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POLICE MILITARIZATION AND ITS POLITICAL
CONSEQUENCES
by Erica De Bruin

Policing is a central function of states. In many
communities, the police are the only state
agents that people interact with on a regular
basis. In recent years such interactions have
grown more violent, as police forces around the
globe have become more militarized – adopting
the weaponry, tactics, and organizational structures of military forces (Kraska 2007).

es on the related but distinct practice of using
the military for domestic policing (e.g., Blair
and Weintraub 2020; Magaloni and Rodriguez
2020; Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2019; FloresMacías 2018; Osorio 2015). Other studies shed
light on the challenges of police reform (Marat
2018; González 2020; Tiscornia 2021), effects
of police repression on dissent (Curtice and
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do not address the causes or political consecivilians, but not with reductions in crime
quences of militarized policing. Efforts to do so
(Delehanty et al. 2017; Mummolo
have, in part, been hindered by a lack of data on
Police can leverage their 2018; Lawson 2019). Police militariza- its use internationally.
coercive power to extract tion has also served to reinforce racial
resources from the state, hierarchies (Gamal 2016). In the wake This essay makes two contributions. First, it presof recent protests across the country ents new data on riot squads, special weapons
prevent police reform, in support of Black Lives Matter, these and tactics (SWAT) teams, and other militarized
affect the outcomes of associations have prompted some units within national and federal police forces
coups and mass protests, lawmakers to begin efforts to restrict across the globe, helping to document the spread
and pressure leaders police access to military-style gear of militarized policing internationally. The data
illustrates just how prevalent militarized polic(Edmondson 2020).
from office.
ing has become. While only 12% of countries had
Yet, while political science scholarpolice forces with these types militarized units
ship on the subject has focused primarily on the
in 1960, some 88% have them today. Second, it
United States, police militarization is a global
theorizes about the ways in which militarization
phenomenon.1 A growing body of work focusaffects the political power of police. Even though
1. One recent review found that over 50% of political science research on policing in general focused on the United States (Crabtree
2018).
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they rarely attempt to seize power themselves,
police can leverage their coercive power to extract resources from the state, prevent police
reform, affect the outcomes of coups and mass
protests, and pressure leaders from office. I argue that militarization increases both the capacity and willingness of police to exercise this power.
As a result, police militarization can transform
not only the relationships police have with the
communities they serve, as existing work as emphasized, but also their relationships with the
military and the state.

Conceptualizing police militarization
“Police militarization” can refer to a number of
different things, including police acquisition of
military-grade weaponry and equipment, the
creation of special police units organized along
military lines, or a police culture that increasingly views the use of force as appropriate in
a wide range of circumstances (Kraska 2007;
Cohn 2020). It is important to emphasize the
roles of police officers and soldiers have always
overlapped in important ways (Seigel 2020).2
As Kraska (2007, 3) notes, every police force is
militarized to some extent. Some police forces,
such as the French Gendarmerie or Philippine
Constabulary, have been explicitly patterned
along military lines since their origin. These
“paramilitary”-style police are characterized by
a high degree of centralization and hierarchal
command structure, and are often organized as
a branch of the armed forces. Their use has remained relatively constant over time (De Bruin
2020b, De Bruin and Karabatak 2021).

Other police forces, however – which had historically been fashioned as “civilian” alternatives to the paramilitary model – have become
increasingly militarized in recent decades, often through the establishment of special militarized units, such as riot squads, SWAT teams,
and tactical units (De Bruin 2020b; Lutterbeck
2004; Bayley 1975). This form of police militarization is the focus here. Within the United
States, the causes and consequences of this
shift, which has occurred within both federal
and local police across the country, have been
well documented (e.g., GAO 2020; Lawson 2019;
Mummolo 2018; Delehanty et al. 2017). However,
efforts to understand international trends in
police militarization have thus far been hampered by a lack of data on its use across countries and within them over time.

The spread of militarized police units
internationally
To track the global spread of militarized policing,
I compiled data on the formation of riot squads,
SWAT teams, and other militarized special units
within national and federal-level police agencies
in 170 countries around the globe, 1960-2020.
Militarized units are defined as specialized
units with police forces that: (1) have access to
military-grade weaponry and equipment; and
(2) are organized along military lines, with hierarchical, top-down command structures, and
that deploy in military formations.3 The sources
for the data include law enforcement encyclopedias; the websites of individual police forces;
country-specific academic sources; and news
articles in English and translation.4

2. In the United States, this is particularly true of their approach to race-class subjugated communities, where police have long
viewed residents “not as citizens facing social barriers or as victims needing protection…but as potential (or likely or already active) criminal targets in need of surveillance” (Soss and Weaver 2017: 571; also see Weaver and Prowse 2020).
3. These units may be referred to as SWAT teams, Police Tactical Units, Emergency Response Teams, Police Mobile Units, or other
names.
4. For more on data collection process and sources used, see De Bruin and Karabatak (2021).
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Figure 1 shows the creation of militarized police
units across the globe between 1960 and 2020.
Each dot represents the creation of a new militarized unit. While states in Latin America and
the Middle East established militarized units at
a steady pace during these decades, the uptick
in unit creation shown in the late 1970s was driven by states in Western Europe, responding primarily to growing perceptions about the threat
of terrorism. The increase in the early 1990s reflects, in large part, militarized police units in a
number of newly independent states in Eastern
Europe and Central Asia following the collapse
of the Soviet Union. As Figure 2 shows, the share
of all countries in the international system with
militarized units in their national or federal police forces rose steadily throughout this period,
from 12% in 1960 to 88% in 2020.

One crucial factor in the global spread of militarized policing has been the incentives created
by international police assistance programs.
The militarization of police forces has been a reciprocal, transnational process (Schrader 2019;
Go 2020). In the 1960s and early 1970s, the U.S.
Agency for International Development’s Office
of Public Safety (OPS) trained and equipped
police forces in fifty-two countries. Aid was frequently used to establish militarized units (Klare
and Arnson 1981). In Brazil, for instance, the OPS
pushed for the creation of a militarized Special
Operations Squad; recruits were given a military
commando course, as well as training in riot and
crowd control techniques (Huggins, 1998, 109110). While restrictions were placed on foreign
police assistance after forces that the OPS supplied in Central America were charged with hu-

Figure 1.
Militarized police units
established, by year

Eastern Med Apprehensions

Note: Includes national and
federal police units, 170
countries.

Figure 2.
Percent of regimes with
militarized units, by year.
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man rights abuses, a series of exceptions were
carved out for countries fighting communist
insurgencies. Since 9/11, international police
aid also expanded under the auspices of counterterrorism and organized crime prevention
efforts (Hills 2006).
Another important driver of police militarization globally has been the rise of transnational
threats, including terrorism, drug-trafficking,
and organized crime – coupled with the desire
in many newly democratizing states in particular to address them with police rather than
military forces where possible (e.g., Lutterbeck
2004; Hill and Berger 2009; Flores-Macías and
Zarkin 2019; De Bruin and Karabatak 2021). In
some cases, rulers also hoped that new militarized units could serve a coup-proofing role,
helping to protect the regime in the event of a
coup attempt by the military (De Bruin 2020a).
As Figure 2 illustrates, once established, militarized units are difficult to abolish. In Fiji, for
example, the military disbanded the police
Tactical Response Unit following the 2006 coup,
but it was subsequently reconstituted under a
new name. Likewise, in 2020, the Nigerian government abolished the Special Anti-Robbery
Squad (SARS), a militarized police unit with
a long record of abuses, following a series of
mass protests and Twitter campaign using the
hashtag #EndSARS. Almost immediately, however, it announced that a new SWAT team would
replace the disbanded unit (Daly 2020). As
Yanilda María González (2020, 4) documents in
her study of police reform in Latin America, “policing in democracy can create electoral incentives and generate patterns of demand-making
that reproduce authoritarian coercion.” Even
notoriously repressive police units thus often
survive transitions to democracy and other po-
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litical upheavals essentially intact (Bayley 1975,
377). As a result, the share of states with militarized units has only grown over time.
These forces have driven the rise of militarized
police units, and help to explain their persistence over time. But what of police militarization’s political effects? In the next section, I
describe the different political roles that police
can take on, and identify ways in which militarization can increase their political power.

The police officer and the state
As scholars of comparative policing have repeatedly noted (e.g., Bayley 1975; Marenin 1982;
Hills 2009), police are often seen primarily as an
extension of state power, rather than political
actors in their own right. After all, unlike the military, police rarely attempt to seize power. There
are a few reasons for this. As the central agents
of state coercion, police officers may perceive
their own interests to be closely aligned with
those of the regime. Hills (2009, 18) relays an
anecdote that captures this perception well:
when asked about joining trade unions to lobby
the state, a group of police officers in Zimbabwe
responded, “Why should we? We are the state.”
There can also be structural barriers to collective action among the police. While the
military is thought to be characterized by a
corporate ethos that encourages officers to
prioritize the interests of the institution as a
whole (Nordlinger 1977; Huntington 1981), police forces are comparatively decentralized,
geographically dispersed, and more focused on
local issues. Police work tends to be lower status
than the work undertaken by the military (Enloe
1976). Finally, in most countries, people report
lower levels of trust in the police than in the
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military or other government institutions, which
may mitigate against their taking on more of a
political role.5
Yet despite these challenges, police can and do
intervene in politics regularly. As with the regular
military (Feaver 2009), the delegation of coercion to police brings with it the potential for principal-agent problems in which police may act to
advance their own interests at the expense of
the state. Individual police officers may abuse
their coercive power to engage in extreme violations of human rights, including torture and
executions, or to enrich themselves (Flom
2016). Police also regularly act collectively to
advance their corporate interests as an institution. As González (2020, 18) observes, “because
police are charged with providing a service that
is essential for the functioning of society, police
forces also serve as an essential instrument of
political power” – and can leverage their position to make demands on the state.
In some cases, police have turned their coercive power directly on the state. In 2010, for
example, police officers in Ecuador occupied
the National Parliament, closed highways and
airports, took over police barracks and airports,
and temporarily held President Rafael Correa
hostage to protest the reduction of police benefits (Romero 2010). Likewise, in the Maldives, it
was the mutiny of police riot units that prompted the resignation of the president in 2012 (Hull
2012). Elsewhere, police actions have determined the outcomes of mass protests and military coups. In Bolivia, for instance, the defection
of police units helped pressure Evo Morales to
resign from power in November 2019. As one account described it, “Without the support of local
law enforcement, his administration could not

control Bolivia’s streets. Losing the allegiance
of the unit charged with guarding the presidential palace in La Paz, the nation’s administrative
capital, was a particularly cutting blow” (Slattery
2019).
More subtle forms of police pressure have also
been remarkably effective in allowing police
to evade accountability and reform (Bailey
and Dammert 2006; Hinton 2006; Hinton and
Newburn 2009; Marat 2018). In the United States,
for instance, police organizations spend resources on political campaigns and litigation, as well
orchestrate work slowdowns, which pressure
lawmakers to abandon reform efforts and protect officers accused of misconduct. In response
to social justice campaigns, most notably the
Black Lives Matter movement, police organizations have also worked to construct “blue solidarity” among police officers, forging perceptions
of common identity and interests among even
highly decentralized, local police forces across
the country (Thomas and Tufts 2020).
Police militarization is likely to increase the political power of police in at least two ways. First,
access to military-grade weaponry and training
provides police forces with greater capacity for
coercion. Militarized units are organized more
hierarchically, with stricter control over rankand-file members, which may facilitate their
ability to collectively. Importantly, in addition
to giving police more leverage to extract concessions from the state, militarization enables
police to serve as credible counterweights to
the military. Because coup plotters typically
want to avoid bloodshed during coups, even relatively small militarized police units can effectively impede the execution of coup attempts.
Militarization can thus give police the capacity

5. In the most recent wave of the World Values Survey, for instance, respondents had more confidence in the military than the police in three quarters of the countries surveyed (see Haerpfer et al. 2020). I am grateful to Max Gersch for pointing this out.
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pression can increase the willingness of citizens
to engage in dissent (Curtice and Behlendorf
2020). As a result, we can expect the trend toSecond, militarization can create new motives
wards increased police militarization to result
for political interference. Where militarized units
in more violent police-community interactions
are used for repression, public criticism can help
and potentially fuel additional dissent. As I have
solidify perceptions of shared interests and moargued here, police militarization is also likely to
tivate officers to mobilize politically (Ray 1997).
It can also generate conflict between military expand the power of police to shape policy and
and police forces. In some cases, military offi- regime outcomes.
cers may support police militarization because Future research may seek to better understand
it enables them to avoid becoming involved with the conditions under which collective action
domestic repression – a task that might under- by the police is most likely to occur. In addition
mine military popularity or morale (Nordlinger to shaping patterns of violence (Revkin 2020),
1977). Other times, however, militarization can the extent to which police forces are fragmenresult in competition between police and miltated or decentralized may also affect their
itary forces over funding, equipment, and the
capacity to act collectively. The origin of police
scope of their authority over internal security
forces may also shape their cohesiveness. In
tasks (Enloe 1976, 31-32; De Bruin 2020a). Such
Nicaragua, for instance, the revolutionary oricompetition can provide police forces with amgin of police may have helped forge a cohesive
ple motive to intervene in the policy process or
identity among Sandinista police (Yasher 2018).
attempt to derail efforts by the military to do so.
Scholars might also productively probe how
In short, as Enloe (1976, 32) emphasizes, milimilitarization affects the relationship between
tarization can turn the police into a “political ripolice and military forces. Why does the regular
val for both military and political leaders.”
military encourage police militarization in some
cases, but oppose it in others – occasionally goConclusions
ing so far as to stage coup attempts to disband
Militarized police forces are remarkably resis- militarized units? Finally, existing work has doctant to reform. As a result, the global trend to- umented the challenges inherent in efforts to
wards higher degrees of police militarization is reform the police. An important direction for fuunlikely to reverse itself any time soon. Existing
ture research is to better understand the condischolarship on militarized policing suggests that
tions under which efforts to de-militarize police
the riot squads, SWAT teams, and tactical units
forces might succeed.
that most states have now established within
their police forces will be more repressive than
Funding disclosure
their civilian counterparts (e.g., Delehanty et al.
2017; Mummolo 2018). At the same time, there This research has been supported by a grant
is little evidence that the more aggressive tac- from the Centennial Fund, a fund of the
tics employed by militarized units will succeed American Political Science Association’s
in undermining opposition movements or halt- Centennial Center, and by the Arthur Levitt
ing protests; if anything, exposure to police re- Public Affairs Center at Hamilton College.
to serve as arbiters of conflict between military
and civilian elites (De Bruin 2020a).
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