community policing new jim crow

The concept of community policing, a strategy designed to foster trust and collaboration between law
enforcement and the communities they serve, has garnered significant attention. However, in the
context of systemic inequities and historical injustices, particularly those highlighted by Michelle
Alexander's seminal work, "The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness," the
efficacy and true impact of community policing warrant a deeper examination. This article will explore
the complex relationship between community policing initiatives and the enduring legacy of racial
disparities in the criminal justice system, as detailed in "The New Jim Crow." We will delve into how
modern policing strategies, even those seemingly designed for better community relations, can
inadvertently perpetuate or fail to address the mechanisms of mass incarceration that
disproportionately affect marginalized communities. Understanding this intersection is crucial for
advocating for truly equitable public safety.
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Defining Community Policing and its Core Principles

Community policing is a philosophy and organizational strategy that promotes partnership between
police and the public. It emphasizes a proactive approach, aiming to prevent crime rather than merely
responding to it. At its heart, community policing seeks to build trust, improve communication, and
foster mutual respect between law enforcement officers and the residents of the communities they
protect. This approach encourages officers to become familiar with their beats and the people who
live and work there, moving beyond a reactive, incident-driven model of policing.

Key tenets of community policing often include problem-solving, where officers and community
members work together to identify and address the root causes of crime and disorder. Another crucial
element is organizational transformation, which involves restructuring police departments to support
community-oriented strategies, including decentralizing decision-making and empowering officers to
be more responsive to community needs. Transparency and accountability are also paramount,
ensuring that police actions are visible and that officers are answerable for their conduct.



The ultimate goal is to create safer communities by addressing issues before they escalate into crime.
This involves a shift from a paramilitary structure to one that emphasizes democratic policing, where
police are seen as members of the community rather than an occupying force. The success of
community policing relies heavily on its ability to cultivate genuine partnerships, moving beyond
superficial interactions to establish deep-rooted trust and shared responsibility for public safety.

The New Jim Crow: Unpacking Mass Incarceration

Michelle Alexander's "The New Jim Crow" presents a powerful argument that the War on Drugs and
the subsequent rise of mass incarceration have created a new system of racial control, effectively a
new caste system in the United States. Alexander meticulously details how policies and practices,
ostensibly race-neutral, have disproportionately targeted and criminalized Black communities, leading
to unprecedented levels of imprisonment. This phenomenon is not about individual prejudice but
about systemic policies that, once initiated, become self-perpetuating and create widespread
disadvantages for those who are convicted of crimes, even minor offenses.

The book argues that the criminal justice system, particularly through drug offenses, has become a
primary tool for enforcing racial hierarchy, mirroring the legal segregation and disenfranchisement of
the Jim Crow era. Individuals labeled as criminals, even after serving their sentences, are stripped of
fundamental rights, including the right to vote, the right to serve on juries, and the right to access
public housing and education. This creates a permanent underclass, effectively locked out of
mainstream society and economic opportunities.

Key mechanisms fueling mass incarceration, as described by Alexander, include racial profiling,
mandatory minimum sentencing, the "war on drugs" rhetoric, and the privatization of prisons, which
creates a financial incentive for high incarceration rates. These factors combine to create a cycle of
disadvantage that is incredibly difficult to break, perpetuating racial and economic disparities across
generations. Understanding "The New Jim Crow" is essential for evaluating any reform or strategy
within the criminal justice system.

The Interplay: How Community Policing Can Be
Affected by The New Jim Crow

The principles of community policing, while noble in their intent, often operate within a system deeply
shaped by the realities of "The New Jim Crow." This creates a complex dynamic where the very
strategies designed to improve police-community relations can be undermined or even co-opted by
the underlying mechanisms of mass incarceration. For community policing to be truly effective and
equitable, it must acknowledge and actively work against the systemic racial disparities that "The
New Jim Crow" so vividly describes.

One significant area of interplay lies in the historical context of policing in marginalized communities.
Many communities, particularly Black communities, have a long history of negative interactions with
law enforcement, often characterized by over-policing, racial profiling, and excessive force. These
experiences have bred deep-seated mistrust, making it challenging for community policing initiatives



to gain traction. Even well-intentioned efforts can be viewed with suspicion if they are not
accompanied by tangible evidence of systemic change and accountability.

Furthermore, the focus on "order maintenance" in some community policing models can inadvertently
lead to increased surveillance and the criminalization of minor offenses, particularly in low-income
and minority neighborhoods. This can then feed into the larger pipeline of "The New Jim Crow" by
creating more opportunities for arrests and convictions, even for non-violent infractions. The
emphasis on proactive policing, if not carefully implemented with an awareness of historical biases,
can exacerbate existing inequalities.

The pressure on police departments to reduce crime rates, often driven by political and public
demand, can also create a tension with community policing ideals. If success is measured solely by
arrest statistics or crime reduction numbers, officers may revert to more traditional, enforcement-
heavy tactics, even within a community policing framework. This is particularly true when the
underlying social and economic factors contributing to crime are not addressed, leading to a focus on
symptoms rather than causes.

Ultimately, community policing operates on a landscape profoundly altered by mass incarceration.
Without a critical examination of how policies and practices contribute to the cycle of disadvantage,
community policing efforts risk becoming superficial or even counterproductive, failing to address the
systemic issues that "The New Jim Crow" highlights. True reform requires a deep understanding of this
interplay and a commitment to dismantling the structures that perpetuate racial injustice.

Potential Pitfalls of Community Policing in the Context
of The New Jim Crow

While community policing aims to foster positive relationships, several pitfalls can emerge when
implemented within the framework of systemic inequities described in "The New Jim Crow." These
challenges can undermine the effectiveness of community policing and even inadvertently perpetuate
the very issues it seeks to address.

Over-policing and Increased Surveillance

In communities already disproportionately impacted by mass incarceration, community policing
initiatives focused on "problem-solving" can sometimes translate into heightened surveillance and
increased enforcement of minor offenses. This can lead to more arrests for low-level violations, which,
according to Alexander's thesis, contribute to the criminal record that then triggers further
marginalization. The perception of being constantly watched and policed can erode trust, even if the
stated intention is positive.

Focus on Symptoms, Not Causes

Community policing often relies on partnerships to address crime. However, if these partnerships
primarily focus on reactive measures or visible signs of disorder without tackling the underlying



socioeconomic factors that contribute to crime - such as poverty, lack of educational opportunities,
and inadequate housing - the efforts can be superficial. "The New Jim Crow" emphasizes that these
systemic issues are often the true drivers of crime and that addressing them is crucial for long-term
public safety and reducing incarceration rates.

Limited Impact on Systemic Bias

Community policing can improve interpersonal relationships between officers and residents. However,
it may not inherently address the deep-seated institutional biases within the criminal justice system
that lead to discriminatory policing and sentencing. Without addressing issues like racial profiling,
implicit bias in decision-making, and biased charging practices, community policing alone may not
significantly alter the trajectory of mass incarceration for targeted communities.

Co-option by Enforcement-Focused Agendas

There's a risk that the "community" aspect of community policing can be overshadowed by
departmental pressure to achieve arrest quotas or demonstrate crime reduction through
enforcement. This can lead to a situation where community policing becomes a superficial branding
exercise rather than a fundamental shift in philosophy, allowing the mechanisms of "The New Jim
Crow" to continue operating unchecked.

Exacerbating Community Divisions

If community policing efforts are not inclusive or if they are perceived as favoring certain segments of
the community over others, they can inadvertently create or deepen divisions. This can lead to
resentment and further erode the trust that community policing aims to build, making it harder to
achieve true collaborative safety.

Lack of Accountability for Systemic Issues

While community policing can foster accountability for individual officer behavior, it often falls short of
holding the broader system accountable for its role in mass incarceration. Without mechanisms to
reform sentencing laws, address discriminatory practices, and invest in community alternatives to
incarceration, community policing efforts may be seen as insufficient in tackling the root causes of
racial disparity.

Strategies to Align Community Policing with Anti-
Incarceration Goals

For community policing to genuinely contribute to dismantling the systems of mass incarceration
described in "The New Jim Crow," its strategies must be intentionally designed to reduce involvement
with the criminal justice system and promote equitable outcomes. This requires a proactive approach
that moves beyond traditional law enforcement and embraces broader social justice principles.



* Focus on De-escalation and Alternatives to Arrest: Instead of solely relying on arrests for
minor offenses, community policing should prioritize de-escalation techniques and the
utilization of community-based alternatives, such as diversion programs, mental health
services, and social work interventions. This shifts the response from punitive to supportive,
reducing the likelihood of individuals entering the criminal justice pipeline.

e Community-Driven Problem Solving: Empowering communities to identify their own safety
concerns and develop solutions is crucial. This means shifting decision-making power and
resources towards community-led initiatives that address root causes of crime, such as poverty,
lack of access to education, and unemployment. Police should act as partners and facilitators,
not primary drivers of these solutions.

e Transparency and Data-Driven Accountability: Implementing robust transparency
measures, including making data on stops, searches, arrests, and use of force publicly
accessible, is vital. This data should be disaggregated by race and other demographic factors to
identify and address any disparities. Community members should have a meaningful role in
analyzing this data and holding departments accountable.

¢ Investing in Community Resources: True community safety is built on strong social
infrastructure. Community policing efforts should be intrinsically linked to investments in
affordable housing, quality education, job training programs, and accessible healthcare. By
addressing these fundamental needs, the underlying drivers of crime can be mitigated,
reducing the need for punitive interventions.

e Training in Implicit Bias and Cultural Competency: Officers involved in community policing
must receive comprehensive and ongoing training in recognizing and mitigating implicit biases,
understanding historical trauma, and developing cultural competency. This training should go
beyond a superficial level and be integrated into all aspects of police operations and
organizational culture.

e Community Oversight and Civilian Review Boards: Establishing and empowering
independent civilian oversight boards with real authority can provide a crucial layer of
accountability. These boards, comprised of community members, should have the power to
investigate complaints, recommend disciplinary actions, and review departmental policies to
ensure they align with community interests and anti-racist principles.

e Reforming Loitering and Other Minor Offense Laws: Many arrests that contribute to the
"New Jim Crow" are for minor offenses like loitering, vagrancy, or disorderly conduct.
Community policing should advocate for the reform or decriminalization of such offenses, which
disproportionately affect marginalized communities and serve as entry points into the criminal
justice system.

Case Studies and Real-World Examples

Examining real-world examples provides critical insights into how community policing initiatives
interact with the principles and consequences outlined in "The New Jim Crow." While some initiatives



demonstrate promise, others highlight the persistent challenges in truly decoupling policing from the
mechanisms of mass incarceration.

One often-cited example of a community policing effort that aimed for positive change is the program
implemented in certain precincts in the city of Boston during the 1990s. This model focused on
building relationships and addressing specific neighborhood problems through dedicated beat officers.
While it saw some success in reducing certain types of street crime and improving community
perception, critics noted that it did not fundamentally alter the underlying socioeconomic conditions
or the broader criminal justice policies that continued to drive disproportionate incarceration rates in
marginalized Boston neighborhoods.

In contrast, some community-oriented policing models in smaller towns or suburban areas have
reported higher levels of success. These instances often occur in communities with less entrenched
histories of systemic racism and where the police department is more readily integrated into the
social fabric. However, even in these settings, the influence of national "tough on crime" policies and
broader societal trends can still create pressure that may push policing back towards more
enforcement-oriented strategies.

Conversely, many critical analyses of policing in urban centers point to how community policing can
sometimes be a veneer for continued aggressive enforcement. For example, in cities where "broken
windows" policing or aggressive enforcement of minor infractions is prevalent, community policing
efforts might be implemented alongside these tactics. This creates a contradictory approach where
officers are encouraged to build trust while simultaneously being tasked with enforcing policies that
are known to sweep up individuals from targeted communities and feed into the carceral state
described by Alexander.

The use of technology in community policing also presents a complex case. While data-sharing and
communication platforms can enhance collaboration, they also raise concerns about surveillance and
the potential for data to be used in ways that perpetuate existing biases. Without strict oversight and
a commitment to equity, technology intended for community engagement could inadvertently
become another tool in the machinery of mass incarceration.

Ultimately, the success of community policing in the context of "The New Jim Crow" is heavily
dependent on its ability to challenge and transform the underlying systemic issues, rather than simply
adapting to them. Case studies often reveal that while community policing can foster improved
relationships, its true impact on reducing mass incarceration and racial disparities is contingent upon
broader policy changes and a fundamental re-evaluation of the role of law enforcement in society.

The Future of Community Policing and Dismantling
Systemic Inequality

The path forward for community policing, particularly in light of the pervasive impact of mass
incarceration as detailed in "The New Jim Crow," requires a significant evolution of its core principles
and practices. For community policing to be a genuine force for positive change and a tool for
dismantling systemic inequality, it must transcend its traditional role and actively engage with the
root causes of crime and racial disparity.



The future of community policing lies in its capacity to embrace a more holistic approach to public
safety. This involves moving beyond a singular focus on crime reduction through enforcement and
instead prioritizing the building of strong, resilient communities. This means actively partnering with
social service organizations, mental health providers, educators, and community-led initiatives to
address the socioeconomic factors that contribute to crime and incarceration. Investing in early
intervention programs, youth development, and restorative justice practices can provide viable
alternatives to the criminal justice system.

Furthermore, the concept of "community" within community policing must be truly representative and
inclusive. This requires ensuring that marginalized voices, particularly those who have been most
impacted by "The New Jim Crow," are not only heard but are central to the design and implementation
of policing strategies. Genuine community partnerships mean shared decision-making power and
accountability, not just consultation.

Transparency and accountability must be strengthened and made more robust. This includes not only
making data on police activity readily available and understandable to the public but also establishing
meaningful civilian oversight mechanisms that have the authority to influence policy and hold officers
and departments accountable for discriminatory practices or excessive force. Without this, community
policing risks being perceived as a superficial gesture that fails to address the systemic nature of
injustice.

Ultimately, the future of community policing, if it is to align with the imperative to dismantle systemic
inequality, must involve a critical examination of its own role in perpetuating or mitigating the harms
of mass incarceration. It requires a commitment to transforming not just how policing is done, but
what policing is intended to achieve. The goal should be the creation of genuinely safe and equitable
communities, achieved through collaboration, justice, and the proactive dismantling of the structures
that create and sustain racial and economic disparities.

Conclusion: Reimagining Community Policing for a Just
Future

In conclusion, the intersection of community policing and the realities of mass incarceration, as
powerfully illustrated by "The New Jim Crow," presents a critical challenge for achieving equitable
public safety. While community policing offers a framework for building trust and fostering
collaboration between law enforcement and residents, its effectiveness is deeply intertwined with the
systemic inequities that disproportionately affect marginalized communities. For community policing
to move beyond superficial engagement and truly contribute to dismantling the cycles of
disadvantage, it must actively confront and transform the underlying mechanisms of racial control
and mass incarceration.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the core argument connecting community policing to
‘The New Jim Crow'?

The core argument is that while community policing aims to build trust and collaboration between
police and residents, in practice, it can sometimes be used as a tool to increase surveillance and
enforcement in marginalized communities, mirroring the systemic racial control mechanisms
described in Michelle Alexander's 'The New Jim Crow".

How can community policing initiatives inadvertently
perpetuate racial disparities?

If community policing models focus on increased '‘engagement' which translates to more police
presence and proactive stops in neighborhoods predominantly populated by minorities, it can lead to
disproportionate arrests and criminalization, echoing the mass incarceration patterns of the New Jim
Crow era.

What are some examples of community policing practices that
critics associate with 'The New Jim Crow'?

Practices like aggressive 'broken windows' policing, over-policing of minor offenses, reliance on
civilian informants that can incentivize snitching, and the use of community policing as a facade for
expanded surveillance in minority neighborhoods are often cited as examples.

What are the proposed solutions or alternative approaches to
community policing to avoid 'New Jim Crow' pitfalls?

Solutions include shifting focus from enforcement to community-based services and de-escalation,
robust civilian oversight, community investment in social programs that address root causes of crime,
and ensuring community input genuinely shapes policing strategies, rather than being a rubber stamp
for existing practices.

How does the concept of racial bias in policing intersect with
community policing under the 'New Jim Crow' lens?

The 'New Jim Crow' lens suggests that even well-intentioned community policing can be undermined
by implicit or explicit racial bias among officers. This bias can lead to differential treatment of
residents based on race, turning community engagement into a mechanism for targeting and control.

What is the role of data and transparency in community
policing to prevent it from becoming a tool of the 'New Jim
Crow'?

Data and transparency are crucial. By making data on stops, arrests, use of force, and community
complaints publicly accessible and disaggregated by race, communities can identify and challenge
disparities, holding police accountable and ensuring that community policing efforts are genuinely
equitable and not reinforcing systemic inequality.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to community policing and the New Jim Crow, with descriptions:

1.

The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of
Colorblindness

This seminal work by Michelle Alexander argues that the U.S. criminal justice system functions as a
contemporary system of racial control, akin to Jim Crow laws. It details how the War on Drugs and
subsequent "tough on crime" policies have disproportionately targeted and incarcerated Black
Americans, creating a new undercaste. The book illuminates the systemic nature of racial bias and its
profound impact on communities.

2.

Are Prisons Obsolete?

Angela Y. Davis challenges the prevailing reliance on prisons as the primary solution to social
problems. She explores the historical roots of incarceration and its connections to slavery and racial
oppression, arguing for the abolition of the prison-industrial complex. Davis advocates for investing in
communities and addressing the root causes of crime rather than relying on punitive measures that
perpetuate inequality.

3.

Rise of the Warrior Cop: The Militarization of America's Police
Forces

Radley Balko traces the alarming escalation of police militarization, from SWAT teams to the
widespread use of military equipment. He demonstrates how this trend has eroded civil liberties and
transformed policing into a more confrontational and less community-oriented endeavor. The book
connects this militarization to a "war" mentality that can exacerbate tensions between police and the
communities they serve.

4.

Locking Up Our Own: Crime and Punishment in Black America

James Forman Jr. offers a complex and nuanced examination of the Black community's role in
advocating for "tough on crime" policies. He grapples with the difficult choices made by Black leaders
and community members seeking to address rising crime rates, even as these policies led to mass
incarceration. The book explores the internal struggles and unintended consequences within Black
America regarding criminal justice.

5.



Policing theBlack Man: Arrest, Sentencing, and Responsibility

Edited by Angela Y. Davis, this collection features essays by scholars and activists who analyze the
multifaceted ways Black men are targeted by the criminal justice system. It covers various stages
from initial police contact to sentencing, highlighting the systemic discrimination faced at each step.
The essays collectively build a case for transformative change in policing and the broader justice
system.

6.

The Color of Justice: Race, Ethnicity, and Crime in America

This book, often a textbook in criminal justice courses, explores the intersection of race, ethnicity, and
the criminal justice system. It delves into how racial biases can influence policing practices, court
proceedings, and sentencing outcomes, contributing to disproportionate incarceration rates. The text
provides data and analysis to understand the systemic inequities at play.

7.

Invisible Soldiers: How Vietnham Changed Our Nation's
Consciousness

While not directly about policing, this book by Nelson Johnson offers a lens through which to
understand how societal responses to perceived threats can lead to expansive and often
discriminatory control mechanisms. It highlights how societal anxieties can fuel policies that
disproportionately impact marginalized groups, a concept relevant to understanding the drivers
behind mass incarceration and policing strategies. This can illuminate the "us vs. them" mentality
that sometimes informs policing.

8.

Policing and the Police: The British Experience

This book provides a comparative perspective by examining policing in the United Kingdom. While
different in specifics, it can offer insights into alternative policing models and the historical
development of police-community relations, highlighting how different approaches can shape
outcomes. It allows for reflection on the choices made in American policing and their societal impact.

9.

The End of Policing

Alex S. Vitale argues for a radical reimagining and eventual abolition of traditional policing. He
contends that policing, as currently constituted, is a fundamentally flawed institution that perpetuates
social inequality and violence. Vitale proposes alternative approaches to community safety that
prioritize social services, economic justice, and restorative practices over law enforcement.
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