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NEW TRENDS AM) ATTITUDES T~JWARD CRIME: 
The Pfienomemn of Area Boys in Nigeria 

!' !' 
Bernard E. O w m i  I 

Deyartnrem of Sociology 
Universiiy of l W n  

Ibaih, Nigeria 

1. Introduction 
The rapid rate of crime and criminal activities have M& a major issue of concern 
the world over, and tspecial1y in Nigeria since thb civil war (1967-1970) 
(Tarnuno 1985: 199 1). None of h succession of varibts governments has been 
able to tackle the with any degree of a&& (Third United Natiorik 
Crime Survey 1993). White crime has keen an the iisctase, the invoIvement of 
you& and the ferocity wilh which such acts havel'&n perpetuated is both 
Arming aad frightening. 'Ibis has in tam escalated the level of fear and aaKiecy 
among the public for the'-urity of heir  property a,d their pmnal sdfety. 

Rascarch has &own 'that rnost of these felonies ark urtran localized (Hassan 
Arif .1993; Pinheiro 1993). The preponderance of these crimes in the cities has 
been attribued to the b e  pmpdrrion of migrant yo&p in search of jobs under 
the prevailing harsh economic conditions (~usrdisn'c6mspondtnt 1992; Paulo 
W h  1993) in the cities. The presence of this large pool of idle youths, who 
are generally d l i e d  and often homeless, creates a fertile gound for deviant 
actirivites (Tarnuno, 1985). It a h  is argued that the s&wture of society with its 
unequal opportunity structure and the crumbling of traditional social nom and 
v d w  in favour ofwestem v&lues h$s coasequently c o l d  societal perceptions 
of crime and criminal behaviour (&hen 1955; Cioward and Ohlin, 1960; Sofala, 
1994) and cunlributed to the surge in crime arad ckiminai activities (Hasan, 1993). 

In. the wban centres of Nigeria there has barn rmew trend in criminal activity 
which involves roving gangs cd young men who inhabit a particular a m  and 
engage h variou acts of deviant behaviour. A new term, area boys, has crept 
into tht h p g t  tu desaibc thtse young men. For instance, 

Oyinlola chases area boy who abused his mother . . . (TEjani E, 19941. 
Area buys, bhck marketers in bloody clash over an attempt by area boys 
to dispossess a foreign business man of his valuables (Daify Ths, 
March 1, $994). 
Area boys 'cart-away' ballot box 23td May 1994). 
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In spite of the variety of acts associated with area b y s ,  IittIe 'or no.)atttmpt has 
" beetr made to study th"nature and implications of. the label empirically. It is 

within this eontext and the rising incidence of violent crimes ihat this paper 
examines the phenomem of area b y s  with'a view.to establishing the'extent to 
which they consPltute a social problem and the atrisude of Nigetian society 
towards them. - 

2. Study Aslea and Methodology 
The study was cmductea in two majar cities, Ibadan and Lagos, (Nigeria). 'Zihese 
cities have h e n  c h w n  became they are cosmopolitan in nalhve d cases of 
violent and non violent activities aswxiatal with area boys have been reported 
*ere. 

% results presented-in this study are the outcome of the.mey conducted 
amon& the general public in l b a b  and Lagos. From each city a random sampb 
of two hundred respandents were administwed a siructmd q u e s t i d r e .  A tatal 
of hmM tesptms were obtained and analyzed by meam af simple 
percentages and inferential statistics method.. 

'J-Flayslr 
Civil ~ t s  
T?ahs 
Famu?rs 
Sell cmployad 
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MEW TRENpS AMD A'lTl'lVDE TOWARD CRIME: MUi4 BOYS 219 

3. kia-demogrkphic Characteristics of Raponddnts 
A sIi&tly greater propottion of the respondents d y e d  were reSident in Lagos 
(56.7 per mnr of the total saniple), 'This sarnplk was fairly disrributed over the 
entire city, though the questionnaire was mainly a d W e r e d  on Lagos island 
The spread covered areas stlch as C.M.S, Bus Stop atd~ldutnola, Ikeja, SuruPere 
and Agege. l'he r6Wning 43.3 per cent of the & h t s  were from Ibadarl; 
taken from areas l k .  ]Bereis Map, hklete, Challenge, Univemity of Ibadm, Iwo ' 

Road md A g d  Gate. These amas are major spors for oomrnercial md 
busiaes; activities and cmsequently..have high papulation concentmtiom 

As indicated on tab15 1, d y  7.7 per cent of We ample Slad ng foqd 
edwtian, while 19.7 pet cent b d  primary edwtich. % bulk of thi: sample had 
secondary and past secmdary education, (27 pe$ 'cent and 45.5 per cent' 
~ t i v e l y ) ,  'I& large nqmber of respandents wi* secondary and gost secondary 
education, bome out by the propodon of the dvil +cants on the occupational 
Eable. Twcntymo pcr.cent of thc smplc (table 2) $& s~1femployed, while 6 
per cent chimed they were unemployed. Students, trader$ and fanners constituted 
13,3 per tm&,17.3 per cent and 1.4 ~ F X  cent regpe~tiveiy. 

The majority of the m e y  group were between 20139 years (table 3); 17.7 
per cent were 9 years and above and only 4.3 per c a t  w m  h i o w  19 years. ' he  
majority Bf the w p l e  (86.7 pet cent) stared hat they d d  identify an area boy 
if they mw one; and: 55 per cent af the sampb reported that. they had qcWdly 
b n  v k t h  o f  area boys' activities. With this bacligthmd, it is hoped that h 5  
information p&ted. would .be clearly indicatiire of the phenomenon udder 

4. Findingsad D k w b s  
'Ih study reyeaid that modes of hhawiour, t t d c p k d  and activities are vital 
in dctcnnining h c h i f i ~ 8 t i 0 f 3  or hbl area boys. when W& 

b define ard hys* the nwjorlty of the sample &served that they are 
m&ly vagrant youths, dropouts and persms w b  &Lizadon haiD been poor. 
Udte (1988) also ohwmcd & d a r  factmi as C B ~  for the high.inci&m of 
crime. People with from rsuch backgrounds a d d  &$& be'inrofved in v a r i d  . 
acts from Ixdde-f8 to ft1onie5. This view dm ,ag- with the fmdings OF -- 
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MI& CIW, ct al:) that uuernpl- is aot an ' a c k p ~ s  rn for 
deviance; bur peer pasme and lack of positive social values They dm o b ~ d  
that the unemployed in (heir study rated c0pldQnal -ti- hi* 
uncoflventid ones in the same manner as tPle general pop&tioat. 

I n ~ q w t t o e x a m i n a  the tmenahrre o f a m  ~ ~ , t h e ~ t s  
were asked to mndm the acts ssxiated with arts boy& The majority of th* 
ampre (48 per c t a t j d d  cxtortlon of various items from vistims, Win% 
(21 pet cant), rap (7 pt mi), and diug addcctlon (4.7 per cent) as wd as other 
t t n w h o l ~ e  acts, tiie in tedng  is tJ+ fledati.m that perstxu wlw mend poC 
'~QIES on our foe& were' dim classified as area bop, lxmugt t h y  f o c d y  
.demand gratifiatim from mad-wsrrr. Tbesp. boys am dm kmm to exbad 
yroldc1ion money ftMn people with undeyc1oped or partidly dawbpd @lots d 
Id These different ads ate aptly deqibed with vatiow load names such as 
Omo o d e  (owner of thC land); A w o  &aye (leader of the dt];  Ubun (as 
powerful as a Ilm); Jan& (hi@rcmHe maker); Gbqhc (con man) amongst 
o h =  

A M g  from the above findings d the diffekt pepmted, it is not 
catract to da* all activities of a m  boys as criminal. Fot imtam, two of eur 
raspondents had Wi&.  say: 

'Most & a m  boys] asp short of crihc' 
while ahother &at: 

They beg andyorce Che~tSElv~ on p a p ! e " ( m m  miae) 
I 

Aress b y s  g w ~ l l y  operale duing the day, and as mogt members of the 
mkty willingly gim,aid a d  fend to suppMZ Wu@&bactiriuita, thLs makes 
them stop sSton of cme, .mat 06 the time. Agaia, thc existence of local namas 
to describe the acts ia wggdvt dsackta1 hpisrn. Thoughthis Me- sexmi 
to cuntradid LhG 8 u p ~ y  findigs in which which 77 p r  cent of rapcmhIzr 
replied that area bo~s,,wctCtcrirniraaIs 

' 
h a  the e v b a p ,  it  is @bit to suggest that the v @ w  acts perpebatd 

bytam boys a n  not new. majority tyf mspmdents (52.3 per cast) opined that 
a m  boys' activities are not new; while 41.7 per ant d Ihe sample affirmed that 
the labGI is a new me, The~qwstion rhkrsfore arbs, is the phet~lmenon af m a  

' boys new, OF is it mpely a new label for mious deviant activkcs which have 
exbed and what imgjUation ckm this have for society? 

The study mveab ?@at the phcnomenm of ma bays is traceable to the Mgh 
ntt of unempId;i'[35 .pet cent) that ~hamctsri~es tha urban at&; genet91 
poverty (15 per ed\kcolrcqucnt u p  tiw auu~hlnl adjwmsnt pmpamms 
(SAP), family disorgariizarim ( I t  per'cen~) and laziness '(8 ptr mnt3 among 
M ~ C S  . This dtm& tks d t e d  in a large number of rmtmp1oycd yuuths who 
have ltsmcd to srqNip thmgh ummwritid maas t m a m ~  ccmventiot181 
mtans bf attahhg +?I are blocked (C&a 1955). lbxe fhtm d 
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m o t e i m m y  I h e d e f a a ~ l e J i t ~ d d e v I a a t b t h a * b y L t r i s ~ a s  --- 
a r s a J t o b t h t n a n ~ t  att~tudeof9osiety &.ward dm~! boys. haslegtothe 
hbtI m a  bays an8 k tamkd to shield the .snri-~;~;ia;l natuna of dtait activities 
In other wfds, society in $d has a rather td~igy~t  attitude ts m a  boys, 

nkis passive attitude may not, hawever, q w ~  that society supprbs, he  
acdvitim of am boy& but lz m h t  reveals h e  &=!em and tmmknt mtun & 
re~atiaa~p thar h tht MIBUVIC of tnbaniv;!-It aim to mate. t)re 
extent of sxhl decay and vahw ( H m  Atif. 1993; Matme& et al. 1992). 
M&iut& u al. (1992) ~~ rhac btheviour w M b r  c 4 n v w d i d  or &mM 
Es ertplairwrd by the aszngth af ootgmitment of the dominant dam. T@ view 
is also s u p p d  by T a m d s  (1991) obaemation k t  Nigerians apphd &am 
who have made it w i h u t  a&@ ang t m b a r r W g a q e  on the mansand 
spatd of acprlirin~ W r  weal& bccaw toaditional,vduts have cdl~pqd. A slate 
of n o w  is themfore m i n e d  and anarchy migns supmaw. I 

I t i s r p p a r e n l t h a t r b e ~ ~ d a r e a ~ i s . ~  hfacc,30pkrm 
o f o u r ~ n a t e d ~ t a ~ b O y s h v e m ~ ~ ~ t 6 ~ ~ . r r s o  
the gowmmmt has a IukRwgnn a t t i e  or is irmpbk of bdlhg the situation 
- gn h ~ 4 1 h  which is &Mtthd by tb T k d  .UN S m y  of -G.  we 
9003gd0~~ ~'~sobiservedrhatthepoEicRare:roblame (32per0enl~lb 
nermalder &ply cdm~md h i t  a m  boys lraw a g o d f a M  who protect thm. 
Viewed *aim this k k g m n d  and the o b s e d  &wm attitude of sacaety to 
thea aaivZtlw, pmhbly caused by the gegcral clk@dactim with ?he oondi.titi~ 
of living wM& chsracte* city )r lifd h e  ammknt fmsmtion, p m k  grid 
violence (Tmuna 1591) art libly to incraam al!ari'&mhg r a k  4 

Frm the p a d i n g ,  it is cleat that arm boys (who may also be kid) ate 
involved In &ant actibitias The ex1mt to which t h e  acts camtit* a uime 
is dx~me,  ptfmarity because of the rangeC af aetsts m w d  and tho moadaIIrj of 
0 ~ t i o a . ~ 6 f 0 ~ ~ ~ n e s r e p o r a d ~ y w ~ f i a d ~ ~  
dmrq d &is noted that b y  may beaosne cridmls later. 

T h e s e ~ m m e n t s a m t y p l * ~ l a f t h s ~ o g  t h e d v j o o t e n d ~ d v e d  
the implicadoils.of tPre phoeMrvMon to th styhty. Tbs: finclings from m.study 
have made% EIWU rhat a m  &odd nat bt t&mv~& c a m w p d y  efforts 
should k mada to stem bir a & r i k  

It is q g 4  tbat thatt w d  be s mbuilding of camm~z~pity Me' to emme 
fhe maintGnanerr d &1 notmo and raSwcs. Praytsdon for Mtudetb#l, 
qloynaant and the resmmhg of wxxwrny would Prtcilhw b mtuedan 
afsBesadovigntactsand&bl~~ti4tIeshh~andd#sa~icrtygt~~ 

5. Cmhslon 
~b a w ~ y  r e d  that area tmyo are vagmbs *- unemp~aywi & 
invdvod In a d t t y  of acrivitk, bah cdminaf and noa cdmitrpl. h n r p t s  
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shbuf d be made to stem their activities because these actions provide the training 
1 ground for future ciimin3Tactivity, for violent and non violent cdme to thrive in 
fhe society. 

TIE study also observed that the acts asmciared with, the gtoup are not new. 
n e  existence of h i h m e s '  and local names for these acts slistains this 
bktvarion. It is, however, obvious that the label (area boys) is a new tag which 
tends to legitimize their activities and differentiate them from criminals because 

' the label is suggestive of pefsons of a given neighbourhood whcse activities have 
been accepted by its members. This line of argument is supported by the sub- 
cultural theory of deviance. 

The study also found that the general harsh economic situation in addition to 
the nature of the p~3iYgovernmeni (military) do not make provision for 
disadvantaged groups in? society (Tarnuno, 1985). This, therefore may have 
contributed to the rapid rate of crime in the society. It is therefore, necesarr for 
the government and the general public to ensure that the causative agents are 
identified and addressed if deviance and clime is to be kept at bay. 
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