



The concept of policing has evolved substantially over time, shaped by societal transformations, political frameworks, and economic conditions (Newburn, 2011). This essay critically examines central themes in policing, focusing on the historical foundations established by figures such as Sir Robert Peel, the balance between public consent and government control, and the contemporary challenges concerning race, government authority, and civil rights. By exploring these key areas, this analysis seeks to offer a more comprehensive understanding of the complexities of modern policing and its shifting role within society. 
Sir Robert Peel, often considered the father of modern policing, introduced ideas that still have a significant influence on law enforcement today. His 1829 principles emphasized communication and public cooperation instead of using force, making public consent a key element of effective policing. The College of Policing (2014) notes that Peel’s famous idea that "the police are the public, and the public are the police" highlighted the importance of building trust and working with communities. This approach advocated for resolving conflicts peacefully, focusing on voice and engagement, rather than using force.

Peel’s ideas are especially relevant today in the context of UK neighbourhood policing, which prioritises engaging with communities, building trust, and resolving conflicts without force. Longstaff, et al., (2015) point out that public trust in the police is often built through positive everyday interactions, particularly with marginalized groups. This approach of community problem-solving and communication directly reflects Peel’s vision, helping to establish lasting trust.

With ongoing concerns about police brutality, racial bias, and the militarization of law enforcement, Peel’s principles remain a valuable guide. His emphasis on trust, accountability, and community involvement offers a practical framework for addressing modern policing challenges, especially in finding the right balance between effective policing and protecting civil rights (College of Policing, 2024)
McCarthy, et al., (2024) highlight the militarization of police in the U.K., through the use of military-grade equipment and tactics, which has led to criticism that it fosters fear and disconnection, especially during peaceful protests. Examples include the police responses to the Mark Duggan protests in the U.K., where heavy-handed tactics, such as the use of tear gas and riot control, escalated tensions and strained relations between police and communities. 
Research suggests that the militarization of police forces in the UK has detrimental effects on public perception, especially within minority communities, thereby challenging the foundational principle of policing by consent. The House of Commons' Home Affairs Committee has identified notable discrepancies in confidence levels among Black and minority ethnic groups regarding law enforcement agencies with only 54% of black Caribbean adults feeling confident in their local police compared to 77% of white adults (Parliament. House of Commons, 2020). Hanway & Hambly, (2023) emphasise that while overall trust in the police remains relatively stable across the general population, individuals within these communities have reported feelings of anger and frustration, primarily due to experiences of perceived discrimination and a lack of respect from police officers further challenging Peel's model of policing by consent.

The question of whether social control is best achieved through consent or coercion is an important topic in modern governance and policing. This issue becomes especially controversial during times of social unrest. During such periods, people often view police actions as attempts to suppress dissent rather than as efforts to maintain public order. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the enforcement of lockdown measures sparked considerable debate about the limits of police authority. 
The government introduced new powers under the Coronavirus Act 2020 (c.7), which allowed police to disperse gatherings and issue fines for individuals not complying with the rules. While these measures aimed to protect public health, there were numerous instances where police actions were perceived as excessive, particularly regarding familial gatherings and community events (Boulton, et al., 2024). For example, (Rawlings, et al., 2022) highlight that individuals were not allowed to grieve with family causing distress and upset. Incidents were reported in which police intervened at funerals and family gatherings, leading to widespread criticism that such actions infringed upon civil liberties and personal freedoms. Critics argued that these interventions represented an overreach of police powers, undermining public trust and raising questions about the balance between ensuring safety and respecting individual rights (Vincent, 2023).
However, policing by consent increases public trust in the police, research from the College of Policing, (2023) indicates that well-trained police officers who adopt a facilitative approach can effectively maintain order during protests by de-escalating potentially volatile situations. This report emphasizes the importance of clear communication and the judicious use of force, applied only when necessary to ensure public safety. Such a strategy fosters a sense of security, enabling lawful demonstrations to take place without the fear of violence or disorder. 
Additionally, a study by the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) underlines the benefits of community engagement and proactive policing methods in reducing tensions during public protests. The IOPC's findings suggest that when officers engage with community leaders and protesters, it can lead to a more peaceful and cooperative atmosphere, further reinforcing the principles of policing by consent (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2023).

Karl Marx's idea that economically powerful groups control weaker ones is relevant to modern policing. Historically, law enforcement has often worked to maintain the existing power structure, protecting the interests of those in power while marginalizing vulnerable communities (Cohen, 1985). This is especially clear in policing practices that disproportionately affect poor communities and racial minorities, which contributes to ongoing social inequality and exclusion.
Marx’s theory of conflict explains why poorer communities are often over-policed. He argued that rich and powerful individuals control weaker and poorer communities to protect their interests. This dynamic is highlighted in modern policing as practices such as stop and search and heavier surveillance technologies are used more often in communities with lower income (Marx & Engels, 1848).

The establishment of the Metropolitan Police in 1829 marked a crucial moment in the evolution of policing, proposed by Sir Robert Peel. This model was essentially designed as a system of social control to maintain public order between significantly urban and industrial areas focusing primarily on the working class. Peel’s establishment of a centralised police force was mostly in response to the social disturbance and political pressure of the time, with the working class being seen as a potential danger to societal balance (Lyman, 1964).  
The intent here was to provide a preventive rather than a reactive force, aimed at decreasing crime and deterring behaviour through visible police presence. While the objectives of the Metropolitan Police were to counteract rising crime, they also inevitably served the ruling class’ interest by governing and retaining the lower-income and working-class communities which are seen as dangerous or politically erratic (Everett, 2014).

This model focuses more on suppression rather than addressing deep social issues such as poverty or inequality, therefore setting a model for police officers to manage society through a hierarchical perspective.
Similarly, in more modern policing this focus on social control in multiple ways has stayed the same. Current practices continue to target poorer communities and groups, with policies such as stop and search more frequently being used in these areas (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2010). The criminalization of these areas, often through punitive rather than preventive measures, contributes to ongoing cycles of distrust in law enforcement.
This approach highlights the lasting legacy of class-based policing that emphasizes existing power structures rather than following social equity or community-based solutions, (House of Commons, UK, 2022).

A clear example of this issue can be found in drug enforcement policies. Research shows that these laws are enforced more strictly in low-income neighbourhoods and among racial minorities. A 2018 study by Lipscombe, et al., (2018) revealed that individuals from Black, Asian, and minority ethnic (BAME) backgrounds were significantly more likely to be stopped and searched under the Misuse of Drugs Act than their white counterparts. This finding raises important questions about fairness and reinforces existing systemic inequalities. Additionally, a report by Release, (2024) highlights that these policing practices take place within a larger context of socio-economic disadvantage. Focusing on punishment instead of community-based solutions makes it harder for marginalized groups, which can lead to ongoing cycles of poverty and criminalization.

The complexities of policing in a racially diverse society are heightened by historical injustices and the enduring impacts of systemic racism. Carr, (2017) investigates the treatment of Black, Asian, and minority ethnic individuals in the criminal justice system. It highlights the impact of systemic racism and emphasizes the need for police to engage more effectively with diverse communities to foster trust and improve relationships.

As the government adopts advanced technologies, policing has integrated tools like CCTV, drones, facial recognition, and social media monitoring to support public safety and prevent crime. These tools, while effective in many ways, raise ethical and privacy issues, sparking debates over balancing security with personal freedoms.
For instance, The Office of Biometrics and Surveillance Camera Commissioners Office, (2023) acknowledges that CCTV can help deter crime, but it also cautions that it may infringe on personal privacy. Facial recognition technology is particularly controversial due to its tendency to disproportionately impact marginalized communities. Research by Fussey & Murray, (2019) shows that this technology, while marketed as highly accurate, often has higher error rates when identifying non-white faces. This leads to more false positives for people of colour, resulting in unnecessary police interactions and potential legal challenges.
The implications of these errors extend beyond individuals, affecting entire communities. Many minority communities, already familiar with the effects of over-policing, face even greater distrust when wrongful identifications reinforce existing tensions with law enforcement. According to Big Brother Watch, (2018) some facial recognition systems used by police have error rates reaching 98%, meaning that innocent people are often flagged by these systems. This contributes to heightened surveillance in communities that are already over-policed.

Critics like Big Brother Watch argue that without strong regulations and accountability, facial recognition could further entrench biases in policing. They recommend policy reforms, including transparency in the design of these systems and independent oversight, to help ensure that these technologies are used fairly and uphold human rights. Such steps would not only reduce misuse but could also help build public trust in modern policing practices.
However, A survey by Synectics (2019) involving 2,000 participants in the U.K. found that 74% of individuals believe CCTV effectively deters crime, which contributes to their sense of safety. This statistic highlights the significant role surveillance technology plays in shaping public perceptions of security. CCTV not only functions as a crime deterrent but also helps build trust between the police and the community. When people feel their neighbourhoods are monitored, they are more likely to report suspicious activities, enhancing community vigilance and therefore supporting the theory that the police are the public and the public are the police (Goold, 2004).

To conclude, since the Metropolitan Police was founded in 1829, UK policing has often struggled to balance government control with policing by consent. Robert Peel's original vision emphasized trust and cooperation with the public, yet, over time, control-oriented approaches have often taken priority, particularly affecting poorer and marginalized communities.
Today, factors like racial and class biases and increased police militarization make this balance even harder and weaken public trust. Practices like stop and search, often focused on disadvantaged areas, underscore a shift toward control rather than community cooperation. This tension between ensuring safety and respecting civil rights underscores the need to re-embrace Peel's principles.

To rebuild trust, a renewed focus on transparency and true community engagement is essential. Prioritizing policing by consent through fair and visible presence in all neighbourhoods could be key to creating a policing model that truly serves the public.
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