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From the earliest U.S. wars — including the American 
Indian Wars of conquest and the era of Westward Ex-
pansion — public language softened the brutality of 
conflict by reshaping the people on the receiving end. 
Indigenous nations were routinely described as sav-
ages, beasts, or obstacles to progress, language that 
made it easier to justify forced removals, massacres of 
families, and policies that exposed entire communities 

to deadly diseases. By reducing human beings to something less 
than human, the nation created a moral framework in which dispos-
session and mass death could be 
seen as inevitable, even necessary. 
 
This pattern did not end with the 
frontier. Throughout U.S. history, 
the language of conflict has re-
peatedly transformed entire 
peoples into abstractions that make 
violence feel acceptable. During 
World War II, Japanese civilians 
were portrayed as vermin or carica-
tures, imagery that helped justify in-
ternment and the firebombing of 
cities. In Korea and Vietnam, slurs 
became part of military vocabulary, 
collapsing millions of civilians into a 
single hostile category. After 9/11, 
the phrase “collateral damage” en-
tered public discourse as a way to 
describe the deaths of families in 
Iraq and Afghanistan without con-
fronting the human cost. Again and 
again, the words we choose have 
made it easier to look away from 
suffering we would otherwise rec-
ognize as our own. 
 
We see this same pattern today in 
the language used to describe 
people who are not enemies in any 
formal sense but are treated as if 
they were. Immigrants are routinely 
reduced to labels like “illegals,” 
“criminal aliens,” or “invaders,” 
terms that erase individuality and 
cast entire communities as threats. 
Militarized raids carried out by 
masked agents reinforce this fram-
ing visually, transforming neighborhoods into battlefields and families 
into targets. Social movements, too, are increasingly described 
through the vocabulary of extremism, with decentralized activist net-
works portrayed as coordinated dangers rather than citizens exercis-
ing their rights. These labels do more than categorize — they 
prepare the public to accept harsh treatment as normal, even nec-
essary. 
 
The consequences of this language are not theoretical; they are 
measured in human lives. When entire groups are framed as threats 
rather than people, the threshold for state violence drops dramati-
cally. Public reporting has documented nearly one hundred Vene-
zuelans killed in military strikes without arrest, detention, or due 
process — deaths justified through labels like “narcoterrorist,” which 
collapse political, economic, and humanitarian realities into a single 
criminal identity. Once a population is linguistically transformed into a 
danger, the public becomes more willing to accept actions that 
would otherwise violate our own stated principles of justice and 
human rights. The pattern is painfully familiar: dehumanizing lan-

guage clears the moral ground for policies that treat human beings 
as disposable. 
 
We keep returning to these rhetorical tools because they are effi-
cient. Dehumanizing language simplifies complex realities and 
makes harsh actions feel not only permissible but necessary. It is 
easier to justify a bombing when the victims are called “terrorists,” 
easier to defend a raid when the people inside are labeled “illegals,” 
easier to dismiss a protest when its participants are branded “ex-
tremists.” These words do more than describe conflict — they con-

struct a moral universe in which 
cruelty appears rational, even re-
sponsible. And unless we confront 
this habit directly, we risk repeating 
the darkest chapters of our history 
under new names. 
 
If we want to break this cycle, we 
must begin by interrogating the 
words we use to describe those we 
fear or oppose. We should ask our-
selves: Who benefits when people 
are reduced to labels? What actions 
become possible once a group is 
framed as less than human? What 
history are we repeating — and at 
whose expense? Introspection is not 
weakness. It is the first step toward 
refusing the narratives that make 
cruelty seem inevitable. Our nation 
has walked this path before. We do 
not have to walk it again. 
 
Desde las primeras guerras de Esta-
dos Unidos —incluyendo las Guerras 
Indias de conquista y la era de la Ex-
pansión hacia el Oeste— el lenguaje 
público suavizó la brutalidad del 
conflicto al remodelar a las personas 
que estaban del otro lado. Las na-
ciones indígenas fueron descritas ru-
tinariamente como salvajes, bestias 
u obstáculos para el progreso, un 
lenguaje que facilitó justificar despla-
zamientos forzados, masacres de 
familias y políticas que expusieron a 
comunidades enteras a enferme-
dades mortales. Al reducir a los 

seres humanos a algo menos que humanos, la nación creó un marco 
moral en el que el despojo y la muerte masiva podían verse como in-
evitables, incluso necesarias. 
 
Este patrón no terminó con la frontera. A lo largo de la historia de Es-
tados Unidos, el lenguaje del conflicto ha transformado repetida-
mente a pueblos enteros en abstracciones que hacen que la 
violencia parezca aceptable. Durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial, 
los civiles japoneses fueron retratados como alimañas o caricaturas, 
imágenes que ayudaron a justificar el internamiento y el bombardeo 
incendiario de ciudades. En Corea y Vietnam, los insultos se convir-
tieron en parte del vocabulario militar, colapsando a millones de civ-
iles en una sola categoría hostil. Después del 11 de septiembre, la 
frase “daño colateral” entró en el discurso público como una forma 
de describir las muertes de familias en Irak y Afganistán sin enfrentar 
el costo humano. Una y otra vez, las palabras que elegimos han fa-
cilitado apartar la mirada del sufrimiento que de otro modo recon-
oceríamos como propio. 
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MAKING THEM LESS HUMAN MAKES VIOLENCE POSSIBLE 
HACERLOS MENOS HUMANOS HACE POSIBLE LA VIOLENCIA
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