
“How to Be an An,-Racist”   
Tuesday, April 6, 2021, 7-9PM 

SPEAKERS NOTES 

Monica:  Introduc,on (5 min)   *slide #1* 

Rabbi Liz:  Kavanah (5 min) 

Laura: Agenda for the evening  *slide #2* 

• Introduc1on and Overview 

• Readers’ comments 

• What is racism? 

• How racism affects both Blacks and Whites 

• Breakout discussion #1 

• Theory of Change 

• Breakout discussion #2 

• Final comments 

Laura: Introduc,on and Overview 

“The only way to undo racism is to consistently iden1fy and describe it --- and then dismantle 
it.” (p9) 
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Kendi’s life work has been to redefine the language we use to discuss race and racism, in order 
to combat racism more effec1vely.  

His previous book, the widely acclaimed “Stamped from the Beginning,” detailed the history of 
racist ideas in the US.  

Kendi came to believe that race is a construct created to jus1fy the African slave trade by 
erec1ng a colour-coded hierarchy of human groups with Whites people at the top and Blacks at 
the boXom.  

That hierarchy has been maintained to this day because it jus1fies the exploita1on of black 
labour and is a useful distrac1on from the exploita1on  of white labour. 

As Jews, we are aware of how the elites of  many socie1es have increased their power, wealth 
and stability by discrimina1ng against and demonizing a group of people.  

Blacks were originally brought to the Americas to create wealth and power for the seXler elite 
and their countries of origin. 

As American society evolved over 1me, those in power countered each improvement in the 
status of Black people with changing racist concepts and policies.  

_______________________ 

Although the 1tle implies a focus on ac1on. “How to Be an An1racist” mostly deals with the 
evolu1on of ideas about racism and an1racism.  

Kendi puts the focus of an1racism work on changing policies rather than trying to change 
people.  

He believes that when an1racist policies are explained and enforced, people’s beliefs will 
change. 

______________________________ 

What makes the book readable, rather than dry and abstract, is that Kendi uses his own 
experiences of racism and struggles with internalized racism to illustrate each concept he 
presents. As a Jewish woman in my 70’s,  I can relate to this - I struggle with internalized sexism, 
an1-Semi1sm and ageism. 

• He starts the book by revealing that he gave a high school speech describing 
deficiencies in Black culture as the reason that 135 years aaer Emancipa1on from 
slavery, “the Negro was s1ll not free.”(p6)  

• In the speech he gave voice to the internalized white racism of many in the Black 
middle class. He railed against Black youth for being “those who are most feared in 
our society,” who “think it’s OK not to think,” and “confine their dreams to sports and 
music.” 
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Although Kendi is American, and he refers to US history, his general analysis applies to other 
racialized groups in both of our racist socie1es. What we learn here can be carried over to 
Canadian indigenous issues as well as the situa1ons of Black and other ethnic and religious 
minori1es here. 

Monica will invite volunteers to RAISE HAND to say one story or idea they found impacXul 

Laura – What is racism and where did it come from?  

Race is a construct of power and ideology, not a biological reality.  

“Biological racism rests on two ideas: that the races are meaningfully different in their biology 
and that these differences create a hierarchy of value.” (p49)  

But the commonly recognized races do not have a gene1c basis. Kendi quotes Camara Jones, a 
prominent medical researcher of health dispari1es:  “People are born with ancestry that comes 
from their parents but they are assigned to a race.” (p53)   

Sarah McAfee, wri1ng for the Colorado Center for Health Progress blog says “The gene1c 
diversity that exists across the en1re human race is very, very small, and race isn't even a good 
proxy for what diversity does exist. “   

Groups of people are iden1fied and “racialized” to serve the interests of those in power.  In this 
process aXributes and behaviour of some individuals are used to denigrate or elevate whole 
groups of people.  

Kendi says as a result, he has felt the burden of needing to be seen as perfect by both White 
and Black people. 

“The judges strap the en1re Black race on the {individual] Black body’s back, shove the 
Black body into White spaces, order the burdened Black body to always act in an 
upstanding manner to persuade away white racism and punish poor  Black conduct with 
sentences of shame for reinforcing racism for bringing the race down.” 

______________________________ 

Denial 

Kendi agrees with DiAngelo (White Fragility) that racism is steeped in denial.  

For example, My husband’s father, who grew up in Kansas and lived in Oklahoma, denied being 
racist because he had Black friends, which he did.  But he argued against any legisla1on, 
newscast or poli1cal speech aimed at acknowledging or addressing Black grievances. 
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We have recently seen the government of Quebec deny that systemic racism exists in Quebec. 
But Quebec had its "George Floyd" experience last September when Joyce Echaquan, a 37-year-
old A1kamekw [CHECK H2 pronounce ] mother of seven, died in a hospital in JolieXe, Que. The 
racist slurs and insensi1ve treatment she received at the hands of nurses, and her heart-
rending cries for help, were documented in a widely shared video posted on Facebook.  

Being called “racist” is taken an insult rather than a descrip1on of something that should and 
can be changed. 

Kendi stresses that it is counterproduc,ve to label a person as a racist. Everyone [who grows 
up in a racist society] has a mixture of racist and an1racist ideas and ac1ons.  

__________________________________ 

Let’s hear more of what Kendi has to say about this:  

Youtube Video Kendi on “Racist - not racist - an1racist” (5 min) *2 min video 

hXps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_OXMgA0Fwsk 

____________________________________ 

Laura – How racism affects both Blacks and Whites (and other racialized groups) 

Although race is not a reality but a construct, we can’t do away with it – we need to recognize 
racial categories to be able to see inequi,es based on race. Here in Canada, an1-Black racism is 
harder to see than it is in the US, in part because we haven’t been collec1ng the data to reveal 
it. 

Here are a few of the many aspects of racism Kendi analyses. 

Fear of the Black Body 

Why does is seem like there is so much violence in Black neighbourhoods? Is it because, as 
racist thought would have it, Black youth are unusually prone to violence? Or is something else 
going on?  

When Kendi was a teenager, increasing crime rates were a major preoccupa1on of US media 
and poli1cians. Much of the aXen1on was focused on Black neighbourhoods and so-called 
Black-on-Black crime. Kendi describes how he internalized this racism: not only were police to 
be feared, but so were other Black youth. 
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Looking at crime rates by racial group obscures the actual locus of high crime: the difference 
between races disappears when rela1ve rates of poverty between neighborhoods is taken into 
account.  

When I was growing up in NYC, I was fascinated by the variety of faces around me in the subway 
and on the street. I knew, somehow, what strangers on the subway were safe to talk to and 
which ones were to be avoided,  and it didn’t maXer what race they were. When I moved to 
Chicago, the university neighbourhood, which was surrounded by gheXo, was considered 
unsafe at night, and all of us students seemed to know someone who had been aXacked or 
robbed. In Chicago I started to feel afraid when a person behind me in the street was Black. 
Aaer I graduated, I moved to Vancouver, BC. That lush green paradise seemed blissfully safe, 
and my racist interior dialogue faded away.  

Inequali,es between races 

Inequali1es in wealth and health between racialized groups are the results of racist policies, not 
of intrinsic inferiority or of cultural difference. 

Kendi spends very liXle 1me documen1ng those inequali1es; anyone reading this book is 
already aware of many examples. He does, however, argue that many of the inequali1es that 
have been aXributed to biological differences among races, such as the high prevalence of 
obesity and high blood pressure in Black people , are actually related to social and economic 
factors.  

Similarly, in racist thinking, Blacks are considered to be beXer athletes than Whites, due to their 
“animal” nature. Racist thinking gives short shria to the idea that many Blacks, seeing the 
success that other Blacks have had in sports, think of it as an appealing way out of poverty.  

Racist policy has never been more visible in Canada than during the pandemic.  We’ve seen how 
race, class and gender combine to put Black, Brown, and Indigenous people in the front lines of 
the fight against Covid.   

It is now common knowledge that these are the people who work in the most high-risk jobs, 
and have the most crowded and therefore most high-risk living condi1ons when they go home. 

Yet the Government of Ontario refuses to require that they be paid a living wage, even refusing 
to extend paid sick leave to front line workers in many sectors. 

Integra,on and Assimila,on 

One of the most difficult parts of the book for me to grasp was Kendi’s asser1on that 
integra,on contributes to racism rather than to an,racism. In 1954, the US Supreme Court 
ruled against “separate but equal” segregated schools, recognizing that they were anything but 
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equal.  But instead of increasing funding for schools in black neighbourhoods. Black students 
were bused to schools in white neighbourhoods, while White students stayed put. As Kendi 
notes, for many Black children, this integra1on meant that they never had a Black teacher again.  

It is now well accepted that students need to see themselves in their teachers to have a posi1ve 
educa1onal experience. It is also known that teachers’ expecta1ons play a large role in 
individual student success. So it is no surprise that in a racist society where Black people are 
deemed inferior to Whites, many Black children have difficul1es with school. 

In the same way, it is important to have Black-led stores and medical clinics in black 
neighborhoods. And just as girls need to see successful women in all walks of life, Black children 
need to see all sorts of Black success stories. 

It also took me a while to understand why Kendi sees assimila,on as a major cause of Black on 
Black racism. Just like integra1on, assimila1on is one-way. People who advocate assimila1on 
believe that Blacks come from an inferior culture and should learn to behave like Whites. The 
internalized racism that affects many Black people leads them to the same conclusion. 

Breakout discussion #1 

Kendi asserts that assimila1on and integra1on actually are policies that perpetuate 
rather than eliminate racism. Do you agree? Does this fit your experience as a Jew living 
in the tension between “passing” in the Gen1le world and enjoying Jewish iden1ty and 
communal life? 

Monica will invite up to 3 volunteers to report back for 1 minute each 

Laura: Kendi’s “Theory of Change” 

A “theory of change” describes long-term goals, and works backwards to iden1fy necessary 
steps to reach those goals. 

For Kendi, the origin and mo1va1on for racist policies and ac1ons was and remains elite 
economic and poli1cal self-interest. Racist ideology was developed to support and jus1fy racist 
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policies, not the other way around, as is oaen asserted by other writers. Ignorance and hatred 
are tools to keep racism in place.  

Many brilliant thinkers and charisma1c leaders have contributed to the fight, but racism is s1ll 
with us. 
Moral suasion addressed to White people, educa1on, “racial uplia” (the aXempt to outrun 
racism by being educated or morally upright), integra1on and assimila1on have not succeeded 
in elimina1ng racism.  

Kendi emphasizes that working to achieve changes in policies from racist to an1racist is central 
to dismantling racism. He sees educa1on and persuasion as useful for individual change, but not 
sufficient to change society. 

Some key elements of Kendi’s theory of change … 

An1racist policies need to be about equity not equality 
o Cartoon 
o “When someone discriminates against a person in a racial group, they are 

carrying out a policy or taking advantage of the lack of a protec1ve policy.” p19 
o “Racial discrimina1on is not inherently racist. The defining ques1on is whether 

the discrimina1on is crea1ng equity or inequity.”  p19 
o Affirma1ve ac1on is designed to increase equity. Some1mes equality is 

sacrificed, to the detriment of individuals of privileged groups, in order to redress 
a historic lack of opportunity 

In OXawa, public and Catholic schools are funded on the numbers of bodies in the classrooms, 
with addi1onal grants for special needs and special programs.  My husband, a re1red teacher, 
tells of iden1fying that a 14 year old black boy had a learning disability.  He was very bright, 
loved to get into discussions, and aaer spending 5 years in refugee camps in the Middle East, 
had a slightly different view of the world from his classmates’. His marks on tests didn't reflect 
his classroom par1cipa1on. My husband sat down with him, and in a few minutes saw that he 
had a reading comprehension problem.  He could read very well, but the wriXen words didn't 
mean much to him. In order for a student to get addi1onal help with reading,  he must be 
tested by an educa1onal psychologist. All students were en1tled to the Board’s tes1ng service. 
This was equality. But when my husband went to Student Services to get this going, he learned 
that the under-resourced tes1ng service was book un1l April.  My husband asked what to do: 
was told that the best thing was for the parents to hire an independent educa1onal 
psychologist. Of course, the immigrant boy’s family could not afford this.  What the boy need 
was not equality, he needed equity. 

Effec,ve ac,on for change 
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Kendi says: “Like figh1ng an addic1on, being an an1racist requires persistent self-awareness, 
constant self-cri1cism, and regular self-examina1on.”  

It is important to recognize the dis1nc1on between demonstra1on and protest  
o A demonstra1on mobilizes people temporarily, which is useful for mo1va1on and 

drawing aXen1on to a problem 
o A protest organizes people for a prolonged campaign to force racist powers to 

change policy because it will no longer serve them.  
o The opposi1on to the Trans-mountain Pipeline is a protest campaign that uses 

demonstra1ons, media, poli1cal lobbying and elec1on-related efforts 

Many easy-to-do ac1ons, like “click1vism” and giving financial dona1ons to organiza1ons 
working to beXer the lives of individuals, do liXle to bring about real change. 

o Example: the Salva1on Army has raised billions of $ over the years to provide 
welcome assistance to individuals, but has not succeeded in ending 
homelessness. 

Kendi lays out a mul1-step theory of change in the closing chapter of How to Be an An1racist.  

He is now a professor of History at Boston University, where he has founded the Center for 
An1racist Research, working to solve seemingly intractable problems of racial inequity and 
injus1ce 

It remains to be seen whether the work of this new Center will prove Kendi’s ideas effec1ve. 

Meanwhile, How to Be an An1racist has had an impact on me as an individual – I look for the 
policies that enable and foster instances of racist belief and ac1on. 

Breakout discussion #2 

Do you agree with Kendi that the adop1on of an1racist policies to replace racist policies 
is more effec1ve than educa1on for personal or cultural change? 

What are some racist policies you see here in Canada? 

Monica will invite up to 3 volunteers to report back for 1 minute each 

Laura:  will lead final comments – Each of us unmutes and says a one sentence highlight of the 
evening. [maybe something you learned or something that touched you about tonight’s event] 
(15-20 min) 
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Monica: Conclusion   
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