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Reference Article : Witnesses Saw Michael Brown Attacking–and Others Saw Him Giving Up 

 

Eyewitness testimony is a legal term used to describe a version of the crime or wrongdoing 

which individuals have witnessed. This includes identification of the violator, details of the scene 

of the crime, and the details of the crime itself. Eyewitness testimony is a massive deciding 

factor in courts around the world during the conviction of criminals. Most juries in the U.S find 

eyewitness testimonies highly reliable and tend to pay close attention to the witness. The validity 

of the testimony may or may not be accurate because of various reasons that may affect the 

quality of this information. Psychologists have been debating the authenticity of eyewitness 

testimony from the early 1970s. This essay will be referencing the article from The Atlantic 

written about the fatal shooting of 18-year-old Michael Brown by Officer Darren Wilson from St 

Louis County, Missouri.  

 
This article shows us different accounts of the shooting of Michael Brown by Darren Wilson. 

Before the fatal shots were fired Officer Wilson claimed that Brown made a “grunting noise and 

had the most intensive face” that Wilson had ever seen. Brown then “started running at” Wilson. 

He claims that even after continuous orders to “stop and get on the ground again.”, Brown kept 

running towards Wilson. Wilson then proceeded to fire multiple shots and asked Brown to stop 

but Brown didn’t. As Brown was running towards him, Wilson noted that Brown had his right 

hand in his waistband. When Brown was about eight to ten feet away, Wilson took the shot that 
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ultimately killed him. This was Officer Wilson’s testimony. The eyewitnesses had a whole other 

account of the events that took place in St. Louis. One eyewitness said that Brown “looked like 

he attempted to run, but he ain't get anything but like ten, twelve steps before he stopped and 

turned around”. That’s when the witness heard the gunshots. The second eyewitness said “He 

stopped running and when he stopped running the police officer stopped firing. And then Mr. 

Brown continued, started again to charge towards him(Officer Wilson).” This was when Brown 

was shot. A third witness insists that Michael Brown was not charging the officer—he was 

"walking" back toward him "slow and curled up."A fourth describes the killing as an 

"execution." These are just some of the numerous testimonies given by people present at the 

scene of the incident. All of these statements are completely different and in some cases even 

contradictory. This is one of the many examples of how eyewitness testimony is not a reliable 

way of conviction. 

 

During this summer course, I learned about many new things that have helped me have an 

educated view of eyewitness testimony. Let’s begin from the time an incident is first witnessed. 

When an individual first witnesses a crime, it is taken in through their eyes, transferred by the 

neuron to the brain where the information is organized and interpreted i.e it is perceived. The 

phenomena of sensation and perception play a huge role in witnessing something. When Officer 

Wilson and the eyewitnesses first witnessed the incident, they sensed it and took in the 

information through their eyes and ears. This information then is organized into a particular part 

of their brain. The next step is giving a statement to the police. This is probably the most crucial 

part of eyewitness testimony. Our retelling of the story is so important because if we make even 
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a small mistake it can lead to the wrongful conviction of an innocent person. Our memory is 

very, very fragile. There are so many ways like suggestibility and bias by which our memory can 

be impaired. This is when our prejudices come into play. In social psychology, I learned about 

what prejudice is and how it affects our judgment. In the incident that occurred if the witness had 

a prejudice against African American people, they might immediately think that it was Brown 

who intimidated Wilson. The opposite is also true. If an eyewitness had a prejudice against 

policemen, they might think that it was Officer Wilson who purposely killed Brown. This is why 

it is hard to believe eyewitness testimony. There are different versions of the same incident 

because of the individual's prejudices and thought processes. We don’t know if the statements 

given by the eyewitnesses are entirely reliable because of the above factors. The witnesses might 

have made perceptual errors. The eyewitness might have pre-existing prejudices which may have 

led them to believe something different than what happened. The statement that was given to the 

police might have been flawed because of many errors in memory like suggestibility and bias. 

 

Let’s look at the phenomena of eyewitness testimony more in-depth. When individuals first 

witness the incident, they take in this information through two many senses - eyes (vision) and 

ears (auditory). It is mainly witnessed through their eyes i.e they view the crime. Visual 

sensation is the initial process of detecting light and extracting basic image features. Sensations 

themselves are evanescent; only a small fraction of what is sensed is perceived. Attention is the 

filtering process by which information sensed by the visual system is selected for further 

processing.[1]  Now let us connect this to the shooting of Michael Brown. All the witnesses that 

were interviewed by the police officers gave varying accounts of the same incidents. Some saw 
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Brown giving up and Officer Wilson deliberately shooting him “execution” style. Others said 

that Brown tried to attack Wilson and Wilson shot Brown in self-defense. This is mainly because 

of attention and perception. When we see something, only a small portion of what we see is 

perceived. The small portion that was perceived was because of the attention that is paid to the 

incident that occurred. The witness may have paid very little attention to the crime that occurred 

and hence is an unreliable source to prove that something happened. This is a huge reason why 

eyewitness testimony isn't always reliable.  

 
This incident is first perceived and then is stored in one’s long or short term memory. When an 

individual witnesses a crime, they have to give an official statement to the police. The process of 

bringing up old memories is called reconstruction. Reconstruction is an integral part of 

eyewitness testimony and it is also the most susceptible to a variety of errors and biases. 

Witnesses (like the rest of us) can make errors in remembering specific details and can even 

remember whole events that did not happen.[2] The witnesses in the Michael Brown case all gave 

conflicting reports of what happened between Brown and Wilson. This is possible because of 

errors in the reconstruction of memory. They might have been misled due to the problem of 

suggestibility. Suggestibility describes the effects of misinformation from external sources that 

lead to the creation of false memories. Regarding this article, some witnesses may have been 

coerced into saying something that wasn't true. This can happen because of various external 

sources like the news, the police, family, and friends. Suggestibility is an incredibly huge 

memory sin. Our memory is so fragile that it can be easily manipulated. Another memory error 

that can take place during reconstruction is false memories. A false memory is a fabricated or 

distorted recollection of an event. Such memories may be entirely false and imaginary.[3] False 
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memories are very harmful because they can end up helping in the conviction of an innocent 

individual. Unfortunately, witnesses who possess false memories wholly believe that their 

memories are true.  

 
When the witness reconstructs a memory, they are vulnerable to many errors. This particular part 

of eyewitness testimony shows an overlap between cognitive and social psychology. When an 

eyewitness has a prejudice or bias against one of the parties that were involved in the crime, their 

testimony or statement might be impaired. In the shooting of Brown, one of the testimonies was 

given by Brown’s friend. He said “I seen them shoot Michael Brown in the head as soon as the 

police officer exited his truck ... I seen my best friend in the middle of the street with his hands in 

the air and he said, "please don't shoot me." The officer got out of his car and shot him” We as 

third party observers have no way of knowing if this is true or not. Brown’s friend would have a 

biased perception of the incident and stated that Wilson deliberately shot Brown. In the same 

way, if a witness has a prejudice or bias against African American people, they might believe 

that Wilson shot Brown in self-defense. There is no way to know if either of the testimonies is 

100% true. An individual’s prejudices and biases might lead to the wrongful conviction of an 

innocent individual either purposefully or accidentally. This might also prohibit the conviction of 

the real criminal. A testimony given without prejudice or bias against or for an individual is 

practically impossible to find. This is because every human being has certain prejudices and 

biases against a particular group of people. It takes an incredibly conscious individual to give a 

testimony completely devoid of prejudice or bias. 
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From the above information, we can conclude that eyewitness testimony isn’t 100% valid. But 

we still have to prove this through an experiment.  

Research Question: Does bias affect the reconstruction of memory? 

Type of Study: Experimental Research 

Experimental Hypothesis: Bias is a huge deciding factor in the reconstruction of memory. In 

this experiment, the main bias that is focused on will be bias about an individual's skin tone.  

Sample: Men and women of all ages and ethnicities 

Description of the Experiment: This experiment will take place over 2 weeks.  

Week 1 - There will be 20 participants in each group. Each group will be in a room under the 

impression that they are here to experiment with internet tests. In the room, there will also be 2 

individuals who are the experimenter's confederates. After some time spent in the room, the two 

confederates start fighting both verbally and physically. One of the confederates is asked to start 

the fight. The fight is then broken up by the experimenter. Next, each participant is taken into a 

room and asked about the incident. The room which the participants will be seated in is fully 

equipped with CCTV cameras to give the experimenters a view into the group.  

Week 2 - The participants are again called in and asked to take the Harvard Bias quiz about skin 

tone ====> https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/Study?tid=-1 

Stipulation in Experimental Group: Experimenter’s confederates consist of one caucasian 

male and one African American male. 

Stipulation in Control Group: Experimenter’s confederates consist of two caucasian males. 

Independent Variable: The skin color of the confederates. 

Dependent Variable: The bias of the participants based on skin color.  
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Operational Definition: Week 1 - The participant is asked who started the fight and then their 

answer is checked to see if it is the right answer.  

Week 2 - We ask them to take this test ===>https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/Study?tid=-1 

The answer to week 1 is first checked. If the answer is wrong, the answer from the bias test is 

then checked and compared to see if the participants bias affected their reconstruction. 
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