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A Historical Perspective of 
Police Development in America 

I. Introduction 

Today the performance and effeci;.iveness of the Ameri-

can law enforcement establishment is being examined by 

various experts, scholars, and social scientists. Their 

comments range across a wide spectrum of opinion, from 

the favorable to the condemnatory. Almost all admit that 

the present system has its inadequacies. However, there 
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is considerable disagreement about the natur!;'. and serious-

ness of those imperfections. Some regard them as near-

fatal deficiences, the inevitable result of a structurally 

flawed organization; others regar? them as minor short

comings which could be remedied rather simply; still others 

concede that there are some rather serious problems, but 

they consider many of the proposed solutions to be more 

harmful to the American way of life than the problems 

themselves. Although the numerous critics differ in their 

assessments of and solutions to existing problems, there 

is one point on Which most of them agree: that there is ex-

tensive fragmentation, proliferation, and multi-layering 

of police jurisdictions existing in the United States. 

There is additional agreement mnong many of them that this 

is an undesirable feature which is partially responsible 

for many of the problems in law enforcement presently en-

countered in America. Some of the critics contend that 

centralization of police activities would not only resolve 
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many of the underlying problems, but would indeed result 

in a more effective and effici@nt police. 
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Despite the apparent logic of the concept of centrali

zation of police, its propone~ts have faced strong opposi

tion. Not even the evident success of centralized police 

organizations in many European countries has convinced 

those who oppo~e centralization. These adherents to the 

decentralized police system traditional in America have 

argued that maintenance of this decentralization is neces

sary to the preservation'of the democratic form of govern

ment in the ,United States. 

Traditionally in America governmental functions have 

taken place at thG lowest possible level. Although nation

al defense, foreign policy, and other similar functions 

have,. of necessity, been executed by the highest level of 

government, such functions as education and'law enforce

ment, because of 'their intimate relationship with the day

to-day life of the American people, have been generally 

subject to governmental control at the local level. Law 

enforcement needs, like education needs, might vary great

ly i~ different parts of the country; .a system appropriate 

to a large eastern metropolis would not be appropriate to 

a small southern hamlet. Local conditions would determine 

which system of law enforcement 'ViaS best. 

Obviously th~s philosophy of law enforcement at the 

local level has been. modified over the years. Police 
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agencies now exist at the state and federal levels, perform

ing I a .... , enforcement ;t:v.nctions thCit could not be dealt with 

adequately at the l.o.·::al level. 

Wi thout doubt b;here will be further modification of the 

American police system in the future. Decisions will have 

to be made about centralization and other issues. However, 

those future u1ecisions must be based on a thorough under

standing of the current situation. Those who recommend 

centraliza.\:.ion must recognize that no matter how theoreti

cally loqical the idea may be and no matter how success

ful it :nay have been in some European countries, it cannot 

be sur;cessful in America uri-less it can be made to fit the 

grai~l of 'American society. On the other hand, t.hose who 

fa'l"or decentralization because of its conformance to the 

t..raditional American way of life must recognize that forms 

of government have never remained static in the United 

States, that many traditions have changed shape over the 

years, and that those which proved to be totally unadapt

able to the evolut.ion of American society have dropped by 

the wayside. 

There can be no doubt that the American system of law 

enforcement will change in the £uture as it has changed 

in the past. But the determination of ~l7hat shall be 

changed, what shall be retained, and what shall be dis

carded cannot be made intelligently without a thorough 

understanding of the present system. And a thorough 
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understanding of the present system is impossible ,,,i thout 

a clear idea of how that system came to be. 

In the following study, we have attempted to provide 
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a historical perspective of police development in America, 

trying to show its relationship with earlier and differ

ent systems and how it has adapted those earlier systems 

to its own unique situation. 'We have also discussed some 

of the problems of law enforcement in contemporary Amer

ica, some of the proposed solutions to those problems, and 

some of the objections to those solutions. It is our con

clusion that the present situation is critical and that 

-centralization of police will be a focal issue for Ameri

can law enforcement in the immediate future. Change is 

inevitable whether as a result of indecision or decision. 

The ever-increasing crime rate indicates that the conse

quences of irresolution will be serious. However, the 

consequences of ill-considered decisions may be even more 

serious. rt is our hope that this study will aid those 

who must decide and those who must implement their de

cisions to do so more intelligently, more confidently, and 

more effectively. 
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II. Primitive Societies a~d Ancient Civilizations 

Primitive societies were comparatively free from law. 

First because they Were ruled by customs as rigid and in

violable as any law. Secondly, because crimes of violence, 

in the beginning, were considered to be private matters 

and were left to personal revenge. Thus there was no need 

for any sanctioned official or agency to act as the dis

penser of justice or the enforcer of public safety. Re

dress of any wrongdoing was left up to the individual or 

his immediate kin. 

When to this natural basis of custom a supernatural 

sanction was added by religion and the ways of one's an

cestors also became the will of the gods, then ~ustom be

came stronger than law and subtracted substantially from 

primitive freedom. l Although crude, this became the ini

tial stage of social order. 

Since the emergence of social order, there has always 

been one charged with the responsibility of enforcing the 

prevailing tribal rules, taboos, or custOIn$c This was 

essential to maintain the tribe's or clan's stability and 

sepse of belonging. It was also necessary for the mainten

ance of tribal self confidence that their interests were 

being assured by the favorable interference of their totems, 

deities, or spirits. In most primitive societies, the 

responsibilities were clearly defined and were enforced by 

either the chief, shaman, or designated priests or witch 



, ' 

. , 
6 

doctors. Whether the enforcement was done in the name of 

religion, custom, revenge, or common welfare, the signifi-

cance lies in the fact that, even in the primitive state, man 

has always believed in correcting wrongs, real or imagined, 

inflicted against him. Thus when" it became necessary to 

rectify a wrong, in addition to insuring that some one was 

responsible for the rectification, it was also important 

that the rectification be carried out in accordance with 

existing social or religious mores. According to Durant", 

the first stage in the evolution of law and order was per

sonal revenge. 2 He hastens to add that this attitude of 

revenge and pllnishment is still with us at the present time. 

The next step toward law and oivilization in the 

treatment of criminal behavior was the substi'cution of dam-

ages, i.e., payment i.n accepted commodity, for acts of re-

venge. This development coincided with the rejection of 

the nomadic style of life and the creation of permanent 

3 
settlements. A tighter social organization and acceptance 

of restricting codes of conduct were demanded of the 

assembled inhabitants. With the expansion of commerce and 
I 

agricultural wealth, this transition was possible as de-

sirable commodities appeared that could pacify or satisfy 

the wronged party. Eventually damages or restitution were 

codified, becoming a mainstay of ancient social systems. 

With time, the need for arbitrators to adjudicate the ois-
, 

putes became ,evident. Thus, the next step toward social 

stability was the creation of courts presided over by local 
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rulers, satraps, priests, or elders. The parties involved 

in disputes could make their plea to the disinterested 

court and receive the judgment in their case. Of course, 

the judgment passed was binding and had to be enforced. 

Local garrisons were utilized'-in a limited police capacity 

to insure that laws were obeyed and legal pronouncements 

were executed. In a limited sense the beginnings of police 

can be attributed to the establishment of permanent settle-

ments and the start of urban society. 

With the assertion of a social hierarchy in the dis-

putes of the citizenry, the next logical, and perhaps the 

most important, step was taken: the assumption by the lead

ership of responsibility for preventing conditions poten-

tially harmful to their constituents. The protection of 

property also became an increasingly important issue ~s 

civilization became more and mo~,e associated with land, 

agriculture, and personal wealth. By assuming the respon-

sibility for protection of the public and its property, 

the le~dership was forced to insure that offenders were 

punished, as a deterrent measure and as a demonstration of 

their ability to protect the inhabitants. In return, they 

demanded allegiance and loyalty to established social or

ganizations. This stage of organizational development pro-

vided the transition from a primitive, loosely organized 

society to a well-defined, orderly social establishment. 

At the same time there occurred a transfer of certain re-

sponsibilities from the individual to the state represent-

ed by a local king or headman. 
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Durant in his epic work, The Sto,ry of Civilization, 

aptly notes that: 

In general the individual has fewer 
'rights' in the natural society than under 
civilization. • • .Only with the coming of 
private property, which gave him economic 
authority, and of the state, which gave him 
a legal status and defined rights, did 
the individual begin to stand out as a 
distinct reality. Rights do not come to 
us from nature, w'hich knows no right lex
cept cunning and strength; they are priv
i~Bges assured to individuals by th~ com
munity as advantageous to the common good. 
Liberty is a luxury of security; the free 
individual is a product and a mark of 
civ'ilization. 4 
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After the creation of a communal socie~y based on an 

agrarian economy and the establishrqent of ~learly defined 

conununities with designated social structures, settling 

disputes by means of restitution became the established 

method for resolving personal disputes. With the reli-

ance of the citizenry on the arbitration method to resolve 

all the disputes, it became apparent that some type of le-

gal system would be required to insure continuity and equal-

ity in the adjudication process. Furthermore, some means 

of permanently preserving judgments had to be made since, 

with the growth o.f commerce, disputes might involve inhabi-

tants from other communities and could have effect on rela-

tions with other nations, cultures, and religions. 

The first signs of a legal system can be traced to 

Egypt circa 4,000 B.C. 5 This legal system persisted through 

many centuries and was used by various ancient cultures, 
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with modifications, to meet local needs. The Egyptian sys-

tern was eventually replaced by the emerging Greek system, 

which was superimposed on the existing national systems by 

Alexander the Great. His aim was to create a unified em-

pire with universal standard laws for all its citizens. 

The basis of Egyptian law was the Pharaoh, or king, 

in whose name justice was administered from the Palace of 

Justice. This activity was conducted daily and was perform-

ed by appointed judges who dispensed justice in his name 

and who were synonymous with the state. The importance of 

these judicial proceedings can not be overemphasized--the 

judgments were not made arbitrarily, but were in compli-

ance with existing laws. According to Wigmore, the legal 

codes of Egypt, consisting of forty rolls, were kept on 

tables before the judges whenever trials were held. 6 In 

addition, all legal transactions were d.uly recorded and re-

tained in archives located in the Palace of Justice. 

With the emergence of a judicial civil service, it be-

came evident that some means would be necessary to insure 

that its decrees were carried out. Normally the enforce-

ment of laws was left to the military who, in addition to 

providing external security, were responsible for the main-

tenance of internal law and order. However, during this 

period there emerged a police body that was separated from 

existing militaxy formations and whose exclusive function 

was to maintain the Pharaoh's peace. This force was creat~ 

ed by the temple priests who, among other things, were re- . 
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sponsible for numerous civic functions within their dis-

tricts or communities and whose decrees and rulings had 

the same binding force as the law of the land in their 10-

cali ties. The priests maintained a force of servants who 

were responsible for i~suring compliance with existing 

royal rUles and priestly directives. 7 Hence, there emerged 

a law enforcement organization whose re~JPonsibility was to 

insure t~at the general public complied with the issued 

edicts and regulations. It is important to note that this 

force of temple servants, or slaves, had no responsibility 

for creating or issuing laws, but were solely responsible 

for insuring that the laws were complied with and obeyed, 

a system very simi!ar to our modern police mand~te. 

The next stride in the legal system was made in the 

kingdom of Babylon. The judicial system in Babylon was 

. . . d 8 
h~ghly developed and well organ~ze • Documents stemmina 

from that period show that there existed a corps of pro-

fessional judges and various other court employees who, 

in addition to having defined civil and criminal codes, 

operated with standard formats and formalized legal pro-

cesses. 

As in Egypt, the king was the source of divinely in-

spired justice; hence, the legal rules were not only approv-

ed but sanctioned by the ruling deity. During the reign of 

King Hammurabi, approximately 2,100 B.C., the existing laws 

were codified into the system since known as the code of 

Hammurabi. This legal document is significant because it 
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attempted to define the individuals' responsibilities re

garding their contractual obligations in dealing with each 

other; however, more important, it prescribed the penalties 

for various offenses. Punishments were harsh, but, on the 

whole, the code attempted to secure a form of justice: 

Penalties were graded in their severity so that the higher 

the culprit in the social scale, the more severe the penal-

ty. Al though the punis:hments were barbaric and cruel, 

based on the concept of lex talionis, "an eye for an eye," 
-< 

nevertheless the code was a further step toward the concept 

of equal treatment for the individual confronting the courts. 

It also emphasized the idea that punishment for offenses 

had been removed from the hands of the clan and f~ily and 

placed within the administrative sphere of the government. 

It was during this period that the administration of 

justice was transferred from the priesthood to the secular, 

royally appointed judges. With the enactment of the code 

and the designation of judges by the king, the dispensation 

of justice became more uniform throughout all secto,rs of 

the realm. 

Although there is no evidence to indicate the manner 

in which the laws were enforced, it is quite conceivable 

that with such a highly developed legal system, the admin-

istrators would have organized bodies of selected indivi-

duals responsible for insuring that the laws were obeyed 0 

Furthermore, it appears logical that there would have been 

some means of identifying and delivering offenders for 
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judgment, especially in cases where the state rather than 

a private individual was the victim. With the emergence of 

strong rulers whose domains comprised conquered territories, 

it is very likely that these law enforcement units would 

have operated from a provincial level where the administra-

tive and jUdicial powers were concentrated. 

The Greeks did not make any great contributions to the 

development of police concepts or theories; however, they 

did act as the springboard for the legal system developed 

by the Romans which not only had tremendous influence on 

the development of western civilization but is the basis, 

in many instances, of present legal systems. This is not 

meant to suggest ~hat the Greek culture failed to make any 

contributions; there is no denying that the Greeks were 

chiefly responsible for the concept of democracy and many 

other cultural and scientific developments. Nevertheless, 

in the context of this presentation, the Greeks' primary 

significance is their formalization of the many theories 

utilized by earli~r civilizations, readying these pre-

existing ideas for adaption by the RomallS. 

Among the concepts perfected by the Greeks, according 

to Zane, were the following: 

The Greeks in their high state of civil
ization had gotten rid of almost all primi
tive notions, individual property had been 
develop~d, a fixed and settled form of marri
age, a monogamous family, the :recogni tion of 
the citizen's duties to his country, to his 
family,'to his fellow citizens, had all be
come clear. Individual liability for indivi-
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dual acts had been made plain. The laws, 
as providing for all'these relations, were 
well recognized. 9 
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Such concepts had gre~t influence on the development of the 

Roman society. However, it must be emphasized that the 

Greeks; with all their tremendous influence on many aspects 

of modern cultural developments, had a minimal effect on 

the legal system of the Romans and, consequently, on the 

western world. As Wigmore states: 

But with all this wealth of ad
vanced types of transactional forms, 
there is still something lacking. Looking 
back over the Greek records, and comparing 
them with those of the people that preceded 
and followed, the truth seems to be, that 
though the Greeks had a system of jus~ice, 
it can hardly be said that they had a system 
of law,--in the Roman and the modern' sense 
of the term. They constructed no codes. 
They reported no reasoned decisions. They 
wrote no doctrinal treatis~s •.•. Their one 
juridicial contribution, the popular 
jury-court, took a form most susceptible 
to caprice, and essentiaily incompatible 
with any science of law. 0 

According to all available data, it appears that the 

Roman legal system is the basis of modern jurispr.u,c;1ence and 

many other civic institutions, including the police. How

ever, from the standpoint of this study, the Roman system 

is also important because it formalized police and law en-

forcement concepts and assigned responsibilities to desig-

nated officials for public safety. This report will deal 

in some detail with these areas of Roman contribution. 

Initially some attention must be given to the contri-. . 

bution -made by Rome to the legal system which is the basis 



, ' 

. , 
14 

for the criminal justice system and is closely interrelated 

to law enforcement. Essentially, Zane summarizes the Roman 

contribution as follows: 

When we seek the essential elements of 
Roman contribution to the growth of juris
prudence, we find them not only in the dis
covery and recognition of improved rules of 
law, but still more in the development of a 
milieu or an atmosphere of legal reasoning, 
wherein civilized jurisprudence could expand 
and adapt its rules to the expansion and 
multiplying of relations and duties arising 
from a social life growing more and more com
plicated. ll 

It is the writers r opinion that the main contribution 

of the Romans lies not just in their codifi~ation of their 

laws but, more importantly, in their development of a civil 

service code of responsibility and compliance. The Romans 

were a people ruled by law, but here we note a very impor-

tant difference from previous cultures: Roman officials 

were also required to obey the same laws applicable to 

other citizens. Essentially, the 'officials had their juris-

dictional responsibilities defined by law, and they were 

held accountable for compliance with the same law; hence, 

not only was the responsibility of the public defined, but 

also that of the state and its civil servants. 

In addition to various gene~al civic positions, there 

were established special positions dedicated to enforcement 

of laws and protection of peace within the limits of Roman 

communities. Kunkel describes these "peace officers" and 

their responsibilities as follows: 
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Of course there were from very ancient 
times a number of offices which had not only 
limited duties but also limited poWers in the 
fulfilment of these duties. Their holders 
cer'tainly possessed official authority com
mensurate with their spheres of operation 
(potestas) but had no general power of co~~and 
(imperium) • The oldest of these offices 
[wa~ the quaestorship .••. Later than the 
quaestorship [wa~ the office of the curule 
aediles. Together with the plebeian aediles, 
who were originally special officers of the 
plebs, they policed the streets and markets~ 
but, unlike the plebeian aediles, they exer
cised jurisdiction in market dis~utes and in 
certain matters of public order. 2 
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Thus, we observe the emergence of the first police force 

dedicated exclusively to the idea of enforcement of pub-

lic order and general enforcement of prevailing laws. 

Eventually, there emerged a ~ublic position, the princeps, 

whose responsibility for administrative functions in pro-

vincial and ~rban affairs included the maintenance of ade

quate police and fire-fighting forces. 13 Because of pre-

vailing conditions, these police forces had limited object-

ives, but their significance does not diminish because of 

this. As Kunkel says: 

. • . as Rome developed into a metrop
olis dominated by powerful social tensions 
• . • the growth of the urban proletariat 
and of the slave population was certainly 
accompanied by a rise in criminality which 
demanded vigorous measures for the mainten
ance of public security. There thus arose 
• • • a drastic police-jurisdict~on directed 
against those guilty of crimes of violence, 
arson, poisoning, and theft.14 
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In Rome, the policing of the city was in the hands of 

the praetor urbanus (town guard) who, in turn, had a force 

of tresviri capitales (magistrates of lower rank) who had 

the responsibility of policing the city, operating the city 

jails, and executing confessed or adjudicated criminals. 1S 

This force also killed criminals apprehended in the act of 

committing an offense. In addition to these all-around 

police officials, there were also the quaesitor (det(;ctives) 

whose responsibility it was to investigate the validity of 

11 . d . . t' 16 a egat~ons rna e aga~nst a c~ ~zen. 

The Roman system was efficient but, according to cur-

rent standards, somewhat crude. Personal righ.ts were de-

pendent on individual position or wealth. The judiciCl.l and 

police system was not available to all Roman citizens 

egually, but was reserved for the more influential and 

affluent members of the society. Workers and slaves were 

judged. on the spot by the apprehending police officials f or 

later by a low court magistrate. However, this s·tudy is 

concerned with the basic concepts of police development and 

not with their manner of enforcement or application. 

During the reign of the Emperor Augustus the Roman sys-

tern underwent considerable transfonnation. Augustus modi-

fied ?nd improved the existing police concepts, setting 

precedents for police enforcement for many centuries to 

come; he was the most significant influence on western 

development of orderly law enforcement and his ideas served 
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as a prototype for many emerging European police forces. 

Kunkel describes Augustus' contribut~ons as follows: 

As has already been indicated, Augustus 
did not abolish the late republican jury
courts but on the contrary renovated them 
and increased their nmnber. Thus they re
mained under the Principate the organs of 
'ordinary' criminal justice .••• But Augustus 
simultaneously subjected the police system 
and police justice to a thoroughgoing re-
form by appointing a senator of consular 
rank to the permanent post of urban chief 
of police (praefectus urbi) and by creating 
a strong force of police quartered in bar
racks, the cohortes vigilum. The praefectus 
urbi and also, though with a limited juris
diction, the commander of the vigiles (prae
fectus vigilurn) replaced ths tresviri capi
tales as the organs of police-justice. out
side the city of Rome and its environs ••.. 
He covered the the country with military 
posts, probably mostly 'garrisoned with men 
drawn from the praetorian guard, the only 
military unit stationed in Italy and thus 
under the command of the praefecti praetorio. 
Probably the commanders of the individual 
military posts always had a jurisdiction 
over criminals from the lower orders (espe
cially slaves) while other criminal cases 
were sent on to the praefecti praetorio. l7 

This police organization served as the basic format 

for many police agencies throughout Europe. The present 

police organizations of France and Italy, the countries 

most heavily influenced by the Roman legal and judicial 

17 

system, are basically using the same police organizational 

concepts advocated by Augustus. Even our American state 

police organizations have been strongly influenced by his 

ideas. 
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In addition to reforming the police operations within 

the Empire, Augustus also improved criminal justice. This 

,is brought out by Kunkel who states: 

Police jurisdiction no longer lay in 
the hands of young magistrates of inferior 
rank who changed each year and thus had 
little time to gather experience. It was 
now exercised by tried men, some of whom 
were even prominent jurists, and whose 
duration of office in any case made possible 
a certain stability in the administration 
of justice. 18 . 

With the decline of the Roman Empire, the'authority of 

central government with its civic responsibilities, esp~

cially in law enforcement, reverted to local controL. 

Throughout the Middl~ Ages the strife that engulfed Europe 

was basically a strug.gle over the issue of Where to place 

control. The conflict was between the proponents of cen-

tral authority, i.e., royal power, and the proponents of 

local control exercised by the landed nobility. Through

out this period the responsibility for law enforcement, of 

necessity, was relegated·t~ locai authorities who met the 

responsibility the best way they could. This reliance on 

local resources was responsible for shaping the concept 

that the community was· responsible for policing itself; 

this theory took root most firmly in England and ultimately 

was transplanted to the United States. 
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III. England 

England, like most of,the rest of the ancient world, 

was dominated not only by Roman military might, but also 

by Roman law. Although all the intricacies of the Roman 

attitudes toward police and law enforcement were not trans-

planted to the British Isles, the essential concepts were 

introduced. No. doubt individual interpretations of ruling 

governors prevailed, but in the final analysis since the 

gove:nors themselves were the products of Roman culture, 

undoubtedly they complied with the basic tenets and pre-

cepts of their legal system. 

Because of the distance from Rome and due to the hos-

tility of the native Celts, Roman ideas did not "find fertile 

ground in Britain as they had in other parts of the empire. 

In 407 A.D. Roman troops were recalled from Britain to pro-

teet the ever-narrowing perimeters of the threatened Empire 

which was collapsing as a result of the external pressures 

of the barbarian hordes and the internal weaknesses of its 

own decadence. The native Britons, left without the Roman 

protection upon which they had come to :t"ely too heavily, 

fell easy prey to the invading Anglo-Saxon tribes. Some 

fled to Wales and Scotland; apparently those who remained 

were either exterminated or subjugated by their conquerors. 

Whatever their fate, they and their Romanized civilization 

disappeared f.rom England proper. Until the arrival of 
I 

William the Conqueror in 1066, English society was Germanic, 
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not Roman. The Anglo~Saxons and their cousins, the vik-

ing raiders from Scandinavia, were, in many respects, much 

more primitive than the Romanized Celts whom they had 4is

placed. The system of personal or clan vengence for offenses 

was an important part of their culture. In some instances 

restitution rather than vengence was acceptable. For exam

ple, a murderer might be able to make an arrangement where

by he satisfied the claims against him by paying a wergild, 

or man payment. The amount of man payment and its relative 

acceptability varied with the victim's rank. A rather 

modest wergild would compensate for a slave; however, only 

blood vengeance would satisfy the murder of a king. 

In such matters the Roman Catholic Church ~hich had be

gun Christianizing the English in 597 A.D. was the most 

significant moderating influence. It was also the major 

transmitter of Roman civilization as well as Christianity 

because it was the primary institution which survived the 

fall of Rome with its organization intact. 

The English police system really did not begin until 

the late 9th century when King Alfred originated, or at 

least established, the tithing system in each shire. 19 

The shire was an administrative entity, similar to the 

American county, into which early Anglo-Saxon England was 

divided. There were four shires; each shire had a royal 

appointee, the shire-reeve, who was the chief judicial and 

law enforcement official for the area. He was, in fact, 

the royal representative in all matters state or local. 
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~he tithing system was a civic organization which re

quired all able-bodied men, when summoned by the shire-

reeve, to form a posse comitatus and assist ~n apprehending 

and bringing to trial any person guilty of the commission 

of a crime. The chief tithingmen were also permitted to 

summon, or sound the hue and cry, and thus use all avail-

able males in supressing crime within the shire. This 

placed the responsibility for local enforcement on desig

nated individuals--the chief tithingmen-'-who, normally, 

were elders of the community or o'cher influential indivi-

duals. Thus, from the earliest beginnings',f the English 

public was intimately involved in the process 'of'insuring 

that the laws of the land were obeyed. 

After the Norman invasion of England in 1066, another 

basic approach to local security was employed in addition 

to the already established tithing system. This was the 

Nor~man system of frankpledge 20 as organized by William the 
. 

Conqueror. According to Coatman, this system of frank-

pledge is very important in the development of modern po-

lice concepts in England for the following reasons: 

Before the Norman Conquest, arrange
ments for security and pursuit of offend
ers had been in existence in England, but 
the fusing of these two duties in frank
pledge appears to have been the ~ork of 
William the Conqueror. In other'words it 
represented a deliberate action by,the 
Crown, the central government, whereby 
frankpledge was made an instrument.of 
local security.21 
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Besides establishing the supremacy of the central, 

government, frankpledge also had an organizational fUnction. 

Frankpledge bound all subjects to the law and was based on 

the organization of tens. In this system ten families liv

ing in relative nearness to each other were organized in 

tithings (i.e., tens) in the event that any member of the 

tithing had to identify and produce an offender or pay a 

fine. The elder or senior member of each tithing was to 

insure that every male over the age of ten was included in 

the group. Significantly members of the nobility or the 

priesthood were excluded from the tithing system. 22 Al

though the masses could change their fealty among different 

locally ruling houses, they were in fact bound by their 

loyalty to the Crown; this bond probably was re§pon

sible for the fairly steady continuum of British government. 

In essence, the word pledge denoted the member of the 

tithing who was the pledge for the good behavior and appear

ance, when required, of any other member of the tithing. 

In cases where an offender was not a member of a tithing, 

the responsibility for the offense was shouldered by the 

whole community. Thus the community was responsible for 

the conduct of each of its members, and each citizen was 

made, in the biblical sense, his brother's keeper. This 

communal approach was mainly responsible for the British 

attitude toward local responsibility and insured that laws 

were administered and complied with at the lowest communal 

level. 

'. 
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The centralization of authority inherent in the system 

of frankpleage is important to the analysis of the develop-

ment of police functions. Central authority is not only in-

portant because it can force the local inhabitants to obey 

its decrees, but also because it allows the pursuit of an 

offender into any pottion of the realm in case he should 

decide to flee. Another important aspect of central author

ity is its ability to dispense laws universally throughout 

the land, thus making enforcement uniform. Coatman suggests 

that the existence of a strong central authority early in 

the developmental and shaping stages of English history had 

a great effect on the unique character of the English police 

system'and its growth. He elaborates on this pOint by say

ing: 

Clearly the development of police sys
tems as we know them today was necessarily 
slow, dependent as it was on the long secu
lar process of the evolution of social re
lations and the organization of society in 
urban communities, and above all, the rise 
of an effective central power which could 
enforce the peace throughout the country, 
no matter to what extent control over the 
agencies actually responsible for the main
tenance of law and ord~r might be devolved 
on local authorities. 2 

with the appearance of larger communal aggregations, 

the basis of the system was changed from the concept of tens 

to hundreds. To avoid the hardship placed on the whole com-

munity 'in enforcing the King's laws, communities adopted the 

policy'of designating to specially selected members the 
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responsibility of insuring communal compliance with royal 

edicts. Those members Would identify, apprehend, and 

surrender any offender from their midst. Since this was 
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a rotating responsibility, assigned meI~ers who could afford 

it were allowed to hire substitutes to perform their duties 

in their stead. This was the beginning of paid police 

officials in England. In the less populated areas, the 

solution was very similar. There the area normally served 

by a parish church functioned as the communal base, and a 

member of the congregation was appointed on an annual basis 

to act as the law enforcer and was given the title of parish 

constable. 

Thus, we see in England the creation and emergence of 

certain functionaries whose sole purpose in society was to 

insure that laws were obeyed and offenders brought to the 

attention of the proper authorities, i.e., the royal magis

trates. As these policemen, or constables, were paid or 

subsidized by local communities, they were, without doubt, 

responsive to local civil authorities and to their demands 

for the enforcement of local rules or requirements. 

This system of local police enforcement was formalized 

by Henry III in 1252 when he appointed a householder in each 

town who was responsible for seeing that the law was obeyed 

and civic peace existed. Although these officials were 

locally paid, they had specified recourses against bur

ghers guilty of criminal offenses or conduct. In 1285, 
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Edward I brought the same concept to London. This manner 

of police enforcement continued until 1737 when King George 

II began utilizing taxes collected by the Crown to pay those 

serving in police capacities. The next step in formalizing 

devellopment of the police was taken by George III in 1777 

when he prescribed wages to be paid to police officials and 

equipment to be used by them. 

probably the origin of the modern police force, at 

least- as it applies to England, can be traced to the Metro

politan Police Act of 1829 which created the London Metro

politan Police Force, a police force that initiated many 

modern police concepts and served as an example for develop

inS[ police departments in other areas of England. 24 ]1,.1-

though this historic milestone was purely an English develop

ment, it had great influence on the creation, organization, 

and operation of police departments in the metropolitan areas 

of the United States. 
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IV. The United States 

Ih any analysis of the development of police concepts 

in the United States, it must be remembered that the basic 

ideas were rooted in the English concepts that were trans

ported here by the early settlers who utilized the govern

mental system with which they were most familiar, modifying 

it to suit the new land which lacked the social refinements 

existing in their mother country. With the influx of non

English immigrants, there was not only exposure to other 

systems, but also their integration into American social 

concepts and political realities. However, although our 

ideas have not been created in a vacuum, Americans are 

unique in that they had the opportunity to select organi

zations and concepts and adopt them after observing their 

successes or failures elsewhere. 

When an attempt to study the American police develop

ment is made, it becomes quite evident that there is no one 

prevalent police system in existence. The American pol,ice 

concept is a hodge podge of various systems based on the 

origins and political idealogies of early settlers and 

adapted for local use. This does not mean that Americans 

do not have a police system; it is just that there is no 

unity in their system as exists in most other countries 

in the world. Americans have surpassed even the English 

in their attempts to keep the police responsive to local 

authorities. 
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The development of American police began with the 

arrival of the first colonists on the shores of this con-

tinent. Naturally they brought with them thei~ own know-

ledge and understanding of police responsibilities and 

functions as they had existed in the localities 6f their 

origin. According to Bopp and Schultz: 

When in the seventeenth century 
settlers began migrating to the New World, 
they brought with them the systems of law 
enforcement, admittedly imperfect, that 
they had known in Europe. Yet, although 
the basic structure of the institutions and 
ideas remained intact for a time, the phys
ical and eventually the cultural environment 
of America forced modifications in even the

25 most revered and deeply entrenched customs. 
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Bopp and Schultz speculate that the firs~ police 

official in America might have been John Smith> Tradition 

is that when the first settlement in Jamestown, Virginia, 

was facing extinct.ion, Smith forced everyone to work under 

the threat of banishment to the wilderness for slackers. 26 

If this legend is true, then John Smith not only was the 

first American law maker, but also the first law enforcer, 

having the distinction, in addition to his other accomplish-

ments, of being the first American policeman. 

Regardless of the role played by John Smith, it appears 

that the laws in Jamestown were not only issued, but also 

strictly enforced. Of course, in these early settlements 

there could not have been any separation made between the 

leadership and enforcement; they were one and the same, , 

As later colonists arrived and additional communities were 

• I 



.. 
. . 

28 

creat,ed, eventually a separation between cormnun~ty leader

ship and law enforcement was made. However, different sec-

tions of the country adopted different forms of local gov-

ernment and police enforcement. 

The colonists who settled in Virginia, because of its 

agricultural ,and widespread cormnunities, adopted the county 

type of local government. With their choice of the county 

system, they also selected the sheri,ff (shire-reeve) fonn 

of law-enforcement used for centuries by the British. This 

system was not only the most readily adaptable to the wide-

spread plantations, but its demand for the participation 

by all eligible males in case of need fostered a cormnunal 
~ 

feeling and made it possible to control quite 'a large area 

with only a few polic~ officials. The fact that the land 

was worked first by indentured, servants, and later by slaves, 

who might attempt to escape played an important ·factor in 

the selection of the sheriff system. This system clearly 

defined everyone's position within the cormnunitYi one was 

either with the law or against it. 

However,in the New England colonies a different Eng-

lish system was adopted. As the northern cormnunities were 

predominantly industrial and urban, they chose the con-

stable system of police enforcement prevalent in the Eng-

lish cities and towns. 

'The two systems, despite their basically differing 

orientations, were not exclusively utilized in separate 

areas. In,many locations they overlapped or existed side 
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by side. For example, the Chesapeake area colonies util

ized hot only sheriffs, but also constables and coroners 

as officers of the courts. 27 Thus, even in the beginning, 

there was a profusion of police concepts adopted and mod

ified to meet local needs. 

As the necessity for law and order became more evi

dent or increased within the colonial communities, differ

ent methods were used to resolve this problem. In 1629, 

the Dutch settlement of New Amsterdam, recognizing a need 

for police protection, appointed a peace officer titled 

the schout fiscal who, in addition to his other duties, 

was responsible for insuring that laws were enforced. 28 

As early as 1636, Boston had an organized night watch 

whose purpose it was to patrol the streets to combat lar

ceny. _Philadelphia and other cities of comparable size 

also had some type of night patrol to deter crime. 

Of course, the expansion in America was heavily in

fluenced by the military. Many American cities were ini

tially mi1i-tary posts around which communi ties grew. When 

the posts moved westward or the need for the military pre

sence ceased, the communities remained and prospered. 

While the military was present, the responsibility for law 

enforcement remained with them; with their removal from 

the local scene, this responsibility shifted to the local 

government which had to devise some type of organization 

to assume responsibility for policing the community. The 
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fact that many portions of the developing America initially 

were under military rUle or court martial jurisdiction is 

an important point for, although the need for the military 

was recognized, at the same time it was resented. It is 

quite possible that these early experiences with a highly 

controlled and directed central authority left their mark 

on the national attitude and may serve as a possible ex

planation .for the traditional American distaste not only 

for military supremacy over civilian rule, but also for 

the concept of central government in general. 

With the growth of American· cities and the constant 

influx of new colonists who in many instances were avoid

ing some type of conflict with their native authorities, an 

emphasis on urban police problems emerged due to the con

stant inc'eea.se in the crime rate. The rapid increase in 

populati.on and the diversity of backgrounds and languages 

compou.:;'la.ed the problem of lawlessness. As previously men

tionejl the cities had relied on the night watch concept 

to provide public order within their jurisdictions, a po

li::f-:! concept that had been imported from England. However 

f.~e'cause of the low pay and the low prestige of the night 

watch and the large size of given wards, the enforcement 

demands made upon the night watch became unrealistic. Fur

thermore, the night watches were unable to cope with the 

daytime problems. Nevertheless, despite the inadequacy of 

the night watch, there "('lere no great. changes in this system 

of enforcement for many years. 
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As the expansion toward the l\Test continued, the pro-

liferation of various police concepts kept pace with the 

settlers. Local acceptance of law enforcement systems was 

strongly dependent, as with early colonists, on the set-

tIers' familiarity with systems in existence in thelr home 

communities. Despite local variations the one prevailing 

system that was universally accepted by the settlers was 

the office of sheriff. This system of law enforcement was 

widely adopted by the new emerging communities. 

Bopp and Schultz summarize the problem as it exist-

ed in the colonial times quite succinctly: 

A system of American law enforcement was 
being formed long before the Revolution'as 
colonial administrators adopted and ada~ted 
the usages of their European systems to the 
peculiar jurisdictional scheme and altered 
social circumstances prevailing in the New 
World. Cultures met and blended, as did law 
enforcement methods. The result was a brand 
of enforcement which resembled Old World in
stitutions but which, in rather substantial 
ways, was unique. As the early settlements 
grew in size the problems created by this 
growth prompted a movement toward comprehen
sive laws and firm, often rigid, law enforce
ment. America, even in the seventeenthcen
tury, was gaining a reputation for lawlessness, 
wanton violence, and hedonism, a reputation 
not entirely unearned, although the English 
conception of the New World as a hotbed'of 
criminal ,activity was greatly exaggerated. Yet 
crime existed and violence occurred regularl~ 
enough to be of concern to colonial leaders. 9 

with the start of the American Revolution, the trend 

toward formalization of civil law enforcement was, inter-

rupted. As in any time of war, the local needs were sub-
I 

ordinated to the needs of the military which, among ,other 
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things, assumed the main burden for law and order, at 

least to the degree required by the tactical situation 
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and local attitudes. This was true in areas where the 

military was active; the remainder of the country was per

mitted to take care of local problems as best it could. 

After the revolution, when things returned to normal 

and the civil authorities assumed responsibility for local 

problems, attention was again directed toward law enforce

ment. But the ravages of war and the rift which remained 

between the pro-and anti-revolution advocates made the 

development of law enforcement a slow and painful process. 

Every community of any size had a part of town that was 

primarily occupied by criminal and other undesil:;able ele

ments. Police enforcement in these areas was nonexistent 

since police were 'unwilling to enter such areas without 

:military escort. 

In an effort to combat and stem increasing criminal 

activity, urban communities tried to provide better and 

more continuous police protection to their citizens. A 

day watch, organized to combat crime when the night watch 

could not cope with the problem, was created about 1800 

in New York. This was the first daytime police force to 

appear in America, and the two separate watches--night and 

day--continued to operate independently for many years. 

Other communities followed the lead of New York by hiring 

full-~ime policemen. Boston established a day watch in 
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1838, followed shortly thereafter by Philadelphia. The 

first modern ~erican police force appeared in New York 

in 1844 when both watches were combined into a single po

lice force fashioned after the London Metropolitan Police 

Department. This consolidation was followed by Boston in 

1850, where the modern non-civilian police force as it is 

today made its appearance on the American scene. 

until 1855, officers were not allowed to wear any 

uniforms while acting in police capacity. Prior to that 

time, it was considered un-American for civilian police 

officers to wear any clothing that would remotely give 

them a military or non-civilian appe.arance. Until the 

acceptance of uniforms, police wore oivilianattire of 

dark color and tall hats. 

From the middle of the eighteenth century to the 
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start of the Civil War, the fledgling American police organ

iations were plagued with graft, mismanagement, and corrup

tion. In general, the police positions were part of the 

spoils system prevalent at that time, being used by vic

torious local politicians as a means of reward for their 

supporters. 

The Civil War and the Reconstruction had a devastat

ing impact on many police departments, especially those in 

the South. The Southern municipal governments had been 

shattered by the victorious North and, in many instances, 

the military fulfilled the functions of local law enforce-
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ment agencies. Because many leading Southerners did not 

waht to pa~tidipate ih gove~rumental functions with the 

victors, local municipal gove~nmenta1 agencies often 

• suffered. This was especially true in the area of law 
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enforcement. As the more talented citizens refused to en-

force the Yankee rules, police duties fell to the less edu-

cated and less capable men. The result of this experience 

was to be felt ~or many years as the quality of Southern 

law enforcement fell far behind that of other sections of 

the c~un try • 

The Southern states were not alone in experiencing 

problems caused by the Civil War.> In the North laws that 

permitted draftees to buy their way out of the Union Army 

caused many civil disturbances. For both the South and the 

North the post Civil War era inaugurated a period of tran-

sition and experimentation which continued until the emer-

gence of the American police as a modern force. 

with the emergence of modern communications and mo-

bi1itYF another challenging era began for American law en-

forcement. Police agencies, particularly those in metro-

po1itan areas, integrated the new technology into their 

operations. At the same time, new methods in selection, 

training, and utilization of personnel were being develop-

ed. However, while this dynamic process was in progress 

in the urban areas, the rural police agencies continued 

to fall behind. 
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The changing American social scene, now irrevocably 

transformed by technology and unalterably modified by phe

nomena characteristic of a nation in transition, forced 

state governments to seek new ways in which to meet the 

challenges of this new era. Because of problems in pro

viding uniform police enforcement on a state-wide basis 

and due to the need for a police agency to enforce various 

unpopular regulations, some states developed state police 

agencies. Although this was a new concept for many states, 

the idea itself was not new. The earliest form of state 

police to appear in America had been the Texas Rangers who 

were organized in 1835. In 1865 Massachusetts had appoint

ed a few state constables to enforce the law state-wide. 

However, it was not until 1905, when the Pennsylvania State 

Constabulary was created, that the modern state police or

ganization made its appearance. The Pennsylvania State 

Constabulary was unique for its time in that the force was 

organized according to recognized needs rather than custom. 

Traditional concepts of police organization 'and ~dministra

tion known and practiced at that time were totally ignored. 

Every concept, introduced in the organization was evaluated 

for its relevance and effectiveness in relation to the 

overall mission. The revolutionary conception of the Penn

sylvania State Constabulary signaled the beginning of a 

new era in law enforcement. 
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The following years saw the emergence of state police 

agencies throughout the land. Presently all the states 

except Hawaii have their own state police or highway pa

trols. However, the emergence of the state police agencies 

has created another level of police jurisdiction superim

posed on top of existing local police bodies and has in

troduced additional problems regarding jurisdiction and 

interaction with municipal. police agencies. 

In addition to the municipal and state police agen

cies in America, there are various federal police agencies. 

The federal police structure. originated with the establish

ment of the Postal Inspectors whose function it was to 

enforce the Postal Act of '1829. Similarly the Counter

feiting Law of 1842 brought with it the Secret Service 

Division. In 1870 the Department of Justice was created 

following the avalanche of problems resulting from the 

civil War. Other agencies with enforcement or investiga

tive functions were created as the responsibilities of 

the federal government expanded. Although there are some 

instances when federal and local jurisdictions overlap, 

for the most part the various federal agencies are limit

ed to specific functions, concentrating on problems that 

involve interstate activities or the violation of federal 

laws or statutes. Nevertheless, their very existence, in 

itself, places another police force on the American scene. 
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In addition to ~he local, state, and federal police 

agencies, there are also private police services and var-

ious regulatory agencies mandated by the states to per-

form specified functions within the scope of a particular 

jurisdiction, or task assignment. 
'(~ 
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Since the emergence of the state police, no addition-

al police forces have appeared on the local scene. The 

existing police agencies are now involved in refining their 

operations to reflect the increasing demands for efficiency 

and reduction of operational cost. But as this internal 

development and functional reorganization continue, the 

police are plague'c;'l with increasing operational costs for 

personnel and equipment while receiving growing,pressure 

to redu.ce the eve~r.-mounting crime rate. In attempting to 

meet and satisfy the public demands, the American police 

establishment is undergoing a reevaluation of its perform-

ance, organization, and overall approach to modern police 

problems. Better and more effective methods are being 

sought in an effort to provide the public the best police 

service. 
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V. Status of Law Enforcement in Contemporary ~erica 

Today our police agencies are undergoing a transition

al stage where their efficiency, organization, and overall 

performance are Being scrutinized closely by the public 

and by police administrators. This close scrutiny has been 

brought on by the rising crime rate and the apparent in

ability of the 'police either to reduce it or slow it down. 

In addition, the 'cost of police enforcement, already high, 

has also been rising constantly. This upward spiral of 

cost and crime has become a source of considerable concern 

both to the public and to police administrators, and po

lice operation? are being analyzed to see if they can be' 

simplified and made more effective in pursuit of their 

functions. 

The major problem with the American police system 

is the lack of uniformity from locality to locality and 

the multiplicity of the levels of police jurisdiction. 

Lack of police:cooperati9n, and in some instances direct 

competition, combined with the inefficiency of the smaller 

police jurisdictions are some of the other shortcomings 

of our system. These shortcomings have been recognized 

for some time. As early as 1931, the following statement 

was made about the fractionalization of the police--and 

their lack of coordination. 
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The multitude of police forces in 
any state and the varying standard~ of 
organization and service have con+.;ribut
ed immeasurably to the general low grade 
of police performance in this country. 
The independence which police forces dis
play toward each other and the absence of 

A any central force which requires either a 
uniform or a minimum standard of service 
leave the way open for the profitable oper
ation of criminals in an area where protec
tion is often ineffectual at the best, 
generally only partial, and too frequent
ly wholly absent.30 

Although the American police structure has long been 

recognized as being less effective than a centrally con

trolled force, the Anglo-American traditions of decen

tralization'and local autonomy are basic tenets of Amer-

ican p~litical and social organization. The organic 

nature of the relationship between the American politi-

cal philosophy and the American police structure is very 

aptly summarized by Chapman and St. Johnston: 

Police organization in contemporary 
America is an expression of the democra
tic form of government f{.:mnd in the United 
states. Such political philosophy provides 
for government's organization at several 
levels with reluctance towards centrali
zing police power or authority at any level. 
The result finds that no town, village, or 
hamlet is too small to have its own police 
force and police organizations function at 
five distinct levels of government--feder
aI, state, county, city and township.31 

Today the need for effective organized coordina

tion a~d cooperation between the different police agen-

cies, levels, and jurisdictions is urgent. Means are 
I 

being sought to develop some system of connections be-

39 
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tween and among the various and different levels of po

lice jurisdiction. steps are being taken, as the oppor

tunity permits, to accomplish the development~of this 
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system of connections. However, some of the stepsi requir-

ed to establish the needed cooperation and coordination . 

border on the centralized police concept. And because of . 
numerous political, constitutional, and historica.l pressures, 

this concept has not received very much support in the 

United States in the past. 

" 
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VI. Modern Philosophies Toward Centralized 

Law Enforcement in Ame,rica 
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Although many other democratic countries have enjoy

ed the advantages of a centralized police administration 

and have agreed that it serves to enhance and protect the 

democratic form of government, Americans have resisted 

this trend in the past. One of the most entrenched 

characteristics of the American law enforcement structure 

has been the decentrali~ation and fragmentation of police. 

However, recently some have argued that the centralization 

of police is not necessarily inimical to democracy, that, 

in fact, it can accord more harmonlously with democracy 

than decentralization. 

The proponents of centralized police function, while 

agreeing on the desirability of this course of action, 

fail to agree as to how it is to be accomplished, which 

agencies are to be incorporated, or at what level the 

merger is to take place. At the moment, the recommenda

tions and ideas regarding centralization in the u.s. are 

theoretical rather than practical. This is not,to say 

that there is no practical data available regarding tile 

operation and function of national police organizations. 

Numerous pUblications describing, analyzing, and evalua

ting the police organizations of various European nations 

of today and yesterday have attempted to define the bene

fits and shortcomings of centralized police operations 
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under the various forms of governments, including democracy. 

In addition, there is data available on the operation of 

centralized police agencies on a limited ·scale within the 

American political structure. All states but Hawaii 32 have 

either state police or highway patrol organizations which 

are miniature centralized police organizations on a state

wide basis. 

It would seem logical that any centralization of the 

police in America would begin with the already ce~tralized 

state police agencies. According to Berk:~J' the progress 

towara increased centralization will have to, and probably 

should, take place at the state level. 33 However, others 

recommend either regional or national centralization. 

According to Chapman and St. Johnston, the present 

system of law enforcement tends to foster competition among 

police agencies. Because of this competition, many unde

sirable actions are committed for the purpose of attaining 

favorable publicity, regardless of the effect these actions 

might have on other police forces and regardless of whe

ther or not they are in the self-interest of the indivi

dual police agency. Chapman and St. Johnston feel that 

the solution to this counterproductive situation lies in 

the reorganization of police jurisdictions. They recommend 

a regional organization with police forces amalgamated 

on a basis corresponding to standard metropolitan areas 

which might be called crime areas. 34 

'. 
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Ahe~n also foresees regionalization as perhaps the 

ultimate step by the police in meeting their responsi

bility. Only by this means can police begin working on 

similar problems facing more than one jurisdiction. A 

regional effort would allow coordination and permit elim

ination of organized crime that previously could move 
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from one jurisdiction to another. Furthermore, region

alization would make it possible to concent~ate on tra£

fic and patrol pattern.s by looking at. the overall neE':ds 

rather than at local requirements. Thus, a more effect

ive and responsive force would be available to th,,: commun

ity, and the present pattern of police failures because 

of inadequate financial resources Dr inefficient research 

capabilities could be broken. 35 

A thorough analysis of police reorganization in the 

direction of a centralized police system is being advocated 

by Dae Hong Chang. According to him, while Americans live 

in an organized society, the police organization is "lag

ging far behind" other elements of social structure like 

industry, business, and trade unions. In order that the 

social forces meet the criminal challenge, it is necessary 

to reexrunine the total complexity of our multi-police 

system. This reevaluation is mandatory in order to meet 

the pressing crime and delinquency problems in the United 

states. Chang visualizes crime as a national and not as 

a local problem. Criminals do not recognize local, state, 

or national boundaries unless it is to their advantage to 
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do so. Under such conditions, piecemeal adaptations of 

polioe struoture by 'local poiice agencies are not suffi

cient to meet the orime ohallenge. Every effort must be 

exerted, claims Chang, to restructure and reorganize the 

American police system by eliminating organizational over

lapping, discrepancy, and rivalry.36 

Although centralization of the American police struc

ture has become, at least theoretically, a viable alterna

tive to the present system, it still faces formidable 

opposition from many who feel that local-control is ulti

mately the most important attribute of any law enforoement 

system. 

August vol~me~, tne Dean of American Police Chiefs, 

favors the control of police agencies remaining in the 

hands of municipal authorities. He does recognize the 

fact that under some circumstances local control of the 

police might not be a desirable condition. However, it 

is his opinion that local conditions would be the best in

dicators of what forms of control should be exercised over 

the police. Ultimately, the most effective structure 

responsive to the needs of the public should be utilized. 

According to Vollmer, "In the last analysis the choice be

tween state and municipal control as a method of police 

administration can be made only in light of local condi

tions.1i 37 
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Patrick V. Murphy, while endorsing the present sys

tem of law enforcement, feels that federal assistance pro

vided to local police agencies should make requirements 

for improvement of the system. He feels that such controls 

placed on local agencies would, in fact, bring on the 

necessary improvements. It is his opinion that a radical 

upgrading of police, especially police leadership, is of 

prime importance. Furthermore, he agrees with the 1965 

Crime Commission that eventually the consolidation of small 

police departments into larger, more efficient, and more 

effective organizations will become necessary. 38 

Mediating between those who propose centralization 

of the police at either the state, regional, 'or'national 

level and those who favor the retention of the present sys

tem are those attempting to develop systems having the ad

vantages of both centralization and local control and the 

disadvantages of neither. 

The major problem, of course, is the concept of pub

lic control over the police agencies. In America this pub

lic control has been associated with the idea of account

ability to the local government by the police. As Bruce 

Smith points out: Decentralization is the most striking 

characteristic of the American police pattern; no other 

part of the world has carried local autonomy in police 

management to such extreme lengths. Smith envisages the 

emergence of countywide centralized police forces that 
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would provide law enforcement service to all residents 

within their jurisdictions. According to Smith a police 

force c~ntralized at the county level could retain the 

best parts of existing systems--efficiency due to the size 
~ 

and scope of its police misiion and local control of po

lice agencies due to its relatively limited spher"e. 39 

Germann, Day, and Gallati are also in favor of changes 

that would permit a more efficient and less expensive po

lice effort while remaining responsive to local autonomous 

governing bodies. They favor any changes that would pro-

tect the vested career interests of police officers while 

allowing more uniform, competent, legal, moral, and less 

corrupted police operations~ However, theyare'opposed 

to the Unitary, national police system because the "dan-

gers inherent in the abuse of such system could well under-

mine the strength of American democracy which had a 

diffusion of governmental authority and power to the ex-

tent that governmental tyranny is always at a potential 

minimum!,40 

A new approach to the reorganization of the police 

establishment is suggested by Manning. He recommends a 

reorganization made along functional lines aimed at peace-

keeping rather than law enforcement, allocation of rewards 

for keeping the peace rathe~ than enforcing the law, and 

finally decentralization of police functions to reflect 
I 

community control without diffusion of responsibility and 
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accountability to a central headquarters. Peace-keeping 

functions would be carried out from centrally located dis

trict or area centers. His approach would concentrate on 

peace-keeping tasks by having major emphasis placed on 

various units performing domestic, juvenile, and alcohol 

(in conjunction with detoxification centers) functions. 

Enforcement of law would be relegated to a felony squad 

and possibly a riot unit when applicable. Mainly the re

organization would tend to remove the present military 

structure and replace it with units established along 

functional lines of responsibility.4l 

Skolnick also visualizes a movement by the police 

away from the milita'ry organization model and toward a 

more professional "legal model." Although he does not 

foresee any major changes in the police structure, he 

does see a need in the complex world of the 1970's for 

considerable innovation in the areas of police-community 

relations and crime prevention. According to Skolnick, 

"Legal values of rationality, consistency, and fairness 

must become part of policemen's approach to the world, and 

police organizations must develop a tradition of inquiry 

into their own underlying assumptions and organizational 

mechanics. ,,42 

Kuykendall and Gould predict that in the coming de

cade pressures placed on the police agencies will result 

in cooperative police systems. other than attempts of 
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the past, there are no accepted frameworks to guide law en-

forcemeht in the development of these. new systems. Accord

ing to Kuykendall and Gould, law enforcement must success

fully become more efficient and more responsive to local 

community n~eds. Law enforcement srlould relate to the 

total community while applicable to all political and geo

graphic areas. 43 
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VII. Conclusion 

The widely differing views of police scholars and 

educators demonstrate clearly that there is no easy sol~

tion to the organizational problems of law enforcement 

agencies. Current thinking tends to lean toward a more 

centralized police system, but the level of centralization 

remains undecided. In addition, the concept of a central

ized police in America continues to face vigorous opposi

tion from the adherents of the traditional decentralized 

American system. Numerous and varied proposals have been 

made in the effort to make police activities more respon

sive to public demands' while still functioning within the 

traditional police framework. In part, this irresolution 

has be.en caused by the inability of the reformers to de

cide, or to agree upon, the desirability of anyone sys

tem.Another important factor has been a prevailing un

certainty about how the American public would react to 

radical change in one of its basic social agencies--the 

police force. 

Over the years such considerations have caused the 

battle between the centralization and the decentralization 

factions to remain theoretical. However, recently this 

changed drastically. In Chicago, on August 27, 1974, 

while appearing as the keynote speaker before the Major 

Cities Administrators' Conference on Urban Crime, Attor-
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ney General William B. Saxbe warned his audience that un-

less the eVer-increasing crime ra~e is reversed, this na-

tion will be faced with the prospect of creating a national 

police as a means of reversing the trend. 44 This pronounce-

ment by a cabinet rank official placed the idea of 

a national police force in a more dramatic perspective 

and made the ongoing battle between the opposing sides of 

the centralization issue less conjectural and more immedi-

ately pertinent. Although not all of the participants 

agreed with Saxbe, there were police leaders from around 

the nation who did agree with his statement. 

According to Mr. Saxbe, this nation does,not have 

many alternatives: 

The options are', very limited as we 
face the future. If we go on as we are, 
there is every possibility that crime will 
inundate us. The nation then will be 
faced with the prospect of falling apart 
or devising a national police force in one 
final effort to restore domestic order. 

Mr. Saxbe warned that the act of creating this force would 

be a "dreadful mistaken because, historically, the place-

ment of too much power in the hands of law enforcement 

agencies has initiated the decline of individual freedoms. 

He also emphasized that "freedoms that are surrendered are 

never returned, II contending that the American public 

would not be willing to allow ,"centralizing war on crime 

in the name of efficiency, while ,meekly accepting a nation-

al constabulary." He also pointed out that the "national 
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police can be used as an instrument of national repression-

as they always wind up being run by somebody else.,,45 

In his speech Mr. Saxbe alluded to two sides of the 

question--on the one side the effectiveness of a central 

police and, on the other side, the possibility of its be

coming a repressive weapon in the hands of unscrupulous 

officials. In addition to the possible misuse of such a 

police force, there is also the matter of constitution

ality. These, and other problems, make this a multi-faceted 

issue of almost indescribable complexity. Without doubt 

whatever action taken will be of great significance not 

only to the problem of crime but also to the future of the 

American people ruld their attitude toward the' police es

tablishment. 

The need for and significance of studies in the area 

of police reorganization or centralization is evidenced by 

the fact that there are, according to Wilson, 40,000 separ

ate police agencies in the United States. 46 The need for 

further research is also indicated by the fact that prelim

inary, limited opinion polls have disclosed acceptance by 

the general public of the concept of a national police, 

even in the light of the dangers revealed by Saxbe. 47 AL

though this acceptance might be-an over-reaction to the 

publicity given to the increasing crime rate, nevertheless 

the attitude cannot be overlooked or disregarded. Such 

acceptance is surprising in view of the anti-centralization 
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attitude reflected in the American Constitution and tra

ditionally displayed by Americans. Constitutional limit

ations have placed responsibility for public safety in the 

hands of the states and, ultimately, in the hands of munic

ipal governments. Traditionally the lowest revel of govern

ment has been used to execute whatever tasks were deemed 

necessary for the maintenance of public safety. Only as a 

last resort, in the last fifty years, have these activities 

been centralized and then again at the lowest' level possi

ble. The current willingness to forsake the traditional 

police organizational structure suggests the extent of pub

lic dissatisfaction with the existing state of police act

ivities and the present equivocal status o~ the law en

forcement establisl~ent in the minds of the American people 

whom it serves. 
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