Tuesday, July 31, 2007
The Jena Incidents 

There are lynchings occurring in Jena, Louisiana. The nooses were hung in the trees at the schoolyard. These are political lynchings, but the effect is the same: 6 young Black men are having their future lives destroyed, and we have been standing by silently.

If you haven't yet heard about this travesty of justice, the first trial has already occurred, and sentencing was to begin on 31 July for the first of the six young men. They are being used as an object-lesson to send a message to the Black community in Louisiana and the South, that segregation is alive and well, and that the Black community is powerless: "I can take away your lives with a stroke of my pen." (-direct quote from the District Attorney to all of the students at the high school.) There are links at the bottom of this message of the news stories that have carried it, tragically few of them in the mainstream major media.

Last fall in Jena,the day after two Black high school students sat beneath the "white tree"on their campus, nooses were hung from the tree. When the superintendent dismissed the nooses as a "prank," more Black students sat under the tree in protest. The District Attorney then came to the school accompanied by the town's police and demanded that the students end their protest, telling them, in a school assembly, "I can be your best friend or your worst enemy...I can take away your lives with a stroke of my pen."

A series of white-on-black incidents of violence followed, and the DA did nothing to stop them. But when a white student was beaten up in a schoolyard fight, the DA responded by charging six black students with attempted murder and conspiracy to commit murder.

The noose-hanging incident and the DA's visit to the school set the stage for everything that followed. Racial tension escalated over the next couple of months, and on November 30, the main academic building of Jena High School was burned down in an unsolved fire. Later the same weekend, a black student was beaten up by white students at a party. The next day, black students at a convenience store were threatened by a young white man with a shotgun. They wrestled the gun from him and ran away. While no charges were filed against the white man, the students were later arrested for the theft of the gun.
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That Monday at school, a white student, who had been a vocal supporter of the students who hung the nooses, taunted the black student who was beaten up at the off-campus party and allegedly called several black students "ni__er." After lunch, he was knocked down, punched and kicked by black students. He was taken to the hospital, but was released and was well enough to go to a social event that evening.

Six Black Jena High students, Robert Bailey (17), Theo Shaw (17), Carwin Jones (18), Bryant Purvis (17), Mychal Bell (16) and an unidentified minor, were expelled from school, arrested and charged with second-degree attempted murder. The first trial ended last month, and Mychal Bell, who has been in prison since December, was convicted of aggravated battery and conspiracy to commit aggravated battery (both felonies) by an all-white jury in a trial where his public defender called no witnesses. During his trial, Mychal's parents were ordered not to speak to the media and the court prohibited protests from taking place near the courtroom or where the judge could see them.

Mychal was scheduled to be sentenced on July 31st, and could go to jail for 22 years. (The new legal team has succesfully filed a motion to have it delayed until September.) Theo Shaw's trial is next. He will finally make bail this week.

So what can we do today?   For one thing, we can use some of our resources and keep those young men out of jail, on bail. If we can pay 4 bucks for a coffee, we can contribute to their defense fund such as: http://www.colorofchange.org
Additionally, there should be no more silence on this matter; we should be flooding the lines of our congressional representatives, the Louisiana Governor's office, and even the news media. They have to know that they serve at the pleasure and the will of the people, of the voters, and that out collective interests can be just as vocal as those who buy them off with campaign contributions.

Don’t be silent! Speak up for what is right! 

Write a letter to the Louisiana Board of Education or to the Louisiana Governor’s office and voice your opinion on this matter.

If they want your vote in the next elections, they’d better react appropriately to these incidents. In your letter

· refer briefly to the incidents, summing up what happened

· express your opinion on the situation of civil rights in Louisiana

· demand action

Use polite, formal language.

E. Pölzleitner
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