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In communities repeatedly exposed to kidnapping, raids, extortion, displacement and violent uncertainty, fear is not simply a reaction to violence; it is a way of life. In northwest Nigeria, where banditry has reshaped daily existence across many rural and semi-rural communities, insecurity is experienced not only through physical harm, economic loss or weak state protection, but also through emotion. It affects the body, settles into relationships, reshapes trust, and alters the meaning of community itself.
This is where affective criminology becomes especially useful, because it moves us beyond policy language, body counts, and security rhetoric to the emotional textures of violence: fear, grief, shame, silence, anxiety, endurance, and hope. These are not decorative details at the margins of crime; they are central to how violence is lived, interpreted, and survived.
My current research examines victim-community relations in the context of banditry in northwest Nigeria. At one level, the study explores how victims are received, supported, stigmatised or neglected within their communities. At another, it asks what happens to communal life when violence becomes chronic, when fear becomes ambient, and when survival itself requires constant emotional negotiation.
Banditry in northwest Nigeria has often been analysed through familiar explanatory lenses, including weak governance, poor policing, rural marginalisation, economic hardship, arms proliferation, and political neglect. Whilst all of these matter, something important slips through the cracks when violence is treated only as a structural or security problem. What gets missed is the intimate life of insecurity the caution in ordinary movement, the silence that enters conversation, the erosion of trust, the exhaustion of repeated loss, and the effort involved in trying to preserve fragments of normal life.
Fear, in such settings, does not simply follow violence; it organises life around it, shaping when people go to their farms, whether they travel, who they speak to, and how openly they mourn. It disciplines behaviour, narrows social possibility, and can keep people alive even as it isolates them. In this sense, fear becomes a form of informal governance: it rules not through law, but through anticipation, teaching self-regulation in a world where danger is both familiar and unpredictable.
This has deep implications for victim-community relations, because communities are often imagined as natural sites of solidarity, and sometimes they genuinely are. Victims may be met with sympathy, food, care, prayer and recognition. But victimhood is rarely socially straightforward. Some victims are embraced, while others are received with discomfort, fatigue, suspicion or silence. In places where suffering is widespread and recurring, empathy itself can become strained. Pain begins to compete with pain.
That does not mean people have stopped caring. More often, it means they care while also being frightened, overwhelmed and emotionally overburdened. In contexts of chronic violence, withdrawal may reflect self-protection rather than indifference. People may avoid painful conversations because naming suffering makes it feel closer. They may struggle to support others fully because they are surviving losses of their own. The emotional economy of insecurity is crowded, uneven and morally complex.
Affective criminology helps us sit with this complexity. It reminds us that responses to harm are not only institutional or rational. They are embodied, relational and emotionally mediated. A victim returning from captivity may carry trauma, shame, anger or confusion. The community receiving that person may carry fear, helplessness, compassion or suspicion. These affects do not remain internal. They shape interactions. They influence how victimhood is narrated, recognised and managed.
Silence is especially important here because it is easy to misread silence as apathy, ignorance or denial. But in violent settings, silence can be a form of survival. People remain silent because speaking may be risky. They remain silent because the boundary between victim, witness and future target is dangerously thin. They remain silent because grief is difficult to perform publicly when insecurity is ongoing and unresolved. Silence, then, is not empty; it is socially meaningful. It tells us something about the emotional climate in which people are trying to endure.
Shame also matters. It appears in the shame of being unable to protect one’s family, the shame of dependence after trauma, the shame attached to vulnerability, and the quiet humiliation communities may feel when they cannot defend their own. These dimensions are rarely foregrounded in mainstream criminological accounts, yet they shape how violence is processed, communicated and lived. Shame can isolate victims and also interrupt help-seeking. It can generate emotional distance precisely where closeness is needed most.
Still, this is not only a story of fear and fracture. That would be too easy, and frankly too thin. Even in conditions of profound insecurity, people continue to live, improvise, care and hope. Hope does not always arrive in grand form. Sometimes it appears in small acts of endurance: neighbours sharing information, local groups assisting affected families, women sustaining households through grief, religious spaces offering consolation, communities adjusting routines to protect one another. These acts may seem ordinary, but they are socially and criminologically significant. They show that affect is not only a site of injury; it is also a resource for survival.
This is one reason affective criminology matters. Criminology has often been more comfortable describing harm than dwelling in the emotional worlds harm creates. But if insecurity is lived affectively, then our analyses must be affectively literate. In the case of banditry in northwest Nigeria, insecurity is not simply an event. It is an atmosphere. It lingers. It saturates. It changes what it means to belong, to trust, to mourn and to endure.
For researchers, this raises difficult questions. Researching violence is not emotionally neutral work. It involves listening to painful testimony, confronting ambiguity, and recognising the limits of neat analytical language. The field is not only methodologically demanding; it is affectively demanding. To study victimisation seriously is also to reflect on the ethics of attention: how we listen, how we interpret, and whether our conceptual tools are adequate to the complexity of lived harm.
There is always a risk of reducing communities affected by violence to mere sites of breakdown. That would be a mistake. Such communities are not only fractured; they are adaptive. They are not only fearful; they are inventive. They are not only vulnerable; they remain morally and emotionally active, even when that activity takes quiet, ambiguous or hard-to-classify forms. A more affectively attuned criminology allows us to see this more clearly.
If we want to understand insecurity properly, then we need to take emotion seriously. We must ask not only what violence does, but how it feels, how those feelings circulate, and how they shape social life. Fear can govern. Silence can communicate. Shame can isolate. Hope can persist. Victim-community relations are never merely social arrangements. They are emotional terrains, shaped by pain, memory, uncertainty and the stubborn human will to continue.
Banditry in northwest Nigeria is often discussed in the language of crisis. That language is not wrong, but it is incomplete. Crisis describes intensity. It does not fully describe atmosphere. To understand the lived reality of insecurity, we must attend to the affective landscape in which violence unfolds. Only then can we begin to grasp what survival truly demands of victims, of communities, and of those who seek to understand them.
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