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Abstract: Police accountability plays a pivotal role in ensuring that criminal law is enforced fairly, transparently, and in accordance 

with constitutional guarantees. This study examines how legal safeguards, judicial guidelines, oversight institutions, and internal 

disciplinary mechanisms regulate police conduct and protect citizens’ rights in India. Drawing upon landmark case laws, the research 

analyses the relationship between accountability and the effective functioning of law enforcement. It also evaluates the impact of 

police misconduct including custodial violence, illegal detention, fabricated evidence, and excessive force on public trust and justice 

delivery. A comparative assessment of policing systems in the different countries highlights best practices that can contribute to 

strengthening Indian accountability frameworks, such as independent oversight bodies, transparent arrest procedures, and rights-

based custodial safeguards. The study identifies persistent challenges such as political interference, weak implementation of reforms, 

inadequate training, and resource constraints. It concludes by proposing structural, legal, and technological reforms aimed at 

enhancing transparency, protecting human rights, and improving the credibility of the criminal justice system.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Police organizations constitute one of the most visible and influential institutions within any society. As the frontline representatives 

of the State, the police are entrusted with the critical responsibility of enforcing criminal law, maintaining public order, preventing 

and detecting crime, and safeguarding the fundamental rights and security of citizens. Their presence permeates every level of 

society from bustling metropolitan centers to remote rural regions making them indispensable to the administration of justice. 

Structurally, police forces in India and many other jurisdictions follow a hierarchical model, with Superior Officers (such as the 

Director General of Police) tasked with strategic oversight and command, while Junior Officers (such as Sub-Inspectors, Station 

House Officers, and Constables) perform ground-level enforcement, investigation, and citizen interaction. 

A core function of the police within the criminal justice system is the mandatory registration and investigation of cognizable 

offences. This process begins with the filing of a First Information Report (FIR), which triggers the investigative machinery. 

Effective investigation demands technical expertise, including crime scene preservation, collection and evaluation of physical, 

documentary, and oral evidence, and the use of forensic and technological tools. Modern policing increasingly involves addressing 

complex categories of crime, terrorism, economic offences, organized crime networks, and cybercrimes; which require specialized 

knowledge, advanced surveillance techniques, and inter-agency coordination. 

Despite their vital role, the legitimacy and effectiveness of policing depend fundamentally on accountability. Police powers like 

arrest, search, interrogation, and use of force, carry significant potential for misuse. Therefore, adherence to the rule of law and 

respect for constitutional protections, particularly the right to life and personal liberty under Article 21, are essential. Instances of 

police brutality; excessive force, custodial torture, fake encounters, and illegal detention, not only violate human rights but also 

undermine the credibility of the criminal justice system. The Supreme Court of India, through landmark judgments such as D.K. 

Basu v. State of West Bengal, (1997) 1 SCC 416 and Nilabati Behera v. State of Orissa, (1993) 2 SCC 746, has laid down 

stringent procedural safeguards during arrest and interrogation. These include mandatory arrest memos, informing relatives, access 

to legal counsel, medical examinations, and the prohibition of incommunicado detention. The Court has also affirmed the principle 

of state liability and compensation for custodial violence and rights violations. 

Institutional oversight mechanisms such as the National and State Human Rights Commissions (NHRC/SHRC), Police Complaints 

Authorities (PCAs), judicial review, and media scrutiny serve as vital checks on police misconduct. These bodies investigate 

complaints, monitor compliance with constitutional and statutory safeguards, and recommend corrective measures. Thus, the 

effectiveness of criminal law implementation is intrinsically linked to the integrity, transparency, and accountability of policing 

practices. 
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In essence, the study of police accountability is not merely an examination of misconduct or disciplinary procedures; it is an inquiry 

into how a responsible, rights-oriented policing system strengthens the rule of law and enhances public trust. The manner in which 

the police exercise their authority directly impacts the fairness, efficiency, and credibility of the criminal justice system. Hence, 

exploring the relationship between accountability mechanisms and the proper implementation of criminal law is crucial for achieving 

justice, democratic governance, and societal well-being. 

II. OBJECTIVES 

1. To examine how police accountability mechanisms influence the fair and effective implementation of criminal law. 

2. To analyze the role of judicial guidelines and landmark case laws in regulating police conduct and protecting citizens’ 

rights. 

3. To identify the major challenges in enforcing accountability within police systems at national and state levels. 

4. To evaluate the impact of police misconduct;such as custodial violence, illegal detention, and excessive force; on public 

trust and justice delivery. 

5. To propose reforms that strengthen transparency, oversight, and human rights compliance in policing practices. 

III. HYPOTHESIS 

Effective police accountability mechanisms significantly improve the implementation of criminal law by reducing misconduct, 

enhancing transparency, and strengthening public trust in law enforcement. 

 

IV. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study adopts a qualitative research methodology. It examines constitutional provisions, statutory frameworks, police manuals, 

and landmark judicial decisions to understand the legal foundations of police accountability. Secondary sources such as books, 

journal articles, NHRC reports, and Law Commission recommendations are analyzed to evaluate the practical implementation of 

criminal law. A comparative review of selected police accountability mechanisms across Indian states is included to identify systemic 

gaps. The methodology also incorporates case-based analysis of instances of police misconduct to assess their impact on justice 

delivery and public trust. 

V. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The study is grounded in several criminological and public administration theories that explain how accountability influences police 

behavior and the implementation of criminal law. The Rule of Law Theory forms the foundation, asserting that all state authorities, 

including the police, must act within legal limits and respect individual rights. Police misconduct occurs when discretionary power 

exceeds legal boundaries, making accountability essential for maintaining constitutional order. Social Contract Theory, proposed 

by thinkers like Hobbes and Locke, further supports the idea that citizens grant the State power to maintain order, and in return 

expect protection, fairness, and non-arbitrary use of force. When policing becomes abusive or unregulated, the social contract breaks 

down, weakening public trust. 

The framework also draws on Procedural Justice Theory, which argues that people comply with the law when they perceive police 

actions as fair, transparent, and respectful. This theory explains why excessive force, illegal detention, or discriminatory 

investigations reduce cooperation from citizens and hinder the effectiveness of criminal law. Deterrence Theory supports the idea 

that strong accountability, through internal discipline, prosecution, or external oversight, discourages police misconduct and 

promotes lawful behavior. 

In addition, Institutional Theory helps analyze how internal police culture, hierarchy, and political influences shape officers’ 

conduct, sometimes enabling impunity despite legal safeguards. Finally, Human Rights Theory connects policing to fundamental 

rights, emphasizing that police legitimacy depends on protection of dignity, liberty, and bodily integrity. Together, these theories 

provide a strong analytical foundation for understanding the relationship between accountability mechanisms, police conduct, and 

the fair implementation of criminal law. 

VI. LEGAL FRAMEWORK 

The implementation of criminal law is based on the idea that the police, who act as the main law enforcement agency, must always 

work within the boundaries set by the Constitution and law. This means that every action taken by the police; whether it is arresting 

someone, searching a place, or investigating a case, that must be lawful, reasonable, and subject to proper supervision. As the most 

visible part of the government, the police have many important responsibilities linked to maintaining peace and enforcing the law. 

Their duties include patrolling areas, collecting intelligence, preventing crimes, and taking action to stop criminal activities before 

they happen. They must also register all complaints of cognizable offences (FIR) without delay, visit crime scenes, collect and 

record different types of evidence, and finally prepare and submit the charge sheet to the court when enough proof is available. 

Another important function is arresting suspects, but this must be done only when necessary and always in a legal and humane 

manner, following the guidelines of the CrPC or BNSS.  

 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                               © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 11 November 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882   

IJCRT25A1235 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org j576 
 

Police officers also enforce social and welfare-related laws such as the Dowry Prohibition Act or Child Marriage Restraint Act. 

Additionally, they help the judiciary by presenting correct facts and evidence, ensuring that trials are fair and based on truth. 

Police accountability mechanisms form the backbone of a fair and effective criminal justice system. They ensure that police powers 

of arrest, investigation, and use of force are exercised within constitutional and statutory limits. When monitored through judicial 

guidelines, statutory safeguards, internal disciplinary procedures, and external oversight bodies such as the NHRC, Lokayuktas, 

Police Complaints Authorities (PCAs), and the courts, the risk of unlawful arrests, custodial violence, fabrications of evidence, and 

discriminatory practices is significantly reduced. Accountability strengthens professionalism, promotes impartial investigations, and 

enhances the credibility of evidence, thereby supporting the overall integrity of criminal law implementation. It also improves public 

trust, which is essential for victim cooperation, witness participation, and community policing. 

Judicial Guidelines and Landmark Case Laws 

Judicial oversight is a critical component of the legal framework governing police conduct. Given the wide discretion vested in the 

police, the Supreme Court and High Courts have repeatedly intervened to safeguard constitutional rights under Articles 14, 19, 21, 

and 22. A foundational intervention is D.K. Basu case (1997), where the Supreme Court issued mandatory guidelines to prevent 

custodial torture and illegal detention; such as arrest memos, informing relatives, medical examinations, and maintaining custody 

records. These safeguards were later incorporated into the CrPC, significantly increasing transparency in custodial processes. In 

Nilabati case (1993), the Court established that compensation for custodial violence or death is a constitutional remedy, reinforcing 

the principle of State liability. Joginder Kumar v. State of U.P., 1994 SCC (4) 260 and Arnesh Kumar v. State of Bihar, (2014) 

8 SCC 273 further restricted unnecessary arrests by requiring police to justify the need for arrest, especially in offences punishable 

up to seven years, emphasizing that “arrest is an exception, not the rule.” Structural reforms were also mandated in Prakash Singh 

v. Union of India (2019) 4 SCC 6, directing states to implement measures such as fixed tenure for police officers, separation of 

investigation from law and order, and the establishment of PCAs. These guidelines aim to reduce political interference and create 

independent mechanisms for accountability. 

Collectively, these judicial interventions embed human rights protections into routine policing and reinforce that all police powers 

must operate within the framework of constitutional morality and the rule of law. 

Challenges in Enforcing Police Accountability 

Despite strong judicial directives and constitutional safeguards, several systemic challenges hinder effective enforcement of police 

accountability at both national and state levels. Political interference remains one of the most persistent obstacles. Transfers, 

promotions, and disciplinary actions often depend on executive control, undermining operational independence despite the Prakash 

Singh mandate for fixed tenures and independent police boards. The functioning of PCAs is another major weakness. Many states 

have not established these bodies, or have created diluted versions with limited authority, inadequate staffing, and no independent 

investigative teams. As a result, serious complaints such as custodial torture or illegal arrest often remain unaddressed. 

Legal provisions like Section 166 CrPC/Section 198 BNSS, requiring prior government sanction to prosecute police officers, also 

hinder accountability. Although this protection does not extend to acts outside official duty, sanction is frequently delayed or denied, 

obstructing timely prosecution. 

Internal disciplinary mechanisms are often slow, opaque, and influenced by hierarchical pressure, making it difficult for victims to 

obtain redress and fostering a culture of impunity. 

Resource constraints such as lack of training, insufficient forensic infrastructure, and shortages in personnel; further restrict the 

ability of supervisory officers to monitor police conduct effectively. Additionally, weak data systems and low public awareness of 

complaint procedures create barriers to reporting misconduct. 

Together, these challenges dilute the impact of accountability measures and restrict the fair and transparent enforcement of criminal 

law. 

Impact of Police Misconduct on Justice and Public Trust 

Police misconduct such as custodial violence, illegal detention, fabrication of evidence, and excessive force; has profound 

consequences on justice delivery and public confidence. Custodial torture and illegal detention undermine fundamental rights under 

Articles 21 and 22, shifting investigations away from scientific methods toward coercive practices. This leads to false confessions, 

wrongful prosecutions, and miscarriages of justice. Misconduct also erodes public trust in law enforcement. When people believe 

that police act with impunity, they become reluctant to file complaints or assist investigations, weakening community policing and 

reducing the flow of information critical for crime prevention. 

Legally, coerced confessions and illegally obtained evidence are inadmissible, weakening prosecutions and increasing the burden 

on courts. Cases like D.K. Basu, Nilabati Behera, and Joginder Kumar illustrate how recurring violations force judicial 

intervention, signaling systemic failure in policing practices. 
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Ultimately, police misconduct compromises the legitimacy of the criminal justice system, making justice delivery slow, unreliable, 

and unjust. 

Proposed Reforms 

Meaningful police accountability requires reforms that enhance transparency, oversight, and human rights compliance. Independent 

oversight bodies, particularly PCAs, must be empowered with investigative autonomy and binding authority. Strengthening internal 

systems through body-worn cameras, compulsory CCTV in police stations, and digital documentation of arrests can increase 

transparency and deter misconduct. 

Comprehensive training focusing on human rights, gender sensitization, de-escalation, and scientific investigation; should be 

mandatory. Structurally, political interference must be curbed by implementing the Prakash Singh directives on fixed tenure and 

separation of functions. Legal safeguards should be strengthened by fast-tracking cases of custodial violence, reforming the sanction 

process, and enacting an anti-torture law aligned with international standards. Community oversight through grievance portals, 

social audits, and local monitoring committees can help rebuild public trust. 

Together, these reforms promote accountable, transparent, and rights-compliant policing essential for the effective implementation 

of criminal law. 

VII. COMPARATIVE STUDY WITH OTHER JURISDICTIONS 

Police accountability varies significantly across democracies, shaped by history, governance systems, and public oversight 

structures. Comparing India with countries like the United Kingdom, the United States, and France helps highlight best practices 

and potential reforms that India can adopt to strengthen its own accountability mechanisms. 

United Kingdom (UK): The UK has one of the most structured and transparent systems of police accountability in the world. 

Policing operates on the principle of “policing by consent,” meaning that police legitimacy depends on public trust. The Independent 

Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) has broad powers to investigate complaints against police officers, including cases of death or 

serious injury in custody. The UK also mandates body-worn cameras for most frontline police, ensuring transparency in encounters. 

Clear statutory standards exist under the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (PACE) 1984, which regulates arrest, detention, 

interrogation, and search powers. Judicial oversight is strong, and police are regularly evaluated for compliance with human rights 

norms. 

United States (USA): The USA has a decentralized policing structure, with thousands of independent police departments. 

Accountability is influenced by constitutional safeguards, civil rights laws, and federal oversight mechanisms. Courts enforce rights 

under the Fourth, Fifth, and Fourteenth Amendments, including protection against unreasonable searches, excessive force, and self-

incrimination. Police misconduct can lead to federal civil rights investigations, which allows individuals to sue officers for rights 

violations. Body cameras, civilian review boards, consent decrees, and mandatory reporting of use-of-force incidents are widely 

used. However, challenges such as racial profiling, qualified immunity, and inconsistent departmental standards continue to create 

gaps in accountability. 

France: France’s policing system is centralized and governed by strong executive oversight. The Inspectorate-General of the 

National Police (IGPN) acts as the internal oversight body, investigating allegations of misconduct. French law provides strict 

custodial safeguards, including mandatory medical examinations and judicial review of detention within 24 hours. The 

Constitutional Council and the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) also influence police conduct by interpreting rights related 

to privacy, liberty, and use of force. However, France faces recurring criticisms regarding police violence during protests, treatment 

of minorities, and lack of fully independent oversight structures. 

VIII. CHALLENGES AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

One of the major challenges in ensuring effective police accountability in India is the persistence of custodial violence, wrongful 

detention, and excessive use of force, despite strong constitutional safeguards and Supreme Court guidelines. Structural problems 

such as political interference, outdated police laws like the Police Act of 1861, and weak implementation of reform directives 

continue to limit the operational independence of the police. At the institutional level, Police Complaints Authorities (PCAs) remain 

understaffed, underfunded, and in many states, never fully established, which reduces external oversight. Internal disciplinary 

mechanisms often lack transparency and are influenced by hierarchical pressures, making it difficult for citizens to seek redress. 

Delays in registering FIRs, biased investigations, and refusal to follow arrest guidelines point to a wide gap between legal provisions 

and actual practice. Another challenge is the lack of adequate training in human rights, scientific investigation, and sensitivity 

towards vulnerable groups, which leads to outdated policing methods and reliance on coercion for evidence-gathering. Public trust 

in policing remains low because of repeated incidents of custodial deaths, encounter killings, and corruption. Furthermore, limited 

resources, inadequate forensic infrastructure, and heavy workloads prevent officers from conducting thorough and impartial 

investigations. Together, these challenges weaken the legitimacy of criminal law and undermine the rule of law in society. 
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Recommendations 

India can adopt stronger independent oversight bodies with real investigative powers, similar to the IOPC. Presently, Police 

Complaints Authorities in India exist mostly on paper, with weak powers and poor implementation. India can also gain from the 

UK's clear procedural guidelines like PACE, enhancing uniformity and reducing arbitrary police discretion nationwide. Expanding 

the use of body-worn cameras can significantly increase transparency during arrests, interrogations, and public interactions. 

The USA demonstrates the importance of civil liability mechanisms, which create personal accountability for rights violations. 

India could enhance civil remedies for victims of police misconduct, making compensation mandatory rather than discretionary. 

The USA’s practice of federal investigations through consent decrees, used when police departments show systemic violations, 

offers a model for India to deploy national-level oversight when states fail to implement reforms. Transparent data on police use-

of-force and arrests is also a strong American practice that India lacks. 

India can adopt France’s mandatory medical examinations, judicial supervision of detention, and strict custody monitoring rules 

to reduce custodial violence. France’s centralized training standards for police, especially in human rights and crowd control, can 

guide India in improving its training modules, which currently vary widely across states. Additionally, India can learn from France's 

obligations under the ECHR regarding proportionality in use of force, reinforcing constitutional morality and rights-based policing. 

India’s police accountability system is a mix of colonial-era laws, constitutional safeguards, and modern judicial directives. Unlike 

the UK or France, India still follows the outdated Police Act of 1861 in many states, with weak oversight and limited transparency. 

Comparative analysis shows that India lacks strong independent accountability institutions, standardized custodial protections, 

nationwide use-of-force policies, and reliable community-trust frameworks. Integrating global practices, while adapting them to 

India's federal structure, would significantly improve fairness, professionalism, and citizen-centered policing. 

To strengthen police accountability and ensure fair implementation of criminal law, India requires reforms that address both 

structural and operational gaps. First, the police system must be modernized by replacing colonial-era legislation with a rights-

based, democratic policing law, ensuring autonomy while maintaining accountability through independent oversight. The Supreme 

Court’s directives in Prakash Singh; such as the creation of PCAs, fixed tenure for DGPs, and separation of law-and-order functions 

from investigation; should be fully implemented across all states. Strengthening external oversight mechanisms like NHRC, SHRCs, 

and PCAs with statutory powers, adequate funding, and independent investigative teams will improve transparency. Internally, 

police departments should adopt strict disciplinary procedures, maintain digital records of arrests, and hold officers personally 

accountable for violations of arrest and custodial protocols. 

Training and capacity-building should focus on human rights standards, scientific investigation, forensic methods, and sensitivity 

towards women, children, and marginalized groups. Technology-based interventions, such as mandatory body-worn cameras, real-

time CCTV monitoring, e-FIR systems, and automated custody registers, can reduce discretion and prevent abuse. Public trust can 

be rebuilt by adopting community policing models, regular public reporting of police performance, and ensuring protection for 

whistleblowers within the force. Establishing fast-track courts for custodial violence cases and making compensation mechanisms 

speedy and victim-friendly will strengthen justice delivery. Overall, sustained political commitment, institutional independence, and 

professionalization of policing are essential to create a transparent, accountable, and citizen-centric criminal justice system. 

IX. CONCLUSION 

Police accountability is not merely a legal requirement; it is the backbone of a just and democratic society. When the police act with 

integrity, fairness, and transparency, the entire criminal justice system stands strengthened. But when power is misused, through 

custodial violence, illegal detention, or biased investigations; the foundations of justice begin to crack. This study shows that India 

stands at a crucial crossroads. On one side lies an outdated, colonial policing structure; on the other, the opportunity to build a 

modern, rights-based, citizen-centric police system. Global experience proves that independent oversight, strict custodial safeguards, 

and technology-driven transparency can transform policing into a service built on trust rather than fear. India possesses the legal 

framework, judicial guidance, and constitutional values required for such transformation; what it now needs is the political will and 

institutional commitment to implement them. 

If India embraces true accountability, policing can evolve from a force of authority into a force of justice. By adopting strong 

reforms, empowering oversight bodies, and prioritizing human dignity above all, the nation can move toward a future where every 

citizen feels safe, every right is protected, and the rule of law prevails in both letter and spirit. 
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