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“Commissioner Kelly had his people get in touch 
with me to go on to defend stop-and-frisk”

-Mr. Holloway 





Add 100,000 community 
policing officers





Question

How do police departments resist 
intensifying public scrutiny? 



Organizational 
Independence

Public 
Legitimacy +

Argument

Direct complaints to department channels 
Guides 

distribution 
of resources, 

leniency, & force

Cultivate constituents in partner channels

Contain alt voices in independent channels



Key Takeaway

The police-community relations 
that already exist are precisely what’s 

impeding police transformation 



Framework

Framework Data & Methods Findings Implications & Conclusion 



Cultivate political capital by engaging in a strategic 
politics of distributing public resources, regulatory 
leniency, and coercive force 

The Policing Machine

What?

Why?

So what?

Police are legitimacy optimizers—not maximizers

Police are political mobilizers—not just law enforcersHow?

The Policing Machine creates an illusion of public input



Data & Methods

Framework Data & Methods Findings Implications & Conclusion 





Institutional Actors as “Hard-to-Reach”



Organization Type of 
Channel

Examples of 
Events Attended

n 
Events

n 
Interviews

NYPD Department Quarterly meetings 40 0

Community 
Council

Partner Monthly meetings, 
community events

48 20

Clergy 
Council

Partner Monthly meetings, 
shooting responses

18 14

RALLY Independent Marches, vigils, 
rallies

17 15

Total 123 49

Data (March 2018 - September 2019)



Findings

Framework Data & Methods Findings Implications & Conclusion 



Community Complaints



Community Complaints

Department 
Channels

Non-Department 
Channels



“The cornerstone 
of today’s NYPD is 

Neighborhood Policing” 



Source: bklyner.com



Source: Author’s Photograph (left) and FOIA (right)
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Source: Author’s Photograph (left) and FOIA (right)

“Larcenies”

“Controlled Substance Use/Sale 
(Crack, Cocaine, Heroin, etc.)”



Source: Author’s Photograph (left) and FOIA (right)

“…conduct directed patrols…”



Source: Author’s FOIA
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Cheng, Tony. 2022. “The Cumulative Discretion of Police over Community Complaints.” AJS.



Verbalized Complaints 
(N = 294)

Board 
Meetings
(65.0%)

Non-Board 
Meetings
(35.0%)

Board 
Recorded

(42.2%)

Board Unrecorded
(22.8%)

Board 
Unrecorded

(35.0%)

Submitted
(45.6%)

Unsubmitted
(54.4%)

NCOs omitted 54% from Organizational Records

Cheng, Tony. 2022. “The Cumulative Discretion of Police over Community Complaints.” AJS.



Complaint attrition is concentrated in complaints 
critical of police and calling for police reform



Verbalized Complaints 
on Police Reform
(N = 26)

Board 
Meetings
(65.4%)

Non-Board 
Meetings
(34.6%)

Board  Recorded
(23.1%)

Board Unrecorded
(42.3%)

Board 
Unrecorded

(34.6%)

Submitted (11.5%)

Unsubmitted
(88.5%)

Complaint attrition is concentrated in complaints 
critical of police and calling for police reform

Cheng, Tony. 2022. “The Cumulative Discretion of Police over Community Complaints.” AJS.



Complaints involving police are 
still being voiced outside of them

But as important as these meetings are…
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Strategy 1: Build new

ü Subject to NYPD 
influence & control

ü “Authentic” 
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Cultivating Constituents in Partner Channels

HOW: Provide capacity &   
  resources

Strategy 1: Build new

ü Subject to NYPD 
influence & control

ü “Authentic” 
neighborhood reps

ü Endorse police



Strategy 2: Coopt existing

Cultivating Constituents in Partner Channels



Strategy 2: Coopt existing

Cultivating Constituents in Partner Channels

ü Endowed w/ resources 



Cultivating Constituents in Partner Channels

- Pastor Greene

“We start service. We have Praise 
and Worship, where we do songs 
and praise to God, and then we do 
Prayer, and then I have [the NYPD 
precinct commander] come up” 

Watch Night Service 
(~600 congregants)

Strategy 2: Coopt existing

ü Endowed w/ resources 

ü Faithful audiences



Cultivating Constituents in Partner Channels

Strategy 2: Coopt existing

ü Endowed w/ resources 

ü Faithful audiences

ü Direct to dept channels

30% of all Build the Blocks citywide 
held in religious institutions 



Cultivating Constituents in Partner Channels

Source: NYPD Twitter

Strategy 2: Coopt existing

ü Endowed w/ resources 

ü Faithful audiences

ü Direct to dept channels

HOW: Prioritize clergy  
   access & complaints



Cultivating Constituents in Partner Channels

55th Precinct Clergy Council Meeting:

- President Pastor Young

Strategy 2: Coopt existing

“You have an issue at your church? 
A member arrested? 
Don’t know what to do in the 55th? 
Call me. Call them. 

When we call them, they will tell us 
exactly what’s the deal, what’s the 
case, what’s the charges, and what do 
we do next.” 

ü Endowed w/ resources 

ü Faithful audiences

ü Direct to dept channels

HOW: Prioritize clergy  
   access & complaints



Community Complaints

Department 
Channels

Non-Department 
Channels

Partner 
Channels

Independent 
Channels

Build the Blocks



Source: Author’s Photograph

“Basketball for Accountability”



Source: Author’s Photograph

“Peace Tour”



“I don’t know if the messages [pause]—
 that’s a decision that would have to be made by 

the family. 

Since their son was killed by a cop, 
I don’t know if they want to come out 

and play with a cop”

Source: Author’s Photograph

“Peace Tour”



“Normally you should, yeah”

Source: Author’s Photograph



Basketball for Accountability Peace Tour

Regulatory Leniency



Dilemma

• Apply for sound permit
• Pay $45 fee to precinct
• Reinforce policing



Dilemma

• Apply for sound permit
• Pay $45 fee to precinct
• Reinforce policing

• Forgo sound permit
• Risk getting shut down
• Lack recourse



“My sister was killed by police, 
I’m not gonna now go ask them for permission 

to have a vigil for her”



“It felt like, I could see the Detective at any moment—
even though he don’t work there anymore—

it’s like, I feel like I’m gonna run into him” 



“When my sister was murdered,
traffic was diverted down Broadway…. 

I wanted 5 minutes….So 5 minutes for 1 day of the year, 
you couldn’t respect my family?”



• Apply for sound permit
• Pay $45 fee to precinct
• Reinforce policing

• Forgo sound permit
• Risk getting shut down
• Lack recourse

Dilemma



The Payoff: as critical voices like Erikah’s drop out……
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The Payoff: as critical voices like Erikah’s drop out……

ü Amplify dept & partner 
channels

ü Contain independent 
channels

ü Cultivate endorsements, 
     while silencing alternatives



Implications & Conclusion

Framework Data & Methods Findings Implications & Conclusion



Question

How do police departments resist 
intensifying public scrutiny? 



Organizational 
Independence

Public 
Legitimacy +

Argument

Direct complaints to department channels 

Contain alt voices in independent channels
Vigil cleared with coercive force

Guides 
distribution 

of resources, 
leniency, & force

Cultivate constituents in partner channels
Permit-less events run on police resources

Church meetings on narco/package thefts



Police do not ignore community input, they curate it

Democratic governance as a shield against public scrutiny 

Urban political regime where social controls are blurred

Consequences & Implications
of the Policing Machine



Key Takeaway

The police-community relations 
that already exist are precisely what’s 

impeding police transformation 



Thank you

Tony Cheng
tony.cheng@duke.edu

tonykcheng.com
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