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Riots: the language of the unheard?
For a few days in August 2011, London and
anarchy was the talk of the world. Writing in the
China Daily Post, Londoner Murad Qureshi reit-
erated a common response:1

Western youths do not suffer absolute poverty.
Nevertheless, they feel the pangs of relative
poverty in a city where some parts, like cen-
tral London, have become a playground for

the super-rich and where they feel excluded
from the game of consumerism. The scale of
inequality in our society is undoubtedly an
underlying factor. But it is tragic that young
people seem to believe that the only way to
fix this imbalance is to have all the latest elec-
tronic gadgets, which they looted from the
shops and establishments they destroyed or
damaged.

Murad Qureshi was writing in a debate with
Binod Singh, an Indian lecturer working at
Beijing’s Foreign Studies University. In reply to
Qureshi’s comments on underlying factors,
Singh quoted what he thought were Martin
Luther King’s words. From the outside (of Britain),
what was happening looked both extreme and
familiar. This is what Singh reported Martin
Luther King to have said 44 years ago:

When you cut facilities, slash jobs, abuse
power, discriminate, drive people into deeper
poverty and shoot people dead whilst refus-
ing to provide answers or justice, the people
will rise up and express their anger and frus-
tration if you refuse to hear their cries. A riot
is the language of the unheard.

Martin Luther King could have said this, but it is
hard to find any evidence that he did. What we
know he did say is: ‘A riot is, at bottom, the lan-
guage of the unheard’.2 Quite how his words
were edited and added to we may never know,
but Singh’s version now circulates widely on the
Chinese whispers of the web. 

At the time of writing this article, five people had
died in this year’s riots. The riots in Los Angeles
in August 1965 claimed at least 28 lives.3 And it
was amidst the aftermath of the bloodshed that
Martin Luther King wrote about the language of
the unheard.

No doubt King’s detractors at the time claimed
that poorer Americans had never had it as good
and there was no excuse for their criminality. In
contrast to being poor and/or black in the
1930s, this was certainly true. I was struck by
how many British people told me this summer
that our own rioters should be sent to Sierra
Leone or the Sudan to experience real depriva-
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structing the basis of a narrative that is likely to
become more firmly cemented as time passes:6

… as one youth worker explained to a
reporter, ‘Youths are frustrated, they want all
the nice clothes. They ain’t got no money,
they don’t have jobs…’ Couple this with the
growing police harassment, the shutting
down of social services, rising rents and gen-
trification and an ideologically bankrupt – in
many cases just plain bankrupt – economic
system that rewards only the most avari-
cious, competitive individualism and nobody
should still be surprised that a generation
born of futility and resentment, wholly
unheard and bereft of any sense of conse-
quence or accountability, has seized upon an
opportunity to reclaim some small and fleet-
ing handful of power.

If it were only the extent of inequality that fuels
riots, there would have been fewer riots in the
early 1980s when, measured both by income
and wealth, we had almost never been as equal.
However, in the early 1980s (as is again the
case now) Britain was becoming more unequal
and there was not much hope of that trend
reversing. So it is not the extent of inequalities,
but the direction they are taking, that correlates
with riot.

But how much awareness of inequality do peo-
ple explicitly have and how much seeps through
implicitly into a collective, largely unconscious,
well of despair?

There is growing fear of falling to the bottom.
Near the bottom are people appealing benefit
decisions. Citizens Advice Bureaux report that
in the north east of England, the benefit appeal
process invariably takes over six months,
sometimes 12 months or longer. Cuts to legal
aid are likely to make a bad situation worse.
Young adults can see how their parents are
treated and do not look at that kind of future
with envy.

An adult appealing an incapacity benefit deci-
sion suggesting s/he is fit for work is entitled to
a reduced rate of income support amounting to
£52.36 a week. S/he is likely to spend, on aver-
age, £10 on gas and £10 on electricity, leaving
her/him with £32.36 a week. Water charges are
at least £6 a week and many people have to
make up a shortfall in rent, uncovered by hous-
ing benefit, of at least £5 a week. This leaves
£21.36. A basic TV licence is £3.50 a week,
which leaves £16.36 – £2.33 a day for every-
thing else, including food and drink, clothes and
travel expenses.7

tion. But, in reality, few people compare them-
selves with their parents or with people living in
another country when they complain about
inequality and injustice, or just about being
bored and not having stuff. We compare our-
selves with those around us.

Riots: the work of gangs?
In many ways, the internet resembles a virtual
graffiti-covered wall, replete with people writing
on it complaining about graffiti. One of the
pieces of graffiti plastered across the blogos-
phere in August claimed that the riots were the
work of gangs. Members of the upper classes,
whose predominant experience of gangs is their
membership of university dining clubs (and 
later exclusive gyms), were especially vocal. In
response to David Cameron’s views on gang
culture, a series of better informed people
began to explain why it was not in the interests
of gangs to start riots.

Elijah Kerr was reported by Reuters as being a
former London gang member who did not trust
the government, police or press, but who nev-
ertheless decided on 15 August to speak out
because the claims were simply getting silly. He
explained:4

They [the government] is trying to say gangs
… organised the whole riot a week before to
loot a Curry’s [electrical store]. It’s so stupid
and ridiculous... It’s just rubbish.

All those involved, they are little kids on bikes.
KIDS. Look at who has been charged…
they’re not gangsters. Youths who have 
nothing, who have been swept up in trying to
fight back against their circumstances and
the police ’cos there’s just nowt for them.

Or a growing divide?
A few days earlier, a Guardian columnist argued
that it was impossible to divorce the troubles
from the growing divide and the feeling that some
people were being left behind. She concluded:5

Polarisation between rich and poor areas, as
much as between rich and poor people, has
been increasing since the ’70s, in large part
because regeneration projects have not been
able to make good the simple fact that wages
and employment prospects at the bottom
have collapsed, while those at the top have
gone through the roof.

She was not alone in her views. While leading
politicos flew back from their luxury resorts,
tans gleaming, youth workers on the ground in
London were explaining to reporters what they
thought was happening. Bloggers began con-



8 Poverty 140 

feature Riots, redistribution and reparation

An incensed government turned on the IFS.
Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg said that ‘the
IFS was wrong to claim that the biggest losers
from the £81 billion public service cuts were the
poorest families’ and suggested that a fuller
analysis would reach a different conclusion. By
this he meant an analysis that suggested that
the middle and upper classes would come to
rely less on state support, but he could not pro-
duce any numbers to back his claim.

Andrea Leadsom, a former Barclays banker and
now Conservative MP, said that the IFS figures
‘might misrepresent the number of poorer
households affected by tax and benefit
changes’. But, just like Nick Clegg, she provid-
ed no evidence for her assertion. This was the
routine response of government in 2010 and
2011 to criticism: try to rubbish opponents with
the statistical equivalent of innuendo.

Mike Brewer, then head of direct tax and welfare
at the IFS, responded by pointing out that what
was being criticised in the IFS analysis was the
reliability of assumptions made within the gov-
ernment’s own surveys, conducted on its behalf
by the Office for National Statistics and directly
in the case of those of the Department for Work
and Pensions. The Guardian reported:9

Brewer conceded that a minority of house-
holds within the lower deciles of its analysis,
when interviewed about their responses to
surveys, produced answers that could skew
the analysis. But he emphasised the small
number of people involved were unlikely to
alter the outcome.

What he might have added is that there are like-
ly to be more problems inherent in estimating
hidden income for tax avoidance reasons at the
top of the income distribution than at the bot-
tom and, if anything, the estimates might be
more biased in underestimating how well the
very affluent (with their paid financial advisers
rather than charity debt advisers) have avoided
being hurt in the downturn.

In 2010, the Sunday Times reported that the
wealth of the thousand richest people in Britain
had risen by 29.9 per cent in one year, with each
holding, on average, £335.5 million. In 2011, it
reported that it had risen by a further 25 per cent.
Beneath these ‘very richest’, the ‘extremely
rich’ did almost as well, the ‘very rich’ not quite
as well and so on down to the ‘average’, who
experienced a real fall in living standards for the
first time in decades. It is likely that figures will
soon show that those below the ‘average’ expe-
rienced a real increase in absolute poverty.10

Put more succinctly from a part of the country that
is often seen as affluent, a debt adviser writes:8

It makes me so angry that the gutsiness and
sheer hard graft of the people I see is buried
under garbage about benefit scroungers: so
many people with disabilities and/or caring
for small children and/or living on pension
credit, people who care for people with dis-
abilities… And that on incomes that don’t
cover the rent, maybe in villages where serv-
ices are increasingly non-existent.

Fewer young people can now look forward to a
decent life, especially in London. For the large
majority, getting rich quick or even moving into
the best off one-fifth of society is an increasingly
unlikely option. As income inequalities rise, the
gaps between us grow, and the chances of
moving between groups diminish just as the
significance of such moves rises. 

It appears foolish to suggest that the current
trend of rapidly rising inequality is unrelated to
disorder. But how bad is inequality in the UK
and what would it take to get back to those
days before the early-1980s riots when the
country was a more equitable and peaceful
place? Let us start with what has happened
most recently and then work back a generation.

A divided nation
In October 2010, the Institute for Fiscal Studies
(IFS) produced a series of estimates demon-
strating that the comprehensive spending
review announced that month would hit families
in the poorest 20 per cent of the income bracket
the most. 

Table 1: The incomes and taxes of ‘high income’ individuals, 2004/05

All taxpayers Top 10–1% Top 1–0.1% Top 0.1% 

of adults of adults of adults

Number of adults 29,500,000 4,215,483 421,702 46,854

Before-tax annual income
Minimum value £5,093 £35,345 £99,727 £351,137
Average value £24,769 £49,960 £155,832 £780,043
Average relative to all taxpayers 1.0 2.0 6.3 31.5

Net taxes paid
Higher-rate taxpayers 11.0% 66.6% 99.6% 99.2%
Average net income tax paid £4,415 £10,550 £49,477 £274,482
Average net income tax ratea 17.8% 21.1% 31.8% 35.2%
Deductions permitted from pre-tax 2.3% 4.0% 5.2% 6.3%
income – eg, pension contributionsb

a This is measured as average tax paid for each group divided by average total income for each group.

b This represents the average proportion of before-tax income that is deducted from before-tax income in order to

arrive at taxable income (excluding personal allowances).

Notes: All data is presented at the adult level and for Great Britain only. There were 46.8 million adults in Great

Britain in 2004/05, and the numbers of adults in the richest bands have been calculated assuming that adults not

represented in the SPI have incomes below the income tax personal allowance.

Source: Original authors for this table – M Brewer, L Sibieta and others, Racing Away? Income inequality and the

evolution of high incomes, Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2008, based on SPI.
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So if, as the IFS says, the cuts have hurt those
at the bottom most and those at the top have
seen their wealth soar and bonuses restored,
just how bad has inequality become?

Just how unequal are we?
Almost three years before defending the IFS
against Liberal and Conservative attack, Mike
Brewer and two colleagues produced a report
on the extent of income inequalities in the UK. It
was titled High Income Individuals: racing
away? and was press released in January
2008.11 Because of what has happened since,
we now know that this represents a conserva-
tive analysis of the current state of income
inequalities.

Table 1 is taken from the 2008 IFS report, repro-
duced because its figures can be used to com-
pare inequality in 2008 with the situation in1970
(Table 2). Table 2 uses the IFS data and figures
from the recently released World Top Incomes
Survey and calculates just how well paid people
at the top are compared with those near the
top, those near them, and the rest. These groups
are defined as follows. The richest are the best
off one-thousandth of the population. The next
row of the table is the remainder of the best off
one-hundredth of the population (people in the
top 1 per cent, but not in the top 0.1 per cent).
The next row is the remainder of the best off
one-tenth, and then the final row is the 90 per
cent of us all remaining. Each row contains ten
times more people than the row above it. 

Non-taxpayers and wealth not subject to
income tax is not included in the table. If it were,
the picture would be far more inequitable.
Similarly, if these figures were worked out for
households rather than individuals, the inequal-
ities would grow (but, equivalised for household
structure, they would shrink a little too). Even
so, these figures are bad enough. 

Table 2 shows that most adults – almost 25 mil-
lion taxpayers – have an income of just under
£17,000 a year (£16,837). This has risen by 48
per cent in real terms since 1970. Two people
today can buy what three could afford during
their parents’ time. The next column shows that
this 90 per cent of the population have recourse
to 57.2 per cent of all income, a much smaller
share than the 71.2 per cent their parents held
but, in absolute terms, much more money. 

Above the bottom 90 per cent of the population,
the next 9 per cent (the top 10 per cent less the
top single percentile) have an average income
of almost exactly £50,000 a year. They are doing
well. They are 143 per cent better off compared

with their equivalents 35 years ago, who received
just £20,525 each a year. Two of these people
can now buy what five in the same group could
buy a generation ago. Compared with those
below them, they have been raking it in.

But above most of the best off tenth are the
best off one per cent, who have done even bet-
ter. Even excluding the very richest one-thou-
sandth of the population, the best off one in one
hundred people are now each, on average,
more than three times richer than the remainder
of the best off tenth of tax-paying adults in
Britain. Their average incomes exceed £155,000
a year. They now take home 9 per cent of all
income, even though they are only 0.9 per cent
of the population. Assuming they come from the
same strata of society, a couple now has the
spending power of their parents and their
grandparents combined. These are the people
in the prime ministerial pay bracket.

But, of course, the Prime Minister does not
operate in the circles of people in his pay brack-
et. Will Hutton’s report on income inequalities
revealed that his real take-home pay, including
such perks as country retreats, exceeds half a
million pounds:12

Radio 4’s More or Less calculated that the
PM’s total package could be worth £581,651,
including an estimate of the annual cash
value of the pension (£45,651), a nominal
rental value of accommodation at Downing
Street and Chequers of £338,000.

The Prime Minister moves in the circles of the
best off one-thousandth of the population. In
1970, the average income of this group in
today’s money was just below £100,000. Today,
it exceeds £780,000. A couple in the best off
one-thousandth today has the income of eight
such couples a generation ago. That is enough
to leave the remainder of the best off percentile
feeling very sore indeed, especially when they
are told they receive too much. Like everyone
else, they receive too much compared with
those below them and too little compared with
those above them.

Table 2: UK annual income, before tax, all tax payers, 1970-2005

Number Average Change Share Average Share
of people    income 1970-2005 2005 income 1970

2005 1970

Top 0.1% 47,000 £780,043 694% 5.0% £98,193 1.2%

Top 0.1-1.0% 420,000 £155,832 181% 9.0% £55,535 5.9%

Top 10-1% 4.2 million £49,960 143% 28.8% £20,525 21.8%

Bottom 90% 24.8 million £16,837 48% 57.2% £11,400 71.2%

Note: all the values are in 2005 pounds, adjusted for inflation.
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Redistribute
Pay is relative – just like poverty. What matters
is what everyone else is paid. That is what
determines where you can live, where your chil-
dren can go to school, whether you can have
what is considered to be a decent holiday, and
whether you can pay the TV licence and be part
of society or not pay it and be a criminal. The
current pay bill of the UK, based on simply mul-
tiplying the figures above, is £731 billion a year.

If we were to return to the pay differentials of
1970, but to increase the incomes of the bottom
90 per cent of the population by 1 per cent, the
total pay bill would be only £537 billion a year. It
is easy enough to work this out from the figures
above. The overall pay bill could be reduced by
one-quarter and – at the same time – 90 per
cent of people in Britain could be better off. It is
interesting to hear the wealthy try to explain
how this is not affordable. 

And if you think what has happened in Britain is
stunning, take a look at the USA.

Exactly the same table as Table 2 is reproduced
in Table 3 for the USA. All I have done to create
this final table is to merge a couple of cells of
data from a more complex original that was
published in the Washington Post on 18 June
2011.13

Britain’s wealthiest one-thousandth still have a
long way to go to match their counterparts in
the USA, but they are currently converging with
them. Even more remarkable is the fact that, in
real terms, the bottom 90 per cent in the USA are
slightly worse off today than they were in 1970. 

Give everyone in the bottom 90 per cent in the
USA that 1 per cent and reduce the inequalities
between the remaining 10 per cent to what they
were in 1970, and you then reduce the overall
pay bill of the USA from $8,247 billion, to $6,404
billion. Funnily enough, the Tea Party has not yet
worked out how easily the United States could
start to live within its means by this mechanism.

Conclusion
Just as rioters do not consider possible prison
sentences as they riot, not a single rioter will
have been seething with anger over that 694
per cent increase in the income of the richest in
Britain over the course of a generation. But
prison sentences and rising income and wealth
inequalities still influence riots. The people
imprisoned will be more careful to cover their
faces next time. And, until inequalities begin to
fall, there will always be a next time.14 ■

Danny Dorling is Professor of Human Geography at the
University of Sheffield
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