
History of Policing Timeline Activity (45 minutes) 

Objective: To learn about key points in the history of policing and state violence in the U.S. 

 

Items needed: 

Long sheet of butcher paper 

Markers 

Copy of Historical Timeline of Policing in the U.S. developed by the Chicago PIC Collective 

 

1.  On a long sheet of butcher paper, create a timeline by drawing a horizontal line through the 

middle and marking off centuries, starting with the 1600s and ending with the 2000s. 

2.  Explain that the group is going to create a timeline of the history of policing and state 

violence in the U.S. using participants’ collective knowledge. Emphasize that participants 

should think creatively about how historical periods and events, policy changes, ideologies, 

etc. influence the growth of—or resistance to—policing and state violence. 

3.  Break participants up into smaller groups of 3-5 people. 

4.  Pass out post it notes to each small group. Instruct participants to brainstorm moments in the 

history of policing and state violence in the U.S., and then add it to the timeline. Emphasize 

that knowing the exact date is not important, just put it approximately where the group thinks 

it goes. Groups are welcome to add important dates, historic periods, or personal events that 

relate to the creation and strengthening of policing or resistance to the police and state 

violence. Give groups 10 minutes to brainstorm and write their ideas on post it notes, decide 

where to put it on the timeline, talk about anything else they want to add, and put it all up on 

the timeline. 

5.  Once everyone has added their points to the timeline, have each group explain the events 

they added to the timeline to the rest of the participants, and its significance in the history of 

policing in the U.S. 

6.  Facilitator’s should review the timeline as a whole, pointing out themes of racism, white 

supremacy, and ways movements, politics, laws, etc have developed in order to control the 

bodies and lives of communities of color, poor people, queer people, people with disabilities. 

Policing in its present state is not an accident, it has grown into its current state from what it 

was when Europeans began taking over this country. It has consistently been expanded and 

strengthened as a way to keep oppressed groups from coming together and rising up and as a 

source of political scapegoating and profit for corporations and politicians. 

7.  Facilitator’s note: for dates and other information related to the points that participants might 

bring up, you can rely on the incomplete timeline that the Collective has compiled. 

 


