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“Déjà Vu” 
Or Why 
Aren’t We  
There Yet?

Our conceptual perspectives are flawed:

1) Racial profiling the sum of many individual acts

2) Racism in policing is mainly a function of 
misconduct and bias

3) Education and training will solve the problem



• Racial profiling is foremost 
a political problem.

• Not an issue of cultural 
bias: racism is the goal.

• Via political, civil, and 
cultural mechanisms, 
police departments 
circumvent laws barring 
racial profiling.

• Racial profiling = extra-
legal violence.



“Plan 
d’intervention
sur les gangs 
de rue”: 

A racialized 
policy



“STREET GANG” OR 
RACISM BY PROXY

Hamel, Fredette, and Brisebois (Child Welfare 
Department) : “Indicateurs de gangs”

• Attire (hairstyle)

• Tattoos

• Hand signals

• Graffiti

• Expensive objects

• Loitering 

• Association with a “gang” member

• Etc.



Police Power 
and 

Criminalization

“People have the impression that street gangs are making a 
lot, a lot, and a lot of impact, and probably a bit more than 
we see on the ground. Understandably, when you 
represent 2,3, or 4% of total crime, yet receive 60-70% of the 
media coverage, people will believe that, on the ground, 
street gangs are proliferating, and it is not necessarily the 
case.” 

“[The priority assigned to gangs] is absolutely justified. It is 
on the feeling of public security that we are intervening.”

Source: https://www.ledevoir.com/societe/283268/les-gangs-de-rue-pas-si-dangereux



Which young people are police officers most likely 
to intercept?

“They observe Black people, they look at their pants, if they have dreads, and if they have 
tattoo.” 

(Self-identified Asian male, age unknown)

“I wear brand name clothes…they [police officers] generalize just because my pants are low…I 
don’t have a belt. They amuse themselves by saying that I am a member of a gang because I 
have long hair. They generalize too much.” 

(Black male, 19-year-old)



Street Checks in St Michel (post-2005) (Charest, 2009)



The Era of Pro-Active Policing

“Reasonable 
suspicion” (Stop 

and Frisk)

“Broken 
windows” 
policing

Civility Laws

Stigmatization of 
Black spaces & 
neighborhoods

Hot spots 
policing



Supreme Court ruling on 
arbitrary detention in R V Lee 
(2019)

“Police have no legal authority to 
question someone if they have 
done nothing wrong or to ask 
them for an ID.”

Source: Canadian Civil Liberties Association. (2019). Victory at the 
Supreme Court: A fight for everyone’s right to privacy and equality. 
Downloaded from https: //CCLA.org-Heads-Supreme-Court-Fight-
Everyones-Right-Privacy-Equality-R-V-Lee



“Investigatory Stops” (Stop and Frisk)

“There were two of us standing outside the building and the police officers 
came by and asked us what were doing. They asked us if we knew 
anything…stuff like that…I said to myself, why? If we look suspicious, why do 
we look suspicious? We are only sitting there. It’s the evening and we’re on 
vacation. Why do they target us? We are not yelling, we are not talking loudly. 
We’re talking very softly.” 

(North African male, 20-year-old)



“In general, it seems as if they have 
nothing to do. For example, we’ll be 
in the park, sitting and talking and 
doing nothing wrong. They [police 
officers] will come by and ask plenty 
of questions. We ask them, “why 
are you coming to see us? We have 
done thing wrong. They answer, 
“That’s not important, they say!” 
Then then proceed to ask us for our 
names, our addresses and all of 
that.”  

(Black male, 18-year-old)

Street Checks



Civility Laws

“I threw something on the ground and spat. A police officer told me I didn’t 
have the right and gave me a ticket. It’s called “atteinte aux biens publiques” or 
something like that. There was another time when I was in a different 
neighborhood, it was after midnight and they [police officers] told us we didn’t 
have the right to loiter so they gave me a ticket.”  

(Black female, 27-year-old)



City of 
Montreal : 
34 Civil 
Infractions

Loud noise

Loitering

Spitting

Littering

Fighting

Riding bike on a sidewalk

Misuse of public property

Panhandling

Graffiti

Vandalism

Etc…



Consequences for Youth

« C’est rendu qu’on a plus peur de la police qu’on se sent 
en sécurité» (Black female, 22-year-old)

« Normalement, je me dis que quelqu'un qui voit la police, 
doit te sentir en sécurité. Mais, je me sens en mode 
défensive. Comme si j'allais me faire attaquer. Vu que j'ai la 
peau foncée, que j'ai les cheveux longs. Juste parce que j'ai 
un air qu'ils peuvent généraliser." (Black male, 19-year-old) 



Concluding Remarks

I. Pro-active policing and anti-gang (and anti-delinquency) policies authorize officers 
to intercept Black and other racialized youth on pretext of “preventing” crime.

II. Policies empower officers to engage in racial profiling via alternative civil, cultural, 
and political tools.

III. Monitor racial profiling by tracing the means by which police departments employ 
proxies for race, in violation of the law.



Cautionary Notes

• The “whitening of intersectionality” (Bilge, 2014) and the language of social and 
political profiling in Quebec.

• Quebec nationalism and the silence on racism

• Remembering Sheffield Matthews and the countless victims of police violence.
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