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Understanding the intersection of politics and policing is crucial for fostering effective law enforcement
and maintaining public trust. Herbert Goldstein, a prominent scholar in the field of criminal justice,
offers insightful perspectives on the appropriate and inappropriate roles that politics should play in
policing. His analysis sheds light on how political influences can either support or undermine the
integrity, effectiveness, and fairness of police institutions. This article explores Goldstein’s views on the
proper role of politics in policing, delineates what constitutes an improper role, and discusses the

implications for criminal justice systems worldwide.

Contextual Background: The Relationship Between Politics and

Policing

Historically, policing has been intertwined with political processes. From the earliest days of organized
law enforcement, political considerations have influenced police priorities, appointments, and policies.

In many societies, police agencies have served political agendas, sometimes at the expense of justice
and fairness. This complex relationship has led to debates about the appropriate boundaries and roles

of politics within law enforcement.

The core concern revolves around balancing political accountability with operational independence.

While it is essential for democratically elected officials to oversee police agencies, excessive political



interference can compromise the integrity of law enforcement, leading to corruption, bias, and abuse of
power. Conversely, a lack of political oversight can result in law enforcement agencies operating

without accountability, potentially fostering misconduct.

Goldstein’s Perspective on the Proper Role of Politics in

Policing

Herbert Goldstein emphasized that politics must play a constructive and limited role in policing. His
insights suggest that political influence should serve democratic principles, uphold the rule of law, and

ensure that police serve the community’s interests. Goldstein’s views can be summarized as follows:

The Proper Role of Politics in Policing

1. Ensuring Democratic Accountability
Politicians and elected officials are responsible for holding police agencies accountable to the pubilic.
This involves setting policies, budgets, and priorities that reflect community values and legal standards.

Democratic oversight ensures that law enforcement remains answerable to the citizens it serves.

2. Providing Resources and Support
Political authorities should allocate sufficient funding, personnel, and training to police agencies. Proper
resource provision enables law enforcement to operate effectively, uphold justice, and adapt to

evolving challenges.

3. Legislative Framework and Policy Making
Politics plays a vital role in establishing the legal context within which police operate. Crafting laws,
regulations, and policies that define acceptable police conduct and protect citizens' rights is a

fundamental political function.



4. Fostering Community-Police Relations
Politicians can facilitate initiatives that promote positive interactions between law enforcement and
communities. This includes community policing programs, transparency measures, and public

engagement efforts.

5. Maintaining Ethical Standards and Oversight
Political leadership should ensure mechanisms are in place for oversight, investigations of misconduct,

and accountability, thereby safeguarding against corruption and abuse.

Goldstein’s Emphasis on the Limits of Political Involvement

While acknowledging the importance of political roles, Goldstein warns against certain improper

influences, which include:

- Interference in Day-to-Day Operations
Politicians should avoid micromanaging police activities, such as directing investigations, arrests, or
enforcement priorities on a case-by-case basis. Operational independence is essential for professional

law enforcement.

- Using Policing for Political Gain
Exploiting law enforcement to target political opponents or to advance partisan agendas undermines

justice and erodes public trust.

- Suppressing or Manipulating Information
Censorship or withholding information for political advantage compromises transparency and

accountability.

- Applying Double Standards
Politicians should refrain from applying inconsistent policies or enforcement based on political

considerations, which can lead to discriminatory practices.



What Constitutes an Improper Role of Politics in Policing:

Insights from Goldstein

Goldstein’s critique centers on the dangers of political overreach and misuse of police power. An
improper role of politics in policing can have serious consequences, including loss of public

confidence, civil rights violations, and systemic corruption.

Examples of Improper Political Involvement

- Politicization of Police Appointments
Appointing police chiefs or officials based on political loyalty rather than merit can weaken

professionalism and independence within law enforcement agencies.

- Influencing Enforcement Priorities for Political Gain
Prioritizing certain crimes or communities based on political considerations leads to unequal

enforcement and social injustice.

- Suppressing Dissent or Protest

Using police power to stifle political opposition or protests undermines democratic rights.

- Funding Cuts or Increased Resources Based on Political Agendas
Manipulating resources to target specific groups or issues for political reasons skews law enforcement

priorities.

- Engaging in Corruption or Favoritism
Political interference can foster environments where corruption flourishes, reducing the legitimacy of

police institutions.



Implications for Modern Policing and Criminal Justice

Goldstein’s insights remain highly relevant in contemporary discussions about police reform,
community relations, and governance. Recognizing the proper and improper roles of politics can help

shape policies that promote fairness, accountability, and professionalism.

Strategies to Maintain Proper Political Engagement

- Establish clear boundaries between operational decisions and political oversight.
- Promote transparency in police decision-making and policymaking.

- Encourage community involvement in policing policies.

- Implement independent oversight bodies to monitor police conduct.

- Ensure appointments and promotions are based on merit and professionalism.

Conclusion

Herbert Goldstein’s perspective underscores that politics must serve as a supportive and guiding force
in policing, rather than a controlling or manipulative influence. Proper political involvement ensures that
police agencies remain accountable, adequately resourced, and aligned with democratic values.

Conversely, improper political interference—such as micromanagement, politicization, or corruption—can

fundamentally undermine the legitimacy and effectiveness of law enforcement.

By understanding and respecting these boundaries, societies can foster police institutions that uphold
justice, protect citizens’ rights, and maintain public trust. Goldstein’s insights provide a foundational
framework for policymakers, law enforcement leaders, and communities to navigate the complex
relationship between politics and policing in a manner that promotes fairness, professionalism, and

democratic integrity.
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Frequently Asked Questions

According to Goldstein, what is the proper role of politics in policing?

Goldstein believes that the proper role of politics in policing is to establish policies that reflect
community needs and values, ensuring that law enforcement serves the public interest while

maintaining accountability and fairness.

What does Goldstein identify as an improper role of politics in
policing?

Goldstein considers it improper for politics to influence policing practices in ways that compromise

impartiality, lead to favoritism, or prioritize political agendas over community safety and justice.

How does Goldstein suggest policing should be separated from
political influence?

Goldstein advocates for professional standards, clear policies, and independent oversight to keep

policing focused on law enforcement duties rather than political pressures.

What are the potential consequences of improper political involvement
in policing, according to Goldstein?

Improper political involvement can lead to biased policing, loss of public trust, violations of civil rights,

and a breakdown of community relations.



How does Goldstein view the balance between community influence
and political control in policing?

Goldstein emphasizes that community influence should guide policing policies, but political control

should be limited to prevent partisan interference and maintain integrity.

In Goldstein’s perspective, what role does accountability play in the
proper politicization of policing?

Accountability is crucial; it ensures that police actions align with community values and legal standards,

preventing undue political influence and abuse of power.

What role do elected officials have in shaping police policies,
according to Goldstein?

Elected officials should set broad policy directions and provide oversight but should avoid

micromanaging day-to-day law enforcement activities to prevent politicization.

Can politicization of policing ever be justified, based on Goldstein’s
views?

Goldstein generally argues that politicization should be minimized, but some community input and

democratic oversight are necessary to ensure policing reflects societal needs.

What strategies does Goldstein propose to prevent improper political
influence in policing?

Goldstein suggests establishing professional standards, transparent policies, independent oversight

agencies, and community engagement to safeguard against political misuse.



How does Goldstein define the difference between proper and improper
roles of politics in policing?

Proper roles involve setting policies that serve justice and community interests through democratic
processes, while improper roles involve political interference that undermines fairness, objectivity, and

civil rights.

Additional Resources
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In the realm of law enforcement and criminal justice, the influence of politics often sparks debate about
the appropriate boundaries and responsibilities of police agencies. According to Herman Goldstein, a
pioneering scholar in policing, understanding the proper role of politics in policing is essential to
ensuring that law enforcement remains fair, effective, and accountable. Goldstein's insights shed light
on how politics should intersect with policing, emphasizing a clear distinction between legitimate

democratic oversight and improper political interference that can undermine justice and public trust.

Introduction: The Intersection of Politics and Policing

Policing is inherently embedded within the political framework of society. Police agencies are funded
by taxpayers, operate under laws enacted by elected officials, and are accountable to the public
through various oversight mechanisms. However, this relationship can sometimes blur the lines
between legitimate political influence and improper interference. Herman Goldstein's perspective
provides a nuanced understanding of where politics fits into policing, emphasizing that while
democratic oversight is vital, politics should not distort or obstruct the primary goal of

policing—maintaining public safety and justice.



The Proper Role of Politics in Policing According to Goldstein

Democratic Oversight and Accountability

Goldstein asserts that the proper role of politics in policing revolves around ensuring democratic
oversight. This entails that elected officials and community representatives establish policies, allocate
resources, and set priorities that reflect the values and needs of the society they serve. This oversight

ensures that police agencies remain accountable, transparent, and aligned with the public interest.

Key aspects include:

- Policy formulation: Elected officials define broad policies that guide police operations, such as
community policing initiatives or crime prevention strategies.

- Resource allocation: Decisions about funding, staffing, and equipment are determined through
political processes, impacting the capacity and scope of police work.

- Legislative authority: Laws enacted by legislatures set the legal framework within which police
operate, defining crimes, enforcement procedures, and rights.

- Community input: Engaging with community stakeholders ensures that policing reflects societal

priorities and addresses local concerns.

Ensuring Fairness and Justice

Goldstein emphasizes that politics should serve as a mechanism to promote fairness and justice within

the criminal justice system. Politicians and policymakers can influence the development of equitable

policies that protect individual rights and prevent abuses of power.

Setting Priorities and Strategic Goals

Political leaders help establish overarching priorities—for example, focusing on reducing violent crime,



addressing systemic disparities, or improving community relations. These priorities shape police

strategies and resource deployment.

The Improper Role of Politics in Policing

Political Interference in Day-to-Day Operations

While democratic oversight is essential, Goldstein warns against improper political interference that

encroaches upon operational independence. Examples include:

- Politicians pressuring police to target specific groups or individuals based on political motives.

- Using policing as a tool for political repression or favoritism.

- Interfering with investigations to serve partisan interests.

Such interference undermines objectivity, erodes public trust, and can lead to biased enforcement.

Politicization of Crime and Enforcement Priorities

Goldstein cautions against framing policing issues primarily through a political lens that distorts crime

problems for partisan gains. For instance:

- Overemphasizing certain crimes for political gain while ignoring others.

- Using crime statistics selectively to justify policies that may not serve public safety effectively.

This politicization can divert focus from community needs and evidence-based practices.

Use of Police for Political Goals

Deploying police resources to advance specific political agendas—such as suppressing dissent or



targeting opposition groups—is an improper role. Such practices violate the principles of impartial law

enforcement and threaten democratic freedoms.

Balancing Democratic Oversight and Operational Independence

Goldstein advocates for a clear separation between the political oversight of police agencies and their

day-to-day operational functions. This balance can be achieved through:

- Clear legal frameworks: Establishing laws that define the scope of political influence versus
operational independence.

- Professional standards: Promoting policing standards that emphasize impartiality, integrity, and
community engagement.

- Independent oversight bodies: Creating civilian review boards or inspector general offices to monitor
police conduct without political interference.

- Community engagement: Encouraging transparency and dialogue between police, policymakers, and

the public.

The Consequences of Improper Political Role in Policing

When politics oversteps its proper bounds, several negative outcomes can ensue:

- Erosion of public trust: Citizens may view police as instruments of political power rather than impartial
enforcers of law.

- Bias and discrimination: Politicized policing can lead to disproportionate targeting of marginalized
communities.

- Reduced effectiveness: Politically motivated policies may not align with evidence-based practices,

leading to inefficient resource use.



- Legal and ethical violations: Interfering with investigations or using policing for political repression can

violate constitutional rights and ethical standards.

Strategies for Ensuring Proper Role of Politics in Policing

To uphold Goldstein’s principles, jurisdictions should consider implementing the following strategies:

1. Legislative Safeguards: Enact laws that define the boundaries of political influence, protecting
operational independence.

2. Enhanced Oversight: Establish independent review mechanisms to monitor police conduct and
policy implementation.

3. Community Policymaking: Involve community stakeholders in setting policing priorities and
evaluating performance.

4. Training and Education: Promote awareness among policymakers and officers regarding the
appropriate role of politics in policing.

5. Transparency Initiatives: Regularly publish reports on police activities, budgets, and policies to foster

accountability.

Conclusion: Striving for a Just and Effective Policing System

Herman Goldstein’s insights provide a valuable framework for understanding the delicate balance
between democratic control and operational independence in policing. Recognizing that the proper role
of politics in policing is primarily to serve as a guardian of accountability and fairness—while avoiding
interference in operational matters—is crucial for maintaining the integrity of the criminal justice system.
By adhering to these principles, societies can foster police agencies that are effective, impartial, and
trusted by the communities they serve, ultimately ensuring that law enforcement fulfills its core mission:

safeguarding justice and public safety without succumbing to improper political influences.
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