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Demonstrators in Miami stand with tape reading, " I Can't Breathe," in 2014. The protest occurred after a grand jury in New
York City declined to indict the police officers involved Eric Garner's death.
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On July 17, 2014, an unarmed black man named Eric Garner died on Staten Island,
N.Y., after police officers threw him to the ground and put him in a choke hold.
Garner's last words, as recorded on a cellphone video, were: "I can't breathe." He
repeated the phrase 11 times.

Although the coroner's report listed the cause of Garner's death as "homicide," no
police officer has been charged in the case. But the video of Garner's last moments
helped bring national attention to the injustice black Americans face at the hands of
police.

"That tape had a huge impact on everything," says journalist Matt Taibbi. "It's opened
the eyes — particularly of white Americans, who may not have believed that this kind
of thing goes on."

In his new book, I Can't Breathe, Taibbi writes about Garner's life, the police practices
that contributed to his death and the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement.

Taibbi, who is white, initially wondered whether he was the right person to tell
Garner's story. But as he dove deeper into the root causes of Garner's death, he began
to feel differently.

"I think it's important for white reporters, ultimately, to own some of the
responsibility for telling these stories, because it's our story, too, in a kind of terrible
way," Taibbi says. "The reality is that Eric Garner died at the hands of a police force
and a criminal justice system that were designed entirely by white people, for the most
part."
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On what Eric Garner was like

He was complex, funny, larger-than-life, flawed. He was the kind of character that
people talk about in the street. Everybody has a story about Garner. They're all funny.

One of the first things I heard about him is he used to buy whole pizzas and fold them
in half and eat them like tacos. But he was also, in contrast to the way that he's
described in the news — where he's usually depicted as a small-time "loosie" cigarette
dealer — he actually was a pretty decent businessman. He was running kind of a tight
crew there where he had a bunch of people working for him, so he was successful at
that in a sense. He was, on the other hand, a complete failure as a drug dealer, which
was his prior occupation.

He was just a complex person. He didn't want to be out there doing what he was doing,
but he had kids and he had to feed them and late in life this just became a way for him
to get by. He put all his money toward his family. He was just an interesting person.
He had many facets to his personality.

On how the police took an interest in Garner because of his appearance
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Even when he was making pretty decent money he would have clothes that were
literally falling off his body. They would be so covered with holes that it was almost
unseemly, because he had a kind of phobia about spending money on himself. He
wanted all the money that he made to go to his kids. ...

I think he attracted the attention of police because of his appearance. The police take
pictures of neighborhoods, and if they see people who they believe don't have the right
appearance, they want the police to clean up the blocks, so Garner was sort of a target
of police because he was big, because he had a kind of a slovenly appearance, and
because, I think, there are certain people who decided he was just unseemly to look at.
...

“

Matt Taibbi

[Eric Garner] would never have been in this situation where
he was being constantly pursued by the police if there were
not expensive real estate developments across the street.

He would never have been in this situation where he was being constantly pursued by
the police if there were not expensive real estate developments across the street. He
was exactly the kind of person that they were trying to get rid of in order to make this
more expensive real estate.

On how Eric Garner broke up a fight before his arrest

Fights [in that area] happen fairly regularly, but Garner, one of his roles in that
neighborhood was to break up fights, because fights attracted police. He used to say he
tried to "keep the block from getting hot," that was his expression. So he broke up this
fight between these two characters, and as soon as he was done doing that he went up
and leaned up against the wall to catch his breath, and it was that exact moment that
he was approached by police.



The timeline here is important, because despite what's been reported in the news,
there is no area in this entire timeline where Garner could possibly have been
committing a crime, even though the crime itself, had he been doing it, was not even a
misdemeanor. ...

And that's part of the dynamic that you see on the tape. He's flabbergasted because he
can't believe that they're arresting him at a moment when he wasn't actually doing
anything. That's a huge component of this story, and a big reason why he wouldn't go
when they asked him to get into the squad car. He just felt like, "How can you arrest
me now when I wasn't doing anything?"

On how Garner's arrest for allegedly selling single cigarettes fits into a
larger pattern of policing strategies

This is a perfect metaphor for everything that's wrong with the modern policing
strategies, the things that we call "broken windows" policing, which heavily
emphasizes targeting minor offenders. The whole theory of modern policing in most
big cities in America is if you go after the little things — people jumping turnstiles, ...
urinating in public, selling [single cigarettes called] "loosies," doing the little things —
then people will be discouraged from walking out of their homes in the morning
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carrying a gun or with the intent to commit a more serious crime.

So the whole theory is, "Let's stop thousands and thousands of people over the course
of every year, arrest people for every minor, trivial violation, and eventually serious
crime will decrease along with minor crime."

But the problem is the heavy emphasis on minor crime leads to a lot of violent
incidents that are unnecessary, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, you see a lot
of real serious crimes that are ignored. And this is a perfect example of that, where you
had a fight where you could've easily arrested the people who were involved in that,
but they ignored that in favor of Eric Garner who was just somebody who had been
seen by another police officer standing on a corner a couple of hours previously.

On the current status of NYPD Officer Daniel Pantaleo, who choked
Garner

[Officer Pantaleo is] still on the payroll of the New York City Police Department. There
were reports last year that he had actually received overtime in the year that he was on
desk duty. So he's still being paid. He's still getting benefits. He's still able to go to a
doctor or a psychiatrist on the public dime if he wants to. And he's still an employee of
the NYPD. There is an internal disciplinary proceeding that is going on against him,
but that has to wait until the federal civil rights case plays out one way or the other.
We won't know if he will be dismissed or docked vacation days or fined or anything
like that until after that case is over.

Sam Briger and Mooj Zadie produced and edited the audio of this interview. Bridget
Bentz, Molly Seavy-Nesper and Tanya Ballard Brown adapted it for the Web.

black lives matter eric garner police brutality

http://www.npr.org/sections/race/#
http://www.npr.org/sections/race/#
javascript:void(0);
http://www.npr.org/tags/428150615/black-lives-matter
http://www.npr.org/tags/334471062/eric-garner
http://www.npr.org/tags/127890138/police-brutality


Subscribe to the Fresh Air Podcast
LISTEN ON NPR ONE

APPLE PODCASTS

RSS

More Stories From NPR

RACE

How Black Americans See Discrimination

https://rpb3r.app.goo.gl/4s8b
https://itunes.apple.com/WebObjects/MZStore.woa/wa/viewPodcast?s=143441&mt=2&id=214089682&at=11l79Y&ct=nprdirectory
https://www.npr.org/rss/podcast.php?id=381444908
http://www.npr.org/sections/race/
http://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2017/10/25/559015355/how-black-americans-see-discrimination
http://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2017/10/25/559015355/how-black-americans-see-discrimination


EDUCATION

'They Can't Just Be Average': Lifting Students Up Without Lowering The Bar

Popular on NPR.org

http://www.npr.org/sections/education/
http://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2017/10/25/559535682/they-cant-just-be-average-lifting-students-up-without-lowering-the-bar
http://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2017/10/25/559535682/they-cant-just-be-average-lifting-students-up-without-lowering-the-bar
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/10/25/560045944/tesla-turns-power-back-on-at-childrens-hospital-in-puerto-rico


U.S.

Tesla Turns Power Back On At Children's Hospital In Puerto Rico

POLITICS

Majority Of White Americans Say They Believe Whites Face Discrimination

HISTORY

http://www.npr.org/sections/us/
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/10/25/560045944/tesla-turns-power-back-on-at-childrens-hospital-in-puerto-rico
http://www.npr.org/sections/politics/
http://www.npr.org/2017/10/24/559604836/majority-of-white-americans-think-theyre-discriminated-against
http://www.npr.org/2017/10/24/559604836/majority-of-white-americans-think-theyre-discriminated-against
http://www.npr.org/sections/history/
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/10/25/560004689/einsteins-note-on-happiness-given-to-bellboy-in-1922-fetches-1-6-million


Einstein's Note On Happiness, Given To Bellboy In 1922, Fetches $1.6 Million

AROUND THE NATION

Tiny Montana Firm Gets $300 Million Contract To Help Restore Power In Puerto
Rico

NPR Editors' Picks

http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/10/25/560004689/einsteins-note-on-happiness-given-to-bellboy-in-1922-fetches-1-6-million
http://www.npr.org/sections/around-the-nation/
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/10/24/559864118/tiny-montana-firm-gets-300-million-contract-to-help-restore-power-in-puerto-rico
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/10/24/559864118/tiny-montana-firm-gets-300-million-contract-to-help-restore-power-in-puerto-rico


AROUND THE NATION

President Trump May Declare Opioid Epidemic National Emergency

POLITICS

Breaching The 'Wall': Is The White House Encroaching On DOJ Independence?

http://www.npr.org/sections/around-the-nation/
http://www.npr.org/2017/10/26/560083795/president-trump-may-declare-opioid-epidemic-national-emergency
http://www.npr.org/2017/10/26/560083795/president-trump-may-declare-opioid-epidemic-national-emergency
http://www.npr.org/sections/politics/
http://www.npr.org/2017/10/26/560046507/breaching-the-wall-is-the-white-house-encroaching-on-doj-independence
http://www.npr.org/2017/10/26/560046507/breaching-the-wall-is-the-white-house-encroaching-on-doj-independence


POLITICS

'Nothing Going On' With Trump Voter Fraud Commission Due To Multiple
Lawsuits

U.S.

Ex-Air Force Officer To Oversee Puerto Rico's Power Restoration

OUR PICKS LIVE RADIO SHOWS

http://www.npr.org/sections/politics/
http://www.npr.org/2017/10/26/560089042/nothing-going-on-with-trump-voter-fraud-commission-due-to-multiple-lawsuits
http://www.npr.org/2017/10/26/560089042/nothing-going-on-with-trump-voter-fraud-commission-due-to-multiple-lawsuits
http://www.npr.org/sections/us/
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/10/26/560144642/ex-air-force-officer-to-oversee-puerto-ricos-power-restoration
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/10/26/560144642/ex-air-force-officer-to-oversee-puerto-ricos-power-restoration


© 2017 npr


