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COMMENT

AMERICAN SPRING

Consider for a moment how the events 
of May 25th through June 9th—the 

days of democratic bedlam in the streets, 
bracketed by the death and the burial of 
George Floyd—would appear had they 
occurred in some distant nation that most 
Americans have heard of but might not 
be able to find on a map. Consider that, 
in the midst of a pandemic whose toll 
was magnified by government incompe-
tence, a member of a long-exploited eth-
nic minority was killed by the state, in 
an act defined by its casual sadism. Dem-
onstrators pour into the streets near the 
site of the killing, in a scene that is soon 
repeated in city after city. The police ar-
rest members of the media reporting the 
story. The President cites a threat to law 
and order, and federal agents are dis-
patched to disrupt protests in the na-
tion’s capital, using tear gas and a mili-
tary helicopter. These acts further erode 
his already tenuous position, prompting 
church leaders to rebuke him, and dec-
orated generals to question his fitness 
for office.

In such a scenario, the lines of conflict 
gain new clarity, the abuses more un-
qualified horror. American commenta-
tors would compare the successive nights 
of protests to the Iranian uprisings of 
2009 and the Arab Spring of 2011. The 
U.S. State Department, depending on 
its allegiances, might surreptitiously aid 
the protesters. We would all recognize 
the moment as the product of a trau-
matized society. 

Now consider a different idea, that 
the death of George Floyd did occur in 

another country: the traumatized ver-
sion of America inhabited by black peo-
ple. Fifty-two years ago, following the 
storm of riots that swept through 1967 
and 1968, the Kerner Commission report 
noted that “our nation is moving toward 
two societies—one black, one white, sep-
arate and unequal.” Today, the weight of 
grief and poverty in this country still falls 
disproportionately on black shoulders. 
The eight minutes and forty-six seconds 
during which a Minneapolis police officer 
killed George Floyd as three others 
looked on cannot be understood outside 
the context of a pandemic in which 
African-Americans have died at three 
times the rate of white Americans. The 
chaotic, angry, defiant tableaux in the 
streets of Minneapolis, Seattle, Los An-
geles, New York, Philadelphia, Oakland, 
Atlanta, Chicago, Houston, Louisville, 
San Francisco, Indianapolis, Charleston, 
Detroit, Baltimore, and beyond repre-
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THE TALK OF THE TOWN

sent a reckoning, a kind of American 
Spring, one long in the making and ig-
nited not just by a single police killing. 
In death, George Floyd’s name has be-
come a metaphor for the stacked ineq-
uities of the society that produced them.

Race, to the degree that it represents 
anything coherent in the United States, 
is shorthand for a specific set of life prob-
abilities. The inequalities between black 
and white Americans are documented 
in rates of morbidity and infant mortal-
ity, wealth, and unemployment, which 
attest that although race may be a bio-
logical fiction, its reality is seen in what 
is likely to happen in our lives. The more 
than forty million people of African de-
scent who live in the United States rec-
ognize this reality, but it’s largely invis-
ible in the lives of white Americans. As 
with men, who, upon seeing the scroll 
of #MeToo testimonies, asked their 
wives, daughters, sisters, and co-workers, 
“Is it really that bad?,” the shock of rev-
elation that attended the video of Floyd’s 
death is itself a kind of inequality, a ba-
rometer of the extent to which one group 
of Americans have moved through life 
largely free from the burden of such ter-
rible knowledge.

At a congressional hearing last 
Wednesday, Philonise Floyd said that 
he hoped his brother would be “more 
than a face on a T-shirt, more than a 
name on a list that won’t stop growing.” 
The Reverend Al Sharpton cited that 
list, of the wrongfully dead, in the eu-
logy that he delivered at Floyd’s funeral, 
naming Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Tay-
lor, Eric Garner, Trayvon Martin. He 
could have gone on: Jordan Davis, Rekia 
Boyd, Freddie Gray, Tamir Rice. A 
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THE BENCH

WINNING BUT LOSING

I f you turn on your TV and see Ben-
jamin Crump, it usually means that 

something terrible has happened. 
Crump is the go-to civil-rights attor-
ney for families who have lost a loved 
one to police violence; he is often re-
ferred to as “the black Gloria Allred.” 
In 2012, after Trayvon Martin was killed 
by George Zimmerman, in a suburb of 
Orlando, Martin’s family hired Crump, 
who is based in Tallahassee, to repre-
sent them. He made the rounds on 

sentiment common among many African-
Americans is that these people lived and 
died in Black America, which is a differ-
ent place from America at large—and 
that their deaths, most of which came 
at the hands of law enforcement, rep-
resent a broader reality, even though a 
significant number of white Americans 
were skeptical of its existence.

The demographics of the protests 
that followed those deaths tended to 
reflect this disparity, with overwhelm-
ingly black crowds turning out to de-
mand justice. But Floyd’s death, and the 
agonizing, protracted manner in which 
it occurred, has produced a different re-
action. Seventy-one per cent of white 
Americans now say that racial discrim-
ination is a “big problem.” They, too, 
rushed into the streets. In Salt Lake 
City, where the black population stands 
at just two per cent, huge, raucous pro-
tests stretched on for days.

Confronted with this challenge, the 
system went on a self-incrimination 
spree. In Atlanta, police officers used 
stun guns against two college students 
as they sat in a car; in Buffalo, officers 
shoved a seventy-five-year-old man to 
the ground, while others walked past 
as he lay bleeding; in Brooklyn, two 
N.Y.P.D. S.U.V.s drove into protesters. 
Images of such incidents spurred pro-
tests and acts of solidarity in dozens of 
countries. For many people, what they 
saw was astonishing not because it was 
contrary to what they’d heard of this 

nation but because it was similar to the 
repression they’d experienced at home.

Policing is inescapably a metaphor 
for governmental power. The impunity 
of the American police has been achieved 
by slow accretion through the decades, 
and with the tacit understanding that 
it would be deployed in great dispro-
portion against black people. But, what-
ever ensues now, we are in a different 
moment. Officers in Atlanta, New York 
City, Buffalo, and Philadelphia have 
been charged with assault for their ac-
tions against protesters. Calls to “de-
fund the police,” stripping them of all 
but their core law-enforcement func-
tions, and allocating resources to other 
community institutions, are being taken 
seriously; in Los Angeles, Mayor Eric 
Garcetti has pledged to cut two hun-
dred and fifty million dollars from the 
police budget. Last week, Democrats in 
the House of Representatives announced 
the Justice in Policing Act, which would 
ban choke holds, mandate body cam-
eras, and establish a national registry of 
police misconduct. In Minnesota, Gov-
ernor Tim Walz endorsed a package  
of comprehensive police reforms. The 
Louisville city council passed Breonna’s 
Law, for Breonna Taylor, banning the 
no-knock warrants that enabled the po-
lice to shoot her while she was in bed.

There have been other developments. 
The argument once mired in pointless 
circumambulation, between “All Lives 
Matter” and “Blue Lives Matter,” has 

been settled. Muriel Bowser, the mayor 
of Washington, D.C., renamed a street 
leading to the White House Black Lives 
Matter Plaza, emblazoning the phrase 
on the asphalt in gigantic yellow letters. 
The near-ubiquity of those words in the 
past three weeks—Amazon, Apple, and 
Airbnb all added some version of it to 
their home pages—has prompted a con-
sideration of what this means in prac-
tical terms. Critics on social media were 
quick to assert that the truest endorse-
ment of Black Lives Matter lies not in 
what you say on your Web site but in 
what you do for your black employees.

The American Spring has not top-
pled a power, but it has led to a reassess-
ment of the relationship between that 
power and the citizens from whom it is 
derived. It has resolved any remaining 
questions regarding Donald Trump’s 
utter ineptitude as President; it has laid 
bare the contradictory and partial de-
mocracy that the United States holds 
before the world as exemplary. Most 
significant, it has clarified our terms. 
Floyd’s life is the awful price we have 
paid for a momentarily common tongue, 
a language that precisely conveys what 
we are speaking of when we say “Amer-
ican.” Fourteen successive days of pro-
test opened the possibility that George 
Floyd died in America, not simply in 
its black corollary. The task that remains 
is to insure that more of us might ac-
tually live there.

—Jelani Cobb

cable news to talk about the case; shortly 
afterward, protests erupted in Florida. 
(Zimmerman was eventually acquit-
ted.) Two years later, Crump took on 
another high-profile case, after Mi-
chael Brown was shot dead by Darren 
Wilson, a police officer, in Ferguson, 
Missouri. (More protests; Wilson was 
never charged.) Now Crump is repre-
senting the family of George Floyd, 
who was killed, three weeks ago, by 
Derek Chauvin, a cop in Minneapolis, 
who knelt on Floyd’s neck for nearly 
nine minutes. “It was the knee of the 
entire police department that killed 
George Floyd,” Crump said.

Crump is fifty years old, with a round 
face and a bald head. He wears a gold 
eagle lapel pin. One of his former law-
school classmates recently said that, 

when a family hires Crump as its law-
yer, he becomes its publicist, lobbyist, 
and therapist, too. “And I suspect,” the 
classmate added, “that, by the end, he 
becomes a family member.” Before 
Floyd’s funeral in Houston, Crump 
helped Floyd’s son, Quincy Mason, put 
on his necktie. 

But some activists aren’t buying it. 
When Crump announced his involve-
ment in the Floyd case, he was in-
stantly derided on Twitter as an “op-
portunist” with a “losing track record.” 
(Stephon Adams, a supporter of the 
Black Lives Matter movement who 
lives in Birmingham, Alabama, tweeted, 
“If I am ever killed by a police or by a 
white person PLEASE MAKE SURE 
MY FAMILY DOES NOT HIRE 
BEN CRUMP! He is just as horrible 
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Benjamin Crump

as those ambulance chasing attorneys.”) 
Some of this criticism seems to stem 

from a misunderstanding of Crump’s 
role in criminal cases. In the event of a 
police killing, murder and manslaugh-
ter cases are tried by local prosecutors, 
not by attorneys for hire. In the Floyd 
case, the prosecution of Chauvin, and 
of the three other cops who helped him 
restrain Floyd, will be led by Keith El-
lison, Minnesota’s attorney general. 
While the state works on the criminal 
case, Crump will pursue civil action: a 
wrongful-death lawsuit against the city 
of Minneapolis. 

Given how sympathetic juries tend 
to be toward police officers, the civil 
case is often the only case that can be 
won. Crump helped Michael Brown’s 
family win a $1.5 million settlement 
from the city of Ferguson, and he 
helped Trayvon Martin’s family settle, 
for an undisclosed sum, with the home-
owners’ association in the neighbor-
hood where Martin was killed. If 
Crump loses a case, he doesn’t charge 
anything. But if he wins he takes a 
third of the money awarded. He has 
fought more than two hundred po-
lice-violence cases, and he has won 
cash settlements in all of them. “We 
have never not recovered for these fam-
ilies,” he said. But the officers rarely 
end up in prison, and the murders go 
on. Crump could be the winningest 
attorney in the country who still reeks 
of failure.

Other people say that, even if Crump 
did not lead those unsuccessful crimi-
nal cases, he’s still partly responsible for 

losing them. He is known for generat-
ing buzz before a trial. (“We can’t con-
trol anything in the criminal case,” he 
said. “So all you can do is try to advo-
cate and argue in the court of public 
opinion.”) This publicity can be crucial; 
sometimes it’s the only reason a trial 
happens at all. Crump is one of the law-
yers for the family of Ahmaud Arbery, 
the black jogger who was killed by two 
white men in Georgia, in February. It 
was only after a video of the shooting 
went viral that the two men were ar-
rested, seventy-four days after the mur-
der. But, when an entire nation is out 
for blood, prosecutors can feel pressured 
to overcharge defendants. (After George 
Zimmerman’s trial, legal analysts said 
that if the prosecutors had pursued a 
charge of manslaughter, rather than the 
more serious one of second-degree mur-
der, they would have been more likely 
to secure a conviction.) 

In the past couple of weeks, the 
charges against the cops who killed 
George Floyd have been elevated. Chau-
vin was initially charged with third-de-
gree murder and second-degree man-
slaughter, but prosecutors then added 
a charge of second-degree murder. (The 
other three officers now face charges of 
aiding and abetting second-degree mur-
der and manslaughter.) The elevated 
charges could add up to an extra thirty 
years in prison, but, according to Ra-
chel Barkow, a criminal-law professor 
and a vice-dean at the N.Y.U. School 
of Law, they could make conviction 
much trickier. “It is absolutely the case 
that it’ll be harder to win on the second-
degree-murder theory than it would be 
on third-degree,” she said. “We’re talking 
about it now, in the middle of nation-
wide protests and the horror of the video, 
but these cases go to juries, and there 
they become a bit more complicated.”

Crump is calling for the charges to 
be upped once again, to first-degree 
murder. This would mean proving be-
yond a reasonable doubt that the murder 
of George Floyd was premeditated. 
“We think that it can be proved,” 
Crump said. “We think that there was 
intent. When the officer says, on the 
body-cam audio, ‘He doesn’t have a 
pulse, we should turn him on his side,’ 
and Chauvin says, ‘Nope, we keep him 
in this position,’ Chauvin is literally 
telling them, ‘I intend to cause serious 

1

TUNING IN

TESTIMONY

S ince the beginning of the corona-
virus pandemic, the New York City 

Council has held its public hearings 
remotely, via video. Last week, its com-
mittee on public safety convened on-
line, after days of protests against po-
lice brutality, to consider a series of 
amendments to the city’s administra-
tive code. One proposed new rule would 
make choke holds a misdemeanor;  
another would codify citizens’ rights to 

bodily harm to him.’ That’s premedi-
tated murder.” 

 If convicted, Chauvin would get life 
in prison. Kami Chavis, a professor of 
law and the director of the criminal-jus-
tice program at Wake Forest University 
School of Law, in North Carolina, said 
that this drive for a first-degree charge 
likely stems from “years of seeing black 
lives treated like they don’t matter.” Still, 
she said, “when I look at the evidence 
we have at this point, I believe that sec-
ond-degree murder is appropriate.” Even 
the Internet mob is asking Crump to 
stand down. “We are all literally beg-
ging you to keep the charges at 2nd de-
gree so there’s actually a conviction,” 
@0liviaGrace_ tweeted.

Asked about these critiques, Crump 
said, “If this was a black person who did 
it, nobody would be questioning whether 
it’s first-degree murder. So we’re saying 
charge him to the full extent of the law.”

How does Crump end up on so many 
high-profile police-violence cases? 
“There aren’t many options for black 
people when they get killed by the po-
lice,” he explained. “What are you gonna 
do? Turn to the police? They’re the ones 
who killed you.” A couple of months 
before George Floyd was murdered, 
Breonna Taylor, a young E.M.T. in Lou-
isville, Kentucky, was shot at least eight 
times by the police during a raid at her 
home. The cops who killed Taylor ha-
ven’t been arrested. They haven’t even 
been fired. But Crump’s working on it. 
“We’ve already filed the lawsuit,” he said.

—Tyler Foggatt
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record police activity. The meeting also 
offered residents their first opportu-
nity, since the protests began, to testify 
about their experiences with police in 
front of a government body with the 
power to regulate.

“Today, we are going to remind the 
New York City Police Department that 
they work for us,” Donovan Richards, 
the chair of the committee, said. He 
represents a district in Queens where 
more than a thousand people have died 
of Covid-19. He sat in front of photo-
graphs of Muhammad Ali and Martin 
Luther King, Jr., and a poster that fea-
tured his own picture under the words 
“Reading Takes You Places.” Richards 
said that he was first stopped and frisked 
at the age of thirteen. He pointed out 
that the N.Y.P.D. commissioner, Der-
mot Shea, had sent his deputy, Benja-
min Tucker, who is black, to the hear-
ing. Richards said, “Commissioner Shea 
had an opportunity to answer for the 
actions of the department in the mid-
dle of a major crisis over the history of 
racialized brutality in the city, and he 
sends the black man who didn’t get the 
job. That’s just shameful.” He addressed 
Tucker: “You shouldn’t have to answer 
for him.” 

Tucker read a written response. He 
called the death of George Floyd, at 
the hands of Minneapolis police officers, 
“an atrocity . . . and deeply damaging to 
police-community relations here in New 
York and everywhere in our nation.” He 
also spoke about some of the proposed 
amendments. Making choke holds a 
misdemeanor, he said, would “criminal-
ize the rendering of C.P.R., chest com-

pressions, or the Heimlich maneuver.” 
Several dozen citizens had joined 

the hearing remotely. When their mi-
crophones were finally unmuted, each 
participant was given three minutes to 
speak. “I am here because, clearly, the 
N.Y.P.D. have been allowed to get away 
with literal murder for almost a de-
cade,” a woman named Jessica New 
said. She added, in an exasperated tone, 
“I also see that the police are now off 
of this call, which is not ideal.”

The testimonies continued for the 
next five hours. Jillian Primiano, who 
works as an emergency-room nurse in 
Bushwick, testified from her couch, 
wearing blue scrubs, about a June 4th 
protest in the Bronx, where marchers 
were kettled by police before curfew 
and arrested once the clock struck eight. 
“I am for the abolition of all armed 
racist gangs in this country,” she said. 
“Especially the N.Y.P.D.” She rattled 
off a list of what she had seen during 
the protests: head injuries, seizures, bro-
ken knees and legs, and atrial fibrilla-
tions. She contradicted Tucker’s asser-
tion that arrested protesters had access 
to soap and water and masks in jail. 
“They did not give me a mask,” she 
said. “There was no soap and water.”

People called for the resignations of 
Commissioner Shea and Mayor Bill 
de Blasio. “We don’t feel like there’s 
anybody else in this city we can talk to 
right now,” a man named John Farns-
worth told the council. “It feels like the 
whole world has gone insane and we’ve 
got militarized police on our streets 
that don’t answer to anyone.”

Charlie Monlouis-Anderle, a doula, 
a breastfeeding counsellor, and a pro-
fessional chef from Crown Heights, 
had their arm in a sling. “My arm was 
broken by the police on Wednesday 
night, June 3rd, during a peaceful pro-
test,” they said. “As they pinned my 
arms, legs, and head to the ground, my 
whole body went limp and my bladder 
released.” (The police had lifted them 
up by their zip-tied arms, breaking the 
right one.) It took ninety minutes for 
them to receive medical attention.

Ziggy Leecock, of the South Bronx, 
reported that officers called protesters 
“ ‘pussies,’ like they were having a fight 
in high school.” Eric Yue showed scabs 
from where zip ties had cut into his 
wrists. He described an officer saying, 

1

THIS IS AMERICA

SO BRUTAL A DEATH

I was twenty when Yusuf K. Hawkins, 
a sixteen-year-old African-American 

man, was attacked by a mob of about 
thirty white teen-agers armed with 
baseball bats and then shot to death, 
on August 23, 1989, in Bensonhurst, 
Brooklyn. Hawkins had gone to the 
predominantly white neighborhood to 
buy a car. In the days and weeks fol-
lowing his death, there were marches, 
led by the Reverend Al Sharpton and 
a coalition of civil-rights organizations, 
through the neighborhood where Haw-
kins was killed. 

At the time of Hawkins’s murder, 
I had been in the United States for 
only eight years. Having spent my 
childhood living under a ruthless dic-
tatorship in Haiti and being constantly 
reminded to avoid the wrath of sol-
diers and henchmen, I was already 
haunted by stories of beatings, tor-
ture, and extrajudicial killings. This 
was, in part, why I went to a massive 
protest in downtown Brooklyn a week 
after the murder. The march, called 
A Day of Outrage and Mourning, 
was attended by more than seven 
thousand people. I took my teen-age 
brothers with me, and I remember 
fearing—as we marched down Flat-

as he was arrested, “Look at him shak-
ing like a little bitch.” 

After Jess La Bombalera, of East 
Harlem, called out “all these white 
New Yorkers who waited for hours 
with us to be able to speak, and then 
did not yield their time to black and 
brown indigenous New Yorkers,” a 
few of the white participants gave up 
their place in line. Eventually, even 
Councilman Richards seemed to tire 
of hearing from New Yorkers who 
were new to protesting police brutal-
ity. “You’re addressing a black chair 
who lives in southeast Queens, in Far 
Rockaway,” he said. “We don’t need 
to be lectured.”

—Emily Witt
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bush Avenue, shouting, “No justice, 
no peace”—that one day I might be 
chanting for them.

We came close on August 9, 1997, 
when a family friend, Abner Louima, 
in a case of mistaken identity, was ar-
rested outside a Brooklyn night club, 
then pummelled with the fists, radios, 
flashlights, and nightsticks of several 
police officers, then sexually assaulted 
with a wooden broom handle inside 
a precinct bathroom. Some black im-
migrant parents harbor the illusion 
that if their émigré and U.S.-born 
children are the most polite, the best 
dressed, and the hardest working in 
school, they might somehow escape 
the brunt of systemic racism. But the 
myth of the good immigrant as ex-
empt from police assault and murder 
kept getting shattered around us. By 
the February 4, 1999, killing of Ama-
dou Diallo, a twenty-three-year-old 
Guinean, slaughtered on his doorstep 
by nineteen of the forty-one police 
bullets aimed at him as he reached for 
his wallet; by the March 16, 2000, 
shooting of Patrick Dorismond, the 
twenty-six-year-old son of Haitian 
immigrants, by undercover officers. 

Thousands of people, in the United 
States and around the world, have had 
their own awakenings—from joining 
protests to becoming part of move-
ments—after watching the on-camera 

asphyxiation of George Floyd, his neck 
crushed beneath the bent knee of Derek 
Chauvin for nearly nine minutes, as 
two other officers dug their knees into 
Floyd’s back. It is the stuff of many Af-
rican-American families’ worst night-
mares, a public torture and execution 
by uniformed representatives of the 
state, who seem equally unconcerned 
about the life they’re extinguishing and 
the consequences they appear certain 
they will never face. It is also the type 
of thing that many immigrants thought 
they were leaving behind when they 
moved here.

Describing the reaction of some of 
Minnesota’s Somali refugees to the sa-
distic killing of Floyd, Fartun Weli, the 
executive director of Isuroon—a non-
profit organization that supports So-
mali families—told the Minneapolis 
Star Tribune, “They were like, ‘We can’t 
believe it. This is America.’” 

At the same time, the image of 
these police officers squeezing the life 
out of Floyd might serve as a meta-
phor for the way U.S. Administra-
tions have, for generations, dealt with 
the countries many of us come from—
through invasions, occupations, wars, 
the buttressing of dictators, and the 
removal of democratically elected gov-
ernments, among other tactics. In the 
agony of his final moments, while cry-
ing out for his mama, water, and 

breath, George Floyd reached out to 
and became all of us. He has joined 
a vast community of people, across 
the globe, who see echoes of the in-
justices and the inequalities of their 
own societies in his American story, 
and recognize their own torment in 
his suffering. Floyd’s seemingly un-
ending death, in the midst of a pan-
demic that has disproportionately 
killed black, brown, and indigenous 
people, also underscores the fact that 
many of us are mourning, and are un-
certain about how long we ourselves 
will be able to breathe.

In images of the solidarity protests 
from more than fifty countries around 
the world—Syria, Brazil, Australia, 
South Africa—people march, chant-
ing, “No justice, no peace” and “Black 
lives matter.” George Floyd’s name is 
not the only one being called. The 
names of their own Breonna Taylors, 
Ahmaud Arberys, Sandra Blands, and 
Trayvon Martins also ring out, as part 
of a long and growing list. “It’s always 
the same story. Only the names change” 
read a cardboard sign held up by a pro-
tester in Paris. 

Another sign reads “STOP KILLING 
US.” This “us” has grown exponentially 
and has become more vocal and more 
visible than George Floyd or his kill-
ers could have ever imagined.

At recent rallies and protests near 
my home, in Miami, in addition to 
cries for justice for George Floyd and 
other victims of police and vigilante 
murder, I have observed spoken-word 
recitals, calls to defund the police and 
to end mass incarceration, and pleas 
for people to go out and vote. I have 
also heard music, drumming, and 
political hip-hop blasting from cars 
trailing the crowds. At times, also 
playing in the back of my mind are 
the words of the Miami-based poet 
and activist Aja Monet, from her poem 
“#sayhername”:

I am not here to say look at me how I died
so brutal a death I deserve a name to fit all

the horror in

I am here to tell you how if they mentioned
me

in their protest and their rallies
they would have to face their role in it too
my beauty too

—Edwidge Danticat


