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Abstract 
This paper examines the socio-environmental violence plaguing tertiary 
institutions in Nigeria. It begins by portraying violence as a serious global 
problem. The paper defines its objectives, which include examining the 
nature of violence and analysis of socio-environmental violence in Nigerian 
tertiary institutions. It highlights many forms of violence in the institutions, 
such as inter-cult conflicts, protests, assaults, rape etc. The paper identifies 
some causes of violence such as the nature of man, frustration and unjust 
social systems, autocratic leadership, poor parental background, high intake of 
drug/alcohol, poverty, protracted military rule etc. It highlights the 
deleterious consequences of violence on individual students and on the 
institutions themselves. The paper sees the checking of violence in the 
institutions as the collective responsibility of parents, governments, the 
institutions themselves, and social control/socialization agents, and 
recommends some remedial measures, including violence-related laws, 
democratic leadership, regular provision of social amenities or services, 
promotion of formation and membership of morality-building organizations, 
prohibition of sale of alcoholic drinks within and near campuses and regular 
use of dialogue in conflict resolution. 

Introduction 
Violence is a major and common problem facing many nations of the world today. The 

phenomenon has assumed such a global and disturbing dimension that it has become a regular focus of 
discussions at regional, national and international seminars and conferences. Many nations have been 
at war with each other, while some others, like Liberia and Sudan, either suffered or are still suffering 
colossal loss of human lives and property as a result of fratricidal and inter-tribal wars. Only a few years 
ago, terrorism which has become a global menace reached its crescendo with the attack on the World 
Trade Centre and the Pentagon in the United States of America. 

Even at this moment, Israel and Palestine are unleashing terror on each other, in the same way as 
the United States of America and Alqaeda are doing on Iraq. In our own country, Nigeria, the 
phenomenon of violence has become commonplace. If it is not one religious group against another, 
then it is one politician or political party against another. If it is not one politician or political party 
against another, then it is one community against another over boundary issues; if it is not this, then it is 
one section of a community against another over rulership tussle; if it is not this, then it is one family 
at war with another; and if it is not this, then it is wife against husband, or child against father or 
mother. In other cases, it is the armed- robber against his victim either in the home or on the 
highway. The magnitude of violence in contemporary Nigeria attained its climax in April 2007 
General Elections. In this regard, police reports revealed several electoral offences which included, 
among others, arsons, killings, high- jacking and faking of ballot papers, possession of illegal arms 
and other acts of violence (Inspector General of Police, 2007; Federal Radio Corporation of Nigeria 
(FRCN), 2007). 

Our tertiary institutions are also not free of this social cankerworm. Not with the incessant 
cases of cultism, protests, demonstrations, rape, and many other violent crimes which have often 
resulted in physical injuries, dislocation of academic calendar, and loss of lives and property. Indeed, 
the magnitude and frequency of violence of various kinds and their effects on our campuses have 
again, left the government with the temptation of stationing the police force on our campuses, a 
devil's alternative which the military attempted in the past without success. 
Objective of the Study 

I t  i s  a ga ins t  t he b a ckdr op  of  t h e f or e - go i ng  t ha t  t h i s  s t u dy  s et s  ou t  t o :  
Examine the meaning and nature of violence in society; 
(i)         Examine the forms of socio-environmental violence in Nigerian tertiary institutions;  
(ii)        Identify the causes of the violence;  



(iii)        Highlight the consequences/effects of the violence; and 
 (iv)       Proffer suggestions towards the reduction of violence on our campuses in order to  
          guarantee safety of life and property and normal academic calendar. 

Meaning, Nature and Forms of Violence (Socio-environmental) 
Violence is a common term which many people use without appreciating its complexity. It is 

generally defined as an act or a behaviour which causes physical and or psychological harm. It is 
some-how synonymous with aggression, which Brown and Herrnstein (1975) define as "...any 
behaviour likely to cause physical or psychological pain or damage." Coleman and Cressey 
(1984:440) define violence as "...behaviour intended to cause bodily pain or injury to another 
person". The latter definition seems incomplete because it ignores the fact that some acts of violence 
can cause a psychological and not necessarily physical harm. However, violence can be "positive" or 
"negative"; or, in the words of Coleman and Cressey (1984), 'legitimate" or "illegitimate". An 
armed-robber who shoots his victim carries out a negative or an illegitimate act of violence; but if 
a policeman guns down the armed-robber as he tries to escape, then the policeman has carried out a 
positive or legitimate act of violence for which he may even be rewarded. It has, nevertheless, been 
argued that there is no clear-cut distinction between legitimate mayhem and illegitimate mayhem, 
since one person's self-defense is another person's aggression or violence (Coleman and Cressey, 
1984). 

This paper is concerned with violence as a social problem. It can be interpersonal, inter-group 
or between an individual and a group. Examples of acts of violence include murder, assault, unlawful 
destruction of property, forcible rape, burglary, armed-robbery, acts of terrorism, election rigging, etc. 
Other commonly ignored but more frequent forms of violence include marketing of dangerous drugs, 
illegal sale of contaminated and spoiled foodstuffs, dangerous working conditions, reckless driving, 
etc. (Michalowski Jr., 1975:30-43) 

Although certain human actions can be termed as violence across cultures, some societies are 
known to have greater culture of violence than others. With a research report, on weapons possession, 
to the effect that Americans have in their possession 90,000,000 firearms, including 24,000,000 
handguns, 35,000,000 rifles, and 31,000,000 shotguns; and that 49% of the 60.4 million American 
households reported owning firearms, or 2.2 firearms per household (Quinney, 1979:237), America is 
generally acknowledged to have a great culture of violence. 

The use of violence to solve problems in society has a long history, dating back to the ancient 
times. In some African societies, including parts of Igboland in Nigeria, for example, a community 
whose member suffered rape in the hands of a member of another community resorted to counter-rape 
as a solution. Also, organized raids, invasion and wars were carried out by communities with 
expansionist territorial ambition against others. The principle of "tit for tat" was commonly used in 
traditional societies to seek reprisal for any acts of violence carried out against them. The action of 
America against terrorists amply illustrates and substantiates the fact that the violent practice of 
'tit-for-tat' is still a feature of the modern world. Although present in all cultures, violence varies in 
magnitude and types from one society to another. 

Forms of Socio-Environmental Violence in Campuses 
Each tertiary institution in Nigeria is a microcosm of the Nigerian society in which most, if 

not all, of the traits in the larger society are replicated. The implication of this is that all the evils 
found in the Nigerian society, including the culture of violence and immorality, arc found, sometimes 
even in greater magnitude, in the campuses. 

Socio-environmental violence in the campuses are those acts of violence bordering on 
patterns of relationships and contra-cultures as well as those that derive from the nature and forces of 
the campus environment. Examples include:  
(i)         Inter-group aggressions typically exemplified by inter-cult or 
(ii)        inter- religious conflicts; 
(iii)       Protests or demonstrations, especially those that result in damage to life and property; 
(iv)       Assaults (defined as the physical act of attacking somebody with the intention of 

hurting him/her physically or psychologically) are regular among students and also often 
involve students and lecturers — e.g. beating, slapping, stabbing, tearing of answer scripts 
during examinations, etc. 



(v)        Insults/provocations (physical or verbal); 
(vi)       Robbery, especially in hostels and offices; 
(vii)      Snatching (extortion) of someone's property or friend (especially of the opposite sex); 
(viii)     Forcible rape; etc. 

These acts may be physical, verbal, symbolic, or varied combinations of these. 

Causes of Violence 
Many theories have been propounded by psychologists and sociologists to explain the causes 

of all forms of violence. Many researchers and psychologists explain violence in terms of human or 
biological instinct. Lorenz (1966) and Ardrey (1967), for example, separately hold the view that "... 
human beings, like other animals, have a built-in aggressive instinct" Violence and aggression are 
characteristics of all animals which Lorenz maintains, "... are useful to survival." This theory has been 
criticized on many bases, the most prominent of which is the fact that if all human beings have 
aggressive instincts, most or all people would be aggressive and violent; but this is not the case 
(Coleman and Gressey, 1984). 

For Sigmund Freud, an influential psychologist, and many others, including Thomas Hobbes, a 
political philosopher, violence is in the nature of man. In a view akin to the Hobbesian perspective, 
Freud portrayed human beings as "foul creatures filled with violence, hostility, and aggression " and 
engaged in a continuing struggle with natural impulse to do evil and are barely held in check by the 
forces of civilization' (Coleman and Cressey, 1984:446), Later and more persuasive psychological 
theorists blame violence on individual's frustration. Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, and Sears (1939) 
represent this view by noting that people become frustrated when they are prevented from reaching 
their desire, and that as the frustration rises high enough to overcome inhibitions, the frustrated person 
responds with aggression and often violence. 

Sociologically, violence, from the macro theoretical point of view, is blamed partly on a 
defective social structure characterized by excessive social control, or chaos resulting from inadequate 
social control or from total breakdown of norms (anomie}, or inadequate opportunities provided for 
survival. From the micro theoretical point of view, it is blamed on the effect of learning 
(socialization). The frustration-aggression theory posits "...that the frustration that leads to violence 
stems from inequalities and injustices of society" (Coleman and Cressey, 1984)._This is similar to the 
conflict perspective, typified by Marxism, which holds material inequalities and exploitation in 
society blamable for violence expressible in inter-class conflict. 

Other writers who also reflect the view that children and youth acquire aggressive and violent 
behaviour through learning processes involving watching of violent films on television are: Parke, 
Berkowitz, Leyens, West, and Sebastian (1977) and Brown and Herrnstein (1975). Some other studies, 
represented by Kimble, Fitz, and Onorad (1977) and Dengerink, Schnedler, and Covey (1978), have 
established the relationship between physical and verbal provocation and aggression. This means 
that direct provocation by the use of physical actions or communication (e.g. taunting words, glancing 
blows, expensive jokes, etc) can engender aggression and violence. Akiba et al (2002) noted that their 
study of 37 nations showed that violence in schools has more to do with in-school factors than crime 
rates in the wider society. 

Drawing from personal experiences and observations, we shall, for the purpose of clarity, list 
the causes of campus violence in Nigeria as follows:  
(i)        Natural tendency  
(ii)       Frustration 

(iii)      Defective social system/social structure (inequalities)  
(iv)       Deprivation/marginalization/denial of rights/injustice Exploitation  
(v)        Scarcity mentality (i.e. socio-environmental inadequacies inadequate hostel and 

classroom accommodation, inadequate seats and learning and teaching facilities, inadequate 
sporting and recreational facilities, unreliable social amenities such as irregular sources of 
water and light, etc.) 

(vi)       Leadership style (dictatorship/autocracy) in most institutions,  
(vii)      Poor parental background (e.g. excessive  
(viii)     permissiveness/indulgence, unstable or broken homes, ele).  
(ix)       Excessive ego consciousness,  
(x)        Struggle for power or supremacy (e.g. among students and student bodies, including 



cult organizations, etc.)  
(xi)       Drug addiction / alcoholism  
(xii)      Abuse of position/office (e.g. on the part of student leaders, lecturers and other 
institutional authorities who render direct services to students and the public),  
(xiii)     Poverty/hunger 
(xiv)     Conflicting values and cultures, especially if accompanied by accentuated ethnocentrism 
(xv)      information-gap/rumour/socio-psycho logical    distance   between    lecturers,    

students and institutional authorities. 
(xvi)     Protracted military rule with resultant militarization of the society.  
(xvii)    Weather conditions, exemplified by scorching heat of the sun and its irritating effect on 

people. 

But other researchers, such as Dunne et al (2003), have argued that the incidence of violence is 
likely to be highest in contexts with limited development of crime institutions, crime disorder and civil 
political conflict, where drugs and arms trafficking is commonplace, and where law and order have 
broken down... 

Consequences of Violence 
From a sociological point of view, it has been argued that violence can be functional and 

dysfunctional to society. It is considered functional if legitimately used to promote the" interest, 
security and well-being of society. For example, the violence legitimately employed by the police to 
overcome a criminal, and the shooting of armed-robbers as a deterrent to others are socially 
acceptable acts of violence, at least in contemporary Nigerian society. Similarly, acts of violence (e.g. 
demonstrations and strikes) employed by organized groups, such as student and labour unions to 
redress generally acknowledged misdemeanors and other forms of abuse of office by administrative 
and political leaders at various levels of society can rightly be described as functional. Violence is 
dysfunctional if it is injurious to the interest of the society and its members. However dysfunctional 
violence is a threat to the security of life and property in society. It is also a threat to peace and 
harmony which, of course, are a sine qua non for the survival and progress of any human group. 
However, one common view about the effect of violence, and more particularly the illegitimate and 
dysfunctional one is that it is an ill-wind that blows no one any good. From the functionalist 
perspective of violence, Coleman and Cressy (1 984:460) noted that: 

taken as a whole, the effects of violence in our society are overwhelmingly 
dysfunctional. The pervasive climate of violence fosters feelings of fear and 
insecurity, restricts individual freedom, and perhaps more seriously has 
spawned a growing doubt about the ability of society to deal with the 
problem within a framework of constitutional civil liberties. 

Generally, violence brings about negative consequences on individuals, on affected 
organizations, and on the society at large. Although campus violence may have various forms of spill-
over effect on the larger society, the emphasis of this work is on the effect on the affected students and 
institutions. This is so because the work is essentially written with students in mind. In the context of 
campus life, and at levels of individual students and the institutions at large, some of the possible 
consequences include: (i) Health problem in the form of injuries and other forms of discomfort 
which, in turn, may 

affect teaching and or learning adversely; 
(ii)    Destruction of life (which can be anybody's) and the attendant losses and sorrows to the  

victim's family and community; 
 (iii)       Destruction of property which aggravates the state of inadequacies already being 

experienced 
in the institutions, a development which will make teaching and earning and, indeed, life on 
campus more difficult; 

(iv)        Fear and insecurity which are not conducive for teaching and learning;  
(v)        Attenuation of social cohesion which may breed pervasive antagonisms;  
(vi)       Financial losses to victims who may incur some  health expenses; or to the institution which 

may also incur huge expenses on replacement and repair of damaged facilities. 



(vii)      Institutional retrogression resulting from some of the above- stated effects;  
(viii)     Possible suspension or rustication (in the case of guilty students) and demotion or dismissal 

(in the case of guilty staff) and their deleterious consequences;  
(ix)       Poor academic performance resulting from some of the effects stated above;  
(x)        Possible dislocation of academic calendars and closure of the institutions and their   

deleterious effects on students which often spill-over to families and the society at large; etc. 

Recommendations 
Coleman and Cressey (1984:464), stated that, like any other social problem, violence is an 

outcome of the way a society is organized, not of something outside the society. The implication of this 
statement is, firstly, that the various forms of violence being experienced in tertiary institutions in 
Nigeria may not all have their roots only in the institutions. They may be a reflection of the dynamics 
and patterns of organization of the society. Whether it derives from the nature of man or from the 
logics and dynamics of social organizations, violence in tertiary institutions can be controlled through 
the collective and concerted efforts of the government, the leadership of the institutions, the family, 
and all other agents of socialization and social control. 

On its part, the government must strive to establish a just and an equitable social and 
economic system which will mitigate instances of discrimination, poverty, hardship and frustration. It 
must fund educational institutions adequately to enable them provide the necessary number of staff and 
facilities for effective operations. This should also be the case with other proprietors at the tertiary and 
other levels of our educational system. Also, employers of labour, and particularly state 
governments, should pay their workers promptly and adequately to reduce instances of hardship and 
frustration which obviously affect their children or wards negatively and in very many ways. Beyond all 
these, the government should ensure strict enforcement of violence-inhibiting laws in society. The law 
enforcement agents should not compromise peace and order by any means. 

On their own part, the authorities of our educational institutions must, as also expected of 
their national counterparts, adopt democratic style of administration. They should endeavour to 
provide the necessary staff and equipment, as well as create conducive environment for teaching and 
learning. Adequate recreational facilities should be provided to occupy students outside lecture periods 
and enable them to vent out their excess energy. Strict sanctions must be adopted to deal with acts of 
violence, while peace awards can be instituted to reward good and peaceful behaviours. Indeed, 
assault, fighting and rape should not be tolerated in our educational institutions, where the citizens are 
largely trained and moulded. Such major acts of violence should attract instant expulsion for students 
and dismissal for staff 

Efforts must be stepped up in fighting cultism and other counter- cultural groups in the 
institutions, since such organizations provide a breeding ground for violence. Constant supply of 
electricity, water and other social and essential amenities and services should also be provided to 
reduce the incident of discomfort and frustration among staff and students. Other steps which should be 
taken by authorities of the institutions include: 

* checking intimidation and exploitation of students by staff through threats of failure and  
reckless sale of handouts and textbooks at outrageous costs; regular consultation with students 
over matters affecting them; providing occasional forums for staff-student interaction;       
checking incidents of slapping and assaulting of students by staff and vice versa; 

 making themselves accessible to both staff and students and carrying them along; 
* checking through stringent measures cases of sexual harassment of students by staff and vice 

versa. 
* encouraging the formation of various forms of students organizations which promote non- 

violent behaviour and reinforce moral rectitude and acceptable norms among students; 
* Provision of adequate recreational facilities; 
* checking of sale of hard drugs and alcoholic drinks on campuses and in their vicinity, etc.- 

Students' organizations and their leaders too have important roles to play in checking 
violence in our educational institutions, particularly at the tertiary level. They should also at their level 
make their own rules and policies against violent acts, with feasible sanctions put in place. The 
Student Union Government must take the lead in the anti-violence crusade being advocated here. 
Other steps which students must take to minimize conflict and violence include: 

*;
* 
**



* Respect for one another, for their leaders, and for staff; 
* Adoption   of   dialogue   and   not   confrontation   or   violence   as   means   of   
resolving 

problems/conflicts; 
* Justice and fairness especially on the part of student leaders; 
* Avoidance of drugs, and limitation of intake of alcohol, if it must be taken at all 
* Appreciating the pluralistic nature of the institutions and respecting each other's culture and 

religion; 
* Desisting from making enemies among themselves and with staff; and 
* Distinguishing between 'rights' and 'privileges' in order to avoid making ridiculous and  

impossible demands in the name of’ rights'. 

Since respect is said to be reciprocal, staff should also respect students, stop intimidating and 
exploiting them, and establish cordial relationship with them, of course, without any "hidden agenda". 
On their own part, families should ensure the proper upbringing of their children, monitor their 
activities at home and occasionally in school, provide adequately for them in school to reduce 
incidents of hardship and frustration, discourage violent behaviour through punishment and other 
means, and avoid teaching their children violent behaviour themselves through constant quarrels and 
fighting. 

Other socialization agents such as churches, social clubs, and voluntary organizations should 
intensify their moral lessons and crusade especially against violence. Even work organizations should 
check violence by the use of positive and negative sanctions. Moslems and Christians,* as well as 
Christians of all denominations, must learn to accommodate one another in appreciation of the 
national principle of unity in diversity. Also, Nigerians must form the habit of respecting one another, 
irrespective of age and sex, de-emphasizing the differences among them, and emphasizing their 
commonalities. On their own part, the mass media should emphasize features that carry implications 
for our national cohesion and de-emphasize features of violence such as films and stories on ritual 
murder and the hostile Western wrestling which tend to imbue our youths with the culture of violence. 
The military has the traditional role of defending the country against external aggression. It should not 
be used to deal with such civil matters as elections, protests, traffic checks, etc. They are trained in 
violence and that is the only language they understand and speak best. Even our police force should 
minimize the use of violence in dealing with cases, Under no circumstances should the police or the 
army be stationed in our educational institutions, for their presence often signifies and provokes 
trouble, and may lead to militarization of the institutions. 

Finally, Nigerians should be prayerful enough for negative acts of violence can and, indeed, 
have been averted through prayers in the lives of individuals, families, communities and nations, 

Conclusion 
It has been argued in this work that the world today, even more than that of the past, is 

characterized by various forms of violence and that tertiary institutions in Nigeria are also afflicted by 
this scourge. The forms and causes of violence were highlighted. The forms included inter-group 
conflicts, protests or demonstrations, assaults; etc. The causes examined included among others the 

 
nature of man, frustration, defective social structure, autocratic leadership, poor parental background, 
drug addiction and alcoholism, poverty and hunger, protracted military rule, etc. The possible 
negative effects of violence, ranging from insecurity of life and property to institutional retrogression 
and academic failure were highlighted. Neither individual students, staff nor the institutions 
themselves can make any progress towards their respective ambitions in the face of incessant 
violence. 

The paper noted that checking violence in tertiary institutions is the joint responsibility of the 
family, the government, authorities of the institutions, staff and students and, of course, other 
socialization and social control agents in society. If the recommendations made here are given a 
chance at various levels of our national life, and particularly at the tertiary institutions, then we will 
surely have less violence in our society in general and the institutions in particular. The benefits of 
this are obvious and may include, among others, security of life and property and progressive 
academic and national life. 
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