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Handout 1— What is “Reasonable?” 

Please write your own definition of the word “reasonable.” 
This definition does not need to be in sentences. It can be a 
series of words that come to mind when you think of 
“reasonable.”
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Handout 2 — Use of Deadly Force? 

Examine the following situations. Decide whether you think the use of force 
was reasonable or unreasonable. Explain your decisions. 

1. Officer Milloy arrives at the scene of a burglary. He observes a man running away 
from the scene holding something in his hand. Officer Milloy has both pepper spray 
and a revolver.  He follows the alleged burglar and tries to talk to him. The man 
charges at him holding a screwdriver. Officer Milloy shoots and kills him. 

2. Ms. Ubanski keeps a gun in her home as protection against intruders. One evening, 
she hears a noise in the den and goes to investigate. Upon entering the room, she 
sees a man stealing her television. The burglar, seeing the gun runs for the window 
but Ms. Ubanski fires and kills him before he can escape. 

3. Mr. Johnson is walking by a construction site when he hears screams. He runs into 
the site and sees a man trying to rape a young woman. He grabs a pipe lying on the 
ground and hits the man on the head, killing him. 

4. Mr. Goetz is riding the subway. Four young men armed with screwdrivers approach 
him and ask him for some money. When he refuses they all move in closer to Mr. 
Goetz and begin to shove him. Mr. Goetz pulls a handgun out of his bag and shoots 
all four men, killing one of them. 
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5. Officer Wilton was responding to a convenience store robbery when he encounters 
two men walking in the road. He observes that the men fit the description of the 
robbers. He stops the two men and scuffles with one of them such that his gun is 
discharged. The two men run away and Officer Wilton follows. Officer Wilton 
orders the two men to stop, they initially do but then one man starts walking toward 
Officer Wilton. Officer Wilton shoots and kills him.  

6. Mr. Peters has a legally registered gun to protect his home against intruders and 
against the increasing crime in his neighborhood. One night, Takashi, a Japanese 
exchange student, walks up Mr. Peters’ driveway looking for a party. Takeshi thinks 
Mr. Peters is hosting the party and begins yelling and waving his arms. Mr. Peters get 
scared, retrieves his gun, and points it at Takeshi while yelling “Freeze.” Takeshi does 
not understand English very well and keeps walking toward Mr. Peters. Thinking he is 
an intruder, Mr. Peters shoots and kills Takeshi. 

7. Mr. Jeffries is at a club and while he is dancing he accidentally spills a drink on Mr. 
Roberts. Mr. Roberts freaks out, points to a gun he has hidden in his waistband, and 
starts screaming that he is going to kill Mr. Jeffries when they leave the club. Mr. 
Jeffries leaves the club and waits outside for Mr. Roberts. Mr. Jeffries shoots and kills 
Mr. Roberts as he leaves the club. 

8. Mr. Williams has had numerous thefts from one of his barns. To prevent future 
thefts, he sets up a loaded spring gun. Once the spring is set, if the door to the barn 
is opened, the gun shoots the intruder. Three nights after the spring gun is set, a 
person is shot and killed trying to steal from the farmer’s barn.
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Handout 3- Law Regarding Use of Force or 
Deadly Force 

Use of Force or Deadly Force by Community Members. 

1. Self-Defense: Use of force is considered lawful if a reasonable person would 
believe they were in imminent danger of bodily harm. A person cannot use 
more force than appears to be necessary. Deadly force can usually only be 
used by a person who reasonably believes that there is an imminent danger of 
death or serious bodily injury. Once the threat has been eliminated a person 
may no longer use force against their attacker. 

2. Defense of Other People: Use of force is considered lawful if a reasonable 
person fears that someone else is in imminent danger of bodily harm. Just as in 
self-defense, a person cannot use more force than is necessary to eliminate the 
threat or bodily harm.  

3. Defense of Property: Deadly force is generally not considered reasonable 
when defending property. However, in states with “Stand Your Ground/Castle 
Doctrine” laws, deadly force may be permitted. 

4. Duty to Retreat: Some states require victims to retreat (attempt to leave 
the situation) if it is safe to do so before resorting to the use of force—
particularly the use of deadly force in self-defense.  

5. Stand Your Ground: Some states have laws stating you may “stand your 
ground” and have no duty to retreat before using force in self-defense. States 
that have these laws generally apply them equally in a person’s home and on 
the street. 

6. Castle Doctrine: Some states have laws stating a person has no duty to 
retreat from their home. These laws generally state that you may use deadly 
force if you are faced with an intruder in your home. 
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Use of Deadly Force by Law Enforcement 

The standard for the use of force by law enforcement is set out in a United States 
Supreme Court decision, Graham v. Connor (1989). The Court ruled that: 

1. “The question is whether the officers’ actions are ‘objectively reasonable’ in 
light of the facts and circumstances confronting them.” 

2. “The ‘reasonableness’ of a particular use of force must be judged from the 
perspective of a reasonable officer on the scene, rather than with the 20/20 
vision of hindsight.” 

3. “The calculus of reasonableness must embody allowance for the fact that 
police officers are often forced to make split-second judgments—in 
circumstances that are tense, uncertain, and rapidly evolving—about the 
amount of force that is necessary in a particular situation.” 


