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shaping the structure and function of police departments across the United States in profound ways.
Spanning approximately from the 1840s to the 1930s, this era was characterized by close ties between
municipal governments and police agencies, often leading to practices that prioritized political loyalty
over professionalism. Understanding this period is essential to grasp the evolution of modern policing

and the reforms that followed.

The Political Era in American Policing: An Overview

Origins and Context

The Political Era emerged during a time when American cities experienced rapid growth due to
industrialization and urbanization. Municipal governments needed effective law enforcement to
maintain order, but there was little consensus on how police forces should be structured or managed.
Police departments were often seen as extensions of political machines rather than professional law

enforcement agencies.

This era coincided with the rise of political machines like Tammany Hall in New York City, which
wielded immense influence over local politics. Police officers and departments became tools to serve

the interests of these machines, securing votes and protecting political allies.



Characteristics of the Political Era

Some defining features of this period include:

¢ Political Patronage: Appointments and promotions were based on loyalty and political

connections rather than merit.

» Corruption and Bribery: Police officers often engaged in corrupt practices, accepting bribes from

criminals and political figures.

e Factionalism: Police departments were divided along political lines, leading to inconsistent

enforcement and conflicts.

* Weak Professional Standards: There was little emphasis on training, discipline, or standardized

procedures.

Rewarding Friends and Political Allies with Police Jobs

Patronage System in Action

A hallmark of the Political Era was the widespread practice of patronage—awarding jobs and
promotions to friends, family members, and political supporters. This system ensured loyalty and

helped politicians secure votes and control over city machinery.

Police jobs were highly coveted because they provided steady income, social status, and influence.

Politicians would often appoint their allies or supporters to police ranks as a reward for their loyalty.



Impacts of Political Patronage on Police Departments

The consequences of such practices included:

1. Corruption: Officers frequently engaged in illegal activities, including accepting bribes to overlook

criminal behavior or to target political opponents.

2. Political Control: Police departments served as tools for political suppression or favoritism, rather

than impartial law enforcement agencies.

3. Inconsistent Enforcement: Enforcement priorities varied depending on the political interests of

those in power, leading to corruption and inefficiency.

4. Low Professional Standards: Promotions and appointments were based on political connections,

not competence or experience.

Case Studies and Examples

One of the most infamous examples involves New York City’s Tammany Hall political machine, where
police officers were often rewarded with jobs, promotions, or payoffs for political support. Similarly, in
Chicago, the police force was deeply rooted in political patronage, with officers sometimes acting as

enforcers for political gangs and factions.

The Consequences of the Political Era on Public Trust and

Crime



Public Perception and Trust

The widespread corruption and favoritism during this era severely damaged public trust in law
enforcement. Citizens often viewed police officers as enforcers of political interests rather than

protectors of the community.

"Police forces were seen as corrupt, ineffective, and beholden to political bosses rather

than serving the public interest."

Crime and Disorder

While police departments were tasked with maintaining order, their focus was often skewed toward
serving political agendas. Criminal activities, especially organized crime and political corruption, thrived

in environments where law enforcement was compromised.

Reforms and the End of the Political Era

The Progressive Movement and Professionalization

The early 20th century saw the rise of Progressive reformers who sought to modernize policing. They
emphasized the need for professional standards, merit-based appointments, and independence from

political influence.

Key reforms included:

¢ Implementing civil service systems to reduce patronage



e Establishing police academies for training
¢ Introducing merit-based promotions and hiring practices

¢ Creating independent police commissions to oversee departments

The Impact of Reforms

These efforts gradually diminished the influence of political machines over police departments, leading

to:
- More standardized and effective law enforcement practices
- Increased public trust

- Reduced corruption and political interference

However, the legacy of the Political Era still influences policing debates today, especially concerning

issues of police accountability and reform.

The Legacy of the Political Era in Modern Policing

Lessons Learned

The history of the Political Era highlights the importance of:

¢ Ensuring police independence from political influence

¢ Implementing professional standards and training



¢ Maintaining transparency and accountability

¢ Building community trust through fair and impartial law enforcement

Ongoing Challenges

Despite reforms, some areas still grapple with issues rooted in this era, such as political interference,
corruption, and community-police relations. Recognizing the historical context helps inform current

efforts to reform and improve policing practices.

Conclusion

During the Political Era in American policing, local politicians rewarded their friends with jobs, fostering
a system rife with corruption, favoritism, and inefficiency. While this period was marked by significant
challenges, it also spurred reform movements that helped professionalize law enforcement and reduce
political influence. Today, understanding this era is crucial for ongoing efforts to create policing

systems that are fair, effective, and accountable to the communities they serve.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary way local politicians influenced police
appointments during the Political Era in American policing?

During the Political Era, local politicians often rewarded their political allies and friends with jobs in the

police force, effectively using appointments as a means to secure political loyalty and support.



How did the practice of rewarding friends with police jobs impact
police professionalism during the Political Era?

This practice led to a lack of merit-based hiring, resulting in corruption, favoritism, and a decline in

professional standards within police departments.

In what ways did political favoritism during the Political Era influence
police conduct and community relations?

Favoritism often resulted in police officers acting in ways that protected political allies rather than

serving the public interest, which eroded community trust and fostered corruption.

What reforms emerged in response to the corrupt practices associated

with the Political Era in American policing?

Reforms such as the Progressive Movement advocated for merit-based hiring, civilian oversight, and

professionalization of police forces to reduce political influence and corruption.

How did the practice of rewarding friends with police jobs during the
Political Era affect the overall effectiveness of law enforcement?

It often compromised the effectiveness of law enforcement by prioritizing political loyalty over

competence, leading to inefficient policing and unqualified personnel.

Why is understanding the Political Era important for analyzing the
evolution of modern American policing?

Studying this era highlights the roots of political influence and corruption in policing, emphasizing the

importance of reforms that promote professionalism and impartial law enforcement today.



Additional Resources

During The Political Era In American Policing, Local Politicians Rewarded Their Friends With Jobs
On—a phrase that encapsulates a critical chapter in the history of American law enforcement. This era,
spanning roughly from the 1840s to the early 1900s, was characterized by close ties between police
departments and local political figures. The intertwining of political interests with police operations often
led to corruption, patronage, and a policing system that prioritized political loyalty over professionalism
or public safety. Understanding this period is essential to grasp how American policing evolved and the

lessons learned about governance, integrity, and reform.

The Political Era in American Policing: An Overview

What Was the Political Era?

The Political Era of policing refers to a period in U.S. history when police departments were heavily
influenced by local political entities. During this time, police officers were often appointed based on
political connections rather than merit, leading to widespread patronage and corruption. The primary
goal of police departments was to serve the interests of political machines and maintain the power of

local politicians, rather than focus solely on crime prevention or community service.

Key Characteristics of the Political Era:

- Political Patronage: Jobs, promotions, and assignments often went to friends, supporters, or political
allies.

- Corruption and Patronage: Police officers frequently engaged in corrupt activities, including bribery,
extortion, and protection rackets.

- Fragmented and Inconsistent Enforcement: Policing was often inconsistent, with departments varying
greatly in effectiveness and accountability.

- Influence of Political Machines: Figures like Tammany Hall in New York wielded enormous influence

over police operations.



How Local Politicians Rewarded Friends With Jobs

The Patronage System in Policing

One of the defining features of the political era was the patronage system, which involved appointing
officials based on loyalty rather than merit. This system benefited friends, political supporters, and

party loyalists, often at the expense of effective policing.

Mechanisms of Reward:

- Job Appointments: Politicians would place their allies in police positions, from beat officers to higher
command roles.

- Promotions and Transfers: Favoritism dictated career advancement, often regardless of performance.
- Control of Departments: Political leaders used police departments as tools to suppress opposition

and maintain power.

Examples of Political Rewards

- Hiring Friends and Supporters: Police departments were staffed with individuals chosen for their
political loyalty.

- Ensuring Loyalty Through Patronage: Officers owed their positions to political patrons and were
expected to serve their interests.

- Using Police for Political Gain: Police were sometimes used to intimidate opponents, rig elections, or

enforce political agendas.

The Impact of Political Reward Systems on Policing



Corruption and Abuse of Power

When police officers are appointed based on political loyalty, corruption becomes endemic. Officers

may prioritize personal gain or political objectives over law enforcement, leading to:

- Bribery and extortion

- Protection of illegal enterprises such as gambling, liquor, and prostitution

- Suppression of opposition or dissent

Lack of Professionalism

The focus on loyalty over competence resulted in:

- Inefficient law enforcement

- Inconsistent application of laws

- Poor community relations

Erosion of Public Trust

Public confidence in the police suffered as corruption and political interference became commonplace.

Citizens often viewed police as tools of political machines rather than community protectors.

Notable Examples and Figures

Tammany Hall and New York City

Tammany Hall, the infamous Democratic political machine, exemplified how political patronage

influenced policing. Police officials were often chosen based on their loyalty to Tammany leaders, and

the department was used to maintain Tammany’s political dominance.



Police Chiefs as Political Appointees

Many police chiefs during this era were political appointees rather than professional officers. Their

primary role was to serve political interests, not enforce laws impartially.

Reforms and the End of the Political Era

Progressive Movement's Impact

In the early 20th century, reformers challenged the patronage system, advocating for

professionalization and merit-based hiring. Key reforms included:

- Establishing civil service systems for police appointments

- Creating independent police commissions to oversee departments

- Implementing standardized training and qualifications

The Role of Progressive Leaders

Leaders such as August Vollmer in Berkeley, California, championed education, training, and

professionalism in policing, helping to move away from the politicized model.

Legacy of the Political Era in Modern Policing

Lessons Learned

The political era’s flaws underscored the importance of:



- Civil service protections for law enforcement personnel
- Independent oversight and accountability

- Community-oriented policing approaches
Continuing Challenges

While reform efforts improved professionalism, some issues from the political era, such as corruption

and political influence, have persisted in various forms in modern times.

Conclusion

During The Political Era In American Policing, Local Politicians Rewarded Their Friends With Jobs
On—a practice that shaped the early landscape of law enforcement in the United States. While it
facilitated rapid staffing and political control, it also bred corruption, inefficiency, and public distrust.
Recognizing this history is vital for understanding contemporary policing challenges and the ongoing
efforts to create transparent, accountable, and community-focused law enforcement agencies. The
transition from political patronage to professional policing exemplifies the importance of integrity and

meritocracy in serving justice and protecting communities.
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