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    INTRODUCTION




    There are all sorts of theories of history. Some historians look for a sweeping narrative. Some stress the impact of individual men and women. Some look at social trends. Some look only at economics. All are, in their way, valid approaches.




    But the events of just one day can also be critical. They can be both symbolic of a wider trend and powerful enough on their own to change the course of history. When, for instance, Neville Chamberlain resigned as Prime Minister in 1940, Lord Halifax rather than Winston Churchill was his preferred replacement. But on the key afternoon when the decision was taken, Halifax chose to go to the dentist. As one of the characters in Alan Bennett’s play The History Boys puts it: ‘If Halifax had had better teeth, we might have lost the war.’




    Although Halifax’s dental work falls outside my scope, I have approached the post-war history of Britain in much the same vein, analysing the impact of one key event across ten areas of national life. On the days I describe, something changed – something which, at the time, might have seemed insignificant but which, with hindsight, was of fundamental importance to our nation’s development.




    I have avoided the more obviously pivotal days – joining the then Common Market, Margaret Thatcher’s election victory, or the day the contraceptive pill first went on sale, for example. Instead, I have tried to show how seemingly intractable problems or areas of national triumph have hinged not on great forces of history but on one, often apparently small, decision or event.




    Not everyone will agree with my choice of areas to examine – immigration, the arts, education, food, politics, the monarchy, crime, football, radical Islam and the family – let alone the days I argue changed everything, but that is half the point. If you think I am wrong, for instance, to argue that the fatwa decreed against Sir Salman Rushdie for writing The Satanic Verses was a pivotal moment in history, then why do you think not? Was something else more important in the battle to preserve Western values? Or are they not threatened at all? Hopefully, at the very least, my choices will make you think about what has mattered in the decades since VE Day, even if they enrage – or amuse – you at the same time.
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    IMMIGRATION





    22 June 1948




    It is something of an irony that the ship which changed the face of Britain was a Nazi troop carrier.




    On 22 June 1948, the SS Empire Windrush docked at Tilbury in Essex with 492 West Indians on board. Its arrival was a seminal moment in the history of modern Britain, marking the point at which we turned from being a mono-cultural, almost wholly white-skinned nation with a smattering of immigrants to one which was cosmopolitan, multi-ethnic and the home of mass immigration. The ‘Windrush generation’ who travelled over in 1948 changed the very nature of British society. Throughout the 1950s they were followed by large-scale immigration – often ignored in the immigration debates which began in the 1960s – from Europe. These new workers came from Central and Eastern Europe, mainly Germany, Italy, Poland, Austria and Ukraine.




    The Monte Rosa – the ship later renamed the Empire Windrush – was launched on 4 December 1930 in Hamburg by its builders, Blohm & Voss, as a diesel-powered cruise ship. With the rise to power of the Nazis, she became the favoured ship of high-ranking party officials and those they considered worthy of reward for services to the Third Reich. At the start of the Second World War, she was transferred to use as a barracks ship, first at the Polish port of Stettin and then as a troop carrier for Operation Weserübung, the German invasion of Norway in April 1940. Stationed in the north of Norway, she became an accommodation ship attached to the Tirpitz, the Bismarck’s sister ship. At the end of the war, as Germans started fleeing the Red Army in East Prussia and Danzig, she was used as an evacuation ship.




    Back in German waters at Kiel, in May 1945 the Monte Rosa was seized by the Allies and then handed over to the British Ministry of Transport. On 21 January 1947 she was renamed HMT Empire Windrush and, run by the New Zealand Shipping Company on behalf of the British government, was put to service carrying troops between Southampton, Gibraltar, Suez, Aden, Colombo, Singapore and Hong Kong. Over the years in which she ran this route – extended after the start of the Korean War to Kure in Japan – she made one other journey, in 1948: from Australia to the UK, via Kingston, Jamaica. It was this one extra journey which was to have such a transformative impact on British society.




    Even before the arrival of the Empire Windrush there had been a long history of emigration from the Caribbean. In the first half of the twentieth century, 150,000 Jamaicans left for the USA (mainly to nearby Florida) and Central America (to Panama to help build the Canal). The Second World War stepped up the level of emigration, although not to the USA where new laws banned seasonal workers. Previously, emigration had been dependent on above-average skills or energy and a capital investment to make departure and settling in elsewhere possible. The massive manpower requirements of the armed forces, however, ended such restraints. The Caribbean offered little in the way of prospects; joining up meant that a new world of opportunity could open elsewhere. Worse still, in August 1944 a hurricane had wreaked havoc on the already poor Jamaican infrastructure. Thousands of people were made homeless, the banana, coconut and coffee crops were destroyed and the economy was devastated, with unemployment running at over 25 per cent.




    Although Britain was thought of as the ‘Mother Country’ and still ruled directly over the islands, travel between the Caribbean and Britain was difficult. There were no regular ships and those routes that were available were expensive, usually necessitating a trip to New York and thence to Britain. After the war ended, however, this changed. Former troop ships started collecting and depositing ex-servicemen – and some civilians – across the Empire. The first of these to visit the Caribbean was the Empire Windrush in 1948.




    Servicemen from the Caribbean often took their leave back home. With the travel difficulties between the West Indies and Great Britain, it was decided to divert a ship to Jamaica to make a collection of 60 West Indian Royal Air Force servicemen. The ship’s capacity was around 600. But there were less than 300 servicemen altogether to pick up. And so the ship’s owners were given permission by the Ministry of Transport to offer the extra berths commercially. Three weeks before the Empire Windrush was due to dock in Jamaica on 24 May 1948, an advert appeared in the Gleaner, the main Jamaican newspaper. Three hundred one-way berths to Britain were advertised as available for £28 10s each. The response was almost instantaneous. Queues formed outside the booking agency and every place was sold.




    One man’s account is typical of the motivation for the passengers: ‘When I went back to Jamaica [after being demobbed] it was shocking. Men who had been Home Guards, men who were working in the American factories and farms, men who were on the Panama Canal, and all of us, I would say 30,000 men, were thrown back without any planning. It was bad, and having examined the situation . . . I decided that my children would not grow up in a colony, so I came back [to Britain] on the SS Empire Windrush on 22 June 1948.’1 That man was Sam King, a former pilot, who later became Mayor of Southwark in London. Speaking after his retirement as a councillor, he left no doubt about the effect of the Empire Windrush’s journey on his life: ‘If I hadn’t left I’d be a peasant farmer today . . . [M]y family had to sell three cows to raise the money [for me to leave]. To get papers to leave, a Justice of the Peace had to sign to say you were a responsible citizen and the police had to sign to say you were not a trouble maker.’2




    In the years since the arrival of the Empire Windrush, during which time immigration has become more controversial, a myth has taken hold that the British government was responsible for bringing the passengers over as part of a concerted plan to help overcome a labour shortage: to do, as it is often put, ‘the shit jobs’. But this is wrong. It is clear from the reaction of ministers that they were as surprised as the public when they first learned, via a telegram from the Acting Governor of Jamaica on 11 May, what was about to happen: ‘I regret to inform you that more than 350 troop-deck passages by Empire Windrush . . . have been booked by men who hope to find employment in the United Kingdom, and that it is likely that this number will be increased by another 100 before the vessel leaves. Most of them have no particular skill and few will have more than a few pounds on their arrival.’3 Reports of this passenger list soon started to filter through into the British press. The Daily Express reported on 8 June the reaction of George Isaacs, Minister of Labour: ‘A shipload of worry for Mr George Isaacs, Minister of Labour, will arrive at Tilbury on Saturday week – 500 West Indians, all seeking jobs in Britain. Mr Isaacs confessed his worry to MPs yesterday. He said he does not know who sent the men. “All I know,” he added, “is that they are in a ship and they are coming here. They are British citizens and we shall do our best for them when they arrive.”’




    But MPs did not allow the mystery of 500 British citizens to rest there. Hansard reports the questioning of George Isaacs:




    

      

        Mr Stanley (Tory: Bristol, W. ) asked: Will you find out who is responsible for this extraordinary action?




        Mr Isaacs: That is already being done. I wish I knew, but I do not. Those who organised the movement of these people to Britain did them a disservice in not contacting the Labour Ministry and giving it a chance to take care of them.




        Mr Hughes (Socialist: Ayrshire, S.): Will you let them see the housing conditions in Scotland? Then they will want to go back to the West Indies.




        Mr Driberg (Socialist: Maldon, Essex): Will you instruct your officials to meet the ship and help them find work in undermanned industries in the interests of production and welfare?




        Mr Isaacs: They will be met at the ship and told how to register for employment. The arrival of these substantial numbers of men under no organised arrangements is bound to result in difficulty and disappointment. I have no knowledge of their qualifications or capacity and can give no assurance that they can be found suitable work. I hope no encouragement will be given to others to follow them.


      


    




    In later years, the government did indeed set out on active recruitment campaigns. But these were precisely targeted with specific jobs in mind, rather than the general, unplanned, unexpected free-for-all of the Empire Windrush’s passenger load. In April 1956, for instance, London Transport started a recruitment drive in Barbados. By 1968 it had taken on 3787 Barbadians,4 lending them their fares to London. The NHS and British Rail had similar schemes. (Ironically, it was under Enoch Powell as Health Minister that the NHS launched one of its largest recruitment drives. Mr Powell then went on to spend the rest of his life bewailing immigration into the UK.)




    The idea that the government was behind the arrival of the men on board the Empire Windrush is as mistaken as the opposing myth which is sometimes peddled: that the government, driven by racism, did everything in its power to stop the ship’s arrival and then to make life so intolerable for the passengers that they would decide to go home. One report at the time had it that HMS Sheffield, a pocket battleship, was being sent on to the Empire Windrush’s path to frighten the captain away from docking. The rumour on board the Empire Windrush was that, as one passenger put it: ‘If there was any disturbance on the immigrant ship, HMS Sheffield would be sent out to turn us back. I saw a man crying over the side because he thought we would be turned around.’5 True, the Sheffield was in the vicinity of the Empire Windrush for a time, but that was mere coincidence. There were not just civilians on board, after all: there were also servicemen. The Colonial Secretary, Creech Jones, made it clear that: ‘These people have British passports and they must be allowed to land.’ Although he did then add, ‘There’s nothing to worry about because they won’t last one winter in England.’6




    The truth is that the government, caught by surprise, tried its best to smooth the arrival of the men on board but that the civil service seemed crippled by anxiety. Far from being racist, civil servants were clear that the men were British citizens and should be treated as such. In an internal Ministry of Labour memo dated 19 June 1948, it was made clear that:




    

      

        

          There is no logical ground for treating a British subject who comes of his own accord from Jamaica to Great Britain differently from another who comes to London on his own account from Scotland. Nevertheless public attention has been focused on the 400 or so men who are coming from Jamaica and who will arrive in London on Tuesday. A political problem has been created, to the embarrassment of the government and of our Minister in particular. In these circumstances it is necessary to see whether any extraordinary measures can be taken that would help solve the problem. If only they could be dispersed in small parties, then even though they did not get immediate employment, they would cease to be recognizable as a problem.7


        


      


    




    Political problem they may have been but the Prime Minister, Attlee, was in no doubt about how to react. Responding to a round-robin letter sent to him by Labour MPs expressing their grave concern at the ship’s arrival and floating the idea of repatriation – a note which can legitimately be said to be motivated in part by racism – Attlee wrote:




    

      

        

          I note what you say, but I think it would be a great mistake to take the emigration of this Jamaican party to the United Kingdom too seriously. It is traditional that British subjects, whether of Dominion or Colonial origin (and of whatever race or colour), should be freely admissible to the United Kingdom. That tradition is not, in my view, to be lightly discarded, particularly at a time when we are importing foreign labour in large numbers . . . If our policy were to result in a great influx of undesirables, we might, however unwillingly, have to consider modifying it. But I would not be willing to consider that except on really compelling evidence, which I do not think exists at the present time.8


        


      


    




    The Ministry of Labour, the Colonial Office and the local authorities may not have had long to put together a support mechanism for the arrivals but they did their best. The problems that greeted the passengers were ones of accident, not design. The civil service was simply thrown into apprehension and unease at such a departure from normality. As Mike and Trevor Phillips put it in their account of the Windrush’s impact:




    

      

        

          It was, after all, a service which, for the last decade, had run a tightly controlled, amazingly disciplined bureaucracy. Every aspect of life was subject to some form of control. Every last ounce of food was allocated and monitored. Every resource analysed and weighed. This was the real problem. The issue of race might have reinforced the civil servants’ agitation, but their primary motivation was distress at the advent of a group of workers about whom they knew no details, whose movements were completely unregulated and who couldn’t be controlled by official sanctions.9


        


      


    




    That said, all the immigrants were briefed on arrival at Tilbury and each was given official documentation and classification – essential in post-war Britain. The Daily Express reported their arrival thus: ‘Four hundred and fifty Jamaicans crowded the rails of the Empire Windrush as she anchored in the Thames last night. They sailed as refugees from their island’s unemployment problem, and have provided a new problem to the Colonial Office and Ministry of Labour.’ Loudspeakers called the 450 work-seekers to a pep talk by Mr Ivor Cummings, a principal officer of the Colonial Office, who welcomed them by telling them that things would not be easy.




    Some of the men were resentful. But most appreciated the assistance they were given. As Sam King put it: ‘We knew we were not wanted but, being British, once we arrived at Tilbury everything humanly possible was done to help us.’10 Indeed, when they learned that the Colonial Office had only heard of their impending arrival twelve days earlier, most switched the blame to the Jamaican government.




    After registering, they were taken to pre-arranged accommodation. Eighty-two of the men, who were joining the armed forces, were sent to a Wimpole Street hostel (costing them £1 1s a week); 104, who had friends or relatives in the UK – there was already a network of demobbed soldiers and airmen – were sent off to their contacts; and the rest were taken by coach to air-raid shelters on Clapham Common. The men housed in Clapham were given an official welcome at the Brixton Astoria by the local Mayor and three MPs. ‘We want you to regard this country as your second home. I hope it will not be very long before each of you is provided for in a dignified fashion,’ said Lt. Col. Lipton, the local MP, repeating a wish he had expressed earlier that day in the House of Commons. But, they were told by Tom Driberg, Britain was ‘not a paradise. You have been warned that there may be difficulties caused through ignorance and prejudice, but don’t let it get you down. Try and stand on your own feet as soon as you can.’11




    The shelters were not too bad. There was a large welfare effort, both official and unofficial. The Women’s Voluntary Service handed over food parcels. Churches offered support, both practical and pastoral (one of the men married a church volunteer he met in the shelter). And the Ministry of Labour and the Colonial Office made sure nobody slipped through the net. As one of the men, John Richards, described it: ‘There was quite a few of us down there . . . But it wasn’t bad. The things were clean and we got food to eat down there, and things like that. But then gradually we dispersed, because some of them, the Army come down and recruit some, the RAF come down and recruit some, everybody got different places. The coal mines, people come down and recruit some at the time, things like that. And they are spread several ways, several places.’12 The men were processed through the Coldharbour Lane Labour Exchange. Soon, they began what they came over for: ‘Within days some started working and within one month all got jobs and left the shelter. And because they worked very hard in the factory or office or whatever it is, all of our people had employment.’13




    There was a parallel development at the time which puts the men’s arrival in a wider context. The independence of India in 1947 and the subsequent Nationality Act in 1948 created two types of British citizen: those of the United Kingdom and Colonies and those of Commonwealth countries. The former were presumed already to have equal status across the Empire; the latter were given the same rights through the Act. Driven by Indian independence, the Act was designed to enshrine in law equal rights for Commonwealth citizens. Less than two weeks after the Windrush docked, the Home Secretary, Chuter Ede, said:




    

      

        

          I know there are also some who feel it is wrong to have a citizenship of the United Kingdom and Colonies. Some people feel it would be a bad thing to give the coloured races of the Empire the idea that, in some way or the other, they are the equals of people in this country. The government do not subscribe to that view. We believe wholeheartedly that the common citizenship of the United Kingdom and Colonies is an essential part of the development of the relationship between this Mother Country and the Colonies.14


        


      


    




    But for all that, in the medium and long term the Act had a very different impact. It divided British citizens, for the first time, into different categories, a divide which was to have a profound effect in coming decades as Commonwealth immigration began to take off. As Mike and Trevor Phillips put it: ‘[T]he debate on the Nationality Act was actually the beginning of a trauma about citizenship, race and nationality which swiftly became associated with the arrival of Caribbean immigrants.’15




    The implications were debated in Cabinet by the next government. On 3 February 1954, under the agenda item ‘Coloured Workers’, Churchill is quoted, with abbreviations by Cabinet Secretary Sir Norman Brook, as saying: ‘Problems wh. will arise if many coloured people settle here. Are we to saddle ourselves with colour problems in UK? Attracted by Welfare State. Public opinion in UK won’t tolerate it once it gets beyond certain limits.’ Florence Horsbrugh, the Minister of Education and MP for Manchester Moss Side, is recorded as adding: ‘Already becoming serious in Manchr.’ Then David Maxwell Fyfe, the Home Secretary, gave a figure of 40,000 compared to 7000 before the Second World War and raised the possibility of immigration control. He said:




    

      

        

          There is a case on merits for excludg. riff-raff. But politically it wd. be represented & discussed on basis of colour limitation. That wd. offend the floating vote viz., the old Liberals. We shd. be reversing age-long trad[ition] tht. B[ritish] S[ubjects] have right of entry to mother-country of Empire. We shd. offend Liberals, also sentimentalists . . . The col[onial] pop[ulations] are resented in L[iverpool], Paddington & other areas by those who come into contact with them. But those who don’t are apt to take a more Liberal view.


        


      


    




    Churchill concluded: ‘Ques. is wtr. it is politically wise to allow public feeling to develop a little more before takg. action.’ It would, he said, be ‘fatal’ to let the situation develop too far: ‘Wd. lke. also to study possibility of “quota” – no. not to be exceeded.’16




    The Empire Windrush immigrants were more than symbolic. Their presence changed Britain, and for the better. There had long been a black presence in Britain, and other immigrants had also been welcomed before on a much larger scale than the response to the Windrush’s arrival seemed to suggest. But, small as the actual number of passengers on the Empire Windrush was, they were the beginning of a wave of immigration unprecedented in scale.




    Previous immigrants to Britain had included the 50,000 Huguenots who were admitted in 1572 and 1685, following the St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in Paris and the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes. In the nineteenth century, a small number of Jews fleeing pogroms were allowed in; and in the 1930s, 70,000 refugees from the Nazis were admitted. In 1939 there were 239,000 adult immigrants in the UK (of whom 80,000 were refugees). By 1950 there were 424,329.17 Of these extra 200,000 the biggest group was 130,000 Poles, of whom 100,000 had served in the Polish armed forces. The rest were refugees who, understandably, did not want to return to their home countries because, after Yalta, they had become Soviet satellites.




    They were greeted with a mixture of curiosity and concern, along with widespread press coverage and associated political debates. But as the economy recovered and the need for more workers grew, so it became ever more usual for new arrivals to disembark from passenger ships and, later, planes from the Caribbean – and then not just the Caribbean but also the wider Commonwealth. Not for over 1000 years, since the Norman Conquest, had anything on the scale of the immigration which began in 1948 been contemplated, let alone begun.




    The facts of that immigration are clear – although the interpretation placed on them has provoked one of the most profound political and social debates of the past half-century. Until the 1950s, immigration into Britain (other than from Ireland) was piecemeal and had almost no impact on society overall. But after the Windrush generation of immigration had begun, the level ran at around half a million legal immigrants every decade. This was bound to have a major impact. In a matter of years, the white, mono-cultural, settled habits of the population metamorphosed into the multicultural, multiracial Britain of today. By 1961 there were 250,000 Afro-Caribbeans in the UK, by 1965 400,000, and by 1971 over half a million. Of those from the Indian subcontinent, the first large group to arrive was Punjabi Sikhs from the Jullundur Doab, followed by Hindu Gujaratis from Surat on the north coast of Bombay (Mumbai). Next were Muslim Mirpuris and Cambellpuris from north-east Pakistan. Finally came the Muslim Bengalis from Sylhet. But for all the impact on society of this influx, initially it had little impact on overall population numbers as immigration was balanced by a similar level of emigration. What changed was not the absolute population number but the complexion of that population.




    Until, that is, the past two decades. Since the 1990s the net inflow – from outside the EU – has been 1.5 million a decade. Today, immigration makes up 83 per cent of population growth.18 These extracts from recent Office of National Statistics bulletins show the extent of the change: ‘In 2001, 4.9 million (8.3 per cent) of the total population of the UK [were] born overseas . . . more than double the 2.1 million (4.2 per cent) in 195119 . . . In the year to mid-2005, the UK population increased by 375,000 . . . the largest annual rise in numbers since 1962 . . . Natural change (the difference between births and deaths) contributed one third of the population increase. Net migration and other changes contributed the other two thirds.’20 Indeed, one in four children born in Britain now has a foreign parent, compared with one in five in 2001.21




    So why the change? The lifting of the Iron Curtain in 1989 led to a demographic earthquake, with the break-up of Yugoslavia, war in the Balkans and conflicts in Africa providing notable migration flashpoints. Almost overnight there was a dramatic increase in the number of refugees and asylum seekers. In the 1980s there were no more than 4000 a year.22 By 2002 there were 84,000. Many were genuine. Many, however, were economic migrants seeking a better life, either through their own efforts or through Britain’s generous welfare state. But asylum seekers have never made up the majority of immigrants (although for a few years they were the largest single group). As we have seen with the Windrush passengers, the mythology surrounding immigration is rarely correct, however entrenched the apparent certainties may be. For a start, the UK has far more immigrants from the EU than it does from India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, the Caribbean and the Middle East combined. But the difference is that it is balanced: roughly the same number leave Britain to move to Europe. With India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, the Caribbean, the Middle East and Africa, the immigration is almost totally one-sided.




    The four legitimate means of entering the UK are for family reunion and marriage, to study, with a work permit and through EU citizenship. Net (legal) migration has averaged 166,000 a year since 2000. On current trends, immigration will add more than 2 million people every 10 years. The Government Actuary Service estimates that with immigration of 195,000 a year (very close to the present level of legal immigration), the UK population will grow from 59.8 million in 2000 to 68 million in 2031. Part of the reason the birth rate has lifted to a 26-year high (births in 2006 increased for the fifth successive year, to 734,000, compared with 663,000 in 2002) has been the surge in immigration.23 The highest birth rates are in the overwhelmingly Muslim Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities. The birth rate among women born in Pakistan but living in the UK is three times higher than that among British-born women. The fertility rate (the average number of children a woman has) is now 1.87, up from 1.63 in 2002, which was below the ‘replacement rate’ necessary to maintain the population (without immigration).24 The Pakistani rate of 4.7 children per mother is almost three times the British-born rate, while the average immigrant rate is 2.5.




    On present trends, around 6 million of the 8 million increase in population will move to London and the southeast. For all the problems which immigration on the pre-1980s scale caused – the Notting Hill and Brixton riots were the most obvious example of racial tensions – the sheer scale of these increases is of a different order from anything that has gone before and it is difficult to predict with certainty what impact this will have. There is a lazy assumption that it must, of necessity, cause deep-seated and irreversible friction. But it need not necessarily be this way.




    When an issue appears to be at its most intractable, it almost always pays dividends to turn to the writings of Milton Friedman. Professor Friedman, as was his habit, summed up the real issue in ten words: ‘You cannot simultaneously have free immigration and a welfare state.’ If the opportunity exists to move from an area paying negligible benefits to one paying relatively lavish benefits, then the decision to go to where the benefits are higher is what is best termed a ‘no brainer’. But sensible debate on immigration has become impossible because we confuse those who want to work – those who move in order to better themselves – with those who merely want to take advantage of better benefits; and we damn both groups equally. By far the most corrosive cause of bad race relations is the immigrant who lives off the state. The main lesson from the rise of extremist fringe parties in Europe and the growing success of the British National Party (BNP) in garnering support in areas with large immigrant populations is that if mainstream parties ignore the issues that the electorate thinks matter, voters either stay away from the polls altogether or turn to the parties which do talk about them.




    The British are, by their nature, a tolerant people. We have a proud tradition of giving a welcome to those who want to better their lot. My own ancestors did just that at the end of the nineteenth century. They came here to escape the pogroms and to work, and were fiercely proud that, having arrived with nothing, they built themselves good lives through their own efforts. That is the British tradition. And we should be similarly welcoming to their successors, new immigrants who are similarly committed to a new life and who want to better themselves through hard work. We will all benefit from their industry and enterprise. Icons of British life such as fish and chips, the Mini and Marks & Spencer all emanate from immigrants to the UK. Such enterprise and hard work have long been the engines which have driven the US to its astonishing wealth and prosperity.




    But there is a fundamental contradiction between this approach and the benefits culture which has taken hold in the UK, which means that unproductive immigrants who come here in order to live off the state have poisoned the well even for those whom we should welcome.




    Economics and rationality tend to fly out of the window when confronted with immigration. It is almost impossible to talk about the benefits of immigration without being regarded as hopelessly liberal and naive. In the early 1990s, the British government refused to grant visas to the Hong Kong Chinese almost entirely because of the political calculation that the public would not stomach another mass influx of immigrants. Yet that was, on any calculation, a major economic blunder. Vancouver, which welcomed 230,000 people from Hong Kong between 1991 and 1996, has reaped the rewards ever since. It is the British economy which lost out, not the migrants.




    In this context, the Danish election of 2001 was fascinating. The political climate there was much like that in Britain, in that there was a deep and growing fear of immigration. The centre-right Liberal Party focused on immigration as the main election issue. But instead of the usual anti-immigration rhetoric, it turned on its head the main concern of electors, that immigrants are somehow a leech on the state, and in doing so won an unexpected victory. Denmark, it said, should welcome immigrants. But for their first seven years they should receive no state benefits of any kind, other than schooling for their children and emergency health care. And that, more or less, was that. Such an approach squared the immigration circle. It permitted the gains which immigrants can bring to a country; it dealt with the problem of benefit leeches (as the party leader and Prime Minister, Anders Fogh Rasmussen, put it during the Danish election campaign: ‘Denmark must not be the social security office for the rest of the world’); and it neutralized the far right’s racist arguments. Since immigrants could only prosper through their own efforts and the economy would prosper with them, there would be no rational reason not to welcome them.




    The benefits of such an approach are more than economic. As the US experience shows, the greater the premium placed on work, the easier it is for immigrants to assimilate and be accepted. Every American generation believes that in the past immigration was good, while now it is bad. But the same patterns repeat themselves. The evidence suggests that the quality of people migrating to the US (measured by the standard of completed education) has continued to improve as, for example, Mexico’s school system has expanded. The key is work and economic integration. In the US, a quarter of immigrants have less than 9 years of schooling and start in poor jobs. The US is a middle-class country importing a working class, but after 10 to 15 years in the US the average immigrant earns more than the average US-born worker. Within 20 years, 60 per cent of immigrants become home-owners; indeed, within 25 years they are more likely to own their home than native-born Americans. And the second generation is a greater success still, an upward mobility prompted by education. Immigrants’ children drop out of school a full third less than US-born children, and do an average of 2 hours’ homework a day compared to the US-born average of 30 minutes.




    Why has the US been so much better at integrating such a large number of immigrants? Tamar Jacoby, one of the leading US analysts, points to a number of key factors. First, the US has been at it a long time compared with Britain. There are no ‘hereditary Americans’; you simply ‘show up and participate’. There is no single strongly established religion and thus less sense of outsiderdom and otherness. Latinos have a long tradition of mixing, compared with Muslims. Crime is not a particular problem amongst US immigrants and so there is less negative stereotyping. And the US labour market is far more flexible, its welfare state less important, than in the UK.
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