
The Kettle: Resistance and Responsibility 
 
In 2009, after the kettling tactics and violence used by police on the day of the 
G20 protests in Central London, Duncan Campbell asked if this signalled the 
future of demonstrating in the UK: “Does this mean that anyone wanting to go on a 
demonstration in the future needs to be prepared to be detained for eight hours, 
photographed and identified?” 
 
The events of the last few weeks have shown that the answer to Campbell’s 
question is an unequivocal affirmative. The movement of thousands has been 
halted, squeezed, pushed back and paralyzed. Not only this, but this movement has 
been quantified and criticised through public discourse; it has been claimed that 
certain minorities have gone too far, have pushed things to the extreme, and have 
provided a legitimate grievance with an illegitimate platform. These certain few 
have been held up as the justification of acts of state vengeance, in which young 
people are beaten as a result of demanding the right to their freedom of 
movement. There has been an unhappy tension propagated between the ‘heartening’ 
sight of so many thousands taking up the flag for higher education and the state 
of the nation, and the ‘disheartening’ revelations of acts of violence at the centre 
of these protests. “There are a few violent troublemakers who are ruining it for 
the rest of you” has echoed through and insinuated itself firmly into the public 
discourse of middle-Britain. The violence of this view is clear: it attempts to 
measure an appropriate level of anger for the unapologetic decimation of public 
services in the UK, to gather the fraying rope in order to tighten the knot around 
our necks. 
 
The view above is diversionary; media engines sniff salaciously around students 
regurgitating this very line, producing the facile narrative of the solitary 
unhappy protestor condemning the broken windows, graffitied vans and black-eyed 
police officers. However, such a narrative obscures the point that must be 
reiterated again and again and again, and louder and louder and louder: the 
Comprehensive Spending Review has exposed an ideology in the gilded palace of 
Whitehall that is shameful, disgraceful, and, crucially, which does not represent 
the majority. This is the violence that must be interrogated and which must 
continue to be condemned. However, increasingly in the last few weeks, the focus 
of student anger has shifted. Rather than looking directly to Westminster, 
students now condemn Parliament through gaps in lines of riot police, from the 
pavement as police push them down, from outside hospitals housing victims of 
police brutality. The kettle has surrounded us. 
 
A young man with cerebral palsy, who was hit and dragged out of his wheelchair 
by police officers at the student protests on December 9th, was effectively blamed 
by a BBC reporter, Ben Brown, for the violence inflicted upon him due to his being 
“a revolutionary”. Brown also implied that Jody’s McIntyre’s supposed act of 
rolling his wheelchair towards the police justified their attack on him. In this 
confrontation, in which Jody faced the visual and physical representation of 
governmental condemnation, an accusation of violence was articulated. By the 
fact of his presence, and by his physical movement, he was targeted and attacked as 
a threat to the state on whose sanction the police involved acted. An interesting 
metaphor is thrown up by this: can we read Jody’s body as the body of the student 
protests, the body that cannot move of its own will, the body dragged across the 
streets of London, beaten for its presence, ridiculed by the media for 
‘revolutionary’ ideology?  
 
Yet, I would argue, by indulging in this rhetoric of the victimized, we do both Jody 
and ourselves a great disservice. For this body can, did and does move, through the 
streets of the city, across television screens and internet media, through the 
discourse of appalled members of the public previously ambivalent to the student 
cause, and through Jody’s own verbal athletics as he ran rings around an 
increasingly immobile Ben Brown. Slipping into the complaint of state oppression, 
police brutality and a dissolute and corrupt media only serves to beat us back into 
paralysis, for where does this leave the possibility for movement? The positioning 



of the protests, in media coverage, police tactics, governmental rhetoric and 
within the student movement changed rapidly with each passing week leading up to 
December 9th. It culminated with a splintering of shocked reactions: the media and 
the government were horrified at the smashing of the treasury, by the graffiti 
over British landmarks, and the student movement was appalled by the kettling of 
a thousand bodies on a bridge, by the violence inflicted on Alfie Meadows, Jody 
McIntyre and others, and by the criminal tactics of state power. The language and 
manifestation of resistance has become bound up with that on violence: on either 
resisting or inflicting violence. 
 
I would suggest a different emphasis. Rather than focusing on acts of violence 
carried out by police, rather than peering at Westminster through lines of state 
control, we must recognise and reiterate our own responsibility for the violence 
that has taken place over the last few weeks. The idea that we are victims of the 
state must be overcome; we are actors within it, and it is ours to reclaim through 
the means we have available to us. More radical than resisting the kettle is surely 
resisting the idea of its existence. In Parliament Square on December 9th, there was 
no question that the police would detain the thousands of protestors present 
without charge. Those who stayed, for the most part, did so in the knowledge that 
they would not be let out for hours. The gathering of a contained mass became a 
tool of power, rather than an aberration of human rights. Kettling, whether 
through physical force, through media discourse, or through government threats, 
is a symptom of a weak state. It is with this image of a weak state with which we 
must move forward as a movement.  The strength of reclaiming the kettle, of taking 
responsibility and taking agency for and within our own confinement relies on a 
collective understanding that our physical presence is a threat to the state, and 
refusing to apologize for that.  
 
I move away from the idea of reclaiming the kettle towards the ideology which is 
central to such reclamation: that of the articulation and harnessing of the power 
and momentum gathered by the student movement over the last month. Part of the 
articulation of such power must involve the iteration of responsibility for the 
violence of both sides of the police lines. This is not to say that we accept blame 
for police violence, but that we move away from the rhetoric of victimisation and 
‘unfairness’. To narrate Jody McIntyre as a victim of these protests is to narrate 
ourselves as victims, and if we do this, we have lost before we have even begun. 
There can be little doubt that the gross inequalities being administered by 
government policy are unfair, or that the tactics used by police are unnecessarily 
(and criminally) brutal. Yet, saying this is not enough: we must ask why, and how, a 
government can administer such ideological violence upon future generations. 
 
After the events at what now is referred to, somewhat apocalyptically, as 
‘Millbank’, Priyamvada Gopal wrote, “Focusing on damage to buildings usefully 
distracts attention from the much more far-reaching and systematic violence now 
being visited upon our education system and society more widely.” After the events 
of the last few weeks, we must turn this statement back on ourselves: by focusing 
on the violent tactics of a weak and fearful government, we risk losing our hold 
on the true violence of this situation. Subverting the oppression of a weak and 
opportunistic government must begin with retaining an image of ourselves as an 
active, forceful mass. To compare the protests in which people were kettled to 
those in which people outran the police: while resisting kettling was an 
empowering experience, it also became obvious that it was the physical 
manifestation of a false antagonism. It had very strong comical elements to it. 
While the protestors were able to move, the protest itself was broken up and 
dispersed, and the protestors out of breath and freezing. On December 9th, the 
kettle in Parliament Square was empowering due to the sheer mass of people 
present. 
  
Outrunning the police is not an option. Instead, we need constant loud 
reiterations of the reasons for our existence in a particular space at a particular 
time. If the police want to clamp down on student protestors, both individually 
and collectively, they have the means to do so. However, what must be remembered 



is that while the police are agents of the state, they are not the state. To assume 
that the front line represents the power moving the chess pieces is to fall short, 
and, ultimately, to fail. The police are the footsoldiers; the generals sit high up, 
behind cameras and news engines and the stained glass windows of Westminster. If 
the state has failed us, then it is time to reclaim it for our own. Blaming the police 
is a clever diversionary tactic; we can point fingers, but what is needed is not 
blame, but reclamation.  
 
There are calls for the movement to follow the example of our flame-throwing 
comrades in Italy and Greece, whose remarkable guerrilla tactics have drawn a 
huge amount of attention and praise. Yet, more terrifying than protestors turned 
flame-throwers are protestors turned into hundreds of thousands, a body 
mutating at unprecedented speed possessing unforeseeable strength. Whether 
kettled or running through city streets, this movement is mobile, forceful, and 
audible. We are a threat to a weak state; that much has been established by the 
panicked reactions of the media and the government. The body that governs sways 
unsteadily on the shaky corpus of a weakened Europe, injects adrenalin into an 
ageing capitalism, and looks up in fear at the unveiled faces of transforming 
global monopolies. Its feet are shackled to the past, and yet its hands grasp 
greedily towards our future, desperately claiming it for the present. The defence 
of equal access to higher education is part of the wider defence of our right to 
determine this future, and thus to articulate, demand and shape the society in 
which we want to live. The body that governs grasps at this future; we are at 
liberty to walk into a reimagining of the public sphere. 
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