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O P I N I O NO P I N I O NO P I N I O N

ANGUISH AND ANGST 
Hundreds of mourners, including Eric Garner’s mother, attended George Floyd’s memorial service in Minneapolis on

Thursday before a 10th night of national protests against police brutality. Both Garner in 2014 and Floyd on Memorial
Day told officers they couldn’t breathe before dying at their hands. Below, other black men discuss racism in America.

There’s this video of George Floyd’s daughter Gianna I saw
the other day and it gave me a bit of clarity. It’s a brief video,
she’s sitting on the shoulders of one of George’s childhood
friends, grinning, and she says, “Daddy changed the world.”

“Daddy changed the world.”
For a great deal of my adult life I’ve tried to project opti-

mism because internally I’m usually pretty pessimistic, angry
and, frankly, sad. There are a lot of reasons for that, but a big
part of it is because when I look at our country, our world, our
species, I’ve always felt we’ve had the potential to be so much
better than we are. We could work toward building a kinder,
more compassionate and equitable society, and yet more
often than not, we just haven’t. One of the most blatant exam-
ples of this has been our societal failure to address the way
police and our justice system treat black men and women.

I often think about Tamir Rice, Eric Garner, Oscar Grant,
Trayvon Martin, just as I often think about Emmett Till, who
our justice system failed long before that. When I think about
all of them, or George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery
and so many others, I see many people in my own life.

I think about my dad, who was born just before the pas-
sage of the Civil Rights Act and who it seems has seen so little
change in his lifetime. He continues to be discriminated
against even as a doctor. I think about my brother and some of
my closest friends who could be hunted down and murdered
because they committed the apparently unforgivable crime of
simply existing as a large, black man in America. And I think
of myself a bit too and the kids I’ll hopefully have someday.
Would there be justice for me or them if something happened?
Is this even the kind of world I’d want to raise a kid in?

After watching a lot of what’s happened over the past week
and little Gianna, though, I’ve found myself surprisingly hope-
ful. I’ve cried a lot over this past week and cried even more
after watching Gianna, but I see something promising in
those tears.

This little girl, experiencing one of the most terrible injus-
tices a person can endure, recognizes something that I think a
lot of us maybe haven’t yet. Her dad did “change the world.”

Despite everything going on right now, I’m cautiously
optimistic that this time things will be different. I’ve seen
family, black and white, show tremendous courage protesting

and standing up for what’s right, even in the face of some
frightening police tactics. Most of my friends have similarly
stood up and I’ve seen many of my childhood friends from
Minneapolis finding amazing ways to help a community I
called home for more than a decade. I see people making tiny
gestures to check on the well-being of loved ones and friends
during all of this, and supporting amazing community organi-
zations, advocacy groups and black businesses. And across
the nation and world, we’re seeing a cry for change that is
certainly unprecedented in my lifetime.

The important thing to keep in mind during these dark
days is that this outcry is actually making a difference! We’re
seeing conversations that never happened before, elected
officials taking notice in a new way, and even some police and
sheriff ’s departments showing solidarity with protesters. In
San Diego, we’re seeing a Republican mayor support an inde-
pendent commission for police oversight and seeing all of the
region’s police departments stop the use of the carotid hold.
And, oh, yeah, in Minneapolis, a killer was actually arrested
and may be held accountable.

It’s not perfect and there is a long, long way to go, but these
are baby steps and signs we’re moving in the right direction.
It’s not going to happen overnight, and in the interim things
are going to get worse before they get better, but all of these
voices — your voices — are making a difference and we are
moving toward the world that kids like Gianna deserve.

So I guess this is all a long way for me to say I’m proud to be
an American in this moment and I’m proud of so many of you
for saying something. I love you all and I want you to remem-
ber to be kind. Not only to others, but to yourself. The world
could certainly use more of it.

And to those of you who still don’t get it and have decided
to focus on damage to physical things rather than the loss of
life, I’m not sure what to tell you. It’s taking every ounce of the
Catholic school kid in me to refrain from saying some very
un-Christian things. But I guess I’ll leave you with this, it
sucks to be you. Because whether you like it or not, things will
eventually change.

After all, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it
bends toward justice.”

Clark is the politics and county government reporter for The San Diego
Union-Tribune. He lives in Rolando.

GIANNA FLOYD IS RIGHT.
HER DADDY CHANGED THE WORLD.

BY CHARLES T. CLARK

Protesters and police in Aurora, Colorado, kneel together for eight minutes and 46 seconds during a peaceful
protest against police brutality in response to the death of George Floyd on Memorial Day in Minneapolis.
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We are young black men from the East African
community of City Heights in San Diego. Because of
our immigrant backgrounds, we have a different
perspective from many of our African American
peers. Some of us were born in East Africa and came
to the United States as kids, and some of us are the
children of refugees who fled to the U.S. from war-
torn countries. 

We talk the same way, act the same way and dress
the same way as African American youth. That’s who
we are when we go into the outside world. But at
home, we’re Somalian, Ethiopian, Eritrean, Su-
danese and Congolese. Many of us are Muslim. We
also identify as immigrants and feel the sting of
anti-immigrant hatred. That’s a lot of identities to
handle.

For our families, adjusting to life in the United
States has meant adjusting to the realities of racism
here. We get a lot of mixed messages — our parents
tell us we should be able to call the police when we
need help, but we know better. We learn in school
that everybody is equal before the law, but we see
with our own eyes that the law is enforced unequally
when a black man dies under a policeman’s knee,
begging for his life. 

We’re careful when we go to the store or walk
around our neighborhoods. But this past weekend,
we had to go out into the streets and march for jus-
tice. Over the last five years, as a result of the growth
of social media, we’ve witnessed more instances of
police brutality and murder of innocent people who
look like us than anyone should have to bear. Watch-
ing the video of George Floyd being killed by a white
police officer in Minneapolis was just the final straw. 

Young people in our community are afraid, anx-
ious and depressed, because it doesn’t seem to mat-
ter when a police officer takes the life of an innocent
black person. And we’re being forced to live the
trauma of George Floyd’s killing over and over again
when we see it on television and social media. 

In these hard times, the protests gave us hope
and inspiration. Young people are taking the lead
with the organizing. We’re the ones who can achieve
the kind of change that’s so badly needed. 

During less extraordinary times, we serve our
community through our work with organizations like
the United Women of East Africa (UWEAST) and
Partnership for the Advancement of New Americans
(PANA). We help organize spoken word events and
workshops about career development, provide men-
torship to our peers, attend leadership trainings and
advocate with local policymakers to make San Di-
ego’s mental health services more culturally respon-
sive. 

Right now, we can best serve our community by
protesting. We want justice for George Floyd, but our
demands also go way beyond that. We want to see
police officers held accountable in all instances of
police brutality the way they should be and haven’t
been up until now. We want to change the culture of
law enforcement so that community members are
treated with dignity and respect and seen as part-
ners and equals. We want the officers who police our
community to live in or be from our community so
that they understand and care about us. We want
police departments to work alongside communities
to rethink their use of force policies. 

Most importantly, we don’t want more money to
be poured into policing. Our city and county budgets
have been bankrupted by the coronavirus pandemic,
but even in that context, policymakers are asking for
more money for police. That is not what we need. We
need those resources to go to coronavirus testing
and health care, support for small businesses, sup-
port for people who can’t afford their rent, and other
community needs. In fact, we should take money out
of the current Police Department budget and put it
into community improvements that will keep our
neighborhoods healthy and safe. 

This is what we spoke out for at the protests in
San Diego this past weekend. Most people marched
and made their points peacefully most of the day.
But in the late afternoon, in response to a small
number of people throwing water bottles and rocks
at the police, the police responded with overwhelm-
ing and unnecessary force. A young man we were
with was hit with a rubber bullet, fell to the ground
and started bleeding. Another scene that reminded
us of how easy it is to be brutal to people you don’t
see as human beings.

We want to break the cycle. Will you join us?

Abdi, Haji and Mahmuod are youth activists in City Heights.

THIS IS WHY
WE PROTEST
BY MOHAMED ABDI, ABDIWELI HAJI

& AHMAD MAHMUOD

I’m sure some of us feel a sense of en-
couragement from the outpouring of words
of solidarity from American businesses
through Facebook, Twitter and the emails
that have flooded our inboxes. Is racial
progress in corporate America surely not
evidenced by their expressed disdain of the
killing of George Floyd and racism against
black Americans? Amidst this projected
hope comes a heavy heart that isn’t lifted
by these endless platitudes. Staring at
these words, in which corporations have
strategically emblazoned JPEGs with
white words across a stark black back-
ground, I’m perplexed as to why more
black American executives aren’t the ones
writing them. This would, after all, be the
true measure of corporate honesty and
progress. 

Sadly, the events of 2020 are not new:
Black Americans have suffered at the
hands of systemic inequality for hundreds
of years. The calculated designs in the way
that black Americans secure wealth, edu-
cation and health care go back to the ratifi-
cation of the 13th Amendment, which
abolished slavery. As early as 1865, black
codes, or strict local and state laws, de-
tailed when, where, how and how much
black Americans could work and make. In
the 1930s, the Federal Housing Adminis-

tration (FHA) made use of redlining on
maps to determine where mortgages would
be guaranteed based on a neighborhood’s
racial composition. Until as recently as the
1960s, states from Delaware to California
perpetuated segregation through Jim
Crow laws that punished black Americans
for associating with whites in buses, bath-
rooms and even burials.

This framework of discriminatory laws
fueled the success of American enterprise
and hardened into the institutionalized
injustices that plague our country today.
The novel coronavirus pandemic, and
COVID-19, the disease caused by the virus,
have lifted the curtain on these policies in
an extraordinary fashion. 

According to a May 30 NPR analysis,
African Americans’ deaths from COVID-19
nationally are nearly two times greater
than would be expected based on their
share of the population. In four states, the
rate is three or more times greater. While
there are many contributing factors to
negative health outcomes, the authors of a
recent Brookings Institute study accu-
rately quipped that “the coronavirus does
not discriminate, but our housing, econo-
mic and health care policies do.”

As we began to crawl out from under the
confusion of COVID-19, when America’s
corporations hastily reminded us “we are
all in this together,” the video of George

Floyd’s killing led to mass protests around
the world. Again, America’s corporations
rushed to release sterile statements, this
time of solidarity with the black communi-
ty. While these statements do convey some
understanding of the issues associated
with overt racism, what have corporations
done to address issues that perpetuate
poverty and poor health?

Amazon tweeted, “the inequitable and
brutal treatment of black people in our
country must stop. Together we stand in
solidarity with the black community — our
employees, customers and partners — in
the fight against systemic racism and
injustice.” Even Nordstrom stated, “We
continue to believe as strongly as ever that
tremendous change is needed to address
the issues facing black people in our coun-
try today.” 

Though such statements from corpora-
tions would have been unthinkable several
years ago, simply parroting the status quo
— that in 2020, racism is unacceptable — is
neither bold nor innovative.

If American corporations were serious
about facing racism, one would expect the
soothing words drafted by silver-tongued
consultants to be backed by real action.
But a simple Google search of these corpo-
rations’ executive teams tells a different
story. When these iconic American corpo-
rations began their searches for head posi-

tions such as president or chief executive
officer, did they look for a qualified black
executive? Did they actively try to hire any
black professional staff and consultants?
For all the verbal progress and platitudes,
black Americans still only hold 3.3% of
executive or senior leadership roles in
American corporations and make up less
than 1% of Fortune 500 CEOs.

Corporate America hasn’t substan-
tively supported the black community.
What does an “anti-racism” email do?
Without black executives, anti-racism
signaling is merely performative. Without
real internal reflection and concentrated
action to dismantle systemic racism that
exists everywhere, corporate America is
simply doing what it does best: serving an
alluring platter of empty platitudes to
insulate itself from consumer scorn. 

As we continue to post and protest, let’s
encourage them to do better. Let’s encour-
age our American businesses to reflect
society, not through Twitter and Insta-
gram posts, but by shattering the glass
ceiling and giving black Americans a seat
at the table.

Chamberlayne is the principal of ChamberlaynePR
and has served as a spokesperson and
communications strategist for three U.S. senators, a
speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives and a San
Diego mayor. He lives in Downtown San Diego.

CORPORATIONS MUST DO MORE THAN OFFER PLATITUDES
BY CHARLES CHAMBERLAYNE


