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Violence and Honour 
Juvenile Delinquency in Berlin’s Migrant Community 

 

While juvenile delinquency in Berlin is falling overall, the number of crimes committed by young migrants in 
the German capital is steadily on the increase. The neglect of young foreigners and the problems they 
encounter at school, at home, and when job-hunting have been ignored for too long. 

 

Murat approaches with rapid steps and raises his fists: a hook, a swing, another hook, in fact a whole series 
of punches, each of which stops just short of the journalist’s face. Then he grins broadly and says he’s a 
professional boxer and will soon be the next big thing. He goes on to say that he trains every day and is 
fighting fit. Murat tells a lot of stories to avoid having to rela te his own. The 16-year-old, who is of Turkish 
origin, has been in court on charges of extortion under threat of force, actual bodily harm, and vandalism. He 
threatened another young person and beat him up because he wanted his mobile. The word on the street for 
this kind of behaviour is ‘stripping’, and the young people who do it are often totally oblivious to the fact 
that ‘stripping’ is in fact committing a series of serious criminal offences.  

 

Aggravated robbery and arson 

Thanks to Germany’s criminal law for young offenders, Murat got off lightly. The court sentenced him to a 
course run by the charitable organisation called ‘Lebenswelt’ (Lifeworld). The purpose of the course is to 
get him to think about what he did and learn how to interact with other people. The other people on the 
course are 17-year-old Cem, Tamir, also 17, 18-year-old Mohammed, and the only one of German origin, 
blond-haired Tom (all names have been changed). Cem robbed a taxi-driver; Mohammed and a friend set 
fire to a basement. Tamir and Tom, like Murat, are there because they committed crimes of extortion. 

The group meets twice a week under the supervision of social workers Oliver Stöber and Osman 
Sönmecicek. Wednesdays are devoted to playing football, so the five meet in the gymnasium of the 
Reineke-Fuchs primary school in Berlin-Reinickendorf. The young men are all approachable; they laugh and 
chat a lot. The four group members of foreign origin were all born in Germany, so there are no 
communication problems. The only time they have difficulty expressing themselves is when it comes to 
explaining why they committed the crimes. It was boredom, explains Cem, that led him to threaten the taxi-
driver with a weapon. When his parents divorced, he lived with his mother in Celle, but they didn’t get on. 
He is now living with his father in Berlin. Cem is on probation; this course is effectively his last chance.  

 
Little hope of an apprenticeship  

‘The others have to respect me,’ insists Tamir. In his world, respect means violence. ‘If ever a guy started 
causing aggro or coming on to my girlfriend, I just hit him.’ Would he do that now? ‘I’m afraid I think I 
would. It gets rid of my anger.’ Tamir and Murat also live with their mothers; Mohammed is the only one 
whose family is intact. The 18-year-old German, whose parents come from Iraq and Lebanon, is an 
exception in other respects too. He is the only one in the group attending secondary school. He wants to do 
his Abitur [school-leaving exam] and study graphic design. Tamir, on the other hand, would be happy if he 
could get an apprenticeship as a painter. But as he attends a vocational Hauptschule, he doesn’t hold out 
much hope of getting an apprenticeship contract. He hopes that a relation will get him a job in a Turkish 
company in Berlin: ‘Some sort of tough, physical labour,’ he says. 

Since joining the programme, the young people have spent a lot of time thinking about their future. For 
migrant children who get no guidance from their family, who have no role models, and whose prospects of 
being integrated into the job market are bleak, the transition to adulthood is much more difficult than it is for 
Germans of the same age. The five young men are childish, aggressive, and mess about a lot. At the same 
time, they talk of respect and honour that must be defended with their fists. The purpose of the course is to 
teach them basic social skills. Cem has learned to back down once in a while and to be content not always to 



be the centre of attention. Concentrating hard, he explains that he wants to transfer from the vocationally-
oriented Hauptschule to the more academically-oriented Realschule in order to be able to train as a retail 
salesman at a later stage. Murat, who hasn’t been able to find a job since leaving school, starts to get very 
uneasy listening to all of this. He starts to disrupt the group and continues to do so until Cem stops talking. 

Statistics provided by Berlin’s police department translate their personal stories into cold, hard figures. 
While juvenile delinquency among Germans has been in decline for several years, in 2005 it rose again 
among children of foreign families. Whereas one in three young men from a non-German background gets 
into trouble with the law, only one in eight young German men do. In order to avoid statistical distortion, the 
police calculate what they refer to as the ‘suspect incrimination rate’. This indicates the number of 
delinquents per 100,000 people for all groups in society. The rate for young people of non-German origin is 
28.8%; for young Germans, 12.5%. Robbery, bodily harm, coercion (often armed), and serious sexual 
offences are crimes committed with disproportionate frequency by young migrants. Moreover, many of 
these delinquents in Berlin are intensive offenders who commit more than ten serious offences every year.  

 
Living in two worlds 

Munir is 20, comes from a Palestinian family, and has never been a delinquent. But when he looks back on 
his life over the past few years, he admits that he was a problem child. In 1990, his parents left a refugee 
camp in southern Lebanon with their thirteen children to apply for asylum in Germany. For ten years, the 
family lived in cramped conditions in emergency accommodation in Berlin. They also lived in constant fear 
of being deported. When their application for asylum was eventually rejected, the family was granted so-
called ‘exceptional leave’ to remain in the country. Once this permit expired, the family could be deported. 
The permit had to be extended once every six months. It was like paying in instalments for a house that 
could collapse at any minute. Refugees with exceptional leave were not allowed to work. Anyone who 
worked anyway did so illegally. Until the 1990s, the children in such families were not obliged to attend 
school, which only served to exacerbate their isolation. 

The German authorities hoped that treating refugees in this way would rid them more quickly of the 
Palestinians and other Lebanese victims of civil war. But they stayed. At present, about 15,000 live in 
Berlin: socially isolated, unable to speak the language, and often unable to read and write. They constitute a 
problematic group in the field of juvenile delinquency. According to Susanne Bauer, head of the Prevention 
task force in the Berlin state police department, when criminal statistics give ‘Arab’ as the ethnic origin of 
young intensive offenders, they are usually referring to Palestinian and Lebanese citizens. In order to be able 
to react better to such phenomena, the police force has increased its prevention work with specially trained 
officers. 

Munir has always attended German schools. But he wasn’t able to cope with the demands made on him: he 
got into fights and ripped up school tests, ruining his prospects of getting the Realschule school-leaving 
certificate that would have given him a better head start on the job market than the Hauptschule certificate 
he ultimately obtained. He lived in two worlds. At home, his father had absolute power and used violence to 
exact obedience. At school, on the other hand, the liberal rules of majority society seemed like an invitation 
to Munir to do whatever he liked – and he did. When a teacher visited him at home, she was astonished to 
see how placid the cheeky and aggressive Munir could be.  

 
An authoritarian and patriarchal culture 

Munir believes that the teacher’s commitment and interest, and the social workers in the ‘Gangway’ youth 
centre have kept him from straying off course. He found a job as a trainee in a hairdresser’s. According to 
Munir, his apprenticeship there gave him above all the upbr inging he never had. For the first time in his life 
he learned discipline, endurance, and consideration. ‘That problem child doesn’t exist any more. Today, 
there is only Munir,’ he says. The young Palestinian man is eloquent: were it not for his unusual biography, 
he says, he would have got a better school-leaving certificate than the one he got from the Hauptschule. 

For decades, majority society did not acknowledge that young people of Turkish origin and other migrants 
were growing up with a split identity: they were half German, half children of a patriarchal and authoritarian 
culture built on values like masculinity, family honour, and corporal punishment for breaking rules. Many 



violent offenders were themselves the victims of violence at home. ‘Sometimes girls need to be beaten,’ says 
Gökan who, like Munir, attends the ‘Gangway’ centre in Berlin-Schöneberg. At the same time, he relates 
how he, like most Turkish boys his age, fled onto the street to avoid having his ears boxed by his father. 
Nobody ever talked about anything in his family. ‘My parents never knew what sort of worries I had or what 
I was doing. They wouldn’t have been able to help me.’ A variety of studies conclude that children in many 
migrant families get too little attention and recognition.  

 
Neglected educational deficits 

Turkish children are brought up on the streets. Precisely because their parents at home are so strict, the 
young men are often left to their own devices. They skip classes, watch more television and play more video 
games than Germans of the same age. Once they leave school they are also more likely to be unemployed. 
Crime is often also born out of a lack of sensible employment. 

Their marginalisation on the jobs market has been growing more marked in recent times. For example, the 
number of apprentices of non-German origin has fallen by a third in western Germany since 1999. 
Integration at school is also inadequate. In Berlin, a quarter of all children from migrant families leave 
school without a qualification, another quarter only manage to get a Hauptschule certificate. Only one in 
eight gets a school leaving certificate that entitles them to a place at university. The Federal Minister for 
Education, Annette Schavan, admits that the difficulties of young people from migrant families in the school 
system have been neglected for too long. 

Parents who did not have an education often attach little importance to the education of their children. An 
inadequate knowledge of the German language is very often a barrier at parent-teacher meetings. Faced with 
obstacles such as this, schools often resign themselves too quickly because teachers cannot make contact 
with parents. Only very few schools in Berlin have social workers and only a handful of these are bilingual. 
Now that the educational deficit among young people of non-German origin can no longer be ignored, the 
Senate and districts of Berlin are using EU money to employ more school social workers. One of the causes 
of the situation at the Ruetli Hauptschule in the Berlin district of Neukölln  which became famous 
throughout Germany   was the fact that teachers from East Berlin, who had no experience in dealing with 
migrants, were employed in a district dominated by people of non-German origin.  

 
Sanctions for parents too?  

Multicultural youth work bears measurable fruit. To the south of the district of Schöneberg, in the old 
working class quarter of the ‘Rote Insel’, ‘Gangway’ has workers present on the streets as well as a youth 
centre. A Moroccan and a Turkish ‘street worker’ and a female German colleague are responsible for the 
area. Police station 42, to whose jurisdiction the area belongs, has noted that juvenile delinquency in the 
district, which is known for its poverty, has gone down since ‘Gangway’ opened its centre. The organisation 
Lebenswelt, which looks after juvenile delinquents in the district of Reinickendorf, supports parents of non-
German origin who have refused all contact with teachers at two schools. Most of these cases are so-called 
‘multi-problem families’, families having to deal with divorce, unemployment, and the sexual abuse of 
children. 

Lebenswelt informs these parents about issues such as truancy and explains the educational system to them. 
‘Many non-German parents believe that their children can become doctors or lawyers once they’ve finished 
the vocationally-oriented Hauptschule,’ says Ali Özsoy, managing director of Lebenswelt. The courses for 
parents are conducted in German, but if necessary, the trainers are willing to repeat what they have said in 
Turkish or Arabic. This allows Lebenswelt to reach out to parents who were previously considered to be 
uncooperative. Only 20% of those invited to take part in the courses refuse to do so. 

The courses also offer general tips on parenting. Even second-generation migrant parents often raise their 
children according to the values of the rural village culture from which their parents came. This often leads 
to conflicts if the father is not earning money and cannot, therefore, fulfil the role of bread-winning 
patriarch. The number of non-German unemployed people and welfare recipients in Berlin increased 
dramatically in the 1990s. The police are convinced that this is one of the main causes of social problems 
and crime in this ethnic group. 



Social workers Sönmecicek and Stöber consider the integration of parents to be important, not only for 
reasons of prevention. They feel that when young people become delinquents, their parents should in many 
cases also be sentenced, for example to a training course or to charitable work. But criminal law in Germany 
does not employ such unconventional methods. Nevertheless, the social workers note that ‘too many non-
German parents watch with indifference as their children slide down the slippery slope to crime.’ 

 
Translated by Aingeal Flanagan   
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