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End the War against Young Black Men
No justice in 
Trayvon 
Martin’s death
by M arc H. M orial 

B e in g  a y o u n g
black man has been 
called  the hardest job 
in America.

Young black men 
are m uch m ore likely 
than white m en to be
jobless, in ja il and labeled “suspi­
c ious,” som etim es with deadly con­
sequences. Such was the case on 
Feb. 26, when 17-year-old high 
school student, Trayvon M artin, 
was shot and killed by a neighbor­
hood-w atch vigilante in Sanford, 
Florida.

The shooter, George Zimmerman, 
a 28-year-o ld  H ispanic, noticed 
Trayvon walking through his gated 
com m unity and called 911 to report 
a suspicious person. Instead of 
following the dispatcher’s instruc­

tions and ending his involve­
ment there, Z im m erm an con­
tinued following Trayvon. An 
a l te rc a t io n  e n su e d  and  
Trayvon was shot.

Zimmerman claimed self de­
fense and has not been charged 
with a crime. T rayvon’s par­

ents are both heartbroken and out­
raged. As Benjamin C rum p, the 
fam ily’s law yer put it, “If Trayvon 
would have been the triggerm an, 
there w ould have been nothing 
Trayvon M artin could have said to 
keep police from arresting him  Day 
l .H o u r l .”

O f the many unansw ered ques­
tions in this case, tw o stand out. 
First, Trayvon M artin, w ho had ju s t 
stopped o ff at a convenience store, 
was armed only with a bag o f Skittles 
and a can o f ice tea. G eorge 
Zimmerman, who weighed over 100 
pounds m ore than the victim , was 
arm ed with a 9 m illim eter handgun. 
Even if there was a physical alterca­
tion between the two, why was such 
deadly force necessary?

Second, one of the reasons the 
police gave for not im m ediately ar­
resting Zim m erm an was that he had 
a “squeaky clean” record. A few 
days later it was discovered that 
Z im m erm an had been arrested in 
2005 for resisting arrest with battery 
on a police officer. Trayvon M artin, 
on the other hand, had no crim inal 
record.

These and other troubling facts 
have led the Central Florida Urban 
League and others, to call on the 
S ta te ’s A ttorney’s Office and the 
D epartm ent o f  Justice to conduct 
an independent investigation.

Central Florida Urban League 
president and CEO , A llie Braswell 
said, “A private citizen taking law 
enforcem ent into his ow n hands 
cannot be condoned. If it is found 
that a crim e has been com m itted, the 
shooter m ust be prosecuted to the 
fullest extent o f the law .”

This case is now generating na­
tional attention and we will be fol­
low ing it closely. W e do not know 
for sure why G eorge Zim m erm an 
killed Trayvon M artin. But we do 
know , according to a 2011 College 
Board report, that 45 percent o f 
A frican  A m erican  h igh  schoo l

graduates betw een the ages o f 15 
and 24 will end up “unem ployed, 
incarcerated or dead.”

W e also know  that the m urder o f 
innocent black men in the Am erican 
South is nothing new. Fifty-seven 
years ago, the white m urderers o f 
14-year old Emmitt Till in the M issis­
sippi D elta were acquitted o f the 
crim e in a clear case o f  racial injus­
tice.

As the father o f a 10-year old 
A frican A m erican son, I jo in  all A f­
rican A m erican parents and A m eri­
cans o f conscience everyw here in 
calling for an end to the w ar against 
young black m en and a thorough 
in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  th e  d e a th  o f  
Trayvon M artin.

Marc H. Morial is president and 
chief executive officer o f the Na­
tional Urban League.

Suspicious Enough for a Death Sentence
Gunned down walking while black
by M arian W right Edelman

Every parent 
ra is in g  b la c k  
sons knows the 
dilemma: decid­
ing how  soon to 
have the talk.
C h o o s in g  the
words to explain to your beautiful 
child that there are som e people 
who will never like or trust him  just 
because o f  w ho he is, including 
som e w ho should be there to pro­
tect him , but will instead have the 
pow er to hurt him.

Training him how to walk, what to 
say, and how to act so he w on’t 
seem like a threat. Teaching him  that 
the burden o f deflating stereotypes 
and reassuring other people’s igno­
rance will alw ays fall on him , and 
w hile that isn ’t fair, in som e cases it 
m ay be the only way to keep him 
safe and alive.

But som etim es it isn’t enough. It 
w asn’t enough to protect 17-year- 
oldT rayvon M artin. T rayvon’s En­
glish teacher said he was “an A and 
B student w ho m ajored in cheerful­
n e ss .”

Trayvon loved building models

and taking things apart, his favorite 
subject was math, and he dream ed 
o f becom ing a pilot and an engineer. 
Instead, he was gunned dow n by a 
self-appointed neighborhood watch 
captain vigilante who profiled him , 
follow ed him , and shot him  in the 
chest.

His killer, George Zim m erm an, 
saw the teenager on the street and 
called the police to report he looked 
“like he’s up to no good.” At the 
tim e Trayvon was walking home 
from the nearby 7-11 carrying a bottle 
o f  A rizona iced tea and a bag o f 
Skittles for his younger stepbrother, 
leaving m any people to guess that 
the m ain thing he was doing that 
m ade him  look “no good” was w ear­
ing a hooded sweatshirt in the rain 
and walking while black. George 
Z im m erm an’s decisions m ade that 
suspicious enough to be a death 
sen tence.

N ow  there  is w idesp read  o u t­
rage over the senseless k illing  o f 
a young  b lack  m an w ho w as doing  
no th ing  w rong and the fact that 
the m an w ho k illed  h im  has not 
been  a rrested . People are try ing  
to m ake sense o f  the series o f  gun

la w s  th a t  a l lo w e d  G e o rg e  
Z im m erm an  to act as he d id , s ta r t­
ing w ith  the F lo rida  law s that a l­
low ed som eone like Z im m erm an , 
w ho had p rev iously  been  ch arged  
fo r res is tin g  arrest w ith  v io lence  
and b a tte ry  on a po lice  o ffice r, to 
get a perm it to carry  a co n cea led  
w eapon in the first p lace.

M any m ore questions are being 
raised about F lorida’s “Stand Y our 
G round” law, which also has been 
described as the “shoot first, ask 
questions later” law, and gives the 
benefit o f the doubt to Zim m erm an 
and others claim ing “self-defense” 
by allow ing people who say they 
are in im m inent danger to defend 
them selves. Som e states lim it this 
defense to people’s own hom es, 
but others, like Florida, allow it any­
where.

As Josh Horwitz, executive d i­
rector o f the Coalition to Stop Gun 
Violence, says, this law “has turned 
co m m o n  la w — a n d  c o m m o n  
sense— on its head by enabling vigi­
lantes to provoke conflicts, resolve 
them  with deadly force, and avoid 
ever having to set foot in a court­
room.”

The fear in T rayvon’s death is 
that this is exactly w hat has hap­

pened so far: that the story told by 
w itn e sse s , p h o n e  re c o rd s , and 
Z im m erm an’s violent past and ear­
lier com plaints during his neighbor­
hood patrols shows an overzealous 
a rm ed  ag g resso r w ho fo llow ed  
Trayvon even after police told him  
to stop, chased Trayvon down when 
the frightened boy tried to walk away 
from the stranger following him, and 
then shot the unarm ed, 100-pounds- 
lighter teenager w hile neighbors 
said they heard a child crying for 
help.

T h e  p ro s p e c t  n o w  th a t 
Z im m erm an m ight never set foot in 
a courtroom  for the shooting has 
caused w idespread frustration and 
fury.

Just as sadly, T rayvon’s death 
w as not unique. In 2008 and 2009, 
2,582 Black children and teens were 
killed by gunfire. Black children and 
teens w ere only 15 percent o f the 
child population, but 45 percent o f 
the 5 ,740 child and teen gun deaths 
in those tw o years. Black males 15 to 
19 years-old were eight tim es as 
likely as w hite m ales to be gun ho­
m icide victims.

T he outcry over T rayvon’s death 
is absolutely right and just. W e need 
the sam e sense o f  outrage over ev­

ery one o f these child deaths. A bove 
all, we need a nation where these 
senseless deaths no longer hap­
pen. But we w on’t get it until we 
have com m on-sense gun law s that 
protect children instead o f guns and 
d o n ’t a llow  people like G eorge 
Zim m erm an to take the law into their 
ow n hands.

W e w on’t get it until we have a 
culture that sees every child  as a 
child  o f  G od and sacred, instead o f 
seeing som e as expendable statis­
tics, and others as threats and “no 
good” because o f the color o f  their 
skin or because they chose to walk 
hom e w earing a hood in the rain. 
And we w on’t get it until enough o f 
u s— p a re n ts  an d  g ra n d p a re n ts , 
stand up and tell our political lead­
ers that the National R ifle A ssocia­
tion should not be in charge o f our 
neighborhoods, streets, gun laws, 
and values.

In T ray v o n ’s case, his father 
Tracy speaks for w hat his fam ily 
needs: “The fam ily is calling for 
justice. W e do n ’t w ant our son’s 
death to be in vain.” I hope that 
enough voices will ensure that it is 
not.

Marian Wright Edelman is presi­
dent o f  the Children's Defense Fund.
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