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Random reprisal is unjustified, but not unprovoked 

Hold police officers to a high standard 

 Americans of assorted ethnic backgrounds—African, Asian, Irish, Italian, native 

American, and others—have been routinely harassed and mistreated by police in various places 

and times.  Those who “knew what was good for them” looked the other way.  Anyone who 

raised a fuss could expect to be jailed on bogus charges, or worse: “found” dead, with all 

evidence of foul play “disappeared.”  Any in “the suspect population” who became objects of 

police attention were presumed guilty, and the system blocked any realistic chance to prove 

otherwise.  In other words, areas controlled by corrupt police could be functionally 

indistinguishable from those controlled by organized crime. 

 But one night in 1991, police made a drunk-driving stop.  They pulled driver Rodney 

King from the vehicle, wrestled him to the ground, and beat him with sadistic brutality.  That 

incident got headlines worldwide.  Four officers were arrested, and two of them eventually went 

to prison.  What made the difference?  Video!  Someone had trained a home-movie camera on 

the commotion, and sent the footage to the local news. 

 Today, many Americans routinely carry video cameras—smart-phones—and can stream 

the output on social media.  Even if the victim doesn’t have a phone, an eyewitness likely does.  

Consequently, police can no longer rely on cozy relations with the district attorney to get them 

off the hook when they behave viciously or irrationally.  Like killing a child waving a toy gun.  

Or choking a “disorderly” man having a heart attack.  Or demanding a driver show his license 

and registration, and then shooting him when he reaches for his wallet. 

 Fortunately, police misconduct has become the exception, not the rule, in most of the 

United States.  Most police are good men and women, disciplined and trained to handle a variety 
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of situations competently and humanely.  Still, it takes only one out-of-control exception to put 

fellow officers nationwide in mortal danger. 

 Random violence against any group—ethnic, religious, police, or any other—in 

retaliation for a few rogue individuals’ misconduct, is never justified.  However, it can no longer 

be credibly claimed that it isn’t provoked, when the recorded provocations are broadcast for 

everyone to witness. 

 The problem isn’t the broadcasting; it’s the misconduct itself.  Cops who find themselves 

overcome by fear and rage when confronting people of different ethnicities or cultures need to 

confront this reality:  They’re in the wrong job!.  Ideally, officers who lack self-control should 

voluntarily turn in their badges and weapons, and seek a different line of work.  But since this 

would require a measure of self-control, few do.  So it’s incumbent upon police authorities to 

scrutinize applicant screenings, incident reports, performance reviews, and relevant evidence, to 

identify and remedy any individual misconduct that could cause all police to become targets of 

reprisal. 

 The intense nature of police work requires loyalty within the ranks; but this can’t be 

allowed to supersede peace officers’ sworn duty to serve and protect the public—ALL all the 

public.  Because police are granted a high level of authority, their conduct must be held to a 

correspondingly high standard.  As official proponents of law and order, they must set the 

example.  Public trust and respect can’t be demanded; they must be earned over time.  Failure to 

address any serious abuse can undo years of progress.  It’s not okay to look the other way!. 

* * * * 
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