
'The Highest Crime of A ll.'
G.H. Boehringer

I am not going to  discuss at any length the question whether imperialism 
is itself a crime, although I think it clearly is. I want instead to discuss the 
function of criminology in the imperialist context, and specifically the 
period we can call the transition to neo-colonialism. I will refer particularly 
to  Papua New Guinea, but shall preface that with some remarks about the 
history of criminology in the Third World. And specifically I shall make 
some comments about the origins of that criminology in the British colonial 
past in Africa.But Ijgfore doing that, I want to  return briefly to  the idea that imperial
ism is | itself, a crime because it can highlight some very im portant poipts I wish to  make about the nature of crime and coincidentally the function of 
criminology.The first and fundam ental point is tha t crime is what the power structure 
in a society determines it to  be. (1) In a capitalist society crime will be what 
the ruling class wishes it to  be. In the context of imperialism, since the 
ruling class is engaged in imperialist behaviour, quite obviously it would 
not be considered — by them  — a crime.There may be other ways of approaching the concept of crime, and 
Chambliss provides a good comprehensive discussion.(3) Nevertheless I have 
chosen to  concentrate on the fundamental, underlying determining factor 
in the designation of behaviour as crime. Further, such an analysis provides 
us with the basis of understanding aspects of crime, criminology, and the 
link to imperialism which otherwise would be blurred or, from my point of 
view upside down.

Thus the designation of acts (and generally speaking not omissions(4,0 
as criminal has to do with power and profit just as does imperialism. Any 
my argument is based on that parallel.

Imperialism, perhaps the highest crime o f all — and here I use crime in 
the common or laym an’s sense of the word, implying anti-social effects — 
involving as it has every kind of imaginable crime including genocide as in 
Tasmania, and which in a sense became a way of life for whole nations, 
though primarily benefitting the ruling class, was not designated as criminal 
behaviour. To make matters worse, the real criminals, the colonisers, then 
set themselves up to  judge the criminality of those upon whom they 
wreaked such havoc.

It is here that we may. being to  consider the link between imperialism and 
criminology, and specifically what I have referred to elsewhere as “ official 
mainstream criminology” O.M.C. (5) I shall go back in time a few decades 
to describe some developments in social science in Africa which provide the basis for our analysis. And in doing so shall indicate a very interesting link 
between criminology in Africa, Papua New Guinea, Australia and Japan.
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In a previous lecture in this series you  have discussed the usefulness o f  
anthropology to imperialism, particularly in the modern era e.g. by the 
Americans in Thailand. ( 6 )  I shall not therefore develop that idea any fur
ther: but I would like to m ention the seminal article by Gough in which she 
pointed out the effect imperialism had upon anthropology and referred to  
the discipline as "the child of imperialism” . ( 7 )

The argument I shall make is that crim inology in the Third World is, in 
a sense, the grandchild of imperialism, the parents being anthropology and 
law. Both these disciplines are, o f  course, essentially positivist, functionalist, 
and very strongly value laden. Both were ( and continue to be ) useful to the 
imperialist powers. ( S )

The Ancestry of Third World, Particularly African, Criminology.
1 will limit this discussion to  the British background, and will do so 

briefly because o f the excellent discussion by Cohen which is available.(9)
In his paper Cohen shows that British crim inology has its base in and, until 
quite recently, has been dom inated by law and m edicine (primarily psychi
atry). He also points out that it has lacked a substantial sociological com 
ponent, at least in terms of theory. ( 1 0 )  And as point out by Carson and 
Wiles, British crim inology has been well within the tradition o f  British prag
matism and social welfare empiricism. ( 1 1 )

While it is not clear how much influence British crim inology had upon  
the administration in Africa, it is fair to  assume that it may have had some 
at least' in helping to establish an ideology supportive of criminal justice 
under colonialism. Certainly after World War II and particularly during the 
transition to neo-colonialism , British crim inology had a strong influence 
which continued well into the neo-colonial period. Indeed it still dominates 
crim inology in Africa. ( 1 2 )Thus the geneology o f African crim inology is a very unsavoury pot
pourri, and appears quite incestuous as well: British crim inology — based in 
the repressive social welfare tradition; British anthropology — hand in glove 
with imperialism; British colonial law -  repressive, stem m ing from a very 
narrow, conservative, anti-intellectual, positivist tradition.

This com bination, however, does not seem to have been-greatly needed 
in a direct repressive role prior to  World War II. In the long colonial night 
preceding the war there was no function for crim inology -  the masses were 
well contained, and any kind o f  resistance to the regime was thoroughly  
crushed. What crime there was was dealt with in the main by putting 
offenders to work for the administration e.g. on prison farms, road buildings, 
etc. ( 1 3 )During the pre-World War 11 period there were basically tw o kinds of  
ci lim nology, govcrnmenial reports on the administraion of crim inology ( 1 4 )  
and some “ amateur” reflections by colonial officers such as Driberg, who  
wrote perceptively on African Law and crime and became an anthropology  
don at Cambridge. ( 1 5 )Criminology in Africa began to develop in a more academic and self- 
conscious way after World War II, and it was in no small part due to the 
efforts of William Clifford about whose role I will have a good deal to say, 
for he provides the link betw een countries m entioned above. And by look 
ing at his career and his work we may gain a better idea about the function o f
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criminology ana criminologists. In a paper written about problems of crim
inological research in Africa, he pointed out how little had been done, and 
how much there needed to be done urgently. ( 1 6 )  And , most important for 
our purposes, in that paper he discusses the social scientific work upon 
which crim inology could build, particularly social anthropology. ( 1 7 )  As 
he points out, most of it was anthropology with a strong sociological com 
ponent. And, not surprisongly, a great deal o f it dealt with aspects o f labour 
migration and integration, urban issues and social control.

The most significant point about this anthropological work is its locat
ion; Clifford here cites the famed anthropologist Max Gluckman, to the 
effect that “ In the last tw enty years we have acquired a knowledge of the 
peoples o f British Central Africa that cannot be surpassed for any other part 
o f the C ontinent” . ( 1 8 )  This research was carried out at the very centre o f  
British colonial dom ination. Indeed, much o f it was based at the Rhodes - 
Livingstone Institute, the funding o f which came primarily from big busin
ess, that is the profits o f colonial exploitation, and from the colonial gover
nm ent. ( 1 9 )  And, as it happens, Clifford was the founder and first Principal 
of the Oppenheimer College of Social Service in Lusaka. This institution  
was, I believe, funded by Harry Oppenheimer the hugely wealthy “ liberal” 
South African businessman. It has been Oppenheimer who for years has 
been calling for some liberalisation o f the apartheid policy so that the 
Blacks can be co-opted into a stable and prosperous future — for him and 
his class. (A somewhat similar process to  that o f the developm ent o f a 
welfare state com plete with various social welfare (service) schem es.) Social 
Affairs o f the colonial 'Government o f  Northern Rhodesia (now  Zambia), 
where he did a certain amount o f criminological research. In view o f his 
subsequent activity in Papua New Guinea, ( 2 0 )  it is an interesting coincid
ence that, like Papua New Guinea, copper is Zambia’s largest m oney earning 
export.
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Criminology, Imperialism and the Australian Institute.
Clifford has become Director of the Australian Institute of Criminology, 

and one of his major efforts not long after his appointm ent was to  go to  
Papua New Guinea: first to  study problems o f urban crime in Port Moresby, 
then to  be one of the experts at — and primarily responsible for — a major 
symposium on crime in developing countries.

At this point I want to  briefly outline what I believe to  be the signifi
cance of Clifford’s activity in the Pacific Copper Belt. To do this, we must 
go back to the early 1960’s in the territory of Papua and New Guinea. 
Pressures of several kinds -  internal and external, political, economic and 
-defence l~ were building up on the Australian Government to  bring the territory to  Independence. Thus, the 1960’s became the period of the transition 
to  neo-colonialism: “political independence” in the context of continuing 
dom ination economically an’d for security purposes by Australia.

Prior to  the early 1960’s there was ferocious racism supported by a vast 
array of discriminatory legislation. (21) But this stoood in the way of creating the necessary black bourgeoisie. (22)

The legal system of discrimination was dismantled, and along with 
increasing expenditure on education , efforts were made to  develop a system 
whereby a black ruling class would be developed and maintained and re
produced. Other policies v^re developed to  ensure cheap labour, historically 
“ Really rather like_slavery” 'according to  a recent comment. (23)The maintenance of the ruling class and its interests needed to  be guaran
teed by a com bination of force and ideological oppression. Thus in the mid- 
1960’s the police were re-organised and efforts commenced to  develop their 
efficiency and professionalism. (24)

In the late 1960’s and early 1970’s a great deal of academic work — and 
administration interest — in the area of law enforcement, social control criminal k.w, etc. began to  appear.

Not surprisingly this came from: anthropologists, colonial officers and a 
mixed bag of Western, mainly legal, expatriates. (25) Considerable im port
ance was in fact attached to obtaining a criminologist for the law faculty, 
and the present w riter was in fact hired (in 1971) although the appointm ent was not taken up.
The Japanese Connection

While one does not wish to  pile coincidence upon coincidence (bu t are 
they really), it is interesting tha t Clifford was formerly Senior Consultant 
at the United Nations Asia and Far East Institute for the Prevention of 
Crime and the Treatm ent of Offenders in Tokyo. Japan is, of course, 
becoming very much involved economically in exploiting Papua New Guinea 26)

It is rather mystifying how a man who could hold a position as a crim
inologist in Tokyo could recommend Japan as a possible developmental 
mode) for African nations concerned about their crime problems. (2 7) Surely the strong links between the Yakusa or big cirminals, big business, 
the ruling party and the Shintp religion would have been well known. (28)
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To Conclude
Criminiology, particularly of the offical-mainstream variety, as practiced for example by Clifford, is not really crime control as it is billed, but is 

fundamentally class control. (28)The use of criminology is clear when we consider its ideological and mystificatory functions. It assigns criminality to the working class and provides the justification for the development of the police riot squads which recently flew to Bougainville in order to protect the interests of
Bougainville Copper. (30) _NOTES AND REFERENCES
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