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Foreword

The police have power, and they use it. The precise dimensions of their authority
certainly vary from country to country, according to legal systems and forms of
government, but exercising the coercive power of the state is a defining characteris-
tic of the police institution.

The question of who benefits when police exercise their power is a crucial one.
In totalitarian states, the police role is mainly regime protection. In free societies, by
contrast, police are expected to protect and serve all the people. These differences
are a reflection of the fact that state power can be used to benefit just a few, or to
benefit many.

The reality, of course, is much more complex. Totalitarian and free are two ends
of a continuum, not a simple dichotomy. The degree to which political, economic,
and coercive power are dispersed among competing interests varies widely among
countries around the world. Furthermore, the distribution is not static but rather
shifts over time, sometimes becoming more concentrated in the hands of a few,
sometimes becoming more widely dispersed, and sometimes simply being redistrib-
uted among competing groups.

To the extent that states are totalitarian, there is not likely to be much concern
about police-community relations or what we now call police legitimacy, as it is
simply assumed that police will act in a repressive manner to protect those in power.
At the other extreme, however, in democratic and free countries where police are
expected to act in the interests of the people, any evidence of poor police-community
relations is likely to be a concern, since it may indicate that police are not serving
the public as well as they should. For states that are in the process of trying to
become more free and democratic, which applies to many countries around the
world, finding ways to improve police-community relations is typically a key focus
of reform. If the public can be convinced that the police are paying more attention
to their needs, that may be a big step toward building more confidence in the rest of
the government.

So police-community relations are a concern in many countries. But why are
those relations often poor? Some reasons are just inherent in the police function.
Police are called upon to handle difficult situations — political protests, labor unrest,
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and family disputes — in which any actions taken, or not taken, can seem to favor
some over others. Also, police are given impossible missions — handling people in
mental health crisis, dealing with homeless people, and responding to epidemics of
drug addiction — that are far outside their expertise, mainly because society has
turned its back on such people. And even more fundamentally, police have the
power to make us stop doing things we want to do, like driving too fast or having
loud parties — power that we tend to resent when it is applied to us, even though we
probably want the police to stop other people from doing the same things.

Besides the kinds of conflict that are just inherent in policing, the fact is that not
all residents believe the police treat everyone fairly. It is a common belief that the
well-to-do get treated better than average or poor citizens, for example. Since most
police are men, it is often a perception, and may be a reality, that women victims do
not get the level of service and protection they deserve. And frequently, young peo-
ple bear the brunt of a lot of police attention — after all, police, their governing
authorities, and the people who come to community meetings with complaints are
all adults, while kids seem to be the cause of most crime and disorder problems (at
least according to adults).

On top of these typical and perhaps endemic sources of police-community strains
is one addressed throughout this book — police-minority relations. Racial, ethnic,
religious, and other minority groups typically have less political and economic
power than the majority groups, putting them at a disadvantage. People who are in
the majority sometimes look down on minority groups, stereotype them, discrimi-
nate against them, fear them, and even hate them, making members of minority
groups that much more powerless and vulnerable.

Where do police fit in this equation? Sometimes, police are openly and officially
used to enforce discrimination. In other situations, the official role of police is to
protect and serve all citizens, but social and economic discrimination puts minority
group members in such a disadvantaged position that they become the focus of a
large share of police intrusion and enforcement. This takes place in the name of
public safety for all, including the poor who may need police protection even more
than others, but one main result is disproportionate stops, arrests, and sanctions
against people in marginalized communities. Also, of course, if actual prejudice
toward minority group members is common in a society, it is likely that police them-
selves are affected, consciously or unconsciously.

In principle, at least, and hopefully in practice, it is equally possible that police
are the main protectors of the rights and safety of minority group residents and other
vulnerable persons. Police typically take an oath to protect the rights of all people,
and there has been substantial emphasis on human rights in police training and
policy-making in recent decades. This is especially true for countries that are in
transition and receiving international assistance of one kind or another — police
reform is often high on the agenda, and human rights protection is often a key com-
ponent of that reform.

The contributions in this book address these kinds of situations across a wide
range of countries, including Canada, Kosovo, New Zealand, Nigeria, South Africa,
Turkey, and the United States. The details and the context of police-community
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relations and police-minority relations vary widely from country to country, yet
there are similarities in the underlying challenge of providing effective policing that
controls serious crime, protects innocent people, brings offenders to justice, and
maintains public order while also treating all people fairly within the parameters of
universal human rights. The editors and authors are to be congratulated for bringing
attention to such an important topic and providing insights from around the world.

Kutztown, PA, USA Gary Cordner
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