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Abstract
From the police precinct to the prison plantation, historians of the American Carceral State have scrutinized “the 

habitual surveillance and incapacitation of racialized individuals and communities” as a defining feature of American 
criminal law enforcement. This abridged historical review expounds upon the central thesis of “The Mass Criminalization 
of Black Americans: A Historical Overview” and examines the development of anti-black punitive traditions in American 
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marshals and county sheriffs frequently functioned as convenient 
warehouses for holding, punishing, and sellingenslaved Blacks at the 
whims of white owners and prospective buyers.9 As western settlers 
encroached Indian Country and fought “savage wars” against Native 
Americans, law enforcement officials in Texas organized small militia 
companies in 1823 to carry out “mounted scouting and patrol duties” 
and man the border “against Mexicans as well as Indians.”10

Anti-black order maintenance functions performed by colonial 
police patrols were ultimately incorporated by modern municipal 
police forces in the 19th century. Forty years prior to the famous 
promulgation of Robert Peel’s Principles of Law Enforcement in 
1829, local law enforcement officials based in southern cities, such 
as Charleston and New Orleans, led the way in crafting the country’s 
first paid public professional police forces in the form of militarized 
city guards.11 From the 1780s onward leading up to the Civil War, 
urban uniformed units in the Deep South buttressed the extensive slave 
patrol network, supplemented by slave-holding families, plantation 
overseers, and state militia reinforcements in addition to privately 
hired slave-catching bounty hunters. The Charleston Watch originated 
in 1783 to surveill the city’s substantial concentration of slaves, and it 
expanded to include a hundred municipal and state policemen who 
patrolled plantation roads and industrial areas on foot and by horse 
by 1831.12 New Orleans debuted its own paramilitary police force 
as early as 1805.13 As racial and ethnic conflicts peaked in the 1830s, 
Crescent City authorities demilitarized and reorganized the New 
Orleans police to include Irish immigrants recruits and even “a few 
free African American men.”14 Yet, police work in the antebellum 
period required patrolmen, regardless of race or ethnicity, to regulate 
the behaviors, mobility, and livelihoods of enslaved Black Americans. 
“Free men of color” employed by the New Orleans city guard in 1805 
served alongside majority-white militia groups and under the exclusive 
command of white officers, including Andrew Jackson in the Battle of 
New Orleans in 1815.15 Charles Allegre and Constant Michel were 
among the first Black policemen recruited to the city guard in 1814, 
and Ellidgea Poindexter and Douglas C. Butler also served as “turnkeys 
in the city jail.”16 The city’s pioneering Black policemen actively 
participated in anti-black police counterinsurgency operations. Most 
notably, they aided the suppression of the largest slave insurrection 
in the nation’s history waged in St. Charles and St. John the Baptist 
parishes in 1811.

Within a racist society that overtly undermined political and 
economic freedoms and curtailed access to citizenship, some free 
people of color, fortunate enough to acquire wealth and social standing, 
regarded city police jobs as prestigious and “privileged” positions.17 
During Radical Reconstruction, Republican officials gainfully 
employed Black policemen from Jackson, Mississippi to Jacksonville, 
Florida. After its demise in 1877 and the rise of Black Codes, however, 
only a select few Black men were permitted to work in the nation’s 
newly-emerging police departments. The Boston Police Department 
took on its first African American patrolmen, Horatio J. Homer in 
1878, but it would be 140 years later before the appointment of the city’s 
first Black police commissioner.18 The sporadic hiring and piecemeal 
promotion of Black policemen, and later Black policewomen, prevailed 
during the “Progressive era” of federal Prohibition and statewide Jim 
Crow law enforcement. Major transformations for Black Americans in 
law enforcement would not surface enmasse until the aftermath of the 
1960s Civil Rights Movement with the advent of court-ordered consent 
decrees and affirmative action plans for police departments throughout 
the nation.

Although American police professionalization is generally 

associated with early 20th century reform efforts, urban police 
administrators started laying the foundation for modern metropolitan 
police bureaucracies back in the mid-19th century. Police historians 
often credit New York City for introducing the earliest “prevention-
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Black Muslim American neighborhoods.31 This fraught and variegated 
throughline in early American police history underscores the persistent 
manifestations of anti-black racism in police law, police work, and the 
administration of criminal justice.32 Above all, it demonstrates that 
policing strategies and carceral tactics in this period cannot be divorced 
from an abiding anti-black punitive tradition that endures in the age of 
mass incarceration and the movement for Black lives.
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