
1

THE DANGER AND
EVERYDAY TERROR
OF LIVING BLACK

IN AMERICA



2

WHEN BLACK AMERICANS TELL THEIR STORY, 
THEY AREN’T BLAMING WHITE AMERICANS OR TRYING 

TO MAKE THEM FEEL BAD. 

MANY ARE TRYING TO EXPLAIN HOW EVEN IN A 
MODERN INDUSTRIAL WORLD, THE WORST INSTINCTS OF 

HUMAN NATURE WERE MANIPULATED TO ENABLE AND 
PRAISE APARTHEID AND DEHUMANIZATION. 

Steward Beckham
JOURNALIST

MEDIA MATTERS FOR AMERICA
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ABBREVIATIONS
CDC // Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

COVID-19  // coronavirus, the virus // SARS-CoV-2

BLM // Black Lives Matter

BIPOC // Black and Indigenous People of Color

POC // People of Color (non-Black)

KKK // Ku Klux Klan
 

TERMINOLOGY
This report will refer to race with the same terminology used by the U.S. Census Bureau. 
Although many Hispanic Americans prefer to be called Latino, the census classifies their 
ethnic origin as Hispanic. Hispanic can refer to any race including white. 

This report distinguishes between Hispanic Americans (which may include whites) and 
non-Hispanic whites. People of African descent from the Caribbean and South America 
can also be of Hispanic origin.  

STYLE
This report, along with all in the series, will follow AP Style in which the designations 
“Black” and “Indigenous” will be capitalized1 while references to white people will be 
lowercase.2
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
No case in the history of police brutality has brought as much global attention to the plight of Black 
Americans in their interactions with police than the murder of George Floyd. The nine-minute video 
showcased a wanton disregard for human life as Officer Derek Chauvin casually knelt on Floyd’s 
neck. Three other officers did not move to stop him and they prevented anyone else, including 
paramedics, from providing aid or assistance.

Citizens around the world were horrified after they watched Chauvin haughtily staring at the camera 
with his hand in his pocket as Floyd struggled and cried out. 

For. Nine. Minutes. 
For many, the video removed any doubts they may have had about excessive police violence 
committed against Black Americans and, for a time at least, they deepened their commitment to 
speak out about what they saw. Protests erupted around the world proclaiming “Black Lives Matter” 
while taking aim at the racist symbolism within their own countries. Statues and honorariums to slave 
traders and racist colonizers were toppled, vandalized, or legally removed from public squares and 
buildings throughout the world.

These powerful and moving protests raised global awareness of police brutality in America. 
Unfortunately, media coverage, and much of the discussion still feeds into the misconception that 
police killings of unarmed Black citizens are individual events rather than the result of a system of 
violent over-policing of Black Americans. America’s police forces are supported by a racist criminal 
justice system, through unequal sentencing of poor and disenfranchised defendants, and a prison 
industrial complex that profits from the cheap labor of the incarcerated. 
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No Presumption of Innocence
It is unconscionable that in 2021 during the Chauvin trial there was still doubt among most Black 
Americans, and many white Americans, that Chauvin would be convicted despite indisputable 
video evidence. Although Chauvin is currently serving a 22-year sentence in state prison and awaits 
sentencing following his guilty plea to violating Floyd’s civil rights, it does not dispute the existence 
of systemic racism and lack of consequences for the majority of officers who cross the line. 

For Black Americans, the automatic assumption of their criminality combined with the ubiquitous 
levels of disrespect and mistreatment by police officers often creates a dangerous situation that can 
sometimes result in a deadly outcome.3 Two-thirds of Black Americans don’t trust the police to treat 
Black and white people equally, according to an NPR-PBS NewsHour-Marist poll conducted shortly 
after George Floyd’s death was captured on video.4

The distrust stems from the “deeply anti-Black” system that is law enforcement, says Anand 
Subramanian, managing director at PolicyLink.org, a national research and action institute advancing 
racial and economic equity. “It starts with the idea that Black folks are inherently violent, that 
intercommunal violence in Black communities is worse than police violence against Black folks, and 
that Black folks should be viewed with suspicion.”5 

In fact, there was a time when insurance companies refused to insure Black American drivers, on the 
grounds that they would always be held at fault should they get in an accident and find themselves 
in court.6  

MY DADDY CHANGED 
THE WORLD.

Gianna Floyd
6, DAUGHTER OF 
GEORGE FLOYD
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Black Americans Have a Healthy Fear of the Police
A recent study on criminology published in January 2022 found that most Black Americans live in fear of 
police mistreatment. Few white Americans do so. In fact, the modal responses among Black and white 
respondents to most of the fear questions are mirror opposites: “very afraid” versus “very unafraid.”  
There was also a pronounced racial divide in altruistic fear—in worrying about the police hurting other 
people. For example, a majority (51%) of Black respondents said they worry “often” or “very often” 
about their family members being hurt by the police compared with 9% of white participants. The report 
goes on to state:

Unfortunately some observers are likely to dismiss Black Americans’ fears as exaggerated or 
even irrational, citing the small number of unarmed Black Americans killed by police each. Such 
dismissal misses the broader point[s]. How many Black Americans are wrongfully arrested every 
year?...questioned and searched without good reason?...manhandled, pinned to the ground or 
pepper-sprayed?”8 

There have been numerous experiments documenting racial discrimination in every area of Black life—job 
searches, Airbnb rentals, mortgage loans, workplace harassment, retail shopping, healthcare situations, 
etc. What the authors point out, what distinguishes policing from these other contexts, isn’t so much 
racial stereotyping as the fact that the police have “unparalleled discretion, legal authority, qualified 
immunity, and weapons.”9 

Given the reality of irrational, unpredictable behavior of some police officers, Black Americans stand to 
lose far more than a job opportunity or a mortgage. 

The reality is that any encounter between law enforcement officers and Black Americans has the potential 
to cost them, or a family member, their freedom or their lives. 

A Rawlsian cost–benefit experiment revealed that 45% of Black respondents [would] actually prefer to be 
robbed or burglarized than to be questioned by the police “without good reason,” and 52% [said they 
would] prefer it over being searched by the police. The implication being that, for many Black Americans, 
confrontational police stops may actually be as traumatizing, or dangerous, as the crime itself.10

This deep-seated, historically-driven terror also explains why the first impulse for many Black men and 
women confronted by police is to resist or flee. As long as this is the case, Black fear of the police should 
not be considered irrational nor exaggerated. It is as instinctive as the very rational and human fear of a 
dangerous, unpredictable wild animal.

Objective
The primary purpose of this report is to highlight the racist history of policing of Black people in America, 
including the origins of policing beginning with the slave patrols of the Antebellum period, and how that 
model informs modern-day police culture and practices. The historical foundation of modern-day police 
practices and behaviors provides critical background context that is necessary to understand the extreme 
nature of the problems within the current policing model.

Anyone committed to the work of anti-Black racism must be knowledgeable about the foundations of 
policing in America and its role in upholding white supremacy. The historical thread that connects pre-
Civil War slavery, Reconstruction and Jim Crow, informs the current state of law enforcement in the US.  

It is the hope of Singleton and Partners that these reports encourage further investigation and reading, 
and promote informed action toward addressing these issues that are highlighted in this series of reports.
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THIS IS SUCH AN IMPORTANT POINT. 
THE PEOPLE WHO DISMISS POLICE KILLINGS 

OF UNARMED BLACK PEOPLE AS STATISTICALLY 
INSIGNIFICANT IGNORE THE FACT THAT POLICE 

ABUSE IS A CONTINUUM OF BEHAVIOR. 
FEW PEOPLE GET SHOT, YES. 

BUT MANY DO GET HASSLED, HARASSED, 
PUSHED AROUND, EVEN BEATEN.

Jamelle Bouie
@NYTOPINION COLUMNIST

@CBSNEWS ANALYST
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THE ORIGINS OF POLICING
Since its origins, the main purpose of policing in America has been to maintain white supremacy. From 
the subjugation and genocide of Indigenous people, to the kidnapping and enslavement of Africans 
and their descendants, law enforcement has always been less about crime control and more about:

• protecting property interests of the white privileged class
• ensuring a stable and cheap labor force
• maintaining a racial order

Policing in Colonial America was an informal, privately funded system that employed white men on 
a part-time basis. Towns also commonly relied on a “night watch” in which volunteers signed up for 
a certain day and time. As cities grew, the night-watch system was replaced with publicly funded, 
organized police forces with officers on duty full-time. The first organized police force was created in 
Boston in 1838, formed primarily to protect the property and safeguard transport of goods to and 
from the port of Boston. 

In contrast, southern policing focused not on the protection of shipping interests, but on the 
preservation of the slavery system, which led to the creation of slave patrols.

Slave Patrols
Early policing of enslaved Black people began in the South with the creation of the slave patrols, 
or ‘patterollers’ as they were called, who were empowered by landowners and law enforcement 
to regulate and restrict the movements of enslaved Africans. Formally established in 1704 by the 
Fugitive Slave Act and active until the end of the Civil War in 1865, slave patrols were “deputized” 
groups of 3-6 poor white men who often made a living or supplemented their farming income, from 
rewards for returning escaped slaves or those charged with a crime. Many used dogs in their pursuit 
and looked upon the entire endeavor as a hunting adventure. The law was on their side and they 
were never held accountable for any wrongdoing (similar to police officers today).

Because they were sanctioned and paid by slave owners and local law enforcement, their immunity 
from the consequences of their behavior along with the rewards they received, were key to 
informing the understanding of themselves as white men, something they believed they shared with 
their social betters. Although the wealthy landowners did not share their belief in this affinity, they 
successfully exploited it for their own benefit while keeping poor whites poor.

IF YOU CAN CONVINCE THE LOWEST WHITE MAN HE’S BETTER 
THAN THE BEST COLORED [SIC] MAN, HE WON’T NOTICE 
YOU’RE PICKING HIS POCKET. HELL, GIVE HIM SOMEBODY TO 
LOOK DOWN ON, AND HE’LL EMPTY HIS POCKETS FOR YOU.

Lyndon Baines Johnson
36TH U.S. PRESIDENT
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Along with the slave states, New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and others also enacted 
and enforced racist “Black Codes” that denied basic civil rights like voting, education, employment, 
housing, healthcare, and unrestricted travel.

“The first Black Codes were passed in 1865, shortly after the ratification of the Thirteenth 
Amendment outlawing slavery. The codes were laws that specified how, when, and where 
freed slaves could work and how much they would be paid. Essentially, the Black Codes 
maintained the de facto structure of slavery without formally calling it “slavery.” Other 
Black Codes restricted Blacks’ right to vote, dictated how and where they could travel, and 
where they could live. Because many ex-Confederate soldiers had transitioned to working in 
policing or elsewhere in the justice system (e.g., as judges), the justice system, including law 
enforcement, perpetuated the oppression of African Americans.”11 

During Reconstruction, southern sheriffs and their deputies gradually replaced the early slave patrols, 
enforcing segregation laws and travel restrictions, along with curfews and other regulations, upon 
the newly-freed Black population.

EXCESSIVE FORCE
One of the most dangerous situations for Black Americans is a traffic stop, especially minor 
infractions such as broken taillights, window tint, expired plates, seatbelt violations, or claiming to 
smell marijuana. 

The authoritarian culture of today’s militarized police officers, combined with the infiltration of white 
nationalists and militia members into all levels of law enforcement, mean that police encounters 
with non-white citizens often include elements of obedience, control, and power, combined with the 
potential for arrest, injury, and death. Numerous studies have shown that white supremacist (anti-
Black) sentiment is strong among police officers. Even the most benign encounter can potentially 
become dangerous in an instant. 

Many of these officers are not deterred by recitation or knowledge of basic civil rights, or the 
possession of a medical marijuana card. Some officers may be more likely to escalate a situation 
involving a Black person if they are dressed nicely, driving an expensive or late-model car, driving in 
an exclusive neighborhood, driving alone, or if they express any knowledge of their civil rights. 

Comedian Chris Rock recorded himself being stopped by police in his own neighborhood three 
times in seven weeks.12

  
Several years ago, Rock filmed a sketch for his “Chris Rock” show on HBO in which he 
detailed ways to avoid being beaten by police as a Black man. Besides obeying the law, he 
suggested bringing a white friend along for the ride. He did just that last year in a segment 
of “Comedians in Cars Getting Coffee” with Jerry Seinfeld. The two are chatting as Seinfeld 
drives an orange Lamborghini. 

And what happened? 

They get pulled over after Seinfeld goes a bit heavy on the gas. “Here’s the crazy thing,” 
Rock tells Seinfeld as the police officer stops the duo. “If you weren’t here, I’d be scared.”13
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Far too often minor incidents are escalated by police officers and end in death or grievous injury of 
unarmed Black Americans. George Floyd was accused of trying to pass a counterfeit $20 bill. Eric 
Garner, also choked to death by police, was selling loose cigarettes. Other newsworthy examples:

• Following a traffic stop for a broken taillight, Philando Castile was fatally shot after disclosing 
that he had a firearm and attempting to reach for his paperwork. Officer Jeronimo Yanez fired 
seven shots into the car even though Castile’s girlfriend and young daughter were also inside.14 

• Sandra Bland was stopped for failing to use a turn signal while making a lane change to get out 
of the way of a police car. After becoming angry that Bland was smoking in her own car, she 
was pulled from the vehicle, wrestled to the ground, and arrested. She died in police custody 
sometime later and her death was ruled a suicide due to excessive marijuana consumption.15  
According to the National Institute of Health, there has only been one recorded death directly 
associated with marijuana consumption.16  Police were also unable to explain how Bland would 
have access to such a large amount of marijuana given that she would have been searched 
during booking.

• After being pulled over because air freshener was hanging from his rearview mirror, 20-year-old 
Daunte Wright was killed by 26-year police veteran Kimberly Potter, a training supervisor, who 
claims she mistook her firearm for her taser (although the weapons are worn on opposite sides 
of the body according to standard police protocol).17

Revolving Door
Those who study deadly force by police say it’s actually unusual for an officer to be involved in a 
shooting. “Many officers will go their entire career without shooting — sometimes without pulling 
their gun out at all,” said Peter Scharf, a criminologist and professor in the School of Public Health 
at Louisiana State University and co-author of The Badge and the Bullet: Police Use of Deadly Force. 
“It’s rare.”18

And while this statement may seem shocking, or false, it actually highlights one of the root causes 
of abusive policing—repeat offenders. Repeat offenders are those officers with prior shootings, 
excessive force complaints, sexual assaults and other criminal behaviors while on the job. 

In the period following the killing of Mike Brown in 2015, National Public Radio (NPR) published 
a report that reviewed police, court, and other records to examine the details of 135 fatal police 
shootings in which the Black victim was unarmed.19 

For most of the officers involved, the shooting was not their first, nor would it be their last. In fact, 
these officers were found to have been involved in two or more shootings, often with a deadly 
outcome followed by no disciplinary or criminal consequences. These 135 cases alone resulted in at 
least 30 settlements totaling more than $142 million so far20 with dozens of claims still pending.
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Of the 135 cases studied, NPR found:

• Nineteen of the officers involved in the deadly shootings were rookies, with less than one year 
on the force. 

• One officer had been on the job for four hours, another for four days.

• More than a one-quarter of the killings occurred during traffic stops

• 24 of the unarmed Black people killed (18%) suffered from mental illness

• The youngest person killed was a 15-year-old Balch Springs, Texas, high school freshman who 
played on the football team

• The oldest was a 62-year-old man killed in his Los Angeles County home

• Nearly 60% of the shootings occurred in the southern US, with more than a quarter in Texas, 
Georgia and Louisiana21

In order to avoid accountability or responsibility for their actions, repeat offenders often leave one 
police department and later show up in another. Or, after a period of “administrative leave” often 
with pay, they return to their original job—even if a multi-million-dollar settlement has been paid by 
the city, county, or state as a direct result of their actions.

Timothy Loehmann, the Cleveland police officer who shot and killed 12-year-old Tamir Rice in 2014 
and was ultimately cleared of all charges, was fired in 2017 because he lied to the Cleveland Police 
Department about quitting his previous job prior to being fired from the Independence (Ohio) Police 
Department. 

According to a letter written by Independence Deputy Chief Jim Polak, “He could not follow simple 
directions, could not communicate clear thoughts nor recollections, and his handgun performance 
was dismal.”  In the same letter Polak stated, “I do not believe Ptl. Loehmann shows the maturity 
needed to work in our employment…I do not believe time, nor training, will be able to change or 
correct the deficiencies.” 

Prior to being hired in Independence, Loehmann failed a 2009 written exam when applying for a job 
in Maple Heights, Ohio. He also failed to disclose that test result in his application to the Cleveland 
Police Department. In fact, Loehmann had sought several other police positions prior to being 
hired by the Cleveland Police Department. He was dropped from consideration by the Euclid, Ohio 
police force in spite of scoring well on the police exam (top 25%) and performing well in agility tests 
following a review of his personnel file.23

  
In the fall of 2020, following several failed attempts to regain his job on the Cleveland Police force, 
Loehmann was hired by the Bellaire (Ohio) Police Department in a part-time capacity. “He was 
cleared of any and all wrongdoing,” the Bellaire police chief, Richard Flanagan, told The Times 
Leader of Martins Ferry, Ohio, adding that it was unfair to “crucify” the officer. “It’s over and done 
with.” 24

 
Apparently, Flanagan had no concerns about hiring a police officer who was previously fired for 
lying on his application, in addition to the fact that, regardless of the fact that he was cleared of the 
charges, Ptl. Loehmann did in fact shoot and kill an unarmed 12-year-old Black child in cold blood 
merely seconds after exiting his patrol car. 
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Stop and Frisk
Marijuana possession is a main driver behind ‘Stop and Frisk’ type laws enacted in major cities which 
enabled police officers to detain and question someone based on “suspicion of a possible crime” 
instead of “probable cause” as outlined in the Fourth Amendment.  Since the inception, Stop and 
Frisk practices have been criticized as racial profiling. And for good reason. In 2010, although 54.1% 
of the population of New York City was Black or Latino, they represented more than 74% of those 
arrested. By 2017 more than 90% of those stopped were 14 to 24 year old Black Americans or 
Latinos. Seventy percent of those stopped were later found to be innocent.26
 
As marijuana laws change, and both medical and recreational use become legal, it is easy to assume 
that Stop and Frisk policing will come to an end…but that is not the case. As illustrated below, 
marijuana-related searches of Black people actually increased in several states, notably in Ohio, 
Florida, and Wisconsin following the legalization of (at least) medical marijuana.
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Rates of search before and after legalization of [medical] marijuana, by race*
(DATES: Pre-legalization 2/15/11; Post-legalization 11/15/15)

*Searches after an arrest and other searches that are conducted as a procedural matter, regardless of any suspicion of drug possession 
are excluded
SOURCE: STANFORD OPEN POLICING PROJECT

Improper Search and Seizure
It is not unusual in America to see an entire Black family, including children, pulled over to the side 
of the road (or expressway) standing outside their vehicle, surrounded by three or more police cars 
and officers, with their belongings strewn about on the ground. In August 2020, Brittany Gilliam, her 
6-year-old daughter, 12-year-old sister and 14- and 17-year-old nieces were surrounded by police 
with their guns drawn and ordered out of their car. They were handcuffed, and Gilliam and the girls 
were forced to lie face-down on the ground. Police later attributed their actions to a “mix-up” about 
a stolen vehicle. Although the terrified girls were crying and screaming in fear as officers stood over 
them, the officers were not charged. 27 28

“Despite the disturbing fact that terrified children were ordered out of a vehicle at gunpoint 
and placed facedown on the ground, our conclusion is that there is not evidence beyond 
a reasonable doubt that the A.P.D. officers involved unlawfully, intentionally, knowingly, or 
negligently violated any Colorado criminal law.”29

  ~ Clinton McKinzie, chief deputy district attorney Colorado 18th Judicial District.

STATE LEGAL STATUS Black Hispanic White

Medical | Recreaional Pre-
legalization

Post-
legalization

Pre-
legalization

Post-
legalization

Pre-
legalization

Post-
legalization

Arizona 2010 | 2020 10.2 8.4 13.1 7.6 4.8 3.3

California 1996 | 2016 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1

Colorado 2012 | 2012 1.2 0.5 1.2 0.5 0.5 0.2

Florida 2017 | no 0.7 0.9 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.3

Massachusetts 2012 | 2016 2.1 0.7 2.4 1.4 1.0 0.3

Montana 2020 | 2020 1.1 1.9 1.6 1.4 0.1 0.4

North Carolina 1977 decriminalized | 
2015 CBD legalized  0.2 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.2 0.2

Ohio 2016 | no  6.1 8.6 7.4 8.2 2.7 3.1

Rhode Island 2006 | no  3.7 1.3 3.4 2.1 1.9 0.9

South Carolina 2014 CBD and cannabis 
oil only | no 3.2 3.2 9.5 6.1 2.4 2.4

Texas 2015 CBD 2012 1% THC 
| no 3.4 2.2 2.2 1.4 1.2 0.9

 Vermont 2004 | 2018 4.3 6.9 1.2 2.9 0.9 1.0

 Washington 2012 | 2012 0.5 0.1 0.3 0.1 0.2 0.1

 Wisconsin 2014 CBD | no 3.9 4.6 1.8 3.9 1.0 0.7
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This type of scenario assumes that Black Americans are routinely committing crimes/in possession of 
illegal weapons/dealing drugs while travelling with their children. 

Mentally Ill and Disabled Black Americans are at a Higher Risk of Police Brutality
It is not unusual for a loved one to reach out to the police in cases where a family member is 
suffering from a mental health crisis, However Black parents and family members must always 
weigh the possibility that they might cause the death of their loved one while seeking help in an 
emergency. 

Police officers routinely shoot and kill Black men and women who are disabled or suffering from 
mental illness, at an alarming rate. The victims were mostly unarmed (and in some cases naked!) and 
presented no imminent threat to armed, trained officers. 

In one of the most inexplicable incidents in recent history, Officer Jonathan Aledda shot the unarmed 
Black therapist of a man with severe autism although the he was lying on the ground with his hands 
raised and shouting that neither he nor the autistic man were armed. The shooting was deemed an 
accident and Aledda was found guilty of a misdemeanor after claiming he shot the therapist in error 
and was actually aiming at the (also unarmed) man in crisis!30

  
In the US, more than 50% of people killed by law enforcement are disabled, and more than half 
of disabled Black Americans have been arrested by the time they turn 28—double the risk in 
comparison to their white disabled counterparts.31 32

   
Pearl Pearson, a deaf elderly Black man, was brutally beaten and arrested by Oklahoma Highway 
Patrol officers after they tried to pull him over for suspected involvement in a hit-and-run. Although 
Pearson keeps a placard in his car that reads: “Driver is deaf. Failure to follow verbal commands 
means I am NOT hearing you” he was dragged from the car, beaten and arrested following a 
five-minute struggle. Oklahoma County District Attorney David Prater cleared the troopers of all 
wrongdoing and charged Pearson with a misdemeanor for the hit-and-run. “You have to comply 
with law enforcement,” Prater said (after he knew Pearson was deaf!) “They have to see your hands. 
That’s what you kill someone with. That’s what you use to punch people. That’s what you use to stab 
people. That’s what you use to shoot people.” Troopers claim they feared Pearson had a weapon. 33
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The Value of Videotape
Although many police departments now wear body cameras and Black drivers increasingly record 
their traffic stops, any cursory review of the thousands of online videos confirm the fact that far too 
often many officers are unafraid of any consequences of their behavior.  

Since the beating of Rodney King by Los Angeles police (LAPD) in March 1991, videotaped evidence 
of has done more to highlight the abuses of power experienced by Black Americans at the hands 
of law enforcement officials. Although videotaped evidence does help facilitate action against 
some abusive officers, as in the trial of the officers who were acquitted of beating King, it may be 
ineffective in bringing about prosecution, let alone convictions of many of the worst offenders. 

The Rodney King beating incident is a perfect example of this. On a road near the San Fernando 
Valley freeway, more than a dozen officers surrounded King while at least four of them tasered, 
clubbed, and kicked him until he appeared to them to be dead. They even threw a sheet over his 
head when they were finished. In spite of the presence of up to 21 police officers on the scene and 
the fact that King was physically restrained and clearly helpless the officers were acquitted in part 
because, in spite of their long history of racist abuse, the Los Angeles Times presented the LAPD as 
a responsible group that “momentarily went astray” while defense attorneys spun each defensive 
gesture by King as a “potentially dangerous” action that justified the beating.34
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BLACK AMERICANS ARE VICTIMS OF MORE THAN 25% OF 
ALL POLICE KILLINGS IN THE U.S.
Although Black Americans represent around 13% of the US population, they were 26-31% of fatal 
police shootings between 2017 and July of 2021. Rates of fatal police shootings of Hispanics are within 
two percentage points of the Hispanic population during the same period. Only 48% of fatal police 
shootings were non-Hispanic whites in 2019 although they represented 60.3% of the US population. 

Over the entire 4.5-year period 2017-July 2021, non-Hispanic whites represented a lower percentage 
of fatal police shootings every year than their percentage of the US population, and compared to 
Black and Hispanic Americans. In the first seven months of 2021 non-Hispanic whites are on track to 
represent 60.1% of the US population and 54% of all fatal police shootings. 35

Number and rate of people shot to death in the US by police, 2017 through July 2021

SOURCE: STATISTA RESEARCH 2021  *thru July 2021

As the following table illustrates, in the period between 2015 and July of 2021, 37% of police 
shootings involved Black Americans although they represent only 13.4% of the US population. In 
contrast, although they represent 60.3% of the US population, only 15% of those shot during the 
same period were white. 

Rate of police shootings, by race and percentage of total population* 2015 to July 2021
per 1 million shootings

*2019 US POPULATION SOURCE: STATISTA RESEARCH 2021

White Black Hispanic

% % %

US Population* 60.3 13.4 18.5

Rate of Shootings 15 37 28

non-Hispanic White Black Hispanic
Total% of US 

pop* 60.3 13.4 18.5

2017 457 53% 223 26% 179 21% 859

2018 399 53% 209 28% 148 20% 756

2019 370 48% 235 31% 158 21% 763

2020 457 53% 241 28% 169 19% 867

2021* 187 54% 104 30% 56 16% 347
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Americans killed by the police
2013 to 2021

According to Samuel Sinyangwe, founder of Mapping Police Violence which publishes 
PolicSscorecard.org, police killed at least 1,134 people in 2021. In fact, there were only 15 days in 
2021 in which no one was killed by police.  “The majority of these killings began with a mental health 
crisis, traffic violation, disturbance, other non-violent offense or situation with no crime alleged. Only 
1 in 3 cases began with a reported violent crime.”

Source: MappingPoliceViolence.org

Reason for initial police contact and the
resulting number of police killings, 2021

Sinyangwe goes on to illustrate that the police disproportionately kill Black (and Latino) people, year 
after year compared to whites.

Black % Hispanic % White % Other %

Total US Population 13 17 63 7

Killed by police 2021 28 19 50 3

Killed by police 2020 28 22 46 4

Killed by police 2019 29 21 46 4

Killed by police 2018 26 21 49 4

2021 1,134

2020 1,127

2019 1,096

2018 1,144

2017 1,092

2016 1,070

2015 1,102

2014 1,049

2013 1,087

Reason for 911 Call # Killed

Mental Health/Welfare Check 104

Traffic Stop 117

Domestic Disturbance 72

Other Non-Violent offense 201

Person with a weapon 97

Other crimes against people 67

Violent crime 393

None/Unknown 83

Source: MappingPoliceViolence.org

Source: MappingPoliceViolence.org
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Black people were more likely to be killed by police, more likely to be unarmed and less likely to be 
threatening someone when killed.

Most Black Americans Have No Expectation of Fair Treatment by any Police Officer 
Regardless of their Race or Gender
As numerous reports and video evidence have shown, many interactions initiated by the police have 
no basis at all. And far too frequently, the standard police response to Black Americans is wildly out 
of proportion to any perceived or actual offense or threat.

Only 11 of the 1,134 police killings in 2021 have resulted in officers being charged with a crime. 
Officers have been charged in fewer than 3% of all cases from 2013-21 and in most cities/counties 
no officers were charged for any killings during this period.

Black % Hispanic % White % Other %

Total US Population 13 17 63 7

Killed by police 2021 28 19 50 3

Unarmed 38 29 32 1

Unarmed/Not alleged to be threatening 39 32 27 2

Source: MappingPoliceViolence.org

The Deadly Stereotype
One claim that is used repeatedly by police to justify beating or killing Black people is the fear of 
“imminent” threat or danger. However, in both situations referred to above, neither Rodney King 
(restrained and surrounded by 21 officers) nor 68-year-old Pearl Pearson represented any threat to 
officers on the scene. Even if either man had, in fact, tried to defend himself, those gestures would 
not just the prolonged, brutal beating suffered by either man.

At the time of the Trayvon Martin killing, news outlets were busy suggesting that the fact that 
Trayvon wore a hoodie with the hood up made him appear dangerous/scary. Does this really justify 
his killing? The stereotype persisted in spite of social media postings of hundreds of white celebrities 
with their hoods up including several newscasters who were pushing the narrative of “scary Black 
teen in a hoodie” on a daily basis.

Black Lives Matter
In response to the 2020 protests against excessive police violence after the killing of George Floyd, 
instead of looking within their own departments to root out abuse among its officers, police and 
sheriff departments around the country doubled down. They donned riot gear and attacked the 
peaceful demonstrators with tear gas, pepper spray, and so-called “nonlethal” weapons including 
rubber bullets and other projectiles. According to the New York Times, more than 100 US cities used 
tear gas on their citizens during the 2020 protests.39  
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As police forces increasingly came under attack for hyper-militarization and a lack of accountability 
for misconduct, many believe the violent police reaction to the Black Lives Matter protesters was 
actually a retaliation against anti-police messaging—basically a show of force/power rather than a 
peacekeeping presence. 

The “nonlethal” weapons were aimed and fired directly at protesters although they are designed 
to be bounced off the ground first. The rubber projectiles injured hundreds of peaceful protesters. 
Many suffered blindness and/or the loss of an eye as well as severe bruising and other serious 
injuries. Video evidence also exists of police officers punching, kicking, shoving, and even sexually 
groping BLM protestors. 

Although the freedom of the press is protected under the First Amendment, journalists were 
attacked and arrested. Others were restricted to “press” areas, often far away from unfolding action, 
which limited their access to video coverage and interviews. Many reporters and camera crews were 
arrested in violation of the Constitution and their equipment destroyed. Journalists were also the 
victims of beatings, projectile injuries, and tear gas. 

The George Floyd killing also highlighted the preferential treatment of white individuals during 
arrests and other interactions with police officers. 

“Skinfolk Ain’t Always Kinfolk”40 

Although white officers are responsible for the majority of abusive policing toward Black Americans, 
it has become more apparent that officers of color have been implicated, as a perpetrator, 
participant, or accessory in many of these violent incidences. 

A recent example: among the three officers convicted as accessories in the George Floyd murder 
case two are non-white, Tou Thao is Hmong-American, and J. Alexander Kueng is Black. Similarly, 
Officer Jeronimo Yanez who killed Philando Castille is Latino.
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THE ARC OF JUSTICE
Currently, police kill an average of three people a day. “The shocking regularity of killings suggests 
that nothing substantive has really changed to disrupt the nationwide dynamic of police violence,” 
said Samuel Sinyangwe of MappingPoliceViolence.org.  The organization tracks deaths recorded 
by police, governments and the media, including cases where people were fatally shot, beaten, 
restrained, and tasered. The Washington Post has found that 2021 broke the record for fatal 
shootings by officers since the newspaper started its database tracking in 2015.42 

As stated earlier in the report, most violators are repeat offenders who often return to their jobs 
following an investigation or move on to another police department following dismissal. While cities 
and states hand over millions of dollars each year to settle cases brought about by family members 
they rarely, if ever, subject police officers to accountability for their actions. As a result, is no incentive 
on the part of police departments to change their violent behaviors or racist beliefs, and they face 
no consequences for wrongdoing. 

The presence of Black and female prosecutors on, state and local levels, has increased accountability 
among police officers for racially motivated harassment, violence, and death. Fewer than 3% 
of killings by police result in officers being charged with a crime. They are disproportionately 
prosecuted by Black prosecutors—especially Black women. Representing only 1% of the nation’s 
elected prosecutors, Black women were 9% of prosecutors who charged officers for killing someone, 
13% of prosecutors convicting officers and 20% of prosecutors charging officers in two or more 
deadly force incidents from 2013-2021.43

There are numerous obstacles to accountability of police officers in the majority of killings. Although 
police departments are more inclined to dismiss officers who are involved in suspicious killings, a 
reluctance to bring charges against the offenders remains. Often an internal investigation finds that 
the officer “behaved appropriately” and they are cleared of suspicion and returned to duty. 

In a recent example State of Georgia recently paid $4.8 million (the largest settlement paid since 
1990) to the widow of Julian Lewis after Trooper Jacob Thompson attempted to pull Lewis over for 
a broken taillight. After a brief chase and the use of a pit maneuver44 Thompson fatally shot Lewis 
in the head. Although Thompson was immediately dismissed and charged with felony murder and 
aggravated assault within days of the shooting. On June 28, 2021, a grand jury recommended no 
charges against Thompson.45 

THE ARC OF THE MORAL UNIVERSE IS LONG, 
BUT IT BENDS TOWARD JUSTICE.

Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.
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Still, several recent outcomes of note offer a glimmer of hope that officers using excessive force, 
violating the civil rights of individuals, or killing them indiscriminately will be brought to justice and 
face the consequences of their actions.

• A Texas appeals court recently upheld the conviction and sentence of Amber Guyger in the 
shooting death of Botham Jean in 2018 after she entered his apartment. Although she claimed 
to have mistaken Jean’s apartment for her own, Dallas prosecutors countered that the error was 
not reasonable and the chief justice, Robert D. Burns III, and Justices Lana Myers and Robbie 
Partida-Kipness concurred with prosecutors, disagreeing with Guyger’s belief that deadly force 
was needed.46 

• A federal jury found three former Minneapolis police officers — Tou Thao, 36; J. Alexander 
Kueng, 28; and Thomas Lane, 38 — guilty of depriving George Floyd of his civil rights by failing 
to provide medical care as Derek Chauvin knelt on Floyd’s neck for more than nine minutes. 
Thao and Kueng were convicted on an additional charge of not intervening to stop Chauvin. All 
three still face state charges of aiding and abetting murder and manslaughter.  These verdicts 
may spur police departments to uphold the obligation of reporting misconduct and intervening 
to protect individuals. Additionally, it may cause some officers to think about quitting and give 
pause to others considering entering the profession.

• Although she was a 26-year veteran as well as a training instructor, former Minneapolis police 
officer Kim Potter’s tearful claim of mistaking her handgun for her taser when she fatally shot 
Daunte Wright was not convincing to the jury. Potter was convicted of first-degree manslaughter 
and sentenced to two years in prison, far below state guidelines. Wright’s family denounced the 
sentence as too lenient and accused the judge of giving more consideration to the white officer 
than the Black victim. Notwithstanding the low sentence, the conviction of former Officer Potter 
for first-degree manslaughter is very rare.48 

COMING SOON : PART 2 OF UNDER SIEGE
Policing of Black Americans is not limited to the police
In the journey toward anti-Black racism, it’s important to understand that policing of Black bodies 
has a historical context that originated during slavery, extended through Reconstruction and the Jim 
Crow era, and continues to this day. In a number of cases, this “policing” is undertaken by everyday 
individuals who are not employed in any law enforcement capacity and therefore have no basis for 
an assumption of authority over another person. With the exception of those who live and work 
entirely in a Black environment, most Black Americans frequently experience this “policing” on the 
job, in retail or food service establishments, at school, and other public spaces. 

Racial profiling, and use of excessive force including murder, by the police is only the tip of the 
iceberg when discussing the extent of racism and racist abuse that is experienced in the daily life 
of most Black Americans. Racially motivated actions toward Black Americans cover a spectrum far 
beyond the most recent police killing of an unarmed Black man. 
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