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This is my personal reflection after reading both DOJ reports. I think the broad lesson is about 
accepting difficult truths on both sides of the fence, while seeking genuine empathy with those 
whose histories, experiences and perspectives are different from our own.   
 
First, I am disappointed in myself for reacting to Michael Brown's death with blind emotion and 
fury.  As a social scientist, I pride myself on discernment, nuance, and empiricism.  I sincerely 
work to restrain my passions, prejudices and ideological priors in pursuit of more objective 
reality.  It's what I teach and expect from my students and I fell from that professional standard 
that I hold dear.  This was not a cold, calculated execution.  At worst, it was excessive force in 
the heat of the moment.  I'll probably always view 12 gun shots directed toward an unarmed 
teenager as excessive on the surface, but as the exhaustive DOJ report demonstrates, there is at 
least a plausible case for self defense, and potentially a very good one.  The DNA on Darren 
Wilson’s gun could not be confirmed to be MB’s fingerprints (only blood and skin cells likely 
from being shot at close range), but since no other witnesses could verify either DW’s or 
Dorian's divergent stories at the SUV, the benefit of the doubt must go to DW.  That is where it 
ends.  That was probably the craziest part of the DW report.  Because MB "went for the gun" at 
the SUV, he could be justifiably killed at any point in the affair. Even if MB’s hands were 
straight up in demonstrable surrender (they almost assuredly were not as several witnesses 
recanted their fictitious tales), his killing would still be justified under current deadly force 
statutes and judicial standards.  It was only unjustified if DW killed MB as he fled the scene 
entirely. As soon as MB turned around, his killing was justified no matter what he did.  The DOJ 
could not find any objective imminent deadly threat (i.e. DW was never gasping for last breathes 
or anything close); however, imminent deadly threat is simply not the legal standard.  DW 
merely had to believe plausibly that MB could kill him at any point during the affair.  In the heat 
of the moment, that plausibility favors DW and it should.  After "going for the gun" at the SUV, 
that plausibility of death was set in place for the remainder of the affair.  I'll probably always 
believe there were alternative courses of action other than killing MB, but I think it was likely 
justified under current use of force standards. Many of those with emotional and ideological 
priors that are inherently skeptical of police use of force; especially deadly force directed toward 
unarmed teenagers, will struggle to accept these difficult truths about what transpired that fateful 
day. That is why reading and re-reading the report with an open mind is so very important.  
 
For reflexive supporters of DW, there is certainly some vindication concerning that particular 
situation, but one should not miss the forest for the trees.  The 2nd DOJ report concerning broader 
law enforcement practices of Ferguson PD is equally damning, not of one particular individual, 
but of the system as a whole.  Minority citizens in Ferguson are subjected to discriminatory law 



enforcement systems. Through a mixed-methods approach of document analysis, qualitative 
interviews and rigorous statistical analysis, the DOJ report demonstrates that minorities are 
targeted disproportionately for minor infractions and experience frequent episodes of physical 
and verbal abuse at the hands of Ferguson PD.  Once detained and inside the system, suspects 
enter a discriminatory court arrangement, quick to fine and incarcerate minorities (even jailing 
people – only minorities – for asking “too many questions” in court), while simultaneously 
dismissing a large percentage of white suspect cases.  Tickets were nearly always fixed or shown 
leniency for family and friends and those that “knew somebody”, but always maximum 
punishment allocated to minority suspects, with minimal public defense or community service 
alternatives provided for the indigent.  Racism, corruption and cronyism runs throughout law 
enforcement practices from start to finish in Ferguson.  These systems are designed purposefully 
to extract maximum pain – financially, psychologically and physically – from minority residents.  
The detailed report unearths widespread discriminatory practices and egregious breaches 
constitutional rights and basic human dignity. The goal is not to enhance public safety or build 
community bonds, but rather to implement an oppressive municipal moneymaking scheme.  
Revenue seeking motives drive criminal justice practices and outcomes.  As the report 
unequivocally demonstrates from Ferguson PD’s own records, city officials talk about citizens 
like investment instruments – “we need increase revenues by another 5-10% in order to reach our 
new goal of $3 million dollars.”  Indeed, Ferguson PD keeps “score sheets” on the officers and 
prominently display the “top performers”, while awarding internal bonuses for the heaviest 
enforcers. Minority citizens of Ferguson effectively live under an apartheid-style police state that 
seeks not to serve and protect, but to actively target and punish. The collection of overtly racist 
emails from Ferguson officials was startling and intriguing, but I thought the biased enforcement 
of Ferguson-specific municipal codes was most fascinating.  Infractions like “not wearing a seat 
belt in a parked car” and “manner of walking” are enforced in discretionary fashion, only ever 
targeting minorities for these non-moving violations (that subsequently carry hundreds of dollars 
in fines and potentially jail time).  The dozens of detailed stories of excessive physical force and 
verbal abuse are vivid and strike at one’s soul.  Black clergy harassed, others falsely accused of 
pedophilia, several others knocked from bikes, one man beaten then jailed for bleeding on 
Ferguson PD uniforms, and yet another jailed for pulling out his wallet “in a threatening manner” 
when asked for ID during a random stop. Even if one takes the most jaundiced eye toward the 
DOJ researchers, the bulk of this material comes directly from Ferguson PD’s own incident 
reports; the very documents that are originated by police officers themselves and paint the rosiest 
picture of street-level police practices. It is truly raw material in all ways!  I sincerely hope this 
report can be a wakeup call for some people – including many of my own family and friends - 
who still refuse to believe that systemic racial discrimination and broader systems of oppression 
exist. Equal treatment under the law remains elusive in the 21st Century.  
 
 
  



If your immediate proclivity was to give full-throated support to DW and completely deny the 
existence of systemic racial discrimination taking place in Ferguson, I would urge you to read the 
Ferguson PD report at least twice, and seek genuine empathy with racial minorities that continue 
to experience these injustices. If your immediate proclivity was to transport discriminatory 
systems rooted in white supremacy into DW’s specific situation, I would urge you to read the 
DW report at least twice, and seek genuine empathy with police officers, who undertake difficult 
work in challenging circumstances and contexts.  Only then will one have the ability to see the 
dual empirical realities at play. Yes, the Ferguson PD operates as a punitive money making 
scheme that disproportionately targets minorities; however, at the same time, DW did not 
execute a completely innocent MB and his hands were not up in surrender.  Hopefully both sides 
can accept these difficult truths and we can make continue making societal progress and enacting 
meaningful reforms. 


