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the use of force gives them something in common, but the reality is that, 
while working the street, they often will have to use force. This is an expe-
rience they all share. Force can involve using a commanding voice; laying 
hands on someone; carrying out unarmed self-defense; using the baton, tear 
gas, pepper spray, or Taser; and, in extreme cases, using a firearm, namely, 
the use of deadly force. Not all police officers find themselves in deadly 
force encounters, but at some point in their careers they will assert force 
over suspects who do not comply with their authority or resist arrest.

Another common experience that all police officers share is the concept 
of solidarity.31 Although solidarity is not unique to the police (that is, many 
other professionals, such as firefighters, military soldiers, and emergency 
room nurses, share this trait), it is especially dominant in the police subcul-
ture. Solidarity is the simple reality that police officers stick together; they 
watch each other’s backs; they typically feel comfortable talking only to one 
another; and they do not turn on their fellow officers. This last point is often 
known as the blue wall of silence, in that police officers are reluctant to “rat 
out,” or tell on another officer. There is a moral reason for this, as well as 
a practical one. Police officers have to trust one another, and if an officer 
loses that trust, he or she may lose the support of fellow officers. If that hap-
pens, at the very least it can make the work environment uncomfortable; at 
the extreme, it can be life threatening, especially if officers are unwilling to 
back up an officer who violated the blue wall of silence. All of this centers 
on trust in that officers must trust each other, but they also develop a dis-
trust of everyone else, creating an “us-versus-them” mentality. In addition, 
to maintain the blue wall, there is the implied realization that police officers 
must maintain a sense of secrecy among them. The phrase “thin blue line” 
has been used to describe this police officer solidarity (see Figure 8.7). This 
phrase has been used to refer to the danger officers face, their efforts to sep-
arate good people from bad people, and the practice of using a blue ribbon 
to commemorate police officers killed in the line of duty.

Patrol-Related Issues
The police subculture is often the result of the encounters police face in per-
forming their duties. Whether it is criminal activity or traffic enforcement, 
police officers spend much of their time working patrol and dealing with 
people. These interactions with citizens create 
many of the patrol-related issues that officers 
will face on the job. This is because no two 
police encounters, whether making criminal 
arrests or giving tickets, will ever be the same. 
There are laws the police can enforce that 
are uniform, and there are policies and pro-
cedures to guide them, but when people are 
involved, there can be no automated response. 
This is why the police must be able to exercise 
discretion in the performance of their duties. 
Discretion refers to the flexibility the police 
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use of force: The authority 
for police to use force when 
necessary.

deadly force: The authority 
for police to use force that can 
cause death when their lives or 
the lives of other citizens are 
placed in immediate jeopardy.

discretion: A police officer’s 
ability to decide whether to 
apply the law or not.
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