Conflict vs Consensus Police: How Sociological theory portray the public perception of policing

Literature Review:

Introduction:

In literacy and writing, Consensus vs Conflict theories debate their theorems on how the public view the police. The below writing highlights how these theories are evidenced in opinions broadcasted and shared in different versions of media and reports which will evidence how credible these theories are at representing the public opinion.

Conflict:

Initially, Conflict theory has not been defined by one sociologist but many from several theories. It can be surmised as an amalgamation of theories that are based upon the ideology that individuals and groups of society connect via conflict rather than agreement. These theories which include heavy influences of Marxism, focus on social disagreements such as social class, gender and race as reasons of conflict in society. 
Within Marxism, there are 2 focal points of which writers have theorised how the public view the police and official state. These being “Selective Law Enforcement” and “The State and Law Making”.
In his 2001 book “The Rich get Richer and the Poor get Prison”, Jeffrey Reiman theorises that crimes committed by the upper class are accepted and unlikely to be treated as a criminal offence (Jeffrey Reiman, 2016). This idea presents the theory that police and state are “selective” in their prosecution and pursuit of crimes against those in the upper class and the crimes they are likely to commit. These being established as “complex crimes easily undetectable but the common man” such as fraud, exploitation and coercion in original Marxism writing by Karl Marx (Karl Marx, 2015). Reiman focuses his work upon crimes committed within the workplace that exploit rules and these go unpunished comparatively to crimes such as assault, theft and burglary. This includes the ignorance of health and safety laws whereby corporations are unpunished for the nescience of these laws as well as the exploitation of tax laws such as offshore accounting to avoid taxes in place that the corporation must pay.
A recent study based on tax fraud that highlights selective law enforcement shows that although there have been a recent influx of “measures” in the last decade to combat tax fraud, these measures are focused on enforcement of revenue gain rather than the combating of the fraud itself (Feria, 2020). This study highlighted and argued that the state creates enforcement measures that reimburses revenue rather than measures that will help prevent tax fraud and create laws that make it more adverse to achieve tax fraud. Feria’s study emphasises the ideology that Reiman and Karl Marx present of “Selective Law Enforcement” and “The State and Law Making” by evidencing that the state do not create laws that help prevent fraud rather than seek recompense for it and thus creating a cycle of keeping the upper class in power through monetary value.
Further to these two theorems, William Chambliss conducted a study in 1978 within Seattle that focuses upon Selective Law Enforcement. Chambliss’ report showed that 70% of arrests were for public drunkenness whilst white collar crimes involving lead politicians, official state heads and other important upper-class individuals were all but ignored. Some of these crimes he identified from official statistics and reports were in relation to organised crime prostitution that effected the community at large; in particular that of the lower class. (Chambliss, 1978). Chambliss’ report, which contains credible evidence from official police reports of Seattle further underlines the issue of Selective Law Enforcement as the police and state created those reports themselves. Chambliss’ report and theorem of Selective Law Enforcement is further substantiated by a report from Richard Murphey in 2011 where, as a tax researcher, has found that in 2011 the outstanding debt estimated from tax evasion, fraud and eversion amounted to £120 billion whereas benefit fraud only amounted to £1.1 billion (Murphey, 2011). This report demonstrates Chambliss’ idea of Selective Law Enforcement whereby white collar crime of tax evasion, tax debt and fraud amounts to a substantial amount more than benefit fraud. Marxism would argue that this is due to the media portraying the idea of benefit fraud being more prevalent than tax evasion and the media being controlled by the elite and upper classes. Despite the media stating so, the credible report from Murphey who took statistics from state findings portrays the opposite opinion with factual evidence that white collar crime causes more financial damage to society than benefit fraud from those in the lower class. Marxism would argue that this is a form of control over the lower class. 
Despite evidence stating so, the public deemed benefit fraud to be of concern as per a report from UK Government Social Research. The research report conducted in 2023 showed that “62% of respondents saw fraud and error in the system as a big problem; 39% thought it was on the increase (compared to 5% who thought it was decreasing); and around a third (31%) believed “most” incorrect benefit claims are a result of dishonesty” (UK Governement Social Research, 2023). This report showing the publics perception in correlation with the report conducted by Murphey and Chambliss’ theory, it can be presumed that the public’s perception on benefit fraud is stained by the media’s heavy portrayal that it is of concern despite the evidence from Murphey’s tax research showing otherwise. An overall thesis concluding that despite evidence, the public’s opinion on policing action and accountability may not be reliable compared to the actual reality of what police are counteracting, responding to and tackling.

Analysing these theories and reports, it is evident that alongside Feria’s report, the ideology of “The State and Law Making” is prevalent to today’s society as it demonstrates the state’s laws focus on reparation of fraud through monetary gain rather than the prevention of tax fraud which in turn, effects only those paying tax which are predominantly lower to middle classes. Further to this, Feria’s study is credible due to its use of current laws that are still present in modern society. The theory of Selective Law Enforcement is also evidenced in an IPSOS study into the public perception of police. 4,709 British adults were interviewed on their perceptions of police and within the interview, they were asked “In the past 12 months how effective, if at all, do you think the police in your local area have been at each of the following?”. The result of the question posed that the public believe that their local police are least effective at tackling online cultural issues and protecting those who are online comparatively to those who are at greatest risk (IPSOS, 2020). This study further accentuates that the public perceive the police to be inept at tackling online crime such as fraud. Combined with the beforementioned theories, it could be perceived that the police choose to tackle fraud inefficiently due to the monetary value it brings the state and that it does not effect those who are in power or the elite of society.
On the other hand, it can be argued that the originality of the theory from Marx and Reiman is outdated due to the original theories being published some hundred years before. Further, a criticism of the above mentioned reports and theories is that the IPSOS study does not present the idea that police are choosing to tackle fraud ineptly. It could be the matter that due to the complexity of the crime that local police are ill-trained in the matter and require further support in dealing with complex investigations into fraud. A further criticism of the above is that the culmination of Richard Murphey, Chambliss and the research study from UK Government again does not demonstrate evidence that the media influences the public’s opinion that benefit fraud is more prevalent than white collar fraud. No evidence suggests the media is at hand of influencing the public and only theorises that it is used to control lower class opinions. Consensus theorists would argue that the media is used to inform society of the most prevalent issues it faces and creates cohesion in society by uniting social groups against the issue (Parsons, 1964).

Consensus:

Consensus theory has strong ties to the unity and togetherness of society and in turn between public and police. Consensus theory comprises of mainly functionalist theorists who believe the relationship between public and police is harmonious and that the police is comprised of persons to and from the community it serves and representative of the local social groups (Durkheim, 1938). Police are seen as a welcome presence in the community and it is a value that is needed within society. 

The view on police, punishment and the state are viewed mostly in a positive light in consensus theory. As stated above, it is a bond between community and police whereby police work on a “Policing by consent” theory. This theory developed by Robert Peel was contained in his “Peelian Principles” issued to the Metropolitan Police in 1829 whereby the 9 principles he stated confirmed police will work by the consent of the public and this is where their power derives, not by the power gave from the state (GOV.UK, 2012).
With this basis, Consensus theory derives a form of cohesion and the necessity of crime within society. Focusing on the legitimacy and why the public conform to authority, It is stated that the legitimacy of policing does not come from the effectiveness of dealing with crime but from the fairness of dealing with the crime. The public were observed to be more concerned with the fairness of prosecution and treatment of victim rather than the effectiveness of dealing with the matter (Fielding, 2005). A report conducted by the Ministry of Justice shows public confidence in police in 2013/14 which showed that public confidence was predominantly high and believed that fairness was at the forefront of their opinion for confidence. This trend was seemingly increasing and continues to increase due to the policies and procedures applied by police to make responding fairer (Jansson, 2015). Analysing this and applying the theory presented by Fielding and Peel, the ideology of fairness being precedent over effectiveness is applicable to modern day society as the study evidences the theory suggested by Fielding where the public are more concerned in the fairness of prosecution and treatment which leads to the legitimacy of the police.
Further to this, consensus theorists argue that the public only comply with the law due to the legitimacy of the criminal justice system (Brogden & Nijhar, 2005). It is stated that the police and criminal justice system present punishment to reinforce the norms and expectations from persons in society. These punishments and consequences, provide the legitimacy of the criminal justice system which in turn creates conformity to law in society. The public then, view the police and criminal justice system as legitimate due to the consequences they know will be applied should they deviate from social norms. This theory is evidenced in a report on Public Opinion and Understanding of Sentence from UK Parliament whereby it evidenced that of the applicants to the study, 52% felt confident in the consequences and punishments provided in sentencing and 54% thought it was fair. Further applying Fielding’s theory to the study coincided with the theory of legitimacy from Brogden & Nijhar it is evident that the report demonstrates that the legitimacy of the criminal justice system and police stems from the fairness and treatment of the public rather than its effectiveness. This legitimacy then reinforces norms and expectations to the public which creates social cohesion and conformity to law.

Interactionism is also key when analysing Consensus theory and the public perception on policing. Interactionism is defined as “a micro-sociological perspective that argues that meaning is a product of interactions or repeated interactions between individuals and social groups” (Mead, 1934). This theory concurs with functionalist theory and comes under consensus theory as it argues that positive interactions between public and police creates legitimacy however, Interactionist theorists look at these interactions on a micro scale rather than society as a whole.
When evaluating the public’s perception on police, it is seen that positive and negative interactions with police effect the overall confidence and trust in police (Miller & D'Souza, 2016). This journal article which looked at searches conducted by police found that those who had a negative interaction with police were associated with negative opinions of the police and had a higher influence on those who broadcasted positive interactions with police to the public. On a micro scale, it was found that those who did have a positive experience with police were likely to engage more frequently with police and be more aware of crime in their area comparatively to those who had a negative view to be ignorant of crime occurring in their area. Peyton supports this by showing that the public’s perception is vital for the effective function of the police and is driven by the perceptions of the public to act as a social institution and individual officers (Peyton et al, 2019). Assessing both theories, it is seen that in order to achieve confidence and legitimacy in police, a positive interaction is required in order for that interaction to be broadcast to the wider public to reinforce a positive overall opinion on the police. In relation to the functionalist theorists, this positive interaction then creates police legitimacy as persons with a positive opinion on police are more likely to engage, report and assist in the action against deviance and crime in society and reinforcing the norms and values agreed upon by the public. Further, the UK Parliament report highlights that interactions with police are marjorely positive due to the percentages showing confidence and trust in police and the fairness of treatment. This evidence shows that overall, interactions with police are positive and help build trust and legitimacy for the police which in turn benefits police further due to the public engaging by reporting more crime, assisting police during investigations and taking a proactive role in the prevention and intervention of crime.

Analysis, Review and Conclusion:

Reviewing the literacy stated above there are arguments for and against both macro perspectives when analysing the publics perception on the police.
Initially, conflict and consensus perspectives counteract one anothers opinions as conflict states that the relationship between police and public is built on conflicting opinions whereby consensus argues that it is harmonious. Evidence above shows that despite conflicting theories, the UK parliament report shows a majority of public are trusting and confident in the police due to the fairness it provides. However, Conflict theories stated above would argue that the public’s perception is misconstrued due to the publication of material that sways the public away from the real issues at hand which help legitimise the elite in power.
When asssessing the above literature it is understood that no macro perspective has the answer to whether the public has a positive or negative opinion on the police. It is wholly agreed upon that the relationship between police and public is complex and can be analysed both on macro and micro scales giving both varying results as presented above.

It is agreed upon that without trust and confidence in the police, they are limited in their ability to act and prevent crime (Rosenbaum, 2005). Whether it is conflict who argues that reform is needed within police to take power away from the elite or whether it is consensus theorem who believe the police function the way it does to reinforce social norms agreed upon by the public, both macro perspectives agree that without the trust and confidence of the public, the police would have no power to perform as a social institution.
With evidence from reports, studies and findings conducted by official state reports, the police and individual theorists, the large amount of findings present the evidence that public confidence in police is in the majority and is continuing to rise despite, on a micro-level, individual/social groups believing that this trust is built on fear of repercussion, the fear of rising against those in power or having a negative interaction with police. 
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