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Perspectives on Policing in Ninetcenth Century America

Pollcing in America has long been the object of heated debate. Much
of the conflict concerned the issues of professionalization and thé exten-
glon of public authority over pu]iélng. As a result of these processes,
the nineteenth century witnessed subscnntiaL egpcrlmcntacion among diverse
forms of policing.

This essay addresses changes in the character of American policing
during the century bounded loosely by the 1820s and 1920s. Our examina-
tion of the historical literature on policing reveals three main perspec-
tives on the éise and reform of urban police: socilal dlsorganiéation,
pq]iclcul process, and class conflict. We select sets of studieé which we
think are representative of these perspectives--including appropriate
works on English policc——and evaluate their utility in explaining changes
in pollcing.

Conceptual limitations within all three pérspectives prompt us to
suggest a respecification of the research problem. We present a broadened
definition of policing which c;compusscs activities of private as well as
public agents, and of non-professional as well as professional agents. We
then attempt to elaborate a description of changes in the proportions of
policing activitlies undertaken by th; various classes of policing agents

throughout the century.

The hlstorical study of policing grew out of a renewed interest in
the character of urban life in America. Early studies, notably Roger
Lane's Policing the City: Boston, 1822-1885 and James Richardson's The

New York Police: Colonial Tiwes to 1901, employ an implicit model of

urban growth in tracing changes in thé character of municipal policing,
gspccially the emergence of centralized city police.] The model, which we
shall call the "social disorganization" persﬁective, is a familiar one: as
towns expanded into cities, urban anonymity provided cover for criminals,
and the increasing heterogeneity resulting from immigration intensified
inter-group tensions. Hence, rising crime and collective disorders were
natural concomitants of urban growth. The mechanlisms of social control
appropriate to small-scale, homogencous communities became Increasingly
inadequate. New developments in policing simply reflected an equally natu-
ral, if not inevitable, adjustment to changed social circumstances.

In Boston and New York during the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, municipal policing was largely informal and decentralized; policing
involved a variety of actors organized in citizen and professional forces
under military and civilian control with overlapping jurisdictions among
sheriffs, watchmen, and constables. The use of entreprencurial policing
under the fee system, in which constables provided services to owners of
stolen property who pald extra-legal fees for the return of their goods,
was quite common.

Both Lane and Richardson suggest that incrcases in the scale and
complexity of urban life in the nineteenth century overwhelmed ipformul
policing arrangements. Lane suggests that beforé growth, Boston was com-
paratively easy to police, but "as the city developed, problcms arose which
the community was unable to meet in traditional fashlon."2 The crecation
of a professional, preventive police resulted from the inability of clei-
zens té deal with the problems of riot, criminality, and disorderly behav-

ior, of which drunkenness was the most important symbol. Richardson writes
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that In New York, "the old patterns of deferrence to one's betters and
and social control by infqrmul mechanisms such as gossip no longer pre-
vutled."3 He notes the significance of the successful model provided by
London's Metropolitan Police, and offers the clearest statement of the
smului dlisorganizaclon perspective: (

New York Clty established an organized police only when provided

with a successful model and when fears of soclal disintegration

were stronger than distaste for a quasi-standing afmy.

The 1830's and 1840's were decades of vapid population growth

with sharp increases in immigration, helghtened distinctions be-

cween ;]uss, ethnic, and religious éroups with consequent social

straln, and a dizzying economic cycle of boom and bust. These

changes greatly complicated the city's police problem.4
Richardson extends this cxplanation to other large northern cities in a
subsequent book: I

New York, Boston, and Philadelphia underwent rapid social and

cconomic change during these years [by the 1830s}, change that

so intensified group conflict that new instruments for maintain-

ing order secmed 1mpurut1ve.5

The soclal disorganization explanation of the transition to bureau-
cratic, urban police rests on an argument concerning community responses to
Increases in public disorder for which scm;t supporting data have been pre-
sented.  Presumably, its proponents have in mind some threshhold of disor-
der which sparks police reform. Lane tells us that in the 1830s, "the prob-
tem of mob violence . . . compelled the municipality . . . to create a new

class of permanent professional officers, with new standards of perfor-
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mance."6 Certainly ﬁoston experienced serious disturbances In the 1830s:
the burning of the Charlestown Convent (1834), the attack on W. L. Garrison
(1835), and a bloody bntgle between volunteer firemen and an Irish funeral
procession (1837) could well have been the central precipitants of Bostou's
police reform of 1838. But Lane's account rests on a retrospective reading
of history that never directly attempts to answer the question, "How auch
disorder was too much?" Only the emergence of professional police provides
evidence that there was 'teo much" disorder. Similarly, it is not clear
for how long or to what extent crime had to be rising in order to elicit a
reorganization of policing fprces.

The sequence of rapid social change, the breakdown of traditional
mechanisms of control resulcing in disorder, and the institutionalizatlon
of new modes of control characterizes the socilal disorganization perspective
on American policing. Adherents to-thls view attempt to specify the social
conditions which preceded centralization, but generally ignore the politics
of changes in policing. They rarely examine the groups calling for change,
the political circumstances accompanying the changes, and the forms of or-
ganization which resulted.

Allan Levett develops some of these criticisms of cthe social disorgan-

ization approach in his study of the centralizacion of police in the nine-

‘teenth century.7 Reinterpreting the conditions preceding the move for cen-

tralization, Levett criticizes the social disorganizatlon perspective for
its failure to distinguish among types of crime and collective violence.
He writes, "1f it did, scholars would nced to cousider the specific pur-
poses behind policing, whose interests are served and what elements in a
poéulation the police are most directed to wove against or control. It is

in this way that policing is pullcicul.."8 calling for an undcrstanding of




pu]iqing within the politics of the ninetcenth century, Levett proposes an
alternative model which he labels the "political process” perspective.

The political process approach interprets the politics of policing as
the competition among contending groups for control over policing activities
in their Interest. Croups within the community mobilize to influence the
character of polfcing. The resulting forms of police organization reflect
the outcomes of this competition.

Levett argues that police practice after unificavion lends support to
the political process wodel because there was an increase in arrests for pub-
lic order offenses, especially drunkenness, disorderly conduct, and vagrancy.
Drawing on labelling theories of deviance, Levett contends that public order
of fenses Involve c;hfllctjng definitions of what constitutes proper behavior.
Therefore, arrests for public order offcnseslhuve‘a characteristically polit-
ical flavor. Disputes about the definitions of acceptable bchavior ensured
that control over policing was one of the chief issues in nineteenth century
Qunlctpnl elcctluns.g

Examining conditions befure and after centralization in nine large cit-
les, lLevett focuses first on the factors which produce changes in the degree
of police ccncruljzation.and second on the consequences of centralization for
soclal control. He suggests that centralization was facilitated by three
conditlons: the increasing financial strength of the well-to-do, the expan-
sion of the poor and the trend toward downward mobility among native-American
craftsmen, and the lugge fnflux of foreign immigrants. The move for central-
fzation was led by the new middle classes, especially in the older cities of
the Eastern seaboard where the extenslon of suffrage provided them with the
opportunity to build a coalicion with native-American workingmen. The coali-

tion cffected céntralization and mobilized police power against immigrants,

-

lower class natives, and the unemployed. However, in the absence of system-
atic measures of changes in the etlnic and occupational composition of public
order arrests, Levett's hypothesis remains to be tested thoroughly.

Samuel Walker's Critical History of Police Reform offers a variant of

the political process perspective which concentrates on the politics of po-
lice professionalization in American cities from the mid-nincteenth century
through the nineteenFthlrties.lo Walker suggests that carly urban police
represented the very "antithesis of professionalism': policemen recelved
little or no training before being sent to march their beats; they lacked a
career orientation to their jobs; they were generally held in low csteem by
the public they were entrusted to protect; they too often relied upon force
and violence to obtaln compliance from citizens; and, perhaps most [mpor-
tantly, thgy enforced laws selectively, to advance the partisan interests of
local politicians. Professionalization of police work became the rallying
cry for those dissatisfied with a system in which the police officer "was
less a public servant than an agent for a given political Euc:ion."ll Though
dissatisfied, reformers were not disinterested. Walker writes, "the attempt
to remove the influence of politics was essentially an effort to supplant one
political element with unothcr.”lz
In contrast to the attention paid by the social disorganization per-
spective to changes in the scale and complexity of urban life, the political
process perspective emphasizes the political processes which mediate between
large scale social changes and changes in the character of municipal police.
Tt examines the political contention surrounding unification and reform by
analyzing the mobilization of groups for control over poficing. It empha-

sizes the relationship between coalitions which control policing aud the

targets of police practice. However, its adherents fail to explain the rela-




tion between large scale changes and changes in the lnterests of the groups
uﬂlch combine or-cumpetc for control over policing.

A third perspective on policing links major changes in police organiza-
tion to the chonging class relations attendant upon the rise of industrial
cupltéltum . Thu "¢lass control" model seeks to link the emergence and sub-
sequent functlons of professional police to the growing intolerance of dis-
orderly public behavior by an dncreasingly powerful class of industrialiscs
who hoped to use the police to impose new social norus.

The employmént of professional police to discipline a growing working
class figures prominently in several class analyses of police in the nine—
teenth cuntury.lj Sidney Harring states the strongest version in his criti-
cal review of police histories:

the preeminent force behind the creation of the police institu-

tion in the United States was the need of large-scale entrepre-

neurs to easure the orderly cuﬁtrol of workers during the era of

capltalist Lndustrializaciun.la
In Buffalo, fu; example, businessmen used their control over municipal of-
fices to mobllize local police against strikers and to chcouragevselectlve
enforcement of public order laws to the disadvantage of workers and recent
hmnlgrunts.15

Allan Silver's seminal trcatment of police and riots in mid-nineteenth
century England conveys an important difference between the class c;ntrol
and soclal disorgnnizatian models: 1instead of an Increasing need for order
in the community, there was a concrete demand for order, which included "a

16 The new

speclfic demand for the bureaucratization of police functions."
organization of police initfaced the 'penetration and continual presence of

central political authorivy throughout daily 11fc."l7 Lt was accompanied by

an "unprecedentedly cxtensive form of moral consensus" which enabled the po-
Lice to exercise coercive control under the mantle of constitutional author-
ity.18 This consensus served to legitimate the political rule of new eco-
nomic classes. Silver suggests how this arrangement worked:

at a time when the agrarian rich often sought to multiply and
reconstruct the traditional means of self-defense against vio~
lent uprising and attack, those who sprang from the newer sources
of wealth turned toward a bureaucmtic police system that insu-
lated them from popular vidlence, drew attack and anlmosity upon
itself, and seemed t; separate the assertion of *constitut lonal’

1
authority from that of social and economic dominance. 9

In his view, the moral consensus mirrored the ideology of the new manu-

facturing class. ' But just how and how extensively this consensus was

achieved remains probleﬁatic in his essay.

In an analysis of England's northern Industrial areas, Robert Storch
provides lucid descriptions of how new police forces were ewployed as agents
of moral reform: drinking, gambling, and sports came under the purview of
police.20 Regulating these activities rcpresented an attempt to impose a
middle class conception of public order on a reluctant--and frequently resis-
tant—-working class. The police, argues Storch, were intended to do more
than prevent serious crime and contain popular disorder. The daily surveil-
lance of working class neighborhoods, including streets, pubs, and popular
celebrations, marked a new departure in policing uctlvities,‘which

nust be viewed as a direct complement to the attempts of urban

middle-class elites-~by means of sabbath, educational, temper-

ance, and recreational reform--to mold a laboring class amcuable

to new disciplines of both work and leisure. " The other slde of



the coin of middle~class voluntaristic moral and social reform

(even when sheathed) was the policeman's crunchcon.21
Authoritics were barcicularly zealous in their attempts to suppress tradi-
tional co]lcctivc actlons such as stang-riding and Guy Fawkes celebrations,
which represented forms of popular justice and sometimes provided occaslons
for soclal protest.

Ln contrast to the social disorganization view, adherents to the class
control perspective attempt to rdlﬁtc the emergence of professional police
dcpafcmunts to the rise of Industrial capitalism. Relative to the political
process model, class control arguments posit a less pluralist fmage of Ameri-
can policics by emphasizing the role of a single set of actors--industrial-.
ists--who essentially determined that the creation of professional police
forces whould further thelr Lntg;csts.

However, most of these approaches employ retrbapcctive reasoning: they
err In explaining the origins of municipal police by referring to their sub-
sequent soclal control functions, rather than by providing evidence about
the 1Qtentiuns of groups which influenced police reform. Some studies posit
an automatic change in police organization and practice in response to indus-
crlu]lzntiun.22 These accounts ignore the politfcal struggles accompanying
Industrialization which occasionally produced police support for striking
laborers.

In fact, Bruce Johnson has reversed the standard class control picture
by arguing that local public police functioned predominantly to defend
working class 1nturests.23 He wfltes:

If criminal justice and police work in the United States consti-

ture a system, it is not a unitary one. Tt is rather an appara-

tus whose mulciple parts serve different wasters. The . . .
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claim that American law serves capitalist elites makes sense for

courts, extra-local public police and private police (though even

here, significant variability exists). These agencles, so to

speak, have taken ;are of business. However, local public police

(the most important single component of our criminal Justice sys-

tem) have taken care of labor. Today and over time, local public

police have been accessible to the viewpoints and preoccupations

of the American working class; many of their acrivicies have

served and do serve to defend or extend the (modest) social privi-

leges of this class. .This recognition 1s the key which unlocks

American police work, past and present.zA

More than their English counterparts, American municipal police werc
closely tied--by residence requirements, often by ethnicity, and, after the
Civil War, by participation in Democratic political machines--to the working
class and poor communities they patrolled. Efforts to reform mumicipal po-
lice by putting them under the control of largely Republicnﬁ state leglsla-
tures in the last half of the century were part of an attack upon the close
relationship between police and workers which characterized machine politics.

Police support for labor during strikes was most evident in medium-
sized industrial cities of the East and Midwest. Drawing on Herbert
Cutman's studies 6f a number of these cities,zs Johnson argues that strong
local ties often bound small businessmen, city officials, and police forces
with striking workers against industrialists and scabs from outside the com-
sunity. In such situations, industrialists learned to rely less upon local
public police. They turned instead toward private police like Pinkerton's,
and later, toward state police and federal agencies when they vequired cocr-

cive forces to.handle disaffected laborers.z
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Jolmson's interpretaction of the relationship between local police and
the working class challenges not only the conclusions of most proponents of
class control models of policing, but also wmost police historians working
within the other pcrspuctlves.27 The challenge should spur more research on
the role of local police In repressing strikes. If Johuson's notions are
correct, such rescarch will have to consider the roles‘uf private police,
state police, militias, and federal agents as well.

Sctting local public police within the context of och;r policing
agencies, Jolmson makes an important conceptual advance over much of the
policing lltcrutu;c we have reviewed. Whether or not his conclusions about
local pollce hold up under further empirical investigation, his approach sug-
gests to us that future research should consider the activities of a wider
set of courclve control agéncs. All three of the perspectiveswe discussed
tend to Imposc too narrow a dgfinltion of policing by identifying policing
with the activities carried out by formally organized agents of local govern-
ment. The definicion overstates the link between policing and governments
and does Injustice to the wide range of types—-privafe and public, wmilitary
and clvilian, formal and informal--which characterize the history of policing
tn America. Focusing on the emergence of centralized local police tends to
obscurce the extent to which centralized policing was merely one of a number

of options avallable to groups calling for changes in policing.

Our review of the literature on policing suggests the need for a respec-
ffication of the research problem. We begin by offering a redefinicion of
puolicing. Previous work spoke of police, not policing. Taking organizations
us.its starting point, it focused on the actlvities of formal policing agen-

' 28
cles 1ike mmicipal departments or the earller citizen watch. We begin
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from a different position, taking activities as the starting polnt and
looking at the distribution of policing actions in different places and at
different points in time.

By policing uccions, we mean encounters in which collective actors or
their representatives apply coercive sanctions under the claim of maintaining
public order. The collective actors include a wide range of groups such as
federal, state, or local police, citizen watch, private police, and private
citizens acting as vigllantes. The common ground 1s the cocrcive character
oflthelr actions and the claiwmed legitimate right to mafntain public order.

This perspective allows us to frame policing as a toplc in the soclology
of politics. Competition among groups and actors carrying out policing ac-
tions becomes the center of attention. The shift in the distribution of po-
liciﬁg actions Auring the century becomes a measure of changes In the extent
of control over policing exercised by these groups.

We use the term "forms of policing” to refer to the classes of groups

‘and actors that carried out policing actions in the ‘nincteenth century. We

depart from previous approaches which try to explain the appearance of vari-
ous types of policing. The broadened definition proposed hcre suggests in-
stead a concenttation on changes in policing actions among the forws of po-
licing of which the various types are examples. When we approach policing

by focusing on the types of organizations, the emergence of orgunlzatioﬁs is
a key fact to be explained. When we look at policing as a set of activities
initiated by a variety of groups and actors within a population, we shift the
focus to an explanation of changes in the distribution of policing actions.
The extent of organization differcntiates the various groups involved in
policing. The effect of organization on the distribution of policing actions

becomes a problem to be explained. For example, we translate the concern
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with the emergence of centralized wanicipal departmencs into a rescarch hy-
pothesis about the eifects of the Chunge;un the distribution of policing ac-
tlons amony the Forms. 1In piucc of explanations of new types of policing,

we emphasize the lmpact of change on the distribution of activities among all
the forms of policing., Table 1 arranges the chief forms of policing accord-
fug to two dimensions: the extent of professionalizacion among the groups
carryiag out polteing actions and the relationship between policing agents
and the scate. By indicating the wmost salient analytical characteristics for
the nincteenth century, the cells define four groupings among the types of
policlag we have discussed.

The rows distinguish between the activities of professional and non-
professional policing agents. We identify professional policing with the
activities of agents for whom policing is their chief employment. Profes-
sional agents are gencrally formally organized. In contrast, we identify
uon-professional policing with the activities of actors who take part in
policing actions but do not make policing their chief employment.

Describing the reluclonsﬁipvbetwcun policing agents oand the state, the
columns distinguish between the activities of public and pri;ate forces.
Public forces have been much discussed In the literature, while policing by
private agencles or vigilantes has reccived less attention.

The diverslity of forms is a key fact to be explained. The variety of
forms can be understood as the outcome of particular features of American
politics which continue to characterize policing. The structure of public
policing reflects the distribution of power among American governments. Pub-
lic policing was parcelled out among the various levels of government--feder-
al, state, county, and local. Overlapping jurisdictions cowplicated the as-

signment of responsibilities among these agencles: Although federal agencies
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TABLE 1

Forms of Policing

Professional

Non-professional

Agents of the
State
(Public)

Not Agents of
the State
(Private)

Municipal police
County police
State police

Federal police

Citizen watch

Militia/National Cuurd|

Posse, deputies

Vigilantes




- . .- P o e . t mmseasides b e e de e = s v e e e R e T —

L5

did policing work, policing by the central state was relatively wcgk and
decentralized policing was the rule. Lower level police forces, such as
local and county police, were usually held accountable to the electorate.
Decentralized authority, overlapping jurlsdictions, and electoral accounta-
bilicy framed the structure of policing in America and invited political con-
tentlon among thc forms of policing. ‘

But public pollcing covers only part of the policing work lnlche nine-
teenth century. The police mandate was interpreted broadly by governments
which chartered large numbers of private agencles during the century. Best
known for their work on behalf of business and industry, private pelice
tratled eriminals who crossed jurisdictional boundaries, policed offenses
which fell outside the purview of public agencles, and, most importantly,
bolstered the manpower available from public agencies for the protection of-
property. Private policing flourished in clrcumstances where public policing
was absent, the responsibility of public agents unclear, or their comnitment
of resources unsure. The cnormous growth of private policing in America was
wnparallelled by the experience of European nations where police powers were
. heavily concentrated in the central state.

The tradition of policing by private citizens 1s'dueply inscribed in
American history. Following English custom, private citlzens orguniged under
the hue and cry system had major responsibility for policing urban arecas.
Kftur the formation of centralized departments, the tradicion persisted when
prlQutu citizens were deputized and posses were formed. A good deal of po-
lLicing, however, involved unchartered groups of citizens.

Vfg1lantism {s an enduring part of the American police tradition. 1In
the West, there were large expanses of "unpoiiced" space where formal police

forces did not exist untlil the late nineteench century. Tn arcas where set-
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tlement preceded government, vigilance committees often administered justice.
As these settlements grew and were incorporated by governments, public polic-
ing challenged the practice of vigilantism. However, some communities found
vigilantism a cheaper solution to the demand for order and postponed the
cstuBlishment of public policing. Where law enforcement sgencles took hold,
vigilantes supplemented or usurped public policing when influentiual segments
of the cdmﬁunity were unsatisfied.with official justice. Vigilantes en-
forced laws for which they found police response lax and pronounced summary
justice on those whose activities they found threuicning. Although vigilan-
tism had preéedenté in European history, there were no parallels to the
strength of the vigilante tradition in the United Stutes.29

Under the conditions of a weak central sc;te, the limited geographical
and legal extent of.public policing, electoral accountability, and a broad
interpretation of the police mandate which included public and private ac-
tors, policing in the nineteenth cenﬁury involved diverse forus contending
for control over policing actions. We try to clarify the diversity of types
of policing in the nineteenth century by emphasizing the two significant di-
mensions which distinguish among classes of pollicing actors. ‘These factors
enable us to trace changes In the distributlion of policing actions among the
various forms of policing. The first was the gradual replacement of citizen
policing by professional policing. The second involved the imposition of
public authority over policing.

The table suggests an accounting scheme which might be used to examine
variation; over time in the distribution of policing actions among the forms
within a given population--a natlon, state, reglon, or locality. We will
use the scheme to sketch the broad trends in the distribution of policing

actions at the national level. Drawing on our review of the historical
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accounts, we uffcr a hypothetical scenario of the long-run changes in the
character of policing in nincteenth century Amerfca which we hope will be
confirmed, corrected or refuted by future studies in the field.

Our account concerns changes in the proportion of policing actions among
thclfurma. To be sure, the absolute number of policing actions increased
enormously during the century aé a result of population growth, urbanization,
and changes in the character of pollcing. Our interest in the forms of po-
licing suggests that redistribution Is a more meértunt concern than increase
tn the overall number of policing actions. 1f we wanted to carcfﬁlly measure
changes In the distrlbuclqn of policing actions across a sample of places, we
would have to Introduce statistical controls for changes in the size and set-
tlement of populations during che éuncury. Our discussion minimizes khese
demographic effects unleSncentrutes on the impact of professjonallzacion and
the expansion of public authority over policing on the distribution of polic~
ing actions.

Professionalization refers to a net shift in the proportion of policing
actions iniltiated by non-professionals to those initiated b; professionals.
We relate yhe process to the growth of professional policing agencies which
involved fncreases in thelr control over resources such as money, manpower,
and strategy. Our historical account focuses on the impact of changes in
ovganization on the proportion of policing actions undertaken by varlous
forms. ‘Two cases will be discugsed: the ccﬁcrallzacion of municipal police
and changes In the organization of private policing.

As we know from the historical literature, the debate over centraliza-
tion focused on the organization of policing in citles; By centralization,
most authors refer to a shift from entrepreneurial to professional pollcing

which brought increases iIn the funding, size, and sophistication of municipal
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police. Few studies, however, ;xamlne the velationship between the increas-
ing resources of professfonal agencies and the distribution of policing ac-
tions under their control. We hypothesize that increased manpower, guaran-
teed regular employment and decent wages combined with greater visibility
and sophistication to raise the capacity of municipal departments to maintain
public order. As the growing capacity of municipal police increased the
overall number of policing actions, the proportion of policing actions under
their control also expanded.

The effects of changes in strategy support our argument. At the begin-
ning of the century, public agencies practiced reactive policing. Entrepre-
neuglal police were principally engaged in the detection of crime and the
apprehension of crimlnals. With centralizatlon, strengthened professional
agencies developed proactive strategies, most importantly the practice of
surveillance and continuous police presence in the community. Allan Silver
relates professionalization to the creation of a "policed society" which
would not have been possible given the limited size, financial resources, and
organization of entrepreneurial policing.30

.Professionalizntion also brought increqscs in capacity among private
agencies. Private organizations such as the Pinkertons replaced the "hired
gun" in the West and their money, manpower, and sophistication increased
steadily during the late nineteenth century. 1In fact, private agencles plo-
ncered many of the innovations which were later adopted by public police.
Bruce Johnson notes that Pinkerton's was the first agency "to fully develop
the detective as an occupational role, and the first to use fingerprints as
a tool for identifica;ion."al Increases in thelr capacity probably had the

dual effect of increasing the overall number of policing actions and increcas-

ing the proportion of policing actions under their control, but to a lesser
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extent than in the case of muﬁlclpal police.

The extension of public authority over policing refcrs.tu'a net shift
in the proportion of policing actions which favored public over private ac-
tors. The process involved an expansion ln.thc range and responsibility of
public police. Our account focuses on the impact of changes. in the extent of
public authorlty over policing on the distribution of policing actions among
the forms.

The extension of public authority over policing had several facets.
First of all; the increase in the number of state and local governments
brought more people under the control of public policing. We note the broad-
ened geographical range of public policing, where govgrnmcnt followed settle-
ment.  The beglanings of munfcipal pollcing in these urbanizing areas 1ln-
creased the proportion of polfcing actions under government control. Second,
nwew laws and Interpretations of laws gave public police responsibility for
of fenses which had prcviohsly been policed by private agencies or vigilantes.
For cxample, the New England Assoclatlon Agalnst Counterfeiting, a private
agency, was the chlef instrument of Massachusettg bankers in the fight
agalnst counterfelting until the United State Secret Service took charge af-
ter the C!vﬁl war.32

ALl dn all, the expansion of publl? authority over policing 1ﬁcruused
the proportion of policing actions undertaken by agents Qf g&vernment. 1f
our predictions about the effects of professionalization and the extension of
of public authority over policing are correct, we should expect that the re-
distribution of policing actions favored professional over non-professional
forces and public over private forces. The majority of policing actions

shifted Into the first cell of Table 1. The shift was accomplished at the
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expense of non-professional public policing, and, to a lesser extent, at the
expense of non-professional private policing. Concurrently, the activities
of private professional policing were increasing, but not as Extcnslvuly as
the number of policing actlons undertaken by professional public policing.

Within the first cell, the centralization of authority at higher levels
produced important changes. While local police continued to account for the
bulk of public professional policing actions, we note a moderate shift to-
ward higher levels of authority which reflected the increasing role of statre
and federal agencies. 1In the late nineteenth century and especially the
early twentieth century, state and federal agencies stepped into areas where
public responsibility was ambiguous and policing by local governments was
absent or ineffecflve.

Our account of the redistribution of policing actions suggests che im-
portance of the politics of policing. We have argued that groups contending
for political power sought to gain control over policing. Control over po-
licing allowed these grohps to advance or consolidate their control over im-
portant resources.

The relationship between policing and the economy is illustrative. To
the extent that policing actions facilitate certain cconowic activities and
constrain others, policlng serves particular economic fnterests. For exam~
ple, in a soclety which guarantees the rights of property, policing incvita-
blyserves the interests of the propertied more than the propertyless. Groups
carrying out policing actions on behalf of particular economic interests
claim legitimacy by identifying the p{o:cccton of property with the mainte-
nance of public order. Whether we consider labor conflict, licensing, or
vice, these claims reflect concerns of production, distribution, and consump-

tion.
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. The political circumstances which gave rise to a variety of forms of
policing also provided various loci QE authority which were the targets of
powerful groups seeking control over policing. In the case of‘public polic-
Ing, the electoral accountability of municipal forces made local policing the
object of contention among competing political parties. When electoral de-
feats robbhed them of their power over local policing, party leaders fre-
quently turned their efforts to state legislatures. Raymond Fosdick notes
that a dozen major cities undc;weéc state c;ncrul over policing betwéen 1857
and .l9l.5.33 Most of these takecovers of municipal forces involved the efforcs
of rural Republican legislatures to disarm Democratic party machines.

Pitched battles among political partvisans sometimes followed. 1n 1857, mem-
bérs of the state-appointed Metrupolltah police and local police chartered
by the city councll staged a major riot over the right to police New York

34

Ciuy. Takeovers often benefitted business interests as in the case of-

Boston where the stave-appointed commissioners "had the police assume the lo-
cally unpopular function of protecting property during strtkes.”35

Similarly, the formation of state police forces satlsfled.a long-stand-
ing demand for the protection of industrial property by industrialists who
found local police and the state wmilitia unreliable. The creation of the
Pennsylvania State Constabulary followed the 1902 anthracite coal strike
which represented a strong challenge to the power of capital. Removed from
political influence, the constabulary was a mobile force organized aJoné mili-
tary lines which recrulted 1ts members throughout the state in order to pre-
vent sywpathy becween the police and local cltizcns.36

“When governments were unwilling to commit forces on their behalf, power-

tul dnterests used other strategies to gain control over policing. They fre-

1n Pennsylvania,

quently called on governments to charter policing agencies.
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state law allowed prilvate corporatiors to form their own police forces. Un-
der Lhe 1867 Coal and Iron Police Act, industrialists were allowed to have
their private forces deputized by the county sheriff. Removed from public
accountability, the Coal and Tron police were more reliable than wmunicipal
police or the state militia in the campaign to suppress the labor movcm-.-nl;.37
When governments failed to act on their behalf, powerful interests re~
sorted to private violence under the claim of maintaining public order. 1In
1855, the San Francisco Vigllance Committee, organized by 1chdlng merchants
and supported by over 6,000 citizens, challenged local police under the con-
trol of the predominately Irish-Catholic Democratic party. Charging the
munfcipal police with corruption and inefficliency, the Committec tried and
hung some of the town's most infamous residents and deported twenty-eight
people from the city. The Committeec took charge of local policing uncil 1856
when a favorable slate of candidates was élected.38 When powerful groups
found public police wanting, vigilantism was an available alternative.
Changes in the dominant forms of pelicing involved struggles between
powerful groups. Conflicting programs advanced by competing interests gave
rise to experimentation among various forms of policing. The outcomes testi-

fy to the strength of certain powerful actors which marked the process of

state-making in the United States.

We began with a review of the major perspectives which characterlze the
Our evaluation focused on the limitations of pre~

vious approaches. Our chicf effort centered on a reformulation of the re-
search problem based on a broader definition of policing which takes into

account the particularities of American politics. Finally, we examined the
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redistribution of policing actions among varvious forms of policing and des-
cribed some of the political conflicts which accompanied changes in forms.

We have not proposed a new model of policing, having chosen instead to
of fer a new version of the problem to be explained. By shifting the focus
to changes in the proportion of policing actlons carried out by various forms
of policing, we lay the grouﬁdwurk for new questions about the history of
policing. We have bimited our account to a description of the processes in-
volved fo the redisteibucion of policing actions. We have not tried to con-
fiem or refute any of the three perSpcctlves which we have reviewed.

The respeckfication of the rescarch problem should facilitate the task

of confirmation. We have tried to elaborate a framework for studying changes

fn policing which Is theoretically meaningful, cmpirically verifiable, and
suggestive of strategles for research. Flrét, it provides a theoretical
rationale for considering the variety of forms which characterized policing
in the nincteenth century.  Second, it goes beyond the scope of questions
about the emecgence of new forms to provide a schewe which takes into account
the continuous character of changes in the proportion of policing actions.
Finally, it offers strong support for comparative research and suggests cri-
terla for sclecting units of observation and analysis.39

The prospects of our respecificacion of the rescarch prublém awalt new
rescarch on the relatlonship between large~scale transformations such as the
emergence of Industrial capitalism and the centralization of political power
and’ changes In the distribution of policing actions among the forms. We have
discussed one of several possible approaches for rescarch on the forms of
policing. Our account of the redistribution of policing actions shifted the
focus trom the cmergence of types of policing to a more global analysis of

the ¢ffects of organizatlon on policlng actions among all the forws of
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policing. Sfudying changes in the number and character of actors engaged

in policing would allow us to measure changes in the strength, class and
ethnic compuslt}on, and the types and extent of political {nfluence among
the forms in different periods and places. This approach would provide im-
portant findings on shifts in resources, personnel, and sources of political
influence for theories about the relationship between the state and private
interests seeking control over policing;

A third approach might look at specific types of policing actions iIn
order to accouné for changes in the control over these types exercised by
different EQrms of policing. The protection of industrial property during
strikes is a case in point. We have clted scveral examples of change in the

locus of respénsibllity for policing strikes which followed the political

‘mobilization of industrialists. Looking at the transfer of control over

these‘actions between various private agencies and various types of public
policing will provide evidence for theories about the relatlonship between
bowerful economlc actors and the state during the cxpansion of industrial
capitalism.

Research on policing will benefit from a broadened definivion of polic-
ing which takes into account the particular political circumstances of the
nincteenth century. The respecification of the research problem proposed
here suggests guldelines for new interpretations. We hope that it wil en-
courage future students of policing to do justice to u cruclial and complex

1ssue.
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