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Where do we begin to address the police misconduct issues raised by the Ferguson, Missouri, events?  

One good place to begin would be to get the “F” word out of American policing. 

The entire Ferguson tragedy began when the officer pulled up to Michael Brown, who was jaywalking, 

and reportedly said, “Get the ‘F’ on the sidewalk.” Disrespectful and offensive language by police 

officers occurs day-in and day-out all across the U.S., building distrust and hostility toward the police.  

And the “F” word is joined by the “A” word, the “MF” word, the “N” word, and the whole toxic alphabet 

soup of offensive language. 

In response to the riots of the 1960s many police departments adopted formal policies forbidding such 

language. Clearly, however, departments are not enforcing those policies. 

What we need is a national campaign -- led by community groups, national civil rights and civil liberties 

organizations, and police chiefs associations— to demand an end to offensive language by police. 

What officer Wilson should have said was, “Excuse me sir, I would like to ask you to walk on the 

sidewalk. You are jay walking and you are a danger to yourself and to drivers.” This is not being lenient 

or “soft;” it is simply firm but respectful policing. 

If police officers would consistently act this way over time, it would build a culture mutual respect and 

build positive community relations. 

Achieving this is both very easy and very, very difficult. Writing a clear policy forbidding offensive 

language is easy. Getting police departments to actually enforce the policy is the challenge. It involves 

changing the culture of a department regarding accountability and respectful policing  -- changing how 

officers act and how sergeants supervise them. But it can be done, with a lot of work by community 

groups and a strong commitment by police chiefs. 
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