
MASS ARRESTS AND CRIME 
By JOEL CARLSON 

M A S S A R R E S T S and mass irials do not reduce crime, riie mas* arrests of Africans over the 
last four m o n t h s have resulted in some 7,000 pett) offenders hc ing arrested. Yet a Police 

spokesman said after the last raid when more than 1.000 men and women and some juveni les 
had heen ar res ted: " W e have caught five or six housebreakers a m o n g the petty offenders". An> 
system which employs such large scale operat ions i m o l v i n g thousands of policemen, their vehicles 
and dogs, in apprehending half a dozen real c r iminals out of a thousand pettv offenders is in* 
he ren th had and should not he tolerated. 

Throughout the years half a million African? 
have been arrested annually under the Pass Law?, 
This means that throughout South Africa some 
1,500 Africans are arrested daily. What is new 
and star t l ing about these arrests is that they are 
now carried out as large scale operations on a 
single day or night in a particular area. The 
present mass raids mean tha t the Pass Laws arc 
being more stringently applied and tha t Pass 
Law arrests are taking place on an even greater 
scale than before. 

To see these arrests in their right perspective 
it is essential to distinguish between criminals 
and petty offenders. I t is common knowledge 
that real criminals have their papers in order. 
The authorities well know tha t this is the posi­
tion. In fact the Department of Justice, the 
South African Police and the Bantu Affairs De­
partment held consultations and issued a circular 
in 1054 stat ing : 

" 1 . I t is common knowledge tha t large numbers 
of natives are daily being arrested and pro­
secuted for contraventions of a purely tech­
nical nature. 

2. These arrests cost the State large sums of 
money and serve no useful purpose/ ' (Gen­
eral Circular 23/1954). 

It seems a blatant distortion of the facts when 
these same Authorities now say tha t arrests of 
petty offenders reduce crime. 

Mass raids, mass arrests and mass trials have 
no place in civilised society. Laws in civilised 
countries are not framed with the intention of 
dealing with thousands of people a t one time. 
Why then are mass pass raids being carried out 
on Africans in our Society? I t is a fundamental 
principle of civilised society that the rights of 
the individual are sacrosanct. There are no in­
dividuals in a mass arrest. As people are ar­
rested en masse there is no investigation of any 
crime or criminal as no attention can be paid to 
any individual case. I t is therefore t rue to say 
with the authorities tha t these arrests cost the 
State large sums of money and serve no useful 
purpose. 

The impression that mass raids have reduced 
crime may be illusory. 

There ai*e no published figures in South Africa 
to sliow tha t serious crime has decreased. 

On the contrary, despite the number of petty 
offenders arrested, serious crime has increased 
over the years in South Africa, as in other coun­
tries overseas. 

Fewer payroll robberies may have been com 
mitted in Johannesburg while police have been 
massed in the area, but then no real criminal 
would attempt to commit a crime under the very 
eyes of the police. 

This means only tha t the criminals have scat 
tered to commit their crimes elsewhere. 

If the real robber is deterred from committing 
his crime by the presence of the police why is it 
necessary for them to arrest petty offenders? 

Surely the answer is more policemen on the 
beat, all the time, everywhere. 

These an*ests do cause suffering and misery 
to thousands of people and breed contempt and 
disrespect for the law and the Police who enforce 
it. If the treatment meted out to black persons 
arrested in mass raids were ever to be applied to 
white people the country would burst with pro* 
test. 

Who would tolerate the sight of batches of 
white people standing handcuffed together on 
street corners in the sight of the public for long 
periods without toilet facilities and without 
water or food? This is acceptable because it 
happens to black people. 

Who would allow white people to be crammed 
into pick-up vans in such numbers so that all 
that can be seen a re fingers clutching at the 
wire netting that surrounds the van. This 
passes unremarked because it happens to black 
people. 

When prisoners arrive at a Police Station 
their personal possessions are normally handed to 
the Police for safe keeping and the prisoner is 
given a receipt. Is it concevabie tha t this proce-
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dure can be strictly adhered to when dealing 
with hundreds of people at one time? Do the 
black man's possessions receive the same care as 
the white man's? 

Do the Police take steps to inform the mother 
and father, the wife or the employer of the ar­
rested man's whereabouts and can they do this 
for the hundreds of people imprisoned in a mass 
raid? If the Police cannot do this are any faci­
lities provided to enable the black man to tele­
phone his relatives or employer? 

Crowded jails have suddenly to accommodate 
scores of ext ra prisoners. Can existing sanitary 
arrangements cope with the sudden influx? What 
provision is made for extra food and utensils? 
Are extra blankets available? Is there enough 
room in cells for prisoners to lie full length when 
they sleep? Prison Regulations provide for thirty-
five square feet per person. Can these regula­
tions be adhered to in conditions existing in a 
mass raid? 

That mass arrests lead to mass trials is evi­
dent. Special courts are held in the cells of 
Magistrate 's Courts and hard-worked officials 
have suddenly to cope with another one thousand 
cases. Is the accused given an opportunity of 
presenting his defence or communicating with 
his lawyer? Can justice really be done in twenty 
seconds? 

Does this procedure instil a high regard for 
the white man's law and respect for the white 
man's justice? 

It is clear tha t mass arrests do not reduce 
crime but they do increase suffering. Why then 
are mass arrests carried out? The reasons are 
by no means clear but white South Africa cannot 
justify them by claiming a mythical reduction in 
crime. 

Are the mass arrests of Pass Law offenders de­
signed to increase the supply of cheap labour to 
the farms? The Pass Laws undoubtedly serve 
this purpose and have done so for years. 1,500 
Africans have been arrested daily and have al­
ways provided an adequate supply of cheap la­
bour. Yet now there are mass arrests of Pass 
Law offenders. Do we need so much more cheay> 
labour now or is there a need to convince an elec­
torate now tha t crime has been reduced? Or is 
there some other reason so far unstated for mass 
raids, mass arrests and mass trials? 

Are we being conditioned to accept this pro­
cedure as normal and regular? Will it then be 
extended to other sections of the community after 
it has been applied to Pass Law offenders? 

For every injustice perpetrated in South Af­
rica there is a rationalisation: Mass removal of 
people against their will is called slum clear­
ance; Mass detention and banishment without 
any trial is said to be in the interests of State 
security or for the protection of the witnesses 
detained; And now mass arrests are carried out 
to reduce crime. 

If justice is to be done mass a r res ts must be 
stopped. 

Reprinted from "The Star." 


