
 

When Did Black Youth Become Disposable 

It is tragic when an unarmed individual is shot and killed, be it by a police officer, a 

wanta be security guard or a regular citizen.  The tragedy is compounded when the 

victim is a young person.  And while the race of the victim nor the shooter should not 

matter, we are in the United States of America and it certainly matters. The scenes 

playing out in Ferguson, MO are hard to watch for a host of reason. One of the things 

that seem to get lost in all of the activities, speeches and news coverage is that a young 

black male who was unarmed is dead.  It is not my intent to try and determine what 

actually happened or was the actions of Officer Darren Wilson was appropriate.  One 

fact is undisputed; like Travon Martin, Eric Gardner, Ezell Ford, Renisha McBride and 

so many others,  another young Black child was shot and killed while unarmed.  This 

causes me to ask, when did Black Youth become disposable? 

In July 2013, I attended a Restorative Justice conference in which I had the pleasure of 

hearing Tim Wise, social commentary, diversity and inclusion consultant and Keynote 

Speaker at ACR’s 2014 Annual Conference,  talk about how our culture of disposability 

about things has seeped into our treatment of others.  Few things are made to last 

today.  Things break and you get another one.  We are such a disposable society that 

even if you wanted to get the item repaired, you would have difficulty finding someone 

capable of making the item operational.  In his remarks, Mr. Wise started with the 

criminal system and prison privatization as a clear example of how the notion of 

disposability is at its core.  When you can buy stock in a prison and profit is the 

measurable success, the person ceases to be human.  He moved through several 

areas and ended with how this mindset influences how we think and behave towards 

those who are different from us.  They become the enemy and enemies are disposable.   

The historical legacies of slavery are still with us.  You find them in the hatred and 

prejudices, in the fear expressed because someone is Black, in the racism running 

throughout our institutions. Some declared that America had entered a post racial 

society with the election of President Obama.  Each election was an historic moment 

and with each we are seeing efforts to downplay what is happening as relating to race.  

The problems seem to be related to everything else, with the economy being cited as 

the major cause, as if this is something new.  It has always been about economics that 

is why Blacks were brought here in the first place.  What the post racial rhetoric has 

done is made it even more difficult to talk about race, biases and prejudices in a 

meaningful way.  And I think that is where we, as conflict resolution professionals can 

be most helpful.   

First, we need to become more self-aware about our biases and prejudices, how they 

manifest themselves to the point that we are able to accept correction and self-correct.  
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Second, we might want to take the advice of long time conflict specialist and ACR 

member, Bernie Mayer, who in Staying with Conflict, discusses how we can increase 

our relevance by helping people manage conflict that is not going away, at least anytime 

soon.  So often our work is dealing with a particular issue for which we work with parties 

to come up with an agreement to deal with the issue at hand.  Yet, as Bernie points out, 

there are many situations where the underlying issue cannot be resolved and people 

need to learn how to live with the problem in a way that allows them to move on 

productively.  Race relations in this county and around the world falls squarely in that 

category. By assisting people in having honest, reflective dialogue, teaching them skills 

to change biases and prejudices is the starting point.  It is the beginning to changing the 

perception that Black youth are somehow disposable.   

  


