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I didn’t begin graduate school with an
STUDYING THE POLICE interest in studying police. I wanted to

do fieldwork among tropical forest Indians
in the Amazon. My curiosity about police dates to when I began teaching
a college course in introductory anthropology to police officers in the
1-0-3 Precinct in Queens, New York. It was a fascinating time in the New
York Police Department (NYPD). The Knapp Commission investigation
had ended an era of systemic corruption, but instances of abuse of force
remained frequent. The most flagrant had just occurred in the 1-0-3 when
Anti-Crime (plainclothes) Unit police officer Thomas Shea shot and killed
an unarmed ten-year-old African American boy named Clifford Glover.

The incident took place on April 28, 1973, as Clifford was accompany-
ing his fifty-one-year-old father to work. Shea and his partner pulled up
next to the pair, whom they viewed as suspects in an incident that had
happened not long before. Both officers got out of their unmarked car with
weapons drawn. Assuming they were being robbed, the father and son
took off. Shea opened fire, hitting Clifford Glover in the back. The father
kept running until he found a patrol car and asked the police for help. After
alerting Central Communications that he’d shot someone, Shea accidently
left the microphone on. All of New York would soon hear the words that
were preserved on tape: “Die, you little fuck!”

I taught in the back room of the first floor of the old precinct building.
My students were dressed in jeans and flannel shirts, with one or two
guns either clipped to their waist or strapped to their bodies in shoulder
or ankle holsters. One officer wore a string of ammunition across his chest,
reminding me of the poster I'd tacked on my college dorm room wall de-
picting the Mexican revolutionary Emiliano Zapata. A first-time instruc-
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[viii] PREFACE

tor, I stood behind the podium reading my lectures, and finally the cops
intervened. “Are you scared of us?” they asked. “Damn right I'm scared!”
I replied, and relaxed after that. Still, I doubt that I taught them much. I
didn’t know enough about their culture to communicate in a language that
could traverse the boundaries of experience.

Among the assigned readings was Napoleon Chagnon’s short ethnog-
raphy on the indigenous Yanomamé of South America, with their warrior
ethos and paranoid worldview. Yanomamé, the Fierce People contained
photographs of the native men with their lanky, black bodies and wads of
green snot clotting their nostrils, a remnant of the hallucinogenic drugs
they smoked. Males were dominant in Yanomamé culture and husbands
were permitted to beat their wives. Occasionally, a village would invite a
neighboring community to a “betrayal feast.” While the guests lay satiated
and vulnerable in their hammocks, the hosts would attack, kill the males,
and steal their wives.

I tried my best to instill the concepts of cultural relativity and ethnocen-
trism. But what the cops learned was filtered through cultural assumptions
they already shared. I came to realize this when a group of my students
called me outside to listen to some transmissions on the radio. “We’re in
pursuit of four Yanomamo males running south on [Elm Street] heading
for the subway,” I heard an officer say against the backdrop of student gig-
gling. In retrospect, I realize that something significant had occurred. They
trusted me sufficiently to show me a glimpse of their backstage world.

If there is truth in the expression that opposites attract, then it certainly
pertained to me. I was a young woman from an educated, middle-class,
liberal Democratic family. My father was a psychiatrist who finished his
training in psychoanalysis in the 1950s during the heyday of Freud in the
United States. My grandfather was a well-known Cincinnati mayor who
spearheaded the fight against the patronage politics of the infamous George

“Boss” Cox. After H. T. Hunt, for Henry Thomas—or “Hell and Trouble,” as
he was better known—Tlost the election for a second term, he moved to
Washington, D.C., took an anthropologist as his bride for his second mar-
riage, and worked with Franklin Delano Roosevelt on the New Deal.

Although my father was not close to his never home politician par-
ent, he shared his liberal sentiments. My father and I walked side by side
through Central Park in the first big march against the Vietnam War in
1964. Years later, when I was in college, I got arrested along with three
hundred others in an all-night nonviolent antiwar protest in front of the
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PREFACE [ix]

Induction Center in Washington, D.C. A few hours before the prearranged
morning bust, I noticed a young cop standing around looking tired and
uncomfortable. I offered him some of my breakfast granola, which he
politely declined. While we waited in sex-segregated district detention
cells to be transferred to jail, we taunted the cops with protest songs from
Country Joe and the Fish. “And it’s one, two, three, what are we fighting
for? Don’t ask me, I don't give a damn. Next stop is Vietnam.”

Most of my police students were working-class Irish and Italian men
who leaned to the right of the Republican Party. All were Vietnam veter-
ans and probably felt betrayed by people like me. Nevertheless, a month
or two into the semester, a group of them surrounded me during a class
break, wanting to know if I'd been at the wrong end of their nightsticks
during the protest at Columbia University in 1968. Their guilty apologies
couldn’t help but endear them to me and give me a deeper sense of the
moral complexities of living in a world in which the use of coercive force
is the defining feature of the work and an ever-present possibility.

Shortly after the end of my teaching stint, I began working as a partic-
ipant-observer in a comparative study of male and female New York City
police officers. For a year, I rode on patrol in two-person cars with veteran
police in Harlem; the Bronx; Midtown South, Manhattan; and Bedford-
Stuyvesant, Brooklyn. I still remember one Christmas Eve when I was
riding with two of my favorite cops in the 2-5 Precinct in east Harlem. My
partners had just picked up a six-pack of beer when the sound of gunshots
erupted a block away. When we arrived at the scene, we saw a man stand-
ing in the snow, waving a pistol in the air. The officers jumped out of the
car and wrestled him to the ground. His sweat smelled stale and pungent,
and I could almost taste the booze on his breath when the officers moved
him past me and put him in the backseat of the patrol car. When we got to
the station house, one of my police partners pulled the man outside, threw
him up against the hood, and pummeled him three or four times. “This is
for ruining our party!” the officer said.

I won't ever forget those New York cops. They took me under their
wing and treated me almost like I was a rookie one of them. They showed
me how to perceive incongruity on the street and determine who might
or might not belong.* They gave me tactical lessons, showing me where to
stand when we approached apartment doors, stopped a car, or responded
to jobs like a man with a gun or a knife. One night in east Harlem, a cop
and I were kneeling next to the body of a child who had been hit by a car.
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[x] PREFACE

The frightened driver was sitting in his vehicle a few yards away. We could
hear the sirens and see the headlights as additional police units began to
arrive en masse. I felt the heat of restless bodies all around me as more
people joined the swelling crowd. The officer explained to me that he
wasn't going to turn on his flashlight because he didn’t want the people to
see the blood, lest it incite their rage and have them try to turn over the
driver’s car.

OUTSIDE WORK AND THE ISSUE OF GENDER

For every lesson I learned about how officers viewed the street, there was
another that corresponded to their perceptions of working “inside.” Just
about everything negative in police work—procedural rules, limits on
discretion and the use of force, paperwork that had to be processed after
almost every job, and orders that didn’t seem to make sense—were asso-
ciated with the “pencil-pushing administrators” downtown. Lieutenants
and above were viewed with suspicion unless they had earned reputations
as “cop’s cops” and had run outside commands. In this era, the distinction
between inside and outside, street cop and management, was also medi-
ated by gender.? “Real” police work was linked to stereotypical masculine
attributes like aggressiveness, physical and sexual prowess, and the moral
dilemmas inherent in policing a corrupt and dirty world.>

As there was no known category of “real woman cop,” the presence of
female officers on patrol presented the men with a quandary that reminded
me of something I'd learned about the Nuer of Africa. Having no word for
deformed newborns, the Nuer transformed them into baby hippopotami,
the closest living thing, and put them in the water where they belonged.
In a similar vein, the police identified their women colleagues as “dykes”
or “whores,” two known types of females who belonged on the street, and
treated them accordingly. Of course, the female officers thought that the
men’s view of them was as naive as I did, although they saw it in terms
of harassment and I as culturally managed fear. One woman officer, the
daughter of a cop and wife of a fireman, explained, “These guys think
their wives don’t fool around, their mothers don’t fool around, and their
sisters and daughters don’t fool around. What do they think, that there’s
one perpetrator in sneakers fooling around with all these cops?”

At the time I conducted my first stint of fieldwork, I was a participant-
observer on a study sponsored by the Vera Institute of Justice and the
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PREFACE [xi]

NYPD as part of the latter’s effort to integrate women on patrol. Street
cops therefore viewed my work as part of the agenda of pencil-pushing
members of the top brass. I remember sitting in the roll call (muster)
room asking officers questions so I could fill out the required survey. Pro-
claiming the survey to be “bullshit,” even the friendliest officers refused
to cooperate until I told them that I also had to indulge the whims of su-
periors by completing a pile of ridiculous paperwork. Their cooperation
was superficial. They knew that I knew they were lying to me. If there had
been a doubt in my mind about the value of ethnographic versus applied
survey research, it disappeared then.

The flavor of patrol in my veins, addicted to the street, and seduced by
the world of big-city police, I seized another opportunity to do fieldwork
among police. In a New York Times article I learned that the Justice Depart-
ment had hired an independent consulting firm to do a comparative analy-
sis of men and the first hundred women assigned to uniformed patrol. I
signed on shortly after I was interviewed in New York. My younger brother
helped me pack up and move to Philadelphia to work as a consultant and
participant-observer. As it turned out, the mayor and the police commis-
sioner there were embroiled in a legal battle with the Justice Department
and a policewoman plaintiff to keep women off patrol. The City of Phila-
delphia and the Philadelphia Police Department had contracted the firm
that hired me and three other field observers. I soon found myself neck-
deep in the crazy world of big-city politics, not unlike what my grandfather
probably experienced two generations earlier.

CULTURAL PARANOIA

One of the scariest moments in my fieldwork took place several weeks
after I arrived at the Philadelphia Academy, when I was observing a class.
I was standing in the back of the auditorium, watching a training film
on the police handling of demonstrations, when I saw a mirror image of
myself sitting on the grass in front of the Induction Center in Washington,
D.C. I'was wearing my boyfriend’s shirt and Levi’s jeans. My hair was long
and tangled, resembling what my mother would call a “rat’s nest.” Alarm
spread like liquid fire from my abdomen to my extremities as I waited for
someone to recognize me and kick me out of their world. No one did. The
only other time that I felt so scared was when my “crazy” rookie partner
pulled up alongside a car we were sure contained armed men.
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[xii] PREFACE

It was during those months in Philadelphia that I developed a deeper
understanding of a state of mind that I'd noticed among police in New
York City: cops were culturally paranoid, suspicious, and hypervigilant.*
Their paranoia seemed to be an adaptive response to the risks they expe-
rienced in their working environment. Some sociologists have also sug-
gested police paranoia is one dimension of the authoritarian personality
style that develops with socialization into the job.> Police training in tac-
tics and the use of force underscores danger in police work and instructs
recruits regarding the importance of body positioning, spatial distance
from suspects, and awareness of dangerous objects in their environment.
When officers leave the academy and go on patrol, they become alert to
patterns of dress and behavior and incongruities in appearance that “look
wrong,” “don’t belong,” and might indicate the presence of criminal activ-
ity.® Most important is what suspects are doing with their hands.”

Officers thus begin to divide the public into affectively infused cat-
egories of people who cannot be trusted because they are civilians, not
cops. Depending on the flow of interaction, some of these people may be
attributed status as symbolic (or actual) assailants or suspects, assholes,
know-nothings, or some rotating combination of the three.® Complexity,
difference, and ambiguity may also generate emotions like anxiety, fear,
hate, and loathing, resulting in police engaging in degrading or violent
behavior to crush what is little understood and therefore frightening.®

I soon came to realize that paranoia was also a response to a highly po-
liticized and segmented organizational environment in which power can
shift at any time. Officers who one day are viewed in a positive light sud-
denly find themselves out of the loop or in the “penalty box.” Life within
the department sometimes seems to constitute a brutal game in which
different players cement their power and neutralize political threats by
tormenting those below them in rank, subverting the efforts of peers, or
working to get something on them. The viciousness with which police han-
dle their opponents is reflected in the language used in the NYPD today,
where you “crush,” “kill,” “burn,” “crucify;” and “do” an officer-enemy.

POLITICAL PARANOIA

I learned a lot about corruption and violence while I was in the Phila-
delphia Police Department that early summer in 1976 through the fall
of 1977, but the most profound lessons came from the realm of politics.
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PREFACE [xiii]

Mayor Frank Rizzo and police commissioner Joseph O’Neill were intent
on using the study to prove that women couldn’t handle patrol. The de-
partment’s opposition to women was based on primitive myths about the
female sex that had little to do with the question of physical strength and
its relationship to police work as stated in the department’s case against
the Justice Department and the ACLU, who had filed the sexual discrimi-
nation lawsuit on behalf of a class of women officers and one individual
plaintiff named Penelope Brace.’® The police commissioner and his as-
sociates seemed to view menstruation as a form of lunacy, resulting in
“emotional instability” that rendered women incapable of functioning on
the street.’ Women of childbearing age were also viewed as being in a
practically unavoidable and chronic state of pregnancy and patrol was
seen as so demanding and dangerous that miscarriage or death to the fetus
was inevitable. “There is also the risk of the unborn child. . . . We should
propose that sterilization be a requirement for female police officers,” sug-
gested a high-ranking city official in a meeting I attended while scribbling
notes until my hand hurt. I'd been in Philadelphia only a few weeks, and
the top brass seemed to assume I was a secretary for the consulting firm.

The effort to dominate and control the women sometimes bordered on
ludicrous. One female cop was disciplined because her bra straps showed
underneath her shirt although she was wearing the required T-shirt under-
neath. Several women were investigated and charged with moral turpitude
for sleeping with married cops. The women rookies were not allowed to
train with veteran officers lest an orgy take place. Petty harassment of the
women and their assignment to one-person cars in high-crime districts
without sufficient training with veterans were only a few of the ways the
department tried to undermine their confidence.

I soon became aware that the city and the police commissioner were
trying to manipulate the study to prove that women couldn’t handle the
job so they could get them off the street for good. By then I'd learned that
the CEO of the consulting firm that had hired me had caved to political
pressure and had signed a contract that came up for renewal every three
months. Eventually, three out of the five of us involved in the fieldwork
banded together to try to keep the study honest and out of the depart-
ment’s hands. When I confided what was going on to my older brother,
he advised me to get an attorney. He gave me the name of a partner from
a prominent labor firm, who took the case pro bono. “I finally get to work
for the good guys,” he said.
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[xiv] PREFACE

“Be careful what you say on the phone and don't sleep with a cop be-
cause he might be a Rizzo plant,” my lawyer warned not long after he sent
a letter threatening to sue the consulting firm and the city if they tried to
fire us or mess with the data. By this time, my experience in Philadelphia
had begun to resemble the movie The Conversation, with Gene Hackman
as a wire-tapping specialist. By the end of the film, Hackman is frantically
destroying the walls of his house, looking for bugs. Neither he nor the audi-
ence knows if his actions are based on an accurate assessment of reality or
a paranoid fantasy that he is under surveillance.

“I didn’t have to go to the Amazon. The Yanomamo are alive and well in
Philadelphia,” I wrote in a letter to the chair of the anthropology depart-
ment where I was enrolled in graduate school. An ethnographer herself,
she probably guessed that I was becoming a little like Yanomamo. I was
beginning to see the world like a Philadelphia cop. I realized this one day
when I found myself stifling the impulse to punch out some obnoxious
people who were fat-mouthing my partner, our backups, and me, who they
assumed was plainclothes police. I was as amused as any female cop when
I watched the reaction of male colleagues to a phenomenon they didn’t
anticipate: the nasty, recalcitrant, “three-hundred-pound” gorilla they'd
warned the women about suddenly became docile when he saw us there.

“I'm sorry for cursing like that. I don’t mean you no disrespect! Ain’t seen
no women po-lice before!” the “gorilla” said as he put his hands behind
his back, waiting to be handcuffed.

It was a relief when I finally got back to New York after more than
a year in the field. I was glad to be in a place where I could walk down
the street with a black friend without risking a stop and frisk. Black men
didn’t automatically walk to the wall, raise their hands, and spread their
legs when a patrol car approached as they had in Philadelphia. Finally I
could sit back, relax, and begin to deny the violence that I had discovered
existed inside me. I was also a basket case, pleased with the fieldwork I'd
done but traumatized by the paranoid politics of the fight we'd fought and
barely won. Like many ethnographers back from the field, I felt painfully
liminal to the academic world and wasn’t sure where I belonged.

I sought a temporary fix by doing another three months of fieldwork
among officers in Midtown South, the precinct that covered the then
seamy neighborhood in and around 42nd Street and Eighth Avenue. I
was standing around with my NYPD police partners who were engaged
in an exchange with a civilian who was blatantly challenging one officer’s
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PREFACE [xv]

authority, like a typical “asshole.”*2 I felt my body tense up in anticipation
of the beating I'd come to expect. The officer’s face contorted, his mouth
tensed, but he did not respond with physical force. I felt relieved. Even
in the 1970s, cops in the NYPD had a much longer fuse than those in
Philadelphia.

At the end of the summer, I was ready to take a breather from fieldwork.
It took a year to decompress and stop seeing the world in terms of danger
signs and incongruities, to sit in a restaurant without feeling uncomfort-
able when my back was to the door. Finally, I developed sufficient distance
from the police to make sense of my field notes and write up the results.
Nevertheless, regardless of what I wrote, researched, taught, presented, or
read through the following years, something seemed to be missing from
my professional life. It was shortly after the World Trade Center disaster
that I realized what “that something” was: the police.

9/11: THE ROAD BACK HOME TO THE POLICE

Toward the end of September 2001, I got out of the subway at Broadway
and 72nd Street and walked up the stairs, passing the photographs and
descriptions of the missing that were plastered on every inch of wall. I
picked up a couple things at Fairway, then headed uptown. My eyes felt
as though clouds had formed on the lids and were weighing them down.
When I got to the northwest corner of 79th Street, I noticed a cop standing
alone on the sidewalk, staring at nothing at all. His face was drawn and
his eyes looked as heavy as mine felt. “I'm so sorry,” I said. “I'm so sorry for
you, too,” he replied. After the planes hit, the controversy surrounding the
acquittal of the police officers involved in the forty-one-round shooting of
unarmed African immigrant Amadou Diallo receded into the background.
No one would have known from the way the community took care of its
cops in south Brooklyn’s 7-o Precinct that police officer Justin Volpe had
sexually assaulted Haitian resident Abner Louima in the bathroom a few
years before. After 9/11, for a few months at least, the police and the public
forgave their past and acted and felt as one.

Several months later, I joined an effort sponsored by the Department
of Psychiatry at Columbia University to talk to NYPD first responders
about psychological reactions to traumatic events. By then I'd had more
than ten years of clinical training at the Psychoanalytic Institute, New York
University Medical Center, and knew enough about trauma to recognize
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[xvi] PREFACE

the dangers of the Mitchell method of one-shot group catharsis to which
the program adhered.** I altered my approach accordingly so as to bolster
the ego defenses of the cops who were there. I talked about the social
world of the police and explained that some of the clinical signs used to
assess pathology didn’t precisely apply. The police tendency toward “nor-
mal paranoia” and hypervigilance, for example, changed the diagnostic
criteria somewhat. Radical transformations in behavior might be a better
indication of problems than the display of common symptoms devoid of
social context. I gave the example of a police officer who released his gun
from his holster when he stopped a car but, since 9/11, had started to take
out his weapon and hide it in his hat and point the hat at the driver’s head
when he asked to see license and registration.'*

The focus of these presentations was educational. I didn’t try to solicit
confessions or conduct group therapy. Nevertheless, the talks evoked a
powerful response. One officer vividly described how he’d felt when he
saw the dead body of a young girl with clothes blown off and no arm. “You
could still see she was beautiful,” he said. His eyes filled. “I wanted to kill
them all” Men and women cops told me about the shame they’d felt as
they fought their impulse to go in the opposite direction when they heard
the rumbling sound of the towers coming down. Cops who had been on
vacation when the planes hit were upset they weren’t there to help and
frustrated by the length of time it took to get home. Officers who worked
in precincts in north Brooklyn were disturbed when they learned they
couldn’t go into Manhattan because somebody had to guard the bridge.

One officer confessed feeling wary patrolling a Muslim community.
He thought every dark-haired, olive-skinned man was a terrorist and ev-
ery veiled woman a suicide bomber. A lot of the cops recalled with utter
horror seeing people jumping out of tower windows. When they let their
minds wander while they were lying in bed, waiting to fall asleep, they
could hear the ping-ping sound of the bodies hitting the pavement and
smell that dreadful mix of fuel, metal, and flesh that clogged the hairs
in their nostrils and clung to their clothing when they’d worked the pit.
Some officers described their own near-miss encounters with dying and
the grief and helplessness they’d felt when the buildings collapsed and
buried their friends and the civilians whom they had sworn to serve and
protect. Even eight years after the World Trade Center disaster, when I've
interviewed New York City police officers about that time, their voices
choke and their eyes tear up.
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PREFACE [xvii]

When the World Trade Center disaster occurred, I was a seasoned
fieldworker. I had done my time on the street and had no interest in rid-
ing in patrol cars. Listening to their stories and understanding their world
felt more important. Talking to these sad, brave, angry, worried men and
women filled me with a renewed sense of purpose. Although I could not
heal their wounds, I felt as though my presence had meaning. I realized
then that I'd come full circle and found my way back home.

THE POLICE ACADEMY: ECHOES OF INSIDE AND OUTSIDE DOMAINS

After Ray Kelly appointed the late Jim Fyfe as deputy commissioner of Train-
ing, Jim hired me to work in the department with him on a variety of projects.
Among them was a revision of the recruit curriculum and book of readings
(the student guide). The social science chapters of the student guide were in
amiserable state, constitut