
Chapter II 

The Police in Early Silent Era Film 

“If there is one human type more than any other that the whole wide world has it in for,  
it is the policeman type. Of course, the policeman isn’t really to blame for the public 
prejudice against his uniform—it’s just the natural human revulsion against any sort of 
authority—but just the same everybody loves to see the 'copper' get it where the chicken 
got the axe.”131              –    Charlie Chaplin, 1917 

 

Movies first appeared in the United States during the Progressive Era—a period 

rife with social reform initiatives that were at the forefront of American consciousness. 

During this period, social unrest and street crime, as well as “white slavery” (forced 

prostitution) and other crimes, were pervasive concerns. Population shifted to the urban 

space, and massive, rapid influxes of immigrants filled the expanding cities, while 

poverty and social inequality created a ripe climate for organized crime. Progressive 

reformists worked to eliminate corruption from municipal governments, for the abolition 

of child labor, and for the right for women to vote, as well as other social-issue reforms 

such as temperance and birth control for women. Included in this list were improvements 

to the police, who were considered to be too often “uneducated, corrupt and brutal.”132 

In early films, such as The Moonshiners (1904), The Life of The American 

Policeman (1905), The Kleptomaniac (1905), The Black Hand (1906), A Corner in Wheat 

(1909), The Musketeers of Pig Alley (1912) Suspense (1913) The Bangville Police (1913), 

Traffic in Souls (1913), Easy Street (1917), Cops (1922), and many others, early visual 
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representations of law enforcement help reveal insights into the role of the police in 

society, as well as generally how the public viewed them, as films both reflected and 

refracted these views.  

The Moonshiners (1904), which features law enforcement as federal revenue 

officers endeavoring to detect an illegal moonshining distillery and arrest the criminals, 

exemplifies an early “amoral” film.  Directed by Wallace McCutcheon and filmed in 

Scarsdale, New York, The Moonshiners is an early Mutoscope & Biograph film that 

complicates a favorable view of law enforcement and is challenged by its sympathetic 

treatment of the moonshiners, a seemingly respectable husband and wife team, while 

showing the agents as rough in their approach in seeking to shut the distillery down. The 

Moonshiners is thus an early film that is sympathetic to the criminal, while also showing 

the graphic killing of the officers.  

The Moonshiners opens at the moonshiners’ mountain home where they are 

shown loading illegal jugs of moonshine onto a horse-drawn vehicle. The moonshiners (a 

husband and wife) and another woman seated in the back of the wagon drive off to trade 

the moonshine for corn. Unbeknownst to them, a spy on horseback for the federal 

revenue officers sees their trade and gallops back to the headquarters of the federal 

officers, who immediately arm themselves with firearms and begin to hunt for the 

surreptitious still. The still is hidden in the mountains, and the scene of the men making 

moonshine looks much like a documentary film. The officers overpower a lookout for the 

moonshiners, tie his hands, and then one officer with a rifle remains guard on the lookout 

while the other officers continue to approach the still with their guns in hand. The officers 

surprise the moonshiners and a shootout begins. One of the moonshiners is shot and 



killed, as well as one of the officers. The husband and wife flee as the officers pursue 

them. Although the intertitle reads “The Law Vindicated,” to show that the officers are 

justified in their actions, the following scene shows the husband running down the road in 

a serpentine pattern so as not to get shot in the back by the officer. The wife is running 

ahead of the officer but falls to the ground. The officer advances past her, stops, plants 

his feet, aims and fires several times, shooting the man in the back. From the ground, the 

wife steadies herself on her knees, draws a pistol and shoots the officer in the back, 

killing him.   

The Moonshiners ends with the wife racing to her husband and holding him in her 

arms. When the husband dies melodramatically, the wife collapses on top of him. The 

Moonshiners is not concerned with the rightness or wrongness of the husband and wife’s 

actions, nor is the film concerned with having shown the explicit killing of officers in the 

movie. Thus this film presents significant challenges regarding early representations of 

law enforcement in cinema. By displaying the officer who pursues the husband as a 

corrupt coward, willing to kill a man by shooting him in the back while he is unarmed 

and running away, indicates to the audience that the law is not to be trusted. The wife 

also shoots the officer in the back; however, she does so sympathetically, in defense of 

her husband against the evilness of the law. The film thus depicts the criminals as the 

victims and the law as an adversary to a family just doing what needs to be done to 

survive. 

This anti-law enforcement sentiment is a dominant narrative in early films; 

however, there are also early movies that render law enforcement in a positive light, most 

notably The Life of The American Policeman (1905). Directed by Edwin S. Porter and 



Wallace McCutcheon for the Edison Manufacturing Company, it was filmed in the fall of 

1905 with the cooperation of the New York City Police Department.133 Of all the Porter 

films, this one is the closest to nineteenth-century demands for realism.134 The first scene 

shows the police officer having breakfast at home with his family at their dining table. 

After the meal, the wife helps her husband put on his policeman’s coat; he kisses the 

family goodbye, and they watch and wave to him from the window as he heads off to the 

police precinct. This scene importantly shows the policeman as a person of traditional 

wholesome family values, a symbol of male paternalism. While walking on duty, the 

policeman finds a lost child that he carries to a market, where he purchases food for the 

child with his own money (Figure 3). The officer is then shown helping a mother and 

child cross a busy city street. These images show the kind nature of the police officer and 

his benefit to the community, illustrating the police as a force for good. The film 

chronicles the heroic activities of officers protecting the weak and vulnerable. While 

these acts of kindness are displayed, the music score, in a low tone, plays Julia Ward 

Howe's “Battle Hymn of the Republic” to accentuate the patriotism of the police 

officer.135  
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Figure 3: Life of an American Police Officer (1905).  Directed by Wallace McCutcheon and Edwin S. 
Porter. A New York City Police Officer walking the beat finds a lost child and takes him to a market where 
he purchases food for him with his own money. (Source: YouTube.com)  

 

The next scene shows the courageousness of the police rescuing a would-be 

suicidal woman from the river. While the “Battle Hymn” plays louder, the rescuing 

police officer jumps in the water, and responding officers make a human chain to pull her 

from the river. This act of heroism and compassion reinforces that the police are a force 

for the greater good of the community, are effective at rescuing residents during times of 

need, and are willing to risk their lives while serving others. The Life of an American 

Policeman presents additional portrayals of heroic police officers. A later scene in the 

film, that was apparently lost and was sold separately as the Desperate Encounter 



Between Burglar and Police (1905), reenacts the murder of an officer as he attempts to 

make an arrest.136 This scene was based on the actual instance of NYPD Patrolman Hugh 

J. Enright attempting to apprehend burglary suspects.137 Upon consideration, it makes 

sense to sell the later scene as a separate film because the other scenes in the movie 

present a positive tone, and to offer the killing of a police officer at the end would 

drastically shift the film to a somber ending, hardly the film's intention.   

Law enforcement additionally receives a favorable portrayal in The Black Hand 

(1906), directed by Wallace McCutcheon for American Mutoscope & Biograph. The 

Black Hand is an early surviving film about the Mafia. Its name represents the criminal 

syndicates of Italian-Americans in cities across the country in the late-nineteenth to the 

early-twentieth century. The Black Hand plot has gangsters threatening a local butcher, 

telling him that if he does not pay, they will kidnap his daughter. When the butcher does 

not pay, the Mafia kidnaps his daughter. The butcher summons police detectives, who 

hide in the meat locker in his shop. When an armed man enters the shop and threatens the 

butcher, the detectives spring from the meat locker and wrestle with the gunman, 

effectively arresting him. This scene shows the bravery and strength of the police. In the 

end, the police rescue the butcher's daughter from the gangster's den by surprising and 

overpowering them (Figure 4). The cops are heralded as superior to the criminals and not 

afraid to bring them to justice, as well as useful at combatting the power of the criminal 

underworld.   
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Figure 4: The Black Hand (1906). Directed by Wallace McCutcheon. American Mutoscope & Biograph. In 
this final scene, uniformed police officers sneak up on gangsters who have kidnapped a butcher's daughter 
(far left on the bed on the floor). The police are dominant over the gangs and effective in rescuing an 
abducted child and bringing the criminals to justice. The film is one of the earliest surviving Mafia films 
and concentrates on the gangsters and their criminal activity; however, the law ultimately wins, and the 
community is restored. (Source: YouTube.com)  

 

D.W. Griffith’s A Corner in Wheat, however, does not portray police officers in a 

favorable light. They are instead seen beating the poor and firing their pistols against a 

public upset over a lack of bread, when the reason for the deficit was the direct result of a 

greedy tycoon who corners the world market on wheat, thus making bread no longer 

affordable. A Corner in Wheat displays genius with its juxtaposition of wealthy society 

and the poor, accomplished by crosscutting between scenes of the poor on a bread line 



with the rich dining in excess. D.W. Griffith, although not the inventor of the crosscutting 

technique, is considered the vanguard for employing it.138  

Another earlier Edison Manufacturing Company film, The Kleptomaniac (1905) 

directed by Edwin S. Porter, also represents the popular theme of the rich versus the poor 

and the ill-treatment they receive in an unfair justice system. In The Kleptomaniac a 

wealthy woman shoplifts from a department store, is arrested, and gets off on the charges, 

while the justice system punishes a poor woman who steals a loaf of bread to feed her 

hungry family. The role of the uniformed police officers in The Kleptomaniac is purely 

procedural, but they are agents of a compromised justice system where the poor are 

maltreated, as opposed to the rich who can commit crimes without penalty.139  

D.W. Griffith and Fran E. Woods adapted A Corner in Wheat from the novel The 

Pit and from the short story A Deal in Wheat by Frank Norris. The main takeaway from 

the portrayal of law enforcement in the film is that they are agents of the government and 

are not on the side of the people, even when the lives of the poor are ruined because of 

the greed of the rich. In the scene involving two large officers in the bakery, both are 

equipped with long clubs and beat a hungry family of men, women, and children. The 

film shows the officers swinging their clubs and pointing their pistols, and one officer 

fires a warning shot into the ceiling of the bakery while the good-natured people cower to 
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the law and appear helpless—their only crime hunger (Figure 5). Since the officers are 

not on the side of the people, the film's message about law enforcement is clear: be wary 

of trusting the police because they are not on the public’s side and will beat and kill 

innocent, hungry people who are victims of a society where the wealthy are concerned 

only with massive profits, even if that means destroying the lives of the poor. A Corner in 

Wheat is a problematic film representation for a profession that was expanding during 

this period. This stark contrast between the rich and poor was a prevalent social issue 

during the Progressive era when many demanded reform. 

 
 
 
Figure 5: A Corner in Wheat (1909). Directed by	D.W. Griffith. Biograph Company. Two sizeable 
uniformed police beat hungry people for arguing with the baker because they can no longer afford bread. A 
greedy business tycoon has manipulated the world's wheat market to make himself richer, while the poor 
suffer from the rising costs. This representation of law enforcement shows the police are on the side of the 
rich, will use excessive force, and are not to be trusted. (source: YouTube.com) 
 



D.W. Griffith’s The Musketeers of Pig Alley (1912) is an early surviving gangster 

film where the police partake in a minor role, but their presence is reflective of a more 

significant issue: justice is in the hands of the victim, and the police are not to be counted 

on to pursue it. Written by Griffith and screenwriter Anita Loos, the primary focus of the 

film is on an impoverished married couple living in New York City and a criminal 

syndicate occupying the same public sphere. After returning from traveling as a musician, 

the husband’s wallet (his earnings from the trip) is stolen by a gangster named Snapper 

Kid. The husband endeavors to get his earnings back himself, while his wife “The Little 

Lady” (played by Lillian Gish) attends a ball where there is an attempt to drug her, but 

coincidently she is saved by the Snapper Kid. This act creates a rivalry between two 

gangs, and a shootout ensues outside. The husband is caught in the shooting and 

recognizes Snapper Kid as the thief who stole his wallet. The husband sneaks his wallet 

back from Snapper Kid.  

During the shootout, a group of uniformed police officers arrives and join in the 

fray, thus symbolizing the police as the third gang involved. The Snapper Kid is able to 

stun a cop who tries to detain him and runs away, thereby demonstrating the superiority 

of the criminal. The husband and wife return safely to their apartment. The police pursue 

the Snapper Kid, who is now also at the couple’s apartment. The Snapper Kid tells the 

wife how he saved her from a man who was going to drug her. The husband and wife 

deceive the policeman by giving a false alibi. The moral is that the public handles and 

pursues justice themselves, and they can deceive the police if it better suits them. Clearly, 

the police are meant to be treated with suspicion. 



In Suspense (1913), directed by Phillips Smalley and Lois Weber, who also wrote 

the screenplay and stars in the film as the mother who is left alone at home with her baby 

after a servant quits without notice, the police are more central figures, although they are 

also portrayed as more aggressive.140 A criminal “Tramp” sees the servant leaving the 

home key under the doormat and enters the home. The mother (Lois Weber) phones her 

husband who rushes home from work, stealing a car to get there faster. The vehicle’s 

owner and the police pursue the husband, nearly catching him along the way. This film 

thus presents one of the first examples of a police car chase; the musical accompaniment 

creates suspense as the vehicles are speeding down the roadway.141 Meanwhile, the 

mother barricades herself in her bedroom. The Tramp breaks through the door with a 

large knife and enters the room. Her husband arrives with police in hot pursuit.  

As the husband is running up the grass to rescue his wife, both officers are seen 

firing their pistols at him, thus illustrating the “shoot first, ask questions later” mentality. 

The scene shows the police as heavy-handed in their approach by shooting a man fleeing 

for a perceived vehicle theft, which does not warrant being killed by the officers. The 

film remedies the police’s aggressiveness by showing how they pat the husband on the 

back for doing what he did to rescue his wife. The representation of the police who are 
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quick to fire their weapons appears over and over again, as discussed with the following 

films.  

 

Traffic in Souls (1913) 

Traffic in Souls is an early feature-length film that addresses a moral panic at the 

time about “white slavery” or forced sex trafficking and prostitution of young white 

women. In particular, newly arriving young female immigrants were being preyed upon 

by seemingly respectable men, who, after gaining the young women’s trust, forced them 

into prostitution. Eventually, this form of sex trafficking would also include American 

women—white American maidenhood— being forced into the sex industry.142 Director 

George Loane Tucker treats this criminal activity by juxtaposing two examples of women 

forced into white slavery: a pair of newly arrived naïve Swedish immigrants and an 

American woman, whose father is an inventor, and her sister, who is the girlfriend of a 

police officer. The officer appears in different scenes, depicted as both in police uniform 

and as a plainclothes detective.143  
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While shopping the screenplay, Tucker pitched it as a way to show how pimps 

were stalking and abducting young women and forcing them into prostitution and how 

awareness and advocacy through the film's narrative could prevent other unsuspecting 

women from becoming victims. Although a social indictment as well as a documentary of 

sorts, the film is also an early melodrama. Additional movies of the 1910s that dealt with 

social issues such as drug abuse, child marriage, juvenile delinquency, and abortion 

began to appear, such as Lois Weber's Where Are My Children (1916), which condemned 

abortion and advocated for birth control for working-class women.144 The Inside of The 

White Slave Traffic (1913) also dealt with the issues of prostitution and immorality. 

Shorter than Traffic in Souls, the film still manages to adequately portray the methods by 

which young women were being kidnapped and forced into prostitution. 

Traffic in Souls provides historical images of the 1910s, allowing windows into 

the past through scenes shot in Fort Lee, New Jersey (where the birth of the film industry 

occurred), on the streets of New York City, and at Battery Park in lower Manhattan, 
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where real immigrants recently arriving from Ellis Island are seen in the background.145 

Other images of the 1910s social milieu include trolley cars, automobiles, horse and 

carriages, attire of the day, and city populations, including tenement houses. Before this 

period, still photographs, paintings, or literary accounts memorialized images. Traffic in 

Souls also portrays images of the brothels of the day, including the pimps who committed 

violence against their abductees, the African American madams, and the prostitutes 

themselves. The film also dramatizes how young women, such as the newly arrived 

Swedish girls—dressed in stereotypical Swedish costumes with long-braided wigs—are 

taken advantage of by men whom, at first, appear respectable but soon force the young 

women into prostitution.146 The film presents the grim reality that immigrants, who have 

fled their home country in search of a better life, do not always find that better life, and in 

some cases even find their new home far worse than the one they fled. It also 

demonstrates a popular film narrative about class bias, as seen in the fictional portrayals 

of social elitist and philanthropist William Trubus—a member of the ruling class who 

controls public vice in the underworld—and how the rich profit from the poor.147  
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For the purpose of this study, Traffic in Souls importantly provides a wealth of 

representations of law enforcement and their interactions with the criminals they pursue; 

for instance, in scenes such as where NYPD police officer Larry Burke first detects a 

brothel and single-handedly frees the women and arrests the criminals. This scene, 

however unrealistic in suggesting that one officer could fight off numerous offenders 

while rescuing a group of women and bringing them all into the stationhouse, 

nevertheless represents police as defenders of morality, capable of capturing criminals 

with the drawing of their pistol. For example, when Burke draws his police pistol, and the 

criminals throw their hands in the air to comply with his orders, there are moments when 

they can overpower him. However, most attention in the film is focused on the criminals 

and their victims, while the police are shown merely as agents who end the problem of 

white slavery. Nevertheless, the film also leaves the audience with a sense of how police 

corruption could allow the brothels to thrive right under their noses, such as when the 

criminals casually attempt to pay off Officer Burke in a way that indicates it is considered 

socially acceptable among officers to accept bribes. Burke declines the bribe, but the film 

nevertheless leaves the audience with the understanding that paying off the police is at 

least possible.   

Several scenes involving the police also importantly show the wizardry of 

intelligence-led policing. Isaac Barton, the wheel-chair-stricken inventor, who is the 

father of kidnapped Lorna Barton, invented a recording microphone device that allows 

the police to eavesdrop, an early representation of what would later become known as a 

phone bug. Although the technology was not possible at the time, and neither was the 

tablet used by the criminals where the daily earnings magically appeared in Trubus's 



office (arguably a prescient version of email as we know it today), the film nevertheless 

expresses how technology was an essential aspect of both early law enforcement and the 

criminal milieu. In the end, this technology is used by the police to support the case 

against Trubus. 

Traffic in Souls winds up with the police as the defenders of the weak, as they 

rescue the victim (Figure 6). In this scene, Officer Burke saves the kidnapped Lorna 

Barton and shows the police as the brave defenders of the weak and protectors against the 

criminal underworld. As shown in the below figure, the officer holding Barton shows 

compassion for the victim. 

 
 

Figure 6: Traffic in Souls (1913) Directed by George Loane Tucker.	Independent Moving Pictures 
Company of America (IMP). Police officers depicted as brave defenders of the victim. (Photo source 
unknown. https://filmnewyorkcity.wordpress.com/category/traffic-in-souls-2/page/2/) 



The film ends with the arrest of Trubus, as the intertitle informs us, at “The 

proudest moment of Trubus’s life. While his daughter’s betrothal was being arranged,” 

thus showing how the police were able to move easily within the milieu of the working-

class and are at times even superior to the ruling class. Traffic in Souls ends with the 

moral lesson that crime does not go unpunished. The final scene also depicts Trubus’s 

wife seemingly committing suicide to “escape her husband’s shame.” Trubus’s distraught 

daughter blames her father for her mother’s death. The film closes with Trubus crying out 

in anguish at his wife’s deathbed, as he falls to the floor.  

Although the police in Traffic in Souls are depicted as heroes, as the agents 

fighting the good fight against white slavery and its immorality, the contrasting reality 

that prostitution, in fact, existed openly on their watch en masse speaks to both their 

ineffectiveness and corruption at the time. As aforementioned, the example of NYPD's 

first Chief of Police Stephen Devery's corruption and grafting from the vice of the 

criminal underworld exemplifies how actual police corruption was a palpable reality, as 

Traffic in Souls reveals. During the same year that Traffic in Souls was released, another 

film, The Bangville Police, a comedy featuring the Keystone Kops, uses slapstick to 

illustrate this point. The plot of The Bangville Police is mostly that the police are not to 

be trusted and are in many cases unintelligent, unethical, and are not the solution to the 

problems of the times. These particular constructs of police identity were widely popular 

and continued in film throughout the decade.  

 
 
 
 
 



Easy Street (1917) 

 Easy Street is the best early example of police working to handle social anomie in 

the community while being portrayed as having been defeated in their efforts against 

rampant violence and crime. At the time of this Chaplin film in 1917, drug use, poverty, 

domestic violence, assault, prostitution, gang violence, and other social anomies were 

running amok in the inner cities. The only lines between the destruction of the 

community and a chance at peace were the police and the church; however, the police 

were considered to be much less useful as well as worthy of lampoon in the eyes of the 

working-class that mostly comprised the film viewership of the day. Publishing his 

reflections on the film in a 1917 issue of Reel Life, Chaplin remarked that 

If there is one human type more than any other that the whole wide world has it in 
for, it is the policeman type. Of course, the policeman isn’t really to blame for the 
public prejudice against his uniform—it’s just the natural human revulsion against 
any sort of authority—but just the same everybody loves to see the 'copper' get it 
where the chicken got the axe.148  
 

Chaplin continued, pointing out that  

I make myself solid by letting my friends understand that I am not a real 
policeman except in the sense that I've been put on for a special job—that of 
manhandling a big bully. Of course, I have my work cut out tackling a contract 
like that, and the sympathy of the audience is with me, but I have also the element 
of suspense, which is invaluable in a motion picture plot. The natural supposition 
is that the policeman is going to get the worst of it and there is an intense interest 
in how I am to come out of my apparently unequal combat with 'Bully' 
Campbell.149  
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Chaplin had worked at Mack Sennett’s Keystone Studios, acting in the slapstick 

film series, Keystone Kops, from which Easy Street was drawing upon for 

representations of law enforcement. However, the film does not depict the police as being 

as considerably inept as their portrayal in the Keystone Kop films. Easy Street opens with 

Charlie Chaplin (the derelict also known as the Tramp) lying against the stairway of a 

church, while mass services are commencing. The Tramp enters the church, and from his 

mannerisms, it is apparent that he is not familiar with the church edict or social norms. 

The Tramp is an outsider from the faith, and therefore this is an allusion to his immorality 

and his present circumstances in life. However, through a brief encounter with the 

minister and his daughter, an awakening occurs, illustrating how the church is a force for 

good in society and how a "new beginning" or transformation can take place if one only 

seeks the moral guidance of the church. Their kindness so compels the Tramp he returns 

the collection box, which he had been hiding in his pants, thus signaling a transformation 

had occurred not only in thought but also in action.   

 The Tramp leaves the church and walks out onto Easy Street, where a rough and 

tumble scene of violence is taking place. A big thug Bully towers over three police 

officers who lay at his feet, while he gives them a hard beating. In their initial 

appearance, the police are depicted as inferior to criminals and their strength. In the 

following scene, the “Police return from Easy Street,” the officers are shown to be punch-

drunk and injured from the brutality of the Bully, so much so that it suggests that they 

have lost all control of the streets and at present are ineffective in solving the problems 

that are destroying the morality of the neighborhood. A subsequent scene shows the 



uniformed police officers being beaten up severely by the Bully who again displays a 

blatant disrespect for authority by tossing them onto the street like rag dolls.  

Thus the film presents a direct representation of the public’s mistrust of police 

during the 1910s, especially since at that time films were predominately made with 

working-class viewers in mind. Today, although perhaps not quite as flagrant as the 

1910s, there are still many communities that do not trust the police. Recent explosive 

riots in cities such as Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014, in the aftermath of a police-involved 

shooting, show a story of resentment that is palpable. In such communities, 

communication barriers between the police and community created volatile situations 

over the course of many years.  

The narrative of police and community mistrust continues in the following scene 

where the Tramp is seen walking along Easy Street, where he finds a sign posted outside 

the police station: “Police Wanted At Once” (Figure 7). The Tramp paces back and forth, 

continuing to read the sign, while internally struggling: could a man of the street, who 

only moments prior attempted to steal from the church, serve as a police officer?  



 
 
 
Figure 7: Easy Street. (1917). Directed by Charles Chaplin.	Lone Star Corporation. The Tramp (Charlie 
Chaplin) stands outside the police station with a sign posted, “Police Wanted At Once.” 
(https://vaguevisages.com/charlie-chaplin-easy-street-4/) 

 

The Tramp enters the stationhouse and is initially mocked by the precinct 

inspector, who implies he is not strong enough to perform the police job. In actuality, 

police officers at the time were first examined for their appearance, stature, and display of 

strength, with many departments requiring minimum height requirements for 

employment. The traditional officer had to meet these height and athletic prowess 

requirements, and the Tramp did not, with his short stature and thin appearance, but the 

joke in the film is that the police are so desperate that they will even take the little Tramp 



to help fill the ranks.150 Again, as both a person from the streets and one who is not the 

typical size of police officers, the Tramp is marked as an outsider. As a test of will, the 

precinct commander slaps the Tramp, who, in turn, reflexively slaps him back, thus 

impressing the commander. This scene, used to show someone who is willing to fight at a 

time when the police are being beaten badly on Easy Street, also signals a world where 

police brutality was accepted as a means to justify an end and when a display of force 

was necessary to overcome chaos. This scene also ridicules the police by showing the 

viewers that anyone can become a police officer, even a criminal, and therefore does not 

provide a favorable light in which working-class viewers would see the police. Of course, 

the film is a comedy; however, the context of the scenes and actions nevertheless are 

reflective of negative sentiments of law enforcement at that time, as evidenced by 

Chaplin's aforementioned statement that “everybody loves to see the ‘copper’ get it 

where the chicken got the axe,” and the police slated as targets of reform during the 

Progressive Era.151 

The Tramp, now dressed in police uniform, meets a resident on the street who 

mocks him because of his not looking like a typical police officer. In response, the Tramp 

hits the man over the head with his nightstick, again reaffirming the belief that the police 

																																																								
150 Even the NYPD—America’s first police department—kept their requirements 

until the 1970s when Police Commissioner Donald F. Cawley removed the minimum 
height requirement. See: “Height Requirement For Police Officers May Be Eliminated,” 
The New York Times (New York, NY), July 23, 1973: 
http://www.nytimes.com/1973/07/23/archives/height-requirement-for-police-officers-
may-be-eliminated.html 

151 Robinson, Chaplin: His Life and Art, 192. 



are willing to use violence whenever their authority is challenged. The following scene 

reasserts this challenging of authority by depicting the Bully wearing a policeman’s hat 

(cadged from one of the officers he had beaten up) while walking on Easy Street, thus 

suggesting that the criminals rule the street. The Bully and the Tramp meet, with another 

juxtaposition of the authority of the offender and the weakness of the police; however, 

the Tramp outsmarts the Bully—a man of brute strength who even bends a gas lamp pole. 

Thinking quickly, the Tramp gets the Bully's head inside the lamp, turns the gas on full 

force, thus rendering the Bully unconscious. When the residents of Easy Street reappear, 

they see the Tramp standing over the Bully and are immediately scared of the Tramp, 

hence signaling a shift in power—they are confronted with the reality that restoring law 

and order is possible; however, it takes a police outsider (or a community insider) to 

accomplish it. 

The Tramp now assumes the role once held by the Bully as the enforcer of the 

street. Seven officers arrive on the scene to find the Tramp sitting on the Bully, clearly 

indicating his superiority over the criminal and the authority of the police. The seven 

officers represent the police establishment, in both their ineptness and inability to police 

the streets, through their being scared of a child licking a lollipop. The story next takes a 

twist as the Bully is led off to the police precinct, and the Tramp uncovers a woman 

stealing a ham. When the Tramp learns she is poor, in a Robin Hood-like manner, he 

helps her steal more food. The message to the audience is the reality that the police can 

be compassionate and also serve as protectors of the poor; however, it would again take 

an outsider, or a new way of thinking, for this to happen. The minister's daughter soon 

appears and observes the Tramp's kind nature, also reassuring the viewer that the Tramp 



kept his promise to reform his old ways. However, this scene is also a powerful 

illustration of a society where police mistrust is a severe issue. Even while he is a hero, a 

woman who apparently despises his presence tosses a flowerpot from a window at the 

Tramp. 

Easy Street continues to address social issues of overcrowding and poverty in the 

inner cities, as well as families having many children. The Tramp is brought to an 

apartment of a family with a lot of children, so many that he is, in fact, perplexed about 

how many children the family has. (At the time working-class families were large due to 

a high mortality rate, religious beliefs, less awareness and use of birth control, more 

hands needed to work, and also to assure a better chance of family survival as parents 

aged.) Meanwhile, there is a crosscut to the Bully who regains consciousness, breaks the 

handcuffs, and begins to beat the police officers again, tossing them around like rag dolls. 

Another crosscut takes viewers back to the Tramp and the poor family. The Tramp places 

his badge on the father and then returns to feed the family, sprinkling grain like chicken 

feed on the ground for the children in Chaplin’s comedic way to show the problem with 

overpopulation and poverty.152 The Tramp’s temporarily taking off of his badge and 

placing it on the father’s jacket shows that he is consciously aware the police are servants 

of the people, therefore highlighting the concerns with police corruption and the need for 

reform.  
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  The seriousness of domestic violence confronts viewers next. The Bully is now 

slugging it out with his wife in their bedroom. The Tramp responds, and a fight ensues 

between the Tramp and the Bully. The other criminals of Easy Street also attempt to 

assault the Tramp. However, the Tramp again outsmarts the Bully by pushing a stove out 

of a second-floor window directly onto the Bully. The stove is a symbol of family 

nourishment and is weaponized to escalate the violence.153 The minister's daughter 

appears again and attempts to rush to the Tramp’s aid; however, she is kidnapped by the 

street thugs and placed in a cellar with a drug fiend who attempts to rape her. The 

imagery of the drug fiend injecting drugs shows how drugs, as a dangerous social issue, 

was a considerable problem affecting the urban space. It also suggests that drug use and 

sexual assaults are related.    

The thugs of Easy Street soon overpower the Tramp, coincidentally tossing him 

through a utility hole that leads to a cellar where the drug fiend and the minister’s 

daughter are confined. The drug fiend is again attempting to rape the Minister's daughter, 

but the Tramp fights him off as well as dozens of thugs, rescues the Minister’s daughter, 

and restores order to Easy Street. The final scene shows a bright and clean Easy Street as 

the Tramp and churchgoers head for Sunday Mass. They nod and display respect to the 

Tramp, including the Bully, who has learned the errors of his criminal ways and is now a 

seemingly moral citizen with respect for authority. The scene fades out with the Tramp 

and the minister's daughter walking arm-in-arm toward the church. The power of the 

church is also used to illustrate how through religion a return to morality is possible, even 
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for cities and their citizens who are overrun with immorality and crime. Moreover, the 

church and an outsider's mindset to the methods of the police are the way to accomplish 

this. Easy Street’s main takeaway, however, is that the police are in need of reform as are 

the social issues of the inner cities.  

 

Cops (1922) 

Likely inspired by the negative sentiments he had for law enforcement during the 

third trial of his friend and mentor Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, who was charged with rape 

and manslaughter in which both trials resulted in hung juries, Buster Keaton’s Cops (co-

written with Edward F. Cline) has an interesting similarity to the accusations and 

subsequent trials of Arbuckle.154 Arbuckle had brought Keaton, “The Great Stone Face,” 

into the film business, and the two remained friends, working on several projects 

																																																								
154 Scott McGee, “Buster Keaton: Cops,” Turner Classic Movies, Accessed February 

17, 2018, http://www.tcm.com/tcmdb/title/438357/Cops/articles.html 
Arbuckle was charged with raping and murdering young movie starlet Virginia Rappe 
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together.155 Cops' main character (Keaton) is also accused and pursued for crimes he did 

not commit. The plot shows how the entire situation for which the police pursue Keaton 

is a misunderstanding—however, he is nevertheless continually pursued. Keaton 

reaffirms the idea of an innocent man being hunted and ultimately destroyed, as 

evidenced in the final scene where Keaton is pulled into the stationhouse by a huge group 

of cops. The last image the viewers see is a tombstone with “The End” engraved on it, 

and Keaton's porkpie hat hanging from the edge, thus sending the message that Keaton is 

dead, killed for a crime he did not commit. Similarly, even after Arbuckle's third 

acquittal, his career was destroyed. However, he found work directing films under a 

pseudonym, William B. Goodrich. Keaton suggested he should call himself “Will B. 

Good,” an obvious pun against the perceived injustices against him. Arbuckle opted for 

the former since it was, in fact, his father's name.156  

  Cops opens with Keaton standing behind a sizeable iron-wrought gate, one that 

initially looks as if he is in prison—an essential symbol for what the lead character 

embodies. Keaton is speaking to the mayor's daughter, who states (through an intertitle) 

“I won't marry you until you become a big businessman.” From the start, Keaton depicts 
																																																								

155 Nicholas Barber, “Deadpan but alive to the future: Buster Keaton the 
revolutionary: Buster Keaton wasn’t just a born star – he was a revolutionary film-
maker.” Independent Magazine, January 05, 2014: https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-
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revolutionary-9037459.html 

156 See: David Lobosco, “A Trip Down Memory Lane: A nostalgic journey to the past 
to relive the golden days of entertainment! The Last Days of Fatty Arbuckle,” The 
Classic Movie Blog Association, October 25, 2103: 
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how a man is perceived as imprisoned both in a visual sense and also metaphorically, 

because he is not accepted for who he is. Keaton thus sets out to find success as a 

businessman. When walking down the street, he finds a wallet a large man dropped from 

his pocket. Moments later we find out the big man is a police officer; his sheer size 

indicates his authority, and Keaton—a much smaller man—shows his ability to outfox 

the policeman, thus illustrating again how the police are perceived to be incompetent, 

clumsy, and quick to be hard-fisted. Keaton leaves with the policeman's money, believing 

it is a start for him to reach his goal. This scene is, of course, the most problematic for 

Keaton's overall premise; however, it was a petty theft and therefore not worthy of the 

massive police response that comes his way, nor was it deserving of capital punishment. 

The following scene shows how a con artist who saw Keaton with the handful of 

money fools Keaton into believing the furniture a family was gathering outside their 

home was his for sale so that he could feed his children. Keaton falls for the con and pays 

the man, who quickly makes off with the money. Keaton believes the furniture is a way 

for him to jumpstart a business. Not surprisingly, the owner of the furniture (the father) 

just so happens to be another giant policeman. 

The scene continues with more misunderstandings. Keaton walks across the street 

toward a horse and carriage with a for sale sign that indicates the cost for the pair is five 

dollars; however, the sign is really for a suit jacket outside a men's store. A man is in 

front of the horse and carriage; Keaton mistakes him as the owner and pays him the five 

dollars. The man, too, misinterprets Keaton's intention to purchase the horse and carriage, 

takes the money, and pays the owner of the store for the suit jacket, walking off in his 

new coat. Keaton escorts the horse and wagon across the street; the family mistakenly 



believes Keaton is the hired hand to transport their furniture. They begin to load the 

wagon, while Keaton, stunned, sits and watches them. These mistakes of identity and 

multiple misunderstandings are all designed to show how the police and the law are not 

infallible; sometimes, the wrong person is arrested for a crime they did not knowingly, or 

intentionally, commit. It is also a demonstration of police precipitateness.  

Keaton begins his travel in the carriage, and when he signals a turn with his left 

hand, a dog on the back of a truck misreads his intentions and bites his hand. Thinking 

quickly, Keaton uses an accordion-style coat rack, on which he affixes a boxing glove at 

its end to make a turn signal. He then travels past a cop in the middle of the street 

directing traffic, when the boxing glove unintentionally springs from the carriage and 

knocks the cop to the ground. The scene shows how the police, and the authority they 

represent in uniform, are vulnerable to attack. Even though assaulted under a comedic 

charade, a cop is the target, and not a baker, carpenter, or anyone else, therefore signaling 

that law enforcement is the central issue. This assault by chance, in fact, occurs twice, 

leaving the cop punch-drunk in the street. 

The film continues with mocking the police with the intertitle: “Once a year the 

citizens of every city know where they can find a policeman.” This is an ironic remark, 

since, on the one hand, the policemen will be at the yearly parade; however, on the other 

hand, every other day of the year they are in hiding or cannot be found when needed. The 

scene of what appears to be several thousand police officers in parade dress uniform 

marching militantly is exaggerated, since this was not a realistic number of police officers 

employed at that time by the Los Angeles Police Department. During the parade, Keaton 

has trouble with his horse and mistakenly turns into the parade route. Attempting to look 



calm, Keaton lights a cigarette, while an anarchist bomber from a rooftop tosses a lit 

bomb onto his carriage, which he uses to light his cigarette, and after realizing it is, in 

fact, a bomb, he reflexively throws it into the parade of cops, unintentionally blowing 

them up.157 The police now pursue Keaton en masse. Keaton crashes and escapes by 

outsmarting the dimwitted police. A captain says to the mayor in an intertitle, “Get some 

cops to protect our policemen.” Here is the most precise sense that Keaton portrays law 

enforcement as both incompetent and hopeless. The pursuit continues, with Keaton 

continuing to outwit the police and evade capture. Using the cloak of comedy, Cops has 

two uniformed officers swinging clubs at Keaton, who is seemingly just standing there, 

thus symbolizing police brutality and their eagerness to beat a man who is not attacking 

them. Keaton steps aside, and the officers hit each other and fall to the ground (Figure 8).  
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Figure 8: Cops (1922). Directed and written by Edward F. Cline and Buster Keaton. Joseph M. Schenck 
Productions. In this scene, Buster Keaton (as himself) is being pursued by the Los Angeles Police 
Department for an apparent misunderstanding, and two officers are swinging clubs at him, as he appears to 
simply stand there. (Source: YouTube.com) 
  

Keaton eventually defeats all of the police who pursue him, finally corralling 

them inside the police precinct and locking them in, throwing away the key in a garbage 

can, suggesting that law enforcement itself is in need of detainment. Not coincidentally, 

the old, “lock ‘em up and throw away the key” happened to be the type of “yellow 

journalism” Arbuckle was facing by the media.158 The mayor’s daughter approaches 

Keaton on the street and sees him dressed in a policeman’s uniform. She shows disdain 

for the uniform and the profession. Being a policeman was not a noble profession worthy 
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of her marriage. Keaton thus removes the key from the garbage can, unlocks the precinct 

doors, and surrenders. The final image of a tombstone, as mentioned earlier, engraved 

with “The End” and with Keaton’s porkpie hat hanging from it, puts forth the final 

message that Keaton was an innocent man killed for crimes he did not commit.  

  Since the cinema industry and early law enforcement emerged 

contemporaneously during the early days of cinema, films such as The Moonshiners 

(1904), The Life of The American Policeman (1905), The Kleptomaniac (1905), The 

Black Hand (1906), A Corner in Wheat (1909), The Musketeers of Pig Alley (1912), 

Suspense (1913), The Bangville Police (1913), Traffic in Souls (1913), Easy Street 

(1917), Cops (1922), and others depict emerging attitudes toward police officers and their 

work. Feature films, such as Traffic in Souls, however, provide a more sympathetic 

attitude toward the police, while also calling attention to their flaws. Other feature films, 

such as Easy Street and Cops, demonstrate how the police of the 1910s and 1920s were 

considered to be heavy-handed individuals, viewed as inept and deserving of satire. 

However, Easy Street poked lighter fun at the police, who were still portrayed on the side 

of good but who were also overpowered and unable to address the crimes overrunning the 

community. Keaton’s Cops was much more direct in its approach in showing open 

contempt for the police and the justice system.   

All three films illustrate how local censorship during the early Silent film era was 

a reality, as previously discussed; however, writers and actors like Chaplin and Keaton 

were able to convey disparaging representations of law enforcement in their films 

through using the cloak of comedy. In Traffic of Souls, Tucker also covertly portrays 

prostitution in the light of reformist advocacy to fend off censors. All of these films, 



nevertheless, display police brutality. Easy Street and Cops further depict police brutality 

coupled with a sense of the ineffectiveness of the police and the mistrust by the 

communities they serve. Because the film industry targeted their audiences as being 

primarily comprised of working-class viewers, these films refract the views of these 

communities and their mistrust of the police. Filmmakers also knew the sensational topic 

of “white slavery” was a primary concern at that time. Playing to the worries and public 

consciousness of the viewership both gave their viewers the narratives they enjoyed and, 

in turn, was profitable for the film industry, thus emphasizing the film industry's venture 

as American capitalists. It also further illustrates how films reflect popular culture 

perceptions of law enforcement at the time of production, and historians can locate these 

representations through analysis of the film.   

As mentioned, the Keystone Kops are, for the most part, negative depictions of 

police as blubbering idiots unable to solve a crime, even if the crime evidence falls at 

their feet. They are shown as agents of chaos, disconnected from the laws they are 

supposed to uphold. Unfortunately, over 100 years later, these unfavorable 

representations of law enforcement are still part of popular culture—the "Keystone Kops" 

snub is still used to insult police agencies across the country perceived as incompetent. 

This label, while admittedly at times earned, is mostly not justified. (Today, the 

overwhelming majority of law enforcement agencies are professional departments that 

exist for the greater good of society and the protection of the citizens they serve; 

therefore, the idea that the law enforcement profession closely resembles the Keystone 

Kops of yesteryear is a fallacy of copious proportions, an unfortunate snub). 



In the decades to come, crime films were increasingly brutal and pushed the 

boundaries about how far an attack on the police could go; consequently, reformist and 

religious groups again called for stricter film censorship and a remaking of the image of 

law enforcement in film. The following chapter examines what effects film censorship 

had on representations of law enforcement in cinema, turning portrayals of the police 

from those of being unprofessional, dimwitted, and worthy of ridicule into images of the 

law enforcement as being a respectable and professional status worthy of praise and 

admiration. 

	


