



This essay will explore the historical progression of policing principles, Peel's foundational ideas, and the concept of social control by consent. It will further examine critical perspectives on policing as a tool of socioeconomic control, discuss the significance of police accountability, and analyse the challenges associated with fostering public trust. Through these analyses, the essay aims to assess how modern policing can balance the demands of control with the democratic imperative for public consent.

Policing has long been a cornerstone of maintaining social order, evolving in response to societal needs and political contexts. Sir Robert Peel's introduction of the Metropolitan Police Act in 1829 marked a pivotal shift toward modern professional policing, rooted in the principles of public cooperation and collective responsibility for crime control. Bullock (2014), highlights how these Peelian principles aimed to maintain the historical tradition of citizen involvement in policing, describing police officers as “uniformed citizen" tasked with duties that any member of the public could perform. This model established a foundation for police legitimacy based on consent rather than coercion, a concept that continues to resonate in contemporary discussions of democratic policing systems

Contemporary policing faces the challenge of balancing law enforcement with maintaining public trust. Newburn (2012) explains that while police were historically seen as symbols of social order and national identity, public satisfaction has significantly declined over time. This shift reflects growing concerns about whether police truly serve all members of society or primarily protect the interests of powerful economic and social groups.

 Newburn (2012) also discusses how policing often aligns with political and economic systems, supporting critiques from Marxist theories. These argue that law enforcement tends to uphold the interests of dominant groups, rather than addressing broader issues of fairness and equality. This highlights the tension between policing as a public service and its role in reinforcing systemic inequalities, raising questions about accountability and justice today.

 The founding of the Metropolitan Police Service by Sir Robert Peel in 1829 is sometimes cited as the method for contemporary police. Peel highlighted the concept of "policing by consent," in which the public's acceptance, as opposed to force, is the source of police authority. One of Peel's most well-known quotes is "The police are the public, and the public are the police" which reflects his principle that police should be an essential component of the community. In contrast to an authoritarian force, this viewpoint emphasised the value of mutual trust and the idea that police should act as citizens in uniform (Joyce and Laverick, 2021).

However, criticisms have surfaced over whether contemporary police still adhere to Peel's vision as society and law enforcement have changed. According to academics, the rise in monitoring and militarisation tactics points to a move away from "policing by consent" and towards a more control-oriented model (Kappeler, Gaines and Schaefer, 2020). In response, several reform initiatives and policies such as The Code of Ethics and The National Decision-Making Model have been brought into modern policing strategies to attempt to tackle criticism and to realign with Peel’s principles and regain public trust, it is essential that law enforcement personnel adopt behaviour’s that foster confidence and cooperation with the community. But as Pope and Weiner (2023) contends, actual adherence to Peel's principles has traditionally been uneven and frequently impacted by the demands made on law enforcement as well as the political environment.

The argument between policing by control and policing by consent is essential when comprehending the function of police in the modern society. "Policing by consent" indicates that rather than adopting force, social order is upheld through trust among the public and collaboration. Because it fosters community trust and encourages voluntary obedience to the law, academics contend that this strategy is crucial for social structure (Parsons and Kremling, 2020). On the other hand, as Parson and Kremling (2020) also point out, implementing such a model in varied communities with differing degrees of faith in law enforcement is fundamentally difficult.

Although the main objective of modern policing is to operate by consent and maintain ethical standards, incidents of police brutality continue to cast a negative light on law enforcement. These events often undermine public trust and foster a perception that police forces prioritise control over community engagement. For example, the tragic death of George Floyd in 2020, following the use of excessive force by a police officer in the United States, sparked global protests and brought renewed attention to police brutality (The Guardian, 2021). While the UK has not experienced the same scale of incidents, similar occurrences, like the 2021 death of Sarah Everard by a serving police officer, have eroded public trust in police institutions. According to recent research, only 40% of people in England report trusting their local police force, a significant decline from previous years, which reflects the growing mistrust and concerns about accountability in law enforcement (The Guardian, 2024). This decline in trust is particularly seen among minority communities, who often feel disproportionately targeted by police actions. 
Policing with control, rather than consent, involves strategies that emphasise authority and enforcement over community collaboration. One strategy is the use of stop and search powers, which are often perceived as an example of policing by control. While intended to prevent crime and enhance public safety, this approach has faced significant criticism, particularly regarding its disproportionate impact on minority ethnic groups. According to Ethnicity Facts and Figures (2023), statistics show that in England and Wales, there were 24.5 stop and searches for every 1,000 Black people, compared to 5.9 for every 1,000 White people. This difference has led to widespread perceptions of racial bias, with critics arguing that stop and search disproportionately targets minority communities, reinforcing feelings of marginalisation and mistrust.
The transition from community-focused foot patrols to surveillance-based policing has been criticised for reducing meaningful communication between police and communities. Foot patrols historically fostered trust and cooperation by enabling officers to build relationships with residents, which improved public satisfaction and reduced fear of crime (Dempsey et al,2018).These strategies have also been linked to enhanced community-police relations, proactive problem-solving, and increased public confidence (O'Reilly, 2024) High-visibility foot patrols contribute to generosity, officer morale, and reduced fear of crime (Miller et al., 2017)
Conversely, reliance on surveillance technologies, such as cameras and data analytics, may erode trust, particularly in marginalized communities, due to limited community engagement in decision-making (Lave & Miller, 2019). Although these technologies can increase the perceived risk of apprehension and potentially reduce crime, their effectiveness depends on factors like camera concentration and monitoring (Tilley & Farrell, 2013). Critics argue that this shift contrasts with the personal, problem-oriented approach of foot patrols, which address root causes of crime and promote accountability (Schneider, 2014).

The perception that stops and search is a form of policing by control rather than consent undermines public confidence in law enforcement. It suggests a power imbalance, where certain groups feel observed and criminalised rather than protected. Despite its legal framework, the misuse or overuse of stop and search powers has been linked to tensions between police and the communities they serve. The College of Policing (2020) acknowledges these challenges and emphasises the need for proportionality, transparency, and fairness in the application of these powers. Without addressing these concerns, stop and search risks being seen as a tool for social control rather than a legitimate method for crime prevention, further alienating the very communities that policing strategies aim to protect.

Policing as a tool for social control has drawn significant critique, particularly from perspectives like Marxism, which argue that law enforcement often reinforces existing power structures and socioeconomic inequalities. This analysis raises critical questions about fairness and balance in modern policing practices.

In addition to the critiques of policing as a tool for socioeconomic control, John Rawls' Veil of Ignorance offers an insightful perspective on justice and fairness in policing. Rawls' concept, which suggests that principles of justice should be chosen as if individuals did not know their own social position, can be applied to the way law enforcement systems operate (Pellissery et al., 2019). In the context of policing, this theory emphasises that policies should be designed in a manner that treats all individuals equally, irrespective of their race, class, or background. When applied to the contemporary challenges of policing, particularly in relation to marginalised communities, the Veil of Ignorance challenges the status quo by calling for reforms that would foster impartiality and fairness, ensuring that the police serve all sections of society equally (Rawls, 1971). Such an approach could lead to a more balanced and just system, aligning with Peel's original vision of policing by consent, where the public feels fairly treated, and the law enforcement system is seen as a protector.

The COVID-19 pandemic served as a clear example of government-imposed control through policing measures. Governments globally imposed strict lockdowns, social distancing, and mask mandates, often enforced by the police. This demonstrated how state control extended beyond traditional crime prevention, using policing as a tool to manage public health crises. However, such extensive use of police powers also highlighted how political, social, economic, and environmental turmoil could impact the police institution, creating tensions between maintaining public safety and ensuring stability within the force. The constant pressure of such policing demands can strain the institution, making its role in society increasingly complex and unstable (Nolan et al, 2020).

Modern police must manage the conflicting demands of public trust and state power while negotiating the delicate balance between community consent and government control. Peel's "policing by consent" theory emphasises how crucial respect for one another and community cooperation are to upholding social order. Nonetheless, current issues like the militarisation of police forces, the use of stop and search powers, and reactions to emergencies like the COVID-19 outbreak underscore a recurring conflict between upholding governmental orders and serving the public. Control-oriented methods run the danger of dividing the public and undermining confidence, especially among marginalised populations, even if they could be required in some situations. In order to close this gap, policing must put an emphasis on openness, responsibility, and equality while making sure that its methods are based on justice and equity. Legitimation is only achieved by reorienting law enforcement to these democratic ideals, successfully striking a balance between the necessity of public consent and the requirement for control. This requires a shift towards community-based policing strategies, where officers act as partners rather than enforcers, empowering communities to be part of the problem-solving process. Such an approach not only builds trust but also ensures that policing is accountable, transparent, and aligned with societal values, ultimately fostering a safer, more cohesive society.
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