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Black Lives Matter, Black Lives Matter…Black Lives Matter! One by one protesters 

have chanted these words over and over in solitude to honor the fallen individuals who were 

killed or oppressed by those who are considered “privileged.” Over recent months we have seen 

marches, moments of silence and speeches in reference to the injustices that have occurred 

within the Black community. Don’t get me wrong Black lives have always mattered, but it is 

evident through recent events that people in the Black community—including myself—have to 

constantly prove that we are more than just a statistic. Individuals in the black community now 

have to fight to gain a place in society and prove that we truly belong.  

When we say that Black Lives Matter, we are not saying that the lives of others do not 

matter, we are merely saying that Black Lives Matter “also.” In today’s society, there are many 

biases in the media; primarily toward stories that the majority of the audience can identify with. 

When a young black man gets killed—before the recent shootings—it was generally not 

considered “news,” while the murder of someone of another race was considered as breaking 

news. Young Black men are killed in significantly disproportionate numbers, which is why the 

media tends to treat it as nothing new. Societally, we do not pay as much attention to certain 

people’s deaths as we do to others and one can say the media does not treat all lives as though 

they matter equally.  

Throughout the Black Lives Matter movement, some politicians have shared their 

opinions and shed light on the issues facing individuals in the Black community—more 



specifically Black men. However, few politicians have taken a firm stand to create policy that 

will actually create a change and fight the injustices that Blacks continue to face today. Among 

the few within this minority, Congressman Hakeem Jeffries—a vocal member within the 

Congressional Black Caucus—was and continues to be, an avid fighter for the Black community 

and the constituents within the Eight Congressional District. It was truly a blessing and an honor 

to receive an internship position in the office of such an influential individual.  

On April 28, 2015 Congressman Jeffries joined by the National Action Network and 

Gwen Carr, the mother of Eric Garner, gathered in front of One Police Plaza to announce the 

introduction of H.R.2052 the Excessive Use of Force Prevention Act of 2015. This vital 

legislation was propelled due to the July 17, 2014 death of Eric Garner. Mr. Garner, a father of 

six, died in Staten Island as a result of a chokehold administered by Police Office Daniel 

Pantaleo. Mr. Garner pleaded for his life on eleven different occasions, but none of the officers 

came to his aid. The medical examiner later ruled his death as a homicide. A bystander captured 

the entire encounter on video tape, however, a Staten Island Grand Jury failed to indict officer 

Pantaleo on a single charge. This is not uncommon after the other failed indictments of other 

police officers who committed misconduct while on the job. 

During a hearing in the House Judiciary Committee on May 19th, Congressman Jeffries 

was not afraid to stand up to the Black conservative sheriff, David Clarke, who blamed an 

African-American “underclass subculture” for police violence. Congressman Jeffries firmly 

stood his ground and gracefully corrected Sheriff Clarke on his misconceptions. This hearing 

came on the heels of President Obama’s new law enforcement framework which banned the sale 

of some kinds of military equipment to local law enforcement agencies. Following widespread 

criticism in response to riots which occurred after the Darren Wilson shooting of Michael Brown 



in Ferguson last August, police reforms were strongly recommended. President Obama also 

highlighted initiatives to fight crime, improve police-community relations and improve 

transparency in policing. This initiative also included guidelines for the use of body-worn 

cameras and federal grants to help implement community policing strategies.   

In mid-July, following President Obama’s law enforcement framework, Congressman 

Jeffries also announced that he will co-chair a new Criminal Justice and Public Safety Caucus, 

aimed at altering the prison system in the United States. Congressman Jeffries joined 

Congressman Raul Labrador from Indiana, Congressman Jason Chaffetz from Utah and 

Congressman Cedric Richmond from California to announce the formation of the caucus. In his 

statement Congressman Jeffries said “America’s criminal justice system wastes taxpayer dollars, 

hurts our economic productivity and has unnecessarily devastated countless families…Fixing our 

badly broken system is an urgent challenge this Congress must confront.”  

Many people have said that the American justice system has developed tremendously 

over recent years. However, taking a closer look, the criminal justice system has many faults and 

would be considered broken and in need of strong reform. Although this can be exemplified in 

many situations, the Kalief Browder case sheds the most light on this situation. In the spring of 

2010 Kalief was arrested, at age sixteen, for a robbery he insisted he had not committed. He then 

spent more than one thousand days on Rikers Island waiting for a trial that never happened. 

During that time, he endured about two years in solitary confinement where he attempted to end 

his life several times. Once, in February, he ripped his bedsheet into strips, tied them together to 

create a noose, and tried to hang himself from the light fixture in his cell.  

In November of 2013, six months after Kalief left Rikers, he attempted suicide again. 

This time, he tried to hang himself at home from a bannister, and he was taken to the psychiatric 



ward at St. Barnabas Hospital in the Bronx. Browder often expressed his anger and mistreatment 

during his time in the prison system, however, no one showed him attention. Browder’s story did 

not gain national attention until Jennifer Gonnerman, of the New Yorker, obtained surveillance 

footage of an officer assaulting Browder in Rikers and of a large group of inmates punching and 

kicking him in the prison halls.  After releasing these videos, the story of Kalief Browder gained 

attention and responses from New York City Mayor, Bill De Blasio and Republican candidate 

Rand Paul, who began talking about Kalief on his campaign trail.   

Kalief’s story not only received attention from politicians; artists such as Jay Z and Rosie 

O’Donnell offered support and words of advice to him personally. Strangers who heard of 

Kalief’s story even offered to pay for his college education. Through all the efforts and support, 

things hit a road block for Kalief and on June 6th he committed suicide in his parent’s home. This 

story is just one example of how the American criminal system continues to fail our people. This 

situation could have been prevented but it was not. I applaud Congressman Jeffries and his 

efforts to create the Criminal Justice and Public Safety Caucus. In a statement, Congressman 

Jeffries and the other representatives said they would “seek to educate their peers about the 

financial costs of the American incarceration rate—the highest in the world—and to create 

bipartisan solutions to the problem. So far, the caucus has only proposed one bill: to change the 

name of the Department of Justice’s Bureau of Prisons to the “Bureau of Corrections.” However, 

this caucus is a step to mend the gaps within this system.  

The creation of this caucus hinted that there will be coordination with local leaders in 

high-crime areas, review ways to cut down on crime and retain police. This caucus has the 

potential to decrease the school-to-prison pipeline that is plaguing the black community as well. 

Holding a juvenile in a detention center cost close to $50,000 while holding an adult cost over 



$25,000. Creating an after school program cost about $4,000 and an in-state tuition for a public 

university cost about $20,000 for most schools. If an emphasis was placed on educating students 

rather than incarcerating them, more people would have stable jobs and career. This in turn 

increase the amount of money spent annually and will prove to be more impactful to the United 

Stated economy.  

In addition, many states have decreased the number of schools and increased the number 

of prisons. This should not be an option; instead it should be the other way around; in New York 

City 26 schools have closed recently; 59 percent of Black students and 43 percent of Latino 

students were affected by these school closings; 82 percent of these students were low income 

students. These statistics are for New York alone, many other states are facing similar problems 

and are affected more. Furthermore, Maryland rejected $11 million for schools but accepted $30 

million for youth jails.   

These issues continue to face our nation but many politicians are afraid to express their 

views. It is vital to have more representatives such as Congressman Jeffries who are dedicated to 

the Black community. As I prepared to end my summer interning on Capitol Hill, I asked 

Congressman Jeffries what motivated him during his undergrad and law school career, and he 

stated that it was his willingness to advocate for individuals around him. Interning in Washington 

D.C. in the office of Congressman Jeffries has propelled me to continue my fight for the Black 

community and individuals all around me as well. As Martin Luther King Jr. said “Make a career 

of humanity, commit yourself to the noble struggle for equal rights. You will make a greater 

person of yourself, a greater nation of your country, and a finer world to live in.” I am confident 

that as advocacy propelled Congressman Jeffries, my determination for creating a change will do 

the same for me. 



 

Thank you for giving me this opportunity, this summer was truly amazing! 

 

 

  


