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Preface
For four nights in August, England burned. Or rather – and the distinction is important – for four nights in August the media was full of images of England burning.
The media is always hungry for drama. A thousand buildings left untouched is not news. A hundred shops left unlooted will not attract attention. But a building engulfed in flames? A woman leaping from a blazing house? These are different things. These will become the images of the riot. They will stand for everything that went on. They will guide our understanding and our discussion of events.
But the media is also hungry for explanation. Unlike the previous wave of English riots in the 1980s, now we have 24-hour rolling news. The time needs to be filled, and so pundits and politicians are urged to give instant accounts of what went on and why. There were all manner of explanations. The riots were due to spending cuts, they were due to educational policies, they were due to rap music, black culture, single-parent families, lack of respect, liberal education … and the list goes on. Mostly, as we shall see, the riots were attributed to criminals without conscience – feral youth who, incapable of knowing right from wrong, were allowed to go on the rampage because our police force had become crippled by a respect for Human Rights.
As we sat listening to these endless explanations, our over-riding reaction was ‘how do they know?’. Each of these factors might be relevant or it might not. But how can we decide without having a detailed understanding of what actually happened? How can one explain an event before we really know what that event was? One might as well suggest that the riots happened because of the place of Mars in relation to Venus or because a five-footed calf was born in June. Without evidence, any opinion is equally good or equally bad.
As students of crowds and of riot behaviour over some thirty years, we also wondered why don’t they learn from the lessons of the past? Back in the riots of the 1980s we heard almost identical explanations and responses to the riots – all of which are now accepted to be completely inadequate. Worse still, any advances in understanding crowd and riots that we have gained since then are being either ignored or actively rubbished. What chance do we have of getting things right if we go against the weight of experience?
Perhaps this is a little harsh. After all, those who argued that the riots were about criminal behaviour could provide a selection of particularly dramatic images as well as accounts from innocent victims to support their case. We all recall the pictures of Asyraf Rossli, the young Malaysian student whose jaw was broken after he was assaulted during one of the riots. A group of youths came up to him, apparently to offer help, but then casually went through his backpack, helping themselves to whatever took their fancy.1 We also recall the pained words of Tariq Jahan, the father of one of the three young Asian men who were run over and killed by looters in Birmingham.2
These, along with others were undoubtedly cruel and appalling acts. They deserve the harshest condemnation. That is not in doubt. What is in doubt, however, is whether they are representative of the riots as a whole or acts of exception. Do they illuminate events or do they blind us to the variety and complexity of what went on?
Once again we return to the need for more information and more understanding. We need a systematic account of what went on rather than a selection of eye-catching events. We need a more thorough understanding of behaviour in riots in order to know what questions to ask. Only then can we begin to work toward a definitive conclusion as to what happened and why. Only then can we devise effective responses. To do so beforehand is to run the risk of advancing ‘solutions’ that are both irrelevant to the real problems that we face and which repeat the mistakes of the past.
Sadly that is the situation we now find ourselves in. We are like a people without memory trying to find their way through a maze. Our policy makers are rushing forward with proposals based on the assumption that the riots were purely criminal. Their ‘solutions’ are as much about political opportunism as they are about prevention.
The purpose of this book is to provide a more measured view of what went on during those days in August. First we take a critical look at how the riots were understood in the English news media and by leading politicians. Next, we strike a cautionary note by showing how these portrayals reflect the stories that have, throughout history, been used to explain riots; explanations that have always been shown to be inadequate and deficient. We then examine what science and history can tell us about why people riot and how we can – indeed must – use this accumulated knowledge if we are serious about understanding what happened in 2011. We then sift through the evidence we have compiled to build perhaps the first systematic account of the riots. We demonstrate the complexity of events, examine the origins and expose how the media and political discourses simply do not reflect what went on. Finally, we set out what should actually be learned from the riots and whether, in light of the evidence, the explanations and responses that dominated in the weeks after the riot actually pass muster.
Before we start, two cautionary notes are necessary. The first concerns language. When one is dealing with events as fraught and as contested as ‘the riots’, nothing is neutral. Just as one person’s terrorist is another person’s freedom fighter, one person’s riot is another person’s uprising and one person’s rioter is another person’s protestor. To make life easier for the reader, we use the terms that have been in common usage throughout this book. We therefore refer to riots and rioters, to loot and also to looters. But this should not be read as a political stance. It is meant neither to affirm nor deny that people were protesting, nor that they were acting to challenge society.
Secondly, it is essential to stress that we do not propose here to give the final word on the riots. Ours is only a preliminary enquiry. The evidence we have, while substantial in itself, is still limited in many respects. There remains an urgent need for a far more comprehensive investigation of events. But that investigation will never materialize so long as we remain under the impression that we already know all the answers.
Our aim is modest: to provide sufficient evidence from the present, sufficient evidence from the past and sufficient – but accessible – analysis to show that the current consensus on the riots should not remain the final word. We don’t expect you, the reader, to agree with every argument we make. But as long as you feel, after reading what we have to say, that perhaps the riots were not all about criminality, that they were not entirely mindless and meaningless eruptions, and that, policing our streets with baton rounds and water cannons will not provide an answer, then we will have achieved what we set out to do.


 
Chapter 1
A Story Full of Sound and Fury
A Quiet Month
August is a quiet month. Parliament and the law courts are in recess. Politicians are away on holiday. Journalists are filling their pages with story headlines such as ‘Man finds drunken moose in apple tree’.3
On the morning of Saturday 6 August 2011 there was no reason to believe that anything untoward was afoot. There was a story about a Tottenham man Mark Duggan (‘a well-known gangster’ according to the Daily Telegraph) who had been shot dead in an altercation with the police. But it was minor news. The broadsheet newspapers were full of yet more gloom on the economic front. The tabloids carried headlines about an Eton boy killed by a polar bear.
So when the riots came on the Saturday night, they came as a total surprise – at least to the media and the political establishment. The early editions of the Sunday papers carried little mention of the events in Tottenham, the Observer ran an article about the riots on page 11. Political leaders were largely silent. It was left to David Lammy, the local Labour MP to respond. He was quickly on the scene and made a statement live on television news.
Lammy condemned the riot and asserted that Tottenham was a community under siege. Unlike the Tottenham riots of 1985, the events of 2011 were not rooted in any legitimate grievance. Rather, the rioters were ‘mindless, mindless people’ who ‘were not from Tottenham but from far beyond’. They had mounted an unjustifiable ‘attack on Tottenham’. Their victims were ‘ordinary people, women, children who are now standing on the streets homeless.’4
Soon, the internet was buzzing. Toby Young, a commentator for the Sunday Telegraph, was quick to praise Lammy, who had ‘behaved in an exemplary manner’ when he had ‘called the looting and robbing on Saturday night a disgrace’. Young strongly endorsed Lammy’s claim that the ‘riot’ was caused by ‘outsiders’ and was ‘largely the work of organized criminal gangs who mobilized via Twitter.’ Young forcefully condemned any attempt to link the ‘riot’ to social or political factors. For him ‘blaming the riots on “the cuts” lets perpetrators off the hook.’5
Others joined in. The Sunday Mirror quoted ‘a local resident’ who asked: ‘What does this achieve? They can’t get away with this can they? People really don’t think. It’s stupid this. They’ve achieved absolutely nothing. It’s a joke.’6 The Guardian website quoted Metropolitan Police Commander Adrian Hanstock, who described how the otherwise peaceful protest had been ‘hijacked by mindless thugs’.7
In one way or another, everybody endorsed the idea that the riot was a senseless eruption into the everyday life of the community. It certainly had no roots in the everyday life of the community and it would be absolutely unacceptable to claim that it had.
As newspaper websites became inundated with comments about Tottenham on Saturday, their wires started crackling with news of further disturbances in Enfield, Brixton, Dalston, Denmark Hill, Islington, Leyton, Oxford Circus, Shepherd’s Bush, Streatham, Woolwich and, for the first time outside of London, in Waltham Cross, Hertfordshire.
By Monday morning, when the newspapers were, for the first time, covered with news of the riots, the story of Tottenham had almost gone cold. It had merged with stories from other hotspots. The emphasis therefore shifted from the prehistory of the riots – Mark Duggan’s death, protests by family and friends, the first police interventions8 – to the destruction wrought by rioters.
In the press, riots, looting and lighting fires had become almost synonymous.
Instant Explanations
The Monday papers covered the riots in a number of ways. The front page of the Daily Telegraph carried the headline ‘Carry on Looting’ and was accompanied by pictures of hooded youths with binbags full of stolen goods. The Daily Mail had a picture of a burning building – the Carpet Right furniture store – and headlined its story ‘Police and the Riot Blunders’.9 This exemplified one of the major themes of the day, which saw the police blamed for the riots principally through negligence. Senior officers had been absent when the trouble began. Worse, the police had simply stood by and watched as the trouble spread. They did nothing to help the ordinary people of Tottenham. This was illustrated in a story in the Daily Mirror that concerned a father and his small boy, Oscar, who lived in a flat above the Carpet Right store. This building ‘which had survived German bombers during the Second World War – was burnt to a shell’. Not surprisingly, this had a deep impact on the boy, indeed the ‘next day Oscar was so upset his father asked him to draw a picture about the fire’. One might have expected him to depict the rioters, those who had started the blaze. But no:
Clutching his crayons, the lad turned to his father and said: ‘Daddy, why did no one help us in the fire?’ Tellingly, Oscar’s drawing shows his burning home and around the flames the child drew fire fighters pointing their hoses in the wrong direction. He also drew policemen doing nothing. In his child’s scrawl he wrote: ‘No fire crew and no police.’10
As well as giving dramatic expression to the view that the police were too soft on the rioters, this story also invokes another theme – perhaps the major theme in the coverage. Most of the remaining papers – the Guardian, Daily Mirror, The Times and Independent – covered their front page with a picture of Carpet Right, either engulfed in flames on the Saturday night or as it appeared on Sunday morning, a burnt-out hulk. The pictures evoked a parallel that is carved deeply into the British psyche: London during the Blitz. And unless anyone missed the parallel, many papers spelled it out explicitly for readers.
The Mirror described how this ‘once-elegant listed building had survived Hitler’s bombers during the Blitz. But a baying mob managed to destroy the enduring symbol of local history in a matter of minutes.’11 The Daily Mail, too, invoked notions of a long-standing community laid waste by a ‘riot’ that ‘evoked scenes from the Blitz’.12 And the Daily Telegraph also drew upon this analogy when it quoted a resident of the building whose destroyed home now ‘looked like the Blitz’.13
The power of the Blitz analogy is that it roots a new, and potentially perplexing phenomenon in an old and well-understood event.14 Since the Blitz involved an evil Nazi enemy attacking ‘our’ communities, then it follows that the riots, too, were about enemies attacking ‘us’. It is a powerful way of underpinning the argument which David Lammy had already made on Sunday: the riots don’t involve ordinary members of the local community; the riots don’t express any grievances – legitimate or otherwise – which members of the local community might harbour; the riots are not in the interests of the local community. The riots express the alien interests of community aliens. The Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg, who made a point of visiting the riot areas on Monday, repeated this view. He said that rioting had ‘nothing to do with the death of Mr Duggan’ but was just ‘needless and opportunist theft and violence’.15
Clegg’s words go further than separating the rioters from the community. They begin to make clear judgements about who the rioters actually were and why they had rioted. He implies that these individuals are people who are looking to steal and destroy and assault when they can. They are renegades, criminals with an eye for opportunity. Others added another element to this picture. The riots were about organized criminality. According to the Daily Express, gangs of masked youths were ‘sweeping across Tottenham’ armed with ‘Molotov cocktails, crowbars and rocks’ leaving ‘utter carnage in their wake’.16 Over the following days, this view of the riots – as the work of habitual criminals and as a reflection of gang culture – only became more explicit and more entrenched both in the media coverage and the political discussion.
All about Criminality
On Monday night the riots spread. The late television news broadcasts carried more pictures of blazing buildings. This time they depicted the Reeves furniture store in Croydon and a Sony distribution warehouse in Enfield. By Tuesday morning there were incidents reported across London, but also in other cities, including Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liverpool and Nottingham.
On Tuesday night, following the deployment of 16,000 police officers onto the streets of the capital – many of them drawn from other parts of the UK through a process called ‘Mutual Aid’ – the rioting declined in London. But this was not true of the rest of England, as the headline in Wednesday’s Guardian made clear: ‘London in lockdown but violence flares across the UK’. Birmingham city centre in particular saw large numbers of police attempt to close down shopping precincts. Subsequently, large groups of youths attacked and looted shops in Soho Street. Most of these sold ‘high end’ electrical goods and jewellery and were predominantly owned by the city’s Asian community. That evening a group of three Muslim youths who were out protecting their local community were mown down and killed by a vehicle believed to have been driven by individuals involved in the looting. Widespread looting, arson and rioting also took place in Manchester, Liverpool and Nottingham, where a police station was firebombed.
But that was the end of it. Tuesday was the last of four nights of rioting.
Media coverage increasingly painted a picture of indiscriminate violence, particularly against individuals: the death of a young man from gunshot wounds; a motorcyclist being dragged from his bike in Croydon, a bus attacked, a vicious attack on a 68 year-old man, passers-by beaten.17 Many Tuesday papers carried frontpage pictures of a young woman in Croydon, forced to jump from her first-floor window to escape the flames engulfing the shops below. The headlines centred on words like ‘mayhem’ (the Guardian), ‘anarchy’ (the Sun, Daily Star and Daily Mail) and ‘mob’ or ‘mob rule’ (the Daily Telegraph, The Times and Independent). The Daily Mirror broke ranks with a slight variant: ‘yob rule’.18
What makes the Mirror’s coverage distinctive here is that it focuses less on the disorder itself than the source of the disorder. And on this point, the Mirror was not at all at odds with the consensus. The language used to describe the rioters took for granted that they were bad people, vicious people, who lacked respect for others or for the law. Devoid of morality, these people were described more like wild animals than decent people. Like the broadly left-wing Mirror, the broadly right-wing Daily Telegraph characterized them as ‘hordes of balaclava-clad yobs’ who ‘stormed shops, setting fire to businesses indiscriminately … [and] left a trail of carnage, unchallenged by police’ (note, in all this denunciation of the rioters, condemnation of ‘soft’ policing had not entirely disappeared). They were said to have an utter ‘disregard for human life’.19 Another Daily Telegraph article introduced a term that subsequently gained considerable traction. The rioters, according to Liz Pilgrim whose Ealing boutique was ransacked, were ‘feral rats’20 (our emphasis).
The link between the riots and the criminality of the rioters was not only implied in descriptive language. It was also made explicit as media commentators began to catch up with events. Richard Littlejohn, reporting in the Daily Mail, asserted that, ‘One thing is certain[,] this wasn’t about poverty, not in the material sense. If there’s poverty, it’s spiritual poverty, moral poverty and poverty of ambition.’21 This view was reinforced by a BBC television interview with young female rioters from Croydon, who laughed and proudly boasted about their looting of ‘free alcohol’ the night before. The fact that the rioters actually seemed to be having fun while ransacking their communities seemed only to underline the fact that there was nothing serious about the riots – they were not any sort of protest against society, they were simply about people so deficient that they couldn’t tell right from wrong.22
The discussion then quickly moved from whether rioters were morally challenged criminals – which seemed to be taken for granted – to how this had come about. Why are there so many amoral, ‘feral’ people in our society? Some put it down to the breakdown of lower-class communities. The Daily Mail reported that the riots are ‘a grim reminder, if any were needed, of the level of anarchy that exists barely below the surface in some of our worst urban estates.’23 Others, such as Tony Parsons in the Mirror, described the role of gang culture: ‘Without the gang culture of black London, none of the riots would have happened ... The snarling, amoral pack mentality of gangs that are too often a substitute for family, school and work made the riots possible. These youths were the shock troops of the riots, and its inspiration.’24
Parsons’s account implicated yet further culprits, including schools. This view was also echoed by Damien Thompson in the Daily Telegraph: ‘The roots of these appalling events are many and tangled, but for the moment let’s just focus on one: the way Britain’s educational establishment has cringed helplessly in the face of a gang culture that … is broadly tolerated by many people in the black community, which has lost control of its teenage youths.’25
But more than anything else, ‘dysfunctional’ families, single-parents and ‘bad’ parents were put in the firing line. As Katharine Birbalsingh – a black woman and champion of Tory school policy – argued ‘these criminals are responsible for their behaviour but so are their parents who sit at home, knowing their children are out there, looking forward to the goodies their children will bring home. I am so angry, so ashamed, so utterly dismayed. The vast majority of these criminals are black.’26
Now, a few commentators – or indeed a whole gaggle of commentators – are fairly easy to dismiss. After all, their words will be wrapping tomorrow’s fish and chips (to use an outdated turn of phrase). But Government responses are another thing. Their words will frame policies, as we shall see. This is particularly true when it comes to the Prime Minister. On Monday night during the riots, the scale of the crisis forced David Cameron to fly back from his holiday in Italy. On Tuesday morning he convened a meeting of the emergency planning group COBRA (a rather fierce sounding acronym which, less impressively, stands for Cabinet Office Meeting Room A, referring to the room in which the group generally meets).
Cameron came out of the meeting to address the waiting and hungry media pack. He condemned the ‘rioting’ and cemented a definition of it as ‘criminality, pure and simple’ which ‘has to be confronted and defeated’. He went on to announce that he was recalling Parliament in order to ‘make a statement’ and hold a debate in order to ‘stand together in condemnation of these crimes’. But even before the debate was held, he was clear about what had to be done: ‘we need more, much more police on our streets and we need even more robust police action.’27
A Parliamentary Consensus
Parliament is only recalled for matters of the utmost national urgency.28 This happens rarely, the last time being back in 2002 when MPs gathered to discuss Tony Blair’s dossier on weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. Such infrequency lends an air of solemnity and gravity to the occasion, with MPs keen to be seen as ‘statesmanlike’ as opposed to pursuing party interests.
Following a few introductory remarks (which included fulsome praise for David Lammy), David Cameron rose to open the debate on Thursday 11:
What we have seen on the streets of London and in other cities across our country is completely unacceptable and I am sure the whole House will join me in condemning it.
Keeping people safe is the first duty of government.
The whole country has been shocked by the most appalling scenes of people looting, violence, vandalizing and thieving.
It is criminality pure and simple. And there is absolutely no excuse for it.
We have seen houses, offices and shops raided and torched, police officers assaulted and fire crews attacked as they try to put out fires, people robbing others while they lie injured and bleeding in the street, and even three innocent people being deliberately run over and killed in Birmingham.
Mr Speaker, we will not put up with this in our country. We will not allow a culture of fear to exist on our streets.
And we will do whatever it takes to restore law and order and to rebuild our communities.
Three themes characterize the Prime Minister’s statement and the subsequent debate. First, condemnation of the rioters, and the rioters alone. In this, Cameron’s opening words were matched by those of Ed Miliband, Leader of the Opposition, who said at the start of his contribution to the debate: ‘today we stand united, condemning the violence and vandalism we have seen on our streets. ’29
Secondly, Cameron endorsed a definition of the riots as criminal. Later in the speech he acknowledged the death of Mark Duggan and also the peaceful demonstrations that followed. But he denied any link between these and subsequent events. Duggan’s fate, according to Cameron, ‘was then used as an excuse by opportunist thugs in gangs, first in Tottenham itself, then across London and then in other cities’. Lest anyone had missed the point, Cameron then stated unequivocally that ‘The young people stealing flat screen televisions and burning shops [–] that was not about politics or protest, it was about theft.’ That is, the riots were criminal, the rioters were criminals and their behaviour was motivated by criminality.
Lastly, Cameron expressed a determination to use any means necessary to deal with the rioters, including existing measures such as baton rounds and the use of a water cannon (Cameron noted that there were contingency plans for water cannons to be available at 24-hours notice). But ‘any means necessary’ also included the provision of new measures such as giving police the power to make people remove masks, or wider powers to impose curfews. The Prime Minister was clear, first, that ‘nothing should be off the table, every contingency is being looked at’ and second, that he would not be deterred by ‘phoney human rights concerns’. The overall message to the country and to rioters was clear: ‘you will pay for what you have done. ’30
Ed Miliband endorsed this message; indeed his only note of dissent was to ask if the Prime Minister was going far enough. Was he doing enough to ensure swift and tough justice for rioters? Was he doing enough to ensure that CCTV could be used to arrest rioters? And, above all, was he doing enough to ensure that the police had the resources to deal with the rioters: ‘Given the absolute priority the public attach to a visible and active police presence, does the Prime Minister understand that they will not think it is right that he goes ahead with the cuts to police numbers he is planning? Will he now think again?’29
While the Government’s focus was on short-term policing and criminal justice responses, longer-term issues were not entirely ignored. At the end of his speech, David Cameron made the following statement:
I have said before that there is a major problem in our society with children growing up not knowing the difference between right and wrong.
This is not about poverty, it’s about culture. A culture that glorifies violence, shows disrespect to authority, and says everything about rights but nothing about responsibilities.30
This marks an important recognition of the role of society in producing riots. Indeed Cameron acknowledged in his speech that ‘crime has a context. And we must not shy away from it’. However he adopts a very specific way of looking at the impact of social context on crime. Issues surrounding poverty or deprivation – and equally he does not even mention factors like social inequality or racism, which Cameron failed to mention. Mentioning poverty means addressing the distribution of wealth between rich and poor and, in this case, mentioning racism would involve having to address the role of whites as well as blacks.
Cameron talked instead of the role of culture – of ‘their’ culture – in propagating crime. That is, riots derive from flaws within the rioting communities. They derive from ‘their’ inability to tell right from wrong, from ‘their’ glorification of violence and disrespect for authority, and this in turn stems from the breakdown of ‘their’ family structures. ‘In too many cases’, said Cameron, ‘the parents of these children – if they are still around – don’t care where their children are or who they are with, let alone what they are doing.’ What was required as a remedy was a benefit system that ‘rewards work and that is on the side of families’, an education system that has ‘more discipline’, and a social housing system that allows one to ‘evict the perpetrators’.
Later, Cameron got into a spat with former Prime Minister Tony Blair about just how widespread these ‘cultural’ problems are. Was much of society being broken, or were these problems confined to a small but recalcitrant minority?31 It isn’t often that two Prime Ministers lock horns so publicly. But in many ways what they agreed on was more important than what they differed over: riots reflect the moral deficiencies of the rioter and not the economic or political deficiencies of society.
A Temporary Loss of Sanity?
On Friday morning, 12 August, the front pages of the newspapers were thick with analyses of the Parliamentary debate. According to the Independent, Cameron was to ‘rewrite the riot act’. He was set to get ‘get tough’ with the ‘thugs’. The Guardian chose instead to focus on criticisms of the policing of the riots: ‘Too few, too slow, too timid – Tories attack police over riots’ announced its headline. But here too the emphasis soon moved on to the new anti-riot strategies that were soon to be legislated. These would include the ability to ‘shut down social networks’ in order to stop thugs organizing riots, and the power to ‘crackdown on hoodies and facemasks’ in order to deny thugs their anonymity. Local Authorities were also to be granted powers that could mean that ‘rioters could lose their homes and benefits’.32 All in all, as Home Secretary Theresa May pointed out on 14 September during her speech to the Police Superintendents Association Conference, the riots demonstrated the need for fundamental police reforms.
The courts were by now operating 24 hours a day in order to process all those who had been arrested. But even as the focus on criminality and criminal justice was reaching its height, a new element extended into the debate in the form of convicted rioters who were not self-evidently ‘criminal types’.
On the one hand, the papers began to report on the unusually harsh sentences that were being handed out. For instance the Guardian had a front-page story about one looter who received a six-month jail sentence for ‘stealing a £3.50 case of water’.33 On the other hand, the papers began to note that some of the rioters did not seem to fit the picture of gang members, criminals and feral youth. The case of 18-year-old Chelsea Ives, received particular attention. She was a talented athlete, an ‘Olympic Ambassador’ and allegedly of exemplary character. Yet Chelsea had apparently boasted that the rioting was her ‘best day ever’ as ‘she ran amok with the mob’. She was not alone. Shereece Ashley, a 20-year-old dental nurse, also of previous good character, had ‘left her baby at home to join the looters’.34 A Law student, a social worker and a seventeen-year-old ballerina were also among those brought in front of the Horseferry Road Magistrates.
Chelsea’s parents, had ‘turned their daughter in’ after seeing her on the television taking part in the Enfield riots. They thought the riots were ‘absolutely sickening’ but then, when they saw their daughter, they ‘could not believe’ that she had been involved.32 How could they make sense of their respectable daughter taking part in such disreputable activity? How could the media and politicians explain how the non-criminal classes could become involved in criminal acts? ‘Why did I do it?’ asked the front-page headline of The Times on Friday morning, quoting from Chelsea’s ‘looter’s lament to her parents on the day that Cameron declares war on the street gangs’.32
One answer to these questions was beginning to be formulated itself in the press. Early reports on the riots mixed together arguments that the rioters were habitual criminals and the idea that they were a ‘baying mob’. Behind this idea is the assumption that ordinary people can get carried away in a crowd and do things that they would, in their everyday lives, not otherwise contemplate. The word ‘mob’ itself is derived from the Latin mobile vulgus – meaning ‘fickle commoners’ – which combines the idea of the lower classes being dangerous and the idea that crowds make us erratic and unpredictable.
By the Saturday following the riots, the media started substantiating their viewpoints by seeking out expert opinions. The Guardian interviewed Jack Levin, a Professor of Sociology and Criminology from Boston, who invoked the notion of ‘deindividuation’ in order to explain the likes of Chelsea Ives.35 In crowds, he argued, people ‘abandon their sense of personal identity’ and hence lose all sense of individual responsibility. Simply being in the crowd leads them to ‘commit acts of violence that they would never dream of committing’.
Levin used these ideas to argue that a ‘rapid descent into mob mentality’ occurred in Tottenham, for example. This was helped by the fact that most rioters were young, because ‘the age factor greatly exacerbates the group-think mentality’. Once subjected to this ‘mentality’, crowd members couldn’t help themselves and became ideal fodder for troublemakers. Violence spread contagiously through the crowd not only while the riot was actually going on but also, subsequently, ‘through social media like Facebook’. Little wonder that just a few days later two young men from the Northwest of England were sentenced to four years in prison for posting comments of Facebook urging people to riot in their town, even though no riots subsequently took place.
Another ‘leading expert’, epidemiologist Dr Gary Slutkin,36 complemented Levin’s psychological contagion theory the following day. Dr Slutkin had spent more than a decade working with the World Health Organization helping to treat epidemics such as AIDS, cholera and TB. This might seem a strange background from which to comment on crowds and riots. For Slutkin, though, the riots were just another pathology, an ‘epidemic – one that behaves with the characteristics of a disease’.
Slutkin argued that ‘groupness’ is akin to a virus that infects the mind and causes ‘a collective, communal group-think motivated violence’. Once one mind is infected, he further contended, others will inevitably become infected through ‘the “contagious” swap of feelings’. In time this contagion ‘ripples throughout a crowd driving them toward (often violent) action’.
This frame of reference explains that once the trigger had occurred in Tottenham the ‘epidemic’ then moved irresistibly ‘from person to person’ and ‘town to town’. This is not a specifically English disease. The same happened in the US ‘from Cincinnati to Crown Heights in New York to the Los Angeles riots ignited by the Rodney King beating’. Indeed this disease is so universal that it could explain much of our history: ‘at its most innocuous we see it play out in the boos, cheers and movements of a crowd at a sporting event; at its most devastating we see it in a parade of jackbooted stormtroopers goose-stepping in unison’.
But even if ‘mad mob’ explanations received some airing after the early court cases for the London riots, they never gained much political support. On 15 August, David Cameron gave another major speech about the riots at a youth centre in his constituency, Witney.37 In this speech he insisted that the riots were ‘just pure criminality’ and then, in a key passage, he elaborated on the arguments that he had made in his parliamentary address:
These riots were not about race: the perpetrators and the victims were white, black and Asian.
These riots were not about Government cuts: they were directed at high street stores, not Parliament.
And these riots were not about poverty: that insults the millions of people who, whatever the hardship, would never dream of making others suffer like this.
No, this was about behaviour...
... people showing indifference to right and wrong ...
... people with a twisted moral code ...
... people with a complete absence of self-restraint.
Over the following weeks this approach became increasingly entrenched. On 5 September, the Justice Minister Ken Clarke wrote an article in the Guardian where he revealed that 75 per cent of those arrested during the riots had previous criminal convictions, and he referred to the rioters as a ‘feral underclass’.38 On the 15 September, Mr Clarke released more figures that demonstrated that the riots consisted of ‘criminals on the rampage.’39
The next morning, Darra Singh (the Chair of a panel investigating the views of the local communities about why the riots had happened) was interviewed on BBC 4’s flagship news programme, Today. John Humphries, who was conducting the interview, asked him the following: ‘Don’t we know why they happened? That’s to say they happened because the police weren’t on the ball at the start. A lot of people, most of them convicted of one sort of crime or another, took advantage of it.’ Darra Singh responded that it is important to seek the views of local people, especially to see what could be done better. But John Humphries insisted: ‘Well, surely what we need to do better for the future is better policing. Wouldn’t that have stopped them?’40
Just a month or so after they began, the idea that the riots were the result of criminals benefitting from lax policing – and hence that the solution was firmer policing – had become entrenched. To question it, or to suggest that it did not provide the entire solution, seemed a pointless, if not a perverse, thing to do.
Conclusion
On 12 February 2002, Donald Rumsfeld, the US Secretary of Defense briefed the Press about the situation in Iraq. He said that there are ‘known knowns’, things we know that we know; ‘known unknowns’, things we know we don’t know; and ‘unknown unknowns’, things we don’t even realize we don’t know. Of the three, Rumsfeld said, the last is the most dangerous.41 But perhaps there is something still more perilous. That is when we think we know something, but it turns out that we don’t. Because then we resist calls to find out more and refuse to examine how firmly our responses are grounded. That, we fear, is the case for the English riots of 2011.
Within a week of the riots there was a clear consensus that the riots were all about criminality, and that they happened because our society and our police had become too soft on indiscipline, on disrespect and on crime. Within a month, that consensus had crystallized into policy. Why waste time asking more about the riots? We need to get on with reforming the police and then, perhaps, thinking about our broken society.
But can we really be so sure? Are things really that simple? First of all, does it make sense to lump together all the different riots, and all the different things that happened within the concept of a single riot, as if the multiple uprisings that took place were a unitary phenomenon that could be grasped within a unitary explanation? Are the riots of 2011 criminality pure and simple?
Secondly, do we really know yet exactly who took part in the different events? Do we know their backgrounds and their motivations? Moreover, do we know exactly what happened – which targets were attacked and which were not, who joined in and who did not? That is, can we really make sense of the riots by saying that people were simply motivated by theft?
We believe that there is still much to discover, and our conviction is only strengthened by the fact that, throughout history, people have made very confident assertions about riots only to be proven wrong by subsequent inquiries. We need to make sure that this does not happen to us again and we can only do so by continuing to closely investigate the evidence. But before we do that, let us first consider what we can learn from history, and how it might guide our present inquiries.


 
Chapter 2
Lessons from the History of Riots
A Cautionary Tale
On New Year’s Eve 1811, the Tron riot erupted in Edinburgh. Large groups of predominantly young men fell with fury upon the police and beat one officer, Dugald Campbell, to death. They also assaulted a large number of passersby, humiliating and robbing them. Following the riot, sixty-eight people were arrested and five of them were sentenced to death – although in one of these cases, the sentence was commuted to transportation for life.42
The official explanation of the riot was straightforward. It was the work of organized gangs of what we might now term ‘feral’ youth. In the words of the Edinburgh Annual Register:
These outrages were chiefly committed by a band of idle apprentice boys, regularly organized for the purpose, and lurking in stairs and closes, from whence they issued, on a signal given, in large bands, and overwhelmed those who were passing by.
What lay behind the riots was the moral malaise of the rioters. As one of the victims put it, these were ‘half-formed persons’. They were inherently wicked, if not by nature, then at least by upbringing. Consequently, the finger of blame pointed to their parents, who had failed to ‘bring them up in the knowledge of religion, in the fear of God, in the way of righteousness, and in the habits of useful industry’.
But careful research has painted a very different picture of who took part and what they did. First, the participants were of all ages, not just young men. They were not drawn from the bottom rungs of society but were generally skilled artisans. They didn’t select their victims at random but rather targeted police and the social elite. Or rather, to be more accurate, most attacks were concentrated on these targets and large numbers of people joined in. Occasional attacks were made on poorer people. But where this happened, few people participated and often such attacks were dispelled by the cry of solidarity.
As for background, the riots occurred at a time when police powers to intervene in ordinary people’s lives had been extended. Resentment that the poor were being targeted as a result of this was building. It was also a time when a division between Edinburgh’s Old Town and the recently built and more affluent New Town was becoming acute. Class resentments, and resentment at the police for acting as mere servants to the rich, had become common among tradesmen and artisans.
As we can see, there was a striking symmetry between collective grievance and collective action. The rioters did not lose all moral restraint and savage just anything in their path. They selectively attacked those who they saw as attacking them.
What happened in Edinburgh on that night two hundred years ago cautions us in how to respond to what happened in August 2011 in London. Whenever and wherever riots have occurred throughout history, those in authority have responded by declaring that there is something inherently rotten about rioters. And then, in time, closer enquiry almost invariably reveals these responses to be wrong.
Castigating the Crowd
Go back into history as far as you like, and you will inevitably find a torrent of abuse being hurled at masses, crowds and rioters. Indeed, these terms have historically been used interchangeably, since the elite tend to take note of the masses only when they band together and threaten the status quo.43 Begin by looking at Herodotus, sometimes styled as ‘the father of history’, who declared that ‘there is nothing less understanding and more proud than the blind mass’. Proceed by looking at the sayings of philosophers and rulers right down the ages. Out of this huge stack of material, a personal favourite comes from Soren Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher: ‘You must know the opinion of the mass in order to know what to do: the opposite.’44
You can also run through the various collective uprisings and upheavals that have shaped and reshaped the world we live in. The response of the local British Governor, Thomas Hutchinson, to the Boston Tea Party (1773) was to describe the protestors as ‘generally of the very lowest class mixed with boys and negroes’.45 Moving from the American Revolution to the French, the crowds that overthrew Louis XVI were variously described as ‘nearly all of the lowest order’, ‘a band of cruel ruffians and assassins reeking with blood’ and ‘a mixed mob of ferocious men and women lost to shame.’46 Some eighty years later, the French statesman Clemenceau provided a strikingly similar description of an incident involving the crowds of the Paris Commune:
The mob which filled the courtyard burst into the street in the grip of some kind of frenzy ... All were shrieking like wild beasts without realizing what they were doing. I observed then that pathological phenomenon which might be called blood lust. A breath of madness seemed to have passed over this mob.
If we move closer to the present day we find a Romanian Communist Party Official describing the crowds challenging the rule of President Ceausescu as ‘hooligans, fascists, and corrupt and retrograde elements ... They also attracted children into these actions. All were drunk, including the children and the women.’47 Equally, the Chinese Communist leader Deng Xiaoping characterized the events of Tiananmen Square as ‘a planned conspiracy’. Those taking part were ‘an extremely small number of people with ulterior motives taking advantage of the young students’ feelings ... to spread all kinds of rumours to poison and confuse people’s minds.’48
Finally, moving right up to 2011, we can look to the Arab Spring. In Tunisia, the country that started things off, the former Defence Minister Kamel Morjane complained in his resignation speech that ‘the Government is working hard from within to portray the protestors as mindless terrorists destroying their country and refusing any peaceful discussion.’49 Not long afterwards unrest spread to Egypt, where President Mubarak acknowledged that at first protestors were noble and peaceful. However, not soon after that:
They were quickly exploited by those who sought to spread chaos and violence, confrontation ... They targeted the nation’s security and stability through acts of provocation, theft and looting and setting fires and blocking roads and attacking vital installations and public and private properties and storming some diplomatic missions.50
From Herodotus at the dawn of history to the present day, when it comes to crowds and crowd conflict the refrain remains the same. And that refrain amounts to saying that ‘there is no problem with us, or what we are doing, the problem lies in them. They are acting without reason.’
Riot Psychology and Government Policy
If rioters are inherently unreasonable, there is no point in listening to them or reasoning with them. One can only cow them through a show of force. Such force might materialize in the form of repressive technologies such as the water cannon, repressive regulations such as curfews or else repressive legal rulings such as the use of exemplary sentences.
In the UK, our present Government is not alone in drawing out the link between rioters and force. Wilfred Trotter made precisely such an argument in his influential book Instincts of the Herd in War and Peace, first published in the midst of the First World War. The Germans, he argued, are like a crowd of wild dogs. One cannot come to terms with them. One can only beat them mercilessly until they acknowledge your authority.
Applying a similar approach, during the Miners Strike of 1984-85 the Chief Constable of Nottinghamshire, Charles McLachlan, justified the use of roadblocks on motorways to stop Yorkshire miners travelling to join mass pickets. Were the miners to be allowed to assemble in the crowd, he said, there would inevitably be violence.51 The novelty of this approach was that it was used to sanction repression before a crowd even formed.
If repression and deterrence becomes the immediate response to rioting, in the longer term, these ideas lead to policies that address what is supposedly wrong within the communities from which rioters are drawn. What has made them so unreasonable, so bereft of any moral sensibility, so lacking in any respect for authority, so feral in their behaviour? Is it poor parenting? Is it a general lack of discipline? Is it their schooling? If the Government, government policies and government authorities play any part in this debate, they are implicated as part of the solution, and never part of the problem.
Given the central place occupied by the behaviour of rioters in explaining riots, it is important to look at these explanations in a little more detail. Because when we do, we find a number of slightly different arguments making slightly different assumptions.
Mad, Bad and Dangerous to Know
The first argument, and that which was most prominent in 2011, is that rioters are debased individuals, habitual criminals, representing the worst elements of society. In this explanation, rioters are unreasonable individuals with no enduring qualities.
The second argument, which was also present in 2011, is rooted in the idea that rioting is the product of ‘mad mobs’. During riots, people lose their ability to think and to judge and they therefore blindly follow any passing idea or emotion. They are victims of contagion: merely watching others riot – or reading posts about them on social media – draws them into ‘copy-cat’ riots of their own. All this and more is summarized in the words of Gustave Le Bon, the French psychologist who penned the influential text The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind (1896).52 The crowd member, says Le Bon
is a barbarian – that is a creature acting by instinct. He possesses the spontaneity, the violence, the ferocity, and also the enthusiasm and heroism of primitive beings.52
In this ‘mad mob’ argument, the seat of unreason is relocated from the individual to the group. Ordinarily reasonable people lose their reason once they are submerged in the crowd.
Finally, a third argument, the ‘agitator’ theory, combines elements of the first two. In the agitator account, evil and unscrupulous people – often outsiders or enemies – take advantage of the gullibility of the crowd in order to use them as a tool for destruction. If we think of the first argument as ‘rioters are bad’ and the second as ‘rioters are mad’ this third argument can be summarized as ‘the bad leading the mad’. Or, in the words of Hippolyte Taine, commenting after the Paris Commune, ‘scum always rises to the top.’53
While the ‘mad mob’ approach is often implied through the use of terms such as ‘contagion‘ and ‘copycat riots’, the agitator approach is often suggested through the claim that events were suspiciously well coordinated, that people were remarkably well organized and so on. In the 2011 riots, agitator theories took the form of blaming the riots on gangs organizing through social media, although other ‘hidden hands’ were not entirely ignored. Kim Malthouse (the Deputy Mayor of London) for instance, hinted at the role of anarchists seeking to create mayhem.54
The last time Tottenham rioted, in 1985, accusations of political agitation were far more prominent. The Metropolitan Police Commissioner of the time, Kenneth Newman, alluded to alienated youth ‘used in an opportunistic way’.55 It was left to the Daily Express to spell things out in lurid banner headlines on its front page: ‘“Kill! Kill! Kill!” Moscow-trained hit squad gave orders as mob hacked PC Blakelock to death.’56
Assessing the Arguments
Having clarified the various ways in which riots can be blamed on rioters, and the various assumptions on which they are based, let us next consider whether they are valid.
‘Riff-raff’ Arguments
If people riot because they lack morality, and if it is harder to acquire a moral code when the community itself is in chaos, then it follows that riots will be more frequent in broken communities. This is what has been called the ‘breakdown theory’ of crowds and riots57 and it is echoed in David Cameron’s term ‘broken society’.
Historical evidence paints a rather different picture. Take for example the nineteenth century, which was marked by rapid industrialization, huge disruption of traditional peasant communities and movement into the cities. During this period of time, the more rapid the structural change in a city, the less likely it was that riots occurred.57 Equally, an analysis of the US Urban riots of the 1960s showed that these were not more likely to occur in cities where the black community was fragmented and there were high levels of migration. Rather, riots happened in cities where tight-knit and stable black communities had emerged.58 The same is true of the Los Angeles riots of 1992. The riots started in stable and comparatively well-off areas.59
Leaving to one side debates about the nature of the communities in which riots occur, let us consider the accusation that the rioters themselves are criminals, feral rats, thugs, ruffians, idle, retrograde, half-formed and much else besides. To add just one particularly poetic example to this long list of abuse, Edmund Burke described the crowd who marched on Versailles in 1793 to seize the king as ‘all the unutterable abominations of the furies of hell in the abased shape of the vilest of women’.60
When the historian Georges Rude took a closer look at the crowds of the French Revolution, he found that while, of course, people were drawn from the ‘lower orders’ (revolutions are rarely made up of those who benefit from the existing social order, food rioters are rarely those whose tables are full, urban riots rarely involve those who live in leafy suburbs)46, criminals, the unemployed and the ‘lowest of the low’ were actually under-represented. Much the same has since been shown of a whole variety of specific crowd and riot events61 – from Roman mobs62 to London’s anti-Catholic Gordon rioters of 1780,63 to the Luddites,64 and the Bristol rioters of 1831.65
One of the most detailed studies of riot participants came out of the US Urban riots of the 1960s. As ever, local and national government authorities attacked the participants as debased individuals. This view is well summarised in a passage from the official US report on the riots (which is also known as the Kerner Commission, after its Chair Otto Kerner, the Governor of Illinois):
Rioters were criminal types, overactive social deviants or riff-raff – recent migrants, members of an uneducated underclass – alienated from responsible Negroes and without broad social or political concerns.66
The Commission went on to investigate the validity of this view. They examined all the available evidence about the riots. In addition, teams of researchers were sent into the ghettos to collect new evidence. In particular, they talked to people, looked into their backgrounds and conducted systematic surveys.
Their findings, first of all, recognized that the numerous riots must not be treated as a single event and that the rioters should not be treated as if they belonged to a single group of people. Some may be acting together against the police. Others may focus on different targets, such as outsiders or the rich (as in the Tron riots). Yet others may come along once the police are out of the way, to take advantage of the situation: to steal, to settle old scores, to gain profit from bogus insurance claims. These are very different phenomena involving different dynamics, arising from different motivations and involving different groups of people. The Scarman report acknowledged the same complexities in the Brixton riot of 1981.67
However, for all the complexities involved, and the difficulties of separating out who participated and for what reason, Kerner’s team still drew a clear picture of the ‘typical’ rioter:
He was not a migrant. He was born in the state and was a life-long resident of the city in which the riot took place. Economically his position was about the same as his Negro neighbours who did not actively participate in the riot ... he was somewhat better educated than the average inner-city Negro ... he takes great pride in his race ... he is substantially better informed about politics than Negroes who were not involved in the riots.66
Further studies of the US riots contributed to this picture. Rioters were more likely to be involved in community organizations than non-rioters68 and they were also more likely to be part of informal networks – which before social media and 24-hour news was the way they heard about the riots and were drawn into them.69
In the US, as so often elsewhere, the actual nature of the rioters was in every respect the opposite of the picture drawn of them. It was not the rootless who made up the riots, but those with long-established roots. It was not the marginalized who participated, but those tied firmly into the community. It was not the stupid, the criminal or the blinkered that swelled the ranks, but the relatively educated, the law-abiding and the politically aware. Histories of the past tell us that, entrenched as the idea might be, it is simply wrong to view rioters as riff-raff.
But is this past relevant to the present? Couldn’t it be different this time? And isn’t there hard evidence to support the view that, in 2011, the rioters were actually habitual criminals? After all, we have seen that, according to figures from the Ministry of Justice, 75 per cent of those arrested had previous criminal convictions.70 Surely that closes the case?
Not quite. The first thing one finds if one delves behind the headline figure is that few of the previous convictions were for theft and many more were for trivial and statutory offences. As Dominic Casciani, a BBC Home Affairs correspondent noted on the day the figures were published ‘this could suggest many looters were not serious criminals’.71 Indeed it could be that the high conviction rate reflects the fact that the neighbourhoods where the riots occurred are places where young people, especially black youth, are likely to be on the streets and to have been picked up for a variety of low-level offences. This is an important point that we will follow up in subsequent chapters.
This leads us to another equally important issue. We need to be extremely careful about concluding that because 75 per cent of those arrested had criminal records, 75 per cent of those involved in the riots were criminals. That would only be reasonable if the people who were arrested were typically representative of the participants as a whole. But that is most unlikely. Just think about how they got to be arrested. By Monday evening, after the vast bulk of the rioting in London had taken place, only about 10 per cent of the total number of arrests had taken place. (On Monday night the number of arrests in London – where the bulk of the rioting had taken place – was 310.72 By 15 August the total number of arrests nationally had risen to approximately 3,100.73) Despite high profile ‘shop a looter’ campaigns,74 most of the remaining 90 per cent must have been arrested using either fingerprint evidence or else video evidence from police evidence gathering teams, from CCTV cameras or from the internet.75 Now obviously, those who are already known to the police – whose faces are familiar and whose fingerprints are on record – are far more likely to have been picked up quickly. This introduces the probability of a strong bias at work, and makes it highly likely that the statistic of 75 per cent greatly over-represents the proportion of people with previous convictions.
So the fact is that we don’t yet know what proportion of the rioters had criminal records, we don’t know if the level of convictions reflects something about the people involved or about the intensity of the policing in their communities and we don’t even know if, within the communities from which they were drawn (young people in deprived inner city areas), rioters were more likely to have convictions than non-rioters. As Sears commented in relation to very similar attempts to prove that the LA rioters of 1992 were criminals whose sole motivation was to get loot: ‘(The) data are not very persuasive. There is rarely an appropriate non-arrested comparison group, there are no controls, there are alternative explanations in some cases, and so on.’76 With hindsight, most would now recognize that Sears was right and that the LA riots were about something other than thieves intent on stealing. Similarly, we cannot be confident that 2011 is different from all the other occasions in history where riots have been dismissed as criminal, but the reality has proved to be far more complex.
‘Mad Mob’ Arguments
According to the ‘mad mob’ view, crowds make thugs of all of us. Even the most moderate of individuals will go to extremes when they are among the masses. Even if people have some reason to be angry, some joint grievance that makes them come together in the first place, once in the crowd they simply go wild and do things they would never normally contemplate. This is the ‘contagion’ model that we came across in Chapter 1, which is used to explain the involvement of ‘ordinary’ people in riots.
Take for example food riots. One might imagine them to be very straightforward affairs: when food is scarce people get hungry. People gather. They seize what food they can, then run off and eat it. But that is rarely what happens. On the whole the indiscriminate seizure of food rarely takes place. Food riots are more punishment than theft, and occur when millers or merchants are seen to have broken popular notions of how food should be distributed. Often this comes down to hoarding food when it should be sold, transporting food when it should be sold locally, or profiteering when food should be sold cheaply. In this sense, food riots might, in George Rude’s phrase, be viewed as popular taxation.46 Replace the stock image of people driven wild by hunger with the following, more nuanced picture of food riots:
Mixed crowds of ordinary people gather angrily before the shops of a miller, a merchant or a baker. They complain about prices, seize the food on hand[,] cart it off to the market square, sell it to all comers (so long as they belong to the community) at a price they declare to be just, turn over the cash to the owner of the grain or bread, and go home saying they have done justice, as the authorities themselves should have done justice.57
What is true of food riots is also true more generally. Again, we need to stress the proviso that riots are generally comprised of several events. In the Los Angeles Riots of 1992, for instance, the starting point was anger at the acquittal of police officers that had been caught on camera handing out a brutal beating to a black man, Rodney King. Over six nights there was sustained disorder. Fifty-three people died. Some two thousand were injured. The cost of the riot was approximately 1 billion American dollars, with 3,600 fires destroying 1,100 buildings.77 Clearly, not everyone who set a fire did so to protest the King verdict. In some cases, for example, property owners took the opportunity to claim insurance on unprofitable properties.59 Once again, despite the individuality of these acts – which have little connection to communal grievances – one can still discern patterns of collective action to the targets. As with the Tron riots, where opportunism occurs, it tends to be the work of a few individuals, whereas acts rooted in communal concerns tend to draw in the masses.
In Los Angeles, for instance, the targets were businesses rather than schools, churches, community institutions or homes. As Kathleen Tierney puts it, ‘businesses whose owners were easily identified as non-community residents were singled out for attack’. More specifically, this meant Korean-owned shops were attacked given that Koreans were ‘perceived as outsiders and exploiters by African-American inner-city residents.’18 Conversely, where a sign on shops read ‘black-owned’ the shop was left alone.78
How different this is to the image of LA proposed by people like Gary Slutkin – the epidemiologist we encountered in Chapter 1. The notion that behaviour is like a disease that spreads from ‘person to person and town to town’ suggests that people will riot anywhere and will attack anything. Likewise, the notion of contagion simply cannot account for the patterns we have been describing. Nor can contagion explain why attacks on some targets draw many people while attacks on others only attract a few people.
This is not to say that a riot’s pattern will always be obvious. Sometimes it might seem, even to those who are sympathetic to rioters, that their actions lack rhyme or reason – it may even appear that rioters are attacking their own communities. After the St Pauls riot in Bristol of April 1980, the left-wing Militant newspaper showed sympathy to the plight of the rioters but no sympathy for the riot itself, which amounted to an explosion of destructive rage that saw people ‘resorting to smashing up their own communities.’79 Similarly, after the Toxteth, or L8, riot of 1981, many asked why local properties were destroyed. A community worker explained:
It was obvious why people went for the police, but there were exact reasons why each of those buildings was hit. The bank for obvious reasons, the Racquets club because the judges use it. Swainbanks furniture store because people felt he was ripping off the community. The Chinese chippy was left untouched, but people hadn’t forgotten that when the Rialto was a dance hall it was barred to blacks. Eventually they only allowed black women: Anglo-Saxon womanhood was protected from seduction by black men.80
The point is that the buildings destroyed during riots may be located in the community, but they are not of the community. In destroying them, rioters conformed to a pattern of attacking those ‘perceived as outsiders’. Nearly always, then, there is a meaningful pattern to be found in what rioters do. ‘Mayhem’ and ‘anarchy’ are misleading terms to describe riots.
In this context, it is worth citing Fogelson’s conclusion from a survey of the US Urban riots of the 1960s. Recall that these riots recurred over many years. In 1967 alone there were serious riots in 23 cities. In one of those cities alone, Detroit, 43 people died, 467 were injured, there were over 7,000 arrests whilst over 2,000 buildings were destroyed.81 Yet, for all this, evidence moved Fogelson to write that
restraint and selectivity were among the most crucial features of the riots.82
Agitator Arguments
This final approach serves two functions. On the one hand, the notion that outsiders – especially foreign outsiders – control crowds allows authorities to declare that riots are not the work of ‘our’ people but rather work against our people. From Deng Xiaoping and his ‘planned conspiracy’ to Ceausescu and his ‘small number of people with ulterior motives’ and the Daily Express’s ‘Moscow trained hit squads’, the idea is that anyone who condones riots is a traitor.
On the other hand, the agitator myth implicitly recognizes that riots are more organized and less chaotic than is often admitted. This theory explains the efficiency of mobs. After all, if mobs are mindless, surely someone must be telling them what to do?
When riots occur, the first reflex is often to hunt for the agitator. The immediate reaction to the Detroit and Newark riots of 1967 was to blame them on the presence of African-American radicals. The official responses following the riots were first to pass a law making it a crime to cross state lines so as to incite violence and then to schedule hearings of the House Committee on Un-American Activities in order to expose the agitators.83 Indeed when President Johnson set up the Kerner Commission to inquire into the riots, he confidently expected the Commission to reveal evidence about the role such ‘un-American’ people had played. Here is what the Commission concluded:
The Commission collected and investigated hundreds of rumors relating to possible organized activity. These included reports of arms caches, sniper gangs, guerrilla training camps, selection of targets for destruction, movement of armed individuals from one riot area to another, and pre-riot planning. On the basis of all the information collected the Commission concludes that the urban disorders of the summer of 1967 were not caused by, nor were they the consequence of, any organized plan or ‘conspiracy’. Specifically, the Commission has found no evidence that all or any of the disorders or the incidents that led up to them were planned or directed by any organization or group, international, national or local.’66
Agitator theories were equally popular in explaining the UK riots of the 1980s. Following the Brixton riots of July 1981, the Conservative MP William Shelton blamed left-wingers, saying that ‘they believe that in our inner cities they have found the Achilles heel of our society’. More specifically, he blamed ‘the same hooded and masked men and the same motor cycle riders’ who had been spotted at similar events.84 Again an enquiry was set up to investigate these and other claims. The Scarman report into the Brixton riot concluded that while it was certainly true that outsiders tried to take advantage of circumstances and that they may have urged radical action, there was nothing to suggest that the events had been planned, organized or led by conspirators.67
By 1992, in LA, focus had shifted from outside extremists to local gang members who were organizing events to serve their own disreputable purposes – although there was little evidence to actually support this contention.36 Equally, in 2011, the focus was on gangs, however it didn’t take long for that claim to fall apart. Less than a month after the riots, on 8 September, Theresa May, the Home Secretary told the Parliamentary Home Affairs Committee that the role of gangs was ‘not as high as people (including the Prime Minister) first thought.’85
This is not to say that agitators never try to guide riots. Nor is it to deny that organized groups may try to take advantage of riots. One simply has to be very cautious when such claims are made. The agitator theory should not be our first resort in order to explain crowd organization. As historian Kenneth Logue concluded, after an extensive study of crowd action in Scotland, crowds are perfectly capable of organizing themselves and of providing their own leadership.86 It is yet another manifestation of the idea that crowds are as mindless to assume that they are not. We should only turn to agitator theories as a last resort when all else has failed. In thirty years of studying all sorts of crowds – from urban riots, to political demonstrations, to football fans, environmental protests and festivals – we have not yet encountered a context in which this applies.
Conclusion
In this chapter we have looked at the types of explanations used to account for the riots of 2011. Three important points emerge from this survey.
First, all the explanations of the 2011 riots that we have encountered have historically been applied whenever and wherever riots occur. Riots are variously characterized as the work of criminals, of mad mobs and of agitators. While all of these characterizations tend to be called upon to explain riots, the balance between them may vary. Thus, in 2011, mobs and agitators were blamed, but criminals were seen as the primary problem. Equally, exactly who is identified as a criminal or agitator tends to vary. In 2011 feral youth and gangs were understood to be at the fore. Despite the variations, what all these explanations have in common is where they point the finger of blame. They suggest that riots express the nature of rioters and nothing else. It is either in the nature of those particular individuals who gather in riots to be violent, or else a riot can swell from the sway of a crowd.
Our second point is that all of these explanations are flawed. When the furore over riots dies down and people have the time to sift over the evidence, to look at who was involved and what was done, they nearly always find that rioters are not on the margins of society but rather well integrated members of their communities. They find that riots are not mindless or chaotic eruptions but rather express clear and meaningful patterns. They also find that agitators do not manipulate riots, either because they aren’t usually present or else because those who might be termed ‘agitators’ actually followed rather than initiated events. One might have thought that, by now, we would have become inoculated against these various explanations. But, perhaps because large-scale rioting is rather infrequent, the cycle has not yet changed. Each time a riot occurs, it is confidently dismissed by those in power as criminal, insane or subversive (and woe betide anyone who dissents from this) – until we find that this isn’t in fact the case.
Our third point was implicit in our analysis and so is worth drawing out here. It has to do with the obvious question that, if these explanations are so wrong, why are they so perennially popular? We have already provided half the answer. They point the finger of blame firmly at rioters. By so doing, these explanations keep everyone else – the social elites, the government, the police – entirely out of the picture. These explanations are more about avoiding responsibility than explaining reality, and because they are so effective in doing just that, they remain popular.87
In sum, what we have been analyzing so far is primarily about the ideology of riots. It is time to turn to the reality of riots.


 
Chapter 3
Understanding Urban Riots
What Leads People to Riot?
For urban riots to be possible the following elements need to be in place. People need to believe that the way they and their like are treated is illegitimate. They need a sense that nothing short of confrontation will do anything to change the situation. And they need confidence that, with others, they have the strength to mount a serious challenge to those who mistreat them.
Illegitimacy
In his book on Chartism, back in 1839, Thomas Carlyle famously wrote:
It is not what a man outwardly has or wants that constitutes the happiness or misery of him. Nakedness, hunger, distress of all kinds, death itself, have been cheerfully suffered, when the heart was right. It is the feeling of injustice that is insupportable to all men.88
Carlyle was well ahead of his time. He glimpsed what has since then been researched in detail. People can abide having little. They can even abide having less than others, as long as they think everyone is getting what they deserve. What they can’t abide is when they feel they don’t deserve what they get. What counts, in other words, it not so much whether we live in an equal world, but rather whether we live in a legitimate world.89 It is when people become aware that they are being treated in an illegitimate way by other groups that they begin to countenance conflict. It is when people consider the nature of a whole society as illegitimate that they will disrespect its laws.90
Where, then, does this sense of illegitimacy come from?
The simple answer is that it depends. Sometimes it is cultural and derives from the feeling that your way of life is threatened. Sometimes it is political and derives from the feeling of being deprived of one’s rights. Sometimes it is economic and derives from the feeling that others are out to refuse you your just rewards. Sometimes it is a mixture of all of these.
In the case of urban riots, economics is generally at the root of things. A recent study of Europe over the period 1919–2009 showed that budget reductions are linked to an increase in domestic unrest.91 Governments may protest to the contrary, and ministers might express fury at the mere suggestion, but the fact is that cuts and riots are linked.92
But we must also exercise caution here. The link between cuts and riots obviously isn’t automatic. Michael Gove, the Conservative Education Minister was quite right when he argued that people didn’t burn down buildings because of cuts in the EMA (Educational Maintenance Allowance).93 But he was wrong in suggesting that this renders irrelevant the issue of cuts. The question is how these economic conditions shape everyday experiences and feed into the way that people understand the world.94 How does the economy contribute to that feeling of injustice?
Economic cuts do this at two levels, one more directly than the other. Directly, cuts adopt meaning when they change from being abstract policies and start affecting the material world – whether you have a job, whether you keep your benefits, whether you retain the services you relied upon. But, as Carlyle’s insight suggests, it is not the loss of job benefits and services that, in themselves, have consequences. It is whether such cuts are seen to be fair or not. Are cuts an inevitable consequence of hard economic reality? Or is that just an excuse to shrink the welfare state and protect the rich? Are we all in this together, or do the cuts fall hardest on the poorest? Were policies simply imposed from above? Or did the policy makers listen to and respect the concerns of ordinary people? Listening to people goes a long way towards getting them to accept decisions – even otherwise unfavourable decisions.95 Conversely, suppressing peoples’ voices is a very effective way of breeding discontent.96
Less directly, but more powerfully perhaps, cuts can affect your interactions with the representatives of society – that is, with the authorities, particularly with the police. Consider for example the following scenario: if people are unemployed or if they can’t afford to stay on at school, and if youth centres and other community recreation centres have closed down, then chances are that they will spend much of their time on the streets. They will hang around together and mess around and do what they can to generate a bit of excitement.97 Some will commit crime, some will sell drugs and some will fight. Soon any group on the streets will be seen as a nuisance and a threat. Shopkeepers will complain about them. The police will view them with suspicion98 and, when any problems arise in the area, they will become the first targets of laws based on suspicion.99 Gradually, a sense of distrust and of unfairness will intensify. In the end, the police will come to be seen more like an occupying colonial force than the upholders of ‘law and order’.100
But the impact of all this is not just that the police themselves will be seen as illegitimate. Unfair treatment at the hands of authority figures tends to be seen as emblematic of the way one is viewed and treated by the society as a whole.101 The message that this kind of treatment provides is ‘you don’t count’, or (even worse), ‘you are not part of this society’, ‘You are nothing’.102 What is more, individuals soon become emblematic of their communities. So the message ‘you are nothing as an individual’ quickly becomes understood by the community as ‘you are nothing as a people’ – as black people, as working class people, as people from a particular estate or locality. The sense of illegitimacy is at its most potent when it relates to our group memberships. For when illegitimacy is a collective experience, it gives rise to a collective grievance. And that grievance is felt not only when an individual is personally treated unfairly but when any member of his or her group is so treated. This phenomenon, above all, lies at the root of collective disorder.103
Alternatives
So the world is an unfair place, and you are at the bottom of the pile. What are you going to do about it? There are many potential responses beyond rioting. One option is to do what so many authoritative voices suggest: study hard, work hard, play by the rules, use the system and rise up through it. In other words, pursue a strategy of individual mobility.16 Another option is to make use of the system when you are treated unfairly. If you are repeatedly stopped by the police without good cause, use the official complaints procedures, lobby your councillor or your MP in order to seek redress. If both of these fail, become political. Act to change the system. Join a political party. Sign a petition. Demonstrate.
But what if your experience tells you that none of this is realistic, that you – and people like you – haven’t got a chance? Educate yourself? What if you can’t afford to stay in education. Get a job? What about the fact that when jobs are scarce people who look and sound like you, or who come from the area you live in, don’t ever get an interview? These strong impressions aren’t a matter of a single experience. They aren’t even a matter of experiences that only happen to you. The steady stream of everyday disappointments reinforces the idea that the system doesn’t work for people like you.
Complain? You will be ignored. ‘They’ will just refuse to see you, or, if they do, they will smile, patronize and do nothing.
Join a political party? Politics is a different world. There are no politicians who have concerns for you, unless it is to defend ‘Middle England’ against you and those like you. And as for petitions and demonstrations, they will be ignored as surely as any individual complaint. Pieces of paper don’t make any difference.
All in all, where people feel that they can better their lot within the system, they may act individually in order to take advantage of opportunities.104 But where they believe that people like themselves have no chance, that all conventional routes of redress are barred – where, that is, they believe that alternatives are useless – that is when people will begin to countenance open conflict, even violence.105
Power
However aggrieved you are at the police and the system, and however much you feel that you can’t do anything about it by acting nicely, you can’t take on the system all by yourself. No one riots on their own. Riots need numbers.106 This explains why, for instance, urban riots tend to happen in the evening, in the school holidays and where there are concentrations of unemployed people. Very few people leave school or work to riot.107 It also explains why riots are more common in organized communities, for those who participate actively in their communities are most likely to hear about events and become involved.
But it is not enough that others are around. People also need a sense of being in the same boat together,108 of sharing a common grievance and common feelings of anger or contempt109 towards a common foe. All this creates the confidence that, if any one person were to act, others would join in and support them.
Consider, for instance, the following little-known incident which played a critical role in the American Revolution. In September 1774 a rumour ran through the colonies that the British had bombarded Boston, killing six people. This rumour caused a massive and spontaneous mobilization of colonists to rush to defend the city. But before they got to their destination, they discovered that the rumour was, in fact, false: no bombardment, no killings.
One might have thought that this incident would have been humiliating, and that crying ‘wolf’ once would make people less likely to respond the next time. But people were proud of what had happened. It made them realize that they were able to stand up to the British together, and so had the potential power to defeat the empire. These realizations were critical in generating an uprising a few months later, when a real massacre occurred in Lexington.110
The point to take away from this example is that, whether we are talking about revolutions or of riots, it is not enough to be aggrieved and angry. One must be aware of the grievances and angers of others – and their willingness to act on them. When this happens, people feel empowered to challenge the status quo,111 which itself produces the potential for confrontation and change.
So now we have reached the end of the story – or at least of this part of the story. The path to riots is a long one involving many elements. Certainly it can involve recessions and spending cuts. But it also involves a sense that the system is illegitimate, a sense that the system prevents progress, a sense of common identity and a sense of collective solidarity. Many ingredients have to go into the mix before a riot can occur.
Yet even with all these conditions in place, riots are not inevitable. We have carefully stressed that what we have been analyzing here is the potential for riots to occur. What turns potential into reality? Something is still needed to kick things off – but what something? That is the question to which we now turn.
How do Riots Start?

Iconic Events
Nearly everyone uses the metaphor of tinder and spark when it comes to describing the inception of a riot. Many examples could be brought to bear, but consider just this one, from the Scarman report into the 1981 Brixton riot. Lord Scarman argues that indignation, resentment and suspicion of the police ‘produced the attitudes and beliefs which underlay the disturbances, providing the tinder ready to blaze into violence on the least provocation, fancied or real, offered by the police.’112
This is a powerful metaphor – dare we say it, a poetic metaphor. It chimes with the images of burning buildings which become the stock representation of riots every time one is mentioned, whether in LA or in Brixton or in L8 – or (as we have seen) in Tottenham. It suggests that, however understandable (or not) the background to riots may be, riots themselves are uncontrolled conflagrations.
But if we look more closely, we find that, rather than being ‘sparks’, the events that start riots might better be described as ‘icons’. From the rioters’ perspective, they encapsulate all that leads people to become disaffected, angry (contemptuous, perhaps) and prone to riot. As was shown in the US riots of the 1960s, they involve (or are seen to involve) ‘transgressions of strongly held mores by a representative of the other group.’113 A heavy-handed arrest, disrespectful treatment (especially of women and children), raiding community centres – all of these can be emblematic of long histories of antagonism, and indeed part of an ongoing struggle between rioting communities and the authorities. However, a riot’s precipitating event often embodies more than the source of its grievance. It also signals the failure of previous non-violent attempts to rectify the grievance.
This was abundantly clear in the British riots of the 1980s. The Brixton riot of 1981 didn’t start after Michael Bailey’s death, which was believed at the time to have been a consequence of police brutality. It started the following day after the police responded to the incidents of the night before by increasing foot patrols and intensifying their operation. ‘Swamp 81’ involved the heavy use of stop-and-search powers.25 Equally, the Broadwater Farm riot of 1985 in Tottenham didn’t start after Cynthia Jarrett, a black woman, died as police raided her house, looking for her son Floyd. It happened after the peaceful march and demonstration, led by relatives, outside the local police station had brought no satisfactory answers.114 As we shall detail in the next chapter, despite David Lammy’s assertions to the contrary, there are actually quite remarkable parallels between the 1985 and the 2011 riots in Tottenham.
Building a Shared Identity
We have already stressed that, for a riot to occur, people are needed in number. The events that precipitate riots must be significant enough to attract an audience, interesting enough to hold them and prolonged enough to give people time to gather. For that reason, urban riots are rarely the product of a single incident. Rather, they generally arise out of a string of incidents. Put another way, the riot process is very forgiving. You have to get it wrong many times on the trot for a riot to happen.
The incidents that precipitate riots must also occur at a time and in a place where there are plenty of people who are willing and able to hang around and watch things develop. For instance, 2 April 1980 was a sunny day in Bristol. When the Black and White Café in the St Pauls area of the city was raided, people were happy to lie on the grass opposite as the police took the next hour or so to unload 272 crates of drink from the basement of the building. The raid was seen by many as an assault on a resource that was at the heart of their community, and hence an assault on the community itself.
Such was the significance of the event that more and more people gathered to watch. When the police finished in the café and tried to force their way out, they came into conflict with those assembled outside. Some incidents took place – one man had his trousers ripped, another was allegedly called a ‘black bastard’ – but not everybody was aware of the details. What they were aware of, however, was that their fellow crowd members were up for a fight.107
Generally speaking, when incidents occur, crowd members do not just watch each other watching what is happening. Crowd members will be more likely to riot when they can see from the expressions on faces, from the tone of chants, from incipient acts of violence such as stone throwing – and then by the expressions on faces in response to such acts – that other people are also ready and willing to take on those they see as their foes.115 The precipitating incident thereby generates the sense of unity, shared purpose and of power that allows grievance to be translated into retaliation.
How do People Behave in Riots?

The Process of Escalation
Much of what we have looked at so far concerns firstly the ways that common identities and grievances emerge and secondly how these are created through interactions – notably with the police. We have seen how such interactions have the potential to build up grievance over the longer term. We have also seen how the incidents that precipitate riots are representative of these background grievances and interactions. Crucially, though, the process doesn’t stop once violence starts. Indeed, the way in which the police react to violence is critical to whether it escalates into a major incident or else deflates into a minor confrontation that we are unlikely to read about in our papers the next day.
Before the recent 2011 riots, one of the largest conflicts in London in recent years occurred in the context of a huge anti-Poll Tax demonstration on 31 March 1990. As with most demonstrations (and indeed riots, as we shall see), the crowd was mixed, containing very different groups. A few were prepared for confrontation with the police, but most had not entertained the idea of confrontation at all.
At one point, demonstrators started a sit-down protest outside Downing Street. The police responded by trying to disperse the entire crowd, forcing everybody up Whitehall towards Trafalgar Square. It didn’t matter who you were, what you were doing or what your intentions were, if you were in the area that day, you got caught up in the crush. Demonstrators were particularly outraged at elderly people, women and children visibly hurt and distressed as police rode horses into the dense crowd.
Even those who started out opposed to violence began to feel that the police were acting illegitimately. They began to feel a sense of common fate and common grievance with the others in the crowd. Those who had previously been shunned as confrontational, for example, now emerged as comrades opposing police actions. Peaceful protestors may not have actively joined in the widespread violence that subsequently occurred, but they supported it because of a shared understanding of what the police were understood to have done.116
We have seen the same dynamics in operation time and again in other anti-Poll tax riots117 and also in different types of riots, including football,118 anti-roads119 and student protests.120 When police employ tactics that treat crowds as uniformly dangerous – tactics such as general dispersal and, of more recent notoriety, kettling – the police are always in danger of creating a riot. A small group aggrieved at the police has the potential to turn into a much larger group. Those advocating violence can become far more influential than those urging for peace. And, the larger the group becomes, the more empowered its members feel to vent their anger at the police.
But we have also seen the converse occur.121 Where the police develop tactics that allow them to distinguish between those who are intent on unprovoked confrontation and those who are not, when – even as the stones begin to fly – they remain as intent on facilitating legitimate protest as on quelling violence, then conflict tends to de-escalate; those opposed to confrontation even feel empowered to intervene to prevent acts of violence. When the police themselves stop acting as adversaries to the crowd, members of the crowd will self-regulate122 – making this generally the most effective form of policing of all.123
The Meaningful Crowd
The attentive reader will have noticed a tension between our treatment of the idea of common identity and the stress on the loss of identity in some of the more traditional crowd models. Indeed, the issue of identity is at the very heart of the debate about riots. De-individuation and ‘mad mob’ theorists suggest that people lose identity and control in a crowd. Our research on crowds suggests that people shift from thinking of themselves as individuals to thinking of themselves as members of a social group. Correspondingly, control isn’t lost, but rather shifts to what we believe and value as group members as opposed to as individuals. In other words, we act in terms of our social identities.
One very important implication of this research is that different crowds will behave in different ways depending on the nature of their composite social identities. Riots are clearly not all the same. Nor are identities, which might be defined in terms of race, class, locality and much else besides. The communal enemy might equally shift, so, for instance, while both the LA riots of 1965 and of 1992 were about race, Koreans were seen as an enemy in 1992 (and Korean shops were a major target of attacks) but this wasn’t the case back in 1965.124 What is more, even within a single riot, there may be different groups with different identities attacking different targets. Riots are never simple affairs.
However in some cases things are clearer than in others. In the St Pauls riot of April 1980, for instance, most people recognized themselves in what was considered the ‘local’ identity. And although not every crowd member was black, that local identity was framed in terms of black experiences. People felt economically exploited and mistreated by the police. This understanding was clearly reflected in the behaviour of crowd members. So, on the one hand, the police came under intense attack and police property (police cars in particular) was destroyed, while other people and private property were largely left untouched.107
On the other hand, large shops owned by outsiders – which often sold luxury goods – were attacked, and the goods were often destroyed rather than being stolen. By contrast, shops owned by people who lived within St Pauls were, on the whole, left alone. In particular, the places torched in St Pauls included the bank, post office, DHSS office (which distributed unemployment benefit) and a building that housed a rent office. These were the four financial institutions in the area that represented authority and were also perceived to be the institutions that kept residents in a state of poverty. To cite one resident: ‘We got the bank: that’s where the moneyman live. That’s Margaret Thatcher’s government.’125 It is worth repeating a point we made in Chapter 2. Physically, these various targets may have been in the community, but psychologically (that is, in terms of the ways in which rioters defined their St Pauls identity) they were not considered to be a part of the community. Indeed, to go further, they were seen as detrimental to the well-being of the community.
In this example, because crowd members were acting in terms of shared social identity, and therefore in terms of collective beliefs and values, their behaviour was not considered ‘random’. This underlying psychology helps us to understand why collective action has patterns that are socially meaningful. The same concept of social identity helps address two other features of the crowd.
The first has to do with the notion of ‘contagion’, or social influence. What will people follow, and what won’t they? Just as people don’t do anything and everything in a crowd, it follows that they don’t follow just any suggestion or action in a crowd. Individuals in a crowd remain discriminating, but the basis on which they discriminate shifts as they begin prioritizing their social identities. Simply put, people will conform if what is being suggested fits with what the group – ‘we’ – believe in. To continue with the St Pauls example, when one person threw a stone at the police it was followed by a hail of stones. But when a stone was thrown at a bus, no one joined in. Indeed people remonstrated with the stone thrower. Equally, when one person attacked Lloyds Bank, many others joined in. However, when a stone was thrown at a local shop, others moved in to stop the offender.
The second has to do with the notion of ‘agitators’, of leadership. Do crowd members need someone to tell them what to do? Without leaders, how else can one explain how large numbers of crowd members act together in meaningful ways? It is only difficult to explain how people can coordinate themselves if you view them, psychologically, as individuals. Then you have to explain how people with different viewpoints can coalesce. However, once you see them in terms of a common identity, in terms of a common worldview and common priorities, then it is not surprising that people could react in the same way to events and pursue the same goals. They don’t need an established leader who has the authority to tell them what to do. Someone does generally have to act first, has to throw the first stone at the police or first set light to Lloyds Bank. These initiators achieve influence not because they have established authority as individuals but because the normative nature of their acts lend them authority. People don’t follow them because they are ringleaders; they look like ringleaders because people follow them.
The Carnivalesque Crowd
For a long time in crowd psychology, and indeed within our culture as a whole, there has been a tendency to view reason and emotion as two opposed terms. The more reasonable you are, the less emotional, and the more emotional you are, the less reasonable. So the fact that crowds are emotional is used to suggest that they are also irrational.
Equally, the fact that crowds are exhilarating is used to suggest that they cannot be serious. This same reasoning is used to suggest that rioters cannot be moral, for who can have a positive experience of something that many view as so negative? We saw this in the case of a group of young women looters from Croydon. After the 1985 Brixton riot the Daily Express wrote:
The mobs who surged through shattered shop window stripping shelves were fired by a sense of excitement and bravado. There were smiles and laughter. But the blazing barricades of overturned cars and the bricks and bottles hitting thin cordons of embattled police were nothing to laugh about.126
Many other commentators are struck – and puzzled – by the combination of frolic and fury one finds in riots. With regard to the 1992 LA riots, Charles Lawrence wrote of ‘a bizarre dance of a looters’ carnival with escalating deadly force.’127 Particularly poignant is a live broadcast by a BBC reporter in the midst of the St Pauls riot:
I look out the window, smoke hanging everywhere ... No policemen here whatsoever. Nobody presumably daring to go into the situation which looks absolutely lethal ... I hesitate only to get away from a large group of people who are coming up the street there. Not any question of crowds attacking cars or anything of that sort, but it does look a fairly heavy situation ... Hundreds of people milling around and laughing and joking by the looks of it, rather a carnival atmosphere here, but obviously an extremely dangerous situation. Once again, no policemen, no fire brigade here. The crowd really literally completely out of control.128
As we have stressed, rioters are rarely, if ever, completely out of control. There remain limits to what people will do. Nonetheless, the statement above does contain a partial truth. In crowds, the fact that people see themselves as one group enables them to act as one. This gives them greater power to do as they see fit,129 even if others don’t like it. In riots, rioters are not ‘out of control’, they are just out of the control of the police.
This is a particularly powerful experience for those who, in everyday life, feel dominated and mistreated. After years of subordination, the sense of acting on one’s own terms rather than within the terms set by others, of transgressing the rules set by others, of showing ‘them’ who is boss, is truly exhilarating.130 Consider, for instance, the words of one LA rioter, himself a security guard at a supermarket:
It wasn’t a matter of ‘I got something for free’. It was a matter of ‘I’m taking from the white man. How do you like us now?’ That’s what it was. I’m taking from y’all now. How do you like us now? You can’t do nothing about it. Y’all helpless. Y’all thought we were useless.131
Because carnivals, like riots, overturn everyday social relations – because they turn knaves into kings for a day and make kings defer to knaves – there is always something carnivalesque about riots. And carnivals are always close to becoming riotous. As historians have long recognized, the line between the two is often very thin.132 So, riots are not exhilarating and passionate as opposed to being serious and meaningful. Riots are exhilarating and passionate precisely because they are so serious and so meaningful in peoples’ lives.
Conclusion
Perhaps the most important point to come out of this summary of riot psychology is that, in contrast to the ‘official’ accounts of the 2011 riots and to those we analyzed in the previous chapter, you cannot understand riots by looking at rioters alone. Conflicts are a product of interactions between people within a society. Most immediately, they arise out of the interactions with the representatives of society – the police. To adapt an old cliché, it takes two to riot.
Riots are also the outcome of interactions that have happened over an extended period of time. Thus previous interactions are mirrored both in the more immediate encounters that start riots as well as the interactions that determine whether rioting will escalate or diminish.
It may be ideologically convenient to attribute what comes out of the interactions between various groups to the inherent nature of one of those groups alone. But it is also profoundly misleading. If there is one thing that crowd psychology teaches us it is that if you do try to divorce riots from the social background out of which they arise, or from the interplay between people and police, you will never understand them.
As for the ways in which these interactions produce riots, our analysis reveals four elements: a sense of illegitimacy and grievance; the lack of alternatives to confrontation; the formation of a shared identity and an emergent sense of collective power. Riots happen when ‘we’ are mistreated by ‘them’, when fighting back is all we can do, but at the same time, when ‘we’ have the unity and the strength to fight back.
So are riots a political act? In the conventional sense, no, if only because rioters tend to perceive conventional politics as irrelevant. But riots are political in the sense that they both reflect and reorganize power relations between groups in the societies in which they materialize.
Most of all, riots are meaningful. Not just for the rioters but also for anyone who is serious about addressing why it is that they occur. The ways people see their world are reflected in the patterns of crowd action. What people do together in crowds therefore provides an important insight into the psychology that drives their collective actions. Far from being mindless aberrations, riots capture in profound ways the nature of the society within which they occur. So the question remains, what can we actually learn from the recent riots about endemic conflict, inequalities, grievances and policing?


 
Chapter 4
Four Days in August
In this chapter we provide a description of what actually went on in the recent English riots. Since there were literally hundreds of different incidents in many different cities, we have neither the information nor the space to give details of absolutely everything that transpired. Rather, we focus on a number of the major events in sufficient detail to draw out some broad patterns of behaviour. We begin with Tottenham, because that is where it all started. We then go on to look at Hackney, because it was here that probably the largest of the riots took place. Then we consider Croydon and, more briefly, other cities such as Birmingham and Manchester, because they illustrate some rather different patterns.
In order to build our account, we have drawn on four types of sources. The first is personal conversations with people who had first-hand experience of the riots, particularly senior police officers. The second are other detailed and systematic analyses of events, including an in depth investigative analysis on the origins of the riot first broadcast by BBC Radio 4 on 25 August 2011. The third includes media accounts, particularly live footage of events and conversations with participants. But the fourth, and by far the most comprehensive resource, has been video material posted to You Tube. There has been a remarkable wealth of such material, although some of it is now being removed out of fears it will be used to prosecute participants.
By combining these various sources, and then by linking our material to Google Maps Street View, we are able to calculate both where events occurred and how they fit together. In this way, we have been able to build up a far richer picture of the riots than we first envisaged. What is more, by providing hyperlinks to some of the original videos (where it is still on the web) and other sources, you, the reader, can assess the extent to which you think our conclusions are warranted. This is a basic premise of all science – don’t take anything on authority, look at the evidence!
The Tottenham Riot

A Background of Antagonism
Haringey (the borough in which Tottenham lies) is the thirteenth most deprived borough in England133 and one of the most ethnically mixed. Figures from 2009 show that nearly half the population are non-white (48.7 per cent) as opposed to 40.2 per cent for London and 13 per cent for England and Wales as a whole.134

In January 2011, as part of £41 million spending cuts, Haringey Council announced that the budget for youth services would be slashed by 75 per cent. Eight of the borough’s thirteen youth centres were closed in February and the remaining five are under serious threat. In addition, other services, such as after-school clubs and employment support were removed.135
These cuts had effects on at least two levels. Directly, people, young people in particular, had a sense of being ignored and left behind.136 Consider the following testimony:
There’s nothing there for us … when I’m with all my friends it’s like we’ve all got hoodies and like that type of youth, nobody wants to be around us and the youth club was just a place that we could all go and have fun and like and least we had somewhere to go.137
Another said ominously: ‘It is a sad story the cuts are affecting young people a lot but the Government doesn’t realize what they’re doing to us … Gonna be riots.’137
Indirectly, the effect was to leave more young people on the streets and to create more friction with the police, as is evidenced in the following comment: ‘Now look, like we walk down the streets and we getting pulled over by police. You get me?’137 This made a bad situation even worse. Some young people talked of being stopped as many as three times in one day. Such experiences are supported by statistics that show between April and June 2011 the police in Haringey stopped people 6,894 times. In 6,807 of these cases there was no conviction.138
But it was not just the quantity of stop and searches that became the issue. It was the manner in which these searches were conducted. There was a strong and shared sense of being treated unfairly and without due respect. This generated a sense of grievance and of anger: ‘People are angry at the police,’ said one person, ‘harassing them on a daily basis. Harassment, intimidation, humiliation from when you are a little kid.’139
One issue in particular crystalizes the antagonism between the police and the community, especially the black community, and that is the history of deaths in police raids or police custody. The latest of these was the death of David Emmanuel, better known as the reggae star Smiley Culture, who died on 15 March 2011 from stab wounds during a police raid on his home. The death led to a protest outside Scotland Yard on the 16 April. Those speaking from the platform insisted that Smiley’s death was not a one-off but arose out of ‘everyday experiences of harassment, beatings and unexplained deaths’. Speakers referred to ‘sustained injustices’ where the community ‘are betrayed by the state, one rule for the rich another for the poor’. They demanded action, in particular that the officers involved should be ‘immediately suspended’. Doubts were cast on the credibility of the Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC), who were investigating what had happened. Those who spoke out also gave the Prime Minister a prophetic warning that ‘unrest would reach your shores soon unless you address the needs and concerns of us the community.’140
The Death of Mark Duggan
On Thursday, 4 August 2011, at about six in the afternoon, a 29-year-old black man called Mark Duggan – from the Broadwater Farm estate in Haringey, North London – was travelling in a taxi along Ferry Lane in Tottenham Hale. Unbeknownst to Duggan, officers acting under the direction of Operation Trident had him under surveillance. In circumstances as yet unclear, the police moved in, shots were fired by the police and moments later Mark Duggan was dead.
Given that this was a fatal shooting, the IPCC (Independent Police Complaints Commission) became involved almost straight away. This meant that the exact details surrounding his death would now not be known for some time. But this didn’t stop the press speculation. The following morning the Daily Telegraph wrote that ‘a policeman’s life was saved by his radio last night after a gunman Mark Duggan opened fire on him and the bullet hit the device’. The article went on to state that armed police ‘returned fire’ and as a consequence Duggan, ‘a well known gangster’, was shot dead. An un-named IPCC spokesperson was also quoted saying that they ‘understand the officer was shot first before the male was shot.’141
The Deputy Chair of the IPCC later retracted this claim and apologized for the misleading nature of earlier comments. But in many respects significant damage had already been done. From that point onward, Mark Duggan was branded in the press as the armed gangster who had fired the first bullet at the police.
This view did not go uncontested. In a televised interview Mark Duggan’s family refused to accept that he had been armed, let alone that he had been the aggressor. Many people generally refused to accept the police’s justification for the shooting as an act of self-defence. Such was the mounting anger that local Labour MP, David Lammy, writing in Thursday’s Evening Standard, expressed fears of a ‘backlash from the locals’ and appealed for ‘calm in the community’.142
A Breakdown of Communication
At just this point, where relations between the police, family and the community had become particularly sensitive, a crucial breakdown in communication took place. Normally, following any incident where a member of the public is shot by the police, a Family Liaison Officer (FLO) is appointed to take responsibility for informing the family and working through all the issues that accompany such an event. But in Duggan’s case, no FLO was appointed and the family was left without any contact whatsoever from the police.143
This absence of dialogue exacerbated tensions in and around Tottenham. On the one hand, there is some suggestion that people believed that the police had executed Mark Duggan. On the other, there was anger at the apparent ‘disrespect’ being shown by the police to the family of a young black man, who to many was not a ‘gangster’ but a well-known and respected ‘peacemaker’.
This policing failure was also important because, in the absence of any information, family and community representatives decided to organize a protest to try to force the police into providing the answers they were so desperate for. As we shall see, the events immediately surrounding this protest appear to have been the catalyst for the riots.
On Saturday morning (6 August), some seven hours before the protest was to occur, a meeting took place between the borough police and local community representatives. At that meeting, the acting Borough Commander was made aware of the potential for a riot and told that the police needed to provide more information about Duggan’s shooting in order to reduce tension.144
The police apparently made clear that they could not provide any information on the shooting because of the constraints they felt were placed upon them as a result of the IPCC investigation. According to a BBC report, those present at the meeting said they agreed instead to inform the IPCC of the need for information – presumably so they could begin the process of liaising with the family and easing tensions.144
But according to the same report, Deborah Glass (Deputy Chair of the IPCC) insisted that the Metropolitan Police did not contact them until 8 p.m. on Saturday evening. In her BBC interview, Glass asserts that there were protocols in place to ‘make it very clear the police are not gagged when the IPCC are involved in an investigation’.144 Wherever responsibility actually lay between the IPCC and the police, one thing is certain – no information was provided either to the family or the community.
A Peaceful Protest

A large protest crowd gathered outside of the police station on Tottenham High Road on Saturday afternoon, 6 August, at around 5 p.m. Despite all that had been said before, no senior officer was present in the police station to meet a delegation from Duggan’s family and the Broadwater Farm Community. In fact, the acting Borough Commander was tied up at another major event that was taking place in Tottenham that day, a pre-season football friendly at White Hart Lane between Spurs and Athletic Club Bilbao.
The 200-strong crowd that gathered in front of the police station – consisting of predominantly black, young women, many with their children – spread out across Tottenham High Road. The handful of police outside the station were mainly involved in directing the traffic, so the protest could go ahead. At times the crowd chanted, ‘What do we want? Justice’, ‘we want answers’, ‘shame on you’ and ‘murderers’ at the police.145 But it is accepted that things remained peaceful and that community leaders and police officers in the station did seek to communicate.144
Despite this, there is video evidence of the protesting crowd, attempting to gain entry into the police station and being prevented by two police officers who were blocking the entrance.145 Whilst the acting commander – a Chief Inspector – finally returned to the station, and did meet with the delegation, many within the crowd became dissatisfied. They wanted to hear from a more senior officer. According to the BBC it was not until 7.45 p.m. – nearly three hours after the crowd had arrived – that a Superintendent was called, but it would appear that still no one of senior rank actually went out to speak to the protestors.144 For many this was just another example of a long history of police disrespect towards their community.146
How Conflict Began
A Metropolitan Police Spokesperson is quoted in the Guardian as saying that conflict began when missiles were thrown at parked patrol cars at 8.30 p.m. According to the same article, ‘Rioters broke through police ranks and attempted to storm Tottenham police station, pelting officers with bricks, bottles and eggs.’147 For one of the protest organizers, Stafford Scott, the emerging conflict was directly linked to the lack of information from the police and their failure to produce a credible spokesperson.
It was at the point that the women decided to leave that the boys started to vent their frustration and anger that it seemed like another day was going to go past without anyone giving us an official line on what had happened to Mark and that is when the trouble began.144
However, the evidence we have uncovered paints a slightly more complex picture that revolves around an escalation in police tactics. It is clear that further police reinforcements arrived in the area at some point. The police then established cordons on the High Road to the north and south of the police station using officers in riot gear – creating what police call a ‘sterile zone’ in between. At this stage, according to one protestor, there had not yet been any disorder.
When it first happened, the police didn’t need to come out or anything. The police came out when there was the protest going on outside [the police station]; before anything got smashed. There was nothing, I was there. People were just standing … there with little banners and what not. When the police came out, it wasn’t just normal officers. They were riot police. But there was no riot, in the beginning. There was just people standing there.148
At some point around dusk (8.44 p.m.) the police appear to have made a decision to try either to disperse the crowd or simply to push people further away from the police station. In this process a young woman was apparently pushed over and struck by the police.149 An eyewitness described the incident: ‘She was just there because she wanted her voice to be heard. Everyone ran, she didn’t. A group of officers, I think four or five, surrounded her. The police, just numerous times, hit her.’138
One can see from videos of the incident that those nearby started to shout at the police. Their anger was evident in their words. One young woman screamed, ‘It’s a girl, it’s a fucking girl, look how you’re dealing with her, it’s a fucking girl you cunts.’ A young black man encouraged those around him to confront the police, shouting ‘Get dem, fuckin’ blood clot.’149 All those who describe the incident agree that this was what actually ‘sparked off all the riots.’148 But some argue that what happened to the girl was also happening to others:
They [the police] were just going for innocent people that weren’t involved, just sitting at the bus stop waiting for their bus. A group of women just there, two, three police officers went forward to – like – push them. And that’s what got people even more angry, you can’t do that. You can’t put your hands on a female and she wasn’t doing nothing; she’s just waiting for a bus.148
It would appear, then, that the transition from peaceful protest to riot was linked to the use of police tactics that were perceived as disproportionate, indiscriminate and hence illegitimate. Clearly, many in the community already saw the police in these terms. But once they had gathered in number, they witnessed universal anger at an act which they all considered as unacceptable. United in their antagonism, many began to fight back.
The Pattern of Conflict
Following these initial incidents, a large crowd gathered on the High Road some 150 metres to the north of the police station, at the junction with Stoneleigh Road. It was at around this time that two police cars were attacked, set alight and pushed out onto the High Road, thus creating a barrier between the crowd and the police line. After a short while people from this crowd began to move toward the police. Shouts of ‘come on’ and ‘I’ve just seen a girl getting mugged by the Feds [police], come on, what the fuck are you doing?’150 could be heard. Some people were carrying missiles, which they then threw at the police.
The police did not react. Members of the crowd felt emboldened and shouted, ‘They’re scared of us.’150 In the absence of police aggression, the situation became calmer. Eventually the fires in the two police cars died down. The police held their line outside the station. A police helicopter circled above, its spotlight shining a bright arc of light onto the area.150
It was at around this time that a solicitor’s office, EBR Attridge, was attacked and set alight. This target, it seems, was not chosen at random. One eyewitness described EBR Attridge as the ‘solicitor for the police’. He elaborated that they are ‘the one that the police give you, will tell you to plead guilty and not represent you very well. Essentially just doing the police’s work for them.’138
Soon the fire began to spread both to the flats above and also to a William Hills bookmaker next door – which may also have been looted. People in the crowd, it seems, alerted the residents in the flats and made sure that they were safely evacuated. One bystander expressed surprise that the Fire Brigade had not come to put out the fires, especially since there was a fire station very near by. The firemen were in no danger, he insisted. ‘People [were] hanging about, they would have made way for it.’138
To the south, a police cordon moved forward and forced everyone on the High Road away from the police station. The officers then stood in a line blocking the road. A crowd, composed mostly of white people who appeared to be local residents, stood and watched the events unfold. Some shouted angrily at the police in the cordon. They chanted ‘whose streets, our streets’ and ‘get the police off our streets’. Missiles could be heard smashing onto the roadway in front of the police line.151
Just behind, in Rawlingson Terrace, a fire was started in a rubbish pile outside a small community centre. As it took hold, a fire engine arrived. The firemen got out, unrolled their hoses, turned them on and quickly extinguished the flames. Throughout they remained unmolested by the large crowd of onlookers. At much the same time, and in much the same location, Police Carrier Vans driving past at speed were pelted with missiles.151
Shortly afterwards the police cordon on the High Road, now bolstered by reinforcements, moved forward again. As the police progressed, those who were confronting them retreated. In their retreat, the protestors came across a parked police car and, after smashing it up, set it on fire. Shortly afterwards a TV Satellite Broadcast van parked in Monument Way was attacked and forced to drive rapidly away.151 Two television crews, one from the BBC and the other from SKY,152 also report being attacked in this vicinity at around the same time.153
Despite attacks on the police and broadcasters, those present describe the general atmosphere as positive. It wasn’t that just anyone was under threat. The crowd contained a broad mix of people who were getting along well. At one point, for instance, a group of Hassidic Jewish154 people came down to the High Road and began to give away free bread.138
These descriptions are echoed in those given by witnesses who were to the north of the police station. Although intense conflicts with the police were taking place, they describe a relaxed and even a carnivalesque atmosphere in the crowd. Their testimonies, too, focus on the varied mix of different people in the crowd and the lack of threat towards the many ‘ordinary people’ mingling among the ‘rioters’.6 But it was in this same area at around midnight that the rioting became intense. An arson attack was made against a jeweller and bullion dealer, Paradise Gems. This fire quickly took hold and eventually destroyed the entire complex in which it stood, including a post office, a hairdresser and residential properties to the rear.155
The police responded by trying to disperse people. But as the crowd was gradually pushed further north up the High Street, the rioting only intensified. Businesses suffered extensive destruction and widespread looting. Participants and onlookers once again argue that this was far from random. A large number of properties along this section of the High Road were left untouched. While precise details of exactly what was attacked and what was not remain to be clarified, certainly any building connected with the police and criminal justice systems seems to have been singled out. These included the police station at 398 High Road, the Haringey and Enfield Magistrates Court and the probation offices in Lordship Lane.156 In addition, anecdotal evidence suggests the selectivity with which shops were chosen for attack. According to one local resident, ‘the big corporate entities seem to be the ones targeted by the arsonists.’157
This claim is supported by a number of eyewitnesses, some of whom were involved in the rioting. According to one such witness, locally owned businesses were largely left alone because ‘the majority of businesses someone knows them, so certain business didn’t get touched.’138 Or, in some cases, people involved in the rioting actually actively defended properties:
Contrary to what the media has been telling everyone lots of the small shops got left alone. I know there was an awning that got ripped off a smaller shop up the road. A lot of people just started shouting just stop it leave the small people alone.138
Another witness gave the following, similar, account:
From what I saw I can’t account for every shop that was broken into and the reasons behind it, but I definitely could see a lot of people saying ‘no’. Like ‘don’t smash that shop, smash that one’. And others saying ‘no, your not going to break into that one. If you want to smash a shop, smash that one.’138
But what of the one property which received more publicity than all the others put together, the blazing building which adorned most of the front pages over the following days – what about Carpet Right? The building lies at the junction of Lordship Lane and Lansdowne Road, some considerable distance from the epicentre of the riot. Its windows were smashed and then it was set alight. The fire rapidly took hold. Above the shop were twenty-six flats owned by the Metropolitan Housing Trust and occupied by families with small children.148 Everything was destroyed.
Luckily the building was evacuated and nobody was killed. As was the case with the solicitors EBR Attridge, there is some evidence that ‘rioters’ actually entered the burning building in order to ensure it was evacuated.138 But why did the attack occur in the first place? We don’t yet have the evidence to say. But consider the following words of one bystander, who spoke as he stood directly outside Carpet Right as it burned:
This is what happens [pointing to the burning building] when the police take things into their own hands and shoot people for no reason. It’s no good. This is Tottenham; this is going to go on for two days – two days. They have to understand that they cannot go around shooting people for no reason … The people are fighting back and they will fight back. This is not the end, believe me this will carry on.158
If Duggan’s killing was seen as the police attacking the community with impunity, then one possibility is that Carpet Right was attacked in order to show that the rioters could do whatever they liked and the police could not stop them. This was their assertion of power over the police.
Whether or not this was the motivation for the attack on Carpet Right, what is unquestionable is the lack of regret that has been expressed for the attack. This sentiment has also been echoed more widely in relation to the protests that took place. A group of youths interviewed on the High Road in the following days, for example, described the ‘riot’ ‘as real protest, the best protest ever’.159 Another describes the sense of unity (even among previously warring gangs), the sense of achievement and the atmosphere of euphoria among participants at the height of the riot:
The atmosphere was crazy, it was like being [at] a football match you know. Everyone was cheering, chanting – ‘no justice no peace’, ‘rest in peace Mark Duggan’. The people that were holding it off were the people that were there from the start until, I would say, three or four in the morning. So I respect that. Tottenham stood up, dropped whatever problems they had with other people in their neighbourhoods and that and became as one.138
Another Place, Another Riot?
Some distance away from the events we have been describing, a large shopping centre in Tottenham Hale was being looted. Throughout the night, a whole series of big retail chains – including PC World, Comet, Boots, JD Sports, O2, Currys, Argos and Orange – were ransacked.160 The same happened in Wood Green.161
This was very different to what was going on in the High Road, even though the two sets of events were lumped together in subsequent accounts of the ‘Tottenham riot’. There was little violence. No attacks on symbolic targets took place. The objective was to steal expensive consumer goods while the police were occupied elsewhere. This is not to say that issues of legitimacy were entirely irrelevant in this context. There is evidence, for instance, that many within Tottenham saw these big chains as ‘outsiders’ because they didn’t give jobs to local people, especially black people. This meant that they became legitimate targets in the eyes of the looters.138 Nonetheless, while the motive here was not ‘purely’ to steal, getting something for nothing was clearly part of it.
Summary
In our estimation, the events that took place on and around Tottenham High Road comprise a classic anti-police riot. They arise out of long-standing tensions between the police and young, predominantly black, members of the local community that were exacerbated by the consequences of the economic recession. Against this background, the shooting of Mark Duggan quickly came to epitomize the sense of police illegitimacy that the community already harboured. This sense only grew when the police failed to communicate with the Duggan family and community leaders. It grew further yet when the police failed to respond to the initial peaceful demonstration. At that point, those in the community seeking dialogue gave up. The field was then left open to others, and when the police sought to disperse them and, in the process, were seen to attack an innocent young woman, the rioting began.
Riots are always messy affairs. It is always hard to establish who did what and why, especially after the event. But there is still enough material to suggest that the ensuing violence was not random and not primarily motivated by the acquisition of loot. First, police targets – police officers, police vehicles, police and criminal justice buildings – bore the brunt of attacks. Others, such as fire officers and fire vehicles, were largely left alone (at least at first). Secondly, those shops that were attacked, tended to be those owned by outsiders. In many cases, those owned by insiders were either left alone or actively defended. Lastly, where locals were endangered by the riot, notably as fires took hold and spread, rioters acted to safeguard them.
Perhaps, though, this is too clear-cut of a reading of what happened. There is some evidence that rioters were willing to attack any target, whoever owned it, simply to show that the police could do absolutely nothing to stop them. This only underlines the argument that, in this riot, everything else was secondary to the desire to ‘teach the police a lesson’ and to show them who is really in control. This raises a further theme: this riot was fundamentally about the assertion of power. It wasn’t about using that power in any programmatic way. It was about displaying power as an end in itself – displaying power to the police. The pleasure that people got in so doing was palpable.
Finally, let us again stress that these conclusions relate to Tottenham High Road. Not Tottenham Hale and not Wood Green. These were entirely different kettles of fish. The riots that took place in Tottenham Hale and Wood Green were primarily about loot. Our point, though, is that you can’t use the Tottenham Hale riot to explain the Tottenham High Road riot nor Tottenham High Road to explain Tottenham Hale. That being said, remember that looting only took place because of the earlier anti-police riot. It couldn’t have happened unless the police were otherwise occupied.
The Hackney Riot

From Tottenham to Hackney
The Tottenham riot – or, rather, riots – happened on Saturday, 6 August, at night. The Hackney riots happened on Monday, 8 August. In between came looting and sporadic attacks against the police in other places in London such as Enfield, Brixton, Dalston and Oxford Circus.162
By Monday, then, people were expecting another evening of rioting. Various motivations were mixed in by now, including hatred of the police and wider antagonisms. For example, around mid-afternoon on Monday, a young white male was interviewed on Mare Street, in the centre of Hackney. He said that he lived in Islington but that he had come to Hackney ‘because I hate the police … because they shoot people for no reason. They kill people.’ It wasn’t just the police he was antagonistic towards, however: ‘I hate all things to do with Government.’ At this point another youth who was passing by butted in: ‘They are all liars and thieves, that’s it.’163
The police, too, were expecting trouble. Perhaps because they had intelligence indicating that Hackney was a likely ‘flashpoint’, there were large numbers of officers on the ground. It is also likely that they were more suspicious than usual of young people they encountered on the street. In this climate, it was all too easy for mutual distrust to turn into open aggression.
How Conflict Began
At some point towards the late afternoon, a group of police undertook a stop and search on at least two black men in the Narrow Way, an area at the top of Mare Street. The two men were manhandled. One was handcuffed. Both were furious at the way they were being treated. They became agitated as they were searched. They shouted out, ‘What’s your reason for arresting me? Kicking off what? What public order?’164
Another black man who was passing by started to remonstrate with the police. He told them that they had ‘assassinated someone already’165 – an obvious reference to Mark Duggan. A crowd began to gather, largely but not exclusively consisting of black people. Soon more officers arrived. People began to shout at the police, who responded by putting on their riot helmets and picking up their shields. One youth could be heard saying ‘justice or destruction’, ‘they’re robbing the people’ and ‘you can’t kill people’.166
Police in full riot gear eventually stood facing the crowd in the Narrow Way. Their shields were raised and their batons drawn. Crowd members were now protesting more aggressively against police behaviour. Scuffles developed as officers struck out at the crowd.165 Missiles were thrown. The police then pushed the crowd south towards Hackney Central, underneath the railway bridge where a large number of police vehicles had been left unattended. The vehicles were sitting targets, and youths began to destroy them. Other cars were left alone. Many in the crowd cheered and whistled their support.165

Shortly afterwards more police in riot gear arrived. They cleared the area under the bridge, which created anger among onlookers.164 After the bridge area had been cleared, riot officers stood facing a crowd that had now gathered further south on Mare Street. One individual threw a street bin that bounced off police shields down onto the pavement. It appears from BBC news footage that at around this time a JD Sports shop was looted.167
A large articulated lorry became now stuck in Mare Street on the junction with Graham Road. A young white man opened the rear doors of the vehicle and swung them open. He jumped inside and began to unload large pieces of wood onto the road.168 Others in the crowd grabbed the larger pieces and almost immediately began to use them to smash the windows on an adjacent bus that was also stuck at the junction.167
A crowd then moved south towards the junction with Mornington Avenue. Some smashed the windows of a betting shop as they passed. The police ran forward and dispersed everyone south towards the Empire Theatre. Officers then charged forward into Sylvester Road, a narrow lane leading off Mare Street. Police dog handlers allowed their animals to lunge at two black Rastafarians who had been standing, watching events develop. One of them ran away, the other stood with his palms raised towards the officer. He was then pushed, cajoled and confronted by a number of other police officers and dogs.169 A journalist interviewed the men shortly afterwards. Both were highly agitated and complained bitterly about what had just happened.
I was standing next to one officer and another officer has come running over to me and smashed me with a truncheon. That’s how they are dealing with us down here.169
In the midst of this interview a police dog handler told the men to move. They refused. One pointed to the journalist and shouted angrily ‘we are all equal, tell me to move, then tell the white man to move’. Other police officers, some with dogs, joined in to support their colleague and the man was forced to run away. The remaining man expressed his increasing exasperation at the police who, as he saw it, were doing no more than stopping him from going home.
A small crowd had watched this altercation unfold. As they were doing so a police officer released his dog onto its long lead. People scattered onto Graham Road. The Guardian journalist caught up with the men once more. They reflected on what had just happened:
You see half of the people in this community have all got a story to tell about the fucking police and individual brutality … So when they come out on our streets and tell us we must do what we are told and we are all together! What do they expect? We ain’t fucking going nowhere.169
The Pattern of Conflict
While all this was going on, substantial police reinforcements were deployed to Mare Street. Here they confronted a number of different groups. One group was pushed into Morning Lane. Some people broke into the large Tesco supermarket and took bottles. But the bottles were not primarily for loot. One man shouted: ‘Grab some missiles bro, just grab some missiles.’165 The police quickly dispersed this group and they ran into the surrounding residential streets. Rubbish bins and cars were set ablaze and used as barricades against police charges. From behind these barricades, missiles and fireworks were thrown at police lines.170
In Mare Street there was a mixed group, including shoppers, commuters, onlookers as well as those – many of whom had their faces covered – walking around with bottles in their hands.171 Large numbers of police in full riot uniform with shields and batons formed a cordon across the roadway, at which point an apparent standoff took place. After a while, a young white male approached to within a few metres of the police line, turned, pulled his trousers down and ‘mooned’ the police. Many within the crowd cheered. Some also threw bottles at the police.171
It is unclear exactly what happened next, but it seems that the police pushed forward, cleared the Town Hall Square area, and dispersed the crowd to the south. Some fifty people then gathered in Ellingfort Road.172 Here they looted a Carhartt Designer outlet store173 and set fire to a Mazda MX5 sports car.174 The police moved after them. The crowd retreated. Some stayed on Mare Street, while others broke away into side streets, pelting police from all sides with missiles.175 Crowd members also looted shops and a nearby petrol station as they went along,176 after which they appear to have dispersed.
Throughout this period there were also confrontations between the police and groups of rioters to the north of the Narrows. One of these rioters had time to talk to a news team. They asked him why he was involved. He responded:
R: The five O [police] on this manor take the piss. They rough up the man dem, they take liberties and at the end of the day it was inevitable. You can’t go around hassling people, taking the piss out of people because this is what is going to happen. The police take the piss. At the end of the day they gunned down a man for nothing and what [shrugs his shoulders].
But while this rioter clearly linked what he was doing to the death of Mark Duggan and the wider antagonism between the police and local people, he equally rejected any simple notion that he was involved in any sort of demonstration or political protest. His words are revealing and it is worth reproducing the interchange in full:
R: It’s about what we can get out of it. At the end of the day what they did to him was fucked up but this is an opportunist thing, all day long. Opportunist.
I: But this should be about protesting and no one is getting their voices heard.
R: No, no. It’s not about the protesting side of it. It’s about showing the five O that they can’t run around taking the piss out of the young man and getting away with it. So therefore we are going to smash up the area and let them know that the next time they do that kind of shit this is what is going to happen. Fuck 2012 and the Olympic Games. If this is what it boils down to then we will fuck that up too. You can’t go around hunting the young man like that. I walk down the street, all the man them tell them, how they have got drugs on them, this that and the other. We are going to search you. If we don’t search you now we are going to take you down the station and strip-search you. They take the piss. So this is what is going to happen and I am glad it’s happened. I’m not glad for the youth that got killed. But the boy them [police] have to get what is coming to them because they take the piss. Liberties.
I: Is it going to still continue?
R: Yeah, I hope so. I know it’s bad to say, but I do. I hope so.
I: What do you want to come out of this?
R: More tolerant police. That is what we need.
I: Do you think that will happen?
R: I hope so. I beg so, but I don’t think it will. Because the police don’t show no respect to the youngsters around here. The police take the piss out of everyone around here. So at the end of the day if we organize ourselves and come as a unit and show them that we can roll the force like they can roll the force and treat them like how they treat us then maybe they will show us a bit more respect. But they don’t want to show us no respect so at the end of the day you have got to get out and harm that shit.
I: Where are you going now?
R: I’m looking to smash up something! (laughs)!177
The Riot on Pembury Estate
It remains unclear exactly how events developed to the north of central Hackney. But sometime in the late afternoon a large crowd gathered in Clarence Road, a road running up a hill towards a residential area just to the north of the Narrow Way called the Pembury Estate. It would appear that the police pushed up Clarence Road onto the Pembury but were then forced back by rioters who were throwing missiles at them. Further along Clarence Road, in the vicinity of Goulton Road, cars and dustbins were pushed into the roadway and set alight.178 Rioters would rush at the police, hurl a missile and then retreat to regroup in the vicinity of Hindrey Road. Here a local convenience store was broken into, looted and extensively damaged.179
A short while later, the police moved en masse up Clarence Road. As they progressed, a Nissan Micra, parked close to the convenience store, was set alight. The fire rapidly took hold and as it did, wind carried the flames into an adjacent house. Those in the crowd quickly realized that there was a family with a young baby in the house. A small group of people then rushed into the house and assisted the family’s escape.180
The police then pushed further up the road. People in the crowd attacked them with missiles – including what appear to be petrol bombs – and officers retreated once more.181 Nonetheless, over time, the police occupied territory further into the Pembury Estate, dispersing rioters into the many side streets. As the police were advancing onto the estate, an electrical retail store was looted just east of Clarence Road.
Throughout the next few hours the fighting between rioters and the police was intense182183. But even at its height, the violence does not appear to have been random. The attacks were predominantly aimed at the police. At one point, rioters were urging others to ‘stop running’, to ‘get a brick’, to ‘let them (the police) come’ so that they could ‘ambush them’.184 Following each charge, the rioters would disperse, only to be replaced by others, who would continue to attack police lines.185 It appears that this pattern of conflict went on well beyond dark.186 One bystander was quoted as saying, ‘I’ve been wanting to see us do this to the Feds for years.’187
Summary
Hackney has much in common with Tottenham – not least because what is often referred to in the singular actually consisted of separate events in different locations: one in and to the south of the shopping centre of Hackney, the other on a housing estate to the north.
Nonetheless, as on Tottenham High Road, both sets of events appear to consist of anti-police riots. To start with, they seem to have arisen in areas with long-standing grievances against the police. Flooding the area with officers and using indiscriminate tactics in an attempt to bring the riots under control only increased opposition to the police in both cases. This is perhaps best exemplified in the encounter with two Rastafarians who were apparently on their way home. Recall how their last words highlighted a sense of collective grievance and call for a collective response: ‘When they come out on our streets and tell us we must do … and we are all together! What do they expect? We ain’t fucking going nowhere.’
Initially violence was focused on police personnel and police property. In the context of these attacks other targets were left alone. When police were targeted, many others in the vicinity expressed their collective support (as with the attacks on police cars under the railway bridge). But when locals were endangered, crowd members acted collectively to help (as with the burning house on the Pembury Estate).
As in Tottenham, rioters in Hackney were willing to loot and destroy property in order to express their conflict with the police. We saw that JD Sports and Carharrts were looted and private cars trashed and set alight. But it is equally true that there was less looting in the Hackney riots than in the other events. It is also true that much of the looting and destruction in these areas occurred as the police moved against the crowd, and could therefore be considered acts of defiance. Were these not simply another two-fingered salute to the police, corporate businesses and the rich?
Nonetheless there were ways in which the Hackney incidents appear to have differed from the Tottenham High Road riot. Most obviously, the events in Hackney were more expected. There is evidence to suggest that at least some people gathered with the intention of staging a conflict with the police. After Tottenham, it is plausible that those who had hated the police for years wanted the experience and opportunity of taking them on and perhaps even defeating them.
The central issue of power is particularly obvious if we consider what happened in Hackney. Here, power was both a means to challenge the police and also as an end in itself. This was expressed most powerfully in the utterances of the rioter interviewed in the Narrows. For him, certainly, the riot was a response to a history of perceived police illegitimacy, it was about a community that had had enough of the police ‘taking the piss’. The riot was about forcing the police to be more tolerant and more respectful for fear of another similar ‘roll of force’. But at the same time, his comments made no attempt to romanticize or ennoble what he was doing. This was not a ‘protest’ conforming to conventional practices. His actions were, to use his own words, ‘opportunist’, or worth it for the sheer exhilaration of smashing and grabbing things with impunity. For now, we cannot be sure exactly how many people shared such views, but we suspect it to be a fair number. Certainly his views illuminate much of what happened in Hackney on the 8 August 2011.
Croydon, Ealing and Beyond: a Different Type of Riot
Class in Croydon and Ealing
Sometime towards late afternoon on Monday 8 August a small crowd of hooded and masked youths gathered in London Road, Croydon. They began to attack Maplins electronics store, attempting to break its windows and kick open its locked doors.188 At around this time a crowd moved up the London Road towards a small line of police officers some distance away. Rather than confront the police, the crowd turned and walked back towards the centre of Croydon, pulling over bins189 and attacking a bus.190
Shortly afterwards a music shop on the London Road was looted. People in the crowd then used guitars to attack a young white male who looked ‘middle class’, who it would seem was doing little more than passing by.191 He was chased, kicked and tripped by a number of people as he ran towards police lines. A motorcyclist passing through the crowd was also dragged from his scooter and beaten192 and a group from the crowd attempted to break into a Pawn Brokers.193 At around this time a shop was set on fire.194 The fire quickly spread to adjacent shops and the flats located above.195 Elsewhere in Croydon extensive looting in shops selling expensive goods took place. These included a bicycle shop196 and Richer Sounds electrical retailer on Brighton Road.197

After these events unfolded on London Road, a crowd moved into the centre of Croydon. It would appear that youths were able to move around destroying shops and vehicles with relative impunity, since there was no obvious police presence. At some point an empty bus on Drummond Street was attacked and its windscreen was smashed. The automatic loudspeaker announced its emergency message to an empty street: ‘This bus is under attack please dial 999.’198 Soon the bus was ablaze. Throughout this episode a group of police officers in riot gear had formed a cordon to ‘hold the line’ some twenty metres from the bus. They did nothing to drive the rioters away.199
Meanwhile, just around the corner, a group of youths smashed some of the large plate glass windows of the Reeves furniture store. It wasn’t long before flames could be seen on an armchair inside.200 The fire remained relatively small for some time. There were very few people in the vicinity and the situation appeared as calm as could be expected. But nobody tried to extinguish the fire. And because the store apparently had no sprinkler system, the fire eventually began to spread and take hold.201 A fire engine eventually arrived, and while it did not appear to be subjected to any form of attack, by the time it arrived the fire had become intense. Explosions could be heard as the store slowly became the inferno that would later be broadcast live from media helicopters flying above.202
Beyond the coincidence of timing, Croydon appears to have had little in common with what transpired in Hackney – or indeed in Tottenham High Road. The riot did not arise out of a direct clash with the police, given the opportunity, rioters didn’t always confront the police and the police were not the direct targets of the rioting. The incidents in Croydon appear largely to have been attacks on ‘the rich’ and seem to have been motivated by a desire to destroy ‘their’ property. The acquisition of property through looting presents another theme to the Croydon riots.
People involved in the events in Croydon also described their delight at being involved in these events. People describe how ‘brilliant’ it was for them ‘showing the rich people’ and ‘the police’ that ‘we can do what we want’.203
At much the same time as events in Croydon were unraveling, similar incidents were also developing on the other side of London in Ealing. Here large groups of young people, who had apparently organized themselves through social media, gathered to undertake what seemed like unprovoked attacks on people and property in the affluent parts of the borough.204 Unlike what happened on Tottenham High Road, they did not seem primarily concerned with attacking the police. And unlike Tottenham Hale, they did not seem primarily concerned with stealing expensive goods. The Ealing riots – much like those of Croydon – emerged as events organized around ideas of class.
The targets were cars, cafés, restaurants, boutiques and commercial properties in middle class areas. These targets were combined with robbery and violence directed at passersby. One way of understanding the Ealing incidents is to consider – as with elements of the Croydon riots – that what took place displayed the patterns of a ‘class riot’.205 By this we mean that attacks were carried out on the people and properties belonging to a middle-class community. If anyone even tried to prevent damage being done to a chosen target, then they too became a target. This was the case with Richard Bowes, a 68-year-old man, who was attacked after trying to stamp out a fire. He later died from head injuries.
Around England by Riot
Loot also seems to have been a major motive in the riots that occurred in a number of other major English cities. The magazine Aufheben, recently published a detailed and systematic investigation of the riots and concluded that these types of events,
were usually aimed at large concentrations of commercial outlets (such as shopping centres, malls and retail parks), involved significant crowd mobility (including the use of bikes and vehicles to transport ‘booty’) and avoided contact with superior forces … Looters operated in numerous but smaller groups than in ‘community riots’, often travelled significant distances to ‘hit’ selected targets and were not spatially tied to their home locales.205
This passage seems to describe the events in Manchester and Birmingham fairly well. We should be clear at this stage that we are not trying to neatly allocate different riots their respective ‘anti-police’, ‘class’ and ‘loot’ categories. Rather, different elements of a variety of types of riots were inter-mixed within a single riot. Those who attacked the police were not entirely disinterested in loot, as we have seen, even if they usually showed some discrimination in what they would loot. But equally, those who looted were not entirely disinterested in asserting power over the wealthy or the police.
In Manchester and Birmingham, but also in Liverpool and Salford, many rioters delighted in playing ‘cat and mouse’ with the police. They moved rapidly in small (often organized) groups drawn from local estates, not only looting but also smashing shops and destroying cars. Once again the motivation seemed to be the assertion of power.206 The looting was in part motivated by grievances against the police207 – and perhaps also in wanting to assert a national reputation by confronting the police as successfully as those rioters from other cities had.
Conclusion
Let us now summarize what we have learnt from this relatively detailed description of some of the major riots of 2011. Whilst we have been able to look in detail at only a limited sample of events, these have revealed enough to seriously bring into question the representation of the riots put forward in the media that we discussed in Chapter One.
There was not just one type of riot with one simple explanation. In fact, there were a variety of different forms of activities in these riots. Some were motivated by anti-police sentiment, some were class-based, and yet other activity was about collecting loot. Anti-police action tended to be more communally based, involving relatively large numbers of people actively confronting the police. Class-based activities – which were sometimes organized in advance – involved the destruction of property and violence towards others. Looting typically involved less violence and smaller, more mobile, groups or individuals who sought to avoid the police.
Another thing to note is that one cannot neatly map events onto types of activities because, generally, even a single event involved a range of participants, each with a different focus. Nonetheless, it is fair to say that what took place on Tottenham High Road and Hackney appear primarily to conform with anti-police rioting patterns; Ealing and Croydon appear to have been predominantly about class; whilst Tottenham Hale, Birmingham and Manchester principally about loot.205 So to see all these events in terms of a single concept is to overwrite their diversity and complexity.
Thirdly, collective behaviour during these events was not random or ‘mindless’. Where anti-police action predominate, the police, their properties and those associated with them were attacked. Comparatively little looting took place. Where looting did occur it was to obtain materials (such as bottles) to attack the police, or it simply served as a means of provoking and asserting power over them. Where class predominate, symbols of affluence were often attacked, property was destroyed rather than stolen and those seen as affluent, or indeed those seen to be defending affluence, were assaulted and robbed. Where loot was the issue, violence was less evident, the police were avoided and high-end corporate retailers were the main targets.
Fourth, power seems to be a major concern in all these riots. In Tottenham a sense of unified antagonism translated itself into the power to challenge the police. There is some evidence that subsequent events were sustained by the sheer exhilaration of asserting power over the police (or the ‘rich’) – that this was something many young people wanted to experience and therefore actively pursued. But even in this case, the expression of power was rooted in a motivation to confront and change relations with ‘authority’ figures.
Fifth, the sense of antagonism related directly to police tactics. This was particularly true in Hackney and Tottenham, where the police use of force in the early stages of the event provoked initial confrontations. Moreover, as dispersals intensified, bystanders were drawn into conflict as a direct result of public order tactics that applied to everyone in the riot’s vicinity.
Finally, what happened in the immediate context of police intervention was, we would argue, intimately linked to and given meaning by the wider historical context of deprivation, cuts, and historical antagonisms toward the police. For the rioters, Mark Duggan’s death was not an isolated event, but emblematic of this fraught relationship. The way he was shot, the treatment of his family, the inaction towards the original protest all fed directly into both how the initial police interventions were understood and the subsequent riots that took place.
For these reasons we believe the evidence tells a very interesting and powerful story about the 2011 riots. It is a story that differs considerably from that told by the media and by politicians. We wait with interest for more detailed analysis to see if there is anything to contradict these early and relatively tentative conclusions. However, we feel that there is already enough evidence to bring into question the idea that the 2011 riots were just about mindless criminality. At the same time we hope to have demonstrated the value of crowd theory to an understanding of riots. In the final chapter we will tie things together, first by measuring the political and media response to the riots against the evidence we presented here and, then, by considering the implications of our analysis in addressing how we should respond.


 
Chapter 5
Conclusion
Criminality or Grievance?
In the days and the weeks that followed the English riots of August 2011, a consensus was formed about what happened and why. While some argued that people got carried away in the mob, and others argued that the riots were organized by gangs, the overwhelming opinion was that the riots were all about criminality. And as such, they had nothing to do with deprivation or discrimination, nothing to do with the death of Mark Duggan and that (to borrow the words of Home Secretary Douglas Hurd in 1981) they were not a cry for help but a cry for loot.208 The criminals had been allowed to run riot because the police, hamstrung perhaps by false notions of rights, had been too lax. The police needed to get their act together and tighten up.
Our aim in this book was to examine whether, on closer examination, this account actually passes muster. What do we learn by getting some perspective on how such accounts have been used in the past? What do we learn by examining the nature of urban riots? And, of course, what do we learn by looking more closely at those four nights in August? Were these riots really no more than a cry for loot?
Even though we have only just begun to scratch the surface, and even though much more work is required to achieve a full picture of everything that went on, there is already enough evidence in this book to cast serious doubt on what we might call the ‘criminality consensus’. Quite apart from the questions about statistics that we raised in Chapter 2 (were the figures representative and did they tell us more about the policing of riot areas than the people being policed?), it is very hard to understand all that went on during the riots – certainly in Tottenham and Hackney – as motivated simply by the desire for loot. In these places the focus of attack was very clearly on the police, property was destroyed more than stolen and, where theft did occur, it was usually concentrated on properties owned by those perceived to be outsiders.
Having looked at the evidence, it transpires that the English riots of 2011 are remarkably familiar. The parallels to the riots of the 1980s are striking both in what the politicians said about what happened, in what actually happened and in the yawning gap between the two. In both cases, events were described as mindlessly criminal and responses included calls for the use of water cannons and laws to punish parents for the criminal acts of their children.
In both cases, further analysis reveals a background of economic recession, of endemic discrimination and dwindling opportunities – especially for black and poor youth in inner cities. In this context there was a build-up of resentment against heavy policing in certain inner city areas. This came to a head in particular incidents involving a death at the hands of the police and subsequent insensitivity to demands for dialogue. As older and more moderate members of the community were ignored and marginalized, so younger and more radical people came together and feel empowered to fight back. The experience of doing so was experienced as exhilarating. The participants were proud. They expressed few regrets. What Kenneth Roberts wrote in response to the Scarman report could have been written today. Simply substitute the year 2011 for 1981:
The young people who took to the streets in 1981 were, above all else, expressing their feelings about the police. The riots were the direct result of crime, policing and police-community relations problems.209
The research contained in this book puts us in a position to question the ‘criminality consensus’. But we are also in a position to do much more. On the one hand, the parallel with the 1980s in combination with the broader historical perspective provided in Chapter 2 allows us to understand just why there was such a rush to describe the August riots in terms of criminality. As David Cameron acknowledged in his parliamentary address of 11 August, the first responsibility of any government is to assure the safety of its citizens. No government can acknowledge that its actions have contributed to social disorder and to conflict on the streets. No government can accept any responsibility for riots. Every government is therefore drawn to explanations that relate the violence of riots to the violent nature of rioters alone.
On the other hand, we are also in a position to provide an alternative explanation of events. The psychology of urban riots as outlined in Chapter 3 provides an excellent framework for making sense of the recent riots. Grievance, lack of opportunity, shared identity and empowerment emerge as four key concepts to understanding the events of 2011. Moreover, the nature of grievances and the particular identities that shaped the 2011 riots also have much in common with previous riots, notably those of the 1980s. While the 2011 riots were not ‘race’ riots in the sense of black people fighting white people, race did play an essential part in at least two ways. If we take, for example, the statistic that black people are 26 times more likely to be stop and searched,210 then we begin to understand how the strong sense of illegitimate treatment at the hands of society in general and the police in particular has developed in that community. And we saw in testimonies quoted in the previous chapter how, during the riots, certain black individuals expressed a sense of being singled out for harsh treatment by the police.
Second, the issue of race affected white people as well. As we saw with the St Pauls riot, participants across many races identified with many of the grievances that had been expressed by the black community – namely that employers would ignore you and that the police would harass you. In other words, while St Pauls was not a ‘race’ riot, the identity of the St Pauls rioters came to be defined in racial terms.211 We suggest that something similar went on in Tottenham and Hackney in 2011. The histories and realities of how black citizens have been treated in the UK influenced how rioters positioned themselves and others; these histories helped define the values and beliefs that guided how people across races acted together during the riots.
To summarize then, the present riots, much like past riots, started as anti-police actions in which race was a significant element. Racialized social identities then guided how rioters subsequently acted. It is revealing that, in retrospect, our politicians recognize these obvious realities, even as they deny the existence of those same realities in the present. Thus, as David Lammy stood in Tottenham the morning after the riot, he acknowledged that the events of Broadwater Farm in 1985 arose out of ‘a particular relationship to the police’. But this riot, he insisted, was different. This one was all about criminality and looting.
Of course, once riots get under way, they develop their own dynamic. What was distinctive about the events of 2011 (as opposed to the events of the 1980s) was that several riots happened on consecutive nights, or even on the same night. What happened on one night fed into what happened on the next; what happened later was transformed by what happened earlier. So while the riots of August started as anti-police riots, they did not entirely remain so. Once the police revealed that they were vulnerable, a number of things happened. First, those who harboured resentment from elsewhere felt more confident about expressing it. Second, those with different resentments – those focused more on class – felt able to openly act with defiance. And lastly, those who wanted loot were more able to acquire it with impunity.
In arguing against the notion that the riots were all about loot we are certainly not suggesting that loot was completely irrelevant. But we would stress again that there is an important asymmetry between the attacks on police and the attacks on shops in these, and indeed all, riots. Any rioting process needs to start by getting rid of the forces of law and order. That can only happen where there is a large group of people who are sufficiently united in their opposition to the police to force them to retreat. Only then can others act in ways that rely on the police being absent. You can have an anti-police riot without systematic looting, but you can’t have systematic looting without an anti-police riot. Equally, you will get rid of looting if you deal with the anti-police grievances, but you won’t get rid of anti-police grievances by dealing with looting.
So how should we respond to the riots? If the riots were not driven by criminality, if the solution is not heavy policing and injecting some morality into our feral youth, what exactly should we be doing? It is always easy to be critical of what others are doing. But, to adopt a phrase from the French Revolution, don’t knock things down unless you can build something better in their place.
What is to be Done?

Relations in Society
As we have explained above, we not only reject the argument that riots reflect the criminality of rioters but suggest that riots arise out of interactions between groups in society – particularly those involving the police. It follows that any effective response must address these interactions and pay particular attention to how they give rise both to a sense of grievance and a sense that the only way of addressing that grievance is through violent confrontation.
We also want to stress the roles that inequality and lack of opportunity play in building grievances. These fostered toxic interaction between participants and police leading up to the August riots. These have to be addressed if, over the longer term, we want to create enduringly positive relations between inner city youths and those whom they consider to be the representatives of society. Two aspects in particular are worth highlighting.
The first issue is racial disadvantage. What the riots tell us is that issues of race, of discrimination and of particularly acute conflicts between black people and the police have not disappeared in contemporary Britain. In a way, we in the UK are following the exact same pattern that the US followed, only we are almost exactly twenty years behind. After the Watts riot in LA in 1965, many thought that sufficient measures had been taken to deal with the endemic racism of the time. So, many were taken aback by the LA riot of 1992. After all, by then, even the Mayor, Tom Bradley, was black. But the reality for most black people was one of continuing disadvantage, of conflict with the police and of marginalization. Bradley may have been a black face, but he was seen as inhabiting the pockets of white liberals and the business community.212
After the Broadwater farm riot of 1985, in which a predominantly white Metropolitan Police force clashed with black youth local to the Tottenham area, many thought that much had been done to address racism and black disadvantage in the UK – especially in relation to policing. So many people are taken aback by the riots of 2011. However, racial inequality remains endemic in the UK. It is not coincidental that, a report of the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination released just two weeks after the riots, on 23 August, concluded that the UK is not doing enough to address racial inequality.213 More specifically, the committee noted the failure to deal with the underachievement of African-Caribbean youth in schools, the need to address the ‘ethnic gap’ in employment (which is greatest for 16-24 year olds) and, most tellingly, the need to address stop and search policies. In their own words:
The Committee regrets the increased use of ‘stops and searches’ by the Police which disproportionately affect members of minority ethnic groups, particularly persons of Asian and African descent.214
The second issue that needs to be addressed with equal urgency concerns the relationship between current economic-social policies and the sense of illegitimacy and lack of alternatives among deprived economic groups. Are the cutbacks seen as inevitable and equitable or as unequal and unjust? Does increasing unemployment and cuts in educational support contribute to an impression of limited opportunities? Do events such as the expenses and News International scandals impact on whether people see politics as the solution or as part of the problem?
Certainly we must not be afraid to ask such questions. It is notable that, in Parliament on 11 August, and subsequently, virtually the only debate that took place concerned whether cuts in spending on the police represented a false saving. Perhaps there should be a social audit of all policies in order to reveal their true costs.
Relations with the Police
Important as the broader context may be, the immediate priority for the anti-police riots is clearly to address the community’s relations with the police. We need to ask how past practices and policies could have fed into a view of the police as illegitimate and impervious to complaint. We need to ask what changes in practice and policy are necessary to change these views. Here we can be more definitive and more prescriptive than before – both because the problems are more apparent (the UN committee report raises the obvious issue of stop and search policies) and also because, for the last quarter century or so, we have been applying advances in crowd psychology theories to questions of how public order policing needs to change.215
Our position centres on replacing the notion of ‘control’ with that of ‘engagement’. This view is echoed in something Chief Superintendent Bob Hamilton said the day after David Cameron praised his violence reduction programme in Parliament. CS Hamilton said you will never succeed in addressing violence if you treat people as if they are ‘outside’ of society. You will only reproduce the same old conflicts over and over again
Likewise, we have argued that you will never deal with crowds effectively if you see them as a problem or threat that needs to be controlled rather than part of the social fabric that the police exist to serve. When the police face a crowd, their first question should be ‘what can we allow?’ or ‘how can we help them be democratic?’ rather than ‘how can we control their inherent danger?’ If we take these questions as a starting point, then a whole new programme of training, tactics and technology is required.
Following an official review of public-order policing occasioned by the death of a bystander, Ian Tomlinson, during the G20 protests of 1 April 2009 in London, the following perspective on policing crowds has been adopted as official policy in the UK. To quote from the review, what is needed is:
 
	(a)
	A strategic approach to policing protest which is centred upon the facilitation of peaceful behaviour within a crowd[;]

	(b)
	A tactical policing response which increases police capability for dialogue and communication with crowd members; and

	(c)
	A graded, differentiated and information led approach to police use of force.216


Yet, following the August riots, these developments have come under attack.217 As we saw in Chapter 1, the recent riots were criticized for their permissive policing, for ‘standing by and letting rioters go on the rampage’. The Home Secretary, Theresa May used the riots to argue for ‘fundamental police reform’. The Prime Minister and others called for a more robust approach which could involve the use of water cannons and baton rounds (it is worth noting, though, that these calls by politicians were viewed with some scepticism by the police themselves: as Sir Hugh Orde, President of the Association of Chief Police Officers, noted wryly, water cannon makes for good news headlines and bad policing218).
So has the model adopted after 2009 already been proved to be irrelevant? Strangled almost at birth by the force of the events of 2011? We believe the contrary to be true. Our analysis of the events suggests that, in large part, the 2011 conflicts arose out of a failure to implement the recommendations of the public order policing review. That is, the riots started due to a sustained failure of engagement, a failure to communicate or establish dialogue and a failure to use different policing tactics. This failure started well before the death of Mark Duggan. It continued with the lack of information and misinformation over Duggan’s death, with the failure to appoint a family liaison officer and with a failure to respond appropriately when family and friends protested. It culminated with the deployment of police cordons and the dispersals that subsequently caught anyone and everyone in their net.
What started these riots, in other words, was not permissive policing, but insensitive policing. It was insensitive policing that generated conflict against the police on Tottenham High Road; that transformed the initial incident into a sustained assault on the police; that united people and empowered them to drive the police away – thus providing opportunities to attack and loot shops. The critique of traditional public-order policing that followed Ian Tomlinson’s death was designed precisely in order to challenge such indiscriminate, insensitive and counter-productive policing.
It is important to stress, though, that it would be wrong to characterize us as advocating a ‘soft’ as opposed to a ‘hard’ or ‘robust’ approach to public-order policing. Rather, our approach involves the use of graded and appropriate interventions that depend on the behaviours of individuals in a crowd. Let’s use the example of the 2004 European Football Championships in Portugal, where this approach was first applied: the starting point was dialogue and facilitation. Next, if people started to get aggressive, officers in ordinary uniform would attempt to calm them down. If that didn’t work, the third level was targeted intervention by squads in riot gear. Finally, if conflict became widespread, a more generalized intervention would be made. In the European Championship in question, successful dialogue meant that riot police never had to be deployed. By contrast, in the one area of Portugal 2004 where this approach was not used (the Algarve), when riot police were deployed from the start against groups of fans drinking and singing, two major violent incidents took place.219
The point of the engagement strategy, then, is not to permit violence but rather to try and ensure that it doesn’t develop. The aim isn’t to be soft but rather to avoid the need to be ‘robust’. It is always true that the active use of force is a sign of failure, and this is as relevant to policing as to anything else. To reiterate our key point, the problems of policing in the recent riots lay in the failure to implement the engagement strategy not in the failure of that strategy. Rather than seeking to roll back the advances represented in the recent official review, the recommendations of the report need to be rolled out faster, more thoroughly, and in a more coordinated way among different policing bodies.
The Fire Next Time
At the outset of this book we set ourselves a challenge. Let us recall exactly what we, wrote:
We don’t expect you, the reader, to agree with every argument we make. But as long as you feel, after reading what we have to say, that perhaps the riots were not all about criminality, that they were not entirely mindless and meaningless eruptions, and that, perhaps, policing our streets with baton rounds and water cannons will not provide an answer, then we will have achieved what we set out to do.
We hope that now you have read what we have to say, you will agree that the riots were not all about criminality and that they would never have been solved with plastic bullets and blasts of water. But that is not the only consensus we hope to have reached. For, over the course of this book, we have also argued that not only is the criminality consensus wrong, but that it is also dangerous. It actively disrupts our ability to establish an adequate understanding of the psychology of riots. It actively works against the development of constructive responses to riots.
David Sears, who produced a famous book on the LA riots of 1965220 and later compared them to the LA riots of 1992, observed that, time and again, we fail to respond to what riots tell us about underlying social conflicts. He commented that ‘many writing about the rioting somewhat wistfully describe it as a “wake-up call.” Well, maybe. Somebody keeps pushing the snooze button.’221 To take his argument one step further, it is every explanation that draws our attention away from the wider context of riots that helps to activate that snooze button.
It will take quite some political courage to break with the consensus; many will be enraged at any attempt to look at the economic, political and social causes of these riots. They will suggest that, somehow, explaining the riots is excusing them. But courage is necessary, because if we ignore the wake-up call, this time, the problems will fester and the conflict will recur.
To conclude, it is worth remembering the words of the great African-American author James Baldwin, writing in 1963, just before the wave of urban riots that rocked the US:
If we do not now dare everything, the fulfillment of that prophecy, recreated from the Bible in song by a slave is upon us: God gave Noah the rainbow sign. No more water, the fire next time!222
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