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Preface


This book, which began as a side project to my work as a rapper and columnist, slowly consumed every waking moment of my life until eventually I had to draw down or stop all my other commitments to get it finished. It has taken over a year and a half to complete. On 14 June 2017, two days before my final deadline, I awoke to news of a fire in a tower block in west London.


Like everyone, I was shocked, horrified and devastated by the images. As the morning progressed, more news emerged from the now smouldering shell of Grenfell Tower. We heard stories of people being trapped on the upper floors, forced to throw young children from the building before being consumed by the flames themselves. Then there were the tales of heroism and sacrifice, of people who ran into the building to alert their sleeping neighbours with no regard for their own safety. I kept thinking about the phones that must have been ringing in the pockets of the dead.


Later that day, we learned of the farewell messages posted on social media from victims who knew they were about to die. My eyes filled with tears at their courage in such hopeless circumstances. Trapped within the envelope of smoke and flame that had engulfed their homes as they slept, these brave souls faced their final moments with incredible dignity. I thought of my own son and imagined having to choose between throwing him out of a window on the slight chance he would survive, and keeping him in my arms until the flames consumed us. Just contemplating such a choice is terrible enough. Residents in Grenfell were forced to make these decisions.


This ferocious blaze, which started in one flat before leaping up and around the entire building, was not caused by someone looking to inflict harm. This fireball was not a consequence of a terrorist act. This inferno was a preventable disaster; a confluence of human error and industrial-scale negligence. In the days that followed, the United Kingdom, already destabilised following an election result that had severely weakened central government, stood on the very cliff-edge of civil unrest. Prime Minister Theresa May, accused of poor leadership in response to the fire, was bundled into a car after being jeered by locals in Grenfell. The news coverage showed a deeply traumatised community attempting to reorganise itself in a leadership vacuum. On the ground, the authorities struggled to respond to the crisis. There was confusion as to how victims could access support and uncertainty about the number of dead. The local authority, much like the national government, was failing to perform its most basic functions.


In the absence of any concrete information, angry, grief-stricken members of the community began filling the void with speculation and recrimination. When crowds gathered to make their presence felt at Kensington and Chelsea Borough Council headquarters, officials retreated behind the scenes to their very own Forbidden City where they remained concealed, out of public view, like all the mechanisms of power in this community. Despite talk of riots, the people of Grenfell behaved in exemplary fashion. A week after the fire, as the death toll climbed, survivors were still sleeping in cars or in public parks.


The extent to which the voices of the Grenfell community had been routinely ignored played a key role in the sequence of decisions that led to the fire, not least the choice, made in the name of cost-saving, of flammable cladding and insulation materials that encouraged the fire’s rapid, deadly spread through the building.




The materials proposed will provide the building with a fresh appearance that will not be harmful to the area or views around it. Due to its height the tower is visible from the adjacent Avondale Conservation Area to the south and the Ladbroke Conservation Area to the east. The changes to the existing tower will improve its appearance especially when viewed from the surrounding area. Therefore views into and out of the conservation areas will be improved by the proposals.


Planning Application, 2014,


for the refurbishment of Grenfell Tower




I feel a strong sense of connection to the people of Grenfell. I know the hustle and bustle of high-rise life, the dark and dirty stairwells, the temperamental elevators that smell like urine and wet dog fur, the grumpy concierge, the apprehension you feel as you enter or leave the building, especially at night. I know that sense of being cut off from the world, despite having such a wonderful view of it through a window in the sky; that feeling of isolation, despite being surrounded by hundreds of other people above, below and either side of you. But most of all, I understand the sense that you are invisible, despite the fact that your community can be seen for miles around and is one of the most prominent features of the city skyline.


The community around Grenfell Tower is like many with which I am familiar: communities regarded as ‘deprived’, where there is a pathological suspicion of outsiders and of the authorities; where there is a deeply ingrained belief that there is no point in participating in the democratic process because people in power do not care about the concerns of the ‘underclass’.


What really struck a nerve was the news that locals had been warning about the safety of Grenfell Tower for years, and the knowledge that the fire had been avoidable. By midday on the day of the blaze I had discovered the Grenfell Action Group blog where scores of detailed articles, covering a broad range of complex community issues, had been published. I discovered that residents had specifically warned of the fire risk because of the inadequacy of fire safety procedures, and had questioned the ‘stay put’ instruction which came to national attention following the blaze. Disturbingly, the blog had foreseen that it would take a catastrophic loss of life before attention was paid to the situation.


As the days passed, a window opened up into Grenfell and by proxy, into the lives of the underclass. Countless newspaper articles, bulletins and radio programmes attempted to capture what it was like to live in a tower block. Having been ignored – and dismissed – for so long, now suddenly everybody was interested in what life in a community like this entailed. But most people, despite their noble intentions, were just passing through on a short-lived expedition. A safari of sorts, where the indigenous population is surveyed from a safe distance for a time, before the window on the community closes and everyone gradually forgets about it.


This is a pattern I have seen repeated in my own community for as long as I can remember, and so my intention has been for Poverty Safari to resonate with people who feel misunderstood and unheard, that the book might be a sort of forum, giving voice to their feelings and concerns. The themes and issues explored here are clearly pertinent to those communities – like Grenfell – where people are routinely ignored by decision-makers who think they know better, even when they are fatally mistaken. What I explore here might lend context to the outpouring of rage that followed the Grenfell Tower fire and, crucially, an understanding that this rage is not just about the fire and tragic loss of life. In communities all over Britain where people experience multiple levels of deprivation in health, housing and education and are effectively politically excluded, anger is felt. And this anger is something we will all have to get used to, unless things change. In Poverty Safari, drawing from my own experience and expressing my own political perspective, I have attempted to set out what some of that change might look like.




Introduction


People like me don’t write books – or so my head keeps telling me. ‘Write a book?’ it sneers over my shoulder, ‘you haven’t read enough of them to even attempt such a thing.’ It’s true. I am not a habitual reader of books though I am a regular consumer of words. Since my schooldays, how words look, sound and what they mean has been my primary interest. As a child I was keen to engage grown-ups in conversation, always trying to collect new words to add to my growing vocabulary. I’m told that by the age of five I was precociously correcting my mother’s terrible grammar, much to her annoyance. By the time I was ten, I was formulating my first short stories, borrowing heavily, as one does, from my main influences at the time: Granny and Batman.


But I don’t remember reading any books. I do recall occasionally picking them up and flicking through a few pages, or delving for a specific piece of information, such as the capital city of Turkey – which is not Istanbul. I don’t remember the moment so many people speak of, when they finish the life-changing book that ignites their passion for reading. I do, however, retain vivid memories of struggling with books and being intimidated by their physical size and word-count. Just the thought of a big book was enough to defeat me.


In secondary school, when my ability to write put me in the top English class, I was out of my depth when it came to literature. People would tell me I just hadn’t found the right book, that I should persevere. They insisted that all I had to do was work my brain like a muscle until reading became less of a chore. But I secretly resented this advice – and those who dispensed it. Instead, I settled on the belief that there was some unseen barrier preventing me from connecting with literature. It’s not as if I was the only one at my school who struggled. Regular readers were the exception. Reading was not regarded as a leisure activity, more a necessary evil, something to be endured. Where I diverged from many of my classmates was that I privately longed to read every book I picked up. However, to my frustration and later, resignation, I always found, not long after starting one, that I could never see it through.


Lightweight paperbacks were deceptively small, often luring me in with an interesting cover, but I’d quickly return them to the shelf when I discovered the absence of illustrations. Those books were so crammed with words that they appeared cluttered and chaotic to my eye – filling me with the sort of dread an imminent house move triggers when you think about it for too long. Tiny lettering, coupled with tight paragraph spacing, provoked a sense of impossibility that only got worse as time went on. Only a few pages into Lord of the Rings and I was demoralised. I was always being told about Frodo’s famous quest across Middle-earth. I’m ashamed to admit that I always had to nip off before the end of Bilbo’s party.


Hardback books appeared much easier to read because the letters were bigger, but I found their bulk and weight off-putting. My English teacher insisted that I read and review John Irving’s A Prayer for Owen Meany for my Higher English qualification. It was nice to know he thought me capable of such a feat (with a 617-page novel!) but his generosity wasn’t enough to stop me from baulking violently at the idea. It was a misreading of my abilities, akin to sending a toddler up a mountain. We compromised on Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire, which I found less challenging because it was a playscript and therefore appeared less messy on the page. There was the additional benefit of having a film version to turn to when my stamina began to wane.


For me, multi-volume sagas like Harry Potter were out of the question. If I had to take part in a discussion about, say, Roald Dahl’s Fantastic Mr Fox or Anne Fine’s Flour Babies, I could glean enough information from bite-size portions to feign that I had read the book in its entirety.


I was still imbibing a lot of new words, increasingly from newspapers, but I came to depend on listening to other people discuss and debate as a way of grasping what I might otherwise have learned from a book. Which is how I became interested in understanding opposing points of view and started scrutinising my own beliefs and those of the people around me, sometimes to their annoyance.


I preferred taking in information that I could interact with. Discussion was more engaging and fun, and was not an endurance test like reading. By talking and listening to what others had to say and paying attention to how they said it, I developed an ability to communicate with different types of people on a broad range of subjects, which might even have suggested I was an avid reader. The act of reading, and indeed all forms of academic achievement, were regarded by many of my male peers as either feminine or the preserve of posh people and freaks. Had I attended secondary school in a community where being smart was more socially acceptable, perhaps I would have been a better reader.


In poetry, I found only frustration and confusion. It wasn’t just the opaque metaphors and bizarre punctuation, but also the subject matter. These poems were couched in such high language that they seemed to sneer down their noses at me. I was sceptical that anyone could understand or enjoy it. My struggle to find meaning – or rather, my struggle to find the meaning ascribed by the curriculum, in order that I pass a test – led me to take an increasingly hostile and suspicious attitude towards poetry and poets, which matched my now belligerent attitude towards reading and readers. However, beneath my disruptive behaviour lay an aggrieved sense of rejection and exclusion, and a crushing feeling of personal failure. The realm of print felt so impossibly exclusive that I developed a fear and anxiety around books despite my interest in their main ingredient: words. At some point, I made the decision that big books were for certain types of people who went to fancy schools, lived in fancy houses, spoke in fancy accents and ate fancy food.


This was a false belief.


Then, of course, having integrated a false belief into my sense of identity, I had to create reasons to explain why it was true. It wouldn’t do to accept that reading or, for that matter, concentrating was beyond me, or to accept that I required extra support and should ask for it – especially since I was getting reasonable grades for the writing I was turning in. I was therefore, due to my own stubbornness, caught between a prideful pretension that I was intelligent and the humbling reality that I couldn’t read a book.


But rather than be humbled, I began to construct an elaborate, grandiose yarn to explain it. My inability to finish a book was not a sign of a lack of intelligence, but a testament to my independent mindedness. I couldn’t read a book because the books I was being asked to read, that I was told were good, were, in fact, rubbish. I couldn’t read a book because the curriculum was full of pretentious, upper class nonsense that said nothing about my community or experience. I came to believe these works were being imposed on me and that my value as a person was being derived from an ability to memorise and repeat a series of cultural prompts and cues from teachers. Teachers who themselves had ascended into positions of authority by doing the same.


Perhaps there was a kernel of truth to that belief. However, I had no insight into why I adopted it in the first place. It was not, as I then believed, about critical thinking or independent mindedness. It was primarily about deflecting attention from my own inadequacies and shortcomings. I’d have been deeply offended had you told me that back then. In my frustration at not being able to read a book and the sense of exclusion this instilled in me, I adopted a world view that would place me at odds with nearly every person, place and thing I’d encounter. I stayed that way until one morning, many years later, when I woke up drunk in a police cell and realised my life had to change radically.


I’ve read many books, often not the way you’re supposed to read them. I suspect this will be reflected in how I think and write. The idea that people like me don’t write books rings in my ears. Perhaps what I have composed is a series of loosely connected rants that give the appearance of a book, much in the same way I give the appearance of a reader. I attempt to express many things here, including my unconventional reading habits. I’ve tried to write for people like me who struggle with reading, and invite them to feel free to dip in and out at random, read bits and pieces in the wrong order, or go for shorter chapters individually. At the same time, I have remained true to myself in how I think, speak and write, and deploy the full range of my vocabulary, the words I have collected throughout my life.


I know greater books than this have been written about poverty. I just haven’t read any.




1


Crime and Punishment


The women enter the performing arts space in single file wearing purple jackets and grey jogging bottoms. It’s important to greet them confidently; making eye contact and offering a handshake though careful not to acknowledge too overtly if that offer is declined. As the last of a quintet enters the space, the door is locked quickly behind her by the tall, burly man in uniform who accompanied them here moments before. Satisfied that the space is secure, he joins his colleague in a control room at the back and I invite the women to a seating area, arranged in a circle in front of a blank flipchart.


The performing arts centre, deep in the heart of the prison, is a sight to behold. A fully functioning theatre, rehearsal space and performance venue, it can be used for workshops, seminars and film screenings. The space is cool and dark, which is striking when you first enter, given how starkly it contrasts with the rest of the building which, depending on your location, is either grey or white. In a corner there’s a selection of musical instruments, the most popular being the acoustic guitar. Above the small elevated stage in the front and centre of the room a modest lighting rig hovers above a multi-speaker sound system. This is as good a setup as I’ve seen in a public institution. Usually, equipment of this scope and specification would have to be hired in but for obvious reasons that is impractical in this case; the moment you enter the prison at the main gate, it feels like going through customs. Even staff who work here every day must go through the same security checks when they enter and leave. For freelancers like me, this experience can be unsettling and intimidating – especially if you’ve had dealings with the police or been through the court system. Arriving at the performing arts space provides relief from the palpable tension of this oppressive and potentially hostile environment, though it must be said that it only takes a couple of visits in quick succession before you adjust and it begins to feel normal. I suspect many of the women who have signed up for today’s rap workshop only did so because it meant they could come here. In the context of the prison, this is something of an oasis and if the performing arts space was the only part of the facility you ever visited, you’d be forgiven for doubting whether you were in a prison at all.


Following some small talk, which consists of making basic observations about the space, I attempt to make a proper start to proceedings though, admittedly, I am feeling a little unsure of myself.


‘Why do you think I’m here?’ I ask. In other circumstances, I’ve found this question to be an effective opening gambit because, while appearing vague and almost too simple, it performs many important functions at once. For one thing, it immediately removes the onus from me, which is convenient because I haven’t properly prepared. Or rather, I’ve underestimated how startled I would feel, caught in the headlights of an unfamiliar audience. Unprepared and feeling out of my depth, I am about to fluff what should be a simple introduction.


The question ‘Why am I here?’ buys me a few minutes to get my bearings and settle my nerves while concealing both my lack of preparation as well as slight anxiety. However, it serves another function, far more useful than simply saving my skin, which is why I’ve come to depend on it so much. The question ‘Why am I here?’, should people engage with it, creates the potential for interactions that may help me get to know the participants much quicker. By observing these interactions, it’s possible to get a better handle on their personality types, abilities, communication skills and learning patterns, as well as a sense of the hierarchy within the group. The quotation gives me a chance to tease out exactly what expectations they have of me – if any.


This facility is a young offenders’ institution for around 830 young men though the actual population is higher than that. Most of the inmates are between the ages of 16 and 21. The inmates, or YOS as they are often referred to by professionals, are segregated along lines of age and the nature of their crime. There’s also a section of the prison population here on remand, meaning they are due to appear in court to be sentenced but have been deemed unsuitable for release by a judge. This group are marked by a different colour of t-shirt, usually red. Everyone else wears dark blue. Then there’s the sex offenders who, along with those in ‘protection’, are segregated from the rest of the prison population. Those in protection have been placed there for their own safety. This is usually because a threat has been made against them, or they believe themselves to be in danger, or they have been branded a ‘grass’. People are put in protection for many reasons but because they are lumped in with the sex offenders, by extension, they are also deemed ‘beasts’, ‘paedos’ and ‘wrong yins’. In here people don’t make distinctions between grasses and sex offenders. For many of the young men, ‘not grassing’ is what constitutes their moral compass. For some, no crime is quite as shameful as giving information to police that results in someone else’s criminal conviction.


Lack of space due to a steady increase in the overall prison population means that many young men on short term sentences for less serious offences, such as drug possession or shoplifting, are placed in the same halls as the more serious violent offenders, many of whom are serving long term sentences for murder – or botched attempts at it. The effect of this cross-pollination of violent criminals and non-violent criminals is simply the potential for more violence, which is acute in every corner of the prison. Funnily enough, the sex offenders are the least aggressive and most cooperative group and the contrast between them and everyone else is quite striking.


In this environment, the tiniest dispute can quickly escalate into an explosive act. Intended as a place of rehabilitation – as well as punishment – prison is by far the most violent place in society. The violence is so tangible that you cannot inhabit this place for very long without being altered or deformed by it in some way, which is why people tend to adjust to it quickly. Some adjust by becoming more aggressive and violent, others by taking drugs like Valium, heroin, or, more recently, spice. But the ubiquity of violence is not as startling to the prisoner as it is to people who only visit occasionally. This frightening tinderbox atmosphere is mirrored in the communities and households many of these prisoners grew up in, where acts of violence are so frequent that people become desensitised to them, discussing incidents jovially, much in the same way people talk about the weather.


A few months ago, someone’s face was slashed in the prison cafeteria over a dispute about a piece of toast. In this hostile social climate, violence is often not only a practical demonstration of brute force, but often a form of communication. Should a person be seen to back down from one confrontation, they will often become subject to more threats and attacks from people who sense their vulnerability. Slashing someone over a bit of toast may appear brutal, mindless and barbaric, but in a twisted way it may also be an attempt to reduce the threat of violence further down the line. People are unlikely to mess with the guy who will slash you over a piece of toast and this rationale, which is pathological in violent communities, is as much about survival as it is about pride or reputation. In fact, pride and bravado are often just a social extension of a deeper survival instinct. Regardless of the context of the violence, its function is often the same; it’s not just practical but performative and designed to ward off potential aggressors as well as eliminating a direct threat. Not everyone who comes here is violent but it’s hard not to get drawn into the culture of violence once you arrive. It’s often the case that people leave prison far more violent than when they arrived. This also applies to drug problems, which often escalate once the reality of prison life sets in.


Generally speaking, women are less violent. This morning’s group were recently relocated here following the closure of Scotland’s only all-female prison, Cornton Vale, that ran at a cost of £12m a year and was home to around 400 female cons and young offenders. In 2006, 98 per cent of the inmates in Cornton Vale had addiction issues while 80 per cent had problems with mental health; 75 per cent were survivors of abuse.


But while their new home, here in the young offenders’ institution is, primarily, for the rehabilitation of young men, these women are adults. Some of them have children of their own who, on the outside, live under the care of relatives or public institutions. Perhaps that’s what a couple of them are thinking about as they stare blankly into space, baffled by my open-ended question.


Admittedly, I’ve made stronger starts than this. Sometimes, I glide right through this initial pass and have people eating out of the palm of my hand but today, I find myself inhibited by the same self-doubt I can faintly detect in them. I point out that nobody is obligated to respond to the question of why I am here but privately I’m really hoping someone does. Should they take the plunge and be the first to answer, it may tell me something vital about that individual and, thus, something about the group. For example, some people raise their hand before they speak and this may indicate either good manners or submissiveness to authority, depending on the context. Others interject before you’ve finished asking the question and this may indicate enthusiasm, self-confidence or the need to state clearer boundaries. It’s useful not to make too many assumptions about individuals and groups, based on how they behave initially. A serial interrupter may have a hearing problem or a learning difficulty. Obviously, I can’t clear my head of all presumption, but what I can choose to observe are those assumptions as they emerge in my mind without acting on them. These assumptions say as much about me as they do about the subject of my judgement.


In the prison environment, when leading a discussion, I try to regard all forms of verbal communication as valid, at least in this early stage. It’s important not to impose rules too quickly either – especially if I have not yet established basic facts about who I’m talking to. In these initial moments, what I’m trying to do is build a rapport, based on mutual respect, that will hopefully make it easier for me to negotiate entry into their community. I increase my chances of doing that by acknowledging them as people with agency.


‘Why do you think I’m here?’ sets a collaborative tone and functions as my statement of intent. Many of these women (and the prison population generally) are accustomed – conditioned even – to being addressed by authority figures who exercise power over them. While this is only right in the prison environment, it’s often the case that authority figures, over time, forget to actively listen to those whom they come to regard as inferior, either socially or professionally. A gulf opens up between the professionals and the service users which can become fraught with misunderstanding should anyone attempt to bridge it. That’s why people tend to stick to their own and conform to type, whatever side of the divide they may find themselves on.


By starting my workshop with a question, I signal to the group these dynamics have been temporarily suspended. That the usual flow of power has been interrupted. Rather than having all the answers, by virtue of my elevated status, I’m letting them know that without their input, I know nothing at all. The women may also infer that by asking them a question, I’m recognising the value in their experience and insight.


‘You’re the mad rapper guy,’ says a woman with self-inflicted scars up and down her arms.


‘We’re here to write songs,’ says another, in a slow drawl that indicates either methadone or sedative use.


With every response, I begin to build a fuller picture of who and what it is I’m really working with here.


‘That’s right,’ I answer, before asking their names and giving them a bit of background information on me, which I impart, as I always do, in a short rap performance. The song is called ‘Jump’ and was written specifically to engage groups quickly, which is crucial when working with people who suffer from poor concentration and low self-esteem. The quicker they feel like they know what is going on the better. The faster they feel they have a stake in participating, the less likely they are to revolt or become apathetic. The sooner they get into the book, the harder they’ll find it to put down.


Anxiety or fear in relation to an activity or task often presents as either a lazy or adversarial attitude. Over the years, I’ve learned a few tricks to keep people tuned in. One is to say something positive about them. Every interaction is important because it presents an opportunity to acknowledge or reaffirm something about the participant. This works even better if you acknowledge something they already do well; skills or personality traits which they already possess and do not need to acquire from someone else. It’s harder to disengage when you feel like you have something to lose. Complimenting a person’s handwriting, their sense of humour or an interesting observation or turn of phrase can go a long way. If someone is quiet, maybe they have an interesting tattoo or great colour coordination in how they dress. These things indicate depth, richness and personal agency that deserve to be remarked upon. In the world of prison, tiny things are massive and just as someone could slash you over a slice of toast, the polarity of someone’s day could be reversed by the simple exchange of a kindness:


‘You’ve got really neat handwriting.’


The second you say something positive, whatever it may be, the participant will instinctively deflect it, reinforcing a more familiar negative:


‘Me? Neat handwriting? Aye right. I’m stupid. I can’t write.’


But if you pay attention, you’ll notice that they light up and become bashful at having received a compliment the second they think you aren’t looking. On a good day, they may even ponder the compliment in more depth later, and dare to grapple with the possibility that it might be true. These are the tiny interactions that help you and the participants get under one another’s skin, creating the chemistry necessary to instil trust and self-confidence within the group.


Participants who face barriers to education such as poor literacy or low self-esteem usually – though not always – come from backgrounds where their abilities are not acknowledged or nurtured, making it harder for them to take risks. For this group, simply reading out loud or expressing an opinion can be daunting and even intimidating, which means you have to remain intuitive to a person’s needs if you want to encourage them beyond their comfort zone. For the ones who end up in prison it’s often worse; their talents are suppressed, ridiculed or actively discouraged and become a source of embarrassment or shame. This can evolve into a tendency to conceal aspects of self that reveal vulnerability as well as reinforcing a belief that they are stupid. If things seem to drag at the start of a lesson then people disengage, assuming the fault is with them and their lack of intelligence – even if it’s really down to an ill-prepared facilitator like me. This core belief that they aren’t smart enough often manifests as a disruptive, confrontational or aggressive attitude. The challenging behaviour is used to deflect any interaction that might reveal their fear, sense of inadequacy or vulnerability.


For workshops like this, I usually perform a song as an icebreaker. One of the tracks I do is called ‘Jump’. The first line is: ‘Growing up, I never knew who to trust, looking at the world though the window of a school bus, gob-stopper in my mouth, I didn’t mind school, it got me out the house.’


The lyrics are autobiographical and detail my school years and the sudden death of my mother. But the song is also deliberately laden with the imagery and language of lower class communities, with references to alcohol products like MD 20/20 and Buckfast, and rap artists like Tupac Shakur. Themes of family breakdown, abandonment, alcoholism and bereavement, as well as playful jibes at the middle class and law enforcement, not only reflect their own experiences back at them but, crucially, recognise the validity of those experiences. The song, like much of the culture they engage with, regarded as coarse, offensive or lacking sophistication, appeals to them because it reveals the richness of their own experience; the poetry in what is often regarded by wider society as the dereliction and vulgarity of their lives.


Administering punishment is the role of the state. My job is to help these people express their humanity in an environment where it can get them killed.


Participants, whether in a prison setting or any other setting populated by people from deprived backgrounds, will often scan me while I talk, looking for signs that I can be trusted, that I am ‘sound’. They will observe how I speak, which words I use and the dialect in which those words are couched. They will instinctively attempt to ascertain the distance between who I really am and who I say I am. In this environment, authenticity is the yardstick by which all people are measured. That is why you rarely find high status people, speaking in high status language, operating in communities like this – unless they are surrounded by security or imbued with some sort of legal authority. When people come here to work, they often adopt personas that they think will appeal to the participants, forgetting the prison population is filled with some of the most emotionally intuitive and manipulative people you are likely to find.


Although people end up in prison for all sorts of reasons, one common theme for most people behind bars is that they have experienced emotional, psychological, physical or sexual abuse of some sort which – almost always – precedes their criminality. Maltreatment or neglect at the hands of a care-giver appears to play a significant role in triggering the germinal factors that lead to offending behaviour: low self-esteem, poor educational attainment, substance misuse and social exclusion.


Towards the end of the workshop, one woman, who has been quiet until now, casually mentions that both of her parents and her sister recently died after purchasing fake street Valium. Even so, she continues to use the drug in prison. She’s here because she took the blame for something her boyfriend did. Despite this, he ended up in here anyway having started using heroin shortly after the murder of his best friend, which he witnessed in his own flat. The dispute was about drugs. She will retell the story of her dead family several times throughout the course of my work with her, almost as if she’s forgotten the previous times. On the fourth week, she will shed a tear. She will tell me that this is the first tear she has shed in front of other people in prison. This is her way of letting me know that she trusts me. When she begins to sob, the other women console her with all the care and tenderness of a nurturing and supportive family, something many of them have never known.


Many of the people in this prison are repeat offenders. Many deserve to be here for what they have done. Many have committed crimes against innocent, law-abiding citizens that warrant punishment. When you work in this environment it’s easy to forget about the victims of crime. But while it’s crucial to recognise this, it’s also true to say that much of the destructive and socially harmful behaviour we see from offenders has a definite starting point. If you take almost anyone in this prison, excluding psychopaths and the criminally insane, and dial back their lives to a time before they were criminals, what you are likely to find is that, as children, they were the victims of some form of violence.




2


A History of Violence


By the age of ten I was well adjusted to the threat of violence. In some ways, violence itself was preferable to the threat of violence. When you are being hit – or chased – part of you switches off. You become physically numb as the violent act is carried out. A disassociation occurs. You become detached from the violent act as it is being perpetrated against you. The disassociation can make you physically numb as well as emotionally unresponsive. Your body goes into self-preservation mode until the threat is over. Thankfully, angry people tire easily. Therefore, the key to enduring a violent episode at the hands of someone you can’t evade or fight back against, is usually to submit and hope that you don’t sustain a serious injury.
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