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IS Racism a Significant
Factor in Police
Misconduct?

B CHAPTER |

On August 9, 2014, Michael Brown was shot and killed by police
officer Darren Wilson in an incident whose details remain some-
what murky because of conflicting eyewitness accounts. The en-
counter began when Wilson stopped his vehicle to tell Brown
to cease walking in the middle of the street. According to later
investigations, there was a brief physical struggle between Brown
(who was unarmed) and Wilson (still seated in his vehicle) during
which Brown was shot in the hand. Brown then ran away a few
yards and turned around, and Wilson opened fire again. Autopsy
reports revealed six gunshot wounds, including two to the head.
Wilson was suspended and resigned from the Ferguson police
force; after hearing testimony from various witnesses (including
Wilson himself), a grand jury declined to indict him on any criminal
charges.

Brown, an eighteen-year-old high school graduate, was black,
like the majority of his community of Ferguson, Missouri. Wilson,
a twenty-eight-year-old five-year veteran of the Ferguson Police
Department, is white, like most of the officers in the Ferguson
police department. For many African Americans in Ferguson and
elsewhere, the Brown shooting was yet another example of an
unnecessary and tragic loss of young black man’s life due to po-
lice action. Both the shooting in August and the grand jury’s deci-
sion in November sparked massive protest marches and demon-
strations led by civil rights groups, including the new group Black
Lives Matter.

Both before and after the Brown killing, the issue of police
brutality and police abuse of powers in the United States has
been indelibly intertwined with the issues of race relations and
America’s treatment of minorities. Many of the recent attention-
grabbing incidents, like the Brown shooting, have featured white
police officers shooting or violently subduing black victims. Pro-
tests against police actions in Ferguson, Baltimore, Chicago,
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Minneapolis, and other locations have often pitted minority pop-
ulations against police departments and governments that are
overwhelmingly white.

Members of Black Lives Matter and other critics of the police
assert that their abuse of powers is of special concern for African
Americans, and they contend that black men and women are at
special risk for being unfairly accosted or even killed by police ac-
tions, more so than other Americans. These critics point to both
individual racial prejudice held by police officers as well as what
has been described as structural or institutional racism in arguing
that police abuse of powers is related to racial discrimination. This
analysis is not universally shared, however. Some people argue
that race is not a determining factor in how police treat people
and that police officers are being unfairly charged with racism.

Racial Disparities in Police Encounters

Michael Brown is far from the first or last black person to be killed
by police. African Americans are statistically more likely to be
arrested than other groups, are more likely to have force used
against them, and are more likely to be killed in confrontations
with police. What these disparities mean has been both studied
and debated.

In 2014 reporters at the investigative journalism website Pro-
Publica examined records of twelve thousand police homicides
that were reported to the FBI. According to their analysis, from
2010 to 2012 white males ages 15 to 19 were killed at a rate
of 1.47 per million individuals. From 2010 to 2012 black males
ages 15 to 19 were killed at a rate of 31.17 per milion—a rate
21 times higher than for whites. Given that blacks are a minor-
ity comprising only 6 percent of the population, for whites to be
killed by police at the same rate as their black peers would require
185 additional fatalities over that three-year period. The journal-
ists concluded that their “risk analysis on young males killed by
police certainly seems to support what has been an article of faith
in the African American community for decades: Blacks are being
killed at disturbing rates when set against the rest of the American
population.”!
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_ changes in the department and in the na-
“Don’t continue touse | tion undercut arguments that police abuse

these very isolated happens largely because of racism.

incidents of police Others have questioned the centrality
use of force and try of racism as a reason for police abuse by
to make it seem like pointing out that black police officers have

that’s the problem in
America. The police

aren’t what’s wrong
about America.”?

been involved in incidents of police abuse
and brutality and that racism could not
therefore be the major factor. For example,
three of the six officers charged with caus-
—David Clarke, sheriff of ing the death of Freddie Gray (a Baltimore
Milwaukee, Wisconsin. resident and African American who died

J while in police custody) were black. Jour-
nalist German Lopez notes that this “has led to some questions
about whether racial bias is really at play—can a black cop be
racist against his own racial group?”%

Despite these critiques, many believe that racial bias still mani-
fests itself in police department actions and may help explain
why minorities may be disproportionately affected. Such racism
may take the form of open racial prejudice that goes unpunished.
But it may also manifest itself in subconscious biases and in sys-
temic and institutional routines of police departments that victim-
ize blacks more than others.

Evidence that at least some individuals in some police de-
partments retain overtly racist attitudes and beliefs continues to
trickle out, often in investigations of police brutality. In 2014 the
DOJ investigated the Ferguson Police Department following the
Michael Brown killing and subsequent civil unrest and found rac-
ist e-mails and other examples of police and city officials dispar-
aging African Americans. Columnist Shaun King has chronicled
similar incidents of racism in other police departments. In 2015,
for example, a dozen San Francisco police officers were caught
sharing racist text messages and were forced to resign. Several
police officers in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, were caught sharing
racist text messages and making a promotional video for the Ku
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A young African American man is arrested. Experts say that law enforcement
officers who are not overt racists may nonetheless be influenced by subconscious
prejudices or thought patterns that lead them to treat members of different racial
or ethnic groups inconsistently.

Klux Klan. Police chiefs in Oregon and Georgia were observed
making racist comments and sending racist text messages to
their coworkers. King argues that racial prejudice is at least par-
tially responsible for police abuses of power and that any efforts
to prevent police mistreatment of civilians must also address “the
ever present realities of racism within our police departments.”?®

Implicit Racial Bias

When people argue that racial discrimination may account for
some police abuse of power, most refer to incidents that go be-
yond using improper language in e-mails or texts. Police officers
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Racism in the Police Force Is Institutional
Writer Albert Burneko argues that police shootings of blacks are not ex-
amples of American justice system failures but the system working as
designed.

In August [2014], Ferguson, Mo., police officer Darren Wilson shot
unarmed black teenager Michael Brown to death in broad daylight.
That is what American police do. . . . Despite multiple eyewitness
accounts . . . contradicting Wilson’s narrative of events, a grand jury
declined to indict Wilson. That is what American grand juries do.

In November 2006, a group of five New York police officers shot
unarmed black man Sean Bell to death in the early morning hours
of his wedding day. That is what American police do. In April 2008,
despite multiple eyewitness accounts contradicting the officers’ ac-
counts of the incident, Justice Arthur J. Cooperman acquitted the of-
ficers of all charges, including reckless endangerment. That is what
American judges do. . . .

B VIEWPOINT B

The murders of Michael Brown [and] Sean Bell . . . and countless
thousands of others at the hands of American law enforcement are
not aberrations, or betrayals, or departures. The acquittals of their
killers are not mistakes. There is no virtuous innermost America, sul-
lied or besmirched or shaded by these murders. This is America. It is
not broken. It is doing what it does.

Albert Burneko, “The American Justice System Is Not Broken,” The Concourse (blog), December 3,
2014. http://theconcourse.deadspin.com.

—

(like all people) who are not overt racists may carry subconscious
prejudices or thought patterns that might affect how they interact
with members of different groups. Social scientists use the term
implicit bias to describe automatic (even involuntary) ideas and
associations that people have about certain groups. In a Febru-
ary 2015 speech, FBI director James B. Comey argued not only
that many people “have unconscious racial biases and react dif-
ferently to a white face than a black face,” but that many police
officers work in environments “where a hugely disproportionate
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percentage of street crime is committed by young men of color.”
After such experiences over time, even good police officers with
the best of intentions “often can’t help but be influenced by the
cynicism they feel,”?” says Comey. Social scientists have long re-
searched how such subconscious thoughts may influence be-
havior. Implicit bias may especially affect behavior when emotions
are heightened and split-second decisions are necessary—the

Racism in the Police Force
Is Not Institutional

Attorney David French is a contributing writer to the National Review. He

argues that racism is a vanishing phenomenon in American police depart-
ments.

Americans have been bombarded with assertions that black men
face a unique and dangerous threat—not from members of their
own community but from the very law enforcement officers who are
sworn to “serve and protect” them. . ..

The conservative response is clear: While no one believes the police
are perfect, on the whole they tend to use force appropriately to
protect their own lives and the lives of others. Moreover, racial dis-
parities in the use of force are largely explained by racial disparities
in criminality. Different American demographics commit crimes at
different rates, so it stands to reason that those who commit more
crimes will confront the police more often. . . .

B VIEWPOINT B

There are individual racist cops, and there are departments that will
close ranks behind corrupt colleagues. But the chances of an inno-
cent black man being gunned down by racist cops are vanishingly
small. And that is good news indeed.

David French, “The Numbers Are In: Black Lives Matter Is Wrong About Police,” National Review,
December 29, 2015. www.nationalreview.com.

—
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American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)
125 Broad St.

New York, NY 10004

phone: (212) 549-2500

website: www.aclu.org

The ACLU is a national organization advocating for civil rights. It
has investigated and published several reports on alleged police
misconduct and abuse, which are available on its website.

CATO Institute

1000 Massachusetts Ave. NW
Washington, DC 20001
phone: (202) 842-0200
website: www.cato.org

CATO is a public policy research institute that believes in limited
government. Its website has studies and commentary —sponsored
by the institute—on police misconduct, militarization, and body
cameras.

Fraternal Order of Police (FOP)
701 Marriott Dr.

Nashville, TN 37214

phone: (615) 399-0900

website: www.fop.net

The FOP is America’s leading police union organization; it works
on behalf of its members on all issues affecting police safety and
other areas. It publishes the FOP Journal. Speeches, congres-
sional testimony, and other resources relating to police issues are
available on its website.

International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP)
44 Canal Center Plaza, Suite 200

Alexandria, VA 22314

phone: (703) 836-6767

website: www.iacp.org
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