, 2011; Wortley and Osuwu, 2011; Tanovich, 2006; Erickson, 1992; Jensen and 

Gerber, 1993). In addition, although Canada’s Drug Strategy stated that most of the funding and 

focus was to be directed towards prevention and education in an effort to reduce harm to families 

and communities, in reality, the majority of funds were allocated to increased law enforcement 
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(Erickson, 1992). In Toronto much of the resources went to drug squads, and in 1989, 97 new 

officers were added and 1.2 million dollars was spent to fight the war on drugs (Erickson, 1992). 

Consequently, in Ontario, the number of people imprisoned for drug charges increased from 1, 

812 in 1986-87 to 3,137 in 1989-90 (ibid). The RCMP also placed a heavy emphasis on minor 

drug charges and small-scale traffickers, and in the four year period between 1985 and 1989, the 

number of arrests for small-scale traffickers tripled, while the number of arrests for intermediate 

amounts of drugs and large-scale amounts (more than one kilogram) declined (ibid). Despite the 

steady decline in drug use in the 1980s, the drug crime rate increased from 221.9 in 1986 to 

258.9 in 1989, demonstrating exceptionally heightened police activity in relation to drug seizures 

and charges (ibid).  

The unparalleled increase in the Black inmate population for drug use, and the differential 

treatment between Black and white people with similar charges and backgrounds demonstrates 

that there are factors other than mere criminality that affect prison sentences for Canadians. The 

fact that Black and white accused males with the same criminal charge, criminal history, and 

variables such as employment and marital status, receive significantly different outcomes merits 

an explanation. The authors of the report explicitly stated that some individuals were freed before 

their trials simply for being white while others were held before trial simply for being Black.  

Objectivity is jeopardized when the color of one’s skin, rather than a criminal charge, determines 

who is imprisoned and who is released and this has drastic consequences for individuals, 

therefore, it is imperative that the underlying reasons for these differences is identified and 

corrected. As will be made evident in the following section, I argue that Hubert Blalock’s 

Minority-Group Theory offers a compelling explanation for the differences in incarceration rates 

for Black and white men. 
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Blalock’s Minority-Group Theory 

The Report of the Commission on Systemic Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice 

System acknowledged the pervasive racial inequality, and particularly, anti-Black racism, at all 

levels of the Ontario criminal justice system. It demonstrated how the war on drugs had 

criminalized and incarcerated a disproportionate number of young, Black men. Additionally, the 

commission provided sound evidence to nullify the argument that Black people were in prison 

simply because they committed more crime. Therefore, the question remains: aside from the war 

on drugs, and the unfounded claims that Black people commit more crime, what accounts for the 

disproportionate and increasing number of Black men, and increasingly Black women, 

incarcerated in Canada? One hypothesis to explain this trend is the Minority-Group Theory put 

forward by Hubert Blalock in 1967. The theory is premised on the idea that members of the 

dominant group in North America -white people constitute the dominant group-wish to maintain 

their status and power, and will begin to exert greater social control when they feel that their 

sense of power is being threatened by an increasing minority population. Blalock suggested that 

as the percentage of minorities increases, so too does the severity of discrimination from the 

dominant group. I argue that the increase of racialized immigrants to Canada in general, and 

Black individuals in particular, has led to an increased sentiment of white anxiety among the 

dominant group (Bodapati et al., 2008; Fiske, 1998; Winks, 1997).  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, immigration patterns in Canada have changed in 

the last 150 years. Before 1960, Canadian immigration policies were blatantly racist, accepting 

only immigrants from predominantly white, British backgrounds, and other “white” European 

nations (Backhouse, 1999; Mosher, 1998; Winks, 1997). Not only were Canadian immigration 

officials adamant in their desire to only accepting white immigrants into Canada, they explicitly 
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expressed a desire to keep Canada white and British (Pitsula, 2013; Backhouse, 1999; Mosher, 

1998). When the Canadian government realized that enforcing overtly racist immigration laws 

did not align with their emerging self-fashioned benevolent and multicultural image, they altered 

the wording of their immigration policy to be more inclusive (Backhouse, 1999; Mosher, 1998). 

Beginning in the 1960s, as a consequence of this shift in policy, immigration to Canada became 

more diverse (Canada-150 Years of Immigration, 2016). Though Canada’s immigration patterns 

reflected greater diversity, Black people immigrating to Canada remained almost non-existent 

until 1971 (ibid). In 1971, 2.1% of Canada’s foreign-born Black population came from the 

Caribbean and Bermuda, and in 1981, this number increased to 4.5% (ibid). Twenty years earlier, 

Canada had only accepted 0.4% of its immigrants from the Caribbean and Bermuda (ibid). In 

1961, Canada accepted 0% and 0.1% of foreign-born people from Northern-Africa and Sub-

Saharan Africa respectively (ibid). In 1981, these numbers increased to 1.0% and 1.6% 

respectively (ibid). Although there was an increase in the number of immigrants from the 

Caribbean, Bermuda, and countries in Northern and Sub-Saharan Africa, these percentages were 

much lower than the immigration rates from the United States, Europe, and Asia (ibid). The 

Report of the Commission on Systemic Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice System noted that 

in 1986, Statistics Canada reported 158,140 Black residents living in Ontario (1995). In 1991, the 

Black population rose 36.4% to 215,775 residents, while the total population in Ontario grew by 

10.8% (Ontario Report, 1995). Considering that Canada has engaged in over a century of explicit 

anti-Black racism in their immigration policy, and Canadians have expressed outrage and 

heightened discrimination in response to Black immigration (Mosher, 1998; Winks, 1997) this 

increase in Black immigration to Ontario is significant. Additionally, the increase in Black 

immigration in the 1980s coincided with Prime Minister Brian Mulroney’s decision to wage a 
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war on drugs, which consequently wrecked havoc on many Black communities in Canada 

(Khenti, 2014; Mosher, 2011; Wortley and Owusu-Bempah, 2011; Gordon, 2006; Tanovich, 

2006; Ontario Report, 1995). Although Blalock’s theory suggests that heightened control and 

punishment of the minority group by the dominant group will occur as the minority group 

increases, the low levels of Black immigration to Canada, and their high arrest rates paints a 

different picture. Individuals from the British Isles, Southern Europe, and Eastern Asia 

constituted a steady majority of immigration to Canada from the late 1800s to the early 2000s 

(Canada-150 Years of Immigration, 2016). Therefore, according to Blalock’s theory, heightened 

punishment and control by the dominant group would theoretically include greater diversity 

among Canada’s prison population. This is not the case, as the majority of inmates in Canadian 

prisons are Black and Indigenous (Sapers, 2015). Scholars have suggested that the racialization 

of crime and the criminalization of certain drugs have also been responsible for the 

disproportionate incarceration of Black Canadians (Khenti, 2014; Tanovich, 2006; Mosher, 1998; 

Erickson, 1992). The increased Somali immigration in Toronto and the criminalization of khat is 

a prime example of this.  

In the 1980s and 1990s, Canada accepted many refugees fleeing Somalia due to the 

repressive regime of President Sida Barre (Gordon, 2006; Opoku-Dapaah). As is usually the case 

with people leaving for a new country, Somali migrants brought many of their customs with 

them to Canada, one of them being the use of khat, a plant found in Africa and the Arabian 

Peninsula, that is chewed and used recreationally and socially (Gordon, 2006; Health Canada, 

2000). In 1997, Canada banned the use of khat, despite the fact that Health Canada’s report 

released in 2000, Straight Facts About Drugs and Drug Abuse, stated that there had been 

insufficient research to determine the long-term effects of khat use (ibid). Additionally, Richard 
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Garlick, from the Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse (CCSA) stated that he was unaware of 

the reasoning behind the banning of khat, as Health Canada had not consulted with the CCSA 

(Jones, 2001). According to Garlick; "There is not a lot of research on the drug, but it is addictive 

like any other stimulant even caffeine…but on a scale of addictive substances in this country, 

khat's impact doesn't even make a bleep on the radar screen" (ibid). Nevertheless, khat remains 

illegal in Canada, and the Somali community in Toronto has endured relentless policing since 

immigrating in large numbers. The banning of a drug that is identifiable with an immigrant or 

racialized group has historical precedent in Canada (Gordon, 2006; Tanovich, 2006). Further, the 

criminalization of drugs such as khat and marijuana, combined with the increased resources 

allocated to law enforcement agents, have led to a surge in arrests of small-time drug dealers 

(Gordon, 2006; Erickson, 1992). It has been empirically demonstrated that law enforcements 

strategies of going after young, small-time drug dealers is not effective and has not prevented the 

sale and trafficking of drugs (Gordon, 2006; Erickson, 1992; Ontario Report, 1995). The arrests 

of small-time drug dealers have not led to a reduction in the amount of drugs being bought and 

sold, and law enforcement is aware of this (Gordon, 2006; Erickson, 1992). It has been suggested 

that the criminalization and arrests of small-time drug dealers is perpetrated as a method of 

policing undesirable members of society rather than actually preventing and stopping drug 

trafficking (Mosher, 2011; Gordon, 2006; Tanovich, 2006; Tator and Henry, 2006; Fiske, 1998; 

Mosher, 1998). The banning of khat, and Canada’s historical prohibition of drugs associated with 

racialized groups, such as opium and marijuana, provides support for this theory. From a 

minority threat perspective, Blalock’s theory provides support for this assumption as well, as 

historically, individuals who have not been allowed to immigrate to or stay in Canada, such as 

the Chinese, Japanese, or Blacks, were over-policed, surveilled, and incarcerated at 
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disproportionate rates (Tanovich, 2006). The criminalization of certain drugs, and by default 

certain individuals, has been an efficient way for the Canadian state to successfully police 

citizens and immigrants it deems undesirable.  

I argue that the Minority-Group Theory can also be applied to a racialized group that may 

not necessarily be surpassing the dominant group in sheer numbers, or posing an economic threat 

to the dominant group, but whose presence and existence in Canada simply poses a threat. The 

combination of the presence of these undesirable racialized groups and the criminalization of 

drugs associated with these groups leads to a heightened fear of criminality and surveillance. Due 

to the criminalization of khat, the Somali community in Toronto has been forced to endure 

heightened surveillance and police brutality. Members of the Somali community in Toronto have 

stated that unmarked cars pass through their neighborhood several times a week, with police 

officers harassing citizens in search of khat (Jones, 2001). A 40 year-old Somali man in Toronto, 

Abdulkadir Mohamoud, made headlines after being brutally physically and verbally assaulted by 

police, while they raided his home and violently arrested him, breaking his elbow and badly 

injuring his arm, because they claimed he was in possession of khat (Rankin, 2000).  

The Just Desserts case which occurred in Toronto in 1994 is exemplary of the heightened 

fear of Black criminality and immigration in Canada. This case made national headlines after 

four Black men were accused of shooting and killing a white woman, Georgina Leimonis, at the 

Just Desserts café in an affluent white neighborhood in Toronto (Kutty, 1998). Lawyers on the 

case argued that this particular story made national headlines because the defendants were Black, 

the victim was a white woman, and the crime occurred in an upper-middle class area, frequented 

by whites (ibid). About a decade before the Just Desserts case, 85,000 people immigrated to 

Canada from the Caribbean, from countries like Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, and Haiti 
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(Canada-150 Years of Immigration, 2016). In the early 1990s, Jamaican criminality was being 

sensationalized in the Toronto media, and was being used to justify the shootings of Black men 

by Toronto police (Pedicelli, 1998). Journalists stated that Jamaican immigration to Canada was 

responsible for the alleged increase of Black criminality in the country (ibid). This rhetoric was 

used to justify the police killing of Raymond Constantine Lawrence, who was said to have 

immigrated illegally to Canada from Jamaica (ibid). When it was discovered that one of the 

Black men, O’Neil Grant, who was acquitted in the Just Desserts case had managed to avoid 

being deported to Jamaica in 1993, a national debate ensued calling for tougher immigration laws 

(Barnes, 2009). Shortly after the Just Desserts case, another high profile case led to further 

outrage and heightened fear of Jamaican-imported criminality. The shooting death of a white 

Toronto police officer, Constable Todd Baylis, by a Jamaican man, Clinton Junior Gayle, who 

was illegally residing in Canada, and had been ordered deported (Ungard, 2014; Barnes, 2009). 

These events, but particularly the Just Desserts case, led to the creation of Bill C-44, also known 

as the Just Desserts Bill, which allowed for the immediate deportation, without the right to 

appeal, of permanent residents living in Canada deemed a danger to the public (ibid). 

 Between 1995-1997, almost 40% of people from Ontario deemed a danger to the public 

were deported to Jamaica (Barnes, 2009). In fact, Jamaica received more deportees from Canada 

than the United States, Europe and South America combined (ibid). The hasty introduction of 

Bill C-44, and the increased deportation of a large number of Jamaicans from Canada are 

reminiscent of the historically harsh prison sentences and death penalties given to Black men in 

Canada from the mid 1850s, especially if the victim was a white woman (Adjetey, 2015; B. 

Walker, 2010). Similarly, the mass deportations parallel the response of angry Canadians in the 

1860s and early 1900s, when restrictions on Black immigration were supported due to the belief 
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that Black immigration would incite racial tension (Mosher, 1998; Winks, 1997). Additionally, in 

the decades preceding the Yonge Street Uprising and the Just Desserts case, the RCMP expressed 

increasing anxiety and fear at the possibility of Canada becoming a hub for Black power (Austin, 

2013; Hewitt, 2002). John Fiske has noted that in a society where whites are increasingly 

becoming fearful of losing their dominance in politics and economics: “the need to have the 

threatening other always in sight is paramount: In the contemporary USA the Black man is he 

who must be seen” (Fiske, 1998; 68). The fear of immigrants, especially Black and racialized 

immigrants was heightened in the 1990s in Canada with respect to Jamaican-imported 

criminality (Tator and Henry, 2006; Pedicelli, 1998), and in recent years, this fear has shifted to 

the Somali community (Alagraa, 2015), and presently Syrian refugees, in both Canada and the 

United States.  

In addition, media portrayals and sensational stories about racialized crime also 

contribute to the pervasive and distorted image that racialized individuals, and particularly Black 

men, disproportionately commit crime and must therefore be carefully monitored and surveilled 

(Tator and Henry, 2006). Typically, after police shootings of civilians, and especially Black 

civilians, the media disseminate headlines, stories, and images that often favor and endorse 

police accounts of the event while labeling the victim a dangerous criminal (Tanovich, 2006; 

Mosher, 1998; Ontario Report, 1995). The failure of the media to objectively and accurately 

report altercations between citizens and police reinforces negative stereotypes and images of 

Black people as criminals (ibid). Further, by constantly disseminating these kinds of narratives, 

the media helps to perpetuate the self-fulfilling prophecy that Black people are inherently 

dangerous and therefore warrant the disproportionate police attention they receive. In addition, 

this narrative helps to perpetuate the construction of Black lives as unworthy and disposable, 



72 
 

while white lives are deemed respectable and worthy. This ideology was evident in the media 

portrayal and police treatment of Black students during the Sir George Williams Affair, and of 

the protestors during the Yonge Street Uprising. This narrative was also glaringly obvious when 

Clinton Junior Gayle, the Black Jamaican man who shot and killed Constable Todd Bayliss, a 

white Toronto police officer, was found guilty and received a life-sentence for murder, and was 

barred from ever applying for early release (Pazzano, 2013). Not only was Gayle found guilty of 

murder and sentenced to life in prison, charges most white police officers never receive for 

shooting or killing Black men, Gayle was depicted as a cold-blooded murderer and crook by 

Ontario Superior Justice, Ian Nordheimer, who described Gayle as “guilty of brutal and horrific 

crimes” and stated “To Clinton Gayle, lawful employment would seem anathema” (ibid).   

“Moving Forward”-Recommendations from the Report 

The last few chapters of the report consisted of recommendations and proactive measures 

suggested by the committee in consultation with community members in an effort to eliminate 

racial inequality and racism with the Ontario criminal justice system. With respect to police 

shootings of Black civilians, the committee recommended that the Police Services Act require 

that officers cooperate fully with the SIU after an officer has been involved in the death or injury 

of a civilian (Ontario Report, 1995). The committee insisted that failure to cooperate within 24 

hours of the incident shall result in the suspension of the officer without pay (ibid). Further, the 

committee recommended that any officer who has detained or arrested a citizen be required to 

complete a form documenting the reasons why the individual was not released, as well as 

document why the accused was being detained. With respect to the administration of justice, the 

committee made four recommendations derived in consultation with community members. They 

recommended that anti-racism training programs, with an emphasis on a behavioral model be 
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implemented at each level of the criminal justice system. The authors proposed that the 

behavioral model for anti-racist training ensure that all employees treat their racialized coworkers 

in a fair and equal manner, and that this anti-racism training be provided at all levels of the 

criminal justice system (Ontario Report, 1995). Equally important, the committee recommended 

greater representation of racialized members working within the criminal justice system, as 

greater equality in employment practices would demonstrate a willingness of the government to 

support equity and inclusion practices. It was also recommended that members of the 

community, and especially racialized members, be encouraged to provide input on criminal 

justice policies, in order to ensure the creation and implementation of just policies that reflect the 

needs of a multicultural and multiracial society. In addition, the committee recommended that an 

independent agency monitor differences in the treatment of white and racialized individuals 

through a pilot project, in order to identify problems of racial discrimination. They also 

suggested that such monitoring of differential treatment be established in collaboration with 

racialized communities to ensure that data collection on crime statistics did not reinforce 

stereotypes about race and criminality. The committee offered a substantive number of 

recommendations, many in consultation with community members, however, as will be made 

evident in the next section of this chapter, and in the third and final chapter, the implementation 

of these recommendations has been at best, delayed, while some recommendations and 

suggestions appear to have been permanently tabled. The long history of ritualistic report writing 

is also an important part of this story and it gives us some important clues about state’s systemic 

failure to implement the numerous recommendations that successive individuals and 

commissions of inquiry have generated. 

 



74 
 

The History of Report Writing  

Stephen Lewis’ very first recommendation in his report on race relations in 1992 was to 

implore readers to The Report of the Race Relations and Policing Task Force written in April 

1989 by Clare Lewis and his colleagues (S. Lewis, 1992).The purpose of the 1989 report was to 

examine interactions between police and racialized communities in Ontario, more specifically, by 

examining police policies, training, attitudes, and practices in relation to racialized communities 

(C. Lewis, 1989). Another objective of Clare Lewis’ task force was to examine the 

implementation and success of previous reports and recommendations regarding the institution of 

policing and its practices in Ontario. Some reports that it analyzed were: the report written by 

Arthur Maloney for the Metropolitan Toronto Board of Commissioners of Police in 1975, the 

Report of the Task Force on Racial and Ethnic Implications of Police Hiring, Training, 

Promotion and Career Development written in 1980, and the Report of the Task Force on the 

Use of Firearms by Police Officers, also written in 1980, among others (C. Lewis, 1989). Upon 

examining these reports, a common theme that emerges is that there has been a very long history 

of report writing and filing by Ontario police forces and government officials.
3
 For example, 

many of Stephen Lewis’ recommendations in his 1992 report on race relations were to revive 

                                                           
3
 A sample of some previous reports examining racism in Ontario: The Report of Arthur Maloney to the 

Metropolitan Toronto Board of Commissioners of Police in 1975; The Report of the Royal Commission into 
Metropolitan Toronto Police Practices  in 1976, by Mr. Justice Donald R. Morand; The Now is Not Too Late report  
by Walter Pitman in 1977; the Report to the Civic Authorities of Metropolitan Toronto and its Citizens by G. Emmett 
Cardinal Carter, Archbishop of Toronto, in 1979; the Report of the Task Force on the Racial and Ethnic Implications 
of Police Hiring, Training, Promotion and Career Development chaired by Dr. Reva Gerstein in 1980; the Report of 
the Task Force on the Use of Firearms by Police Officers prepared by Judge John Greenwood in 1980; the Task Force 
on Access to Professions and Trades in Ontario by Peter Cumming and colleagues in 1989; The Report of the Race 
Relations and Policing Task Force by Clare Lewis and colleagues in 1989; the Ontario Task Force on the Portrayal of 
Racial Diversity in Government Advertising and Communications in 1989; the Stephen Lewis Report on Race 
Relations in Ontario in 1992; the Report of the Commission on Systemic Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice 
System in 1995; the Task Force on Community Access and Equity in 1999; the Diversity Our Strength. Access and 
Equity Our Goal Report in 2000; the City of Toronto Plan of Action for the Elimination of Racism and Discrimination 
in 2003. Also see Chapter 6 in The Review of the Roots of Youth Violence 2008 Report.  
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recommendations from previous reports. With respect to the use of force by police officers, 

Lewis cited the creation of an interactive video designed with the help of community members 

and police officers regarding race relations and the different aspects of policing. Despite the 

accuracy and diligence of the video, Lewis stated that it was essentially not at all being used 

anywhere for training purposes (S. Lewis, 1992). Not only was this useful video not being used, 

but Lewis stated in his report that curiously many people, including Chiefs of Police, were 

adamant in their requests for improved training with respect to race relations and the use of fire 

arms. In addition, the Clare Lewis task force expressed concern regarding training practices, and 

suggested new policies be implemented (S. Lewis, 1992). Although Clare Lewis’ 

recommendation for improved training policies was acted upon, namely through a three year 

extension of the Race Relations and Policing branch, budget cuts were also instated, which 

demonstrate a lack of meaningful concern and desire to mend the relationship between police and 

the Black community (S. Lewis, 1992). Similarly, a grant given to the Ministry of Correctional 

Services by the Ministry of Citizenship to aid inmates with ethno-specific counseling was 

cancelled and never reinstated (ibid). In 1988, the Task Force on Access to Professions and 

Trades in Ontario was established in order to ensure inclusion of people from different cultural 

backgrounds and countries in trades and academic institutions. Despite the importance of this 

report, it was quietly filed and subsequently disregarded by several Ontario officials (Samuel, 

2004). Instead, Ontario governments were focusing on reducing the number of people 

immigrating to the province (ibid). The repeated act of writing reports, highlighting the same 

issues and reinstating past recommendations, underlines two potential possibilities. Either, the 

individuals writing these reports were misguided but well-intentioned and believed that the 

research and writing of the report was substantial enough to effect change, or the second, more 
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likely possibility, was that it was the failure of government officials and police chiefs to take 

seriously their responsibility to racialized and immigrant community members thereby giving 

them the same likelihood to succeed as white, Canadian-born individuals. In addition to this 

responsibility, it is also crucial that members of the government and police take seriously claims 

of racial bias and racism within institutions and society so that these issues may be addressed and 

properly resolved. Often times, if some government officials or police chiefs acknowledge 

racism, or when reports are released documenting racism, there is intense backlash from certain 

government officials and police chiefs. For example, when Ontario Premier Bob Rae 

acknowledged that racism exists in Canadian society, and that Black people were 

disproportionately being profiled and shot by Toronto police, Progressive Conservative Bob 

Runciman accused Rae of “legitimizing the completely baseless charge that Metro Toronto 

police are racist” (Maychak, 1992). 

 Prime Minister Brian Mulroney denied that racism was the cause of the Yonge Street 

Uprising, claiming that “Canadians ought to refrain from the suggestion that all of a sudden 

Canada’s engulfed with very, very grave and overriding problems of racism” (The Montreal 

Gazette, 1992). Susan Eng, the Toronto Police Service Board chair, police chief William 

McCormack, and Mayor June Rowlands all claimed that racism was not at the core of the 

uprising (Nangwaya, 2015; Bradburn, 2011). Journalists from the Toronto Sun accused the 

Ontario government of provoking Metro Police based on Ontario’s establishment of the official 

public inquiry of police misconduct (Pedicelli, 1998). 

 Probably the most shocking response to allegations of racism and police brutality was the 

decision made by 21,000 police officers at the Ontario Police Association meeting which took 

place in August 1992 in Ottawa. The officers unanimously voted against the New Democratic 
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Party, stating that Ontario Premier Bob Rae “…indulged in malicious statements implying that 

police in the province are racists and want to shoot people…” (Beare, 2004; 34). The outright 

refusal of the police to take into consideration the claims of racism, police brutality, and racial 

profiling is another problem evident throughout the history of report writing. When police 

officers and chiefs of police discredit claims of racism, this is an overt and blatant way of telling 

the public that tensions between police and racialized communities will not improve, since these 

tensions are not considered genuine, and there is an adamant refusal to acknowledge that a 

problem exists to begin with. Similarly, another issue with the history of report writing is that it 

has historically always taken a riot or a death in order for government officials to spring into 

action. For example, the Task Force on Race Relations and Policing was established in 1988 

after three Black men were shot by police in four months (Ontario Report, 1995). The Report of 

the Commission on Systemic Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice System was established as a 

consequence of the Yonge Street Uprising, and because Raymond Constantine Lawrence was the 

fourth Black man to be shot and killed by police in a 50 day period (Ontario Report, 1995). 

Lewis documented the understandable resentment expressed by community members at this 

pattern to consult with racialized communities solely during tragedy, and close off all 

communication in between adverse events (S. Lewis, 1992). Another failure of government and 

police officials, evident from report writing, is that the recommendations made in these reports 

can only work effectively if government and police officials are actively engaged in ensuring that 

they are successfully implemented and maintained long-term. Essentially, recommendations and 

programs can only be as successful as the government wants them to be. This is not to say that 

racialized communities cannot mobilize or do not have agency over their communities, but that 

racist and bias policies and practices in education, employment, policing and other institutions 
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must be corrected by government officials through policy changes. Lastly, the automatic and 

incessant denial and refusal to acknowledge racism within these institutions renders it that much 

more difficult to respond proactively to issues of injustice, and discredits the hard work being 

done by scholars, community members, journalists and activists by constantly questioning the 

empirical evidence and the lived experiences of racialized individuals. The fact that the Ontario 

Anti-Racism Directorate was established in February 2016 and had its first public consultation in 

July 2016, which garnered an angry and frustrated crowd of people similar to the meetings held 

by Stephen Lewis 24 years ago, is a prime example of the harmful consequences that denying 

racism and failing to maintain open dialogue has had for the Black community (Braganza, 2016). 

Evidently, the theme and continuity of these reports demonstrates very little support for the “few 

bad apples” hypothesis or poor training of police officers. Instead, the continuity of these reports 

appears to underline the existence of a systematic, root problem of racism.  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to focus on The Yonge Street Uprising and the discourse 

surrounding Blackness and criminality, one of the legacies which framed the discourse around 

the Just Desserts case as well. These cases demonstrate how the pervasive image of Black men as 

criminals and drug dealers consequently justified the ill treatment of Black people, and 

particularly Black men by law enforcement. The racialization of crime and the criminalization of 

certain drugs have been maintained as methods to police individuals deemed undesirable and 

threatening to society. Additionally, Blalock’s Minority-Group Theory offered a compelling 

insight into the reasons behind why Black men are disproportionately policed and incarcerated, 

as Black people have persistently been depicted and viewed as a threat to the dominant white 

group and must consequently be controlled by law enforcement. Finally, the various reports 
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commissioned in the aftermath of the Yonge Street Uprising were analyzed as the history of 

report writing and shelving also demonstrates the provincial and national “laissez-faire” attitude 

when it comes to implementing meaningful change for certain members of the population.  

Table 1. Imprisonment After Conviction 

Race No prior 

convictions 

1-5 prior 

convictions 

Black 52% 71% 

White 38% 52% 

 

Table 2. Differences in Detention Decisions for Drug Offenses 

Race No previous 

conviction 

and released 

by police 

1-5 previous 

convictions 

and released 

by police 

Denied bail 

for 1-5 

convictions 

6 or more 

previous 

convictions 

and released 

by police 

Denied bail 

for 6 or more 

convictions 

Black 37% 37% 28% 15% 49% 

White 72% 51% 10% 60% 19% 
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Chapter 3 – “The Black Man is He Who Must be Seen.” Surveillance, Carding and Mass 

Incarceration 

When the Yonge Street Uprising occurred, many city officials and Torontonians believed 

that day to be the saddest in the history of Toronto. A little over a decade later, in 2005, the city 

of Toronto would be struck with violence once again. Although the catalysts for violence in 2005 

appeared to be different than those of the Yonge Street Uprising, upon closer inspection, many of 

the underlying issues present during the Yonge Street Uprising continued to be relevant for what 

came to be known nationally and internationally as the “Year of the Gun.” (Siciliano, 2010). The 

city’s surge in gun violence led politicians and the Toronto Police Service to implement 

intervention strategies with the purported goal of reducing gun violence by providing greater 

service to disadvantaged communities, dubbed “priority neighborhoods”. In addition, the 

installation of CCTV (Closed-Circuit Television) cameras and a temporary intervention strategy 

known as the Toronto Anti-Violence Intervention Strategy (TAVIS) were employed in order to 

disrupt gun and gang violence. Despite the surge in gun violence in 2005 and in 2007, the overall 

crime rates were steadily decreasing in the province of Ontario, and across Canada (Statistics 

Canada, 2017; Hoskins and Meilleur, 2012). However, despite the steady decrease in crime rates, 

the number of Black men, and increasingly Black women, incarcerated in Canada has continued 

to rise every year (Sapers, 2015; Government of Canada, 2014). According to the Annual Report 

of the Office of the Correctional Investigator, in the ten year period between 2005 to 2015, the 

federal inmate population increased by 10% (ibid). Sapers stated that this increase was a direct 

consequence of the annual increase in the number of Indigenous, racialized and female 

populations being incarcerated (ibid). In the decade between 2005 to 2015, the number of Black 

people incarcerated increased by 69% (ibid). Additionally, the biggest increase in the Black 
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inmate population occurred in the six year period from 2006-2011 (Government of Canada, 

2014), which also happened to be the same time period that TAVIS and priority neighborhoods 

were established. Although Black individuals constitute 2.9% of the Canadian population, they 

constitute 9.3% of the federal prison population (Government of Canada, 2014). In 2011-2012, 

the majority of Black people incarcerated in Canada were men (96%) and half of the Black 

prison population was below the age of 30 (ibid). Despite the fact that the crime rates continue to 

decrease in Canada and Ontario, most of the Black federal prison population is incarcerated in 

Ontario and Quebec (ibid).  

The purpose of this chapter is to further explore the underlying factors that have led to an 

increasing and disproportionate number of Black individuals being incarcerated every year 

between the years of 2005 and 2015. I argue that there is a direct relationship between 

surveillance and incarceration. The increase in the number of Black people incarcerated every 

year is a consequence of the racialization of crime, heightened police presence and increased 

intervention strategies such as TAVIS, as well as the rigorous enforcement of the “Community 

Contacts Reports” also known as carding, which has led to the intense surveillance of racialized 

communities, and particularly the Black population. 

In addition, I demonstrate, once again, how the failure to implement recommendations 

from reports, and how the continued denial and refusal of some police chiefs and academics to 

accept racial profiling in the face of mounting evidence is harmful and impedes the process of 

implementing proactive solutions to these problems.  

 “Singled Out” The Star Exposé 2002 

 In 2002, The Star requested a Freedom of Information Act to obtain access to data from 

the Toronto Police Services (TPS) regarding individuals who were arrested, ticketed and charged 
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with criminal behavior from the period between 1996 to 2002 (Rankin et al., 2002). The purpose 

of The Star’s analysis was to examine how racialized groups were treated by the police (ibid). 

Similar to the findings in the Report of the Commission on Systemic Racism in the Ontario 

Criminal Justice System released in 1995, The Star found that Black people, particularly young 

Black men, were stopped more frequently by police compared to whites (Rankin et al., 2002). A 

disproportionate number of Black people are ticketed during traffic stops, usually for “out-of-

sight” traffic offenses, such as driving without a license or insurance (Rankin et al., 2002; 

Toronto Star, 2002; A01).  

Considering these violations are only apparent after a stop has been made, it was 

suggested that these traffic stops provide evidence to support the notion that the Toronto Police 

engage in racial profiling (Rankin et al., 2002). In addition, The Star analyzed data for more than 

10,000 arrests for simple drug possession and found a similar pattern in the differential treatment 

between Black and white individuals to that documented in the Report of the Commission on 

Systemic Racism in the Ontario Criminal Justice System. For example, they found that white 

people were more likely (76.5%) than Black people (61.8%) to be released by police after being 

charged with a simple drug possession charge (ibid). In addition, Black people were kept in jail 

while awaiting a bail hearing at more than double the rate of white people (15.5% and 7.3% 

respectively) (ibid) (See Table 3 on page 106). Even after controlling for additional, pertinent 

variables that can affect a police officer’s decision, such as criminal history, employment and 

immigration status, and age, data revealed that Black and white people with similar backgrounds 

were still subject to differential treatment (ibid). Interestingly, The Star also found that 

differences in arrest data and treatment by police varied by division and district. Individuals 

charged with one count of cocaine possession in Toronto’s affluent, financial district were treated 
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much more leniently and released at a higher rate compared to individuals charged with the same 

offense in neighborhoods such as Regent Park and Parkdale (ibid). 

 Evidently, when The Star released their results, outrage ensued from the TPS personnel, 

particularly, chief of police, Julian Fantino, who staunchly defended the Toronto Police force, 

stating that his officers did not, and never had, engaged in racial profiling (Rankin et al., 2002). 

Not only did Fantino vehemently deny claims of racial profiling and the differential treatment of 

Black and white Torontonians by police, he commissioned Edward Harvey, a sociologist from 

the University of Toronto, to conduct an independent review of The Star’s analysis. Three 

months prior, in January 2003, Fantino commissioned George Ferguson to prepare a report to 

review and provide recommendations on police misconduct and to compare police procedures in 

Ontario with different police forces on a national and international scale. The Toronto Police 

Association also filed a lawsuit against The Star, which was later dismissed by a judge (CBC 

News, 2003).  

 The 2002 exposé by The Star is relevant for many reasons. Although journalists at The 

Star were not the first to discover and document the issue of racial profiling in Toronto, 

particularly among police officers, the results of their analysis provided sound evidence to further 

solidify claims of racial profiling and police brutality. Additionally, the results of The Star’s 

analysis on race and crime are especially important considering that it is forbidden for police in 

Canada to collect data on race and crime statistics (Meng, 2017; Wortley and Owusu-Bempah, 

2011; Wortley, 2003). The controversy surrounding The Star’s exposé, and the refusal by 

Toronto police to acknowledge the existence of racial profiling, are common themes in the 

Canadian narrative that have historically served to minimize the existence of racism, and 

especially anti-Black racism in Canada.  These themes of refusal and denial will be further 
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explored below, and as I will show, this predictable pattern of refusal and denial by police and 

some academics detracts from the conversation on eliminating racial discrimination, and sullies 

the hard work of activists and academics as well as the experiences of racialized people 

attempting to dismantle systemic and institutional forms of oppression. 

The History of Report Writing Part II 

Predictably, reports were commissioned after The Star’s 2002 exposé provided 

substantial evidence demonstrating that the Toronto Police Service engaged in racial profiling. 

Scot Wortley and Julian Tanner, two professors from the Centre of Criminology at the University 

of Toronto, argue that racial profiling: 

is said to exist when the members of certain racial or ethnic groups become subject to 

greater levels of criminal justice surveillance than others. Racial profiling, therefore, is typically 

defined as a racial disparity in police stop and search practices, racial differences in Customs 

searches at airports and border crossings, increased police patrols in racial minority 

neighborhoods and undercover activities or sting operations which selectively target particular 

ethnic groups. (Wortley and Tanner, 2003; 369-370). 

In their response to Thomas Gabor’s critique of their definition of racial profiling
4
, in which 

Gabor consistently stated that studies which have demonstrated support for racial profiling, have 

misused the term “racial profiling” (Gabor, 2004), Wortley and Tanner further refined their 

definition of racial profiling: 

                                                           
4
 See “Inflammatory Rhetoric? Baseless Accusations? A Response to Gabor’s Critique of Racial Profiling Research in 

Canada.” Canadian Journal of Criminology and Criminal Justice, vol.47,no.3, 2005, pp. 581-610 by Scot Wortley and 
Julian Tanner for a more detailed analysis of their critique.  
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…racial profiling exists when racial differences in law enforcement surveillance activities 

cannot be totally explained by racial differences in criminal activity, traffic violations, calls for 

service, or other legally relevant variables (Wortley and Tanner, 2005; 584).  

 

Two reports commissioned by the TPS: the Review and Recommendations Concerning 

Various Aspects of Police Misconduct by George Ferguson, and An Independent Review of the 

Toronto Star Analysis of Criminal Information Processing System (CIPS) Data Provided by the 

Toronto Police Service (TPS) by Edward Harvey, were tasked with  examining police practices, 

procedures, and instances of police misconduct in the province of Ontario, as well as the 

methodology and quality of The Star’s analysis. The first report commissioned by chief of police 

Julian Fantino was published by George Ferguson in January 2003. The 64 page report was 

divided into three sections; Disclosure of Police Misconduct, Systemic Issues, and Informers and 

Agents. The purpose of the report was to provide a comprehensive and comparative analysis of 

national and international policing. Ferguson conducted interviews with people in Canada, the 

United States, and in England in order to compare their policing to Ontario’s cities and to make 

recommendations regarding proper actions to be taken in the event of police misconduct. He also 

offered recommendations to ensure that the TPS procedures and policies refrained from engaging 

in and perpetuating corrupt behavior. Ferguson’s concluding remarks regarding recruitment and 

employment stated that the TPS had failed to “develop a truly professional, properly focused and 

targeted recruitment program” which had resulted in the failure to secure and attain highly skilled 

and qualified professionals in the TPS (Ferguson, 2003; 21). 

 With respect to promotions, supervision, training and continuing education, Ferguson 

noted that many of the officers he interviewed stated their desire for improved supervision, 

management, education and training (Ferguson, 2003). Similar to Stephen Lewis’ 1992 report, 
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Ferguson stated that the training for police officers being promoted to supervisory and 

management positions was lacking or ineffective (ibid). Additionally, many senior officers stated 

that the single biggest issue for the TPS was the lack of supervision (ibid). Importantly, Ferguson 

highlighted issues with the TPS with regards to Informers and Agents, whom, he stated, were 

responsible for providing opportunities for police officers to engage in behavior rife with 

corruption and misconduct (Ferguson, 2003). Although Ferguson outlined some positive aspects 

which he believed were being undertaken by the TPS, several of his recommendations 

highlighted some glaring problems.  

The second report commissioned by Julian Fantino was published in March 2003 by 

Edward Harvey, a sociologist from the University of Toronto. This report was a direct response 

to The Star’s “Singled Out” exposé and the aims of the report as outlined by Harvey was “to 

conduct an independent review of the Toronto Star analysis of CIPS (Criminal Information 

Processing System) data provided by the TPS”, “identify questions and concerns related to the 

Toronto Star’s use and analysis of the CIPS data and the conclusions based on their approach” 

and “to present alternative analysis and conclusions based on the independent review” (Harvey, 

2003; 7). In the 155 page document, out of which 39 pages consisted of a qualitative analysis of 

The Star’s data, Harvey concluded that The Star’s methodology contained “inadequacies and 

inconsistencies” (Harvey, 2003; 38). Harvey stated that the data obtained from the CIPS 

database was meant solely for administrative purposes and not for research purposes, which he 

claimed consequently posed limitations to results documented by The Star (Harvey, 2003). In 

addition, Harvey claimed that The Star’s analysis of the CIPS’ data containing over 480,000 

incidents and approximately 800,000 criminal and other charges was only “a sample and not a 

scientific sample of the millions of contacts the TPS had with the public over the 1996-2002 
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timeframe” (Harvey, 2003; 1). Harvey insisted that The Star’s analysis of the CIPS’ data was 

further compromised due to their analysis of a much smaller sample from the 480,000 and 

800,000 recorded contacts and charges from the 1996-2002 period (Harvey, 2003). Specifically, 

Harvey stated that because The Star’s analysis of 4,696 cases for “out-of-sight” offenses, and 

10,401 simple possession drug cases were much smaller than the much larger sample available, 

the results were misleading (Harvey, 2003).  

It is important to note that it is impossible, nor is it financially feasible, time-effective, or 

necessary to conduct a statistical analysis using every single individual or participant available. 

It is still possible for results to be sound without using an entire population available. In 

response to The Star’s allegations that the TPS engage in racial profiling due to the higher 

numbers of Black people in arrest data relative to the number of Black Torontonian citizens, 

Harvey listed some “potentially confounding factors” such as racial distribution of motorists on 

the road, length of time motorists are on the road, time of day, age composition of motorists, and 

number of officers patrolling (Harvey, 2003). Harvey did not explain why or how these variables 

may have confounded the data. In addition, these variables do not appear to be relevant in many 

other studies conducted across Canada, the United States and in the United Kingdom, which 

have documented the widespread existence of racial profiling within police forces (McGregor 

and Maclvor, 2017; Gordon, 2016; Alexander, 2012; Wortley and Owusu-Bempah, 2011; Sharp 

and Atherton, 2007; Tator and Henry, 2006; Jernigan, 2000; Ontario Report, 1995).  

In an effort to demonstrate that the TPS do not engage in racial profiling, while 

simultaneously demonstrating that The Star’s methodology and results were flawed, Harvey did 

not replicate The Star’s study, instead he analyzed the data in a completely different manner than 

The Star. For example, Harvey stated that he was only going to focus his analysis on the 
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divisions where the Black population was greater than 6% since “there are concerns about the 

validity on statistical analysis based on such small proportions” (Harvey, 2003; 20). The 

decision to exclude all divisions with a Black population lower than 6% is primarily incorrect for 

two reasons, the first being that Harvey should have replicated The Star’s research in its original 

form, and the second reason simply being that it is still possible for Black individuals to be 

racially profiled by police in an area or neighborhood where Black people constitute a very small 

minority of the population. In fact, several studies found support for the “out-of-place” theory 

whereby police disproportionately stopped Black people in neighborhoods/spaces that were 

predominantly white (Meng, 2017; Meng, Giwa and Anucha, 2015; Meng, 2014; Rankin and 

Winsa, 2012; Tator and Henry, 2006; Wortley and Tanner, 2003; Meehan and Ponder, 2002). In 

sum, many of Harvey’s methodological choices were questionable
5
, and despite Harvey’s 

attempt to demonstrate that the TPS did not engage in racial profiling, most of his data 

demonstrated statistically significant differences between arrest rates for Black and white people 

for non-moving offenses, simple drug possession, and cocaine possession (Harvey, 2003). 

Lastly, it is important to be mindful of the funding bodies for particular studies, as well as the 

interests of the funding body. Ferguson and Harvey were both commissioned by chief of police 

Julian Fantino, who vehemently denied claims of racial profiling by Toronto police officers, and 

had a vested interest in maintaining a positive image of the TPS.  

A little over one year after Edward Harvey released his independent review of The Star’s 

analysis, Thomas Gabor, a professor in the Department of Criminology at the University of 

Ottawa published an article in July 2004 in the Canadian Journal of Criminology and Criminal 

Justice titled “Inflammatory Rhetoric on Racial Profiling can Undermine Police Services” in 

                                                           
5
 For a thorough review on Edward Harvey’s methodology, see “Data, Denials, and Confusion: The Racial Profiling 

Debate in Toronto” by Scot Wortley and Julian Tanner, 2003 and “Star’s Statistics Analysis Holds up to Fair 
Scrutiny” by John Honderich, 2003.  
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which Gabor sought to examine the issue of racial profiling more thoroughly. Gabor began the 

article by essentially criticizing definitions offered on racial profiling by scholars (2004). In 

addition, Gabor stated that the police should do what they can to reduce racial bias, but claimed 

“they cannot be held accountable for every act committed by their personnel” (Gabor, 2004; 

462). Gabor did not state who should be held accountable if not the police, and this statement 

removes responsibility from police forces to correct problematic and harmful behaviors 

perpetuated by police officers. The issue of racial profiling will not and cannot be solved by 

simultaneously denying its existence and removing responsibility from the officers and 

institutions that engage in this behavior. Ironically, Gabor warned that baseless accusations 

made about the police could undermine policing , however, Gabor made unsubstantiated claims 

and cited sources that were old and that did not sufficiently support his arguments. For example, 

in two instances Gabor defended the heightened police presence in racialized communities as a 

welcomed and sought after response from racialized community members, and claimed that this 

increased police presence was necessary since racialized communities had higher crime rates 

(Gabor, 2004). At no point did Gabor cite any academic literature, statistics, or community 

resources, to provide support for these claims. Gabor referenced a study from 1862 to 

substantiate his claim that some neighborhoods had higher rates of criminal activity than others, 

consequently justifying heightened police presence in racialized communities (2004). Studies 

from the 21
st
 century have provided support for the positive relationship between heightened 

police presence and resources, and increased arrests (Khenti, 2014; Siciliano, 2010; Wortley and 

Tanner, 2004; Erickson, 1992). In other words, the heightened police presence and resources 

contribute to an increased number of arrests, not necessarily because there is an increase in 

crime, but simply because there are additional resources put in place to detect criminal activity.  
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The Ontario government found that 90% of young men across different racial and 

economic backgrounds reported committing a criminal offense, which indicates that individuals 

from different socioeconomic backgrounds are responsible for committing crime (Ontario 

Report, 1995). The heightened surveillance and over-policing of racialized communities lends 

support for two likely theories; over-policing racialized communities leads to more arrests of 

these individuals and contributes to the self-fulfilling prophecy that crime is disproportionately 

committed by racialized people (Meng, 2017; Khenti, 2014; Wortley and Owusu-Bempah, 2011; 

Tanovich, 2006; Jernigan, 2000) and police resources and efforts relentlessly police particular 

crime that is disproportionately committed by poor, racialized people (Khenti, 2014; Alexander, 

2012; Tanovich, 2006; Erickson, 1992).  

A topic like racial profiling will understandably evoke a lot of emotion  on the part of 

racialized communities, particularly Black communities, who feel that they are unfairly targeted 

by police, and on the part of police officers who may perceive themselves and their coworkers to 

be  just and ethical enforcers of the law. Despite the fact that allegations of racial profiling may 

evoke a variety of emotional responses, it is not effective to completely deny allegations and the 

existence of racial profiling, especially when substantial research has consistently documented 

support for the existence of this problem. As outlined in the previous chapter and in this chapter, 

a common theme that emerges when substantial evidence is provided to support allegations of 

racial profiling is that police officers, chiefs of police, and police forces- along with some 

academics and journalists- begin to collectively call into question and attack the methodology 

and findings of well-executed research. This is problematic because the focus is then removed 

from the issue at hand and increased resources are put towards proving the studies were flawed 

in some way. This detracts from finding and implementing solutions to permanently eradicate 
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the problem of racial profiling, which is both harmful to the racialized community and to the 

police, as the relationship between the two parties is weakened, leading to reduced levels of 

trust, and a decreased possibility of both groups effectively working together to reduce crime.  

The Kingston Pilot Project 2005 

While Toronto police were emphatically denying allegations of racial profiling, police in 

Kingston, Ontario took a different approach. In 2005, Professor Scot Wortley and a doctoral 

candidate, Lysandra Marshall, both from the University of Toronto, conducted a pilot project in 

Kingston, to examine whether Kingston police were more likely to stop racialized individuals 

compared to whites, to determine if racialized and white individuals were stopped for different 

reasons, and to determine if the outcomes differed after racialized and white individuals were 

stopped by police (Wortley and Marshall, 2005). Wortley and Marshall thoroughly examined all 

stops conducted by Kingston police from October 1, 2003 till September 30, 2004, including a 

total of 10,114 stops from the Contact Card data that was generated during this period (ibid). In 

order to ensure their results were as accurate as possible, the authors examined their dataset by 

age, Kingston residents and non-residents, the number of individual residents stopped, and 

gender to name a few variables. Although Black people comprised 685 of the total residents in 

Kingston, they accounted for 15% of people stopped by police (Wortley and Marshall, 2005). In 

comparison, white people made up 103,085 of the Kingston population and accounted for 5.1% 

of people stopped by police (ibid). The data demonstrated that Black Kingston residents were 

more likely to be stopped by police compared to every other racial group (ibid). In addition, 

young Black males, aged 15-24 were more likely to be stopped by police compared to every 

other demographic group (ibid). Even after controlling for gender, age, resident status and 

individuals with multiple stops, Black people were still disproportionately stopped by police 
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(ibid). In fact, Black people were three times more likely to be stopped by police compared to 

their white counterparts (ibid). Once again, some police officers and academics voiced their 

opposition to the results, in particular, Ron Melchers, another Criminology Professor from the 

University of Ottawa (McMahon, 2005). Melchers, like Edward Harvey, stated that the Black 

population in Kingston was too small to obtain accurate results and complained of further 

methodological issues in the Kingston Pilot Project (ibid). Chief psychologist at Joyceville 

Institution, Marie Kuriychuk claimed the study was “bad science,” and Deputy Chief Bob 

Napier claimed the collection of data on race was not useful, that the study did not provide proof 

of racial profiling, and that the police department would not be implementing any training with 

respect to race relations or sensitivity issues (ibid). Once again we witness how the refusal to 

acknowledge and accept racism within Ontario police forces partly served as a catalyst for the 

occurrence of another eruption in Toronto which made national headlines.  

“Year of the Gun” 2005 

Although nationally and internationally, Toronto is known for possessing some positive 

qualities, such as being the largest city in Canada (Meng, 2017), and considered “the most 

diverse city in the world” (Flack, 2016), the summer of 2005 in Toronto would unfortunately 

become synonymous with major gun violence, earning the title the “Summer of the Gun” 

(Lorinc, 2015). By the end of 2005, Toronto had witnessed a steady surge in gun violence and 

the year became known nationally and internationally as the “Year of the Gun” (Siciliano, 

2010). In less than two months, from the end of June to August 9
th

, 2005, the city witnessed 33 

shootings (Lorinc, 2005). Six months later, on December 26
th

, a teenage girl, Jane Creba, was 

killed by a gunshot close to Toronto’s Eaton Centre (Alagraa, 2015; Lorinc, 2015). The surge in 

summer shootings, and especially the death of Creba, a white 15 year-old girl, led to intense 
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police and political action purportedly aimed at reducing gun violence in the city (Alagraa, 2015; 

Lorinc, 2015). One year and a half after fifteen-year-old Creba was shot and killed, another 

fifteen-year-old, Jordan Manners, was shot and killed at C.W. Jeffrey’s, a secondary school in 

the Jane and Finch area in Toronto (Lorinc, 2015).  

Once again, it took major crises for the city of Toronto, and the province of Ontario, to 

spring into action and fervently attempt to determine the underlying causes responsible for the 

surge of gun violence in the city (Lorinc, 2015). Approximately one month after Creba’s death, 

in January 2006, the province of Ontario introduced their 51 million-dollar initiative to fund the 

Guns and Gangs Operations Centre, as well as the implementation of the Toronto Anti-Violence 

Intervention Strategy (TAVIS), intended to disrupt gun and gang violence (Burale, 2015; 

Ontario Newsroom, 2011). In 2005, the city of Toronto released a list of 13 priority 

neighborhoods, defined as neighborhoods with high rates of poverty and unemployment, as well 

as lacking in social services (Burale and Lorinc, 2015; Harding, Hoy and Lankin, 2005). The 

city’s intention in identifying and labeling neighborhoods as constituting “priority” 

neighborhoods was aimed at reducing crime and increasing social services for community 

members (ibid). Seven million dollars of the $51 million was utilized to ensure the presence of 

TAVIS in these priority neighborhoods (Ontario Newsroom, 2011). In addition, part of the 

spending of the $7 million was allocated to install Closed Circuit Televisions (CCTV) in high 

priority neighborhoods (Ontario Newsroom, 2011). Combined, the implementation of TAVIS, 

the identification of priority neighborhoods, and the installation of CCTV cameras were 

supposed to reduce crime rates and alleviate the disproportionate levels of poverty and 

unemployment in these neighborhoods. 
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 In 2007, after the death of Jordan Manners, then Ontario premier Dalton McGuinty 

commissioned Roy McMurtry and Dr. Alvin Curling to establish the Review of Roots of Youth 

Violence report (McMurtry and Curling, 2008). The purpose of this 458 page report was to 

determine the underlying causes of youth crime and violence and offer risk factors and 

recommendations to detect and avert further youth from engaging in a life of crime and violence. 

The report devoted two chapters highlighting the immediate risk factors that could lead young 

Torontonians to engage in violent and criminal behavior. The report listed poverty, racism, 

community environment, social conditions, poor educational opportunities, and the breakdown 

of family structure as some of the catalysts that may cause youth to experience feelings of 

hopelessness and frustration, eventually leading some to engage in violent and criminal behavior 

(McMurtry and Curling, 2008). One of the most disappointing things noted in the report was the 

abysmal failure of the province of Ontario to address issues of racism. McMurtry and Curling 

expressed their dismay that 30 years had passed and the issue of racism was still relevant. Even 

more frustrating, the authors referenced the relevancy, in 2008, of Stephen Lewis’ 1992 report in 

which Lewis explicitly stated that anti-Black racism was the root cause underlying the 

disadvantage that racialized communities, and particularly Black communities, faced in Ontario 

(McMurtry and Curling, 2008). Despite reports
6
 and data that explicitly documented some of the 

reasons why youth might engage in criminality, a decision was made in 2011 to make the 

transition from the temporary solution of TAVIS into a permanent intervention strategy (Burale, 

2015; Harding et al., 2005) whose goals were to “target illegal gang, drugs and weapons 

activities in communities by focusing on prevention, intervention, enforcement and community 

mobilization (emphasis added, Harding et al., 2005; 8). Before the decision to make TAVIS 

permanent was established, research had demonstrated the pitfalls that a program like TAVIS 

                                                           
6
 See Ontario’s Youth Action Plan 2012, and the Review of Roots of Youth Violence Report 2008. 
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could have on the very communities it sought to aid. For example, in the Review of the Roots of 

Youth Violence Report in 2008, the authors made clear that the over-criminalization of youth, 

aggressive police tactics, and state violence, interpreted by many racialized community members 

as structural and institutional racism, were key issues responsible for fueling youth violence 

(Burale, 2015; McMurtry and Curling, 2008). Of equal importance, the 2008 report stated that 

the rate of violent crime in the province of Ontario had decreased in the last two decades 

between 1986-2006 (McMurtry and Curling, 2008). Across Canada, the province of Ontario 

ranked second lowest in its rate of violent crime (ibid). Further, two Canadian studies released in 

2010 provided evidence to support the notion that sophisticated drug prohibition policies 

combined with militaristic-style policing had the unintended consequence of increasing gun and 

gang violence (Burale, 2015; Siciliano, 2010; Werb et al., 2010). Similarly, when the Toronto 

police released the CCTV Pilot Project Evaluation Report in 2008 they claimed “An exhaustive 

analysis of the evidentiary value of CCTV is not required” (Barkley, 2008; 7). In the final 

summary, the report stated that “CCTV cameras may have had a deterrent effect on violent 

crime in the area” (Barkley, 2008; 61,76). Further, the report stated that the installation of CCTV 

cameras in certain neighborhoods led to a dispersion of criminal activity, leading some 

individuals to change the environment in which they choose to engage in criminal activity, 

moving to areas with no CCTV surveillance (Barkley, 2008). The decision to make TAVIS 

permanent despite the suggestions in the Roots of Youth Violence Report demonstrate that the 

province of Ontario and the Toronto Police Service prioritized the militarization and funding of 

police resources above the well-being of community members. In addition, resources were not 

put in place that prioritized prevention.  
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Does Neighborhood Context Effect Police Stop and Searches? 

The establishment of priority neighborhoods and the implementation of TAVIS and CCTV 

cameras in these neighborhoods were introduced as methods to reduce gun and gang violence in 

neighborhoods with high rates of criminal activity. According to the TPS, the heightened police 

presence and increased surveillance in these neighborhoods are in response to the high levels of 

gun and gang activity within these neighborhoods. The purpose of this section is to mine the 

relevant literature to determine whether neighborhood context affects police stop and searches. 

Because policing in the city of Toronto has been a central focus of this thesis, the most recent 

studies examining race and place profiling in Toronto will be examined. This feat has not been 

easy in Canada as there has been a ban on collecting statistics on race and crime data (Meng, 

2017; Wortley, 2003). Despite this ban, academics and journalists have conducted studies and 

obtained and analyzed data from police departments, particularly in Ontario, in order to further 

explore the issue of racial profiling in Canada. Several studies conducted in Toronto have found 

support for the hypothesis that police engage in “race-and-place” profiling, whereby the race of 

an individual and the neighborhood they are in are significant factors in determining whether 

they will be stopped by police (Meng, 2017; Meng, Giwa and Anucha, 2015; Meng, 2014; 

Rankin and Winsa, 2012). Conversely, some studies have found support to demonstrate that 

police are more likely to stop and harass Black individuals in predominantly racialized 

neighborhoods with high crime rates (Bonner, 2014; Smith and Holmes, 2014; Terrill and 

Reisig, 2003). In the city of Toronto, research in the last few years has provided support for the 

former hypothesis, that Black people are more likely to be stopped by police in predominantly 

white areas with low levels of socioeconomic disadvantage (Meng, 2017; Meng, Giwa and 

Anucha, 2015; Meng, 2014; Rankin and Winsa, 2012). Interestingly, the number of police stops 
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of Black youth in Toronto has significantly increased from the period between 2003-2012, 

despite a steady decrease in crime rates from 2001-2012 (Meng, 2017). 

 Additionally, although the number of police stops of Black youth has steadily increased 

since 2003, the number of arrests of Black youth has remained the same since 2003, averaging at 

around 8,000 arrests per year (Meng, 2017). Between 2003-2012, there was an increase of 

42.7% of police stops of Black youth, however, the efficiency of these stops declined by 44.9% 

(Meng, 2017). These results demonstrate that crime rates cannot explain the significant increase 

in police stops of Black people, and that Black youth stopped by police are being stopped for 

reasons other than engaging in illegal or criminal behavior. In addition, according to the TPS, 

the purpose of TAVIS, the identification of priority neighborhoods and the installation of CCTV 

cameras were to combat crime hot spots in certain neighborhoods. However, the data 

demonstrate that Black people who are not engaging in any form of criminal behavior are 

disproportionately stopped in predominantly white, affluent neighborhoods with low levels of 

socioeconomic disadvantage (Meng, 2017; Meng, Giwa and Anucha, 2015; Meng, 2014; Rankin 

and Winsa, 2012). There was also some evidence to suggest that Black youth were more likely 

than white youth to be stopped in neighborhoods with high crime rates, however the failure of 

the efficiency of these police stops is telling (Meng, 2017).  

There does appear to be an effect of neighborhood context on police stop and searches, 

however, it is not intuitive. Recent studies conducted in the city of Toronto demonstrate support 

that racial profiling and police ideologies about who belongs where, and who is considered 

criminal and suspicious, are significant factors causing an individual to be stopped as opposed to 

strictly stopping individuals from high crime neighborhoods or individuals engaging in criminal 

behavior. This is not to say that all individuals who reside in neighborhoods rife with criminality 
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are criminals who should be stopped by police, but to point out that the TPS’ establishment of 

priority neighborhoods and crime hot spots appear to be identified as such for reasons other than 

reducing crime.  

“The Black Man is He Who Must be Seen
7
”: Carding in Toronto 

It is well documented that TAVIS has been responsible for half of the individuals stopped 

and carded in the city of Toronto (Burale, 2015; Rankin et al., 2013). Carding, known officially 

as the “Community Engagement Reports” (CBC News, 2017; Rankin, 2015) is a practice used 

the by Toronto police that consists of documenting interactions with community members. The 

current practice of carding is a progression from the 1957 practice known as “Suspect Card.” 

(CBC News, 2017; Rankin, 2015; Epstein, 2014). The “Suspect Card” initiative was responsible 

for gathering and retaining information on an individual deemed a “suspect” (ibid). Over the 

years, this practice has come to be known as “R41 Cards” “172” “208” and “Field Information 

Reports,” all with the continued goal of stopping individuals and recording their personal 

information in a database (CBC News, 2017; Rankin, 2015).  The Toronto police claim that the 

information obtained from carding individuals is gathered and stored as a measure to solve crime 

(Epstein, 2014). However, this has not been empirically tested, and data gathered by the TPS has 

yet to be released to the public (ibid). Another issue that activists and scholars have highlighted 

with respect to carding is the role that it plays in promotions (Rankin, 2015; Epstein, 2014; 

Rankin et al., 2013b), which could very well be an incentive for police to fill out a large number 

of contact cards.  

                                                           
7
 John Fiske, “Surveilling the City: Whiteness, the Black Man and Democratic Totalitarianism.” 1998, p68. 
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In 2010, after a seven year struggle, The Star, obtained carding data from the Toronto 

Police through a Freedom of Information Act (CBC News, 2017; Epstein, 2014; Rankin and 

Winsa, 2012). Once again, The Star demonstrated what Black Torontonians had already known 

for decades; that the TPS engage in racial profiling, and young Black men are disproportionately 

carded by police (ibid). Between 2008-2012, the Toronto police gathered 1.8 million contact 

cards on over one million individuals (Epstein, 2014; Rankin et al., 2013a). The Star found that 

young Black and Brown men between the ages of 15-24 were disproportionately stopped and 

carded by police (Rankin and Winsa, 2012). Specifically, they found that the number of Black 

and Brown men stopped and carded by police exceeded the actual number of Black and Brown 

men living in all of the city’s 72 patrol zones (ibid). It is important to note that the majority of 

these stops did not involve an arrest or charge, yet information on these individuals who were 

stopped was still recorded in a database (Rankin et al., 2013). The storing of information on 

innocent individuals has led to a greater distrust of the police by community members due to the 

nature of these arbitrary stops. For example, when police record information about an individual 

they sometimes write things like “not friendly” which inevitably taints the view of the next 

officer who stops said individual, causing the police officer to be on edge and prejudge the 

situation and individual, which in turn would cause the individual, being stopped yet again, to 

become irritated for being treated in a disrespectful manner and being harassed by police 

(Epstein, 2014). A Sociology Professor from the University of Toronto, Akwasi Owusu-

Bempah, and Law student Knia Singh, likened the carding of most Black and Brown men in the 

city of Toronto to the Apartheid in South Africa when “laws were used there to control the 

movements of Black people in the country” (Rankin and Winsa, 2012; Rankin et al., 2013a). 

Other scholars and activists have drawn parallels between carding in Toronto and the stop-and-
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frisk program by the New York Police Department (NYPD) (CBC News, 2017; Alagraa, 2015; 

Rankin et al., 2013a). In fact, carding in the city of Toronto was responsible for stopping more 

Black people than the stop-and-frisk program in New York (ibid). For example, in the city of 

Toronto, young Black men were carded at a rate 3 times greater than the young Black male 

population (Rankin et al., 2013a). In New York, Black people were 2.3 times more likely to be 

stopped and frisked in comparison to the city’s Black population (ibid). In addition, 88% of the 

stops in New York and 93% of stops in Toronto did not result in an arrest (Toronto Star-Flow 

Chart). What these statistics demonstrate is that arbitrarily stopping people and documenting 

their information is not effective and does not aid in combating crime as the Toronto police have 

suggested.  

The disproportionate rate at which Black people are carded in Toronto and stopped-and-

frisked in New York predominantly for “general investigations” is reminiscent of the behavior of 

slave patrollers who were instructed to stop, question and demand a slave pass from any Black 

individual, free or not, walking the street during slavery (Browne, 2015; Parenti, 2003; Hadden, 

2001). Another frighteningly similar comparison between slave patrollers and the carding and 

stop-and-frisk initiatives are the monetary incentives. During slavery, slave patrollers were 

compensated financially for their efforts in arresting slaves and free Blacks (Hadden, 2001). 

Likewise, in Toronto, the number of people carded by police officers was taken into account for 

promotions and performance reviews (Rankin et al., 2013b). In addition, the similarities of the 

data recorded in plantation records such as age, gender and ethnicity are similar to the 

information recorded in the TPS’ carding database. Whether a police officer is actively engaged 

in racial profiling or engages in racial profiling as a result of an implicit bias, it is a harmful 

practice that has its roots in slavery and colonialism. The failure to acknowledge, address and 
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resolve issues of the past continues to have negative consequences in contemporary society, 

which essentially appear to refine systems of control to inhibit the freedom and movement of 

Black individuals.   

Continuities and Changes in the Policing and Surveillance of Black Men 1992-2016: A 

Comparative Analysis of Policing the War on Drugs and Carding  

In all the cases examined so far, from the Sir George Williams Affair to the Yonge Street 

Uprising and the carding controversy in Toronto, the common denominator has been the 

criminalization and over-policing of the Black community, particularly Black men. Although the 

historical events have changed, instances of surveilling, policing, and arresting Black people has 

persisted, and in fact appears to be increasing. Canada has historically equated certain forms of 

criminal activity and drug use with certain racialized groups as a way to justify the 

criminalization and over-policing of these groups. For example, Canada criminalized opium in 

1908 as this was a drug used predominantly by the Chinese population, and Black people were 

more likely to be charged with disorderly conduct as they were depicted as being overly violent 

(Mosher, 1998). The common thread between these histories of criminalization has been the 

racialization of crime and the establishment of a criminal profile which was essentially created 

to help police track and identify individuals guilty of committing a crime by generating a profile 

detailing the likely behaviour of the person in question. (Tanovich, 2006). Over time, the 

criminal profile shifted to a racial profile as it is believed that certain racialized groups are 

responsible for committing certain crimes (ibid). This profile has led police to establish their 

idea of what a drug offender looks like, and what perpetrators of gun and gang violence look like 

in Canada. The war on drugs, and the carding controversy have demonstrated that Black men are 

thought to be the primary perpetrators of such crimes, which has led to the mass surveillance and 

policing of hundreds of Black men in the city of Toronto. In addition, the “tough on crime” 
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rhetoric by Canadian and American politicians has also been responsible for enacting policies 

which have largely contributed to the criminalization and incarceration of Black men. In Canada, 

drug use was not an issue of primary concern until Brian Mulroney made it one while 

campaigning to be Prime Minister, leading to the surge in Black men being incarcerated for 

minor drugs offenses (Ontario Report, 1995). Similarly, in 2005 and 2007, although Toronto did 

experience an increase in gun violence, the overall crime rate was decreasing, yet millions of 

dollars were directed towards increased police resources which led to the mass surveillance and 

racial profiling of Black men through measures such as the installation of CCTV cameras and 

carding. Additionally, scholars have suggested that the war on drugs has been a war on Black 

people and a war on poverty (Khenti, 2014; Tanovich, 2006), whereas carding, though 

responsible for stopping and collecting data on Black men in disadvantaged neighborhoods, is 

largely responsible for stopping Black men who choose to spend time in or reside in 

predominantly white, affluent neighborhoods (Meng, 2017; Meng, Giwa and Anucha, 2015; 

Meng, 2014; Rankin and Winsa, 2012). Despite these differences, the common thread in each of 

these instances is that Black men are consistently and systematically seen as perpetual suspects 

and inherently criminal. It appears that this ideology is so pervasive that Black men continue to 

experience annual increases in the number of stops, arrests and imprisonment rates, despite the 

steady decline in crime across Canada over the last two decades.  

Anti-Carding Activism and the Black Lives Matter Movement  

 Despite the failure of the Toronto Police Service and the government of Ontario to take 

seriously issues of racial profiling and implement effective, evidence-based strategies to 

alleviate symptoms that may lead individuals to engage in a life of crime and violence, many 

citizens, and especially many Black activists have decided to take matters into their own hands 
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and hold the city accountable. A prominent figure in the anti-carding movement has been activist 

and journalist Desmond Cole. Cole has written several pieces regarding his mistreatment by 

police in Kingston and Toronto simply due to the fact that he is Black man (Cole, 2015). Most 

recently, Cole interrupted a Toronto Police Service meeting, demanding that all the information 

collected through the practice of carding be destroyed (Gillis, 2017). In addition to Cole’s 

efforts, an activist-based group titled the Policing Literature Initiative, comprised of 20 young 

individuals, many from Toronto’s priority neighborhoods, formed in 2013 in an effort to respond 

to carding and police brutality in the city of Toronto (Epstein, 2014). Recently, the group 

released a short documentary about carding in Toronto and the harmful effect it has had on many 

young Black men in the city (ibid).  

Another activist group that has gained great respect and some notoriety is the Black Lives 

Matter Toronto (BLM-TO) Chapter. Black Lives Matter (BLM) originally began as a hashtag on 

social media after the shooting death of Trayvon Martin by neighborhood watch volunteer 

George Zimmerman (BlackLivesMatter). The movement has since grown and includes chapters 

across the United States and Canada in cities like New York, Los Angeles, Washington and 

Toronto (BlackLivesMatter). In Toronto, BLM-TO have made great strides in demanding justice 

for the Black community, and especially for those who have lost a family member to police 

violence. Black Lives Matter Toronto activists were responsible for the public release of a report 

by the Special Investigations Unit , responsible for looking into the fatal police shooting of 

Andrew Loku, a 45 year old Black man (Gillis et al., 2016). In addition, all of the demands that 

the BLM-TO activists made during Pride Toronto 2016 have been met, which include more 

inclusive hiring practices at Pride Toronto, and the removal of police floats and uniforms during 

pride parades (BlackLivesMatter-Toronto).  
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 This is just a snippet of the activism and solidarity among Toronto and Canada’s Black 

populations which have been and continue to make concerted efforts to resist and hold 

government and law enforcement accountable for their actions. Despite the noble efforts and 

work from activist groups such as BLM-TO and the Policing Literacy Initiative, these groups 

cannot be left to do all the heavy lifting on their own. It is imperative that provincial and national 

governments step up and prioritize the dignity and human rights of all their citizens, without 

requiring constant supervision from grassroots organizations.  

Conclusion  

The purpose of this chapter was to examine why there are a disproportionate number of 

Black men incarcerated every year and why this number continues to increase, despite crime 

rates declining in Canada over the last two decades. In an attempt to understand what might 

explain this phenomenon, the role of neighborhood context was examined in order to determine 

if particular neighborhoods effect police stop and search practices, which may in turn explain the 

increasing number of Black people incarcerated every year. However, after examining recent 

studies conducted in Toronto, there does not appear to be much support for this hypothesis.  

Although this final chapter focused on a different time frame than that of the second 

chapter, many relevant and similar themes emerged throughout both. For example, both chapters 

highlighted several studies that have provided evidence to support the notion that the Toronto 

police engage in racial profiling, and that Black people are disproportionately more likely to be 

targeted and profiled by police. In both instances these studies were met with critique by 

academics and the TPS, denying claims of racial profiling by police.  
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In addition, despite the copious amount of data available to support the practice of racial 

profiling, there have not been sound studies to demonstrate that Black people are 

disproportionately more likely to commit crime. Further, there is no evidence to suggest that the 

war on drugs, neighborhood context, and TAVIS, have led to significant positive results in terms 

of crime reduction, or in terms of reduced participation in gun and gang violence. In fact, there is 

evidence to suggest the opposite. The war on drugs has been acknowledged by the Ontario 

government to have had unintended, negative consequences for the Black population in Canada 

(Ontario Report, 1995), and scholars have dubbed this war a “war on Blacks” (Khenti, 2014; 

Tanovich, 2006). The data have demonstrated that carding has led to more Black men being 

stopped in Toronto than Black men being stopped in New York under the stop-and-frisk 

program, and TAVIS has been responsible for half of carding cases in Toronto (Burale, 2015; 

Rankin and Winsa, 2012). In addition, it has been demonstrated that the over-policing and 

militarization of police can have the unintended consequences of leading to increased crime 

(Siciliano, 2010; Werb et al., 2010). As mentioned, recent studies on neighborhood context and 

police stop and search practices in Toronto have challenged the logic by the TPS that 

neighborhoods with high crime and poverty require heightened police presence, considering 

these studies have found that police disproportionately stop Black men in predominantly white, 

affluent neighborhoods.  

Therefore, as Wortley and Marshall state “the million dollar question is WHY” are Black 

people more likely to be stopped by police and incarcerated (2005). There appears to be support 

for the view espoused by criminological and critical race scholars that Canada’s history of 

racializing crime has led to heavy policing of individuals deemed undesirable (Adjetey, 2015; 

Gordon, 2006; Tanovich, 2006; Mosher, 1998; Erickson, 1992). With this in mind, I believe that 
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in order to move forward, we must analyze the issue of racial profiling and anti-Black racism 

from a different perspective. Decades of research have provided evidence to support the 

existence of racial profiling and have demonstrated that police tactics currently employed by the 

TPS are not useful (Siciliano, 2010; Werb et al., 2010; McMurtry and Curling, 2008). Research 

has demonstrated other methods that the TPS can adopt in order to reduce gun and gang violence 

and drugs use, yet these reports continue to be shelved. Perhaps, instead of continuing to 

examine why Black men are disproportionately victims of racial profiling and mass 

incarceration, we must ask why the Canadian state is threatened (Austin, 2013) and deems it 

necessary to continue to arrest and incarcerate a segment of the population that has historically 

been deemed suspect and criminal.  

Table 3. The Star’s Analysis of CIPS Data 

Race Released by Police After 

Charge With Simple Drug 

Possession 

Kept in Jail While Awaiting 

Bail Hearing 

Black 61.8% 15.5% 

White 76.5% 7.3% 
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Concluding Remarks  

The primary goal of this research was to further explore why and how Black men are 

disproportionately profiled and incarcerated by police, especially considering crime rates have 

decreased in the last two decades in Canada. The importance of conducting this type of work in a 

Canadian context is necessary in order to erode the myth of Canada as a nation synonymous with 

inclusivity and racial tolerance. Further, from a human rights perspective and law enforcement 

perspective, this research is important as the over-policing and mass incarceration of a 

disproportionate number of Black Canadians is a violation of human rights, as well as the right to 

freedom and equality under the law, irrespective of race, religion and gender (Canadian 

Multiculturalism Act, 1988). From a law enforcement perspective, research has found that if 

citizens perceive the justice system to be fair and legitimate, they are more likely to abide by the 

law and cooperate with police compared to citizens who do not perceive the law to be just 

(Wortley and Owusu-Bempah, 2009). Therefore, building a positive relationship between 

community members and the police is beneficial as it increases cooperation between both groups.   

Despite the availability of this knowledge, as was made evident throughout this thesis, 

meaningful changes have yet to be instated by the Toronto police, the province of Ontario, or the 

Canadian state in regards to resolving issues of racial profiling and anti-Black racism. A plethora 

of research and a mind-boggling number of reports have repeatedly offered solutions based on 

empirical evidence documenting ways to alleviate crime in the city of Toronto, and mend 

relationships between the Black community and the Toronto police. Activists groups in Toronto 

such as Black Lives Matter Toronto and the Policing Literacy Initiative have offered solutions 

and strategies in an attempt to improve relations between the Black community and law 

enforcement, while also denouncing policies rooted in white supremacy. Criminological and 
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legal scholarship in Canada, in conjunction with reports commissioned by the province of 

Ontario, have provided sound evidence to demonstrate that current police strategies, such as 

heightened police presence in racialized and poor communities, racial profiling, as well as going 

after small-time drug dealers are not beneficial, and in fact, have the opposite effect when it 

comes to reducing crime and violence (Siciliano, 2010; Werb et al., 2010; McMurtry and 

Curling, 2008).  Perhaps the focus of future research should shift from primarily analyzing why 

racialized groups are over-policed and disproportionately incarcerated, and instead examine why 

the Canadian state and police forces continue to employ strategies with no empirical support. In 

addition, it might be worthwhile to turn the focus of attention to a study of critical whiteness in 

Canada in order to better understand why the dominant white population has historically felt 

threatened by racialized groups, and in particular the Black population. This is particularly 

relevant and necessary at this moment in history as the demographics of the population in Canada 

are changing dramatically. Perhaps it is time to examine white fragility (DiAngelo, 2011) instead 

of the narrative of Black male criminality, as the former theory might offer a more tenable 

explanation, not only for the disproportionate policing and incarceration of Blacks in this 

country, but also to determine why decades of scholarly research, personal accounts, and the 

relentless writing of reports all documenting the existence of racism continue to be denied and 

ignored.  
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