

  [image: cover]



  


  Mad Mobs and Englishmen?


  


  [image: ]


  


  Constable & Robinson Ltd

  5556 Russell Square

  London WC1B 4HP

  www.constablerobinson.com


  First published in the UK by Robinson, an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd, 2011


  Copyright  Steve Reicher and Cliff Stott, 2011


  The right of Steve Reicher and Cliff Stott to be identified as the authors of this work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act
  1988


  All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval
  system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above
  publisher of this book.


  A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in Publication data is available from the British Library


  ISBN: 978-1-78033-532-2 (ebook)


  1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


  


  Table of Contents


  Preface


  Chapter 1: A Story Full of Sound and Fury


  Chapter 2: Lessons from the History of Riots


  Chapter 3: Understanding Urban Riots


  Chapter 4: Four Days in August


  Chapter 5: Conclusion


  References


  


  Acknowledgements


  We owe many thanks to Aisling ODonnell and Tammy Thiele for their invaluable help in digging out and documenting the extensive coverage of the riots. Thanks to Bill Knox
  for allowing us to use his, as yet, unpublished work on the Tron riots. We would like to thank John Drury in particular and also members of the social psychology group at St Andrews University for
  incisive and helpful comments on early drafts of the chapters. Jamie Joseph, our editor at Constable & Robinson deserves considerable credit for his careful scrutiny of the book and helping us
  to write in what we hope is a clear and accessible way, but without losing academic rigour. Finally, we would like to thank our families for putting up with our absence as, over three weeks, we
  worked day and night to complete this book in time (we hope) to be of use.


  


  Dedication


  We dedicate this book to John Turner, who died recently. Without Johns ideas we would never have been able to develop our understanding of crowd psychology. Without
  Johns personal support, we would never have been able to develop our academic careers. Without Johns warmth and kindness our lives would have been much the poorer.


  


  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 dont 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 persons terrorist is another persons freedom fighter, one persons riot is another persons uprising and one persons rioter is another persons
  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 dont 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 Lammys 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 cant get away with this can they? People really dont
  think. Its stupid this. Theyve achieved absolutely nothing. Its 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, Shepherds 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 Duggans 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, Oscars 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 childs 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 Hitlers 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 dont involve ordinary members of the local community; the riots dont 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


  Cleggs 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
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