THE LADS WHO BUILT THE EMPIRE





Why do football hooligans always take us by surprise? They represent, after all, a segment of society which has been with us for at least a thousand years, and which until recently, has always been considered a regrettable but necessary segment.


If you want to find these people in history, look at the Vikings, the Normans, the unspeakable Plantagenets; consider Wellington's Scum of the Earth and what the Victorians called the Brutal and Licentious Soldiery. If you want individual names, try the Black Prince, Richard the Lionheart, William the Conqueror. If you want to know what they can do, look at Agincourt, Badajoz, the Charge of the Light Brigade, the British Empire.


Oh yes, chum, these are the boys who gave us our Empire. They are young, male, ignorant and angry, and whether we like it or not, the British are very good at producing them. I know some of them. I have listened to their endless, repetitive conversation, which has one topic only, and that one violence. I kicked him in, we smashed them, I done her. 


The characteristics of the True British Thug are simple but frightening. The first is extreme physical fitness. These lads are hard in the most literal sense; hard muscle, hard bone, the very flesh unyielding.


Their defining characteristic, however, is ignorance. The less a thug knows, the better a thug he can be. Ignorance, for a start, breeds intolerance; if you know nothing of how other people live, it's easy to assume that they are less important than yourself. 


This ignorance goes hand in hand with lack of imagination. It doesn't help a thug to be able to picture what will happen if somebody hits him back. Truly insane courage, of the Light Brigade type, depends on an inability to link cause with effect, cannon-ball with amputation. This is why the bailed or jailed hooligan re-offends immediately; he doesn't link the punishment with the crime. 


Lastly, this ignorance produces an extreme black-and-white view of the world. Everybody and everything that is not yourself and your mates, is rubbish. Everywhere that is not your own territory is a dump. This leads to the ghastliness of British youth abroad; it produces the sort of mindless vandalism that smashes for no other reason than the joy of smashing; and it makes nonsense of any attempt to differentiate between victims. To say, how could they pick on a little old lady? is to miss the point. Everybody who is not the thug's own clan, is exactly the same; little old ladies, kids in pushchairs, disabled veterans, people who park their cars in the street – they're all alike, all rubbish, all potential victims. It's not for nothing that a recent advertising campaign portrayed the thug as a hyena.


Is it presumptuous to suggest that we might now have come to that stage in the development of our civilisation where we no longer need  people like this? And if so, why do we go on producing more of them?


It's easy enough to see why, in the warlike  past, we have constantly ensured a supply of young men capable of total savagery. But how do we produce them? As the old woman who lived in the shoe said, if we could work out what's causing it, we might be able to stop.


The first ingredient in the recipe for a thug is inequality. The more obvious it is that Society is divided into two, haves and have-nots, rich and poor, us and them, the more likely it is that one half will prey on the other. A politician recently said that inequality was necessary because it encouraged the poor to help themselves. The same man probably wonders why burglary is increasing. It's because inequality encourages people to help themselves.


The second ingredient in our recipe is idleness. It is rightly pointed out that not all the unemployed are criminals; nevertheless, the number of each rises and falls together. In the past, waves of unemployment have been corrected by a programme of public works. Only in the late twentieth century has it been considered necessary, at a time of high unemployment, to encourage both public and private employers to cut staffing levels to the bone. Thus we have the paradox of a society where the streets are littered, the roads unmended, the emergency services inadequate and building at a standstill, while two and a half million people sit at home with nothing to do. At the same time, stress levels in those who are employed rise to record heights through overwork.


The other three ingredients which go to make a thug are ignorance, ignorance and – you guessed – ignorance. It's no use blaming schools for this, since the habit of ignorance is formed at a very early age indeed, handed down like a precious heirloom from generation to generation. The problem with education, you see, is that if you haven't got it, you don't know what it's for. 


During recent school holidays we have seen packs of children roaming the streets and smashing church windows. Didn't their parents know where they were? Let me tell you, they didn't even want to know. A significant number of our children these days are brought up like pussy-cats; indeed, I wonder that nobody has patented a child-flap for the back door. They go where they please, they feed themselves where they find food – in the fridge, at the takeaway, stealing from the supermarket – they watch video films of extraordinarily graphic violence, and nobody even attempts to help them choose between right and wrong. The houses where they live are uncared-for and contain not a single book, and the only use for parents is as allies against the repression of police, social workers and educators. Perhaps five percent of our children live like this, and the results are tragically inevitable.


In other countries, crèche and nursery facilities are available from the earliest age. Even the most selfish parent can see the advantages of this; to shift responsibility is all they could desire. In this country, if you get a child into school before he's five, you're very lucky. And when he gets to school he must on no account take his education seriously. Being clever is not fashionable; the intelligent are there to be bullied. Ignorance is a matter for pride. But then, in this country we always win our wars. Your backstreet Briton, everybody knows, is the finest fighting man in the world. 


As long as we continue to be proud of that last statement, we have no right to complain about football hooligans, or broken church windows, or little old ladies with lacerated faces. Unless, of course, we too are so ignorant that we cannot recognize the sequence of cause and effect.


HGB





