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ABSTRACT

A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF POLARIZATION IN POLICE AND COMMUNITY RELATIONS

IN TWO MICHIGAN CITIES

By

James Michael Poland

This thesis identifies and examines areas of polarization in
police-community relations that emerge from the contra-cultural conflict
between the police subculture and certain subcultures of the larger society
and become manifest in the role-conceptions of police officers.

The thesis is based on two primary hypotheses. First: most
police officers perceive their role in the community as primarily one of
law-enforcement rather than peace-keeping. Secondly: polarization in
police-community relations is greatly aggravated by the dissonant rela-
tionship between the police and various segments of the larger community.

To test the validity of the two primary hypotheses, a questionnaire
was administered to representative police officers in two Michigan cities.
In addition, an industrial city and a college town were observed during
a two-week field study.

The data acquired from the questionnaire and the information
collected through the field study supported and validated the two primary
hypotheses. Therefore, it has been concluded that the role-conception of

the police officer does not support police-community relations simply



James Michael Poland
because the police officer defines his role only in terms of law-enforce-
ment and fails to see the significance of his role as a "peace officer."

Moreover, from the standpoint of establishing police policy, one
of the most pressing problems facing police officers will be the minimiz-
ing of role-conflict situations. For as long as the police are caught
between contradictory elements, police—-community relations will suffer.

The data of this research also revealed that polarization in
police-community relations often emanated in the form of role-distance.
For example, although police officers admitted the significance of
police-community relations in improving relations with minority groups,
they simply did not conceive of this responsibility as part of their
role. In fact, police officers resisted this aspect of their role by
disassociating themselves from the demands of simply sound police-community
relations programs.

It was also concluded that there will be no lasting and signifi-
cant improvements in police-community relations programming until there
is a redefinition of the police role; the role as defined and practiced
in urban police agencies today promotes social tensions and therefore
is self-defeating.

Perhaps the most significant finding of this study has been that
of the police officer's perception of danger. Police-community relations
programs might be more effective if the existence of danger were openly
admitted, for as this research reveals, the element of danger appreciably

affects the performance of the police role.
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INTRODUCTION

The most crucial area confronting our police agencies today is
that of police-community relations. A major problem facing most urban
police agencies is the polarization of police and various segments of
the community. What are the underlying causes of this phenomenon?
Certainly, it is ludicrous to suggest that the police would prefer to
remain an entity separate from the community. To the contrary, police
agencies today more than ever consistently plead for citizen involvement
and for participation and understanding of the increased problems they
face in contemporary society.

The President's Crime Commission on Law Enforcement and the
Administration of Justice emphatically subscribes to the development
and importance of good police-community relations.

Police-community relations have a direct bearing on the
character of life in our cities and on the community's ability to
maintain stability and to solve its problems. At the same time
the police department's capacity to deal with crime depends to a
large extent upon its relationship with the citizentry. Indeed,
no lasting improvement in law enforcement is likely in this country
unless police-community relations are substantially improved.l
What then has polarized the police and the community when it is obvious
that the police need the cooperation of the public and that the public

needs the police? This is the problem that this research will attempt

to clarify.

lpresident's Commission on Law Enforcement and the Administration
of Justice, Task Force Report: The Police (Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1967), p. 144.
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A large degree of the polarization that exists between the
police and community can be traced to the role concept of police. The
relationship between the police and the community grows out of their
daily interaction. It is during these police-citizen encounters that
confusion over role relationships becomes apparent. In fact, James Q.
Wilson states that this confusion is further intensified when "the
patrolman's role is defined more by his responsibility for maintaining
order than his responsibility for enforcing the law."2 vet police
agencies emphasize the importance of apprehending criminals, and not
the maintenance of order which accounts for the bulk of police services.3

Another authority on police systems has suggested that:

A fundamental matter for every police officer is coming to grips
with his role in the community, arriving at a self-concept. If a
man persists in identifying himself as primarily a crime fighter
when in fact his function has never been more than 20 percent
crime fighting and when his daily experience does not support
this self-concept, it is inevitable that he will experience

what is technically called cognitive dissonance....?

The point is that the situations in which police officers most
frequently find themselves do not require the expertise necessary for
"crook catching." Instead, their role demands knowledge and understand-
ing of human beings. It becomes increasingly evident that the incongruent

nature of the role expectation of the police officer manifests itself

in the polarization of police and community relations.

2James Q. Wilson, Varieties of Police Behavior (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1968), p. 1l6.

37ames Q. Wilson, "Dilemmas of Police Administration," Public
Administration Review, XXVIII, 5 (1968), 412.

4yictor G. Strecher, The Environment of Law Enforcement: A
Community Relations Guide (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall,
Inc., 1971), p. 96.
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For our purpose, police and community relations indicate that the
police are an important part of, and not apart from, the communities they

serve.5

It also must be emphasized that the general public consists of
many different communities, each with its own problems, and each affect-
ing the role expectation of the police officer which in turn causes
polarization. What then is polarization of behavior?

According to Folsom, when the differentiation of behavior is
toward two opposite poles rather than toward several varied patterns,
polarization results.® Most police officers are on duty 24 hours a day
and they seldom forget that they are police officers. Consequently,
their role is quite pervasive. A great majority of them do not accept
that portion of their role defined as "maintenance of order," preferring
instead the "Jack Webb image" of catching criminals and enforcing laws.
It becomes apparent that such conceptionalizing of their role moves
them toward one polar extreme.

It is important that the police officer recognize the need to
establish a number of roles in order to minimize conflict in the varied
community. Sarbin and Allen have stated "it is obvious that the more
roles in an actor's repertoire, the better prepared he is to meet the
exigencies of social life."? They further illustrate this concept:

The member of any organized society must develop more than a
single role, or role behavior, if he is to reciprocate and

SLouis Radelet, Graduate Seminar in Police Community Relations,
Michigan State University, East Lansing, Michigan, October 12, 1971.

6Joseph Folsom, Social Psychology (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1931), p. 388.

7Theodore R. Sarbin and Vernon Allen, "Role Theory," The
Handbook of Social Psychology, ed. Gardner Lindzey and Elliot Aronson
(2d ed.; Menlo Park, Calif.: Addison-Westley Pub. Co., 1968), p. 491.




4
co-operate effectively with his fellows. To the behavior
pathologist, this implies further, that the person whose
repertory includes a variety of well practiced, realistic
social roles is better equipped to meet new and critical
situations than the person whose repertory is meager,
relatively unpracticed and socially unrealistic. The
skilled role-taker, like the skilled motorist, has a better
chance than the unskilled of withstanding the sudden,
unforeseen stress and the effects of prolonged unremitting
strain.8

It follows that the essential question is "Can the police react
in only one role without polarizing relations in various police-citizen
encounters?" If the answer is yes, there should be little doubt that
a strain exists between the police and the community.

Superficially, it appears that the role of the police is an easy
one to play, since citizens most often meet police officers on an unequal
basis, "with helplessness implicit in every encounter."? Thus, the
police officer becomes conscious of the fact that he represents a
source of power. The application of sanctions becomes his principle
"tool" in dealing with the community, and the typical contact between
police officers and citizens remains one in which there is essentially
one-way communication against a display of latent power.lo

This type of contact is not only detrimental to police-community
relations, but also polarizes the actions of the police officer. He
begins to lose his feeling of communality with the public. He exagger-

ates public apathy and sees hostility even where it is non-existent.

He interprets public resentment as an indication that the police should

81bid.

9Hans H. Toch, "Psychological Consequences of the Police Role,"
Police, X(September-October, 1965), 23.

101biqg.
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be separated from the rest of society. William Westley, who has
extensively studied police attitudes, sums up the views of the typical
police officer:
He regards the public as his enemy, feels his occupation to
be in conflict with the community and regards himself to be a
pariah. The experience and the feeling give rise to a collective
emphasis on secrecy, an attempt to coerce respect from the public,
and a belief that almost any means are legitimate in completing
an important arrest. These are for the policeman basic occupa-
tional values. They arise from his experience, take precedence
over his legal responsibilities, are central to an understanding
of his conduct and form the occupational contexts within which
violence gains its meaning.ll
Supporting the assumption that police officers perceive their role
as one of crime fighting is the fact that police often use the power
of the law to support their actions. Very often, in the case of order
maintenance, laws to resolve police-citizen encounters do not exist.
Therefore, although the police officer needs discretion to counteract
the role ambiguity that develops, he often attempts to define most
citizen encounters as a violation of some rule or regulation. In other
words, impartial police service is an ideal, and it is obvious from the
results of this study that this value is shared by most policemen today.
Robert Merton has delineated this concept and his conclusions have
tremendous relevance to the entire problem of the polarization that
exists in police-community relations. Essentially, what Merton suggests
is that the official is oriented toward formal and impersonal treatment,

while the expectations of the client are directed toward individualized

and personal treatment.12 Furthermore,

llyilliam A. Westley, "Violence and the Police," American
Journal of Sociology, LIX (July, 1953), 35.

12pobert k. Merton, "Occupational Roles: Bureaucratic Structure
and Personality," Personality and Social Systems, ed. Neil J. Smelser and
William T. Smelser (New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1963), p. 262.
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since the group is oriented toward secondary norms of
impersonality, any failure to conform to these norms will
arouse antagonisms from those who have identified themselves
with the legitimacy of these rules. 13

This concept is very significant to police-community relations
programming today, because current programs attempt to reduce or elim-
inate the impersonality that exists in police-citizen encounters. Until
police-community relations programming addresses this problem, we can
expect continued polarization of the police and the communites they serve.

Consequently, we find the police officer occupying two incompatible
roles. He either comes to redefine his role and function as a police

officer, or he believes that he is not really performing "real" police

work.l? In the form%g case the police o§ficer then defines most encoun-
. ’ [ p

L) [ & C 9
ters with the community as a violation(ﬁﬁ,spme existing ®aw. The result
. : (‘ N J
that is &he outcome ‘©f such inco

ngruent expectﬁtigns has been defined by
e © % e o 0 o

O q
one author as a ity Qfljoc}al contract."15 i QJ
Another s oo lechonfﬂantipg the police in urban areas is °
the daily inferac ties composed of diffef@nt cultural

° 2 o
stu®ents. As a result, police-

; C
community relatio v té;>by thg contra-cultural

O : . . >
o

conflict that exis¥s beté}en,th e subculture and Esese subcultures.

) Q @ ;

Technically, this concept is knowRdas cognitive @issonance. Leon "

Festinger was the first to propose and elaboré%e on the theory of (Y

cognitive dissonance, "the notion that the himan organism tries to

o . - L]
131pi4. .

14Strecher, op. cit., p. 97.

l5Floyd Henry Allport, Social Psychology (New York: Houghton-
Mifflin Co., 1924), p. 160.
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establish internal harmony, consistency, or congruity among his opinions,
attitudes, knowledge and values. There is in short a drive toward
consonance among cognitions.“16

The concept of contra-cultural conflict and the concept of
cognitive dissonance are closely related, the former being an example
of the latter. This concept will be examined further in the review of
the literature.

More importantly, what does this have to do with the polarization
of police-citizen interactions? Or conversely, the conflict that exists
between two diametrically opposed subcultures?

Dr. Strecher's analysis of this problem is of significant
importance. It begins by defining the concept of "cultural shock" so
familiar to young people preparing for overseas assignment in organiza-
tions such as the Peace Corps. He continues by describing police
interactions with lower-class blacks, depicting black behavior patterns
as clearly dissonant from the conventional norms of the larger society.

The result, of course, is a distinctive lower-class black subculture.17

~

Dr. Strecher summarizes his analysis by noting:

Lower-class Negro behavior is dissonant with the police view of
social order, morality and propriety; the implicitly moralistic
evaluation of lower-class Negro lifestyle by policemen reactivates
for the Negro dissonance between behavior and conventional ideals,
up to then reduced by his subcultural solution.18

16reon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Stanford,
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1957), p. 260.

17yictor Strecher, "When Sub-Cultures Meet: Police-Negro
Relations," Law Enforcement Science and Technology, ed. Sheldon Yefsky,
(Washington: Thompson and Company, 1967), pp. 701-707.

181pid.
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While Dr. Strecher's theory is primarily concerned with police-
lower-class black relations, it is also relevant to police interactions
with certain other so-called disaffected or culturally disadvantaged
groups such as chicanos and students.

Finally, we find within this context of the urban community and
its various patterns of cultural conflict stands the law enforcement
officer, or more significantly the peace officer. What is his role?
What is expected of him? What should be expected of him? What should be
expected of the community? Why does role conflict develop? These are
just a few of the questions this research will attempt to answer and

clarify.



CHAPTER I

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

This thesis will examine police officer role perceptions and
the effects thereof in police-citizen interrelations in two Michigan
cities. It is suggested that the incongruence of perceptions of the
role by both police officers and various segments of the community has
contributed to the polarization of the police and the community. This
polarization is one formidable cause of the breakdown in police-
community relations.

We will undertake to test two primary hypotheses:

1) Most police officers perceive their role as primarily one

of law enforcement rather than the maintenance of order; this tends

to place them in conflict with community factions perceiving the

role as primarily one of order maintenance.

2) Polarization in police and community relations is aggravated

by contra-cultural conflict (cognitive dissonance) existing between

the police subculture and certain subcultures of the larger commun-

ity.

The central question is that of conflicting role perceptions:

if police officers perceive their role as one chiefly of law enforcement

as opposed to the maintenance of order, what relationship, if any, is
there between this role perception and the polarization of police-

community relations?
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If the police officer and various segments of the community
have conflicting perceptions of the function and role of the police in
today's society, then it follows that the police and significant portions
of the community be to this extent polarized. Police-community relations
programs will be correspondingly ineffective as they fail to deal with
this central dilemma. Thus, the basic importance of this study lies
in identifying the role conflict situations that polarize police-
community relations.

Perhaps until a relationship is drawn between the police and
various segments of its clientele, the role expectations of each for

the other will be somewhat incongruent.

SCOPE OF THE STUDY

The scope and goals of this research are disclosed in the fol-

lowing four objectives of the thesis; also listed are its limitations.

Analytical Objectives of the Thesis

1) Procedure of role enactment in two municipal police
departments, and its relationship to the polarization of
police-community relations. -

2) Role expectations of various subcultures of the community
when interacting with the police.

3) Extent to which contra-cultural conflict effects polarizing
of the police and the community.

4) Extent to which the police officer utilizes his discretion

to resolve conflicts in police-citizen encounters.
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Limitation of the Thesis

factors:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

tion of

The scope of this research will be limited by the following

The literature reviewed for the study has been chosen from
two essential categories:

a) Police-community relations

b) Professional opinions of police role

The empirical correlates and situations are taken from
observations and interviews of police officers, police
command personnel and citizens, on the basis of police-
citizen encounters in two urban areas.

The information and data gathered from the questionnaire

was limited to a random sampling of police officers in one

of the cities studied, and to all the police officers
employed by the other city surveyed.

Acknowledgment is made of the limitation of solitary research;
the formidable problems relevant to number, area and quality of
police-citizen interactions when working alone.

It is recognized that the researcher lacks certain training
and expertise of a qualified role theorist in examining the

complexities of the role-enactment process.

POPULATION AND SAMPLE TO BE USED

This research was conducted with the concurrence and participa-

two urban police departments in the State of Michigan.
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College Park has a police department with less than fifty sworn
officers. A nearby college campus allowed the researcher to observe
the nature and tone of police-community relations in a community
dominated by a subculture of college-age students. College Park also
contains a sizable population of the so-called "drug culture" comprized
of both students and non-students. The researcher was thus afforded
the opportunity to observe empirically the interactions of two dia-
metrically opposed subcultures--the police and the drug advocates.

Uniontown is an industrial city in central Michigan with a
police department of over 400 sworn personnel; it is the primary focus
of this research. Uniontown contains a sizable minority population
of both blacks and chicanos. The research was confined primarily to
the Department's uniform division, since they most often come into con-
flict with the various minority groups of the community. Representative
time, equal to that of College Park, was spent with the patrol section
of the Uniontown Police Department in order to develop a comparative
analysis of the two urban agencies.

In addition, interviews were conducted with police officers
.at the Recruit and In-Service Training Academy sponsored by the

Uniontown Police Department for contiguous police agencies.

PROCEDURES AND METHODOLOGY USED IN THE STUDY

Review of the Literature

Review of the literature appears in Chapter II. The particular
areas reviewed were examined for basic concepts and principles. Further,

it was anticipated that areas of subsequent research would be discovered.
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Questionnaire

The questionnaire which addressed the aspect of the role-enact-
ment and the role-conflict process was distributed to the police depart-
ments of College Park and Uniontown.

The questionnaire was pretested by a group of graduate students
at Michigan State University in an effort to eliminate any ambiguities
contained in the questionnaire. All of those who participated in the
pretest had had experience with a variety of police agencies throughout
the country. The data obtained in this manner was not used in the
final analysis of this research study.

In addition, a comparative analysis of data gathered from the
questionnaires was included in order to compare the perceptions of police
officers in a community of college students to those of a much larger
urban city. The questionnaire itself makes it possible to broaden the
base of the data beyond what is possible by personal observation and
interviewing.

To obtain the fullest cooperation of the police officers in
completing the questionnaire, officers of the local Fraternal Order of
Police were invited to lend credence to the filling out of the

questionnaire.

Field Study

The field study aspect of this research was designed to deter-
mine whether there is, in fact, a direct relationship between the role
perception of the police officer and the polarization of police and com-
munity, keeping clearly in mind that this is only a‘single variant

among several bearing on the problem.
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The central purpose of this study, then, is to determine
empirically if and how role-related polarization develops in police-
community relations. The field observation aspect of the study provided
the researcher with an opportunity to examine the validity of the two
essential hypotheses of this thesis mentioned earlier.

In an effort to ensure objectivity in the field study, empirical
observations were made of police-citizen encounters; the observer also
participated in community activities and observed the police in their
daily activities. Approximately one week was spent in each city gather-
ing data to be correlated with personal experience. The two cities
involved in the research were selected because each has a history of
conflict between subculture and police.

The actual participant observation took place between March 26,
1972, and April 19, 1972. In order to obtain a more representative
sample of police-citizen interactions, it was necessary to observe the
functioning of police on all three tours of duty. However, this research
was confined to those particular scout cars working in predominately
minority neighborhoods, since one of the primary hypotheses of this

study is contra-cultural conflict and the resulting polarization.

Independent Variables

The three independent variables of this thesis are as follows:

a) Role Expectation

The role expectation of a police officer's behavior while
engaged in various police-citizen encounters was measured by the
questionnaire, and where possible, during the field survey. During

the field research, a number of questions were asked concerning how



15
the police officer should act in a given situation. These questions
appear in Appendix A.

It is hypothesized that polarization in police-community relations
is due, in part, to the role conception of police officers concerning
what constitutes so-called "real" police work. Similarly there is
a lack of consensus among various segments of the community as to
what the function or role of the police officer should be.

b) Multiple-Role Appearance of the Police Officer

Due to the complex nature of police-citizen interactions, the
police officer is manifestly faced with role conflict, role ambiguity,
and role strain. The essential point of this variable is the
extensiveness of the effect of the role conflict, ambiguity and
strain on the actions of the police officer. It is hypothesized
that these elements are apparent, to varying degrees, in police

behavior during the performance of non-criminal services.

c) Method of Resolving Role Conflict

This variable involves defining whether the police officer
enacts his role according to the expectations of his agency, the
expectations of the client, arrives at a compromise between the two,
~or simply avoids both sets of expectations.

The data were gathered by empirical observations during the
field survey and from the questionnaire.

It is hypothesized that police officers resolve role conflicts
arising out of police-citizen encounters by relying upon the unlimited

amount of discretion at their disposal.
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Dependent Variable

The dependent variable of this thesis will be the role enactment
of the police officer, specifically as this role enactment appears to
manifest itself in the polarization of police-community relations.

One noted author has suggested that a reasonable starting point
for an examination of police-community relations is in the conflict that
exists in the role enactment of the police officer engaged in citizen
interactions.19 This stipulation of the process of role enactment is
a logical place to begin a description of polarization in police-community
relations.

Information for assessing the casual relationship between
dependent and independent variables was extricated from the questionnaire

and empirical observations during the field study.

TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

To ensure clear understanding of this thesis, terms used through-

out the study are here defined.

Police-Community Relations - the structure of this thesis

necessitates that police-community relations be considered as that
relationship thch exists between the police and the various subcultures
who have an occasion to interact with them.

Subculture - a group of people that has its own values and
behavior patterns distinct from those of the larger group of which they

are a part.

19Michael Banton, The Policeman and the Community (New York:
Basic Books, Inc., 1964), p. 188.
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Norm - any standard or rule that dictates to the individual
what he should or should not think, say, or do, under a set of given
circumstances. 29
21

Position - the individual's "situation" in the social structure.

Polarization - the differentiation of behavior toward two opposite

poles rather than toward a spectrum of varied patterns.22

Cognitive Dissonance or Contra-Cultural Conflict - the discontent

and tension that exists between two points of understanding, two opinions,
values or attitudes.23

Role - the dynamics or behavioral aspects of the conduct of a
person or his position in society.24

Role Expectation - specifications for adherence to group norms. 2°

Role Behavior - actual performance in a role.2%

Role Skills - those characteristics possessed by the individual

for effective role enactment, e.g., specialized training, expertise in

a certain field, intelligence.27

20gydith Blake and Kingsley Davis, "Norms, Values and Sanctions,"
Handbook of Modern Sociology, ed. Robert L. Faris (Chicago: Rand McNally
and Co., 1964), p. 456.

2lpruce J. Biddle and Edwin J. Thomas, Role Theory: Concepts
and Research (New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1966), pp. 11-12.

22Folsom, loc. cit.

23Festinger, op. cit., p. 3.
24pjddle and Thomas, loc. cit.
25garbin and Allen, op. cit., p. 59.
26pidgdle and Thomas, loc. cit.

27sarbin and Allen, op. cit., pp. 506-507.



18

Role Ambiguity - the doubtfulness or uncertainty that exists

when available information is insufficient for adequate job

performance.28

Role Strain - the consequence of unfulfilled attempts to meet
29

expectations.

Role Conflict - a situation in which a person finds that his

proper enactment of one role results in falling below expectations in
another; no matter what he does he develops certain guilt feelings
from failure to meet expectations.30

Police Discretion - the unregulated means by which the police

officer resolves conflict situations in police-citizen encounters.

ORGANIZATION OF REMAINDER OF THESIS

Chapter II features a broad review of the literature in the areas
of police-community relations and professional opinions of the police role.
Chapter III reveals the results of the questionnaire that was
administered to police officers of two urban police agencies. 1In
addition, the results of the field study in which a participant obser-
vation methodology was used to acquire information relating to police-
citizen interactions and its effect upon the role of the police officer

are presented.

28Theodore M. Newcomb and others, Social Psychology (New York:
Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1965), pp. 399-401.

29yilliam J. Goode, "A Theory of Role Strain," American
Sociological Review, XXV (1960), 483-486.

30Newcomb, op. cit., pp. 417-428.
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Chapter IV summarizes the research findings and presents the
conclusions drawn from this study.

Appendix A contains a list of prepared questions that this
researcher used as a guideline in determining police-citizen expecta-
tions of the nature of police service.

Appendix B contains the questionnaire used to gather data for
this research.

Appendix C contains the responses to the questionnaire.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This Chapter will concentrate on a broad review of the liter-
ature in the areas of police-community relations, and the contributions
made by various sociologists and criminologists in their efforts to
define the role of the police officer. These two facets of the liter-
ature have direct relevance to the problem of polarization in police and
community relations since polarization of the police and the community
appears to be proportional to conflict in perceptions of the role of
the police officer. However, it must be understood that the role of
the police officer does not exist in a vacuum. There are a number of
variables that suggest and influence the role concept of the police
officer, one of which is the nature of police-citizen encounters within
which role conflict develops. To adequately explore the problem of
polarization in police-community relations requires examination beyond
simply the concept of police-community relations. Any inquiry of this
nature must also inspect subcultural differences specifically relevant

to polarization, as well as studies of police officer role perceptions.

POLICE-COMMUNITY RELATIONS

The primary focus in reviewing the appropriate literature per-
taining to police-community relations will concentrate on four basic

20
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areas: police-citizen interactions, police subculture, existing programs
and cognitive dissonance. Perhaps no other introduction to the problems
confronting the police and the community could more cogently describe
the ramifications of poor police-community relations and the resulting
polarization than the United States Riot Commission's statement: "Our
nation is moving toward two societies, one black, one white--separate
and unequal."l

Thus, as the complexities of urban society increase, there is
a concomitant demand of the government in general and the police in
particular to ameliorate and address these needs. Since the police are
the most visible governmental agency, it is within their purview to
develop a strong relationship with the community. This can only be
accomplished when existing role ambiguity of police role conception is

corrected.

Police-Citizen Interaction

The relations that exist between the police and the community
have been described by Bayley and Mendelsohn as the actual encounters
that occur between citizens and the police officer.2 It is within
these interactions of police and citizen that role ambiguity manifests
itself. The citizen reveals his expectations for requests of police

service and the police officer in turn reveals his expectations by

lunited States Riot Commission, Report of the National Advisory
Commission on Civil Disorders (New York: Bantam Books, Inc., 1968),
p. 1. Hereafter referred to as the Kerner Commission Report.

2pavid H. Bayley and Harold Mendelsohn, Minorities and the Police:

Confrontation in America (New York: The Free Press, 1969), p. 57.




22
responding to the particular needs of the citizen. Significantly, it
is within this context that the police officer is exposed to conflicting
demands by both the citizen and the police agency. The implications
of this role conflict and how the police officer resolves it is of
fundamental importance to the development of sound police-community
relations. If the police officer fails to properly delineate his role,
polarization may result.

This section will focus on the behavior of police-citizen inter-
actions by analyzing the police officers' conception of role, citizens'
expectations for police service, and the resulting conflict that emerges
when the police officer is faced with role ambiguity. The logical
assumption is that certain cultural factors play an important part in

shaping attitudes concerning police-community relations.

Police concept of role. The police officer's conception of his

role is, to say the least, not that of maintaining order or keeping the
peace. Instead, to the policeman, real police work consists of acting

out the very important symbolic acts of search, arrest and the "big

"3

pinch. Skolnick goes one step further and describes police work as

such:

Where the police perceive the menace of the criminal as
great, morale among policemen tends to be high. 1In the
absence of menacing attributes on the part of the pursued,
the policeman feels cheated. He cannot properly play the
police role because the criminal and the victim do not play
the proper supporting and complimentary roles. There is

no suspense, no chase, no investigation, no danger.4

3Jerome H. Skolnick and J. Richard Woodworth. "Bureaucracy,
Information and Social Control," The Police: Six Sociological Essays,
ed. David J. Bordua (New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1967), p. 129.

41pid., p. 130.
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However, it is important to draw a distinction and to specify the
level or rank with which the role analysis is concerned--patrolman,
detective, lieutenant or chief. Each level of police work entails
different functions, and role behavior will change accordingly. The
police, as other bureaucracies, have various role conceptions for rank
and specialization of services provided. 1In fact, as Skolnick intimates,
there is a significant difference between role requirements for detectives,
patrolmen and vice officers.® 1In many ways these differences are so
pervasive that they constitute almost separate occupations.6 Furthermore,
it is also necessary to specify whether the police role under investi-
gation is local, state or federal.

Traditionally, the police have been quite successful in convincing
the general public that "whenever crime is discussed, the role of the

police is conspicuously identified."7

Perhaps it is because of the
detective story and the "cops and robbers" saga, that the police tend to
see themselves as spending the majority of their time investigating
felons and arresting them, often after a gun battle.8 The fact is that

most police officers can serve the community for years without resorting

to the use of weapons, and "are rarely involved in a major crime of

5Jerome H. Skolnick, Justice Without Trial (New York: John
Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1966), pp. 112-163.

61bid.

70. W. Wilson and Roy Clinton McLaren, Police Administration
(3d ed.; New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1972), p. 4.

8Bruce J. Terris, "The Role of the Police," The Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science, CCCLXXIV (November,
1967), p. 67.
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any sort."?

Paul Jacobs offers an interesting commentary on the Los Angeles
Police Department and the development of a police role oriented toward
and stressing the law enforcement aspect of "real" police work.

The LAPD like all police departments believes it is engaged

in a never-ending war against crime, a war in which it can
function best as a para-military force. 1Its famous head, now
deceased, Chief William H. Parker, who stamped his own imprint
indelibly on the department, wore four stars on the shoulders
of his dress uniform; his deputy chiefs, with two stars, were
called "the general staff," he issued "general orders"; his
subordinates called the internal phones connecting them
directly to him "the panic phones," and when they rang, the
men at the other end jumped....

This military feeling is quite pervasive and extends deeply into
the lives of police officers. The LAPD and the philosophy of Chief
Parker are typical of most urban police agencies today. 1In fact, it is
considered a model which other cities throughout the country seek to
emulate. With a philosophy of this nature, it is no wonder the police
see their primary function as the protection of life and property
and the active repression of crime.1l

Aristotle once noted that only a beast or a god can live outside
the community. Conversely, those who are outside the community may
become beasts or gods. The repressiveness of the police may, and often

does, cause them to assume the qualities of both. However, the makeup

of today's society providing for neither beasts nor gods, the societal

9James Q. Wilson, "Movie Cops--Romantic v. Real," The Ambivalent
Force: Perspectives on the Police, ed. Arthur Niederhoffer and Abraham S.
Blumbery (Mass.: Ginn and Company, 1970), p. 64.

10pau1 Jacobs, Prelude to Riot: A View of Urban America From
the Bottom (New York: Random House, 1967), p. 19.

111pid., pp. 20-22.
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integration of police is of paramount concern and may well be the
central problem in police-community relations. The abandonment of the
quasi-military organization might be a step towards ameliorating the
polarization that presently exists in police-community relations.

Jerome Skolnick notes similar characteristics within police
agencies that greatly influence the role conception of the police officer
in his daily interactions with society. He concludes:

To the degree that police are organized on a military model,
there is likely to be generated a martial conception of order.
... The presence of an explicit hierarchy, with an associated
chain of command and a strong sense of obedience, is therefore
likely to induce an attachment to social uniformity and routine
and a somewhat rigid conception of order. ... As this process
occurs, police are more likely to lean toward the arbitrary
invocation of authority to achieve what they perceive to be the
aims of substantive criminal law. Along with these effects is
an elevation of crime control to a position where it is valued
more than the principle of accountability to the rule of law. 12

Herbert L. Packer in The Limits of the Criminal Sanction further

elaborates on this concept by developing what he calls the crime control
model. He notes that crime control is a necessary reaction to the real
or fancied breakdown of social control and crime in the streets, and
suggests that the police are the foremost actors in the development of
his crime control model. The model tends to de-emphasize the adversary
nature of the criminal process, portraying the police officer as an
agent to invoke criminal law. In other words the police see themselves
as enforcing the "letter" of the law.13

The enforcement of criminal law is obviously inherently coercive.

Therefore the confrontation between police and citizen is bound to be

125kolnick, Justice Without Trial, op. cit., p. 1l.

13herbert L. Packer, The Limits of the Criminal Sanction
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1968), pp. 149-173.
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abrasive, especially in the case of urban minority groups who see the
police as the enemy. The strict enforcement of criminal laws can only
lead to further polarization.

Another noted authority on police systems illustrates the idea
of organization based primarily on administrative efficiency as having
profound implications on the role conception of the individual police
officer. Bruce Smith writes:

The policeman's art ... consists in applying and enforcing a
multitude of laws and ordinances in such degree or proportion
and in such manner that the greatest degree of protection will
be secured. The degree of enforcement and the method of appli-
cation will vary with each neighborhood and community. There
are no set rules, nor even general principles, to the policy to
be applied. Each policeman must, in a sense, determine the
standard to be set in the area for which he is responsible.

James Q. Wilson implies that "real police work" to the police
officer is catching "real" criminals or making the "big case" and
preferably while the crime is in the act of being committed. 1In addition,
a part of this "real police work" includes interrogating various indi-
viduals at the scene of a crime, keeping business establishments that
have been frequently robbed under surveillance, or just being on the
alert for any unusual circumstances that may suggest a criminal act is
being planned. The police officer becomes frustrated when his desire to
do "real police work" is stymied, since he must respond to calls for

"service" or "information." This is, of course, one of the most dis-

contenting dilemmas the police officer encounters. 1°

l4pruce Smith, Police Systems in the United States (New York:
Harper and Brothers, 1960), p. 19.

155ames Q. Wilson, Varieties of Police Behavior (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969), p. 68.
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Also, Wilson suggests that the patrolman's role is defined "more
by his responsibility for maintaining order than by his responsibility
for enforcing the law."16  Herman Goldstein points out that this
distinction of the police officer's role has profound effects upon the
individual officer, since he is playing his part in one of two worlds.
The first world is that of law enforcement activities which provides
the police officer with a structured role based upon legal statutes.
The second world entails those police functions which are totally
unrelated to criminal procedure, which subsequently defines the police
role in very ambiguous terms. 17

The Task Force Report illustrates the duties of the typical

police officer which correspond to that of James Q. Wilson.

A police officer assigned to patrol duties in a large city is
typically confronted with at most a few serious crimes in the

course of a single tour of duty. He tends to view such involve-
ment, particularly if there is some degree of danger, as consti-
tuting real police work. But it is apparent that he spends
considerably more time keeping order. ... he performs a wide range
of other functions which are of a highly complex nature and which
often involve difficult social, behavioral and political problems.18

For the most part, the activities of the police are concerned
with service calls and not enforcement of laws and sanctions.
Finally, Skolnick suggests that the qualities of "real police

work" can be found in the work of the narcotics officer. It is within

161pid., p. 16.
17Herman Goldstein, "Full Enforcement vs. Police Discretion Not
to Invoke Criminal Process," Police Community Relations: A Sourcebook,
ed. A. F. Brandstatter and Louis A. Radelet (Beverly Hills, Calif.:
Glencoe Press, 1968), pp. 381-388.

18President's Commission on Law Enforcement and Administration
of Justice, Task Force Report: The Police (Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1967), p. 13.
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this framework that police officers see themselves as performing a
function that requires not only all of the general training of a
patrolman, but also special training and ability.19 Furthermore
Skolnick describes the aspect of "real police work" found in the narcot-
ics division:

The narcotic specialist must have a network of informers and know

how to stay on good terms with them, while at the same time main-

taining the strength of his bargaining position. At times, he

must be able to pretend convincingly to be an addict. He must

be inventive in circumventing search and seizure restrictions.

He should have some knowledge of the varous drugs in use and the

legal consequences of their illegal use. Finally, he must be a

skilled interrogator.20

It is quite evident that police officers perceive their role as

one of "fighting crime." So what the policeman does is often perceived
as what the law is, a not inaccurate perception although police become

involved in providing community services. However, the community also

influences the role behavior of the police officer.

Police audience perceptions of police role. The community's

concept of the police role does not only extend to enforcement of criminal
laws. Much that the public expects is relatively simple and does not
require extensive training or expertise. Included are such routine
matters as guarding school crossings, directing traffic, freeing children
locked in bathrooms, and resolving a multitude of citizen complaints
that occur daily.

However, it must be recognized that the concept of community is

often erroneously thought of as a monolithic entity. It is misleading

19skolnick, Justice Without Trial, op. cit., pp. 117-119.

201pig., p. 120.
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to define the collective nature of the community as a whole. For
the police officer this is a serious hazard. It means that he is
attempting to deal with a single entity instead of the heterogeneity
that exists in today's society. It therefore becomes increasingly
clear that the police must provide services for distinct and varied
needs, and very often conflicting "publics." From the viewpoint of
police and community relations then, it is necessary for the police to
sharpen their social awareness and realize that the community is not
a monolithic entity.2l
The primary focus of this review will center on the concept of

police role from the viewpoint of minority communities and the specific
areas that influence this conception. There is no better place to begin
than James Baldwin's portrayal of the social isolation of the police
officer in the black ghetto:

The only way to police a ghetto is to be oppressive. None of

the Police Commissioner's men, even with the best will in the

world, have any way of understanding the lives led by the

people; they swagger about in twos and threes patrolling.

Their very presence is an insult, and it would be, even if

they spent their entire day feeding gumdrops to children.

They present the force of the white world, and that world's

real intentions are, simply, for the world's criminal population

and ease, to keep the black man corralled up here, in his place.

The badge, the gun in the holster, and the swinging club, make

vivid what will happen should his rebellion become overt....22

According to Baldwin, the black community in general perceives

the police officer as being part of an "occupying army in a bitterly

2lNelson A. Watson, "Community Development for Better Police
and Community Relations,” Police Community Relations: A Sourcebook,
ed. A. F. Brandstatter and Louis A. Radelet (Beverly Hills, Calif.:
Glencoe Press, 1968), pp. 197-198.

223ames Baldwin, Nobody Knows My Name (New York: Dell Books,
1962), p. 62.
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hostile country."23
Ghetto residents very often see a criminal justice system

that exhibits dual standards of law enforcement. They are keenly aware
that a much less rigorous standard of law response is prevalent in the
ghetto. Often included in the minority residents' criticism of the
police is the casualness of police response to serious offenses committed
) 24

in the ghetto.

Paul Jacobs graphically illustrates the concept of the occupy-
ing army that has a profound effect upon the ghetto residents' conception
of the police role. Mr. Jacobs writes:

In the two and a half years immediately preceding the Los Angeles
revolt 60 people were killed by police and 4 by security guards
protecting public institutions. ... The police shot 27 in the
back or the side. Of the 64, 25 had been completely unarmed;
23 had been suspected only of burglary or theft; 4 had not
committed any crime when they were killed. Nevertheless, in

62 of the 64 cases the coroner's juries returned verdicts of
"justifiable" homicide.

In addition to those shot dead by the police, others were shot
and survived. ... between January 1, 1964, and April 20, 1965,
the Los Angeles police were involved in 178 shootings, some of
which were completely senseless. 25

The essential point is that the black community's expectations
for police service are not founded on the basic premise that the
presence of the police is for "their" protection. In fact, many ghetto
residents feel that they should be protected from instead of protected

by the police. As one recent study suggests, the greater the respond-

ent's fear of crime, the more likely he would support increases in police

231pid., p. 67.
24gerner Commission Report, op. cit., pp. 308-309.

257acobs, op. cit., p. 31.
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power. The results of this survey demonstrated that when extreme
fear of crime becomes widespread, it may become the dominant cause for
police support; however, in the black community fear of the police was
far more significant than the fear of crime.?® 1t is paradoxical that
the people who are victimized most by crime are most hostile toward the
police.

Another survey, conducted by Burton Levy, suggests that the police
system itself is the cause of black hostility toward the police, since
it recruits a significant number of bigots. He notes that the recruits'
bigotry is reinforced through the agency's value system and socialization
with more experienced officers. Then, the worst officers are placed
on duty in the ghetto where the opportunity to act out their prejudice
is always available. More importantly, Mr. Levy suggests that black
hostility toward the police is not confined to the poor or those engaged
in illegal activity in the black community. Black doctors, lawyers,
and even police officers share the condition of the non-professionals.
Clearly white police serve as provocative agents of black anger and
hostility.27

Ramsey Clark suggests that one of the clearest indications of
poor police-community relations is the fact that most crime today is not
even reported.28 This is especially true in ghetto neighborhoods. Con-

sequently, the police officer is always searching for the elusive

26Richard L. Block, "Fear of Crime and Fear of the Police,"
Social Problems, XIX (Summer, 1971), 91-101.

27Burton Levy, "Cops in the Ghetto: A Problem of the Police
System," American Behavioral Scientist, XI, 4 (March-April, 1968) 31-35.

28Ramsey Clark, Crime in America (New York: Pocket Books, 1971),

p. 137.
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criminal, and his role concept of ferreting out crime in the ghetto is
reinforced. 1In the eyes of the policemen, the ghetto becomes a refuge
for criminals and a nursery for criminal activity. Perhaps the reason
crimes are not reported is in the hostile attitude of ghetto residents
to the police.

The ghetto community further complicates the police role by
depending on the police as a social referral agency. As McNamara
suggests, it is this combination of enforcement and service functions
that creates uncertainties and conflicts that are resolved only partly
by separating the two functions.?2 Much of the uncertainty stems from
the conflicting demands that police provide services other than enforcing
the law.

Gunnar Myrdal illustrates the ideal concept of the police role

in his classic work, An American Dilemma. "Ideally the policeman should

be something of an educator and a social worker at the same time he is
the arm of the law."39 The fact that the police officer is not, in
addition to the narrow conception of the police role held by the commun-
ity and the police, results in the officer's not being trusted as much
as his position in society demands. 31

In fact, as the President's Commission on Law Enforcement and

the Administration of Justice further points out:

2930hn H. McNamara, "Uncertainties in Police Work: The Relevance
of 