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A racist double standard of justice is still a nationwide problem for the United States and reflects the deep seated and unhealthy belief in White Supremacy that remains at the core of

American culture.  This creates many problems in communities across the country.  A

particularly ugly flare up has recently occurred in the town of Jena, Louisiana.  The negative way in which the events in Jena were handled makes it necessary for the Louisiana Council on Human Relations to speak out on the matter.


When all is said and done, the case of the Jena Six is not about teen violence, adolescent

pranks, or even racial prejudice and conflicts among high school students.  Rather it is about a

long standing tradition of racism, unprofessional behavior, and irresponsibility of adults in

positions of authority.  The high school in Jena is a public school, funded by public funds.

According to the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the 1954 Supreme Court decision in the Brown v.

Board of Education case, and the 14th Amendment to the Constitution, racial segregation at Jena

High School should have been eliminated forty three years ago.  If it were not for a “Whites Only” shade tree on the school grounds, the chain of events that led to the Jena Six cases would

not have taken place.  It is the incompetence and prejudices of the school board, the administrators of the school, the faculty and parents, which allowed such a racist social practice

to continue for decades after it should have been ended..


The brave and justice-minded Black students who asked permission to sit under the tree

were doing nothing wrong. They were doing exactly the right thing.  The principal knew it was

right, which is why he told the students to sit wherever they chose.  But he had no support from

other White authority figures in La Salle Parish


The next day, when three White students hung nooses from the tree, it was no innocent

prank.  It was a symbolic action representing the history of America’s own domestic terrorism.

Those nooses told the Black students to return to their traditional subordinate place.  Do not

question the racist practices of this community.  If you do, you face the threat of death.  The

White students got a three day (still present in school) suspension instead of the expulsion they deserved.  The Black community saw this as a hate crime, supported by local White authorities.


To show a sign of resistance, Black students organized a sit-in protest at the “Whites 

Only” tree.  In response, a special school assembly was called, and the District Attorney and

law-enforcement officers were brought in to scare the Black students.  According to testimony

of witnesses  in court, District Attorney Reed Walters threatened the Black students, telling

them that the nooses were an innocent prank and that if they did not stop making a fuss about

it, they would be sorry: “ I can be your best friend or your worst enemy.  I can take away your

lives with a stroke of my pen.”


The next day, Black students and a young White man had an altercation at a convenience

store on the outskirts of Jena.  The White man pulled a shotgun on the Black students, who

wrestled him to the ground and disarmed him.  Again we see the racist double standard  of     p.2

 justice–the White man was not charged with a crime, but the Black students were accused of

stealing his gun.  


The students were so angry and frustrated that some of them tried to take justice into their

 own hands.  Wrong by most people’s standards, but understandable.  They had suffered racial

discrimination and threats to their lives, and going through the “proper channels” had availed them nothing.  Yet, the White townspeople of Jena claim they are not racist. According to one,

“We don’t have many problems with our Blacks.”


A few days later, Jason Barker, a good friend of the noose hangers, was taunting a group

of Black students.  The taunts included calling them “niggers.” Several of the Black students attacked Barker and beat him up.  Such violence cannot be condoned; however, if we are honest,

we know that adolescent males often fight, and usually over things far less serious.  Barker was

not seriously injured..  He was treated at a hospital for a swollen eye and a mild concussion and

sent home.  Later that evening he attended a  ring ceremony and a party.


District Attorney Walters carried out his threat.  He has done everything in his power to

ruin the lives of the six Black youths.  He charged them with attempted murder and saw to it that

high bails were set, assuring that most of them would remain in jail for months.  Furthermore,

all but the youngest boy were charged as adults.  Mychal Bell, who was sixteen at the time of

the incident, was held in jail as an adult from December 2006 until September 2007.  On the

morning of the trial, Walters, because a lack of evidence, reduced the charges against Bell from

attempted murder to aggravated battery, which under Louisiana law requires that the  attack be carried out with a dangerous weapon.  He argued that Bell’s tennis shoes were deadly weapons.

The jury was all White–even the jury pool of 150 were all White.  Bell’s parents were not allowed in the courtroom.  Bell was, of course, found guilty and would  have been sentenced to

twenty-two years in jail, had not a higher court ruled that he was a minor and could not be tried

or sentenced as an adult.


Jena High School has cut down the “ Whites Only” tree.  What they should have done 

instead is hire some Black teachers  (There are only four in LaSalle Parish.); require all the 

School Board members, as well as the faculty and staff of Jena High to attend race relations 

workshops; and remove the Superintendent and the District Attorney from their positions. So

far, nobody has been punished except the Black students.  The U.S. Office of Civil Rights should

investigate the Judge assigned to LaSalle Parish, who seems to be unaware or uncaring that old

fashioned segregation is alive and well in Jena .


The LCHC calls on all citizens of Louisiana to have the courage to take a stand against

racism and all forms of injustice.  We all have the obligation of teaching the children of our

communities, by our example, what democracy, freedom, and human rights really mean.

