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Abstract

The terms ‘knife crime’ and ‘knife culture’ were first established in British crime
discourse at the turn of 21 century and represent a particular re-making of youth
in post-industrial Britain. The generational impacts of advanced neoliberalism have
intensified conflict between marginalised young people in the UK as they compete
for success in high-risk informal economies and navigate the normalised brutali-
ties of everyday violence. However, the impact of extreme inequality and structural
violence on children has not been central in the response to youth-on-youth knife
homicides in the 2000s and 2010s. Instead, these decades have been characterised
by punitiveness and surveillance, increasing discriminatory stop and search prac-
tices and extending powers that target and control young people. Through conjunc-
tural analysis of the making of ‘knife crime youths’ in the UK, this paper considers
how shifting forms of cultural racism have been able to rearticulate child violence
as cultural deficit, using race once again to work through the contradictions of late
capitalism. Applying a radical criminological understanding of deviance labelling
as a specific response to crime, this paper asks: To what extent is the construction
of ‘knife crime’ a continuation of Policing the Crisis in the 21st century? And why
has this process been relatively uncritiqued by practitioners and academics that con-
tribute to ‘knife crime’ discourse? Using document, archive and discourse analysis
this paper presents a social history of ‘knife crime youths’, depicting the formative
interactions that have so far been obscured by the matter-of-fact dominance of the
label and its practices.
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Introduction; rethinking ‘knife crime youths’

The term ‘knife crime’ is selectively used in British media to refer to a particu-
lar type of criminality. When used by the press, politicians, police and other
authorised spokespeople, the label infers a particular context and demographic
that has now become common knowledge in public discourse. As such, when
‘knife crime’ is mentioned in Britain, it will likely be assumed that we are talk-
ing about a type of crime that is distinctly youthful, that this is a problem located
in the inner-city (particularly London), and that this crime type is characterised
by youth culture disproportionately represented by Black or Asian young peo-
ple. This article will retrace the interactions and communications that gradually
assigned these associated meanings through the 2000s, arguing that the construc-
tion of ‘knife crime youths’ has performed a crucial hegemonic function by both
facilitating cohesive social outrage and justifying the extension of police powers
in post-industrial Britain.

The utility of ‘youth crime’ in political and social management has previously
been detailed by sociologists and criminologists, recognising the cross-party com-
mitment to ‘law and order’ political strategies from the 1970s onwards (Cohen,
1972; Gilroy, 1987; Hall et al., 1978; Muncie, 2009; Pitts, 2001). The discourse
of ‘youth crime’ has been described as ‘electoral glue’ (Pitts, 2001, p. 2) due
to its capacity to construct consensus through fear, binding together the prior-
ity interests of different social classes, as well as presenting party unity through
a clear common cause (ibid.). Existing research demonstrates how this cohesive
collective anxiety requires routine renewal, through the emergence of novel moral
panics (Cohen, 1972; Hall et al., 1978). Some of the most effective and enduring
of these, are those that concern the eroding morality of today’s youth.

The concept of ‘youth’ is itself a social construct. Its meaning has evolved and
adapted over time, reflecting the cultural, political and social context of its use
(Jones, 2009). Anthropological studies of ‘youth’ have found it to be a shifting
cultural category depending on socio-political circumstances, often telling us
more about the society in question than about the youths themselves (Bucholtz,
2002). Whilst the term usually denotes a period of development that is between
childhood and adulthood, there is no universal definition or age parameter for
this distinction. Unlike ‘child’ and ‘adult’ the terms ‘youth’ and ‘young people’
tend to carry negative connotations; ‘‘Youth’ and ‘adolescence’ usually conjure
up a number of emotive and troubling images... notions of uncontrolled freedom,
violence, irresponsibility, vulgarity, rebellion and dangerousness to those of defi-
ciency, vulnerability, neglect, deprivation or immaturity’ (Muncie, 2009, p. 4).

There is certainly no legal definition of ‘youth’; in England and Wales a child
legally becomes an adult when they turn 18 years old (Family Law Reform Act,
1969) with no intermediary terminology. In statutory youth services however, a
‘young person’ is defined as between the ages of 11 and 25 (Goddard, 2021).
Whilst in healthcare, the label is used to imply knowledge and decision-making
capacity, with practitioners advised by the General Medical Council that for those
aged under 18, ‘use the term ‘young people’ to refer to older or more experienced
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children who are more likely to be able to make these decisions for themselves’
(GMC, 2013, Appendix 2). Somewhat ironically, the ‘Youth Justice Board” of
England and Wales, has distanced itself from the language of ‘youth’ and ‘young
people’ in recent years, advocating a ‘child first’ approach that reinforces the
legal ‘child’ status through language, and highlights the reduced risk assessment
skills of those aged under 18 (Goddard, 2021). Reflecting this same imperative
of recognising developmental and social vulnerabilities, this article uses the term
‘young people’ to denote a broad category of individuals aged between 11 and
25, and ‘child’ or ‘children’ is used when referring specifically to those aged
under 18.

For a category of criminality so closely attached to ‘youth’, available data on
‘knife crime’ offences differentiated by age is surprisingly limited (Williams &
Squires, 2021, p. 6). If we were to use a legal definition of adulthood beginning
at age 18, statistics would suggest sharp instrument assault is predominantly an
adult problem. Available recorded crime rates show that 10-17 year olds represent
around one in five of knife crime perpetrators (Allen & Audickas, 2018) with the
majority of knife possession offences recorded and those admitted to hospital for
assault by sharp instrument being over the age of 18; 82% and 83% respectively
(Allen & Harding, 2021). If we apply a broader definition of ‘youth’ to include those
aged between 10 and 24! we find that young people admitted to hospital with sharp
instrument assault injury in 2020/21 make up 41% of all admissions (NHS Digital,
2021). This figure is not significantly different to the 38% of admissions for the com-
parable age range of 25 to 39 (ibid.), suggesting that sharp instrument injuries are by
no means limited to ‘youth’.

Meanwhile, the highest rates of offences involving a sharp instrument in
2020/2021 were in the West Midlands, not London, with the highest proportional
increase in Surrey (Allen & Harding, 2021). In the UK, Black and Asian fami-
lies are twice as likely to live in disadvantaged areas than their white counterparts
(Gov.uk, 2018) and are therefore disproportionately exposed to violence and crime
in impoverished environments (Eades et al., 2007). However, once economic fac-
tors are accounted for, there is no correlation between ethnicity and knife offending
(Eades et al., 2007; Williams & Squires, 2021; Smith, 2005; Haylock et al., 2020).

It is true however, that a minority of young people carry and use knives in con-
flict and the death of young people and children through interpersonal violence
is a devastating reality in contemporary Britain. Each young life cut short is a
tragedy that sends shockwaves of trauma and harm through families and commu-
nities that are impacted. To be clear, it is not the intention of this paper to deny
this reality, but rather to acknowledge that the framing of this violence through a
constructed idea of ‘knife crime youths’ has had deliberate and harmful conse-
quences. For all the talk of ‘tackling knife crime’ we’ve seen very little change in
rates of violence and homicide amongst young people. Recorded knife offences
were reported as reaching a record high in 2019 with the Office of National

! This the closest comparison to the 11 to 25 age category of ‘youth’ that available NHS data allows.
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Statistics recording 45,627 offences, an increase of 7% from the year before and a
49% increase from 2011 (ONS, 2019). In 2021, London recorded its highest ever
level of ‘teenage homicides’ in a single year (Slawson, 2021).

Over a decade ago, in 2008, the Met police declared ‘war on knife crime’
(Edwards et al., 2008), forming a specialist taskforce of one hundred and fifty
uniformed officers targeting ten boroughs to conduct unlimited stop and search
operations. Within a year, the use of controversial ‘Sect. 60’ searches, that do not
require police to have ‘reasonable grounds’ for suspicion, underwent a six-fold
increase to over 121,000 searches, whilst Sect. 1 searches (in which officers must
have reasonable grounds for the search) doubled (Williams & Squires, 2021, pp.
207, 208). The total number of searches in London increased by 292% in 2008
with the proportion of Sect. 60 searches increasing from 26 to 59% of weapon
related searches (Williams & Squires, 2021, p. 208). Racial disproportionality in
stop and search more than doubled during this period. In 2007 Black people were
4.1 times more likely to be searched in London than white people, by 2008 they
were 9.7 times more likely to be stopped (EHRC, 2012, pp. 24, 25). Whilst arrest
rates, that are often seen as a measure of stop and search success, halved from 4
to 2% throughout this period (McCandless et al., 2016).

The strategy of extending police powers and targeting young Black people has
been operational since 2008, and yet the recent figures of knife offences suggest
this previous approach has been ineffective. Nevertheless, during the 2019 gen-
eral election campaign Boris Johnson reiterates the same law and order response
as 2008, promising a ‘majority Conservative government would come down hard
on the scourge of knife crime’(‘Boris Johnson: We will...’, 2019), through more
stop and search powers, faster processing through the courts and harsher sentenc-
ing (ibid.). After success at the polls, the subsequent Conservative government
introduced Knife Crime Prevention Orders (KCPO) as part of The Offence Weap-
ons Act 2019. Described as providing an ‘additional preventive tool’ for use by
police, critics have argued that KCPOs ‘explicitly target children, unduly affect
Black children, and are disproportionate, stigmatizing, and restrictive’ (Hendry,
2022, p. 382). In 2022 there was a recommitment to Sect. 60 searches, despite
their impact on disproportionality and community relations, with the Home Office
extending the powers to search without the need for grounds to a greater number
of officers for longer periods of time (Home Office, 2022). With no evidence of
its effectiveness (McCandless et al., 2016; Tiratelli et al., 2018) this persistent
commitment to a policing solution and the cyclical extension and retreat of polic-
ing powers in response to ‘knife crime youths’ requires further interrogation.

In summary, there is no statistical justification for the framing of ‘knife crime’
as a youth phenomenon and yet the construction of knife crime youths has been
largely unchallenged and increasingly racialised in public discourse. This paper
will consider significant events in the making of ‘knife crime youths’, first retrac-
ing the events that defined knife crime through age, and secondly through race.
Applying a radical criminological understanding of deviance labelling as a specific
response to crime (Becker, 1963; Hall et al., 1978; Cohen, 1972) this paper asks:
To what extent is the construction of ‘knife crime’ a continuation of Policing the
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Crisis in the 21st century? And why has this process been relatively uncritiqued by
practitioners and academics that contribute to ‘knife crime’ discourse?

Research methods

This paper presents the results of document and archive, case studies and content
analysis, depicting key moments in the construction of ‘knife crime youths’ in Brit-
ain. Secondary documents of news articles were identified for content analysis using
the online database ProQuest, with the initial search criteria of news containing
the exact phrase ‘knife crime’. Significant events in the construction of knife crime
identified through content analysis were then more closely analysed as case studies,
searching for all related reports. The specific cases that will be considered in depth
in this paper are the death of Luke Walmsley in 2003, a 14 year old boy stabbed
while at school in Lincolnshire, and the murder of Tom Rhys Pryce, a 31 year old
lawyer killed in North London during a robbery. The analysis uses methods of dis-
course analysis (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002) to look closely at how meaning is con-
structed through language during these key moments in the history of knife crime.
Using a framework of conjunctural analysis, as set out by Hall et al. (1978) these
events are then contextualised in their political moment. Applying an interactionist
approach (Becker, 1963) that sees all parties fit for investigation, this paper consid-
ers the actions and interests of the state, police and the media in the making of knife
crime youths. Aspects of the analysis presented here formed part of the author’s
PhD research and is expanded on in the author’s contribution to ‘Rethinking Knife
Crime; policing, violence and moral panic?’ (Williams & Squires, 2021).

A brief history of knife crime in the UK

Although rarely acknowledged within its discourse, the label ‘knife crime’ as a
crime category in England and Wales has a relatively recent history. Originally a
descriptor of particular forms of violence in Scotland in the 1990s, the term was
first publicly used in the early 2000s to refer to a perceived new crime phenomenon
emerging in England. Since then, its authority of reference has grown in such mag-
nitude that the history of the label has been obscured. It has become such a matter-
of-fact term in contemporary use that it functions as both a collective noun for knife
related offences and an adjective denoting a criminal culture. British news headlines
commonly reference ‘knife crime thugs’, ‘knife crime youths’ or ‘knife crime gangs’
without justification of the label’s meaning or the criteria of its attachment.
Meanwhile, government institutions, police, the justice system, and scholars,
all consistently acknowledge difficulty in establishing a workable, evidence-based
definition of ‘knife crime’ (Silvestri et al., 2009; Gliga 2009; Eades et al., 2007;
Squires et al., 2008; Squires, 2011; Williams & Squires, 2021). It was made clear
in the Home Office Select Committee report on Knife Crime in 2009, that not
only was there no legal definition of knife crime, but the phrase has been con-
structed by the press as a specific youth issue. They write, ‘[t]/here is no Home

@ Springer



E. Williams

Office definition of ’knife crime’. The phrase was adopted by the media and is
now popularly used to refer primarily to stabbings but also to the illegal carrying
of knives by young people in a public place or on school premises’ (HASC 2009,
para. 4). It is somewhat surprising then, that the phrase continues to be used with
great influence and authority in popular discourse, policing strategy, legislation,
academic literature, and public policy.

The introduction of the ‘knife enabled’ police crime code by London’s Met
Police in 2001 was an instrumental shift in the way offences with knives are
recorded. This new ‘tick box’ in police crime recording systems became the sta-
tistical foundation for the crime category ‘knife crime’ that emerges in the early
2000s and begins a process of understanding youth violence through the weapon
used for the first time in England and Wales. Along with blades, the definition of
‘knife enabled’ by the Home Office includes all sharp instruments such as screw
drivers, broken bottles or glass and the data generated often makes no distinction
between incidences of domestic violence, bar brawls, theft, sexual assault, or the
age of the offender (Eades et al., 2007; HASC 2009).

The lack of a clear definition of ‘knife crime’, couple with the increased atten-
tion and proactive policing responses towards the phenomenon, have no doubt
impacted on the data that is used to measure the problem. The police themselves
have acknowledged that increases in stop and search can inflate official knife
offence figures (Squires et al., 2008, p. 20) and the toughening and extension of
possession laws targeting knife carrying has been found to increase the likeli-
hood of knife offences being committed by expanding the range of behaviours
and actions considered criminal (Eades et al., 2007).

It is a fact that across all ages, knives continue to be the most frequently
employed murder weapon in England and Wales (Brookman, 2005). They were
employed in just over a third of all recorded homicides, involving both male and
female victims, throughout the ten years to 2019. The ONS data showed that
knives were also the most frequently employed weapon in cases of domestic vio-
lence (ONS, 2019). On overage two women are killed by a partner or former part-
ner every week in England and Wales (ONS, 2015), and statistically children are
far more likely to be killed by a parent than another young person (Silvestri et al.,
2009). But despite adult violence in the home (where knives and sharp instru-
ments are readily available) producing a large amount of ‘knife crime’ data, it is
not considered a dominant context for knife crime research or a policy priority
(Cook & Walklate, 2020, p. 4).

It is also notable that homicide rates have steadily increased year on year since
the 1950’s. However, within these figures, killing with a sharp instrument has
remained a relatively constant proportion of all homicides including during the dec-
ade in which the panic over ‘knife crime’ first emerged (Eades et al., 2007). Look-
ing at offensive knife use as a percentage of all violent offences from 1997 to 2007
it remained between 5 and 8% throughout the first alleged ‘knife crime epidemic’
(Eades et al., 2007, p. 18). And examining the figures covering later phases of con-
cern over ‘knife crime’ the same picture is revealed — between 2007-2017, knife
use also remained between 5 and 8% of all violent offences (Allen & Audickas,
2018). Describing knife homicide and violent crime figures in isolation from their
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proportion of the total or rates of violent crime and domestic violence, is one way in
which ‘knife crime’ data is commonly misrepresented as a growing youth problem.

Whilst the data included in the ‘knife crime’ category is broad, its application
has increasingly narrowed. From 2006 onwards ‘knife crime’ became a crime label
predominantly attached to the actions of a particular demographic; young, Black,
inner-city males. Nowhere is this clearer than when then Prime Minister, Tony Blair,
stated during a speech in 2007; ‘In respect of knife and gun gangs... we won’t stop
this by pretending it isn’t young black kids doing it (UKPOL, 2007). With more
violent overtones, in 2018 the BBC broadcast a Question Time audience member
calling knife perpetrators ‘a particular breed of human who... should be dealt with
like the cancer they are and exterminated’ (Evans, 2018). The use of the label has
become racially selective in the press, with analysis of ‘knife crime’ reports dur-
ing the year of 2017 finding that in all national press other than The Guardian, the
phrase ‘knife crime’ was only used to describe incidents when the victim was a
‘Black teen’ or child located in a city (Younge, 2018). If the label ‘knife crime’ is
only applied to cases of knife enabled violence when the victim is young, Black and
living in a city, it is not surprising that the category has come to be understood as
a problem distinctly young, Black and urban — despite all evidence to the contrary.

Policing the crisis in the 1970s; ‘mugging’ revisited.

It is the argument of this paper that the construction of ‘knife crime youths’ since
2001 has combined existing social anxieties surrounding age and race to produce an
enduring ‘criminal Other’ upon which state violence can be enacted and social order
maintained. The construction of ‘Black youths’ as ‘criminal Other’ is a process that
has been extensively researched elsewhere (White, 2020; Alexander, 2008, Elliot-
Cooper 2021; Jefferson, 1993; Pearson 1983; Gilroy, 1987; Williams, 2015). With
attention to police crime-work in particular, Jefferson (1993) argues that all avail-
able evidence, historical and contemporary, is only compatible with the notion that
policing ‘consists, essentially, of reproducing a criminal Other utilising a discourse
of criminality rooted in notions of differential crime proneness’ (Jefferson, 1993,
p- 27), in order to prevent oppressed groups become ‘dangerous classes’. Moving
through various groups since the birth of modern policing in 1829, the ‘criminal
Other’ has been periodically defined and redefined through class, ethnicity, age and
gender with the most recent of these groups being young Black males (Jefferson,
1993; Pearson 1983).

Nowhere has this process and its function been more meticulously documented
than in the seminal work of Hall et al. (1978) in ‘Policing the Crisis; Mugging,
the state, and Law and Order’. Here, Hall et al. (1978) unravel the construction of
‘mugging’ in the 1970s within the context of maintaining social order through moral
consensus and public consent, despite the paradoxical inequality of social classes.
The state’s powerful innovation of the ‘mugger’ as folk devil takes place at a cru-
cial historic moment at which a national crisis in hegemony occurs. Hegemony, or
‘cultural hegemony’ is a political theory developed by Gramsci (2005) that refers
to the way in which the contradictions of class inequality are maintained through
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a dominant culture that presents the interests of the powerful as inevitable social
norms. By ‘winning them over’ hegemony exerts control over citizens without the
need for direct force (Gramsci, 2005). However, the fragility of this coercion is
prone to crisis and the management of hegemony requires constant adjustment.

The political decision made in the 1960s to commit Britain to prosperity through
corporate neoliberal capitalism would guarantee the economic demise of the work-
ing class. Developing a Marxist and Gramscian analysis of hegemonic crisis in the
1960s, Hall et al. (1978) identify a major structural shift in the mechanisms of state
intervention; ‘the shift from a ‘consensual’ to a more ‘coercive’ management of the
class struggle by the capitalist state’ (ibid.). Increasing the rate of exploitation and
extending the existing inequality would threaten the stability of class relations. To
manage this challenge to hegemony the state had two main strategies. The first was
to subsume ‘everyone into the ‘higher’ ideological unity of the national interest’
(Hall et al., 1978, p. 236). This would combine the interests of labour and capital
together as the interests of the state, making a social contract for ‘the national good’,
thus the corporate strategy could be seen as in the interests of everyone (ibid.).

The second strategy involved the mobilisation of law and order into the spheres
of civil society as the state of ‘exception’; a transition ‘from the ‘moment of con-
sent’ through to the ‘moment of force’ (Hall et al., 1978, p. 239). The exceptional
form of state intervention is the open recruitment of the law in the defence of class
interests for the benefit of the bourgeoisie class. However, this involves a great deal
of risk for hegemony. By ‘making the “invisible” inequality of the real relation-
ship between workers and capitalists manifestly apparent... it risks exposing the
central ideological mystification of the system, on which the consent of the masses
to the reign of capital rests’ (Hall et al., 1978, p. 303). Hall et al. (1978) argue that
it is only by thinking within this historical moment that we can begin to understand
the emergence of ‘mugging’ as a particular interaction between crime and control.
Applying this same method of conjunctural analysis to the events that defined ‘knife
crime’ reveal significant similarities which will be explored later in this article.

It is the argument of Policing the Crisis (1978) that the crucial aspect of the
response that enables this social function to be performed through ‘mugging’ is that
it came to be ‘unambiguously assigned as a black crime’ (Hall et al., 1978, p. 328).
The construction of ‘mugging’ as a ‘Black crime’ happens through the amplifica-
tion of incidents that fit this criteria and through targeted police mobilisation that
geographically and ethnically locates the crime as ‘peculiar to black youth in the
inner-city ‘ghettos’” (Hall et al., 1978, p. 329). Once assigned as a ‘Black crime’ the
police maintain consent whilst using increasingly authoritative policing to preserve
the class relations amid crisis.

Whilst the work of Hall et al. (1978) is widely lauded in criminology and beyond,
their constructionist approach is crucially missing from our current understanding of
‘knife crime’. With exception of a few notable contributions (Squires, 2009, 2011;
Williams & Squires, 2021), existing academic literature on ‘knife crime’ assume
the category as fact, paying little attention to the policing mobilisation that defines
the emergence of the phrase (Williams & Squires, 2021). For example, when Eades
et al. (2007) identify the non-existence of compiled ‘knife crime’ data prior to 2003
this is seen as an obstruction to quantifying the extent of the problem, rather than
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evidence of the temporality and subjectivity of the category itself. To understand
the construction of ‘knife crime youths’ the inquiry must move from the persons
and behaviours labelled as deviant, to the political actions, media communication
and enforcement activities that defined the response to the act. What are the pre-
conditions and social context in which the label ‘knife crime’ was first used and by
whom? The conjuncture of interest in this analysis begins with the election of New
Labour in Britain in 1997.

New Labour and the contradictions of a socially democratic
authoritarianism.

Replicating the successes of Clinton’s Democratic Party in the 1993 US election,
‘“Tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’ was one of New Labour’s election
sound bites in 1997. Often referred to as ‘the third way’, New Labour offered a cen-
tralist political strategy that combined elements of the political left and right. Once
elected, New Labour soon published their ‘No More Excuses’ White Paper (Home
Office, 1997), a policy reform that epitomised the party’s dual ethos of individual
responsibility and government intervention. In this, the government detailed a com-
plete youth crime policy and policing overhaul; radical and systemic changes to the
youth justice system and policing all with the core aim of ‘tackling youth violence’
with tough measures.

In a preface to the white paper the then home secretary Jack Straw described the
changes thus:

Today’s young offenders can too easily become tomorrow’s hardened crimi-
nals. As a society we do ourselves no favours by failing to break the link
between juvenile crime and disorder and the serial burglar of the future... An
excuse culture has developed within the youth justice system... implying that
they cannot help their behaviour because of their social circumstances... we
will refocus resources and the talents of professionals on nipping offending in
the bud, to prevent crime from becoming a way of life for so many young peo-
ple (Home Office, 1997).

The mobilisation towards youth surveillance and control, from the Crime and
Disorder Act (1998) through to the Police Reform Act (2002), extended the capacity
of the state to intervene and increased the range of behaviours considered crimi-
nal during this period. The emphasis on ‘pre-criminal’ behaviour and the increas-
ing ease of issue and proliferation of Anti-Social Behaviour Orders (ASBOs) dur-
ing this period shifts the direction of policing, the justice system and youth services
towards a younger and broader sample of children. In addition to this, the devolu-
tion of power to local authorities, youth offending services and housing associations
increases the number of institutions involved in the management of youth behav-
iours and movement.

Concern over youth delinquency and the construction of particular sub-groups
of youths as ‘criminal Other’ has been a consistent feature of modern society;
‘there has been a marked and recurring tendency to demonise certain categories
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of young people... This is especially so in respect of the working class youth and of
ethnic minorities’ (Squires & Stephen, 2005, p. 29). But the introduction of ASBOs
and referral orders, along with the removal of Doli Incapax for very young ado-
lescents, reflects a political shift in the conceptualisation of the transient status of
young delinquency. Unlike the home office report of 1988 that found; ‘[m]ost young
offenders grow out of crime as they become more mature and responsible’ (Home
Office 1988, p 6, para. 2.15 quoted in Squires & Stephen, 2005, p. 31), the New
Labour of 1997 claimed ‘todays young offenders can easily become tomorrow’s
hardened criminals’ (Home Office, 1997 quoted in Squires & Stephen, 2005, p. 32).

This intensification of youth crime policy can be seen to reconcile the contradic-
tions of New Labour’s dual strategy, an arena in which societal anxieties over youth
provide a popular individualistic authoritarianism combined with proactive state
interventions. At a pragmatic level, children are an advantageous subject group to be
acted upon; they can’t vote, are a relatively voiceless group politically, and remain
a reliable source of emotive concern amongst the electorate (Pitts, 2001). But the
symbolic potential of ‘youth crime’ in the hegemonic management of neoliberalism
is exemplified in the ‘no excuses’ reform.

On the one hand, the hardening of state response to disorder in the streets appeals
to a colonial nationalism of the past; an imperialist imagination of ‘Britishness’ as a
civilising force (Gilroy, 1987). On the other, it appeals to the ideology of modernisa-
tion; a youth justice reform that increases efficiency and coordinates services in a
more productive way. Beyond this, the devolution of youth justice to local authori-
ties and YOTs acted to distance government from economic accountability whilst
increasing the capacity for localised authoritarianism and prolonged institutionalised
intervention.

It is significant to note however, that at no point in the Crime and Disorder Act
(1998), The MacPherson Inquiry (1999), the ‘Blueprint for Reform’ White Paper
(2001), the first National Policing Plan (2002), The Policing Reform Act (2002) or
any of the parliamentary acts of this period do the words ‘knife crime’ appear. But
behind the scenes there are early signs of a mobilisation specifically towards knives
(e.g., the 1997 Knives Act that outlawed the marketing of knives for combat and
authorised the use Sect. 60 ‘no grounds’ searches when ‘knife enabled violence’ was
anticipated). Perhaps the most significant change occurs in 2001 when a new polic-
ing ‘feature code’ is introduced to the police system of the Met Police to specifically
register ‘knife enabled offences’ (KEO) on computerised crime records.

Prior to the feature code of ‘knife enabled offence’ being added, crimes that had
included or intimated a knife would have been recorded and prioritised base on the
intent referenced in the ‘opening code’. For example; Burglary, theft, sexual assault,
drugs or criminal damage would be the defining category of the offence. But after
the feature code of KEO is added data analysts and police supervisors are able to
extract crime figures from across different opening codes to prioritise those with a
feature code for ‘knife enabled’. For the first time it is possible to redact crime data
based on whether a ‘knife’ was present, used or intimated during various different
crime contexts.

The data collected from this new crime code is immediately put to use and is
reported on by police and the press as early as 2002 (Alleyne, 2002; Bamber, 2002).
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By the end of 2003 there is a discourse emerging that identifies ‘knife crime’ as a
distinct category for concern in England and Wales. The analysis of the label’s first
uses suggests that three combined factors are influential in this development. Firstly,
the rural school setting of a teen murder in November 2003 will secure national
interest and invigorate coverage of knife-related crimes within particular contexts.
Secondly, high news value is sustained and cultivated for this emerging category
by the focus on younger children and a broad range of authorised spokespeople.
Thirdly, the narrative that links crime through the knife insinuates or openly identi-
fies a criminogenic ‘knife culture’ amongst young people that becomes an argument
for proactive interventions at that time. A significant case in the early public use of
the phrase ‘knife crime’ is the murder of Luke Walmsley in 2003, a close analysis of
the evolving reports of this incident demonstrates how the label came to be defined
through ‘youth’.

Making of knife crime youth; the case of Luke Walmsley

On 4™ November 2003, the murder of 14-year-old Luke Walmsley in a school cor-
ridor in rural Lincolnshire becomes a catalyst for a co-ordinated response to a per-
ceived culture rising amongst young people across the country. The day following
his death, the case is given high news status in both national and regional papers.
Headlines include:

‘BOY, 14, KILLED IN SCHOOL ATTACK: He ran .. then he fell ; PUPILS
FLEE IN TERROR AS LUKE KNIFED ON HIS WAY TO LESSON’ (McCo-
mish et al., 2003) in The Daily Mirror

‘A scuffle, then panic grips children and staff at village school; Chief consta-
ble pledges support for community in shock’ (Laville, 2003) in The Daily Tel-
egraph.

“Youngsters Caught in Tide of Horror’ (Barker, 2003) in The Sun.

The tabloid language used to describe the incident, ‘terror’, ‘panic’ and ‘hor-
ror’, are embellishments that significantly sensationalise the coverage. Early
reporting focuses heavily on school safety, seeking teachers’ opinions on pupil
violence and their powers to prevent another event like this. In an effort to include
the ‘teachers’ perspective’ and with no official statement from Luke Walmsley’s
school yet, the coverage the day after the murder widely quotes a response made
by David Hart, General Secretary of the National Association of Head Teachers.
The full quote reads:

My reaction is one of utter horror. To think a youngster can be stabbed to
death in a school in a relatively quiet part of the country will send shock-
waves through the school system. It does demonstrate very clearly the fact that
although this level of violence is very rare, there are an incredible number of
youngsters who are willing to sign up to the knife culture and bring an offen-
sive weapon into school (David Hart quoted in ‘Classmates See...” 2003).
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As the only official statement available, this immediate anecdotal connection
made by Hart between the isolated incident of Luke Walmsley and a ‘knife culture’
with ‘incredible numbers’ or young people willingly ‘signing up’, instigates a public
debate on what the national response to Luke’s death should be. Within two days of
Luke’s murder the conversation shifts from the incident at a school in Lincolnshire
to include knives and schools in general. On the 6" of November, The Guardian
reports ‘Unions call for review of security’ with representatives of teachers split on
what the course of action should be.

The National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers (NAS-
UWT) warned that crime involving weapons was ‘spilling over from the streets into
schools’ and that a working party on school security should be assembled. Parent-
teacher associations were equally pro-active, suggesting the installation of metal
detectors in schools to stop students ‘attempting to smuggle in knives and guns’.
Police demonstrate their position with action, deploying 100 extra officers to ‘patrol
the playgrounds of British schools identified as breeding grounds for young offend-
ers’ (Goodchild, 2003).

The evocative and metaphoric language used by reliable spokespeople at this time
is widely reported and is indicative of a developing narrative—In which the knife is
seen as an outside threat, based in the street, but ‘spilling into’ or being ‘smuggled’
in to the safe spaces of schools. The police describing schools as ‘breeding grounds’
for criminality is an early indication that the perceived threat of contagious influence
from one type of young person will be formative in the response that will come to
define ‘knife crime’.

Other public voices presented disagreement with the proactive measures taken
and feared that the frequency of violence in schools was being exaggerated in the
hastiness of the response. The then Schools Secretary Minister, David Miliband, was
reported as cautioning against ‘knee-jerk reactions’ to the school-time incident, stat-
ing; ‘the death of Luke Walmsley at his Lincolnshire school was not evidence of
rising violence throughout the education system’ (‘Call for Caution...” 2003). The
general secretary of the National Union of Teachers concurred, saying ‘This is an
absolutely tragic incident, but there are 7.5 million children in our schools 190 days
a year and our surveys show the number of weapons being brought into our schools
is absolutely minuscule’ (ibid.). The chairman of the Youth Justice Board warned
that over-reacting could exasperate the issue saying; ‘it’s a great tragedy when you
start making schools into fortresses. It creates a fear culture and this can beget even
more problems’ (Goodchild, 2003).

What is significantly absent in these debates on the urgency of the problem, is
supporting data. Although plenty of anecdotal evidence is offered, the early reports
lack any statistics that present knives as specifically a ‘youth’ or ‘school’ problem.
There is concerted effort by journalists across the country to produce valid evidence
of the scale of the problem whilst public concern is still high. Birmingham city
council announces their investigation to find out if violence is increasing in schools
(‘Call for Caution...’ 2003). The Sunday Mirror runs their own experiments in Bris-
tol, Cardiff, Birmingham, Newcastle and Liverpool; Sending children to buy knives
at high-street shops and publishing the results (Ellam, 2003). The BBC online pub-
lishes the article; ‘Is knife crime really getting worse’ (Lane & Wheeler, 2003) in an
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attempt to collate available data. Meanwhile, The Observer is conducting its own
investigation and publishes its findings on the 23™ of November 2003 (Townsend &
Barnett, 2003). This is the first news article reporting on Luke Walmsley that uses
the phrase ‘knife crime’.

Opting for the sensationalist headline; ‘Scandal of pupils aged five carrying
knives’ the findings of the Observer investigation consolidate the idea that Luke
wasn’t the victim of an isolated attack, but the latest casualty in a national ‘epidemic’
in which ‘nowhere is safe’ (Townsend & Barnett, 2003). Amongst other shocking
statistics the Observer lists four other young people involved in knife related news
since Luke’s death, two stabbings, one knife carrying in school and one court case
currently at trial. The specific circumstances of these incidents are not described, the
cases are not viewed in isolation but as one collective crime; ‘knife crime’.

In the chain of events from Luke Walmsley’s death to the collective grouping of
incidents as ‘knife crime’, what is striking is the constitutive power of ‘youth’ in the
making of the label. It is the school setting and the notion of a threat to children that
provides the initial momentum that will eventually link crimes together by virtue
of age and type of weapon. Rather than acts of ‘knife crime’ being a phenomenon
exclusive to youths, they are actions only defined as phenomenal when connected to
young people.

Exploring this aspect further it has been evidenced through media studies that
violence continues to hold a dominant news value but not as much as it used to;

...violence has become so ubiquitous that — although still considered news-
worthy it is frequently reported in a routine, mundane manner with little fol-
low-up or analysis. Unless a story involving violence conforms to several other
news values or provides a suitable threshold to keep alive an existing set of
stories, even the most serious acts of violence may be used as ‘fillers’ con-
signed to the inside pages of a newspaper (Jewkes, 2015, pp. 63,64).

Many instances of non-fatal stabbings, threatening with knives, knife carrying
and knife homicides were not considered to have news value before the emergence
of ‘knife crime’. However, in the early stages of the phenomenon building, the age of
the victims and perpetrators seems to get younger and younger and with this added
value the breadth of actions considered newsworthy increases. Luke Walmsley was
14 and this was an alarming fact, but by the end of the same month headlines are
connecting the case with 5 year olds carrying knives (Townsend & Barnett, 2003).
This pursuit of youth in the making of ‘knife crime’ reflects the evolving priori-
ties, sensitivities and interests of media audiences and news reporting techniques as
much as it does any changes in youth crime.

In the days following the stabbing, news headlines of national newspapers, in
response to Luke Walmsley, focus on ‘kids’, ‘children’ and ‘school’ as they extrapo-
late from one case to a national crisis. Within one week the headlines included:

‘Kids carry knives and hammers: they have to look after themselves’ (Johnson,
2003a)

‘Is your kid taking a knife to school?’ (Johnson, 2003b).

‘Shops, stalls and web illegally sell knives to children’ (Woolcock, 2003).
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‘SOLD.. TO A 12-YR-OLD; Shop charges £25 for this 12in blade. Boy of 14 is
stabbed to death but stores still flout law on children buying knives.” (Ellam,
2003).

‘Not even your school is safe’ (‘Not Even...” 2003).

The case of Luke Walmsley in 2003 triggers a media response that brings
together authorized spokespeople, such as high-ranking police officers and heads of
teaching associations, providing a public definition of ‘knife crime’ for the first time.
Sustaining news value, the media utilizes photographic imagery and newly available
crime data, propelled by proactive policing operations, to ‘keep the story alive’. At
this stage in the history of the label it is predominantly young age and a public set-
ting that defines the parameters of the category, but this begins to change over the
following years as ‘knife crime youths’ are increasingly constructed as Black and
located within inner cities. A significant turning point identified in this research, is
the reporting of the murder of Tom Rhys-Pryce — a white lawyer killed in north Lon-
don by two young Black men in 2006.

Making knife crime a‘Black crime’; the case of Tom Rhys-Pryce

It is widely recognised that the syntax of British racism is complex and ever chang-
ing (Gilroy, 1987; Solomos & Back, 1996), producing symbolic representations of
difference that evade scrutiny through everyday use and sensibility. ‘Race’ itself
has no ontological or biological meaning, only that which is continually assigned
and reassigned through processes of racialisation or ‘race making’ (Murji & Solo-
mos, 2005). In other words, racial difference exists only so long as it is produced
and reproduced in daily encounters, language, and interactions. The analysis pre-
sented here will suggest that ‘knife crime’ became a vessel for contemporary racism
through a veiled and discreet language of cultural deficit—an adapted form of ‘slip-
pery racism’ (Solomos & Back, 1996) equipped for policing the crisis in the 21
century.

It is not until 2006 that ‘knife crime’ is frequently and openly defined through
ethnicity and begins to be understood as a ‘Black crime’. Earlier mentions of race
were more likely to insinuate a racial dynamic such as; a think piece that centers on
a youth project that specializes in working with Black adolescents (Lane & Wheeler,
2003), describing a victim as a ‘Somali boy’ despite not including the nationality or
ethnicity of others in the article (Johnston, 2001), or criticizing Black music gen-
res for promoting ‘gangster’ culture and glamourizing knives (Weathers, 2005). But
at the end of 2006 there are increasing discussions of ‘knife crime’ in relation to
‘Black communities’ within arguments for the reinstatement of stop and search to its
pre-Macpherson freedoms.

The analysis of the articulation of ‘knife crime’ during 2006 suggests that one catalyst
for this narrative shift is a growing social anxiety amongst suburban middle classes. This
increasing concern is exemplified in the intensification of ‘knife crime’ news in response
to a particular murder in London in January 2006. Tom Rhys Pryce was a wealthy white
lawyer killed by two working class Black teenagers near his home in north London. The
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disproportionate amount of coverage given to this case is so extreme at the time that the
new police commissioner Ian Blair, evoking the language of the MacPherson inquiry
(MacPherson, 1999), accuses the media press of ‘institutional racism’. He cites the
deaths of several victims from ethnic minorities that happened on the same day that only
‘got a paragraph on page 97 in comparison (Gibson & Dodd, 2006).

In attempt to find witnesses, the police release a statement to the press describing
the suspects as two Black males. Below are the headlines that were published within
24 hours of the incident, followed by how the article included the ethnicity of the
suspects.

The Evening Standard 13" January 2006:
‘CITY LAWYER IS MURDERED BY MUGGERS; Call to fiancée, then attack
on way home’...

‘Police said members of the public witnessed the struggle between two black
men and the victim’ (‘City lawyer...” 2006)

Birmingham Post 14" January 2006:
‘Muggers Brutally Murder Lawyer... .

‘Detectives believe he had been trying to defend himself when the two young
black men launched their "ferocious" assault. They stabbed him in the head,
torso and hands and left him dying on the pavement’ (Dean and Marsden,
2006)

The Daily Mail 14" January 2006:
‘NO MERCY; Highflying young lawyer knifed to death outside his flat AFTER
handing everything to muggers...’

‘Police said the lawyer was ambushed by two black men as he walked home
from a local station after attending a social event with colleagues on Thursday
night’ (Wright & Koster, 2006)

The Daily Mirror 14 January 2006:
‘HIS LIFE; He gave muggers all his possessions but they wanted more...’

‘Officers were yesterday retrieving CCTV footage from several cameras in the
area in a bid to trace the killers - two black men thought to be in their 20s’
(Edwards and Parry, 2006)

The Sun 14™ January 2006:
‘Mugged... and then stabbed to death...’

‘Smartly-dressed Tom had been stabbed in the head, body and hands. He
had been robbed of his wallet by two young black men as he walked to his
home in Kensal Green, North West London, from the local Tube station.
Police say the killing was unprovoked’ (Sullivan, 2006)

Only one of the papers references the ethnicity of the perpetrators in connec-
tion with the police investigation to find the killers (Edwards and Parry, 2006)
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The others use ‘Black’ as part of the description of the incident — none of them
mention the ethnicity of the victim, his whiteness is assumed. Unlike the death of
Luke Walmsley, where news value was increased by the young age of the victim
and school setting, Tom Rhys Pryce is front-page worthy because of the contrast
between his social class and the setting of his death. It is more shocking (and
thus more newsworthy) for a ‘smartly-dressed’, ‘highflying’, ‘city lawyer’ to die
in a public rupture of violence given that the privileges of his class should pro-
tect from such scenarios (Gekowski et al., 2012). However, the middle classes in
London were increasingly finding themselves confronted with the conditions of
disadvantage on their doorstep. This murder is symbolic of a particular anxiety
and sociological dilemma during this moment.

At the time of Tom Rhys-Pryce’s murder, London is experiencing a period of
fast-paced gentrification across many prime commuter areas of the city that were
previously dominated by publicly owned housing stock. The mass movement of
affluent middle-class families to working-class areas of the city was facilitated
by the ‘right to buy’ initiatives, started by the Conservative government in the
1980s, but extended under New Labour ‘regeneration’ housing policies of the late
1990s and 2000s. Giving council tenants the ‘right to buy’ council houses trans-
ferred housing stock to private ownership or private sector management.

Once locations were targeted for regeneration the number of council owned
properties rapidly decreased. Between the 1981 and 2001 census the number
of households in council owned properties in the Borough of Tower Hamlets
reduced from 82 to 37.4%, whilst Lambeth dropped from 43.2 to 28.5% (Watt,
2009). Gentrification was actively encouraged by New Labour, depicted as a solu-
tion to the ‘social ills’ of previously ‘hard-to-reach’, deprived urban neighbour-
hoods, especially public housing estates (Watt, 2009). This state led ‘affluent
drift’ into deprived urban areas in conditions of ‘managed decline’ (Beaumont,
2006), was also racially distinct. The areas typified by ‘intense and extensive dep-
rivation’ were also areas of London with a ‘large black African/Caribbean popu-
lation” (Watt, 2009).

The murder of Tom Rhys Pryce takes please in Kensal Green within the Bor-
ough of Brent, a district selected for state-led gentrification in 1999 under the
New Deal for Communities (NDC) funded development scheme. Within this
scheme, the reduction of crime rates in the gentrified area is considered a key
indicator of success (Batty et al., 2010, p. 24). The privately and publicly funded
project boasts ‘an enhanced police service and neighbourhood warden scheme’
(Batty et al., 2010, p. 15) in its districts. Implementing a partnership with local
police the NDC ‘supplemented mainstream police budgets in order to fund more
police and police community support officers, and to provide a flexible additional
resource through which the police can respond to trouble ‘hotspots’’ (ibid.).

There are two articles in the Evening Standard on 16" January 2006 that recog-
nise the gentrification context of the murder in Kensal Green but to different effect.
In language that conjures images of gentrifying as brave new settlers on the Lon-
don’s uncivilised frontiers, Gilligan writes:
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As the middle classes have pressed ever westward, the onward march into new
territory has brought prosperous, professional London hard up against the
toughest areas in the capital. For all the political flannel about inclusiveness
and multiculturalism, London has some of Europe’s most savage inequalities
of status and wealth. Sandwiched between North Kensington and Harlesden,
Kensal Green puts those inequalities side by side (Gilligan, 2006).

Gilligan goes on to point out that the area has always had violent stabbings, but
without the ‘men in suits [they] did not attract the attention of the media’ (ibid.).
In contrast Paul Barker, writing in the same paper, suggests the presence of men in
suits increases the frequency of jealous violent crime:

Some social changes make confrontations more likely. Entire swathes of
London - where once you’d have to scour around to find a single middleclass
achiever - are busily being gentrified. This puts the well-off bang next door to
the envious poor or the wholly criminal (Barker, 2006).

However, as Gilligan pointed out violent confrontations were not ‘more likely’,
only more likely to involve the middle classes — and therefore more likely to be
reported; both to the police and in the press. Barker goes further in this article, pro-
posing the best solution for supressing the poor from attacking the wealthy is to
‘[s]tep up stop-and-search’, on the basis that ‘[a]fter the stabbing by muggers of
lawyer Tom Rhys Pryce, we shouldn’t be afraid to extend controversial police pow-
ers on our streets’ (Barker, 20006). It is this latter response to crimes within areas in
the process of gentrification that will gain momentum by the end of 2006, endorsing
and expanding policing operations and search powers in identified ‘knife crime hot
spots’.

This is a significantly different moment in London’s social history then that which
Hall et al. described in Policing the Crisis (1978), and yet here the continuations
between ‘mugging’ and ‘knife crime’ are apparent. It is these same inner rings of
London that are in contestation. These are the previously ‘sub-standard and decay-
ing’ areas, the only spaces made available to the newly arrived Caribbean workforce
invited to rebuild post-war Britain in the 1950s and 1960s (Hall et al., 1978, p. 342).
Treated with such hostility and racism by the English these areas were transformed
into enclosed safe spaces for Black families and communities; ‘for a ‘West Indian
Culture’ to take root and survive in Britain, it required a solid framework and a
material base: the construction of a West Indian enclave community — the birth of
colony society’ (Hall et al., 1978, p. 344). The ‘colonisation’ of streets, neighbour-
hoods, markets and cafes in the 1960s suburbs were features of a community defend-
ing itself from the public racism on the outside.

In the story of ‘mugging’ this collective capacity for a Black social and cultural
existence is considered by the powerful to be a dangerous consolidation of class and
race, geographically facilitated by ‘colony life’ into a revolutionary ‘militant con-
sciousness’ (Hall et al., 1978, p. 326). It is this anxiety for which the label ‘mugging’
became a means of justification, proving a reason to enter, supervise and brutalise
young Black people in these communities (Hall et al., 1978, p. 351). Thirty years
later these culturally rich urban areas, with colourful markets and lively high-streets,
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now become attractive to the commuter-class looking for large family homes within
a short train ride from the city centre. Under the new label ‘knife crime’, police re-
enter the former-Black colonies on behalf of the new white settlers, facilitating the
occupation through interrupting and hassling young Black men in the street and
searching their bodies in ritual humiliation. To some extent ‘knife crime’ has always
represented an anxiety about the control of public spaces, but the resurgence of stop
and search in these areas at this time is a clear performance of who is welcome and
who is not, who is citizen and who is ‘Other’.

The reporting of the case of Tom Rhys Pryce is a pivotal moment in ‘knife
crime’s social history, in which the ethnicity of the assailant becomes formative in
the explanation of the crime in the press. This crucial shift towards ‘knife crime’ as
a racialised crime category becomes embedded in the rhetoric of a ‘knife culture’
in following years (Sveinsson, 2008). By insinuating race in discussions of ‘knife
crime youths’ and ‘knife culture’ from 2006 onwards, the label becomes a mecha-
nism for communicating racial difference in more ‘politically correct’ language — a
form of ‘new racism’ (Barker, 1981) or ‘cultural racism’ (Gilroy, 1987) where infe-
riority is inferred as cultural deficit rather than biology or genetics.

Conclusion; policing the crisis in the 21° century

Using a radical criminological understanding of ‘knife crime’ as a particular
response to criminality, this paper has analysed the significant events that con-
structed ‘knife crime youths’ in Britain. In many ways, ‘knife crime’ can be seen
as a continuation of Policing the Crisis as detailed by Hall et al. (1978), renewed
for the 21st century. As with ‘mugging’, ‘knife crime’ is presented as a new crime
category on the rise, despite sharp instrument offences making up a consistent pro-
portion of violent crime for the past two decades. As in the 1970s, the gradual con-
struction of ‘knife crime’ as a racialised crime type works to justify the extension of
police powers and maintains hegemonic consent, even as the generational harm of
neoliberal social policies become increasingly apparent.

The explicit racialisation of knife crime from 2006 onwards makes the application
of the label even more narrow, with knife crime now overtly considered a ‘Black
youth crime’. The abstraction of race from other factors such as poverty, geographi-
cal location, social environment and marginalisation, reinforce a sense of racial neo-
liberalism (Kapoor, 2013). In which disadvantaged young Black people are consid-
ered the cause of their own misfortune and perceptions of cultural deficit are used to
justify the structural violence of extreme inequality. This is particularly significant
considering the deepening inequality in the UK over past decades (Berry, 2016) and
demonstrates how constructs of ‘Black criminality’ can be ‘put to work’ yet again,
to manage the contradictions and crises of neoliberal capitalism.

However, there are also distinct differences between the 1970s and the 2000s. More
so than ‘mugging’, the conceptualisation of ‘knife crime’ relies on its association with
younger aged youths. It is the sustained news value achieved by combining youth and
knife violence that established this crime label in the first instance. Knife crimes com-
mitted by adults, even when they are against children or young people, do not qualify
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for the same attention as those between ‘youths’. Also, unlike ‘mugging’ in the 1970s,
‘knife crime’ can be seen to navigate the new terrains of acceptable racisms through a
language of difference attributed to ‘culture’.

The distinct change in political direction heralded by New Labour in the 1990s may
have continued the same underlying neoliberal conjuncture that preceded it, but the re-
articulation of consensus through the ‘third way’ presented new challenges for hegem-
onic management. New Labour’s ‘tough on crime’ youth policy reforms worked through
many of the contradictions of a social democratic authoritarianism. However, it is through
race, yet again, that consent for exceptional policing can be found. Excessive and dispro-
portionate policing powers, justified through fear of “knife crime youths’, continue to be
mobilised against working class communities. Thus, the widely unchallenged racialisa-
tion of ‘knife crime’ remains vital in hegemonic management of 21* Century Britain.

The analysis of the formation of the ‘knife crime’ label depicted here suggests sev-
eral reasons why this construction has received relatively little critique by practition-
ers and academics since its conception. The gradually narrowing definition of the label
from a ‘youth problem’ in 2003 to a ‘young, Black, inner-city problem’ by 2006, made
the construction less noticeable and appear more common-sensical. In addition to this,
the analysis has retraced the mobilisation towards ‘knife crime’ within the broader polit-
ical context of vast youth policy reform by New Labour, that centred ‘nearly criminal’
or ‘pre-criminal’ youths. Within this discourse ‘something had to be done’ and proac-
tive policing strategies targeting young people had become normalised with cross-party
consensus. Finally, it has been argued here that overtly racist language around ‘Black
criminality’ had evolved into more discreet forms at the start of the 21% century. In
the new terrains of ‘multiculturalism’ and ‘political correctness’, ‘knife crime youths’
became a synonym for ‘Black youths” without the need to explicitly mention race.

As the neoliberal conjuncture extends uninterrupted into the 21% century, the
deepening inequality and the increased suffering of the working classes in Britain
requires ongoing ideological management. The construction of ‘knife crime youths’,
first through age and then through urban location and race, has been a highly effective
means of social management; providing consent for police occupation of newly gentri-
fied areas of the neoliberal city and continuing public support for the state of excep-
tion through times of economic instability. The introduction of KCPOs in 2019 and the
extension of Sect. 60 search powers in 2022 suggest we have not seen the end of ‘knife
crime youths’ as a mechanism for policing the crisis.

Data availability Data sharing is not applicable to this article as no new data were created or analysed in
this study.
The author has no relevant financial or non-financial interests to disclose.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License,
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

@ Springer


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

E. Williams

References

Allen, G., & Audickas, L. (2018). Knife crime in England and Wales. Briefing Paper. House of Commons
Library. https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN04304/SN04304.pdf. Accessed
24 May 2022.

Allen, G., & Harding, M. (2021). ‘Knife crime in England and Wales’ House of Commons Library (Sep-
tember). https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/. Accessed 24 May 2022.

Alleyne, R. (2002, August 22). Met’s baton rounds to fight knife crime. The Telegraph. Available at:
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/4183351/Mets-baton. Accessed 24 Feb 2022.

Alexander, C. (2008). (Re)thinking gangs. The Runnymede Trust.

Bamber, D. (2002, March 10). Rising Knife Crime Deals Further Blow to Blunkett. The Sunday Tel-
egraph. UK.

Barker, M. (1981). The new racism. Junction Books.

Barker, W. (2003, November 5). Youngsters Caught in Tide of Horror. The Sun. UK.

Barker, W. (2006). Step up stop-and-search; after the stabbing by muggers of lawyer Tom Rhys Pryce, we
shouldn’t be afraid to extend controversial police powers on our streets. The Sun. UK.

Batty, E., Beatty, C., Foden, M., Lawless, P., Pearson, S., & Wilson, 1. (2010). The new deal for com-
munities experience: A final assessment the new deal for communities evaluation: Final report —
Volume 7. Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research. Sheffield Hallam University, March
2010. Department for Communities and Local Government.

Beaumont, J. (2006). London: Deprivation, social isolation and regeneration. In: S. Musterd, A. Murie &
C. Kesteloot (Eds.), Neighbourhoods of poverty. Palgrave Macmillan.

Becker, H. S. (1963). The other side: Perspectives on deviance. The Free Press of Glencoe.

Berry, C. (2016). Austerity politics and UK economic policy. Palgrave Macmillan.

‘Boris Johnson: We will come down hard on the scourge of knife crime’ (2019, November 9). ITV News.
Available at: https://www.itv.com/news/2019-11-19/boris-johnson-we-will-come-down-hard-on-
the-scourge-of-knife-crime

Brookman, F. (2005). Understanding homicide. Sage.

Bucholtz, M. (2002). Youth and cultural practice. Annual Review of Anthropology, 31, 525-552.

‘Call for caution over stabbing’ (2003, November 7) The Birmingham Post. Birmingham (UK).

‘City Lawyer is murdered by muggers; Call to fiancée, then attack on way home’ (2006, January 13). The
Evening Standard. UK.

‘Classmates See Boy of 14 Stabbed to Death at School’ (2003, November 5). The Yorkshire Post Leeds (UK).

Cook, E. A., & Walklate, S. (2020). Gendered objects and gendered spaces: The invisibilities of ‘knife’
crime. Current Sociology, 70(1), 61-76.

Cohen, S. (1972). Folk devils and moral panics: The creation of the Mods and Rockers. Oxon and
Routledge.

Dean & Marsden (2006, January 14). ‘Muggers Brutally Murder Lawyer..." Birmingham Post. Leeds (UK).

Eades, C., Grimshaw, R., Silvestri, A., & Solomon, E. (2007). ‘Knife crime’ a review of evidence and pol-
icy (2nd Edition). Centre for Crime and Justice Studies. Available at: http://www.crimeandjustice.
org.uk/opus439/ccjs_knife_report.pdf. Accessed 24 Feb 2023.

Edwards, R., Farmer, B. & Allen, N. (2008). Met declares war on knife crime gangs. The Telegraph
[online]  http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/majornews/1953088/Met-declares-war-on-knife-crime-
gangs.html. Accessed 24" May 2022.

Edwards & Parry (2006, January 14). ‘His life; He gave muggers all his possessions but they wanted
more...” The Daily Mirror. UK.

EHRC. (2012). Race disproportionality in stops and searches under Section 60 of the Criminal Justice
and Public Order Act 1994. Research Briefing Paper 5. Great Britain: Equality and Human Rights
Commission.

Ellam, D. (2003, November 9). ‘Sold.. to a 12-yr-old; Shop charges pounds 25 for this 12in blade Boy of 14
is stabbed to death but stores still flout law on children buying knives’ Sunday Mirror. London (UK).

Elliott-Cooper, A. (2021). Black resistance to British policing. Manchester University Press.

Evans, A. (2018). ‘Question Time audience gasps as man calls perpetrators of knife crime a ‘cancer’ who
should be ‘exterminated’. INews. https://inews.co.uk/news/uk/question-time-knife-crime-cancer-
audience-video-220175. Accessed 24™ May 2022.

Family Law Reform Act. (1969). UK Public General Acts. Legislation.gov.uk. https://www.legislation.
gov.uk/ukpga/1969/46/part/l. Accessed 24 May 2022.

@ Springer


https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN04304/SN04304.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/4183351/Mets-baton
https://www.itv.com/news/2019-11-19/boris-johnson-we-will-come-down-hard-on-the-scourge-of-knife-crime
https://www.itv.com/news/2019-11-19/boris-johnson-we-will-come-down-hard-on-the-scourge-of-knife-crime
http://www.crimeandjustice.org.uk/opus439/ccjs_knife_report.pdf
http://www.crimeandjustice.org.uk/opus439/ccjs_knife_report.pdf
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/majornews/1953088/Met-declares-war-on-knife-crime-gangs.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/majornews/1953088/Met-declares-war-on-knife-crime-gangs.html
https://inews.co.uk/news/uk/question-time-knife-crime-cancer-audience-video-220175
https://inews.co.uk/news/uk/question-time-knife-crime-cancer-audience-video-220175
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1969/46/part/I
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1969/46/part/I

Policing the Crisis in the 21° Century; the making of “knife...

Gekowski, A., Gray, J., & Adler, J. (2012). What makes a homicide newsworthy? UK national tabloid
newspaper journalists tell all. The British Journal of Criminology, 52(6), 1212-1232.

Gibson, O., & Dodd, V. (2006, January 27). Met chief labels media institutionally racist. The Guardian. UK.
Gilligan, A. (2006, January 16). Violent menace that stalks neighbourhood; Now locals walk the streets
in pairs, gripped by fear of the gangs who rob at knifepoint. Evening Standard. London, UK.
Gilroy, P. (1987). “There ain’t no black in the Union Jack”: The cultural politics of race and nation. Hutchinson.
Gilroy, P., & Sim, J. (1985). Law, order and the state of the Left. In law, order, and the authoritarian

state: readings in critical criminology. Open University Press.

Gliga, T. (2009). The ‘knife crime’ phenomenon—A psychological perspective on youth knife culture.
British Psychological Society.

GMC (2013). Good medical practice, general medical council. https://www.gmc-uk.org/ethical-guida
nce/ethical-guidance-for-doctors/protecting-children-and-young-people/definitions-of-children-
young-people-and-parents. Accessed 24th May 2022

Goddard, C. (2021, May). The language of children’s services. Children & Young People Now. https://
research.kent.ac.uk/living-assessment/wp-content/uploads/sites/1849/2021/08/Language-ot-
Childrens-Services-April21-compressed.pdf. Accessed 24 May 2022

Goodchild, S. (2003, November 9). Is your kid taking a knife to school? The Independent. London.

Gov.uk (2018). People living in deprived neighbourhoods. Population by ethnicity, Ethnicity facts
and figures. https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/uk-population-by-ethnicity/demog
raphics/people-living-in-deprived-neighbourhoods/latest. Accessed 24 May 2022

Gramsci, A. (2005). Selections from the prison notebooks. Lawrence & Wishart.

Hall, S., Roberts, B., Clarke, J., Jefferson, T., & Critcher, C. (1978). Policing the crisis: Mugging, the
state, and law and order. Macmillan.

Hall, S. (2005). New Labour’s Double-shuffle. Review of Education, Pedagogy, and Cultural Studies,
27(4), 319-335.

Haylock, S., Boshari, T., Alexander, E., Kumar, A., Manikam, L., & Pinder, R. (2020). Risk factors
associated with knife-crime in United Kingdom among young people aged 10-24 years: A sys-
tematic review. BMC Public Health, 20, 1451. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-020-09498-4

Hendry, J. (2022). ‘The usual suspects’: Knife crime prevention orders and the ‘difficult’ regulatory
subject. The British Journal of Criminology, 62, 378-395.

Home Office (1997) ‘No more excuses’; A new approach to tackling youth crime in England and Wales’.
UK, Home Office. Available at: https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/https://www.natio
nalarchives.gov.uk/ERORecords/HO/421/2/P2/cpd/jou/nme.htm

Home Office (2022, May 16). Home secretary backs police to increase stop and search. Gov.uk.
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/home-secretary-backs-police-to-increase-stop-and-search.
Accessed 24" May 2022.

Home Affairs Select Committee (HASC). (2009). Knife crime: Seventh report of session 2008—09, HC
112, 2 June 2009. The Stationery Office.

Jefferson, T. (1993). The racism of criminalization: Policing and the reproduction of the criminal
Other. In Minority Ethnic Groups in the Criminal Justice System. Cropwood Conference Series,
No 21, University of Cambridge: Institute of Criminology.

Jewkes, Y. (2015). Media and crime (3rd ed.). Sage.

Johnston, P. (2001, June 27). Chief constable quits over fatal shooting. The Telegraph. https://www.
telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1310465/Chief-constable-quits-over-fatal-shooting.html. Accessed
24 May 2022.

Johnson, U. (2003a, November 9). Kids carry knives and hammers: They have to look after them-
selves. The Independent on Sunday. UK.

Johnson, U. (2003b, November 9). Is your kid taking a knife to school?. News of the World. London (UK).

Jones, G. (2009). Youth. Polity Press.

Jorgensen, M., & Phillips, L. (2002). Discourse analysis as theory and method. SAGE Publications.

Kapoor, N. (2013). The advancement of racial neoliberalism in Britain. Ethnic and Racial Studies,
36(6), 1028—1046. https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2011.629002

Lane, M., & Wheeler, B. (2003, November 7). Is knife crime really getting worse, BBC News Online. UK.

Laville, S. (2003, November 5). A scuffle, then panic grips children and staff at village school. The
Daily Telegraph. London (UK).

MacPherson, W. (1999). The Stephen Lawrence inquiry. Report of an inquiry. The Stationery Office.

McCandless, R., Feist, A., Allan, J., & Morganavailable, N. (2016). Do initiatives involving substan-
tial increases in stop and search reduce crime? Assessing the impact of Operation BLUNT 2.

@ Springer


https://www.gmc-uk.org/ethical-guidance/ethical-guidance-for-doctors/protecting-children-and-young-people/definitions-of-children-young-people-and-parents
https://www.gmc-uk.org/ethical-guidance/ethical-guidance-for-doctors/protecting-children-and-young-people/definitions-of-children-young-people-and-parents
https://www.gmc-uk.org/ethical-guidance/ethical-guidance-for-doctors/protecting-children-and-young-people/definitions-of-children-young-people-and-parents
https://research.kent.ac.uk/living-assessment/wp-content/uploads/sites/1849/2021/08/Language-of-Childrens-Services-April21-compressed.pdf
https://research.kent.ac.uk/living-assessment/wp-content/uploads/sites/1849/2021/08/Language-of-Childrens-Services-April21-compressed.pdf
https://research.kent.ac.uk/living-assessment/wp-content/uploads/sites/1849/2021/08/Language-of-Childrens-Services-April21-compressed.pdf
https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/uk-population-by-ethnicity/demographics/people-living-in-deprived-neighbourhoods/latest
https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/uk-population-by-ethnicity/demographics/people-living-in-deprived-neighbourhoods/latest
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-020-09498-4
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ERORecords/HO/421/2/P2/cpd/jou/nme.htm
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ERORecords/HO/421/2/P2/cpd/jou/nme.htm
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/home-secretary-backs-police-to-increase-stop-and-search
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1310465/Chief-constable-quits-over-fatal-shooting.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1310465/Chief-constable-quits-over-fatal-shooting.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2011.629002

E. Williams

Home Office. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attac
hment_data/file/508661/stopsearch-operation-blunt-2.pdf. Accessed 22 Feb 2023.

McComish, S., Armstrong, J. Bryne, P., & Disley, J. (2003, November 5). Boy, 14, killed in school
attack: He ran .. then he fell. The Daily Mirror. London (UK).

Muncie, J. (2009). Youth & crime (3rd ed.). Sage Publications.

Murji, K., & Solomos, J. (2005). Racialization in theory and practice. In K. Murji & J. Solomos
(Eds.), Racialization: Studies in theory and practice. Oxford University Press.

Not Even Your School is Safe (2003, November 6). The Sun. London (UK).

NHS Digital (2021). Hospital Admitted Patient Care Activity, 2020-21: External causes tables, 16
September. https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/hospital-admitted-
patient-care-activity/2020-21. Accessed 24 May 2022.

ONS. (2015). Violent Crime and Sexual Offences - Intimate Personal Violence and Serious Sexual
Assault. Office for National Statistics. http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/2016010516
0709/http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_394500.pdf. Accessed 24" May 2022.

ONS. (2019). Homicide in England and Wales: Year ending March 2018. Office for National Statistics.

Pitts, J. (2001). The new politics of youth crime: Discipline or solidarity? Palgrave.

Silvestri, A., Oldfield Squires, P., & Grimshaw, R. (2009). Young people, knives and guns: A com-
prehensive review, analysis and critique of gun and knife crime strategies. Centre for Crime and
Justice Studies.

Smith, D. J. (2005). Ethnic differences in inter-generational crime patterns. In: M. Tonry (Ed.), Crime
and justice: A review of research (Vol. 32). University of Chicago Press.

Solomos, J., & Back, L. (1996). Racism and society. Palgrave Macmillan.

Slawson, N. (2021, December 31). ‘He was not in a gang’: Lives and deaths of 30 London teenage homi-
cide victims. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/dec/31/knife-rises-in-lon-
don-with-30-teen-homicides-in-2021. Accessed 24 May 2022.

Squires, P., Silvestri, A., Grimshaw, R., & Solomon, E. (2008). The street weapons commission evi-
dence: Guns, knives and street violence. CCJS, Kings College.

Squires, P. (2009). The knife crime ‘epidemic’ and British politics. British Politics, 4(1), 127-157.

Squires, P. (2011). Young people and ‘weaponisation’. In B. Goldson (Ed.), Youth in crisis? Gangs,
territoriality and violence. Routledge.

Squires, P., & Stephen, D. (2005). Rougher justice: Anti-social behaviour and young people. Willan.

Sullivan, A. (2006, January 14). Mugged... and then stabbed to death... The Sun. UK.

Sveinsson, K. P. (2008). A tale of two Englands: ‘Race’ and violent crime in the press. Runnymede Trust.

Tiratelli, M., Quinton, P., & Bradford, B. (2018). Does stop and search deter crime? Evidence from
ten years of London-wide data. The British Journal of Criminology, 58(5), 1212-1231.

Townsend, M., & Barnett, A. (2003, November 23). Scandal of pupils aged five carrying knives. The
Observer.  https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2003/nov/23/classroomviolence.schools.  Accessed
24 May 2022

UKPOL (2007). Tony Blair—2007 Callaghan Memorial Speech. UKPOL. http://www.ukpol.co.uk/
tony-blair-2007-callaghan-memorial-speech/. Accessed 24 May 2022

Watt, P. (2009). Housing stock transfers, regeneration and state-led gentrification in London. Urban
Policy and Research, 27(3), 229-242.

Weathers, H. (2005, April 26). A knife to Our Hearts. Daily Mail. London (UK).

White, J. (2020). Terraformed: Young black lives in the inner city. Repeater Books.

Williams, E. & Squires, P. (2021). Rethinking knife crime; policing, violence and moral panic. Pal-
grave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-83742-6_1

Williams, P. (2015). Criminalising the other: Challenging the race-gang nexus. Race & Class, 56(3),
18-35. https://doi.org/10.1177/0306396814556221

Woolcock, N. (2003, November 6). Shops, stalls and web illegally sell knives to children. The Daily
Telegraph. London (UK).

Wright & Koster. (2006, January 14). No mercy; Highflying young lawyer knifed to death outside his
flat AFTER handing everything to muggers. Daily Mail. UK.

Younge, G. (2018, June 21). The radical lessons of a year reporting on knife crime. The Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/membership/2018/jun/21/radical-lessons-knife-crime-beyond-the-
blade. Accessed 24 May 2022.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps
and institutional affiliations.

@ Springer


https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/508661/stopsearch-operation-blunt-2.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/508661/stopsearch-operation-blunt-2.pdf
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/hospital-admitted-patient-care-activity/2020-21
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/hospital-admitted-patient-care-activity/2020-21
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160105160709/http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_394500.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160105160709/http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_394500.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/dec/31/knife-rises-in-london-with-30-teen-homicides-in-2021
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/dec/31/knife-rises-in-london-with-30-teen-homicides-in-2021
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2003/nov/23/classroomviolence.schools
http://www.ukpol.co.uk/tony-blair-2007-callaghan-memorial-speech/
http://www.ukpol.co.uk/tony-blair-2007-callaghan-memorial-speech/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-83742-6_1
https://doi.org/10.1177/0306396814556221
https://www.theguardian.com/membership/2018/jun/21/radical-lessons-knife-crime-beyond-the-blade
https://www.theguardian.com/membership/2018/jun/21/radical-lessons-knife-crime-beyond-the-blade

	Policing the Crisis in the 21st Century; the making of “knife crime youths” in Britain
	Abstract
	Introduction; rethinking ‘knife crime youths’
	Research methods
	A brief history of knife crime in the UK
	Policing the crisis in the 1970s; ‘mugging’ revisited.
	New Labour and the contradictions of a socially democratic authoritarianism.
	Making of knife crime youth; the case of Luke Walmsley
	Making knife crime a ‘Black crime’; the case of Tom Rhys-Pryce
	Conclusion; policing the crisis in the 21st century
	References


