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IMMIGRATION AND

CRIME

Statistics indicating a higher incidence of crime among immigrant

groups are greatly suspect. A great many hidden factors

tend to bias the figures against the immigrant, and crime very

by DERRICK SINGTON

often is found to be the result of discrimination

(<:mz THE Immigration Bill was debated last year
in Parbiament some of its supporters showed that they
believed that immigrants were adding disproportion-
ately to crime. In May this year Norman Pannell,
MP. suggested that Commonwealth citizens (meaning
immigrants) were “particularly prone” to commit the
offences of possessing dangerous drugs and living on
immoral earnings, and he cited figures to support his
case. The deportation provisions in the 1962 Immi-
grant Act itself symptomatize a malaise of Britishers
about newcomers in their midst. Why, otherwise,
should immigrants be subjected to the special extra
penaity, under the law, of being sent out of the
country? It is apparent that, as a body, immigrants
are admitted to Britain because their labour is needed.
Without them Britain’s industries and social services
—notably transport, building and catering—would be
severely handicapped. Why then, do we treat delin-
quent elements among them differently, and more
severely than similar elements in other needed groups
in the community, say Somersetshire farmers? It
certainly reflects an elemental misgiving about the
“outsider”, just as does a newspaper editor whe gives
special publicity to the fact that a convicted person
was “a colpured man” or an Irishman—though it
would not occur to him to publicize the Yorkshire or
Sussex origins of another offender.

Seventy years ago there was similar preoccupation
in Britain with delinquency among the Jewish immi-
grants who fled here from pogroms in Russia. An
1894 Government Committee found, then, that the
amount of crime in London traceable to Russian and
Polish immigrants was “smaller than the normal
proportion among the whole population”. Twenty
one such immigrants were in prison—one in 1,081 of
their foral number. This compared favourably with
one in 993 of the indigenous London population serv-
ing prison sentences. “Foreign Jews are on the whole
a peaceful and law-abiding community”, concluded
the report.

Sensibly, however, the 1894 report remarked that
“one should not lay too much stress on the actual
figures in dealing with so small a number”. This last
caveat applies with equal force, though in another
sense, to two recent reports by the Cambridge Insti-
tute of Criminology which suggest that the delin-
quency rate among certain immigrant groups in

London is higher than normal in respect of some

crimes. In 1961 a Study by the Cambridge Institute
showed. that 28 per cent of persons convicted, in
1957, for robbery in London had been born overseas.
Last year a preview of another Cambridge Institute
Study showed that of persons convicted, in 1960, for
crimes of violence in London 28 per cent were like-
wise foreign born. The percentage is two or three
times the proportuon of foreign-born immigrants in
the London population. But the cavear to note the
smallness of the total number involved is important.
Firstly, about 75 per cent of the crimes of violence
in Britain are committed outside London and big

towns—largely by indigenous people (ihere are few
immigrants in coontry and small town areas). It is
therefore important not to draw false conclusians,
from a survey conlined to London, about the propor-
tionate immigrant contribution to crime in Britain as
a whole. It is equally nécessary not to take entirely
al their face value figures of convictions for being in
possession of dangerous drugs given by the Home
Secretary to Mr. Pannell last May: a total of 522,
during eleven months, of which 62 per cent were of
Commonwealth immigrants. The same applies to the
statistics given of convictions for living on immoral
earnings: 154 in London, of which 56 per cent con-
cerned Commonwealth or Insh immgrants. The dis-
proportionately high mmmigrant coniribution could
be accounted for in these instances fand in the case
of the Cambridge Surveys) by discrimination in law-
enforcement either deliberate, fortuitous or, as it
were, built into the situation. Here are some of the
things about which we know practically nothing and
which crucially affect the proportion of convictions
of foreign born persons:

» Police prejudice. This undeniably exists, especi-
ally against coloured immigrants. Members of one
police force recently said there would be mass resigna-
tions if a coloured policeman were appointed and
that, “in any case, he would not last long. The teddy-
boys would carve him up”. This kind of attitude may
not necessarily be reflected in action to the dis-
crimination of coloured immigrants. On the other
hand it may be. A large proportion of appeals to the
National Council “for Civil Liberties are from
coloured complainants against the police. Quite a
number have proved justified. Offences such as “pos-
sessing drugs” lend themselves to “planting”. Whether
or not immigrants tend to be ‘“‘picked on” by the
police there would seem to be a case for more serious
investigation of the question than the Willink Com-
mission gave it. The police were zllowed to tell the
Commission that coloured people are more reseniful
against them than are other sections of the public;
but coloured people’s organizations were not asked to
testify whether the converse holds good.

» Ignorance. It is often difficult to get advice or
legal aid. This may apply particularly to the most
recent immigrants, who have had little time to get to
“know the ropes”, or to immigrants with scanty know-
ledge of the English language. Statistics of the number
and origin of persons acquitted might throw light on
this. If these were disproportionately non-immigrant
that might indicate that immigrants are more likely to
plead “guilty” than indigenous people who “know
the form”.

» Police .policy. The statistics of convictions for
immoral earnings depend greatly on police policy.
Each case involves long probing and investigation.
If the police in an area that contains many immi-
grants decide on a special drive against poncing,
while other police forces remain less active about it,
the statistics may falsely show that immigrants con-
tribute disproportionately to the crime of living on
immoral earnings. )

Such figures as those given in the Cambridge sur-
veys and cited by Mr. Pannell, are then, despite
appearances, by no means conglusive proof that
immigrants contribute disproportionately to robbery,
crimes of vialence, poncing and possession of danger-
ous drugs, even Lthough the conviction figures seem
to indicate that they do.

But even if foreign born immigrants were proved
conclusively to provide proportionately more delin-
quents than longer settled communities one could
hardly be surprised. Human beings entering an
entirely new environment are subjected to manifold
special strains: A London doctor with many West
Indian patients noted recently ‘“the high rate of
hysteria among the women” and of “gastric illness
among the men”, due, he believed, to the stresses of
a.new, depressing climate and to overcrowded living
conditions. There are adverse factors for child up-
bringing in many immigrant families.
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Immigration and
crime

‘ references:

The Peoples of Africa by
Colin  Turnbull, Brock-
hampton Press.

The Sociology of Crime by
Samuel Koénig, Peter Owen.

“PeopPLE treated as inferior
come to feel inferior . . .”
Children in Birmingham,
Alabama
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limitation of access to public amenities such as parks,
hotels and restaurants. It is fairly obvious that, from
the psychological standpoint alone, such attitudes of
a majority community must stimulate the paranoid
tendencies that are associated with delinquency.
People treated as inferior come to feel inferior, and
develop aggressiveness as a compensation for feelings
of inferiority. The similar situation of Puerto Ricans
in the US, especially New York, was commented on
as follows by an American sociologist: “Their high
crime rate, as in the case of American Negroes is
explainable in terms of culture-conflict, discrimina-
tion and low economic status.” And Dr. Frederic
Wertham, the psychiatrist, in his The Circle of Guilt
—a detailed investigation of the case of a Puerto
Rican youth who had committed homicide in New
York—revealed a picture of hatred, exploitation and
segregation, of Puerto Ricans, and showed, in
Wertham’s view, that the youth’s crime had been a
morbid defensive reaction to threats by terroristic
juvenile white gangs.

There are many differences between the situation
of minority groups, whether recent immigrants or
not, in the US and in Britain. But there are also some
uncomfortable similarities. There are in Britain hous-
ing difficulties due to colour prejudice and exploita-
tion of shortage; there are apartheid attitudes; there
is discrimination against immigrant labour induced by
trade union pressure. A rational deduction seems to be
that the way to combat crime among immigrants is to
remove these special social factors which tend to en-
hance delinquency among them. Some of the factors
can be tackled by public policies; others involve in-
dividual behaviour within the majority community.
Here are a few suggestions:

® Reduce the possibility of discrimination and
unfairness in law enforcement by systematically train-
ing the police to face constructively the problems of
dealing with newcomers of different origins and cul-
ture, who inevitably experience difficulties in achiev-
ing social integration. Some initiatives in the US can
teach us lessons in this field—for example the manual
Race Tensions and The Police issued recently for the
instruction of the police force in Dallas, Texas.

% Diminish suspicion of, and antagonism towards,
the police on the part of the coloured immigrant by
recruiting some coloured policemen. With Negroes
and Indians constituting about one per cent of the
total British population—up to 20 or 30 per cent in
some urban districts—we still have no single police
officer with a coloured skin. The ground often given
that no qualified Negroes ever volunteer is im-
plausible. By 1948 there were 230 coloured police-
men in the southern states of the US. (Significantly
one Negro is employed as a prison officer in Britain,
and is proving a considerable asset in that capacity).
For similar reasons more members of immigrant
communities should be appointed to the Bench. The

number of Negroes or Indians in Britain who have
so far become magistrates can be counted on the
fingers of one hand.

» Severe strains on immigrant communities, as
well as clashes between them and the settled majority,
arise over basic amenities and necessities which are in
short supply. Housing and jobs are the two principal
examples. An end to the housing shortage might do as
much as any other single change to reduce the crime
rate not only among immigrants but among the in-
digenous population as well. Full employment has
the same effect of decreasing inter-communal tensions
and social strain.

» While the stresses caused by these shortages
persist, steps can nevertheless be taken to mitigate
them. Advice and information on housing problems;
warnings against rackets; elucidations of the law—all
these aids have been forthcoming from certain Citi-
zens’ Advice Bureaux and similar bodies. In Willes-
den an International Friendship Council, grant aided
by the Borough Council, does actual conciliation work |
in disputes involving immigrants. Forty-five towns
in Britain make some provision for advice and wel-
fare in the field of race relations. In 18 there are co-
ordinating committees representing both official and
private voluntary organizations.

» Certain trade unions could be more accom-
modating in their afttitude to immigrant workers
possessing qualifications acquired overseas.

» There is a great deal of long term work to be
done in superseding literature and education which
convey race prejudice. It may savour of Index
Librorum Prohibitorum to suggest that much of |
G. A. Henty and a great deal of child fiction needs to |
be consigned to oblivion in the interests of inter-racial
harmony. But it probably is so. A recent American
nursery rhyme book has replaced “Catch a Nigger by
His Toe” with “Catch a Tiger by His Toe”. Why not?,

Significantly, in the US, research studies into “the
problem of the immigrant and crime” practically
ceased in the 1940s. The main reason is evidently
that immigration into America has dwindled and that
most of the one time immigrant groups have become
accepted and assimilated. Perhaps it would be a sign |
of British good sense if there were, even now, less
preoccupation with the question of whether or not
some exceedingly marginal statistics, which in any
case are liable to deceive, do or do not prove some-
thing to the detriment of this or that group in our
society. We are getting very tangible advantages out
of hundreds of thousands of new arrivals in Britain,
A mark of maturity might be to devote still more
energy to diminishing the many stresses which face
them in this country and which can obviously be a
cause of anti-social conduct as of other ills. Britishers,
too, are not invulnerable to the stresses of strange
surroundings as last year’s troubles in the British
Army of the Rhine clearly showed.

Colin Jones for The Observer
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