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Introduction  
 

The protests that erupted in May of 2020 following the death of the African American 

man George Floyd as a result of police violence, once again shed light on an issue 

that has been present as long as racism has been present. Police violence, or police 

brutality, which can be defined as “excessive use of force and other human rights 

violations by law enforcement officers”, has made numerous victims over the past 

decades. A disproportional percentage of these victims were of African descent. 

The cause of this is often found in racism: a number of police officers (sub)consciously 

believe Black people are more aggressive or dangerous. These officers are, 

therefore, more likely to shoot at them when they would not have, had the ‘suspect’ 

had a different ethnic background. Since the Civil Rights Act, steps have been 

taken, both in the United States and in other parts of the world, to ensure equal 

treatment for all, regardless of ethnic or racial background. Events such as the killing 

of George Floyd, however, clearly show that there is still a long way ahead to the 

abolishment of all forms of racism. Systemic racism is rooted deeply in multicultural 

societies and it will be a long and challenging process to ensure no one will suffer 

from bias based on ethnic heritage. In order to fully understand this issue, one must 

look at the long history racism has, starting as early as the 15th century, at the start of 

the European Age of Discovery. These deep roots of racism remain visible in the 

systemic racism in a number of countries. Systemic racism leads to minorities, 

especially Black people, being treated unfairly by the system; this leads to for 

example poverty, no access to good education, higher prison sentences than white 

people and excessive police violence, such as in the cases of George Floyd, 

Breonna Taylor and Elijah McClain. These three people were killed by police brutality 

in the USA in 2019 and 2020 and represent a much larger group of ethnic minorities 

whose lives were taken by police brutality. This is not only a problem in the United 

States of America, but in almost all multi-cultural societies. The United States of 

America (USA), however, is the most prominent example of a country where police 

violence against ethnic minorities is a large problem, since the minority groups are 

relatively large. Slavery and the abolishment thereof therefore play crucial roles in 

the history of the USA as a country and the Americans as a people. The USA, 

however, is not the only country where institutional racism is present: in almost all 

countries with citizens of African descent or other ethnic minorities, institutionalized 

racism affects minorities every day, police brutality being one of the effects.  
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Definition of Key Terms  
 

Racism 

The belief that some races are better than others, or the unfair treatment of someone 

because of his or her race. (Cambridge Academic Content Dictionary) 

 

Ethnicity 

Broadly defined, ethnicity is based on a shared understanding of history and 

territorial origins (regional and national) of an ethnic group or community, as well as 

on particular cultural characteristics such as language or religion. Respondents’ 

understanding or views about ethnicity, awareness of their family background, the 

number of generations they have spent in a country, and the length of time since 

immigration are all possible factors affecting the reporting of ethnicity in a census. 

Ethnicity is multidimensional and is more a process than a static concept, and so 

ethnic classification should be treated with movable boundaries. (United Nations' 

"Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses", Revision 2, 

2008.) 

 

Racial Discrimination 

The following clause is from the International Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Racial Discrimination of 1965 

“1. In this Convention, the term " racial discrimination " shall mean any distinction, 

exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, color, descent, or national or 

ethnic origin which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the 

recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of 

public life.” 

  

Institutional racism (systemic racism)  

Policies, rules, practices, etc. that are a usual part of the way an organization works, 

and that result in and support a continued unfair advantage to 

some people and unfair or harmful treatment of others based on race. (Cambridge 

Advanced Learner's Dictionary & Thesaurus) 

 

Police brutality (police violence) 

Excessive use of force and other human rights violations by law enforcement officers.  

 

Indigenous people 

There is no strict definition of this term, since, as stated in the United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP): “Indigenous peoples have 

argued against the adoption of a formal definition at the international level, stressing 

the need for flexibility and for respecting the desire and the right of each indigenous 

people to define themselves.” The working definition is as follows: “Indigenous 

communities, peoples and nations are those which, having a historical continuity 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/belief
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/race
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/better
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/others
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/unfair
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/treatment
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/race
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/policy
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/rule
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/practice
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/usual
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/part
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/organization
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/works
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/result
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/support
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/continued
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/unfair
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/advantage
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/people
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/unfair
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/harm
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/treatment
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/others
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/based
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/race
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/
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with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their territories, 

consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the societies now prevailing on 

those territories, or parts of them. They form at present non-dominant sectors of 

society and are determined to preserve, develop and transmit to future generations 

their ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued 

existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social 

institutions and legal system.” 

 

Crime of Apartheid 

In article 7 of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, the crime of 

apartheid is defined as the following: The 'crime of apartheid' means inhumane acts 

of a character similar to those referred to in paragraph 1, committed in the context 

of an institutionalized regime of systematic oppression and domination by one racial 

group over any other racial group or groups and committed with the intention of 

maintaining that regime. 

  

  

 
General Overview  
 

History of racism 

Police violence against ethnic minorities is a ‘symptom’ of institutional racism. 

Institutional racism is established when institutions are formed during a time where the 

founders of the institution or society as a whole, is racist and wishes to privilege white 

individuals over other ethnicities. For a large part of the world, this time is in the 

European Age of Discovery or not too long thereafter. The European Age of 

Discovery started in the beginning of the 15th century and lasted until the 17th 

century. During this time, Europeans traveled to for them unknown parts of the world. 

In many cases, this led to the Europeans colonizing the land they had ‘discovered’: 

the land was taken from the indigenous people living there. The indigenous people 

were often killed by diseases the colonizers had brought with them from Europe. 

Moreover, indigenous people were also killed performing forced labor, imposed by 

the European colonizers. Whether this should be called a genocide or not is still 

heavily debated upon by historians, since during the colonization the amount of 

indigenous people in the Americas decreased by 90%. This was, however, for the 

most part done unintentionally by, for example, the introduction of small-pox by the 

Europeans. After the colonization, indigenous peoples were often disrespected and 

discriminated against by society, and are therefore, to this day often victims of 

institutionalized racism. 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rome_Statute_of_the_International_Criminal_Court
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Slavery 

Another subject related to the European Age of Discovery, is slavery. Slavery has 

been a common practice throughout human history: it is known that civilizations that 

existed thousands of years ago held slaves. It became less common in Europa during 

the Middle Ages but skyrocketed after the discovery of the Americas and West 

African Kingdoms. A triangular trade route was formed: 

the Atlantic slave trade. Slaves from West African 

kingdoms were sold to Europeans by African traders. 

They were then transported to the Americas. They were 

shipped as if they were cargo, in order for the 

transportation to be as quick and cheap as possible. 

This led for the conditions under which the African slaves 

were transported to be inhumane and caused many to 

die before they had even reached the Americas. It is 

estimated that over 12 million Africans were shipped to the Americas from 1525 until 

1866, and another 1-2 million died during the voyage. When on the American 

continents, they were forced into performing labor. This labor was usually on 

plantations or in mines. The circumstances under which they had to perform labor 

were, again, inhumane. The yield was traded with Europe by the Europeans. 

Products from Europe, such as arms, gunpowder and iron, were then traded with the 

Africans. The Africans traded slaves with the Europeans, who shipped them to the 

Americas to force them into performing labor, etcetera. This triangular trade route 

existed from the 16th until the 19th century and only came to a full stop after the 

abolishment of slavery by the United States of America in 1865 after the American 

Civil War (1861-1865)  

 

The African diaspora 

The trade in African slaves that had prevailed the previous centuries had now 

resulted in an 

African diaspora: 

people of African 

descent had been 

forced to migrate 

for centuries, 

resulting in them 

now being spread 

across the globe. 

Unfortunately, the 

abolishment of 

slavery did not at all 

mean the 

descendants of the 

African slaves were 

Map of the African diaspora. (The map might include North Africans, mixed people and people of African 

ancestry)   Africa   + 10.000.000   + 1.000.000   + 100.000   + 10.000 
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accepted into white society and received equal treatment. After all, non-black 

people still believed they were superior to the people of African descent.  

 

Segregation and racism 

Since racism was so prevalent in societies all around the world, in many countries 

society implemented racial segregation: groups were now completely divided 

based on race. For example: in the United States there were ‘black neighborhoods’ 

and ‘white neighborhoods’ with separate schools. Moreover, it was absolutely 

unacceptable for one to marry someone who was not of the same race. This raises 

the question: what is ‘race’? Research on the human genome has revealed that the 

concept of different human ‘races’ has no biological basis: ‘race’ is a social 

construct. Racism is, therefore, the discrimination of individuals based solely on 

appearance and ethnic heritage. It is hereby scientifically proven that ethnic 

heritage has no effect on matters such as intelligence or competence. 

Unfortunately, this did not prevent racism from prevailing around the world, more 

extremely in some regions than in others.  

 

Racism in different parts of the world and police violence 

Thus far the ethnical minorities that have been discussed most in this report, are the 

minorities of African descent. This minority is the minority that has been victimized 

most by institutional racism and police brutality in the United States and other 

Western countries, especially in the last few decades. It is, however, not the only 

minority. See ‘Major parties involved’ for a list of countries represented in the HRC, 

with ethnic minorities that are victim of discrimination and police violence. One of 

the forms through which these minorities are victims of discrimination and 

institutionalized racism, is police violence.  

 

Institutional racism and police brutality: the current situation 

The history of colonization and migration have now resulted in a society where there 

are many ethnical groups with collective trauma: the indigenous groups that were 

the victims of what some argue was a genocide, the people of African descent 

whose ancestors were enslaved by the Europeans and religious groups that have 

been victimized by racism and discrimination, such as the Jews, who were victims of 

the Holocaust in World War II. In the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adapted 

by the UN in 1948, it is stated in Article 1 that “All human beings are born free and 

equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and 

should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.” This, however, does not 

mean that all human beings are treated equal.  

 

For this issue, we will be focusing on inequal treatment by law enforcement officers. 

Police violence against ethnic minorities is the result of a (sub)conscious racist bias a 

law enforcement officer has. Data from the US, as mentioned below under ‘Major 

Parties Involved’, USA, show a person of African descent is about three times more 
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likely to be killed by law enforcement officers in the US, than a white person. Though 

the USA is the most prominent example of a country where police violence against 

ethnic minorities takes place in the international press, this does not mean that it 

does not also happen in other countries. The mortality rate, however, is much lower 

since there are significantly fewer killings by the police overall in other countries. 

Moreover, not all countries are transparent with their law enforcement data: for 

example, China and the Russian Federation do not bring data on police killings and 

police violence to the public. This makes this issue very difficult to combat, in addition 

to any measures taken by the UN not being allowed or able to violate the 

sovereignty of UN member states.  

 

The fight against police violence  

The fight against police violence has not ever been fiercer than in the past few 

decades. Numerous movements and organizations call for the equal treatment of all 

humans, regardless of their ethnic background. In the United States there came an 

end to racial segregation with the Civil Rights Act, adapted by the US in 1964. 

Institutionalized racism, however, is still present to this day in many institutions around 

the world. Racism within law enforcement 

institutions results in police violence against 

ethnic minorities. In order for this police 

violence to end, institutionalized racism 

must be abolished. The first step in this 

process is spreading awareness. Especially 

the Black Lives Matter-movement has 

accomplished this in Western societies. The 

Black Lives Matter-movement was founded 

in 2013 as a reaction to police violence 

against African Americans in the USA. After 

the killing of George Floyd in 2020, millions 

of people participated in protests against 

police violence against ethnic minorities. 

The vast majority of these protests were peaceful, however in many cases the police 

responded with violence. Rubber bullets were shot into crowds, teargas was used, 

and people were arrested without committing any crimes. 

  

 
 
Major Parties Involved  

 

China (the Uyghur-minority) 

The Uyghurs are a Turkic, predominantly Islamic ethnic minority that live mainly in 

Xinjiang. There are circa 12 million Uyghurs in China. China does recognize this group 

as an ethnic minority; however, they are not recognized as an indigenous group. In 

China, the Han-population is widely viewed as superior to the Uyghurs. The Human 

Rights Watch has claimed that millions of Uyghurs are detained in large-scale ‘re-

education camps’ in Xinjiang. In these camps, the Uyghurs (and a few other ethnic 

Black Lives Matter protest on Times Square, 

New York City in 2020 
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minorities) are mistreated and reportedly interned without trial and outside of the 

justice system. This has resulted in many countries and human rights organizations to 

condemn these Chines policies. In July of 2019, 55 countries at the UN supported 

China’s policies, and 22 condemned them. In October, this had shifted from 45 

supporting countries and 39 condemning.  

 

Saudi-Arabia 

Many different groups, organizations and prominent individuals have described 

Saudi-Arabia’s manner of treating religious minorities as ‘religious apartheid’.  

 

Russian Federation 

In 2017, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, echoed 

concerns expressed in a report by numerous human rights organizations. See ‘Report 

on racial discrimination in the Russian Federation’ in ‘Bibliography’. 

 

United States of America 

In the US, from 2017 until 2020, 1658 white people were fatally shot by the police. 893 

Black people were fatally shot by the police during the same period. It becomes 

clear how alarming this statistic is when the following ethnical demographics of the 

USA are taken into consideration: the white population of the United States makes up 

73% of the total population, whereas the African American population makes up 

only 12.7%. Per million African Americans 22 were fatally shot, whereas only 7 white 

Americans per million were fatally shot. This has sparked protest in the USA and 

resulted in the founding of the Black Lives Matter-movement.  

 

. 

 

 

Ethnic minorities 

The ethnic minorities that are threatened by police violence include, but are not 

limited to: indigenous groups, people of African descent and religious minorities.  

  

 

Lifetime risk of being killed by the 

police in the United States by sex and 

race–ethnicity for a synthetic cohort 

of 100,000 at 2013 to 2018 risk levels. 

Dashes indicate 90% posterior 

predictive uncertainty intervals. Life 

tables were calculated using model-

based simulations from 2013 to 2018 

Fatal Encounters data and 2017 

National Vital Statistics System data 

https://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/116/34/16793/F1.large.jpg?width=800&height=600&carousel=1
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Timeline of Key Events  
 

1492 Christopher Columbus ‘discovers’ the American 

continents 

1619 First African slaves reached British colonies on the 

American continent 

January 31st, 1865  Abolishment of slavery in the US  

1939-1945   World War II, Holocaust 

December 10th, 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by UN 

2002  Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court defines 

the crime of Apartheid as a crime against humanity 

September 13th, 2007 UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples  

2013    Founding of the Black Lives Matter-movement 

May 25th, 2020  Killing of George Floyd as a result of police brutality 

June 19th, 2020 UN Human Rights Council unanimously adapts resolution 

for the “Promotion and protection of the human rights 

and fundamental freedoms of Africans and of people of 

African descent against excessive use of force and other 

human rights violations by law enforcement officers” 

 

 

Date of abolition of legal slavery by country 

   

 
Previous attempts to resolve the issue  
 

It is only as of recent this issue is internationally recognized. There have, therefore, not 

been many attempts at resolving the issue. There have, however, been many 

attempts to abolish racism as a whole. Examples are the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights and the equality of all humans being adapted in to many 

constitutions. As mentioned in the Timeline of Key Events, the Human Rights Council 
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has adapted a resolution against police violence against ethnic minorities of African 

descent in June of 2020. This research report can be found under this link: 

https://undocs.org/A/HRC/RES/43/1. It is highly recommended you read this through, 

to gain understanding of the position of the Human Rights Council in this matter. In 

the perambulatory clauses, previous adapted official UN documents related to this 

issue are mentioned. In the operative clauses, it states the HRC condemns police 

violence against ethnic minorities (such as in the case of George Floyd) and requests 

a report on systemic racism and government responses to peaceful anti-racism 

protests.  Remember: this resolution was adapted unanimously by the HRC.  

  
  

 
Possible Solutions  
 

The HRC has already requested a report on systemic racism. It is, therefore, now time 

to take the next step: action must be taken to eradicate police violence as a result 

of institutionalized racism. This is difficult, since in order to eradicate police violence, 

institutionalized racism within law enforcement institutions must be abolished. This can 

be done by calling upon all member states to start internal investigations on any 

racial bias law enforcement officers might have and implementing training and 

education to remove this bias. Law enforcement officers with racist beliefs should be 

removed from their positions.  

 

To prevent institutionalized racism to continue existing in the future, it should be 

taught to children all humans are born equal and worthy of equal treatment.  

 

The resolution adapted by the HRC, focused on police violence against people of 

African descent. A new resolution should include clauses which call for the fair and 

equal treatment of all ethnic minorities.  

  

 
Appendices  
 

- Cambridge Dictionary, Dictionary. 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/racism 

- UN General Assembly, International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 

of Racial Discrimination, 21 December 1965, United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 

660, p. 195. https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b3940.html [accessed 25 

January 2021] 

- United Nations' "Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing 

Censuses", Revision 2, 2008. https://unstats.un.org/unsd/ 

https://undocs.org/A/HRC/RES/43/1
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/racism
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/
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- International Commission of Jurists, Racist police violence: key elements for UN 

report. https://www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/UN-Advocacy-

JointOpenLetterPoliceRacism-2020.pdf 

- Office of the High Commissioner Human Rights, documents, 

https://www.ohchr.org/documents/issues/ipeoples/undripmanualfornhris.pdf 

- United Nations Convention on the Suppression and Punishment of the crime of 

Apartheid, https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-

crimes/Doc.10_International%20Convention%20on%20the%20Suppression%20a

nd%20Punishment%20of%20the%20Crime%20of%20Apartheid.pdf 

- Report on racial discrimination in the Russian Federation 

https://www.fidh.org/IMG/pdf/cerdengen.pdf  

- UN, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, https://www.un.org/en/universal-

declaration-human-rights/ 

- UN, HRC resolution, https://undocs.org/A/HRC/RES/43/1 
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