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In twentieth-century Gold Coast youth offending became a metonymy for wider
concerns about the impact of urbanization and colonial modernity. Urbanization,
migration, unemployment, poverty, the disintegration of family and tribal structures,
and Western culture were all blamed for the emergence of delinquency. This article
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debates, as well as archival material from Prisons, Welfare and Probation
departments in Accra. Whilst in other parts of West Africa, fears about delinquency
focused on gangs and violence, the main categories of delinquency in the Gold Coast
were: theft; ‘immoral’ offences, intelligent offenders and proto-criminals, and ‘care
and protection’ cases. Rehabilitation was marked by a constant tension between
punishment, reform, and the construction of economically-productive colonial
citizens.  Juvenile delinquency formed a significant and symbolic part of the
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Pickpockets, Pilot Boys and Prostitutes: The Construction of Juvenile

Delinquency in the Gold Coast [Colonial Ghana], ¢. 1929-57

“I know the general conduct of my son to be a bad one. He is a truant,
vagabond, and does not stay at home. He always goes about in bad
company, and he leads other boys into wrong-doing. Both the father
and | have tried very much to check him without success. In fact the
boy is uncontrollable...I will be pleased if he is sent to the Boy’s
Industrial Home of the Government™.!
- Ama Badua to District
Magistrate,  Sekondi,

1943.

Ama Badua, mother to a young boy who had been repeatedly convicted of stealing,
was but one of thousands of parents whose children’s deviant and ‘delinquent’ actions
brought them to the attention of the colonial state’s apparatus of social control in the
Gold Coast. As a growing body of historical studies of African juvenile delinquency
have suggested, in the late-colonial era youth offending became a metonymy for
wider concerns about the impact of urbanization and colonial modernity: “destitution,
prostitution, overcrowding, disease, rent exploitation and a general preoccupation
with the acquisition of wealth” were held to foment delinquent and deviant behaviour
in both popular and official discourses.? Categories of “juvenile” and “delinquent”
became almost synonymous due to the ambivalent position of youth in colonial
society. As Richard Waller has argued, colonialism relied on co-opting youth for its

future, but it also granted youths access to educational resources and social spaces
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which allowed them to challenge both colonial authority and the generational and
gendered hierarchies which underpinned African societies.® Increased access to
globalized youth cultures and commodities gave children in the Gold Coast a glimpse
of the world beyond their immediate horizons and spurred many to actively seek such
experiences — of movies, bicycles, or Western clothes — which could often be most
easily achieved through delinquent activities. The questions for the historian however
are not simply whether juvenile delinquency was truly evidence of “detribalisation” —
the perceived deleterious impact of Western cultures and urbanisation on African
communities and moralities —, but why and how it became understood as such by
colonial officials and some Gold Coast Africans?* Can delinquency be better analysed
as a marker of the development of a colonial intelligence-gathering disciplinary
apparatus, or as a marker of social tensions within African urban communities? What
can studying delinquency tell the historian about notions of ‘childhood’ in colonial
Ghana? Juvenile delinquency is read here as part of a larger history of the disciplinary
techniques, discourses and institutions of the colonial state in Africa: part of the
failures and limited success of such projects, and the “stutters” between reforming
ideals and the reality of coercion and criminalization.®

The treatment of juvenile delinquency was part of broader colonial efforts to
“modernize” childhood and harness the potential of African children as future
colonial subjects. The first systems of treatment for juvenile criminality in Africa
emerged in the late nineteenth-century, with reformatories for “poor whites” and
labouring blacks in South Africa and penitentiary schools in French West Africa,
before spreading to British Africa in the early twentieth century.® Across British
colonies the management of juvenile delinquency was influenced by metropolitan

trends, with nineteenth-century fears regarding the deleterious impact of urbanization
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on the working class and the criminalization of delinquency giving way in the inter-
war years to a more rehabilitative system of treating juveniles, marked by the
emergence of the Borstal system.” With the appointment of a Penal Sub-Committee
on Juvenile Delinquency by the Colonial Office in 1941, this reformative programme
was earmarked for official adoption across British colonies.® The implementation of
juvenile reform however proved problematic due to limited resources, and the “need
to preserve the racial difference between civilized and the savage severely
complicated the ideological location of the reformed criminal”.® The juvenile justice
system was therefore shaped by a persistent tension between physical discipline,
education, socialization, and labour as the key to creating obedient, productive, future
colonial subjects.

Whilst legal and institutional structures targeting youth offenders emerged in
the inter-war period, it was the Second World War that transformed juvenile
delinquency into a recognized social problem across Africa.l® Wartime development
and increased road transportation brought marginal or aspiring youths to the cities
where they were drawn into, or continued, delinquent practices in an environment
deemed “detribalized” and potentially immoral by both African and colonial
commentators.! In the Gold Coast, new forms, categories, and levels of delinquency
emerged as part of a generalized youth crisis, from “pilot boys” to young prostitutes
and “semi-educated” proto-criminals, but also “care and protection” cases aimed at
rescuing vulnerable youths before they transitioned from marginality to delinquency.
The identification and treatment of this delinquency was part of the wider
development of colonial social welfare in the post-war period, as Britain sought to
justify and re-assert its continued control over its empire.*> The mandates and the

personal files of delinquents sent to government institutions from 1930-37 and 1940-
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47 extant in the National Archives of Ghana, Accra, form the first body of evidence
upon which this article is based.®® Attitudes towards delinquency were also reframed
as the Gold Coast government was ‘Africanized’ in the run-up to independence, with
local staff replacing colonial officials. Another key archival resource therefore are the
investigations by Ghanaian probation officers into the circumstances surrounding
individual delinquents’ actions, archived with Juvenile Court records from 1946-57.
The use of personal files and probation reports allows a new, more individuated
analysis of delinquency to be undertaken, highlighting colonial responses to varying
types of juvenile offenders and their characters. Probation records and personal files
must be treated with due caution: they provide constrained narratives shaped by
bureaucratic forms, being justifications for action by colonial officials and second-
hand retellings of children’s attempts to explain their actions in the face of
punishment. Nevertheless, these records grant the historian useful insight into the
domestic tensions of African families and children’s lives in the late colonial period.
The data from these archival sources is read here against contemporary sociological
and criminological studies and commentaries on youth behaviour and child-rearing in
African newspapers to elucidate changing conceptions of delinquency in the Gold
Coast. This article looks at theories behind the emergence of ‘juvenile delinquency’ in
the early twentieth-century, before exploring the various categories of delinquency
and what they reveal about Gold Coast childhoods, families and the weaknesses of
colonial rule. Finally it will look at the disciplinary techniques and infrastructures
which aimed to combat delinquency, and the tensions between ‘punishment’ and

‘reform’ which shaped these coercive networks.*

Constructing Delinquency: Early Penal and Legal Responses
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Childhood is not a universal category but rather an historical and cultural construct,
and in the Gold Coast it proved to be a site of contestation between, and within,
African communities and colonial states.’® In the nineteenth and twentieth-centuries
middle-class Western notions of childhood were exported across Africa and the
colonized world.'® Historically, as today, Western constructions of childhood served
as a global disciplinary tool and moralizing practice, blaming ‘bad’ or ‘vulnerable’
children on the failings of African social structures and cultures.’” In twentieth-
century Gold Coast welfare officials increasingly adopted these universal models of
childhood, seeing delinquents as “children” rather than just young “Africans”. These
models read children as innocent, nonsexual beings who should be protected from
labour and too rapid a transition into adulthood: a status which bore little resemblance
to the lived realities of many African juveniles, particularly those from poorer
families.’® Colonial constructions of childhood contrasted sharply with African
understandings of that life stage. In most precolonial and colonial African
communities, childhood refers more to a position in social hierarchy than biological
age: children were individuals in a dependent position within a community, who
could not yet undertake the acts of marriage, reproduction, and establishing their own
households that would grant them ‘adult status’.!® Rather than a life stage in and of
itself, childhood was primarily conceived of as period of socialization and progression
towards adulthood, where correct behaviour was learned. Whilst Western societies see
children as protected consumers, African children are generally held as capable of
contributing to the family and community economy. Lord argues that in the Gold
Coast children were viewed as both “chattels and changelings”, who were a store of

wealth that could be utilised for the good of the community and who acquired their
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full humanity and social rights only gradually as they matured.?° This is not to say that
children were not also loved, cherished and protected, but simply to highlight the
different expectations of and about children as social actors. ‘Childhood’ is a
problematic category for historical analysis as it contains multiple sub-categories:
babies, infants, pubescents, teenagers, boys and girls, not all of which have clear
analogues across Gold Coast ethnic cultures. “Youth’ similarly is a slippery term, a
political label more than a biological category generally connoting an incomplete
transition towards adulthood which is applied predominantly applied to males
between the ages of fourteen to thirty-five, as with the Gold Coast’s ‘youngmen’.?
The majority of juvenile delinquents were, biologically at least, teenagers, but for ease
of analysis the label ‘juvenile’ will be retained throughout this article, although a
breakdown of ages and offenders own perceptions of their age-group identity will be
given where possible.

Children had undoubtedly misbehaved and resisted familial and generational
authority in the Gold Coast throughout the region’s history, as suggested in folklore,
morality tales, and traditions of domestic corporal discipline.?? But the concept of
“juvenile delinquency” and the question of how best to combat it first emerges in the
colonial archive around 1906-1911.%2 With thirty to seventy juveniles being
imprisoned alongside adults each year and many more being whipped, early official
discussions focused on necessity of segregating of youths within prisons to avoid the
“grave danger of [youths] being contaminated by contact with older and more
experienced criminals”.?* African elites were also concerned about badly-behaved
youth, with the paramount chiefs of the Eastern Province arguing in 1918 for a
separate reformatory institution to be built. Spurred to action, in 1921 Governor

Guggisberg requested a scheme for juvenile detention “based on the English
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model”.?® However, despite reports of police magistrates struggling to cope with
increasing numbers of juvenile offenders, it was not until 1929 that the capital,
political will, and personnel were all available to open the first establishment in the
Gold Coast dedicated to the care and reformation of delinquent youths, the Boy’s
School at Ada, which was placed under Salvation Army supervision following the
model established in Lagos.?® Further action was delayed by financial constraints
generated by the Great Depression.

Alongside the establishment of institutional mechanisms to combat
delinquency came its construction as a legal category defined by biological age; a
category which cut across existing local cultural boundaries of “childhood” and
processes of social maturation. In the Gold Coast, the colonial definition of a
“juvenile” legally had an upper age limit of sixteen years, with those sixteen to twenty
years of age categorized as young offenders: however, these categories were often
conflated in practice.?” Children under the age of seven were regarded as doli incapax,
but the criminal responsibility of those between seven and twelve years was to be
judged on an individual basis.?® The Child (Care and Reformation) Ordinance of 1928
specifically applied only to those youths adjudged “not over fifteen”, who could be
held they turned eighteen.?® These measures effectively legislated delinquency into
existence, and the numbers of juveniles brought into the colonial legal system
increased rapidly, jumping from around two to three hundred per year in 1920-30s , to
five to eight hundred in the late 1940s, and to over one thousand in the mid-1950s.%
Personal files of delinquents extant in the archives and official reports suggest that the
peak age for delinquents was around fourteen years old, with the thirteen to sixteen
age group considered most “lawless”. However, there is a level of inexactitude in this

data due to the lack of birth certificates for most offenders, and police and medical
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officers reportedly skewed offenders’ ages to ensure or avoid particular categories of

punishment that were age-defined.!

Explaining Delinquency: “He is my own son but I can say he is a bad boy he respects

no body and has become a thief”.>

In 1945 a Colonial Social Science Research Fellow, Geoffrey Tooth, was
commissioned to perform the first expert investigation into delinquency in the Gold
Coast, focusing on incidences of psychosis and neurosis among convicted
delinquents. Early studies from elsewhere in West Africa apparently suggested that
many identified delinquents “were psychopathic, schizophrenic, paranoiacs and
hysterics and that those reactions might be associated with the breaking up of homes
and loss of parents”.3 However, Tooth quickly determined that juvenile delinquency
in the Gold Coast was not linked to mental instability, and began instead a general
survey on the state of delinquency in the colony. Tooth identified a number of
competing explanations for the apparent upsurge in delinquents: “Economists blame
the adoption of the Western cash economy, with the consequent drift towards the
towns, Educationalists, especially Africans, are inclined to back compulsory
schooling as the solution. Sociologists, and to some extent missionaries, see in
juvenile lawlessness the fruits of the disintegration of the old social and religious
structures before the ‘impact of Western civilisation’”.>* More widely across British
Africa, migrancy, housing shortages, unemployment, poverty and overcrowding in

urban areas were all blamed for delinquency.®
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Environmental theories which focused on the impact of detribalization,
poverty and urbanization had dominated inter-war discussions of delinquency.®® As
the district magistrate of Accra commented in early 1940 upon an eleven year old
Ewe boy convicted of possession of stolen cigarettes, “I am of the opinion that in the
atmosphere of Accra he will go from bad to worse, and that only the healthier
environment of Kintampo [Boy’s School] will change him from being a criminal to a
useful citizen”.3” By the 1940s however greatest blame was placed on a lack of
parental control over children in urban environments, reflecting concerns about the
break-up of ‘the family’ in urban spaces: what modern criminology would term social
disorganization theory, under which the breakdown of social controls in a locality
lead to delinquent outbursts.®® Sociologist (and future Prime Minister) Kofi Abrefa
Busia argued in his social study of Sekondi-Takoradi that “delinquency was primarily
due to the failure of home life”: the repudiation of parental responsibility for
children’s behaviour, the breakdown of family structures, and fostering to uncaring
guardians.®® Investigations found no significant association between ethnicity, religion
or family size and delinquent behaviour, but noted that around half of delinquents
were from “broken homes”, with one parent dead or deserted.”’ Female economic
activity in street trading was blamed for “long periods when [the child] is left alone or
without sufficient supervision”.*! Such assessments apparently held weight among
literate, urban Gold Coast society, with the Gold Coast Times railing against “many
mothers of both classes of the educated and uneducated [who] are unable to exercise
tolerance and evince the spirit of affection towards their own children. They are in the
shameful habit of continually slapping, whipping, shaking and striking children often
on the slightest provocation”.*? Rural parents were held to devote greater care to

rearing and socializing their children than those in urban environments.** The
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Department of Social Welfare and Community Development continued to argue
throughout the 1950s that a “lack of parental support” was the primary determinant of
delinquency.** In January 1955, probation officer J. B. Amoaku addressed a rally of
the Gold Coast Women’s Federation in Accra, arguing that the main causes of
delinquency were “broken homes and loose marriages”, and calling for women to
press for reform of Native Customary marriages “to prevent men abandoning their
wives and children”.*®

As the welfarization of delinquency increased from the late 1940s onwards
there was a growing bureaucratic concern with — and capacity to investigate — the
domestic conditions which engendered delinquent behaviour, with pre-trial
investigations made by probation officers into the family background and living
conditions of accused young offenders. A typical case was that of a young boy
convicted of stealing goods to the value of 16/- from a dwelling house in Accra in
1946. His case history revealed that the boy had appeared in the same court only a
fortnight before on a charge of larceny and had four previous convictions. He stated
that his father was a Sierra Leonean contractor at Tafo, and his mother was from Cape
Coast. When the boy was nine months old his mother had left home after stealing
from the father, and the boy was placed in the care of a Child Welfare Clinic until he
was two. After that, during the dislocation of the war years, he had been shuttled back
and forth between being under the charge of his father, his father’s friends, or sleeping
rough and stealing to survive.*® Judging from such case files, it was a disrupted
upbringing marked by frequent changes in habitation and guardianship that was felt
most likely to cause delinquency. The variety of cultural practices and social networks
regarding the raising of children in the Gold Coast however made it difficult for

welfare officers to generalise about the ideal domestic environment. Polygyny was
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legal and widespread and multi-nodal households were also common, with children
moving between living with mothers and fathers.*” Such arrangements, together with
the common practice of fostering children with relatives, were not automatically
viewed as a broken home by experienced officials, but as a modernized adaptation of

the traditional practice of collective rearing of children by the kin group.*®

Locating the Colonial Delinquent: Urbanization, War and the Categories of

Delinquency

Although young offenders had been a recognized category of criminal in the Gold
Coast since the turn of the century, it was the Second World War that was held to
have created the wider social phenomenon of delinquency; not just through the
“general restlessness and economic hardships” engendered, but also through social
dislocation and the stationing of foreign troops on the coast bringing direct contact
with enticing new forms of modernity.*® Soldiers created rising demand for
prostitution, with areas like Kotokoli in Accra becoming major arenas of the sex
trade.>® During the war years, young boys in Sekondi-Tokoradi began acting as “pilot
boys”, or pimps, for foreign servicemen, haunting dance halls and bars and affecting
introductions to prostitutes.>* These pilot boys became the most notorious delinquents
in the Gold Coast. For their services these boys could earn the substantial sum of 18/-
per night; “the number of Europeans was great, drink was cheap and the African night
is long”, with many boys also operating as thieves who robbed drunken sailors at the
end of the evening.? Pilot boys were regarded not simply as delinquent but as
dissolute sites of potential social infection. In 1943, two such pilot boys were charged

with indecent assault before the district magistrate of Sekondi who noted that “the two
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accused in assaulting this woman showed a sophisticated sensuality that might cause
slight surprise if one was not informed that they are two of the most flourishing pimps
in Takoradi”.>

Primarily however delinquency meant theft, with over eighty per cent of the
2480 convictions from 1937-45 being for property-related offences.> A committee
appointed by Governor Burns to inquire into juvenile delinquents in 1942 noted that
“[t]he majority were linked up with small groups of boys from three to five in
number, the members of each groups stealing and receiving in turn”, but others
involved “organized gangs operating on ‘the Fagin principle’...[with boys] employed
by unscrupulous adults”.> Stealing tended to be instrumental, usually involving small
sums of food or goods up to the value of £5, whilst survival-orientated theft was
mostly associated with runaways and unemployed migrants from the Northern
Territories. Market sellers were common targets, and pickpockets found easy pickings
among large crowds, but a significant number of offences involved stealing from
family members in domestic residences.®® A number of delinquents appear to have
had more determined, acquisitive objectives behind their thefts. Several of the boys
brought before colonial courts were regarded as “seasoned and successful” thieves,
with up to nine previous convictions.>” Some appear to have acted under adult
influence, such as the fifteen-year old Fanti boy convicted of stealing £3 from the
Harvest Thanksgiving box at the English Church Mission in Sekondi in 1931 who
stated that he did it “to get native medicine from [adult co-accused] who promised it
would boost his brain power”, allowing him to gain an education and move to
America.®® Others apparently acted independently, like the ambitious steward boy
who was convicted of stealing £135 from a mine office in Bibiani in 1940.%° One Twi

boy who confessed to housebreaking claimed that he stole because his grandmother
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had refused to buy him a bicycle.®® The growing impact of Western culture and global
commodities was blamed by many officials for engendering criminal desires. As the
Assistant Commissioner for Probation and Juvenile Delinquency, J. C. Hamilton,
noted in 1953 “[t]ogether with poverty and slums comes something new — speed;
speed of life in general, motor cars, bicycles and aeroplanes; speed engendered by the
knowledge of life outside which education brings. Many feel the disparities and a
desire of the comforts and material benefits of a relatively new civilization, which are
in front of any child as he walks down the main street of any town”.®* However, rather
than simply analysing such delinquent behaviour as an uncritical desire for global
communities and ‘Western’ cultural forms, it must be noted that children in the Gold
Coast were significant economic actors, contributing labour to local economies and
social units, with established historical patterns of childhood accumulation of
individual property.®? As such, many thefts were likely attempts to accumulate goods
which could be transformed into the financial or social capital necessary for survival
and the eventual attainment of “economic adulthood”.®® Delinquency here becomes a
more of a rational choice for individual survival or advancement.®*

By the 1950s male delinquency was becoming increasingly equated with
youth subcultures, with urban gangs such as the “Canoe Boys” or “Kaaya Kaaya
Boys” who roamed city centres and adjacent villages, spending “their time gambling
when not engaged in odd jobs or stealing”.  Gangs actively recruited youths from
neighbouring villages, luring in “innocent or credulous boys...by telling them alluring
stories of their lucrative and adventurous life”.®® These gangs were predatory,
criminal actors, but they also offered protection, honour and alternative family
structures to members.®” There was less concern with “vicious hooliganism” in the

Gold Coast than in other West African cities like Lagos however: convictions for
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violent offences were relatively rare, and the accused tended to be older, rural boys
with a history of aggression.®® With fighting regarded as normative behaviour and a
marker of social status for young males, it was apparently tolerated by the police or
dealt with extra-judicially within communities so long as it did not result in serious
injury. Other offences which brought juveniles under the colonial gaze included fraud,
criminal harm, assault, manslaughter and indecent assault.®®

As colonial welfarism and the ‘Africanization’ of the colonial state progressed
in the run up to independence, attempts to manage delinquency became increasingly
pre-emptive and interventionist.”® In the 1950s there was a marked rise in juveniles
being accused of being “exposed to moral and physical danger”, loitering or
vagrancy.’ Children of known criminals or prostitutes were brought to court on “care
and protection” charges.”® There was an expansion of conceptions of delinquency to
encompass girls, with female youth crime primarily conceived of in terms of
uncontrolled and deviant sexuality.” In the Gold Coast female delinquency had
previously been uncommon and mainly consisted of “petty misdemeanours’’
compared to the strong official concern about female delinquency and street hawking
in Nigeria.”* Concerns about unfeminine and disrespectful behaviours among young
girls however began to emerge in popular discourse during the war. In 1939 “Uncle
Charlie” of the Gold Coast Times noted that during Christmas week “it was sad and
shameful to see young girls drunk and reeling in the streets singing all sorts of
unwholesome songs”.”® With the growth of regional prostitution networks trafficking
young girls across West Africa and a post-war legislative assault on female
delinquency in Lagos, officials in the Gold Coast turned their attention to girls in
marginal urban spaces.’® In the 1950s rising numbers of cases apparently linked to

prostitution and soliciting were brought before Juvenile Courts as officials felt “girls
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increasingly came to view prostitution as easier than trading or domestic service”.’’

Official reports noted that “some [girls] have defied the authority of family and
friends and taken to roaming the streets at night in the company of anyone they can
pick up and are heading for trouble”.”® Although the numbers of such girls remained
relatively small, the problem was taken as indicative of a wider problem of women
“abusing the privilege of their new found freedom in towns”.”

Reflecting this concern, the majority of girls brought before Juvenile Courts
were there on “care and protection” charges with the intention of preventatively
rescuing them from moral contagion.®’ One such case was that of a Nigerian-born girl
brought before the Juvenile Court in Accra in August 1952. Although the court noted
she was well-cared for by her aunt, who had brought her to Accra after finding the girl
living in “unwholesome circumstances” in Port Harcourt with her mother, she
dropped out of school as “the beach and cinema room appealed to her better”.
According to her grandmother, the girl became disrespectful and used foul language,
got into fights, and would collect food stuff from neighbours to sell before keeping
the money. The girl was “‘influenced by a group of young girls her age who are all
birds of the same feather and have no parental control. It is at the water tap that they
plan their movements”.8! By 1954 the Accra court had become concerned about
aggressive and “depraved” behaviour among female delinquents with the emergence
of gangs of “Street Girls” in the city.?

It is notable that the majority of juvenile offences were committed in urban
spaces: Accra (particularly Jamestown and Nima), Kumasi, Sekondi, Cape Coast and
Koforidua. Delinquency was almost exclusively conceptualized as an urban
phenomenon, although as the peno-legal structures developed to identify and combat

delinquency were situated in urban locales this was something of a self-perpetuating
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image. Urban areas did certainly provide new spaces for self-expression and
rebelliousness.®3 Many youths were identified as “problem children” after frequenting
adult environments like bars and Victoriaborg’s racecourse, or known liminal spaces
like cinemas.®* Cinemas in particular were identified as places of “dubious virtue”,
with parents reported to “feel strongly that it is the cinema that is undoing their
boy”.8> A 1953 report on cinemas in Accra and Kumasi concluded that the chief
danger was not the content of films themselves, but rather the circumstances in which
children went to cinemas — playing truant from school, or stealing and begging to pay
for tickets —, and the contacts made therein, as urban gangs routinely used cinemas as
recruiting grounds. 8 In an attempt to recapture this liminal space and reach out to
both delinquents and their parents, the director of the Gold Coast Film Unit, Sean
Graham, was commissioned to create an educational film on delinquency. Graham
directed the 1952 feature-length film The Boy Kumasenu — a film so popular it “turned
the whole of Accra upside down”— which explicitly discussed the social dangers
posed by juvenile delinquency, and the role that upstanding African citizens could
play in rescuing youths from the temptations of crime.®” Whilst youths, delinquent or
otherwise, in urban environments such as Lagos, the Copperbelt and South Africa
were influenced by American movies to mimic cowboy cultures or gangster styles,
evidence suggests that in the Gold Coast children instead impersonated American
soldiers, influenced by the stationing of foreign troops in the territory during the
war.8 It was not until the 1950s when gangster styles became more prevalent, with
the senior probation officer noting the existence of “pimps and zoot boys” among the
delinquents he oversaw. 8 The Gold Coast’s delinquents, and children in general,
were seeking ways to engage with global modernities on their own terms and in their

own interests.
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Fearing the Delinquent: Intelligence, Education and Delinquency

Whilst debates on delinquency in Lagos and other West African cities focused on the
threat posed by juvenile gang violence and “hooligans”, Gold Coast officials fixated
instead on the danger posed by the “semi-educated” and intelligent African youth who
seemingly chose a life of deviance rather than turning to crime through necessity.
With an educated coastal intelligentsia leading political opposition to colonialism,
concern about an uncontrollable and potentially criminal educated youth highlights
fears about the weakness of colonial hegemony. As early as 1911, the Legislative
Council had noted that “the class of youths to be dealt with in this country is different
from the type to which English enactments apply in that they are drawn from a higher
and better educated social stratum”.%° Children of government employees, policemen,
skilled workers, clerks and school teachers comprised nearly half of offenders brought
before colonial courts, and were “more prone to becom[ing] recidivists”.%
Intelligence was equated in official narratives with an aptitude for deviant, criminal
behaviour: “[h]e seems a bright and intelligent lad who may easily turn into an
enterprising and dangerous criminal if he does not receive training and discipline”.%
“Detribalized” urban orphans and “tarbooshi” [orphaned or abandoned children],
known for their “grit...ingenuity...and unfailing good humour” were also regarded as
potential delinquents whose shrewdness could draw them into criminality.®® From the
perspective of both social science and popular opinion, the greatest problem was
posed by youths who had received a few years of schooling before dropping out,
whether willingly or under pressure of employment, migration or reduced family

finances.®* After conducting a series of interviews with such delinquents, Tooth noted
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that “[iJmmaturity of character rather than low intelligence was the outstanding
characteristic” of those boys, who displayed “a striking absence of any desire to work
or secure more than a day-to-day existence”. Although Tooth was unusually
retrograde in his attitudes to race and rehabilitation within the context of the
Department of Social Welfare, his views were reflective of wider colonial tropes
about Africans’ perceived inability to take responsibility for their own destiny.%
Overall, concerns about ‘semi-educated’ and intelligent delinquents were both
driven and exacerbated by wider political and economic tensions in the Gold Coast.
With the collapse of the wartime boom after 1947-8 leading to a decline in
employment opportunities in both traditional occupations and urban economies, Busia
found an ever-growing body of potential delinquents among school leavers: “Nothing
could be worse for them than hanging around town earning a few shillings by
undertaking odd commissions or collecting a ‘dash’ [payoff]...and learning the art of
wasting time and living on other people”.% This provides support for strain theories of
delinquency, in which delinquent behaviour is generated by youths’ inability to
achieve desire goals of employment, status and adulthood due to a lack of available
opportunities.®” Other forms of employment in informal economies, like hawking,
pilot boys, or portering for trade goods at transport hubs, overlapped spatially and
socially with categories of delinquency and the policing of child labour. Official
concerns about urban unemployment and detribalization merged with fears about
African nationalism as generational discontent was mobilized by nationalist
movements through the creation of youth wings, including the co-option of youth to
the Convention People’s Party and nationalist movements in Ashanti.®® J. C. Hamilton
reflected upon the effects of this burgeoning nationalist movement on youth

behaviour in a 1953 pamphlet for African readers, arguing against “the dangerous and
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thoughtless use of catch phrases which may lead the young and inexperienced in a
revolt against authority”.%® The archival record however questions this link between
nationalism and juvenile delinquency: even during the anti-colonial riots in Accra,
February 1948, the charges upon which children were brought before Juvenile Courts
were not linked to nationalist agitation, remaining criminal rather than political
offences, and children — as distinct from youth more broadly — seem to have had

limited direct involvement in the Ghanaian nationalist movement overall.

Punishing and Reforming the Delinquent: Disciplinary Techniques and Structures

In the late-colonial era the Colonial Office encouraged penal reform across the British
Empire as marker of good governance.!®® However, with limited resources,
burgeoning prison populations and a continued belief that violence was necessary in
the management of criminal subjects, reform proved largely illusory. Reformist
efforts therefore became focused on one “manageable, malleable, sub-category of
offenders: juvenile delinquents”, as a way of reclaiming the future of colonial
society.!®* For Foucault, the delinquent is a construction of modern disciplinary
regimes: “a person who offends because of their past life, uniquely requiring an
institution like a prison to reconstruct their entire life in the form of specialist
knowledge”.1%? Such specialist knowledge manifested itself in the Gold Coast through
the peno-legal nexus of the probation officer, the juvenile court and the industrial
school. However, the archival records suggests that reform — both of juvenile justice
and individual offenders — proved incomplete and of limited effectiveness.

As part of post-war reforms, a system of juvenile courts was established to

remove young offenders from the adult criminal justice system, beginning in Accra in
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1946. These courts were composed of a specially-appointed juvenile court magistrate,
sitting with two members of a predominantly Ghanaian lay advisory panel and
informed by probation officers’ pre-trial investigations. The detection of delinquency
increased exponentially as the juvenile court system expanded. From 227 cases heard
in Accra, Kumasi and Sekondi in 1950, by 1952 814 cases were heard, rising to 1200
in 1953 when new courts were opened in Cape Coast and Koforidua.!® The
establishment and expansion of probation services after 1946 proved to be the critical
surveillance and knowledge-gathering mechanism for the colonial state in regards to
delinquency allowing it to expand its authority into the domestic sphere, transmitting
metropolitan ideals of childhood and appropriate childrearing to families and
courts.!® The question that African magistrates and probation officers were
increasingly asking by the 1950s was whether it was a “faulty domestic atmosphere”
or “wilful perversity” that created delinquents?'% Whilst colonial welfarist discourses,
drawing on metropolitan theories and racialized constructions of urban Africa, still
tended to place blame on failed parenting and environment in creating “young
rascals”, African probation officers themselves, working on an individual basis with
children, were as likely to suggest that it was children’s own agency or “bad friends
rather than a poor home leading him into delinquency”.1%

From the 1930s officials had increasingly talked not of “punishing”
delinquents, but of their “treatment”. The main priority was to prevent children being
sent into the morally-contaminating environment of prison. Before 1946 male youth
offenders had been routinely dealt with by corporal punishment, following both
metropolitan precedent and local disciplinary tradition. Whipping was long regarded
as the most salutary, cost-effective and efficient sanction, being enacted in eighty per

cent of cases between 1930 and 1938, decreasing slightly to seventy-four per cent
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during the war years.’%” Some whippings were spectacles of violence: the District
Magistrate of Kumasi noted the “objectionable” nature of one whipping (which he
himself had ordered), recounting how the fifteen or sixteen year old boy was “stripped
naked in the Police compound, held down, screaming and struggling, upon a bench by
four policemen, and beaten by a fifth. The fourth stroke — as | personally observed —
drew blood”.1® As sensibilities towards the infliction of bodily violence upon both
criminals and children shifted in the metropole however, the Colonial Office exerted
increasing pressure to limit the use of corporal punishment.!®® Growing numbers of
youthful recidivists led Gold Coast officials to believe that whipping had little impact
on the more criminally-inclined youth, “as, as administered by law, it is less severe
than [the boy] would get at home and little different from what he has been
accustomed to expect in school”.!!° Instead, reformatories and probation became the
main methods of treatment for juveniles, replacing bodily punishment with moral
supervision and training. Officials were also encouraged to “enlis[t] the principles of
tribal responsibility on behalf of law and order”, and bolster generational authority in
the face of a crisis in parenting.!*! In an attempt to engage African communities in
colonial schemes for social reform, a system of “Fit Persons”, who included teachers,
religious leaders and respected businessmen, was established after 1945 to provide an
alternative to corporal punishment or institutional care by housing juvenile offenders
in “exemplary” domestic environments.*?> Corporal punishment was certainly
avoided as a sanction by the Juvenile Courts, who showed a clear preference for
ordering probation, supervision or recognisance. However, this was no simple
unilinear evolution away from corporeal sanctions and the infliction of pain upon the
subject body to ‘modern’ disciplinary technologies.!®* With limited community

engagement, institutional inertia and insufficient space for detention, corporal

23



JWAH article submission

punishment remained a common sanction for juvenile and young offenders, with 189
sentences being handed down in 1953, compared to 185 mandates for detention in
approved institutions and 130 probation orders.'* An average of 292 young offenders
aged between sixteen and twenty were still incarcerated annually between 1947 and
1956.11°

As outlined previously, the first institution specifically constructed to reform
the Gold Coast’s delinquent and criminal youth in 1929 was Ada Boys’ School, a
repurposed Native Authority Prison north of Tamale: very much a rural environment
chosen to combat an urban problem. Following Nigerian precedent, control of Ada
was initially handed over to the Salvation Army, less out of a belief in the necessity of
spiritual uplift and more to avoid identification with the prison system and limit state
outlays.'*® The school provided care and basic training for up to fifteen boys under the
age of eighteen.!” As concerns about delinquency increased, Ada became
overstretched sparking a period of near-continuous, if somewhat haphazard,
institutional expansion. The Boy’s School moved (and changed name) three times
between 1936 and 1947, from Ada to Kintampo, to Mampong, to the renamed
Industrial School at Agona Swedru which had a capacity for 128 boys. Responsibility
for supervising the juvenile institutions was also shifted from the Salvation Army, via
Education, to the newly formed Department of Social Welfare in 1945. That year, the
first Industrial Institution was established in Sekondi to cater for boys between sixteen
and twenty-one years of age who required “real corrective training”, under control of
the Prisons Department.}*® However, this only tackled the tip of the iceberg: 936
young offenders were still incarcerated in adult prisons in 1946-7 alone. The last years
of colonial rule continued the rapid expansion of institutional measures to combat

delinquency: by 1954 a second Boys Industrial School was built at Tamale, an
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Industrial School for Girls in Accra, and various Remand and Probation Homes were
established around the colony.'*® This nexus of institutional structures was intended as
a showcase for the benefits of British welfarism and reform, demonstrating the
practicability of creating ‘productive subjects’ for official audiences, but also to show
the power of colonial discipline and modernity to African audiences. Some younger
boys clearly welcomed the safety and security that could be found in reformatory
institutions, seeing them as to be preferable to their other life options: “I have plenty
of food and get no trouble...I would like to stay in the Home for two more years and
do not want to return to my town. My father is dead. The Boy’s Home do not annoy
1,ne”.120

Within this reformative project there was a persistent dichotomy however
between physical discipline, labour, and education in reclaiming the delinquent from
deviance: in essence, between efforts of colonial governance to reform through the
body and the mind. Konate and Thioub have argued that in colonial Senegal, moral
reformation in penitentiary schools was based on a process of coercing the body,
primarily through physical labour.!?* In the Gold Coast, this function of physical
coercion geared towards the creation of economically productive citizens was
wrapped within a veneer of moral development and delivered through the imposition
of English educational tradition. At Agona Swedru, the Industrial School was very
much modelled along the lines of an English public school, with four houses and a
prefect’s council, and the eventual establishment of a Boy Scouts troop.1?? The daily
routine was strictly regimented in a disciplinary fashion from the 5.55am rise to
prayers and bed at 8.15pm, with physical training and sports sessions daily, and a
marks system rewarding good behaviour with the aim of encouraging “essential

qualities of self-unfoldment [sic] of the individual boy”.!?® There was however a
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continual tension between ‘education’ and ‘economic production’ within this regime,
mirroring patterns of adult prison labour.** At Kintampo Industrial School formal
schooling was provided for only ninety minutes each day, with reportedly poor
standards of teaching. The main focus was on vocational training, with tailoring,
carpentry and agriculture supposedly taught, although in practice, there were only
teachers for agriculture.!®® Agricultural training became favoured as a supposedly
culturally-appropriate method to combat perceived urban “detribalization” and
encourage delinquents to move to rural environments after release; most boys
however rejected this bucolic ideal and returned straight back to the towns.?® As the
reformatory system expanded, the boys’ labour was used to construct additional
buildings: this was described as training, but primarily served to reduce costs.'?” The
Borstal School in Maamobi, Accra focused its efforts on training boys to master two
trades before discharge, explicitly aiming to provide semi-skilled labour to boost the
local economy.'?® Aftercare for juvenile offenders moreover focused primarily on
locating employment, with waged labour providing the strongest pathway towards a
stable, ‘respectable’, life and passage into adulthood.

It is questionable how successful juvenile reform was in its objective to create
law-abiding, productive subjects however, and official documentation in the colonial
archive tends to overemphasize the amount of rehabilitation occurring. The Kintampo
Industrial School was a failure, discharging boys “untrained certainly and probably
depraved, with aid and guidance into an unfriendly world”.*?° By the 1950s growing
numbers of youths placed in the system made it increasingly difficult to separate the
ideals of protection and rehabilitation from the reality of confinement and
criminalization.'®® Older boys in particular directly challenged the authority of school

personnel, providing a disruptive example through their disobedience, aggression and
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absconding, with staff resorting to caning recalcitrant boys or transferring them to
prison.t3! Welfare officials insisted that the Industrial School had a low re-offending
rate of ten to seventeen per cent, but it is unclear if those figures include former
inmates who aged into ‘adult’ offender categories.'*?> Even those former delinquents
who did become law-abiding, productive citizens; were they reformed by the system
or did they simply mature out of deviant behaviours and become re-socialized into
“respectable” adults within their own communities? Many officials certainly agreed
with Tooth when he argued that English Borstal model was “psychologically unsuited
to Africans and has little moral backing and no deterrent value”.'*®* But what is
striking about the case records for juvenile delinquents is how many parents actively
called for their children to be sent to government institutions, usually after initial
attempts to correct delinquent behaviour through physical chastisement or removing
the child to another family member’s household had failed.'** Kwaku Normah, a
painter from Kumasi, told police that his son “is a bad boy, he used to steal from the
house. | used to punish him in the house but he never takes my advice. [He] had been
brought to the court and sentenced to strokes for things he stole from outside. | cannot
control [him] so | wish that he may be sent away to the Boys Industrial School”.1*®
Only families of a higher social standing appeared anxious that their children “should
avoid the stigma of being sent to an Industrial Home and asked [they] might be
whipped instead”.*® Juvenile delinquency challenged generational as well as racial
structures of social, economic and legal power, encouraging parental and political

authorities to strike bargains of control over the future of Gold Coast childhood.

Conclusions
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In the Gold Coast, as elsewhere in colonial Africa, juvenile delinquency became a
focus for concern in the mid-twentieth century, drawing on contemporary fears about
the impact of urbanization, industrialization and European cultures creating
“detribalized” Africans. After the Second World War, such concerns about controlling
urban populations were exacerbated by the rise of anti-colonial and nationalist
agitation. With the post-1945 reconfiguration of colonial governance along welfarist
and interventionist lines, youth became a growing target for colonial control, and
juvenile delinquency offered an increasingly potent challenge to that control. For
colonial states, juvenile delinquency became a symbol of the failure of colonial
authority and modernity, of their loss of control over the future. However, although
numbers of delinquents increased sharply in the late colonial era, they remained small
enough to be a manageable target for identification, explanation and treatment.
Juvenile delinquency as a legal, social and historical category in the Gold Coast
emerged out of the intersection between such colonial disciplinary projects, and from
the socio-economic, cultural and generational tensions within urban African
communities. Colonial theories of delinquency, focusing on environment and parental
responsibility, largely occlude children’s agency in their own actions. With the
increasing Africanization of welfare and probation services, and the development of
new disciplinary apparatus, a greater light was shone on children’s agency. Some
children engaged in behaviour deemed delinquent simply to survive, sleeping rough
and stealing food where possible. But whilst “the bulk of juvenile crime [was] more
mischievous acquisitiveness dictated by opportunity than premeditated lawlessness”,
other offenders showed clear, determined motivations for their actions, shaped by a
desire to engage with modern urban and material cultures, and in many cases were

socialized into delinquent activities through youth gangs or acquaintances.*®’ In these
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cases the line between ‘delinquency’ and nascent criminality was blurred. What the
study of delinquency reveals is that children were actively, and calculatedly, engaging
with modern, global goods and cultures within these urban environments as a means
to accumulate status and wealth on the path towards adulthood.

The treatment of juvenile delinquency was constructed to satisfy to contrasting
sets of penal and administrative criteria (however imperfectly), operating at both local
and imperial levels. On one hand, youths had to be punished for their offences to deter
future offenders and maintain the boundaries of colonial social control. On the other,
juveniles had to be ‘reformed’, according to metropolitan policy and discourse,
showing that Africans could be reclaimed from disorder and disobedience,
symbolically establishing the power of colonial modernity and development, and its
role in securing Africa’ future. Official concerns in the Gold Coast about “intelligent”
and “educated” delinquents and their potential slide into criminality highlight how
fears about wider nationalist agitation were reflected in the treatment of juvenile
delinquency, whilst the relative failure of reformist treatment and the ever-increasing
numbers of delinquents passing through Juvenile Courts showed colonial officials the
limits of their own coercive and disciplinary capabilities. Expanding constructions of
delinquency certainly created a ‘crime wave’ in the courts, but did not address the
causes of disorder: nor did reformatories easily transform all young offenders into
citizens.'*® As the personal records of delinquents suggest, individual agency could be
as significant as social and economic structures at shaping patterns of childhood
behaviour. Whilst it is hoped that this article has provided a useful analysis of colonial
constructions of delinquency in the Gold Coast, further archival and oral research is

required to elucidate local understandings of delinquency, criminality and youth
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cultures, and to explore the tensions between delinquent youths and adult populations

in urban communities across the colony.
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