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Could the military doctrine and 
experience of “friendly fire“ be used 
to help the country heal, reform and 
move forward from the recent police-
involved deaths of unarmed African-
American men, Michael Brown in 
Ferguson, Missouri, Eric Garner in 
Staten Island, New York, and Tony 
Robinson in Madison, Wisconsin? 
Can we “restore” a wrong that legal 
and political institutions do not seem 
to be able to come to grips with? 
 
Many investigations, reviews, legal 
cases and reform efforts will and must 

follow in the wake of such tragedies, and they are essential in advancing justice and improving the police 
and related political structures that govern our lives and protect our rights, lives and property. 
 
And, efforts aimed at reconciliation must not be used to deflect criticism or blame where it is due.  In 
addition to assessing any criminal responsibility, police procedures, training and technology must be 
reviewed, in Ferguson, New York City, and elsewhere, to do everything possible to minimize the risk of 
this happening again — while still allowing, and hopefully improving, the ability of the police to do their 
job in protecting the public.  The U.S. Department of Justice in its just-released report, while clearing the 
officer involved in Ferguson of any wrongdoing, nevertheless found a persistent pattern of racism in the 
Ferguson police department that may require remedies up to and including closing the department 
entirely. 

 
Even if nothing different could have happened given the circumstances, still, 
unarmed men were killed by police officers — tragic losses that call out for 
some kind of action.  The protesters know this, that whatever explanations are 
given or investigations find, still, something profoundly wrong and unjust has 
occurred in the deaths of these men. Something that cannot be completely 
made-up for by criminal penalties, procedural reforms and civil damage awards. 
Most of our political and civil culture in such situations revolves around finding 
out what went wrong, who to blame and how to fix it. 
 
Finding out what went wrong is important. Accountability is important. Reform 

is important. But some things cannot be just “fixed” by external reforms alone. What about real 
restoration — making it right — making our systems truly more just? What about healing for the families 
of the victims — and a way for the departments involved to genuinely reform not just their procedures 
and technology, but the culture, the moral core of themselves as police professionals and public servants? 
 
Perhaps what’s needed is not only decrying the injustice, blaming the police and demanding reform, 
but also positive recognition of the sacrifice, unwilling though it was, made by Michael Brown, Eric 
Garner, Tony Robinson and their families.  Military service members, for example, wounded or killed by 
“friendly fire” like NFL great Pat Tillman, receive Purple Hearts, and even the four Canadian soldiers 
killed accidentally in Afghanistan in 2002 received Bronze Stars from the U.S. 
 
Are not Michael Brown, Eric Garner and Tony Robinson “our own” — misguided and angry, and 
possibly dangerous, but not the enemy? In the military, just because someone was drafted against their 
will doesn’t mean we don’t honor their service, and their sacrifice if they should be wounded or 
killed.  These men were drafted — deputized if you will in the police context — into the tragically 
imperfect, but absolutely necessary effort to protect us all when those bullets entered Michael Brown’s 
and Tony Robinson’s bodies and Eric Garner breathed his last  — making unwilling, but no less ultimate, 
sacrifices. 
 
Yes, they were not soldiers on the battlefield defending their country, but civilians on the street fighting 
or resisting the police. But soldiers killed by friendly fire and Michael, Eric and Tony are alike in that 
they are all unintended casualties of the imperfect but necessary use of force to protect the public and the 

country.  Michael, Eric and Tony paid a price out of all proportion to their mistakes, and perhaps taught 
us things we need to know in the process. 
 

 
Jim Dougherty 



Does anyone doubt that five years from now the Ferguson, New York City and Madison police 
departments, as well many around the country will be better at their jobs, better at protecting the public, 
and better, we hope, at restraining the violent or disorderly without lethal force — and that lives may well 
be saved?  Many people will have contributed to those reforms and saving those lives, but none will have 
sacrificed more for them than Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Tony Robinson and their families. 
 

 
Eric Garner (left), Michael Brown (center) and Tony Robinson (right). 
 
Imagine for a moment remembering them in keeping with their sacrifice. A memorial service — a folded 
flag handed from President Obama to Michael’s mother, a moving speech, a medal, and an honorary 
posthumous commission in the Ferguson police department for Michael, with lots of blue uniforms 
saluting.  And the same for Eric and his family in New York, with bagpipes. And in Madison for Tony. 
Only symbols, but powerful ones, of respect, honor and sacrifice — and healing and remembering for our 
communities, and for the opportunity for police that serve them to see these men not as enemies, but as 
fallen comrades. 
 
If we already had had better technology, training and techniques, perhaps Michael’s, Eric’s and Tony’s 
lives could have been saved.  But we didn’t.  We require the police, like the military, to do the best they 
can with the technology, training and resources at hand — and sometimes that means tragedies occur. 
Regardless of who specifically is to blame, or even if no blame can be found, all of us share 
responsibility, for we are the beneficiaries of those who wield the imperfect means we give them to 
protect us in a very imperfect and dangerous world. 
 
Michael Brown, Eric Garner and Tony Robinson died because we the citizens are protected by those who 
are willing to take the responsibility and risk of wielding force when necessary in our defense.  Like 
drafted soldiers killed accidentally by friendly fire on the battlefield, Michael, Eric and Tony are 
something more than victims — their lives were lost as one tragically flawed part of the imperfect effort 
to protect us all.  We owe them something for that. 
 
For us who remain, we investigate, we review, we reform, we protest, we try harder to prevent such 
tragedies and the circumstances or conditions that lead to them — but we also remember. For Michael, 
Eric and Tony, well, that makes them some kind of heroes, not the same as but in some ways like police 
officers or soldiers killed in the line of duty.  Perhaps part of our own reform and healing is to find a way 
to properly remember and honor them that way. 
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