
In August 2011 England saw the worst rioting in the post-war period. What had begun as local 

protest  against the death of 29-year-old Mark Duggan, who was shot by the Metropolitan Police 

without firing a bullet himself, in Tottenham, soon spread through all the major English cities and 

resulted in five days of looting of shops, arson towards shops and cars, and the tragic death of five 

people. Soon comparisons with the 1981 Brixton riots or the Broadwater Farm Riots of 1985 were 

made, other commentators evoked the 1967 Watts Riots in Detroit or the 1992 L.A. Riots. Yet all 

these comparisons show one crucial flaw. Their participants were predominantly Black or Hispanic 

and they were the result of a long-enduring racism, both on the institutional and on the level of 

everyday life. It’s hard to frame the August 2011 riots in a similar way. Whereas they were partly a 

reaction towards the racism of the Metropolitan Police, they seem largely motivated by an 

existential lack of economic and political participation. These two factors intersect in various ways 

and both forms of marginalization show some structural similarities, which I will try to explore 

below.  

At the beginning, I feel obliged to make a small concession: At the moment, writing about the riots 

means doing so without being able to have a lot of contributions from those who have participated 

in the unrest. The ‘speed trials’, during which the defendants have been rushed through the courts, 

did not present them with the opportunity to answer towards the accusations in full detail. Instead 

they were left with politically motivated sentences whose severity borders on being ridiculous. Two 

young men who have posted messages asking people to meet and riot on Facebook have been 

sentenced to four years even though no one reacted to their calls. At the time of writing, the 

Guardian and the LSE are conducting a study which will examine statistical data, data from social 

networks and interviews with participants, but its results won’t be published until after this article is 

printed. There have been several interviews with people who have participated in the riots, most 

notably on BBC Two’s Newsnight on 28 August 2011. Reporter Donal MacIntyre went to 

Manchester and interviewed four participants who were dressed in hooded jackets and masked their 

faces with balaclavas or scarves for fear of being recognized. The imagery of the interview session 

ties in with other stereotypical representations of the Greater Manchester area. Salford is shown as a 

city where the shutters remain shut and where the streets are littered with garbage. Grainy and 

slowed down footage of the riots is contrasted with shots of the bustling city life in Manchester’s 

Arndale district, the premier site of urban ‘regeneration’ after the 1996 IRA bombing. During the 

interview, MacIntyre did not ask a single question about his interview partners’s backgrounds, but 

instead focused on how they felt during the riots, thereby producing Newsnight’s prototypical rioter 

as a ‘rounded character’. It was up to Cody Lachey, a friend of the participants, to mention poverty 

and unemployment as possible factors which might have motivated these riots. 



#

There is a subtext of poverty to these events. This will become clear if one has a look at two of the 

most iconic images from the riots. The first is that of the young Malaysian student Ashraf Hasiq 

Rosli. He had come to the UK on a grant to study accounting and was mugged by a street gang 

while riding his bicycle. They took his bicycle and broke his jaw. A video which shows the gang 

helping him up only to go through his backpack in order to nick a video game console and a mobile 

phone has received more than 5,700,000 views on YouTube until today. Yet it also tells a story of 

two different perspectives on life. It’s easy to identify Rosli as a student: He’s wearing flip-flops, 

while his perpetrators wear trainers and sports gear. As non-EU students pay between 6,000 and 

20,000 per annum for a degree in the UK, they might also have misconstrued Rosli as potentially 

wealthy. This stands in stark contrast to their own perspective in life. According to the Home 

Office's own statistics out of the 3,960 people arrested “35 per cent of adult defendants were 

claiming out-of-work benefits (compared to 12 per cent of  the working age population); 42 per cent 

of  young people brought before the courts were in receipt of  free school meals (compared to 16% 

of pupils in maintained secondary school); and 64 per cent of  those young people lived in one of  

the 20 most deprived areas in the country – only three per cent lived in one of  the 20 least deprived 

areas.”1 The rise in tuition fees will have widened the gap in educational perspective as the poorest 

are hit disproportionately larger by the upcoming austerity measures.  

Another iconic image shows the young Polish woman Monika Konczyk, who had come to the UK 

as an EU migrant to work in Poundland. She had to jump out of her flat in Croydon so as to escape 

the fire from the neighbouring house. This is indicative of another important fact: The poor rioted in 

their own communities. Not only is there a correlation between the home of those that have 

appeared in court for offenses related to the riots and child poverty2, in London particularly, the 

riots also took place in the poorer areas of North-East and South London. This runs counter to a 

popular myth associated with New Labour’s “urban renaissance”: “No riots within the ring road.”3 

Great Britain has long praised itself for the fact that it does not have a Paris-style banlieue, which 

all those that are excluded from the inner city housing market (predominantly poor migrants, often 

in second or third generation) have been forced to call their home. On the contrary, Richard Rogers, 

who has fronted the Urban Task Force, propagated the ideal of a “mixed tenure community”, where 

people from the middle classes live door to door with the tenants of councils houses and -flats. Yet 

this ideal does produce its own set of exclusions. One can observe this development in Hackney, 

which was affected by the riots on day three. Hackney, which is the second most deprived borough 

of the UK, has seen an influx of academics and artists, who have used their economic and social 



capital to provide new possibilities for consumption and culture, but also to put pressure on 

Hackney council in order to improve the standards in education and public services.4 One of the 

negative effects, however, is that the continuously high level of poverty has been obscured by the 

statistical average. De Beauvoir Estate is still one of the poorest places in the UK, but this poverty is 

not visible in the statistics on Hackney. This has led to the situation, where local communities that 

were once quite homogeneous have become sharply divided by lifestyle, education and employment 

prospects. Another important factor in this division is the legacy of “The right to buy”-scheme. 

Right from the beginning, mostly middle-aged members of the working-class with more secure jobs 

purchased their own council house whereas the precarious manual workers were unable to do so. 

This gap has become larger. The average price for a home has nearly tripled since the beginning of 

the scheme, which means that those families who were able to hold onto their house, have a strong 

interest in maintaining the current level of real estate prices. Riots, even coming from people within 

their own ‘community’, may be counterproductive to that, especially as real estate is the largest 

factor in household wealth. In 2005, the median wealth in the UK was 65,808 pound, of which 

60,070 pound was housing wealth. 5   This would partially explain why the riots were condemned 

even in those working-class communities, whose own children might face similar problems and 

difficulties. 

#

These conflicting interests shed a different light at the much decried tendency of the rioters to 

‘destroy their own communities’. Increasingly, the idea of community is perceived as an “empty 

signifier” which serves to legitimize informal stigmatization and stereotyping and serves as the 

political legitimization for new legal sanctions that address young people. Ever since New Labour 

introduced its “respect”-agenda, predominantly working class youth have been affected by its legal 

sanctions, such as ASBOs 6 Owen Jones argues that this approach has “served to magnify the 

problem [of anti-social behaviour, C.W.] in people’s minds and criminalized the young people 

responsible without helping them in any way”7 The same could be said for the stereotype that serves 

to legitimate this criminalization: the Chav. The sight of young, predominantly white teenagers 

dressed in trainers, sportswear and Burberry caps has been a stable of English inner cities long 

before the website chavscum.co.uk and the coffee table bestseller Little Book of Chavs have 

popularized the stereotype. As with most youth cultures,  the style of the Chavs is a symbolic way 

to react to material circumstances which are not of their own choosing. This may become most clear 

if we compare their style to the prototypical heroic subculture: the Mods. The Mods reacted to an 

increasing upward mobility by appropriating and parodying the signs of the clerical workplaces 

which were open to them in the wake of the post-war consensus. This appropriation is at the core of 

why Dick Hebdige regarded them as cultural producers. Similarly, their appropriative consumption 



was admired by contemporary taste-makers like Mary Quandt, which made them well-equipped for 

the post-fordist formation emerging in the late 1960s. The Chavs, on the other hand, have to face 

the material conditions of downward mobility, which includes the loss of traditional models of 

working class gender roles.8

The Chavs react to the loss of traditional working class occupations and roles by embodying 

traditional stereotypes of the working class as being excessive, promiscuous, ignorant and vulgar 

and transferring them to the field of conspicuous consumption. This strategy affirms the 

commodities they use to create their style, yet at the same time reduces them to their pure exchange 

value. The only reason why Burberry caps, FILA sweaters and Nike trainers have become objects 

of desire is their price tag. To loot a retail store, to smash the shelves of that very last link in a chain 

of production from which the chavs are excluded on every level but that of the “defective 

consumer”, is not simply “consumerism coming home to roost” 9, but a negation of the retail store’s 

status as a “temple” (George Ritzer). 

The harsh sentences in relation to the riots thus seem as the punishment for deviance. In fact, it is 

precisely when the chavs deter from the dominant interpellation as “defective consumers” 

(Zygmunt Bauman) that they become the centre of attention of both the police and private security 

companies. When the Broadwater Shopping Centre banned the wearing of caps and hoodies on its 

premises in 2005, Tony Blair welcomed the move by stating that people were “rightly fed up with 

street corner and shopping centre thugs.”10 and situated the threat of the ‘hoodie’ in two of the most 

popular spaces of consumption. In an economy that increasingly produces value by catering to 

refined affects, the chavs’ disaffected display of pure exchange value poses a threat to the business 

model.   

#

The marginalisation in the realm of consumption is mirrored the lack of political representation of 

the Chav’s demographic. For much of the second half of 20th century, the obvious addressee for 

young working-class people would have been the institutions of the Labour movement: the Labour 

Party, the unions and the affiliated organisations of the Left. This would also include a fair amount 

of anti-racist organizations, which were sometimes affiliated with the Trotskyite Left (Anti-Nazi-

League; Youth against Fascism in Europe). 

This connection was far from ‘quasi-natural’. The work of the CCCS on youth culture and 

subcultures is only one example where the Labour Party needed to be reminded that their policies 

did not equally address the political demands of all members of the working class. 30 years later 

this relationship seems to be in crisis again. The riots are partially a reaction to disciplinary 

measures which have developed from incentives of the Labour party and Ed Miliband’s reaction to 



the unrest shows many similarities to that of his counterpart David Cameron, who has condemned 

the riots on all occasions. At the time of writing only small left-wing organisations seem to 

unequivocally support the individuals and communities that have been affected by the riots. Unite 

against Fascism (UAF), the successor to the Anti-Nazi-League, seems to be present at the periphery 

of the riots, especially in Tottenham, where the unrest was a direct reaction to racist police violence. 

Three weeks after the riots, they helped organise a demonstration against the EDL in Tower 

Hamlets, who have tried to exploit the riots for their xenophobic agenda. Defend the Right to 

Protest, a network of academics, artists and lawyers, which was founded in the wake of the student 

demonstrations in 2010, have offered their support during the upcoming appeal court trials and for 

families that might face evictions from their council flats if a member of their household has been 

convicted for crimes related to the riots. Yet both of these groups operate on the margins of the Left, 

and won’t be able to offer wider support as they simply lack the resources to do so. It would 

therefore be crucial that the interests of the ‘rioters’ are represented by the more affluent institutions 

of the Left, such as the unions or from within the Labour Party. Yet especially the latter option 

seems highly unlikely because the riots are partially a reaction towards New Labour’s reframing of 

poverty as part of their social policy.

When coming into government in 1997, Tony Blair promised to break the “cycle of disadvantage” 

and to tackle child poverty, His government adopted a mixed strategy, which acknowledged 

structural problems in regard to poverty, which should, however, largely be solved by creating new 

‘opportunities’. Individuals were supposed to take full advantage of these opportunities, which in 

turn means that a failure to do so will have individual, not structural reasons. This framework stems 

mainly from two theories about the ‘underclass’ or — to employ the terminology of New Labour — 

the “socially excluded” or “NEET” (Not in Education, Employment or Training). Anthony Giddens 

argued in The Third Way that social exclusion at the bottom may be both economic and cultural and 

that it was ‘self-reproducing’.11 Labour MP Frank Field, who would later become New Labour’s 

first Minister for Welfare Reform, wrote in Making Welfare Work that a form of ‘stakeholder 

welfare’, in which “welfare aimed to maximise self-improvement, reflected the significance of self-

interest, and rewarded good behaviour”12 would serve natural human self-interest best and would 

not lead to a deformation of character by the welfare system.

During the last fifteen years, these ideas have become so hegemonic that they can even become 

entertainment in mainstream reality TV. At the end of every episode of The Apprentice, the 

candidate who was ‘fired’, routinely thanks Lord Sugar for “the opportunity”. Jamie Oliver’s 

Dream School, however, goes even further. Celebrity chef Jamie Oliver, who left school without 

qualifications, invited 20 teenagers without qualifications to participate in a school where they were 



taught by a number of celebrities from the fields of politics, sports, history and culture in order to 

boost their confidence. This means, that the show addresses several structural problems: the quality 

of teaching, an educational system which fails young people, the lack of employment opportunities 

for young people and their stigmatization. It does so, however, by presenting the students as lacking 

“opportunities”. After the final episode, dream pupil Ronnie Crosland wrote an article in which he 

claimed that “Dream School has shown me that I have potential. But everyone can be a success. 

Just do your best and don't listen to anyone who doubts you.”13 Dream School pupil Danielle Harold 

has taken the first opportunity to continue her television career and is now a member of the cast of 

Eastenders. These are just two examples, where the series allows to create the “excluded” as “the 

other” of a middle class subjectivity. The series made sure that its audience agreed that the young 

underachievers needed “education, education, education” (Tony Blair), yet that it allowed for 

disagreeing on how to achieve this goal. Whereas The Daily Telegraph ran a number of articles 

where a lead writer could vent his or her anger about the lack of manners among the young and earn 

approving comments from the reader, The Guardian catered to its readership by routinely 

scrutinizing the professional competence of the hobbyist educators. The agenda of the participants 

in Jamie’s Dream School was, however, largely absent.  

This is no coincidence. A glance into the history of the term “underclass” reveals how those 

excluded from the labour market have been reframed as a new ‘object’ of politics. The term was 

first adopted in 1965 by LSE professor Richard Titmuss from Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal 

who had warned that “economic change and technological advances were threatening to create an 

underclass of under-educated and potentially unemployable people”14. In the British context, 

however, it was usually applied to the describe the situation of migrant workers in the post-war 

period, e.g. by Anthony Giddens, who argued that the “transient underclass” was composed of 

migrants in urban or industrial areas who formed a “pool of highly ‘disposable’ labour”, which 

might either lead to an increased revolutionary potential or — more likely — to a very conservative 

form of social integration.15 Later empirical research about migrant workers in Birmingham by John 

Rex debunked such assumptions and claimed that despite increased levels of exclusion from 

employment, education and housing, migrant workers showed a high level of self-organisation, 

even though their form differed from traditional working class forms of politics and culture.16 

Subsequently, that the term “underclass” was not widely employed for sociological research as it 

was “part of a racist discourse, and a vocabulary of coded panic terms.”17

This changed in the first half of the 1980s. Writing in the New Statesman, Ralf Dahrendorf argued 

that “mass unemployment and reductions in the real value of wages had increased the size of an 

underclass that threatened social order and morality.”18 Two aspects are important in this regard. 



First, the ‘underclass’ may be caused by (macro-)economic factors, but there is no macroeconomic 

solution to their problem. Instead education and full citizenship rights will protect society from 

disintegrating. Second, the existence of an underclass is not indicated by economic factors, but by 

cultural ones. Dahrendorf lists visiting discos and clubs, “peculiar habits of dress, of hairstyle”, the 

consumption of drugs and alcohol or football hooliganism as indicators of said ‘underclass’, which 

implies that economic disadvantages are not a problem per se as long as they do not create lifestyles 

which reject the normativity of middle class lifestyles. This is the most significant change — 

behaviour which used to be understood as either rejection of a consensus among young working-

class member or a mode of self-organization has become ‘defiant’ and thus the dominated part of a 

binary opposition. This general tendency in Dahrendorf’s argument is subsequently radicalized and 

popularized in the writings of Charles Murray. Murray, who is usually credited for his observations 

about an American ‘underclass’, was invited to the UK by the free-market think tank Institute of 

Economic Affairs and published his observations about a growing ‘underclass’ in The Sunday 

Times in 1989 and then again in two articles in 1994. In both cases Murray argued that in the UK 

one could see a  growth of an ‘underclass’, which was indicated by a rise in the following three 

factors: out-of-wedlock-births, violent crime and unemployment.19 This behaviour was closely 

related to the present structure of the welfare state: benefits discouraged the unemployed from 

actively seeking employment, the lenience towards punishing crime ran counter to the prevention of 

new crimes and births out of wedlock were encouraged by the guidelines for social housing. In the 

end, all of these factors contributed to a decline of the nuclear family, especially among the lower 

classes, which in turn led to losing an important place for socialising young boys. Remedy could 

only be found by strengthening the family and the institution of marriage, preferably by sanctioning 

access for single mothers to the welfare system. According to Murray full employment had only 

very little effect on out-of-wedlock births.20 Needless to say, a lot of sociological research 

conducted in the 1980s in both Ireland and the UK found Murray’s notion of the ‘underclass’ too 

crude to be helpful in explaining exclusion from the labour market and none could find empirical 

evidence for an ‘underclass culture’ that was spanning several generations.21 Rather, one can infer 

from the way the debate was initiated that it was less about an accurate empirical representation of 

those subjected to (long-term) unemployment or single parenthood than about providing keywords 

for politicians and policy makers. 

In that regard it was quite successful. David Cameron’s programmatic speech on the disturbances22 

echoed Charles Murray’s ideas in many ways. Cameron rejected the ideas that the riots were about 

race, government cuts or poverty but claimed that they were “about behaviour”: 

<q>Children without fathers. Schools without discipline. Reward without effort. Crime without 

punishment. Rights without responsibilities. Communities without control. (…) Some of the worst 



aspects of human nature tolerated, indulged - sometimes even incentivised - by a state and its 

agencies that in parts have become literally de-moralised.”

As a consequence, the welfare system, which he claimed would encourage “the worst in people“23 

needed fixing. Cameron also claimed that a “gang culture“ was partly to blame for the riots. 

Strengthening the family would be the most effective antidote to this because boys who grew up 

without a male role model “start looking to the streets for their father figures, filled up with rage 

and anger.” 

Without citing further evidence, Cameron frames the disturbances according to the terminology  

and theses of Charles Murray yet avoids the term “underclass”, probably for fear of public criticism. 

Part of his plan to prevent further rioting are local and communal activities instead of political 

legislation or macroeconomic intervention. This echoes not only his communitarian “Big Society”, 

but also culturalizes the problems of economic exclusion. A notable absence in his speech and the 

policies that have followed the riots is the possibility of communal forums of dialogue and 

democratic participation and dissensus. 

In his reaction to the riots on the same day24, Ed Miliband called for an independent commission 

that would include all participants (i.e. the looters as well as the people affected, the politicians and 

the police) in the disturbances. He might have been inspired by the Scarman Report, which was the 

result of several months of consultation after the Brixton Riots of 1981. His speech frames the 

behaviour of the looters within the larger economic situation, e.g. when he describes parental 

neglect as the result of an increase in working hours. Nonetheless, once Miliband reaches a 

conclusion, he refers to the disturbances as a “crisis of values”: The selfishness, greed, immorality 

and “above all, gross irresponsibility” of those that participated in the disturbances only mirrored 

the values of the “[p]owerful elites in politics, business and the media”. These elites had displayed 

the same qualities during the expenses scandal, the bank bailouts and the phone hacking scandal. It 

is noticable that his register of wrongdoings not only includes one cardinal sin (“greed”) and one 

lesser sin (“selfishness”), which hints at the Christian legacy of New Labour’s social policy, but that 

it also affirms the status of a social elite rather than criticizing it. Not the existence of an (only 

partially elected) elite and the resulting discrepancies in economic, social and cultural capital are the 

problem, but the fact that the elite has violated a consensus, sending a message “that says: anything 

goes, you are in it for yourself” to “the bottom” who have copied their behaviour.  The common 

problem of both the looters and the misbehaving elite is their deviance from a consensus.

Both Miliband and Cameron find a consensual model for “the best of British people” (Cameron) in 

“[t]he people who reclaimed our streets” and displayed “the true character of our country.” 

(Miliband). After the riots, London citizens organised via Facebook and Twitter by the hashtag 

“#riotcleanup“ in order to meet in several areas in East and South London where they would wield 



brooms and in order to wash away the traces of the previous night’s disturbances. What seems like 

an outbreak of communitarianism, solidified the trenches between the different camps — the law-

abiding majority on the one hand, the looters on the other. Cultural theorist Mark Fisher 

consequently described the cleanings as a “classical example of good bourgeois intentions gone 

wrong”: “Anyone who has ever read Male Phantasies by Klaus Theweleit is bound to find the 

rhetoric of ‘cleaning’ terribly disturbing. I don’t want to label those who have participated in the 

clean-ups as Nazis, but the discourse surrounding the phrase “cleaning the city” seems to be 

dangerous indeed.”25

In many ways the rhetoric of ordinary Londoners at the #riotcleanup events seems to confirm 

Fisher’s worries. In Clapham Junction, a young woman posed willfully for international 

photographers while wearing a tank-top onto which she had scribbled “Looters are scum”. The 

advertisement campaign for the event relied heavily on imagery resembling the time World War II, 

which taps into a contemporary “austerity nostalgia“ (Owen Hatherley)26 It might be the case that 

this nostalgia is fuelled by a desire for the more egalitarian society and its institutions that had 

emerged from the ‘spirit of the Blitz’, but this entails a nostalgia for a Britain ‘unmarred’ by mass 

immigration and mass unemployment. It is therefore not surprising that the rhetoric of #riotcleanup 

did not resonate strongly among the immigrant population27, a fact that was routinely highlighted 

among the radical right to scapegoat the Black British population of Clapham or Brixton for being 

largely responsible for the riots and as isolated from the community. 

“Austerity nostalgia” is, however, routinely parodied by Grime artists and fans, among which 

wearing a hoodie or T-shirt with the imprint “Keep Calm and Listen to Grime” has become a 

popular accessoire. Yet this streetwise appropriation also hints at a larger problem of representation 

for young black British people: Their complex and precarious appropriations of dominant culture 

are not part of a mainstream representation of Black British communities. 

This becomes clear when one has a closer look at Tottenham, where the disturbances started. In the 

very first night of the disturbances, which had started after a march on the police station in 

Tottenham High Road, television crews were kept from filming the protests by Tottenham citizens. 

While you could listen to people reporting on the events to London radio station London’s Biggest 

Conversation  via telephone calls and Twitter was full of eyewitness accounts from citizens and 

observing journalists, both the BBC and Sky News were only able to repeat footage they had shot 

earlier in the evening. The protesters refused being represented by mainstream media and both 

television stations answered to this refusal by interviewing people whom they regarded as 

“community leaders”. These would include journalists and activists such as Stafford Smith or 

Darcus Howe, who had become prominent during the 1985 Broadwater Farm Riots or the 1981 

Brixton Riots or writer and social worker Symeon Brown from HYPE (Haringey Young People 



Empowered), who now works as a researcher on the LSE/Guardian study. While these would 

usually highlight the extraordinary level of police violence towards black youth or the material 

deprivation in Haringey council, they would shy away from explaining the individual motivations 

of the protesters or join in the routine condemnation of their actions. This led to tome absurdities, 

e.g. when Darcus Howe was accused by BBC journalist Fiona Anderson of “condoning the 

violence” and “having taking part in riots himself”. 28   Even more than the factual mistakes, this 

interview underlines a common misconception about the relation of Black youth and its 

‘community leaders’. In analogy to Ed Miliband, who can only imagine the rioters as copying the 

behaviour of an elite, mainstream media presupposes a natural link between people being articulate 

enough to appear on daytime television and their status within their ‘communities’.  In both cases, 

political representation is reduced to a speaking position from which you speak to people and from 

which you speak for people, but never as a process of negotiation — the speaking position as such 

and how it emerges must remain unquestioned. 

This medial representation clashes with the actual communal relations. In a transcript of a talk he 

gave the week after the disturbances, Paul Gilroy highlights the close relations of columnists, 

television broadcasters and the political elite, who for the most part share a common level and a 

common place of education regardless of the party they belong to or the medium they work for. Yet 

even more striking is his analysis of the role of the ‘community leader’: 

“When you look at the layer of political leaders from our communities, the generation who came of 

age during that time thirty years ago, many of those people have accepted the logic of privatization. 

They’ve privatized that movement, and they’ve sold their services as consultants and managers and 

diversity trainers. They’ve sold their services to the police, they’ve sold them to the army, they’ve 

sold them to the corporate world ... go to some of their websites and you’ll see how proud they are 

of their clients. And that means that, in many areas, the loss of experience, the loss of the 

imagination is a massive phenomenon. So that the young people in the courts today don’t have a 

defence campaign. They don’t have one yet, but I hope that one will develop.  So a lot of that 

leadership has been channeled into the local government, and has formed a kind of ‘consultariat.’”29

Many commentators on both the Right and the Left have decried the “loss of imagination” among 

the protesters, yet very rarely have they bothered to analyse the conditions for that loss. Besides the 

factors mentioned by Gilroy, there is a generational element to this. The majority of rioters was 

born in the late 1980s or sometime during the 1990s, which means that they don’t have first-hand 

experience of the social struggles against Thatcherite politics such as the Miners’ Strike or the 

demonstrations against the poll tax. Neither will they have encountered what Stuart Hall has termed 

a “politics of resistance”. Instead they are trapped in the condition of “reflexive impotence” (Mark 

Fisher), the loss of the possibility of collective action in regard to social policy, and an officially 



endorsed multiculturalism, which produces its own set of interpellations.  

It is in the context of these interpellations that the model of the ‘leader’ and the elite is transferred to 

the field of (Black) popular culture. The historian David Starkey did not shy away from making the 

— utterly naive and blatantly racist — comment on BBC Two’s Newsnight that the riots had 

occurred because “the whites have become black” and a fashionable “destructive, nihilistic gangster 

culture” had taken root among British teenagers.30 David Goodhart, who fronts New Labour think-

tank Demos, argued that a “‘hoodie’ culture of disaffection has told young people that their inchoate 

anger at the “power,” the system, the government, the rich (or their nearest surrogate the 

shopkeepers), the police—whatever!—is righteous” and this message would particularly resonate in 

the “inner cities”, whose population would perceive this culture as “grainy hyper-realism”.31 

Despite the different wording, both Starkey and Goodhart cannot perceive of Grime or UK HipHop 

as an intertextual play with signs and personae, but do regard it as a rather simplistic model of 

culture as realist reflection or undisturbed sender-receiver communication. This perspective 

neglects not only to the praxis of the listeners, who may choose to appropriate music that has very 

little political or social content in a highly politicised context, such as the young kids who started a 

spontaneous grime rave to Lethal B’s “Pow” while being kettled in Parliament Square on 10 

December 2010, where they had joined the protests against tuition fees and abolition of the 

Education Maintenance Allowance.32 It also finds no resonance among the artists themselves who 

refused to give in to media pressure to comment on the riots on the ground that their audience might 

choose not to listen to them.33

The same neglect of the actual relations and articulations among Black youth can also be witnessed 

in a much more serious context: the claim that a ‘gang culture’ was partially responsible for the 

riots. Empirically speaking this claim holds no evidence. Even the Home Office had to concede that 

“where gang members were involved [in the riots], they generally did not play a pivotal role.”34 

Popular misconceptions about “gang culture” do, however, encourage a style of policing that might 

be partially responsible for the antagonisms between young people and the police. Generally 

speaking, the behaviour called “territoriality”, i.e. young people form a “gang” or a “massive” and 

claim a particular territory as their own “turf” is very much restricted to a certain age and first and 

foremost expresses a shared perception of that “turf”. This means that young people often regard 

certain streets as ‘their’ territory, in which it is safe for them to move without being bullied or 

mugged. This area is usually close to their home and often comprises of spaces of everyday life 

such as a particular way to school or the local supermarket. This behaviour is often the result of 

being largely immobile and is restricted to a certain age. Once these young people start forming 

relationships with people from other parts of town, they outgrow their previous behaviour.35 

Nevertheless, the existence of criminal gangs, e.g. for the purpose of selling drugs, cannot be 



denied. Yet their structure is often to a lesser extent bound by territory and violent conflicts between 

gang members do not necessarily represent “gang wars”, but may have individual causes. Judith 

Aldridge, Robert Ralphs and Juanjo Medina have found out that the police often does not account 

for these facts and assume that gang membership can be reconstructed according to “gang 

territories”. If a person is seen by the police in one of these territories while that person is 

accompanied by someone who’s allegedly a member in a gang, he or she can be restricted in her 

freedom of movement in accordance with the 2009 Policing and Crime Bill.36 This misconception 

about actual community relations is then mirrored in the fact that Black people are twenty-six times 

more likely than white people to be stopped and searched by the police.

#

The August 2011 riots are the product of material deprivation, cultural stigmatization and a 

deep-running crisis of political representation. All of these factors have culminated in the most 

severe civil unrest of post-war Britain. But the prospects that these riots could be the starting point 

for political change are bleak. Not only is the UK on the brink of a double-dip recession, which will 

most likely worsen the material conditions of those already excluded from the labour market and 

living in poverty. It also seems as if the government and its institutions are blind to the lessons of 

history. Even three and a half months after the riots, there is no sign of a government report that 

would match the Scarman Report of 1981 and its exhaustive list of political proposals. Instead, 

those that participated in the riots constantly are denied even the minimum of representation in the 

media and among the political institutions of both the Right and the Left. This is worsened by the 

fact that there are very few grassroots initiatives and media left to represent their interests and 

translate the justified anger at the police and the government into more effective forms of 

organisation. The emergence of the internet and social media in particular has so far not been able 

to fill this gap. Whereas a large part of the riots were organised via Twitter and the free Blackberry 

Messenger service in particular, the overwhelming response to the “#riotcleanup”-events shows that 

social media is not exempt from the dominant distribution of social and cultural capital. If this does 

not change, then rioting will remain the only means to signal “We are here”. History will then 

repeat itself — not as a farce, but as an even more violent tragedy. 
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