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Partner University Ulster University  
 

Faculty/School/Department/Research 
Centres 

School of Applied Social and Policy Sciences 

Supervisory Team: please provide details of first, second, and where relevant, third 
supervisors for this project, and any external supervisors/advisors, where applicable 
First supervisor Dr Shane Mac Giollabhuí 

https://www.ulster.ac.uk/staff/s-macgiollabhui 
Second supervisor Dr Jonny Byrne  

https://www.ulster.ac.uk/staff/j-byrne1 
External/industrial supervisor Dr Vicky Conway, Senior Lecturer, School of Law and 

Government, Dublin City University. Member of the 
Policing Authority and the Commission on the Future 
of Policing in Ireland (Republic of Ireland). 
 
https://www.dcu.ie/law_and_government/people/vicky
-conway.shtml 

Contact details for project (for 
informal applicant queries) 

Dr Shane Mac Giollabhuí, s.macgiollabhui@ulster.ac.uk 

DTA Programme(s): please tick which DTA programme(s) this project relates to: 
DTA Social Policy 

Project title Public Order Policing in Post-Conflict Societies 
Project description: please provide a brief description, using the headings given below, 
of the project (max. 450 words) which will used as part of the advertising material and 
will be placed in the public domain. Please also indicate whether there are any 
confidentiality/sensitivity/IP issues of the research which should not be made publicly 
available.  
 
This project examines how, and under what conditions, the police create and maintain public 
order in post-conflict states. It is an important topic because if the police use violence 
disproportionately and selectively to maintain the social order (or create a new and unequal 
order), this politicization of the police can undermine the state’s commitment to social justice and 
the rule of law. In spite of its importance, however, there has been very little research on policing 
and social justice in post-conflict societies. 
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This project proposes a comparative case study of Northern Ireland and South Africa to develop 
our understanding of public order policing in post-conflict societies. The project addresses four 
primary research questions: 
 

- How, if at all, did the government reform the institutional framework of policing in South 
Africa and Northern Ireland? 

- Did these new institutions produce a corresponding change in the organizational 
structures of public order policing? 

- How did the police interpret these reforms to alter the operational basis of public order 
policing? 

- Have these reforms allowed the police to strike an appropriate balance between public 
legitimacy and police accountability, on the one hand, and operational efficiency and the 
maintenance of public order, on the other?    

 
The project will make three important contributions to the scholarly and public debate. First, the 
project will open up a fresh perspective on public order policing in post-conflict societies. The 
academic literature, as it stands, is characterized by an overbearing attention on Anglo-American 
cases, which has created a sizeable blind-spot in the field. Second, the project will make a valuable 
contribution to the debate about social justice in divided societies. This debate is particularly 
relevant in South Africa, which has seen a steady rise in police violence towards marginalized 
social groups (demonstrated, recently, by the police killing of 17 miners at Marikana). Third, the 
project will generate prescriptions to guide stake-holders, who seek to design policies that allow 
the police to make a decisive break with their violent past.   
 
The project uses a comparative case study of a successful and unsuccessful example of reform 
(Northern Ireland and  
 
South Africa, respectively). The project uses an inter-disciplinary lens to apply theoretical insights 
from the literature on peace and conflict studies, organizational studies and socio-legal studies. 
We propose to use a process-tracing methodology to reconstruct the organizational procedures 
(and corresponding cultural responses) that the police developed to conduct public order policing 
following the transition to the new political order (South Africa: 1994–2021; Northern Ireland 2001–
2021). We expect to rely on non-participant observation, interviews, and focus groups to 
reconstruct how these new procedures affected the policing of political and economic protest. 
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Lay summary (max 200 words) to be used for reference as part of the selection process 
where non-specialists are involved 
This project examines how, and why, the police use violence to produce order in a post-conflict 
society. It is an important topic: if the police use violence disproportionately to police some 
(marginalized) groups, but not other (powerful) groups, it can damage police legitimacy, 
undermine social justice and the rule of law, and even destabilize the constitutional order. In spite 
of its importance, however, there is very little academic research on the subject. This doctoral 
project examines two important cases of police reform, Northern Ireland and South Africa, to 
provide a fresh insight into policing and social justice in post-conflict societies. 
 
The project applies theoretical insights from a range of disciplines – including peace and conflict 
studies, organizational studies, and socio-legal studies – to explain why the Police Service of 
Northern Ireland has been relatively successful in their policing of public disorder, while the South 
African Police Service has not. This case study will produce new evidence – relying primarily on 
interviews with police officers, activists, politicians, and ordinary citizens – to develop clear 
guidelines that help guide policy-makers who wish to design and build a democratic police service 
that protects the vulnerable in a post-conflict society.  
 
 
 
 
Industrial/Employer placement opportunity please include details, where known, of any 
external placement opportunities or collaborations available to the student as part of the 
project 
There may be an opportunity to work with the PSNI; Criminal Justice Inspectorate  
 
 
 
International placement opportunity please include details, where known, of any 
potential international placement opportunities or collaborations available to the student 
as part of the project 
There is a strong network of criminologists working on the relationship between the police and 
social justice in South Africa, especially at the Institute for Security Studies (Pretoria) and the Urban 
Futures Centre (Durban). We also expect an opportunity for placement inside the South African 
Police Service.  
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Scientific, economic and societal impact of the project 
This project will have a substantial impact on the state of both our scientific and public 
understanding of policing in post-conflict societies.  

- The project’s core objective is to generate a new theoretical perspective on public order 
policing in post-conflict societies, which redresses the current imbalance in a scholarly 
literature that focuses predominately on policing in British and north American states. 

- The project will also generate new evidence about the causes of police violence in South 
Africa and Northern Ireland, which will contribute to public knowledge of a critical aspect 
of the democratic relationship between citizens and the state. 

- The project will produce guidelines for policy-makers – not only in South Africa and 
Northern Ireland, but also in other post-conflict societies – who wish to engineer effective 
reforms to the provision of police services that protects vulnerable groups in society.  

 
The project’s findings will be disseminated primarily at academic conferences (during the research 
phase), but the project’s dissertation will form the basis of a research monograph and a number of 
research articles published in peer-reviewed journals in criminology, social policy, and socio-legal 
studies.  
 
The project’s findings can also be used to provide marginal communities in Northern Ireland and 
South Africa with a voice to challenge the official narrative of police violence, which on occasion 
can be used as an instrument to undermine social justice in post-conflict society. 
Additional admissions requirements: please state if there are any specific admissions 
requirements for this project i.e. subject specific degree qualifications or disciplines, 
relevant skills, experience etc 
The successful applicant is expected to have a first-class degree in sociology, criminology, legal 
studies, political science, or a cognate discipline.  
 
IELTS Academic Scores, Ulster requirement for PhD study is overall grade 6.0, with a minimum of 
5.5 in each component 

 

 


