
KNOWLEDGE ORGANISER: Changes in Crime and Punishment c.1500 to the present day (Unit 3) 

KQ3:  How has responsibility for enforcing law and order changed over time?

The 16th and 17th centuries

In the 16th and 17th centuries, policing was seen as a civic 
responsibility. Everyone had a duty to help keep law and order in 
their locality. Governments believed enforcing law and order was 
a local responsibility. The Justice of the Peace (J.P)., the parish 
constables and the town watchmen were the people responsible 
for this. They were all unpaid amateurs. The job of J.P. was a 
prestigious one, and was usually performed willingly. However, 
the job of constable was unpopular. It had to be done alongside 
their daily work, so it was often not done well. As well as catching 
offenders, constables had extra duties that seem strange today 
e.g. organising road repairs, checking weights and measures, and 
regulating ale houses.
In 1663 Charles II ordered the creation of a force of paid night 
watchmen, known as Charlies. They were paid from parish rates, 
but the pay was so low that only the old and decrepit applied.  
However, the idea of paying officials was new.
The 18th century

In the 18th century the growing population led to a rise in crime.  This 
put a huge strain on the system of policing, but governments still 
viewed policing as a local responsibility. Thief-takers, private law-
enforcers, appeared who helped to solve crimes and return stolen 
property. However, they were often involved in crime themselves e.g. 
the ‘Thief-Taker General’ Jonathan Wild, who headed a huge criminal 
empire.
In the 1750s the Fielding brothers created the Bow Street Runners, 
a small force of paid officers in the Bow Street area of London. They 
had some success in reducing crime in their area. They also got 
government funding to set up the Bow Street horse patrol, which 
cleared the roads around London of highwaymen. This showed the 
value of policemen as a deterrent, though highwaymen returned 
when the government stopped the funding. The publication of the 
General Hue and Cry newspaper also showed the value of shared 
information and became the basis for the Police Gazette. In spite of 
these successes, governments were reluctant to increase funding to 
develop policing further. 

The early 19th century

In 1800, responsibility for enforcing law and order had not changed 
since Tudor times. In spite of rising crime there was a lot of 
opposition to an organised police force.
• People were concerned about loss of freedom and invasion of 

privacy
• People did not want to pay higher taxes to pay for a police force.
• Many liberals feared that the government would use the police to 

crush political opponents.
However, public opinion was beginning to change:
• The rising tide of crime showed that the existing system was 

not working.
• Fear of revolution and serious disturbances eg. the Merthyr 

Rising, demonstrated the need for a professional organised 
police force.

• After the Peterloo Massacre of 1819, the government became 
increasingly reluctant to use the army to respond to protests

The Metropolitan Police and later developments
In 1829 the government took a key role in providing law enforcement 
in Britain for the first time. Home Secretary Robert Peel created the 
Metropolitan Police, a trained, paid, professional force of 3,300 
men, who were responsible for policing an area up to 7 miles from 
Charing Cross. Though there was some initial opposition, the public 
soon came to see the value of the Metropolitan Police. 
In 1835 boroughs were given the right to organize their own forces, 
and in 1839 counties were allowed to do the same (although few 
did). In 1856 the County and Borough Police Act the made it 
compulsory for every area to have its own force. Every area now 
had a full-time, paid, professional police force. By 1900 there were 
243 forces with over 46,000 officers, each inspected regularly by 
government 

The 20th and 21st centuries

During the 20th and 21st centuries overall responsibility for policing has 
remained with the government, though the cost of policing is partly 
paid for from local council tax and partly from government grants.  

Though some things have remained the same, there have been 
important changes in policing in England and Wales during the 20th 
century.

• The number of officers increased from just 46,000 in 1900 
to 125,000 by 2017.  However, the number of forces has 
been reduced from 243 in 1900 to just 43 by 1917. This was 
done to improve efficiency through better training, increased 
specialization and wider use of technology. 

• Though police officers still  patrol the streets to deter criminals 
and investigate crime, there is now a greater emphasis on crime 
prevention. Every force has Crime Prevention Officers who work 
in the community to achieve this.

• In response to criticism that police officers had become more 
remote, governments introduced initiatives to restore community 
links – through Neighbourhood Watch schemes, community 
liaison officers and police community support officers (PCSOs).

• In 2012 the government also introduced elected police and crime 
commissioners (PCCs). These replaced the old police authorities 
which had supervised individual forces since 1946. PCCs are 
elected every four years.  They are meant to provide a link 
between the public and the police and their role is to ensure that 
policing is efficient and effective.

WELSH EXAMPLE :
The Marcher Lords had done a very poor job of keeping law and order 
in Wales. In the 1530s, Henry VIII decided to bring Wales under tighter 
control, taking away the powers of the Marcher Lords.  Under the Acts 
of Union 1536-43, Wales was organised into shires, like England, with 
JPs and constables given responsibility for law and order. 

WELSH EXAMPLE : 
In 1842 Glamorgan became the first Welsh county to set up a paid 
professional police force. 13 out of its 34 men were stationed in 
Merthyr which had seen serious disturbances in recent years. In 1843, 
a force was established in Carmarthenshire in response to the threat 
posed by the Rebecca Riots. Some boroughs e.g. Cardiff and Swan-
sea also set up forces. However, most Welsh counties did not have 
forces until the 1856 Act made it compulsory.  

WELSH EXAMPLE :  
In the late 1960s Welsh police forces were reorganised to make them 
more efficient.  The 12 existing county and borough forces were re-
duced to four – North Wales Police, Dyfed-Powys Police, South Wales 
Police and Gwent Police. In 2006 a proposal was put forward that 
Wales should follow Scotland’s example and have just one force for 
the whole country, but this has yet to happen.
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