
MAD AS HELL    
 
During a night out with friends to celebrate the end of exams, Oxford University 
student Sam Brown was arrested for approaching a mounted policeman and saying: 
“Excuse me, do you realise your horse is gay?” A spokesman for the Thames Valley 
Police said: “He made homophobic comments that were deemed offensive to people 
passing by.” Last February, Yorkshire Tea had to issue a plea to people to “try to be 
kind” after it received a deluge of online abuse because the Tory chancellor Rishi 
Sunak was photographed with a packet of its teabags.  
 
We have to question what is behind this kind of manufactured outrage. Is it carried 
out in the pursuit of a universal kindness, or is such censuring employed as a stick 
with which to beat people – or ideas - you don’t understand? Sometimes, such 
beatings administered on social media platforms where mobs can form with the 
purpose of harassing a single person - known as dogpiling - can result in people 
losing their jobs, friends and on occasion, the will to live. Humans naturally find a 
warming solidarity in criticism and cruelty.  
 
The sociologist Norbert Elias observes in The Civilising Process that in the emergence 
of Western nation states violence and civilisation are intertwined. He points out that 
the characteristics of the civilising process, evident from the Middle Ages onward, 
are a growing capacity for rational, humanistic thought, the decline of superstition 
and an advance in the threshold of tolerance and self-restraint. Elias is clear that 
civilisation is never completed and is constantly endangered. He states that 
decivilisation and the re-emergence of violence into the public sphere is down to 
growing inequality; a freer expression of aggressiveness; an increase in impulsiveness 
and crucially a decrease in the distance between the standards of adults and children 
(reading the infantilised text on the back of an Innocent smoothie bottle confirms 
this is already our reality). 
 
Reflecting our populist political leaders, we are becoming more immature and less 
civilised. We eschew reasoned debate for binary polemics, quick to jump at a 
moment’s notice to demand the immediate curtailment of someone’s work of art or 
literature in the name of hurt sentiments. Taking offence and tantrumming is simply a 
way of avoiding reality. Social media provides the opportunity to satiate our inner 
child and to indulge in a form of violence with few consequences. 
 
People find their identity in rage, oblivious to the cynical manipulation by a 
flourishing outrage industry. As the comedian Frankie Boyle writes, 
 
And who decides whether we should be outraged at something we haven’t seen or heard? 
The press. Our seething collective Id. None of us would trust a journalist to hold our pint 
while we went to the bathroom, yet we allow them to be ethical arbiters for the entire 
culture. 1 
 
Newspapers owned by right wing billionaires work feverishly to take offence, 
frequently over religion, and to ignite the combustible mix of ignorance and 
suspicion that exists in our society. Empowered, an increasingly authoritarian 
government invokes Section 5 of the Public Order Act which outlaws ‘insulting 



words and behaviour’ to further political repression and an arbitrary and extensive 
deprivation of civil liberties. 
 
Faces buried in our phones, we’ve wandered waist deep back into the primordial 
swamp. We are decivilising and disassembling. To reverse what Elias terms the 
‘barbarisation spurt’ and regain the ‘armour of civilised conduct’ we need to 
recognise our own foolishness, take ourselves far less seriously and put the right to 
freedom of expression before the avoidance of offence. The law rightly protects us 
from unjust discrimination, incitement and violence. Movements like Black Lives 
Matter and #MeToo are right to criticise political parties and corporations that fail 
to uphold the law and seek to preserve the status quo. Without equality, those in 
power will use their own freedom of speech to abuse and marginalise others. I am 
convinced however, that the law should not be used to protect us from having our 
feelings hurt.  
 
The best way to increase society’s resilience to insulting or offensive speech is to 
allow more of it. Any religion ought to be strong enough to take a roasting. But 
those who insist on a fundamentalist misreading of religious texts have actually 
murdered satirists who’ve dared to poke fun at their beliefs. As Kenan Malik writes 
in The New Statesman: 
 
Increasingly western liberals have come to agree. The avoidance of offence is now regarded 
as more important than the abstract right to freedom of expression. And the upshot has 
been to create not a more tolerant society but a more fractious one. Liberals’ fear of giving 
offence has made it easier to take offence, creating what the novelist Monica Ali has called 
“a marketplace of outrage”. The only winner in all this is the state, which gets to regulate 
more tightly what anyone is able to say to anyone else. 2  
	
I should point out that this artist’s statement has been typed in Gill Sans. The font 
was designed by Eric Gill in 1928 and is employed in countless corporate logos 
including Tommy Hilfiger, the BBC and TAG Heuer. In his private and unpublished 
diaries, Gill, a celebrated artist and designer, wrote of his incestuous relationships 
with his children and his sister and a sexual relationship with his dog.	These are 
profane and barbarous acts. However, we need to reflect on whether we want our 
society to judge art, literature and design on its merits or on the biography of those 
who create it. Personally, I’d contend that a culture that seeks to ban and censor, 
that looks to mine the backstory of every creative ever, is in a decivilising freefall. 
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