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The seminar on police brutality in the United States brought 

together approximately 20 people to listen to and discuss a 

presentation from Tracey Meares of the “President’s Taskforce on 

21st Century Policing”. She opened by explaining that although the 

crime rate in the United States has fallen over the past 30 years, 

the relationship between law-enforcement and the public  has not 

improved. This is a paradox because, logically speaking, one would 

expect this relationship to improve as police successfully reduce 

crime.   Why is that not the case? The taskforce concluded that 

people put a far greater emphasis on procedural justice than on 

the results.  

In the context of policing, this means that: people want to be treated with fairness, dignity 

and respect; decisions and procedures must be transparent, unbiased and explained to 

the population; people expect their voices to be heard; and the justice system’s aims 

should correspond with those of the population.   

Therefore, in seeking to improve police-community relations, public perception matters 

more than crime reduction. Positive police-community relations would increase both law 



enforcement’s legitimacy and efficacy. The taskforce therefore concluded that fair treatment 

is a crime reduction strategy in and of itself. 

The discussion then shifted as Professor Meares highlighted two of the report’s pillars.  

Pillar 1, “Building Trust and Legitimacy”, recommends a shift away from a “warrior” mindset 

(War on Drugs, War on Poverty, etc.) to a “guardian” mindset. The taskforce suggests a shift 

away from management techniques that overemphasize crime reduction results, improved 

training, and a reexamination of how departments address wrongdoings.  

Pillar 4, “Community Policing and Crime Reduction”, claims that crime reduction is not self-

justifying. Police officers should not be entitled to use any strategy simply in the name of 

crime reduction. For example, New York’s “Stop & Frisk” policy decreases crime but is often 

misapplied. This leads to racially biased interactions and results in a negative relationship 

between police and the communities they serve.  

 

Antoine Garapon made several interesting comments in response to Professor Meares’s 

presentation. He expressed concern that, much like in France, the American police force is 

increasingly militarized despite the fact that police officers and soldiers have very 

different jobs. He also noted that the U.S. police force lacks a unique federal authority 

and as such is quite fragmented. Such fragmentation could account for difficulties in 

gathering precise data on police violence. Police brutality has always existed, but lacks a 

clear, unique jurisdictional solution. It is also linked to the rise of mass incarceration over 

the past few decades.  He concluded that law enforcement has more grounds on which to 

arrest people than before (DNA, etc). The central issue is the procedure, the way you 

actually arrest those people, and its effects on the overall population. 

Professor Meares responded to several of his comments. Regarding the militarization of 

police forces, she clarified that federal programs do not account for all military gear which is 

often bought using departmental funds. This was notably the case in Ferguson, Missouri. 

She further tied the report’s recommendations to the issue federal funding. A major problem 

is there are over 18,000 police authorities in the US, only half of which receive federal 

funding. Individual states provide a great deal of funding. Therefore, state governments 

provide the only avenue in tying compliance to funding.  

The last issue tackled during the seminar was insufficient training for U.S. law 

enforcement. Training is fundamentally different between police forces in the U.S. and in 

France. American police officers lack training and sometimes basic education as some police 

officers don’t even have a high school diploma. It is clear that better training and education 

are needed. However such requirements would create a diversity issue in the officer 

recruiting process: better education often means less diversity among police forces. It 

would likely result in a decline in female and minority recruitment, as white men are 

statistically more likely to complete high school. Such a demographic shift could be 

problematic because female officers are less likely to use force than their male counterparts 

and are already underrepresented in the police force. Changes at the managerial level could 

increase the number of women in the police force, using the way hospitals approach female 

nurses as a model.  


