How immigrants have changed the face of British society

Introduction of World and Press Special ‘Immigration and Minorities in Britain’

Imagine your are travelling to Britain. You board your British Airways flight, and are greeted by a smiling, dark-​skinned stewardess who is clearly from the Indian subcontinent. On landing at Heathrow, you will probably head for central Lon​don. As you travel around the capi​tal, you will pay your bus fares to Afro-Caribbeans who work for London Transport. You may watch the news occasionally, and hear the day's events presented in beautifully accented English by Trevor MacDonald, a highly popu​lar newscaster from the Carib​bean. Buy a paper and you will notice many foreign-sounding names among the journalists who contribute articles. If you go out for a meal, you may well decide to eat at one of the many Indian or Chinese restaurants that are scat​tered throughout the capital and the rest of the country. And if you are unlucky enough to become ill and have to go to hospital, you will quickly appreciate the role Britain's immigrants play in the national health service. If you stray off the beaten tourist track, you might wander into areas where Indian, Pakistani, or Afro-Carib​bean immigrants dominate. But whatever you do and wherever you go in Britain today, you can​not fail to notice the influence that Immigration, particularly from the Commonwealth, has had on the country.

The process of immigration to Britain started centuries ago, with Huguenots in the 17th century, for example. However, the first ma​jor group of immigrants to arrive in Britain was the Irish. By 1871, 774,310 Irish immigrants, an im​portant source of cheap labour, had settled on the British main​land, many of them in Lancashire, London and Glasgow. Other early immigrants also included a sub​stantial number from continental Europe, although this group was nowhere near as large as the Irish. Italians started arriving in larger numbers in the 19th century. There were over 5,000 in 1871, increasing to just under 25,000 in 1911. Germans were another fairly large group. According to census figures there were about 33,000 Germans living in Britain in 1871, and 53,000 in 1911. Ger​man immigrants came from all walks of life. There were clerics, waiters, doctors, bankers, and industrialists. Many of the rich Ger​mans were Jews.

There were also a large number of Jews among the immi​grants from Russian Poland. By 1911, the Russian Polish popula​tion in England and Wales amounted to about 95,500. The immigrant population before the First World War also included some Afro-Caribbeans, Asians from the subcontinent and a small number of Chinese. Resentment of cheap labour and foreign tradi​tions and customs had already become apparent by this time, and resulted in legislation to con​trol immigration. In 1905, the Al​iens Act made it more difficult for immigrants to enter the country. Immigrant ships had to dock at certain ports and Immigration of​ficers could refuse entry to peo​ple without means of support, lu​natics, the sick und criminals.

The post-war period

The main wave of immigration came alter the Second World War and continued throughout the 1950s and 1960s. It was this wave that brought the largest and most visible groups of immigrants, the Afro-Caribbeans and Asians - in Britain, a term which usually re​fers to immigrants from the Indian subcontinent, i.e. Pakistanis, In​dians and Bangladeshis.

The arrival of the first boatload of just under 500 West Indian im​migrants, many of them veterans of the Second World War, on the Empire Windrush in 1948 was a historic occasion. All the Wind​rush passengers found jobs within a few weeks, and they and subse​quent new arrivals greatly helped to ease the post-war labour short​age.

The large wave of immigration from the Indian subcontinent oc​curred at about the same time. White Britons tend to view "Asians" as one group, but in fact they are made up of a variety of religious, ethnic and national com​munities from the Indian subcon​tinent and also refugees from East Africa, such as the Kenyan Asians who arrived in the 1960s and the Ugandan Asians who were ex​pelled by Idi Amin in the early 1970s. Although there are often serious tensions between these groups in their countries of ori​gin, relations between the vari​ous Asian communities living in Britain are generally good. Asians tend to do better in education and employment than Afro-Carib​beans, and are often regarded as particularly hard-working and law-abiding. The Asian corner​shop owner, working long hours with the support of his extended family to keep his business going, has become something of a stere​otype.

In this Special, we have devoted a chapter to Muslims as a sepa​rate group, although the large ma​jority of these people are also Asians. However, their high pro​file in recent years, with demands for Muslim schools, the setting up of a Muslim parliament and the Salman Rushdie affair has given them a special role among Brit​ain's immigrant population. Most British Muslims are from Pakistan, and arrived in the 1980s and 1960s to work in textile mills in Brad​ford, where they now form the city's largest minority. Others found jobs in transport. There are also large Muslim communities in Birmingham and East London, with smaller groups scattered throughout the country.

Despite being one of Britain's oldest ethnic communities, the Chinese are still regarded with some suspicion. There are now about 250,000 people of Chinese descent in Britain. Most of them work in the catering trade, and for the majority of white Britons, Chi​nese people are identified with the local restaurant or takeaway.

The Vietnamese are one of the most recent groups to arrive in Britain. Most came as "boat peo​ple" in the 1970s, with a smaller number following from camps in Hong Kong at the beginning of the 1990s. We have included this group as their experiences illus​trate how hard it still is for new immigrants to find a foothold in British society.

Finally, we have also consid​ered the role of two white immi​grant groups - the Jews and the Irish. There are now about 400, 000 Jews in Britain. Overt discrimina​tion is less of a problem for this group, - although anti-Semitism was a feature of British society for many centuries. Today, Jews are very well represented in law, medicine, business, politics and cultural life. If there is a problem, it is rather one of religious and cultural identity, as our articles show.

The Irish are a different matter. After the Second World War, Irish immigrants were recruited by British firms. Like the other groups of immigrants who arrived at this time, they helped to combat the post-war labour shortage. There are particularly large numbers of Irish in London, Birmingham, Liv​erpool and Glasgow. Whilst the "No Irish need apply" signs that once actively discriminated against this group in employment and housing have disappeared, one wonders how Irish people must feel when they hear the Irish jokes that are still popular today and invariably feature the stupid "Paddy". There is also evidence that the Troubles in Northern Ire​land and IRA terrorist bombs in Britain have led to a rise in hostil​ity or at least suspicion with re​gard to those with lrish accents.

Racial tensions, im​migration control and anti-discrimination

Not long after the Common​wealth immigrants began to ar​rive in large numbers, racial ten​sion reared its ugly head, culmi​nating in riots by whites in Notting Hill in 1958 and also in Notting​ham. The famous Notting Hill car​nival which takes place every year commemorates these first riots. Racial hostility has always accom​panied immigration. It has been displayed on the political fringe in the rise of the National Front in the 1970s and 1980s, and in the more mainstream form repre​sented by the Conservative MP, Enoch Powell, whose notorious 1968 "Rivers of Blood" speech against immigration caused-out​rage and resulted in his dismissal from the Shadow Cabinet by Edward Heath. It is also present in countless forms outside political life: at football matches, where black players are often booed, in so-called "jokes" about Pakista​nis, in careless remarks and even physical violence - the list is end​less. On the practical level, immi​grants and their descendants still face disadvantage in the fields of housing, employment and educa​tion. Blacks' resentment at their treatment has at times boiled over into rioting - as in the unrest that occurred in some British cities in the early 1980s.

At first, immigration was largely unrestricted. The 1948 British Nationality Act guaranteed access to citizens of independent Commonwealth countries and the colonies. However, immigrants were increasingly perceived as a "problem". The labour shortage gave way to competition for jobs, and with it, white resentment at the newcomers. Calls for tighter immigration control consequently became louder. The first legisla​tion was introduced in the 1960s, and restrictions on immigra​tion continued to be tightened throughout the 1980s.

On the other hand, these re​strictions were also accompanied by laws aimed at improving race relations and curbing discrimina​tion. Thus, legislation passed in 1965 made it unlawful to discrimi​nate on grounds of race, colour, ethnic er national origin in public places or on public transport. An act passed in 1968 went further, including discrimination in em​ployment, housing, the provision of goods and services and adver​tisements. The Race Relations Board was given powers to inves​tigate and act upon complaints. The Community Relations Com​mission was also set up to encour​age harmonious race relations. A third Race Relations Act was passed by the Labour Govern​ment in 1976 with tougher meas​ures against discrimination. lt set up the Commission for Racial Equality (CRE), which replaced the Race Relations Board and the Community Relations Commis​sion. The CRE helps in individual cases of racial discrimination, and also deals with discrimination as a social problem. Its sphere of activity covers all areas of life, including employment and hous​ing.

