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Police Accounts of Normal Force
JENNIFER HUNT

There are several ways to read this article. On the one hand, it instructs us about
police behavior and how police officers do their work. Another is to see the way
bureaucracies and formal procedures are contradicted by informal norms and
group consensus. A third reading, and the one Jennifer Hunt intends, dissects
the social construction of the reality in which police officers make sense of their
work and their actions. The accounts police provide for their actions “normal-
ize” an unpredictable and complex world. As you read this essay, think how you,
too, normalize events in your everyday world and what this means for those
with whom you interact.

he police are required to handle a variety of peacekeeping and law en-

forcement tasks including settling disputes, removing drunks from the
street, aiding the sick, controlling crowds, and pursuing criminals. What uni-
fies these diverse activities is the possibility that their resolution might re-
quire the use of force. Indeed, the capacity to use force stands at_the core of
the police mandate. BLI. (R 3

The bulk of the sociological literature on the use of force by police is con-
cerned with analyzing the objective causes of “excessive” force. Some social
scientists, for example, suggest that the incidence of extra-legal force corre-
lates with characteristics of individual officers—in particular, their authori-
tarianism, age, or length of service. Others emphasize the relevance of the
behavior and characteristics of the target population, including demeanor,
sex, race, and class. Still others investigate the legal and organizational roots
of force. They are concerned with how formal rules and/or subcultural norms
may influence the police officer’s decision to employ force.

Although representing diverse perspectives, these approaches share a simi-
lar underlying orientation to use of force by police. First, they all specity, in
advance of study, formal or legal definitions of permissible force, definitions
of permissible force, definitions that are then used to identify deviations
legally classifiable as brutal or “excessive.” This procedure disregards the un-
derstandings and standards police officers actively employ in using and eval-
uating force in the course of their work. Second, these studies are primarily
concerned with identifying the objective conditions held to determine “exces-
sive” force defined in this way. As a result, they minimize the active role of
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consciousness in police decisions to use force, tending to depict such deci-
sions as mere passive responses to external determinants.. 250

In contrast, sociologists working within th@mhohc 1ntcracnoms>trad1—
tion have displayed particular interest in the police officers assessment

of what constitutes necessary force. This research has varied in how such as-
sessments are conceptualized. Rubinstein (1973; 302) for example, suggests
that police use force instrumentally to control persons whom they perceive as
presenting a physical threat. In contrast, Van Maanen (1978) explores how
police, in reacting to others, are highly attentive to symbolic violation of their
authority, dispensing harsh treatment to categories of persons who commit
such violations.

The following research departs from and seeks to extend the symbolic in- /

teractionist concern with police officers’ own assessments of the use of force.
It explores how police themselves classify and evaluate acts of force as either
legal, normal, or excessive. Eega] force is that coercion necessary to subdue, £
control, and restrain a suspect in order to take him into custodelthougPI
force not accountable in legal terms is technically labelled excessive by the
courts and the public, the police perceive many forms of illegal force as nor-
mal. Normal force involves coercive acts that specific “cops” on specific occa-
sions formulate as necessary, appropriate, reasonable, or understandable.
Although not always legitimated or admired, normal force is depicted as a
necessary or natural response of normal police to particular situational exi-
gencies.

Most officers are expected to use both legal and normal force as a matter
of course in policing the streets. In contrast, excessive force or brutality ex-
ceeds even working police notions of normal force. These are acts of coer-
cion that cannot be explained by the routine police accounting practices
ordinarily used to justify or excuse force. Brutality is viewed as illegal _illegit- C{
imate, and often immoral violence, but the police draw the lines in extremely
different ways and at different points than do either the court system or the
public.

These processes of assessing and accounting for the use of force, with spe-

cial reference to the critical distinction between normal and excessive force as
drawn by the police, will be explored in what follows. The study begins by ex-
amining how rookie police Jearn on the street to use and account for force in
a manner that contradicts what they were taught at the academy. It then con-
siders “normal force” and the accounting processes whereby police discrimi-
natively judge when and how much force is appropriate in specific situations

and incidents. It concludes with a discussion of excessive force and peer reac- ,—‘_aj?\w‘%
tions to those who use it frequently. i
The article is based on approximately eighteen months of participant ob-
servation in a major urban police department referred to as the Metro City
PD. I attended the police academy with male and female recruits and later
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high-crime districts.! The female officers described in this research
Wi
among the first 100 women assigned to the ranks of uniformed patrol

asa
sult of a discrimination suit filed by the Justice Department and , poli

woman plaintiff.

LEARNING TO USE NORMAL FORCE

; The police phrase “it’s not done on the street the way that it's [a_ghh,a.t
’ a.mdf_rm underscores the perceived contradiction between the formal world
of the police academy and the informal world of the street. This contradjeg
permeates the police officer’s construction of his world, particularly his v

of the rational and moral use of force.

In the formal world of the police academy, the recruit learns to accoun
force by reference to legality. He or she is issued the regulation instrum
and trained to use them to subdue, control, and restrain a suspect. If th

:ened with great bodily harm, the officer learns that he can justifiably g
{ deadly force and fire his revolver. Yet the recruit is taught that he cannof
his baton, jack, or gun unnecessarily to torture, maim, or kill a suspect.

When recruits leave the formal world of the academy and are assigned
patrol a district, they are introduced to an informal world in which police i
ognize normal as well as legal and brutal force. Through obser\‘ation and

conform to street standards. The\ are enuouragcd to buy the more pow
weapons worn by veteran colleagues as these colleagues point out the
quacy of a wooden baton or compare their convoy jacks to vibrators,
} quickly discover that their department-issued equipment marks them as
recruits. At any rate, within a few weeks, most rookies have dispense;
the wooden baton and convoy jack and substituted them with the more pe
erful plastic nightstick and flat-headed slapjack.?

Through experience and informal instruction, the rookie also lea
street use of these weapons. In school, for example, recruits are taugk
avoid hitting a person on the head or neck because it could cause lethal
age. On_the street, in contrast, police conclude that they must hit where¥
causes the most damage in order to incapacitate ﬂle_huupec_t_haf alsy
selves are harmed. New officers also learn that they will garn n the
their veteran coworkers not by observing legal niceties in using foree,

1. Nonetheless masculine pronouns are generally used to refer to the police in
ticle, because the Metro P.D. remained dominated by men numerically, in style
tone.

2. Some officers also substitute a large heavy-duty flashlight for the nightstick.
correctly, the flashlight can inflict more damage than the baton and is less
break when applied to the head or other parts of the body.
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uzogressive” and using whatever force is necessary in a given situation.
approval helps neutralize the guilt and confusion that rookies often
ence when they begin to use force to assert their authority. One female
er, for example, learned she was the object of a brutality suit while listen-
.the news on television. At first, she felt so mortified that she hesitated

s described in this resear
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ng ovation and commented, “You can use our urinal now.” In their
any aggressive police officer regularly using normal force might eventu-
face a brutality suit or civilian complaint. Such accusations confirm the
~er's status as a ‘street cop” rather than an “inside man” who doesn't en-
. in “real police work.”

yhereas male rookies are assumed to be competent dispensers of force un-

proven otherwise, women are believed to be physically weak, naturally
sive, and emotionally vulnerable. Women officers are assumed to be reluc-
{ to use phys{gwm" until
rove Gigmise. As a result, women rookies encounter special problems
ing to use normal force in the process of becoming recognized as “real
et cops.” 1t becomes crucial for women officers to create or exploit oppor-
ities to display their physical abilities in order to overcome sexual bias and
2in full acceptance from coworkers)As a result, women rookies are en-
raged informally to act more aggressively and to display more machismo
male rookies. Consider the following incident where a young female of-
r reflects upon her use of force during a domestic disturbance:

d when 1 get there, if goddamn, there isn't a disturbance going on. So
fom comes, the guy that I went to back up. The male talks to him. I take
female and talk to her. And the drunk (cop) comes and the sergeant
comes and another guy comes. So while we think we have everything set-
d, and we have the guy calmed down, he turns around and says to his
sister, no less, that's who it is, “Give me the keys to my car!” And with
that, she rips them out of her pocket and throws them at him. Now, he
. goes nuts. He goes into a Kung fu stance and says he’s gonna kill her. The
drunk cop says, “Yo, knock it off!” and goes to grab him and the guy
punches him. So Mike (the drunk cop) goes down. Tommy goes to grab
him and is wrestling with him. And all the cops are trying to get in there.
I ran in with my stick and I stick the guy in the head. But I just
" sed Tommy'’s face and opened him (the suspect) up. So all of a sud-
den everybody’s grabbin’ him and I'm realizing that if we get him down,
e won't hurt anybody. So I pushed the sergeant out of the way and I got
my stick under the guy’s legs and I pulled his legs out from under him
d I yelled, “Tommy, take him down.” I pulled his legs and he went
down and I sat on him. So Tommy says, “Well, cuff him.” And I says, “I
't find my goddamned cuffs.” I molested my body trying to get my

to work and face her peers. In fact, male colleagu with a ¢
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So, when I [finally] get my cuffs, we cuff him. And we're sitting the
talking. And Tommy, he has no regard for me whatsoever. . The gu;e
opened up and he bled all over Tommy’s shirt. And | turned 3
said, “Tommy, look at your shirt. There’s blo
said, “Who the hell almost clobbered me?” | said, “I'm sorry
was me.” He said, “You're the one that opened him up? Apg [
I'm sorry, I didn’t mean to get so close to you.” . |

So when the sergeant came out he said, “And you, what do you mean
telling me to get outta the way.” He said, “Do you know yoy pushed me
outta your way.” . . . And I said, “I didn’t want you to get hurt , . and T
was afraid he was gonna kick one of you.” And he says, “ still can’t pa.
lieve you pushed me outta your way. You were like a ljtt]e dynamo.” Anah

I found after that T got respect from the sergeant. Mﬁ—lﬁe&]ﬂe %

but he treated me differently after that.
e eatedime diiteren

said, "Yeh.

Her colleagues’ reactions provided informal instruction in the use of nory
force, confirming that her actions under these circumstances were reason
and even praiseworthy.

For a street cop, it is often a graver error to use too little force and de
a “shaky” reputation than it is to use too much force and be told to'.
down. Thus officers, particularly rookies, who do not back up their partne
in appropriate ways or who hesitate to use force in circumstances where
deemed necessary are informally instructed regarding their aberrant waye
the problematic incident is relatively insignificant and his general repu t
is good, a rookie who “freezes” one time is given a second chance before
coming generally known as an untrustworthy partner. However, such
dents become the subject of degrading gossip, gossip that pressures
officer either to use force as expected or risk isolation. Such talk also
rookies about the general boundaries of legal and normal force.

For example, female rookie was accused of “freezing” in an incident
came to be referred to as a “Mexican standoff.” A pedestrian had com
that “something funny is going on in the drugstore.” The officer walke
the pharmacy, where she found an armed man committing a robb
though he turned his weapon on her when she entered the premises, s
pulled out her gun and pointed it at him. When he ordered her to drg
claiming that his partner was behind her with a revolver at her heid;'
fused and told him to drop his. He refused, and the stalemate contin
a sergeant entered the drugstore and ordered the suspect to drop his g

Initially, the female officer thought she had acted appropriately ‘“ﬁr
heroically. She soon discovered, however, that her hesitation to
brought into question her competence with some of her fellow office
though many veterans claimed that “she had a lot a balls” to take her
at all when the suspect already had a gun on her, most_conte
shoulda shot him.” Other policeman confirmed that she committedag
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mjstakeﬂi she had failed to notice a “lookout” standing outside the store and

2 sitti ; :
sitting there 31-&1_‘3/3 had been unprepared for an armed confrontation. Her sergeant and

... The guys =
daround and
our shirt” He
nry Tom, that
d 1 said, “Yeh,

seutenant, moreover, even insisted that she had acted in a cowardly manner,
espite her reputation as a “gung-ho cop,” and cited the incident as evidence
f the general inadequacy of policewomen.

In the weeks that followed, this officer became increasingly depressed and

. She was particularly outraged when she learned that she would not re-,
e mi‘;ﬁ: a commendation, although such awards were commonly made for “gun
Al 3

t do you mean - :
; “pinChCS of this nature. Several months later, the officer vehemently ex-

’;‘:jﬁe%ﬁ_&:n?‘; ssed the wish that she had killed the sulspect and vowed that next time she ' sl
i[ still can’t e would “shoot first and ask guestions Jater.” The negative sanctions of supervi-
dvnamo.” Al sors and colleagues clearly encouraged her to adopt an attitude favorable to
:&snLEEﬂhZE 18 ing force with less restraint in future situations.
‘Reprimand, gossip, and avoidance constitute the primary means by which
ice try to change or control the behavior of coworkers perceived as unreli-
the use of normal . able or cowardly. Formal accusations, however, are discouraged regardless of
s were reasonable the seriousness of the misconduct. One male rookie, for example, earned a
_ eputation for cowardice after he allegedly had to be “dragged” out of the car
force and develop during an “assist officer.” Even then, he apparently refused to help the officers
d be told to calm n trouble. Although no formal charges were filed, everyone in the district was
¢ up their partners ed to avoid working with this officer.
stances whereit i8¢ Indeed, to initiate formal charges against a coworker may discredit the ac-
r aberrant ways. If cuser. In one incident a male rookie, although discouraged by veteran officers
general reputation even his district captain, filed charges of cowardice against a female
| chance before be ookie. The rookie gained the support of two supervisors and succeeded in
fowever, such incis ing the case heard before the Board of Inquiry. During the trial he claimed
that pressures the e woman officer failed to aid him in arresting a man who presented physi-
-h talk also informs & resistance and had a knife on his person. In rebuttal, the woman testified
ke : at she perceived no need to participate in a physical confrontation because
in an incident that € saw 110 knife and the policeman was hitting the suspect. In spite of con-
jan had complai ] cting testimony, she was found guilty of “Neglect of Duty.” Al though most
. officer walked into: ans thought the woman was Tlaky” and doubted her competence, they
Ring & robbery.. Al_‘ It the male rookie had exaggerated his story. Moreover, they were out-
\e premises, shesﬂ:‘l hat he filed formal charges and he quickly found himself ostracized.
jered her to drop _the same time that male and female rookies are commended for using
- at her head, she ¢ under appropriate circumstances, they are reprimanded if their partici-
mate continued un! o in force is viewed as excessive or inappropriate. In this way, rookies
t to drop his gun- ,_:'I.mmcted that although many acts of coercion are accepted and even de-
.prnpriatf!l}’ and eﬂi{ fded, not everything goes. They thereby learn to distinguish between nor- - s iy

and brutal force. In the following incident, for example, a policewoman
.-'bes how she instructed a less experienced officer that her behavior was
onable and should be checked. Here, the new officer is chastised for

ding interactional cues and overreacting to minor affronts when treat-

sitation 10 shoot
er fellow officers.
s to take her guft

mostﬂ@ﬂ."

00

“
. committed 2
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But like I said, when I first heard about it (another fight) 4 wondered
Mary had provoked it any because we'd gone on a disturbance and it
a drunk black guy who called to complain that the kid who lived up:
keeps walking through his apartment. The kid to me looks wacky s
talking crazy. He’s saying they shoulda sent men. What are yoy w;a' er
going to do. Going on and on. And to me it was a bullshit joi-)_ But M N
turns around and says, “We don't have to take that from him, Let’s lodl
him up.” I said, “Mary forget it.” And the kid has numchuck sticks on
him and when he turned his back . . . he had them in his back pockét,
as he's pulling away saying you're scared, like a little kid, 1 turned a
and said, “I've got your sticks.” And I go away. Mary . . . so Mary was
I looked at her and she was so disappointed in me . . . like I'd.
chicken on her. So I tried to explain to her, I said, “Mary, all we haye
disorderly conduct. That’s a summary offense. That's bullshit” [ s
“Did you want to get hurt for a summary offense?” 1 said, “The guy was
drunk who called to complain. It wasn't even a legit complaint,” I g
“It’s just . . . You've got to use discretion. If you think I'm chicken
the times when a ‘man with a gun’ comes over the air and I'm the fin
car there.” I said, “When its worth it, I'll do anything. When it
worth it, I'll back off.” And I think she tries to temper herself some
cause Collette and her, they finally had a talk about why they hated e
other. And Collette said to her, “I think you're too physical. I think
look for fights.” And I think maybe Mary hearing it twice, once fro
and once from Collette, might start to think that maybe she does:
voke. Instead of going up . . . I always go up to them friendly and tl
they act shitty I get shitty.

In summary, when rookies leave the academy, they begin to
themselves with street weapons and to gain some sense of what kinds
havior constitute too little or too much force. They also begin to de
understanding of street standards for using and judging appropriate a
essary force. By listening to and observing colleagues at work and by
encing a variety of problematic interactions with the public,
become cognizant of the occasions and circumstances in which to use:
degrees and kinds of force. But at the same time, they are learnin
when and how to use force, but also a series of accounting practices ff
and to legitimate as “normal” (and sometimes to condemn) these acts
cion. Normal force is thus the product of the police officers’ accountr
tices for describing what happened in ways that prefigure or anticip
conclusion that it was in some sense justified or excusable and
mal.” It is to a consideration of the ways in which officers learn 107
such accounts for normal force that I now turn. !
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pdif ACCOUNTING FOR NORMAL FORCE
was . j ) o _
tairs Police routinely normalize the use of force by two types of accounts: excuses :
He's and justifications. Excuses deny full responsibility for an act of force but ac-
men knowledge its inappropriateness. Acts of force become excusable when thev |
Aary | are depicted as the natural outcome of strong, even uncontrollable emotions
lock | normally arising in certain routine sorts of police activities. Through such ac-
s on counts, officers excuse force by asserting that it is a “natural,” “human” reac-
. So, tion to certain extreme, emotionally trying situations. Justifications accept
sund responsibility for the coercive act in question but deny that the act was |
| Bl wrongful or blameworthy. i
rned Police justify force through two analytically distinct kinds of accounts: sit-_ |
ve is uational and abstract. In the former, the officer represents force as a response : .
said, in some specific situation needed to restore immediate control or to reestab-
‘' was lish the local order of power in the face of a threat to police authority. In con- '
said, trast, abstract accounts justify force as a morally appropriate response to .
*  akof certain categories of crime and criminals who symbolize a threat to the moral 1]
 first order. As an account, abstract justification does not highlight processes of in- i i
5 not teractional provocation and threats to immediate control, but rather legiti- |
e be- mates force as a means of obtaining some higher moral purpose, particularly i
each the punishment of heinous offenders. [
< you None of these accounts are mutually exclusive, and are often combined in i
n me justifying and excusing the use of force in any specific instance. For example, TR
| pro- police consider it justifiable to use force to regain control of someone who
aen if has challenged an officer’s authority However, an officer may also excuse his
behavior as an “overreaction,” claiming he “snapped out” and lost control,
and hence used more force or different kinds of force than were reqairéd to I
niliarize . regain control. Mixed accounts involving situational and abstract justifica- i
ls of be- tions of force are also frequent: force may be depicted as necessary to regain il
relop an control when an officer is physically assaulted; but at the same time it may L
ind nec- also be justified as punishment appropriate to the kind of morally unworthy
r experi- person who would challenge an officer’s authority.
vcomers
o EXCUSES AND NORMAL FORCE
not only
o justify Excuses are accounts in which police deny full responsibility for an act but
of coer- recognize its inappropriateness. Excuses therefore constitute socially ap-
ng prac- proved vocabularies for relieving responsibility when conduct is questionable.
pate the Police most often excuse morally problematic force by referring to emotional
ce “nor- or physiological states that are precipitated by some circumstances of routine
provide patrol work. These circumstances include shootouts, violent fights, pursuits} &
and instances in which a police officer mistakenly comes close to killing an‘

unarmed person.

Policework in these circumstances can oenarata imtamecs aeefoo— .
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which the officer experiences the “combat high” and “adrenaline rush” famil-
iar to the combat soldier. Foot and car pursuits not only bring on feelings of
danger and excitement from the chase, but also a challenge to official author-
, ity. As one patrolman commented about a suspect: “Yeh, he got tuned up
(s (beaten) . . . you always terac se.” Another officer nor-
malized the use of force after a pursuit in these terms:

It's my feeling that violence inevitably occurs after a pursuit. . . . The
adrenaline . . . and the insult involved when someone flees increases with
every foot of the pursuit. I know the two or three times that T felt T lost
control of myself . . . was when someone would run on me. The further I
had to chase the guy the madder I got. . . . The funny thing is the reason
for the pursuit could have been for something as minor as a traffic viola-
tion or a kid you're chasing who just turned on a fire hydrant. Tt always

ends in violence. You feel obligated to hit or kick the guy just for running,

Police officers also excuse force when it follows an experience of helpless-
ness and confusion that has culminated in a temporary loss of emotional con-
trol. This emotional combination occurs most frequently when an officer
comes to the brink of using lethal force, drawing a gun and perhaps firing,
only to learn there were no “real” grounds for this action. The officer may
then “snap out” and hit the suspect. In one such incident, for example, two
policemen picked up a complainant who positively identified a suspect as a
man who just tried to shoot him. Just as the officers approached the suspect,
he suddenly reached for his back pocket for what the officers assumed to be a
gun. One officer was close enough to jump the suspect before he pulled his
hand from his pocket. As it turned out, the suspect had no weapon, having
dropped it several feet away. Although he was unarmed and under control,
the suspect was punched and kicked out of anger and frustration by the offi
cer who had almost shot him.

Note that in both these circumstances—pursuit and near-miss mistaken
shootings—officers would concede that the ensuing force is inappmpria{e-.
and unjustifiable when considered abstractly. But although abstractly wrong
the use of force on such occasions is presented as a normal, human rea i
to an extreme situation. Although not every officer might react violently
such circumstances, it is understandable and expected that some will.

SITUATIONAL JUSTIFICATIONS

Officers also justify force as normal by reference to interactional situati

which an officer’s authority is physically or symbolically threatened. l_fl.s‘i
of regainif

accounts, the use of force is justified instrumentally—as a means Of 2=
me tent

immediate control in a situation where that control has beco
Here, the officer depicts his primary intent for using force as a 0%
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reestablish immediate control in a problematic encounter, and only inciden-
tally as hurting or punishing the offender.
Few officers will hesitate to

assault a suspect who physically threatens or
attacks them. In one case, an officer was punched in the face by a prisoner he
had just apprehended for allegedly attempting to shoot a friend. The incident

occurred in the stationhouse and several policemen observed the exchange.
Immediately, one officer

hit the prisoner in the jaw and the rest immediately
joined the brawl,

Violations of an officer’s property such as his car or hat may signify a more
symbolic assault on the officer’s authority and self, thus justifying a forceful
response to maintain control. Indeed, in the police view, almost any person
who verbally challenges a

police officer is appropriately subject to force. In
the following extract, a female officer accounts in these ways for a colleague’s
use of force against an escaping prisoner:

And so Susan gets on the scene (of the fight). They cuff one of the girls,
and she throws her in the back seat of the car. She climbs over the back
seat, jumps out of the car with cuffs on and st
Susan and Jane are trying to cuff the other gir
looks up and sees her cuffs running away. Sh
into an animal. Susan runs up the steps grabs the girl by the legs. Drags
her down the five steps. Puts her in the car. Kicks her in the car Jane

goes in the car and calls her every name she can think of and waves her
stick in her face.3

arts running up the stairs.
1 and all of a sudden Susan
e (Jane) said Susan turned

On rare occasions, women officers encounter special problems

gards. Although most suspects view women in the
some seem less incline

in these re-
same way as policemen,
d to accord female officers de facto and
trol in street encounters, and on a few
direct confrontations with such office
thority and attempting none too subtly
ficers, then, might use force as a
establishing control over such par

symbolic con-
occasions seem determined to provoke
rs, explicitly denying their formal au-
to sexualize the encounter, Women of-
resource for rectifying such insults and for
tially sexualized interactions,

<

* % *

ABSTRACT JUSTIFICATIONS

Police also justify the use of extreme force ag

ainst certain categories of
morally reprehensible persons. In this ¢

ase, force is not presented as an in-

count employs both the justifications of reest
and the excuse of emotionally snapping out
and to the resulting pursuit.

ablishing real and
in response to this sym-
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strumental means to regain control that has been symbolically or physically
threatened. Instead, it is justified as an appropriate response to particularly
/v heinous offenders. Categories of such offenders include: cop haters who have

g'uned notoriety as pCTblthDl__P(i]_lig_ antagonizers; cop killers or any person
who has attempted seriously to harm a police officer; sexual deviants who
preif*E)n children and “moral women”; child abusers; and junkies and other
“scum” who inhabit the street. The more morally reprehensible the act is
judged, the more likely the police are to depict any violence directed toward
its perpetrator as justifiable. Thus a man who exposes himself to children in a
playground is less likely to experience police assault than one who rapes or
sexually molests a child.
oL “Clean” criminals, such as high level mafiosi, white-collar criminals, and
professional burglars, are rarely subject to abstract force. Nor are perpetra-
tors of violent and nonviolent street crimes who prey on adult males, prosti-
tutes, and other categories of persons who belong on the street.4 Similarly,
the “psycho” or demented person is perceived as so mentally deranged that he
is not responsible for his acts and hence does not merit abstract, punitive
force.

H

Police justify abstract force by invoking a higher moral purpose that legiti-

mates the violation of commonly recognized standards. In one case, for ex

{_‘ ample, @ nun was raped by a 17-year-old male adolescentJWh_ep_ the police
apprehended the suspect he was severely beaten and his penis put in an .«lgcd

police officer who, despite the fact that he rarel__\' supported Lh(, use of extra-
legal force, depicted this treatment as legitimate. Indeed, when I asked if he
would have participated had he been present, he responded, “I'm Catholic, I
u()u]d have p_a_l"[__l(z?_:’}i(ifl_ =

EXCESSIVE FORCE AND PEER RESPONSES

Although police routinely excuse and justify many incidents where the: or.
their coworkers have used extreme force against a citizen or suspect, |
does not mean that on any and every occasion the officer using such fo
exonerated. Indeed, the concept of normal force is useful because it Sugges
that there are specific circumstances under which police officers will not ¢
done the use of force by themselves or colleagues as reasonable an ¢

able. Thus, officer-recognized conceptions of normal force are subjec
restrictions of the following kinds: i

(1) Police recognize and honor some rough equation between the be
of the suspect and the harmfulness of the force to which it is subj_.__

4. The categories of persons who merit violence are not unique to the police: £
criminals, and hospital personnel appear to draw similar distinctions between
unworthy persons; on the latter, see Sudnow (1967: 105).
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are limits, therefore, to the degree of force that is acceptable in particular cir-
cumstances. In the following incident, for example, an officer reflects on a sit-
uation in which a “symbolic assailant” (Skolnick, 1975: 45) w

as mistakenly
subject to more force than he “deserved” and almost killed

One time Bill Johnson and I, T h

ave more respect for him than any other
policeman. .

.. He and 1, we weren't particularly brutal. If the
served it, he got it. It's generally the attitude that does it. We had a partic-
ularly rude drunk one day. He was really rude and spit on you and he did
all this stuff and we even had to cuff him lying down on the hard
stretcher, like you would do an epileptic. . . . We were really mad at this
guy. So, what you normally do with drunks is you take them to the dis-
trict cell. . . . So we were really mad. We said let’s just give him one
or two shots. . . . slamming on the brakes and having him roll,
didn’t use our heads. He's screaming and hollering “You lousy cops” and
we slammed on the brakes and we didn't use our heads and we heard the
stretcher go nnnnnnBam and then nothin 2. We heard nothing and we re-
alized we had put this man in with his head to the front so when we
slammed on the brakes this stretcher. . . . I guess it can roll four foot.
Well, it was his head that had hit the front of it and we heard no sounds
and my God, I've never been so scared. Me and Bill we thought we killed
him. So I'm saying “Bill, what are we gonna do? How
plain this one.” The guy’s still saying nothing. So, we went to Madison
Street and parked. It’s a really lonely area. And we unlocked the wagon
and peeked in. We know he’s in there. We were so scared and we look
in and there’s not a sound and we see blood coming
and think “Oh my God we killed this man. What

am I gonna tell my family?” And to make a long
knocked out, But boy

guy de-

But we

are we gonna ex-

in front of the wagon
am I gonna do? What

story short, he was just
was I scared. From then on we learned, feet first,

(2) Although it is considered normal and natural to become emotional and

angry in highly charged, taut encounters, officers nonetheless prefer to mini-

mize the harmful consequences of the use of force. As a result, officers usually
acknowledge th

at emotional reactions that might lead to extreme force
should be controlled and 1i mited by coworkers if at all possi
Ing account, for example, an officer justified the use of for
Means to regain situational control when physically challenged. Nonetheless,
he expressed gratitude to his partner for stopping him from doing serious
the behaviol harm when he “snapped out” and lost control:
bject. Ther

yrce against a citizen .or pe
secasion the officer using suc 1 | _0:" est;s |
-mal force is useful because .lt sugg n ;
shich police officers will not co

nder w 3
- colleagues as reasonable and accep
I gues

ar ject t
stions of normal force are subje

ble. In the follow-
ce as a legitimate

e rough equation betw?cn
R i Well, I wasn't sure if she was a girl until I put my hand on her shoulder

ice. Prisoners: and realized it was a woman'’s shoulder. I was trying to Sio BaE. Bt it
e 5 w‘lh f:s Pt:«ltt:m moralf = happened when she suddenly kicked me in the balls. Then everything in-
to draw similar distinctions bet i

! side of me exploded and I grabbed her and pushed her against the car

sw (1967: 105). 3
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and started pressing her backwards and kept pressing her backwards. All
of a sudden something clicked inside of me because I noticed her eyes
changed and her body caved in and she looked frightened because she
knew that T was gonna kill her. And I stopped. I think I stopped because
Susan was on the scene. She must have said something. But anyway she
(Susan) told me later that 1 should calm down. And I snapped at her and
told her to mind her own business because she didn’t know what hap-
pened. The girl kicked me in the balls. But she was right about it. I mean
it was getting to me. I'd never hit a woman before.

(3) Similarly, even in cases where suspects are seen as deserving some vio-
lent punishment, this force should not be used randomly and without control.
Thus, in the following incident, an officer who “snapped out” and began to be
a child abuser clearly regarded his partner’s attempt to stop the beating rea-

sonable. i

We get a call “meet complainant” and I drive up and there’s a lady stand-
ing out in front of the house and she’s saying, “Listen officer, T don't
know what the story is but the neighbors in there. They're screaming and
hollering and there’s kicking going on in there and I can't take it. I can't
sleep. There’s too much noise.” Nothing unusual about that. Just a typi-
cal day in the district. So the next thing you do is knock on the door and
tell them to please keep the noise down or whatever you do. You say to
yourself it’s probably a boy friend-girl friend fight. So I knock on the
door and a lady answers just completely hysterical. And I say, “Listen, I
don’t know what's going on in here,” but then I hear this, just this
screeching. You know. And 1 figure well I'm just going to find out what’s
going on so I just go past the lady and what's happening is that the hus
band had. . . . The kid was being potty trained and the way they were
potty training this kid, this two-year-old boy, was that the boyfriend o
this girl would pick up this kid and he would sit him down on top of th
stove. It was their method of potty training. Well, first of all you think o
your own kids. I mean afterwards you do. I mean I've never been this
mad in my whole life. You see this little two-year-old boy seated on top o
the stove with rings around it being absolutely scalding hot. And he’ sa
ing “I'll teach you to go.” . . . It just triggered something. An uncontrol
lable. . . . It's just probably the most violent I ever g(.)t‘ Well you just
that guy. You hit him ten, fifteen times . . . you don’t know how ma
i You just get so mad. And T remember my partner eventually came i
grabbed me and said, “Don’t worry about it. We got him. We got 1
And we cuffed him and we took him down. Yeah that was bad.

Learning these sorts of restrictions on the use of normal force and
formal practices of peer control are important processcs in the soc
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. - backwards. All of newcomers. This socialization proceeds both through ongo ing observation
it pressing her a‘“ Bl e and experience and, on occasion, through explicit instruction. For example,
% bccau.sr: o . 101‘1 ihe one veteran officer advised a rookie, “The only reason to go in on a pursuit is
s Tﬁ:lf:fjp?z;al;j;a;%c not to get the perpetrator but to pull the cop who gets there first offa the guy“
e ink I ¢ ; x b=y
;L:l;‘oinlething. But anyway she bEfOTC o }.{1”5 hl‘m. W A ; <

; . ed at her and _ It is against this background that patrol officers identify excessive force and
v Ancl. . s}nappt ; what hap- ; the existence of violence-prone peers. Some officers become known for recur-
ehe dld.nt i v u; L,:)l'l ' rently committing acts of coercion that exceed working notions of normal
shie'was right about it. 1 ez force and that cannot be excused or justified with routine accounting prac-
before. tices. In contrast to the officer who makes a “rookie mistake” and uses exces-

>serving some vio- sive force from inexperience, the brutal cop does not honor the practices of

ATCIRER dcser.\‘ 11 " t control normal force. Such an officer is also not effectively held in check by routine
1randomly anil, %'Hdl?f g b(; means of peer control. As a result, more drastic measures must be taken to
? ”snapf)i:s 2:;; ‘::e b;i‘iing rea- ' prevent him from endangering the public and his colleagues.
attempt to ¢

One rookie gained a reputation for brutalit

y from frequent involvement in
“unnecessary” fights. One such incide

nt was particularly noteworthy: Answer-

hends i ladi st . ing a call on a demented male with a weapon, he came upon a large man pac-
b an:d-t =h ffic 3 I don't ing the sidewalk carryi ng a lead pipe. The officer got out of the patrol car and
aylng, LlSlén . .“:m" o ard ' velled in a belligerant tone of voice, “What the fuck are you doing creep?” At
i thiere. They rt? SCl‘l;a[TmIgcan’t o ihis point “the creep” attacked the officer and tried to take away his gun. A
AfEs AL TSRS ],L : L.\-' i " policewoman arrived on the scene, joined the fight, called an assist, and res.
Ju;uafl i?f;tll::l;htlzt;r ;;d cued the patrolman. Although no one was hurt, colleagues felt the incident
udo is - 5

N ST R was provoked by the officer who aggressively approached a known crazy per-
Sy il ?. k on the son who should have been assumed to be un predict
e ﬁght. e lTvl](-)(:’Listcn I When colleagues first began to doubt this officer
1}’51::'1‘:31}‘ i::rl 1:11\% just .tl;is - formally instructed to moderate
at then £k

1 just going to find out what's

able and nonresponsible.
s competence, he was in-
his behavior by veteran and even rookie part-
ners. When his behavior persisted, confrontations with fellow officers became

: suo is that the hife! ; explosive. When peers were unable to check his behavior, complaints were
ats Happening 15” - thev Werd : made to superiors. Officially, colleagues indicated they did not want to work i
rained and the ‘?dg t?hr:“t:nd of with him because of “personality problems.” Inf. ormally, however, supervisors (|
sl ke 01 ] of the were informed of the nature of his provocative and dangerous behavior. The i i
g hl-n ] d()\.\-'n m..l. Oﬁ.,in_k of sergeant responded by putting the rookie in a wagon with a res ponsible part- .
g Well, hTSE g '\I.UL:) :;en .lhis : ner whom he thought might succeed in controlling him. When this strategy
3. I mean Ive ne.w:rl L1 top of 2 Proved unsuccessful, he was eventually transferred to the subway unit. Such
0_}'@2‘1‘_01&' G Smicdo;le"; say- ' transfers to “punishment districts,” isolated posts, “inside units,” or the sub-
|tt-1(_;' S(;ici,lf;ginh:r;mnu nCO;ltl‘Gl- : Way are typical means of handlin g police officers deemed dangerous and out Ll
P < I8 of control. il
it L ever goL: e }I,{):c,]\l:,sf.ng:ny_ _ As this discussion indicates, the internal control of an exceptionally or in- (1\1

- you dont kml)\,&_ ne in and appropriately violent police officer is largely inform;l/ With the exception of
oo eveml_la] )\;alo(;t him." ' Ci"'ﬁEHE&%EHiI{t;}iHa brutality suits, the be 1avior (;f such officers rarely be-
t it. We got h!m"b z i =) comes the subject of formal police documents. However, their reputations are
0, YeaR th RS T - ~ often we] known throughout the department and the rumors about their in-

these i0- . _ dlSCI‘Etions ¢

.e of normal force and i
use of normal P ~ brutalipy

ducate rookies about how the line between normal force and
is drawn among working police officers.

ant processes in ll'lE SOCL
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} The police academy provides a semblance of socialization for its recruits by

officer moves from its idealizations 1o the practicalities of the street. T
: movement involves several phases: (1

 cally and informally required of the “street cop”; and (3) the demonstratio
‘competence in using and accounting for routine street practices that
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It takes more than one incident of excessively violent behavior for a police
officer to attain a brutal reputation. The violent officer is usually involved in
numerous acts of aggressive behavior that are not accountable as normal
force either because of their frequency or because of their substance. How-
ever, once identified as “brutal,” a

“head beater,” and so on, an officer’s use of
force

will be condemned by peers in circumstances in which competent offi-
cers would be given the benefit of the doubt. For example, one officer gained
national notoriety during a federal investigation into a suspicious shooting,
Allegedly, a local resident had thrown an axe at the patrol wagon. According
to available accounts, the police pursued the suspect inside a house and the
officer in question shot him in the head. Although witnesses cl
tim was unarmed, the officer stated that he fired in self-defense. The suspect
reportedly attacked him with a metal pipe. This policeman had an established
reputation for being “good with his hands,” and many colleagues assumed he
had brutally shot an unarmed man in the aftermath of a pursuit.

aimed the vic-

CONCLUSION

The organization of policework reflects a poignant moral dilemma: for a vari-
ety of reasons, society mandates to the police the right to use force but pro-

vides little direction as to its proper use in specific, “real life” situations. Thus,
the police, as officers of the law, must be prepared to use force under circum-.
stances in which its rationale is often morally, legally, and practically ambigu-
ous. This fact explains some otherwise puzzling aspects of police training and
socialization. '

teaching formal rules for using force. It is a semblance of socialization be-

cause it treats the use of force as capable of rationalization within the moral
and legal conventions of the civilian world. The academy
trains recruits in the use

also, paradoxically;
of tools of violence with potential for going far be
yond the limitations of action imposed by those conventions. Consequentl:

the full socialization of a police officer takes place outside the academy as th
4_-'_——-—.__

) a decisive, practical separation fro
the formal world established within the academy; (2) the cultivation o:

working distinction between what is formally permissible and what is pr.

morally and legally problematic for those not working the street. :
The original dilemma surrounding the use of force persists throughout
socialization process, but is increasingly dealt with by employing accoull
provided by the police community that reduce and neutralize the mor
sion. The experienced “street cop” becomes an expert at using techniqu
neutralization to characterize the use of force on the streets, at judging
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by others, and at evaluating the necessity for using force by standards those
techniques provide. Use of these techniques also reinforces the radical
ration of the formal and informal worlds of policework, duplic
the context of the organization itself the
outsiders. This guar

sepa-
ating within
distinction between members and

antees that members will be able to distinguish between
those who can and cannot be trusted to use force and to understand the con-
ditions under which its use is reasonable.

As accounts neutralizing the use of force
serve—though each in a different way—to m
uations fraught with

, justifications and excuses both
anage the tension inherent in sit-
moral insecurity. They conventionalize but do
form situations that are inherently charged and morally ambiguous.
way they simultaneously preserve the self-image of police
conventional order, provide ways in which individual officers can resolve
their personal doubts as to the moral status of their action and those
colleagues, and reinforce the solidarity of the pol

not re-
In this
as agents of the

of their
ice community.
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