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Law and Order: The Role of Policing in Black Oppression 

George Floyd’s death at the hands of a white police officer in May 2020 reignited the 

long conversation about the role of police violence and the systemic oppression of African 

Americans. Although publicly funded police forces have existed in America since the 1830s, the 

issue of police brutality against African Americans was even somewhat acknowledged until the 

1960s. Events such as the Watts Riots and the plethora of riots during the “Long Hot Summer of 

1967” demonstrated a national pattern of police violence disproportionately affecting Black 

Americans. The events of the 1960s also accentuated the systemic problem of racism within 

police departments. In addition, the national War on Drugs campaign and the 1994 Crime Bill 

further promoted police violence against African Americans through the implementation of racist 

laws. Police misconduct has contributed to the oppression of Black Americans and continues to 

do so through the unjustified violence against African Americans and enforcement of racist 

policies.  

The birth of modern policing can be traced back to the 1830s with the establishment of a 

full-time, publicly funded police force in Boston.1 Although the Boston Police Department was 

the first metropolitan police force in the U.S., the act of policing was not new. For example, the 

Charleston City Watch and Guard was formed in 1790 to control the movement of Charleston’s 

slave population.2 Charleston was an overwhelmingly Black city at the time, and the white 

minority wanted to prevent slave revolts and rebellions. The Charleston City Watch and Guard, 

like many other similar groups in the South, focused their policing on the Black population. 

Despite the fact that slave patrols were privately funded groups unlike the Boston PD, the 

1 Keisha Blain, “The History of Policing and Race In The U.S. Are Deeply Intertwined,” interview by Michael 
Martin, All Things Considered, NPR, June 13, 2020, audio, 0:38, 
https://www.npr.org/2020/06/13/876628302/the-history-of-policing-and-race-in-the-u-s-are-deeply-intertwined. 
2 Blain, interview. 
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existence of such groups established a negative relationship between the police and the African 

American community that exists to this day.  

The amount of police violence against African Americans reached an unprecedented 

level in the 1960s with the militarization of the police. By definition, militarized police forces 

adopted chains of command, operation tactics, and information-gathering techniques from the 

military. During this time, police training changed in a way that was supposedly meant to 

address the issues of urban poverty. Officers were trained to crack down on smaller offenses and 

the mentality of  “tough on crime” policing became popular.3 The changes in the police agenda 

led to a series of events throughout the 1960s that exposed an extensive pattern of police 

violence that disproportionately affected African Americans.  

Many of the riots in the 1960s escalated from minor interactions between African 

Americans and police officers. In 1965, an African American man named Marquette Frye was 

pulled over in Los Angeles for reckless driving. An altercation broke out between some of Frye’s 

family members and police officers. A crowd gathered and the situation quickly escalated, with 

officers attempting to arrest Frye through the use of physical force. Rumors of LAPD officers 

arresting and abusing a pregnant woman spread and violence began that night, but the validity to 

those rumors was never confirmed. Although unconfirmed rumors of police violence helped 

escalate the rioting, the brutal arrest of Marquette Frye was enough to cause a city to erupt. Riots 

continued for six days in Watts and surrounding Los Angeles neighborhoods, with 34 dead and 

1,032 injured. The L.A.P.D. and National Guard were responsible for 23 out of 34 deaths in the 

3 Blain, interview. 
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Watts Riots.4 The initial arrest of Marquette Frye was an example of the “type of police 

misconduct” that was “rampant in the area.”5  

The actions of the individual police officer involved in Marquette Frye’s arrest were 

representative of the L.A.P.D.'s agenda as a whole. The Chief of the L.A.P.D. at the time of 

Frye’s arrest, William Parker, actually described the Watts Riots protesters as “monkeys in a 

zoo.”6 He also testified to the Civil Rights Commission in 1959 that segregation was “not a 

problem.”7 The fact that the Chief of the L.A.P.D. refused to acknowledge segregation as a 

problem in the 1950s is incredibly telling of how the department viewed Black Americans. 

Parker brought a paramilitary style of policing to Los Angeles and transformed the L.A.P.D. into 

a militarized force that often targeted the Black community. Parker’s effects on the L.A.P.D. 

lasted well into the 1990s, as Parker’s protégé Daryl Gates was the L.A.P.D. chief during the 

Rodney King riots. Unsurprisingly, Gates took an aggressive and hardline approach to policing 

the same way that Parker did.  

Police misconduct was not limited to the Los Angeles area, however. The summer of 

1967 saw over 100 race riots in the U.S. and became known as the “Long Hot Summer of 1967.” 

In Detroit, the arrests of two Black Vietnam veterans at an illegal nightclub led to six days of 

rioting that ended in 43 deaths. But, the sour relationship between Detroit police officers and the 

Black communities that they were supposed to protect was a documented issue prior to the 1967 

riots. A field survey conducted before the riots concluded that 45 percent of Detriot police 

4 James Queally, “Watts Riots: Traffic stop was the spark that ignited days of destruction in L.A.,” Los Angeles 
Times, July 29, 2015, 
https://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-watts-riots-explainer-20150715-htmlstory.html. 
5 Queally, “Watts Riots: Traffic stop was the spark that ignited days of destruction in L.A.”. 
6 “Race, Rap & the L.A.P.D.,” PBS, accessed November 22, 2020, 
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/lapd/race/racerap.html. 
7 John Buntin, L.A. Noir: The Struggle for the Soul of America’s Most Seductive City (New York: Crown,  2009), 
267-73.  
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officers working in predominantly Black neighborhoods were “extremely anti-Negro” and 

another 34 percent were “prejudiced.”8 In Newark, two white police officers arrested John Smith, 

a Black cab driver. The officers physically assaulted Smith during his arrest and charged him 

with a minor traffic violation. The arrest of John Smith incited five days of riots in Newark that 

caused the deaths of 26 people.9 Similar to those in Los Angeles and Detroit, the Newark riots 

were the results of Black communities reaching their breaking point with racist policing. The 

number of violent incidents between police officers and African Americans that led to massive 

riots across the country indicated how racist policing became a national problem and how 

policing was contributing to the oppression of African Americans.  

Police violence against African Americans was exacerbated in the 1960s through the 

Nixon administration’s War on Drugs. The War on Drugs was a series of policies that focused on 

ending the illegal drug trade. According to American criminologist Michael Tonry, the campaign 

“undermined decades of efforts to improve the life chances of members of the urban Black 

underclass.”10 Tonry also suggested that the federal government operated under the guise that it 

was concerned about “public safety, crime prevention, and the needs of victims” when in reality 

“30 to 40 percent of those admitted to prison were Black” and law enforcement “was 

foreordained to increase these percentages.”11 Urban police departments unfairly targeted poor, 

Black neighborhoods because it was simply easier for officers to make those arrests. Social 

disorganization in impoverished neighborhoods meant that drug deals often happened in streets 

8 Lorraine Boissoneault, “Understanding Detroit's 1967 Upheavel 50 Years Later,” Smithsonian Magazine, July 26, 
2017, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/understanding-detroits-1967-upheaval-50-years-later-180964212/. 
9 Arica Coleman, “A Riot Started In Newark 50 Years Ago. It Shouldn’t Have Been a Surprise,” Time, July 12, 
2017, https://time.com/4854023/newark-riot-1967-lessons/. 
10 Michael Tonry, “Race and the War on Drugs,” University of Chicago Legal Forum 1994, 1 (1994): 27, 
https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1155&context=uclf. 
11 Tonry, “Race and the War on Drugs,” 27.  
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and alleys, which made arrests for the police less difficult. Black people living in low-income 

neighborhoods also have less financial and political power than middle-class whites. The 

enforcement and implementation of the policies established through the War on Drugs led to 

disproportionate incarceration rates amongst African Americans. Black Americans use drugs at 

the same rate as white Americans, but “African Americans are admitted to state prisons at a rate 

that is 13.4 percent higher than whites.”12 The War on Drugs used “disadvantaged Black 

Americans as means to achievement of white politicians’ electoral ends” by encouraging police 

departments to make more arrests in poor Black neighborhoods to suggest that the U.S. was 

“winning” against illegal drug trafficking.13 

Problematic legislation did not end with the War on Drugs, after all. The Violent Crime 

Control and Law Enforcement Act, also known as the 1994 Crime Bill, reinforced wide 

disparities in sentencing regarding powder and crack cocaine. Under the 1994 Crime Bill, a 

person received a five year minimum sentence for five grams of crack cocaine, but it took 500 

grams of powder cocaine to warrant the same sentence.14 Crack cocaine is more prevalent in 

low-income, black communities because it is cheaper than powder cocaine. Subsequently, the 

1994 Crime Bill disproportionately targeted African Americans the same way that much of the 

War on Drugs legislation did. Although the Fair Sentencing Act of 2010 helped undercut some 

of the crack and powder cocaine sentencing disparities, many aspects of the 1994 Crime Bill are 

still not fixed.  

12 Graham Boyd, “The Drug War is the New Jim Crow,” NACLA Report on the Americas 35, 1 (2001): 21, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10714839.2001.11722573. 
13 Tonry, “Race and the War on Drugs,” 81. 
14 Rashawn Ray and William A. Galston, “Did the 1994 crime bill cause mass incarceration?,” Brookings, August 
28, 2020, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2020/08/28/did-the-1994-crime-bill-cause-mass-incarceration/. 
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Today, many of the issues caused by the War on Drugs and the 1994 Crime Bill remain. 

Black Americans are 4 times more likely to be arrested on marijuana charges than white 

Americans, and African Americans make up 30 percent of drug-related arrests despite only 

accounting for 12.5 percent of substance users.15 Mass incarceration still disproportionately 

affects Black Americans. The fact that African Americans are more likely to be arrested for drug 

use contributes to the historical oppression of an extremely marginalized group. Aside from legal 

policies that are enforced through the police, African Americans are still subject to individual 

acts of police violence.  

The 2014 shooting death of Black teenager Michael Brown by a white police officer led 

to rioting and civil unrest that mirrored the riots of the 1960s. Like in similar cases of the 1960s, 

the white officer responsible for shooting Brown was not charged with committing a crime. The 

murder of Michael Brown demonstrated that police violence against African Americans is still as 

much of an issue today as it was over 50 years ago. The slightly more recent deaths of other 

Black men at the hands of white police officers, such as those of Stephon Clark and Alton 

Sterling, further emphasize that African Americans continue to be oppressed under the hands of 

those who are supposed to be serving them. An October 2020 report by researchers at Yale 

University and the University of Pennsylvania found that despite the use of body cameras and 

increased public scrutiny, “there has been no reduction in the racial disparity in fatal police 

shooting victims.”16 Despite the mass protests and initial rise of the Black Lives Matter 

movement in 2014 after Michael Brown’s death, the state of police violence against African 

Americans remains largely unchanged. The continued killings of African Americans by police 

15 Betsy Pearl, “Ending the War on Drugs: By the Numbers,” Center for American Progress, June  27, 2018, 
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/criminal-justice/reports/2018/06/27/452819/ending-war-drugs-numbers/. 
16 Brita Belli, “Racial disparity in police shootings unchanged over 5 years,” YaleNews, October 27, 2020, 
https://news.yale.edu/2020/10/27/racial-disparity-police-shootings-unchanged-over-5-years. 
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officers across the country exhibits the urgent need for systemic change to the way that U.S. 

police departments conduct their work. University of Maryland Professor Rashawn Ray’s 

research demonstrated that officers tend to “exhibit bias against Black people: ”Black people are 

more likely to be associated with weapons and violence than white people are, and officers are 

more likely to use force against Black people.17  

The results of studies such as the one done by Ray, coupled with the continuous flow of 

reports of police violence against African Americans, emphasize the need to reevaluate the role 

of police departments in the oppression of Black Americans. Aside from individual incidents of 

violence against African Americans, the police’s tough enforcement of the racist policies of the 

War on Drugs and the 1994 Crime Bill has also greatly harmed Black communities. Black 

America is still recovering from the mass arrests and incarceration rates from thirty years ago. 

The role of the police force in oppressing African Americans has not only been happening on an 

individual level but on a national degree as well. The 2020 murders of George Floyd and 

Breonna Taylor brought a second wave of popularity to the Black Lives Matter movement, and 

many are hopeful that more effective efforts to combat structural police violence will be 

implemented. Trust must be established between the police and the communities that they have 

historically failed to protect, and police departments across the country must perform accurate 

self-evaluations to minimize the miscarriage of justice. The role of implicit racial bias among 

police officers must be better understood to further ensure the protection of vulnerable 

communities. Changes to police departments must be done at not just the local level, but on a 

national scale as well. The nationwide murders of Black Americans by police officers show that 

17 James Doubek, “Police Researcher: Officers Have Similar Biases Regardless of Race,” NPR, June 22, 2020, 
https://www.npr.org/sections/live-updates-protests-for-racial-justice/2020/06/22/881643215/police-researcher-office
rs-have-similar-biases-regardless-of-race. 
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poor policing is not an issue limited to any one police department. The individual police killings 

of unarmed Black people, along with the structural role of the police in the implementation of 

racist policies, have made the police a danger to those that they have sworn to protect. Until 

police departments are willing to fully acknowledge their faults and make amends for past 

mistakes, the police will continue to be an occupying force to those that they are supposed to be 

protecting.  

 

 


