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Anarchism and crime
IAN STUART

“You were convicted of aggravated bronchitis last year: and I find
that although you are now only twenty-three years old, you have been
imprisoned for no less that fourteen occasions for illness of a more or less
hateful character; in fact, it is not too much to say that you have spent
the greater part of your life in jail. . . .

“You may say that it is not your fault. The answer is ready enough
to hand and it amounts to this—that if you had been born of healthy
and well-to-do parents, and had been well taken care of when you were
a child, you would never have offended against the laws of your country,
nor found yourself in your present disgraceful position. If you tell me
that you had no hand in your parentage and education, and that it is
therefore unjust to lay these things to your charge, I answer that whether
your being in a consumption is your fault or no, it is a fault in you, and
it is my duty to see that against such faults as this the commonwealth
shall be protected. You may say that it is your misfortune to be criminal;
I answer that it is your crime to be unfortunate.”

—The Judge’s Speech in EREWHON.

DISCUSSIONS OF ANARCHIST THEORY with those to whom it is new, and
those who are irreconcilably hostile, always stir up the question of
criminal behaviour. Thus Colin Ward’s discussion of anarchism on the
BBC! elicited from one of his interrogators the objection that a social
condition of anarchism would be impossible because it would have
no machinery for preventing robbery. This objection was met by the
observation that in our present society the existing machinery does not
prevent robbery, and that penal methods may sometimes increase the
severity of crimes which are committed later. The various social philo-
sophies which stand in opposition to anarchism are remarkably unen-
lightening on the question of crime. Most of them have to fall back
on a secular version of original sin—that some men are criminals by
nature, and that every social system must have an institution for their
repression. Such a view is essentially religious, and accords ill with
otherwise secular social philosophy. Marxism maintains that crime as
we know it, is a result of the tensions entailed in capitalist society.
Unfortunately, the practical experiment along Marxist lines which has
been conducted in Russia over the last 40 years has shown that the
age-old patterns of crime persist, and they are manifest quite as strongly
in each new rising generation which has had no experience of capitalist
society. Communist apologists have been driven to take refuge to an
increasing degree, with each new decade, in a sort of social Lamarkianism
—that the criminality bred by centuries of pre-socialist society still
impels Russians to criminal acts even when the present system produces
no such tendencies. Purist Marxists will of course reject the claim
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that the Russian system is in any way a socialist one, and so they can
retain their simple theoretical model of crime being an economic by-
product of capitalism.

Anarchists will agree with Marxists in regarding crime as a result
of the current social system, rather than attributing it to any personal
and accidental quality of “wickedness” with which some individuals
are born. They do not, however, see the problem simply in terms of
economic forces as the Marxists do; indeed the post-war era with its
rising standard of living for the working-class, and in particular for
teenagers, has seen an extraordinary rise in the crime rates for those
sections of the population who have experienced the greatest degree of
economic betterment. A simple economic theory of criminality is
becoming increasingly outmoded. Where unemployment is high and
workers are feeling the economic squeeze, the result is not an increased
rate of stealing. We must look elsewhere for the roots of crime, and
such a search involves an examination of the whole social structure of
our society.

It may be objected by some anarchists that the whole matter is
self-evident. Crime consists in breaking the laws which the State
enacts and that crime will be abolished when the State is abolished.
But the problem is not so simple: if we work for the day on which
“the last king is strangled with the entrails of the last priest”, however
literally or metaphorically we view such an event, we find ourselves
compelled to be social scientists tackling problems which the reformist
social scientists are both unwilling and incapable of tackling. This
article begins with a satirical quotation from Samuel Butler’s Erewhon,
but no orthodox criminologist can fully appreciate that his own views
about crime are just as ridiculous as the Erewhonian view. To work
for the abolition of crime means to work for social revolution. This

was ably expressed by Alex Comfort, speaking at an anarchist Summer
School over ten years ago:?

There are two points I want to make. First of all, modern work in this
field (criminology) seems to me to give us extremely strong ground for
encouragement. The political field, and the type of revolution by levée-en-
masse, which earlier radicals looked for, have never been bleaker in
prospect: the new knowledge and study of the machinery of human societies
and if individual character formation gives us, I think, not only a field in
which to work with every hope of success, but also an assurance that the
ideas which we have espoused, for various reasons, conscious and
unconscious, since the time of William Godwin, are becoming increasingly
the currency of scientific thought . . . Personally I would like to see more
of us, those who can, take training in social sciences or engaging in research
in this field. I do not want to turn anarchism into a sociological Fabian
Society, from which non-scientists are excluded. I want to see something
done which has not been done before—a concerted, unbiassed and properly
documented attempt to disseminate accurate teaching of the results of modern
child psychiatry, social psychology and political psychology to the general
public on the same scale as we have in the past tried to disseminate
revolutionary propaganda.”

It should be noted that Alex Comfort also published a study? of
the extent to which executive and political power are in themselves
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manifestations of the acting out of delinquent tendencies. As a tribute
to the excellence of this book, the present writer has heard an orthodox
criminologist declare with much heat that Dr. Comfort should be
imprisoned himself for publishing such monstrous ideas!

Who are the delinquents? q
If we ask someone to think of what the average housebreaker

looks like he will probably think of a man of sturdy physique and
and rough features, dressed in the clothes in which Punch and other
comic papers depict him. The housebreaker is in fact a stock character
in our national mythology , and has his origins largely in fiction.
We all know what Bill Sykes looked like. No doubt a certain amount
of robbery is carried out by professional thieves of this type, but this
should not be allowed to obscure the fact that in present day society
about half of the total amount of housebreaking is carried out by boys
who are still at school, or have only just left it.

The table which follows (Table 1) represents a breakdown of the
figures by age, for an urban district in Britain in 4 recent year.

TABLE 1. Arrests for three categories of offences, given as percentages in
different age ranges.

Age range in years 8-13 14-16 17-20 21-30 31-40 41 & over
Housebreaking ... W o 213 215 - ALE RN 5.9 p 2
Shop and Warehousebreaking ... 228 e 3 6.6 2.4
Crimes of Violence 3.0 82 198 31 169 134

A glance at the figures in Table 1 may be misleading because the
size of the age ranges is very different. Thus the 14-16 year range
represents only 3 years, but the 21-30 year range represents 10 years.
To get over this difficulty, a separate table has been calculated which
shows the percentage per year of age (Table 2). Here the youngest and
the oldest age range have been omitted because there is a sharp rise
and fall in these ranges and the average would not be meaningful.

TABLE 2. Data of Table 1 shown as approximate average percentage figures
per year of age in the separate age ranges.

Age range in years 14-16 17-20 21-30 31-40
Housebreaking ... oL o 9.1 e 2.2 0.6
Shop and Warehousebreaking ... 7.6 54 24 0.7
Crimes of violence | 4.9 3.9 1.1

It may be seen in Table 2 that the figures for housebreaking and
shopbreaking are very similar. Arrest for breaking in and robbing
premises is about four times more frequent among boys who are still
at school, or recent leavers, than among men in their twenties, and after
the age of 30 such activity seems to be rather uncommon. With the
crimes of violence, however, the peak of the frequency is delayed until
after the age of 17 and men in their twenties are more often arrested
than the boys in their early teens. As this category includes rape,
indecent assault and causing death by dangerous driving, it is natural
that the older adolescents are most prone to such activity.

All these figures represent arrests, and say nothing of the amount
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of crime committed. The figures given in Table 3, for the same area,
clarify this relationship.

TABLE 3.

Crimes Arrests
Housebreaking 14,500 : 1,900
Shop and warehousebreaking ... 16,300 3,400
Crimes of violence ... 4,200 2,900

One boy may, of course, commit a number of jobs before he is
arrested for his series of escapades, but the greater part of such crime
is never detected. Can it be, one wonders, that the younger boys are
more often arrested because they are more easily detected? Do they
grow more wily with age?

With crimes of violence the position is different. Report and arrest
is more immediate and it is more difficult to get away with it.

These statistics indicate why the authorities are worried about the
phenomenon of “Juvenile Delinquency”. But the popular conception
of the J.D. is somewhat erroneous. He is generally portrayed as a
hulking lad of about 18 who wears a leather jacket, carries a bicycle
chain, and delights to assault innocent passers-by on the pavement.
This stereotype is largely nonsense. It had been plugged by the popular
press, TV, etc., so that many boys, insecure as to their identity and
role in society, have bought themselves black leather jackets—to the
huge profit and delight of the leather industry. (“These young mugs
have the money to spend, so let’s get it off them!”). The surest way
of keeping the noses of teenagers to the grindstone of steady work
is to enmesh them in debt (as is found in many primitive acquisitive
societies), and if lads are compelled by their conformity to convention
to pay weekly H.P. instalments on noisy, dangerous and uncomfortable
motorcycles, they are going to be good, steady workers in factories,
fields and workshops, and give little real trouble to their masters. It
is not so easy to depend on stealing for a regular income.

By and large then, the stereotype of the J.D. is a synthetic myth
which is sold both to the teenagers and to the adult public, who have
different reasons for accepting it. Even the executive officers of the
law are more influenced by the myth than by the reality. Ask the
average Glasgow policeman to describe a typical J.D. to you and he
will give you the stereotype that the Telly gives him, rather than what
he actually cames into contact with in his job. Yet the police statistics
are clear and unambiguous. Table 4 gives a breakdown of figures
for juveniles arrested in a certain Scottish urban area over a period
of some months, which gives a more detailed picture regarding age
than was conveyed by the statistics given earlier.

TABLE 4. Age distribution of 1,484 juveniles arrested in an urban area.
Age ... 8 9 10 -1} 12 13 14 15 16 years
No. of arrests 18 43 T2 ¢ 380 <146 280350 257 218

~ Thus we see that the peak age is 14 years, and that thereafter there
is a steady decline. By the age of 16 the figures are already lower than
at the 13-year-old level. The vast bulk of this criminality is the theft
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of property, and it remains rather a mystery as to why there is a steady
drop after the age of 14. One simple-minded explanation might be
that when children leave school then they can earn money instead of
having to steal, but such an interpretation of the facts is rather inade-
quate. The spending of teenagers is rather in proportion to the lures
which are set before them by society. The need for money and goods
is very much greater as the boy grows older after leaving school—yet
boys appear to get progressively honester. It was suggested above
that part of the explanation might be in the fact that boys get more
wily and difficult to detect as they get older. We simply do not know.

One of the strange facts about juvenile delinquency is that it is
largely a male phenomenon. Much of what is called “delinquency”
among young girls is due simply to the fact that they like a sex life
when they are ready for it, and this is considered wrong both by the
law, the usual social agencies and often by their own parents. When
parents are unable or unwilling to condone and shield their daughter’s
sex life, then she may possibly become the victim of predatory forni-
cators, pimps and “moral welfare” agents. In general, however, girls
are remarkably law-abiding. What we know of boys is that about
129% of them living in urban areas are actually convicted of criminal
offences by the age of 14 years. What we can deduce from this is that
a large amount of criminality is commonplace, and that the police
are active enough to ensure that a certain amount of it comes before the
courts.

Here we have a paradox; were the size of the police force to be
increased or were the force to be more active, the statistics for juvenile
delinquency would undoubtedly increase. Some categories of the
habitual behaviour of boys are labelled “criminal”, and it is up to the
police to justify their existence by bringing a certain amount of it
before the courts. An example of this was when the newspapers
wrote up the doings of some boys arrested for fighting in a well-known
open space, where such combats of the young have probably been going
on ever since we drove out the Neanderthalers. This disgraceful pub-
licity resulted in a “rocket” going to the local police stations. The
coppers then went out night after night and pulled in as many boys as
they could conveniently handle. The statistics for hooliganism on that
common shot up temporarily as though the lads of the district had
suddenly gone on the warpath! The police produced an apparent
upsurge of violence simply by being too active in response to orders
from above.

The reality of juvenile delinquency appears to be much as follows.
Boys are born into a culture which treats them thus and thus, and
makes certain demands upon them. The result of such an educational
process is that by about the age of 14 they do a considerable amount of
stealing, wanton destruction and fighting. 1 say an educational process
advisedly, for that is what it is. They have been faught to act in a
way that similar young thieves and hooligans were acting when they
were mere toddlers, and those who are toddlers now will soon be educa-














































