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Abstract 
The 1960s and 1970s, was an era fraught with diverse upheavals and times of great 

tension for policing in the United States. Infact, numerous social challenges 

pervaded these decades, and indeed, the police were in the middle of each of these 

challenges. It was during this era, the struggle for racial equality reached its 

apogee, accompanied by marches, demonstrations, and riots. During these riots 

whole neighbourhoods in U.S. urban centres were burnt down. The Vietnam War 

was reaching its height, soldiers were dying, and students across the United States 

were protesting the war as well as government policies. In case after case, the 

Supreme Court decided to protect arrested persons from oppressive police 

practices. During this period the police appeared to be more the targets of radical 

groups than the respected protectors of the people. Undoubtedly, during this 

period of dramatic social change in the United States, the police were not only 

right in the middle of it all, nevertheless, often were the focus of it all. Because of 

their role, the police, were often in the middle-between those fighting for their civil 

rights as well as the government officials (the employers of the police) who were 

desirous of maintaining the status quo, between demonstrating students and 

college and city administrators. During these years, the police received much 

criticisms, although some of it was deserved, however, much of it was beyond 

their control in the circumstances of the case. 
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Introduction 

The 1960s and 1970s, was an era fraught with diverse upheavals and times of great tension 

for policing in the United States. In fact, numerous social challenges pervaded these 

decades, and indeed, the police were in the middle of each of these challenges. It was 

during this era, the struggle for racial equality reached its apogee, accompanied by 
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marches, demonstrations, and riots. During these riots whole neighbourhoods in U.S. 

urban centres were burnt down. The Vietnam War was reaching its height, soldiers were 

dying, and students across the United States were protesting the war as well as 

government policies. In case after case, the Supreme Court decided to protect arrested 

persons from oppressive police practices.  

 

During this period the police appeared to be more the targets of radical groups than the 

respected protectors of the people. Undoubtedly, during this period of dramatic social 

change in the United States, the police were not only right in the middle of it all, 

nevertheless, often were the focus of it all. Because of their role, the police, were often in 

the middle-between those fighting for their civil rights as well as the government officials 

(the employers of the police) who were desirous of maintaining the status quo, between 

demonstrating students and college and city administrators. During these years, the police 

received much criticisms, although some of it was deserved, however, much of it was 

beyond their control in the circumstances of the case. 

 

The main thrust of this paper is to critically assess the events that militated against effective 

policing in the 1960s and 1970s, which constituted times of great tension and change, and 

were probably the most turbulent era ever for policing in U.S. history. This era, in fact, 

witnessed the U.S. Supreme Court at its best, in terms of ensuring that individual rights 

were protected against flagrant abuse by the police. Against this backdrop, police actions, 

ranging from arrests to search and seizure and custodial interrogation, were being 

declared unconstitutional. Thus the court made extensive use of the exclusionary rule, a 

Supreme Court ruling in 1914 that declared that evidence seized by the police in violation 

of the constitution could not be used against a defendant in federal court, therefore, leading 

to the possibility that a guilty defendant could go scot free because of procedural mistakes 

by the police. 

 

During the 1960s, many significant police-related cases were indeed decided on. Finally, 

after much warning, applied the exclusionary rule to all states in the nation (Mapp V. Ohio 

1961). Escobedo V. Illinois (1964) defined the constitutional right to counsel at police 

interrogations. Miranda V. Arizona (1964) required the police to notify a person who is in 

police custody and who is going to be interrogated of his or her constitutional rights. At 

this juncture, we are going to examine the events that adversely affect policing in the 1960s 

and 1970s. 
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The Civil Rights Movement in the United States 

During the period under survey, the civil rights movement in the U.S. became very 

pervasive. Legal segregation of the races finally ended with the landmark Supreme Court 

case of Brown V. Board of Education of Topeka (1954), which desegregated school 

throughout the United States. Although, equal treatment of the races did not take place 

overtime and as a result, diverse marches as well as demonstrations occurred before the 

Civil Rights Act was passed in 1964.  

 

Furthermore, African Americans and other civil rights demonstrators, in the 1960s, 

participated in freedom marches throughout the United States, more especially in the 

South. Undoubtedly, due to the fact that the police were used as the enforcement arm of 

government, they were used to enforce existing laws, which more often meant inhibiting 

and arresting the freedom of those marching for equality between the blacks and whites in 

the United States. 

 

Thus, the Freedom Riders, in 1960, left Washington D.C., by bus to confront segregation 

throughout the South. In Anniston and Birmingham Alabama, the buses and protesters 

were harassed and were temporarily halted and attacked by violent white mobs. At every 

given time or every now and then, the police were used to inhibit and suppress these 

genuine marches for equality. 

 

It is germane to state that in the 1960s, the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., was at the 

vanguard of the civil rights marches. There were mass arrests of civil rights demonstrators 

in Albany, Georgia, in 1962. James Meredith, also in 1962, became the first African America 

to enroll at the University of Mississippi. Because the local police were unable or unwilling 

to protect Meredith, President John F. Kennedy, was forced to send U.S. Marshals and the 

armed forces into Mississippi to protect him against attacks by segregationists. Besides, in 

1963, king led 25,000 demonstrators on a historic march on Washington that culminated in 

his “I have a dream” speech. Thus, during this speech, a defining moment, a white 

uniformed police officer, stood behind King in a highly visible position, probably as a 

symbolic representation of the new role of the police in America’s social history. Against 

this background, officers were to act as defenders rather than oppressors. 

 

Indeed, the police are needed to handle emergencies, maintain order, regulate traffic and 

promote a sense of security within the society, but not to trample and brutalise those they 

are meant to protect. The police cannot be viewed as mercenaries or as an army of 

occupation and when the police see themselves as an occupying army or are seen as one 

by the people, urban unrest results. Former New York City, Police Commissioner, Lee P. 
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Brown (also Former Police Chief of Houston and Atlanta) has said that the Police Chief 

must “take the lead in addressing broadened local social service needs that could, if 

neglected, produce greater crime problems” (Lee P. Brown 1985:71). The leadership of the 

Police Chief in reaching out to the community or people is essential and indispensible. As 

R.C. Davis says, “initiating positive interaction with the community generally results in 

increased citizen support, higher morale in the workforce, protection against or insulation 

from many hostile external forces, and increased resources(Lee P. Brown 1972:28). “It is 

imperative that every…officer see a great deal of community relations as part of his daily 

patrol or investigative assignment”( Police Foundation 1972:28). 

 

However, in 1963, in Birmingham, Alabama, four African American girls were killed when 

a Bomb exploded during a church service at the 16th Street Baptist Church. King in the 

same year led a peaceful march against segregation in Birmingham, Alabama, while 

Birmingham Public Safety Commissioner Bull Connor unleased hoses and police dogs 

against the demonstrators. Ever since the actions of police personnel like Connor caused 

the police much negative press and have affected police-minority group relationships. 

 

Thus, the President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and Administration of Justice in 

1967, reported, “Police relations with minority groups had sunk to explosively low levels”. 

The commission defined police community relations in its summary report, The Challenge 

of Crime in Free Society: 

 

A commonly programme is not a public relations programme “to sell the 

police image” to the people….it is a long-range, full-scale effort to 

acquaint the police and the community with each other’s problems and to 

stimulate action aimed at solving these problem (Preisdent’s Commission, 

1967:100). 

 

 Louis A. Radelet, a pioneer, in studying the role of the police in the community, traced the 

development of the police community relations (PCR) movement to an annual conference 

begun in 1955(Louis A Radelet 1980). Although, some believe that the PCR movement 

grew out of the riots and civil disorders of the 1960s. Infact, the PCR movement involved 

assigning a few officers in a department as community affairs or community relations 

specialists. Egon Bittner, has said that for PCR programmes to be effective, they need to 

reach to “the grassroots of discontent”, where citizen dissatisfaction with the police exists 

(Egon Bittner, 1976:77-82). 
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African Americans and other civil rights demonstrators, in 1965, attempted a peaceful 

march to Selma, Alabama. Alabama state police during the march, under directions from 

state officials, stopped the marchers at the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, where a Boston 

minister was murdered and white toughs beat many others. Under the protection of the 

National Guard, a massive civil rights march then proceeded from Selma to Montgonnery, 

Alabama. Infact, most of this tension has focused on relationships between African 

Americans and the police. The Community Relations Service (CRS) of the Department of 

Justice has published a guide, “Avoiding Racial Conflict” that may help improve and 

maintain good relations between the police and the various minority groups.   

 

However, some might disagree, police contacts with African Americans were not the only- 

and perhaps not even the major-cause of the urban riots in the 1960s. Nonetheless, police 

actions generally were the immediate precipitators or the precipitating events of these 

riots. The riots in Harlem, Watts, Newark, and Detroit were all precipated by arrests of 

African Americans by white police officers (National Advisory Commission 1968). 

 

Cox and Fitzgerald, writing in 1992 (before the Los Angeles riots), seem to have been 

prophetic. After discussing the urban riots of the sixties, argued that: 

 

We have the distinct impression that the horrors of the 1960s have receded 

into the backs of the minds of many police administrators; the same 

appears to be true of the general public. There is little doubt in our minds, 

however, that the same tensions that found temporary release on the 

streets of the urban centres of our country still exist. The growing 

“underclass” of minority-group members presents a real and present 

problem that we cannot afford to ignore. Well-thought-out, well-planned 

police minority relations programmes are essential if the mistakes of the 

1960s are not to be repeated (Steven M. Cox and Jack D. Fitzgerald 

1992:130).   

 

The civil rights movement continued as well as succeeded partly by enrolling more 

minorities as voters, outlawing forms of government –sanctioned segregation, and 

ensuring that more minorities participated in government. Undoubtedly, many of our 

large-city mayors and politicians today, are members of minority groups. Also, the civil 

rights movement brought about efforts to increase the recruitment and hiring of blacks and 

other minorities in the U.S. police departments as well as other agencies of the criminal 

justice system. 
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In a survey, in 1996, by the Joint Centre for Political and Economic Studies, about 43 percent 

of the African American polled said police brutality as well as harassment were serious 

problems where they live, whereas only 13 percent of the general population responded 

similarly. Furthermore,  a 1995 report by the Sentencing Project, a public interest group 

that advocates sentencing reform, reported that one in every three young black men in the 

United States is imprisoned, on probation or on parole.  In 1991, a similar study had found 

that one out of every four young black men was under somewhat of criminal justice 

supervision. The new figure represents an increase of 31 percent (Blacks and Criminal 

Justice 1955:11). 

 

Although among the blacks in United States, there continues to be a growing concern 

among individuals in the African American community about unfair treatment by law 

enforcement as well as the criminal justice system. Therefore, the terms racial profiling and 

driving while black have become a routine. Racial profiling is a “form of discrimination 

and singles out people of racial or ethnic groups because of a belief that these groups are 

more likely than others to commit certain types of crimes. Race-based enforcement is illegal 

(Linda S. Miller, and Karen M. Hess, 2002:177). James Q. Wilson, perhaps, described the 

decade of the 1960s best when he wrote, “it all began about 1963 that was the year, to over 

dramatize a bit, that a decade began to fall apart (James Q. Wilson 1983:5). 

 

The Assassinations of 1963-1968 

Between 1963-1968, three of the prominently respected leaders in the United States were 

assassinated to wit: President John F. Kennedy in Dallas in 1963; Robert Kennedy his 

brother in Los Angeles in 1968; and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in Memphis, also in 1968. 

In the 1960s, these ruthless assassinations clearly shows times of great tension and 

turbulence unknown to the United States history. 

 

A lot say that the person who assassinated President John F. Kennedy as he rode in a Dallas 

motorcade is indeed still not known. Lee Harvey Oswald was arrested and charged with 

President Kennedy’s murder after shooting and killing a Dallas police officer, J.D. Tippit, 

an hour after the president was assassinated. Oswald was shot and killed by Jack Ruby, 

several days later, as Oswald was led out of a Dallas police station. 

 

Urban Riots in the United States 

During the 1960s, in the ghettos of many U.S. cities major riots erupted. Thus, a lot started 

directly as a result of the police action. In other words, this is not to say that the riots were 

the denouement of the police; however, a police action brought to the surface diverse 

underlying challenges, which  a sizeable proportion say  were the actual causes of the riots. 
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An off-duty White New York City Police Lieutenant, in summer 1964, shot an African 

American youth who was threatening a building superintend with a knife. Thus, this 

shooting spontaneously precipitated the 1964 Harlem riot. Other areas of the United States 

where riots also occurred in summer were Rochester, New York; Jersey City, New Jersey; 

as well as Philadelphia. Also riots occurred in Los Angeles (the Watts district), San Diego 

as well as Chicago in 1965. Riots similarly occurred in Watts, and in Cleveland, Brooklyn, 

and Chicago in 1966. Furthermore, in 1967, major riots occurred in Boston’s Roxbury 

section, in Newark and in Detroit. 

 

Subsequently, the riot that broke out in Detroit was responsible for 43 deaths, 2000 injuries 

as well as property damage estimated at more than $200 million; 7, 000 persons were 

arrested. Thus, the Watts riot was responsible for the deaths of 34 people, more than 1,000 

injuries, and nearly 4,000 people were arrested. Undoubtedly, the Newark riot was 

responsible for 26 deaths as well as 1500 injuries thereafter. 

 

Throughout the United States, in 1968, riots occurred in cities like Baltimore, Boston, 

Chicago, Detroit, Kansas City, Newark, New York City, Washington D.C., and scores of 

other cities- being a byproduct of the killing of Dr. King. Indeed, the Washington D.C. riot 

was the worst hit, with 12 people killed, 1,200 injured, 7,600 people arrested, and nearly 

$25 million in property damage. Country-wide, 55,000 federal troops as well as National 

Guards members were called out. While 21, 270 were arrested, forty-six deaths resulted 

from the riots. 

 

In fact, a tremendous emphasis on police community relations has arisen since the civil 

disorders of the 1960s. In this respect, numerous textbooks as well as courses exist on police 

community relations and police human relations. What do these terms mean. Are they 

interchangeable? Are community relations and human relations the same as police public 

relations? Steven M. Cox and Jack D. Fitzgerald perhaps best define these terms. They 

define human relations as follows: “In the most general sense, the concept of human 

relations refers to everything we do with, for, and to each other as citizens and as human 

beings” (Steven M. Cox and Jack D. Fitzgerald, 1996). 

 

Human relations thus connotes treating others with respect and dignity and following the 

Golden rule-acting towards others as you would want others to act toward you. Cox and 

Fitzgerald define police public relations as “a variety of activities with the express intent 

of creating a favourable image of themselves…sponsored and paid for by the 

organization”. Thereafter, using these two definitions, they define police community 

relations as follows: Community relations are comprised of the combined effects of human 
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and public relations. Police community relations then encompass the sum total of human 

and public relations, whether initiated by the police or other members of the 

community…Police community relations may be either positive or negative, (i) depending 

on the quality of police interactions with other citizens (human relations) and the collective 

images each holds of the other (which are derived from public as well as human relations) 

(Steven M. Cox and Jack D. Fitzgerald, 1996). 

 

The controversy regarding racial profiling has resulted in many states passing legislation 

requiring officers to document the race and ethnicity of individuals being stopped by 

police as well as requiring sentivity training for police officer 19. One of the essential goal 

of this legislation is to ensure that individuals being stopped based on their race or 

ethnicity and to document for the public that this is not occurring or what steps have been 

taken if statistics, documentation as well as efforts will go a long way to smoothing 

relations between minority community members in particular African Americans, and the 

police but other areas also need to be addressed. 

 

Indeed, when examining perceptions of police brutality in respondents area, the Gallup 

Organization found that although, 25 percent of whites believed there was a problem with 

police brutality in their area, a much higher 67 percent of blacks felt there was a problem 

(William P. McCamey, Gene L. Scaramella, and Steven M. Cox, 2003:209). Furthermore, 

when asked about racial profiling, 67 percent of blacks felt racial profiling was widespread 

and only 23percent felt it was ever justified, whereas only 50 percent whites believed it 

was widespread and 31 percent felt it was sometimes justified. 

 

Conclusion 

Obviously, the relationship between police and blacks remains an area that needs to be 

addressed. Also, police officers must make efforts to understand these attitudes of all 

community members for fair law enforcement and to protect all community members 

regardless of race or ethnicity from the criminals that victimize the law-abiding citizens. In 

conclusion, therefore, from the foregoing, the 1960s and 1970s were probably the most 

turbulent era ever for policing in U.S. history. Although, numerous social challenges 

permeated these decades, and the police were right in the middle of each problem. 
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