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The Split-Second Syndrome and Other Determinants of Police Violence

By:  James J. Fyfe


This article described the heated subject of police violence and its determining factors.  First, the author classified police violence into two categories:  illegal and cruel behavior against the suspect, and violence that occurs due to lack of training on behalf of the officer.  In his discussion of extralegal violence, he states that it more likely due to police department practices instead of individual officer behavior.  He explains that individual punishment of these officers is wrong and that the blame should be placed on not only the departmental supervisors, but also the community in which they serve.  He then goes on to talk about the other category of police violence, incompetence on behalf of the officer.  This often occurs when the officer lacks the eloquence to convince the suspect to put down the weapon.  The author suspects that this violence occurs most likely due to people, including the police, not knowing and understanding the role of the police.  


Fyfe explains that the role of the police is a very complicated one to describe.  They are not exclusively focused on criminal justice.  Their large amount of discretion puts them in a different category from other parts of the criminal justice system.  They are, in essence, human service workers.  They counsel, help, and diagnose people’s problems, however they differ from other human service workers because their job requires that their actions be urgent, involuntary, and public.  


In the last part of the article, the author says that most officers don’t diagnose a possible violent situation until they are already in the midst of it.  He thinks this contributes to the split-second timing of their violent decisions.  He feels that most officers have a split second syndrome, which includes thinking that there are no special principles that can be applied to any situation, high stress situations will inevitably be accompanied by bad decisions, and that any violence performed was brought on by the suspect’s actions.  They then give ideas on how to avoid the split second syndrome.  First, they explain that the officer should plan what he/she is going to before they get to the scene of the crime.  Also, tactical knowledge and concealment will increase their chance of success.  Police violence can be curbed once police officers start considering themselves as diagnosticians.  


The author’s research seemed only to be a reinterpretation of other’s previous works.  There was no mention of any research the author had done himself, which, in my eyes, lessened its credibility.  As far as the strengths and weaknesses of his dissertation, I feel that the article was very strong in that his ideas and reasonings were well supported.  He used many well-known articles from the past to back up his arguments.  I agree with his statement that many of the people that use illegal abuse are officers with the “Dirty Harry” problem as used in Klockars’ work.  I also agree with his statement that the police have a huge problem ahead of them, in that they cannot specifically define their roles in society.  This is reminiscent of Mannen’s work with the “Impossible Police Mandate”.  The police cannot solve any outside problems until they specifically know what their strengths and weaknesses are.

The weaknesses in this article, however, were more prevalent.  I felt that, though at times his arguments were well supported by other authors, I sometimes felt as though they didn’t make sense.  For example, when Fyfe talks about how the problem of illegal police violence could be stopped, he suggests that the community should be punished for the illegal efforts of one man or woman.  I feel this solution is ridiculous and does not deal with the problem at hand.  Why would a whole community be punished because a “renegade” officer feels that (s)he can beat up a suspect without a specific threat?  First of all, the community wouldn’t stand for the illegal beating of the suspect.  They would understand that the person was being beaten unfairly and would rally to get the officer punished.  Secondly, the community wouldn’t take responsibility for the actions of one (wo)man with whom they feel they had no direct influence on.  The author makes reference to a court case in which the judge decided that citizens should be liable for their employees.  Punishing the community will not get you anything except an angry mob or an empty city.  

Other areas of weakness in this article stemmed from his lack of knowledge of common sense.  Fro example, in his section titled “Avoiding Split-Second Decisions”, he feels that officers should, when approaching a crime scene, plan their response to the crime in advance.  This I feel is the number one error in police judgment because it contributes to the police violence against the suspect.  In my Criminal Investigation class, we learned that the worst thing that an officer responding to the scene can do is predict what’s going to happen.  If this is done, many errors can occur.  For one, if you think the suspect is going to come out of a place running, they could just calmly slip out the front door.  You may think the offender looks very calm and reserved and as soon as you put them in the back of the car, they could kick out the window and escape.  Your biggest mistake is preparing for one specific outcome, because there are so many different ways that it could play out.  

He also makes reference to the fact that the “military knows that the safest way to confront potential adversaries is to wait for the appropriate moment to ambush them from positions of concealment.”  This would be nearly impossible for the common police department to achieve.  For one, the police aren’t supposed to be the military, and they aren’t supposed to treat civilian situations as if they were in war.  This author seems to be recommending a paramilitary approach for the stopping of all illegal activities.  This reminds me of the mindset of many people described in Kraska and Kappeler’s article “Militarizing American Police…”  The idea is not to make the police into the army, but to provide a less combative source of order-maintenace, peacekeepers.  If there were a hypothetical situation in which a person had hostages in a bank, and the police waited until everything was perfectly right and everyone was in their places, people would get killed.  Then the community would bash the department on not being fast enough in assisting the hostages.  Police officers in the heat of the moment don’t have the options to take their sweet time and develop intricate plans on how to save people all of the time.  If they were, every crime would come out with no bloodshed and no one being killed.

Basically, this article was a well-written article, however its ideals were definitely not useful for implementation in current police departments.  I feel the author was living in a world of theory.  There is little, if no way possible for any officer to take out all the time he specifies in order to combat the split-second syndrome.  The only thing that an officer can do is simply this: relax.  If an officer can be relaxed about the situation (s)he’s in, there will be less cause for violence in the streets.
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