the political era of policing

the political era of policing represents a foundational period in the history of American law
enforcement characterized by close ties between police forces and local political entities. This era,
spanning roughly from the mid-19th century to the early 20th century, was marked by police
departments serving as extensions of political machines and local government interests rather than
autonomous law enforcement agencies. The political era of policing influenced the development of
policing practices, organizational structures, and community relationships. Understanding this era is
essential for grasping how contemporary policing evolved and the challenges that arose from political
interference in law enforcement. This article explores the origins, characteristics, and consequences
of the political era of policing, offering insight into its legacy and the reforms that followed. The
discussion is organized into several sections for clarity and depth.
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Origins and Historical Context

The political era of policing emerged in the United States during the early to mid-1800s, a time of
rapid urbanization and immigration. As cities expanded, the demand for organized law enforcement
grew, prompting the establishment of formal police departments. However, these departments were
often created under the influence of powerful political figures and local governments. Police officers
frequently acted as enforcers of political agendas, maintaining order in ways that served local
politicians and political machines rather than impartial justice.

Urbanization and Social Change

The dramatic increase in urban populations created new challenges for public safety. Immigrant
communities, labor unrest, and rising crime rates placed pressure on city officials to maintain control.
In this context, the police became tools to manage social tensions and support the political status
quo.

Political Machines and Patronage

Political machines, such as New York City's Tammany Hall, played a central role in shaping police
departments. These organizations used police appointments as patronage to reward loyal supporters



and exert influence over communities. This relationship blurred the lines between public service and
political gain.

Characteristics of the Political Era of Policing

The political era of policing is defined by several distinct features that distinguish it from later periods.
These characteristics illustrate how policing was intertwined with politics and community control
rather than focused solely on crime prevention or professional standards.

Close Ties to Local Politicians

Police chiefs and officers were often appointed based on political connections rather than merit. Their
primary loyalty was to politicians who controlled their employment and funding, which affected
decision-making and priorities within departments.

Lack of Professional Standards

During this era, training, accountability, and formal policies were minimal. Police work was
inconsistent and heavily dependent on the discretion of individual officers, which sometimes led to
corruption and abuse of power.

Community Engagement and Social Control

Officers engaged closely with local communities, not only to enforce laws but also to manage social
order according to political interests. This engagement was both a strength and a weakness; while it
fostered familiarity, it also meant policing could be uneven and biased.

Common Practices and Organizational Structure

Use of patronage to fill police ranks

Political interference in law enforcement operations

Emphasis on maintaining political power over impartial justice

Limited use of technology and formalized procedures

Impact on Law Enforcement and Community Relations

The political era of policing had significant consequences for how law enforcement operated and its



relationship with the public. While some communities benefited from close police presence, others
experienced discrimination and exploitation.

Corruption and Abuse of Power

The intertwining of police and politics created fertile ground for corruption. Officers and officials
sometimes engaged in bribery, favoritism, and protection rackets, undermining public trust and
justice.

Unequal Enforcement and Discrimination

Law enforcement frequently targeted marginalized groups, including immigrants and minority
populations, reinforcing social hierarchies and political control rather than promoting fairness and
equality.

Community Dependence and Resistance

Some neighborhoods relied on political-era policing for protection and services, while others resisted
due to perceived or real oppression. This dynamic shaped urban social and political landscapes for
decades.

Decline and Transition to the Reform Era

The political era of policing began to decline in the early 20th century as reformers advocated for
professionalization and depoliticization of police forces. These efforts aimed to address corruption,
improve efficiency, and establish standards based on merit and training.

Calls for Professionalization

Reform movements emphasized the need for trained officers, centralized command, and scientific
methods in policing to replace politically driven practices. This shift sought to create a more impartial
and effective police service.

Introduction of Civil Service Systems

Civil service reforms reduced political patronage by implementing merit-based hiring and promotion,
helping to insulate police departments from political manipulation.

Resistance and Challenges

Despite reform efforts, political influences persisted in many areas, and the transition was gradual.
Some officers and politicians resisted changes that threatened established power structures.



Legacy of the Political Era in Modern Policing

The political era of policing left a lasting imprint on contemporary law enforcement practices,
organizational culture, and community relationships. Understanding this legacy is critical for
addressing ongoing challenges in policing today.

Continued Influence of Politics

Although modern police departments operate with greater professionalism, political pressures and
community expectations still shape law enforcement priorities and behavior in various ways.

Community Policing Roots

The political era's emphasis on close community ties laid groundwork for modern community policing
strategies, despite the problematic aspects of political control during that time.

Lessons for Police Reform

The history of the political era highlights the importance of balancing political accountability with
independence and fairness in policing. Ongoing reforms often draw on these lessons to enhance
transparency and trust.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the political era of policing?

The political era of policing refers to the period in American history from the mid-19th century to the
early 20th century when police forces were closely tied to local political machines and politicians,
often serving their interests rather than enforcing laws impartially.

When did the political era of policing occur?

The political era of policing generally occurred from the 1840s through the 1930s, before the
emergence of the reform era focused on professionalism and modernization.

What were the main characteristics of the political era of
policing?
Key characteristics included strong political influence over police appointments and operations,

patronage and corruption, lack of standardized training, and police officers often serving political
interests rather than community safety.



How did political machines influence policing during the
political era?

Political machines controlled police departments by appointing loyal officers and chiefs, using the
police to enforce political agendas, suppress opposition, and maintain power through patronage and
favoritism.

What led to the end of the political era of policing?

The political era declined due to public demand for reform, increased professionalization efforts,
introduction of merit-based hiring, and the push for police to become more impartial and less
influenced by politics, leading to the reform era of policing.

What impact did the political era have on modern policing?

The political era highlighted the dangers of political interference and corruption in policing, which
influenced later reforms aimed at increasing professionalism, accountability, and community-oriented
policing practices in modern law enforcement.

Additional Resources

1. The Politics of Policing: Authority, Power, and Control

This book explores the intricate relationship between political authority and policing practices. It
analyzes how political agendas shape law enforcement priorities and the impact of police power on
civil liberties. Through case studies, it highlights the challenges of maintaining public order while
respecting democratic principles.

2. Policing the State: Political Influences on Law Enforcement

Focusing on the role of the state in shaping policing strategies, this work examines how political
ideologies and government policies influence police behavior. It discusses the politicization of police
forces and the consequences for accountability and community trust. The book provides historical
context alongside contemporary examples.

3. From Reform to Repression: The Political History of Policing

This title offers a comprehensive historical overview of policing, tracing its evolution from early reform
movements to modern-day practices often criticized for repression. It investigates key political events
that have transformed policing and explores tensions between reformist and authoritarian
approaches.

4. Policing and Politics in Democratic Societies

This book delves into the complex dynamics between democratic governance and policing
institutions. It assesses how democratic values influence policing policies and the challenges police
face in balancing security with civil rights. The author also addresses issues of police accountability
and public participation.

5. The Political Economy of Policing

Examining the economic underpinnings of policing, this volume discusses how political and economic
interests drive law enforcement funding and priorities. It highlights disparities in resource allocation
and the implications for social justice. The book also explores the influence of private sector



involvement in policing.

6. Policing, Politics, and Protest: Managing Dissent in Modern States

This book focuses on the role of policing in managing political protests and civil unrest. It analyzes
strategies used by police to control dissent and the political motivations behind these actions. The
author provides insights into the balance between maintaining order and protecting democratic
freedoms.

7. Race, Politics, and Policing: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives

Addressing the intersections of race, politics, and law enforcement, this book investigates how racial
dynamics shape policing policies and practices. It covers historical patterns of discrimination and
current debates on police reform. The work emphasizes the political challenges of achieving equitable
policing.

8. Policing Policy and Political Leadership

This title explores how political leaders influence policing policies at local, national, and international
levels. It examines the decision-making processes behind law enforcement reforms and the impact of
political agendas on crime control strategies. The book also discusses the role of public opinion in
shaping policing policy.

9. Authoritarian Policing: Politics and Power in the Enforcement State

Focusing on policing in authoritarian regimes, this book analyzes how political power is maintained
through law enforcement. It investigates the use of policing as a tool for political repression and social
control. The author compares different authoritarian contexts to highlight common patterns and
unique features.
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