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According to Parsons (1991:250). Social control refers to how societies regulate individual and group behaviour to ensure conformity to norms and values. Parsons saw the existence of deviance as a naturally occurring factor that necessitated social control. That is the inclination of individuals or groups to act in ways that disrupt the balance of the social system. Thus, social control, according to Parsons, is the attempt to restore that equilibrium. Since all societies have standards for conduct, mechanisms to maintain order and address deviance are essential, making social control a universal aspect of society. At the heart of this issue is whether social control is best achieved through consent or control. However, policing is arguably the most overt form of social control in society. In the United Kingdom, policing has always involved balancing keeping order and gaining public support. This essay examines the concept of policing by consent, including its development from the Victorian Reforms till date, the failures of control-based approaches, and the modern approach with its challenges. In addition, it argues that social control has been more easily achieved through consent than control. 
As earlier defined, social control is how society keeps its members within the dictates of its norms and values. Commentators on social rules have come to view social control formally and informally. Social control involves formal institutions responsible for maintaining order, such as the police, the justice system, and various bureaucratic agencies that oversee essential aspects of modern life (Waddington, 1999). Informal social control, on the other hand, is not necessarily anchored on safeguarding law and order but may include varied forms of influence. The agents include anyone who influences others in everyday interactions, such as parents, neighbours, gang leaders, merchants, and bystanders (Waddington, 1999). 
Another angle of viewing social control is the context of the cultures in which it operates. According to Gelfand (2011), there are tight and loose cultures. The former is a society with strict norms; hence, institutions of control enforce strict socialisation, limiting acceptable behaviour. In contrast, loose cultures are more liberal, allowing a wide range of permissible behaviours; hence, their institutions promote broader socialisation. Gelfand et al., 2011). 
The concept of ‘policing by consent’ is synonymous with British policing captured in Sir Robert Peel's ‘Nine Principles of Policing’. Although scholars argue that they were not written explicitly by Sir Robert Peel but derived from a set of rules he issued to new officers publicly printed as the "General Instructions" in 1829. It is believed that Charles Rowan and Richard Mayne, who served as Commissioners of the Metropolitan Police at different times, composed them. Popularly known as the ‘Peelian Principles’, these ideas laid the foundation of British policing as the London Metropolitan Police was being established in 1829. Peel emphasised that "the police are the public and the public are the police," meaning police legitimacy arises from public cooperation and trust, not coercive power. This model is founded in the social contract theory, which posits that individuals explicitly or implicitly enter a contract with the government to surrender some of their freedoms and submit to authority in exchange for protection and social order (Huemer, 2013). Reich (1956: 140) noted that Peel’s conception of a police force was ‘unique in history and throughout the world because it derived not from fear but almost exclusively from public co-operation with the police, induced by them designedly by behaviour that secures and maintains for them the approval, respect, and affection of the public’. The opposite would be policing by control, which according to Waddington (1999) is "the exercise of the authority of the state over the civil population” and that the state legitimately possesses the monopoly of coercion. 
Policing by consent is a foundational principle of democracy and fundamental to a democratic society. Just like citizens delegate their power to elected representatives to govern on their behalf, police officers are lent authority to administer law and order on behalf of the citizenry. This reality becomes clearer when you trace the nature of early policing in Britain. Several events in the early 19th century underlined the need to take British society towards democratic ideals. These include the 1819 Peterloo Massacre in Manchester, which resulted in at least eighteen deaths when an army cavalry charge into a crowd of thousands advocating for universal suffrage (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2024). Similar events recurred in Yorkshire West and Cinderloo in 1820 and 1821, setting a dangerous precedent. These events came about due to the government’s belief that it could exert social control without consent. However, sensing the urgent need for change, Sir Robert Peel articulated that while emancipation posed risks, civil strife presented an even greater threat, leading to the development of his policing principles (Gash, 2024). Peel’s model relies on the idea that social order is best maintained when the public willingly complies with the law because they see it as fair and just. 
Emsley (1982), while discussing the evolving role of the French police during the 19th century, noted that the police were so rough that “they disturbed the same peace they sought to maintain.” Citizens feared a large, possibly armed police force could suppress protests and support unpopular governance, especially amid ongoing wars with France since 1793. However, Jackson et al. (2011) observe that people care deeply about police fairness because the police represent a key social group tied to their sense of belonging to the nation or community. 
In effect, the Victorian Reforms sought to remodel the image of the police in the eyes of the public. To recast policing as a necessary public good rather than mere state control. Enacting ‘Peelian’ policing marked a shift toward consent-based policing, which encouraged cooperation over authoritarianism as the foundation for social order. Thompson (1981) argues that the social order in Victorian Britain was extremely strained by the radical changes of industrialisation and urbanisation that put the country at the edge of anarchy or Marxist revolution. Despite this fate befalling most of Europe, it did not happen in Britain because of the transformation that began in the early 19th century (Thompson, 1981). Arguably, the implementation of Peel’s ‘Policing by Consent' played a big part in steering Britain to safety. Ever since its enactment, it has been fully or partially adopted by major democracies of the world. These include Commonwealth nations such as Australia, Canada, and New Zealand (de Lint, 2004; Goldsmith, 2001). It has also inspired policing reform in the United States, gaining prominence during the 1960s civil rights movements such as the American community policing movement in the 1960s (Cole, 2020). Reiner (2010) observes that although France already had a powerful national police force by the mid-18th century, commentators generally cite the founding of the Metropolitan Police in 1829 as the first example of a police force in the modern sense. Could this be because it was rooted in democratic principles of social control by consent, which have characterised Western civilisation up to date? Determining which model has achieved social control more effectively could come down to one question: how are the countries/societies that have embraced ‘policing by consent’, fully or partially, doing? The answer is that they are fledgling democracies and stable societies. 
The merit of consent is not limited to law enforcement. It mirrors the fundamental principles of Western philosophy, which has long viewed freedom and liberty as basic rights of a person. For instance, John Locke argued that every government derived its authority from the consent of those whom it governed (Tuckness, 2020). Therefore, the government's will to exert control is justified only when it reflects the will of the people. I believe the symbol that consent represents in society is so powerful that its merit over control as the means to govern society cannot be debated. It goes right to the core of what makes us human, that is, the desire for self-determination. History has taught us that if people are oppressed and denied a voice, they will rise and demand their rights. In his theory of ‘Power and Resistance’, Michael Foucault argued that power is everywhere and operates through discourse, but where there is power, there is also resistance. He further noted that oppression is met with a ‘plurality’ of resistance, which “plays the role of adversary, target, support, or insurgent” (Lawlor & Nale, 2014). It is my view that policing by consent addresses this very pervasive nature of human beings by guaranteeing them a means for self-determination. 
Despite the merits and contributions of consent-based law enforcement policy in the UK, there has been a movement towards something one may argue as the state attempting to exert more control. A study by Varghese (2010) noted a shift from "policing by consent" to "policing by law" in the UK. It argued that while the British police are based on the principle of consent, the current system increasingly relies on legal authority, giving more power to the police. However, the Home Office in 2012 was quick to clarify that these laws remained keen to ensure police accountability to the public, rather than relying solely on public approval (UK Government Home Office, 2012). This has continued to be the approach by the new Labour government led by Prime Minister Keir Starmer, which has themed its commitment to eliminate crime as “taking back our streets." It is my opinion that these gradual changes have been necessitated by recent developments in the UK that demand the state exert more control. For instance, the rise of the threat of terrorism in Europe has compelled the UK government to reconsider its arming policy of law enforcement. 
For a long time, British police officers have routinely been unarmed, with any calls for arming being consistently resisted. However, the last decade has seen the use of Tasers becoming more common, with critics citing this shift as damaging policing by consent. However, the polls have shown that most of the public approves of growing Taser use. In 2016, 79% of over 9,000 people surveyed favoured equipping more officers with Tasers, and in 2019, 66% felt safer if all officers had them (NPCC 2019). A poll conducted during this year's summer riots showed that 75% of British people supported Taser use (Chambers, 2024). Other crime developments have increased the government's need to exert more control in policing, such as rising knife crime. For instance, knife-related offences in England and Wales increased to 49,489 in 2023, up from 46,153 in 2022 (Action on Armed Violence, 2024). From these statistics, it appears that the public is increasingly feeling unsafe and would like to see police officers armed better. For the first time, Britain is facing a real threat of a racial war, as has been witnessed in this election year with far-right figures inciting violence against minorities and migrants. One could argue that these challenges require a sterner approach to policing that stamps the rule of law more strongly. 
 
In conclusion, this essay has demonstrated that social control in the UK is more effectively achieved through consent than control. The evolution of policing from Victorian reforms to modern times clearly shows that policing by consent has since built a democratic, stable society that accords British people their right to self-determination. Consent is essentially rooted in Western philosophies of governance and social order. While recent shifts toward more control-based approaches, like increased Taser use and a focus on legal authority, may seem necessary due to rising crime and security threats, they don't negate the foundational importance of public support. So, while challenges exist, history suggests that embracing consent is the way forward for effective policing and social control.










Reference list: 
Action on Armed Violence (2024). Knife crime on the rise in the UK: analysing the data and exploring solutions. Available at: https://aoav.org.uk/2024/knife-crime-on-the-rise-in-the-uk-analysing-the-data-and-exploring-solutions/ (Accessed: 21/10/2024).

Cole, M. (2020). America’s Police Prepared for the Wrong Enemy. Available at: https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/06/police-coronavirus-social-distancing-enforcement-nypd/ (Acessed: 22/10/2024).
De Lint, W. (2004). Public Order Policing in Canada: An Analysis of Operations in Recent High Stakes Events Available at:   https://www.archives.gov.on.ca/en/e_records/ipperwash/policy_part/research/pdf/deLint.pdf (Acsessed: 21/10/2024).

NPCC (2019). Working Group on Less Lethal Weapons. Available at:   https://www.npcc.police.uk/SysSiteAssets/media/downloads/publications/publications-log/2020/an-analysis-of-taser-use-in-british-policing.pdf (Accessed: 23/10/2024).
Emsley, C. (1982). The French Police in the 19th Century. Available at: https://www.historytoday.com/archive/french-police-19th-century (Acessed: 19/10/2024).
Encyclopedia Britannica. (2024). Peterloo Massacre. Avialable at: https://www.britannica.com/event/Peterloo-Massacre (Accessed: 25/10/2024).
Gash, N. (2024). Prime minister and Conservative leader. Available at: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Robert-Peel/Prime-minister-and-Conservative-leader (Accessed: 25/10/2024).
Gelfand, M. J., Raver, J., Nishi, L., & Lun, J. (2011). Differences between Tight and Loose Cultures: A 33-Nation Study. Available at:  https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/219377125.pdf (Accessed:25/10/2024).
Goldsmith, A. (2001). Police power and democracy in Australia. National Criminal Justice Reference Service. Available at:  https://web.archive.org/web/20160304201446/https://www.ncjrs.gov/App/publications/abstract.aspx?ID=192675 (Accessed: 26/10/2024).
Huemer, M. (2013). The Traditional Social Contract Theory. In The Problem of Political Authority: An Examination of the Right to Coerce and the Duty to Obey (pp. 20–35). Palgrave Macmillan.
Jackson, J., Bradford, B., & Stanko, E. (2011). Just Authority? Public trust and police legitimacy. Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/210136157_Just_Authority_Public_trust_and_police_legitimacy (Accessed:25/10/2024).
Lawlor, L., & Nale, J. (2014). Resistance. In The Cambridge Foucault Lexicon (pp. 432–437). Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781139022309.076
Parsons, T. (1991). The Social System. 2nd ed., p. 250. Routledge.
Reith, C. (1956). A New study of police history (1st ed.). Oliver & Boyd.
The Labor Party. (2024). Take back our streets. Available at: https://labour.org.uk/change/take-back-our-streets/ (Accessed: 21/10/2024).
Thompson, F. M. L. (1981). Social Control in Victorian Britain. The Economic History Review, 34(2), 189–208. https://doi.org/10.2307/2595241
UK Government Home Office. (10/12/2012).. Available at: Definition of policing by consent. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/policing-by-consent (Accessed: 21/10/2024).
Varghese, John (2010). Police Structure: A Comparative Study of Policing Models.  SSRN Electronic Journal. https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1605290 
Waddington, P. A. J. (1999). Policing Citizens: Authority and Rights. In Ojp.gov (1st ed.) UCL Press Limited.
Tuckness, A. (2020). Locke’s political philosophy. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy; Stanford University. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/locke-political/ 
Chambers, S. (2024). The truth about Tasers: what the statistics and research tell us. Available at: https://theconversation.com/the-truth-about-tasers-what-the-statistics-and-research-tell-us-236813 (Accessed: 21/10/2024).
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


