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Whilst standing in Manchester city-centre, watching my city be ransacked and looted, I 
couldn’t help but look searchingly in the perpetrators faces, to try and comprehend their 
actions. After spending the evening being a witness to the riots in Manchester, speaking to a 
number of rioters, both male and female, I returned home at 1am. I was distraught, devastated 
for my city and still searching. 

Much has been written about the reason and rhyme for this year’s disorder yet one factor 
seem to be missing from the debate: Overall 91% of rioters who were arrested were male. 
These acts and historical disturbances before them point to a form of gendered violence. 
However, policy makers and wider society seem to ignore this dimension. If 91% of the 
rioters were women or Black young men, surely we would be crying out about a crisis in 
either of these societal groups. On Newsnight in the days following the riots, the historian 
David Starkey inferred that the rioters were emulating Black culture with his “The whites 
have become black” analogy. However, what Starkey and many others have failed to realise 
is that these acts of destruction were not solely about race but rather, about men (in particular 
young men) expressing themselves, by lashing out at the society from which they apparently 
feel so disconnected from.  

As a country we have been there before. We have had the Bradford, Brixton, Poll Tax and 
Handsworth’s riots as well as many others.  A significant number of these started out as 
peaceful protests against a perceived unjust cause however they ended in violence. In all of 
these cases, the number of males arrested far exceeded the number of females arrested.  

What is crystal clear is that these riots are not a new phenomenon for England. Whilst we 
anticipate some evidence from the recent riots, learning from evidence of the past, we can 
expect that the underlying causes remain consistent throughout history: social deprivation and 
inequality, mass unemployment (particularly for young men), racial tensions, poor 
educational experiences and poverty.    

Yet women suffer these same inequalities and more. Women’s unemployment is at all time 
low, whilst changes in welfare, cuts to benefits and changes to pensions, all will 
disproportionately affect women more. So is there something about the make-up of certain 
males and female that makes us respond in different ways to these problems? 

Women were certainly present at these riots yet many (including myself), were there as 
observers, simply standing and watching. Women it seems, tend to be inactive participants in 
such violent disturbances, whilst men are very much active participants. This is reflected in 
the arrest figures.  I firmly believe that this is largely due to the fact that many women 
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internalise their anger, whilst men externalise their anger. This could be one reason why we 
continue to have such shocking high rates of domestic violence in this country. 

Compounding the gender differences is the disconnectedness many young men feel within 
their communities. One of the most common observations made after the riots this summer 
was the astonishment of why the rioters would destroy their own communities. A simple 
explanation is because these are not “their communities”. They do not have the sense of 
belonging or attachment that many people feel towards to the places in which we live in. For 
many of these young men, they feel rejected by their communities, our society and are part of 
the ‘have-nots’. Their allegiances are to each other, not to wider society.  

However it would be wrong to assume that such young men are valueless, for they have their 
values, kinship and loyalty. It is just that their group, their society is so much smaller than 
ours and we are not invited to become a part of it. They have their codes and social norms: 
their rules and their sense of kinship are as strong as any that those of us in mainstream 
society feel to one another.  

This feeling of isolation and being outside of the bosom of society is further cemented by the 
exclusion that many feel within their families, born or made. The daily rituals many of us 
undertake, such as doing our weekly shop, catching the bus to work or taking the children to 
the park are part of the acts which bind us to the people and places we live. It is difficult to 
appreciate how not participating in these simple acts impacts on our psyche. However it is 
difficult to contribute to the local economy or partake in local activities if one is angry, 
disconnected and poor.  

Whilst one factor is not to blame, for there are many poor people who work hard, live in poor 
housing conditions and do not commit criminal acts, burn buildings, destroy other people’s 
property or beat people up, the amount of resilience that one has, may be key to trying to 
understand this summer’s troubles. 

Maybe it’s time that we take a moment to look at what is it that stops the majority of poor 
young people who have very little and do not commit these acts. We need to identify these 
factors. These will include resilience, high self-esteem, strong healthy family relationships, 
positive values, a sense of belonging and a love for self. Through identifying these factors, 
we can begin to see how we can ensure that those people that do not have these or are at risk 
of losing these strengths can be supported.  

The young people arrested are not representative of young people at large, my own four 
children, aged between twelve and twenty years old (old enough to riot) were at home 
engaging in constructive family activities whilst I was out trying to get an understanding of 
why my city was being damaged. As with many families, we have heated debates about the 
issues of the day and we often do not see eye to eye however we have enough glue to hold us 
together as a family. My family demographic is typical of the families that are written off.  I 
am a working-class single-parent of four children. 
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Whilst I am unequivocal that those who committed crimes must be dealt with by our criminal 
justice system, I am also clear that to ignore the reasons why those young men in particular 
decided to rob, raid and attack the places that they live in, would not only be fool-hardy, it 
would also go against the belief that we are a civilised country. The saying goes, judge a 
country by how it treats it most vulnerable. As we know, collective movements very rarely 
happen without a reason, they are not created in some vacuum, remote and detached from 
other goings-on around them.  Whether we have the appetite to invest the time, energy and 
discipline is another story. Either way we are going to pay, whether now or later. The debt is 
building up. Nevermind the global financial meltdown, the moral values meltdown may be so 
priceless even MasterCard will not be able to afford it. 


