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Introduction

One of the most puzzling questions of recent times is why the asylum seeker and
the refugee have become objects of widespread scorn and suspicion in Britain. It
is not simply that the popular press has claimed that people have singled Britain
out as a ‘soft touch’ or an ‘easy ride’; there are clearly dynamic forces at work,
which have transformed ‘asylum seeker’ (with its suggestions of persecution
and exile) from an expression arousing not compassion, but abuse. It has also
attracted the disparaging qualifier ‘bogus’, which delegitimates in advance claims
upon our scarce sympathy.

In cases where the authorities have refused asylum, another equally negative
word has been coined, namely the ‘failed’ asylum-seeker, as though asylum
were an arduous examination which people must pass. The aggregate of ‘bogus’
and ‘failed’ suggests that the opportunists and chancers of the earth are finding
passage to Britain, to take advantage of our legendary kindness, tolerance and
softness of heart. This, in turn, nourishes one of our most persistent myths — that
we are too easy, that we ‘bend over backwards’ to accommodate the mistreated
and abused, who are secretly laughing at our gullibility — ‘taking the piss’ in the
popular expression.

Governments proclaim the rising numbers of ‘deportations’ a measure of
success. This, too, has a long and ugly history. An elderly Jewish woman in
north London said, ‘Whenever I hear governments utter the word “deportation”,
it sends a shiver down my spine. For me it will always be associated with the
“deportations to the East” of the Hitler regime, with all that implied. I wonder
how many of these “successes” will be subject to arbitrary arrest, imprisonment
and torture? They have become, in the word of the Hungarian Nobel literature
laureate, Imre Kertesz, “fateless”.’

British refugee organizations regularly publish denials of the myths surrounding
refugees and asylum-seekers. The latter are not given priority over people on
accommodation waiting lists, for they are usually housed in hard-to-let and
rundown property. They do not take our jobs, are not offered mobile phones,
televisions or cars and are unlikely to commit crimes. They do not come here
because of rumours of our generosity — indeed they know nothing of the welfare
system — and cannot work until they have waited more than a year for a decision
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2 The Refuge and the Fortress

on their case. The income they receive is a mere 70 per cent of income support,
hardly extravagant living.

The Refugee Council says that 1,000 medically qualified refugees are recorded
on the British Medical Association database. Retraining a refugee doctor is about
one-twentieth of the cost of training a British doctor from scratch. Many refugees
have academic qualifications. There are more than 1,500 refugee teachers in
England. It is estimated that 30,000 jobs have been created in one city, Leicester,
since Ugandan Asian refugees arrived in 1972.

This suggests that refugees represent a particular stratum of people: they are
often educated, socially committed, economically active and politically involved
in their country of origin. Indeed, this is often why they suffer, singled out by
dictatorial or ideologically-driven regimes as ‘threats’ to stability and order. Such
people’s fate is this book’s concern, its primary focus being the contribution over
the past 75 years of academic refugees to the social, intellectual, economic and
cultural life of Britain. This is the work of CARA (the Council for Assisting Refugee
Academics), whose origins go back to 1933 when it was founded as the Academic
Assistance Council to assist Jewish academics dismissed by the Nazis from German
universities. The organization was originally seen as a temporary arrangement.
That the need it sought to meet persists three generations later suggests that
Hitler’s Germany was no isolated aberration, while CARA’S work, both past and
present, has encountered considerable resistance, official and popular.

A particular contemporary problem, although not entirely new, is the result
of the degradation of the very idea of refugee or asylum seeker. A reluctance
to admit persecuted people into this country was also evident earlier in our
history, notably during the Tsarist pogroms at the end of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, and in the rise of Nazism in the 1930s. Indeed, that unhappy
period provides an important insight into the psychology of indifference. At a
time of great stress and distress, governments of the free world - itself a smaller
realm then than now, bounded by the grim ideological boundaries of Nazism
and Communism - sought places far from sight to locate Europe’s unwanted.
In the 1930s and well into the Second World War, Britain and the United States
undertook a doomed search among what Bernard Wasserstein called ‘the waste
places of the world’ for suitable destinations for Jewish refugees from Nazi
Germany. These included Angola, Madagascar, Mauritius (a few actually wound
up there), the Dominican Republic (an agrarian settlement financed by the
USA was started, but fizzled out for want of support), Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya
and Mindanao in the Philippines, all outside the territories of Britain, its white
dominions or the USA.

Britain, at that time of extreme urgency, extended a modest and selective help
to a minority of Jews. Those admitted were absorbed effortlessly; their special
talents and abilities acknowledged, they and their families recognized for their
unique contribution. But a majority of European Jewry were destined to take
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Introduction 3

the most malignant journey undertaken by the persecuted of the earth across
the unpoliced frontier between life and death. Before this, they were banished
to another moral universe from that of the majority, built from the calloused
feelings and exhausted sympathies, the flint in the heart and iron in the spirit
of other human beings.

Nazi Germany targeted a distinctive population with ferocious energy and
industrial efficiency. Today, refugees come from far and wide, the great majority
from countries torn by conflict, civil strife, war or ethnic cleansing - Iraq,
Afghanistan, Iran, Somalia, Sudan, Democratic Republic of Congo, Sri Lanka.
These people are, in their way, refugees of globalization. Where will such asylum-
seekers beg refuge?

This, perhaps, offers a clue to why antagonisms remain, notwithstanding the
efforts of agencies, charities and voluntary bodies. Despite their fact-sheets with
myth-busting arguments and truths about refugees, the opposing view — we
are being exploited, refugees steal our labour and come as ‘benefit-shoppers’ or
‘health-tourists’ — will not go away. At its most benign, the argument that there is
simply ‘no room in this overcrowded island’ is usually offered as the last word.

Integrating (to a varying extent) virtually every country’s economy into a
global system has had profound repercussions. It isn’t just a question of the great
movements of humanity from rural to urban areas, involuntary migrations away
from traditional patterns of living and loss of livelihood through development
projects; it is also about reactions to this process, the search for identity in a return
to traditional religious, ethnic or linguistic groups, and the defensive shelter
these may offer people disoriented by globalization. A whole world has been set
in movement, certainly not initiated by the victimized and persecuted. Yet these
become scapegoats, doubly blamed for events beyond their control.

The reluctance of countries whose people have seen an access of modest
privilege to open their doors to those who have suffered (partly to further the
good fortune of people in the ‘developed’ world) helps explain a general hostility
to, and rejection of, refugees. The rich Western countries, in any case, absorb only
a small fraction of them; Britain takes less than one in 2,000. The vast majority
shelter in neighbouring countries, often in miserable conditions. Over a million
Iraqis are in Syria, and half a million in Jordan. Burmese refugees spill over into
Thailand. People fleeing the Sudanese militias are trapped in the wastes of Chad.
Civilians caught up in the wars of the Democratic Republic of Congo look for a
refuge in Rwanda and Uganda, while those fleeing the catastrophe of Zimbabwe
enter South Africa. Poor countries, not rich ones, bear the burden of assisting
refugees. But it makes no difference. People’s ability to believe what they want
to believe has long been known; the triumph of unreason has its own function,
as many of those whose stories figure in this book testify.

The formulation of a more joyful, liberating narrative than the narrow fables of
a sullen exclusion is the only way to fight myths presented as self-evident truths.
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4 The Refuge and the Fortress

The story is not about exploiters and opportunists, but rather the immeasurable
riches, diversity and practical contribution which refugees have made to this
country. While there is no guarantee that such a humane story will gain ground
against its more malignant competitor, that is scarcely an excuse for remaining
silent. CARA exemplifies this story of our better selves.
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