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The DIrTy War by charles c. smith is an important book. Based on the 
accumulation of data, theoretical perspectives and personal narratives, 
it paints a chilling picture of life experiences and opportunities for 
young Black men in our current social, cultural, economic and political 
circumstances. In drawing from these sources, charles conveys the 
persistent and intended violence and chaos in the lives of Black peoples. 
Whether he references images in popular culture, the impact of mob 
violence, the constant surveillance of the police and the criminal justice 
system or the on-again/off-again media portrayals, smith challenges us 
to think deeply about the origins of this extraordinarily difficult history 
and the collusion of various social institutions in the perpetuation of the 
trope of Black dangerousness.

In reviewing this book, I was astounded at the comparisons in the 
experiences of Black peoples in North america, particularly in Canada, 
over a number of centuries. When looking at how smith compares what 
happened in the 1800s or early 1900s in Canada to what is transpiring 
today, it is sad and stunning to see the similarities in life outcomes and 
the regard of social institutions and White communities to the presence 
of Blackness. as such, this is a difficult book to read … but a must.
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not be.

Before signing off, a word about language. Throughout this book, I’ve 
used various terms to discuss persons of African descent who live in 
North America and the UK. Some of this is attributable to quotations. 
However, a more critical perspective is related to choice in using 
the terms African American, African Canadian, African descent or 
diasporic, Blacks, Black people, Black peoples. All of these terms are in 
contemporary use and seem contingent, leaving one to wonder about 
the source and its derivatives or, more interestingly, what each means 
on its own and, having defined that, where there may be intersections.

I have chosen to use the term “Black peoples” as I see the experience 
of Blackness partly, and originally, as a contrast with Whiteness; 
however, as not all Whiteness is the same and offers difference based 
on nationality, language, religion and those things that comprise local 
cultures, so too Blackness. In this context, there is both a unity and a 
difference between Blacks in different countries, especially since local 
circumstances lend much to the determination of how Blackness is 
seen and experienced, and how it is nuanced.
 



As I was preparing to write this preface, I came across two very 
interesting, and intersecting, perspectives — an article in The Guardian 
and a quote by Aldous Huxley. Wilkerson’s article “Mike Brown’s 
shooting and Jim Crow lynchings have too much in common” is a stark 
reminder of how the legacies of lynching are manifest in contemporary 
racialized violence against Black bodies and how legally sanctioned 
police violence against young Black men can still rely on the racial 
construction of fear, in this case of Black criminality, as part of the 
mainstream culture today.1

At the same, Huxley’s words that I cite at the end of this introduction 
appear to be strikingly relevant to Canadian contemporary politics and 
in particular to the subject of this book. He asserts that those in power 
use every tool available to them, and names several (e.g., the media, 
democratic forms of government, including courts), to maintain control 
in the hands of the few and to ensure that it remains secure in that space.

The issues Wilkerson and Huxley share across time, countries, 
jurisdictions and social identities paint a view of power and its 
ubiquitous presence constraining lives through hegemonic influence 
and/or force. These two perspectives on state control and the 
importance of violence, both real and as part of collective memory, 
are at the heart of this short book, The Dirty War. They connect to the 
view I put forward in these pages, and the continuing discourse that 
I reference throughout this book, that Black peoples live in a hostile 
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world and that the violence of the past carried out by the mob is 
today carried out by the state and its institutions, e.g., child welfare, 
education, health services, law enforcement etc; and, further, that those 
in positions of influence and power initiate and enable this.

To frame this assertion, I make a link between W.E.B. DuBois’ 
concerns about “terror” to Stuart Hall’s “moral panic”. In this context, 
I suggest that those who were once terrorized by the mob are now 
portrayed as a cause for moral panic and are, therefore, terrorized by 
the state and its institutions. Wilkerson writes

…there are parallels between the violence of the past and what 
happens today. Images and stereotypes built into American culture 
have fed prevailing assumptions of black inferiority and wantonness 
before the time of Jim Crow. Many of those stereotypes persist 
to this day and have mutated with the times. Last century’s beast 
and savage have become this century’s gangbanger and thug, 
embedding a pre-written script for subconscious bias that primes 
many to accept what they were programmed to believe about black 
Americans, whether they are aware of it or not.2

Implicit in her statement is the connection between representation, 
control and force as it visits Black peoples in the U.S. Huxley speaks 
from a different time about a different country and from a very different 
personal space than Wilkerson, yet he too sees into the depths of 
state influence. These are the key concepts I work out in this book. 
More like a novella, these pages follow this narrative through media 
accounts, historical and cultural studies texts, varied sources for reports, 
legal theory and judicial reasoning — both from the past and today. 
Most importantly, this book represents an effort to demonstrate the 
similarities Wilkerson points out for the U.S. can be related to the 
Canadian context, what we know and what we need to unearth.

The first chapter Being Taken For A Ride leans on the prevailing view 
of Black dangerousness and how this dangerousness is constrained. 
Focusing at the outset on recent news articles that address violence 
in Black communities either in suspicious shootings or the incursion 
of the police and the criminal justice system, in an effort to express 
urgency about this situation, this chapter begins to unfold the focus 
of the book and how it will be conveyed. Using reports, scholarship 
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and other texts, this chapter deepens the focus on Blackness and 
suggests a broader view of Black lives is needed to see the cumulative 
impact happening now and as it was intended at the start. For this, we 
must see these lives against other metrics essential to well-being, i.e., 
education, health, employment and financial stability.

Chapter Two, The Threat of Violence looks at the violence in which 
Black peoples live and how this has re-appeared in different places, at 
different times and in different social structures. It asks that we think 
about the representations of such a legacy and how it continues to 
affect us today. Here I start with DuBois as I noted above and make my 
way to Hall et al. The data provided pillars the notion that the only thing 
that has changed is the author of the violence Blacks are subjected to 
and that the state has had a hand in either scenario.

Chapter three, When Systems Collude: The Lines Between Institutions 
and Anti-Black Racism, opens way to considering other social 
institutions, i.e., child welfare and education, physical and mental 
health, employment and income, and their links to Black representation 
as code for deprivation. The review of outcomes for Black peoples in 
each of these settings both confirms and sets a path to the operations 
of state violence practiced by the police.

In each of these chapters, I use diverse voices, including my own 
experiences, as contributions to particular sections that illustrate 
how broader social circumstances impact on personal lives. These 
chapters call attention to what is abundantly documented in the 
public domain and ought to be well known given its persistence. This 
supports my most significant contention that if so much is known — 
and undoubtedly so much more since this book makes no claim to 
be exhaustive — why is so little being done and so little spoken of 
in public forum about the full extent of the challenge that exists in 
Canada today and continues unchanged and largely unchecked.

I return to this issue over and over as it relates to diverse sectors of 
society to demonstrate the excessive degree and impact of anti-Black 
racism — that is the purpose of this book, to show in the context of 
what Huxley noted the critical circumstances in which Black peoples live.

…by means of ever more effective methods of mind-manipulation, 
the democracies will change their nature; the quaint old forms — 
elections, parliaments, Supreme Courts — will remain.
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The underlying substance will be a new kind of totalitarianism. All 
the traditional names, all the hallowed slogans will remain exactly 
where they were in the good old days. Democracy and freedom will 
be the theme of every broadcast and editorial … Meanwhile the ruling 
oligarchy and its highly trained elite of soldiers, policemen, thought 
manufacturers and mind-manipulators will quietly run the show as 
they see fit.3
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