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The Political Era (1830s–1920s)
The political era of policing in the United States is considered to range from 
the 1830s through the 1920s. Despite lasting for nearly 100 years, this time 
period saw little change in the political orientation of policing. According to 
Kelling and Moore, the era began in 1838, with the creation of the Boston 
Police Department, the first modern police force in the United States.20

During the political era, the police did many of the things that are 
common for police to do today, such as patrolling a beat, responding to 
crimes, and making arrests. In addition, the police also performed func-
tions that would be rather alien to modern-day police departments, such 
as dealing with stray animals, providing a crude form of counseling, and 
running soup kitchens. In addition, many police agencies, such as Boston’s, 
housed the homeless in their police barracks on winter nights when the 
temperatures dropped below freezing. The police performed these func-
tions primarily because they were the only service organizations operating 
24 hours a day that could perform these duties. Eventually animal control, 
social workers, and charitable organizations (for example, the Red Cross) 
came into existence and took over many of the responsibilities the police 
performed during this era. Regardless of the services provided by the police 
of the time, they were not truly organized to protect and serve the public. 
Instead, they were organized to protect and serve the political machine, 
a political organization with a boss and known for buying elections, cor-
ruption, graft, and brutality, especially in preventing certain groups from 
voting for the opposition.

American politics in the late 1800s was run largely by the political 
machine. It was a very corrupt system that did anything and everything to 

ELEMENTS POLITICAL ERA REFORM ERA COMMUNITY ERA HOMELAND SECURITY ERA

Authorization Politics and law Law and professionalism Community support (political), 
law, professionalism

National/international threats 
(politics), law (intergovernmental), 
professionalism

Function Broad social services Crime control Broad, provision of service Crime control, antiterrorism/
counterterrorism, intelligence gathering

Organizational 
Design

Decentralized Centralized, classical Decentralized, task forces, 
matrices

Centralized decision making, 
decentralized execution

Relationship to 
Environment

Intimate Professionally remote Intimate Professional

Demand Decentralized, to 
patrol and politicians

Centralized Decentralized Centralized

Tactics and 
Technology

Foot patrol Preventive patrol and rapid 
response to calls for service

Foot patrol, problem solving, 
and the like

Risk assessment, police operations 
centers, information systems

Desired Outcome Citizen political 
satisfaction

Crime control Quality of life and citizen 
satisfaction

Citizen safety, crime control, 
antiterrorism
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