
October 23, 1973 

Edenton, North Carolina 

* * * * * * * * * * * * 

THE ROLE OF POLICE IN TODAY'S SOCIETY 

It is a privilege to be with you here and to participate in 

Law Enforcement Appreciation Day. My own appreciation of the 

police role is two-fold. First, as a citizen, I appreciate the 

role of the police in protecting me, my family, and my property. 

Second, as an elected state official, I appreciate the role of 

the police in enforcing the laws which hold our society together 

and make government possible. These are things we sometimes take 

too much for granted and it is fitting that we set aside a day 

to think about law enforcement and what it means. 

The word "police" comes from the Greek word "polis", which 

means city or state. This is the same word from which we get 

"policy" and "politics", words which describe the processes of 

government. Police are essential to a city, a state, or to any 

kind of government. Government cannot exist without laws. Laws 

are of no effect unless there is a reasonable expectation that 

they will be enforced. Enforcement requires police. 

Police are essential to our societ�, but their role changes 

constantly. In 1971, a National Advisory Commission on Criminal 

Justice Standards and Goals was appointed to study crime reduction 

and to make recommendations. Commission members represented 

state and local governments, industry, and citizen groups. The 

Commission made its report earlier this year. I was privileged 

to participate in the conference which was called to discuss these 
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recommendations. 

This report recognizes the policeman as the primary force 

in reducing and preventing crime. It makes a number of 

recommendations concerning police, not all of which I agree with. 

Perhaps even more significant than these recommendations, however, 

is the Commission's definition of the police role. Its Report 

listed the following functions which police agencies provide: 

Prevention of criminal activity; 
Detection of criminal activity; 
Apprehension of criminal offenders; 
Participation in court proceedings; 
Protection of Constitutional guarantees; 
Assistance to those who cannot care for themselves or 
who are in danger of physical harm; 
Control of traffic; 
Resolution of day-to-day conflicts among family, friends, 
and neighbors; 
Creation and maintenance of a feeling of security in 
the community; 
Promotion and maintenance of a feeling of security in 
the community. 

Thus, the policeman is expected to be all things to all people. 

He must be able to enforce law and order, using force when necessary. 

He must also be a skilled detective. He must be a constitutional 

expert. He must be a welfare worker and psychologist. He must 

be a public relations expert. He must assure the community that 

the laws are enforced, but he must also assure offenders that 

their constitutional rights are protected. 

These are some of the things we expect from our police. What 

do we give them in return? You know the answers. Too often, 

we give them long hours and low pay. We,give their families 

little or no compensation if they are injured or killed in the 

line of duty. We give them inadequate administrative back-up and, 

too often, insufficient technical resources or outmoded equipment. 
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Too often, we make police departments tools of politics. We 

fill the newspapers with stories of "police corruption" and 

"police brutality", and do not publicize the accomplishments 

of the police, the vast majority of whom are honest and decent 

people. 

The police are the victims of a basic conflict in our attitude 

toward law enforcement. On the one hand, we demand law and order, 

and enact volumes of laws, ordinances and regulations. On the 

other hand, we don't expect all of these laws to be strictly 

enforced, at least not against ourselves. How many of us have 

neve_r violated a speed law, or parked illegally? How many of us 

have not, knowingly or otherwise, violated some law or ordinance? 

We have s9 many laws and regulations that not even we lawyers 

know all that we can and cannot do. We also have some laws that 

are really a statement of policy, and were never meant to be 

strictly enforced. 

Our society, then, has built a vast structure of legislation, 

and has set up complex administrative systems to enforce it. 

All this converges on a single point: the individual policeman. 

Basically, we rely on his judgment in applying the law. He is 

the person who translates the complexities of our criminal codes 

into the realities of arrest. He must try and judge the standards 

of law enforcement the community wants and apply them in a 

reasonable way. 

We expect the policeman to make decisions that we are unwilling 

or unable to make as a society. He is too often caught in the 

middle, between those who complain about lax law enforcement, 

and those who complain about police intrusion on individual rights. 
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Policemen in our system of government are the representatives 

of lawful authority and are the protectors of our individual 

rights. Of what value is your right to the pursuit of happiness 

if you must walk the streets in fear by day and not at all by 

night, lest your own unassisted strength be inadequate to repel 

those who attack you? 

Of what value is your right to life, if those who would 

deprive you of it in fact are not restrained by the fear of the 

policeman -- the fear of his courage, his integrity and his 

persistence in tracking a murderer down and returning him to the 

bar of justice? 

Of what value is your right to liberty if the law has no 

muscle to react against the tyrannical demands of the robber and 

the rapist? 

Our rights and our liberties are made real by courage and 

dedication of the policeman on the beat. 

He is the tangible strength of a government of liberty under 

law and when the policeman can prevail, disputes among men are 

settled largely in ink rather than in blood. When the policeman 

cannot prevail, order becomes chaos and the cry of liberty is 

lost in the hurricane of social destruction. The proof is 

written in blood on many a page of history. 

A policeman is a wall against the forces of evil. 

He is a barricade erected by the law abiding against attacks 

by the lawless. 

He is an essential cog in the social mechanism. He knows 

it when his police radio blares out an urgent call to stop a 

fight, or save a life, or take some action which others are 

either unwilling or incapable of taking. 
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He knows it when an order comes from the chief that on this 

holiday or that, when you and I have gone to the game, the 

picnic, or the parade, all police officers will report for duty 

as a matter of public protection. 

He knows it when some vicious crime strikes the community 

and both his days and his nights become working hours to comply 

with the public demand that the crime be solved and the offender 

be brought to justice. 

A policeman is a friend in need. His telephone has a special 

place in the directory, and many of us post it at some convenient 

spot, for instant use. 

He is the one to whom we instinctively turn when all else 

fails. 

We expect him to know what to do and he most often does. 

He guides the tourist, finds the missing child, locates the 

doctor and races the expectant mother to the hospital. 

He is our most versatile public servant. 

How a policeman looks upon his role and how he acts it out 

demonstrates in the truest sense, the type of society we have 

fashioned. 

Unfortunately, public understanding and support for law 

enforcement and the administration of criminal justice is not 

what it ought to be. Crime prevention suffers from a lack of 

public support. Mainly, people do not associate themselves with 

law enforcement problems nor with the remedial steps necessary 

for progress in crime prevention. The public has come to refer 

to law enforcement and the courts as "they" when, in fact, the 

reference ought to be "we". 
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The state of our local law enforcement arm in terms of 

adequacy of pay, availability of training and education, and 

professionalism within the corps until recently has often been 

a genuine tragedy. Yet our law enforcement officers are expected 

daily to exercise the patience of Job, the wisdom of Solomon, 

the diplomacy of an ambassador and the judicious restraint of 

an appellate court judge as they go about their duties. 

They are regularly called upon to arbitrate family disputes, 

inquire into youth-related vandalism and investigate neighborhood 

narcotics traffic without any relief from the continuing demands 

of violent crime investigation and location and capture of 

accused criminals. At the same time, presentation of police­

gathered evidence in the courtroom often pits the officer's 

truthfulness and sincerity against cunning and artful cross­

examination by the best lawyers available. 

The lack of public understanding and support for law enforce­

ment and administration of criminal justice is a serious problem. 

With your help the public can be brought back to the realization 

that in the twentieth century reenactment of the Parable of the 

Good Samaritan, the Good Samaritan will more often than not wear 

the badge of a law enforcement officer. 


