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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 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 materisalize 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 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 Wednesdays 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 citys 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 Mirrors 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
  rats20 (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 wasnt about poverty, not in the material sense. If theres poverty, its
  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 couldnt 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


  Parsonss 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 lets just focus on one: the way Britains 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 tomorrows 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
  Blairs 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 Ministers statement and the subsequent debate. First, condemnation of the rioters, and the rioters alone. In this, Camerons
  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. Duggans 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 Governments 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, its 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  dont 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 isnt 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.


  Chelseas 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 Chelseas looters 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 couldnt 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 Levins 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 4s flagship news programme,
  Today. John Humphries, who was conducting the interview, asked him the following: Dont we know why they happened? Thats to say they happened because the police
  werent 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. Wouldnt 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 dont know; and unknown unknowns, things we dont even realize we dont 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 dont.
  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.
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