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Introduction

The book reunites contributions of authors who are rarely encountered in 
the same workshops and conferences. The first are criminologists, lawyers, 
sometimes ex cops (studying criminal justice processes), and police. The 
second are anthropologists, ethnologists, and social movements researchers 
focusing on informal ordering processes situated at community or civil soci-
ety level. Both groups usually ignore each other despite the fact that they are 
quite often interested in the same issue: strategies of approaching security 
and crime.

The former group studies top-down policing. Core topics of their inqui-
ries are legal and constitutional frameworks of policing and doctrines as well 
as police bureaucracies and their praxis in responding to crime and disorders. 
The latter group describes bottom-up communities’ strategies mobilizing 
their own resources to deal with insecurity when the state appears distant, 
unresponsive, and sometimes partisan, inhospitable, and oppressive. Core 
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topics of this group of researchers are culture, social networks and social 
movements, customary laws and justice systems, and informal strategies.

Where the nation-state is fully developed, as is the case in liberal democ-
racies, criminologists find themselves quite at home. Informal strategies of 
communities seem to have largely vanished as a result of the progress of the 
state as well as the rule of law and social modernization. In the developing 
world and less institutionalized states, anthropologists are more at ease as 
their object of inquiries seems ubiquitous, popular, even though, at times, 
excessive. From a state-building point of view, bottom-up policing initiatives 
may appear to be anachronic interlopers in the modern world. From a com-
munity point of view, however, informal policing can prove quite popular 
and a rational response to growing insecurity and it always expresses a deep 
mistrust in the state.

The community policing movement, which started decades ago in liberal 
democracies and rapidly became a global movement, has rendered the dia-
log between the two groups much more likely than before and, as this book 
intends to demonstrate, this dialog is potentially fruitful. With the advent 
of what is labeled the “community policing era” in police history books, 
police and society have entered into a new intimate relationship calling for 
both groups of researchers to help redefine the relationship between the two. 
This dialog might be necessary to rescue community policing from becom-
ing a marketing slogan rather than designating a fundamental paradigmatic 
change in the relationship between police and society.

From the police end, efforts have been undertaken to establish a bridge 
to communities. The doctrine of community policing in liberal democracies 
manifests the intention of closing the gap that had been created between police 
and society by the rise of the classical model of policing. In the United States at 
the end of the nineteenth century, so-called progressive leaders had erected an 
institutional wall between police and society as a means to insulate the police 
from corruption and political and other outside influence. Professionalization, 
bureaucratization, and the crystallization of the “classical” or “traditional” 
model of policing consolidated the trend. In this process, as discussed by 
Kam Wong (Chapter 10), the police response to demands for services became 
anonymous, generic, and fundamentally lost touch with the citizen’s feelings 
and expectations. Calls for a rapprochement between the police and society 
grew louder in the 1970s after a decade of civil rights movement, social protest 
against the Vietnam War, and, more generally, the rise of new social move-
ments. The formula of “community policing” carried the project of removing 
portions of the wall separating police and society or, rather, called for a radical 
transformation of the relationship between police and society. Community 
policing moved to the front burner of the police reform.

In the Anglo-Saxon world, opinion, ideas, and theories on how to trans-
form this relationship started burgeoning in police and academic circles. 

Local police departments and national police units embarked in highly pub-
licized reforms that intended to reinvent the police–society relationship. The 
movement reached continental Europe in the 1980s and, with the wave of 
democratic transitions after the fall of the Berlin wall, it became a slogan 
for the democratization of police forces around the globe and a tool for the 
reconciliation between police and society in former totalitarian or authori-
tarian regimes. The movement became so pervasive that even nondemo-
cratic regimes today adopt the community policing rhetoric as an emblem 
of their capacity to respond to popular demands. Most powerful instruments 
of domination and coercion are thus wrapped up in a package seemingly 
beyond critics.

The elasticity of the community policing denomination and its recupera-
tion at the opposite end of democratic regimes substantiates a thesis of Barlow 
and Barlow (Chapter 8) made in this volume that community policing is a 
public relations tool that “evokes positive images” with the ultimate aim of 
insulating the police from critical analysis. The appropriation of the commu-
nity policing rhetoric by nondemocratic political regimes turns on its head 
the original project of bringing communities and police closer together. This 
development is not likely to benefit the community policing doctrine that, 
after a pick in the late 1990s, seems today to have lost its seduction capacity 
and, in many countries, is on the decline. Where the confusion and lack of 
clarity has not led community policing to implode at national level (as in 
South Africa, for instance), it has been a key factor in explaining how com-
munity policing has taken very different national paths, as we will see in the 
country analyses proposed in this book.

From the society end, community policing or, we should say, informal 
policing or self-policing is not something new. During the apartheid regime 
in South Africa, the lack of formal policing in black neighborhoods led 
many communities to police themselves. Self-policing was also promoted 
by the British colonial system (Deflem, 1994) in rural areas and, in India, 
as discussed in Chapter 11, customary institutions had the ability to repro-
duce order until the recent wave of social modernization. Informal policing 
might be vanishing in some countries, but is reappearing in others, such as 
Tanzania, South Africa, Nigeria, and Kenya. These initiatives seem to respond 
to a situation of growing insecurity, a weak and nonresponsive state, and 
may use opportunistically culture and traditional resources to strengthen 
their legitimacy. If Buerger (1994), reflecting recently on the history of com-
munity policing reforms in the United States, could rightly deplore the fact 
that community policing has often been mostly “a unilateral action of the 
police” promoting community self-rule, in these states the contrary is true. 
This is what anthropologists and sociologists are telling us and have sub-
stantiated with astonishing evidence and vivid analyses. The reports from 
these states underline the existence of new informal policing movements 
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whose vigorousness contrasts sharply with the decline of community polic-
ing sometimes observed in the very same countries. Under conditions to be 
discussed in this book, imported top-down-style community policing might 
be less attractive, less legitimate, and less efficient for communities than 
bottom-up community policing. We believe that gaining a better grasp of 
informal policing initiatives, through a case study approach, and reflecting 
on their conditions of emergence, describing carefully the practices involved, 
as well as the modalities of interactions with the state and the insertion in 
local governance mechanisms, should open up the discussion and hopefully 
resuscitate community policing from an unexpected end.

Case Studies

The case studies proposed in this book will provide students of community 
policing with unique insight into national trajectories of community policing, 
whether top-down (state-led) or bottom-up (society-led). Country contribu-
tors discuss the rationales of the community policing reforms, their contents, 
how they developed and why, and what is left of the initial reform today. Each 
contribution deciphers—generally at national level, but sometimes at a more 
local level—what definition of community policing has been adopted and 
how the doctrine has been implemented empirically.

The states selected in this volume range from liberal democracies to 
the China of Mao, passing by developing and transitional states. Within 
the liberal democracies category, centralized and federal states were chosen 
to reflect upon the influence of state constitutional settings on community 
policing. For reasons that will be discussed, federal states are a more fertile 
ground for community policing initiatives than strongly centralized states. 
Liberal democracies are paradigmatic illustrations of a top-down commu-
nity policing approach with communities left to play a small role. Tanzania 
and Nigeria were selected as examples of developing states where commu-
nity-policing initiatives originate unilaterally from society. In both of these 
states, informal policing is highly popular. In Tanzania, village self-policing 
was promoted by the state ideology, while in Nigeria informal policing is an 
unwelcome appearance from the point of view of the central government. 
India, South Africa, and Latin America witness some coexistence of the 
two forms of community policing (state-led and society-led) in a context of 
social and political change and democratic transition. China, in this volume, 
occupies a specific position. The information on China offers more than an 
insightful view on the relationship between the people (the masses) and the 
state in Mao’s doctrine of policing. The author of this chapter (Kam Wong) 
suggests a radically new theory of policing, which profoundly modifies our 
past understanding of the relationship between police and society.
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The Ambiguity of Community Policing: 
The Issue of the “Model”

As deplored by Smeets and Tange in Chapter 6, there is no “model” of com-
munity policing or, to use Thomas Kuhn’s precise vocabulary, “community 
policing has not reached the status of a univocal and coherent ‘paradigm.’” A 
new paradigm, in Kuhn’s view, implies a new ontology: it postulates “entities” 
or “things” and assigns them with specific “roles” (Kuhn, 1962). In the com-
munity policing literature, apart from the postulate that communities exist 
(see Kalunta-Crumpton’s critical discussion in Chapter 7), competing views 
on the role that communities should perform in the policing framework have 
been coexisting and the lack of clarity on this issue has been responsible for 
misunderstanding, frustrations, and confusion when it came to implement 
community policing reforms concretely.

In one view, communities are understood as auxiliaries of the police and, 
in this role, can fulfill several functions. The “classical model” of policing has 
been criticized for its relative inefficiency in solving crimes as police officers 
are kept away from the main source of intelligence: social networks and local 
communities. Community policing, therefore, has often been understood 
as a new strategy of the police to produce better intelligence through, for 
instance, community forum, îlotage (or an officer based permanently in one 
neighborhood), koban (Japan-style police ministations in neighborhoods), 
and “sector policing” with the same patrols assigned in one neighborhood. 
The acclaimed problem-solving approach of Hermann Goldstein (1979) has 
staged communities in the role of potential partners in producing long-term 
solutions to the cause of public order incidents and crime. Goldstein’s depar-
ture point is also the lack of productivity of the police. Instead of respond-
ing iteratively to the same incident, police should turn their attention to 
the problem at the origin of repeated incidents and, with the help of other 
stakeholders, identify permanent solutions to recurring problems. Problem-
solving policing is a strategy of the police that might include communities 
in elaborating solutions for incidents as a means to reduce the workload of 
the police.

The other view of community policing assigns a very different role to 
communities. The arrow of the relationship points to the reverse direction. 
Communities, in this approach, are meant to have a normative say on how 
they are policed. Community policing is a philosophy of policing that opens 
up the police agenda locally to the influence of grassroot communities’ expec-
tations and priorities. Community policing is understood as a philosophy, 
not a strategy. Communities are not an “instrument” or an “auxiliary” to the 
police, but an end to which police are accountable. Community policing is 
about governance and accountability, not internal reorganization of police to 
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increase productivity (Goldstein) or a democratic camouflage (Barlow and 
Barlow critical analysis (Chapter 8)).

The ambiguity of “community policing” and the fact that different 
groups had conflicting expectations when the community policing reform 
was initiated in South Africa led to dysfunctions, frustrations, and the 
progressive (unofficial) abandonment of the reform. Anthony Minnaar, in 
Chapter 2, shows that when community policing forums were established 
as an emblem of the democratic reform, communities expected the police 
to conform to the views of residents expressed in these forums, whereas 
the police interpreted these forums as an instrument for gaining better 
intelligence on neighborhood crimes. The competing views resulted in the 
subsequent disaffection of these forums by communities. Resisting the 
“democratic paradigm,” the South African police called these forums a 
“necessary evil” as they helped legitimize the police action. As a sign of 
mistrust and a response to high insecurity, communities in poor black 
neighborhoods resorted to informal policing, using a form of self-policing 
that was common under the apartheid regime in townships. Community 
policing degenerated as simple “window dressing” and an empty demo-
cratic rhetoric.

Wong’s theoretical essay, in Chapter 10, offers some fresh thoughts on 
how police and society could be reconciled. The bureaucratization of polic-
ing led historically to a transformation of people’s problems into a univer-
sal administrative/legal language where the original individual meaning or 
intention of those who resorted to the police is often lost. Based on anthro-
pological accounts of people calling the police, Wong doubts that the influ-
ential view of Egon Bittner (1970) of the role of the police as defined by their 
potential use of force is on target. Rather, he argues, police is seen as an agent 
in a position of authority to legitimate the “point of view” of the caller. A 
citizen-centered theory of the police would stage the police as a legitimiz-
ing resource of the people to solve their problems or conflicts. This might 
or might not involve the use of force. The author acknowledges the break-
through of Goldstein who invited noncore classical activities into the police 
institution and repositioned police officers as problem solvers. However, 
Wong goes much farther and, indeed, turns Goldstein’s theory on its head. 
While Goldstein maintains that problem solving is a strategy that would help 
the police in becoming a more efficient organization, Wong argues that solv-
ing the problems of the people is not a strategy, but the core mission of the 
police as a resource to the citizen.

Wong’s pertinence might be illustrated by using opportunistically a case 
discussed by Mouhanna in Chapter 5 on France. Mouhanna reports on an 
incident involving guests in a Paris restaurant terrace calling the police to 
stop a young crowd from playing football next to them. To their surprise, the 
police arrested the youngsters rather than, simply, issuing a warning. Police 

Au: Okay to add 
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had been called upon not for coercion, but for legitimating the point of view 
of the guests. This episode was followed by an altercation between the police 
and the guests infuriated by the disproportionate display of force.

The Lack of a Community-Policing Paradigm as a Handicap

There is no doubt that the ambiguity of community policing and the lack 
of consensus over the role of communities has been a handicap for the dif-
fusion of the concept and, in some cases, a factor explaining its extinction. 
Smeets and Tange’s contribution in Chapter 6 shows that the reform of the 
police in Belgium preceded the official formulation of a community policing 
doctrine. Key reform decisions, therefore, remained imprisoned in a classic 
view, which stages the police in the role of authority involving the potential 
use of force. Those activities, which did not imply a potential use of force 
(neighborhood policing, problem-solving activities),were discarded as non-
essential and transferred to nonpolice services. What was pushed outside the 
field of police, in fact, was essential to community policing. Should commu-
nity policing have been theorized better and earlier in Belgium, this might 
not have happened.

In the already much discussed case of South Africa in this introduction, 
the conflict and confusion over the concept led to the disaffection of commu-
nity forums by frustrated communities. With this retreat of communities, 
the doctrine of community policing lost its substance and ended up being 
an empty shell. Officially, as discussed by Minnaar in Chapter 2, community 
policing was never abandoned in South Africa; in reality, there is not even a 
vestige of this doctrine in the current policing approach in the country (see 
also Burger, 2006).

Several contributions in this volume have identified internal organiza-
tional competition between police services or external competition with other 
security providers as a key element explaining the early stages of a commu-
nity policing reform. Community policing, it is shown, has been historically 
promoted by national police agencies, sometimes even military-status police 
(gendarmerie), as a means to counteract the emergence of stronger municipal 
police forces (Belgium) or as a strategy to preempt the communalization of 
police (France). Auxiliary police (community support officers) were created 
in the United Kingdom to counteract the growing private policing industry 
(Kempa & Johnston, 2005).* However, in most instances, the threat proved 
short-lived. Municipal police—when they are allowed to grow—are often too 
small and lack the resources to innovate, experiment, and theorize. Given the 

*	Kempa and Johnston (2005).
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lack of a preexisting coherent and robust community policing model, small 
municipal police forces have proven unable to innovate and to become the 
avant-garde of community policing movement. These municipal police, as 
private security companies, aspire generally to resemble the national police 
and are readily keen to accept classical policing as the ultimate model.

Intermediaries and the State

Community policing is, in a sense, the story of the return of the subject (the 
citizen) in the constitution of policing. It is a bold attempt to socialize the 
state or, as such, it is more likely to be successful in some states than in oth-
ers. In the French, strong state philosophy, social characteristics, such as 
religion, gender, race or ethnicity, are discarded as anachronic remnants of 
ancient regimes and not allowed to disturb the direct and face-to-face rela-
tionship between the state and each individual citizen. To socialize this rela-
tionship implies the introduction of inequality, privileges, and distinctions. 
Mouhanna (Chapter 5) argues convincingly that this overall state philosophy 
has precluded a significant development of the community policing doctrine 
in the French police.

While community policing is essentially foreign to the French state, 
it seems burgeoning in the United Kingdom, the United States, and the 
Netherlands, where communities are legitimate parts of the state. Arendt 
Lijphard (1980, 1984) coined the term sociological federalism to describe a 
type of state, which not only recognizes social groups’ legal existence, but 
also decentralizes policy decision-making or implementation to social 
groups rather than territories. In most of the twentieth century, the so-called 
“pillars” (socialists, secularists, and Christians) in the Netherlands have run 
their own state-sponsored schools, media, and insurance and pension sys-
tems. Sociological federalism, funded in communities, creates the legal con-
stitutional space for community policing to flourish.

Federal (territorial) states might practice community policing more 
like the bourgeois gentlemen of Molière, who spoke in prose without being 
aware of it. They may be practicing community policing unintentionally. 
Federal Switzerland, Belgium, Germany, and the United States have a pleth-
ora of local police forces and the politics of the police is mostly decided at 
the local level. Some federal states are further decentralized and, as in a 
number of Swiss cantons and the United States, the police system is frag-
mented into a mosaic of municipal police forces. In Belgium, police dis-
tricts are composed of one or an association of municipalities: the so-called 
ZIP or interpolice zones. All these police forces are inserted into a local 
system of governance with municipal authorities defining police priorities 
at the local level.
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Not surprisingly, reformers in Belgium have designated these municipal 
police forces as the substratum of the new community policing philosophy 
while, as they understood, the federal police would have to concentrate on 
specialized and professional policing functions. Local municipal authorities 
and the police force they control are an interface between the national state 
and citizen allowing the politics of the police to be defined locally. The degree 
of autonomy of local police forces varies depending on the type of federal state. 
While in Belgium or in Germany, the federal level often defines the standards 
of policing countrywide, these standards are entirely defined at the local level 
in Switzerland with minimal or no influence from the federal level.

Political modernization is associated with the loss of political power of 
intermediaries and, often, the elimination of the latter by the rising state. In 
India, as shown by Vincentnathan and Vincentnathan (Chapter 11), political 
modernization is closely linked to social change and what the authors call 
“social modernization.” Social modernization is defined as the advent of new 
egalitarian values (rejecting castes, , and social markers) in society—a phe-
nomenon calling for political modernization and new governance structures. 
The traditional courts system, whose function was to reproduce an ancient 
and consensual order, lost its capacity to solve conflicts. With the growth of 
egalitarian values, traditional courts progressively disappeared in contempo-
rary India. This process has left individuals directly facing a state under con-
struction, still poorly institutionalized, and not necessarily able to respond 
unequivocally to new claims from society. While a layer of intermediaries 
disintegrated, the modern state had not gained the full authority, coherence, 
and legitimacy necessary to absorb social change. In an open attempt to fill 
the vacuum, the state has resorted to “pseudo” panchayats (traditional courts 
and ordering mechanism) taking the form of “friends of police” committees 
which, in the last analysis, proved to function more as information agents 
and early warning committees than as problem-solving and social control 
actors for their communities.

While the disintegration of the intermediary layer of the panchayats is a 
consequence of social modernization and, if we want, a bottom-up process, 
political modernization can take place too soon, be too ideological, precede 
social change, and provoke disorders. In Western Sudan, for instance, the 
poorly institutionalized and highly under-resourced central state removed 
traditional power structures during the Numeri era in the 1970s, but proved 
unable to replace them with functioning modern state institutions. This 
process created a vacuum of power. Bureaucrats did not replace traditional 
leaders. Informal or traditional institutions were not replaced by formal 
institutions. In a context of growing desertification, underdevelopment, mar-
ginalization, and changing patterns in the economy, groups’ competition in 
Darfur increasingly took a violent turn in the vacuum of governance that had 
been created (Flint & de Waal, 2006).
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Tanzania and Nigeria—to take two examples from the book—have tried 
to revive or create new intermediaries. Heald ( 2007) shows how villages in 
Tanzania and the Kuria region in Kenya, facing a surge of insecurity, orga-
nized themselves and took policing in their own hands. There is often a 
combination of the old and the new in the organizations created in these cir-
cumstances. Traditional leaders may play a role, but the initiative can also be 
taken by “new men.” The Tanzanian sungusungu and its equivalent in Kenya 
are cases of production of new social intermediaries that have the trust of the 
communities and appear to be highly efficient in restoring security.

The Bakassi Boys in Nigeria and the Pagad in South Africa are new social 
movement organizations that have even less to do with traditional leaders 
than the sungusungu in Kenya and Tanzania. In short, they are the products 
of modern civil society rather than emanations of traditional society. The 
Bakassi Boys, for instance, were originally associated with traders’ associa-
tions organizing themselves against violent theft and growing insecurity in 
market places. The tradition of self-policing predating colonization and pro-
moted under the native administration in British colonies may play a role in 
the contemporary development of many of these movements in Africa, but 
more as a resource than a cause.* The Nigerian Bakassi Boys and similar for-
mations should be conceptualized as social movement organizations (CSOs) 
responding rationally to a situation of insecurity and a vacuum of policing 
rather than as traditional organizations anchored in a premodern world.

Institutionalization of Informal 
Policing: Defining the Frontier

The frontier of competencies that separates policing intermediaries from the 
national police are constantly moving and the status of the intermediaries are 
often precarious. In highly decentralized Switzerland, the reforms of the past 
decade have resulted in successfully disbanding many municipal forces or 
reducing their competencies.† In highly centralized France, the trend is the 
reverse: municipal forces have grown significantly in the past 10 years and 
their claims for more policing competencies have been more vocal every year.

Recognition by the state is critical for informal policing, as the state is 
not likely to welcome the phenomenon and the police consider informal 

*	 Cf. the concept of “frame resonance” of David Snow and Robert Benford (1988) discussed 
in the context of informal policing by Wisler and Onwudiwe (2008).

†	 In Zurich, for instance, the criminal municipal police was recently merged with the 
cantonal police; in the canton of Berne, municipal police were disbanded in exchange of 
the police to decentralize its services in four regions of the canton; in Vaud, the canton 
seems to progressively absorb municipal police.

Au: Spell out CSO. 

policing groups as illegal competitors. Members of these groups might be 
prosecuted if something goes wrong. In the longer run, informal policing 
groups might lose steam if some retribution does not acknowledge the secu-
rity services they provide to their communities. Some level of institutional-
ization might be sought and wished from both ends. When this happens, the 
frontier between the central state and society is redesigned.

Ideally, the institutionalization of the informal may take place in a 
process of decentralization. In Nigeria, decentralization is one of the main 
demands from states’ governors who maintain local police forces without 
having the constitutional basis to do so. The advantage of decentralization is 
that policing is inserted in a readily available, functioning, and modern gov-
ernance structure. This, we would say, is a top-down response to the ques-
tion of institutionalization of informal policing. There are, however, other 
ways to harness informal policing into the rule of law framework. One may 
think of laws formalizing mechanisms of accountability as this is done, for 
instance, for the private security industry. This is the path that Tanzania has 
chosen to follow and it certainly provides for an alternative model to rule 
the informal. Traditional mechanisms of governance can be strengthened 
by the legislative framework and, this path, we would argue, corresponds 
better to the bottom-up approach of informal policing. Finally, at the far end 
of the options, informal policing can be inserted in a framework of a legal 
pluralism as discussed by Heald for the second generation of the sungusungu 
movement (Chapter 3).

South Africa is a case of “state resilience” to informal policing even though 
the South African state’s response to informal policing is rather selective, 
oscillating between repression and toleration depending on the group level 
of violence (Minnaar, 2001). While informal policing is strongly opposed by 
the police and academecians, its survival in South Africa is largely due to a 
receptive African National Congress (ANC) party. More than anywhere else, 
informal policing in South Africa is linked to class issues and a high segmen-
tation of society. Responding to insecurity, richer, often white, communities 
hire private security companies or sponsor the police in their neighborhoods 
(funding a police station, for instance), while the poor black neighborhoods 
resort to informal policing. Informal policing has tradition in South Africa, 
as black townships were systematically underpoliced during apartheid and 
people resorted to self-policing (Chabedi, 2005; Nina 2000).

Standing between the two opposite ends—institutionalization and repres-
sion—an informal modus vivendi is a third option. Heald (2007) shows that 
informal policing faces a rather tolerant state in parts of Kenya; at the begin-
ning of the 2000s, the leaders of the sungusungu movement in the Mara region 
were able to reach an informal agreement with regional authorities that stated 
that thieves arrested by members of the sungusungu would be handed over to 
the police for prosecution. The modus vivendi helped to stabilize the situation 
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of informal policing which, however, as in the early days in Tanzania, remains 
in a precarious equilibrium state. Institutionalization and, to a lesser extent, 
the modus vivendi option, are platforms for negotiation with policing groups 
to eliminate the most controversial aspects of their practices.

The “grey” area in which informal groups can be maintained is not with-
out danger for them. Meagher (2006) has discussed one case of instrumental-
ization by the political authorities. The Nigerian Bakassi Boys movement, she 
argues, was manipulated for political purposes. In exchange for toleration, 
the informal group was hijacked to fulfill the personal political ambitions of 
the state governor. Once this happened, the Bakassi Boys degenerated into a 
militia-type of movement and was even involved in political assassinations. 
Discussing the Kenyan case, in Chapter 3, Heald (2007) asserts that sun-
gusungu movement in the Mara region showed little interest in entering into 
negotiation with state authorities precisely to avoid any instrumentalization 
of their movement by the state.

The Risks of Informal Policing

Informal policing is believed to carry many risks. Researchers, the interna-
tional community, public opinion, and leaders are divided when facing the 
reality of informal policing. South African criminologists are almost unani-
mous in denouncing informal policing as a threat to the rule of law, while 
Nigerian criminologists provide much more positive accounts of the phe-
nomenon. Anthropologists are also less concerned with what is described 
as unacceptable by criminal justice researchers. Human rights advocates 
usually denounce the abuses of informal policing while development agen-
cies start considering informal policing as an option. A 2004 United Nations 
Development Program report emphasized that people in Africa are more likely 
to resort to customary justice institutions than modern state formal courts 
(United Nations Development Program, 2004) and acknowledged the impor-
tance of traditional justice mechanisms in producing order and stability.*

The main issues at stake in this dispute are governance, rule of law, 
and human rights. Informal policing, argue the critics, moves essentially 
outside the framework of the rule of law and, often, is brutal, excessive, 
and fundamentally ignorant about basic human rights. Informal polic-
ing is associated with images of angry crowds beating to death suspects, 
summary executions, and all kind of human rights abuses and horrifying 
practices of “jungle justice.” Vigilantism is the favorite term to depict these 
practices. Interestingly enough, the same criminologists who are appalled 

*	 See also United Nations Habitat’s positive account of the Sungusungu movement in 
Tanzania (United Nations-Habitat, 2000).

by informal policing are far less critical of private policing. Private polic-
ing is viewed as more orderly, legitimate, and easily regulated by law. 
While they see private policing as one key element of nodal policing (a 
term coined by Clifford Shearing (1997) underlining the fact that policing 
has ceased or should cease to be the monopoly of the police according to 
neoliberal views), they do not seem to give the informal the benefit of the 
doubt and a rational response to insecurity problems by poor or tradi-
tional communities.

Another risk often associated with informal policing is radicalization. 
Radicalization can occur if the state represses informal policing. Terrorism, 
for instance, seems to have been the answer of the Pagad movement in South 
Africa (Dixon & Johns, 2001; Minnaar, 2001). Social movement researchers 
have amply discussed the relationship between repression and social move-
ment violence finding that the relationship is curvilinear (see, for instance, 
Tilly, 1978).

Anthropologists have provided more positive and reassuring accounts of 
informal policing. The notion that informal policing occurs outside of gover-
nance structures can be disputed based on ethnological accounts of informal 
policing. In the cases discussed by Heald in Tanzania (Chapter 3) or in Kenya 
(2007) or the Igbo case in Nigeria as discussed by Okerafoezeke (2006), infor-
mal policing is well anchored in community-based governance structures. The 
Iritongo in Tanzania and Kenya is a general assembly of the village that gathers 
generally in times of crisis and function as village court for serious criminal 
cases. It is the Iritongo who decided the creation and control the sungusungu 
in Kenya by, for instance, electing its “managing” committee. In India, village 
courts or panchayats were well anchored in cast-based society. Vincentnathan 
and Vincentnathan (Chapter 11) show how judgments are passed in the 
panchayats based on consensus in popular assemblies that are not dissimilar 
to the town meetings of the early days in America, the conseil général in Swiss 
cities, or the landsgemeinde of Alpine Swiss cantons (Wisler, 2008). Dramatic 
media images of angry and uncontrollable crowds contrast with the direct 
democratic nature of the Indian panchayats or the Kenyan Iritongo.

The account of Heald (2007) provides evidence that information gather-
ing techniques employed by the sungusungu in the Kuria region of Kenya 
are poorly compatible with human rights standards: beating the suspect for 
extorting confession from him is a “normal” practice in the examples she pro-
vides. Heald notes en passant that excesses of informal policing have little to 
envy to the practices of the national police in Kenya who use the same means 
to extort confessions from suspects. Confession-based evidence -methods—
a widely spread practice in statutory policing around the globe—is known 
to entail the risks of abuses that only the development of a forensic science 
investigation is likely to reduce significantly. Punishment decided during the 
Iritongo ranges from fine, restitution, banning, and, for thieves, legeza, which 
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means locking the ankles of the thief so that he cannot run again. In the Igbo 
tradition in Nigeria, shaming and banning are regular practices to enforce 
traditional justice.

Importation of Models

If the type of policing mirrors the development and features of the state, 
importation in dissimilar state contexts might simply result in failure. As 
discussed earlier, even within the set of democracies, community policing 
does not seem to travel well from one state to another. The ambiguity of the 
community policing rhetoric and the lack of a coherent paradigm per se 
are, as Smeets and Tange rightly assert in Chapter 6, a handicap. But, more 
fundamentally, strong states, such as France, remain constitutionally imper-
meable to community policing while other states, such as federal states, are 
institutionally much more receptive to the doctrine.

The question of importation takes a new interesting twist with the 
emerging global doctrine of community policing as an essential compo-
nent of democratic policing, a view carried out by development agencies and 
United Nations police missions when addressing the issue of restructuring 
police forces in transition and postconflict countries. This view has become 
even more important as United Nations missions are increasingly involved in 
“restructuring” police forces as per Security Council resolutions, and com-
munity policing is one key pillar of these reforms.

Minnaar in Chapter 2 shows that while community policing might have 
had a few advocates within the South African police at the beginning, the 
reform was driven mainly by outside democratic political forces importing 
Western ideas. In the case of South America, Frühling (Chapter 12) shows 
that the international community has played an important role in funding 
community policing pilot schemes. When external funding stopped, proj-
ects were often discontinued. One of the constraints faced by reformers in 
most importing countries has been the internal resistance found in the police 
organizations themselves. Frühling underlines that, in Latin America, lower 
rank officers have been less favorable to community policing than higher 
ranks, while, in South Africa, community policing has been viewed at best as 
a “necessary evil” (Minnaar, Chapter 2) and, more generally, as a failure by 
police management (see Burger, 2007).

Given the fundamental ambiguity of the rhetoric, community polic-
ing might be understood very differently and in irreconcilable ways by the 
various groups who promote the reform. The South African national police 
viewed community forums as a tool for intelligence gathering, while black 
neighborhoods hoped to gain through them a better control of the services 
delivered to them. Similarly, in India, “friends of police” committees have 

been established to provide the “modern” police with information on local 
developments while panchayat were reproducing a social order when it was 
consensual. The “friends of police” concept makes school in Iraq and, in the 
summer of 2008, the city of Basra created, under the community-policing 
banner, its first “friends of police” committee made up of personalities of the 
city. The committees—composed only by “friends”—are of delicate use and it 
remains to be seen whether they will be used as intelligence-gathering tools, 
instruments for mobilizing social support for the police, or tools for a better 
control of policing by communities in the neighborhoods. There is a high risk 
of misusing community forums for mobilizing society to become friends of 
the state rather than having the police become friends of the people. In deeply 
divided societies, community policing is a difficult thing to put in place. A 
key reason why Mozambique resisted efforts by the British to import com-
munity policing in the 1990s was the fear that community forums could be 
manipulated for partisan reasons. The government believed that the develop-
ment of a professional police following the “classical” model of policing was 
necessary to avoid claims that, by being too close to the public, the police 
would follow partisan lines.*

Importation of community policing Western-style might fail for struc-
tural reasons or, in other words, for reasons that are not easily “fixable.” 
Corrupt police officers will never be good community policing officers. When 
the state is distant, under-resourced, weak, corrupt, or partisan, police are 
likely to be a poor performer and the relationship with communities will be 
inherently irreconcilable with community policing. As a matter of fact, public 
opinion surveys usually identify police as one of the most vulnerable institu-
tions to corruption in almost any state. In under-resourced states, corruption 
is rampant. In repressive states, police are used as an instrument of the state, 
not a service to the communities. What has been sometimes described as 
substitutes for community policing—auxiliary police in Uganda, Sudan, and 
many other states—are, in fact, tools of the state to better control society. The 
shurta shabia (or popular police: a voluntary local popular police force) in 
Sudan is more a militia serving the government than a resource to the com-
munities (Salmon, 2007).

Suzette Heald is a pioneer in her claim that informal policing is 
superior to any top-down and state-initiated community policing proj-
ects in corrupt states: they have popular support, are inserted into local 
governance structures, and are more efficient than the statutory police. 
Because of the unfixable nature of the state, the importation of com-
munity policing top-down as promoted by the international community 
today is due to fail in these states. The strength of the sungusungu lies 

*	 Observations collected in 2002 during a field mission in Mozambique by Dominique 
Wisler.
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*	 Observations collected in 2002 during a field mission in Mozambique by Dominique 
Wisler.
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in the fact that thieves are sentenced by the community, whereas, in the 
past, “they were obliged to hand them over to the police and courts for 
sentencing, inviting the usual response, with the thieves simply bribing 
their way out. On their return to the community, they were once again in 
a position to terrorize, most especially those who had been brave enough 
to mount an accusation” (Heald, Chapter 3). Her claim is a strong call for 
a profound revision of the development agencies’ agenda in the internal 
security sector.
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