
Torture Today 

 

It seems more than just a coincidence that Juneteenth, the commemoration of the end of slavery in the 

United States, and the International day in Support of Torture Victims and Survivors occur just a week 

apart, because there is a connection to be noted between the two issues. 

Slavery built capitalism and enriched a vast network of slaveholders, stock traders, banks and 

corporations.  Terrorizing slaves through torture and other means of violence was a way to control them, 

prevent insurrection and uphold the slave-build economic system.  Although such violent actions are not 

tolerated, today’s migrant workers are often slaves to long hours, poor working and housing conditions, 

deplorable wages and strict supervision and control by those in power. 

 

According to some accounts, torture remains foundational, not only to the economic system but also to 

American policing, prisons and military action. 

 

In November, 2014, the United Nations Committee Against Torture released a report criticizing the US 

government’s torture practices and other violations of the Convention Against Torture.  Among those 

practices were the torture of detainees in CIA “black sites” and lack of accountability for torture 

committed by the US military, and numerous abuses in the US legal system, including solitary 

confinement and police violence against youth of color. 

 

The report also condemned the continued indefinite detention of people imprisoned at Guantanamo 

without charge or trial.  In addition the Committee was alarmed at the treatment of Mexican and Central 

American immigrants who attempt to cross the US-Mexico border and, upon arrest, are warehoused in US 

immigration detention facilities.  It was also concerned at the recent expansion of family detention with 

the plan to establish up to 6,350 additional detention beds for undocumented migrant families with 

children.  It found numerous human rights violations in these facilities.  Migrant men, women and 

children often reported food and water deprivation.  Many reported psychological, physical or verbal 

abuse, sleep deprivation due to extremely cold temperatures in their cells, bright lights in holding rooms, 

and becoming over-chilled due to the restriction of wearing only one layer of clothing.   

 

The Committee’s report also condemned the use of solitary confinement in US prisons, holding prisoners 

in isolated cells with no human contact for 22-24 hours a day.  Since humans are social creatures, solitary 

confinement can have serious physical and psychological effects on a person.  It is considered a human 

rights violation and a form of torture by human rights groups. 

 

In the weeks after the release of the Committee’s report, President Obama and other top government 

officials repeated the phrase “That’s not who we are.”  It’s supposed to be a reassuring phrase that seeks 

to acknowledge some expression of violence inflicted by powerful people on vulnerable others.  At the 

same time, it asserts that this violence is an aberration, an unfortunate temporary departure from 

American values of goodness and democracy. 

 

But history has shown that it is who we are as a society.  We need to see the relation of structural racism 

to the torturous violence of policing, and prisons to the creation of myriad systems of social control.  We 

need to name torture in its multiple manifestations and work to end it.  We need a grander, more life-

affirming vision of caring community that doesn’t rely on policing, torture and imprisonment.  We need a 

community rooted in commitments to racial, gender, and economic justice. 

 

And that begins with each of us.  The potential for enormous generosity and goodness as well as terrible 

violence exists in all of us.  So does the capacity for silence in the face of great wrong, and the courage to 

speak out against it.   


