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Radley Balko’s The Rise of the Warrior Cop: The Militarization of America’s Police Forces 

(2013) inadvertently provided the context of the civil unrest in Ferguson ignited by the 

shooting of Michael Brown in 2014.  Norm Stamper is one of the few senior police officers 

singled out for praise by Balko, for the most part on the basis of his activism against police 

prejudice and militarisation subsequent to his retirement as Seattle’s police chief in 2000.  To 

Protect and Serve is Stamper’s second book, following Breaking Rank: A Top Cop’s Exposé 

of the Dark Side of American Policing (2005), and his treatise on the problems faced – and 

caused – by contemporary U.S. law enforcement is a welcome contribution to the debate 

between those who advocate violence against the police and those who insist that no reform 

is necessary.  Stamper cuts straight to the chase, asking the most pressing question for any 

serving or retired police officer reading of the deaths of Jonathan Ferrell, Michael Brown, and 

Ezell Ford (amongst others): not why they were shot (that is pretty obvious), but what made 

the officers involved think they would get away with firing multiple rounds into unarmed 

men?  Stamper’s value is thus not just the answers he offers, but the questions he asks, 

questions that take the focus off the specific details of each tragic event and place it on the 

general structural problems that facilitate the repetitive cycle. 

 



2 

 

Stamper’s answer to the structural question is twofold: police culture and the justice system.  

The responsibility of the latter for the crisis in policing was perhaps most clearly shown in the 

trial of George Zimmerman, who was not a police officer but was found innocent of second-

degree murder and manslaughter, and it was the verdict rather than the shooting that became 

the catalyst for the formation of Black Lives Matter.  Although Stamper acknowledges the 

reciprocal relation between the two, his concern is with police culture rather than the justice 

system, his intention to identify what is wrong with that culture and what can be done about 

it.  The seventeen chapters of the book progress from those that diagnose the various 

problems and offer tentative solutions (1 to 11) to those that present solutions and provide 

concrete proposals with analyses of the costs and benefits of turning those proposals into 

policies (12 to 17).  The titles of the chapters can at times be misleading and a minor criticism 

is that the work lacks a sustained argument which moves from problems to proposals to 

solutions to policies.  The problems with American police culture are well-known – 

militarisation, lack of oversight, low physical fitness, and racism (amongst others) – and 

although Stamper brings the benefits of both his many years of experience as a police chief 

and an objectivity and insight that do him credit, I shall discuss his conclusions. 

 

These are, as I have already noted, presented in a piecemeal fashion, but each is proposed as a 

solution to a specific set of problems, justified by empirical evidence, and compared with 

alternatives.  There are five in total, four of which are dependent on the fifth and most far-

reaching, the extension of President Obama’s “big government” initiative.  In practical terms 

this would mean transferring primary responsibility for law enforcement (and criminal 

justice) from the local or state level to the federal level – not in the sense of a French-style 

national police force, but a British-style centralisation, where the Home Office is responsible 

for all forty-three police forces in England and Wales.  The other four are, in order: recruit 
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more women, allow the public to participate in police recruitment, use co-policing by officers 

and citizens at demonstrations and in communities, and allow citizen bodies to exercise real 

power over police discipline and the selection and training of senior police officers.  The 

cases Stamper makes for each of these vary greatly in their quality.  The argument for more 

women is compelling, pointing out the incredibly low 12% of female police officers in the 

U.S. and arguing that the proven benefits of “feminisation” outweigh the perceived costs.  

Stamper’s weakest case is for police-citizen co-policing: he admits his own problems with 

attempts to co-police the World Trade Organization protests in Seattle in 1999 and uses the 

three Americans who restrained a terrorist on the Amsterdam to Paris train in August 2015 as 

an example of citizens taking responsibility for the safety of their own communities (a poor 

choice for several reasons). 

 

Stamper goes so far as to advocate the ‘practice of citizens patrolling their own streets’, but is 

quick to clarify that he means Spencer Stone and company rather than George Zimmerman 

(p.258).  This is a naïve claim to make because appeals for a citizen force would attract 

precisely the latter – individuals who lack the physical, mental, or moral qualities required by 

the police, but are nonetheless eager to exercise authority over the peers whose respect they 

have failed to gain.  Even worse, Stamper’s comments on the poor preparedness of the 

congregation of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston in June 2015 are 

distasteful, recalling the blame placed on European Jews for their “passivity” during the 

Holocaust.  This observation is furthermore imprudently placed, in the last twenty pages of an 

otherwise thoughtful, humane, and well-motivated study of a crisis that is as important as it is 

difficult to resolve and should not retrospectively taint the work as a whole for readers.  In 

focusing on the structure underlying the killed by police incidents, Stamper delivers a wake-

up call to U.S. policing that has a similar significance and content to that delivered to British 
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policing by William Macpherson’s The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry (1999), which popularised 

the term “institutional racism” in the U.K.  Unfortunately, where the Macpherson report was 

a public inquiry ordered by the Home Secretary, Stamper’s is a lone voice outside of 

governmental apparatus and the law enforcement establishment, one which may well be 

misrepresented as “betraying blue”. 
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