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Nigerian prisons: crime prevention or criminal?

Introduction

This will be a presentation of some empirical material exploring three areas: 

· the perceptions of Nigerian prison staff about the function of their prisons

· their take on accusations of human rights violations made by external agencies

· my take on everyday prison practice – with a focus on mundane violence

The point will be that neither prison staff nor external agencies provide an accurate picture of the social practices involved with imprisonment in Nigeria. Whilst prison staff seem naive and mistake intention and policy for implementation and end result, external agencies are too descriptive and symptom oriented. Paying attention to the entrenched, mundane, everyday violence that characterises prison practice demonstrates how difficult transformation will be and how it is necessary to develop practice based intervention strategies that are more innovative than human rights training programmes.

In relation to my title my claim is that Nigerian prisons are definitely not agents of crime prevention, but nor are they criminal in precisely the ways imagined by external agencies. 

Official aims of Nigerian prisons (canonical)
The prison population rate in Nigeria is 33 (compared to USA 702, UK 140, DK 59). There are 147 prisons in Nigeria, 9 prison farms and 4 prison staff training schools. The four official functions of the Nigerian prisons service are 

1. the custody of legally detained persons, 

2. treatment and reform, 

3. preparation for discharge 

4. the generation of funds for government. (cf privatisation discussions of prisons for profit)

(Despite these being the officially sanctioned aims of the service they are not represented in Nigerian law. The only law-sanctioned function of the service is maintaining prisoners in secure custody.)  
A citation on the front cover of the lecture script for teachers on the basic recruit course, states: “we learn:- to accept the rejected; to guide and change the misguided; to give hope and comfort to the ruined by force of personality and leadership”. This slogan represents a dominant rhetoric in the training courses and materials. I contend that it is a problematic discourse, despite apparent staff allegiance to these noble aims. Here’s a quote from my journal notes
10.10 Journal notes

…the current reform vocab of the teaching syllabus is antiquated, and probably never matched the local reality of crime or prison practice in an ideal way, it being a colonial import probably informed by a moral and economic agenda, rather than a criminological one. Today married as it is to a later imported human rights / inmate welfare discourse a progressive image is projected, not with a view I believe to deceive but because thinking/writing has not developed. (I'm reluctant to use this word it sounding so normative and judgemental). The facts though speak for themselves. The 1991 remake of the lecture script is an unedited rehash of materials written pre-1980. The standing orders are from 1961 - clearly colonial in design. There is a belief that were the infrastructure in place, materials and funds available, prison industries and education in place, church and mosque agencies involved, understanding from the community in place that recidivism would fall, and the problem of criminality would be solved. There is a naïve "prison works to reform, rehabilitate and reintegrate" mentality which mirrors very closely the optimism of criminal justice theorising in the 1950's and 60's in UK…

Staff accounts of aim of prisons

At times when interviewing prison staff in Nigeria I felt a profound sense that they did not live up to imagined stereotypes. Rather than hard core brutes, ready and willing to inflict punishment on their fellow men and women, those I talked to and interacted with seemed to be infused with a spirit of benevolence and a desire to be of service. One very typical answer to the question why did you join NPS was “to serve my country”. This answer can be seen as a rhetorical reproduction of the paramilitary ethos that pervades NPS, but the emphasis on service was prevalent. The following quotes from interviews indicate a similar humanistic impetus: 

“to eradicate crime in our society”

“the prison service rehabilitate and after that reintegrate”

“working not for money but to help society”
“wanted to join NPS because its a humanitarian job”

“its a privilege to be a PO. I enjoy it, wearing uniform, serving my country – correcting the bad ones in society”

“you know prison is a correctional institution, we don’t mistreat them, rather we correct them… when they are behaving bad… when they are not doing what is expected of them”

“if we give them all the rights and privileges they will become integrated in the society”

“bad eggs can be turned to good eggs”

The work “makes me poorer financially but spiritually rich cos I’ve assisted my fellow man.” 

“the most satisfying aspect of it is that one I am rendering services to the society, I’m helping to change people’s behaviour and I feel proud about that, that because I do tell my students in the class that the job is a vocation. To work in a prison is a vocation. Not everybody can work in a prison.- The man working in the oil company cannot work as a prison officer because we have our   own ethics and styles, that you are looking after human beings is a particular gift because you’ll see this man is to be condemned – he is to be killed and you are the one to give him some element of moral  change trying to educate him, trying to pacify him, You know sometimes they are let  go free. You know maybe govt would like to do some amnesties. They allow them to go. You have succeeded in doing something because that person will know because people that commit crime at times regret while they are in the prisons ----------------- and now you are the person to change that person, to change his behaviour. So it’s not, the man in the bank cannot do it. He deal with cash. The person in the oil company is dealing with petrol but you, you are dealing with human beings so you are more than any of these people. That’s what I teach them in the class

So I a lot of things we believe need to be done on this issue of treatment of prisoners and in fact if we do that there will be a lot of success. The society also will be devoid of crime”. 

So this is the optimistic reading of prisons presented by prison staff. What about external readings of prison conditions in Nigeria

Accusations

According to a report of a workshop held by the non-governmental Commonwealth Human Rights initiative, prisons were described as providing fertile ground for persistent and all pervasive violation of human rights… 

…Generally, the level of awareness concerning prison and prisoners' right in Nigeria is low and the most likely reason for this is that our laws concerning prisons are out-dated and needs urgent review. The Prison Regulations, last revised in 1955, fall short of current practice in prison management…

(Prisoners' Rights: Still a Case for Concern, This Day (Lagos), OPINION,August 12, 2003)
Human rights reports and inspections of prisons have tended to reproduce a litany of failures. Whilst small improvements may be noticed, in terms of increased political openness there is sense that nothing much appears to change in terms of everyday prison practice. External national and international agencies (some with legal, some with moral credentials) are engaged in monitoring and documenting the state of Nigerian prisons. And it is on the basis of such documentation that interventions are designed. It should be emphasised that the reports produced are broadly speaking documentary and descriptive rather than analytical and explanative. That is they focus on symptoms rather than causes or clues. Understandings of causes be they historical or contextual are largely absent. In my opinion this makes such reports rather poor blueprints for intervention strategies. I have written elsewhere of the way in which human rights training is utilised as a kind of standard solution to problems such as these described in human rights reports. I have examined the problems inherent in this in terms of theories of learning and knowledge implicit in such interventions. Training is proposed, in the absence of alternatives, because it seems a natural intervention, natural remedy. Human rights violations become translated from being practices of violence to violations of codes. It is not because institutional and structural frameworks have created conditions conducive to violence but because staff don’t know any better. They are seen as ignorant about the conventions designed to govern conduct. My ongoing analysis suggests we make a move from knowledge to practice. 

I will return later to the issue of violence in relation to interventions.

Defences from within

Responses to accusations of brutality

A typical reaction to questions about warder brutality is to claim it is a thing of the past, to distance themselves from such activities and to point to any violence there might once have been as being a part of a colonial mentality and legacy. So we have accusation on the one hand and denial on the other. What did I see myself? This is where I want to talk about mundane violence. 

The following lengthy extracts from my fieldnotes were recorded in October during ethnographic observations conducted in a prison in northern Nigeria. Whilst the initial focus of my project was staff training, it quickly became clear that an understanding of how staff handle training could not be divorced from an understanding of what goes on in prisons, or less colloquially, what prison practice entails.

The material I present could be considered sensitive. Yet, it is I think my own sensitivities that are the issue rather than the sensitivities of NPS. This is a significant point. One might imagine that behaviour might in some way be censored given my presence. This was not my impression at all. Indeed, for the most part I was shocked about how little self-censorship there appeared to be. Either staff accepted that I was there legitimately and therefore felt they should hide nothing or they were unaware that there are aspects of prison practice of which a broader human rights community and I would disapprove. Or, there is of course a third option, that they did not care. The significance of the sensitivity or not of the material draws on the fact that whilst it appeared sensitive (I mean offensive and problematic) to me, for prison staff, it was just a matter of normal, routine, prison practice. Such routine, everyday practice cannot be hidden because it is so taken for granted. It becomes invisible to those who engage in the practice. This is part of the strength of the ethnographic project, that fresh, other eyes see and frame the same world differently.

The accounts below put prison staff denials of violence in perspective. To a large extent though, I believe staff are right. Gross human rights violations in the prisons in the form of brutality and killings were much more dominant in previous eras. There has been progress and human rights have become part of the rhetoric of prison staff. And yet violence and degrading treatment continue in a different form. The significance lies in the everyday nature of the violence, in its mundaneness. 

I present 2 separate descriptions of the activities of the “admissions board” the formal reception of the prisoner into the prison. The prison was constructed in 1915. The inmate population at the time of my visit hovered around 900. I recorded that the capacity of the prison 547 is inscribed in at least 3 places in the gate area - on the rim of the door, the frame of the notice board and a window frame, perhaps just to mock the actual population figures.
10.10.02 

Admissions board I
9.50 start of admissions board run by a female ACP. 8 staff present in total. 2 welfare women in plain clothes.

The men are called in and then brought in and forced to stand with hands clasped behind their backs 2 metres from Madame's table ankles tight together with a staff member directly behind them. Madame asks a variety of questions, including whether family knows where they are, what court they are from, their address and return date. A second staff member uses a stick to correct posture, also raising the chin of a prisoner and laughs when a group of 3 prisoners are led in and the first one goes to squat down. Occasionally welfare staff interject comments. One writes in a records book. ACP writes on warrants...

… when man hesitates with answers staff interject, speaking for him, over him, depriving him of his own hesitant voice. ACP doesn't speak the local language of this man and uses welfare staff as translators. All prisoners are called in barefoot and required to leave their shoes and hats at the door. On exit they are gently but firmly pushed out of the room. There is clear physical contact when they are escorted in and escorted out. The guarding escort presses hips together from behind to correct posture when they enter the room…

…10.22 End of admission board. The staff member who corrected posture saluted, stating "Good Morning Sir, request to adjourn til next sitting". Madame declares admission board complete and exits. 

11.10.02 Admissions Board II
I stretched my legs a little and then finally the board resumed but without L and his colleague. Instead the female staff member who'd asked about my family took charge but unfortunately in Hausa. I was observing… …this board was constantly interrupted by people coming in and out - male staff. One even brought lunch for a now arrived officer midway into the questioning of a prisoner. In some senses proceeding s resemble a kangaroo court - character assassination, insult, evaluation, classification, unpredictable, random, intimidating, humiliating.

As I began to tire of the constant Hausa intonations my eye was caught by a rapid movement and the sharp noise of a slap about the ears landed viciously on the unsuspecting prisoner by the warder standing behind him, catching him totally unawares - 2 handed from behind. The female officer raised her voice, not to address the escorting guard but to further question the prisoner, urging him to answer. He cowed his head reticently, obviously fearing a second blow. The warder (name) stood tensely behind him as the questioning continued and the prisoner endeavoured to explain himself. The another double slap from behind rapped against the prisoners ears. Totally unnecessary. I was surprised - to say the least -reflecting to myself that this was a violation of the torture convention - a mild violation but still painful and still degrading. An expression of authority and control but also of humiliation, a gesture communicating "know thy place - you are scum in this court". The man was escorted out and I believe I heard a quiet admonition directed at the escorting warder - in Hausa: "less violence while the Baturi is here.." Repeated again by the warder who yesterday wielded a stick, with a glance in my direction. (This warder is involved with bringing the gospel to the prisoners). There was no more slapping but I marvelled that the warder was not smart enough to know that such actions should not be shown to a Baturi. The admonitions suggest that others are smarter, even aware that such actions are frowned upon or inappropriate. His actions however provoked no outcry and can rather be taken as prototypical of practice in such cases, paralleled by the ubiquitous "I'll flog you" admonition to children. Violence is endemic and systemic. It's taken for granted and entrenched.

What is displayed in the action contexts I have described is a daily routine, a habituation to a procedure with which staff appeared neither engaged nor very interested. They were not inactive yet all but the "chairwoman"/ interrogator took more the role of observers than active participants. There was no obvious role demarcation, no apparent reason for the presence of any of the others except the escort and the welfare staff. It's as if they were there either to control each other, or to keep up appearances. Role demarcation was not helped by the dress of some staff who did not wear uniform. The passive observers spoke only to correct, to position the prisoner in a position of subordination, to conduct a play of power, asserting their own legitimate authority in the eyes of the system, and delegitimating the identity of the prisoner. It had the appearance of street-corner justice, the prisoner being asked to give an account of their offence and being challenged about it. Admission boards are not courtrooms. The prisoner is not on trial, though any comments (tone, demeanour or content) interpreted by the board as disrespectful are punitively dealt with. Despite the fact that he is innocent before the law. The admissions board seems to assume guilt which is a disturbing factor informing the treatment of Awaiting Trial Prisoners. Some are no doubt guilty, yet the assumption of guilt for all dampens any sense of potential outrage at the conditions in which legally innocent people are forced to live in.

The fact that this meeting is the formal founding point, the institutionalisation of the prisoner - prison relationship is highly significant. What hope for rehabilitation is there given the practice of admissions being a practice of othering and distancing: "You are not like us, you are different - while you are here behave yourself, don't cause trouble".

Two questions spring to mind at this point. Firstly, what do my observations suggest about the practicalisation of training, that is of the relevance of training to practice? And secondly, what are the implications for the possibilities for transformation of my analysis of admission boards?

The above 2 questions are linked in my mind. My observations of the admissions board seen through the lens of training present a more troubling picture than the observations of the admissions board alone. My knowledge and understanding of training and its intention as well as my reading of standing orders, the laws informing prison practice give a framework for analysing practice in its own terms. Does what I observed live up to the aims of NPS as laid down in their orders and taught in their training establishments. Clearly it does not. This is not merely the shock-informed analysis of a western, external observer but an internal reflexive critique suggesting that the system contains and perpetuates profound contradictions. The system essentially deconstructs itself when subjected to such an analysis. It cannot stand up to its own demands. The question becomes why it does not collapse (cf collapsing states). How can we explain the apparent sturdiness and longevity of the structures despite the deep contradictions stressing them?

Summary

My main point then is, that mundane violence is rather different than the kind of violations that human rights training would appear to target. What are the consequences for trying to bring about transformation? Transformation remains necessary in the face of the mundane, low key, institutionalised violence of everyday prison practice, but human rights training (the intervention of choice of foreign observers) is an intervention form ill-equipped to deal with such violence. 

Despite the optimism of prison staff I remain sceptical about the capacity of prisons to prevent crime. The historical roots of the Nigerian Prison Serviceare a clear example of prisons functioning both to incapacitate and to define delinquency in a particular manner thereby contributing to the co-production of social order. In my view, despite the rhetoric, there is little chance that prisons can fulfil a crime preventive function in Nigeria. Prisons were not set up to be preventive, they were set up to be punitive, a part of a criminal justice system established to protect British trading interests. They were part of an apparatus that created crime, defined crime in a way it had not previously been defined. The arrival of the British and their particular colonial interests combined with the apparatus they established to further these interests made/created/constituted/instantiated a legal framework that circumscribed the people of Nigeria in new ways. There were now laws to be broken and punishments to be taken. It was in this context that the prison emerged. The language of prevention is a later development which in some senses is misleading to apply retrospectively. There is certainly no interpretation of Nigerian prisons that could suggest it has a deterrent effect. In/justice in Nigeria is too haphazard for even the remote possibility of deterrence. Indeed, it would be surprising if Nigerian prisons had a deterrent effect when it is widely acknowledged that prison nowhere has that effect.
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