
Fear and loathing in the prison ecology, or: How I learned to stop worrying 
and embrace complexity in understanding institutional violence 

  

Prisons are complex spaces that involve an intersection of social, legal, moral, cultural, emotional 
and political factors and processes. Additionally, interpersonal violence is a widely recognised reality 
in prisons across the world, which means that it is a ready-made ‘problem’ that demands ‘solving’. 
However, violence in prisons has multiple drivers that relate to its causes and control, which means 
that simple solutions at one level (e.g., policy) or another (e.g., individual treatment) are likely to be 
ineffective in and of themselves. Indeed, the pervasiveness and seeming inevitability of violent 
incidents in prison spaces suggests that prison violence constitutes a ‘wicked problem’. In this 
address, I argue that one-size-fits-all, imported, simple solutions are unlikely to work in the long-
term and that we need to develop approaches that recognise the ecological nature of violence in 
carceral spaces to inform viable and relevant violence prevention strategies. Drawing from over 
twenty years of clinical experience and applied research in Aotearoa prisons, this presentation also 
highlights the importance of a culturally-accountable philosophy of care and especially the priorities 
of mana whenua in promoting safety and wellbeing for those who reside and work in our prisons. 
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