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Racism in America: The Most Accepted Form of Violence 

Russian social theorist Leon Trotsky claimed that “Every state is founded on force,” and 

this depiction could not be more representative of the beginnings of the United States of 

America. The ‘land of the free’ was founded on top of forcefully seized Native American lands 

and built on the backs of slaves who were stolen from Africa. The very groundwork of our nation 

has always contained an element of white supremacy laced through it. Fast forward to the 

present, in which social scientist Steven Pinker claims that violence is greatly diminished due to 

a decline in warfare and torture worldwide. He focuses strictly on the numbers of deaths due to 

violence over time, something that writer John Gray opposes. According to Gray, violence has 

not decreased but has taken a more complex form and includes, among other things, the 

institution of mass incarceration. Although blacks were set “free” by the thirteenth amendment 

in 1865, the amendment itself contains a loophole that states, “Neither slavery nor involuntary 

servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist 

within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction” (13th Amendment, my 

emphasis). With this loophole, the United States has continued to enslave black people in the 

prison industrial system and categorize them as criminals. Mass incarceration and the 

consequent police brutality against black people in America is evidence of a fundamentally 
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different form of violence than what Pinker acknowledges in his article, but an immeasurably 

harmful and systemic form of violence nonetheless. 

While the time after World War II is often referred to as the “postwar era” by Pinker and 

other historians, the Nixon Administration introduced a new type of war to the United States, 

the War on Drugs, which opened new doors for the disproportionate incarceration of black 

people. Starting in 1970, drug addiction was shifted by politicians from a health issue into a 

political one, and subsequently the black population was continually targeted and punished 

disproportionately, almost in a genocidal fashion. Black communities and families were torn 

apart as the prison population soared, furthering the portrayal of black males as criminals. 

Inside prisons around the country, inmates are treated as subhuman. Gray elaborates, 

“Imprisonment in America involves continuous risk of assault by other prisoners. There is 

threat of long periods spent in solitary confinement… for indefinite periods - a type of 

treatment that has been reasonably classified as torture” (Gray 7). Pinker addressed the issue of 

mass incarceration in his Frequently Asked Questions page of his website, stating that “As 

unjust as many current American imprisonment practices are, they cannot be compared to the 

lethal sadism of criminal punishment in earlier centuries (pp. 144-146)” (stevenpinker.com). The 

prisoners suffer constant physical and psychological damage from their guards, fellow inmates, 

and environment, some damage so severe that it causes lifelong issues and even suicide. To say 

this treatment isn’t sadistic or lethal seems to be a drastic oversimplification and dismissal of 

the issue. The War on Drugs was not proposed as a literal war, but it turned into one that 

destroyed countless black lives and continues to do so.  
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The United States not only has the highest prison population in the world, but its 

imprisonment doesn’t end once the “criminals” are released. Whether the accused are guilty or 

not, they are offered deals that incentivise pleading guilty to receive a lower sentencing. In fact, 

more than 90% of defendants plead guilty rather than go to trial (uscourts.gov). While it may 

seem appealing to be in prison for three years rather than thirty, the implications of being a 

convicted felon in America are tenfold. It is no wonder that the rate of recidivism (or a person’s 

relapse into the criminal system) is between 68.8%-76.6% (nij.gov). The question of whether you 

have been convicted of a felony is everywhere, and it blocks “criminals” from getting jobs, life 

insurance, cars, student loans and scholarships, housing, and everything essential to rebuild a 

successful life. Not to mention it permanently strips convicts of the right to vote in most states, 

thereby taking away arguably the most fundamental right of an American citizen. Steven Pinker 

states that “the civil rights movement obliterated lynchings” (Pinker 3) which he would argue 

were much worse than the criminal justice system in place, but it is unclear whether the life a 

convicted felon is forced to live outside of prison is much of a life at all.Instead of counseling 

and rehabilitating people with drug addictions we put them through a cyclical criminal justice 

system that has no way out, and this is a form of violence that goes unnoticed by Pinker. 

Another hidden war going on inside the United States’ borders is the volatile conflict 

between police and people of color — particularly black men — which Pinker fails to mention at 

all in his article. Bill Clinton’s 1994 Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act expanded 

the criminal justice system and also provided money for 100,000 more officers around the 

country. The steady increase of the militarization of police forces also created a culture of an “us 

versus them” situation, especially in communities where the citizens are primarily of color 
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while the police population is primarily white. Rather than viewing police as safety, primarily 

black communities distrust police to treat them fairly (apnorc.org). Because blacks are 

commonly portrayed in society as criminals they are far more likely to be pulled over on the 

roads than whites (31% more likely in 2014, according to the Washington Post). It logically 

follows that they are more likely to be killed by police, as we have been able to see more with the 

technologies of cell phone cameras and social media. Pinker theorizes that the state’s monopoly 

on the legitimate use of force has caused a decline in violence, and states that “A disinterested 

judiciary and police can defuse the temptation of exploitative attack, inhibit the impulse for 

revenge and circumvent the self-serving biases” (Pinker 4). However, the judiciary and police 

are not entirely disinterested if they are disproportionately targeting blacks, and thereby 

perpetuating white power and white supremacy. Blacks are often pulled over for minor offences 

but at the slightest act of noncompliance, the interaction can escalate fatally. Pinker claims that 

“The rate of documented direct deaths from political violence… in the past decade is an 

unprecedented few hundredths of a percentage point” (Pinker 3). Not only does he not specify 

how he came to those numbers, but the fact that systemic racial conflicts that are highly 

political aren’t included in his categorization of political violence is flawed logic. In addition, 

Pinker may be glad that prisons don’t execute its inmates, but it seems that much of the 

bloodshed occurs before the accused even makes it to jail.  

Pinker’s definition of violence is too narrow to encapsulate the increasingly broad forms 

of racism and dehumanization that occurs in this country. It is impossible to separate America’s 

values from its continued violence against non-whites, and these trends must be acknowledged 

before anything can be done to fix them. Violence has been and always will be a nuanced 
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concept, and Pinker fails to consider dehumanization through incarceration, lifelong prejudice, 

and systemic oppression as legitimate forms of it. This is where Gray picks up Pinker’s slack 

and denounces his overly-scientific claims. “The difference between peace and war has been 

fatally blurred,” Gray states, and this blurred difference has allowed for the continuation of 

violent racism in the most developed country in the world. As many activists in the Black Lives 

Matter movement say, “White silence is white violence.” Without people of privilege willing to 

stick up for those whose voices have been silenced, this covert war will never end. 
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