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The recent incident in Eureka points out the difference between a political action and a police one.  The former are sensitive to public criticism and the latter focus on eliminating a present problem.  This will always be the case because of the different viewpoints and responsibilities each group has.





Politicians know they will be tolerated only as long as they don’t exceed community tolerances.  They continually adjust their actions to stay within that tolerance.  They test the water with trial balloons and tentative positions.  They almost always have time to wait for community feedback.





The police often have to act fairly quickly.  Tie this in with their training to quickly take physical control of a situation and you set the stage for making a (20/20 hindsight) wrong decision.  Much of the time their decisions are less than perfect but they usually learn from the experience and do it better the next time.





There are some however, as Waco and Ruby Ridge and now Eureka show, who just can’t stand not being in control.  Every moment they’re not in control increases the desire to take action, to do something, anything, to get physical control of the situation.  This incident in Eureka, where pepper spray was applied directly to the demonstrator’s eyes, is another example of this need for control resulting in impulsive and excessive action.





There was no need to quickly remove the demonstrators.  They were disrupting the Congressman’s office but could have been left there until they needed to use the bathroom. If they had been physically on the BART tracks or on a runway at San Francisco airport, that would have been different.





There will always be disagreement about police behavior in a community because we want them to do two different things.  First, we want them to protect us from crime, particularly violent individuals.  Second, we want them to be community sensitive and compassionate.





The problem is that the police, who have to operate on the front lines, a combat metaphor, with criminals or suspected criminals have to be tough both mentally and physically.  This results in operations we come to see as sometimes harsh and inflexible.





A primary reason for this is that their immediate superiors, whom we expect to be aware of community sensitivity, have been promoted from the ranks as a result in their effectiveness in being good at their job as police officers.  The results is administrators who, while aware of a broader picture than patrol officers, can’t help but have a good guys/bad guys vi
