ENGLISH

‘More will die unless Taser use is restricted.’

With the recent incidents involving Tasers at the hands of police, including the death of 15-year-old
Tyler Cassidy, vehement debate has sparked over the necessity of using stun guns during police
confrontations. Using a predominantly accusatory tone, Emily Howie of the Human Rights Law
Resource Centre contends in her opinion piece ‘More will die unless Taser use is restricted’ (The
Age 9/10/10) that Tasers are too frequently being used by police, when they should only be “a
weapon of last resort”. In line with this view, an editorial published in The Age (12/10/12) purports
that police should not have to recourse to weapons, including guns and Tasers, in crises where
negotiation and communication are an alternative.

From the outset of her article, Howie reveals that the use of Tasers is becoming a significant cause
of death. The fact that “More will die”, immediately asserted in the headline, draws readers into a
sense of shock with this short yet disturbing statement, as images of imminent death are evoked,
pressuring them to reconsider their predisposed belief that Tasers are a safe substitute for other
weapons. Adopting a scathing tone, Howie is critical of police officers’ “inappropriate and often
outrageous” use of stun guns. This implies a lack of rational assessment on the part of the police
force, suggesting certain rashness. The police are meant to be the protectors of our society, and so
the notion of their killing of civilians is very confronting, urging readers to understand the great harm
Tasers can cause. Howie highlights that the recent death in Sydney was “at least” the third
“recorded” death, censoriously emphasising that this was not an anomalous event, while developing
a sense of alarm, the implication of “recorded” being that some deaths may have gone unrecorded.
Feelings of horror and repugnance are elicited when Howie mentions the death of a man who was
tasered “up to 28 times”. This sheer excessiveness paints the officers responsible in an extremely
negative light, positioning readers to recognise it is not simply that the Taser is a dangerous device,
but that it is police officers who should bear most of the blame, due to their often explicably
unrestrained use of it.

As readers have now been moved to apprehensively view Tasers as lethal implements, Howie
focuses more on some of the underlying causes of death by Taser, applying an insistent and urgent
tone. The statement by Amnesty International implies a worldwide problem, given that “more than
300 people died in the US”, pressing the audience to see stun guns as the “potentially deadly and
dangerous weapons” that they are. Furthermore, appealing to the reader's sympathy, Howie
illustrates the misjudgements and injustices of police who have tasered “a pregnant 18-year-old
woman” and “a man in a mental health crisis”, insinuating the idea that police have acted recklessly
in situations where these people required additional help, and that regulations must changed in
order to prevent similar unnecessary incidents in the future. Proceeding with a more solemn tone,
Howie identifies the “extremely disappointing” link between Taser injuries and deaths and unjustified
Taser use by police. As readers are encouraged to share these feelings and recognise that our law
enforcers must take responsibility and act with more prudence, police officers themselves are urged
to moderate their use of Tasers; instead, there should be greater focus on “negotiation and de-
escalation”. The extent to which the situation has prolonged is stressed in the words “For too long”,
calling upon the government to renew police policies, a move that is long overdue. Howie concludes
by retaining the focus on police and their responsibility to “protect us”, affirming that the onus is on
police officers to use stun guns only “where absolutely necessary” and reminding readers that by
calling on governments to change regulations on Taser use, no more stun gun deaths may have to
occur.

With a similar point of view, the editorial, in a sobering tone, suggests that police require “better
options” than Tasers and such weapons. Opening with the “[tragic] and [dramatic]” shooting of “15-
year-old” Tyler Cassidy, the editorial underlines how unnecessary and regrettable the fatality of this
child is. Parents of teenage children are prompted to identify with the feelings associated with such
a tragic loss, and so they are positioned to question the legitimacy of the shooting. The police’s
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ability to handle confrontations is further doubted, as the image of a “knife-wielding teenager” is
elicited, vividly illustrating the sort of volatile situation that officers may find themselves in; thus, the
audience is encouraged to question whether police are adequately and appropriately trained for
such circumstances. The writer maintains a candid tone, as the unpredictable and inflammatory
nature of these situations is accentuated, where police must deal with people who would have once
belonged in “psychiatric institutions”, yet they seem to be incapable of and unprepared for managing
these cases. Readers are urged to feel a greater sense of insecurity, as even the people whose job
is to keep us safe do not possess the skills to calm and contain these “anxious and possibly violent”
people. Playing on these fears, the editorial invites the reader to be conscious of the need for better
police training.

As the article progresses, the writer shifts to a more concerned tone, as the editorial reveals the use
of Tasers to “punish” offenders. Bearing comparison with corporal punishment, Australian readers
are led to feel distressed that our society may still engage in activities that, by Western standards
and values, are unethical. This unwarranted behaviour exhorts human rights advocates to confront
the police with their misuse of capsicum spray and Tasers, and put pressure on them to change
policies regarding use of these weapons. The writer continues and maximises the impact of their
argument, reminding readers that “eight out of 10” Taser shootings were against a “mentally ill
person”, consequently rekindling feelings of reproval towards the unreasonable and inexpert actions
of Victoria Police. The editorial closes by highlighting the “fundamental problem” that is police
overusing weapons, which should be but a last resort in confrontations, urging police officers once
more to receive “[proper] train[ing]” and prevent possible deaths.

Both the opinion piece and editorial express that police officers are unduly relying on Tasers during
confrontations, and that more stringent controls are needed in which stun guns are deployed,
especially with the mentally ill. In her article, Howie argues for a change in Taser policy and
practice, especially aimed towards the government, as she seeks this action mainly through
confronting images. The editorial in The Age uses a serious and deliberate tone, focusing primarily
on police training, contending that the police force must be properly educated in negotiation and
communication techniques.
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