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We’re failing 
another generation 

Homicide is met by a scripted shrug 
 
 

Scott  P. Charles 
is trauma outreach coordinator at 
Temple University Hospital 

  
t the beginning of 2006, I made a 
prediction many of my colleagues 
here at Temple University 
Hospital found deeply troubling 

and slightly cynical - but alarming in its 
plausibility. 

I predicted that the previous year's 
homicide total of 380 was far from all. We 
would likely top 400 homicides, I said then. I 
predicted - as many others did - that this 
city was at the earliest milepost of a sad, 
steep descent. I suggested then, as I am 
suggesting now, that someday in the not-
too-distant future we will look upon 380 
homicides as an almost quaint figure, a 
number representing the "good ol' days," 
when annual murder tallies remained well 
below the new normal of 450 to 500. 

It doesn't take a criminologist to 
recognize the deadly trend of which we find 
ourselves a part. I am certainly no 
criminologist. But in my job, I regularly do 
see the living, breathing, limping and dying 
expression of the trend so many academics 
will undoubtedly explore in the coming 
years. 

Some of what they will discover, I can 
tell them now - such as that we've seen a 
33 percent increase over last year in the 
number of gunshot victims age 25 and 
under. By the time the researchers get their 
data collected - numbers crunched, 
remedies proposed - the carnage will be 
complete. 

By then, thousands of young black men - 
who represent three-fourths of all homicide 
victims in the city - will meet their demise 
at the business end of a semiautomatic 
handgun. Some will die while engaged in 
illegal commerce. Most, however, trying to 
feed their families by any means 
necessary, will die over something even 
less laudable. 

These young men will die because dying 
in these neighborhoods is far more 
dependable than living here has ever been. 
They will die over words and stares, baby 
mommas and failed friendships. They will 
die young and violently because the blocks 
just don't immortalize the old - with stuffed  
animals, tattooed monikers, and airbrushed 
T-shirts - for dying in their sleep. 

Mainly, young black men will die 
because the city in which they live simply 

can no longer find the energy or imagination 
to save them. This is a city where the most 
a young murder victim is likely to get in the 
way of a response are the old standbys of 
candlelight vigils and neighborhood 
marches. We light candles and get to 
stepping because this is what we've always 
done. We do this because an abundance of 
tears has ultimately extinguished our fire, 
allowing staged grief to take the place of 
constructive outrage. We do this because 
we don't know what else to do and we feel 
we must do something. 

As we wait for a solution, the problem 
grows exponentially in both depth and 
breadth. With each passing day, this city's 
children are growing harder and more 
distrustful. They are feeding from a large 
urban stew with fear and anger the main 
ingredients, hunger and hopelessness the 
seasoning. And they are consuming this 
recipe in lethal quantities. The result will 
inevitably be a generation of children who, 
out of necessity, are so thick-skinned that 
they will continue to adopt such morally 
questionable - but, in such an environment, 
understandable enough - self-protective 
measures as the "stop snitching" policy. 
And when confronted with conflict, they 
themselves will be more likely to pick up a 
gun to "go get" so as not to "get got." As the 
saying goes, they'd "rather be judged by 12 
than carried by six." 

Postmortem marches may make us feel 
better, but they do very little for the people 
left behind. Once we blow out the candles, 
pack up the signs, and get back into our 
cars, the real community is left to pick up 
the pieces. The fact is we simply cannot 
airdrop hope into a neighborhood. We must 
be present to see that it takes hold. We 
must, by example, demonstrate for young 
people - young men in particular - what it 
means to go to one's job consistently, raise 
one's kids, pay one's bills, love one's 
neighbors, and, maybe most important, 
peacefully resolve one's conflicts. And we 
must do this as regularly visible neighbors, 
merchants, teachers and old heads, rather 
than the quickly dissipating band of well-
meaning missionaries who leave the 
moment the shelf life on grief has expired. 

Otherwise, in short time now, we will be 
well past the point of no return, when the 
age-old proverb about teaching a man to 
fish will be irrelevant, as young men from 
the city's most dangerous neighborhoods 
will lack the necessary appetite for fish or 

its benefits. Rather, they will hunger only for 
the hostile diet on which they've been 
raised. Homicide rates will continue to 
soar; incarceration rates will continue to 
swell, and Philadelphia will have no choice 
but to confront the shame of her neglect. 
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