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Race and Police

The Origin of Our Peculiar Institutions

by Ben Brucato

DESCRIPTION

In the United States, race and police were founded along with a capitalist
economy dependent on the enslavement of workers of African descent.
Race and Police builds a critical theory of American policing by analyzing a
heterodox history of policing, drawn from the historiography of slavery and
slave patrols. Beginning by tracing the historical origins of the police
mandate in British colonial America, the book shows that the peculiar
institution of racialized chattel slavery originated along with a novel, binary
conception of race. On one side, for the first time Europeans from various
nationalities were united in a single racial category. Inclusion in this
category was necessary for citizenship. On the other, Blacks were branded
as slaves, cast as social enemies, and assumed to be threats to the social
order. The state determined not only that it would administer slavery, but
that it would regulate slaves, authorizing the use of violence by agents of
the state and white citizens to secure the social order. In doing so, slavery,
citizenship, and police mutually informed one another, and together they
produced racial capitalism, a working class defined and separated by the
color line, and a racial social order.

Race and Police corrects the Eurocentrism in the orthodox history of
American police and in predominating critical theories of police. That
orthodoxy rests on an origin story that begins with Sir Robert Peel and the
London Metropolitan Police Service. Predating the Met by more than a
century, America’s first police, often called slave patrols, did more than
maintain order—it fabricated a racial order. Prior to their creation, all white
citizens were conscripted to police all Blacks. Their participation in the
coercive control of Blacks gave definition to their whiteness. Targeted as
threats to the security of the economy and white society, being policed
defined Blacks who, for the first time, were treated as a single racial group.
The boundaries of whiteness were first established on the basis of who was
required to regulate slaves, given a specific mandate to prevent Black
insurrection, a mandate that remains core to the police role to this day.
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