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Youth Culture and Social Change maps out new ways to historicise two
overlapping political responses to economic and social change: public
unrest and popular culture. Throughout the 1980s young people took
to the streets, whether in formal marches organised by trade unions,
political groups like the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) or
Reclaim the Night, or in spontaneous, collective outbursts of disorder.
Wherever young people were present in forms of protest there, too, was
music. The riots of the 1980s have their own soundtrack that has formed
part of the collective memory of the decade. People rocked against racism,
sexism, ‘the bomb’ and the fragmentation of working-class communities.
The popular music charts recognised the voices of protest in singers like
Pauline Black, Billy Bragg, Elvis Costello, Morrissey and Paul Weller,
whose songs of resistance gained both commercial and critical success.

In this book we go further than documenting the sounds of dissent.
We explore how music worked as a way of making a difference. The
subcultures, networks, tribes and gangs that grew around popular music
provided the structures, shapes and styles needed for resistance, resilience
and in some cases conformity. The chapters capture the variety of ways that
we can research music as a form of protest and as a ‘community’ that goes
beyond interpretations of sound and lyric. The contributors to this volume
show how music mattered to consumers, participants and protestors.

Of course there is nothing new about the notion that music can be read
as a form of political protest and sonic commentary on social and eco-
nomic conflict. After all, if we didn’t have the folk music of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, it would have been more difficult for us to
uncover such cultural-political moments as the Chartist uprisings of the
1830s and 1840s, the miners’ disputes in 1898, 1921, 1926, and the
industrial conflicts of the interwar period. Music is a form of political
memory both as a vehicle for preserving and popularising narratives of
protest, and as a soundtrack to particular events, episodes and personal
feelings.

This collection takes as its starting point a similar moment from recent
history where protest and popular music self-consciously converged with
the market forces of the entertainment industry. We use the 1980s as a
pivot between the mid-twentieth century and today, a time when academic
experts were emerging, ready, willing and able to try out their new ideas of
subcultural resistance on each and every expression of youth discontent.
The eighties certainly provided enough examples of street-level anger,
fuelled by the intermingling of politics and culture, and expressed as
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spectacles of dissent and division. It was there in the battles between anti-
racists and the far-right, and in the riots that broke out in 1981 in major
British cities (and four years later in a number of smaller towns).

To do this, the book brings together a variety of accounts and methods
in order to make sense of popular music related cultures from the 1950s to
the present day. It moves through the urban conflicts of 1980–85 to see
what they offer as a way of reading the riots of 2011 and recent concerns
about ‘on road’, or gang culture. In the process, we hope to shed new
light on the earlier period, and suggest some ways in which we might
understand popular culture, rooted in the local, as a central historical
driver for conflict, resistance and conformity. At the heart of these essays
is the idea that although eruptions of street rioting might be the most
spectacular expressions of youth disconnect, they are best understood in
the longer context of slow resistance and everyday ways in which making a
noise makes a difference to young people’s lives.

Some of the historical comparisons have already been made for us. The
riots and public disorder of 2011 emerged in the wake of student protests
against tuition fees and cuts to the Educational Maintenance Allowance
(EMA), a means-tested payment that went directly to students who
attended further education colleges. The EMA was designed to encourage
working-class students to stay on at school by alleviating the financial
burden of delaying full-time work. It also worked as an incentive to
punctuality and attendance. The state seemed to be retreating from its
responsibility to ensure young people’s education, yet becoming more
interventionist in disrupting aspects of youth culture and the perceived
threat of gang activity. In 2011, Mark Duggan was shot and killed by the
police in Tottenham. Accusations of Duggan’s gang association were used
to justify his death. To some sections of the population deaths at the hands
of the police severed what little trust existed between the police and the
policed, particularly those subjected to everyday acts of surveillance and
harassment – young people, in particular from the Black and minority
ethnic communities. The same state that did not care about working-class
education could seemingly sanction death at the hands of the police. The
spate of rioting that followed was immediately understood through the
lens and the memories of the riots under Thatcherism. Spurred by the
release of official records from the period, some uncanny resonances
(Royal Weddings, the Falklands War, cuts to welfare spending, the miners’
strike) and a racialised discussion of security and immigration, these recent
riots replayed (and rebooted) those of the 1980s.1
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Studies of gang culture in the post-war period opened up new modes of
understanding the political potential of delinquent behaviour.
Historically, gangs solicited fear of young people’s collective identification
with place and local networks; identification which often trumped defer-
ence to authority, the aspirations of the workday week and traditional
forms of working-class respectability.2 Notable examples of such studies
included work on the teddy boys of the 1950s, mods of the 1960s, and
skinheads in the 1970s. Contemporary ‘moral panics’ around ‘on road’
gang culture have also been interpreted through these models of resistance
and the criminalisation of young people in public.3 If we understand what
happened in the 1950s and 1980s, and how it was responded to at the
time, then perhaps we will be able to unpick the work that the past does
for us in the present. Importantly for this collection, it allows us to rework
the role of popular culture in everyday resistance and public acts of unrest
in the 1980s through to and beyond 2011.

British cities have well established traditions of unrest and rioting. But
from the end of the Second World War until 1980 there were few
notable uprisings (as distinct from those in the six counties of
Northern Ireland). The attacks on minorities in Nottingham and
Notting Hill in 1958 led to violence and prosecutions, but large-scale
disruptions did not reappear until the economic and social problems of
the 1970s. The violence that marred the Notting Hill Carnival in 1976
was seen as an aberration by carnival organisers, the police and the press.
Discussions around unrest and challenges to the infrastructure were
largely focussed on trade union activities through the 1970s, but delin-
quent youth, inflected by issues of race, gender and class, increasingly
came to feature on the political agenda.

The post-war generation came to be defined by their refusal to reap the
rewards of the post-war settlement in simple terms. Instead they took new
popular cultural spaces like cinemas, clubs and concert halls, and used
them to build new collective identities. For example, young girls’ sexuality
and romantic desires worked against the faultlines of the prescriptive
literature they read. They were being sold the dream of the happy-ever-
after ending, but in the process they became aware of themselves as sexual
agents. It was apparent that young people did not necessarily want to do as
they were told and sought to make a difference by making a noise.

The series of riots in the 1980s can be seen as an extension of these
trends, and as a way of mapping longer-term cultural networks of resis-
tance across the latter half of the twentieth century and into the present
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day. Popular culture – its words, sounds, spaces and identities – offered
young people a form of political expression. It was not ‘mere entertain-
ment’, nor was it consumerist propaganda; it was a means of articulating
and resolving the contradictions of advanced capitalism.

Against a background of tightening immigration policy, the visible
growth of the far-right and everyday experiences of police harassment,
riotous disorder became a racialised and localised practice in Thatcher’s
Britain. When violent unrest broke out in the St Paul’s district in Bristol in
April 1980 it was originally understood as an aberration. Historians have
tended to endorse this reading of events and have failed to put the riots in
their historical context. In fact, academic and critical histories of the
1980s, that question the dominant narrative, are yet to be written.
Social scientists have sought to measure the levels of social and economic
deprivation that are assumed to justify riots, largely focussing on explain-
ing how riots happen (and by implication how can we stop them happen-
ing)).4 Historians of the late twentieth century have not really engaged
with the wider question: What do riots mean within a continuum of
resistance and resilience? Rather than seeing riots as the special moment,
the explosive ‘game changer’, this collection situates rioting and public
resistance in local cultures and networks.

A year after the Bristol disturbances in 1980, three days of serious
disorder broke out in Brixton. The television cameras were there to record
it all and relay it into the nation’s homes. The July that followed saw
violent battles between skinheads and members of the local Asian com-
munity break out in Southall. Later the same day, some areas of Liverpool
8 took to the streets; the next day Moss Side in Manchester saw rioting.
Press coverage often imposed simplistic models of rioting as racialised,
misreading the complexities of local identities in the process. Despite the
familiar press images of Black rioters on these streets, rioters arrested in
Manchester, for example, were predominantly White. By the next week
riots were reported in Handsworth, Birmingham, Sheffield, Nottingham,
Hull, Slough, Leeds, Bradford, Leicester, Derby, High Wycombe and
Cirencester. The riots that followed certainly involved issues of race, but
they were also responses to material conditions, of unemployment in a
context of economic downturn and the disproportionate burden this
placed on the lives of young Black men and women in particular areas.

On 15 July 1981, Brixton again erupted. 176 police officers raided
eleven houses in Railton Road. This location had its own long-established
history as a place where a whole variety of activists, community organisers
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and subcultural tribes had their bases side by side. No evidence of the
suspected illegal drinking or petrol bombs was ever found. Eventually, the
Metropolitan Police had to pay out £8,500 in compensation for the
damage caused during the raids.5

In September 1985, riots broke out in the Lozells Road area of
Handsworth. Some public unrest broke out in 1982, but on a far reduced
scale. A shift in police tactics saw a crackdown in Handsworth in
Birmingham; 150 police officers raided the Acapulco Cafe, leading to
seven arrests. Other disturbances, explained at the time as ‘copycat’
riots, took place in Moseley, Wolverhampton, Coventry and St Pauls.6

At 7 a.m. on 28 September, the police shot Mrs Dorothy ‘Cherry’ Groce
in the spine whilst raiding her home in Brixton looking for her son. By
6 pm that evening violent disorder had broken out in Brixton lasting for
8 hours. 724 crimes were reported, including the fire bombing of a local
police station. Two days later, rioting again broke out in Liverpool 8 when
four Black men were denied bail in court. A further wave erupted on
6 October, precipitated this time by the death of a mother during a police
search for her son. Mrs Cynthia Jarrett, whose son Floyd Jarret, a local
community worker, was stopped and arrested under suspicion of driving a
stolen car, collapsed during the search. Family and police accounts of the
death differed. The inquest found her death to be accidental. News spread
fast and riots once more broke out.7 During riots on the Broadwater Farm
Estate, Tottenham, 20 members of the public and 223 police were injured
and Police Constable Keith Blakelock was stabbed to death. The news
media carried images of the slash marks in his uniform, showing each spot
where he had been repeatedly knifed by numerous individuals. Questions
were raised over the style of policing as the list of trigger events emerged.
Tension grew in Nottingham and Plymouth. This was not just a response
to increased police activity but also to the background of slow-burning
fuses – unemployment, immigration, press representation and far-right
activity. The riots may have been primarily about race in the way they
were seen and experienced, but ethnicity intersected with class, ideas of
community and understandings of place.

Like the riots of the 1980s, the riots in 2011 can be seen as acts of
memorialisation and calls for justice against the police. On 4 March 2011,
Mark Duggan, who lived on the Broadwater Farm Estate, was shot and
killed by police after they stopped a taxi in which he was the passenger.
A police officer was shot but survived. Although the police claimed that
Duggan had fired a gun on the police first, there was also evidence that
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Duggan was unarmed when he was shot. On the 15 March, Britain’s first
home-grown breakthrough rapper Smiley Culture, who had produced
novelty crossover records like ‘Police Officer’, stabbed himself to death
in extraordinary conditions during a police search of his home. The
episode not only raised the spectre of deaths involving the police, but his
music provided an ironic soundtrack over the next few months as unrest
grew. On 26 March 2011 a march organised by the Trades Union
Congress (TUC) against austerity cuts brought together student activism,
grass roots resistance and heavy police tactics to ferment a perfect storm.
Over 200 people were arrested in the disorder that followed.

On 6 August, a group of family members and friends of Mark Duggan
and local community residents marched to Tottenham Police station to
bear witness to police brutality and to demand answers to questions about
the death. By the end of the day disorder had erupted not only in
Tottenham, but also in Wood Green, Enfield, Hackney, Waltham Forest
and Brixton. Within a week most of London was affected and riots were
being reported in Liverpool, Birmingham, Nottingham, Manchester
Bristol, Leeds and Huddersfield. Although events calmed down in
London, other areas of the country were still experiencing riots, including
Birmingham, Gloucester, Nottingham and Liverpool.8 It is estimated that
between 13 and 15 thousand people engaged in rioting or looting in four
days of August 2011. The disorder has been measured as costing £50
million to police; £43.5 million to clean up; £80 million in lost business
and £300 million in damage.9 Almost 2000 individual offenders were
officially identified as the cause; 462 were found guilty and 315 were
sentenced. The majority of prosecutions were for burglary, violent disor-
der and theft.10

The 2011 riots were met immediately with comparisons to the unrest of
the 1980s. Memories of the 1980s helped communities, commentators,
politicians and the press to make sense of the events of that August. Partly
this is to do with the role of popular culture, as both a form of historical
work (recalling/analysing the past) and as a form of political activity in the
present, as both a rallying cry and an affective community. The two
periods of rioting became a measure of what had changed since the spring
and summer of 1981. The stories and memories of both periods wove
together in the wake of Margaret Thatcher’s death and a new royal
wedding. It seemed as though we were re-enacting, or re-imagining the
1980s in the second decade of the millennium. The Guardian and the
London School of Economics (LSE) collaborated on a research project on

INTRODUCTION: MAKING A DIFFERENCE BY MAKING A NOISE 7



the events of 2011, Reading the Riots. It noted that ‘both [periods of
unrest] took place while a Conservative Prime Minister grappled with the
effects of global economic down turn and rising unemployment’.11

The death of Smiley Culture coincided with the anniversary of the
death of Groce 26 years after she sustained her original injuries. From a
politician’s perspective, the riots of 2011 were measured against the riots
in the earlier decade to criticise the present and revise the past. Paul Gilroy
pointed out at the time that quantifiable indicators of inequality were
worse in 2011 than they had been in the 1980s. In terms of day-to-day
experiences of being stopped-and-searched by the police on the street, of
disproportionate levels of unemployment, and of school exclusion, figures
were all higher in 2011. And yet the comparisons between the two periods
often positioned the past as explicable, if not justifiable, but not the
present. We ended up in the surprising position of commentators pretty
much representing the 1980s as ‘good riots’ and 2011 as ‘bad riots’. As
Evan Smith pointed out in his article ‘Once as History, Twice as Farce’,
the comparisons with the riots of 1981 largely focused on the extent to
which rioting could be ‘justifiable’.12

So, for example, Kenneth Clarke MP was interviewed by ITV news to
comment on the 2011 riots. Clarke had served as a cabinet minister
throughout the 1980s. He told ITV, ‘I remember riots 30 years ago,
but these were very widespread, very serious and the sheer casual crimin-
ality troubles me. You know, it was almost instantly; people were respond-
ing on their BlackBerry or mobile and turning out just to loot what they
wanted. There was absolutely no undertone of anything except . . . crim-
inal people, just away, going out to repeat crimes they had already been
convicted of in the past. Quite outside the values of the ordinary, decent
people in this country’.13 The riots in 2011 were set up both as larger in
scale and less justifiable, motivated by greed and spread like a virus
through social networking technology.14 In comparison the eighties
were regarded as less about shopping and technology, and more about
response to social context.

In this volume, we are less concerned with whether the contexts are (or
are not) materially equivalent, but, rather, how the experiences, memories
and legacies of youth are conveyed, organised and acted upon. This is why
we focus first on the way riots are communicated, but also on how music
informs identities and how gangs create an institutional form for action.
Rather than seeing riots as moments of unrest or the result of a spectacular
tipping point, this collection examines the networks, communities, shared
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interests and mediating role played by music and social media. Riots might
be the most exciting press stories of a period, but they were just one part of
an ongoing continuum of resistance and resilience that helped commu-
nities stick together, and pick up the pieces once the riot vans and news
reporters had gone.

A historical view of the ‘everyday’ and the ‘spectacular’ underpins
this volume. Our aim is not to explain the riots. Instead, we are
asking how people are enabled to make a difference and make sense
of their lives. For example, how do the emotional lives of young girls
feed into the possibility of powerful political action? We want to
bypass the fixation on riots as the measurement of young people’s
discontent, and instead connect the exceptional and the unexcep-
tional back into everyday cultural networks and expressions. The
following chapters include contributions that explore how riots
occur but, as significant we feel, are the contributions that shed
light on the everyday; that is, towards an understanding of young
peoples’ experiences as a driver and response to social change.
Looking at events over a longer period allows us to reveal the
processes, experiences and actions that order and shape the creation
of spectacular moments from the mundane.

When we brought these different chapters together a series of themes
emerged across geographical and temporal case studies. The press and
politicians’ argument that riots were set off by external triggers or outside
agitators did not fit a recognisable narrative. Instead, the research pre-
sented here uncovers the importance of specific local networks and experi-
ence. The story of how a riot ‘kicked off’ was rooted in the local
experiences of a place, and so were the reactions to them in the aftermath.
Whether we look to the post-war youth culture or riots in the 1980s or the
more recent events of 2011, the importance of pre-existing conditions and
pre-existing resilience helps us to put the riot back in its place as a way of
making a difference by making a noise.

Rather than pinpointing the immediate cause of extreme moments of
explosion, or discovering outside agitators, or copycat mindless crowds,
instead we found grass-root networks: sound systems, school catchment
areas, shared club and night-time spaces, stairwells, recreation parks, street
corners and bedrooms. The popular culture that emerged – spoken, sung,
listened to, broadcast or sent through social media – was central to these
networks. The popular culture around riots and resistance is more than an
illustration of ‘what happened’. The songs, poems and tweets offer more
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than an insight into what life felt like before, during and after those
explosive movements. The popular-cultural voice is a driver in community
response to the world we live in. Music builds communities, makes sense
of the world and finds ways of describing, articulating, and enacting
change. Music is also how these events have been memorialised. Popular
culture might give us conflicted and often contradictory messages, but
that is exactly why it is central to understanding public unrest.

The moments of resistance described in this collection are themselves
cultural acts, they have sounds, styles and audiences, just the like songs,
poems and videos made about them. Milburn and Hardie’s understanding
of the riots as a form of ‘noise’ that disrupts and changes the context is a
useful way to understand disorder as a part of popular culture, and popular
culture as a form of disorder. Riots have a ‘rhythm of resistance’. ‘Those
who were part of that rhythm [are] bound by weak ties, with the result
that he rhythm was mobile, highly responsive and able to grow very
quickly as new people adopted, and adapted the beat’.15 Riots have a
rhythm but they are part of longer, fragmented soundtrack to young
people’s lives.

Fittingly this collection emerged out of its own network: the
Interdisciplinary Network for the Study of Subcultures, Popular Music
and Social Change. This network is not just a collection of interdisciplinary
researchers, but also of the communities in which we each root ourselves.
A series of events was funded by an AHRC Network Grant from 2013 to
2015, the first of which took place in Bristol. This event, which triggered
many of the contributions herein, recognised the city’s place in the history
of rioting and popular music over the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
The symposium attempted to explore the experiences of living in British
cities and growing up through an association with music subcultures or
scenes. Bristol has a unique position in the history of British popular
music, feeding into narratives of reggae, disco, punk, club culture and
drum ‘n’ bass. But to start with Bristol also let us move from the local to
the national. The associations between and across anxieties about public
disorder, subcultural music and ‘on road’ associative culture all come
together in the events and studies presented here. Popular culture, there-
fore, is not just a useful way into a political, social and economic context as
academic evidence, nor is it simply a way of giving voices to the unheeded.
As a structure, the network, institutions, knowledges and language of
communities built around shared popular culture have been at the heart
of what it feels like to make a difference by making a noise.
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CHAPTER 2

Subcultures, Schools and Rituals: A Case
Study of the ‘Bristol Riots’ (1980)

Roger Ball

The spring and summer of 1981 saw one of the most widespread and
intense periods of violent urban disturbance in England in the twentieth
century. Recent research has highlighted over 200 daily disorders of
varying magnitude during the month of July 1981 alone.1 These were
spread over more than one hundred locations in England, most notably in
the cities of Liverpool, London, Manchester, Nottingham, Leicester,
Derby and the West Midlands. Outside of these conurbations, Home
County towns such as High Wycombe, Luton and Bedford and many
other locales experienced ‘rioting’ which had rarely been seen in the post-
war era.2 During the week of 6–13 July 1981 patterns of disturbance
diffusion emerged suggesting that major ‘riots’ in inner city areas of
mixed ethnicity precipitated numerous further disorders in other more
ethnically homogenous districts of the conurbations, sometimes consider-
ably distant from the initial ‘flashpoints’.3 The majority of contemporary
commentators left these intriguing patterns of apparent contagion unex-
plained or blandly wrote them off as merely incidents of ‘copycat rioting’.

One year before the tumultuous events of 1981 the St Pauls area of
Bristol was rocked by an afternoon and evening of serious collective
violence which led to the controversial and (in)famous withdrawal of the
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police force from the neighbourhood. The events of 2 April 1980 have
since become iconic both in the media and popular memory and were
perceived by many commentators to be the first major outbreak of urban
‘rioting’ on mainland Britain for several decades that was not directly
instigated by formal political protest.4 Although this view has been con-
tested by some authors, in that it ignored violent disturbances centred
around police raids on clubs and cafés frequented by ethnic minorities in
the 1970s5 as well as significant disorder at large public events such as the
Notting Hill Carnival in 1975 and 1976, the wider perception was that the
St Pauls disturbance was ‘something new’ to England.6 The event thus
became central to the modern history of Bristol and marked a moment
where issues of institutional and popular racism were forced into the media
spotlight, obliging national and local government bodies to search for
explanations and generate policy responses. Consequently, the ‘St Pauls
Riot’ as it was defined by the local media or ‘The Bristol Riot’ as the
national newspapers labelled it, now occupies a racialised place in the
popular memory signifying ‘race riot’ or ‘Black uprising’.

On the eve of the 25th anniversary of the St Pauls ‘riot’ the Bristol
Evening Post ran a double-page spread entitled ‘The Night a Riot Rocked
a Nation’.7 The article included eyewitness statements and comments by a
‘community leader’, a councillor, a press photographer, ‘a resident’ and
‘the policeman’. The latter, Superintendent Tim Lee the Deputy District
Commander of the Avon and Somerset Constabulary in 2005, was a beat
constable during the 1980 St Pauls disorders. In the article Lee provided
an interesting insight by recalling some further disturbances that occurred
in the succeeding days after the St Pauls event: ‘What few people know is
that for the following nights we had more problems in Southmead than we
did in St Pauls because of copycat attacks.’

The significance of the disturbances in the Southmead estate for the
Avon and Somerset Police Constabulary was confirmed by the Chief
Constable’s report of that year which gave them equal coverage to the St
Pauls incident and considered them to be ‘serious’.8 However, the
Southmead ‘riots’ were barely reported in the local press, ignored by the
national media and relegated to the status of ‘copycat attacks’ or ‘hooli-
ganism’ where they were mentioned.9 Following disturbances over the
start of the Easter weekend in 1980 the Monday edition of the Western
Daily Press carried an editorial entitled ‘Lessons for the Young’ which
stated that ‘HOOLIGANISM in Southmead and Knowle West Follows
the Riots in Bristol’s St Pauls’.10 The only reference made in the rest of
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that edition of the newspaper as to what had actually occurred in Knowle
West was a short article referring to some slogans daubed on three shops in
the area.11 However, clearly something had happened over the weekend of
4–6 April 1980 to spur the comment in the editorial. Further research in
the local media, available police reports and similar primary sources failed
to locate any reference to the mysterious event in the South Bristol
neighbourhood. Bristol’s ‘other riots’ thus passed largely unnoticed and,
more significantly, unheeded into obscurity. In contrast the St Pauls dis-
turbance reverberated around the nation’s media, dominated debates in
the Houses of Commons and Lords over the succeeding days and led to a
visit by a parliamentary sub-committee.12 In addition there were several
official and unofficial reports, a public enquiry held by trade unions and
eventually a number of books and academic papers, which studied the
event.13

DEMOGRAPHICS AND POLICING

In 1980 Southmead and Knowle West were almost exclusively White
areas, the former 6 kilometres north of the city centre and the latter
3 kilometres south (Fig. 2.1). Both of these peripheral self-contained
estates had high concentrations of local authority housing with relatively
static populations. In contrast, St Pauls, located in the inner city, had a
large proportion of ethnic minorities, mixed forms of housing tenure and a
notably transient population. All three areas were of similar sized popula-
tion, principally composed of lower working-class socio-economic group-
ings, were experiencing very high levels of youth unemployment,
household overcrowding and lacked social facilities.14

Oral history testimony and other primary sources demonstrate the
perceived negative branding of each area by social class (all three) and
ethnicity (St Pauls).15 However, whereas St Pauls was commonly racialised
as a closed Black inner city ‘ghetto’, in fact it was one of the more
cosmopolitan areas of Bristol, with a long history of being a reception
area for immigrants (Irish, Polish, African-Caribbean, Asian), those in the
‘care’ and probation systems and others in search of cheap rented housing
or squatting. A lively cultural scene attracted a transient population of
young people in the 1970s connected to various (youth) subcultures such
as Punk and Rastafarianism.16

In contrast, the outlying areas of Southmead and Knowle West were
actually far more ‘closed’ by geography, ethnicity and reputation. Oral
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histories highlighted violent inter-estate rivalries with neighbouring dis-
tricts, which inhibited mobility and fraternisation. The negative ‘branding’
accorded to their neighbourhoods, which inhibited socialising in wealthier
nearby areas, compounded these exclusionary aspects of life. Within their
estates, struggles for control over social space between local youth and the
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authorities were common and brought young people into contact with the
police on a fairly regular basis.17

The most striking similarities in oral history testimonies in the three
areas concerned the encounters of young people with the police in the late
1970s and early 1980s. In fact it was possible to interchange these
accounts by location, with one exception, that of ethnicity. Almost all
the White respondents experienced situations where Black friends and
acquaintances had been treated worse than they had in particular situa-
tions, and crucially they were fully aware of this fact. In some cases the
respondents cited the generalised maltreatment as a basis for solidarity
between subcultures and ethnic groups. Neither were these isolated inci-
dents. Several respondents realised in retrospect that, at the time, they had
accepted police maltreatment as the norm. This pointed to a history of
policing practice that appeared to be area based and in many cases racist
and derogatory to certain youth subcultures. Ironically, despite racist
myths about St Pauls, several White respondents from Knowle West and
Southmead regarded the inner city multiethnic area as a safer area for
youth than their own neighbourhoods. This inference was based upon on
the propensity of ‘Black’ residents to collectively intervene in police activ-
ities on the street, something the Avon & Somerset Constabulary were
fully aware of. In St Pauls such confrontations were more commonplace
than in the outlying estates of Southmead and Knowle West and may have
led to over-policing of specific operations such as raids and other such
irregular actions.

ACCOUNTS OF THE ‘BRISTOL’ RIOTS OF APRIL 1980
The following three sections summarise the disturbances in St Pauls,
Southmead and Knowle West in April 1980.18

St Pauls: Wednesday 2 April 1980

On the afternoon of 2 April 1980, the ‘frontline’19 in St Pauls became
the flashpoint for a serious disturbance when an operation involving
more than 40 police officers was launched to discover evidence of the
illegal sale of alcohol in the Black and White Café.20Having entered the
premises and discovered several hundred crates of beer stored there, the
Inspector in charge of the operation made the fateful decision to remove
the items, a task which took more than an hour. During this time a large
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