


The history of law enforcement in the United Kingdom has been a critical talking point in the socio-political landscape within the community as continuous debates of whether the police forces across the nation have align themselves through community consent or have been institutionalised in ensuring that the government has total control over the lives of the citizenry. When talking about community consent in context of British Policing it is commonly held that the police gain voluntary approval and cooperation from the citizens of the land through maintaining a close social relationship (Jackson, et al., 2012) without needing to utilise aggressive control; this ideology is very much associated with Sir Robert Peel and his founding of the first modern police force which has been idealistically used as a building point and as general instructions in regards how the MPS (Metropolitan Police) should carry out its duties. 

The Home Office (2012) clarifies that the the ‘Robert Peel’s 9 Principles of Policing’ has no evidence to linking to Sir Peel but rather it relates to the first Commissioners of Police of the Metropolis with Charles Rowen and Richard Mayne holding the position and it thought that they were the ones that devised the idea of policing by consent. The point still stands that these principles were very much utilised and were sent out as “General Instructions” to new constables on how they should conduct themselves on the field and have the general understanding of the police’s mission. A few examples of what the doctrine consists of ranges from “To prevent crime and disorder, as an alternative to their repression by military force and severity of legal punishment.” As well as “To maintain at all times a relationship with the public that gives reality to the historic tradition that the police are the public and that the public are the police, the police being only members of the public who are paid to give full time attention to duties which are incumbent on every citizen in the interests of community welfare and existence.”  The philosophy of this according to Charles Reith (1956) was seen as unique historically and globally due to it “derived not from fear” however instead ensures that it works “almost exclusively from public co-operation with the police.”  Allowing themselves to work with mutual respect along with affection from the community.  To essentially summarise the police, have at the beginning of its modern history showcases as an institution relies on public consent to carry out it’s functions to serve both the state and the people to maintain public law and order. This concept of community-related policing has existed even before the establishment of the Metropolitan Police Act 1829 with society having a much more decentralised way of enforcing the peace. The Parish constable which is essentially a volunteer watchman was a popular form of law enforcement officer within pre-Victorian Europe, typically a parish constable would be chosen and sworn in by two Justices of the Peace for one year where they would carry out duties that were associated with local policing however issues later arose that this method of policing had key issues with one notable one being pointed out by J.L Lyman (1964) states that “As economic opportunities increased, householders found it unprofitable to assume their turns at keeping the peace.” Which later resulted in the locals simply hiring others to do it for them which later resulted in the community most unfit holding the office of constable, Lyman continues to state that many constables were “notorious for bribe taking and collaboration with known criminaljs.”  It should also be noted that there were acts to allow watchmen to get paid for their duties such as the 1730s local improvement acts which was mainly in found in towns however the effectiveness of this could very much vary depending on different locations, UK Parliament (2024) supports these findings and state that statistics from 1805 released by the judiciary “revealed that crime was increasing at an alarming rate.” Which can be interpreted as the Parish constable not being fit for purpose which can be considered as to why a government operated centralised law-enforcement body was considered hence why London formed the Metropolitan police in 1829 while Glasgow had their own in 1800.  

A centralised police force would’ve been established with the guidance of Sir Robert Peel who himself was a former military officer who was expected to find a solution to combat the growing crime rate within London as well as replace the ineffective parish constable system. What he wanted was for a police force to be organised and uniformed accountable to the public and serve the people of the city with himself having quoted to say according to Ramsay (1971) “‘The basic mission of the police is to prevent crime and disorder. Our duties are dependent on public approval. This diminishes with our use of physical force and increases with our impartial service to the law.” Which essentially proves that Peel himself wishes to have the police as a service to not just be used as an enforcement arm of the government but to also see the public as their approvers that they can work with to carry out essential law-binding tasks, it should also be noted that Peel himself wanted to ensure that violence was kept at a minimum and he wanted it so that the Police didn’t echo the same reputation as the British army who in the past carried out acts of violence against the public whenever the state called upon them to police the public during times of civil unrest this is supported by Julian Go (2013) who carefully explains that “Peel had meant the new police to be a “civil” force, a nonmilitary organization under civilian command, different from the British Army and from Continental police forces like France’s gendarmerie.” This is because the British army as well as paramilitary police forces like the French gendarmerie had been notorious for putting down disorder through harsh action as previously stated with examples such as Spa fields in 1816, Peterloo 1819, as well as the Newport Rising incident in 1839 etc. However, on the other hand the metropolitan police was had to an extend some quasi-military influences which can be seen within it’s rank structure as well as it’s uniformity, with Julian Go in his same book describing that the people of London seen this new organization just as “another army in disguise” with him citing an anonymous poem that spread across London in which a parody speech mocking Sir Peel and his address to the public, giving full support to the military and it’s actions in Spa fields and Peterloo.  

Going to the other side of the argument there is a popular belief not just within the United Kingdom but across the globe where we see the police forces or law enforcement agencies in general being seen as an enforcement arm of the government, oppressing the poor and dispossessed through violent or covert actions to ensure total obedience to the state. For example, in the United States there has been scrutiny against the police forces and the federal agencies for their strategies in keeping the peace from the oppression of racial minorities, putting down labour revolts, along with silencing and harassing key political opposition. Oddly enough the United States policing system had been something of community with themselves having at first multiple sheriff different offices that was heavily decentralised with the people having to vote for who could hold the rank of Sheriff. It wasn’t long till privatisation of the police came into play as in the 1800s the Pinkerton Detective Agency who became extremely famous and held many contracts from the federal government after assisting them in the civil war against the confederacy by providing military intelligence and offering protection services to President Abraham Lincon and according to O’Hara (2016) states that  “Between 1865 and 1884 agents were involved, as private detectives and labour spies, in many of the key political and cultural moments of the era.”  This shows that the Pinkertons were very much used as quasi-secret police in relation to infiltration of labour unions, the Pinkertons are often seen as a mixed bag with their infamous detectives being known for taking down dangerous outlaw gangs such as the one under Jesse James from 1861 while at the same time, they have attempted to put down labour protests as seen in the Homestead strike of 1892.  Other examples that could be looked at across the world is how the state uses secret police forces like those of the paramilitary Rapid Action Battalion of Bangladesh who has been known to commit extrajudicial killings on political opponents in the name of the Hasina regime (Daud, 2023). In relation to a British context it’s seen throughout society that British police forces and the British military have been used as tools of oppression against the local people and such a infamously tragic example would the Royal Ulster Constabulary and its predecessor the Royal Irish Constabulary actions in today’s Republic of Ireland and British controlled Northern Ireland where oppression against the Irish people, more specifically Catholics have been recorded. 

The problems with Policing in Ireland were the government constant use of oppression and obsession with governmental control, during the Irish independence war between the self-declared republic and the British empire. The Irish insurgency very much utilised guerrilla warfare to fight the state with police barracks and governmental buildings constantly coming under attack. In response the British government had issued orders for a new unit of former British army soldiers who fought in the first world war to join as constables for the Royal Irish Police thus gaining the nickname of “Black and Tans” due to them wearing mismatching uniforms that were a combination between police and British army. Almost instantly there were problems as these mentally scarred veterans that seen the horrors of the western front were reported to have “became notorious for their violence and lack of discipline.” (Leeson 2011) it was common sight to see the Black and tans alongside their colleagues at the ADRIC (Auxiliary Division) to commit horrific war crimes against the civilian population thus breaking any form of civil trust between the police and the community it was supposed to serve with Dr John Ainsworth (2001) having quoted in his writings that the ADRIC and Black and Tans “became infamous world-wide for outrageous reprisals against the civilian population in retaliation for losses suffered in engagements with the IRA.” This ironically made people support organizations like Sinn Féin and the Irish Republican Army even more thus leading to the separation of Ireland. 

However, conflict wouldn’t have ended just there with the now isolated Irish Catholics living in Northern Ireland facing discrimination from not just the police but also from the British army and the Ulster Volunteer Force which was an extremist loyalist paramilitary which was heavily suspected of gaining aid from the state government. Looking into more recent “Troubles” period in Northern Ireland that lasted 30 years (1960-1998) the Royal Ulster Constabulary was at the forefront of combatting Republican movements across the territory, it very much faced the same issues as did its predecessor with themselves having a majority non-Catholic population from loyalist families, according to Weitzer (1985) the RUC had drawn recruits mainly from men of protestant backgrounds (Approx. 90%). The journal states that the top echelon of the RUC brass was very closely linked to the pro-unionist political establishment and “Saw themselves as the guardians of abiding Protestant interests.” Which wasn’t surprising to hear that the RUC culture was “was notoriously anti-Catholic and prone to indiscipline.”  So, with these factors considered one could see as to why the RUC was disbanded and reformed into the PSNI. 

Finally, looking into the twenty-first century there is still issues with policing and public consent with the question of “who guards the guardians.”  As interactions between the ethnic minorities with the police having been rather controversial with the Met Police themselves being subjected to wide criticism with scrutiny such as “The system as a whole does not hold or deliver real consequences where failures persist.” (Casey 2023) the Casey review has found that the Metropolitan Police had institutionalised racism, misogyny, and sexism.  Such findings sparked outcry and further raised eyebrows on whether the police were there to serve the community whether it’s isolating minorities to committing homicides with examples being the rape and murder of Sarah Everard by Constable Wayne Cousins who was infamously given the nickname by the “rapist” by fellow officers according to multiple media outlets (Civil Nuclear Police Authority, 2024) while another example of police misconduct or mishandling would be the murder of Stephen Lawrence at the hands of white supremacists which caused an inquiry into the police forces handling of the situation where according to Meade & Nickolls (2023) found that there was indeed institutionalised racism. 

In conclusion we can see that law enforcement in the United Kingdom plays a massive role in protecting the community and idealistically follows through with policing with public consent however as y throughout history the police there are two main ideas of how the public views the police in relation to scrutiny with one side seeing the police as incompetent and undisciplined while the other side might consider them an enforcement arm of the government there to crackdown on civil liberties and rights which there is without a doubt key evidence to state that is the truth, especially with how the Royal Ulster Constabulary and the Royal Irish Constabulary conducted themselves against the native Irish catholic population often suspected collaborating with the British army and loyalist paramilitary terror groups in extrajudicial murders which very much goes against the principles that Sir Peel initially sought for the first modern police force which is further back up by how our law enforcement still persists today in breaking the community trust by misconduct along with mishandling of cases, it should be noted however the police aren’t the only ones to be held accountable but also the political elite on the top as well as supporting agencies that work closely with the police. In the end there does need be more insight on how the police should act as an organisation and there should stronger emphasis on the Latin term “quis custodiet ipsos custodes.”
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