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POLICE AND SOCIAL DEMOCRACY

William Ker Muir (UC Berkeley)
I

A word with pleasing overtones, like democracy, attracts a host of meanings.  There is representative democracy, with its unique features of a widespread franchise and periodic elections of key government officials.  Representative democracy gives an electorate a weapon to threaten termination of incumbents’ political careers.  (A variation of representative democracy is direct democracy, where the voters themselves resolve key issues by majority rule.)
Political democracy, on the other hand, is about the protection of the individual and his freedom of action.  In that sense, it is the near opposite of majority rule.  Political democracy’s emphasis is on institutional devices to counter governmental power with power, particularly with checks and balances and procedures of due process.

Cultural democracy, a third meaning, means deliberation among numerous parties.  Key to cultural democracy is the moral norm that talking and persuasion will trump command (and force) in the making of a community’s significant decisions.  (Its opposite is hierarchy.)

Fourth, and finally, social democracy means equality – not a material equality, but a moral one, in which the “self-evident truth” is that all persons are “created equal” – that all individuals share a sameness in their capacity for self-government.  In the words of Jefferson, we all possess a “moral instinct,” consisting of the capacity for empathy and a desire to matter to others.  (Social democracy’s opposite is aristocracy, with its distinction between superior and ordinary people.)  Social democracy was the feature of American life that struck Alexis de Tocqueville so forcefully when he visited America in 1831-32.  His insight into the different consequences of social democracy and aristocracy – the prodigious energies, individual pride, and generous public-spiritedness of the former in contrast with the lassitude, submissiveness, and selfishness of the latter – has proven more and more prescient with each passing decade.

II

All four meanings of democracy have application to the activities of police.  With its focus on the relationship between public officials and a city’s police department, for example, electoral democracy raises the question of the degree to which the police should be overtly engaged in partisan local elections.  In engaging in partisan politics, police (like judges) endanger the appearance of even-handedness among the public. However, we also know that government employees in general (and schoolteachers, garbage collectors, fire departments, mass transit workers, and clerks in particular) are invariably the best organized and most intensely interested elements of an electorate; their numbers and organization give them disproportionate influence with elected officials.  Consequently, if the police refrain from participating in the electoral contests of their city or state, they (and the public they protect) are likely to be slighted in the battle for a city’s limited resources. The electoral democratic question is, how can police harmonize their need to be both partisan and above politics?

 As for political democracy and its concern for individual rights, a key issue is the relationship between the administration of the department and its nonmanagerial members.  How appropriate is a policeman’s Bill of Rights?  Under what circumstances can it be enforced productively, so that the individual can be treated fairly without injuring the “general welfare” (i.e., the department’s ability to protect the citizenry)?  Is an aggressive police union essential to its functioning?  (Here, one thinks of some of the deleterious effects of public school teacher unions, even after admitting their necessity).
 

What about cultural democracy?  Cultural democracy has direct application to any organization that, like an army, a fire department, or a police department, exposes its members recurrently to personal danger.  It is useful to recall the observation of Chester Barnard, author of the classic book on management.  In his The Functions of the Executive, Barnard points out that the quintessential “democratic” institution is an army engaged in battle.  Barnard is speaking of democracy in the cultural sense.  Leading a fighting unit into combat requires persuasion and inspiration, for frightened or uncertain men can always refuse to go forward.  Similarly, a leader of police officers must talk, not command, them into being brave, so courageous as to be willing to sacrifice their lives.  A police chief and his unit commanders must find ways to coax, train, and persuade the individuals in their units to act bravely and with creative initiative amidst danger.  In this respect, the key cultural democratic issue concerns the training of sergeants, the experienced mentors closest to the youngest officers while in the field.

III

Today, the involvement of the American military in nation-building highlights the fourth meaning of democracy – social democracy. In my mind, the key issue involves the relationship between police and the public they police, particularly the poor and undereducated of our cities.

I confess to an unbounded admiration for our soldiers in Afghanistan and Iraq and their skills in teaching people unused to notions of human equality and the demands of social democracy.  While fighting and providing protection, they simultaneously are trying to explain and exemplify the very meaning of self-government and enlightened self-interest -- inspiring neighborhoods to solve their own problems without relying solely on governmental initiative, teaching the values of civilization and its intolerance of bullies, and conferring honor on those who try to improve things. 

On the domestic scene, police call this kind of teaching function “developing one’s beat.”  As a general matter, teaching police how to develop a beat is not attempted in police academies.  Rather, those skills – those socially democratic skills – are handed down by good sergeants and veterans talking to rookies on the job.
  

Some departments provide sergeants a great deal of latitude in shaping up their squads.  I attempted in Police: Streetcorner Politicians to describe what one remarkable sergeant (whom I called Robert Peel) did to demonstrate to his men that people in ”inner cities” differed not a whit in their human make-up from other people. To his men he demonstrated that individuals, whether rich or poor, want to matter to others and have the respect of others; further, because people want to be “worthwhile”, they can be entrusted to govern their own lives – under certain circumstances.  This intensely felt need for dignity, Peel’s lessons implied, was the “hot button” that acute police could exploit in crises.  But Sergeant Peel’s lesson did more: it made his officers’ beats familiar and understandable to them and made it possible for them to explain to their “publics” the rules of the game – what was expected of them in a socially democratic society and what they could expect in return.

As a political scientist, I am especially sensitive to the omission of an explanation of our socially democratic American society in the training regimes of our police departments.  It’s the lack of discussion of the miracle of American democracy.  I don’t mean the teaching of the nuts-and-bolts of contemporary government, nor the examination of the nits that critics tend to scoff at.  I mean the big ideas of Hamilton (and of what we’ve done to neutralize the evil potential within all of us) and of Jefferson (and of his assumptions about the moral instinct universal within humankind to empathize with others and to want to matter).  It is these seemingly contradictory assumptions about human nature and the devices in our society that accommodate them (political checks and balances and economic free markets, along with education and religious beliefs) that make “self-government” possible.  In such a course would be the topics of anarchy and its moral and economic consequences, what happens when police are too weak (the emergence of private warlords) and too strong (tyranny as in the case of Brown v. Mississippi, 297 US 298 [1936]), the notion of balance of power in our government (separation of powers and checks and balances), the importance of free markets, and the conditions under which law, religion, and education make Americans a virtuous people.

The obvious objections to teaching democratic philosophy to sergeants are its irrelevance to the police task and lack of time.  Police – and patrol officers, especially –work in dangerous and desolate circumstances, amidst the angry and despairing losers in society.  The perils of their work and the misery they encounter hardly amount to a receptive environment in which to educate the citizenry.  The need to master skills necessary to control events in strangers’ homes and ominous neighborhoods looms so importantly as to make teaching civics seem downright silly.  Yet, my five years of experience with the Oakland Police Department (more than three decades ago, I’m afraid) convinces me of both its practicality and its benefits.

As for practicality, the lever – the factor of opportunity – is the patrol sergeant.  Supervising a half dozen or so (often) young officers, he can make the time to teach his squad, individually and collectively, about the origins, singularity, and importance of our country’s socially democratic ideas.

The benefits to the sergeant’s squad were increased understanding, effectiveness, and pride.  The benefits to the citizenry I’d have to guess at, but I’d bet the ranch that they became less angry, more cooperative, and more filled with self-respect.

Training sergeants to be civic educators is not an idea that will spread like wildfire.  Departments will object that, with their limited resources, they cannot expand efforts to train patrol sergeants in this seemingly impractical sphere.  I am optimistic, however.  Police can learn from the experiences of our military in readying personnel for duty in Kabul and Baghdad.  The military may be able to convince police chiefs that such expenditure of time pays off richly.  Moreover, multi-department programs (like The Police Corps
) that train individual sergeants chosen from a number of departments obviate the need for each department to create and fund classes for its officers alone.

IV

My favorite story is of the wayfarer who comes on three workers at a construction site.  When the stranger asks each of the workers what they’re doing, one responds, “I am piling stones.”  The second answers, “I’m building a wall.”  And the third says, “I am building a cathedral.”  Connecting our daily activities to a noble and enduring object is the secret of satisfaction and the desire for constant self-improvement.  To place one’s policing duties within the overall context of this nation’s remarkable socially democratic experiment elevates the notion of the policing profession and makes sense of the demands we make of the well-intentioned men and women who enter it.

�  The mention of police unions suggests another important electoral democracy issue, how to prevent oligarchy?  Most industrial unions do not tolerate internal disagreement; union leaders are notorious for suppressing opposition.  Unions virtually always are one-party regimes.  The question is, how best to contain this oligarchic tendency in police unions?  By encouraging the formation of rival unions within a department?  By nurturing rival parties within a single union?  For more on this topic, see Seymour Martin Lipset, et al., Union Democracy.





� Why sergeants are sovereign in police departments is the subject of a short discussion in my Police: Streetcorner Politicians, pp. 235-248 and 264-266.


�  In the department I studied thirty years ago, however, several formal devices were instituted to enable the teaching of developing a beat.  One was officer participation in management matters.  The Chief instituted two programs – review boards in connection with both gun-discharges and abuse-complaints – in which peers sat in judgment.  In deliberating on what went wrong and went right, officers learned from each other and more often than not what they learned was philosophy concerning notions of human nature, the good society, and the nature of the good policeman.  In addition, the department collaborated with psychologist Hans Toch and others in cultivating “agents of change.”  The program, involving officers with evident leadership abilities but who also had been involved in a disproportionate number of troublesome incidents, really was an extended seminar on the police role in a free society.  (The program lasted an entire year and took place during off-duty hours.)


� Police: Streetcorner Politicians, pp. 184-187.  Sergeant Peel raised questions among his men and precipitated systematic discussion on three topics: first, about how the police department functioned as a system of collaboration; then, about the meaning of “manliness” (with insights on what it meant to be human); and, finally, about how the city worked.


� One should assume that sergeants as well as recruits begin with virtually no knowledge of these big ideas and that we invented the revolutionary idea of establishing a state, not to push people around, but to enable individuals to pursue their own interests.  I have no doubt, however, that acquainting police with this larger picture and making them understand their critical role in establishing order sufficient to make self-government possible will make a huge difference.  It confers on them a position of honor that will make their teaching the public about democracy not an additional burden but a unique element of their professionalism.


� The Police Corps was the brainchild of Adam Walinsky, but it has recently lost its federal funding and (so far as I know) is now out of business.  However, Walinsky is a vital and inspiring resource for anyone interested in innovations in policing.





