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Introduction 

My research project topic is the militarization of police, something that has raised 

increasing academic interest for at least the last 20 years (Balko 2013; Kraska 2007; Kraska and 

Kappeler 1997; Phillips 2018; Mummolo 2018). Borrowing from Kraska, I define militarism as “a 

set of beliefs, values, and assumptions that stress the use of force and threat of violence as the 

most appropriate and efficacious means to solve problems” (2007: 503). Militarization of the police 

is then the “process whereby civilian police increasingly draw from, and pattern themselves 

around, the tenets of militarism and the military model” (2007: 503). The author provides four 

dimensions of the military model: material; cultural; organizational; and operational. The first 

dimension concerns the adoption martial weaponry, equipment, and advanced technology. The 

second dimension, culture, is often measured through the use of military language, ideals and 

activities and the adoption of militaristic styles or appearance. The third dimension, organization, 

is characterized by martial arrangements like the normalized deployment of paramilitary policing 

units, such as Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT) teams. The last dimension, operations, 

refers to the adoption of military tactics or training (Kraska 2007; Kraska and Kappeler 1997).  

I believe it is fruitful to group this categorization into two dimensions: the material an 

immaterial aspect of police militarization. The first one regards all the tangible items: weaponry, 

equipment, technology, style and appearance. The second one concerns intangible elements as 

adopting military language, values, ideals, roles, ways of organizing and operating. In this project 

I will try to delve into these two dimensions. For the material aspect I will resort to a program of 

the Department of Defense (DoD) as a case study that embodies it. Regarding the immaterial 

dimension I will contrast the role, mission, approach to their tasks, function, and daily routines of 

police officers and military personnel. In this realm the militarization of police is evidenced in the 

blurring of the difference among them. Finally, in an exercise of speculative or ontological design 

(Escobar 2017; Willis 2006), I will try to imagine what a democratic – non militarized - mode of 

policing would look like.  



The material dimension 

I believe an interesting case study that clearly portrays the material dimension of the 

militarization of police is the 1033 program, which has also drawn academic interest (Radil, 

Dezzani, and McAden 2017; Delehanty et al. 2017; Bove and Gavrilova 2017; Denman 2020) 

Created as part of 1997’s National Defense Authorization Act, the program allows the Department 

of Defense (DoD) to get rid of excess military equipment by passing it off to law enforcement 

agencies, who only have to pay for the cost of shipping. According to the Law Enforcement 

Support Office (LESO), which oversees the process, as of June 2020 there are around 8,200 

federal, state and local law enforcement agencies from 49 states and four U.S. territories 

participating in the program1.  

The equipment that is transferred by 1033 program can be categorized into three different 

groups: weapons, vehicles and gear. Also, according to the information available at the Defense 

Logistics Agency Disposition (DLA) webpage2 there are different categories of equipment 

regarding the availability and easiness of the transfer: non-controlled, controlled and prohibited. 

Non controlled property consists of common items DLA would sell to the general public. 

Controlled property consists of military items that are provided via a conditional transfer or “loan” 

basis. This property always remains in the LESO property book because it still belongs to and is 

accountable to DoD. When a law enforcement agency no longer wants the controlled 

property, it must be returned to DLA’s LESO for proper disposition. Some supplies are 

prohibited for transfer to law enforcement agencies because of their tactical military 

characteristics. The following Mural tries to map the equipment transferred by group and 

category. Ranging from the one more frequently used by law enforcement agencies (baton, 

handcuffs, Taser weapon, 9 mm. weapon, bulletproof vests, patrol cars, etc.) to the ones that 

are exclusively military (any aircraft, vessels or vehicles that inherently contain weaponry; 

crew served/large caliber weapons and ammunition; military uniforms; body armor; Kevlar 

helmets; and explosives or pyrotechnics of any kind). 

1  https://www.dla.mil/DispositionServices/Offers/Reutilization/LawEnforcement/ProgramFAQs.aspx#q2 
2 https://www.dla.mil/DispositionServices/Offers/Reutilization/LawEnforcement/ProgramFAQs.aspx#q6 
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The need of military technology, training and tactics that triggered initiatives like the 1033 

program can be dated back to the post-cold war era. After the “communist threat” was over some 

domestic problems, the “war on drugs and crime”, were thought to merit a martial response 

(Phillips 2018). This also precipitated the deployment of elite units such as SWAT teams as the 

default way to serve search warrants (Balko 2013). Since the late 1980s tactical units have been 

strongly supported by the federal government. The first program was the Defense Authorization 

Act that, similarly to the 1033, allowed the DoD to transfer surplus equipment to local police 

agencies. All of these processes were then reinforced when the “war on terror” initiated after the 

terrorist attacks of 9/11. To this respect, the Department of Homeland Security housed a grant 

program intended to assist urban locations that may be at risk for a terrorist event: The Urban 

Area Security Initiative (UASI).  

The 1033 program came under scrutiny in the summer of 2014 (Apuzzo 2014), following 

the fatal shooting of an unarmed 18-year-old African American, Michael Brown, by a police officer, 

and an ensuing series of protests in the city of Ferguson, Missouri. In the aftermath of the protests, 

Ferguson’s police force used military-grade weapons and armored tactical vehicles to quell the 

riots. After these events President Barack Obama ordered a review of the distribution of military 

hardware to police agencies. Following this request, the White House released a report stating 

that these programs “can facilitate excessive uses of force and serve as a highly visible barrier 

between police and the communities they secure”(President 2014).Consequently, by an 

executive order (13688) federal transfers of certain types of military-style gear to local police 

departments were banned in 2015. The Trump Administration rescinded these restrictions on 

equipment transfers (Bove and Gavrilova 2017). During the summer of 2020 after George Floyd 

was killed during an arrest in Minneapolis, Minnesota, a new wave of protests against police 

brutality quickly spread across the United States and internationally. Once again the military 

equipment used by law enforcement agencies to control the demonstrations caught public 

attention (Wired n.d.) In both occasions demonstrations against police violence were met with 

more violence from law enforcement agencies. 

Here I would like to consider a topic that has already been raised in a classic text by 

Langdon Winner (1980), and that is the fact that “artifacts can have political qualities” (1980: 134) 

The author believes that is important to “pay attention to the meaning of the designs and 

arrangements of our artifacts” (180:125), “inquire whether a given device might have been design 

and built in such a way that it produces a set of consequences logically and temporally prior to 

any of its professed uses” (180:125). He distinguishes among “ways in which specific features in 

the design or arrangement of a device or system could provide a convenient means of establishing 



patterns of power and authority in a given setting” (1980: 134) and “ways in which the intractable 

properties of certain kind of technology are strongly, perhaps unavoidably, linked to particular 

institutionalized patterns of power and authority” (1980: 134) Military and law enforcement 

equipment falls in this second interpretation of the political qualities of artifacts. Nevertheless, the 

military and law enforcement agencies usually resort to different equipment that is specific to 

them. While military equipment has been designed to kill and defeat the enemy and is used in 

war, law enforcement material should help in their mission to protect and serve. The blurring of 

this distinction and the use of military equipment in law enforcement activities (like protest control) 

can change citizens' attitudes towards them, generating distrust or fear. As Mummolo explains: 

“Using survey experiments, I show that citizens react negatively to the appearance of militarized 

police units in news reports and become less willing to fund police agencies and less supportive 

of having police patrols in their own neighborhoods.” (2018: 9186) 

The immaterial dimension 

 The absorption of these military equipment into police departments enhances the 

immaterial dimension of police militarization blurring the difference among police officers and 

military personnel. According to Willis (2006) ontological designing is “based upon a circularity, in 

which knowledge comes to be inscribed by being with the ‘designing-being’ of a tool, this in turn 

modifying (designing) the being of the tool-user” (2006: 82) This explains why the fact that law 

enforcement agencies incorporate military equipment can modify their roles, missions, functions, 

approach to their tasks, and daily routines. 

According to Campbell and Campbell (2010) both the police and the armed services share 

a common occupational category: protective services. Nevertheless, regarding their role the first 

ones can be considered public servants and the second ones are soldiers. Their mission differs 

as well, while police officers must protect and serve, soldiers must overwhelm and defeat an 

adversary. As for their approach to their tasks law enforcement agents use their judgmental 

discretion thinking in terms of legal procedures and due process rights, instead soldiers execute 

orders. Whilst police officers serve an internal function, they must shield public from harm and 

maintain law and order, soldiers have an external function, they must defend the nation from 

foreign enemies and to maintain peace and order during times of martial law and civil unrest. If 

the everyday lives of law enforcement can be quiet and uneventful the one of soldiers will surely 

have more excitement and action. 



The following quotes from different government officials, members of the military, and 

police officers can serve as manifestations of the immaterial dimension of militarization. Some 

see this blurring of the line between police and military as problematic (Obama and Olmstead). 

Others (Ambrose and US Military Officer) point out that law enforcement agents have been 

overtaken by drug cartels and organizations, they have outnumbered and “outgunned” the police. 

The militarization is then justifiable in order to protect officers and overcome this surpass in terms 

of equipment and numbers. Finally, for some police officers (Former Dallas police Chief), there is 

the problem is not the usage of military-grade equipment per se, but how is employed.  

Dimension/Service POLICE MILITARY 
Role Public servants Soldiers 
Mission Protect and serve Overwhelm and defeat 
Approach to tasks Judgmental discretion Execute orders 
Function Internal External 
Daily routines Quiet and uneventful Exiting and full of action 
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The speculative cop 

In this final section I will try to engage in an exercise of speculative or ontological design 

and imagine what a democratic mode of policing would look like. This approach to design implies 

“the operation of the hermeneutic circle, which provides the basis for thinking about how change 

happens within that which is always already situated. Therefore, it doesn’t matter where we look 

there is never a beginning or end of design because situated worlded-ness is ever-present and is 

ever-animated by hermeneutic circling” (Willis, 2006 :95) That means that change is always 

happening, things are not determined for good, and then it is possible to imagine other ways in 

which law enforcement agents can approach to their everyday chores that are not militarized. This 

“hermeneutic circling” that goes from things (in this case designed military equipment) to people 

(in this case law enforcement agents) can generate trends in policing that are violent and 

distant to the citizens they should serve and protect, but that is not the only possible outcome. 

Arturo Escobar invites us to reorient design “from the functionalist and rationalistic 

traditions from which emerged, toward a type of rationality and set of practices attuned to the 

relational dimension of life”(Escobar 2017: 206). In his view change, from the ontological 

perspective, “can be understood as residing firmly within the scope of design due to design’s 

capacity to embrace different forms of creation” (Escobar, 2017: 204). I accepted Escobar’s 

invitation to imagine other possible worlds and to tried to think of an approach to policing that 

could help to prevent the blurring among law enforcement and military. My first guess was 

community-oriented policing. Here I rely on the definition provided by Cordner (1997) who 

identified four main dimensions that comprise community policing: philosophical, strategic, 

tactical, and organizational. The philosophical dimension includes activities such as citizen input, 

personal service from the police to the public, and two-way communication in order to build mutual 

trust and cooperation. The strategic dimension comprises policing strategies such as face-to-face 

interaction with the public, foot patrol, and permanent officer assignment to particular beats. The 

tactical dimension emphasizes community partnerships, the use of problem-solving models, and 

concrete programs such as neighborhood watch. Finally, the organizational dimension involves 

factors such as a precise mission, regular training in community policing strategies and tactics, 

decentralization, and the use of information and information technology.  

Nevertheless, there has been scholarly debate (Kraska 2007; Koslicki and Willits 2018) 

indicating that militarized and community policing are not necessarily opposed to each other. As 

Kraska (2007) clearly states: “Survey research and in-depth interviews with US police 

administrators revealed little incoherence between the expanding role and function of SWAT 



teams and Community Policing reform efforts” (2007: 505) In face of the rise in crime governments 

have responded ambivalently resorting to both strategies. To put it in the author’s own words: 

“The militarization/democratization paradox is a sign of the late-modern state attempting to regain 

its legitimacy and power in a confused and incoherent manner” (Kraska, 2007: 506). Koslicki and 

Willits (2018) explain that the militarism/community policing paradox was addressed by critical 

security scholars using a metaphor: the “iron fist” of the military approach demanded by new forms 

of transnational crime in an increasingly globalized society is mitigated by a “velvet glove” strategy 

of community policing that aims to regain legitimacy and pacify public tensions. To sum up, while 

some scholars have suggested that these two policing strategies are coexisting governmental 

responses to significant societal changes others maintain that these are cohesive strategies of 

state control that complement each other.   

Why I believe it is important to find alternatives to militarized policing and prevent the 

blurring among law enforcement and military? Firstly, recent research (Mummolo 2018) has found 

that the militarization of law enforcement fails to enhance officer safety and reduce crime and can 

diminish trust in these institutions in the mass public. Secondly, scholars (Delehanty et al. 2017) 

have also demonstrated that there is a positive and statistically significant relationship between 

the increase in the amount of transferred equipment by means of the 1033 program and police 

violence, fatalities from officer-involved shootings. 

How I imagine police men and women suitable for our democratic regimes with roles, 

missions, functions, approach to their tasks, and daily routines that are specific to them? In the 

first place, the situations and events that officers encounter are multiple and varied. Law 

enforcement agencies should have other resources at hand when the situation exceeds the 

officer’s capabilities or field of action. There are many government agencies, institutions, 

organizations and centers specialized in mental health, youth or elderly care, domestic violence 

or sexual assault, homelessness, substance abuse, and LGBTQIA+ (just to name the most 

recurrent ones) that members of law enforcement agencies should be familiar with in order to 

resort to them when needed.  

A case that can portray how police deals with mental health and substance abuse is Daniel 

Prude’s (Gold 2020). He was a 41-year-old Black man who died in March 2020 after a 

confrontation with officers in Rochester, N.Y. Prude lived with his sister and nephews in Chicago, 

to whom he grew close. After one of his nephews committed suicide, he increasingly used 

phencyclidine (PCP) and his behavior became more erratic. His sister kicked him out of her home, 

after a series of paranoid outbursts so he went to live with his brother, Joe, in Rochester. There 

Daniel began behaving erratically, accusing his brother of wanting to kill him and run away 



dressed only in a tank top and long johns. Police officers found him running in the street and 

shouting he had coronavirus. After they handcuffed him with little trouble he began spitting, they 

covered his head with a hood, and when he tried to get to his feet, they pinned him face down on 

the ground, one pushing his head to the pavement. Mr. Prude stopped breathing after two 

minutes. Though medics resuscitated him at the scene, he died a week later at a hospital. The 

outcome of this situation could have been different if the intervening officers would have resorted 

to any of the resources available for substance abuse or mental health and Mr. Prude would have 

received professional assistance according to his needs. This also shows that sometimes even if 

a low amount of violence is applied the consequences can be fatal. That relates to the other 

aspect I wanted to consider here and that is the use of force. 

In the second place, in order to be able respond with a level of force appropriate to the 

situation at hand officers need to bear the “continuum of force pyramid” (“The Use-of-Force 

Continuum” n.d.) in mind. The use-of-force continuum has many levels: the first one is officer 

presence and verbal communication, the second one is empty-hand control, the third one is less-

lethal (impact weapon or chemical agents) methods, and the fourth and last one is using lethal or 

deadly force. Firstly, by being present the law enforcement officer acts as a deterrent against 

crime. The agent can use verbal tactics to diffuse a situation without involving physical force. 

Secondly, officers can use bodily force (grabs, holds and joint locks and even punches and kicks) 

to gain control of a situation without resorting to weapons or tools. Thirdly, officers use less-lethal 

technologies (like the baton, chemical sprays or Conducted Energy Devices) to gain control of a 

situation. Finally, upon encountering any type of resistance that may cause grievous bodily injury 

or death to their person or persons around them officers may use deadly or lethal force.  

A case that can illustrate the increasing amount of force used by police is Rayshard 

Brook’s (Ortiz 2020). He was fatally shot on June 12th, 2020 by an Atlanta officer in the parking 

lot of a Wendy’s restaurant. Mr. Brooks had fallen asleep in his car in the drive-through lane. After 

40 minutes of calm questioning and guided sobriety tests, violence escalated when the two 

officers that responded to the 911 call moved to arrest him. Mr. Brooks hit one of the officers, 

grabbed the other’s Taser, fired it and took off running. One of the officers, Garrett Rolfe, first 

resorted to less lethal methods and discharged his own Taser but immediately turned to using 

deadly force and reached for his 9-millimeter Glock and fired, striking Mr. Brooks twice in the 

back. In this situation the level of force escalated really quickly after the intervening officers tried 

to arrest the suspect. Had they increased it more gradually and waited for the detainee’s response 

after using less lethal methods it could have not been necessary to apply deadly force.  



Here two aspects of the police work stand out: the variety of situations law enforcement 

agents face every day and the different levels of force that can be applied to solve them. Once 

again it is possible to categorize material and immaterial aspects implied. Regarding the different 

circumstances officers solve daily an immaterial aspect of police work emerges: the knowledge 

needed to find appropriate solutions. As many of them exceed their field of action and abilities 

there are many government agencies, institutions, organizations and centers they can turn to. As 

for the level of force employed this could be a material aspect as officers use different weapons 

and even their own body in their daily tasks. In the following Miro I tried to depict the immaterial 

and material dimensions of the speculative cop. 





Fortunately, I am not on my own in this task of conceiving other ways of policing. In fact, 

“The breath act”3 has tried to reimagine “public safety, community care, and how we spend money 

as a society”. They propose, in tune with what I have tried to outline, to have easy access to 

trained, trauma – informed interventionists who can be called on in domestic -violence situations 

and 911 operators that can dispatch unarmed mental -health experts instead of police in situations 

involving behavioral health crisis. Thy propose to divest federal resources form incarceration and 

policing and, in turn, to invest in non -punitive, non – carceral approaches to community safety. 

Closing remarks 

I would like to conclude reaffirming the importance of taking into account the agency of 

design. The material and immaterial aspects of militarization are tightly related to each other. The 

fact that law enforcement agencies incorporate military equipment, not only has effects on their 

roles, missions, functions, approach to their tasks, and daily routines, but also on their relationship 

with the citizens they should serve and protect. The blurring among military personnel and police 

officers becomes visible when military grade equipment is used to contain protests. The 

militarization of police has not served it’s intended purposes, the reduction of crime and increasing 

officer’s security by providing them military technology, training and tactics; in turn, it has raised 

police violence. My commitment is to try to imagine law enforcement agencies that are not 

militarized and resort to the many government agencies, institutions, organizations and centers 

available when a situation exceeds the officer’s capabilities or field of action and respond with a 

level of force appropriate to the situation at hand. 
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