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(Wills, 1968, p. 37).” For documentation on two incipient riotsl that didn’t happen, see Wenker, 

Magney, and Neel (1967), and Shellow and Roemer (1966). It is nevertheless ironic that although 

police are technically; better prepared to control disorcers and have a greater will to do so, they 

often have been unsuccessful. Control is more difficult now than in earlier race riots because of 

the greater use made of private weapons and the fact that merely separating whites from blacks 

and protecting black areas from white invasion is not sufficient for stopping the riot. (Janowitz, 

1968, p. 100). But in addition two important factors here are the general nature of police-black 

community relations and the actual behavior of police during the disturbance. 

 

Police-Community Relations 

 

 In its riot analysis (inspired by what it felt were failings in the reports of the New Jersey 

and National Riot Commissions) the New Jersey State Patrolmen’s Benevolent Association 

(1968) finds a “growing disrespect for law and order” to be “one of the root causes” or recent civil 

disorders. While much in this document could be disputed by social scientists, there is an element 

of truth here, although the adjective “white” might have been added to “law and order.” There may 

be less consensus among ghetto youth on the legitimacy of the police in the past. Increasing 

technical proficiency and a more professional ethos are thus undercut by the decreasing respect 

potential riots may hold for the police (Bouna and Scnade, 1967) 

 

 Developments within the black community have meant that even the most “enlightened” 

police riot behavior has sometimes been ineffective. As blacks have gained in power and self-

confidence through civil rights activity, and have become more politicized, the legitimacy granted 

police has declined. This is especially true for many of  

those most prone to participate in the disorders. For many of this group, police are seen as just a 

group of white men, meaner than most, who are furthermore responsible for the historical and 

current sins of their racial group. From the point of view of one youth in Watts, “The policeman 

used to be a man with a badge; now he’s just a thug with a gun.” This change in view is clearly in 

the eye of the beholder rather than in the behavior of the police. Though it may be true that 

relatively less capable people are being recruited for police work, by most criteria police are better 

than ever before. Ironically, indignation against the police has risen as police behavior has 

improved. During a five-year period in which the Chicago Police Department became increasingly 

professionalized, one study notes no change in police perception of how the public viewed them 

(Wilson, 1967). 
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To be sure, this negative view is held by only a minority of the black community, but it is 

held disproportionately by the most riot-prone group. For the general Negro community, 

complaints of police brutality are matched by the demand for greater police protection and 

indignation over the behavior of Negro law breakers. 

 

 The New Jersey Governor’s Select Commission on Civil Disorder (1968) notes that “there 

was virtually a complete breakdown in the relations between police and the Negro community 

prior to the disorders….Distrust, resentment and bitterness were at a high level on both sides (p. 

143).” 

 Indeed, for some blacks police come to be seen as an occupation army. Silver (1967) 

suggests the concomitant of this view when he notes that, for many whites in the face of black 

unrest, “Police forces come to be seen as they wre in the time of their creation –as a convenient 

form of garrison force against an internal enemy (p.22).” As the various (largely unanalyzed) 

organizational ties between the police and the Department f Defense become stronger, the view 

of the police as a counterinsurgency force takes on added significance. In reviewing  police 

preparations for future riots, a journalist notes, “One would think the police were readying for war. 

Or waging it (Wills, 1968). 

 

 Useful parallels can be drawn to the way police were often seen in other ethnically mixed 

societies during tense periods (such as India and Pakistan in 1948), or Cyprus or Israel more 

recently). Police are viewed not as neutral representatives of their ethnic communities. At this 

point, whatever obedience police can command emerges primarily out of gun barrels and not out 

of respect for them or the law and order they are enforcing. Even here the symbolic hatred that 

police may inspire can inhibit the effectiveness of threats of force. In such situations using 

ethnically alien police to stop an ethnically inspired riot may be equivalent to attempting to put out 

a fire with gasoline. 

 

 In such a context control agents may not be successful even when they “refrain from 

entering the issues and controversies that move the crowd, remain impartial, unyielding, and fixed 

on the principle of maintaining law and order” –one of “an effective set of principles for troops to 

control a rioting mob” suggested by Smelser (1962, p. 267). This is precisely because even in 

being neutral the police are in one sense not being neutral. By the mere act of maintaining white 

(or the status quo) law and order the police have in fact entered “the issues and controversies” 

and on [continue to next page] 
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hour violence flared –that night a patrolman was killed and the destruction reached its highest 

point. 

 

 Further conflict among different levels of authority emerged in Plainfield between the 

police and local and state officials. Police felt “left out,” tired,” and “poorly; treated,” and 

threatened to resign en masse (and to some observers almost mutinied) following their exclusion 

from negotiations which led to the release of arrested rioters, a policy of containment following the 

killing of a fellow officer, and the stopping by a state official of a house-to-house search for stolen 

carbines. The New Jersey riot inquiry felt that the circumscription of local police activi ties was 

such “as virtually to destroy the department’s morale…[and] to limit seriously the effectiveness of 

the force (Governor’s Select Commission, 1968, pp. 150, 153).” 

 

 In still other cases, as in Los Angeles, Boston, and New York, agreements reached by 

mayor’s special representatives, human relations officials, and police-community relations officers 

who had rapport with rioters were not honored by other policemen, creating great indignation and 

a sense of betrayal. In Los Angeles, the police community relations inspector was reportedly not 

called into the inner circle of police advisors. The chief of police was unaware that his department 

had been represented at an important community meeting held during the riot. A potentially ugly 

incident might have emerged in Detroit (May 21, 1968) when mounted police outside a building 

tried to drive supporters of the Poor People’s March back into a building, while police on the 

inside were trying to drive them out. In Rockford, Illinois, in 1967, as people poured out of bars 

that were closing, police tried to drive them off the street that other police had already barricaded. 

In Birmingham in 1963, police circled several thousand blacks, on one side swinging their clubs 

and from the other side turning water hoses on them, catching bystanders as well as protesters—

though this was no doubt all too well-coordinated. 

 

Breakdown of Police Organization: One Riot or Two? 

 

 An additional source of police ineffectiveness and abuse stems from the breakdown of 

organization within enforcement agencies. In most discussions of recent riots, undue emphasis 

has been given to the behavior of rioters. The normal concepts used to analyze collective 

behavior have been applied to them –emotional contagion, the spread of rumors, panic and the 

expression of frustration, the lessening of inhibitions, and innovative efforts to handle certain 

kinds of strain. Yet in several major disturbances, this perspective might equally be applied to the 

police. Police, lacking training and experience and often uncertain of what they were to do,  



Page 49 

 

sometimes became fatigued (frequently working 12 hour or more shifts with insufficient rest 

periods and nourishment): they were thrown off balance by the size of the disturbance and by 

being drawn frantically from one area to another, in some cases for false alarms seemingly 

coordinated with attacks and looting. As large numbers of people taunted, defied, insulted, and 

attacked them and they saw their fellows injured and in some cases killed, patience thinned and 

anger rose. Rumors about atrocities committed against them spread. 

 

 Police may come to take violent black rhetoric and threats (which are partly related to 

expressive oral traditions, ritual posturing, and political in-fighting) too literally—at the lack of 

police killed by snipers and even reports that some snipers may have misfired on purpose, and 

the lack of attacks on known racists might imply. The belief may spread that they are in a war and 

all black people are their enemy. Traditional misconceptions about riotous crowds may contribute 

to an exaggeration of the dangers confronting them. As police control of the “turf” is effectively 

challenged and rioters gain control of the street by default, the word may spread (as in Watts, 

Newark, and Detroit) that rioters have “beat the police.” Losing face, humiliated by their temporary 

defeat and with their professional pride undermined, police may have a strong desire for revenge 

and to show their efficacy. 

 

 In a context such as the above, superior officers may lose the power to control their men. 

The chain of command and communication between and within enforcement agencies, often 

unclear to begin with, may completely break down. The most dangerous part of the disturbance is 

now at hand as the environment changes from a riot to a war. Some police behavior seems as 

much, or more inspired by the desire for vengeance, retaliation and “to teach the bastards a 

lesson” as by the desire to restore law and order. 

 

 The words of Lee and Humphrey, written shortly after the 1943 Detroit riot, are clearly 

relevant twenty-six years later: “War is to the army what civilian outbreaks are to the police. Both 

offer socially acceptable outlets for residuum of aggressiveness characteristic of each (Lee and 

Humphrey, 1943, p. 114).” 

 

 On the third day of the Detroit riot, an officer was overheard telling a young black on a 

newly stolen bicycle, “The worm is turning.” And turn it did as the police took off their badges, 

taped over squad car numbers (this, of course greatly reduced their number of complaints filed), 

and began indiscriminately  and excess- [continue to next page] 

 




















