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George Floyd's Killing: What If You Were 
There? 
By Joel Cohen 

No one has asked this question: while the remaining three officers seemingly did nothing to 
stop Officer Chauvin, why did no civilian standing there take the bull by the horns and 
physically intercede? 

he dust has now settled somewhat. We’ve all by now seen the tape of George Floyd being 
killed. Some might call it a “lynching” in the public square. But no one has asked this 
question: while the remaining three officers seemingly did nothing to stop Officer Chauvin, 

why did no civilian standing there take the bull by the horns and physically intercede? Why 
didn’t someone approach Chauvin, as Reverend Al might say, and actually pull Chauvin “off his 
neck”! Yes, a newer disturbing video shows that several onlookers were urgently demanding 
that Chauvin get off Floyd and that his fellow officer Tou Thao stop it, with no reaction 
whatsoever—except “back away.” 

Still, I dare say, even Reverend Al would have gotten in the middle of that? No disrespect; had 
but he done so, he, maybe especially he, would have risked becoming another victim. And, had 
there been any physical approach by a bystander to do something when all else failed, would it 
have mattered if the bystander were white, not black? Maybe not; but also maybe. 

Probably any black person would have been in dread of what might happen to them if a police 
officer, aided by the complicit silence of his fellow officers, behaved so casually in taking Floyd’s 
life. Would it have been bizarre to believe that Chauvin (or one of the sycophantic men in blue) 
might have actually drawn his gun and shot anyone who tried to intercede? If the intervenor 
was white, would it make a difference, or should they have been less afraid? 

Soon after the George Floyd killing, CNN commentator Van Jones exclaimed on CNN that the 
police have a “monopoly on violence.” I had never considered that before. He’s right. Society 
has accorded that monopoly to the police. Only they have a “permit,” if you will, to carry 
weapons, draw their guns and shoot people if they deem it necessary—and George Floyd was, 
make no mistake, a slow motion shooting. And the policeman who has chosen to shoot his gun 
at a suspect typically will have only face the consequences for a “mistake” in an extreme case 
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by being fired or disciplined. Yes, he might lose his job. But he will likely not be in a criminal 
courtroom, until now. 

No one in society besides the police is accorded that “presumption,” if you will, of justification 
for pulling a gun or choking someone—that is, unless a videotape clearly rebuts the 
presumption. That said, let’s not ignore that Chauvin appeared to cavalierly look directly into a 
camera, fully knowing it was a camera, while his knee was sitting on Floyd, and also well knew 
that he and his fellow officers were wearing body cams firing away in real time. Chauvin aside, 
if you saw a cop behaving like Chauvin, how comfortable might you be plainly videotaping him 
to his face? Or even videotaping Officer Thao who was telling the bystanders— bystanders who 
were witnessing a police officer killing another man—to stay back. 

This piece, of course, doesn’t suggest that bystanders—black or white—should physically 
intercede. Perhaps shouting at the police or even gently imploring them to stand down might 
have dire repercussions when police blood is boiling (although, somewhat surprisingly, I 
suppose, the police here didn’t seem to go after those begging for mercy). The very idea of 
encouraging bystanders to engage might theoretically accomplish for them “Suicide by Cop.” 

In an odd way, the incident, caught on tape, of Buffalo police casually shoving a 75-year-old 
white man, Martin Gugino, to the ground for no apparent reason, when he was protesting 
Floyd’s murder less than two weeks after his killing, is relevant here. Imagine if Gugino were 
there when Floyd was lying on the ground, lifeless. One wonders whether he—a life-long 
protester—would have moved forward, and tried to physically intercede. Clearly, not all police, 
even bad police, react the same way to bystanders who have the (call it) temerity to encourage 
police to “stop in the name of” all that we stand for as a civil society! But, had he done so, 
would the nation not now be protesting, and mourning, Gugino’s death too? 

No white man has ever walked in a black man’s shoes; and, unquestionably, at least unless and 
until things radically change, a black man physically interceding to help a black civilian being 
physically attacked or terribly wronged by the police is potentially far more dangerous. Brave as 
those calling on Chauvin (and Thao) to back off were, if you were a white person standing 
there, would you have felt, “white man to white man,” that you had a better—less dangerous 
to you—chance of interceding to help a defenseless black man lying on the ground? I like to 
think that I, a white man, would have thought to physically intercede if I saw George Floyd’s life 
literally ebbing away from him minute by minute. But would I? Would you? Make your decision 
right now. Tick tock! And the unfortunate answer is, probably not—even the potential that a 
gun would be pointed at me would stop me in my tracks. 

Look, we all know that society can’t sit by and hope that new laws banning chokeholds and 
requiring all street police to wear body cameras are enough—that these measures will be 
sufficient to ensure that the police’s street conduct will largely eliminate reason for further 
public concern. Not a chance. What we need, and what can never reasonably happen, is a 
police chief, or community ombudsman—an omnipresent “objective street bystander”—
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standing on every corner positioned to stop police when they’re on the verge of breaching 
appropriate police behavior and the rule of law. 

Recognizing that, perhaps we need this: state of the art, boot camp-like, rigorous, annual (or 
more frequent), police training and testing. One which allows chiefs to put suspect officers on 
(maybe) permanent desk duty. Even assuming there are only a few bad apples on the police 
forces as some argue—and that’s probably not likely—we need to weed them out. This, 
whether they suffer from racism, racial tendencies or even deep-seated personal psychological 
problems evidencing hostility that typically surface during the difficult circumstances that police 
are often forced to face. More so if they’ve been in a shooting, accused of domestic violence, 
found drinking—all potential results of having served  “on the job” and suffered too much 
from what they have had to experience  because of the arena in which they’ve had to 
live their existence. 

Had such a regimen been in place, maybe George Floyd, Eric Garner, Breonna Taylor and 
Rayshard Brooks would still be alive. And maybe Martin Gugino wouldn’t have found himself on 
his back bleeding from the head. 

And, by the way, if you, white or black, would have understandably been fearful of engaging 
with Officer Chauvin in Minneapolis, just imagine being outside Wendy’s in Atlanta the night 
Officer Garrett Rolfe, blood boiling, determined that he had been “dissed” by Rayshard Brooks 
and needed to “get him.” 

You or I being there wouldn’t have helped at all in either instance. Our public officials and 
police departments need to proactively “be there” now! This moment can’t be allowed to pass. 
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