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In amongst a broad-ranging account of Ireland’s colonial past and what might be termed 

“green shoots” of dissident thought, Joep Leerssen draws attention to a 19th century 

sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies who wrote on the distinction between society and 

community. 2  Society is seen as modern, urban, fluid, and composed of members who 

happily cede control to state apparatuses to foster freedom, whether that means the right 

to be left alone or the right to rise above one’s station. Members of a community are seen 

as pre-modern, with little opportunity to be anonymous, fixed socially and politically, 

inheritors of a tradition where face-to-face communication is constant and expected.  In 

such a community, justice may be sanctioned and served outside the state’s remit.   

 

These distinctions have a long philosophical lineage. Thomas Hobbes famously 

championed the state‘s Leviathan, a sword wielding potential dictator who could keep 

people in check by the threat of overwhelming violence.  Its saving grace was that the 

people consented to give this power to an individual as a way to avoid chaos, the war of 

	
1		An	early	version	of	this	essay	was	delivered	as	a	keynote	at	a	conference	on	Irish	
Cinema	and	its	Contexts	in	April	2013	in	Cork	at	UCC	organized	by	Dr.	Barry	
Monahan.		
2	Joep	Leerssen,	Hidden	Ireland,	Public	Sphere	(Dublin:	Arlen	House,	2002),	p.	34.	
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all against all. 3  Jean-Jacques Rousseau by contrast in A Discourse on Inequality 

lamented the passing of a pre-modern nascent society that he saw as man’s golden  

era. 4  For him, the Hobbesian centrality of power only corrupted man. It is not far to leap 

from this political and philosophical position to legitimately question creation stories and 

religion.  If there was an Eden with strict rules, then was Adam and Eve’s fall due to a 

dissident reaction to a tyrannical ruler rather than a consequence of a criminal serpent in 

their midst?  No wonder the appeal throughout history of uopian societies, from images 

of heaven to fictional, if ironic, scenarios.  Thomas More’s Utopia is one of the first in 

the English-speaking world to debate a radical overhaul of society by an account of a 

fictional country with bizarre rules and practices. 5  The central question raised by such 

narratives and treatises is the extent to which state power should hold sway over 

individuals. The cultural phenomenon that Leerssen advances, and which my essay here 

explores, is that the media works in part as a societal construct that mimics community. 

However, when that media construct involves the police as content, we are presented 

with the equivalent of an uncovered wound in the body politic. The governing pretence 

that society is community is exposed for scrutiny. 

 

In most countries the police are a state instrument that must often intrude on community 

practices.  For this reason, the police are always in public discourse. On the front line 

against crime and occasionally large citizen protests, they inevitably slip roles between 

	
3	Thomas	Hobbes,	Leviathan,	ed.	Edwin	Curley	(Indianapolis,	Indiana:	Hackett,	
1994).	
4	Jean-Jacques	Rousseau,	A	Discourse	on	Inequality,	trans.	Maurice	Cranston	
(London:	Penguin	Books,	1984).	
5	Thomas	More,	Utopia,	ed.	William	P.	Weaver	et	al.	(Toronto:	Broadview	Press,	
2010).	
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that of guardians of the people and guardians of the state.  When the latter conflicts to a 

significant degree with the former, calls for greater oversight of these individual men and 

women in uniform are often heard, if not heeded.  Invariably, police actions become the 

sites of debate over legitimate and illegitimate authority. In a country with a robust 

tradition of democracy and solid accountability practices, one might sleep easily in the 

knowledge that mistakes will be rectified and truth will eventually emerge. However, the 

experience of Ireland with policing is more prone to induce anxiety, restlessness, and 

even nightmares, rather than contented slumber.  Surely we can view the history of the 

Irish state or states through the police, their actions, their roles, and their struggles, and 

these sets of challenges provide a background for screenwriters and filmmakers who must 

decide on the nature of representations of policing in their work, decisions that have 

served to illuminate the crisis of authority at specific historical turning points.  

The police are also often on the wrong side of history. For Frantz Fanon, in The 

Wretched of the Earth, for example, he famously writes: `The colonized world is divided 

into two. The dividing line, the border, is represented by the barracks and the police 

stations.  In the colonies, the official legitimate agent, the spokesperson for the colonizer 

and the regime of oppression, is the police officer or soldier.’ 6  One of the main concerns 

in The Wretched of the Earth is to warn how difficult it is to decolonize a society.  

Although from Martinique, Fanon identified himself at different times as French and then 

as Algerian. Revolution he thought would come not from the proletariat, as Marx argued, 

but from the peasantry.  He might have been disappointed to learn that on balance the 

	
6	Frantz	Fanon,	The	Wretched	of	the	Earth,	trans.	Richard	Philcox	(New	York:	Grove	
Press,	2004),	p.3.	
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IRA volunteers during the War of Independence came from a higher social class than 

many of the RIC and temporary constables fighting them. No matter the origin of the 

revolt, for Fanon the end result of post-independence would be a series of bad 

temptations as the former colonized tried on for size the colonizer’s suit for running the 

country. 

 

In the new Irish Free State, of course, they painted the letterboxes green over the 

initial British red, and this problem of a continual undercoat would seem to be the fate of 

a period of decolonization. It affects everyone and everything in society, including super-

structural forces, such as art. Is Irish cinema not a palimpsest undergirded by various 

culturally colonizing cinematic imaginaries—Hollywood, British cinema, European Art 

cinema, and even, later, 1960s Third world cinemas?  Fanon identifies a kind of depleted 

energy, since for him post-independence too often gave way to compromise, collusion 

and corruption.  This alliterative trilogy might serve as a way into seeing the Irish police 

on screen.  

 

The history of policing in Ireland is instructive in order to think about the 

challenges of governance and the winning of consent from the community. In the 17th and 

18th century, Church parishes and municipal governments regularly hired watchmen 

armed with pikes to patrol the streets, mostly at night.  There are obscure references to 

them being called `Charlies.’  Perhaps the withering phrase a `right Charlie’ -–other than 

possible cockney slang--comes from the recognition of an unqualified or hastily 

appointed character in a position of authority.  Many were tasked to periodically shout 
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out the time and declare that all was well. At a more official level, the Lord Lieutenant of 

Ireland would appoint Magistrates who in turn would have the authority to appoint a head 

constable and subconstables.  These men were seen as the baronial police (nickname: 

Barnies), but we are talking of under 1,000 individuals for the whole of Ireland.  These 

men were added to the regular British army and to the overwhelmingly Protestant militia 

(Irish Yeomanry). This combination, therefore, of civilian style police and more 

mainstream military activity—reminiscent of the British soldiers on patrol with the RUC 

in Northern Ireland during the Troubles -- has long roots in the country.  The police seem 

inadequate or not fully trusted. 

 

The Yeomanry were involved in suppressing the United Irishmen uprising, and it 

is no surprise that when Robert Peel came to Ireland he found a disorganized system of 

policing, fronted by often incompetent magistrates.  Peel’s various proposals did find 

fruition—the Peace Preservation Act of 1814 allowed for a force that would move from 

county to county if needed. This was when the use of the term “Peelers” for policemen 

was first heard. Later, the 1822 Irish Constabulary Act would help professionalize the 

system and recruitment.  But it was still haphazard overall, and lines of communication 

and coordination were weak.  Dublin had had what one could call its own police force 

since the late 18th century, and Belfast had, too, from 1800 to 1865. These Northern 

individuals were called `The Bulkies’—perhaps a reference to the heavy attire they wore.   

Derry had its own police force until it, too, was amalgamated in 1870. Ireland even had 

its own separate Revenue police in the nineteenth century, whose most known task 

seemed to be uncovering illegal poteen production. 
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The Irish Constabulary that later became the Royal Irish Constabulary in 1867 

had to come to the Bulkies’ rescue in 1864 when disturbances in that less than 

harmonious city broke out, and of which we have contemporary visual representations. In 

his book on the Bulkies, Brian Griffin reproduces two scenes depicted in the London 

Illustrated Times on 3 September 1864.  In addition to a drawing of the mainly Catholic 

constabulary firing on Protestant mobs, another scene shows Protestant ship-carpenters 

firing on Catholic navvies. 7  Suspicion and resentment of the Irish Constabulary were 

also high among Catholic civilians as the police were used for tithe collection. The 

Bulkies disbanded in 1865 and the RIC took over most of the responsibility for policing 

Ireland. As a centralized authority that banned its members from belonging to secret 

societies, they represented in the view of historian Roy Foster, a paramilitary force, a 

colonial police, essentially detached from communities. 8 Further south, however, the 

Dublin Metropolitan Police carried on as an unarmed force, though by the 1916 Rising, 

this created a quandary.  Sebastian Barry’s Thomas Dunne in The Steward of 

Christendom plays into this mythology when he reminisces:  

 

The DMP was never armed, not like the Royal Irish Constabulary. The RIC could go to 

war. That’s why we were taken off the streets during that rebellion at Easter time, that 

	
7		See		Brian	Griffin,	The	Bulkies:	Police	and	Crime	in	Belfast,	1800-1865	(Dublin:	Irish	
Academic	Press,	1997).	
8	R.F.	Foster,	Modern	Ireland:	1600-1972,	London:	Penguin	Books,	1988,	pp.	294-5.	
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they make so much of now. We were mostly country men, and Catholics to boot, and we 

loved our King and we loved our country….Some said we had been traitors to Ireland….9  

 

It’s a comforting notion of ordinary decent policemen simply looking after ordinary 

decent criminals. However, we do have photographs showing the Dublin Metropolitan 

Police with rifles in 1916. 10  

 

Unsurprisingly, what Irish Film Censor Sheamus Smith labelled a “landmark in 

Irish Cinema”—Neil Jordan’s Michael Collins (1996)-- speaks to the least loved role of 

the police in 1916.  In one composition from the film, two `G Men’ (RIC intelligence 

officers) are sandwiched between British soldiers and the gaze of Eamon De Valera and 

Michael Collins. Yet, even here the image is not as it appears, as one of the G men, the 

character Broy played by Stephen Rea, will switch allegiances to be an informant for the 

IRA. In real life, the IRA murdered unarmed `G’ men, and did so likely on the direct 

orders of Michael Collins.  Historian Peter Hart cast a sceptical eye over the mismatch in 

weaponry that favoured the insurgents, somewhat undermining heroic republican 

mythology. 11  According to historian Thomas Bartlett, in the years between 1919 and 

1921 400 police, 150 military and 750 IRA and civilians were killed.  In absolute 

numbers, this is just over a third of the deaths of the later Troubles in Northern Ireland, 

	
9	Sebastian	Barry,	‘The	Steward	of	Christendom’	in	Sebastian	Barry:	Plays	1	(London:	
Methuen,	1997),	p.	245.	
10	See	the	plate	in	Gregory	Allen’s	The	Garda	Síochána:	Policing	Independent	Ireland	
1922-82	(Dublin:	Gill	and	MacMilllan,	1999).	
	
11	See	Peter	Hart,	Mick:	The	Real	Michael	Collins	(London:	Penguin,	2005),	pp.	212-
223.	
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but over a short period of a few years, not thirty. 12  Looking more closely at the statistics, 

one is struck that in those three decades just above 300 regular and reserve RUC men 

were killed, which highlights the targeted nature of the earlier conflict. 

 

Demonized figures in Ken Loach’s The Wind That Shakes The Barley (2006), the 

RIC were assisted by temporary constables: initially, older men from Britain with an 

average age of forty were hired to assist a demoralized force, but then as the situation 

deteriorated younger men who were veterans of the war, famously known as the Black 

and Tans, were added; and then there were Auxiliaries (ex-officers, but a large group of 

whom had been recruited from the ranks during WW1). The `Auxies’ often had no 

uniform at all.   They were temporary cadets officially, army, militia, paramilitary, all 

rolled into one. As an anonymous writer of a short story collection, entitled Tales of the 

R.I.C.  (published in 1922),  observed, they were `those cursed pups of Cromwell.’ 13  By 

being paid at the rate of a sergeant in the RIC (a position that took on average 18 years to 

obtain for an ordinary constable) one can understand why the relations between the RIC 

and the Auxiliaries were sometimes strained.  All groups were responsible for atrocities: 

for example, though commanded by an Auxiliary, it’s now thought mostly local Irish RIC 

men shot spectators at Croke Park, but the Auxiliaries deliberately burned Cork in 1920, 

an event so powerful that it figures large in the imagery of George Dewhurst’s Irish 

Destiny in 1926, a film whose narrative presents the classic IRA/Black and Tans conflict. 

	
12	See	Thomas	Bartlett,	Ireland:	A	History	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	
2010),	p.404.	
13	Anon.	Tales	of	the	R.I.C.	(Edinburgh	and	London:	William	Blackwood	and	Sons,	
1922),	p.21.		
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This film has been accorded due reverence: in 1993, in Dublin, President Mary Robinson 

attended a screening of the restored version. 14  

  

A famous victory in reality, and not in fiction, for the IRA was the ambush of 18 

Auxiliaries at Kilmichael in County Cork, an incident much debated, with the Canadian 

historian Peter Hart basically accusing the IRA’s account of the deaths as truth deficient. 

15 According to D.M. Leeson, who favours the `fog of war’ interpretation of the above 

occasion, only 39 Auxiliaries were actually killed during the War of Independence. 16  

Their screen deaths likely far exceed this amount.  After the civil war and the 1925 

merger of the DMP, the Garda Síochána endeavoured to become an integral part of the 

new state, and this is why we see images of apparent success, declaring competence and a 

strong masculine ethos.  We have numerous photographs of the boxing champion cops, 

and their successful teams involved in swimming and Gaelic football. By the 1950s the 

image was expanded somewhat, with those of the Garda family man, and of women 

recruits. 17 

 

In the new state of Northern Ireland, the Royal Ulster Constabulary retained the 

dark green uniform of the RIC, and had various Special constabularies, the most 

	
14	Reported	by	Kevin	Rockett	in	his	The	Irish	Filmography	(Dublin:	Red	Mountain	
Media,	1996),	p.	11.	
15	See	Peter	Hart,	The	I.R.A.	and	Its	Enemies:	Violence	and	Community	in	Cork	1916-
1923	(Oxford:	OUP,	1998),	pp.	21-38.	
16	See	D.M.	Leeson,	The	Black	and	Tans:	British	Police	and	Auxiliaries	in	the	Irish	War	
of	Independence,	1920-21	(Oxford:	OUP,	2011),	p.	111.	
17	Examples	of	these	photographs	can	be	found	on	plates	in	Liam	McNiffe’s	A	History	
of	the	Garda	Síochána.	A	Social	History	of	the	Force	1922-52,	with	an	Overview	for	the	
Years	1952-97	(Dublin:	Wolfhound	Press,	1997).	
	



	 10	

infamous, the B Specials. Those specials comprised the core of the Northern Ireland 

Home Guard during the Second World War. Later, The RUC Reserve would also allow 

an equivalent of a temporary constable.   Of course, throughout the Troubles, in addition 

to all the republican groups, the loyalist paramilitaries formed militias of a kind, most 

notably the UDA.  More officially, the Ulster Defence Regiment was founded and later 

merged with the Royal Irish Rangers to form the Royal Irish Regiment. Not 

unreasonably, citizens could be forgiven for thinking the only thing that differentiated the 

RUC and UDR was the uniform. Northern Ireland was a militarized state from the 1970s 

to the late 1990s, with 10,000 police and up to 20,000 soldiers at the ready. 18 The Gardai 

had only 10,000 members for the rest of Ireland combined.  We see, therefore, the thin 

blue line most definitely in the Republic of Ireland; a thick dark green line north of the 

border.  The Good Friday Agreement and the Patten Report led to the current Police 

Service of Northern Ireland—no Royal anymore and new symbols, along with reduced 

police numbers.  And, of course, Northern Ireland witnessed different forms of `policing’ 

actions from paramilitaries throughout the Troubles, and their reach still extends today in 

Belfast and elsewhere.   

 

Early Irish police representations on screen included the figure of the bumbling 

local RIC man, for this appears to be the narrative of one Rafferty’s Rise in 1917 directed 

by J M Kerrigan, from the homegrown Film Company of Ireland, prints of which seem to 

have been lost. Poking fun at authority is a central technique of most comedy and would 

	
18	Figures	fluctuated	from	year	to	year.	Detailed	statistics	can	be	viewed	on	the	CAIN	
website:	http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/ni/security.htm#death	(accessed	June	9,	2015)	
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easily escape the attention of censors due to its light-hearted treatment. This was certainly 

how the film was reviewed and marketed.  It also ties in with the huge strain of Irish-

American films featuring the ethnic Irish cop, and whose influence can never be 

underestimated in how Irish people think of model policing behaviour.  But perhaps most 

interesting within the RIC and their temporary constable representations is what we see in 

the two War of Independence films released in 1936: Brian Desmond Hurst’s   Ourselves 

Alone, and Tom Cooper’s The Dawn.  Ourselves Alone has since become a complicated 

object of study. Brian Desmond Hurst’s acute sense of partial loyalties that constitutes the 

make up of many Ulster Protestants naturally feeds into the film. 19  RIC Inspector 

Hannay becomes the centre of attention here, as almost in a kind of Dickensian A Tale of 

Two Cities sacrifice narrative, he renounces his own local reputation and romantic desires 

to ensure an English army officer is not blamed for an IRA man’s death, and thus the 

officer can pursue a romance with the murdered man’s sister.  In this sense, Hannay is 

declaring both his Britishness and Irishness, not the false consciousness or malevolent 

consciousness of the French Algerians (the pieds-noir) that Fanon experienced and 

discussed at length. The republican narrative line, with its anti-imperialist thought fits 

Fanon’s work like a glove, but one has trouble using him with a non racial other such as 

the Ulster Protestants.  One of the conceits of the film is that the police and security 

forces truly feel they deserve—and not the IRA—to own the phrase,  `Ourselves Alone.’  

Preposterous on the surface, it is nonetheless consistent with a loyalist and unionist siege 

mentality. 

	
19	For	a	detailed	discussion	of	the	film’s	reception,	see	John	Hill,	`”Purely	Sinn	Fein	
Propaganda”:	The	Banning	of	Ourselves	Alone	(1936)’	Historical	Journal	of	Film,	
Radio	and	Television	20:	3	(August	2000),	317-333.	
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Tom Cooper’s The Dawn would seem to be an open and shut case of portraying 

national liberation.  Fanon would have cheered this film on.  One of its salient sequences 

is the ambush of a convoy of temporary constables and cadets. The film directs its 

attention on the Malone family, in particular Brian Malone, who, under the taint of family 

informer lore from the 1860s Fenian agitation, makes the incredible decision, once kicked 

out of the IRA, to join the RIC.  So, perhaps we are meant to think that only when 

individuals are misled or mistaken or heartbroken, do they join the police. And, even 

better, once the temporary constables execute an IRA man, Brian Malone comes to his 

senses and deserts the RIC.  Our national film history in Ireland, then, is predicated on a 

high degree of questioning of policing. Neither 1930s film, then, is comforting nor are the 

police heroes in any conventional sense, with Hurst’s film often dismissed by critics as a 

British propaganda piece or simply confused while Cooper ‘s work rows to the opposite 

shore whereby it is seen as the best a local Irish amateur could do. By the 1940s, we see a 

kind of Father knows best policeman in Carol Reed’s Odd Man Out (1947), starring 

Dennis O’Dea as an RUC Inspector. He appears framed in a doorway as a vampire 

figure, wishing to feast on the bleeding IRA man Johnny McQueen.  He has all the 

authority and threat, and yet Reed has him speak softly to both Johnny’s love interest 

Kathleen and the family Priest. One wonders if, as Dai Vaughan once wrote on the film, 

the RUC inspector is supposed to be Roman Catholic—10% of the force were. 20  Such 

speculation would set up an internal struggle within the minority community in Northern 

Ireland as the key drama, not dissimilar to later Troubles films such as Terry George’s 

	
20	Dai	Vaughan,	Odd	Man	Out	(London	BFI,	1995),	p.54	
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Some Mother’s Son (1996).  Odd Man Out concludes with the RUC returning fire to shots 

intentionally fired at them by Kathleen. Johnny and her are killed, and while the police 

explain the circumstances clearly, we are left emotionally with the priest’s raised 

eyebrows at their actions. 21  

 

By the 1970s, Irish filmmakers such as Bob Quinn included Irish Garda 

characters, mostly as impediments to their main characters’ objectives. Quinn’s Poitin 

(1978) in some ways is a throwback to the Revenue Police trying to outwit the home-

grown poteen industry. A famous image from the film is a framed composition of a 

Garda in the windscreen mirror of a poteen smuggler’s car. It conveys a sense of the 

police as always slowly behind the action, an encumbrance to normal living.  Neil Jordan 

took greater risks with his first film Angel (1982), for his Irish policemen are both 

unusual—Ray McAnally plays a character, Inspector Bloom, who says he is Jewish, 

while his sergeant (Donal McCann) is corrupt and allied to loyalist death squads. The 

film ends with this policeman’s death, while another film in this era, the popular Pat 

O’Connor directed film Cal (1984), actually opens with the murder of an unloved RUC 

man. Jim Sheridan’s first film on Northern Ireland, In the Name of the Father (1993), 

asks us to see the collusion between the RUC and the English police in perpetuating 

injustice. 

 

	
21	For	a	fuller	discussion	of	Odd	Man	Out	and	the	ending	of	the	film,	see	Brian	
McIlroy,	Shooting	to	Kill:	Filmmaking	and	the	`Troubles’	in	Northern	Ireland	
(Richmond,	B.C.:	Steveston	Press,	2001),	pp.	58-69.	
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Shifting southwards again and toward an apparently friendly and well-meaning 

police officer, we have Inspector Ned Kenny in John Boorman’s The General (1998), 

played uproariously by Jon Voight.  We can describe his role in the film as symptomatic 

of failed community policing in the face of violent modernity. He is forced to evict a poor 

community from condemned housing. We have the sense of Inspector Kenny as a man 

from the country who makes it to the big smoke, and spends most of his career dealing 

with petty crime and the criminals behind it. Modernity wipes out the old tenement 

buildings, just as the wide distribution of drugs wipes out the idea of an `ordinary decent 

criminal,’ Thaddeus O’Sullivan’s title of his 1999 version of the Cahill tale. But less 

attention has been paid, perhaps, to the clash of cultures within the police.  The old 

method of punching the arrested former petty criminal does not produce a desired 

solution.  It leads to Inspector Kenny seeing himself as a man who has lost his moral 

compass.  To be fair, however, the film places the police, as a group, firmly in the gutter, 

symbolized by their arranging the killing of Cahill’s pigeons to assert vindictive mastery. 

But what is remarkable in John Boorman’s film is the suggestion of a huge jump by the 

Garda from badgering a known criminal to what appears as effective collusion with the 

IRA to have Cahill assassinated.   

 

Disturbing questions are also set in train in Paul Greengrass’s Bloody Sunday  

(2002) which profiles the real RUC man Lagan, who fails to convince the military 

commander to take a soft approach to the Civil Rights march in Derry, on that fateful day 

in January 1972 when British Paratroopers murdered civilians.  The RUC is unmasked 

and emasculated.  In the fly-on-the-wall edgy duration shots, Greengrass’s camera probes 
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mercilessly into the apprehensive face of Lagan, as a means to illustrate the tragic 

consequences of weak local policing authority. Dismissed by the commanding British 

military officer as  `A Roman Catholic, of course,’ Lagan may be an agent of the state, 

but one who is not trusted.  

 

My remaining film examples take a more satirical view of the police, allowing us 

to think about their roles as anti-heroes.  Detective Jerry Lynch  (Colm Meaney) in the 

film Intermission (John Crowley, 2003) listens to Clannad, boxes to develop his own cult 

of masculinity, and imagines himself as the charismatic lead in a Reality TV police show. 

The humour in action, as he breaks all ethical boundaries imaginable, even shooting a 

dying sheep, is that he is acting or simulating police work, with the sly suspicion that that 

is all it actually is in Ireland: a performance without substance. In one of the best 

`revenge best served cold’ shots from the film, we see Lynch’s devastated look when his 

car is stolen and trashed, his music or `sounds’ stolen. But even the `too crafty for his 

own good’ Jerry Lynch has been superseded by Brendan Gleeson’s Sergeant Gerry Boyle 

in The Guard (John Michael McDonagh, 2011).  Surrounded by banal police corruption, 

he’s the diamond in the rough, a canny operator, who has the ability to outwit all 

adversaries. Yet, while he crunches the testicles of a murder victim among other 

procedural infractions, he still harkens back to those images of the 1950s, showing a man 

invested in his community and family. He wears his sectarianism and racism on his 

sleeve as a badge of honour—`Racism? Part of me culture.’  We end the film in a literal 

inferno, confirming Boyle in his anti-hero credentials, stepping outside the law as a 
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revenging angel to bring appropriate street justice to the proceedings. He’s a policing 

success because he chooses community over society. 

 

One can also see this clash between society and community in various police 

television drama series set in Ireland, although we don’t seem to have obvious Irish 

versions of the more senior heroic detectives Morse, Lewis, Tennison or Gently found on 

British TV.  Perhaps the most direct is the six episode Jack Taylor (Stuart Orme, 2010-

13), all based on the novels of Ken Bruen.  The eponymous hero played by Iain Glen is a 

hard-drinking, book-reading ex-Garda detective.  A running visual joke in the series is 

that Jack morphs into a private detective while still wearing the Garda issue overcoat; he 

often lies about his police status to gather information, since he can look the part of state 

errand boy.  He has the risk tolerance of a Sam Spade, and although one wonders if the 

city of Galway is big enough to need a private detective, he regularly bulldozes 

community practices, both current and outdated.  In one somewhat fantastical and bloody 

episode, he hunts down a group of locals aggrieved at what they see as state injustice and 

impotence. These men have formed a group called “The Pikemen”, a vigilante 

association modeled in part on the group associated with the United Irishmen uprising in 

1798.  Interestingly, a statue commemorating these men was actually demolished by the 

Black and Tans in Tralee during the War of Independence. The TV series’ Pikemen 

resonate with the various secret societies of dissidents in Irish history who, as Leerssen 

has mentioned, could not meet in the elite salons of Paris or the coffee houses of London 

or Dublin, but met instead in shebeens, hedge schools, and abandoned churches and 

castles.  That it takes a disgraced Garda to sleuth the mystery speaks to the hold of 
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traditional and by no means benign community practices and codes of silence.  

Subsequent episodes in the series skewer those complicit in the Magdalene Laundry 

scandal and clerical child abuse crimes, both of which have deservedly shamed the 

Roman Catholic Church in Ireland.  The suggestion of the series is clear that only a figure 

not bound by police rules and attachments to the state can actually deliver justice. 

 

North of the border, the most compelling TV police series has been The Fall (Allan 

Cubitt, 2013-14) starring Gillian Anderson as Stella Gibson, an English detective who 

comes to Belfast to review and then take over an investigation that ultimately leads to a 

search for a serial killer.  On the surface, this series (two seasons old at time of writing) is 

a simple procedural with the attention focused on how the murderer known to the 

audience manages to manipulate all the women around him to not just elude capture but 

carry out his perverted activities. It also brings a female presence similar to Helen 

Mirren’s Jane Tennison of Prime Suspect into the male dominated Police Service of 

Northern Ireland.  As picked up in various reviews of the series, however, the shadow of 

the Troubles and the Irish question frequently breaks though this professional veneer.  

Sometimes it’s a quiet moment, such as when we see Gibson looking at a plaque entitled  

`Our Murdered Colleagues’, a list of deceased RUC men, suggesting she is in a place 

where the police are used to being besieged by communities both loyalist and republican. 

Sometimes it’s the unresolved past in Northern Ireland that creates not just barriers but 

excessive violence and emotional torment.  We witness a familiar gloomy, noirish Belfast 

where some police prove to be complicit with the drug trade, run by ex-paramilitaries. 

The series appears interested in the perversions of sectarianism’s lasting effects from the 



	 18	

conflict.  One former loyalist paramilitary is torn up not just at the death of his baby but 

that his child’s organs have been donated to assist the survival of Catholic children. This 

same loyalist ironically shoots and wounds the serial killer over an unrelated matter to the 

police investigation by the end of season two. The serial killer and Gibson may be 

apolitical, but the intense pressure on the PSNI to be neutral in a divided society while 

constantly observed by oversight committees reduces the force’s effectiveness. Part of 

that difficulty, the series seems to softly suggest, is that legacy issues from The Troubles 

have not been addressed.  In a weak moment while grieving the loss of his baby, the 

former loyalist paramilitary confesses he has done bad things, worried that his sins led to 

his child’s death.  A grief counselor, who happens to be the serial killer, pretends to offer 

support. As the Assistant Chief Constable says in welcoming Gibson to the city, `Things 

are different here’. 

 

Ireland’s history of policing is thus a deeply fraught one. Legitimacy under colonial rule 

was always an issue; the weakness of the RUC led to the PSNI formation; Michael 

Collins had to reinvent the RIC into the Civic Guard that became the Garda we see today. 

We have memorials to the IRA men shot by British forces, yet on occasion those shooters 

were Irish policemen.   We still have historians debating the policing role of The Black 

and Tans and Auxiliaries, the IRA and the UDA.  We have to wonder at the effectiveness 

of the police in Ireland today in dealing with late capitalism’s perversions, if not 

organized crime. Irish police representations on film feed into that intense uncertainty 

surrounding authority. For many screenwriters and filmmakers the police are often stock 

characters, lacking agency, or even pathetic representatives of a corrupt state. Evidence 
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of real ineffectiveness or poor use of resources is not hard to find—Fintan O’Toole’s 

recounting of how the Irish taxpayer doled out the salaries of 15 police to protect an Irish 

property developer’s wedding comes readily to mind.  22   The findings of the Morris 

Tribunal in 2002 whereby Garda were found to be actively perverting the course of 

justice in Donegal, and by implication throughout Ireland had a muted, almost accepting 

reception in the face of more damning enquiries into financial and clerical child abuse 

scandals.  More positively, the Tribunal did lead to some structural changes and 

whistleblower awareness. But perhaps the blackly comic acceptance of corruption and 

inefficiency, and their iteration on screen, is simply Ireland’s own distinctive inflection, a 

release valve, of Fanon’s post-independence nightmare. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	
22	See	Fintan	O’Toole,	The	Ship	of	Fools:	How	Stupidity	and	Corruption	Sank	the	Celtic	
Tiger	(New	York:	Public	Affairs,	2010),	p.	77.	
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