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THE ANATOMY

"We are living in climates of violence," a New York
Herald Tribune editorial stated after the Los Angeles

(Watts) riot in August 1965. Turmoil is everywhere, in

many countries throughout the world as well as in our

own nation. Ever since the end of World War II a serious

discontent has seized the world's people, erupting con-
stantly into protests.

Social scientists studying the outbreaks have written

thousands of words in an attempt to define this con-
temporary spirit of tension. They agree only that a world-

wide social revolution is taking place, with explosive

manifestations on the streets of cities and towns, on the

campuses of colleges and universities, and in front of

American embassies throughout the world as well as on
Pennsylvania Avenue in front of the White House.

The key word in the explanations of these violent pro-
tests is always "dissatisfaction," and it is aggravated dis-

satisfaction and discontent that foment riots.

The nature and location of contemporary protests ap-

pear to have no limits. For the three spring months
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Riots, U.S.A.

American embassies and consulates were targets in eleven
of these violent incidents-in Indonesia (twice), Soviet
Russia, Mexico, Japan, Cambodia, Argentina, Venezuela,
Chile, Peru, and Colombia. The anti-American mobs
ranged in size from five hundred to twenty-five thousand,
and the majority of the rioters were students who clashed
with both the local police and national soldiers, resulting

in many injuries and an occasional death. Buildings were

stoned, windows smashed, and several embassies set afire.

Three of the most serious of the spring 1965 riots were
against the re-establishment of diplomatic relations. Arabs
in Iraq and Lebanon attacked the local embassies of West

Germany in protest against that country's diplomatic

recognition of Israel. For an entire week in April Korean

students clashed repeatedly with police in protest against

the renewal of diplomatic relations with Japan, which

had occupied Korea from 1910 to 1945.

Tunisians attacked the embassy of the United Arab

Republic in protest against slighting remarks made about

their President. Africans in Kenya rioted for three days

against Asians. Teenage high school students by the thou-

sands rioted in Morocco protesting cutbacks in education.

French architectural students in Paris destroyed _350
drawings because of the method by which a competition

was judged.-Separatist French Canadians in Montreal.

attempted to stop the observance of Victoria Day, a

national holiday.

This was a period when the United States was rela-

tively free from disturbances resulting from organized

protests. Even so, fifty-seven Negroes were injured on

March 7 in Selma, Alabama, when state police used tear
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The Anatomy of Riot

gas, night sticks, and whips to disperse a column of five

hundred demonstrators beginning a "freedom walk" to

Montgomery, the state capital, to protest voter registra-

tion procedures.

Accounts of current riotous protests invariably include

common elements-crowds or mobs; slogans shouted and
chanted or written on placards and signs; violent physical

action such as throwing objects, smashing windows, and

attacking cars and persons; and resistance to the agents

of law enforcement, whether police or soldiers.

Dictionaries generally list three meanings of the word

"riot" when used as a noun. The first definition in its

simplest form is "a mass outburst against law and order,"

and it is this meaning with which we are concerned.
Varied sources, however, express this meaning differently,

each adding some Clarifying ahd interpretative detail.

For example, Noah Webster's basic definition in his
first 1806 dictionary read, "disorderly_behavior, tumult."

Webster's New World Dictionary offers an extended defi-

nition: "a wild, violent public disturbance or disturbance

of the peace, by a number of persons assembled together."

The standard accepted definition in American common

law has remained unchanged since September 12, 1849,
when it was stated by Judge Charles P. Daly in the New

York City Court of General Sessions. He was presiding
at the trial of ten persons charged with riot or conspiracy

to riot during the Astor Place riot (Chapter 5). In his

charge to the jury Judge Daly first defined unlawful
assembly, saying, "Any tumultuous assemblage of three
or more persons brought together for no legal or consti-

tutional object, deporting themselves in such manner as
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to endanger the public peace and excite terror and alarm
in rational and firm-minded persons, is unlawful."

Then he added the following to complete the definition

of riot: " ... and whenever three or more persons, in a
tumultuous manner, use force or violence in the execution
of any design wherein the law does not allow the use of
force, they are guilty of riot." This legal definition, then,
includes all the elements which make a riot-three or

more persons, a gathering for the purpose of enforcing

a demand or expressing a protest instead of using due

process of law, the use of violence, and the endangering

of public peace through terror.

The "three or more," which in actuality is usually a

much larger group, may have come together for the spe-

cific purpose of expressing their feelings, with no thought

of violence or disorder, but when violence is triggered by

an inflammatory speech or by a show of opposition and
force, most often by the police, the "peaceful assemblage"

becomes a riot.

A composite definition of a "mob" might be "a dis-

orderly crowd after its members have lost their sense of

individual responsibility and their respect for law." Any

crowd or throng can be changed into a mob by agitators.

Hotheads, rowdies, riffraff, criminals, and the ever pres-

ent hangers-on who are always ready to join in any dis-

order, sometimes seize the initiative and the others blindly

follow their lead.

A simple and useful distinction between a crowd, a

mob, and a riot is that given by Martin Oppenheimer

and George Lakey in A Manual for Direct Action, a 1965

publication. In determining what tactics should be used
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The Anatomy of Riot

to control demonstrations, the police, according to the

authors, need look only at the behavior of the demon-
strators: "Is this a crowd, a mob, or a riot? A crowd is

just a large group of people; a crowd in motion, usually

because of a leader, an incident, the appearance of a
hated individual or a symbol, is a mob. A riot is a dis-

turbance by three or more persons who want to overcome

opposition to their action by lawful or unlawful means."

The simplest type of crowd in our society is made up

of the spectators at a sports event. Most sports fans have

already picked a favorite, whether an individual or a

team. If a decision is considered unfair by enough people,

the crowd may become ugly and a disturbance take place
which may turn into a full-scale riot when the crowd be-

comes an unreasoning mob.

For example, in what Newsweek called "the world's
worst sporting disaster," at least 318 mes, women, and

children were killed and 500 injured in a riot at a Peru-

Argentina Olympic soccer elimination match at Lima's
National Stadium on May 24, 1964.

With Argentina leading 1-o, and two minutes left to
play, the referee nullified a Peruvian goal because of a

foul. Immediately everything that could be pulled loose
in the stadium-cushions, bottles, and even shoes-rained

down on the field. Two angered fans then leaped onto
the field and started punching the referee, who suspended

the game. Many persons in the crowd of forty-five thou-
sand rushed onto the playing field in spite of tear-gas

bombs fired by security police.

The fury of the mob in the upper stands meanwhile
turned to blind panic as thousands attempted to flee
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