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The idea of police culture is almost as old as the field of police studies itself, and has been traced to the coincidence of concerns about violent and discriminatory police conduct with shifts in intellectual fashion, including a turn towards ethnography. This article considers some criticisms of the idea of police culture before engaging with a recent narrative turn in analysis. Drawing on fieldnotes from an ongoing ethnographic study of police in England it explores the use of a narrative approach to fieldnotes. The article concludes that extending the narrative approach to police work in this way shows significant potential for developing our understanding of why police behave as they do. Ethnography alone can provide the kinds of unique insights into overlapping and interconnected narratives that help to situate and order the particularities of police work in relation to the broader social and political context.

Introduction

The relationship between what police officers say and what they do is a prominent point of contention amongst those who study police culture. At times, a straightforward relationship between talk, culture and action is implied: talk provides researchers with a window on culture, and culture provides a body of shared knowledge and attitudes that shapes how officers respond to their day to day work: “police talk makes up an integral part of the received commonsense of [officers’] culture … and provides cues for police behaviours” (Loftus, 2009, p.73). However, talk is “both easy to observe and very difficult to decipher” (Schein, 2010, p.24), and the link between talk and action is far from straightforward (Waddington, 1999a). This article explores the potential for adopting a different perspective on the talk/action relationship by focusing on the presence of narratives across a range of different types of police talk.

The article is structured as follows. First, we provide a brief overview of the idea of police culture. We argue that the emergence of this concept was somewhat inevitable and highlight some of the key criticisms of the police culture literature, including the disagreements about the relationship between talk and action. We then discuss some work on police stories and narrative that we think offers a fruitful change of direction. Second, we provide an overview of the ethnographic study we are currently engaged in and explain our narrative approach to our fieldnotes. Third, we present three fieldnote extracts. Fourth, we provide a commentary and analysis on these excerpts identifying their narrative features. Finally, we conclude, reflecting the theme of this special edition, that ethnographic research on police provides unique insights into overlapping and interconnected narratives that help to situate and order the particularities of police work in relation to the broader social and political context. Ethnography remains as essential as it has ever been for gaining an adequate understanding of what it means to police, and to be policed, and for reflecting on ways to ensure that police work in democratically legitimate ways.

The idea of police culture and the recent focus on narrative

A brief search of any social sciences database reveals hundreds of scholarly works dealing with police culture. A full review of this literature is beyond the scope of an article of this length. Characteristics attributed to police culture in orthodox accounts have been outlined by Reiner (2010) and others, and we do not revisit them. However, we do provide a brief overview of what we see as the factors that have contributed to the emergence of such an extensive body of scholarly work, as well as outlining the most pertinent of these criticisms when it comes to positioning our own endeavours.

Origins and persistence: police as recalcitrant other

The historical roots of police culture research can be found in 1950s/60s America, when scholars developed an interest in studying why democratic and legal ideals were so often breached by violent and discriminatory police practices (Loftus, 2009; Sklansky, 2005). From its inception, then, research on police officers in the USA had a “central motif” of the police officer as other (Sklansky, 2005; 2007). O’Neill and Singh (2007) suggest that policing research did not set out with the idea of culture, rather it emerged over time. However, as Ericson and Shearing (1991) note, much of the impetus for researching police came from a desire to understand why they were not following the rules: researchers set out to locate alternate rules and culture was an attractive candidate. Intellectual trends occurring simultaneously with the emergence of police culture literature included enthusiasm for symbolic interactionist and ethnographic approaches to research and a focus on the social construction of deviance by social control agents, including the police (see Balch, 1972; Loftus, 2009). It is hard to escape the sense that the wider political and intellectual environment made the discovery of police culture somewhat inevitable. 

In more recent decades, some (e.g. Grimshaw & Jefferson, 1987; Holdaway, 1983) suggested that the original classic studies offered repetitive and ambiguous conclusions which may have somewhat overstretched their empirical foundations. However, there seems now to be enough concordance between the findings of studies conducted since the era of the classics, to be reasonably confident of key features of the way rank-and-file, non-specialist police talk about and seem to understand their work[footnoteRef:1]. The “empirical validity” (Marks & Singh, 2007, p.351) of the idea of police culture is widely proclaimed. The continuing appeal of research on police culture reflects difficulties in reforming police organizations. Researchers including Chan (1997), Marks (2004) and Loftus (2009), have framed their own research explicitly in relation to reform attempts. So, whilst Sklansky (2007) reminds us to be vigilant about the blind spots created by “cognitive burn-in” of a concept, he too asserts that the “police sub-cultural schema” continues to have “explanatory power”. As Loftus (2009, p.3) puts it, “there is still a police culture whose defining elements are alive and well”. What is, and has long been, more controversial is what significance we should attach to these defining features: are they sufficiently distinctive and influential to be of more than mere academic interest? The literature is rather hazier on detail about the utility of continuing to view the police, and matters of police reform, through the culture lens. This matter of utility animates one of the most urgent critiques of the police culture concept.  [1:  Claims about police culture in general are usually claims about the occupational culture of the front-line uniformed officers and much less is known about the multiple occupational cultures existing within the police organization (see Chan, 1996; Grimshaw and Jefferson, 1987; Waddington, 1999a).] 


Critiquing police culture: Talk is cheap?

A warning shot sounded early-on in the development of the police studies literature concerned the extent to which police officers were distinctively prejudiced and conservative. Balch (1972) argued that officers’ attitudes were not markedly different to those of the section of the population from which they were drawn: “policemen appear to be good representatives of white middle- or working-class America” (p.117). Balch also suggested that studies of the personalities of police officers provided ammunition for groups hostile to the police, and that terms used to characterise aspects of their personality were morally loaded (why use the term suspicious when one might also say realistic or analytical?). Waddington (1999a) echoed this concern  more recently stating that the concept of police culture is too often used to condemn police rather than aid understanding and that police talk is often not reflected in their on-duty actions (see also Smith & Gray, 1985), and should be seen as serving a primarily reparative function. 

Deciphering the relationship between talk and action has been a long-standing methodological headache for social scientists, and ethnography has been proposed as one of the most effective ways for researchers to avoid the “attitudinal fallacy”, the mistaken assumption that people’s actions will reflect what they say (Jerolmack & Khan, 2014). The police studies field includes a good deal of ethnographic work, yet the debate about whether talk is indicative of future action, whether action indicates the existence of a shared culture, and what exactly culture is anyway, continues. The lack of resolution in this area might reflect the dominance of a strand of “individualistic and reductionist” writing on police occupational culture (Manning, 2007, p.60) that reads internal (cognitive, attitudinal) states off the types of external expressions routine in canteen culture, then repeatedly ascribes the same types of supposed beliefs and attitudes to police officers, and assumes that these provide a guide as to how officers will behave. 

Any perspective which focuses on culture as knowledge perhaps shows a certain tendency in this direction. Chan (1997, p.68) cites Sackmann’s (1991, p.21) account of culture as “the form of things that people have in their minds; their models for perceiving, integrating, and interpreting them; the ideas or theories that they use collectively to make sense of their social and physical reality”. Such a definition can lend itself to an individualised and somewhat psychologised notion of culture, as culture is located in the minds of people as a resource to be used by them (Geertz, 1975, p. 10). But a key problem with this way of thinking about culture is that it does not provide a clear account of how culture creates action (Chan, 1999). 

Researching his classic covert ethnography, Holdaway (1983) was in a prime position to observe the relationship between talk and action. He argued that attending to police folklore, as transmitted through stories, reveals a tension between the crime-fighting orientation of police officers and the reality of much of their daily work. This tension can lead to officers manipulating their daily routines to maximise their involvement in real (crime-fighting) work. Police stories reiterate and reinforce the mythical role of police as crime-fighters. Within their occupational mythology, then, Holdaway found an explanation for why officers adopted certain behaviours at work. 

More recently, however, Waddington’s (1999a; 1999b) study of police (canteen) sub-culture encourages caution in interpreting backstage talk as indicative of frontstage actions: story-telling and banter serve a primarily palliative function, helping officers to deal with the challenges and tensions inherent in their work rather than guiding on-duty behaviour. Waddington and Holdaway undertook their research from different positions (covert vs. overt) and the time elapsed between their two studies has seen tighter controls over use of power, and closer surveillance in terms of how officers use their time. The kind of routine manipulation observed by Holdaway would, perhaps, be more difficult to achieve in more recent decades (although our own observations indicate that officers may, in certain scenarios, have substantial leeway to influence which jobs they attend and when[footnoteRef:2]). [2:  For example, response officers patrolling in cars may be dispatched to an unattractive non-urgent call. By driving slowly on their way to that call they can increase the probability that an urgent call will come over the radio whilst they are still en route. They can then legitimately abandon the non-urgent call and race to the scene of something (potentially) more exciting. If they are fortunate, a flurry of subsequent activity over the radio and as a result of attending jobs will lead to them reaching the end of their shift never having reached the non-urgent call.  ] 


A different approach to unravelling the talk/action problem is proposed by Shearing and Ericson (1991). They propose viewing police culture as a “story book” (p.489) that helps to “constitute a sensibility out of which action flows”, but allows space for “innovation, uncertainty, improvisation” (p.491). Widely acknowledged as the most theoretically sophisticated attempt to describe the relationship between talk, culture and action in the context of police work, their article seems to have only had a rather limited impact on mainstream thinking about police culture. It is often cited, of course, but citations do not appear to have helped produce a sea change in dominant approaches to police culture, talk and action. Perhaps this is due to what Waddington (1999a) calls its “analytical extravagance” and “needless complexity”, for the article is undoubtedly a dense and challenging read. However, their ethnomethodological perspective offers an opportunity to view the relationship between talk and action in a different light. 

A different lens: narrative and social ordering

Waddington’s appreciative approach to police culture recognises that policing is dirty work. To survive this, police officers (like other occupational groups) create and maintain “an oral culture which … shields them from the implications of their work” (Waddington, 1999b, p.114). The oral culture of police features in several recent studies, including Smith, Pederson and Burnett’s (2014) retrospective ethnography focused on organizational folklore; van Hulst’s (2013) analysis of storytelling in Dutch police stations; Fletcher’s (1999) finding that storytelling should be seen as “an essential part of a cop’s equipment” (p.47) and Cockcroft’s (2005) application of oral history methods to police culture. 

Attending to the narratives produced by officers in their own words is also proposed as an antidote to tendencies to gloss over variation within police culture and an opportunity to explore the relationship between police and their wider social environment. Shearing and Ericson propose examining stories as carriers of “instructions for seeing the world and acting in it” (Shearing & Ericson, 1991, p.488) which, along with other forms of talk, have an ordering function, constituting both reality and a way of seeing reality out of which different possibilities for being and acting emerge. But order and meaning are only applied retrospectively to activities which emerge instinctively from a stock of tacit knowledge communicated in stories: “knowledgeability” consists in a practical, rather than a discursive consciousness (pp.496-497). 

The stories within which tacit knowledge resides are nested within a far wider context than the immediate situation in which they are told:  
“Each story refers implicitly to a larger whole that is expressed through the story but is never fully revealed by it in the same way that each two dimensional view of a three dimensional object refers outside of itself … to other possible views.” (Shearing & Ericson, 1991, p.498)
This idea of the larger whole reminds us of Chan’s (1997) proposal for adopting a wider lens in studies of police, bringing the broad social, political and organizational context (the Bordieusian field) back into focus in order to understand the circumstances shaping police action, and “the deeper and more fundamental structures” at work[footnoteRef:3]. We position our analysis in this article as a tentative attempt to speak to some of the concerns about the relationship between police talk and action outlined above by contributing to the growing literature on police stories. We also seek to respond to the challenge of taking the field more seriously by building on Shearing and Ericson’s (1991) observation that stories refer implicitly to a larger whole. In the next part of this article we outline our method and analytical approach. [3:  Which makes us think it slightly unfair of Chan (1997, p.70) to criticise Shearing and Ericson (1991) for not engaging with the wider social and political context within which policing takes place. ] 


Method, data and analysis

Ethnographic fieldwork

The data referred to in this article are from a long-term ethnographic research project observing uniformed officers in one police force in England[footnoteRef:4]. The opportunity to observe officers came about as a result of the force seeking to respond to external pressures to ensure officers use their powers to stop, search and arrest citizens appropriately. The potentially discriminatory misuse by the police of their powers has been a longstanding flashpoint in English policing and the current Home Secretary has made it a priority to clamp down on misuse and hold police to account. Statistical data indicated a need for the observed force to understand why powers were being used against certain groups more regularly than others. To help shed light on why such disparities arose and how they should address them they sought the assistance of the research team. However, our research interest is much broader than just the use of specific powers. We have sought to understand the way these powers fit into officers’ understandings of their role, of their duties and of the specific situations in which they find themselves. As such, the focus for our observations has not been explicitly on the use of powers. Rather, we immerse ourselves, so far as we can, in teams of officers operating in shifts, and attempt to note in as much detail as possible, the happenings over the course of a work shift.  [4:  The research has since been extended to a second force area creating the opportunity to compare practice in our future analyses.] 


To date, we have observed 55 uniformed officers over more than 1,200 hours of duty, including officers assigned to emergency response, traffic, neighbourhood work and territorial support. We have observed full shifts, including nights, recording our observations using notebooks and dictaphones during the course of the observations and typing up handwritten notes as soon as possible after the observation took place. We have amassed a large volume of data in the form of typed up and audio-recorded field-notes. We are aware of the potential impact of our presence upon the conduct of officers.  However, we have tried to spend several shifts with the same teams of officers to enable them to become used to our presence and we have observed conduct that no officer, concerned for their career or their reputation, would have consciously allowed us to observe.  

The research team contains individuals from different disciplinary, personal and professional backgrounds[footnoteRef:5]. Between us we have observed incidents with similar characteristics such that we can comment with a degree of confidence about whether exchanges and interactions observed in specific incidents can be considered as of more general relevance. We have also shared some of our notes and our early writing with observed officers as a way of gaining both their continued consent and their collaboration (Marcus, 1998). In presenting our data, we use pseudonyms for both officers and places to protect the identities of officers and the force in which they serve. The fieldnotes here come from observations of a territorial support team. Such teams can be deployed anywhere within the force area and tend to be used to deal with specific issues associated with serious and organised crimes and gangs, including for example, firearm discharges and executing search warrants. On each of the occasions described in the fieldnotes we use here the team has been deployed in specific parts of the city to provide an augmented police presence, and to engage proactively as officers see appropriate.  [5:  Our research team includes one legal, one criminology and one public policy specialist, two male and one female researcher, one former civil servant and one former member of police civilian staff.] 


Analytical approach

Van Hulst (2013) argues for analysing police storytelling as cultural practice by using resources from narrative research and identifying the key elements of the stories they contain: their settings, actors and events. We agree that deliberate storytelling is important. We also think it is important not to adopt too restrictive an idea of what counts as a story, and indeed what counts as telling. As van Hulst notes some stories do not take on the conventional form, where stories are understood as deliberate, explicit and recognised attempts by single speakers with attentive audiences to “impose a formal coherence on what is otherwise a flowing soup” (Weick, 1995, p.128 cited in van Hulst, 2013, p.629). Some stories may be very short indeed - “terse retellings … of only a couple of sentences” – and may not have a clear beginning, middle and end (pp.631-633). 

In the context of the everyday police work we have observed, our fieldnotes indicate that very short or incomplete stories can be discerned in a range of speech acts, including requests, suggestions, and observations. Stories nested within stories, often taking the form of brief references rather than tales told afresh and in full. These incomplete story references form part of a shorthand shared between familiars, rather than the traditional recital around the campfire, which might feature developed portrayals of characters, plot and conclusion. As Smith et al. (2014) note, such stories are everywhere in police work, from informal snippets of information from informants, to formal intelligence briefings, to the way officers record encounters on force computer systems and the way they present evidence in court. Our analysis acknowledges that different types of narrative activities co-exist and that limiting narrative analysis to those texts that fit a certain, restrictive sense of what a proper story” looks like excludes a range of activities and textual products (small stories) that could also be fruitfully analysed from the perspective of narrative (Georgakopoulou, 2014). 

As such our analysis is concerned with the stories big and small present in our field notes, whether those stories are deliberately and fully articulated as such by officers, or whether they are more subtly woven into an episode that unfolds during a shift. We propose that such stories can be components within broader “plausibility structures” (Beckford, 1975 cited in Cockcroft, 2007), complementing stories already known, reinforcing the themes they elaborate and helping officers to make sense of and explain recent and unfolding incidents. Told again at a later point in time, whether in the canteen or in a written statement, the stories become as much about what should or could have happened as what was observed to have happened (Cockroft, 2007). 

We should emphasise at this stage that we acknowledge that the examples we use (and indeed our observations more generally) could provide material to justify us taking an orthodox approach to identifying police culture. Some familiar themes are certainly in evidence, from the orientation towards action, to a cynical us and them way of seeing the world. As stated above, we are not disputing that ethnographic data can and has reinforced the empirical validity of the classic claims about police culture. However, our purpose in this article is to explore and, we hope, make a further contribution to demonstrating the potential of a different approach. We hope to do this through a close narrative analysis of our fieldnotes showing that police work can be read as inherently storied (cf. Smith et al., 2014) and that within the everyday stories of police work talk and action are dialectically entwined. 

In adopting this perspective we do not attempt to isolate, abstract and reify features of the interlinking narratives of police in order to call them cultural characteristics. We propose instead that the dynamic, somewhat unpredictable flow of events that make up any given police work shift, might be more usefully understood by viewing police talk and action as multiple exercises in sequencing – “the ordering of particularities” (Andrews, Squire & Tamboukou, 2008, p.12) characteristic of narrative. Our analysis of our fieldnotes seeks to explore this possibility by examining key story features - settings, actors and events – in order to make sense of police culture without abstracting it from its inherently narrative context (see van Hulst, 2013). In the following section of this article we present our data, three excerpts from our fieldnotes, and in the next section we provide a commentary on and exploratory analysis of these excerpts.

Fieldnotes

EXAMPLE 1: September 2015 in an unmarked car with Harvey and Owen

14:15 We drive along a road parallel to a park which Owen tells me was the scene of a recent assault (mentioned in the intelligence briefing he was reading before leaving the office) and is suspected to be a location for drug-dealing. A man rides out of the park on a mountain bike and continues along the pavement. He looks briefly into the car as we drive past him. Owen and Harvey are both looking at him. Harvey says to Owen “did you see that? His hand went to his pocket.” Owen says “he’s come out of the park. When he saw we were police he went for his pocket”. Harvey winds down his window and tells the man to stop. 

EXAMPLE 2: December 2015 in a marked van with four officers

18:30 At each junction Jimmy pauses the van and all of the officers look from side to side to see if anything is going on. … Owen says “shall we go to weed car park?” Then to me “we caught someone there the other day”. He explains that they recently caught someone smoking cannabis on his break from the nearby factory and also a lad who lived just up the road but didn’t want his parents to know that he smoked cannabis. We go to the car park – a small dark square of potholed tarmac, secluded from sight of nearby houses by a high hedge of trees. Jimmy bumps the van into the car park and does a circuit. There is no-one and nothing there. “You jinxed it” Clara says to Owen.   
…
19:00 Jimmy bemoans the fact that no-one is out on the street walking around. In Ulfstead he says there are always people out and about, even at 2 or 3 am. The officers talk eagerly about Ulfstead, somewhere there are “queues for the cashpoint at 3am”.
…
19:55 Jimmy – “is there anywhere on this estate we haven’t been that people might go?”
…
20:00 Jimmy says “I’m at a loss. We’ve been all over the estate and seen no criminals. Shall we go to Ulfstead?” We leave the deployment area and hit the motorway to head over towards Ffarquhar Road which “should be busy”. 
…
There is some discussion between the officers of the increased scrutiny on stop and search. Owen suggests that the government want crime figures to drop and with less stop and search offenders aren’t getting caught. Jimmy adds that “it’s gone too far”. Clara says “criminals know it too” there are more people “getting away with stuff” and they are “more cocky”. Addressing me directly, she adds that it’s not like they were searching “decent working people”. 

EXAMPLE 3: December 2015 in a computer room

[NOTE: This field note was taken during observation on a late shift in a van with Owen, Clara and Jimmy. A man has been arrested after he reacted to seeing a police van by throwing his car into rapid reverse through narrow residential streets and, when the police van followed, abandoned his car to try and escape on foot. Having been apprehended he and his car were searched but nothing was found. The man has been arrested on suspicion of driving under the influence of drugs.] 

On arrival in the custody suite Jimmy books the suspect in. Owen takes me through a locked door to a square box like room with a sign saying Administration on the door. There are 5 computers on desks around the wall and a large printer/copier also on one of the desks.

Clara has looked up the suspect on “the system”. There is some intelligence on him for “bagheads leaning in” his car [people buying drugs]. It is suggested that he is involved in the supply of Class A drugs[footnoteRef:6] . He does have a previous conviction for supplying cannabis (more than 30 plants were found in his home when officers were called there to deal with a domestic). As we wait in this room Clara is working away on one computer. Owen is on another brushing up on his traffic offences. Both seem absorbed in getting the necessary admin done at first but then there is some chat. Amusement at the suspect’s (over) reaction to seeing the police. Owen reflects that he could well have swallowed the drugs which was why they didn’t find anything in the car. He tells me that the suspect had a drink ready next to him for this purpose (which, he says, is what “they” do). Or he could have thrown the drugs away somewhere in the street. Owen “wouldn’t put it past” the folks in that street to sneak in and pick the drugs up whilst the police were chasing the suspect. Clara adds that when she asked the bystanders what the street was called so she could radio in one woman said “I won’t tell you”. [6:  Possession or supply/production of Class A drugs attract the most severe penalties because these drugs are considered to be the most harmful. Drugs in this class include cocaine, heroin, LSD, ecstasy, methadone and methamphetamine.] 


After some time news comes back that the suspect has tested positive for cannabis and cocaine. Clara is typing up the statement. She asks Owen if just the lights or lights and siren were on during the pursuit. There is a pause. Owen says the siren must have been on as that’s why everyone on the street came out to see what was going on. “yeah, yeah” says Clara “I just don’t know what he [referring to Jimmy] has put”. There is another pause. Clara decides to go with “lights and siren were on” – “it’ll make it easier to prove failed to stop”. She has “made a start” on the statement – Jimmy can then go back over it when he is ready.

Commentary and discussion

In each of the fieldnote excerpts above, officers make spoken references to settings, actors and events. What those officers say indicates assumptions about characteristics of those settings, actors and events which are not free-floating, but in fact refer to stories not necessarily visible in the particular event recorded in the fieldnote but still present (albeit with varying degrees of explicitness). In Example 1, the man who becomes an actor in the story is not known to the police. He is an unknown quantity. Further story elements are needed to legitimate drawing him into the police narrative. The first additional element is the setting. The park is regarded as a significant and suspicious location because as Owen tells the observer, an intelligence briefing has flagged up a recent assault at that location, and officers think drug dealing takes place there. The second additional story element is the action: “did you see that? His hand went to his pocket.” By drawing these elements together and adding an additional assumption about the motivation for the action the officers construct a shared narrative to legitimate the stop: “He’s come out of the park. When he saw we were police he went for his pocket”. 

The coherence of this short narrative is now dependent upon and nested within stories from outside the context of this particular observation: the intelligence briefing, the common belief about what goes on in the park, and the imagined earlier event where the man stopped has purchased drugs in the park and is now cycling along with them in his pocket. The officers’ narration of what is happening also demonstrates their awareness that they will need at some point to be able to tell a story for the official record of this event. Now we can see the talk in this short fieldnote excerpt as a kind of thinking aloud which starts in the heat of the moment when the decision to stop is just taking shape and which refers outside of that moment to other stories. On the face of it the action of the man who is subsequently stopped by police appears rather innocent. It is only by slotting that one action into a larger narrative of suspicion, which brings into play both the setting (known as suspicious), a hypothesis about the motivation behind the man’s action, and (perhaps) an awareness of the need to tell a story after the fact about why the stop took place, that this stop feels justified and justifiable for the officers involved. 

Research in the US found furtive or evasive behaviour (as interpreted by officers) being cited as justification for over 60% of stop and frisks in New York during 2011 (Fagan & Geller, 2015, p.78). The researchers propose using script theory (as developed within the social psychology literature) to understand how officers make decisions to stop, proposing that “officers have developed recurring narratives or scripts of suspicion to satisfy administrative review of their actions” (p.55). Fagan and Geller relied on published NYPD data drawn from stop and frisk case records as completed by officers. They did not observe officers at work. As shown above, our fieldnotes can help us to understand the origins of the narratives that ultimately make it onto stop and search records. And we can see that the narratives of suspicion are linked to other narratives, concrete (in the form of intelligence briefings) and imagined (the hypothesised previous actions behind the motivations of actors).

In Example 2 the observer hears officers assessing the desirability of different locations as places for police to be. Owen tells a very brief story about “weed car park” to explain its significance: “we caught someone there the other day”. And all the officers agree that Ulfstead (the area they eventually head for) is a setting for many events, with its “queues for the cashpoint at 3am”. But the location the officers are assigned to is frustrating because there is no one on the streets and they have “seen no criminals”. This excerpt indicates a yearning to encounter particular types of actors and events, and thus to be a part of particular narratives. The relevant actors for the stories told, or implied, in this excerpt include two young men previously caught smoking cannabis in “weed car park”, as well as the people, in particular the criminals Jimmy is desperately trying to find as he steers his police van around a deserted housing estate. Other actors referred to are the increasingly “cocky” offenders, and the “decent working people” invoked by Clara as she expresses her views about the increased scrutiny of stop and search.

This example, lacking as it is in actual action, provides an indication of a typical cast of characters in the narratives police construct about the reality of the context in which they work: the young male cannabis users sneaking off into dark corners; the well-informed and “cocky” criminals who keep up to date with the latest developments in police policy and practice and exploit any weakness; and the “decent working people” who should not be the deliberate target of police action. Having a situated understanding of these groups as potential actors in narratives we understand the distinctions officers make between them as always situated in the ebb and flow of action, inaction and potential action characterising the typical shift. The decision to check-out “weed car park” emerges not from any apparent moral zeal to catch individuals in possession of small amounts of cannabis (indeed during another shift Owen expressed scepticism about the harmfulness of cannabis) but rather from a desire for something to do. Boredom at work creates conditions where officers start to shape their own objectives and activities. These are likely to emphasise those parts of the job that offer excitement and the opportunity to act out the fantasy of police work as crime-fighting (cf. Holdaway, 1983; Phillips, 2016). As Holdaway (1983) notes, these types of interactions offer rich materials for future storytelling which will further mark out the boundaries of what officers expect from their work and from each other.  

The tendency to divide the world up into “decent” people and those who are appropriate targets for police action has been well-documented in the police culture literature (e.g. see van Maanen, 1978; Waddington, 1999b). But these categories are best understood in terms of what part they play, or could play, as actors in a narrative of police. Example 3 illustrates this more clearly. Owen suggests that the man he arrests could have swallowed any drugs that were in his car to conceal them, or he may have thrown them away whilst he ran. This, Owen tells the observer, is what “they” do. He then speculates as to whether someone in the street may have snuck into the man’s car to pick up the drugs whilst the police chased him in foot. In reflecting on what he remembers happening, Owen is also mooting candidate stories to explain why the officers did not eventually find any drugs in the car. The actors populating his hypothetical tales are, in the case of the man arrested, organised and calculating, and in the case of the street’s inhabitants, prone to opportunistic criminality and hostile to police. This latter characterisation is reinforced by Clara’s claim that a woman in the street would not tell her what the street was called so she could radio for back up. Speculative stories containing generalisations about communities or types of people are now woven into retellings of actual events and the boundary between fact and imagination becomes unclear.  Owen may feel more secure in his speculation about the behaviour of the man arrested as a glance at his story, as told by the force’s computer database, reveals both previous offending and recent intelligence on him (a further example of the interweaving of stories from different sources). However, the speculation about what happened in this particular case, as well as that about the character of the people in the street where the arrest occurred, remains pure conjecture. 

Hypothetical or imagined events play an important role in officers’ narratives of actual events. The drug deals imagined when a particular action is seen near a particular setting, the possibility that a suspect has swallowed or thrown away his drugs to avoid their detection, these are stories police tell themselves and each other to justify interventions where suspicion has proven misplaced. The way officers talk about their work weaves together stories based on recollections of specific incidents with stories mooted as explanations as to why a stop was justifiable or why prohibited items were not found. This is not to say that those stories are not sometimes true but in specific cases such as those outlined above they may be little more than hunch or conjecture. And in their repetition these stories come to seen more plausible. So stories from outside of the specific context in the form of both prior incidents (as related in intelligence reports) and imagined events (occurring before or out of sight of the contact with police), function like a glue between narrative elements such that specific settings, actors and their visible actions create an appropriate scenario for police intervention. But a surfeit of action creates a new problem: how to accurately recall what occurred for the evidential record.

Example 3 records what happened after a very intense and short-lived burst of action by officers: a car chase, followed by a chase on foot. After the intensity and excitement of this incident, the officers sit in a windowless room attempting to reconstruct what occurred. Owen consults reference software to ensure that he understands the relevant traffic offences. Clara begins work on typing up her statement. Having made the arrest, Jimmy is dealing with booking the subject in and having him tested for alcohol and illegal drugs. Clara cannot remember if the van’s lights and siren were switched on during the pursuit. Owen’s response relies on another hypothetical event: if the siren had not been on, then the people living on the street would not have all rushed out of their houses to see what was going on, so the siren must have been on. Clara accepts this reasoning but adds that she is unsure what Jimmy has put in his statement. To avoid giving something for the defence to attack the police with, the officers’ stories must match. This is now more important than that they match what actually happened. Clara also refers to an external point of reference that shapes the way the stories will be told: officers’ awareness of the points to prove for the offences they allege have occurred. 

In this example, then, Owen and Clara revisit what actually happened, first because it is amusing, and then to speculate about what might have happened to explain why no drugs were found. They then attempt to reconstruct an exciting, confusing, and ultimately very brief episode from their shift into a story form that is fit for the purpose of pursuing a successful prosecution. The actual events quickly fade into the background compared to the storied version of the action. In this way action, once completed, is rapidly colonised by talk, and that talk refers outside of the immediate context: sometimes back to the action itself but also back to previous stories (and actors and settings), outwards to imagined stories (candidate explanations), and then forward into the official record and, later no doubt, into anecdote and folklore. If culture is “the ‘way things are done around here’” (O’Neill & Singh, 2007, p.1) then fieldnotes provide us with a glimpse of that. The interpretation we have provided here suggests that in police work the doing of things occurs within a framework of stories that provide, shape and delimit plausible ways of thinking, talking and acting as police: “plausibility structures” (Beckford, 1975 cited in Cockcroft, 2007). 

Conclusion

As the commentary and discussion provided above demonstrate, police work can be understood through the lens of narrative because it is an inherently storied activity (Smith et al., 2014). Stories in different formats, emanating from different sources, frame and are enacted in the daily activities of police officers, and are also packaged up for non-police consumption. Telling a story is a vital aspect of police investigative work: officers are required to construct narratives to justify their use of powers as well as presenting evidence to the courts. It is also the case (see in particular Example 1) that officers on the street receive stories, both from elsewhere within the police organisation - through briefings from superiors and through intelligence reports – and, although we have not discussed this here, from mediated portrayals of police work and the politics which accompanies it. These stories situate officers in a wider social context and identify a cast of characters (bagheads, decent working people and so on). The actions observed against this backcloth are then further interpreted and given texture as officers stitch together a patchwork of narratives for the purpose of both initiating and explaining action. 

We think that attending to the stories, big and small, that are contained or alluded to in the everyday talk and actions of the officers we are observing, has real potential in terms of moving on knowledge about police culture, and about why police behave as they do. Stories constructed by a range of storytellers, which are told and heard outside of the context of the immediate event observed, help make particular settings appropriate ones for the police to act in, and position particular actors as appropriate recipients of police attention. These stories form “plausibility structures” (Beckford, 1975 cited in Cockcroft, 2007), and, in their turn, are retold, as intelligence, as folklore, perhaps even as both, to form part of that same structure.

As outlined earlier in this article, sociological orthodoxy in research on police culture has faced a range of criticisms. One of its chief unresolved weaknesses has been in explaining the link between talk and action. Our observations indicate to us that the complexities of police culture are not reducible to a special form of knowledge of the craft, or to a set of tools (educational, reparative or otherwise) for dealing with what is certainly a challenging job. Ultimately, we think that further developing the approach to police narrative we have trialled here, could support the elaboration of a more satisfactory approach to understanding why police behave as they do and how we might promote desirable changes in behaviour, including reductions in the discriminatory, socially divisive, and sometimes harmful misuse of police powers which sadly still occurs. 

We think the added value in this narrative approach lies in the fact that it does not attempt to abstract characteristics of culture (which can only ever be inferred and made visible through the interpretive work researchers apply to what police say and do) out of the specific, situated contexts within which police work occurs. Instead our approach has been to examine “the ordering of particularities” (Andrews et al., 2008, p.12) evidenced in the interlocking narratives present or referred to in specific incidents. This approach avoids characterising officers as, for example, cynical, suspicious, prejudiced even, and instead attempts to understand the significance and implications of the narratives they draw upon, enact and relate in their everyday work. Because it is through these narratives that undesirable forms of police behaviour emerge, gain meaning and thus may be legitimised. 

What we have demonstrated here is only a rather modest beginning in applying this approach. But we hope to develop it further as we continue to observe police and analyse narratives within our fieldnotes. We hope that this approach will also eventually prove fruitful for realising the benefits of Chan’s (1997) proposals for an analytical lens which encompasses the wider social and political structures within which police work, the “larger whole” in Shearing and Ericson’s (1991) words. These structures themselves, we suggest, may have narrative bases and effects. In future work we will seek to explore the link between them, and police work. Continuation of this analytical enterprise, though, is entirely reliant on an ethnographic approach to police research. It is only by directly observing police acting, talking and telling stories in situ that we gain access to the multiplicity of small stories that make up the narratives of police. For us, then, the ethnographic imperative (cf. Marks, 2004) is clear.  
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