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ON THE RELATION BETWEEN GANGS AND SOCIAL ORGANIZATION· 

Daniel J. Monti, Jr., Boston University 

ABSTMCT 
The pniSentpapergoesbeyond Monb's(1996)crltiqueofthe"socialdilorganizalion" h~Aigllfding 

gangs in the United States and the research and theorizing based on it. Advanced is an alternative hVDOthesia 
that finds ng structure and behavior=inwilh established customs and organiQtlonal routineaink1erican 
society. W: n'lodelforthis altamatNeh is found intheworkofTIIIyetal (1975)wholooked lttherelatlon 
between ruutine and non-routine · actions in European societies for several hundrad years. Our 
conventional understanding ofgangstruc:t&nandbehaviorln the United States does not paralelwhatTIIIyetal 
found in some Instances. HoweVer, thebeaicpointthat groups I~ gangs do reflectormlmicmoreconventlonal 
customs and organizational routines shows greater promise for helping us to understand U.S. gangs than does 
the "social disorganization" hypothesis advanced by American social scientists. 

Social schlntists who write about urban likely to step in and fill that gap in our Jcnowl.. · 
problems sometimes refer to history, but they edge when there are so many interesting ques­
usually do not make a careful study of it. tions to pursue with modem gangs. Further­
Changes that have taken place over a long per- more, our training usually does not lead us to 
iod of time could help them to make better use historical materials. However respectful 
sense of contemporary problems. Too often, the tone, the obligatory references to early 
though, their frame of reference does not ex- gangs that we dlop In our published writings 
tend beyond the period In which we live. Nor ordinarily are made without any big theoretical 
does It typically include places outside of the point in mind. 
United States. The parochial & introspective In this short paper, I shall take a much 
quality of much American social science re- different look at gangs in the United States and 
search really should not surprise us. After all, try to place them into a broaderbiatorical con­
there are more social scientists today ·In the text that includes not just this country but the 
UnitedStatesthanatanyothertimeln1hepast better part of Europe 88 well. To ac:oomplish 
& we piOduce more research than do scholars this I wHI draw on the wortc of sociologist and 
from other countries. On the other hand, our historian Charles Tilly who made many contri­
preoccupationwith contemporary United States butions to the study of unconventiOnal collec> 
history can yield a pretty skewed piciUre of the tive activities such 88 brawls, riots, Met strikes 
social problems we study and what might be in Europe early in his canter. The argument I 
done to address them. A historical perspective will introduce here in a prelirninaly way builds 
would bring added depth to our desaiption of on Tilly, Tilly. and Tlf~Ys (1975) central idea 
modem problems &'provide something of a that the conditions which lead to any type of 
reality chack upon the reforms we propose to unconventional group behavior are •essen­
introduce as a solution to these problems. tialythesame88thosethatleadtootherkinds 

Youth ganga are a particularly good of collective action in pursuit of conmon inter­
example of a modem urban problem whose ests.• Gangs are not the same as c:lu'd1 
depiction has been unduly influenced by our · groups, fraternities, or baseball teams, but 
narrow attention to recent history and our ig- they spring from the same social•fon::es and 
norance of what is happening in other parts of sometimes are used to accomplish remark­
the world (Klein 1995). These groups are ably similar goals. 
dramatiC and have been studied for what This is not the a.Jstomary view of gangs 
passes among social scientists as a long time. held by most sociologists who study these 
It is a c:ommon practice, for instance, to cite groups in modem urban or suburban settings. 
Frederic ThrasheA 1927 study of Chicago It usually is the case that gangs are put into a 
gangs. It was the tltst social scientific study of comer of the ·social world that is reserved for 
gangs. Since then gangs have been studied things alien to us. Gang members are sup­
more or less continuously by many persons. posed to be different from the persons more 
Only rarely, however, does.one find references conventional individuals come into contact 
to the origin of these groups in nineteenth with every day. 
century American cities. In this paper, gangs are placed squarely 

Social historians who write about the in the midst of routine group life as it is prac>­
United States have not made gangs a particu- ticed by most persons. Gangs are merely one 
larty important focus of their research. Ameri- among many types of groups that persons 
can social scientists, for their part, are not customarily create and use in order to shape 
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the worfd or to make themselves better under­
stood. Hence, there will be no talk here of 
gangs appearing in places that are •socialy 
disorganized• or of gang members as defec. 
tive human beings. Our emphasis instead wiD 
be on how gangs and gang members fit Into 
the regu,ter world and behave in ways that do 
not distinguish them from other groups or 
persons Hving in it. 

t suggest that a fuller accounting of 
gangs, and a more plausible explanation for 
their behavior, are to be derived from ideas 
which are at odds with so-called social disor­
ganization theories (Bul"'ik, Grasmick 1995; 
Klein 1995). First, oursocietymayhaveprob­
lems, but it is not fundamentally tlawed,IIJ8P8-
rably broken, ortaclst. Most popular explana­
tionsfortheappearanceand behavior of gangs 
are predicated on the idea that gangs are a 
corrupted fonn of normal SJrOUilJife that is spit 
up wherever there is a breach in our culture or 
institutional framework. Attention to the linger­
ing eff8cts of an •urban undeR:IaH, • for in­
stance, is supposed to help us account for the 
persistence aad spread of youth gangs in our 
society. Yet t1we are many gangs that are not 
composed exdulively of low-income minority 
teenagers and not •• such young persons be­
come memben of gangs. 

Tlly's key inaight was to put the origin of 
unconventional groups and coledive action 
right in the middle of established tu1es and 
social routines. His arvument would be that 
gangs spring fran a IOd8t world which, ·how­
ever1roubled, ila tot stronger ttwt it appears 
to outeiders and. much more likely to rebound 
or change efJectivefy in the face of harsh condi­
tionathanitilto~. Aaocietycanhave 
gangs. without being tholoughly corrupted or 
disotganized. 

Secondj we have a common cultunl that 
is IIOUndandVMiarliculated, yet supple enough 
to accommodate a variety of ways forperaons 
to be in the world together. The presence of 
gangs is less al8m*lg, perhaps, than what 
theydo.ln neilhercasectoesthe republic show 
any immanent signs of collapsing around us 
by virtue of being riddled with youth gangs. Nor 
should the generations of gang members who 
have found ways of gradually moving into the 
conventional adult world as they grew up and 
became older give us anything but hope that 
our society will be able to embrace more of 
these young men and women in the future .. 
Scant attention is given to the process of "ma­
turing out" in most gang studie!l (Klein 1995; 
Spergel1995). Yet most gang members do go 

on to lead lives that are conventional enough 
not to draw much attention to themselves as 
they grow older. If our culture were not suffi­
ciently well articulated or accommodating, 
these young persons never would find a way to 
fit Into it. 

Third, our civil society worlcs pretty well 
most of the time. Gangs fit into the regular 
world even when they do not reinforce much of 
the hard wort that more conventional persons 
and groups cany out every day (Monti 1994). 
That is why they so readily fade into the back­
ground In many ofthe communities where they 
appeara'ld have been successfully constrained 
by local adults and community groups when 
these parties engage young men and women 
in a clear and consistent way (Spergef 1964; 
Th1'81her 1927). 

A world built on the back of these princi­
ples has ample room for gangs just as it has 
room for bulineelea, dubs, churches, unions, 
& political pMies. Indeed, gangs fundamen­
tally are like any group produced by human be­
ings. They help persons fit into their part of the 
world better, or at least make it easier for them 
to be understood by outsiders. This does not 
mean that the gangs make the world a saner 
& safer place to live. Nor does it mean that our 
society is perfect It means only that gangs 
·make sense• in their social & historical con­
text and that many conventional groups also 
are an important part of the same social world. 
They are not alien to theworid occupied by re­
gular human beings, & that world Is not •disor­
ganized" in a permanent or far-reaching way. 

~share other impor1ant social fea­
tures beyond the fact that they usually are 
composed of boys & girla or younger men & 
women. Most~sare notJarge. Theirtypiall 
activities are confined to a fairly small territory, 
and members are drawn from that same gen­
eral locale. Gangs have no explicit social or 
political agenda. These are communal groups 
that have few territorial ambitions beyond pro­
tecting their "turf' from real or imagined out­
siders. As such, 98I"SJSl as most social scien­
tists have described them, oo¢onn pretty well 
to the kind of groups that CtiBrtes TaHy (1979) 
has said participated In •primitive· acts of 
collective violence in the era before large­
scale industries and more modem cities in 
Europe were developed. 

These disruptive acts they initiated in­
duded"the feud, the brawl among members of 
rival guilds or communes, and the mutual 
attacks of hostile religious groups. • What dis-.. 
tinguishes these activities from later forms of 
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uncivil behavior, Tilly observed, was "not a taken as a sign not only of their resistance to 
lackofseriousness,buttheiractivationoflocal outsiders but often also of their parents and 
communal groups. •. usually in opposition to neighbors' reluctance to accept a way of life 
other communal groups.· Our conventional carried by these same outsiders. That is why 
understanding of youth gangs in this country · many gangs and gang members are said to 
corresponds to the type of communal group defend their neighborhoods and why, in tum, 
carrying out the feuds and brawls that Tilly many of them are not treated In a hostile 
d~bes. Gang researchers have done a fashion by their families and neighbors. Tilly's 
good job describing this type of group and analysis of reactionary communal violence 
behavior in their studies. has strong parallels with many descriptions of 

Although gangs in the United States gang violence. The only problem is that Tiny 
engage in many of the "primitive" acts outlined expected this type of group & uncMI behavior 
by Tilly, the connection between them is not to fade away. Gang researchers have shown 
perfect. Forin&tance, Tilly (1979) hypothesized us consistently that this has not happened. 
that most forms of "primitive" unrest engaged Conditions of life in cities did change 
in by communal groups gradually disappeared dramatically, of course, and what emerged in 
with the emergence of nations, industrializa- the wake of large-scale industrialization and 
tion, and the cities which we have come to citybuildingwerenewfonnsofhumanassocla­
know. We know that gangs are still around in tion & collective action. Communal groups, as 
the United States and have prospered in a Tilly (1979) and others have argued, became 
number of other modem nations as well (Klein 1$SSdoninantthantheyhad oncebeenthrough-
1995). Gangs have managed to hang on and out the whole of modem society. Updated 
even flourish in societiet .... are not supposed varieties of civil disturbance, to take but one 
to make much room for communal groups. notable example of human corporate behav­
The persistence of gangs in the modem wortd ior, were no longer expected to be initiated by 
stands as a challenge to Tilly's basic model. communal groups, but by "specialized asso-

A ·second part to Tilly's thesis also is ciationswithrelativelywell-definedobjedlves, 
challenged by the persistenc:e of gangs. Not organized for political and economic action. • 
just "primitive" violence was supposed to have The organizations are complex. Their 
been lost. Abandoned also, according to Tilly, actions are intended to acquire new rights & 
were "reactionary" forms of civil unrest. These, resources, not reassert traditional privileges 
too, were engaged in by smaller communal as is thf case with "reactionary" activities. The 
groups. The difference between this latter type strike, Sit-in, & violence that was expflcitly po­
of activity and "primitive" violence is that liticallnitstenorandgoalsareexamplesofthis 
groups direct their hostility toward agents and more "modem" type of disruptive behavior. 
institutions that hold power over them. Their . Although gangs in the United States 
attacks have a political edge insofar as per- usually are not compared to political parties or 
sons try to assert their traditional rights and to labor unions, there are ways in which contem­
crlticize the way authorities behave toward porary gangs do mimic more modem types of 
them. Classic expressions of •reactionary" organizations. Some ganga, forexample, have 
civil unrest are found in the food riot, formed far-reaching confederations & have 

anticonlcription rebellion. the resistance to the 
tax colector, thevlolentocaiPI!tiOnoffieldaand 
fonllts,(and)thebfukingofreapersorpower 
looms. (Tilly 1979) 

There are parallels between gangs and 
the communal groupsthat~rryoutreactionary 
violence. Observers of American gangs often 
have commented on the "reactionary" quality 
of these groups and the kinds of activities in 
which they engage. Gangs are seen rebelling 
against adult authority and institutions. They 
challenge police officials, break '-",in a will­
ful fashion, disrupt schools, and deface neigh­
borhoods. The defiance that gangs express is 

developed something akintoacorporatestruc­
ture. They also have become engaged in so­
phisticated business enterprises· that make a 
great deal of money through aimlnal ven­
tures. In some instances gangs even reach out 
to local public leaders & become part of a more 
legitimate political operation. This happened 
in some nineteenth 'century cities &, at least in 
Chicago, it is supposed to be taking place 
today. 

There are clearer parallels between con­
temporary g8ngs in the United States and the 
different types of groups and collective actions 
desaibed by Tilly. The problem is that our 
gangs represent some kind of hybrid grouping 
not anticipated in his model or found during the 
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several hundred years worth of European his­
tory that he described. Even allowing for the 
kind of mixing of organizational types & ai::t!On 
orientations that Tilly (1979) suggests may be 
possible, there is something unique about the 
combination brought together by many gangs 
in the US today. A more thorough analysis of 
the history of gangs in the United States might 
help to explain how this came to be. 

There might be any number of ways to 
account for this anomalous situation. One 
plausible explanation, however, iS that the 
hypothesizedabandonmentofmorec:ommunal 
groupings in favor of bigger and more special­
ized associations was greatly overstated. Much 
human activity, as many social scientists have 
shown, still takes place on a local level through 
small groups that persons know Intimately and 
which meet a variety of their needs. A second 
explanation for the odd combination of organ­
izational types and behavioral orientations 
exhibited by American gangs today may be 
traced to the development of linkages between 
communal roughnecks and more disciplined 
and better organized political leaders that 
began as ear1y a1 the American ReVolution 
(Monti 1980). Thus, we broughttogether ele­
ments of reactionary and more fof).vard look­
ing types of coRective action and expressed 
them through . a combination of communal 
groups and complex political organizations. 
Contemporary gangs would then reflect a 
tradition of joining communal and more com­
plex organizational forms In the same groups. 

The world is a more complex place than 
Tilly ever imagined on this score. Yet the very 
mixing of disparate organizational fonns and 
adion orientations in contemporary youth 
gangs confinns Charles Tilly's central thesis. 
The unconventional activities of these groups 
complement their routine behavior, 8ndgangs 
have more in common with regular organiza­
tions and groups in the community than one 
typically supposes. Indeed, contemporary 
gangs in the United States seem to bring 
together elements of several different types of 
corporate behavior and strudures. They are 
communal groups that can be part of bigger 
and more complex organizations that operate 
across state and even national borders. They 
battle other communal groups and conduct 
sophisticated and profitable business opera­
tions. Finally, they have no explicit compelling 
social agenda, but they can become part of an. 
ongoing political operation in a city. The study 
of history helps to draw out the similarities and 
differences between contemporary gangs and 

older forms of uncivil behavior & social groups. 
Each of these connections suggests 

that gangs draw upon organizational themes 
that are readily apparent in the conventional 
wortd and have a well-established record of 
success. Gangs are not aHen to the organ­
izational and cultural life to which most of us 
subscribe. They emerge from the same social 
conditions that produce conventional organi­
zations and regular human beings. 

This can be so only because our society 
is not fundamentally disorganized as so many 
gang experts believe. Instead, it is capable of 
producing a varied collection of groups whose 
form and actions are far more complementary 
than We Imagine. This, in tum, is possible only 
because we have a culture whose elements 
are relatively clear and shared by a broad seg­
ment of the population. And the civil society 
coristltuted and built by these varied organiza­
tions persists only because it works well a 
great deal of the time. 

There are gaping holes in the social 
scientific theories that purport to explain the 
prMence and behavior of gangs in the United 
States (Monti 1996). These holes are likely to 
be better filled by drawing attention to the ways 
in which gangs are connected to the conven­
tional world. Charles Tilly & others have tried 
to do this with the history of unconventional 
groups & civil disorder in European societies. 

My objective thus far has been to sketch 
an outline of what an alternative approach to 
studying and making sense of gangs might 
look like and to suggest that gangs are a more 
complex and sophisticated organizational form 
than is commonly appreciated. Historical evi­
dence of the sort acquired by Tilly and others 
that might lend support for this tine of reason­
ing, or to refute It, is at best Incomplete and 
spread across a number of different cities. 
What historiCal documentation does exist, 
however, suggests that gangs fit comfortably 
into a long end fair1y conservative tradition of 
civil unrest In this country. 

The history of New York City, to take one 
noteworthy example, is filled with many mo­
ments in which one or another group used vio­
lence to make a point (GHje 1987; Monti 1980). 
Furthermore, gangs,or collections of young 
men played a prominent role in many of these 
episodes. Most of these events have not been 
studied thoroughly, but it is apparent that they 
began during the colonial period and continue 
even today. 'Mtat may be even more surpris­
ing is that it took some time for these activities 
and the young men who participated in them to 
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be viewed as public nuisances & to be chal- ways that popular unrest was ptilized in early 
lenged by lcx:al authorities. Episodes of deadly America. · · , · 
gang violence aside, we have become less It is not hard to draw a parallel between 
tolerant of intermittent displays of disruptive days of •misrule• in Colonial towns, or ··~Is 
behavior by young persons, not more t~t. . of reversal• as cultural anthropologist$ some-

MomentsofpopularcelebrationOfCQI'n- times call them •. & more modem gang actlvi­
plaint that onC:e brought elite and convnon fOlk ties. Even more Obvious, perhaps, is.econnec-

... together in the street during the colonial period tion between rebeftious rites of ~ in 
spoke to a variety of concerns. Sometimes, as early American communities & gang *avior 
in the case of public theater, the event was in- in our own time. Young men t.ook 'loud & 
tended to reinforce -.raditional bonds of defer- vigorous exception to established't'blea & rule 
ence and patronage• (Gilje 1987). On other makers In pre-revol~ Am8rica, & seem 
occasions, such as Po~ Day, New Year's no less inclined to do sci todey. That such 
Eve, & Pinkster Day, displays of plebian enthu- Occasions correspond to a periC)d ln their lives 
siasm took a much different form (Gllje 1987). when they are making the dltricUit transition 
In a manner of speaking, these events turned from childhood to adu~ only makes their 
the world upside down, if only for a little while. violencelookmorelikethecullunillly-presaibed 

During days· Of •misrule• common folk outbursts associated with colonial rites of 
would act like more well-tCHio persons or carry passage. 'il· · 
onasifnonnalrulesofpublicdecorum&defer- larger towns and cities in early nine­
ence had been suspended, which in fact they teenth century America were not Immune to 
had been. Persons gave expression to the theinfluenceofgroupsofyQungmenih•twere 
divieions & hard feelings that sepamed one benton creating disturbanc8$. The .New Year's 
class or group from another in the course of Eve ~ already aRudec:l' to seemed 
everydaylife,buttheydidsoinahighlystylized . particularly attractive.to young men from less 
& temporary way. The effect of these revelsals well-to-do famlt'aes. They appa~tlytOok great 
in ccmvnonly accepted;rolea & rules in colonial satiafactiQn from disrupting more polite social 
socie&ywas,oddlyenough,toremindeliteper- gath8rings and most every~ else's sleep 
sonsoftheirreaponsibilitytothoseleaswelloff (Gilje 1987). More permanent orga~s 
than themselves even as they were being . serving similar purpOses emerged_ ~ting the 
mocked & to reinforce for leas prosperous per- seconddecadeofthenineteenlhcentury: These 
sons the typical part they played in the wortd. groups were ganga .. Their behavior, sense of 

Another theme in some stylized displays territory', and patterns of affillatioo were con­
of civil unrest in colonial towns has been aistent ~ what Frederic "(hf:&sher came to 
likened to rites of passage. On these occa- call gangt in h~ famous ChJcagc) study a· little 
sions persons better prepared tl'lemaelves to ITiore th.-n a century 1ater. · · · 
•deal with the awkward moments of passing .. There were,obviOus and painful differ-

. from one status to another- by misbellaving in ences between the comparative restraint 
forceful but customarily prescribed ways (Gilje exhibited by groups of Y-oung and 'not-so-
1987). New Year's Eve noise making and riot- young men in colonial America and 1flle more 
ous behavior was only One ofthe more obvious disrespectful actions of ea~ nineteenth can­
examples of how disruptive collective acts tury gangs. The latter moVed beyond 1i'te. ritu­
could serve as a rite of passage into a new and als of misrule that had been so common 
uncharted wortd. Nineteenth century gangs around the time Of the America Revolt.iti6n, 
would come to serve a simi~J~r.end for many and their~ of. passage .were marked by 
young persons. '· , corisidObly mor8' lawlessn88s. Young per-

Interesting and revealing as these epi- sons from more well-to-do families gradually 
&odes may have been for colonial Americans, reduced their participation In such 8ct1Vities. 
we have not yet made J"Y dear connection .. ~ ~. and more Prominent citizens ~ 
between these events aiKI the types of activi-, : · ~ng theie oulbursts as ·tegmrnate·ex­
ties associated with gangs in our own time. pression& of popular1vll against arcane rules 
That young men from ~ walks of 'life . end capricious rule markers, beca• they 
were the most common partidpam. in these ~ now .making the rule$. Instead, they 
different activities by itself does not tell us c8J:ne to .view these gro&ps as a ttnat to ~ 
much. A clearer line between disorderly con- veptional ways of acting and thinking, rather 
dud in colonial towns and more modem dis- than as a noisy 1M safe was of drawing at­
plays of gang behavior is to be found in the tention to community problems. 
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The ~eadly violence and sophisticated 
criminal enterprises carTied out by young tnate 
and female gang members in our time repre­
sents another-big step in the way that young 
per'Sons seeks to fix a place for themselves in 
the modem w9Jid. Unlike eartier disp1ays of 
popular discontent, however,·there is no hint of 
respect in their~. nb'tapse in the~ 
ure g'_ _ oms_ · to CQIWentional standards and 
cus · . Nevertheless, some themes appar-
ent il) -~-chplays of popUlar unrest Still are 
evident In lfJodern gang activtly. Gang mem­
bership frequentlt is seen as part of a teenage 

targets than earlier gangs had been. They also 
were better armed. 

The new gangs did not become politi­
cized to any great extent Most seem to have 
been content to carry out aggressive and high­
ly Rl'ofitable_ crininal ventures related to the 
~trade. O~mer (1969) was correct, 
1hetetore, when he observed that •people with 
gups but without ideology are bandits." New 
gangs have no more an ambitious social 
agenda or political program than nineteenth 
century groups did. 

rite of ..... anc:l the flaunting or rejec;tion Despite the obVious dangers they pose, con-
of adult aUihOrtty is a staple in the g,~ng's ap- temporarygangsseemtofitthemoldofearfier 
proach to the woltd. These themes may be well c::ornmunatgroups mont Interested In maintain-
hidden in ~emporary gang activities, but ingtheirOwntenuousposillonlnthecity'asocial 
they continue to shape the outburSts we asso- order than in transforming political and eoo-
ciate with gangs. ·· nomtcrelations.(Montl1980) 

Classes of persons with less standing in 
the convnunlty gradually were Ceded control Contemporary youth gangs do engage 
over a variety of loud or otherwise outrageous in a variety of dangeRJUs activities that offend 
actiOha that either celebrated or condemned targenumbersofpersons. Yetthereismuc:hin 
existing itandards for appropriate public be- their behavior that speaks to ti'IOre conserva­
havlor & the custori18ly ~ that gave tivetraditions in the use of violence and public 
substance.to the claim of such rules on their dla.plays of bravado. The point of this essay 
lives. More prominent or secure claSses of citi- 11M not been to Ignore the outrages ofcontem­
zens withdrew their support for such lldivlties porary gangs or to embrace their view of the 
& ~hard to mute an manner of ritH:ous wortd. Rather, it has been to place theltway of 
pOblt gatherings & to suppress groups partlci- behaving Into a larger historical context and to 
pating in them. Youth gangs became a prime hint at how their ways tit in the conventional 
exampleof~typeofgroupwhosestandards wortd more then they or we are prepared to 
& public lMithavior were not welcomed. recognize. 

W8IComed or not, however, ganga found 
II place in. ,r:tiMteenth century American cities REFERENCES 
and were ti8tter b)tegtated into OJIQO!ng com- BtnlkR.HGialmic:k1W5Eifec:totnelghbortlooddyMmlcs 

munlty routines~ we fhillk. DisOrderS initi- :-=.:=r~=::!~~ 
ated by ganga often helPed to rftaintain P9iiti- • RoDciiWY Plea. 
cal groyps iO pqwer. The patronage they en- Glljl P 1t1t1 Tfte Road to Mot~oaecy. Popular DllolrJer in 
joy~ at thf hands of local politicians also MMVorlfCiy, f783-1834Chlpei ... NC:UNCPreu 

heiP8d to,-~ the development _of what =~~=~.::=n~~"= 
. ~ have.:.become a sta~ wprtdng-class dllordera Tenrxlll#i,.,., J" 123-141 
. ~:..- .• _HtHovo. of fi'om different _._· - 11M ~ .. Genoa In SIJtJurbl and Schools -~· c::on-.... pei'JOnS 
'~ grou~~ ~· _London_1~a:-:wllhhumptyftee/nqCINtSocio/ 

· ·. The r...Ron between gangs and other 24 2 133-144 
forms of politi_cal or civic involvement tlY the Oppa•'leil1wrM 186Q The um.n Guentlla Chicago: Quad-
ethnic or raCial groups from' Wtlkh gangs rangJe Books 
~did not end in the nineteenth century. SJ181V8111884~. SIUmtowrl. Hau/betv: An Explor-

__ TMf'e was an interesting·~ .In gang *Y SUfY ot DeliDqclent SubcultutN Chicago: u Chi-

-.,. 8(ilivlty in New York City durtr)g the laW 1.9501 ··. _CIIUO_ = Tile Youth Gang Problem: A Community 
when civH rights groups ~the Black Muslims ApptOfldl NY: OXford U Press 
r.......-to mobilize,__. ... ......_ -:..1--a- ~a.ou... 1'llralher F 1927 Tfte Gang Chicago: U Chicago Press 
~· .,_coo~ ,_,,w, ~ ,... Tlly0tt78~vlolencein EUI'Oplllll'l perapec:tive. 83-
c:ornPosed 0~. black youlhs staged • ~·is- 118 in HO GrWiam. TR Gurr edl VkiiMce in Amenca: 
sance of ~ in. the 1970s after civH ,rights·· .. f'IJII*Jtlt* and eom,.,.~~ve ~Beverly HUla, 
. .movernent In the tlty lost much of its er,ergy · · · CA: s.oe · 
{Monti 1980). The~·uar. were~ vio- T11yi:, L Tlly, Rllly 1875 The Rebelloua Centuty, 1830-

lent and less dlscrlmtnallng in their seleclion of emf) Calnbltdge. MA: HeNard u Prell 
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SOUTHEAST ASIAN GANG. MEMBERS: · 

Geoffrey Hunt, Institute for Scientific Analysis, 
Karen Joe, University of Hong Kong, and 

Dan Waldorfl, Institute For Scientific Analysis 

INTRODUCTION 
The "immigration issue" has become 

the issue of the 1990s and a hotbed for public 
policy debates in state and federal politics. In 
the midst of these heated political debates are 
the immigrants themselves. Clear1y such con­
troversies impadthelreveryday life and yet an 
often unasked question is how they experience 
and construct a sense of self in light of their 
"place" in public debates. 

Although sociologists have had a long­
standing interest in the .wcty of immigration 
and ethnic identity especially in the U.S., the 
principal concern has centered on the social 
structural aspects of acculturation and adjust­
ment (Pedraza 1994). A secondary concern in 
acculturation theory focuses on the psycho­
social aspects of adjusbnent whereby the 
"marginal man" bies to balance two dltrerent 
cultures, and either eventually "assinilates" 
or experiences stress. According to this frame­
work, culture conflid and stress may result in 
deviant behavior. 

This assimilation approach, however, 
fails to address the tremendous changes as­
sociated with, what many observers describe 
as the "r.ew immigration." Among the most 
significant changes are the decline of a "tradi­
tional mainstream culture," the ~niAv lay­
ers of multiple cultures of~~. 
the growth strengthening of group botniaries 
and ethnic: nationalism, and globalization 
(Edmonston, PaseH 1994; Jennings 1994; Ong, 
Bonacich, Cheng 1994; Rurnbaut 1995). The 
challenge Ia to explain the ways in which the 
·new immigrants" and their families retain, 
redefine and negotiate a sense of self. 

SeVeRII scholars recently have moved 
in this dlrec:tion, c::alling for a theoretical and 
methodological approach which focuses on 
the ways individuals experience and adjust to 
theimpad of structural fac::tcn (Hurtado, Gurin, 
Peng 1994). At this level of analysis, individu­
ais are not "pushed" or "pulled" toward one 
line of action over another (i.e., normative or 
deviant), but actively negotiate their environ­
ment and interaction with others. Accordingly, 
individual modes of adjustment and the con­
struction of a social and ethnic identity are 

understood within the context of the Immedi­
ate and larger social forces of everyday life. As 
Nagel rightly suggests, ethnic identity, and by 
extension social identity, is 

the result of a dialectical process involving 
lntemal81)d external opinions and processes, 
uwelluthe indlviduarsself.idenllllca and 
outsidefs' ethnicdesignations. (1994) 

This framework offers a more dynamic 
approach for understanding the differences in 
experiences and definitions of self among the 
different generations included in the new im­
migration. That is, we would expect significant 
differences between younger and older Immi­
grants In ·the construction of Identity. The 
dlalec:tia11 process, noted by Nagel, would be 
dlt'rerentlally experienced as different age 
groups encounter different social Institutions 
and structural forces. In connection with youth, 
cultural studies has underscored the dynamic, 
fluid, and active negotiation of Identity con­
struction among young people (Brake 1985; 
Han, Jeffatson 1976; Hebdlge 1979). 

We adopt this framework to uncover the 
soc:lal processes by which groups Of young 
immigrant men construct a distinctive ethnic 
youth Identity, apedflcaly' that of the South­
east Asian gang member. Using qualitative 
int8rviews with gang members, we explore 
how a number of structural and Institutional 
forces impinge on, experienced and defined by 
these young men, and the ways in which they 
create a new social identity. 

ACCULTURATION, DEVIANCE AND THE 
CONSTRUCTION OF IDENTITY 

As Pedraza (1994) recently noted, the 
study of immigrants • ... is as old as social 
science Itself in America. • From the ear1y work 
of Park and Burgess (1921) and Thomas and 
Znanledd (1927), through the later work of 
Gordon (1964), Immigration to the U.S. has 
been characterized as 

... a natural evolutionary process that a time 
passed would yield an inevitable outcome .... 
usually conceptualized u acculturation and 
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structural assimilation. (Pedraza 1994) 

Acculturation referred to the psycho-social 
process by which immigrants leam to live in 
the midst of a different society by acquiring 
cultural knowledge and skills pertinent to the 
new wider society. This newly acquired knowJ.. 
edge is in addition to the specific traditions that 
the immigrant possesses from their own cul­
tural endave. Over time, however, the immi­
grant sheds those native cultural traditions 
which are no longer appropriate, and moves 
into the "mainstream" (Dubois 1993). Mhough 
many scholars have criticized the functionalist 
basis of·assimilation theory, they underscore 
the significance of the concept of acculturation 
because it captures 

animportantpsycho-socialaspectoftheimmi­
grant experience, the problem of meeting the 
normative demands of two different cultures. 
(Rodriguez, Ac:lrados, De La Rosa 1993) 

Moreover acculturation and its relationship to 
str818 has been seen as a significant theory in 
explaining the development of deviant behav­
ior. From this standpoint, the newly arrived 
immigrant attempts to deal with the often 
confticqng cultural demands of their own "tra­
ditional" culture and their newly adopted cul­
ture. These conflicts can result in the develop­
ment of either stress within the individual 
himself or herself or strain between the indi­
vidual and his or her family. TheSe stresses 
and strains can, in tum, lead to a host of 
deviant behaviors such as the involvement in 
street gangs, crime and ilficit drug use.· 

AJ. another level; immigrants, particu­
larly young p&QPI&, may adopt mainstream 
values and behaviors; however, this does not 
necessarily guarantee their acceptance in .their 
immediate environment and larg,r society. 
Immigrant youth may find themselves faiRng 
between two opposite or conflicting identities­
too Americanized for their perents' comfort, 
yettoo foreign for their mainstream U.S. peers' 
liking. By being too foreign for their peers, the 
youth may find himself or herself liable to 
physical or verbal abuse. The lack of accep­
tanc:e in the "mainstream• may be further 
aggravated by an insensitive educational sys­
tem and the "politics" of other social institu­
tiOns. Youth alienated from conventional cul­
ture- be it that of their parents or Of their U.S, 
peers-wouldaeem doubly likely to join deviant 
sub-populations, such as youth gangs, and 

carry out deviant activities such as drug sales 
and iUicitdrug use (Chassin, Presson, Sherman 
1989; Westermeyer 1993). The combination 
of these various structural factors can, accord­
ing to acculturation theory, create a situation in 
which teenagers are at a high risk for develop­
ing delinquent behavior. 

AssimHation and acculturation theory 
can be seen, therefore, as a potential candi­
date for. understanding the development of 
ethnic youth identity and delinquent behavior. 
However, despite the seeming usefulness of 
such an explanatory account, it nevertheless 
possesses arunberofsignificantweaknesses. 

First, because acculturation is based on 
the premise of a natural evolutionary process, 
human action is conceptualized in determinis­
tic terms. Many writers (Kibria 1993, Kivisto 
1989) have noted that theories of assimilation 
and acculturation portray the immigrant • .... as 
being passivelY acted on by the forces of 
change" (Kibria 1993). The acculturation model 
views immigration as a process whereby the 
immigrant gives up one culture, readily ac­
cepts another and moves into the mythical 
American "melting pot. • The paths are fairly 
well defined, and as Dubois (1993) indicates, 
immigrants are pressed into pre-existing 
categories which fit other interests. In Dubois' 
own study of ethnic identity among Southeast 
Asian school children, he found little corre­
spondence between the pr8conceived catego­
ries of assimilation and the negotiated identity 
of these youngsters. 

Second, as Adrados (1993) points out, 
acculturation suffers from bi-polarism whereby 
the newly \rrivect imrnigrarits abandon their 
~culture and adopt the mainstream 
c:uttare'' of the host society. While there are 
questions as to whether there is a "main­
stream culture" in contemporary American 

· society, it is clear that this bi-polarism in 
acculturatiOn theory leaves little room for 
today's complex plurality of cultures and sub­
cultures. Immigrants may not readily accept 
the ways of 1he •conventlonat culture," but 
negotiate a social identity which blends mul­
tiple cultures. It may well be, then, that an 
immigrant group, in this case immigrant teen­
agers, in attempting to establish a "new" Iden­
tity which is neither their own "traditional' 
culture nor the mainstream culture, may adop1 
elements from existing sul>cultures. As e 
reaction to these limitatiOns, various writen 
have produced an analysis which provides e 
more active role for the migrant anc 
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incorporates a greater sense of "human 
agency" (Adrados 1993; Kibria 1993; Nagel 
1994). According to this framework, individu­
als are adively shaping and negotiating a 
social and ethnic identity based on their inter­
actiOn with others in immediate settings and 
within the broader social structure. As Nagel 
notes, this renewed interest has led to the 
development of a model • 

... that stresses the fluid, situational, volitional 
anddynamiccharacterofethnicidentlfication, 
organization and action -a modelwhlch erT1)ha­
sizes the socially "constructed" aspects of 
ethnicity. (1994) 

This approach emphasizes also the way in 
which individuals ~e and develop social 
organiz8tions or social practices which can ad 
as symbolic fonns or resistances against the 
pressures of the host society. 

In a slightly different context,but ex­
tremely relevant to this study are the efforts of 
the British cultural studies scholars who have 
desaibed the active resistance and distinctive 
development of Identity. symbolic rituals, and 
subculture among young people, particularly 
thosefromtheworkingclasses(Haii,Jefferson 
1976; Hebdige 1979). Very recently, a small 
but growing number of American aiminolo­
gists have advocated for a similar approach to 
studying style, aiminal identity and subculture 
(Ferrell1995; Miner 1995). Style and identity 
are acquired through a process of interaction 
with others - peers, authorities, institutions, 
media, mass market- and dialectically, be­
comes the basis for interaction. As Ferrell 
rightly notes: 

Style serves u a ready andvisille medium for 
negotiating status, for constructing both aecu­
rlyandthreatandfor~inatnNIIy ... For 
each person style becomes the medium for 
"presentation ofsetr and for defining that pre­
sented self as lodged within the lllrgeratyllstlc 
orientatiOnsofthegroup, subc:;Uftln and com­
munity. These orientations, though, do not 
emerge from within the group alone but under 
the weight of heavy advertising campaigns, 
manipulative marketing strategies, and media 
saturation. (1995) 

As we discuss below, our data suggest 
that the Southeast Asian youth we interviewed 
have been active agents in creating a distinc­
tive ethnic identity and social organization. 

Moreover, their unique style is not only a 
marker for status, but also an expression of 
their notion of masculinity in American soci­
ety. 

RESEARCH METHODS AND LOCATION 
R .... rch Design and Method8 

The data for this analysis are based on 
in-depth interviews with Southeast Asian gang 
members, and extends on our previous com­
parative research on ethnic gangs in Northern 
California (Joe 1993; Waldorf1993). The sam­
pling frame was based on a snowball sampling 
approach (Bernacki, Waldorf 1981). Ninety­
one male gang members, from thirty different 
gangs, each with its own name and its own 
characteristics, were contacted by~ trained 
Vietnamese intervieWers. Although the age 
range varied between 14 and 38 years old, the 
vast majority of those interviewed were 18 or 
under (68%), and of these 56 were stll attend­
ing school. More than four out of five (84%) 
were V18tnamese orChineseNietnamese, and 
only 5 respondents were born in the United 
States, and hence the majority of the sample 
were first generation refugees. V\lhlle the num­
ber of years our respondents lived In the U.S. 
ranged from 2 to 18 years, the median number 
of years was 13. · 

The interviewprocessconsistedofthree 
stages. In the first stage, the respondent an­
swered questions from a qualitative Hfe history 
schedule, which explored the problems indi­
viduals hed experienced in VMttnam and in the 
U.S. during the process of their migration and 
earty period in the u.s. S1age two involved 
questions from a quantitative interview sched­
ule which covered such topics as basic socio­
demographicdata of the respondent, wort and 
aiminal histories, patterns of drug use, ac­
tivities of gang members, drug sale activities 
and violence experienced by gang members. 
The third and final stage was an in-depth 
focused interview which explored such topics 
-.s history ofthe gang, history dthe individual's 
Involvement in the gang, activities of the gang, 
both social and aiminal and, ftnaRy,lts social 
structure. The interviewers were bi-lingual and 
conducted the interviews in both English and 
VIetnamese, depending on the respondents' 
pNference. In many oases, a mixture of both 
languages were used. The inteNiewers also 
assisted In the translation and transaiptions. 
Once interviewed, the respondent was asked 
to refer other gang members. Through this 
process, we were able to establish chains of 
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contads. 
We also conduded 16 interviews with 

individuals who work closely in various ca­
pacities with Southeast Asian gang members. 
They include officials and line workers from 
the local and state police, judiciary, juvenile 
detention, probation, social work, and a youth 
serving community agency. These interviews 
weRt baaed on a thematic guide to probe 
respondents in the areas of their perceptions 
of the Southeast Asian community in San 
Jose, and their views on delinquency and gang 
organization among Southeast Asian youth. 
Seven of the 16 respondents were Southeast 
Asian. 

The ~rch Setting and Context 
The research locale was the city of San 

Jose in Sama Clara county, which, after Los 
Angeles and san Diego, has the JargestSouth­
eastAsianpopulation in California. Since 1950, 
the general population of san Jose has ex­
ploded. Vllhel:ea8 in 1950 the population was 
95,000, by 1970 it had grown to 459,000. 
Today it stands at 782,000. Much of its expan­
sion since 1970 has been due to the develop­
ment of the computer technology industry in 
Silicon VaUey, which has proved a powerful 
magnet both for domestic migration to the 
area as w811 as international migration. Part of 
this latter migration has been the influx of 
refugees, especially from Southeast Asia 
(Meinhardt, Soleng, Tse, Yu 1985-86). 

The ftow of Soulhealt~ migrants to 
the U.S. began in earnest in 1975 with the faU 
of Saigon. Before 1975, the total IUDber of 
immigrants admitted into the u.s. ~ 1955 
was 18,558. In 1975, a total of 133,833 refu­
gees and inmiglants anfved. On arrival. they 
were placed in ~camps in different 
parts of the country and then, after a short 
period of time, rehoused. Bytheendof1975all 
resatt1ement camps were closed. This initial 
wave of refugees, as many writers have noted 
(Gordon 1987; Kibrla 1993; Rutledge 1$92), 
would prove to be vary different from future 
wavas of Southeast Asian refugees. To quote 
Rutledge: 

They were, by comparisOn, better educated, 
wealhler, and had political connec:tionswlh 
the u.s. government. Many of them spoke 
English .•... They included high-ral'lklng aol­
dlers, profesaionalpeople, who had worked 
with American petaOniNII or GOf1'IPMiN in 
Vietnam, ethnic Vietnameee, who had been 

educatledwilhinthe United States educational 
system and individuals who had family ties to 
America. (1992) 

After 1975 the number of Southea! 
Asian refugees, especially Vietnamese, a1 
riving in the U.S. diminished and it was not unt 
1979 that the flow of migration began again t' 
reach the volume that it had in 1975. The pea 
year was 1980when a total of 171,000 Soutt 
east Asians arrived. This new wave. howeve1 
was significantly different from the first wave 
Whereas the first wave of newcomers wer 
predominantly Vietnamese, in these latte 
waves, not only were there large numbers c 
Laotians and Cambodians present, but als 
many different ethnicities. These immigran1 
Included ethnic Chinese, the Cham from sout 
central V'l8tnam, the f(hmer both from Cambc 
dia and Vletnam,'the Montagnards from th 
mountain areas of northern and central V 
etnam and the Hmong from the Highland c 
Laos. After 1982, the flow of immigrants, espt 
cially Vietnamese, began to taper off, and l:l 
1988, those resettled under the Refugee ft.J 
had fallen to under 40,000 a year. Finally i 
February 1994, with the ending of the trad 
embargo between the U.S. and Vtetnam, tt1 
United Nations High Commissioner on Refl 
gees announced that fleeing Vtetnamese ref1 
gees would no longer automaticaUy be eligib 
for refugee status. This decision effective 
marked the end of large scale migration fro1 
Southeast Asia. 

Although it is difficult to know the exa 
numbers of Southeast Asians in San Jose, it 
estimated that there are approximately 80,00 
The majority of these newcomers live on tt 
Eastside of the city, which is a typical inn 
urban deprived area. This area is home to ' 
percent of the city's populatiQn and is the mo 
ethnically d"Nerse area in the entire county 
Santa Clara. The ethnic breakdown is : 
percent white (including Hispanic), 28 perce 
Asian and Pacific Islander, 6 percent Bla' 
and 30 percent listed as •other". One-fourth 
the adult Eastside population does not spe 
English well or cannot speak it at all. T1 
population of Eastside is young, family Cl 
anted, poor and uneducated. For example 
1991, 50 percent of the population was und 
25 years old, and one third is under 18. 
population suffers from many of the rna. 
problems facing U.S. cities, including pover 
overcrowding, a high aime rate, high une 
ployment, and a school drop out rate of 
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percent, nearly double the rate for the whole 
county. 
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IJuvenlehal],ltls mymomtalmgtome. My dad 
justsilllngthentlooklngatme.ldon'tgetlllong 
with my dad." This then is the environment in which 

our Southeast Asian male respondents live. 
Uke In many low income inner urban areas, life 
for newly arrived teenage Immigrants can be 
confusing and difficult, and the environment 
may be particularly hostile. These young i~ 
migrant males face pressures both from at­
tempting to adjust to the ways of a new society 
as well as from their parents, Who may expect 
their children to succeed In waya that are 
restrided to them (Kibria 1993). Under these 
pressures, some Southeast Asian teenagers, 
far from fulfilling the •model minority" stereo­
type of them as dass valedidorians, may 
negotiate Instead an alternative culture, that of 
a youth giJing and involve themselves in a 
series of delinquent behaviors. 

EXTERNAL PROCESSES: SURVIVING IN 
A HOSTILE .ENVIRONMENT 

Southeast Asian teenagers are situated 
in several layers Of Interaction, and attempt to 
deal with conflicts and stress which emanate 
both from their family situations and from their 
life as teenagers In the wider society. A co~ 
mon theme among our respondents was the 
fragmentation of their family during the Immi­
gration process to the U.S.In many casas, one 
parent. usually the father, left for the U.S., and 
the rest of the family followed some years later. 
This pattern of Immigration dramatically al­
tered the traditional family strudure such that 
the parent Who journeyed to the U.S. with the 
chldren, usually the mother, assumed the role 
of both parents, even when the family wa8 
finally reunited. As some of our respondents 
Indicated, their relationship with their fathers 
were tenuous at best. 

Paul is a 16 year old Vietnamese male who 
immigrated ataveryyoungagewlh his mother, 
three olderbrothera, and an "uncle" (I.e., dole 
family friend). They escaped on a fishing boat, 
landing on an Island near Thailand. A'-several 
mOnths, they went able to get to Thailand and 
rernainedthentforfouryears. They have been 
in the San Jose area since immigrating to the 
U.S., and have ntuniledwlhthefatherwho had 
leftforAmerlca prlortothefanily'sescape. Paul 
resents his father, believing that he abandoned 
the family when heleftforthe U.S. years before 
them. Paullndlcatesthatwhile he Is "very close" 
tohismolher,hislnteractionswlthhlsfatherant 
strained. As he states, "every time lwantto juvle 

In other Instances, the teenager was 
separated from both parents, and Immigrated 
to the U.S. with other adult relatives. One or 
both parents sometimes reunited with the 
relatives and children at some later point. 
VVhen this occurred, the teenager was often 
tom between loyalties to their relative, who 
they come to perceive as their •adopt~ 
parent and their natural parent. Wiliam's case 
illustrates the stress resulting from eonftic:ting 
familial loyalties and being thrust into a •guard­
ianship• role. 

WIHiam Is a17 year old Chlneee VietMmeM 
male. His falherwhoisstillln Villnlifnarranged 
for him, his siblings, grandmother and aunt to 
escapeVIetnam In 1979. After stopping briefty 
In the Philippines, they lived In Oregon fortwo 
'and • Half years. They then moved to the San 
Jose area since his aunt, who hedelcriMis as 
his·~·. found a jab in the computer 
Industry. Aftereatlllng in the San Jose area, his 
nalurlllrnolhennallbletDirnrn981etDiheU.S. 
and was ntlocated inthelosAngelesarea. He 
and hissistermovedtolo8Angelea to llvewlh 
their natural mother, but found this to be a 
"dllllcultperiod;!'andmovedbacktoSanJose 
to live with their aunt whom theyfeltwu "mont 
loving and canng.• At. present, his mother ..... 
been trying to ·c~~~m· him back, and while he 
expreaaesaeenserlloyallytoher~lhe 
is his natural mother, he ...... that be has 
"greater respect" for his step-mother. Accord­
lngtoWIIam, "mystep.mom,lhe-always 
thentforme1'0mthetlmelwaslmll, altheway 
up. Basically I look ather(as]morerla maa.r 
tMn my 1811 mom.• Paradoxlcaly his natural 
I'I'IOChernowhes inSanJolewllhhh, his sister 
and "sttlp-mom." He indlclt8s that he "looks 
after her" as she has not been able to obtain 
employment and Is on welfare. Because he left 
his father at an early age, he lmows his father 
onlythroughtheoac:aslonalllalraandrequeslll 
for money to be sent back to V181nam. 

Another source of tension develops from 
the expectations and changing relationship 
between teenagers andthairparents. As Kibria 
(1993) has noted, VIetnamese families place 
"tremendous pressure• on their children to ad 
as •gatekeepers" In negotiating with the wider 
society and in achieving academic success 
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and thereby ensure the future prosperity of 
their families. By virtue of being at school, 
refugee children more than their parents are 
exposed to and are more likely to adopt central 
values and aspects of conventional identity 
and behrlvior. This may cause considerable 
inter-generational tensions in refugee families 
(Gold 1992; Kibria 1993).1nmanyVietnamese 
families, parents find themselves because of 
their inability to speak English. reliant on their 
children. This reversal of roles can lead to a 
decline in the legitimacy of parental authority, 
and consequently weaken parental control 
over their children. 

Southeast Asian teenagers' ability to 
succeed at school is often hampered by lan­
guage difficulties. This was particularty appar­
entforourrupondent&, because, as we noted 
above, nearly ,.u of them are first generation 
immigrants wJ10 came to the U.S. at varying 
ages from2 to 18. ThosewtJocametothe U.S. 
as teenag9ns were more likely to feel frustrated 
with their language differences and frequently 
dropped out of school. 

Despite language problems in school, 
few respondents felt discriminated against by 
school authorities. Several respondents de­
scribed their elementary school teachers as 
being especially attentive and caring. As many 
matured into junior high and high school, they 
found the school 8I1VironmeQt indilerent. 

Ute in high school, you know, they don't care, 
they don't care. It is your life and ifyouwantto 
meu it up, you mesa it up. But when lwu like 
little, tt.ytried to help me. 

Many found lhem8elves being labelled 
as being troublelome and expelled for pro­
longed absences flom classel or fighting with 
other students. They took a pragmatic view of 
their circumltances, and did not I*C&iVe this 
as negativelabelng but as the consequence of 
their rNsbehavior. 

Aa our respondents moved into their 
teen years, race and ethnicity incra&singly 
became important in their interactions with 
others. As one respondent reflected, "when I 
was little, I just played with anybody. But now, 
I don't know, you have to be with your own 
kind.• It is at this point that they often faced 
physical and verbal abuse from their contem­
poraries in school who taunted them with 
racial sbnotypes. In response to this preju-· 
dice, they may endtn the abuse, retaliate or 
decide to join a street gang as a way of 

protecting themselves (Rumbaut, lma 1988). 
Most of our respondents described a process 
in which they initially endured discriminatory 
remarks and took the "beatings• but gradually 
realized that there is "safety in numbers. • It is 
in this interactional setting that they {9und 
themselves seeking others who are similarty 
situated, joining together for mutual protec­
tion, getting into fights, and dropping out of 
classes. 

Paul recounts his antagonistic en­
counters with other students which began at 
age 14, and the ways in which these hostile 
experiences and his solidarity with others like 
him, solidified his ethnic identity: 

When I came to L.A. and San Jose it was 
difJnnt. Thatiswhenitstartedbec:al,lsepeople 
weretreatingmesobadln school. BI8Ck people, 
they look at us as immigrants and they keep 
telling us to go bade. to our country and we 
shouldn'tbelonghera.Jhey always start things 
with us. They beat me up and they beat my 
brother up. •. that is when me and my brother we 
begin to have friends and then we got them 
back. .. 

Yeah I am a citizen ... Not really feel Ameri­
canizedbec:a&.alstil haw the Vetnamese and 
Alia blood In me. Sometimes I walk on the 
street, peoplestiUthinkofmeasanAsian, not 
asAmerican.Sothecitizenthingbasicallyjust 
~me.outbutdoesn'tchangewhatlthink 
ofmyaelf. 

The development of such a gang can be 
seen as a protective mechanism created by 
the teenagers to deal with a hostile situation. 
In fad, the occurrence or the possibility o1 
physical or verbal abuse was given as a majol 
reason for why our respondents joined a youtl1 
gang. For example, one respondent replied: 

1 jojJ1edforprolection. Thatwasthefirstthingwe 
did becaUM racism was getting out of hand. If 
one of us was walking at night and a black guy 
aeenyou, hewould havejoo1:)edyou right away. 
So thafs one of the reason to join a gang, for 
prdedion. 

Another respondent was even mon 
emphatic about needing to join a gang fo 
protection: 

YougQoutandlhent is a lot of chanoethat you 
get into a)ight. Vllhen you get into a fight, you 
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need your friends to back you up because you 
know that the person who wants to fight you is 
not a "nerd." He wants to fight and he has 
someone back there too. So you need these 
guys to come and back you up. That is why you 
join the gang. That Is the onlyrusontojoln the 
gang. 

These external factors motivate South­
east Asian teenagers to create or seek out an 
environment in which such pressures are re­
duced. Sanders (1994) found that the origins 
of Southeast Asian gang members in San 
Diego was also related to the need to collectiv­
ize for protection against other youth, paiticu­
lar1y gang members. Moreover, as in his study, 
we found that Southeast A&tan gang members 
were involved not only in intra-ethnic but also 
inter-ethnic gang fighting. This finding is also 
similar to the experiences of our other Asian 
American responcMnts in the San Francisco 
study (Waldorf 1992). 

Interestingly, although many of our 
Southeast Asian respondents perceive and 
identify themselves as relatively American­
ized, they are quick to defend those who they 
define and treat as "FOBS" (recent arrivals). 

Oh, the FOB? Like sometimes they get on my 
nerves but then I feel sorry for them. Like lam 
thinklngthatcould havebeenme.l haveCOUIIns 
that just came over. So Hke thole other kids 
make fun of them. I see them try hard too you 
know. 

Like the FOB Clln't speak English. But then I 
don't hang around them, I hang around with 
people that could IPitllkEngllsh. Because I am 
notgoodwilh myVielnlmele language.! hang 
outwllhVIeb181118Mkids butthenMtwould lb 
be apeaklng English. If anything goes on like 
wlthotherpeople, likeMexicana, theywerelike 
millr8atingthemandstufflllcethat, theyalstlck 
up for them, they are my own people. 

By adopting a youth gang culture, they 
rid themselves not only from the dangers of the 
wider society but also they can lessen the 
pressures on them from their famliea. To 
many of our respondents, the gang operated 
as a fictitious "family" community which ·took 
the place of their own families. Gang members 
often refaned to the gang as a "separate 
family" or their fellow members as "brothers" 
who would' supply friendship, support and 
attention. This latter characteristic -attention-

was also given by some of our respondents as 
another reason for joining. Unlike those mem­
bers who complained of the pressures, these 
~ seemed to be complaining of the 
lack of pressUre, in that their families paid too 
little attention to them. This tack Of attention is 
not surprising given the pressures that operate 
on their parents, who are often working at two 
or more low paying jobs as a way of surviving 
financially. In fad these two reasons were not 
necessarily antithetical, but can be seen as 
two sides of the same coin. Because of pres­
sures on the parents to sufVive, they may be 
able to give only minimal time to their children 
and inthattimethey may concentrate solely on 
issues of academic success as opposed to 
listening to the other more general difficulties 
faced by these teenagers in surviving in an 
urban high school. 

In such a situation, their friends in the 
gang become a substitute for their family and, 
at least for a while, more important.' As one 
respondent noted: 

Backthenmyfriends{lnthegang]meantmcn 
tomethanmyfamlly.l ptdlemaheadofmylelf, 
ahead of my family. I would do things forthem 
thattheyjustsald lftheyneeded it, 1 would do it. 
ButnotformyfamHy. 

Life in the gang provided an alternative 
and protective milieu, which unlike the family 
Hlfingwhereacademicachievementand suc­
cess was pushed, demanded instead a differ­
ent set of loyalties and responsibilities. 

The security of the collective becomes 
even more salient In our raspondeniB Inter­
actions in public settings (other than school). 
The majority of our raspondeniB desaibed 
heated encounters and haraul1l8ftl.by local 
law enforcement prior to and subsequent to 
becoming a gang member. This is due to the 
aggntasive surveiHanoe Btl ategies of the po­
lice which dates back to the late 1980's when 
officials .net the media began to Identify South­
east Asian gangs as a new type of gang 
organiz-'ion. Thesegangswerecharaderized 
as being particularly dangerous because not 
only were they pen:eived to· be very violent, 
but, because they possessed a loosely knit 
organization and were highly mobile, they 
were thereby extremely difficull to investigate. 
As one national newspaper noted 

the neighborhoods are being plagued by in­
creasingly violent gangs and new criminal 
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enterprises that law enforcement officers say 
may come to rival the Mafia in Ita heyday. (New 
YorlcT~mes1991) 

Special Issue #2: Gonrs, Drugs & Violence - Free lnquir 

Several respondents believed that pc 
lice practices were rooted in discriminatio 
and racism. 

Part of Jaw enforcement's suppression 
strategy also includ~ the recruitment of VIet­
namese ~ police and probation offic­
ers. Importantly, gang members found both 
Vl8tnamele and non-Vietr&nele speaking 
ofticers trealing them with contempt. 

Even the\llelnameeecaps, you know, theytreat 
us lb dogs ... One time I got caught, and they 
Uf11leywouldtakemelnthebacklndbelltme 
up ... They say a lot of shit. talking a.d about 
VietMni8M,IIke, 'youpeoplecomeoverlwe 
and eat welf8te and make trouble.' That Ia 
messed up. 

To combat a series of •home invasion• 
robberiea, the local police responded with an 
intensive public relations campaign in the 
SoulheaBt Asian conwnunily, ancUnitiated an 
intelligence gathering mechanism, namely, a 
·mug shor book with photographs of South­
east Asian men. Asian American activists 
called for end to the use of this book, arguing 
that the book, containing photoa- of persons 
never convicted of a aime but photographed 
in the course of traffic atopa, was racist (Turner 
1992). 

Our respondents were fully aware of the 
•mug shot" book, and many desaibed having 
their photos tHen and being harassed by lhe 
police. 

Yellh, theytookpicUasofeverylingleone. Not 
onlyin ourgroupbutotherpeopletoo. When• 
gototheeaftleshop, U.,pulthewholecolflle 

. shapout.-~•(il)oulofthnlndtheytook 
pic:b.naofeveryone,even the older people. 

The pollee they know us all. They know who Ia 
who among us. One time they come into our 
houlelndtMyboc*eduadbecauleoneof .. 
(was) on parole. Whensomebodylaonperole, 
they Cll1 c:omeintothe houte.tanytime. After 
theteardl, they couldn't find anything but they 
boc*edus In jail Theytakephotagrapha ... over 
nothing. AI of us .. in the mug boclk. Some­
times eomeone slling in a coffee 8hop, they 
would come In and take pictures. They take 
pic:turas oftwerybody .... The polk:e do jack us 
up. They doll't actualy hit ua but they push us 
Into the cars so that• getbrulled up and hurt. 

Well they shouldn't put a book just for VIet­
namese. Do they have one for just Mexicans? 
lfa not right, for my picture to be in the book 
because it implies a lotofthings to people. What 
lfsomebodythallooks like medici a robbery and 
then the lady .... his face, and then they show 
her a book and my face is on there. You know, 
it Ia just implying, pulling thoughts into people's 
~.ldon'tthink It is fair. They [Uiepolce)eay, 
'you Asians are a problem. 'They are all racist 

CONSTRUCTION OF A NEW IDENTITY 
There are a variety of pressures that Ot 

respondents and other Southeast Asian tee• 
agars must find ways to cope with to surviv~ 
One of our respondents notes that while: 

SomekidswenttoiChoolandtheygotpicked on 
and could livewiththal Perhaps they are more 
mature. ~thMwasn'tsornethingl could put up 
with. 

Yet what factors are relevant in tf1 
youth's experience and construction of thE 
identity? In other words, what aspects distil 
guish those who come to identify and defir 
their wortd within gang aJiture compared 1 

those who don't? W1ile family tension ar 
conflict may be relevant, it alone can n' 
account for our respondents' gang membe 
ship. One comparative study of gang ar 
nongang members suggests that gang me11 
bars' ~s of greater levels of labelir 
by authorities, in particular achool officials, 
a significantfactordistinguishingthetwogrouJ 
(Eabenlen, Huizinga, Weiher 1993). VVhi 
this may be a significant factor, the abo\ 
discussion suggests that racial tension ar 
conflict at achool with other ethnic groups WI 
even more salient in respondents' school inte 
actions. In addition, negative encounters ar 
definitions by law enforcement authorities a 
also central to the construction of a collecti1 
identity. 

In so doing, they crafted together a ne 
identity which was neither their own "trac 
tional• culture nor mainstream U.S. cultur 
Instead they constructed a community with i 
own collec:tiYe identity, its own boundaries, 1 

own membership Nles, its own purpose a1 
its own symbols. In creating such a •symbo 
community" (Cohen 1985) they took elemer 
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from other urban youth gang cultures, whose 
origins· lay in Latino, African-American and 
Chinese-American neighborhoods. They even 
adopted gang elements which had been por­
trayed in mass media films.' They then molded 
these diverse elements to suit their own needs 
and requirements. To examine the details of 
this culture and its origins in other existing 
gang cultures, we will explore the charaderis­
tic features of Southeast Asian gang organiza­
tion. In outlining these elements, we do not 
imply that each of the thirty different gangs that 
we located were identlc:al.ln fad, at least from 
the perspective of~ gang members, each of 
the gangs were different and w~ seen to 
attrad different types of members. 

Gang Organization 
In tenns of g.,.al gang organization, 

our data suggests'* most of the Southeast 
Asian gangs in this study exhibited little hier­
archical divisions. This characteristic was simi­
lar to the pattern exhibited by Latino and 
African-American gangs included in our San 
Francisco study (Waldorf 1993) but was in 
martced contrast to the pattern we found among 
that city's Asian Amercan gangs (Joe 1993; 
Toy 1992). VVhen we asked the question: •1s 
your gang divided into older and younger 
members?", the majority of our Southeast 
Asian respondents said that there WBI$, no 
hierarchical differences within the gangs based 
on age. This was the case even when, as in the 
caseoftwoofthegangs, thereexisteddifferent 
generations. 

The absence -of an internal hierarchy, 
and a clearly defined leadership seems to 
suggest that Southeast Asian gangs fit the 
typology of horizontally organized gangs 
(Moore 1991; Moore, Garcia, Garda, Cerda, 
Valencia 1978; Sanchez-JanOwski 1991). The 
groups in our study, however, were not as 
mobile and changing as those described in 
Vigil and Yun's (1990) ·study of Vaetnamese 
gangs in Southern California. 

Others have noted that there is often a 
relationship between ethnlclty and gang orga­
nization. In East Los Angeles, Moore et al 
(1978) found Mexican American gangs to be 
informally organized. In Milwaukee, Hagedorn 
(1988) found some Black gangs to be more 
formal in their organization. However, the 
apecific Nalures .00 context of a community 
8180 inftuence the gang's organizational char­
acteristics (Moore1991; Spergel et ai19Q4). 
Taylor (1989) and Skolnick (1989) suggest 

that the purpose of the group (e.g., drug 
dealing) Is an important fador in gang organi­
zation. 

·Joining The Gang 
To date there has been an extensive 

literature on the initiation process or •me de 
passage• of potential gang members (Padilla 
1992; Vlgll1988). The process bt'which new 
members, eSpeciaHy those comirig into Latino 
gangs, are incorporated Into the group - fre­
quently referred to as •jumping-in• - has often 
been a~ed with some form of physical 
tests. According to Vigil and Long (1990) this 
process can serve • .... to test member's tough­
ness and desire for membership .... and to en­
hance loyalty to the group.• From our data, two 
types of gang entrY exist. The first Is a fonnal 
process and similar to that outlined for the 
Latino gangs, and the second is more infor­
mal. 

In those cases where some fonn of 
formalized initiation took place, the·· actual 
content of what was required varied from 
having cigarette bums inflicted; doing a 
particular deed to prove oneself, such as 
stttallng a car; or more -wditionar method of 
accepting a physical •pumrne~fing• from gang 
rl1(tlftbers. In a couple of cases, the Initiation 
invOlved more than one method. For example, 
one respondent desa1bed a fairly lengthy pro­
cess which involved both •hanging around• 
and being 1umped in.• 

They (potential members] hang around with us 
and then theygetto knowusandthen they ask 
if they could get jumped in. And then we ask aH 
the old members, the rllember8 of EST (a 
Vletnanaegang] lbguysthathavebeen in ll 
VIle ask them, do you think he Is down? Should 
he be in It? And then If we get the advice from 
everybody and iftheysay, no then we can't get 
them in. If they say, yeah we get them in. 

One respondent noted that although 
initially they had adopted a ·jumping in. pro­
cess, subsequently they had decided to do 
sOmething else. 

They were trying to jump people In butthen we 
didn'tthlnkthatwasrighliOwejultletthemtdck 
back with usforawhle and see lftheylll8down 
or not. Like take them to do a drivebyormaybe 
lbtelllhemtobeatsomeguy upfirsomelhlng. 
See If they are down. 
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This use of "jumping-in" methods, although 
disliked by some of the gangs, was never­
theless clearly identified as a Latino or Mexi­
can gang trait. 

I) Do you guys have any initiation rites? 
R) No like if somebody wants to join we don't 
needkljumpthem orbeatthemuporhavethem 
do~Attntweletthemkickbac:kwilh 
us for like a ~ of months, two or three 
months and see howltleiraltltude is. Then Ike 
ifweseethattheyaregooderlougb Ike they are 
not going to be a traltorthen we justaskthem.lf 
theywanttobein.And iftheyuy, yes. tMri they 
are in. Weclon'tneedtodothoseMexican style 
like beating them up. 

lnte~tingty enough, one respondent, 
when asked about the origin of this Latino 
cultural trait, noted that the idea of using the 
initiation of "jumping-in" had come from 
• ... watc:hing movies and stuff, like Colors and 
stuff like that and we just started copying 
them." 

The infom1al process of joining the gang 
involved prospective members •hanging 
around" or. "kicking back" with the gang for 
varying periods of time which coul~. last 
anywhere from a couple of months to a wf1ole 
year. If during this period, the pqtentiall;'itruit 
cou~ shOVI that he "was down• then he be­
came acc:epted as a member. Wherus some 
of the members found •being down" difficult to 
describe, others did not. 

I) What do you have to do to be accepted as a 
mernbi!N? 
R) YoujulthiMttol;ledcMn. Vlllenthehomeboys 
need you, you got to come rightfNiaY. And you 
llavetobelbl8todo~ l..bifoneofour 
mernbefsgetshotatorsomethlngwe all have 
togo. and see what's up with him and see how 
he wants to deal with lt.lfhewants to deal with 
it anyway we take care ofltforhim. 

Gang Insignia 
Although V~gil and Yun (1990) has sug­

gested that Vietnamese gangs do not fit the 
pattern of street gangs as typified by African­
Ameriam and Latino gangs, we found that 
there were. many gang characteristics that 
were similar to other street gangs. For 
example, while V~gil and Yun (1990) stated 
that Vl8tnamese gangs avoid using "c:onspicu- · 
ous gang symbols; we discovered that many 
of our respondents told us that symbols, 

including cigarette bums, tattoos and colors 
were used as a way of marking out one gang 
from another. Many respondents also made 
reference to what they perceived to be as 
"distinctively" Mexican, Black and Chinese. 

In one gang, the color green was an 
important gang marker: 

I) And do you have colors, jackets, hats or 
special clothing? 
R) We support an green. 
I) Why is that? 
R) Because there is red and blue already. And 
itisllfewellfethecolorgreenbecausewewant 
tOstaltoutfor Asian, different than red and blue. 
And sowestartwearlnggreen and then every­
body is liking It and then they start wearing 
green.ltislikeAsiancolornow. 

A second gar~g marker, that of tattoos, 
was alao common 8l11dhgst members. The 
most popular type of tattoos were either the 
initials of ttMt gang name, or dragons and 
tigers. Whereas the use of dragons and tigers 
is unusual for Latino or African-American 
gangs, It Is not uncommon for Asian gangs to 
use this particular motif. 

Furthermore, although the majority of 
our respondents admitted to having tattoos, it 
did not seem to be the case that they were 
cOmpulsory. For example, one respondent 
ha9tng described the type of tattoos he had, 
replied to the question: "Did everyone have 
tattoos?" 

No basically they just have like the three dots 
thatredymeansalolltdependsonthemifthey 
want to get It or not. we don't force them to get 
I. Butwhoeverwanlstogetltcan.l reallywanled 
togetthlabecause lknowlwon'tbetraythemor 
anything. I was the one that made it up with my 
friend. 

These symbolic markers establish a 
sense of solidarity among members and con­
firm a distinctive identity for the members. At 
the same time, these markers serve as dis­
plays to others of their collective ethnic youth 
identity. 

Territory and Turf 
In comparing Vietnamese gang charac­

teristics and those of other gangs, there was 
one significant difference, In particular, the 
issue of territory or turf. T erritotiafHY has·been 
often considered as . a key distinguishing 
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charaderistic of youth gangs (Miller 1975). 
According to Moore, Vigil and Garcia, the 
notion of territory implies: 
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Uteditferentgangsweknowlhemandtheycan 
kick there too. 
I) Okay, so you guys don't mind as long as they 
don't cause trouble? 

1) that the gang's activities are concentrated 
within a "turf'; 2)thattheturfis relatively clearly 
bounded; 3) that the turf ill defended against 
invlldersandthatfightllwlh othergangscenler 
onintantionalinvasionsof~and4)that 
rnen"lbeqandtheirfamlieslivelnsidetheterri­
tory. (1983) 

From our data, Vietnamese youth gangs 
.eem to~ little concept of territory, at least 
in so far as that described by et al (1983). The · 
absence of a clearly demarcated or bounded 
territorY has been noted by VIQil as an example 
of the "fluidity~ of the Vietnamese gang struc­
ture: 

In desalbing VIetnamese youth gangs, we use 
the tenn fluid to indicate that the gangs are 
structured and organized looeely. There is little 
or no role dill'erentl8tlo and no declared turf. 
andmembershipchangesconstantly. (1990) 

Southeast Asian gang members' la<:k of terri­
toriality is also very likely due to their recent 
arrival; neaffy all of them are first generation 
immigrants. As ethnographic studies on Mexi­
can American ganga have shown, territory 
becomes an Important marker in established 
neighborhoods, dating back several genera­
tions (Moore et al1978; Moore 1991). 

The majority of our respondents, when 
asked the question, "Do you claim any par­
ticular turf, street or place?", replied that they 
did not. However, its absence did not neces­
sarily preclude the posaibility that the gangs 
tendecUo"har1Qout'"ntgUiarlylncel1alnplaces. 
Such places Included corMJnlencestores, pool 
halls, partdng spaces behind restaurants and 
an area by a aeek. The. most distinctive public 
place, however, were coffee bars designed for 
and owr1ed by Southeast Asians. 

. . All of these public locales were not con­
-.- aidenKt u,,pivate gang territory end were 

often shanMI with ather groups. This refusal to 
see the area as the property of a single gang 
wae echoed by many of our respondents Who, 

· wheft.·aaked whllt wouJcJ happen if another 
gang whether they shared the place with any 
other gangs: 

R) Well like we kick it there but like different 
gangsgotheretoo. And then they kick it with us. 

R)Yea. , 

Others did admit, however, that they 
saw their turf as their territory and would 
ensure that a rival . gang was made unwel­
come. Making anothergaogunwelcomewould 
either entail "dOgging them": 

.... we dog them. If they are like, if we an jlllt 
sitting there in front staring It them. And then 
theyjustgoinandbuy~futand 
leave that is it. They never like really come in. 

Alternatively, they would resort to fight­
ing the other gang or, in some cases, shooting. 

Everyday Life . 
The everyday life of gang .members is 

similartoolher groups that we've ltudied in the 
Northern Califomia area (see Hunt, Joe and 
Waldorfs other article this issue). Although 
popular portrayals of everyday gang life sug­
gest that members are busily naged in iUicit 
activities, especially drug dealing, $0utheast 
Asian gang members like other groups make 
a variety of attempts to deal with and tran­
scend the mundane. . 

,, 

' ' 

Got up around 12:00 in the afbimoon. Just 
llayed at my friencts house and watched the 
~.the kids for them, eat and went home. 
Tookashowllr,lndc:81Mblcktolhehot.-n 
just stayed there. We chnk up and watched 
movies. s.yecJ uptillaround5:00a.m. 

We just chink. We like drinking. And like when 
·, ·. we dr!Nt, thent Is girts, and just mess around 

with them. We kidc back-' friend'• house and 
talk. ' 

CONCLUSION 
Three themes emerge from our data. 

First, the experience of these young immigrant 
men raise a number of questionS abOut the 
acculturation process and the development of 
a dis~', ethnic Youth identity. More spe­
cifically, we have tried to ui1c:oVerthe complex 
layers of their intelacllon With their families, 
peers, and the c:omrnunit¥- These interac­
tions, In different ways, cr-. _.lion and 
hostinty In f.eir immediate emtlfontnent; The 
gang, comprised of similarly situated 
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requirements; The existing culture of street Hebd~: ~: The Meaning of Style 
gangs, whether in rulityorthroughthe8y88 of L«Kion:Methuen · 
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some and ditcailded by others. The use of issUMinstudylrigethnlcgangslnMDeLaRoaa, 

JlR AdllidOI-ed8 Drurl Abuiie Among Afnorit) 
different colors; and especially IJN8", was Youth: Advahcesln ReSNfCh and Melhodolog) 
used as a boundary marker to distinguish NIDARMilllrdiMonograph, 130 
themselves from o4hers. Plhally, dragon and l<J:IriaN199aFemiY~:TheC/IangitgL.i\luo 
tiger tattoo&, Mthough borrowed from ·Asian- · =---.4mMCansPrincliton, NJ:"Princeton L 
American ganga, Mil stll uaed to denwalte ' KivisfoP1989edTheEIIInlcEnigme:TheSalenceo 
themselves from Latino and Mexican gangs in Eltlniclyb"E&ftJpeenOrtgitGnqJaPhillldlllphia 
San Jose. TheBak:hlnstltutePMu 

ENDNOTES 
'Thlala en.example of what Klein (1995) has called 

•cuJturaldlffulion. • 

Klein M 1995 The American Street Gang OXford 
Oxford u Press 

Melnhanft K, T Soleng, P Tse, C Yu 1985-19lM 
SoullelstAiiln refUgees In the 'SIIcOn v...,.:h 
Asian health assessment projeCt~ 12: 
43-65 

Miller J 1995== overthe symb:ollc: gang sty14 
andthe ofSocialcoi1trol.pp213-b4h 
J Ferrell~ c . edB CultUf8l CrimftllbgyBos 
ton: NoltheastemUPNss 



Free Inquiry - Spedal Issue #2: Gongs. Drugs & V"IOience Volume 25 No. I, May 1997 Page 21 

MillerWB 1975 ViolencebyYouthG~endYouth Sanders WB 1994 Gangbangs and Drive-Bys NY 
Groups as a Crime Problem in Msjor American . AldinedeGruyter 
CitliesW&shington, DC: US Department of Justice, · Skolnick JH, T COmtl, E Navarro, R Rabb 1989 T1H 
National Institute for Juvenile Justice and Delin- Social Slructute of SlnJet Drug Qea/lng Sacra 
quency Prevention mento, CA: Office of the Attorney Generill, CA 

Moore J 1991 Going Down to the Barrio: Homeboys . Spergell, etal1994 GangSuppresslonendlntelven 
and Homegirlsln Change Philadelphia: Temple U lion: PrriJblemendResponse, Reaeetr:h SrMmraiJ 
Press Ol'liceof Juvenlle.JustlceandDellnquencyPntwo 

MooreJ, DV~gil, RGarcia 1983Reaidenceandterri- tion, U.S.DepartmentofJuatice 
toriality in Chicano gangs Social Problems 31 2 Taylor C 1989 Dangerous Society East Lansirlg, Ml 
182-194 MichiganStateO 

Moore .NV, R Garcia, C Garcia, L Cerda, F Valencia Thomas W, F Zaniecki 1927 The Polish Peasant 11 
1978 Homeboys: Gangs, DtugsandPriaoninthe Europa.wldAmeticaNY: AlfledA. Knopf 
Banios of Los Angeles Philadelphia: Temple U Toy C 1992 Com!:"Q out to play: reasona to JQin anc 
Press participate in Asian ganga GangJ 14-1 13-29 

Nagel J 1994 Constructing ethnicity: creatirJg and Turner D 1992 San Jose cops won't resume use o 
1'8C1'8atir~g ethnic identity and culture Socia/Prob- Asian mug book San Francisco Chronicle <I Feb 
~ms<l11 ruary25 

0ng P, E Bonacich, L CherJg 1994eda TheNtlwAsian V~gil JD 1988 8arrlo Ganga: SIINt Life and Identity h 
Immigration in LosAngelasendGiobB/Reslructur- Southern ClllilomiaAustin: u Texas p,.. 
ingPhiladelphia: Temple VIgil JD, .1M Long 19908 Emicandetlcperspedlvesor 

PadUla FM 1992 !fre GangassnAmerican Enterprise gar~g culture: the Chicano case. In CR Huff ec: 
New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers U Press Gangs In .America Newbury Park, CA: s.ge 

ParkR,EBuraess1921/ntrrxJuctiontotheScienceof V~giiJD, SC Yun 1990bVIetn8meleyouthgangs ir 
SocielyChicago: U Chicaao Press SouthemC811omia.lnCRHuffed GangstJAm8ticl! 

Pedraza S 19941ntrodudlon lrom the Special Issue Newbury Park, CA: Sage 
Editor: The Sociology of Immigration, Race, and Waldorf D 1993 Final Report of the Cnlclc Sales, 
EthnlcllytnAmerica SOciaiProtilems411 February GanQS and Vlotence StudyNIDA 

Rodriguez 0, JLR Adrados, M De LJi Rosa 199~ VVelterrneyerJ1993Substanceusedllorders1U11011SJ 
lntegratir~gmainatntamandsubculturalexplana- young minority refugees: common themes In 1 
tionsofdruguseamongPuertoRicllnyouth.lnM clinicalsample.tnMOel.JIRosa,Jl.Rhhdosedl 
DelaRosa,JLRAdradOsec:laDrugNJu•Among DrugAbuaeAmongMinotttyYouth:Advwlcesit 
Minority Youth: AdvancttsinReseetr:handMttth- Resean::lund~fimAResearchMooo 
odoloDYNIDAResearchMonoaraph,130 graph, 130 

Rumbaut"R 1995 The newimmlgrafiori Conlemporaty 
Sociology24 307-311 

RumbautRG, Klma 1988 TheAdaptationofSouth­
east Asisn Refugee Youth: A Comperative Study 
Final ReporttotheOIIIceoffWuaeeReseiiJement. 
U.S. Department of Health and Auman Services. 

Rutledge PJ 1992 The V~etnamese Experience in 
America Bloominaton: Indiana U Press 

Sanchez-JankowskiM 1991 Islands in the CHy Ber-
keley, CA: U C&lifomia 

ACKNOWLEDGIENT 
Dataforthispaperwasmadepossi)lebvfundlnafrom 
the National Institute of Drug Abuse (R01 DA0?530-
03). 

*Dan waldorf died suddenly on July 9, 1996. 



22 Volume 25 No. /,May 1997 Specio/lssue #2: Gonp. Drugs & Violence - free Inquiry 

HALF YEAR REVIEWERS 
January - May 1997 

DougfJsAnglin, UniversityofCalifomia-t.osAngeles 
CharleeneaAnellano, Colorado State University 
Manny Avalos. Arizona State University 
Lufaa.tty, Special Populations Office 
Bonnie Berry. Pacific lutheran University 
MlchaeiCarranza,UnlverslyofNebraska 
Arturo Cazares 
RicardoCervantes,AdolesoentPsydlilby 
HelenC.Uri,NIDA . 
Emesto Chavez, Colorado State University 
Ko-lin Chin, Rutgers University 
Ed Codlna, University ofTexas-SanAntonio 
Herman Curiel, UnivetalydOkWioma 
David G. Cuny, Unlversly of MissOuri 
Scott Decker, University of Missouri 
Aelela DeleTornt, University of Arizona 
Melvin Delgado, Boston College 
Richard Dukes, University of Colorado-Colorado 

Springs 
Ruth Edwards, Colorado State University 
Ron Glick, Northeastem Illinois State University 
PauiGoldttein, University of llinols 
Alfredo Guerra Gonzalez, Ca&fomia State University 
John Hagedom, University ofWisconaln 
David Hayes-Bautista, University of Califomla-Los 

Angeles 
GeorgeHendei'IOn, University of Oklahoma 
Calallna Herrerlas 
Lane Hlrabayashi, University of Colorado-Boulder 
Ruth HorowitZ, University of Delaware 
Evelyn Hu-DeHart, University of Colorado-Boulder 
James lnciardi, University of Delaware 
Karen Joe, UniversityofHawai~anoa 

Jaime Jofque%, Maricopa CountyConec:tional Health 
Services 

Paul Juarez, Drew Medical Center 
Nancy Jurik, Arizona State University 
Chttitlna~.EastemMichiganUniverslty 
ChartleKaplan, Universlyoflimburg 
NancyJ. Kennedy, CenterforSubstanceAbusePre-

venlion 
lloyd Klein, QueensbOrOUgh Community College 
Karl Kunkel, Southwest Missouri State University 
Elizabeth Lambert, NIDA 
Raul Magana 
Pat Mail, NIAAA 
PhiiMay,UniveraltyofNewMexico 
Coleen Mclaughln, Vrgna Departernentof Juvenile 

Justice 
Miguel Montiel, Arizona State University 
Joan Moore, University of\Nisconsin-Miukee 
Armando Morales, UCLA Medical Center 
Carolyn Morgan, UniversltyofOklahoma 
Raymond Padila, Arizona State University 
Armando Pollack, SAMSHSA-CSAP 
John Potterat, El Paso County Department of Health 
Juan Ramos, NIH-NIMH 
Rebecca Ramos, Pan American Health Association 
Richard Santos, University of New Mexico 
MerriU Singer, Hispanic Health Council 
Irving Spergel, University of Chicago 
Carl Taylor, Mictlfglln State University 
OelgoVigii,UniverslyofCalifomia-LosAngeles 
Paul Wong, W8shlngton State University 
Zenong Yin, Univrerslly ofTexas-San Antonio 
Marjorie Zatz, Arizona State University 



Free Inquiry - Spedollssue #2: Gongs, Drurs & VIOlence Volume 25 No. I, May 1997 Poge23 

OVERACHIEVEMENT IN THE UNDERGROUND ECONOMY: 
THE LIFE STORY OF A PUERTO RICAN STICK-UP ARTIST IN EAST HARLEM 

Philippe Bourgots, San Francisco State University 

ABSTRACT 
The life story of an employment counselor in East Harlem debunks the immigrant American dream of 

upward mobHity, individual achievement, and material opportunity. Based :=~nt­
observalion conversations. this alticletraces instrMtlanguagethe llrecydeofa individual 
through graffiti writing, gang bangi!'Q. school (non) attendance, adolescent violence, parental dilclpllne, 
substanoit abuse, arml!ld robbely, gratuiousnuder, drug dealing, inc:ai'CIIIIIon, andlegal8ft1)1oymenllt11M181s 
the contradictions of individual agency and achievement In the context of structuial ~ization In the 
underground economy and street culture. Theopportunitystnic:lureavalabletosecondgeneration lnner4yyouth 
in the United States often channels overachievers into destructive behavior. 

INTRODUCTION 
"If I could be standing here in front of you 

today, any one of you can make it out there. 
You just gotta set your mind to it.· Waving his 
arms at the chipping paint on the cinderblocks 
and the exposed pipes criss-crossing the ceil­
ing of his cramped basement dassroom, Tlto 
Ortega, a trainer at a motivational achieve­
ment employment organization, is a charis­
matic survivor from East Harlem's streets. He 
desperately believes the dream of individual­
istic achievement that is promoted by the low­
budget non-profit job training program where 
he had been working for over a year since his 
release from 10 years in prison at the time I met 
him in the early 1990s. Crammed into the 
basement of the primarily Puerto Rican hous­
ing project where he grew up, Trto and his 
colleagues treat their work as would mission­
aries. The fundamental philosophy of these 
kinds of motivational job training programs is 
that • ... these people have an attitude prob­
lem. • Through a boot camp approach, they rip 
apart the already fragile self..esteem of their 
unemploy~endepressedandanxious­
clients, in order to f8COn8truct them with an 
eplphenal realization that they want to find jobs 
as security guards, messengers, and data 
input clerks in just-above-minimum-wage ser­
vice sector positions. 

Of course Tlto is not telling the truth. He 
is not a realistic role model. He is not a run-of­
the-mill survivor from violent inner-city streets. 
Most people in his classroom will not "make it" 
in New York City's legal labor market no matter 
how much they want to, or how good their atti­
tude is. Most of his students are second- or 
third- generation descendants of AfricanAmeri­
can and Puerto Rican rural immigrants who 
nowfindthemselvesexcludedfromthe precar­
ious working class niches formerly occupied 
by their parents. In fact, Tito himself was just 

barely holding on to his own tenuous grasp on 
legal employment. despite the fad that he has 
always been an overachieving workaholic. 
The global restructuring of New York City's 
service- and finance-baled economy is no 
longer offering. the working poor the hope of 
stable, unionized factory employment (Rodri­
guez 1989; Wacquant 1995; VVilson 1996). 
Thoseproduc:tionjobs have disappeared aver­
seas where labor Is cheaper. As second gen­
eration American-born youths, Tlto'l dients 
are not exploitable enough to be abki to com­
pete with the new rural immigrants from Asia, 
Latin America, and Africa-many of whom are 
undocumented--who are increasingly filling 
the lowest wage service-sector positions of 
New York's restructured labor market (Sassen­
Koob 1986). 

I met Trto when we were both 31 years­
old. I lived across the street from hil housing 
project for almost 5 years in the late 1980s and 
earty 1990s where I was conducting partici­
pant-observation among a network of street 
dealers at the height of~ c;rackepidemic. We 
tape-1'8CQfded our conversations, which I pre­
sent here in edited, contextualized form, not 
because Trto's life history is typical of Inner­
city youth, but on the contrary, because his re­
markable exceptionalism as an over-achiever 
reveals the extraordinary structural constraints 
that destroy the lives of smart, energetic Puerto 
Rican men in El Barrio, New York. Method­
ologically, my relationship with Tlto is that of a 
participant-observer with a lang-term personal 
(as aose to organic as possible) relationship 
to his community and social network. I did not 
use a formal interview protocol; on the con­
trary, I purposefully engaged in the anthropo­
logical technique of initiating open-ended con­
versations in a relaxed, friendly setting. This 
enabled his life story to emerge more organi­
cally from our everyday interactions rather 
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than from a more selfconsciously manipula­
tive and power-ridden presentation of self 
(Bourgois 1995). The life story presented in 
this story. consequently. is actually an edited 
combination of over a half..dozen conversa­
tions spanning a two-year time frame. 

Through Tito's life story, the central 
contradictions of U.S. Ideology, which legiti­
mizes poverty and inequality through a psy­
chologically reductionist, blame-the-victim 
bias, become apparent (Macleod 1995). 
Throughout his youth, the more Tlto tried to 
seize control of his life and grab a piece of the 
American Pie, the more he was drawn into self­
destruction and community havoc. On a deeper 
theoretical level, Tito's life storY allows us to 
explore the problematic relationship between 
structure and agency (Giddens 1984), be­
cause the condltiona of extreme oppression 
shaping his life artk:ulate with his exceptional 
charisma, todemonstnltetheuninhtnded eon­
sequences of Individual aChievement. Popular 
culb.Jre In the United States, with itsCMMMd li 19 
emphasis on Individual achievement, Is clearly 
refracted In how Tlto excelled in street culture 
~.and Its thriving criminal economy. 

Albrilliant, articulate man, Titohaa never 
been a passive vidfm of the 1tructunts of eco­
nomic exploitation and tacial oppression that 
shape daily life in the U.S. inner city. On the 
contrary, he has always been an active victim 
and an etreetivevictimizer. Building on Merton's 
(1994) concept of social structure and anomie 
(Cloward, Ohlin 1960) and more recent devel­
opments in cultural reproduction theory at the 
interfacetf of anthroPology, education, and 
gent~« ·stUdfes (Foley 1990; Fordham 1196; 
Macleod 1995; Meleerschmidt 1993; Wills 
1981) I want to IAUIItlatethedynamics whereby 
Tlto'a exceptional agency propelled him into a 
nightmare of destrUction. Predlely because 
he was ambitious, wOrked hard, persevered, 
and excelled at eVerything he did during his 
youth, Tito became an agent of violence, 
crime, substance abuse, personal suffering. 
and community destruction. He pursued ag­
gressively and faithfully a dominant saipt for 
becomingasuccessfufmale. Folowing Matton, 
· it Ia the internalization of the American Oraam 
under structural conditions of adversity in the 
inner city which spawns a thriving under­
ground economy administered through every­
day violence. 

GANG UFE 
Predictably, in the early 1970s Tito 

immersed himself with all his energy into New 
York City's gang life In early adolescence. His 
peer group and his opportunities for emotional 
and material reward were rooted in the uni­
verse of street gangs that controlled public 
youth space in his neighborhood (Moore, Vigil, 
Levy 1995; Sanchez-Jancowski 1991; Taylor 
1990; Vigil 1988). He began, harmlessly 
enough, with the alf-too-human search for 
public recognition within his immediate com­
munity: 

Mywholeexperiencewitttfucking up on the 
streets started when I started defacing the sub­
ways as an adolescent: hangin' out late; wrltin' 
on subways. 

MytagwasJT 115-youknow. Everybody 
knewmebymytagname.And I felt good about 
that And everybody said, "'h shit, thafs Jr 
fpoinllng atanimaginaryeubwaytralngoiflg by]. 

lltartBdgelti1galillle older and that's when 
I stalttad notic:ing aboutatandencywlthln me­
you know. Because instead of buying a magic 
madlleF youlftielstln'whatl'rnsayln'-lwould 
take ltoffof.amebody -you know. And that's 
howmyraputalion ltllrted. I stopped the graffiti 
thing and I went Into gang-buatln'. 

Gang life offered Tdo a platform from 
which to develop his leadership aldlfs. His ini­
tial motivation to become organically involved 
was to avoid victimization without having tore­
treat from public space and social interaction. 

I had the fur of going out of my block to 
anolherblock bymyseffbeaueldidn'twantto 
getmy .. ldckedbyanolhergang. You under­
stand where I'm coming from? 

BecaUM back in them days a man would 
measunt his manhood by how he used his 
hands.(Abantmindedlyftexinghiabiceps]So 
whatlcld.sl.....,myawngang.lweaiUIIy 
good with my hands. See how itworks ... l was 
in the boxing lilam. 

So what I did was. aH the guys that I knew; 
that lfaiC»>ilbtablawith; that I knew I could tell 
whattodo;butwhoweren'tpunks ... Soalthese 
guys whodldn'twantmetobeltthem up, right, 
becametheCourtJesters-righthereinthe pro­
jects. We controlled this building. 

I was the eelf.proctalmed president. I col­
lededduea.ldld althatbymyaelf'cause lwant­
edtoputmyselfitthe poslionwhent lcouldfeel 
In power, you Uliderstandwhatl'msaylng? 

Andwebec:M1epnsttybig. Webecamepop­
ularwlthttlegirts.Andwehaclourcolorsonour 
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Twooftheguysthatwasdownwllhmygang 
was smoking reefer. And I seen them. That's 
like the first time I started fucking with drugs. I 
smoked reefer. I started smoking reefer, reefer, 
raefar. 

DRUG DEAUNG 
Tlto was stiR too young during those 

early years of gang fighting to use drugs. In 
fact he was disgusted by them, recognizing 
their destructiveness on his older peens. 

I stayedawayfromdrugs atthattine.l knew 
what they was doin'. I'm fairty intelligent, so I 
came up with this assessment that there's so 
many dope fiends in the world today becau8e 
the high iaidfuc:kin' good. I realized why ali'ny 
friends tMiC8me addicted to it. I mean, the high 
Is great. Laterlshotherolnonetlme, and I can't 
even explain it, man. 

' Well arryway, I wanted to be productive, you 
know, I wanted to be a good kid. So I thougfrt, I 
had a choice: Either I can be addlc:tedto heroin 
and look Hke my dopefi8ndfriends; or I can get 
out of It right then and there and thafs what I 
chose to do. 

I wasn'tgonna let mydecisioiHnaklng pro­
cess be afreded by any kind of mind-altering 
substance. I was having fun-bad fun, you 
understand?--butln a clean senee. 

'It ~.-as merely a question of time, how­
ever, before the logic of the undergtbl:lncfen­
omy's most powerful money-making Industry 
overwhelmed Tlto. Being ambitious, he threw 
his lqt in with the only growing equal opportu­
nity employer for males in the u.s. inner city. 

But then we started like deaHng dtUgs. Not 
dope[heroin].justreefer. Becau.dope(heroln] 
was stll something th8tyou stayed away from. 

Sothelhlb rullyprogre 111d,lnd lltlrt­
ed eelllng ,..,., right from my house with my 
mother, my sisters, and everybody living there. 
PeoPii were coming In my house before they 
evenwllnttolchooltobuya begdreeferolfme, 
and things of that natura. 

And that's where lal atartldforme.l mean 
that shit progreaect, because at school I was 
dresalng a little better than the next guy. The 
nextguywas a nerd, and I was cool. I had althe 
pretty girts. 

twas inlllligentas faraseducationwascon­
cemed, but I was dealing with peer pressure. 

ThefaHout from being a successful street 
dealer is to become eventually a substance 
abuser. Indeed, it is rare for street dealers not 
to use thair produd (Bourgois 1995; Dunlap 
1992; VVilliams 1989). 

ttatartldpragNSelng. You kncwinthegang 
situation we atarted finding 0tne1ves In poll­
tiona where we had 'to tight rival gangs, you. 
know. And before I can lice throw my nerve. up 
to tight somebody in anolherrivalgang,lwould 
IVMttobefuckedup, youlcnowwhatrmuylng? 
So I wouldn'tfaelthe pain, ok? 

And 1 would win the fight and then rd feel 
really good about myself, so then I would get 
high, you know, as a prize. 

I started noticing that I had tHs lice violent 
tendency within me, man. I knewonedaythatl 
was going to like put me behind bars; you under­
atandwhatrm .-y1ng1 

I atarted progressing In the get-high, ... ly 
fuclclng up man. I atarted drinking wine. And 
wine also made mewlld.l started noticing a lot 
dviolentshlwlhlnme. Thal'sho*cameldon't 
drink wine today: 

CRIME, VIOLENCE, AND THE 
UNDERGROUND ECONOMY 

Selling drugs, getting high, and gang­
banging were not enough for r.to. He was 
more ambitious, a classic Horatio Alger in 
Merton's sociological model of social structure 
and anomie: 

I wanted bela~' for myself, but you know, I 
wasn't going to sacrifice the time. 1 didn't want 
to work because I feltldleer.Mdto be out there 
witt my friends so I atarted ltloklng-up. 

Mytlnltexperlelaeverinatii:IWI' anybody 
up ... aYellowcab. lueedtot.kethesublny 
dowlllown 'tlllce 14th Street, jump in .. cab 
witt a loaded pistol, tBithecabtodrapmeollfat 
12011'1 ShetandPalkAvenc.e.Andthenputthe 
fuc:kln'ptothecabble'a "-1, tot.kehla IIIIa 
bldchumpdwlgeandcutoull dldthalshl 
llkefuckln' 20tlmealna rowal by rnyMif. 

It was a personatthing. It was reallyfuc:ked 
up because my father at that time was a cab 
drMir. 

You .... myfathercamefnxn PueteoRico 
wlhthlslronfiattypedruleaand regulations,., 
whistle and you come up hera or I klckln' your 
au."Butheatwayahadthlsfurthalaomebody 
woutdgatinhlscabandrobhi'n;yat .. dldhe 
know twas robbin' lise aHa..- at the time. 

He whipped me hardal the time. I mean, I 
could be In the park and he whistles and I came 
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in a minute late and have my ass whipped. And 
1 know it. So why come ina minute lateat6:00 
when I can get the same ass ~· at 12 · 
o'clock at night? Thafs the kind of logic that I 
used back then for stayin' in the streets. 

Stick-up artists occupy the most dan­
gerous, but high profit, niche of the under­
ground economy. One has to be skilled •and 
have head" to survive .in this occupation for 
any length of time. Indeed, before expanding 
into becoming the leader of a band of armed 
robbers specializing in assaulting. drug deal­
ers, Tlto honed his skills in high school. The 
institution that waa supposed to be educating 
Tito was so out of control that it really did teach 
him voc:atioiNII career skill& that rendered him 
more successful later in life: 

Mythingwasguns; asamatteroffac:t, I got 
thrownoutofSamueiGompersVOCIIlionat high 
school for pulling a Mndgun on some people. I 
was about t5. tputthqun inthetuc:her'sface. 
But beforetbe aecurlty gUilds and stuff came 
I ran down the stairs and out the back. 

But I reallywasn'tofficiaUyterminated from 
theschool.ldidn'tgoback. ButnootheriChool 
wouldacceptmebecaulletheydldn'tknawwho 
the fuck 1 was, because they still had an my 
school NICOids on tile at my old school, and I 
couldn'tgo back. 

tlrllldanumberofachooii.Aiotofvocation­
al schools, Westinghouse, Chelsee, BenjMtin 
Frankln, Julia Rlctvnan. Theywouldn'ttakeme. 

Sowhath~A!enedwas this, maR: I falsified 
some documentation, and I made a •l.D., 
and I hung out at Richman. 

Prac:tically al of East Harlem went to Julia 
Richman.lapent2,..,.inRichman.IINNiarto 
God! Back and but. in claltelandeverything. 
Theythought lwasafuckin' regularstudentbul 
they never had me on tile. 

Oneda,lwentiniOthebalhroom. Therewaa 
abundlofmorenoe BlallkJcidl-.«<dtheyW818 
shooting dice, and l ... ltrllpped.l had 1 gun 
on me. So I said, "Fuckthatlhltl(snapping his 
ftngers)l'mgonnagobackin,andl'mgonnarob 
an these motherfuckera:• H was kinda winter 
time, and so I bought one ofthole sldcapa from 
afriefldofmne, and~someholesforeyes. 

1 told my friend, "Don't let nobody iR. "I went 
backinthebathroomwiththalshlton n 1 stuck 
al ofthen'l up-took the dice and everything. 

lstarllldmyownaapgameintheiChoolyarcl 
outbeckwltha.moneyttookflomlbeladudes 
that W8l in the bathroom lhootin' dice, 20 

minutes ago. 

Like any ambitious son of immigrants in 
America, Tito was determined to seize a piece 
of the pie. He was not unrealistic, however, 
about what institutional pathways were open 
to him for upward mobUity. Uke so many 
people in theUnited States--rich and poor-he 
invested a large part of his energy into a 
materialistic commodity fetishism. 

I knew I wasn't going to graduate from Rich­
man. Oon'tgetmewrong, I wanted to be produc­
tive. I wanted to be a standup guy, but it just 
didn'tworkoutthatway.lendedupb8ingastick­
up kid with no high school diploma or nothing. 

I mean, I had the potentialtobevery, very, 
vety.good . ............,.lillsetmymindondoing, 
I possess the tools to do it. I'm meticulous, 
articulate; I'm punctual. 

But llbd beingyoungwlh a lot of money in 
my pocket, you know. I liked wearin' fancy 
clothes; I liked drivin' a new car. I liked my 
raputation. 

Thisiswhatl'mtaldng about when I Sll'/ 1 am 
aproductofmycommunity:Youseeaguydriv­
ing a Maxima, andyouwantaMaxima-Oidyou 
know I drive a Maxima now? 

lfs like if you see a guy standing on the 
comerwith a gold chain, what incentive do you 
haVe to eiter want to go to work legal? If your 
neighbor~pulin,inoneday,whall'mmaking 
in 40 houlaofwork week. And he can wake up 
at 12 in the afternoon. Whafs the incentive? 

lgottiredoffuckin' making chump change 
with tbe cabs, I started getting greedy. So I did 
a stickup of a numbers spot. I did it by myself. 
1 fucked up because It was in Manhattan and 
everybody heaRS about it. Peopleweresaying, 
"This youngJdd got a lot of spunk. • 

Luckymethatldidn'trob'emformuchand 
the motherfuckera didn't come looking for me. 

But what did happen was I said to myself, I 
gotto put together a crew. So one day I. sat down 
with a coupla' guys and they said yeah. 

Wefucked ourfirstjob up and wedidn'tget 
nothing out of it. So then we come up with this 
suggestion, "Let's rob drug dealers who don't 
know who we are. "You know what I'm sayin'? 
"ltbeatlrnotherfuckerschasingusforblocks.· 

That's what happened. We started robbin' 
drug dealers in the Bronx. We was stickin' up 
corporations. I wouldn't walk in a place with a 
loaded handgun knowing there's four or five 
guysinlidewilhg~Ntoo. Somythingwastoget 
inside infonnation from dissatisfied workers 
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andthencatchthe agencyoffguald like a sneak 
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putadaggertohernec:kand actuallydnlwblood 
before she would tell me where thedruga were 
at 

attack situation. 
Nobody ever seen my face. Nobody knew 

who thefuck we was. We always used masks 
and.foolballjenleya. Each jerSey had a number 
on it. They were see-through fishnet jerseys. 
We catledeacholherbythe number. We neva­
called nobody by their names. 

I usedtowalkintoa buldlngwlh a duffel bag 
fullof45 autornaticsaadaaawed-olfsholgun­
understand? ~knewwhotheheH I was. 
lkeptafoollalhenwtontap. Everybodyfigunld 
I was carrying myfdaMequipment. 

Andmeandmyaewneverwalked in togeth­
er. Wedidn'teventaketheelevatortogether. 

Two used to go up the stairs; one go this 
way; onegothatway; onetakethatelevator;the 
otheronetakethatelevator. Depending on the 
floor we'd meet two floors below, you know. 
Everybody put the masks on, and catch the 
people off guard. 

You know how many people I caught off 
guard?fsmlling]Onethatlrememberreal,real 
good, was one ofthe biggestapotsinthe Bronx. 
l'mnotevengoingtonamethenamebecause 
I don't want it to go public. They might still be 
lookin'forme. rmfal(in' aboutoneofthebiggest 
distributors in the Bronx. They had a set up of 
videocamerasandwaldHaldes. 

I talked to a coupla' guyswhoWOfked at the 
corporation. Theygotthistaelingthattheywere 
being shafted. So what happened was they got 
me au ht information aa far aa what time the 
placewaaopen;whatkeysopenwhlt;wt.tlock 
ia this; what lock is that; thebackwayout; the 
front way out; you know what I'm tryln' to aay ... 

This conversation, which I was tape­
recording In my tenement living room opposite 
Tlto's high-rise housing project, was inter­
rupted by automatic weapon gunfire. The dis­
tracting noise, however, prompted Tlto to reel 
off a series of accounts of particularly grisly 
hold-ups: 

I cldonedrugapotoneday, whetetheywork­
ed out of two apartments, A and B. They waa 
seUin' drugs out of the apartment B, and the 
family lived in apartmentA. 

I had my information wrong and I went into 
the wrong apartment. 

I hadthewholefamilythere.l hadthegnlnd­
mother, the mother, theaon, thenephaw, 4MMY­
body tied up. And I couldn't find the drugs 10 I 
hadtogrllbthemolher. This ladywaaeoloyalto 
her husband, who owned the place, that I had to 

I problblywouldhiMkiled lw.l had a nasty 
reputation. and I hadtogetwhatl wanted at that 
time. 

ltwaan'ttilldrewbloodlhelng~Mtmethe 
keys to the next apartment Okay, then inside 
the next apartrnent,JWttlll we .. J)I!Cim' ahit 
up, there'speopleknockin~onhtdoor, wanlln' 
to buy drUgs. 

So I started Iattin' 'em in; tyin' em up; and 
takin'theirmoney, theirjewelry,and~. 
Thiawaa rightaaosa the atreetfromlllepollce 
precincl,lnbfoaddayllght; •••t:OOintheatliltr-
noon, In a housing projec:t. , 

lknewatlckupCAMSdCMrlhec:ily, Brook­
lyn, Bronx,Manhabn, aueer.. Wewouldtrade 
information. I ewnknowguys lhatlriedto atlck 
""'Ol'gMization up. 

I reminded myself that Tito was only a 
teeoager during this eventful money-making 
period of his life and I -.ked him how he man­
aged to trust the fellow members of his stick­
up aew. I expected to hear a classic gang 
litany about homeboy solidarity-the kind of al­
most touchy~feely love/bonding that gang 
members in California or the Southwest revel 
in communicating to outsicter8. I was wrong. 
Tlto did not trust his aew. He controlled them 
through violent intimidation. Indeed, the extra­
ordinary levels of interpersonal violence on 
inner-city streets which appear to be expres­
siofla.· of psychopathological dysfunction to 
outside observers are, in tact. functional in the 
aiminal economy. Public displays of brutality 
areawayoflnvestinginone's huma'1 capital­
building one'scredlbility-wheone seeks up­
ward mobility in the underground economy 
(Bourgois 1989): 

Theywerea lotolderthan me.lfyoucan be­
lieve It, 1 waaabout 15-, 16-etthetille.And 
these guys were In thelready 20's. But I gave 
them the attitude that I had nothing to lose. 

11181118 upthe.,..that lwaaallllemenlaly 
disturbed, you underatandwhllt l'maayln'. The 
things that I did, not everybody would do.ltgot 
to where I just about chopped off a guy's hand 
for a fucking diamond ring. 

Sometimes I don't know what it ia with me, 
but llntimldata people. Aa a n.u.r of fact, It's 
aurprialngthlltwecan llhereandtllkbecause 
most people are Ctil.lY.Intimidatadwhenthey 
don'tknowmepereonaUy. 
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I do things spontaneously. My biggest asset 
is t can be dangerous when I smile (grinning at 
mewldety). Andpeopledon'tknowthal Sol can 
laugh and stllfuck youoveratthe samelifn!'. A 
lottapeopleconsldermetobecrazy. 

So I left them to believe that I W1S a little 
crazy, so, you know ... what laald went. They 
neverdilrelpeclidme.lhlld al'lllllyNpUiation. 

SUBSTANCE A8U8E AND SELF­
DESTRUCTION 

A side effect of being efficient at mobiliz­
ing violence and exceltng as a leader in the 
underground economy is that one falls prey to 
the ideology ot•respecr. TltoWIII not able to 
do anything productive with his lllicitty gener­
ated money besides cultivate a street ntputa­
tion;Hilunivenseforexc:ellingandforchannel­
ling his career ambitions wes confii1ed by the 
opportiJnfty ltnJdUiel engulfing his Inner city 
streets and his gangJCI1JW4M)undectnetwork of 
friends. 

·. lllfedbeingutlck-up8ltilt~lpve 
meareputdan.l hlldmoneybutnobodyknew 
wherelwasgettlngmymoneyfront 

lwalhringwlhmymatherintheptojedsbut 
I ..ad up .. thltmoney. trsCibvbathatlwain't 
ntllyrnentalybullneuorleiitllad. Nonedus 
were~lfwehlldbeenwe'dprobabtybe 
on top oflheWortd today. 

fdcometothepatkwllhaackofmoneyin 
mypoeketandFdeee15ofmyfrienduittin' 
c:IDwndoln'nothing. fdaay, "Come on, let's go 
to the rnovtes. • I'd pay for al the Cllbs, the 
movies and then c:ocaine and,..,.,. Wtwas 
emokln'poundsd,..,.,. 

Tito was a WOibholic and deeply re- . 
speded his molherasmuchas hereeented his 
father. In •!Other setting he might not have 
ended up 10 violent on the street. He desper­
ately wanted his mother to recognize him as 
hard-working, but he was also determined to 
develbpthe Uih neceasery for success in the 
underground economy. 

Bull neverwanllldmymolhertobelievethat 
I was ac:tualy doingthethlngsthatshe heard I 
was doln' so I got a jobWOiklng at La Maft(eta 
full..tirne, 40 hours. week. 

Butlwouldn'tlellvemyhousewllhoutagun. 
When everybody was gone, I ..ad to bring out 
lheblgWel:lelllr~y--thltltookmylllher 
18rnonthstDpayfoll.-.endputlaHheendofthe 
halt; and 1.-dtodattheiiltlerend; andlused 

to shoot the gun. 
That's what I would do. That's how I used to 

deal with my free time. 

~ince he excelled at everything withi 
his reach and had too much energy to keep o 
the streets, it was only a question of time tM 
fore Tlto began abusing the drugs that floc 
U.S. innercltles. Youthsembraclngstreetcu 
ture often bond with one another around drugl 
It is almost impossible to escape them. Drug 
are 10 accessible U., become nonnalized­
atmosta rite of passage. For example, even 1 
the time of this conversation, some doze 
years after the fact, Ttto could not resist bein 
proud of· the unpredictable wildness of h 
drug-abusing days. It was almost as if the eJ 
tent of hiaaelf-puniahment through drugs ws 
proof to him of his superior mind and body. 

I did favors for people. They owed me, but I 
didn't want money, because I had just got a 
lUCk of money, so my compensation was, "I 
wantyoutoglvemeget-high". They used to give 
me get-high. 

I was on cocaine and then twas introduced 
to angel dust. I don't know what the fuck at­
tracted me to that shit, man. I started abusing 
angel dust and I became very violent. 

I don't know what it Is wllh me physically. 
Biologlcaly,l'm suppoeec:l to befuc:kin' dead! 
Wlthallhllshlttllllldonetomyself, you know. 

lm.n, fm31 yeersoldandldnlnkasmuch 
llquoras~ellecdthere.l'mtaldn'about 
drinldngbum.fucldng cheap wine, from9o'clock 
lnthemomlng,man,to12mldnight, forfuckin' 
years in a row! 

But my insides feel great. I don't know what 
thefuc:k they look like. But they feel great. 

llmOked so much fuc:kln' dust; I sniffed so 
rnuchc:ocainethatmynoeels•lpposedto h8ve 
holes In It and my brain is supposed to have 
meled. 

But il's not. I fMI great. 

Mainstream U.S. society easily dismis 
es Ttto as an abnonnal psychopath. This kir 
of normalizing psychological reductionist i 
terpretation however, obfuscates the soci 
processes that produce Tlto's violence ar 
self destruction. He was simply pursuing t1 
realistic options to their logical extreme 
Through his violence and substance abuse I 
was living up to his fullest potential within tl 
universe of his street-bounded logic, comm 
sense, and personal community: 
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lean actually go backtothenightwhen I~ 
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I used to catch motherfuckers in the bath­
roomwhentheyjustc:amefromavilitand I knew 
they had drugs up their ass. I used to put a 
rnotherfuckin' horne-made shank [knife] in 
peoples'fuckln' oec:kswhletheywasshllin' so 
theycouldlhllthelrdrugsout. Rightthentlnthe 
gym balhroomwlhthefuckln' pop~dationof200 
inrnalesrunnin' around--policethentandevery­
thlng. 

ed this guy, because I'U neverforgetit.lfswhat 
1 did ten years in jail for. 

lrulydicln'thaveno naaonfordolng it, be­
cause I had ahlady almoltbeatthefucm' dude 
to death. There was no reason formetoputfour 
orfive slugs in him. But I did it anyway, because 
I wanted to do it. I was high on angel dust. 

He had robbed meearlierthatevenlng. He 
put a double NWed-off shotgun to my face. I 
wassel!ingabooch dcocaineand I had a whole 
bunch of jewelry and he took It au. 

lsawhimlaterthatnlghtwhenlwenttothe 
bodega [corner grocery stont] to get my girt a 
fuckln'TtneMusketllerscandybar. He ~tatted 
running. I chased him.l stopped him. I had him 
againstthewal. 

I beat the shit out ofthis kid. Notwlhmyfists 
but with a handgun. I mean I hit with the gun in 
his fuc:kin' face about 20 dilentnt times. 

The kid was on his knees begging. The 
rnotherfuc:kerwcrawllng..ayfrommewhen 
lshothimfivetlmes.Soldidn'trealy'--todo 
it. 

PRISON 
Since the 1970s (1973--1993) the size of 

the U.S. prison population has increased ten­
fold (MeioQi, Lettiere 1997; Tonry 1995). In­
deed, Iince the end> of the Cold War, what 
could be called a •aiminallndustrial complex" 
has emerged as the primary recipient of gov­
ernment subsidy in the United States. VVIth the 
whittling away of the already rickety IOCial 
welfare safety net in the United States, and its 
replac:emant by a wellfundecl police drag net, 
public policy has focused on aiminalizing 
poverty. Prisons have become a primary so­
cializing institution for increasingly large co­
horts of inner-city maJes.1 

Prison didn't sloW me down. At first. I just 
learned to be a better Clininal. I was doin' the 
same thing In jail that lwaadoin' in the streets: 
I had a bunch of IIUhoiH folloiwing me; and I 
would tell them to robthisguy, orthatguyforhis 
~solcouldwurtt.m.Or, •••• 
that shirt his girtfriend brought him. Take his 
lhirti"Or, ~guyjustc:ameotfthevlsit,mM, 
he got a' ... fulla' drugs: Take him to the bath­
room. and make him lhil Take his drugs." 

lwasalllboutwonylngllbouthowc;lean my 
sneakers were, and If my•nta were. sewed, 
and ironed, andpraued conKIIy. Mylhlrtwas 
pressed to lmpreas ... who? A bunch of nobod­
ies. 

My thing was like, man, if I can get-over in 
herawtMn I'm guarded 24 hours a day, they'D 
never catch me In New York. 

I stabbed molheffuc:kers. I sliced mother­
fuc:kers. The only thing I didn't do was kill any 
molherfuckerl. 

I even took one of the men I stabbed to the 
infirmary. Theylocbd me up In the box-which 
is considerad sollary confts I8ITiel'll for Jnvesti. 
galion, •far•lhatst.abblng is concerned. But 
I had a witness that said I didn't do it. 

Unlike most inmates Tlto changed his 
life direction in prison. First he had to quit 
drugs. 

When I was Incarcerated I did even mora 
drugalhlnwhall-doingouton thellreetbe­
caa I was holding people up--1 had a crew in 
._.too--andmygirl ... bringingmeCOCiine. 
I became.tdictedtococalnewhen lwasincar­
c:eramct. 

In jail, you smuggle drugs in balloons which 
youawallawand lhenlhltthemout. Oneday,l 
... inthevllllnqmomwlhmygit,andlhehad 
brought some looM cocaine along wlh three 
baloon-full. 

I snorlllldthe loceecocaineinthebeckdthe 
visiting roomandlhen I couldn'tswallowthebll­
loonswhen itc:arnetlmeliOIINMtiO lllulfed'.m 
... you know ... (pointing to his rear). . 

So•soon•lwentbac:ktomycellaaton 
the toilet and let the~ out. But I was a~ 
ready so fuckln' high that I ftuahedthetollet by 
mlslake. 

Thafswhen I knewlwas hooked, because 
lstuckmymolherfudcin' hand upllohere(polnt­
ing to his shoulder] In tMttollet bowl. 

1 mean, thafa when I 8Cb.wlly hit me and I 
knew I hadtodosomcilhing thatwould change 
my lie. I hadtomakeadec:ilion.I~ •. "'What 
thefuc:k are you doin', men? You got half your 
fuckin' ""' stuck in the toilet bOwl .. You're 
fudied. You have to.-. • dedaion: either 
you'repagto stayfucked uporyou'ragolngto 
C:harQt." 

Soldecidedtostartgoingtodrugprogrwns. 
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In a wa"j, jail wori(ed out for me. 

Trto was lucky that he had access to 
education in prison: 

I metupwiththlsguywhowasa lotolderthan 
me. He'ulreadybeen In there lce15years. He 
told me, "Yougot~qualllills. Yougoln' 
to be in herefonlverlfyou don'ttake lldvantllge 
oftheircolegeprogran" -they'd given mettne 
extrayearsforextortion. "Getahighschooldi­
ploma. I been keepln' my eye on you. • 

At first I was like, 'Whyyoukeepin' an eye 
on me? You a faggot or something?" 

Butthen,llistened. He told me, "lgotallthls 
education undermybelinhere. Youtoocenuse 
It to your lldvantage.l'm not even going to go 
horne. I wts1t I could give you everything I 
learned." 

Flnaly ,I carne totheconc:luslonu.tlncar­
caratloniln'ttheenswerbecaulel'sboringand 
1 knew rd be going back In when lwentOl.Jt--iust 
be a revolving cloorlfl dldn'ttakeadvllntage of 
the education they had to offer in jaH. 

I got my G. E. D. and I went to college. 

One of the crucial steps in Tito's "re­
form" W83 overcoming the fear of losing re­
spect in straet culture by violating the norms of 
masculinity (CCnnell1987; Jefferson, Carlen 
1996; Messerschmidt 1993): 

At first. the bad thing WM that all the guys 
thatwasgoingtoc:oiJeSie, they had this reputa­
tion thlttheywere aDfuc:kir~Heeb, or some­
thing, andldldn'twanttoflttnto~calegory; 
didn't want to be a sucker; didn't want to be a 
geek. 

INADEQUATE SOLU"nONS 
Immediately upon tis releasefrom prison 

Trto returned to the underground economy. He 
felt Ike he practically l*t no c:hoice and went 
into drug dealing, marketing his own brand of 
heroin: 

What really scared me was when I did come 
back home,1twas like I never skipped a beat. 1 
was back in the streets 1n two seconds. 

I went out there wlh this jaihKise attitude 
and rrientality. You know, the blldus In the 
neigtlborhood, atlrac:tlngpeopleforalthewrbng 
reasons until I realized one day It was going to 
get me klled In no....,.. . ~ 

llmaw 1 possessed the tools thlt a lot of 
people don't ~- I have a high·schOol 

diploma, some college, a sense of purpose, a lot 
ofexperience, butlwas hindered because of my 
past criminal history.! hadthlsbigwaUblocklng 
infrontofrne.l just couldn'tgetthroughthewan. 

I tried to muscle in selingdopeonthat com­
er (gesturing out the window]. I put out my own 
label. I had my own stamp and everything: Ab­
solute-thatwasmybrandnarne.ltwasajoint 
venture. I putout a ounce of dope on the street. 
I lost a lot of money. 

Then I realized I could've fell back into snif­
fing cocaine and lhllcethall realized one day 
It was going to get me killed in no time. I had my 
backagainstthewan. 

It was really a completely whole different 
atmosphere on the streets than what it used to 
be. An my old contacts were nobody. It was a 
wholenewwortd outthere.ltwasalaack-that 
goddamndNg. 

There's no more self-respect Today know­
ing how to UN your hands is not even a deter­
mlnallngfactor. Nobodywantstofightwith their 
hands no more. You get a fifteen-year-old kid 
pullin' out a gun on you for lookin' at him the 
wrong way. 

Puts fur in my heart because I don'twantto 
be killed by no fifteen-year-old kid because of 
thew.yl loakedllthm.Aiotofthekidscan,give 
you no answer why they put a gun to a guy's 
hud. Theydoin'itforplueuretothem. 

Put It this way, the stiMta c:Mnged me the 
second time arot.RlCf.l had no Idee they was go­
Ing to be this wid. Case in point: that kid last 
week, men, pulled out a gun on four little kida, 
shot them In the heed. 'CaUMofwhm? 'CatiM 
ofdinspect. There'snotthatmuchdisrespect 
left tn the wortd. And I already knew what this 
kind of future entails: institutions, inetitutiona, 
and lnstllutions. 

The best thing that happened to me then, 
was I walked in here[opening his arms and smil­
ing at the cramped cinderblock basement of­
flce.)lgotthisllkesenseofbelongingbecause 
they(polnllngtothedinlc:tOroftheprogramata 
desk in the • comer of the ofllce] genet1111y 
havebeenthre)ughthethlngsthatlbeenthrough. 

Sotheysatmeclown. We talked. They look­
ed atwhatlhadtooler. Theydidn'tgtvemethis 
runaround bulshltlklrybeeause ofmypastand 
things of that nature. They felt that I did have 
something to offer. They decided It was like, 
"Yo, what'amontbestforyou iltoglvet.ck into 
your community due to the fact that you was 
bom·8ftd raised here, and this Is your past • 

They got me• job .. a counselor in a drug 
treatment program. Thatwasthebestthlngthat 
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ever happened to me. I became a supervisor 
overthere;practicaDyrantheprogram.Butthen 
I becamediscontentwilh it. They nevergave me 
no pay raise. I felt I was being used. 

So after a year and some change, I came 
back over here and they hired me as a job 
counselor and now I been a year here. 

The institution that was giving meaning 
to Trto's life by aDowlng him to help people like 
himself could not overcome the structural 
marginalization of its community. Ironically, 
much of their counseling work serves to legiti­
mize U.S. blame-the-victim ideology. Building 
on Foucault (1963, 1980) we can understand 
this well-meaning, socially liberal, self-help 
(up-by-your-bootstraps) institution as a front 
line administrator of the •normalizing gaze" 
that forces the socially marginal to confess 
and internalize their deficiencies. The boot­
camp-style harangues of the job training semi­
nars where each individual confesses his or 
her powerlessness in front of unemployment 
seNes to discipline recalcitrant workers into 
accepting boring,low-paid service jobs. Those 
who resist and/or drop out of the program are 
often suffiQently humiliated by the confession­
al forum of the job training seminars to suspect 
that they really are poor and unemployed be­
cause of their own individual shortcomings. 

It is easy to critique the premise of psy­
chologically rnotivating-oreveo manipulating 
-desperately poor people to accept their sub­
ordination in inadequately remunerated entry­
level labor ma(tets. Ttle problem, however, is 
to develop an alternative in the short-term, or 
even In the long-run, that provides structurally 
oppressed people with the opportunity to exer­
cise their agency productively. Despite the 
emancipatory faith of theorists and practitio­
ners in the field of aitical pedagogy (Ellsworth 
1989), educational institutions are not a real­
istic forum for addressi119 the overwhelming 
problems faced by the crack dealers, addicts, 
and gang bangers taking refuge on inner city 
stree~specially when the number of chil­
dren living in poverty doubled from 1968-1994 
(Business Week 1994; Rainwater 1994). \Nhile 
the notion of building one's cultural capital 
(Bourdieu, Wacquant 1992) with determined 
hard work-i.e., obtaining a GED or learning 
how to dress and manipulate eye contact dur­
ing a job inteNiew-is appealing, this subsi­
diZed up-by-your-bootstraps approach will 
never get drug dealers off of inner-city streets 
so long as the real value ofthe minimum wage 

continues to decline and income gaps widen 
(San Francisco Chron~ 1996; United Na­
tions Development Program 1996). In fact, 
failing at these motivational ~ement pro­
gramsreconfinns the contradictory ceJebratory 
rejection of mainstream society-tinged wilh a 
profound sense of self--blame-and individual 
failure that most addiCts and aiminals already 
carry in their hearts. 

Trto's ongoing tenuous suNivaJ in the 
legal wor1d is a case in point of the intemaliza­
tion of these larger structural ~rnics. He 
represents a ~-case a<:enarioO!.the poten­
tial of individual apncy and up-by.your-boot­
straps recovety:· Despite his molvatlon, ex­
citement, and ~. llqwever, he·remains 
proudly trapped in 11\e projects. He still lives in 
his mother's high· rise apartment on a comer 
that is famous for being a hub f6r wholesaling 
angel dust. MOst of his adolesc8nt friends are 
either dead, in jail, or making large au~ of 
money selling drugs. Meanwhile he earns 
legal"chump change" as a •motivationatftin­
er" charged With persuading the neighbors 
and youths on hiJ block to accePt poorty-paid 
service-sector jobs in the white world down­
town. 

Indeed, lito's hold on legal stability has 
proved not only personally painfUl, b\d also 
tenuous. Despile~perhapsbecause 
of insisting-that, ·Nothi!'SJ stops me frOm get­
ting wha.t I . want,· Tlf(t spiraled tMiry few 
months On weekend-long binges of alc:ohol 
and interpersonal violenc;e; usuaHy .precipita­
ted by arguments with his lover or by run-ins 
with disrespeCtful acquaintanCes. He would 
return to work hung--over, or with a fresh black 
eye-butontifne.-or\MQnday mornings to ha­
rangue boot-camp-atyle the unemployed men 
and women in flis a1tnped ~ class­
room, reproducing the AII-ArneiiCM fti:· • Any 
one of you can make it out there. Youj~gotta 
believe in yourself. • Indeed, tragically, as this 
article goes to press rtto continues to live the 
All-American lie. He was finally·finid from his 
job for his ongoing alcoholism and subtltance 
abuse and is recycling himself through the 
aiminal justice system. 
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INNER-CITY YOUTHS, GANGS, AND SCHOOL: CONFLICT AND RESISTANCE 

Brian J. Smith, Arizona State Univeraity 

INTRODUCTION 
Researchers have extensively explored 

the relationship between delinquency and edu­
cation. However, research in this area has 
been primarily outcome focused, with an em­
phasis on quantitative methods; there is a 
dearth of process-oriented research on delin­
quency and education. Uttle attention has 
been given to the significance of the school 
setting and social interaction within that set­
ting. The possibility that the constitutive nature 
of schools may play a role in (re)producing 
delinquents' substandard performance in and 
detachment from school has been largely 
ignored. 

This paper builds on several different 
perspectives for its theoretical framework. 
Criminological and educational theorists point 
to the possible significance of lower-class 
youths' cultural milieus and school experiences. 
Cohen (1955) suggests that lower-class youths 
may not perform well in school, an institution 
that functions according to middle-class stan­
dards; these youths form a delinquent subcul­
ture due in large part to their failure in the 
school setting. Miller (1958) posits that IOM!r­
class youths' value systems include an anti­
education element. Radical education theo­
ries argue that schools function to (re)produce 
existent inequalities through their adherence 
to dominant value systems and that therefore, 
marginalized students may resist school au­
thority (Macleod 1987; VVillis 1977). If loWer­
class or geng identity is as important as re­
search suggests (Covey, Menard, Franzese 
1992; Moore 1991; Sperge11990; V~gil1988), 
it is plausible that students may resist schools 
that seek to eliminate this Identity. 

Drawing upon a.ssroom observations 
of and interviews with youths and teachers, 
this paper examines the Internal dynamics of 
a state community school for paroled juveniles 
in a large southwestern city. Teachers at­
tempted to convey to students, many of whom 
were minorities and gengmembers, the supe­
riority of universalized notions of oormnunity, 
knowledge, and identity.ln contrast, students' 
views of these issues were more localized, tied 
primarily to their neighborhoods. This conflid 
appeared to perpetuate and exacerbate the 
youths' disengagement from education. VVhile 
in school, students devoted much of their time 

·and energy to resistance of teachers' mes­
sages and dictates, rather than the completion 
of work assignments. These findings suggest 
that the constitutive social processes of the 
school worked to (re)produce delinquents' fail­
ure in and detachment from school. 

In the first section of this paper, I present 
an overview of delinquency and education 
literature, gang research findings, and socio­
logical studies of school resistance. Next, I 
discuss the research setting and methods. 
Following this, I present observation and inter­
view data which illustrate conftid and resis­
tance between students and teachers. In con­
clusion, I discuss the theoretical, policy, and 
research implications of this study. 

UTERATURE REVIEW 
Education is an important causal vari­

able in sociological theories of delinquency 
(Cloward, Ohlin 1960; Cohen 1955; Hawkins, 
Ushner 1987; Hirschi 1969). Cohen (1955) 
argues that lower-class youths' experiences of 
failure and frustration lead them to rebel against 
the middle-class and its representative institu­
tions, including schools. Lower-class youths, 
on some internal level, desire rnicfd!e-class 
status; however, their working class cultural 
"characteristics"and"capacities"hindersc:hool 
achievement. These youths are likely to favor 
immediate gratification, have relatively low 
aspirations, be emotionaUy ln8pressible, and 
be less concerned with outward appearance 
and personality than middle-class youths. In 
school,. they are judged according to middle­
class standards such as: ambition, proper 
speech and manners, and control of physical 
aggression. Faced with school faiJure and an 
extremely unlikely ascension to middle-class 
membership, these youths form a delinquent 
subculture that rejects middle-class values 
and.thelr manifestations (e.g., property) while 
simultaneously providing status and ego 
preservation. Thus, they solve their "problem 
of status adjustmenr through the formatiOn of 
a delinquent subculture. 

Miller (1958) argues that the "lower­
class community" has a distinctive ~ral 
content that promotes gang deUnque99. 
Rather than being concemed. with middle­
class values, lower-class youths confOrm to 
adult and cultural standards that are 
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completely separate and distinct from the 
wider society. Formal education is considered 
effeminate, and school knowledge is not val­
ued in a community whose "focal concerns" 
include "toughness" (Miller 1958). 

Encouraged by such theoretical frame­
works, numerous researchers have examined 
thecorrelatiOnsbetweendelinquencyand edu­
cation. Several studies report a negative rela­
tionship between school performance (e.g., 
grades) and delinquency (Frease 1973a, 
1973b; Hirschi 1969; Kelty 1971; Kelly, Balch 
1971; Lawrence 1985; Rhodes, Reiss 1969). 
Cortelational studies present an inverse rela­
tionship between scheol-bonding and delin­
quency (Hirschi 1969; Kelly, Pink 1973; 
Lawrence 1985). Other research his doal­
mentedthatschool-bondlng (Cemkovich, Gior­
dano 1992;Jenkins 1995)andlchoolperform­
ance (Chavez, Oetting, Swain 1994) are sta­
tistically significant predictOrs of variation in 
delinquency rates; namely, low bonding and/ 
or poor p8rformance helps explain greater 
delinquency involvement Most research finds 
that the inverse relationship between delin­
quency and education is relatively unalfected 
by student background characteristics (e.g., 
class, race. gender) (Cemkovich, Giordano 
1992; Chavez et al 19914; Hawkins, Ushner 
1981). Moreover, some studies show a nega­
tive t:omll8tion between the time period when 
students are "out-of«:hooo" and delinquency; 
this leads to speculation that negative School 
experiences may play a role in the fllcilitation 
of delinquent behaviOr (Eliot 1966; Elliot. Voss 
1974; Phillips, Kelly 1979). 

Not all research has documented a cor­
telation ~)~tween education and delinquency. 
Sotne studie8 find no relationship between the 
variables {Cox, Davidson, Bynum 1995; Wia­
trowski, Hansell, Masley, Wilson 1982); other 
research points to the relative impor1ance of 
other factors (e.g., peer asaociation) (Eliot, 

· Voss 1974; Lawrence 1991).1n short, the rela­
tionship between delinquency and educ:ation 
requires further examination. Hawltin8 and 
Ushner (1987) note that "there remain impor­
tant gaps in our understanding" of the delin­
quency-education connection. Most of all, to 
the extent that there Is a causal relationship 
·tJ8tWeen delinquency and education, the 
mechanismlwherebythis Hnkis accomplished 
nMnain UrisPeclfled. 

Thele is a dear need for proc:ess-ori- · 
ented research In the delinquency and edu­
cation area. Ogbu (1988, 1991) suggests that 

lower-class minorities may lack motivation for 
school suceess due to their perception of limit­
ed future career opportunities. Faced with an 
uncertain and limited place in the labor mar· 
ket, they may consider school as irrelevant tc 
their adult careers. Although they may value 
education in the abstract, inferior schools anc 
a lack of future opportunities lead them to con­
sider school work and commitment as wastec 
energy. Consequently. they may become alien­
ated from school, and, ironically, help sea 
their occupational fate (Ogbu 1988, 1991 
VVillis 1977). 

Schools, like all of social life. are coo 
stituted by social interaction. Students mal 
not be passive recipients of school knowledgt 
and authority; several researchers have docu 
mented the significance of social interactior 
and student resistance within schools (Everhar 
1983; Macleod 1987; WIHis 1977). WIIHS'I 
(1977) seminal study disaJSSes student resis 
tance involving dress, rules, and knowledg4 
among wortdng-class youth at a secondafl 
sc:hoot In England. He links their school resis 
tanceto theirwot1d view, a view which Is large 
ly a result of their WOt1dng class cultural back 
ground. Macleod (1987) and Horowitz (1983 
posit that teachers may not value the local tie1 
and identity of inner-city youths, thus fuelint 
these youths' resistance to and failure in schoO 
However, neitherMac:leod norHorowitzelabcl 
rate on the relationship between deHnquenc 
and education. Furthermore, neither of the11 
spent a lignificant amount of time observin! 
school settings. 

Research indicatesthatmostgangsexit 
in urban areas and usually consist of lowel 
clasl, minority teenage males (Covey et i 
1992; Moore 1991; Spergel1990; Vigil1988: 
Studies of gangs suggest that their member 
often have strong connections to these socii 
groups, which provide a resource for statu 
and iderility (Cohen 1955; Covey et al199: 
Miller 1958; Moore 1991; Spergel1990; V!Sl 
1988). Consequently, gang members me 
resist an institution that attempts to negate th 
social importance of the gang. Researche1 
have not examined the possible importance t 
gang identities in schooling intenlctions. 

In sum, the literature on delinquenc: 
and education is hindenld by a lack of field n 
search In and focus on the school setting. Rt 
searchers have largely ignored the intem 
dynamics of schools and student resistance 1 

schooiiiUthority, & the role these factors rru 
play in reproducing the delinquency-educatic 
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relationship. Sociological studies of student 
resistance, theories of delinquency, and the 
relative importance of the gang to its members 
suggest that schools that attempt to negate 
local identities may be marked by conflict and 
resistanot. This paper provides a first step in 
addressing this research gap. The work of 
Cohen (1955) and Miller (1958) points to the 
relative importance of lower-class/gang aJI­
ture for delinquency involvement, while Willis 
(1977) points to the possible significance of 
particular bases of identity for school resis­
tance. Through a combination of these per­
spectives, thispaperexamineslocaUgang iden­
tity as a basis for student resistance. 

RESEARCH SETTING AND METHODS 
ReHIIrch Setting 

The community school where this re­
search took place sought to •provide a positive 
and etrective learning environment for youth 
transitioning to the community from a seaJre 
care facil~ (Mission Statement). The school 
was run by the state department of correc­
tions, and was located in an office building up­
stairs from the juvenile parole office.ltwas one 
component of a large{ •partnership• program 
that sought to provide services to paroled 
jweniles in the community. The school pro­
vided an altemativeeducation setting for youths 
who had a history of failure in public schools. 

At any given time, there were two full­
time teact1ers at the school, each with hishler 
own classroom. The lead teacher had been 
with the department of corrections for fifteen 
years, most of that time working at the state 
training school for males. During the first six 
months of operation, a principal was present at 
the school one day per week. Students could 
work on attaining an eighth grade diploma, 
public school credits, or a GED; in addition, 
pnt-employment training was offered. Most of 
the students were minority males, many of 
whom were gang members. A total of 146 
youths were enrolled during the schools year 
of operation; on average, youths would attend 
sporadically for a few months before being 
dropped from the rolls, the vast majority due to 
excessive absences. The school was open 
from June 1994 -July 1995, when it was closed 
due to state budget aJts in the area of convnu­
nity services. During its year of operation the 
school suffered from a lack of staff and mate­
rial resources. Although this paper is quite 
critical of the school, this lack of resources, as 
well as the organizational limits imposed upon 

teachers (e.g., required student work assign­
ments, enforcement of departmental regula­
tions), should be kept in mind. Teachers 
struggled to do their jobs within the context of 

·organizational constraints. 
Students were required by their parole 

officer to attend class for two hours per day. 
They came to school to attend dass and left 
invnediately afterwards; thus, this was not a 
•regular- school where one had recreation, 
lunch, etc. Daily attendance at the school 
averaged 10-15students. Student assignments 
were individualized; in theory ,1$tudents should 
have entered the classroom, gotten their ma­
terials, and worked quietly. 

Methods 
I gained access to the school as an eval­

uator; consequently, I was a special type of 
"participant as observer- (Atkinson, Ham­
mersley 1994). As a participant-observer, I 
wanted to understand the ·ordinary, usual, 
typical, [and] routine" nature of the school 
(Jorgensen 1989). I was an observer at the 
school several days per week from July 1994-
June 1995, spending over 400 hours in the 
field. I would enter a classroom in the morning 
and occupy a student desk. I would write down 
key words while in dass and write up detailed 
field notes during school breaks and/or at the 
end of the day. 

In addition, I interviewed the 4 teachers 
who worked at the school during its year of 
operation. I also completed 54 individual and 
groupinterviewswith33studenta(someyouths 
were interviewed~ times) outside of the 
school setting. I bought lunch for the respon­
dents in exchange for talking with me about the 
school, their neighborhoods, and - every­
day lives. The interview formats rw1ged from 
structured, to storytelling, to open group con­
versations. 

CONFUCT AND RESISTANCE 
The research reveals that the teachers 

attempted to convey to students the superi­
ority of universal~ed notions of community, 
knowledge, and identity. Teachers di8paraged 
and attempted to negate what was important 
to the students-their local community and 
knowledge and their gang identity. This con­
ftid resulted in teachers struggling daHy to 
impose their perspective 8nd values on stu­
dents. Although the school was an alternative 
to regular schools, the teachers' orientations 
were similar to those described by Cohen 
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{1955). The teachers' attempted imposition 
was met with obdurate student resistance; this 
resistance was often a consequence of the 
local basis of their lives. 

The Teachers' Perspective 
For the teachers, the school was a place 

where students had the opportunity to be •suc­
cessfur and prepare to •enter the WOftd of 
work." The school provided an opportunity, 
according to the teachers, for the youths to 
learn the necessary behavioral and cognitive 
requirements to be good workers and citizens 
in the future. In order to achieve these goals, 
teachers sought to have students dress, talk, 
and act in ways that did not reflect their local 
lives, but rather reflected a universal, objective 
type of Identity. Students were often told that 
if they could learn •self-control" in school, if 
they could learn to dress, behave, and Inter-act 
in appropriate ways, then they had the oppor­
tunity to leave their local environment and lead 
decent lives. As one teacher stated: 

Part of what I teach is behavior rnoclification, 
self.dllcipllne. VVhentheYgotothe job, they got 
to have that, whelherl'apt011esaion81, utea, an 
.....,a,ty lne. Comilaniea aaldtheywanUhla, 
aelf-diaclpline, beforetheycometothejob. 

One way by wtJich t&JChers strived to in­
stiR their perspective in students was through 
the enforcement of official ruleS. Official school 
rules attempted to negate the students locally 
baled dress atytes,andwriting forms. These 
rul8s Included: shirts tucked in; al belts in 
~. not hanging; pants pulled up to 
waist; ncfcolors {rags), no hats, heactt*1ds or 
bandarl8: and no graffiti or tagging of any 
type (Youth Rules and Regulations}: By trying 
to require the students to dress and write in 
ways which did not signal identification with 
local culture and Identity. teachers hoped to 
negate youths' manifestations of their local 
lives. For the teachers, gang dress stytes 
suggested that the students were still con­
nected to their local communities. 

ThroUgh their Interactions and conver­
sationS with students, teachers also attempted 
to disparage and curtail the local aspects of 
youths' existence. Students wanted and tried 
to talk about their activities outside the school 
(e.g., encounters with police, rival ganga). The 
teachers constanUy had to direct the students· 
to be •qu;er, "focus•, and •stay on tau-. Stu­
dents were repeatedly told by teachers that 

they were •only concerned about what goes o 
in the classroom•, •did not care about th 
extra-curricular,• and •did not care what yo 
do once you leave here. • One teacher told th 
students that because of their •cultural bad 
grouoo- all they knew was the ~rrio tife•, an 
therefore they were lacking knowledge abot 
the real wortd. Thfough such cfnctives, teact 
ers made it ·clear that the only importa1 
interaction at the school was objective, edua 
tiona! discourle. Yet, although teachers trie 
to curtail students' discuasions about the 
lives, they would occasionally 1ectute to ttl 
students about the various problems in t11 
students' local communities. Srudenmw~ 
lectured to ot1 gangs, AIDS, atme, taenag 
pregnancy, drive-by shootings, suicide, an 
youth promiscuity. According to the teacher. 
the students' local communities were lackin 
any positive attributes; students should set 
to escape from their local environments, dll 
avt:JW them, and become good citizens an 
workers. 

One particular area stands out In rega1 
to the teachers' perspective of students' loc 
identity, gang membership and involvemer 
One teacher repeatedly referred to gang W11 
ing (on folders, papers, school property) ' 
•being like a dog, leaving a scent". He blamE 
gang$ for most street crime, and told youtl 
that "we would not have an the trouble we c 
if It was not for gangs•. Teachers often told tt 
student& that they,_, to get out or and reje 
the gang life in order to make it In life. Anoth 
teacher, in im intelvlew, referred to gangs I 
a "'ow level mentality" phenomena and stat• 
that she could 8I'1Viaion the day when sue 
criminals were forced to live in Isolation fro 
the rest of society. Thus, as a consequence 
teachers' views on gangs, there was no su 
stantive dialogue or Interaction with studen 
about an extremety impoftant aspect of th4 
lives. Student discussions and expressions 
gang activities and identities were exprest 
forbidden, and viewed only negatively in t1 
classroom. 

The teachers' lec:lufes on cornmunitil 
and gangs were related to views about ·~mo~~ 
edge•. 'Nhen students became frustrated w 
school work and/or called themselves •s1 
pid", the teachers would often respond ·.., 
body is stupid, anybody can be smart, Y' 
team through [education] experience ... rept 
tion•. This message, although positive, al 
Implies that students who do not have star 
ard educational knowledge are lacking inte 
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gence. One teacher constantly told the stu- the school was a place where a minuscule 
dents that they were "street smart and book amount of educational work was performed by 
dumb"; he would often tell them that the students. 
"younger generation thinks they know it all" Most of the students interviewed liked 
but "they learn from their home boy/girls". The · theschoolfornon-educationalreasons; name­
word ·ancr is italized above because it Hlus- ly, its hours were short, and it provided the 
trates the teachers' view on students' knowl- opportunity to be with similar peers and meet 
edge. The things that students learn on the membersoftheoppositesex. Thisisaimilarto 
streets are invalid, whatyouthslearnfromtheir Willis'• (1977) documentation of the lads' 
friends is "no good" 8ClCCIC'di1g to the teachers. schooling experiences. Other interview re­
lt is only through books that one can attain real, spondents complained about, the repetitive 
Important knowledge. The students' social nature of the work assignments and wished 
world on the streets ts worthless, and thus, the community school was more like a "regular 
knowledge of it is meaningless and not le- school" (e.g., a variety of classes). Students' 
gitlmate, according to the teachers. This per- belief that the school was inferior corresponds 
spectiveignoredthenecessityofstreetsmarts with Ogbu's (1988, 1991) argument that mi­
for students' survival (especially those who noritles often believe that they are offered an 
were gang members). One teacher often told inferior education. 
me that because of the students' limited knowl- Regardless of their views about the 
edge, he lectured to them about the evils of school, however, few work assignments were 
their communities, hoping that a "little infor- completed there. Student resistance at the 
mat1on would go a long way". He hoped to community school classroom took several 
"teach them, makethemknowledgeable(about forms. Students often refused to follow school 
their worfd], • so that they could avoid being dress and writing regulations. They would 
enmeshed in their communities and future dress in ways which signified their local cui­
legal problems. tural and social identities (e.g., Cholo, gang); 

In sum, for the teachers, the key to the they would often "tag" their school work and 
students'successwastherenunciationoftheir schoolproperty(desks,bookshelves)wilhgang 
local identities, community, and knowledge. names to indicate their local identity. An ex­
By dressing, talking, learning, and writing in .-nple from field notes indicates the futile 
appropriate ways, ways that did not reflect nature of the teachera' efforts to negate stu­
their local liVes but insteed were a reflection of dents'local identities through the~ 
dominant cultural standards, the students had of official rules that prohibited their manifeSta.. 
an opportunity to become productive, obedi- tiona: 
ant workers and good citizens. 

Student R•lstance 
Previous delinquency and education 

research has largely ignored the lignificance 
and meat~ing of student activities within the 
school setting. Yet, students are not necessar­
ily passive classroom perticipants. They ac­
tively resist the attempted imposition of hege­
mOnic cultural ideologies llf1d values, drawing 
upon their own culture llf1d life experieiiC88 
(Cohen 1965; Giroux 1983; Macleod 1987; 
VlliHis 1977). At the community school, the 
attempted teaching and enforcement of domi­
nant values was met with resistance by most 
of the students. These youths strongly valued 
their local identities and life experiences, and 
usually did not allow teachers to curtail their 
expression within the school setting. Thus, an 
extraordinary amcu1tofschooltimewas spent 
restating teactMn' rules and dictates, rather 
than doing school work. Most fundamentally, 

A teacher billa a student that his gang bell 
buckleearei'lappnlprillll, th8t hec:amct_.r 
u.n at the school. The student putahls awn 
out, points to his gang tattoo, and Aya to the 
teacher, what •you going todo, take this off 
too?Wientheteacher1umsaroundtheltudent 
emphatlcdyflalhes hia gang algn at him. 

Students resisted teachers' attempts to 
have them dress and write ill ways that con­
formed. For example, they often refused to 
tuck in their shirts, or write in traditional cursive 
(non-tagging style). Thus, every day, a large 
portion of teachers' and students' activities 
and interactions centered on struggles over 
and resistancetocompliancewith school regu­
lations. 

Students also resisted the completion of 
their work assignments. They would often fake 
the completion of work; spend their time talk­
ing with peers about local people, activities, 
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and events; simply stare out the window; or 
pretend to be sleeping. They made incredibly 
frequent trips to the bathroom and watercooler. 
They would, when possible, move the teach­
ers' clocks forward and begin to ask whether 
they could leave for the day prior to the comple­
tion of their hours. In fact, perhaps the best 
desaiption of what students did at the school 
is "time.· They knew they had to be there, per 
their parole officer's order, but they usually 
attempted to dotheirtimewithout doing school 
work. An eample from field notes aptly IHus­
trates this perspective: · 

Jimmy enters the classroom and goes to the 
teacher's deilk tc)'Sign in. He signa in and asks 
theteacherwhatheshouldwriteforhisslgnout 
time. The teacher proceeds to try and have 
Jimmytlgureltoutforhmselfthrough addllion­
"Youcamelnat9:00am,you!Wietoaa.ytwo 
(2) hours, so what time would that be?" The 
student rasponda: "Don't do fuckln math, just 
ten me what time I leave. • 

In sum, students resisted the teachers' 
attempts to Instill in them the Importance of 
objective knowledge and an identity which 
negated their local life experiences. Teactws' 
efforts to haVe youths dress, wrtte, and talk in 
ways that did not correspond with the youlhs' 
locilfbondlwereusuallyunsuccessful. Youths' 
inteMew statements reveal the local basil of 
their resistance to the teachers' messages. 

Students' resistance to school rules and 
teachers' direCtives was primarily rooted within 
the significance of the local: locaf knowledge, 
locatneighborhoodlcl,andgangiden­
tity. 'The strength and importance of the local 
cannot be overstated. During intelviews they 
would express shoct and confusion when I 
asked them if they "'iked their neighbofhood"; 
for them, where they were from should be 
accorded loyalty and respect. Youths' ties to 
their neighboftfeodlg are often extnllnely 
strong, providii'ig them with love, support, and 
family-like ties. The following 17year.aldblack 
male gang member noted: 

BS: Do you like your hoOd? 
student: I love it. 
BS:Why? 
Student I like It, cause when I started out in the 
hood, when I was young, I'LIIIflinlf.wound, alllle 
ditbeg,alwaysdlrty,alw8yslntnMIIe,._OG'a 
[Orlginai~J.nct(gang}seenme,aaicl 
cut out. When I ran wway from home, got in 

troublewllhmymom, they took me in, said stay 
with me. Even though they were selling dope 
andewrylhilg.lheystilllhowedayoung brother 
love, showed me much love. And I was like, I'm 
always going give love back to the hood. I'm 
going lovethehoodfonlvernomatterwhatgoes 
down. 

This local identity was both a present 
reality and a future vision for many youths. The 
above youth said he would continue to be 8 
gang member until he was "in his coffin. • The 
following interview excerpt is from a 14 year 
old female Mexican gang member who started 
her own gang: 

BS: V\lhy did you start It? 
Student: C... lwantedtomakemyowngang, 
and when I get older be an OG (Original Gang­
lller).lwannamakeirealbigaoeverybodycan 
know about it. Becaute,lhis Is how I think, when 
lgrowolderandeverythlng, and the gang's real 
big, nbelce, theleederisme. l'lbe real happy, 
rtbea "wfflnnna. "siltingttMn inmywheekhalr 
withmyteardroptattoo. lfllbebad. 

Some youths expressed a desire to pre­
serve their c:onnec:tion to and identification 
with the local in the future, even if they had the 
means by which to escape. A 15 year-old 
Mexican female illustrated this view: 

._,; 

Student: I grew up intheprojeda.lalways lived 
in the projects. My mom uaedtotell me, whefe 
do you want to move, an apartment or the 
projedll? And I liked the project. there's a lot of 
people there. If I hadmoney,lwouldn'tgoto no 
blghowe.l'dgo to the projects, because I like 
them,l'musedtothem. 

Street knowledge, dismissed as irrele­
vant and unimportant by the teachers, was 
highly valued by the youths, and was essential 
te1heir aurvival in a dangerous environment. 
Many youths concurred with the following 
perspective of 8 16 year-old black male gang 
member: 

BS: Who do you know that's smart? 
Student Me. 
BS:Why? 
Studert: I know I'm smart because I made It this 
far. Halfllei*Pie inourhooddidn'tmakeithis 
far, )'OUCMt.elynlllkelttbia ... So I must be 
dotngaomelhlng *ht.l gotsnet Intelligence, 
street smarts. I'm gangbanging and I'm alive, 
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just to make it to 18, that's intelligence. 

Students' interview statements indicate 
the continuing importance of local knowledge, 
community, and identity in their everyday lives. . 
Thus, the teachers' attempt to negate the local 
basis, in. order to formally educate students, 
was largely futile. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
This paper has illustrated the signifi­

cance of the internal dynamics at a state com­
munity school for paroled juveniles. The main 
research finding is the students' locally-based 
resistance to teachers rules, directives, and 
values. In agreement with previous resistance 
research (e.g., Willis 1977), and explorations 
of school9nd street identity conflicts (Horowitz 
1983; Macleod 1987), teachers and students 
at the community school had different views 
on what constituted appropriate identities, 
communities, and knowledge. The unique 
contribution of this research is its illustration of 
the local basis of this resistance, and how 
gang membership and identity may conflid 
with schools' objectiVes. Especially in regards 
to the importance of gang membership and its 
expressions, students and teachers came into 
conflict. Due, at least in part, to these differ­
ences, little school work was completed by 
students. This resulted in a (re)production of 
students' failure and detachment from educa­
tion. Since failure in school is often correlated 
with delinquency, it is plausible that students 
in this study were at a heightened risk to retum 
to their delinquency involvement. 

Explanations of the students' activities 
and failure at the community school must be 
placed within the general context of their ev­
eryday lives. They live in urban areas, which in 
their own words were marked by violence, 
poverty, disarray, and extreme uncertainty; 
many of them did not expect to live beyond 
their twenties. Their school resistance can be 
partly explained by the apparent irrelevance 
school success had for their futureS and their 
belief that the school offered an Inferior educa­
tion (Macleod 1987; Ogbu 1988, 1991; VVIUis 
1977). This general context must be kept in 
mind, however, the fact remains that the school 
and its staff attempted-to negate the legitimacy 
of youths' bonds and Identities. 

The community school was one cor­
rectional response to gangs; it represented 
special assistance to youths who had not been 
successful in public schools. The school rules 

and teachers' messages, and students' resis­
tance to them, should be located within the 
general organizational context of the· school ' 
(DiMaggio, Powell1983). DiMaggio and Powell 
(1983) suggest that although organizations 
may diversify (e.g., the community school), 
their functions often mirror the general organi­
zational context. Thus, the conrnunity school's 
views of students and their communities can 
be found in the department of corrections' 
orientational philosophy, a philosophy that is 
anti-gang membership. Students expressed 
an extreme dislike for the •law" and •police· 
during interviews. As the community school 
represented one more control institution in 
their lives, it is plausible that part of their 
resistance was due to this fador. 

The work of Cohen (1955) and Miller 
(1958) provides another possible explanation 
for the school's intemal dynamics. Teachers 
blamed the students' communities for their 
failure, and thus seemed to view those com­
munities as fundamentally inferior to and •dif­
terenr from conventional society; many stu­
dentsalso expressed a desire to remain in their 
particular communities, rather than join main­
stream society (Miller 1958). Although we find 
some support for Miller's perspedive, ho does 
not consider how lower and middle-class cul­
tures and values may come into conflict with 
one another in particular settings. Teachers 
attempted to convey to youths conventional 
middle-class values and beliefs, and the youths 
rejected this attempt (Cohen 1955). However, 
I have suggested that students resisted school 
not because they desired middle-class status 
(e.g., Cohen 1955), butbecausetheschooldid 
not value their life experiences and local iden­
titieS. These students already had gang Iden­
tities, and did not form or join gangs because 
of school failure. This research, then, both 
supports & expands upon Cohen's and Miller's 
frameworks. Sociological studies of school 
resistance, which place a primary focus on 
social Interactions, provide the framework for 
this expansion. These studies indicate how 
youths and teachers, armed with different 
cultural values and beliefs, may come into 
conflict and resist one another in the school 
setting. As Pfohl (1994) reminds us, •[d)eviants 
never exist except in relation to those who 
attempt to control them". 

The findings of this study indicate an 
appropriate future cfnction for delinquency 
and education research. Perhaps most im­
por1antly, this study points to the potential of 
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field methods in this research area. Such 
methods open up the black box of schooling 
and can best elaborate the delinquency and 
education relationship. Researchers should 
examine whether official rules and social pro­
cesses of schools reinforce and (re)produce 
delinquents' detachment from education, es­
pecially in relation to gang membership. 

The irony is that teachers at the •com­
munity" school attempted to create an envi­
ronmentthatsilencedand~students' 
discussions about and symboliC expreBslons 
of their locai Jives. The ethnographic and inter­
view data Indicate how Important local/gang 
Identity is to some youths, and how they may 
resist institutions' attempts to negate this iden­
tity. These findings point to some important 
policy r8commendatlol'ls. It may be necessary 
for teachers working with special student pop­
ulations to reflect upon and reconsider tradi­
tional teaching methods. School personnel 
working with such populations should explore 
ways to make school rules and teachers di­
redlves more accepting of and relevant to 
students' soCial and cullural identities. Con­
necting formal work assignments to the stu­
dents' everyday lives outside of the classroom 
may also be useful. 

Of course, one cannot expect school to 
be a panacea for the youths' lives; as the prin­
dpet. stated: ~ kids needs are expansive, 
diverse, school can only offer (what it can) and 
try to do it well. "for the most part, the teachers 
did try to 'do it wer. and expressed a genuine 
concem for the well-being of the students. 
However, this research reveals that due to 
Identity contllcta, the reality of youths' every­
day lives. and the resistance that this created, 
neither teachers nor students were able to ·do 
schoor well. 
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OAKLAND CHINATOWN'S FIRST YOUTH GANG: THE SUEY SING BOYS 

Gregory Vee Mark, University of Hawaii at Manoa 

ABS~CT 
R~rdt eoncemedwlh Chinese gangs in the Unilllld States focuses on two sites, San Francisco and 

NewYork. Thiss=xamlnesOaklandChinatownandthedevelopmentofbflratChlnelein'vnigrantyouth 
gang,theSUeyStng ,durlnglhelveyearsfn:lm1968-1t73.trely=ondatatrom~IOUICIIS.-uch 
as inlarviewswlhganarnerranandtleld oblervations. Keytopicafor atheformationoftheSuey 
Sing boys, the relationship of.the youth gangs to the Chinatown social re, and the relationship between 
gangs in Oakland and San Franasco. 

INTRODUCTION 
The gang problem~ an issue of serious 

c:oncem to American society. Many people are 
fearful of, and many are adversely affected by, 
gangs and their activities. The American pub­
lic demands tougher police tactics, punish­
ment, and prisons in response. Despite vigor­
ous efforts, crime ~ gangs continue to be 
major social problems in the United States. 
Altl)ough most Americans can trace their an­
cestry to EU4'0J)e, the literature on youth gangs 
focuses primarily on African American and 
Hispanic gangs. 

The 1960s witnessed the emergence of 
contemporary. Chinese gangs in the United 
States. The first nationally known Chinese 
gang, the Hwa Chings, which means "young 
Chinese," originated in San Francisco Chin• 
town in 1964. Eventually, branches of this 
group and other similar types of gangs spread 
throughout America's Chinatowns. Since the 
1970s, due to escalating violence and ex­
panded criminal activities, Chinese gangs have 
been increasingly viewed as a major social 
problem in the Chinese American community 
and as a menace to society-at-large. In gov­
ernment reports and the popular media, these 
ganga are blamed for the Increasing violence 
in Chinatowns, shiploads of undocumented 
Chinese immigranta, and the massive smug­
gling of illegal drugs to the United States. 
Although these eouraes frequently exaggerate 
the criminality of the Chinese gang situation, it 
is accurate to state that Chinese gangs are 
involved in a variety of criminal activities, such 
as extortion, burglary, robbery, assault, and 
murder, that bring hardship and misery, espe­
cially to the Chinese community. 

Study of Chinese gangs broadens our 
knowledge of early gang formation and gang 
structure, and Illustrates how gangs can inter­
face with Chinatown organizations within the 
contextofcontemporaryaocialproblems. Since 
the inception of gang studies by researchers 
Frederick Thrasher (1927} and William VVhyte 

(1943), traditional gang research has paid little 
or no attention to the Ch~ community. 
Reasons include lack of interest by traditional 
youth gang researchers, often linked to lm­
agesofChineseand other Asian Americans as 
the ·model minority.· the difficulty of gaining 
access to Chinese gang members, especially 
for non-Chinese researchers, and the political 
and social isolation of the Asian American 
community (Joe 1994). 

This paper explores the premise that 
Chinatown gangs are not isolated entitles, but 
are a part of, and connected to, the Chinese 
community; gangs impact community life and 
the community impacts gangs. The topics dis­
cussed are 1) the historical development of the 
first contemporary youth gang in the Oakland, 
California Chinatown community, 2) the •gang 
perspedive" onwhytheyformed a gang, 3) the 
relationship of the Oakland gang to Chinatown 
convnunity organizations, and 4) the relation­
ship between Chinese gangs in different sites, 
San Francisco and Oakland. 

METtiODOLOGY 
_ ' I began Inquiring about Chineee gangs, 
in 1968, to understand gang members' expe­
riences and why such garigs form. Oakland, 
California (1960, population 367,548) was an 
ideal city in which to document the develop­
ment of a gang. Chlnatowo was located in the 
heart of the city, adjacent to the downtown 
shopping area and the main police headquar­
ters, and near city hall. There were no deviant 
Chinese groups operating In the area. Unlike 
San Francisco Chinatown, with a myrtad of 
social organizations, Oakland Chinatown had 
only a few, such as the Wong Family AssO­
ciation, the Chinese American Citizen Afti-
ance, and the Suey Sing Tong. -

First as a participant observer, my field 
observations were the foundation to this study. 
In youth and adult gang studies that utilize 
observation as the primary methodology 
(Padilla 1993; Patrick 1973; VVhyte 1943), the 
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researchers target a particular community or 
group to study. In my case, the gang rner\1bers 
adopted me as friend and confidant. My father 
was a well respected tong member who had an 
excellent rapport with gang members. I was 
also treated with respect and loyalty by the 
s~ Si{l9 boys. Though not a gang member, 
I was looked upon as an educated friend Who 
worked for the members' welfare and needs. I 
had access to the social benefits of gang mem­
bership such as intra-group friendship, but 
never the responaibilties, such as participating 
in violent confrontations with other groups. I 
was marg~ a part of the group, Who could 
commumc.te with Its members. I obtained 
meaningful' and valid information as a semi­
participant observer. 

Second, r conducted numerous informal 
interviews with San Francisco and Oakland 
aduft Suey Sing members and the Oakland 
Suey Sing boys, in a four and a half year period 
(SL!mmer of 1968 to early 1973). Conversa­
tions were held at restaurants, bowling alleys, 
and the Oakland Suey Sing Clubhouse. I re­
corded the gist of thase conversations and 
informal interviews but at that time I was not 
involved in any active gang research. Since 
1993, I hav8 conducted eight interviews. with 
former Oakland Suey Sing ~ ll1d . their 
aasociates. According to the authors count 
and key Informants, there went •ofticiaUy" 28 
Suey Sing boys. Two were~ to be 
part of the oakland Suey Sing boys and simul­
taneously were partofthe San Francisco Suey 
Sing group. One resided and went to school in 
Oakland but spent a great deal of time in San 
Francisco 8nd was considered to be an influ­
ential gang member. IntervieWs, which were 
about 1.5 hours~. were tape recorded (with 
pennission) and transcribed in summary form. 
Data collection spanned three years (1993-
1996)~ QuaHty ranged from little useful infor­
mation to full desaiptions of events and com­
munity social life. 

Third, I examined archival sources In 
newspapers and governmental reports. From 
1970 to 1988, there were articles about Chi­
nese· gangs in San Francisco, New York, and 
Los Angeles. A study of New Yorlc Ttmes 
articles on Chinese Americans over an SO­
year period showed an abundance of aime 
coverage (Auman, Mark 1997). The study 
notes that half of the coverage analyzed was 
crime-related, followed by political events 
(25%).~olhernaws, andcullure(Auman,' 
Mark 1997). There were only a few articles on 

Chinese gangs and crime in Oakland China­
town. Government criminal intelligence re­
ports or law enforcement conference papers 
were of little use because of their unreliability 
and lack of emphasis on Oakland. Govern­
ment reports do show growing concern of state 
and federal law enforcement agencies regard­
ing Chinese gangs .~ heroin smuggling. 

Fourth, a few researchers have pub­
lisped books or articles concerning Chinese 
gangs in San Francisco and New York (Chin 
1990; Chin, Fagan, Kelly 1992; Joe 1994; 
Kwong 1987; Lyman 1970; Sung 19n; Takagi, 
Platt 1978). Noone has studied Chinese gangs 
in Oakland. Only Gong and Grant (1930) and 
Chin (1990) examine· the tongs to any signifi-
cant extent. . 

REVIEW OF UTERATURE 
There is a multitude of youth gang stud­

ies in the United States, most concerned with 
ethnic minority communities. However, there 
has been a dearth of scholarly research and 
publications concerning the Chinese gangs in 
the United States. VVhat little there is falls into 
two major categorieS: 1) journalistic accounts, 
some of which are based upon law enforce­
ment gang task force reports (Bresler 1981; 
Posner 1988), and 2) descriptiveltheoretical 
studies (Chin 1990; Chin, Fagan 1994; Chin, 
Fagan, Kelly 1992; Joe 1993, 1994; Lyman 
1970; Sung 19n; Takagi, Platt 1978). 

Some journalistic accounts gtamorize 
Chinese gangs and hefghten the fear of these 
gangs llooding the u.s. shores with tons of 
drugs. Two of these accounts, by Bresler 
(1981) and Posner (1988), state that adult and 
young Chinese criminals are trafficking in 
heroin. Breslefbelieves that there is an inter­
nationaletineseaimeconspiracythatishead­
quartered In Asia. Posner maintains that the 
Chinese Trtads are the most powerful form of 
organized crime in the world and coniequently 
pose the most serious threat to law enforce­
ment. Both charge that the Triads in Asia, the 
tongs in Chinatowns, and the Chinese youth 
gangs are in close contact and structurally 
related, posing a serious threat. 

Scholarly works on Chinese gangs con­
cern two cities. Lyman's (1970) study focused 
on San Francisco Chinatown gangs, describ­
ing they were due to changing demographics 
and a tradition of social bandiby from China. 
He examined the development of American 
bomandforeignbomSanFranciscoChinatown 
gangs; such as the Hwa Chings and the Red 
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Guards, from the 1950s through the early 
1970s. 

Sung (19n) examines New York China­
town gangs using theories of social disor­
ganization, social strudure, crime as con­
formity to explain the nature, and formation of 
these youth gangs. 

Chin's 1990 book, Chinese Subcqlture 
and Criminality, focuses on New York China­
town gangs, examining Chinatowns, Chinese 
secret societies, the development of Chinese 
gangs nationally, Chinese gang patterns and 
charaderistics, and social sources of Chinese 
gang delinquency. He studies the relation of 
adult Chinatown organizations and Chinese 
criminality, and why and how Chinese gangs 
formed, claiming that New York Chinatown 
Chinese gangs and the tongs have a symbiotic 
relationship that deeply intertwines both bod­
ies. 

Karen Joe (1994b) examined the rela­
tionships between Asian American gangs and 
two variables, organized crime and drug distri­
bution (The New Criminal Conspiracy? Asian 
Gangs and Organized Crime in San Fran­
cisco). In regard to San Francisco Chinatown 
gangs, .hel", findings indicate that gang mem­
bers know little of and have little or no contact 
with the tongs in Chinatown. Therefore, Joe 
found no evidence to indicate that the tongs in 
San Francisco are actually organized crime 
groupe that have incorporated gang members 
into Illegal enterprises. In addition, her findings 
support the thesis that the gangs as an orga-

- nized group are not involved In heroin traflick­
lng. Some gang members, as individuals, 
were involved with drugs, but not the entire 
gang. 

Joe (1994a) Myths and Realities of Asian 
Gangs on the West Coast, poses two related 
questions: are Chinese gangs well-organized 
with ttes to the San Francisco tongs and the 
Triads In Alia? and Are Asian gangs in North­
em C8llfomia Involved in heroin trafficking? 
Joe refutes the theory, supported by journalis­
tic accounts, that Asian street gangs are part 
of a larger conspiracy of an •Asian Mafia• and 
organized crime. She also takes Issue with 
U.S. law enforcement beliefs and policies, in 
particular, the link between Chinese youth 
gangs and the Chinese Triads In Hong Kong 
and Taiwan. 

OAKLAND CHINATOWN 
Oakland Chinatown has been located in 

five different sites, each centered around the 

waterfront and the Oakland downtown/com­
mercial area. By 1880, the location of the pres­
ent Chinatown was established just a few 
blocks from where City Hall is today. As in 

. most other cities, Chinatown was restricted to 
old, undesirable, commercial districts because 
of racial segregation in both housing and com­
mercial enterprises. Thus, Chinatown was 
originally established in the midst of ware­
houses, factories, rooning houses, and junk­
yards. By 1960, oakland Chinatown was in a 
sharp decline due to dispersal of Chinese to 
other areas in the East Bay and the reduction 
of residential housing, attributed to construc­
tion of the Nimitz Fteeway, Laney Community 
College, the Oakland Museum, and the Bay 
Area Rapid Transit (BART) (Chow 1976). 

An additional and forgotten factor in 
Chinatown's deterioration was the decline of 
gambling. This was dUe to the passage of the 
1951 Fedet'al Stamp Ad (26 U.S. C. 4401 and 
4402), which levied a flat ten percent tax on 
wagering income and an additional fifty-dollar 
tax on gambling operators. VIOlators could 
receive a $10,000 fine and five yearlin prison. 
Thus, gambling in Oakland Chlriatown was 
sharply curtailed, which severely Impacted 
businesses that thrived from the gambling 
industry (Mark 1989). There were fewer jobs, 
fewer residents, and a~ deaease in 
Chinatown business activity. · 

By the mid-1960s, Oakland Chinatown 
stabilized and its residential population grew 
because of the increase in immigrants as a 
result of the 19651mmigration Nationalization 
Ad. Families began to reappear, and the local 
elementary 8c:hool (Uncoln School), the neigh­
borhood junior high school (VVes1 Lake), and 
the two high schools (Qakland Tectmlcal High 
and Oakland High) enrolled progfesslvety larg­
er numbers of foreign born Chinese students. 
In 1970, Qakland'a Chinese population num­
bered 11,335 and the Chinatown cont area 
supported a population of 1,807 Chinese 
(Tracts .o4030 and 4033) which represented 
570 famUies (Homma-True 1978). By 1970, 
the Chinatown community was comprised 
inoatly of Immigrants, and 22 percent of China­
town residents were classified with Incomes 
below the poverty level as compared to 13 per­
cent of the rest of the city. The median income 
in Chinatown was $6,690 compared to $9,626 
for the rest of the city. 
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.. HWA CHINGS" IN SAN FRANCISCO 
CHINATOWN 

. San Francisco Chinatown supported 
40,000 people in an area of 42 blocks (Takagi, 
Platl 1978). American-born Chinese street 
comer groups such as. the ·chinos· \Chi­
nese· in Spanish) became visible in the late 
1950&. They ~ hot rods and frequented 
Chinatown. bars. One group known as the 
•augs• became involved in burglaries and 

r were identified by their black clothing and 
,,raised heel bootS. In 1965over a period of six 
months, the Bugs committed 48 burglaries 
worth $7500 cash and $3000 in merchandise 
(lyman 1970), but the San Franci8C:o Police 
Department made key arresl$ and broke up 
the Bugs gang. . 

In 196+65, u,e Hwa Chings (Young 
Chinese) were formed by mainly teerHiged 
immigrant youths, the majority from Hong 
Kong. The Chinese population"" the United 
States, and in Chinatowns, in particular were 
ii'ICI'88Iir}g because of the changes in United 
~tmmlgration laws and policiet that per­
milted anJncrease in Chinele immigration to 
the United States. Aa more Chinese inwni­
grated to San i=I'II1Cisco. the Hwa chings be­
came larger, more visible, and more powerful. 
They committed crimes such as burglary and 
assault. The Hwa Chings had as estimated 
300 members in a loosely organized group. In 
an interview with a reporter, -Tom Tom· de­
clared that the Hwa Chings only WM1ted jobs, 
girls, and to be left alone (lyman 1970). Tom 
Tom ·'¥88 the gang's main Ieeder, but there 
were .OthOrs ·high in the leadership structure 
whO hid many followers. 

13Y 1~7, Hwa Ching aimes became 
more violent. and to the Chinatown estabhh­
rnent.~. when they extorted China­
town buaineeles for protection money. In the 
winter of,._, the Hwa Chings, through their 
spokesman, George Woo, threatened to bum 
down Chinatown if their demandl for better 
jobs and educational opportunities were re­
fused. Although the Hwa Chings did not and 
probably could not follow through on their 
threats, the Chinatown establishment realized 
that some action had to be taken (lyman 
1970). 

In 1969, the Hwa Ching& gained the 
attention of the national media. In the De­
cember 1969 issue of Esquire magazine, Tom 
Tom and the Hwa Chings were part of an 
article, "The New Yellow Peril; that centered 
upon the conflicts and violence that were 

plaguing Chinatown. Tom Tom was quoted 
saying: 

TT: ... Wenevermarchedas agang .... You have 
toklustostop us. Youspltmyheadopen-1 get 
up, keep fighting. We an been to the hospital. 1 
been three limes. 
1: What did you use as weapons? 
TT: Axes and knives. 
I: Axes? 
TT:Yeah. Theydon'tslicebuttheyhurtplenty. 
(Wolfe 1969) 

In 1967168, San Francisco Chinato 
leaders devised a plan to split the Hwa Chir 
into various factions in order to control · 
Chinatown gang violence and extortion. 1 
Chinatown establishment leaders turned 
one part of the community's social struc:t\ 
the tongs. Four of Chinatown's five rm 
tongs (Hop Sing Tong, Hip Sing Tong, Bt 
Kong Tong, Y"m On Tong, and Suey S 
Tong) invited gang members to join ~ 1 
each identified a Hwa Ching leader and 
crulted him and his followers Into the tong. 1 
tongs offered the youth gang ril8inbei's a c 
house to hang out in, a "slush fund'" for t 
and employment opportunities in Chinatc 
gambling deiJI which they controlled. 

The Hop SingTongwas initially them 
active tong in the recruitment of gang mt 
bers. Soon thtt.ir young gang members w 
demanding protection money from Chinatc 
gambling dens. However, most of the d4 
were under the pr'Otection-of Suey Sing. A 
result, the SUey Sing Tong actively recrui 
Tom Tom and his Hwa Ching followers in or 
to counteract Hop Sing. The gang situatio 
Chinatown dramatically changed from 4 

large gang to five smaller ones, the remn1 
of the Hwa Chlngs and the four torig ·Y<l 
groups, each vying for power and control c 
the Chinatown community. Contrary to 
intentions of the Chinatown elders, gang · 
tence increased, and the tongs could not c 
trol the youth groups. The top gang had 
fear and respect of the community. By the' 
of 1968, the Tom Tom gang, the youth g, 
affiliated with the San Francisco Suey ~ 
Tong, emerged as the strongest gang. 

SUEY SING TONG 
The word tong means •hall; or, fn 

translated, "'odge .• Thetongs descended f 
Triad or •secret societies• that originate 
China. Fonned after the Manchu overthro 
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the Ming Dynasty in 1644, the tongs sought to 
overthrow the Manchus and to restore to power 
the Mings. The concept of these secret societ­
ies was transferred to the United States and 
the first tong, the Kwong Duck Tong, was 
founded in San Francisco in 1852. The second 
was the Hip Sing Tong, the only tong to have 
branches throughout the United States. Soon 
after the Hip Sing Tong was founded, Vee Low 
Dai established the Suey Sing Tong (Hall of 
Auspicious VICtory) (Gong, Grant 1930). 

The initial purpose of the tongs was to 
counteract the larger and wealthier family 
(surname) associations (Gong, Grant 1930). 
The early history of the tongs was marked by 
conflicts with other Chinese societies, espe­
cially the family associations. The tongs were 
most successful in their wars with the cians 
and by the 1890s gained a great deal of power 
and wealth. Simultaneously, the tongs gradu­
ally lost sight of their original function, which 
was to seek justice for the weaker groups. 
Inside Chinatown the secret societies soon 
took controtofgambting and prostitution (Gong, 
Grant 1930). 

Since World War II, the tongs have con­
tinued their involvement in the gambling in­
dustry (Mark 1989). A tong would either di­
rectly operate a gambling den or have it under 
its protection (Chin 1990). H a gambling den 
was on a tong's protection list, the den would 
make weekly contributions to the tong and 
ponibly hire some of its members (Mark 
1989). 

The Suey Sing Tong national head­
quarters is located in San Francisco China­
town. There are nine Suey Sing branches in 
thewestem U.S.: Qakland, Stockton, Watson­
vile, Salinas, ~ville, Monterey, Portland, 
and Seattle. The ten Suey Sing Tongs elect 
offic:era every year. For example, in 1972, 
eleven officers were elected for the San Fran­
cilco headquarters. The top seven positions 
were occupied by Chinatown business own­
ers. 

Chinese New Year is a significant event 
for the different SUey Sing Tongs. Although all 
of the branches celebrate this annual event, 
each year, one Suey Sing Tong hosts the other 
cities for a large celebration with performances 
by a Chinese orchestra and singers, banquet 
dinners and gambling. 

By the 1970s, the Suey Sing Tong served 
four basic functions: 1) It celebrated special 
occasions such as New Year. 2) It provided 
assistance such as interpreter services, 

employment referrals, and burial arrange­
ments; 3) the tong dubhouse provided oppor­
tunities for members; 4) the tong protected the 
business interests of its leaders by providing 
opportunities for additional business, such as 
business partnerships. 

WHY FORM A GANG? 
Only three studies (Chin 1990; Lyman 

1970; Takagi, Platt 1978) concerned with 
Chinatownyouthgangsexaminewhythegangs 
formed. Lyman (1970) asserts that the gangs 
were a product of conflict and rebellion, end 
examines why existing groups such as the 
Hwa Ching develop in a specific direction. 

Takagi and Platt (1978) attribute gang 
formation and gang violence to the social 
structure, asserting that the ChinatOwn ~ 
ture, specifically the tongs, were the reasons 
for the violence in Chinatown. 

Ko-lin Chin (1990) believed that caus­
ative and intetv'"ing social factors gaVe lise to 
Chinese gang delinquency, induding school 
problems, family problema, and the laCk of 
employment opportunities. These factors alien­
ate immigrants from the Chinatown commu­
nity and the broader society. Chin asserts that 
these causative factors, cbupled With interven­
ing factors, such as affiliation with and inter­
nalization of tong norms and values, contrib­
ute to a youth group's develOpment into a 
Chinatown street gang. 

In this section, I look at an earlier stage 
in Chinatown gang formation than the three 
other researchers. What I bei"I8Ve is Important 
to explore is just why these youth join or form 
a group in the first place. 

During my five years of association with 
the Suey Sing boys, I had the opportunity to 
casually talk tq many of the San Francisco and 
Oakland menibers. Sevei'al, induding Tom 
Tom, were original Hwa Ching members. All of 
the gang members indicated that after their 
arrival in the United States, they were verbally 
harassed and physically abused by many 
different groups at school and in their neigh­
borhoods. The gang members stated that the 
people that harassed them the most were the 
American-born Chinese {ABCs). Regarding 
this topic, Tom Tom stated In an interview: 

We usetotlghtthe AmericaiHMHn Chinese an 
the time. They can us 'Chinabugs.' We uy 
'VVhoyouthlnkyouare?'Theyuy, WeAmeri­
can-bom.'Th8t'lajoke. TheyChineseumeas 
us. (Wolfe 1969). 
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Another gang leader stated: 

Speoo/issue #2: Gongs. Drugs & Violence - free lnqui~ 

I wanted to go to school. And I tried. But It didn't 
wortt. You know what happens; the other Chi­
nese kids say they are not Chinese but Ameri­
cans. They spit on me. (AUard 1975) 

As a result, many Chinese immigrant youths 
were forced to band together with other Chi­
nese immigrants In order to protect them­
selves (Thompson 1976). 

VVhy WO\.IId the ABCs antagonize the 
Chinese immigrant children, convnonly re­
ferred to . aa "FOes· (Fresh Off the Boat)? 
Many lOcal-born Chinese respond to this ques­
tion by stating .that the foreign-born Chinese 
represented everything that they "wanted to 
get SNIBY from• such as speaking Chinese, 
dressing djfferentfy, eating Chinese food, and 
simply. not being ·Aineric;an.• Ignatius Chinn, 
who for 21 years was the primary pollee officer 
wot:king in OatdandChinatown, expresses this 
sentiment Chinn grew·up in a middfe.dass 
family, his father was an Oakland acc:ountant, 
hiaii)Other a aeaetarY. Asked about his youth, 
Chinn spe&Q With painful candor. 

Whenlwa~ lwatrylngllobewhle. Molt 
of my friends • westlake Junior High and 
Oakland High School were while. When I saw 
Asian Immigrants I thoughtthey weregeeks. I 
feltc;onblmptforthem beCause they reminded 
me ofwho I didn't want to be ... 

Wrth difficulty, Chinn tells of feeling ashamed 
when friends visited his house and inet his 
uncle from Canton, who spoke no English. 

lfeltuncomfortablebec:ausetheY reminded me 
of what I wu trying so hard not to be. I felt 
be1Weeni'IIC8S, betweencullures.ldldn'thave 
much baCkground about anything Asian. 
(Rolenthal1991) 

A method for the ABCs to create a barrier 
between themselves and the FOBs was to 
make fun of, put down, and verbaUy and 
physically harass their foreign born cousins. In 
this waytheforeign-bom would be established 
as a different and distinct group from the 
American-born Chinese. 

VVhy did Chinese bom in the U.S. feel 
ashamed of their ethnic background; or, in 
other words, suffer an ethnic identity conflict? 
The Chinese were a sman ethnic minority 
numbering only 237,292 in 1960, and 431,583 

in 1970. Shor6y after the first arrival of Chines 
workers to the United States in 1850, racl1 
disaimination and hatred was directed t< 
wards the newcomers, culminating in the Ch 
nese ExclusionActsof1882, 1888,1892, an 
1902 (Lai, Choy 1971). For over a hundre 
years, to be Chinese in the United State 
meant to be slandered, abused, and treated a 
a third class citizen with few of the righ1 
guaranteed by the Constitution to other Amer 
cans. To many young Chinese Americans, 1 
be Chinese was not desirable. VVhat wa 
desirable was to be like mainstream whft 

· America; speaking standard English, eatin 
sandwiches, cookies, ·and nilk for lunch, an 
wearing the latest American teen fashions.~ 
a result, anyltring associating them with Chin 
and being Chinese was rejected. 

THE OAKLAND SUEY SING TONG 
YOUTH GROUP 

The Oakland Suey Sing Tong is locate 
on 8th Street, right in the heart of Chinatow 
Oakland Chinatown supports several Chine1 
traditional associations and community se 
vice organizations; but Suey Sing is the on 
tong. In 196811967, teenage immigrants b 
gan to develop a community reputation as 
group of young toughs who frequently got in 
trouble. One incident occurred In late 19E 
when two Oaktand youths, •Bany" and "Puk 
were beaten up in San Francisco Ch~ 
by some Hwa Ching members including •94 
Gong· and a youth nicknamed •eig Head.· J 
a result. Tom Tom and his San FranciS~ 
folloWers assisted and befriended the two frQ 
Oakland. •een Gong• was later murdentd 
1970, in an unrelated crime. By 19671e 
approximately 28 young men who hung out 4 
the comer of 8th and Webster started to spe1 
time in the Suey Sing Tong clubhouse. Th 
ages ranged from 15 to 18 years old and th 
families had Immigrated from Hong Kong. , 
were fluent in Cantonese and one was COt 
pletely fluent in English. They wore cas\ 
clothes. Only one eventually completed hi! 
school. AU but four lived at home with th 
families. 

A merger between youth gangs and t 
old established Oakland tong was brokered 
two tong members. They had establish 
rapport with gang members and were willins 
take on this risky endeavor. •uncle Choy" w 
the Suey Sing Tong member who recruit 
and advised the San Francisco youth group. 
that time, ·uncle Yee," my father, was act 
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in San Francisco, and was also the Oakland 
Suey Sing President. According to O.F ., ·unde 
vee· was the main Oakland Suey Sing contad 
and worked with "Unde Choy• to recruit the 
Oakiand Suey Sing group. 

The motives for the Oakland Suey Sing 
boys were different. They simply wanted a 
place to hang. oUt They also desired affiliation 
with the San Francisco Suey Sing group for 
their protection from other youths. At the same 
time, Tom Tom and his San Francisco Suey 
Sing Tong followers believed that the Oakland 
group could assist them in turf battles in San 
Francisco Chinatown. By 1968, the group was 
called the ·oakland Suey Sing boys" or "Sing 
Sing boys" and the San Francisco group was 
referred to as the "Tom Tom Gang• (Chin 
1990). The Oakland group was relatively small, 
consisting Qf.; eight paid official Suey Sing 
members and about 20 associates. Unlike the 
Hwa Chings and, later, Tom Tom's group, the 
Qakland Suey Sing boys did not have a clearly 
defined leader. From my observations, be­
tween 1968 w 1972, they often deferred to 
Tom Tom, but by no means was he their 
acknowledged leader. 

One day in August 1968, a Suey Sing 
member was beaten up by two Hop Sing Tong 
members. Later that night the former saw "Big 
Nose" of the Hop Sings driving his car on Grant 
Avenue in San Francisco, and ran up and shot 
"Big Nose" in the head. Although "Big Nose" 
eurvived and knew who shot him, the assailant 
was never arrested. The assailant was able to 
leave San Francisco and flee across the Bay 
where he stayed for one night at the ~ of 
one of the Oakland Suey Sing youths, and then 
stayed the next three weeks at the Oakland 
home of a tong elder. After a cooling off period, 
the Suey Sing member joined the Merchant 
Marine and .tell the gang life. 

By 1980, the Oakland group faced two 
major challeriges. One was conflict with Chi­
canos, especially at Oakland Technical High 
School. VVhen Chinese students were beaten 
up by Chicano students, older Suey Sing 
members canie to the aid of the high school 
members and used hatchets as weapons to 
defend the ChineSe students. During the same 
time period an Oakland-based American born 
group of Chinese·and Japanese, "The Rick­
shaw Runners; posed the second challenge. 
The Runners had numerous altercation with 
the Suey Sing boys in Oakland Chinatown and 
at the local bowling alley. In this case, the San 
Francisco Suey Sing members assisted their 

Oakland counterparts in fighting the "Rick­
shaw Runners• in a number of skirmishes. 
Eventually, the "Rickshaw Runners• were 
forced to back down and maintain their dis­
tance froOl Chinese immigrants in general, 
and the Suey Sing boys in particular. 

In August 1969, the East Bay Chinese 
Youth Council (EBCYC) was established in 
Oakland Chinatown.ltwasorganizedby Ameri­
can-born Chinesecolegestudentswhowanted 
to bring a progressive voice to the East Bay 
Chinese community. They lobbied to increase 
social services for Chinese·youth.ln the East 
Bay cities of Oakland, Alameda, Emeryville, 
and Berkeley. Unlike other ChinatqY,~R organi­
zations, the founders were a diverse group of 
young people. Some of the founding members 
and original EBCYC Board of Directors in­
duded three Suey Sing boys from Oakland. 
Tom Tom from San F,rancisco was a founding 
member. I was the oiganization's founder and 
first President. • 

Unfortunately, the goals of the gang 
members involved in EBCYC was not to bring 
about community empowerment anc~···soaal 
change, but to make "easy money" through 
government-funded programs the way Tom 
Torn did in San Francisco. Jn San Franasco 
Tom Tom was employed as a gang outreach 
worker and often WOrked' onlY 15 Minutes per 
day. His job was to control gang activities and 
violence. However. this position only further 
enhanced Tom Tom) ability to reauit new 
gang merribers btd.use It demonstrated to 
potential members that he had the connec­
tions and the' Intelligence to manipulate "the 
system.• In the case of the East Bay Chinese 
Youth Council, it never became a source of 
"easy money.• The Youth Council never ob­
tained the gang prevention funding that other 
organizations in San Francisco Chinatown 
were able to obtain, and the EBCYC staff was 
interested only in working for the larger com­
munitY. 

The relationship between EBCYC and 
the gang members had a profound effect upon 
the latter. Between 1970-1972, new members 
(ages 14-17) attached themselves to the Osk­
la,ci Suey Sing youth grOup and were also par-

. ticipants in EBCYC's programs such as the 
War on Poverty's Neighborhood Youth Corps 
Program. Many of the older gang members 
(ages 18-22) had changed and had adopted 
the principles of the college studentS. Those 
older gang mernberswere now concerned with 
improving Chinatown community life. 
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By the end of 1972, Tom Tom's gangs 
power base eroded because of a change in 
policy by the San Francisco tongs and inaeas­
ing competition and conflict With C)'lher gangs 
in Chinatown. First, by the~ of 1972, 
the San Francisco~oflncorporating 
the former Hwa Chinga into the tongs was 
deemed a failure. The tong yOuth groups were 
viewed as too~ a liability. In San Francisco, 
both the Hop Sing and Suey Sing tongs, who 
had tt18 largest_~ groups, either expelled 
many yquth rnemb8ts or no longer supported 
the youltl. In San Francisco Suey Sing, only 
fift8en Wbo .. actually became tong members 
remained. · 

Another factor was the reemergence Of 
the .Hwa Chings. In January 1970, one of the 
old Hwa Ching leaders, Kenny~. was dis­
chargedfron\the~U.S. army. He maneuv8ftld 
his way baCk into power and revitalized the 
Hwa Cbings. One night in August 1972, TOm 
Tom was sevetaly beaten in a San Francisco 
Chinatown restaurant. He was hospitalized for 
six weeks .. During that time, 1he Tom Tom 
.gang \fiiiQived: some joined o1her gangs, and 
otherf left the gang lfe. Sllll ott..~ to flee 
because Tom tom ~ no longer protect 
them, and a· feW.~ Tom Tom himself, 
moved to Oakland. Tt1u8, the transition of 
power was ,....__.,. Hwa .Chings b8came 
thestrongeetgangin sanF~Chinatown. 

Tom Tom and the ~·otthe San 
Fra~Cist»Suey Sing(ll'aupaitt8mpledtoreetta­
blish tbemlelvel.as a Yiable_gang.in Oaldand. 
Tom Tom approached the Oakland Suey Sing 
boys a was rejected by the older group that 
once supported him. A$ mentioned drtier. 
EBCYC had Positively inftue(1ced some of the 
older gang members and th8Y did not want to 
follow Tom Tom. 

Some of the younger Suey Sing mem­
bers and their friends followed Tom Tom and 
initiated a hostile takeover of the EBCYC club 
house, programs, and staff. I ~ed in 
three months of negotiations which resulted in 
the takeover of the Youth Council by Tom Tom 
and a few of his followers. Sy the time the 98"9 
members took over the EBCYC, nothing ttas 
left to take over except for an empty shell of a 
club house. The EBCYC Board of Directors 

· and staff had transferred everything to the 
newly founded organization, East Bay Mlans 
for Community Action, which continued and 
expanded upon the EBCYC prOgrams. . 

In 1968, the Oakland Chinese Com­
munity Council (OCCC) was established to 

provide Chinese-speaking referral and soc 
services to the Oakland Chinese communi 
In 1970, OCCC hired its first full-time salari 
Executive Director, Edward K. Chook. Lit 
was known about Chook except that he w 
active in the loc8l Kuomi~ (KMT) Party. 
the beginning of his tenure, EBCYC and E 
ward Chook'had·a cordial wof1dng relatic 
ship. By 1972, the relationship had coolec 
great deal. According to Tom Tom, Chook h 
advised him and his followers to take overt 
Youth Council. Chook even promised Tc 
Tom that he would help set up youth progl"81 
such as the summer Neighborhood VOl 
Corp program. In 197211973, Tom Tom's ' 
forts to remodel EBCYC for his personal bt 
efit had failed and the organization had a qu 
end. Tom Tom lost his followers and w 
shortly aftenvan:l deported to Hong Kong t 
cause of a felony conviction. 

Unlike their San Francisco counterpar 
the original Oakland Suey Sing youth gro 
did not extort Oakland Chinatown business 
and community members. However, after t 
group no longer existed as a Suey Sing To 
sponsored group, some of Tom Tom's you 
Oakland followers named themselves •su 
Sing boys• and began to extort members of1 
oakland Chinese community. In Novemt 
1972, a local newspaper reported the am 

, and conviction of four Chinese juveniles a 
two adults who were part of an extortion ri1 
To their victims they Identified themselves 
·suey. Sing boys .• 

. The Suey Sing boys took a variety 
paths. Four continued_ their deviant life • 
and have become involVed with drugs and t 
were inCarcerated for serious crimes such 
murder. Twenty are married with chHdren, a 
they have indicated that they doltotwantth 
to join any gang. Six own and operate bt.J 
nesses. One is a well known ctief and rest 
rant owner In another city. Approximately 
are gainfully employed in occupations such 
hair stylist and automobile mechanic, 1 
seventeen have moved out of oakland butt 
live in the greater San Francisco Bay Area, 1 
are successful in their professional and p 
sonallives. 

IMPUCATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
The findings from this study sugg 

that earty Chinese gangs on the West Co 
were notoliginany a product of~ greed 1 
irratiOnal dev1ant behavior. Instead, they w 
initially a group of youths who banded toget 
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for protection and survival. Even today, thirty 
years later, young,immigrants still join Chi­
nese gangs, Samoan gangs, Cambodian 
gangs, and Filipino gangs for mutual-proteC­
tion (Aiegado 1994; Revilla 1996). The impli­
cations of this study for public policy makers is 
that they should look beyond the gangs as the 
sole problem, and to look inwards towards the 
broader Asian American community. One ob­
vious question to be addressed is how we can 
reduce the rift between local-bom Asians and 
our immigrant/refugee cousins. 

Oakland Chinatown's Suey Sing boys 
did not come into existence as a gang because 
of their association with San Frandsco China­
town gang members nor due to the Oakland 
Suey Sing Tong. Before their recruitment into 
Oakland Suey Sing, they already functioned 
as a gang. However, theywereacknowledged 
as a gang only after they became affiliated with 
Suey Sing Tong and the nature of their activi­
ties were in fact influenced by the San Fran­
dsco Tom Tom gang. In other urban centers, 
the pattern of gang members in one city creat­
ing or influendng the development of a new 
gang in another city has been a major factor in 
the spread of Chinatown gangs in the United 
States. This phenomena requires additional 
study not only for Chinese gangs but other 
Asian gangs in the United States. 

The Asian gang literature does make 
linkages (Chin 1990) and non-linkages (Joe 
1994) with the tongs and Triads. What I dis­
cuss in this study that requires further research 
is the links to other c;ommunity organizations 
such as those of the Suey Sing boys to the East 
Bay Chinese Youth Coundl. For the Suey Sing 
boys, the gang's development and also its 
demise were influenced by a variety of COI11PO­
nents of the Chinese community. Future gang 
studies need to address these important is­
sues of gang/social structure relations. An­
other topic for examination is: can self help 
community-based organizations positively im­
pact the nature of a gang, gang membership, 
and violence perpetuated by gang members? 
If so, should there be more community pro­
grams for our youth? And what should these 
programs look like? These questions have 
significant public policy implications regard­
ing the control of gangs and related criminal 
activities. 

In 1971, Oakland Chinatown had only 
one gang, the Suey Sing boys. This group 
operated as a gang for approximately five 
years. The situation in Oakland Chinatown is 

different today. There are now 16 predominantly 
ethnic Chinese gangs in Oakland and many 
are based in Chinatown. They have gang 
names such as the Red Fire, Wo Hop To, Viet-

. namese Troublemakers, Asian car Thieves, 
and Chinatown Rulers (Rosenthal1991). VVhat 
can we do? 
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BLACK LEADERSHIP IN GANG MOVEMENTS: TOWARD NEW DIRECTIONS 

Jacob U. Gordon, The University of Kansas 

INTRODUCTION 
Researchers, professionals, and public 

officials have been struggling to explain the 
recent increase in black youth violence in the 
United States. The current plight of African­
American males is believed to be associated 
with street gang activities. There is a wide­
spread belief that black people, and particu­
larly yot8'lg black inner city males, are far more 
prone to violence than white people. The cur­
rent status of black men and boys reveals 
alanning .1ata which has often been viewed as 
gang-related: 

Amostonelnttvee(33%)81ackmalesbelween 
theagesof20and29isunderthecont101ofthe 
crln*lal justice system -in prison, jail, on pro­
bation, or on parole. Thisc:ompMid wlh one in. 
a1xteen White males and one in ten Hispanic 
males. (Maurer 1990) 

Thei'Uri:lerofAfriclln.Americmaleslnpriaan 
and jd exceeda the number of African-Ameri­
caunalelenroledlnhighereducdon. (MeUIW' 
1990) 

BlackmenlntheUnlldS1ates .. ln!prilollld It 
a rate four times that of Black men In Soulh 
Africa: 3, 108per100,000con!p8Aidto 729per 
100,000. (Morton, Snell1992) 

Forty-tcupeR»ntofal prilonera In the United· 
Stllla .. a.dt;Biacknnnlllceup40percert 
of the c:ondern;led on delth row. (Sentenc:ing 
Project 1990) 

Black males ant more lblytobe bam to unwed 
leeMgemolherswhothemlelveshave lmlted 
educ:lllion and even men limllllld life c:hoic:es. 
(GIIbs 1988) 

Neartyhalf(42. 7%)of81ackycdt under 18M 
infamiliesbelowthepovertyline.(Cwtls1998) 

Mont than 20percentofthe Black male adoles­
cents In the 12-17 age groups were IINible to 
readmthe4thgradelellei.(Brown 1979) 

Ulanp~oymentamongBiac:kycUhwas34per­
cent-lwicetheraleof 17.4percentamong all 
teenllgers. (Gibbs 1988) 

By most demographic indices-mortal­
ily, health, aime, homicide, life expectancy, 
income, education, unemployment. Md .gwi­
tal status-African-American men have the 
smallest chance to achieve the AmeriCan 
dream. In fact, of the four comparison groups 
(Black males, Black females, \Nhite males, 
'Mlite . females), social indicators show that 
Black males experience the highest rates of 
health and social problems, including heart 
disease, hypertension, diabetes, homicide, 
suicide, unemployment, delinquency and 
crime, school dropout, imprisonment, and 
unwed teenage parenthood (Gordon, Mayors 
1,fll94). As Gibbs (1988) put it, Black males 
have been miseducated by the educational 
system, mishandled by the aiminal justice 
system, mislabeled by the mental health sys­
tem, and misread by the social welfare sys­
tem. In fact, she argues that Black males have 
become rejects of our aftluent society and 
misfits in their own communities. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
The literature in Black Leadership in 

America does not c:onaider the Black street 
gang hieraR:hical structure and ita leaderlhip 
as an aspect of Black laadership. Yet many 
observers and researchers seem to agree, at 
least in part, that young Blacks, eapec:ially the 
males, are atbacted to gangs because of the 
potential to become leaders within the ranks of 
the group. Uberal observers and reeearchers 
often argue that Black youlh find street gangs 
attractive because the system and its tradi­
tional/conventional leadership have faUed 
them. On the other hand, many gang mem­
bers are returning to conventional leadership 
to share in the American traditional values. 

Some research has portrayed. gang 
rnemberl ea .OtlatiVe!Y invariant walter Miller 
(1976) viewed gang delinquents as represen­
tative of a lower-c:lau cultural milieu; his six 
"focus concerna~ are peraiatent and distinct 
feabnl of the entire American "'ower cleaa .• 
Simllaily, J~ (1991) said that male 
gang members were one-dimen8ional "tough 
nuts,· defiant individuals with a rational •so­
cial Darwinist worldview" who diaplayed defi.. 
ant individualism •men generally" than other 
people in low-income communities. 
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Other research, however, has suggested 
that gang members vary, particulal1y on their 
orientation toward conventionality. Whyte 
(1943) classified his Comerville street comer 
men as either •college boys• or ·comer boys,· 
depenclng on their aspirations. Cloward and 
Ohlin (flM50), apptytng Merton's (1957) eartier 
typofogy, categorized lower-dass youths in 
tout. eels c:if a matrix, depending · on their 
aspirations and •atteri8 for success. • Many of 
their delnquents repudiated the legitimacy of 
conventional society and resorted to innov• 
tive solutionS to attain success goals. Cloward 
and Ohln took issue with Cohen (1958) and 
Matza (1984), whole delinquents went inter­
naRy conflicted but, as a group, Imputed legiti­
macy to the· norma of the larger society. 

Some moreMCentrneaRlhersalaohave 
found vanations in convenllonallywilhln gangs. 
Klein (1971), echoing Thrasher (1927), differ­
entiated between •core• and "fringe• mem­
bers, a c:llstlnction that policy makers have 
adopladeeelnggangmember8as •corporaeas,• 
•scavengers; •emulators; •auxiliaries; or 
•adjl.l'1ds, • mainly on the basla of their dis­
tance from gang membership. Fagan (1990), 
like Matza and Cohen, found that •conven­
tional values may coexist with deviant behav­
iors for gang delinquents and olher inner city 
youth.• Macleod (1987) obeeNed swprising 
variation among ~groupe. TheWhite·'11all 
hangers. believed •stagnation at the bottom of 
the occupational structure to be almolt inevi­
table•nwera rebelliousdellnquenla, wheNas 
the Afric:ari:.Amer "brothers. reacted to 
similar conditions by aspiring to middle-dais 
status; Theee findings suggest that not only 
.. there variations within the gang but that 
gang members were engaged in le8dership 
acts. They developed corporate and commu­
nity leadership skills. The uae of these leader­
ship skills poses a different question. 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 
The present investigation attempts to 

addlessfourrelatedquestions: Areyouthg8ngs 
responsible for the plight of Black males? 
What is the role of Black leadership In the gang 
movement In Metropolitan Kansas City? What 
are the changing values ofga'1g8? And finally, 
what are the perceptions of BlaCk profeslion­
als about Blackstreetgangslnthe Kansas City 
area? It il hypothesized by the researcher that 
answers baled on empirical data willlna'ease · 
our current liri1lted knowledge of street gangs 
in general and Kansas City in particular. 

REVIEW OF RELATED UTERATURE 
As to the first question, Evan Starks 

(1993) analysis of Black violence does no 
support the widespread belief that the youtt 
gangs are responsible for Black violence anc 
the· plight of Black males. Instead, the epi 
demicofteenagepregnMCy, substance abuse 
and the prevalence of households headed b~ 
women are more closely Unked to Black v1o 
lence. Pundits speculate about these prob 
lema; conservatives frequently describe then 
as being moral deficits; liberals focus on racia 
discrimination and poverty. Both conserv& 
tives and liberals are beginning to reach li 
coneensus thM. as former President Bust 
desaibed in his January 28, 1992, State oftht 
Union Address: "The major cause of the prob 
lems of the cities is the dissolution of thE 
family: 

According to Feagin (1986), ~end o· 
slavery as a legal condition did not end thE 
subordindon of the Black. Americans.· AJ. 
though almost 130 years have passed sinCE 
the 13th Amendment to the Constitution abo~ 
ished slavery, dlsaiminatory practices anc 
oppressive conditions have continued to per· 
petuale a vicious circle fromwhich the rnajorit) 
of African-Americans are unable to escape 
extreme poverty, inadequate education, inad 
equate health care, substandard housing, ex· 
elusion from middle income or higher jot 
opportUnilles, a1d the denigration of pride ir 
self and the Afrk:8n..America culture. Man~ 
African-Americans have yet to obtain bask 
hli'IWI and civit rights that were due to then 
but denied in the U.S. Supreme Ccut Drec 
Scott decilion of 185?. These elements havt 
contributed to the negative environmental con. 
ditions that characterize the plight of man~ 
African-Americans. 

Scholars have argued that the devalua 
tion of African-Americas, especially their cu~ 
ture, has resulted in psychological scarring 
interpersonal violence, and ethnic group vic 
timization. In reporting on black-on-black ho 
micide, Poussaint remartced, 

Institutional ~Kist practices place a podive 
v-.. on whitenen and a negative one on 
Blackneas .... Manyoftheproblems In the Black 
community are related to Institutional racism, 
which fosl1n a chRmlc l8c:k of Black self-re­
lped,~manypoorBiackstobehlve 
~andwlhuncontrollablerage. 
(1983) 
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Despair, low self-esteem, and rage often 
presage intrapersonal and interpersonal abuse 
and, sometimes, homicide and suicide. An 
adolescent who lives in poverty and sees his 
father unemployed and his family suffer, and 
who is surrounded by destitution, disparage­
ment, murder, and aime, may strikeout against 
others and himself. Survival is problematic 
and optimistic life changes are at best long 
shots. 

A devalued status, racial stereotypes, 
and high crime rates have led to the societal 
perception of violence as •normal" in African­
American communities and families (Hawkins 
1987). Yet this image belies the historical facts 
of close-knit and protective kin that have sur­
vived despite forced separations and intol­
erable circumstances. 

Our explanations of the status of Black 
males are more complicated. A picture that 
emerges of what VVIIson (1987) called "the 
black underclass, • is that low-income black 
people have become isolated in the inner-city. 
Wilson argues that the twin pathologies of 
black-on-black violence and female-headed 
households are mutually reinforcing. VIOlence­
related arrests deplete the pool of black males 
available for marriage, while the absence of 
strong male role models in the home leads to 
delinquency and violent crime. VVIIson favors 
national fobs and income-support programs 
targeting black men. Another important expla­
nation of underclass b8navior emphasizes 
psychological characteristics such as low self­
esteem. In this connection, for Weet· (1993), 
the underclass of black youths embodies a 
-walking nihilism• of pervasive drug addiction, 
alcoholism, homicide, and suicide. Poussaint 
(1972) traced the ghetto "subculture of vio­
lence· to self-hatred, particularly among young 
Black males. 

The links between youth and violence, 
welfaredependence;andthe,.ndleofpathol­
ogy" of the black family .were first made by 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan lrf The Negro Family: 
A Case for National Action (1985) todlanatize 
the inheritance of white racism. H should be 
noted that as late as the 1960's, 75 percent of 
African-American families were headed by a 
husband and wife. But by the 1980's, there 
were more than 1.5 million African-American 
female-headed families in the United States, 
resulting in poverty for these families (Baker 
1988). For these writers, the absence of strong 
male role models in the home is a major factor. 
In response, several hundred Black profes­
sionals, human service agencies, and 

foundations have created several intervention 
programs: the National Council of African­
American Men, National Coalition of African­
American Men, the National African-American 

· Male Collaboration, Saturday Academies for 
African-American Young men, the 100 Men, 
and the 1 million march on Washington. 

RESEARCH METHODS AND SOURCES OF 
DATA 

The information and interpretations pre­
sented here draw on observations, related 
literature, questionnaire data, and extensive 
fieldwork conducted over four months in Met­
ropolitan Kansas City. During the first month 
of fieldwork in January 1996, I conducted a 
series of workshops in organizational skDis 
and human relations with the Executive Com­
mittee of Break and Build. Break and Build 
represented the largest youth gang in the area. 
Between February and March, I conducted 
four focus groups with members of the Execu­
tive Committee of Break and Build. The pur­
pose was to determine project priorities for 
funding by local philanthropic groups. By mid­
February, I developed and administered ques­
tionnaires to 50 selected African-American 
professionals in the area. The purpose was to 
determine their perceptions of Black youth 
gangs. I later had the opportunity to personally 
observe members of Break and Build and their 
staff (35) in early March. My research design 
did not enable me to conclude how fully the 
members of Break and Build represented the 
more than 50 gang groups in Metropolitan 
Kansas City. The primary focus here was on 
the leadership of Break and Build and its 
implications for future gang activities in Kan­
sas City. 

THE CASE OF METROPOUTAN KANSAS 
CITY 

The role of Black leadership in shaping 
gang rnovemenl8 in the metropolitan Kansas 
City.,.. is important. His estimated that there 
are about ~ gangs In this area. Metropolitan 
Kansas C~ Ia a twin city (Kansas City, Mis­
souri and Kansas City, Kansas). The area has 
a combined population of 1.4 million. Youth 
violence is a major problem in Kansas City. 
The following is a report summary prepared by 
the Department of Justice outlining the nation's 
youth violence and victimization crisis. 

• Between 1988 and 1992 juvenile arrests for 
violent crimes lnaeased nearly 50 percent. 

• Juveniles were responsible for about 1 in 5 
violent crimes. 
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Figure l. Age Distribution of Homicides in 1995 
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• Law enforcement agencies made nearly 2.3 
million arrests of persons under age 18 in 
1992. 

• If trends continue as they have over the past 
10 years; juvenile arrests for violent crime 
wildouble bytheyear2010 and the juvenile 
rate for murder will increase 150 percent. 

• Any juvenile between ages 12 and 17 is more 
likelytobethevictinofviolentcrimethanare 
persons past their mid twenties. 

• Most offenders who victimize juveniles are 
family members, friends or acquaintances. 

• Agunwasused in 1 in4seriousviolentcrimes 
againstjuvenilesin 1991. 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(1993) has also provided some juvenile homi­
cide data which suggest an alarming trend. 

• Between 1984 and 1991 the rate at which 
juveniles ages 14 to 17 committed murder 
increased 160 percent. 

At this point in the year, the Kansas City 
metropolitan area has exceeded the previous 
year in child and youth homicides, according 
to the Childhood Fatality Review Program. 
Current avaHable data indicate that Kansas 
City is not immune from the national trend of 
growing youth violence and victimization. 

• Homicide was the cause of 80 deaths of 
children leas than 18 years ot 1198 in 1995, 
representing 23 percent of injury-related 
deaths. 

• As shown in Figure 1, 53 percent (42) of 
homicides were children 15through 17years 
of age. The next largest group was one 
throughfouryear-oidswith 16percent(13) 
ofthe total. 

• While black children make up a minority ofthe 
overall population, they are over-represented 
as a majority ofthe homicide deaths (F~gure 
2). 

• The peak month for homicides in 1995 was 
Maywith 14, followedbyFebruarywithten 
(Figure3). 

• Firearm injuries followed by Shakenllmpad 
Syndromewerethecommonknowncauses 
of child homicides in 1995 (Figure 4). 

As Spergel (1995) has indicated, there 
are youth gang-related problems in America. 
However, there is no evidence to support the 
assertion that street gangs are responsible for 
American violence. Available data indicate 
that gangs alone are not responsible for the 
violence in Kansas City as indicated above. 

The data shows that there are multiple causes 
for violence, including substance abuse, dys­
functional families, values, lifestyles, a sense 
of personal responsibility, greed etc. 

It is important to understand that Afri­
can-American gang leadership is in part, a 
search for alternative leadership. In a real 
sense, the emergence of street gangs in this 
country is a product of our national cqntested 
values. It is no exaggeration to say that the 
fraying of America's social fabric has become 
a national obsession. Presumably, it is this 
context that the Speaker of the U.S. House of 
Representatives, Newt Gingrich (1995) calls 
for "a retum to mainstream American civiliza­
tion and the basic principles upon which we 
must face as a nation." According to recent 
polls, more than three-quarters of American 
adults are convinced that the United States is 
in moral and spiritual decline. For example, 
America's public schools, traditionally respon­
sible for teaching common values, have be­
come battlefields. At issue are differences 
about moral authority, family life, sexual ex­
pression, and how to live together in a multi­
cultural society despite our differences. It 
should also be noted that for many African­
American street gang leaders, pocketbook 
pressures have been a major consideration­
the apparent lack of equal chance for all 
Americans. VVhatever the motives and causes 
of African-American street gangs, their leader­
ship has had a tremendoUs negative impad on 
society. It has also been significantly different 
from traditional African-American leadership 
in the context of American civilization. Per­
haps most importantly, it has sensitized 
America to the needs of its youth. 

In the quest for human rights and racial 
advancement, African-Americans have man­
aged throughout their history to draw their 
leaders from their own ranks. African-Ameri­
can leaders have always sought diverse ways 
to overcome the racial barriers and oppression 
that have pervaded American society .. It should 
be noted that the security of power, prestige, 
and ideological differences in the African­
American community have resulted in a 
struggle for leadership that is often ruthless 
and ineffective. This form of leadership grows 
out of the dispersion of Africans to the Ameri­
cas. Thus the African-American leadership 
that emerged was conditioned by environmen­
tal factors and the psychology engendered by 
the system of slavery. Although both forms of 
African-American leadership (traditional and 
street gangs) are products of the dominant 
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Figure 3. Homicides by Month in 1995 
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Figure 4. Causes of Death in 1995 Homicides 
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cultural oppression, they are significanUy dif­
ferent. The traditional leadership is built on the 
concept of bourgeoisie refonnism; that is, the 
notion that full political participation within the 
system will produce benefits to African-Ameri­
cans. On the other hand, African-American 
street gang leadership operates from the per­
spective that the American power struclure, 
dominated by white males, will never fully 
accept African-Americans as first class citi­
zens, quarlfied and capable of sharing in the 
American "dream." 

led by Andre Thurman (19968), the 
Break and Build in Kansas City, Missouri is 
providing a foundation for new directions in 
street gar.g activities in Kansas City. Members 
of this group are former gang members who 
have had diverse street and aiminal justice 
experiences. Although the founder and Presi­
dent of the group is an African-American male, 
the organization's leadership involves both 
African-Americans and Hispanics. 

Operation Break and Build is a result of 
the 1993 Urban Peace and Justice Summit 
referred to as the Gang Summit. Its primary 
purpose is to provide viable aHematives for the 
transformation and redirection of its staff, 
members, and clients. More clear1y stated in 
its promotion material, Break & Build's pur­
pose is -.a develop non-traditionalleadet'ship 
to improve the quality of life of African-Ameri­
can and Latin American young men and women 
In the metropolitan Kansas City area. • This is 
a very chaHenging goal with enormous re­
sponsibility. 

During the 1993 Urban Peace and Jus­
tice Summit in Kansas City, Missouri, the gang 
members identified four areas they felt must 
be addressed for their transformation process. 
These areas were: Crisis Intervention, Eco­
nomic Development, Women's Issues, and 
Criminal Justice. Later, Operation Break & 
Build added Education as a fifth area. Op­
eration Break and Buiid leadership was de­
termined to change the fate of the gangs and 
dedicated themselves to the reconstruction of 
society and the environment from which they 
came. They searched for resources to support 
their new agenda, a redirection of street gang 
activities from destructive to constructive be­
haviors. With funding from the Kauffman Foun­
dation, the Jackson County Anti-Drug tax (Com­
bat), the Amercorp Program, and the National 
and World Council of Churches, Operation 
Break & Build has officially kicked off its 
program. 

A recent flyer (April 8, 1996) (fhurman 

1996b) mailed to hundreds of groups stated: 
"we are seeking the opportunity to network 
with you/your organization on behalf of. Opera­
tion Break & Build and Its participants." Spe­
·cifically, the organization is seeking ·employ­
ment for the youth, opportunity for apprentice­
ship, mentoring of young people in schools, 
and resources for the work done. 

Break & Build prides itself on being 
unique because it is youth-driven. Its leader­
ship, composedofyouth, has traveled through­
out the country giving speeches, lectures, and 
seminars to other youth-focused programs. 
This effect is likely to have tremendous Impact 
on American youth because of the youth lead­
ership of Operation Break & Build. 

At a recent seminar on MW'ch 7, 1996 
with the founder and Executive Committee 
members of Operation Break & Build, the 
author of this paper developed a plan of action 
for the future (Gordon 19968). That plan in­
cluded two additional areas of development 
1) arts and cultunt and 2) political participa­
tion. In· addition, the group planned a peace 
negotiation-str gang organization forum. 
Theforumfocusadonoonflictresolutionamong 
all gangs and collaboration with traditional 
human service providers. The group planned 
to work with alternative schools, providing 
monthly retreats for high-risk youth .... work­
ing committee was represented by 1/3 youth, 
1/3 profenionala, and another 1/3 members 
of the faith community. A timeline to accom­
plish its immediate objectives was set. 

In light of the desire of Operation Bntak 
& Build to work with Black professionals, 
social providers, and st.reet ganga in order to 
accomplish its mission, a survey of the atti­
tudes of fifty black professionals who are 
regarded as power brokers and/or impactors 
in the metropolitan Kansas City area was 
conducted bytha author of this paper (Gordon 
1996b). Among other things, the survey asked 
participants to describe their attitudes toward 
street gangs. The moat frequently used words 
and phrases were as follows: Bad news, c:rying 
out for acceptance, needs self-esteem, needs 
guidance in setting goats for upward mobility, 
neglected and misguided, dangerous drugs, 
out of control, fear, I am not proud of them, 
black power, losers, lawless, dangerous, no 
hope. It is Important to note that the educa­
tional levels of the participants ranged from a 
bachelor's degree (25%) to the master's de­
gree (40%) and the doctorate degree (35%). 

The current attitudes of the sample of 
African-American professionals toward 
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African-American street gangs have serious 
implications forthefuture. The new direction of 
street gangs in Kansas City should not only be 
applauded but encouraged and supported, 
especially by Black professlonats. Many Black 
professionals represent the traditional Black 
leadership and the power structure in Kansas 
City. This is probably the case in most Ameri­
can cities, particularlY the inner cities. The 
development of the inner cities requires col­
laborative efforts among aH concerned. In the 
case of Kansas City, if Break & Buld is to tum 
things around, it needS the support of Black 
professionals, especially those in the power 
structure. 

CONCLUSION 
The problems of gang violence have 

been well docUmented. However, it is unclear 
whether the growth in urban violence should 
be attributed largely to gangs, law-violating 
youth groups, or nongang youths. Although 
several studies have documented higher lev­
els of violence among gang rnernber8 com­
pan!ld to nongang youths, the research neces­
sary to clarify this issue has not been con­
ducted since MOler's study in the 1970'1. More 
definitive data must be colled8d to untangle 
this situation. YJhat roles have Blacks played 
in gang movements? There is much evidence 
that 8tackl have played major roles ln gang 
movements and gang-related violence. Black 
involvement includes leadership roles toward 
new, productive direclionS. 'Regrettably, this 
leadership style has been neglected in Ameri­
can leadership literature. As indicated in this 
study 1 the cunent activities of Operation Break 
& Build gang groups in metropolitan Kansas 
City are a case in point. 

The Cl.lf'MM plan of action by Operation 
Break and Build in Metropolitan Kansas City is 
indeed a refreshing modet in street gang his­
tory. It needs to be nurtured end replicated. Its 
presentfundersareto be commended. Equatly 
important is the grassroots support. But It alao 
needs the blessings of traditional Black power 
structure in the community. The question is, 
will the Black professionals come around just 
like the street gangs have come around? Only 
time will tell. 

REFERENCES 
Baker lt 11188 Doing Social ReaeM:h NY: McGraw-Hill 
8fiDwn DG 1878 Introduction 1o Psychology: An Outline lo 
~Principles end Practice NY: RoulledQe,· 
Chllpmln & Hall, Inc 

Cloward R, L Ohlin 1960 Delinquency and Oppcxtunity 
Glencoe, IL: Free Presa 

Cohen AK 1958 R.....-ch in delinquent subcultures J Social 
,__ 14 3 Sunwner 

Ct.rtlsl11111117'11esmt.ofFamifiesMIIwaukee, WI: Families 
lntlmetional, Inc 

Fagan J 11180 Socilll processes of delinquency anct drug uee 
among urban gangs. In CR Huff ed Ganga In America 
Newbury Park: Sage 

Feagin J 1888 SliMily IA'IWIIIing to die J Blttck Sludles 17 
173-200 

Federll Blnau of IIMstlgation 11193 Supplementaly Homi­
cide Reports, 1878-11191. Machine-readabl data Illes. 
W8shing1Dn, DC 

Gibbs JT 1988 Young, Black, and Male in Arnerlca: An 
Endengeled Species Dover, W.: Auburn Houle 

Gingrich N 1885 To ~America NY: Harper Collins 
Gordan J 111111111 Seminar conducted for the ExeaJtMt cam. 

milllle, Breek & Build, ~ City, MO Ma'ch 7 
__ 181111b Bllldl. Pu r 111ona1 Survey - Atllludes o1 

Bllldl. Pn:lfel8ionllla TOWIIRI 8ladl Street Ganga, Kan-
181 City, KS. Maldi-April 

Gordan J, R Mayors 1994 71le Amettcan Black Afale: ~ 
Pteaent status and His Futura Chicago: Nellon Hd 

H8Widnl D 11187 DeY8IUed livel end I'8Cilll stereotypes. Pfl 
189-2051n RL HlpmiDn ed Violence in the Blaclc FIIIJIII) 
Lexington, W.: L.exlngliOn Booksl DC Heath 

Jankowski MS 1881 Island in file StrMt Ganga Md Amefi. 

can uman Socilf)' Beltleley, CA: u C8llromlll 
Klein JIIN1871 sn.tGang&end Stnlet~Englewoocj 

Clllfl, NJ: PMnlice Hell 
Mllcleocl J 11187 Ait'f No Meldn' It Llweled Aspitations In I 

LDw-#IK»me~Boulder. CO:'NIItvlewPnla 
MaiD D 11184 De/lnqullncy and Dtllf From the ...-rdl 

'jJnlglwn d .. Cenllr for the Study d Law and Soclely 
NY: U Clllfomia ~ 

MlllnrM 11180 Young Blat:k Males and the Criminal JusticE 
System Walhilglan DC: The Sentanclng Project 

Merton RK 1957 Socii#TPieotyantiSodaiStructureGiencoe 
IL: Free Prell 

MilllrWB 1878VIolence by youlh gangs and youlh groups ir 
majOr Allllrtc.n clllel. Unpublished manusalpt. Harvan: 
Law School Center for Crin*lal Justice (NIIIioMI Crimi 
nal Justice Reference SeMce Mk:rollclle 034288) 

Mor11on DC, Tl Snell 1M2 Prtmne1s In 1811. U.S. Depart. 
1111111 of Justice: Bureaa of J..UC. Slldlltiea 
~ DP 11185 71le Negto Family: 71le Cue For N• 

1iot1a1 Ad/on W8ltllngiDn DC: US Dept of l.llbor 
PolalllntA 1t721M1y Bledcs Kit Blaclcs NY: Emer1011 Hal 

11183lllack-oMIIec:k homicide V«:tinniOIgy 8 181 
~ 
Spergel I 1885 The Youth Gang Problem: A Communitj 

ApptotK:h NY: Oxford U Press 
Starks E 11193llle myth of Black Ylolence. National AISOCie 

tlon d Socii# WotUts, Inc 4115-4110 
Stldl d Mlllouri 1885 Mlslourl Child Fatalily Review Pro 

gr..,1. Jell'er1on City, MO: Deparlment of Social Ser 
vlcel, Dhrillon of Family Services 

Thrlllher F 1827 71le Gang Chicago, IL: U Chicago Presa 
Thurman A 111111111 Break and Build 1/Vorkshop, Kansa City 

MO,Aprll4 
__ 11198b Breek and BuHd Flyer. Kanlas City, MO 

Mimeographed malllrlal by Operation Bntak and Build 
west c 11193 Race Afders Boston: Beacon Press 
Wl1yte W1843 StnletComer SocietyChicago,IL: U Chlc:IV 

Press 
Wilson WJ 11187 The Ttuly Diudvantaged: 71le Inner Cit} 

tile Undelclass, and Public Polley Chicago: U ChlcaQ 
Press 



Free Inquiry - Special Issue #2: Gangs. Drugs & Violence Volume 25 No. I, May 1997 Page 59 

PRELIMINARY TEST OF THEORY OF GROUNDED CULTURE 
AND GANG DELINQUENCY 

William B. Sanders, The University of Hartford 

INTRODUCTION 
The idea of subculture as an explanation 

of delinquency has taken two different fatks. 
One fork is reflected in the work of Albert 
Cohen (1955), Cloward and Ohlin (1960), and 
Walter Miller (1958). In this view, a delinquent 
subculture is a world view that essentially 
incorporates values in opposition to conven­
tional (middle dass) ones generating delin­
quent patterns of behavior. It is the opposi­
tional nature of the values that leads to oppo­
sitional behavior in the form of, often non­
utilitarian, delinquent behavior. The other fork 
is that of the control theorists, most particu­
larly, David Matza. For Matza ( 1964), a subcul­
ture of delinquency is not characterized by 
oppositional values but rather by conventional 
ones. The conventional values, though, have 
a particular twist due to subterranean conver­
gence. The deviant traditions in the subculture 
provide a surplus of negations of the offense 
(in a neo-classical sense) that allow the subcul­
ture delinquent to maintain conventional val­
ues while at the same time behaving in a way 
that breaks the conventions in the form of 
delinquency. 

This paper's sociological perspective 
involves studying the interaction structure of 
the situation in the tradition of Erving Gottman 
(1959,1961, 1963a, 1963b, 1967, 1969).How­
ever, at the same time, it recognizes the im­
portance of the phenomenological tradition, 
especially that of Harold Garfinkel (1967) and 
the ethnomethodologists. On the one hand, 
Gottman treats situations as "little institu­
tions" in a fairly positivistic manner. On the 
other hand, ethnomethodology takes contex­
tual embeddedness (indexicality) as a condi­
tion of social behavior, and contends that all 
meaning relies on context for its exact and 
specific sense. Furthermore, there is a reflex­
ive (mutually elaborating) relationship between 
interpretation and the phenomenon in the world. 
The interpretation ofthe phenomenon charac­
terizes the phenomenon in a certain way that 
gives it a specific sense while simultaneously 
justifying that very interpretation in terms of 
the phenomenon being interpreted (Garfinkel 
1967). 

Reflecting this background, the key con­
cept used in this paper to account for the 

nature of gang violence and patterned be­
havior of gangs is grounded culture. Rather 
than separating culture and structure, with 
culture hovering over social structure like a 
doud, culture's specific sense is viewed as 
grounded in the social structure. (By specific 
sense, I mean how talk is used and understood 
in a given context.) As typically used in sociol­
ogy, culture is a "gloss· to explain behavior 
relating to a set of shared values, norms, and 
world view. Culture is somewhat vague even 
though the content of culture is explained in 
terms of key values. However, the key values 
tend to be further glosses that only become 
sensible when pointing to specific instances of 
behavior. In an attempt to cull the specific 
sense of culture as related to behavior, rather 
than simply naming and defining a value for 
one and all in a given society, it is necessary 
to show how a certain value term is used in a 
specific situation. For example, a cultural con­
cept such as loyalty must be located in a 
specific instance for it to have a social reality. 
The concept loyalty is woven into the day-to­
day experiences of those who live in the struc­
ture. Loyalty gets its exact meaning from life in 
the structure and not simply as a verbal tradi­
tion handed down independent of the struc­
ture. Hence, while in middle-class society 
loyalty may be viewed in terms of patriotism to 
back military actions taken by the government, 
it can be viewed in gang areas in terms of 
standing up for your gang. While some expe­
riences and senses of culture are held in 
common, others, grounded in different struc­
tures, are very different. Thus, in talking about 
grounded culture, we are talking about how a 
certain cultural value is used in the context of 
a group, organization, or subculture. 

By examining the social situations of 
violence, we can see not only the patterns of 
violence, we can examine what sense is made 
of these situations. The meaning of the actions 
in the situations constitutes the culture. That is, 
culture is embedded in the situated meaning of 
events and actions. The violence elaborates 
the culture, and at the same time is explained 
by the culture. That is, gang violence tells us 
something about the culture (or subculture) 
while we use the culture to explain the vio­
lence. It is a reflexive relationship. 
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In order to test such ideas, it helps to 
codify and specify them in the form of a set of 
theoretical propositions. The following propo­
sitions reflect the key ideas in a way that I hope 
can be empirically tested, criticized, revised, 
and generally used as a tool for further under­
standing of patterns of gang behavior. Some 
of the propositions are fundamental and oth­
ers are supplemental to the main ideas. Those 
near the beginning are more fundamental, and 
those toward the middle and end, supplemen­
tal. 

Theory of Grounded Culture and Gang 
Delinquency 

1. All values, whether dominate culture or subcul­
ture, can only be understood in the context of 
their use. 

2.1denticallyexpressedvalues(i.e., thewordsused 
to talk about values) may have widely different 
meanings in different contexts. 

3. Delinquent gangs constitute a salient context for 
creating the specific sense of values for gang 
members. 

4. Actions by gang members are guided by 
commonsense reasoning based on the values 
grounded in gang activity and interpretive 
schemes convnonly used by gang members to 
understand and explain such activities. 

5. Gang subculture is generated in and sustained 
bygangmemberswhoteachotheryouthsinthe 
communitytheinterpretiveschemesforunder­
standing expressed values grounding them in 
sha:ad experiences, actions, situations and life 
position. 

6. The expression of a value ina given context must 
be grounded in a contextual matter that can be 
seen as an event or action. Otherwise it lacks 
meaning and essential sense. 

7. Different religions, ideologies, ethnic group be­
liefs, and histories (group and individual) are 
further contexts in the community for interpre­
tive schemes. 

Question and Problem 
Besides any purely logical or internal 

consistency problems, the theory must stand 
the test of empirical validation or rejection. At 
the outset, it is necessary to test a fundamental 
assumption of a subculture based on different 

values. Asked in its most simple form, ·c 
gang members express similar or differe1 
values than nongang members?" We mu 
have some test of the assumption that we ca 
differentiate gang members from nongan 
members in terms of values. 

METHODOLOGY 
The most straight-forward way of doin 

this is to ask a gang group and nongang grotJ 
about their values. If the same instrument 
given to the two groups and there is a diffe 
ence in expressed values, then we can se 
what values they are and the strength of t~ 
relationship, if any. 

Generating a set of values that refle 
the conventional values was done using youn 
people pursuing conventional goals. It Wi! 
reasoned that while any group could be use 
to generate a set of values to be compared wi1 
gang members, a more conventional grotJ 
would serve as a more valid test for compar 
son since deviance has its defining point i 
conventional norms and values. To this en4 
college students served as a group whosever 
being in college suggested conventionality. 
group of students, mostly Mexican-Americar 
reflecting the ethnicity of the region and gan 
members in the region were asked to list te 
values that they believed to be of key impo 
tance. Listed values were then compared 1 
see which ones came up the most frequent!; 
Then using values identified with non-convet 
tiona! lifestyles (e.g., coolness, courage) fror 
Miller (1958) and Goffman (1967), the follov 
ing 17 values were derived using this meth~ 

Coolness 
Courage 
Dependability 
Education 
Family 
Hard Wort< 
Honesty 
Independence 
Integrity 
Intelligence 
Kindness 
Loyalty 
Open Mindedness 
Religious Values 
Respect Others 
Self Respect 
Trust 

The questionnaire constructed was 
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Table I 
Coolness 
Very Important Important Neutral 

simple one using Likert categories with the 
following heading: 

Below are listed several values that may or 
may not be importantto you personally. Please 
place a check mark next to the description that 
best describes how important the value is to you 
personally.lfyou'renotsurewhatavaluemeans, 
use what it means to you. (The listing is alpha­
betical.) 

Following the heading, each value ques­
tion was posed as in Table 1. In addition, there 
were test variables for sex, age, ethnicity, 
religion, education level, and gang affiliation. 
Gang affiliation was tested by a request to 
draw a gang "placa" (a gang logo that is 
stylized for a particular gang). If the gang placa 
was not present or if it was one that was either 
of a tagger crew or inauthentic, based on pre­
vious research in the area (Sanders, Rodriguez 
1995), it was not included in the gang sample. 

The sample was drawn from four sources. 
The college students were sampled from large, 
introductory, general-requirement courses at 
a state university. This assured a general 
cross-section of college students from differ­
ent disciplines. The gang members were drawn 
from an alternative school for youths who had 
been suspended from the general high school 
population for behavioral problems, incarcer­
ated youths in a local rehabilitation center, and 
from youths on probation in the community. 

Of the 302 questionnaires completed, 
159 were college students, 111 were self­
identified and verified gang members and 32 
were non-college students either from the 
probation or alternative school sample. The 
analysis for this paper was based on only the 
college students and gang members. 

Since the basic question concerned dif­
ferentiating two groups on the basis of re­
sponses to values, it lends itselfto many forms 
of statistical analysis. Logistic regression analy­
sis was chosen because it is especially good 
for S-curve regressions found in a dichoto­
mous (instead of continuous) nominal vari­
able such as gang affiliation measured against 
an ordinal variable on a Likert scale. In order 
to see if gang-affiliation could be predicted by 
the 17 variables set up as value expressions, 

Not very important Not important at all 

gang membership was held as the dependent 
variable and the 17 values as the model for the 
independent variables. The first model pro­
duced the following results, using the SPSS 
format for logistic regression output (see Table 
2). 

As can be seen, the model accounted for 
75 percent of the variance. That it, it was able 
to differentiate gangs from nongangs in about 
three-fourths of the cases. In order to see if a 
more accurate model could be generated, the 
four variables with levels of significance near­
est .05 were selected and recomputed. As can 
be seen in the results, slightly less variance 
was accounted for, but that was with only four 
independent variables (education, trust, integ­
rity, and honesty) instead of 17. This provides 
us with a much better model, but still there is 
not a clear rejection of conventional values by 
a significant proportion of gang members when 
we examine those variables that can best 
distinguish gang from nongang values. 

Overall, though, while the nongang 
sample appeared to have clearly different 
value array with 86 percent falling into the 
nongang category in the first model, and 90 
percent in the second, those identifying with 
gangs were almost evenly split in the gang and 
nongang value array (see Table 3). 

DISCUSSION 
This first exploratory effort at differen­

tiating gangs from nongangs on the basis of a 
simple questionnaire resulted in a surprising 
outcome. It was not expected to differentiate 
gang from nongang members to the extent 
that it did. Indeed, when we looked at both 
models, we find that gang members are about 
as likely to express nongang values as they are 
gang values. That was not too surprising given 
that the theory posits that the expressed val­
ues can be conventional or not. What counts 
is what those values mean in the context of 
their application. Apparently, though, there is 
some difference between the college students 
and the gang members in their expressed 
value arrays. 

The expressed values by the gang mem­
bers on probation and those in incarceration 
may tend to reflect more the nongang values 
since it is expected that they were trying to 
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Table2 
-2 Log Ukelihood 257.539 
Goodness of Fit 2.of4.726 

Chi-Squar df Siplficance 
Hodel Chi-Square 83.117 17 .0000 
Improvement 83.117 17 .0000 

Classification Table for GANG 
Predicted Percent Correct 

Non-Gang Gang 
Observed N G 

Non-Gang N 134 22 86% 
Gang G 43 56 57% 

Overall 75% 

Variables in the Equation 
Variable B S.E. Walcl df Slg R Exp(B) 
COOLNESS .2402 .1492 2.5927 .1074 .0417 1.2715 
COURAGE .0218 .2204 .0098 .9212 .0000 1.0220 
DEPEND -.0644 .1665 .1493 .6992 .0000 .9377 
EDUCATIO -.6352 .3255 3.8075 .0510 -.0728 .5299 
FAMILY .5727 .2987 3.6763 .0552 .0701 1.7730 
HARD WORK -.3564 .2605 1.8716 .1713 .0000 .7002 
HONESTY -.7043 .2819 6.2402 .0125 -.1116 .4945 
INDEPEN .2170 .2259 .9224 .3368 .0000 1.2423 
INTEGRIT -.6210 .2625 5.5976 .0180 -.1028 .5374 
INTEWG .1905 .2351 .6567 .4177 .0000 1.2099 
KINDNESS -.3986 .2194 3.2994 .0693 -.0618 .6713 
LOYALTY .3657 .3009 L4m .2242 .0000 l..of416 
OPENHIND -.2557 .2195 1.3575 .2440 .0000 .77.of4 
RELVALU .0241 .1488 .0262 .8713 .0000 1.02<M 
RESPECT -.1598 .2507 .4063 .5239 .0000 .8523 
SELFRESP .15<M .3136 .2425 .6224 .0000 1.1670 
TRUST -.5067 .2589 3.8299 .0503 -.0733 .6025 
Constant 8.0161 1.9157 17.5093 .0000 

some extent play for the audience of a proba­
tion officer. Unfortunately, in the coding of the 
data, we did not differentiate the groupings in 
the sub-samples. There may have been a 
greater difference in the value arrays if we had 
gang members in the streets as the primary 
sample group. 

In further research on the problem of 
values and context-related elements of val­
ues, two different strategies suggest them­
selves. First, a questionnaire that asks ques­
tions about actions in various situation related 
to values can determine whether the same 
values are held constantly across situations· 
or, as the theory implies, what may be a value 
for some in some situations are not 

appropriate in other situations. (e.g., Is cool 
ness in a drive-by shooting considered in th' 
same way that coolness in an examination isi 
Secondly, using participant observation teet 
niques combined with informal inteNiewt 
when an action is accounted for in terms c 
different values. 

CONCLUSION 
This theory has been derived from 

larger corpus of work (Sanders 1994) an 
represents inductive logic from obseNationl 
research. However, the amount of researc 
leading up to the development of the theory i 
irrelevant to the quality of the theory. Muc 
work still needs to be done on refining th 
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Table 3 
-2 Log Likelihood 281.848 
Goodness of Rt 253.436 

Chi-Square df Significance 
Model Chi-Square 69.299 4 .0000 
Improvement 69.299 4 .0000 

Classification Table for GANG 
Predicted 

Non-Gang Gang Percent Correct 

Observed N G 

Non-Gang N 143 16 90 
Gang G 53 50 49 

Overall 74 

Variables In the Equation 

Variable B S.E. Wald 
EDUCATIO -.6862 .2392 8.2294 

HONESTY -.7141 .2404 8.8241 

INTEGRIT -.4560 .2151 4.4934 

TRUST -.3915 .2043 3.6717 

Constant 9.5557 1.5451 38.2480 

propositions both as a scientific-logical issue 
and also as propositions to be rigorously 
tested. This paper is a request for criticism, 
revision, insight, and empirical testing. 
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VULCANS AND JUTES: 
CUBAN FRATERNITIES AND THEIR DISAPPEARANCE 

J. Bryan Page, University of Miami 

ABSTRACT 
Formation of gangs usually has involved two themes: lack of opportunities for youth and cultural context 

of youths' activities. Although practically all studies of gangs address how they form and attract new members, 
none have addressed how gangs disappear. Formation of Cuban youth gangs, or"fratemities" exemplifies how 
gangs may form and disintegrate as immigrants establish resources for channelling youth into positive roles. 
Cuban exiles in Miami between 1959 and 1980 experienced difficulties similar to those experienced by other 
immigrant groups arriving in the United States during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Family disruption, 
arduous work schedules, friction with neighbors of contrasting ethnicity, and struggles with a new language 
characterized their stresses in exile. Formation of gangs followed, as it often does, butthese gangs died out by 
1978. Reasons for disappearance of Vulcans and Jutes included establishment of true economic power and 
prosperity within the Cuban exile community and provision of productive roles for youth who otherwise would have 
been involved in gangs. This experience provides suggestions for addressing gang related problems in other 
ethnic minorities. 

INTRODUCTION 
During the last two centuries in the 

United States, young men and sometimes 
young women have formed groups often called 
gangs under various conditions and for vari­
ous purposes. Formation of adult gangs may 
have begun as early as 1820, and that of 
ancillary youth gangs, usually attached to the 
adults' groups, began shortly thereafter (Gold­
stein 1991). Since late in the nineteenth cen­
tury, youth gangs, either as sub-groups of 
adult gangs or as autonomous organizations, 
have received extensive sociological and crimi­
nological attention, and the analyses of gang 
related phenomena have focused on how young 
people become involved in gangs. This atten­
tion has given rise to a number of theories of 
gang formation and maintenance, which fol­
low roughly the sociological theories of devi­
ance: Strain (Cloward, Ohlin 1960; Cohen 
1955), Subcultural, or Differential Association 
(Johnson 1979; Miller 1958; Sutherland, 
Cressey 1974; Voss 1963), Social Control 
(Elliott, Agerton, Canter 1979; Hirschi 1969; 
Nye 1958), Labeling (Krohn, Massey, Skinner 
1987; Tannenbaum 1938), and Radical Theory 
(Abadinsky 1979; M~ier 1976). The literature 
on gangs during the last century yields de­
scriptive and empirical evidence in support of 
all of these theories to one degree or another, 
and in fact all have their uses in explaining how 
and why gangs form and persist. 

Two consistent themes emerge from the 
different theories of gang formation and per­
petuation. One emphasizes acute lack of op­
portunities for youth to participate in institu­
tions that inculcate young people into legitimate 
adult roles. Theories that emphasize this theme 
include strain, social control, and radical theo­
ries. The other theme defines the influence of 

cultural context on how gangs develop, and its 
theoretical correlates include the subcultural, 
labeling, and radical theories of gang forma­
tion. Both themes may apply in a given com­
munity's history, partially explaining why gangs 
form and under what conditions they are per­
petuated. 

This paper attempts to reverse the per­
spective on gang formation by asking why two 
particular gangs died out. Rather than pointing 
out a community's lack of well defined roles for 
youth, the case examined here shows that in 
circumstances where youth initially lack insti­
tutions that channel them into positive, pro­
ductive adult roles, they may form gangs. 
Nevertheless, these circumstances may 
change over time; if productive roles await 
them when they become adults, gang mem­
bers mature into former gang members (Gold­
stein 1991; Vigil1988); if the community de­
velops effective institutions that re-channel, or 
re-direct the adolescent energies that contrib­
ute to gang activity, gangs die out. Further­
more, whatever tendency youth may have had 
to form gangs will be restricted to populations 
that continue to lack mechanisms for tracking 
youth into productive roles. These comple­
mentary perspectives on the formation of youth 
gangs will underlie the entire narrative of this 
paper. The following report will also draw on 
the fact that no published studies have, to my 
or my colleagues' knowledge, ever chronicled 
the processes involved in the disappearance 
of a gang. Gangs observed in Miami during the 
late 1960s through the late 1970s provide 
examples from Miami for comparison with 
ethnographic and other research on gangs in 
the literature. 
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PERCEPTIONS OF GANGS 
Young people between the ages of nine 

and nineteen often form close networks of 
informal relations based on friendship, com­
mon interests such as sports, music, or hob­
bies. This tendency is not cross-culturally uni­
versal, but rather it has occurred primarily in 
urban, industrial and post-industrial societies 
ofthe nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Miller 
(1982) attributes the emergence of gangs in 
part to industrial societies' division of labor in 
the inculcation of youth, involving family (pri­
marily parents), formal institutions (schools 
and organizations), and age-peers. Boy scout 
troops, high school bands, baseball teams, 
chess clubs, and dance hall cliques all reflect 
some ofthe socially acceptable varieties ofthe 
institutional peer group. The need to belong to 
a group in which peers play a major role ap­
pears to be universal in industrial and post­
industrial societies, but in order to receive the 
endorsement of parents and the rest of the 
community, most of these groups have the 
participation of parents, teachers, scoutmas­
ters, coaches, bandmasters, and the like. Street 
gangs are usually dominated by peers in the 
total absence of supervision by parentally ap­
proved adults, and therefore they automati­
cally attract the distrust and opprobrium of 
parents and other adults. 

The street gang in North America has 
taken on many meanings, and these mean­
ings have shifted over time. Early in this cen­
tury (Furfey 1926; Thrasher 1963) gangs were 
associated with "mischief, • but they later took 
on more association with conflict, including 
criminal activity and violence. The term "gang• 
is a gloss generally applied to groups of urban 
youths anywhere from eleven to 30 years old 
who form a recognizable organization for pur­
poses including, among others, self-protec­
tion, defense of ethnic-identified territory from 
other ethnic groups, procurement of material 
goods, making of fashion statements, and 
using the group's resources to deal with the 
vicissitudes of life. School disruption, revenge 
killing, drug trafficking, demands for respect 
(and sanctions against disrespect), and com­
munity activism all have received attention in 
cinema, television drama, and news media as 
activities and themes of street gangs. 

Attempts to define "gangness" tend to 
dwell on urban origins (Bloch, Niederhoffer 
1958), youth (Kodulboy 1994), establishment. 
of a directive hierarchy and code of conduct 
(Arnold 1965), marginality (Huff 1990; 

Jankowski 1991; Spergel 1990), criminalil 
(Curry, Spergel 1988; Fagan 1989), ethn 
homogeneity (Spergel1990; Vigi11988), an 
display of group-identified symbols (Kodulbc 
1994). 

The definition of a gang needs som 
flexibility, but also some properties that di! 
courage over-inclusion. Stress-response ma 
prove useful in defining gangness. Forpopuh 
tions of adolescents and young adults who!>« 
come gang members, sources of stress us1 
ally abound. First, and possibly foremost, the 
are culturally and often physically distinct fro1 
the surrounding population. Whether they ar 
Hispanics living in East Los Angeles (Vi~ 
1988) or African Americans living in Minm 
apolis (Hagedorn 1988), they are sufficient! 
different from schoolmates and neighbors 1 
attract routine teasing and perhaps harsh• 
treatment on the part of their non-Hispanic c 
non-black peers. Second, they are often poo 
although this may be related primarily 1 
recency of arrival. Third, their relationship 
with their families may be disrupted by factor 
such as differential acculturation and IO' 
wages, and fourth, their realistic assessmer 
of what will happen to them in the future ma 
not yield much hope. In many cases the con 
munities that produce gangs have all of thes 
sources of stress, and all communities th; 
have street gangs have at least some of th 
sources described above. 

If we view the formation of a gang as 
response to some kinds of stressors specific 1 
youth from a particular ethnic background, w 
begin to ask how many stressors and whic 
kinds of stressors must be removed in order 1 
prevent the formation of gangs or to caus 
them to disappear in places where they hav 
already formed. If we minimized prejudice i 
the surrounding community, would that help 1 
reduce the likelihood of gang formation? If w 
prevented breakup of nuclear families? I 
most cases, we cannot manipulate the cond 
tions in a given community to test these kind 
of hypotheses. Nevertheless, we can loc 
retrospectively at cases of gang developme1 
or disappearance and assess what made thing 
happen as they did. This will be the approac 
taken in the narrative that follows, focusing o 
two entities called fraternities by their partie 
pants, that arose and disappeared during th 
1960s and 1970s in Miami, Florida, among th 
sons of recently arrived Cuban exiles. 
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METHODS 
In the course of conducting a study of 

polydrug use among Cuban-Americans I es­
tablished a streetside office in the upper south­
west section of Miami known as Little Havana. 
This location, occupied between December, 
1978, and September, 1980 enabled me to 
observe and make numerous contacts with the 
people who frequented a drug dealing and 
using zone (Wiedman, Page 1982). I also col­
lected dn.g use histories on 80 Cuban polydrug 
users from the neighborhood. These histories 
provided the narratives shown later in this 
paper in order to describe the gangs. 

The task of recruiting active drug users 
from a street setting demands that the inves­
tigator take time to establish a benign pres­
ence in the neighborhood. This process re­
quires several weeks of regular appearances 
at key locations in the areas that have reputa­
tions for drug related activity. The investigator's 
eventual goal is to make an extended contact 
with at least one active drug user who has 
informal social relations with other users. 

In the study's Little Havana setting,! had 
to "hang out" for about three months before I 
was able to make the first contact. From a dis­
tance,! had on one occasion observed an indi­
vidual who staggered from shop to shop in a 
small shopping center across from one of my 
key observation post. Several days later, I en­
countered this individual in the same zone and 
opened a conversation with him about how he 
had acted "strange" on that earlier occasion. 
He quickly agreed that his behavior had been 
odd, and he admitted that he had spent the 
days after the incident going to each shop 
owner ar.d asking forgiveness for his outra­
geous behavior. He explained that he had 
drunk a fruit drink into which someone had put 
some sort of drug (he was unable to identify it 
other than to say that it was a kind of flower). 
I explained to him that I was in the neighbor­
hood to study drug use among Cubans, and he 
took an interest in my work, introducing me to 
twelve drug users in the neighborhood. In my 
other ethnographic studies, the first contact 
has not been particularly useful, but this indi­
vidual not only introduced me directly to twelve 
drug users, but he also had been a member of 
a local gang, the Vulcans. 

The initial breakthrough led to additional 
contacts and the eventual recruitment of a 
wide variety of drug users in Little Havana. The 
individuals studied there were predominantly 
male, as is often the case with people who use 

street drugs, and they ranged in age from 
eleven years to 55. All participants under 
eighteen years old obtained verified permis­
sion from parents to take part in the study. 
Each participant responded to a structured 
interview schedule and then to an open-ended 
interview that was tape recorded, transcribed 
verbatim, and coded for retrievability. The 
interviews contained reviews of migration his­
tory, drug use history, and general life history 
for each respondent, focusing on how they had 
become active drug users. These materials, 
along with two years of field notes based on 
observations of drug using behavior in the 
street setting, provided the data presented in 
this paper. 

Although only five of the 80 interviewees 
recalled the Vulcans and Jutes, they each pro­
vided extensive narratives in the mode of the 
anthropological key informant. They also spent 
time with me in street settings, interacting with 
other former gang members and engaging in 
informal conversation about the gangs' activi­
ties. In some cases, I was able to talk to the 
participants' parents about gangs. This configu­
ration of perspectives on gangs, although not 
replete with numbers of respondents, none­
theless provided a fairly broad perspective on 
what the Vulcans and Jutes did, who they 
were, and how their community reacted to their 
presence. 

LITTLE HAVANA AND ITS ORIGINS 
The neighborhood's background sets 

the scene for the cultural conflict that helped 
bring about the formation of the two gangs 
described here. Located on the northern edge 
of the prestigious Coral Gables municipality, 
Little Havana was settled between 1926 and 
1959 by white non-Hispanic lower middle class 
families, predominantly from the Shenandoah 
valley in Virginia and Ohio. They built and 
occupied modest, closely spaced houses that 
usually mimicked the stucco Spanish colonial 
style of their more affluent neighbors in Coral 
Gables. Some remnants of that time, embod­
ied in the continued presence of the name 
Shenandoah for a middle school and a Pres­
byterian church persist there, even though the 
original families have long since moved to less 
Hispanic surroundings. 

The massive influx of Cubans that be­
gan with Fidel Castro's revolution in late 1958 
and continued throughout the next three de­
cades tended to settle in Dade County into two 
places, Hialeah, to the northwest of Miami 
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proper, and along Southwest Eighth Street in 
Miami. The comfortably dense spacing of 
houses in the latter area, and the modest costs 
of living there proved especially attractive to 
Cuban families struggling to establish a life in 
exile.lnthese relatively dense neighborhoods, 
children could form large groups of friends and 
play safely without much supervision, a very 
common circumstance in households where 
both parents often wof1(ed full time (Gonzalez, 
Page 1981; Page 1980, 1990). The neighbor­
hood's layout also gave adults the opportunity 
to sit on front steps and greet their promenad­
ing neighbors, or to promenade themselves. 

Their arrival in what is now Little Havana 
was not always well received, despite the 
Cubans' hard-wof1(ing, law-abiding behavior. 
The cultural contrast between Cuban and Shen­
andoan ways of doing things led to friction, 
especially in motor traffic encounters, situa­
tions where Spanish was spoken in the pres­
ence of English speakers, cooking smells, and 
business transactions. As parents offended 
each other's sensibilities, children heard and 
acted on the friction in their own way, teasing, 
criticizing, and picking fights. Vulcans and 
Jutes formed as gangs at least partly in re­
sponse to these kinds of stressors. 

GANGS AT THE TIME OF THE STUDY 
At the time of the study there was almost 

no evidence of gang activity, but some of the 
participants, especially those older than twenty 
but under age 30, recalled the peak popularity 
of two Cuban gangs, the Vulcans and the 
Jutes, which seemed to have disbanded at 
least a year before 1979, when the first inter­
views were elicited. Five key infOrmants had 
been members or otherwise associated with 
three gangs, and they provided details about 
the activities, leadership, and criminality of the 
Vulcans and the Jutes during their time of 
greatest membership. As they presented it, 
people joined these gangs primarily for self­
protection, amusement, and self respect. 

The only mention in the Miami Herald of 
the gangs cited by study participants occurred 
in 1977 during the span of a week in which 
gang members were tried and convicted of vio­
lent crimes in association with the activities of 
the Vulcans (Buchanan 1977; Herald 1977a, 
1977b). A full search of Herald articles be­
tween 1962 and present yielded only these 
three mentions, all referring to Vulcans, and all. 
related to the same sequence of events. 

The parents who talked about these 

particular gangs felt that they represent 
another effect of the immigration process 
which children distanced themselves from th 
parents' heritage. They particularty dislik 
the drug using behavior of some gang me1 
bers, because Cuban adults perceived me 
juana smoking as something that respectal 
white people did not do (Page 1982, 1990) 

Cuban study participants who had r 
joined gangs still had used drugs, but they h 
various reasons for not joining. In the ca 
(shown later) of a Vulcan who dropped out 
the gang, the individual did not want to jeoJ)l 
dize his trafficking activities by keeping co 
pany with a group under constant scrutiny 
the police. In other cases, the violent activiti 
put them off of gang membership. Different 
acculturation or marginalization did not help 
distinguish between gang joiners and nc 
joiners among youthful Cuban drug use 
Both joiners and non-joiners tended to ha 
predominantly Cuban friends as teenage: 
and they learned how to use drugs from olt1 
Cubans. 

WLCANS 
For reasons that have remained L 

documented, the young people who form 
the Vulcans in Little Havana called their gro 
a fraternity. This apparently had its origins 
the group's formation for the purpose of po 
ing resources to throw parties, as one inft 
mant articulated (translation): 

I) And why do you think that they formed these 
fraternities among these boys? Do you have 
some idea? 
R) Yes, because, welbecausetheywerefriends 
andwantedtodothingstogether,right?Parties, 
and they went always together, and they 
wanted ... tobetough(usesEnglishword), you 
understand me? The tough group, and I don't 
kncM'. 
I) And why do you think that they wanted to go 
around so much together and wanted to be like 
you said, so tough (also in English)? 
R) Becausetheyfeltgoodthatway ... 

Because they lived near the University 
Miami's campus, the organizers of Vulca 
may have had some familiarity with the Gre 
letter organizations' activities. Especially 1 

bust in the 1960s, these organizations wo1 
have provided models for the pooling of mon 
for parties and the sharing of alcoholic bev1 
ages. The interviewer and respondent he 
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both Cubans recalling the fraternities, de­
scribe motivations for their formation {transla­
tion): 

I) ... because there are people that say that the 
fraternities were a form of defending yourself. 
R)Exactly. 
I) Other people say that fraternities ... like you 
say ... that they were a way of organizing [par­
ties]. .. 
R) ... Therewerefratemities that were .. .like ... a 
clubthatthey have in High School, so as notto 
say it was a fraternity, it was a club, but in reality 
it was afratemity ... ltwas a bunch ofguys .. .they 
would skip ... they would buy their beers, and 
that's the way they would entertain themselves. 

The speakers allude to the defensive purpose 
of fraterr>ities, but they also talk about the 
fraternities' strategy to be partly sanctioned by 
the schools. 

In keeping with the bellicose, fiery con­
notations oftheir mythological namesake, Vul­
cans had a reputation as brawlers. One non­
Vulcan who attended one of the high schools 
in which they operated described them this 
way: 

The arrival ofVulcans was like the arrival of the 
Huns; one minute you're at a normal party, and 
the next minute chairs are flying through the air. 
They came to a quinceal'lera (girl's coming out 
party) I was at and completely broke the place 
up. 

The choice of a name for this gang of 
Cuban boys cannot be clearly linked to the god 
of fire in Greco-Roman mythology, and could 
just as easily have its origins in the process for 
making rubber for tires. The lore of the gang 
did not indicate how they arrived at the name. 
Either source of the name would connote 
toughness. Although my informants could not 
describe the origins of the gang or its name, 
they had strong ideas about why Vulcans 
organizect in Little Havana in the 1960s. They 
reported that the non-Hispanic boys picked on 
Cuban boys mercilessly if they did not have 
gang affiliation. 

Informants offered various explanations 
for how and why a boy came to join Vulcans. 
First, a non-Vulcan who used street drugs 
since early adolescence, explains why he did 
not join the Vulcans (translation): 

But that... It was bad to be in that, because they 

had [matching) pullovers and ... Then the police 
would see you and would grab you right away 
... No ... because they killed so-and-so and they 
weredressedinwhiteanditsaidVulcansonthe 
back ... So they went looking for you and there 
were even fights here, riots and it was said ... this 
name ... this Vulcans or Jutes orwhatever ... then 
theywouldlookforthosepeople ... Andforpeople 
that dressed alike; that way they had them 
marked,andtheygavethemnumbers.Andthey 
would say it was 7, it was 13, it was 12 ... 
I) Did they ever question you about the fra­
ternities? ... Some policeman said, "I know that 
you know something about the fraternities; talk 
to me about that.· 
R) No, never. But always I would be hanging 
with a group ofthem and [the police) would stop 
them and would make them get in the police car, 
and they couldn't do anything to me because I 
didn't have a pull-over or .. .l hung with tl)em, 
nothing more, but they were all dressed in the 
same pull-over and all, so [the police) hassled 
those people. 
I) Why didn't you join one of[the fraternities]? 
R) Because they were between drugs and that, 
and brawls, and I never was into any of that. 

The wearing of the Vulcan equivalent of 
"colors" {Kodulboy 1994) came to invite trouble 
with the police, especially as the Vulcans 
developed their reputation for violence and 
criminality. Another informant who joined 
Vulcans commented on his entry and exit: 

I) Was this in New Jersey, when you were little 
and belonged to a fraternity? 
R) No, here in Miami. 
I) That was here? What was the name of it? 
R)Vulcans. 
I) Oh, the Vulcans, you are another Vulcan? 
SomeotherVulcanshavedonetheinterview ... but 
you were pretty young. 
R)Yeah,lwas. 
I) Were you like a mascots or something, or ... ? 
R) No, no ... l got in in paddling, you know, I was 
the one who used to give the paddles ... 
I) And ... that was about until you were 14? 
R) Yeah, I got in when I was in ... 14, 13, around 
that age, around 15 ... maybe 15, 14 ... 1 really 
don't know. Then ... because then it got worse, 
you know, itgotlike ... shooting .... 
I) Mas bravo, yeah. 
R) So I decided to stay by myself. 

This segment alludes to another cultural ele­
ment that links the Vulcans with the college 
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fraternity concept, initiation by paddling. As 
the Vulcans' violent activities escalated, this 
person dropped out, but he continued to use 
drugs for the next four years until the time ofthe 
interview in mid-1980. 

Another informant describes the pres­
ence of Vulcans in his junior high school: 

R) Well, we had a .. .in school everybody had to 
respec:t[Vulcans], oryouwouldget in afight ... we 
all got in a fight. And besides that, weekends 
and stuff, you know, like we used to chip in 
money every time that we had a meeting or 
something like that... we'd buy some beer and 
sandwiches and go party to the beach and all 
this. Thafswhat it was like. A lotoftimeswe had 
fights with other fraternities and stuff. 
I) How do those usually start? 
R)Start? 
I) One ofyour members got jumped by another 
fraternity? 
R)Right. .. orweaskedthemtoplayfootbaDwith 
us or something and after the game ... 

Vulcans commanded respect in school, 
provided resources for parties, and in some 
cases looked for excuses to get into fights, 
even with other Cubans fraternities. Use of il­
legal drugs received attention in the elicited 
narratives about Vulcans, but it appeared not 
to have as much importance to the partici­
pants as the other aspects of gang life. In fact, 
the key informants reported that they had 
learned to use marijuana outside of the frater­
nity context. They did, however, report exten­
sive use of marijuana and inhalants within the 
fraternities. 

Vulcans also had Cuban female associ­
ates, young women described variously as 
"nice girls" and •not decent type girls" who 
participated in the group's parties and hung 
around gatherings of Vulcans. The party girls 
were considered good company when the 
group was in a mode of celebration and rev­
elry, but they did not participate in fights or 
drug trade. They otherwise did not belong to 
Vulcans and did not go through initiations. The 
key informants also noted that these girls were 
not considered eligible for lasting or significant 
relationships. "Decent type girls' • parents did 
not permit them to be alone with any boy. and 
the issue of the chaperoned date remained sig­
nificant among Cuban young people in nego­
tiating with parents for freedoms throughout· 
the time of the study. Informal interviews with 
some of these girls revealed that their families 

did not have adequate resources for supervi­
sion after school. The household had only a 
grandmother in charge of supervision, or an 
older child was left in charge. In these situa­
tions, there was little to prevent a young gir1 
from consorting with Vulcans if she chose to 
do so. 

The three Herald articles cited earlier 
provide some perspective on the Vulcans' in­
volvement in serious crime. In that particular 
sequence of events, a reputed gang leader 
received a sentence of 60 years for attempted 
murder of two police officers after attempting 
to evade their pursuit of the vehicle in which he 
was riding and shooting at them from the win­
dow of that car. Twenty-five gang members 
who attended the trial began a riot when the 
judge read the sentence, and another gang 
member received a six-month jail sentence for 
contempt of court because of his actions in the 
riot (Buchanan 1977; Herald 1977a, 1977b). 
The Buchanan article also mentions that the 
original defendant had already begun serving 
a fifteen-year narcotics charge. The defendanl 
in the contempt case said in a statement thai 
he apologized to the court and its officers, bul 
he was angry because of the heavy sentence 
"imposed on a friend 'who had stood up for me 
since grade school'" and "a reaction to his 
father having been a political prisoner for ten 
years" (Herald 1977b). 

The content of the articles provides evi­
dence of the Vulcans' violent behavior, and i1 
alludes to their involvement in drug trafficking. 
In addition, however, the last (Herald 1977b) 
article mentions a factor that had special im­
portance for Cuban boys growing up in Uttle 
Havana. Many of them for various reasons had 
not much contact with their fathers, who rna~ 
have still been in Cuba in prison or by political 
choice, or who may have been absent or killed 
in the revolution (Page 1990). The absence o1 
a close male role model supervising the boy's 
behavior may have made gang membership 
especially important to this particular young 
man in a life circumstance similar to most o1 
my younger informants in the Cuban study. 

The field notes and interview materials 
from the era of the study do not contain an~ 
direct descriptions of Vulcans' organizational 
hierarchy. In comparison with highly struc· 
tured gangs, such as the Bloods of Los Ange­
les or the Black Gangster Disciple Nation ol 
Chicago, descriptions of Vulcans seem egali· 
tarian. Only one of the informants mentioned 
a slate of officers, and that was for another 
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Cuban gang, the Hawks. 

JUTES AND OTHERS 
Some confusion remains regarding the 

name of this particular gang, because different 
sources have rendered it Jutes, Utes, orYutes. 
The former two choices would offer some ex­
planation of the name through their connection 
with fierce fighting tribes in western Denmark. 
Another etymological clue may lie in the prop­
erties of the tough, rope-making fiber called 
jute. 

Only one of the participants in the Little 
Havana study had been a member of this 
Cuban fraternity that became inactive by 1978. 
Jutes primarily operated outside of Vulcans 
territory, west of Le Jeune Road and in Hi­
aleah. As did Vulcans, Jutes had a reputation 
for brawling. They also became involved with 
drugs and other criminal behavior. The key 
informant, who was initiated in 1970, reported 
that his initiation involved committing a theft in 
order to bond him with other members. The 
initiation ceremony featured paddling. 

Additional Cuban fraternities that were 
active at the time of Vulcans and Jutes includ­
ed the Aztecs and the Hawks. One informant 
reported a brief affiliation with the Hawks and 
close· association with the president of the 
organization, but as this was at the end of his 
gang career, he gave no details on the hierar­
chy of Hawks, as he had been sworn to 
secrecy. All of these organizations shared 
several characteristics: 

1 They formed in the early 1960s. 
2 They consisted almost exclusively of Cuban 

members. 
3 Their members pooled resources for parties 

and called themselves fraternities. 
4 They had reputations for brawling that esca­

lated to gunplay by the early 1970s. 
5Theyworecharacteristicclothing, pullovers or 

tee shirts with group insignia. 
6 They had an officer structure of organization, 

butmembers'clescriptionsrnadethemseem 
egalitarian. 

7 They had escalating involvement in drug use 
and other forms of criminality. 

8 They all disappeared by 1978. 

The fraternities' operative characteris­
tics apparently sprang from similar circum­
stances of exile. Parents of the young men who 
joined fraternities found themselves in work­
ing class or lower middle class statuses 

subsequent to leaving what in many cases had 
been higher statuses in Cuba before exile. 
They settled in acceptable but low-cost hous­
ing and set about trying to recover some of 

· their lost social and economic wherewithal 
(Gonzalez, Page 1981; Page 1980). Inability 
to supervise children led to formation of in­
tense social links among the exiles' offspring 
between the time school let out and the time 
work ended. The children themselves sought 
their own means to deal with the interethnic 
tension they experienced in the schools and on 
the streets in the form of peer groups. Just at 
the time these groups were forming, a major 
wave of opinion and behavior change (Hunt, 
Chambers 1976) regarding illegal drugs took 
place in Miami, and the rest of the United 
States (Page 1990), leading to greater use of 
illegal drugs among youth. 

Of course, the situations that led to weak 
or non-existent supervision and involvement 
with fraternities varied considerably from Vul­
can to Vulcan, Jute to Jute. The rigors of exile 
left some families attenuated, with either fa­
ther or mother, or both absent (Page 1990). 
Some families broke up subsequent to exile, 
and some experienced ongoing uncertainty 
because of economic vicissitudes in Miami. 
Still, the process of joining a fraternity had a 
general shape, motivated by a sense ofthreat, 
need to belong socially, and economic uncer­
tainty. 

WHY EXTINCTION? 
Although some literature addresses His­

panic variants of the gang phenomenon (Vigil 
1988), and many authors have offered theo­
ries on how gangs form, nearly nothing has 
been written on how gangs decline. In the case 
ofthe Cuban fraternities, they had disappear­
ed by the time of my investigation, and exami­
nation of the social and economic processes 
that took place during that period affords some 
clues to explain their disappearance. 

The major processes that transformed 
Miami's Cuban community in the early 1960s 
into the city's dominant social and economic 
force by the 1970s are well known (Casal, Her­
nandez 1975; Clark 1980). Cuban exiles had 
made the most of their Hispanicity in establish­
ing businesses that reached toward willing 
Latin American markets and met the growing 
needsoftheirown sizeableoommunity. Schools 
that they had transplanted from Cuba were 
educating their children, and health mainte­
nance organizations were taking care of their 
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ill. Essentially, to be Cuban in Miami in 1975 
constituted an advantage, not a disadvantage. 

This circumstance had a dear, direct 
impact on gang membership during the early 
1970s. One former Vulcan member, despite 
his dropping out of school, moved into the 
following situation: 

I) You say that you startedwor1dngatage 16or 
17, a year before you would have graduated 
from high school? 
R)Yeah. 
I) ... Was it that you were earning so well in the 
job that... 
R) Yeah ... and I got married right around there, 
dropped out of school, and as soon as I got 
married I gotthatjob.l was sixteen years old, or 
seventeen, making a $280 [weekly) wage. I 
didn't g.:> back to school. 

At that time, college graduates could count 
themselves fortunate to earn $200 a week to 
start. A young man with his apparent pros­
pects in Little Havana had reason for optim­
ism, and little need to resort to the gang for 
social or economic support. 

Another former member ofVulcans took 
a completely different path, becoming a street 
level marijuana dealer and never holding a 
wage eaming job: 

I) And how have you survived since then? 
R) I don't know, making business in the street, 
you know. 
I) Business in the street? 
R) Selling nickel bags. 

Little Havana's expanding early 1970s econ­
omy was able to accommodate this individual 
as well as his job holding former associate, 
even though he chose continued criminality in­
stead of wage eaming. In order to do so, how­
ever, he had to leave the highly visible gang 
setting and become more covert in his activi­
ties. 

As circumstances developed in Little 
Havana and Hialeah, gangs became irrelevant 
and unnecessary. Uncertainties became less 
important when Cuban exiles achieved in­
creasing numbers within their home neighbor­
hoods (they are currently the plurality among 
Dade ethnicities by a considerable margin) 
and their economic power increased. The 
development of a strong Cuban community· 
did not completely erase the social problems 
associated with exile, but they reduced the 

numbers of people facing them so that the1 
was no longer a critical mass of youth betweE 
13 and 27 who needed gang membership 1 

adapt to difficult or oppressive situations. n 
"carrying capacity" of the Cuban community 
Dade County received a further test in tt 
arrival of 123,000 lower class Cubans durir 
the Mariel Boatlift between May and Septen 
ber of 1980. After an initial period of high crirr 
attributable to the prisoner populations indut 
ed in the boatlift, the community absorbE 
most of these new entrants over the next fo1 
years, regardless of the site of their original n 
settlement. 

WHAT WE CAN LEARN FROM THIS 
BRIEF CHRONICLE 

The Cubans in Miami have had seve~ 
advantages in their erasure of conditions th; 
produce gangs: 

1 The dominant racial phenotype was indistin­
guishable from Euro-American, especially in 
the first waves of the exodus from Cuba 
(Portes, Clark, Bach 19n). This helped them 
to avoid racial prejudice in a Southern city 
while they were establishing themselves. 

2The ~rant population had a relatively high 
level of education upon arrival, and high levels 
ofeconomic:achlevementintheirbackgrounds. 

3 The United States government made conc:ert­
ed and well funded efforts to assure adjust­
mentto life in Miami, induding re-certification 
for professional credentials, minority busi­
ness initiatives, and interim welfare programs 
to smooth the process. 

4 The fact of settling in an area with strong po­
tential in tourism and international commerce, 
especially commerce emanating from a re­
gion whose people shared Spanish language 
and much cultural background with Cubans. 

These advantages stand in sharp contrast 1 
the conditions in which gangs have assume 
a multi-generational, institutional status. Typ 
cally they have the opposite conditions in thre 
of the four areas: 

1 Dominant racial phenotypes in many gangs 
correspond with those of minorities that have 
long backgrounds of discrimination against 
them. 

2Historicallylowlevelsofeducationandachieve­
ment reside in the gangs' home neighbor­
hoods, and residents flee ethnic neighbor­
hoods once they have achieved both. 
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3 Although governmental support has some­
times been massive, it has tended to be short­
sighted and administered in ways that cannot 
foster growth in communities with no base of 
capacitated population. 

41n no case are the surrounding ethnic commu­
nities so poor in their prospects that they can­
not grow economically (Hagedorn 1988). The 
obvious unfairness of this circumstance ex­
ace~ates the antagonism between gang 
members and the "establishment. • 

The extinction of the Cuban fraternities 
points out only that the solutions t~ the_ prob­
lem of intransigent gang-based ant1soc1al ac­
tivity are far from easy. They require that we 
overcome racial prejudice and interethnic con­
flict. They demand that we make every effort to 
educate and capacitate members of disadvan­
taged communities. They suggest that we re­
think the ways that we provide governmental 
assistance to populations in need. Finally, 
they dictate that we closely evaluate the devel­
opmental potential of all communities, regard­
less of their present state. 
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THE IMPACT OF GANGS AND GANG VIOLENCE ON CONTEMPORARY 
YOUTH: AN ASSESSMENT OF THE PROBLEM IN COLORADO SPRINGS 

Alex Stoll, Richard L. Dukes, and Christine A. Smith 
Colorado University, Colorado Springs 

ABSTRACT 
Focus groups were conducted with adolescents (n=62) in four high schools and one middle school to 

assess the impact of gangs on nongang youth. Findings reemphasize the importance of analyzing the youth gang 
phenomenon in specific social contexts thattake into account immediate ecological factors. Locally, nongang 
youth have developed a capacity to adapt to the presence of gangs, with variations in responses contingent upon 
thegeographicproximityto specific types of gangs and student age. Students demonstrated a critical awareness 
of gangs and considerable self-confidence in their ability to handle encounters with gang members. Nongang 
youth singled out wannabes as more prone to violence than known gall\) members. This analysis suggests that 
future studies on the impact of gangs on everyday, nongang youth mayy~eld more fruitful results ifthey employed 
alternative conceptions and definitions of gangs and gang membership. In addition to emphasizing practical 
education concerning gangs, preventive programs should be directed toward middle school students, and special 
attention must be directed toward wannabes. Adolescent attitudes toward authority may represent a significant 
obstacle to the development of new programs. 

INTRODUCTION 
The emergence of youth gangs in towns 

and smaller cities across the United States 
since 1980 reflects the growth of what is 
commonly called the "gang problem." Sur­
veys have indicated an alarming number of 
law-violating youth gangs in suburbs and non­
metropolitan areas (Bastian, Taylor 1991 ; Miller 
1981; Needle, Stapleton 1983). In the Pikes 
Peak region, a recent large-scale survey of 
junior high and high school students in Colo­
rado Springs showed that as many as 15 per­
cent of local adolescents are now involved 
directly or indirectly in gangs (Dukes, Martinez, 
Stein 1995). 

As youth gangs developed into a major 
social problem throughout the United States, 
gang members have been increasingly con­
nected to criminal violence, drug use, and drug 
dealing in news stories as well as in the percep­
tion of the general public. Addressing the 
youth gang phenomenon has become a major 
concern among politicians, law enforcement 
agencies, and educational institutions at all 
levels of society. 

Sociologists have responded with more 
intensive research examining the relationship 
between youth gangs, violence, and drugs. 
Gang members are more likely to commit 
criminal offenses than nongang members, 
especially serious and violent offenses (Thorn­
berry, Krohn, Lizotte, Chard-Wierschem 1993). 
Nonetheless, gang research suggests that 
violence can have different origins and mean­
ings within specific social contexts, serving a 
variety of distinct functions (Fagan 1989; 
Hagedorn 1988; Horowitz 1987; Klein, Maxson 
1989; Moore 1978; Vigil1988). Likewise, while 
the relationship among drug use, drug dealing, 

and youth crime remains strong, gangs are 
diverse and shifting organizations whose mem­
bers participate unequally in substance abuse 
(Dolan, Finney 1984; Elliott, Huizinga 1984; 
Fagan 1989; Hagedorn 1988; Klein, Maxson 
1989; Spergel 1989). While most studies on 
youth gangs have focussed on the inner-city 
youth of major metropolitan areas, as gangs 
and gang activity have emerged in smaller 
towns and cities, sociologists have begun to 
conduct research in such communities (Win­
free, Fuller, Vigil, Mays 1992; Zevitz 1993; 
Zevitz, Takata1992). 

Yet the "gang problem" concerns not 
just members of these gangs; it also concerns 
youths that are not involved with gangs. In 
what ways do the existence of gangs affect the 
youth in a community? How do young people 
respond to the challenge of gangs? And how 
are youths affected by a community's effort to 
confront a gang problem? Answers to these 
questions are important to understanding the 
nature and meaning of the youth gang phe­
nomenon for smaller American towns and 
cities. Thus far, research has concentrated on 
the culture and social structure of gangs and 
gang members. Surprisingly little is known 
about reactions to gangs and gang activity by 
nongang members, even among the youth of 
major U.S. cities where most studies have 
been conducted. Colorado Springs is a smaller 
city with a growing gang presence, and it offers 
an ideal opportunity for gauging the impact of 
gangs on everyday youth. The present study 
represents an exploration of the general impact 
of gangs and gang activity on area youth, thus 
identifying factors that should be considered in 
developing gang prevention programs for these 
youths. 
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Table I: Demographics of Focus Groups 
North East 

Male 6 II 
Female 5 12 

White 4 16 

African-American 4 4 

Hispanic 3 3 

Other 

Senior 9 
Junior 
Sophomore 10 

Freshmen 13 

8th Grade 

7th Grade 
6th Grade 

be overlooked or forgotten by the participant in 
an individual interview, resulting in a greater 
range of relevant opinions and responses. 
Consequently, the group interview generally 
yields a more diverse array of information and 
affords a more extended basis both for sug­
gesting interpretations grounded in experi­
ences of given situation as well as for design­
ing systematic research on the topic (Merton, 
Fiske, Kendall [1956] 1990). 

Despite its social-scientific origins, the 
use of focus groups in the academic commu­
nity has remained rare, if not scorned alto­
gether. Merton recently has cited its extensive 
use and misuse in marketing as a significant 
cause for the reluctance to use focus groups as 
a means of gathering scientific data (Merton, 
Fiske, Kendall (1956] 1990). Nonetheless, 
many researchers agree that results can be 
cautiously generalized to a similar population, 
despite the fact that focus groups are seldom 
chosen at random. As Staley (1990) argued, 
the validity of a focus group research study 
may be increased by continuing to conduct 
groups until the responses of participants 
become predictable and no new information 
surfaces. Usually this point is reached after 
four or five sessions have been conducted on 
the same topic. 

METHODS 
Focus Group Sample 

The interpretations presented here draw 
upon qualitative data gathered in five focus 
groups from different schools in Colorado 
Springs. The focus group study was reviewed 

Central South Middle Total 
4 8 5 34 
3 4 4 38 

5 4 9 38 
2 4 14 

3 9 

9 

II 
7 12 32 

3 3 

3 3 
3 3 

and approved by a departmental human sub­
jects committee at Colorado University, Colo­
rado Springs, and interviews were conducted 
between November, 1994 and May, 1995. The 
four high schools and one middle school rep­
resented a cross-section of the demographics 
and social ecology of Colorado Springs, the 
largest city in the Pikes Peak region. The first 
high school was located on the city's north 
side, a middle-dass area; the second and third 
high schools were located in a transitional 
zone from the the city's north side to the south 
side; the fourth high school was located on the 
city's south side, a lower middle-class/working 
dass area. The middle school was located in 
the transitional zone between the city's north 
and south sides. For purposes of convenience 
and anonymity, the high schools will be re­
ferred to as North, East, Central, and South 
High Schools. 

The schools assumed responsibility for 
selecting 10-12 students to participate, and 
securing parental consent and student assent. 
Four of the schools chose students who would 
participate actively, based on recommenda­
tions from teachers and counselors; the fifth 
school randomly selected every twentieth ninth­
and tenth-grade student. All students were 
informed prior to the focus groups that they 
would be asked to discuss the issue of gangs 
in Colorado Springs. In no case were students 
chosen because of any suspicion that they 
were gang members. No students in the groups 
evidenced gang membership, and compara­
tively few appeared to be "at risk" youths. 
Anonymity was ensured in that the school staff 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
The great diversity among gangs and 

gang members - the nature of their affiliation, 
their social organization, and their involve­
ment in delinquency and violence- represents 
a significant challenge to contemporary social 
research. This is especially true in light of 
ecological approaches that have identified 
specific social and economic characteristics 
of communities which contribute to a greater 
likelihood of gang involvement and delinquency. 
Such factors as population density, ethnic 
composition, poverty, transience rate, hous­
ing patterns, and land use offer renewed in­
sight for explaining the geographical distribu­
tion of gangs and gang activity (Bursik, Webb 
1982; Curry, Spergel1988, 1992; Reiss, Tonry 
1986). 

In shifting the focus of research from 
these major urban areas to smaller towns and 
cities, two potential analytic dangers arise. 
First if the possibility of theoretical overdeter­
mination with its consequent ontological com­
mitments. Earlier studies of youth gangs in 
non-metropolitan areas have tended to inter­
pret their findings in a framework derived from 
large-city gang research (Rosenbaum, Grant 
1983). As a result, small-city gang research 
risks overlooking important distinctions that 
may exist in the organizational structures and 
activities of youth gangs in different settings. 

The second analytic danger concerns 
the extent to which major metropolitan gangs 
influence the growth of youth gangs in smaller 
communities, potentially causing an underes­
timation of the development of youth gangs 
independent of external recruitment. Earlier 
research by Hardman (1969) and Rosenbaum 
and Grant (1983) suggested that the size, 
structure, organization, and delinquent behav­
ior of youth gangs in smaller cities resulted 
from the influence exerted by metropolitan 
gangs in nearby major cities. While one study 
described a high level of geographic mobility 
among gang members in establishing drug 
distribution connections, subsequent studies 
concluded that the diffusion of gangs from 
large urban centers only minimally affected 
gang formation in smaller communities 
(Hagedorn 1988; Huff 1989; Maxson, Woods, 
Klein 1995; Zevitz, Takata 1992). 

Beyond issues related to differences 
between youth gangs in major metropolitan. 
areas and elsewhere, one area largely over­
looked in gang research is the impact of youth 
gangs on society at large, and upon everyday 

youth in particular. A preoccupation with gang~ 
may neglect the majority of youth who arE 
neither involved in gangs nor delinquency, bu 
are affected nonetheless by the influence o 
youth gangs. 

Initial efforts have been made to gaugE 
this impact upon everyday youth. As a part o· 
their studies on public perceptions of the youtt 
gang problem, Takata and Zevitz (1990) anc 
Pryor and McGarrell (1993) surveyed bott 
youths and adults that yielded important rei· 
evant findings. Both studies concluded tha· 
youths have different perceptions about gang~ 
than adults. Perception of gangs by adult~ 
were shaped largely by media portrayals, bu 
youths were more likely to be aware of gan~ 
activity in their own and other neighborhoods 
to give larger estimates of the number of gan~ 
members in their communities, and to per· 
ceive gangs as more mixed in terms ofethnicit) 
and age. Furthermore, Takata andZevitz founc 
that youths were less likely than adults tc 
describe the threat of gangs as very serious 
but they were more likely to perceive gangs a! 
active in their own neighborhood. Pryor anc 
McGarrell indicated that perceptions of thE 
youth gang problem differed from neighbor· 
hood to neighborhood, dependent upon expo­
sure to gangs and the media's identification ol 
the gang problem with specific neighborhoods. 

While the survey method used in thesE 
studies is useful in tracking trends, it is less 
useful in exploring the perception and impad 
of gangs, drugs, and delinquency on youth in 
general, or in discovering what factors should 
be considered in developing programs fo1 
everyday youth (McConnell1994). To obtain 
such qualitative information, focussed grou~ 
interviews were conducted among junior hig~ 
and high school students in Colorado Springs. 

Focus groups have a number of advan· 
tages over individual interviews, especial!) 
when participant observation, a complemen· 
tary method, is not a viable alternative. Merton. 
whose The Focused lnteiView provided thE 
foundations for this method, has argued thai 
social processes inherent in a group ofter 
uncover a greater depth of cognitive ideas 
sentiments, fears, anxieties, and symbolism! 
than individual interviews. As each group mem· 
ber introduces personal comments within 1: 
relatively unstructured context, implicit stan· 
dards are set for others to flow toward 1: 
progressive release of inhibitions and subjec· 
tive experiences. Such group interaction alsc 
prompts individuals to recall details that mighl 
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Table 2: Perceived Problems Facing Youth In Colorado Springs• 
North East Central South Middle Total 

# % # % # % # % # % # % 
Drugs and Alcohol 6 30 10 32 7 35 7 54 7 29 37 34 
Gangs 2 10 5 16 5 25 2 IS 5 20 19 18 
Crime and Violence 2 10 4 13 3 IS 2 IS 6 25 17 16 
Peer Pressure 3 IS 3 10 2 10 8 6 25 IS 14 
Sex and Pregnancy 3 IS 4 13 7 6 
Future Employment 2 10 3 3 3 
School 5 2 7 5 8 5 5 
Other I 5 2 7 2 10 5 5 
Total Responses 20 100 31 100 20 100 13 100 24 100 108 100 
*Students (n=62) were asked what they considered the three biggest issues facing young people in Colorado 
S~rin~. Manl students listed only one or two issues. 

knew nothing of what was said in focus groups. 
Furthermore, the group moderators did not 
know any personal information about the 
youths. The groups were representative of the 
student bodies in terms of gender and ethnicity. 
but younger students were overrepresented 
(For the demographics of each group, see 
Table 1). 

Focus Group Fonnat 
One session of up to two hours was 

conduded with each group. Since the discus­
sion topic induded gangs and drugs, the use 
of recording media may have inhibited candid 
responses from our participants. Therefore, 
the focus groups were conduded with a mod­
erator who guided the discussion, a notetaker 
to record comments, and an observer to follow 
significant interactions. Otherwise, procedures 
outlined by Greenbaum (1993) and Staley 
(1990) were used as a guide. 

The sessions followed a standard ques­
tion-answer-discussion format. At the outset, 
the moderator stated that the purpose of the 
group was to explore the concerns and prob­
lems local teenagers were facing, assuring 
that the group members would remain anony­
mous. To initiate the group interview and 
encourage the participants to strudure the dis­
cussion, as prescribed by Merton et al ([1956] 
1990), students were asked simply to list what 
they considered to be the three biggest issues 
facing young people in Colorado Springs. 
These responses were colleded and tabulated 
for the respondents (Table 2). Their answers 
formed the basis for the following discussion 
of problems. Students were then asked to 
describe in writing what the ideal program · 
would be to handle these important problems. 
Again responses were discussed among the 

group. 
To provide a baseline for the analysis c 

discussion data, a brief set of five question 
was distributed for students to fill out followin! 
these first two discussions. Three genell 
questions asked: "Tell us what concerns (i 
any) do you have for your own safety?• "Wha 
do you think the schools and police can do t1 
help to take care of these concerns?" an1 
"What would you do if someone you kne' 
came up to you and offered you drugs? Pleas1 
be specific." Furthermore, while the relative!: 
unstandardized format of a focus group is nc 
the appropriate tool for establishing system 
atic counts measuring the frequency of desig 
nated responses (Merton et al [1956] 1990), t1 
provide a succind corroboration of focus grou1 
findings, the questionnaire also induded tw1 
quantitative questions, with responses recordi:tl 
on a 5-point scale: "How often (if ever) are yo1 
ever afraid for your personal safety?" an1 
·some people say that gangs are the bigges 
problem in Colorado Springs facing people o 
your age. Are they?" The answers were col 
leded but not discussed among the group (se1 
Tables 3 and 4). 

Finally, the groups discussed three Ices 
programs for youth: D.A.R.E. (Drug Abust 
Resistance Education), P .A.L. (Police Athleti1 
League), and Teen Night. 

The focus group findings refleded tht 
group consensus, as recorded by the notetake 
and observer. They provided a means fo 
obtaining a preliminary assessment of tht 
impad of gangs and gang adivity on are1 
youth. Also, results identified fadors that shouh 
be considered in developing programs fo 
these youths. Individual statements quote~ 
below are representative of statements rnad1 
during the focus group sessions. 
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Table 3: Perception of the Gang Problem 
Some people say that gangs are the biggest problem in Colorado Springs facing people your age. Are they! 

North East -. 
# % # % 

Yes, for sure 4 
Yes, probably I 10 7 30 
Maybe 4 36 II 48 
No, probably not 4 36 3 13 
No, for sure 2 18 4 

FINDINGS 
The Gang Problem in Colorado Springs 

Each focus group expressed concern 
with the growth of gangs in Colorado Springs. 
As one student from South High expressed it, 
the gang problem "is growing faster than any­
one thinks." Students at North High, however, 
said that the threat of gangs has been "blown 
out of proportion" by negative media cover­
age. Students could identify eleven active 
youth gangs in Colorado Springs. Students 
from all four high schools concurred that gangs 
were most active on the south side of the city. 
As one North High student put it, 

lfsnotallthatrighttobealoneonthesouthside. 
That's when I begin to wonder about my safety. 

While each group expressed concern about 
the gang problem, this concern varied accord­
ing to the school's location in the city (Table 3). 

Students believed that most gangs were 
neighborhood gangs rather than city-wide, 
and that neighborhood boundaries were the 
principal determinant in the composition of 
gangs. They said that each neighborhood was 
like a separate little town, and that within these 
neighborhoods gang affiliations could be de­
termined by graffiti that denoted ethnicity and 
territorial boundaries. They believed that gangs 
were segregated along ethnic lines, but some 
gangs had mixed membership. 

Gang activity inside schools reflected 
the geographic concentration of gang activity 
on the south side of the city. At South High, 
students cited gang graffiti and students armed 
with switch-blades and guns as constant re­
minders of the gang presence. While students 
at East High did not believe that there was a 
gang problem in their school, seven students 
in the focus group knew of gang members in 
their school, and four students knew gang 
members personally. Students at Central High 
stated that there were gang members at their 
school, but that most gang-related activity 

Central South Middle Total 
# % # % # % # " I 4 8 3 5 
3 43 6 50 4 44 21 34 
3 43 3 25 5 56 26 42 

2 17 9 IS 
3 5 

occurred outside of school. At North High, stu­
dents said that there was not a gang problem 
attheir school, believing thatthere were no real 
gang members among the students. Instead, 
self-proclaimed gang members were actually 
"wannabes," and they could be identified by 
their lack of specific knowledge about gangs. 

All focus groups agreed that wannabes 
posed a special problem. Wannabes were per­
ceived as more dangerous and more likely to 
start trouble than regular gang members. This 
is because of their desire to "advertise" them­
selves as "bad" to the real gang members. 
Some students also believed that wannabes 
were the most likely to get hurt. 

Participants stated that gangs in Colo­
rado Springs did not actively recruit young 
people to join them. Only occasionally did 
gangs ask someone to join them. Students 
agreed that if someone turned down gang 
membership, there was no pressure or retali­
ation from the gang upon refusal to join. One 
student stated that he had been offered gang 
membership, and his decision to decline was 
respected by the gang. Instead, a prospective 
member usually will ask to become a gang 
member. Prior to this request, prospective 
members will begin to hang around a gang and 
wear that gang's specific clothing. Some stu­
dents also claimed that upon joining a gang, a 
person usually is "jumped" into a gang, mean­
ing the initiation is to be beat up by the gang 
members. 

The presence of gangs has increased 
concern for personal safety among students in 
the Pikes Peak region, especially among fresh­
men and sophomores at Central and East 
High Schools. Some students expressed these 
concerns in the general terms of being shot or 
stabbed. Others, however, explicitly made a 
connection between gangs and concern for 
personal safety. One student wrote, 

My concern is that I might get killed or injured in 
a gang-related activity 
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they cited the south side as a center of gang 
activity, they also mentioned the southwest 
and northeast as other locations. Not surpris­
ingly, these students' estimates of"students in 
gangs" at Middle High school ranged from 100 
to 250 students, figures that must be consid­
ered excessively high. 

Like the high school students, the Middle 
School students did not believe that gangs 
actively recruited their members. Instead, as 
one student put it, "You have to impress them 
first. • These students also went into great 
detail concerning gang initiations. For ex­
ample, one girl said that to join a gang, "you 
have to have unprotected sex with a lot of guys 
at once." They also considered gang member­
ship to be a lifetime commitment. 

Authority, Alienation, and Prevention 
Many students, in both the high schools 

and the middle school, expressed anxiety and 
doubt with regard to their future prospects, and 
most felt that the problem of gangs could not 
be alleviated in the near future. Almost all of 
the students believed that police and school 
authorities can do little to prevent drug use and 
gang activity. Consequently, students express­
ed resignation, powerlessness, and a lack of 
control over their circumstances. 

Students in each of the focus groups 
also exhibited considerable ambivalence to­
ward, and a lack of trust in, the police and 
school authorities. Many students in these 
schools believed that policemen viewed them 
generally with suspicion, and often harassed 
them because of their age or their ethnicity. At 
the same time, students at Central High pointed 
out that the police in the school's neighbor­
hood normally would ignore a group that ex­
hibited characteristics of gang membership, 
and instead, they would approach and "pick 
on" individual youths. 

A similar view prevailed concerning 
school administrators. As one student said, 
"They watch everything you do. They think 
everything is gang-related." Many students 
also expressed considerable indifference to­
ward administrators who ran youth-oriented 
programs in schools. Youth workers and coun­
selors, for instance, were considered out of 
touch with teenage concerns. Students at 
Middle School exhibited even stronger nega­
tive opinions toward school authorities, whom 
they complained would "call the cops for the 
littlest things." Consequently, these students 
claimed that they were required to make 

unnecessary court appearances, pay fines, 
and do community service. 

These attitudes toward authorities 
emerged most strongly in a discussion of 

· "colors," especially at East High where all hats 
recently had been banned. The students felt 
that the "no hat policy" was an over-reaction, 
since very few hats were actually gang related, 
and they were angry that they could do nothing 
about it. This group agreed when one summed 
up the entire issue by saying, "A hat never shot 
anybody." Instead, these students expressed 
concern for their safety only when wearing 
certain colors in public. 

Nonetheless, many students suggested 
that the authorities should take stronger mea­
sures against gangs. One student even sug­
gested that the only solution would be to "lock 
them all up." A student from East echoed this 
sentiment by saying, 

The police and the court systems should give 
them more than a slap on the wrist. 

Many students also indicated that a lack 
of rapport with their parents increased the 
sense of uncertainty concerning the problem 
of drug use and gangs. Many students come 
from families where both parents worked, and 
often these teens came home to an empty 
house every day with nothing for them to do in 
the afternoon. For example, one student men­
tioned that parents who themselves abuse 
drugs and alcohol make poor role models for 
their children, and that "they need to quit if they 
want us to quit." Another student stated that 
"peer pressure to use drugs was especially 
strong when one's home life is bad." 

Given such distancing between school 
and police on the one hand, and home and 
family on the other, it is not surprising that 
students cited both reasons for and against 
joining gangs. Students from North, East, and 
Central High Schools generally emphasized 
the positive aspects of gang membership. 
These students emphasized that gangs are 
"like a second family" to their members. Young 
people join gangs because they get more 
attention from gangs than from family 
members or because gangs offer a safe haven 
from problems at home. Likewise, gang 
membership provides participants with a 
greater feeling of acceptance and self-esteem. 
In general, the students believed that if you 
were experiencing problems, your gang would 
be there to help you. Finally, gangs provide 
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Table 4: Concern for Personal Safety 
How often (if ever) are you ever afraid for your own personal safety! 

North East Central 
# " # " # " Never s 46 4 17 

Rarely 3 27 10 44 s 71 
Some days 3 27 8 35 2 29 
Most days 4 
Every day 

while another connected a fear for safety with 
the perceptions that gangs "travel in herds" 
and "think they can do anything." 

While freshmen from South High ex­
pressed similar concerns for personal safety, 
these students did not express a specific fear 
of gangs, though feelings of uncertainty were 
more prevalent because students came from 
different neighborhoods. During their group 
discussion, they believed they were safe as 
long as they "minded their own business" and 
avoided contact with gang members. As a 
consequence, they were constantly on alert 
when at cchool. 

Either due to their age or where they 
lived, seniors at North High expressed the 
least concern with violence or gangs in their 
neighborhood. For example, one student wrote, 

I fear getting in a car accident more than I fear 
a violent act inflicted upon me. 

These qualitative findings are corroborated by 
the focus group survey data (Table 4). 

Students in each group considered the 
problem of drugs as largely separate from that 
of gangs, despite awareness that drug sales 
offer gang members the chance to make 
money. Students at Central High, for example, 
believed that gang members did not necessar­
ily do more drugs than non-gang members, 
emphasizing that some gangs did not even 
use drugs. Indeed, as a separate issue, drugs 
and alcohol were listed in each focus group as 
a greater concern than gangs, crime, and 
violence (Table 2). 

According to the students, drugs are 
readily available, especially marijuana and 
alcohol, and peer pressure was cited as the 
most important cause for the use of drugs. 
Furthermore, the students made a strong dis­
tinction between "hard drugs" and other drugs. 
One student wrote: 

If someone offered me alcohol or a cigarette I 

South Middle Total 
# " # " # " 4 33 2 22 IS 24 
2 17 3 33 23 37 
s 42 4 44 22 36 

8 2 3 
0 0 

would probably invnecliately accept it.lfitwere 
an illegal drug, such as marijuana, I don't think 
I'd do a drug like that. Marijuana maybe, be­
cause it's notthat harmful. 

Gangs and the Middle School 
The students of Middle School presentt 

an interesting study in contrasts. These st 
dents argued that the media has exaggeratt 
the violence of gangs and has made gangs in 
"scapegoats." They argued that kids kne 
more about gangs than the police, and ma1 
of their statements proved relatively inform 
tive. In their opinion, 

the moreyouknowaboutgangs, then you have 
lesstofear-especiallyifyouknowthesignals. 

Yet much of their information was based c 
hearsay and rumor; often they would beg 
assertions with "a friend of mine told me. 
Consequently, many of their statements der 
onstrated a lack of direct experience wi 
gangs. The findings from this focus grol 
were therefore more indicative of the psych1 
logical impact of gangs on area youth thli 
they were of gangs themselves. 

In general, the nine students from Midd 
School expressed concern with the growir 
gang problem. Unlike the older students, he\ 
ever, they held an altogether negative opinic 
of gangs. In their opinion, gangs were more 
a show than a threat. However, these studen 
had a greater difficulty distinguishing betwet 
gang and non-gang members than the his 
school students. For example, some studen 
considered "skaters" -"grunge types" who ric 
on skateboards-to be a type of gang. 

In discussing the city's gang probler 
these students made numerous references 
local members of Crips and Bloods, as well I 
to the Sons of Silence and the Hell's Ange 
motorcycle gangs. Furthermore, these st 
dents had difficulty in identifying the locality 
gangs in the Colorado Springs area. Whi 
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protection to their members in that gang's 
neighborhood. 

Students from South High, as well as 
some from Central and East Highs, expressed 
the opposite opinion. They believed that gangs 
basically "want to gain control," and they 
emphasized that the purposes of gangs in­
cluded acquiring drugs and money. They said 
that gangs provide greater freedom because 
their members can make more money through 
illegal activities than they can through employ­
ment. 

Most of the participants expressed the 
opinion that the answer to the gang problem 
was education. However, they believed pre­
vention programs like Drug Abuse Resistance 
Education (D.A.R.E.) were ineffective. Virtu­
ally all of the focus group members had partici­
pated in the program, and they explained that 
it was ineffective because the program was 
"too repetitive," providing insufficient informa­
tion with which "to make decisions." They 
stated that they would prefer to have the curric­
ulum delivered by peers with "real world expe­
rience" rather than a police officer. Further­
more, these students believed that both drugs 
and gangs were a part of growing up, and that 
these issues needed to be addressed through­
out junior high and high school. 

territorial type of gangs (Feldman et al 1985). 
This finding is consistent with Zevitz's study of 
Kenosha gangs (1993). Despite the existence 
of fighting gangs, incidents of gang violence 
appear to be comparatively isolated and spo­
radic. This finding is supported by Hughes and 
Dukes ( 1997). Gangs in more affluent sections 
of the city, however, are predominantly social 
gangs. Gangs in neighborhoods like those 
where North High is located are brought to­
gether for the purpose of engaging in largely 
recreational activities, with little or no evidence 
of fighting or violence, a finding consistent with 
the social type of gang (Feldman et al1985). 

Likewise, the data suggest that gang 
activity and violence have not been linked 
specifically to the sale and distribution of 
illegal drugs by broader-based, entrepreneurial 
gangs. Entrepreneurial gangs are concerned 
with attaining status by means of money 
through such illegal activities as drug dealing 
or theft. These gangs exhibit a higher degree 
of organization and their use of violence is 
more often instrumentally tied to the control 
and distribution of drugs and money (Feldman 
et al1985). The lack of entrepreneurial gangs 
is also suggested by the fact that the focus 
groups sharply distinguished gangs and drug 
use as distinct problems; in each focus group, 
the students rated drugs and alcohol as the 

DISCUSSION greater problem, and in three schools they did 
The Impact of Gangs on Youth so by at least a 2-1 margin. (The local police 

Findings suggest that specific neighbor- department has also concluded that local drug 
hoods determine the distribution and structure sales are not controlled by gangs, as is often 
of gangs and gang activity. Based on student the case in other cities.) The lack of the 
statements concerning gangs within their entrepreneurial type of gang, with its need for 
schools and neighborhoods, as well as else- carriers and lookouts, may help to explain the 
where in the city, the typology developed by lack of active reauiting practices among gangs 
Feldman, Mandel, and Fields (1985) appears in the Pikes Peak region. While local gangs 
the most useful in differentiating gang activity may use drugs, this use is not yet dependent 
in Colorado Springs. According to this typol- upon gang activity. This pattern is in sharp 
ogy, the majority of gang activity in the region contrast to gang activity in Chicago as de­
can be defined in terms of neighborhood social scribed by Kotlowitz (1991). 
or fightinQ gangs rather than entrepreneurial In general, these findings reemphasize 
gangs with national affiliations (Feldman et al the importance of studying youth gangs and 
1985). gang activity in specific social contexts that 

In sections of the city characterized by take into consideration local ecological tao­
lower levels of socioeconomic status, like tors, in both major urban areas and smaller 
those where South High is located, fighting towns and cities, as suggested by Curry and 
gangs have emerged. These are the gangs Spergel (1988, 1992). The differentiation of 
whose names were well known and linked by gangs in Colorado Springs, with fighting gangs 
focus group participants to those neighbor- emerging on the south side of the city, reflects 
hoods that local police officials have identified social stratification processes that create poor, 
as the core of gang activity. Antagonistic · disenfranchised communities that are sub­
toward other gangs and often engaged in drug jected to stigma and repression in a system­
use and selling, fighting gangs are the most atic fashion (Moore 1991; Padilla 1992; Vigil 
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1988). 
Against this atmosphere of uncertainty, 

the focus group findings suggest that many 
area youths have nonetheless developed a 
capacity to adapt to the gang presence and to 
respond positively to the challenge presented 
by growth of gangs. Youths appear to be learn­
ing factually about gangs and how to deal with 
them. In general, students demonstrated that: 
1) they had acquired a substantial amount of 
specific, everyday knowledge about gangs in 
the Pikes Peak region; 2) while students ex­
pressed concerns about being victims of vio­
lence, they did not specifically connect this 
fear with gangs; and 3) they showed consider­
able self-confidence in their ability to handle 
encounters with gang members. 

Variations in these responses to the 
impact of local gang activity seem contingent 
upon geographic distribution of gangs and 
student age. The students at North High School, 
the only group composed primarily of seniors, 
believed that the threat of gangs has been 
exaggerated, and they disagreed most with 
the statement that "gangs are the biggest 
problem" for area youth (Table 3). Of all the 
groups, they demonstrated the most factual 
knowledge about gangs and the types of gang 
association, and they exhibited the greatest 
confidence in handling gang encounters. Per­
haps most significantly, they displayed a strong 
desire to educate other youths concerning the 
dangers involved with gangs and drugs. 

At the same time, the freshmen of South 
High School demonstrated comparable expe­
rience. Despite the location of their school 
within neighborhoods where gang activity is 
most pronounced, these students did not ex­
press a specific fear of gang violence. On the 
contrary, because of their first-hand knowl­
edge of gangs and gang members, they con­
sidered themselves safe so long as they 
"steered clear" of gangs. Despite being younger 
than students at North High, these freshmen 
showed self-confidence in dealing with en­
counters involving gang members that was at 
least equal to that of the seniors at North. 

In some respects, it is in the neigh­
borhoods where Central High, East High, and 
the Middle School are located that the psycho­
logical impact of gangs apparently are felt 
most. These schools are located in a transi­
tional zone between the south side neighbor­
hoods where fighting gangs have emerged 
and the more aflluent northern neighborhoods 
where social gangs are the dominant type. In 

this part of town, the social gang continues to 
be predominant, but there is evidence of a 
growing influence and impact of fighting gangs. 
These neighborhoods are under the influence 

· oftwodifferenttypesofgangs, with their differ­
ent patterns of behavior and action. Conse­
quently, unlike their peers at South High, the 
freshman and sophomores of Central and 
East High considered gangs to be a growing 
problem. They voiced the greatest concern for 
personal safety, and they most often specifi­
cally connected this fear to gangs. Finally, they 
demonstrated the greatest uncertainty about 
how to deal with gang situations. 

Students at Middle School proved to be 
the least knowledgeable about gangs. These 
students were the least precise about the geo­
graphic location of gangs, had great difficulty 
distinguishing between gang and non-gang 
members, and often did not distinguish be­
tween youth gangs and older, motorcycle 
gangs. Not surprisingly, they exhibited the 
greatest apprehension atthethoughtofhaving 
to deal with gang members. 

The data from these focus groups com­
plement and advance findings in related stud­
ies on the perceptions of everyday youth to­
ward gangs and gang activity. In some re­
spects, the present analysis seems to confirm 
the findings of Takata and Zevitz (1990) and 
Pryor and McGarrell (1993). In general, the 
youths in our study identified gangs in their 
own neighborhood and other neighborhoods, 
had personal interactions with gang members, 
and identified differences in age and ethnicity 
among gangs. Similar to youths in Takata and 
Zevitz's Racine study (1990), the focus group 
participants seemed more sure about their 
knowledge of gangs in their own immediate 
school or neighborhood. And like Pryor and 
McGarrell (1993), exposure to gangs and gang 
activities in local neighborhood contexts 
seemed to decrease a youth's appraisal of 
potential gang-related danger, consequently 
leading to a less serious perception of a gang 
probtem. 

These findings, however, appeared var­
ied according to age and to exposure with 
gangs that differed according to the type of 
gang and geographic location. While it is 
impossible to discriminate between these two 
effects within the limits of this study, the data 
draw attention to differential responses based 
on the youth's age and especially their defini­
tion of gangs and gang members, neither of 
which are fully accounted for in the two related 
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studies cited above. In their study, Takata and 
Zevitz (1990) concluded that youth's percep­
tions of gang members are much more "amor­
phous" when compared to the stereotypical 
adult perceptions reflecting "official" defini­
tions of local authorities and the media. Their 
data illustrated how most young people ob­
serve collective delinquent behavior as more 
of a near-group occurrence, and how young 
people may find it easier to recognize certain 
activities as gang-related because they see 
the gang as an ephemeral group. 

Based on the present analysis~. how­
ever, these "amorphous" perceptions may 
actually reflect a greater understanding of dif­
ferent types of gangs, gang members, and 
gang activities - an understanding that ap­
pears in stark contrast to the monolithic con­
ception of gangs implied by local authorities 
and the media, a conception that these stu­
dents rejected on the basis of their personal 
experiences. This analysis suggests that fu­
ture studies on the impact of gangs on every­
day youth may yield more fruitful results if they 
employed alternative conceptions and defini­
tions of gangs and gang membership. 

Policy Implications 
Further growth of gangs in Colorado 

Springs may result in the transformation of 
social or fighting types of gangs into the entre­
preneurial type with stronger affiliations to 
national gangs. Findings suggest that gangs 
and gang activity represent a challenge not 
only to police or school administrators, but to 
entire communities regardless of size and 
demographics. Programs to reduce the im­
pact of gangs on area youth should most im­
mediately address issues of practical educa­
tion regarding gangs, alcohol and drugs, dis­
armament of youth, and improving police­
youth relations. Programs should also empha­
size the role of knowledge and education, both 
as a meaningful experience and as the power 
to advance up the socioeconomic ladder. 
Programs should emphasize the development 
of vocational skills and the creation of future 
job opportunities that will strengthen the eco­
nomic self-support of youth and provide recre­
ational opportunities that offer a positive alter­
native to the perceived "benefits" of gang 
membership. Above all, policy directed at both 
gang and nongang youthful offenders must 
consider the finding that emphasizing educa- · 
tion can insulate youth from gangs and from 
deviance. Education provides opportunities 

for achievement, promotes an identity as 1 

valuable member of society, and can precludt 
involvement in serious deviance, delinquency 
and crime (Dukes et al1995). 

Data from this and related researct 
suggests that special attention needs to bl 
directed toward wannabe gang members, no 
only because they provide the basis for tht 
rapid growth of gangs in the region, but alsc 
because wannabes are a significant problen 
in their own right. While many of the focw 
group participants demonstrated considerablt 
self-confidence in their ability to handle en 
counters with gang members, they exhibitec 
less confidence concerning wannabes. In fact 
wannabe gang members emerged as a dis 
tinct variation of the gang problem in Coloradc 
Springs. Students in each school stated tha 
wannabes are more likely to engage in vio 
lence. Consequently, the students believec 
that wannabes represented a greater threa 
than gang members. This inference may be o 
special interestto research on gangs in smalle1 
communities where the lack of a criminal sub 
culture discourages the emergence of mon 
organized gangs. 

This finding also supports an interpre 
tation of why wannabes are more deviant thar 
nonmembers, though not as deviant as activE 
gang members, as indicated by a survey o 
area youth (Dukes et al1995). As part of a pro 
cess of anticipatory socialization, wannabe! 
attempt to gain respect from gang members 01 
to cultivate the style of life and behavior nee· 
essary to prepare them for gang membership 
For this reason, wannabes may engage ir 
specific and openly public displays of devi· 
ance, thus conveying the impression to non· 
gang youth that they are unpredictable anc 
prone to violent, criminal activities, and sc 
represent a higher risk of personal injury thar 
do active gang members. By contrast, activE 
members may no longer need to engage ir 
such dramaturgical performances for the ben· 
efit offellow gang members. Further researct 
is required, however, to better specify the rolE 
wannabes have as a part of the overall impac 
of gangs and gang violence on everyday youth 

More immediately, practical educatior 
concerning gangs should be directed towarc 
middle-school students. Data from this focui 
group research indicate that area high schoo 
students have already developed a degree o 
"street smart" knowledge that has allowec 
them to cope with the impact of gangs anc 
gang activity. Inevitably, such knowledgt 
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learned from practical experience has both its 
strengths and its weaknesses. As this study 
suggests, middle-school students demonstrate 
a growing but very incomplete knowledge of 
gangs on the one hand, and a nearly universal 
negative opinion about gangs on the other. 
This combination may provide an ideal point to 
intervene with a preventive program that can 
build upon, focus, and direct the "street smart" 
learning that the region's youth is already 
acquiring in their everyday experience. 

A caveat to any policy recommendation 
must be the apparent distancing effect be­
tween students and authority. In marked con­
trast to their self-reliance concerning gangs, 
students in the focus groups exhibited a con­
siderable lack of trust toward local police and 
school officials, believing that neither group 
could (or would) effectively confront the grow­
ing problem of gangs. They particularly felt 
harassed when police mistook them for gang 
members or when school authorities "clamped 
down" on gangs or •gang-related" stuff. It also 
is clear from the focus group discussion that 
interactions between local teens and police 
frequently produced resentment. Here their 
reliance upon their everyday knowledge and 
experience of youth gangs may contribute to a 
distrust of authority, a distrust that is also 
evident in their belief that even youth coun­
selors are out of touch with teenage concerns. 
These students emphasized that, to be effec­
tive, any preventive educational program must 
be presented by persons who have actual 
experience with gangs, drugs, and violence. 

The extent to which this resentment is 
directed toward all adult authority figures is 
unclear. In general, these students demon­
strated a contradictory attitude toward author­
ity. (Ironically, despite resentment toward 
police and educational administrators, a ma­
jority of students suggested that federal and 
local governments should increase their police 
force and punish gang members more se­
verely. Thus, these students appear to have 
made a distinction between the abstract level 
of government, which should enact more poli­
cies aimed at confronting the gang problem, 
and the immediate level of everyday experi­
ence with local policy enforcement, which was 
viewed as ineffective and often the source of 
harassment.) 

Consequently, middle-school programs 
concerning gang awareness should involve 
senior high school students to present impor­
tant portions of the curriculum. This approach 

to a preventive program is supported by the 
stated preference for peers as mentors by stu­
dents in the focus groups. Such an interactive 
education would also reinforce the social re-

. sponsibility of senior high school students by 
enabling them to ad as role models for other 
students. This recommendation is supported 
by research that has concluded that the most 
successful drug education programs for ado­
lescents are those "interactive" ones in which 
older adolescents present the curriculum 
(Tobler 1986). 
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STREET VS. "MAFIA" GANG PURSUIT: THE SOCIAL RACISM OF 
CONTEMPORARY CRIMINAL JUSTICE GANG POLICY 

Donald L Yates, Oklahoma State University 

ABSTRACT 
Absentfromthevastliteratureongangsarethedynamicsofracialandclasscenteredpoliciesofcriminal 

justicegangpunishmentandpursuit.Scholarsinvolvedingangresearchpresumetheobjectivityofstreetgang 
policiestoday. Thebiasofthenation'sgangpoliciesappearaunjustifiedg~thefailureofsocialpolicyandthe 
highpriorltieswhic;hlawenforoementagenciesandthecourtshaveappllee1tominolitystreetgar:'QS. The same 
initltUtionsgiveralativelvlowprloritytoenforcingcrininallaws .. ~organlzed,rich,typicallywhite,Syndicate 
criminal gangs. In the absence of any credible basis for this d~ of gang policy today, we present an 
argument tor•social racism" as the principle framework guiding this nation's criminal justice gang policies. 

INTRODUCTION 
Gangs, as an often deviant aspect of 

social structure, have been the subject of 
social.research for at least the last seventy 
years (Yates 19958). Thrasher's (1927) origi­
nal insights on juvenile gangs during the 1920s 
p~vided not only a successful framework for 
studying the dynamics of these groups, but 
also helped stir pubHc debate, social curiosity, 
and broad acac:temic interest in the phenom­
enon of gangs. Gangs have evolved to an un­
precedented leVel and range today. The early 
·near-group• structures, which defined most 
of the groups Thrasher studied, have given 
way to much more complex social and struc­
tural dynamics within gang groupings. The 
institutionalized arrangements defining more 
than a few urban gangs today are character­
iz~ by a level of group dimension that would 
be hardly recognizable to the early writers on 
metropolitan social gangs (Yates 19958). 

The irony of law enforcement agencies' 
aggressive and punitive approach to pursuing 
•street gangs, • while at the same time relish­
ing in a policy of toleration and quiet disregard 
concerning the offenses of powerful "Mafia" 
gangs, is that much of the 'basis for the harsh 
policies of street gang pursuit today find so 
littkt evidenste justifying such policies. While 
law enforce~ openly operates under the 
banner of seeing a strong connection between 
escalating violeOce among juveniles and the 
proliferation of yOuthful street gangs, the vast 
empirical scholarship establishes no strong 
link between juvenile gangs and the recent 
sharp increases in criminal violence among 
some juveniles (Fagan 1989; Howell 1994; 
Miller 1982). 

Similar1y, the popular images of street 
gangs spreading and expanding their num­
bers -and equally frightening for the public­
expanding their trade in illicit drug operations, 
have also constituted a basis for the current 

aggressive policies of street gang pursuit. 
When these images are matched with the 
evidence of gang migration and its alleged 
connection to an expanding urban drug traf­
ficking network, the correlation fails to find any 
considerable basis in fact (Howell1994; Miller 
1982; Skolnick 1989). Most studies on street 
gangs find little evidence of gang unit reloca­
tions as a robust dynamic of Inner-city urban 
neighborhoods in the 1980s and the 1990s 
(Hagedorn 1988; Howell 1994; Huff 1989; 
Maxson, Klein 1993; Miller1982; Rosenbaum, 
Grant 1983). Further, what evidence there is of 
new drug satellite mar1c:ets following migrating 
gang members to new locations has shown 
that these structures are tied largely to individ­
uals and groups other than gangs (Goldstein, 
Huff 1993; Hagedorn 1991; Johnson, Wil­
liams, Dei, Sanabria 1988; Klein 1995; Skolnick 
1989). VVhile acknowledging gang involve­
ment in drug trafficking at some level, the 
general con-sensus of the research is that 
drug trafficking involving gang members pre­
dominantly involves individual gang members 
in drug distribution networks which are neither 
gang-controlled nor reflective of organized 
gang activities (Decker 1993; Esbensen, Hui­
zinga 1993; Fagan 1989; Goldstein, Huff 1993; 
Hagedorn 1991, 1994; Joe 1994; Klein 1995; 
Mieczkowski 1990; Williams 1989). 

Street gang policy today, appears in­
spired by yet other images of high rates of 
homicidal violence on inner-city streets being 
largely a result of disputes involving street 
gangs over drug distribution territories (Howell 
1994; Miller 1982). Prevailing evidence dis­
credits the image of high incidences of inner­
city homicide violence and its connection to 
drug trafficking street gangs. Most studies 
have simply failed to document extensive in­
volvement of gangs in drug trafficking as an 
organizational activity (Bryant 1989; Howell 
1994; Klein, Maxson, Cunningham 1988,1991; 
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Miller 1982, 1994). Most salient to explaining 
homicidal violence involving street gangs are 
the disputes that revolve around gang turf, 
rather than notions of violence induced by 
gang-related street drug sales {Block, Block 
1993; Howell 1994; Skolnick 1989). 

On the other hand, the activities of large, 
rich, typically \Nhite, powerful "Mafia" and 
other syndicate criminal gangs have seemed 
more the deserving object for the tough law 
enforcement policies targeting the nation's 
gangs today. With an extremely efficient and 
secure hierarchy and structure to run the illicit 
trade generated by an unparalleled level of 
gang organizational activity and force found 
today, "Mafia" and other syndicate-style crimi­
nal gangs have clearly warranted the most 
intense surveillance, police pursuit, and crimi­
nal court scrutiny employed in the policies 
directed toward gangs and other organization­
ally-related criminal activities. Yet criminal 
justice agencies have not given priority to the 
pursuit of prominent syndicate gang struc­
tures. Why this is the case may be found in 
answers ihat go beyond the often superficial 
and empty rhetoric of public officials' alleged 
claim of the invincible power of organized 
syndicate criminal gangs. 

APPLYING THE CONCEPT OF SOCIAL 
RACISM TO THE POLITICS OF CRIMINAL 
JUSTICE GANG POLICY 

George M. Fredrickson introduced the 
concept of social racism having constituted an 
experienceforearly African-Americans-unique 
and separate from their history in encounter­
ing ideological racism. He defined social rac­
ism as the treatment of blacks as if they were 
inherently inferior for reasons of race. Social 
racism is racist behavior that can be inferred 
from actual social relationships which can 
thrive long after ideological racism has been 
discredited in the educated circles of a domi­
nant group {Fredrickson 1971). Such a con­
cept as distinct from its ideological derivative, 
finds considerable credibility in both historic 
and current patterns of social interactions that 
involve people of color in their relations with 
whites in American society. Social racism, as 
distinct from ideological racism, has been 
successfully presented as originating in the 
late 17th century, well before 19th century 
based ideological racism {Fredrickson 1971). 
America was not originally racist, but became · 
racist gradually as a result of a series of crimes 
against African-American humanity stemming 

primarily from selfishness, greed, and the 
pursuit of privilege (Fredricks01l1971). 

In the late 17th century, social racism is 
thought to have been born out of changing 
laws with regard to interracial marriage, the 
denial of the right of free blacks to own property 
or vote, and other restrictions meant to subor­
dinate blacks racially to whites {Russell 1913; 
Twombly, Moore 1967; Wright 1921). The 
origins of ideological racism on the' other 
hand-the more direct and explicit rationalized 
racist ideology-is viewed as a response to 
19th century North American humanitarian­
ism, and its campaign of abolition against 
economic systems based on the use of slaves 
{Fredrickson 1971). 

Social racism is characteristi~lly pre­
sent, then, with any patterri of social relations 
where a dominant white majority will treat a 
subOrdinate black minority as if they were 
inferior on the basis of their race. Such pat­
terns of racially-motivated sodal behavior are 
arguably present today in institutionalized ar­
rangements of structured social inequity mani­
fested in a variety of ways suggestive of social 
racism. The pervasiveness of minority salary 
and wage differences relative to those of whites 
when that disparity cannot be explained by 
some objective condition-i.e. region, age, 
education, or some other justified cause-­
illustrates social racism in this example {Currie, 
Skolnick 1988). Even when an historically 
oppressed gender group, such as working 
women, find within the structure of women's 
pay a pervasive pattern of black and Hispanic 
women earning less than white women, and 
where this disparity also cannot be explained 
by a set of objective conditions, therein lies the 
presence of social racism as a governing force 
regulating wages and salaries as they are paid 
to female workers. 

There's no huge leap in scientific logic 
from the illustrations of structured social sub­
ordination relating to the inequities of wages 
and salaries based on race cited above to 
patterns of racially-biased public policies, when 
those policies have the effects of disallowing 
people of color equal social opportunity to 
participate in the privileges, rewards, spoils, 
advantages, equal treatments, protections, 
and other benefits of societal membership. 
Such is the case with criminal justice policy 
governing gangs today. The inequities high­
lighting the policy of criminal gang pursuit and 
punishment in the United States today may 
very well find their most credible analysis in 
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explanations consistent with an ideology· of and specifically for control of illicit drugs, the 
sociattacism. Such a condition wll rnaen; for Continuir1g Criminal Enterprise (CCE) Ad. as 
~ street pnga and other group ~ cunent1J enforced, place only a minor dent in 
nnathata18theobjactaofiUCh socialrac:ilm, thebmidablearmoroforganizedcrime. Crimi­
releglltion to a position of inferior eoc:iallfand. · nat and civl prosecutions under both the RICO 
ing rellllive to Mafia and ott. largely white, and CCE Acts in the period since the mid­
syndlcategangstructures,baledaolelybnthe 1970s have been largely confined to garden­
racillh:ompoaltionofmembers ofllreetganga., variety commercial fraud C4IS88 and the most 
SUCh a principle weuld explain the ~ humdrum Mel routine pf drug distribution net­
racial inequities of gang policy today. works (Oombrink, Meeker 1988). These acts 

have been as controversial for their erosion of 
certain civil protections as they have been for 
their failure to control organized crime. Com­
brink and-Meeker (1988), have shown that the recent..,... produce, a far more dramatic 
effect on the legal system and the relatlon­
ahipl of key IICtora in the aiminal justice 
sylllm, pemape, than they will affect the 
amount of~ entering the country. 

A number of crimil"doglata have noted 
patterna of aimilarltiea and interrelationships 
betr;~~~enorganizedayndicatecrtmeanctwhlte­
collarcrime(Snon, Eilzan 1990; Spltz.-1975; 
Szllaz 1986; Tabor 1971). lberel8tionship be­
tween Olg8f1ized syndic:lde crime and white­
t.:Otlar ortme has been presented as one of 
mutuel benefic;ial inteRtependence (Martens, 
MIQer-Lcqfellow 1982; Szasz 1988). Andrew 
Sz8K{1888), forexampleihusuggestedthat 
......-~that generate hazafd­
o.awaate may In filet benefit quite extenaiv8ly 
in expenditure savings from the Illegal dis­
paul of ................ generated by ele­'""* of organized c:n.na active in industrial 
wHte diapoaal. Merry Morash (1984) has 
~ •. tbeory that the strongest connec­
tioM Mtween ~ crime.Md legitimate 
bulinea1 .. found in businesaea charac:ter­
izeclby lowteclwiOiogy, the sale of uniform pro­
ducts, and rigid rnarttets where increases in 
pricewill not I'8IUit in reduced demand. Critical 
theoriata have historically pointed out the cor­
rupt cot"w"leCtionl .,.,tween organized Syncfl­
cated criminal ganga~ local police groups, 
~. and private buaineatmen (Cham­
.,.._1WfS,1978; Gellfiner, Lyman 1978; Hills 
1911~-,Potter 1994; P.otter, Jenkins 1985). Lo­
cal polillcian1 have been prime benefactors of 
~ed syndicated criminal gangs. In the 
1~ it was estimated that $2 billion annually 
was given by organized crime figures to public 
ofllcials each year in the form of campaign 
contributions (King 1969). Estimates today 
are that this figure in the 1990s may have 
tripled or quadrupled (Potter 1994). 

The Presidents Commission on 
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groups are more problematic for the nation's 
largest cities than gangs. In surveys from 13 
cities, including the largest in the U.S., seven 
times as many communities reported prob­
lems with disruptive youth groups as reported 
problems with gangs (Howell 1994: Miller 
1982}. 

Field stud~s In the 1980s failed to con­
firm the presence af. migratory sateHite gangs 
in distant locations! Gangs new to localities, 
when they have been found, are observed to be 
the result largely of family migration and re­
cruits from local neighborhoods (Hagedorn 
1988; Huff 1989; Rosenbaum, Grant 1983). 
Gang involvement in violence and homicide is 
often turf-related than drug-related. In a study 
of Chicago's four largeSt and most criminally­
active street gangs during 1987 to 1990, only 
8 of 288 gang-motivated homicides were re­
lated to drugs. The larger gangs were exten­
sively engaged in acts of instrumental vio­
lence-theft, burglary, or possession or sale of 
drugs (Block, Block 1993). 

Empirical research reveals no extensive 
involvement of street gangs in drug trafficking 
as an organizational activity. Instead individ­
ual gang members engage in freelance drug 
sales (Esbensen, Huizinga 1993; Hagedorn 
1994: Howell 1994; Klein et al 1991: Miecz­
kowski 1990; Moore 1978; \/VIIIiams 1989). 

In Los Angeles, researchers concluded 
that the connection between street gangs, 
drugs, and homicide was weak and could not 
account for the increase in Los Angeles homi­
cides during the 1980s (Klein et al1991). An 
analysis of Los Angeles homicides occurring 
between January 1, 1986, and August 31, 
1988 did not support the theory that a substan­
tial propottlon of homicides are attributable to 
gang involvement in narcotics trafficking (Mee­
han, O'C8rroU 1995). In Pasadena and Po­
mona, California, a s!milar study found gang 
members involved iri only 5 percent of all vio­
lent homicides involving· the sale of drugs be­
tween 1989 and 1991 (Maxson, Klein, Cun­
ningham 1993). Indeed, local police recom­
mended a move away from gang specializa­
tion in narcotics enforcement as a policy change 
for these two communities (Maxson etal1993). 

Interviews with 151 gang members from 
Chicago, Los Angeles, and San Diego, for the 
purpoStt. Qf learning about their involvement in 
drug de&ling and whether or not violence was 
associated with drug sales, turned up little 
association between these group$ and violent 
incidents (Fagan 1989; Howell 1994). 

Some investigations of street gangs have 
turned up gang specialization in drug traffick­
ing (Chin 1989; Dolan, Finney 1984; Philibosian 
1989; Virgil1988), still the prevailing view of 
·the researchers of street gangs, drugs, and 
criminal violence is that the most common ex­
periences involved individual gang members 
in drug distribution networks that are neither 
gang-controlled nor organized gang activities 
(Decker 1993; Goldstein, Huff1993; Hagedorn 
1991). 

In casting an empirical spotlight on the 
policy-generating myths of drug distribution 
and its connection to criminal homicide and 
other violence in Asian communities, Joe (1994) 
concluded that the connections between Asian 
gangs and organized crime operations are not 
at all clear and are best conceptualized as 
associations between individuals in groups 
and not as aiminal conspiracies. 

In spite of this range of evidence calling 
into question the recent campaign of raising 
street gangs to the level of this country's most 
menacing pariah, we see a pattern of quiet 
acquiescence to the privileges and power of 
syndicated criminal gangs displayed by estab­
lished law enforcement, the courts, and pri­
vate businesses, as these groups tolerate and 
even participate in the offenses of syndicated 
criminal gang .structures. 

THE RACISM OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
GANG POUCY 

Racism and class prejudice define gang 
policy in this country when, in the absence of 
an objective basis for the dichotomy that gov­
erns pursuit of gang groups today, we have the 
practices of a severely prejudicial gang policy. 
Given organized syndicated crime's superior 
success In influencing the mental, social, physi­
cal, and emotional health of the general public, 
this gang structure's injury to the overall well­
being of this country's children, young adults, 
and elderly greatly exceeds injury inflicted on 
the public by street gangs. Because street 
gangs consist mostly of the poor and of people 
of color, the policy of criminal justice authori­
ties treating street gangs structures more 
harshly than syndicated gangs, clearly invites 
an analysis of racial status, and to a lesser 
degree, class status as guiding principles in 
setting contemporary gang policy. 

The American Criminal Justice System's 
war on drugs is not a neutral war, for example. 
The poor and racial minorities have unsus­
pectingly been its most active targets. While, 
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Organized Crime (1986) reports that orga­
nized syndicated criminal gangs closely match 
the popular images of mob, underworld, Ma­
fia, wiseguys, or La Cosa Nostra in their 
empirical essence. Organized syndicated crimi­
nal gangs have, further, been characterized by 
law enforcement as the elite element of orga­
nized crime in America. They, more than any 
of the other gang structures in America, are 
responsible for the estimated $90 billion gross 
earnings of the illegal activities of organized 
crime's enterprises. They, more than any of 
the other gang groups, monopolize the infil­
trating of legitimate as well as illegitimate 
businesses. They, more than any of the other 
gang groups, monopolize the unlawful ser­
vices of gambling, prostitution, drugs, loan 
sharking, racketeering, laundering money, land 
fraud, and computer crime (President's Com­
mission on Organized Crime 1986). 

The law-enforcement perspective on or­
ganized crime provides the dearest distinction 
between the huge financial reserve of large, 
syndicated, affluent, criminals gangs and the 
street gangs of largely inner-city socially-de­
pressed urban America. While syndicated crim­
inal gangs enjoy a high degree of affluence, the 
indulgences of street gangs more closely par­
allel the activities of popularly acknowledged 
street crime-including gang-related assaults, 
robbery, burglary, larceny, drug use, gamb­
ling, and other offenses and self-indulgences 
of more immediate consequence and pattern 
to its victims and perpetrators (Hagedorn 1994; 
Howell 1994; Joe 1994; Kelly, Chin, Fagan 
1993). Street gangs are also disproportion­
ately made up of the socially displaced young 
among African-American, Latino, Jamaican, 
Chinese, Japanese, and increasingly today, 
Vietnamese populations (Kenney, Finckenauer 
1995). 

While the wealth and power of organized 
syndicate gangs may provide an explanation 
for the relative freedom with which syndicated 
gangs operate across the United States today, 
criminal individuals or street gangs have been 
powerless to avoid arrests and convictions 
against those who violate this country's laws 
(Browning, Garassi 1980; Hoffman 1987; Ness 
1987; Petersilia 1983). The critical question 
remains, why the differential treatment in poli­
cies governing criminal gangs within the crimi­
nal justice system? 

STREET GANGS AND CRIMINAL 
JUSTICE POLICY 

U.S. criminal justice policy today re­
mains quite uneven in the pressures it exerts 
on gang units in this country (Yates 1995a). 
Street "gangs," mostly of young African Ameri­
cans, Latinos, and other young people of color, 
are the targets of the most intense and persis­
tent law-enforcement efforts (Yates 1995a). 
By contrast, rich, powerful "Mafia" and other 
organized criminal syndicated "gangs, • have 
largely escaped any comparably sized police 
scrutiny and pursuit (Simon, Eitzen 1990). 
Well-known to the general public are the me­
dia-covered police "gang" sweeps in racial 
and ethnic minority neighborhoods (Hagedorn 
1991), while it is very rare for similar raids to 
be perpetrated against powerful syndicate­
style gang and group structures. While tough 
court punishment and imprisonment of mem­
bers of racial and ethnic minority gangs have 
indicated the policies of big city police districts 
and departments, only very recently have a 
modicum of punitive measures to halt the 
pillage of large-scale organized criminal gang 
structures been instituted (Dombrink, Meeker 
1986; Kenney, Finckenauer 1995). 

Organized syndicate gangs have in the 
past engaged in an almost unlimited adver­
tising and selling of their products and wares 
to a generally receptive public. What makes 
syndicate gang structures different from street 
gang units is their level of commitment to the 
goals of advancing and participating in an 
illegal economy of improperly obtained, pro­
cured, and sponsored consumables. Orga­
nized syndicate-style criminal gangs, further, 
are more thoroughly locked into collusive rela­
tionships with legitimate businesses, and out­
side specialists-including pilots, chemists, 
arsonists, corrupt police and politicians, as 
well as corrupt officials in private business 
than is the case, generally speaking, for minor­
ity street gangs (Block 1982; Dombrink, Meeker 
1986; Report to the Nation on Crime and 
Justice 1988; Thomas 1977). 

Considerable evidence points to most 
serious urban crime being at the instigation of 
non-gang youth and/or law-violating youth 
groups acting outside the organized activities 
of a gang (Howell 1994; Miller 1982, 1994). 
Except in a few of the largest U.S. cities experi­
encing the most severe gang problems, prob­
lems with nongang youth groups were gener­
ally considered to be more serious than prob­
lems with gangs. Unaffiliated disruptive youth 
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proportionately, African-Americans made up 
12 percent of the regular drug user population 
in the late 1980s, and 16 percent ofthe regular 
cocaine-using population for the $arne period, 
48 percent of those arrested for heroin or 
cocaine drug charges in 1988 were African­
American (Meddis 1989). 

The behavior of the nation's juvenile 
courts in adjudicating juvenile cases brought 
before it also provides evidence of racial bias 
in the decisions it makes in meting out justice. 
The nation's juvenile courts in the 1980s were 
more likely to suspend drug offense cases 
involving white youth charged with illegal pos­
session than minority children charged with 
the same offense (Juveniles Taken into Cus­
tody Annual Report 1990). Between 1984 and 
1988, youthful drug offenses involving white 
youth retained for court review declined by 2 
percent, while over the same period these 
same cases increased more than 260 percent 
for minority youth (Juveniles Taken into Cus­
tody Annual Report 1990). 

Sentencing decisions in the American 
criminal justice system indicative of social 
racism show that race and class conditions in­
fluence the treatment received from the nation's 
courts and jurists in criminal case processing, 
criminal sentencing, decisions to incarcerate, 
plea bargaining outcomes, and capital case 
sentencing (Bell 1973; Gerard, Terry 1970; 
Howard 1975; Kleck 1981; Mandatory Mini­
mum Penalties 1991; Petersilia 1983; Silver­
stein 1965; Thornberry 1973; Wolfgang, Riedel 
1973). 

Racist practices in plea bargaining, as a 
component of the "get tough• policies on 
minority drug offenders, appear to increas­
ingly pervade the implementation of federal 
mandatory sentencing statutes in drug-related 
and other federal crimes. In a special report by 
the U.S. Sentencing Commission to the U.S. 
Congress, federal prosecutors regularly ap­
plied plea bargaining in sentencing decisions 
in a way that appears related to the race of the 
defendant (Mandatory Minimum Penalties 
1991). In examining the behavior of federal 
prosecutors for a period between October 1, 
1989 through September 30, 1990, the Com­
mission reported that a greater proportion of 
black defendants was sentenced at or above 
the indicated mandatory minimum (68%), fol­
lowed by Hispanics (57%) and Whites (54%) 
(Mandatory Minimum Penalties 1991). · 

The Commission reports that plea bar­
gaining practices of federal prosecutors favor 

white defendants in narcotics cases over blac 
and Hispanics, most actively at minimum st 
tences of 120 months. Even after convictic 
in cases that carry a 120 month federal mant 
tory minimum sentence, white defendants 
54%) were considerably less likely than eitl 
black (at 65%) or Hispanic (at 65%) defe1 
ants to be handed this mandatory minim1 
sentence (Mandatory Minimum Penan 
1991). Examining racial disparities in fede 
drug sentencing over time, the Commissi 
pointed out that the differences found acre 
races appears to have increased since 19l 
The racial disparities are observed by 1 
Commission to have first developed betwe 
1986 and 1988, after implementation of ml 
datory minimum drug provisions, and t 
remained constant ever since (Mandatory M 
mum Penalties 1991). 

CORRECTING GANG POLICY TODAY: 
REMOVING THE VESTIGES OF A RACI: 
CRIMINAL JUSTICE GANG PURSUIT 

On the other hand, marginal econor 
status, poverty, unemployment and undere 
ployment, social and economic dislocati1 
and all the clustering of social problems asl 
ciated with the ·underclass· of public pol 
abandoned, inner-city urban neighborhoc 
create a common dynamic in the social ex1 
riences of members of minority street gar 
(Huff 1989). Deindustrialization in the 19i 
and 1980s added mightily to the stres! 
placed on traditional institutional structure! 
social control in our urban neighborhood! 
families, good jobs, schools, churches, a 
other historically-anchored agencies to gui 
the behavior ofthe community's young (Ha! 
dom 1991; Jackson 1991; Ropers 1988). D 
ing the 1970s at least 38 million jobs in ba 
industry were permanently lost (Ropers 198 
Deindustrialization would affect minorities mt 
than whites. A study by the U.S. Departmen 
Labor (1985) found that, between 1979 a 
1983, a total of 11.5 million workers lost jc 
because of plant closing or employment c 
backs. The study focused on the 5.1 milli 
workers out of the 11.5 million displaced wo 
ers who had worked at least three years 
their jobs. Among this sample of 5.1 mill 
displaced workers, the LaborDepartmentfoL 
that about 600,000 were black and less tt 
half of them (42%) were reemployed when 
terviewed (Ropers 1988). Hispanic work1 
accounted for about 280,000 of the displao 
The proportion ofthem reemployed (52%) 111 
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higher than blacks but considerably lower than 
for whites (Ropers 1988). Of whites who had 
been displaced, over three-fifths were re-em­
ployed and less than a quarter were unem­
ployed (Ropers 1988). 

Black and Hispanic teenagers in urban 
centers in the Midwest have not been immune 
from the economic consequences of lost in­
dustrial jobs. In Milwaukee between 1979 and 
1986 over 50,000 jobs, or some 23 percent of 
Milwaukee's manufacturing employment, were 
lost to deindustrialization (Hagedorn 1991; 
VVhite, Zipp, Reynolds, Paetsch 1988). Afri­
can-American workers suffered the worst job 
losses in Milwaukee. VVhile 40 percent of 
African-American workers were concentrated 
in manufacturing in 1980, by 1989 research in 
five all-black Milwaukee census tracts found 
that only about one-fourth of all black workers 
were still employed in manufacturing (Moore, 
Edari 1990). This social experience of eco­
nomic unrest has continued witt\ Milwaukee's 
African-American community experiencing offi­
cial unemployment rates of close to 30 percent 
in recent years (Hagedorn 1991). 

Not aH the central cities' woes of recent 
times can be attributed to deindustrialization. 
Public policies during the 1980s were partlcu­
larty belligerent in ignoring the financial and 
social needs of the cities. Because of industry 
deregulation and tax policies favoring the rich, 
now cash-heavy industry would be inspired to 
leave the central cities during the decade. 
Tragically, no meaningful public policy for the 
central cities would be erected by either Ro­
nald Reagan or George Bush to make up for 
capital flight from urban areas during the 
period. The economic base of the cities, which 
once included the opportunity for secure work 
and meaningful jobs, would fall victim during 
the 1980s to an urban policy heavily favoring 
high-income, suburban corporations (Yates 
1995b). 

In the face of suCh recent economic 
demoralization and public policy vacuum for 
urban neighborhoods, street gangs in the 
nation's largest cities have reemerged as a 
direct response to what may well be regarded 
as a renewed pattern of social oppression 
against this country's racial minorities and 
poor. The solutions to the problems of street 
gangs are not likely to be found in policies that 
ignore conditions of social despair, hopeless­
ness, blocked opportunities, urban blight, and 
ignored urban neighborhoods and.their resi­
dents. The social racism of street gang policy 

today is to be found in local, state, and federal 
government, and private business toleration 
of inner-city social institutional structures that 
are made to remain less effective, in the face 
of a bounty of public dollars, that over the 
course of the 1980s, would be redistributed 
from the neighborhoods of the working poor, 
and the poor, to the rich (Yates 1995b). 

Public policy needs to address the social 
disorganization of urban neighborhoods found 
in less-than-effective family lives, schools, 
churches, neighborhood groups, community 
centers, and other structures that normally 
provide a sense of neighborhood social inte­
gration. Public policy needs to construd op­
portunities for community cohesion, solidar­
ity, concern, care, and neighborhood order 
found in successful businesses, good jobs, 
meaningful industry. inclusive services, and 
training centers offering opportunities for the 
community's members to contribute to the 
produdivity of American society and life. The 
empowerment-of urban residents themselves 
becomes, then, the key to erecting a success­
ful urban policy to accomplish the goals of re­
moving street gangs and building social orga­
nization for the central cities of this country. 

This direction to an effective urban policy 
has already been urged by leading theorists 
who see the need to divert public dollars from 
what has been well-intentioned, but failed, 
programs run by middle-class white providers, 
connected to a self-preserving welfare estab­
lishment (Hagedorn 1991). Rather, as many of 
these scholars have offered, public dollars 
earmarked for urban neighborhoods should 
be spent mainly on programs physically lo­
cated in underclass neighborhoods, run by 
peopl8 with ties to the ·neighborhoods they 
intend to serve (Hagedorn 1991; Upsky 1980; 
Pfohl 1994). StiU others have identified the 
importance of large public bureaucracies be­
coming more neighborhood-based and more 
open to input from clients and the neighbor­
hoods they &efVe as part of any successful 
remedy for the social disorganization of Inner­
city urban neighborhoods today (Chubb, Moe 
1990; Figueira-McOonough 1991; Hagedorn 
1991; Kammerman, Kahn 1989; Upsky 1980). 

Eliminating the social racism of street 
gang policy requires an acknowledgment of 
the connections between the recent history of 
a racially-biased public policy, as evidenced 
by this country's ignoring of the nation's urban 
neighborhoods, and the bold reemergence of 
urban centered street gangs. The to-date 
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unwillingness of public officials and policy 
makers to allow any alternative to the ever­
expanding harsh rhetoric and dehumanizing 
experiences of longer and more violent prison 
stays as a main response to the disorder of 
members of street gangs, illustrates as much 
as any behavior has, the racist color of today's 
criminal justice gang policies. 
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THE EFFECTS OF GANG MEMBERSHIP ON DEVIANCE IN lWO 
POPULATIONS: SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS AND 

ADOLESCENT SERIOUS HABITUAL OFFENDERS 

Robert H. Hughes and Richard L. Dukes, 
University of Colorado-Colorado Springs 

ABSTRACT 
The effect of gang membership on deviance was examined in two populations: students (N=13,949) and 

youthful serious habitual offenders (N=171 ). Among students, 14 percent were gang members, former members 
or wannabes. The serious offenders averaged twenty arrests, and 47 percent were gang members. Among 
students, gang members were between three and twenty-one times more likely to use drugs, be delinquent, injure 
someone, become injured, and carry a weapon. Among the students deviance was more strongly associated with 
gang membership than it was among the serious offenders. 

INTRODUCTION 
Although there is consensus in research 

findings of a strong relationship between gang 
membership and rates of delinquency and 
drug use, there are substantial differences in 
explanations of this relationship. Three recent 
studies illustrate these competing explana­
tions. 

Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, and Chard­
Wierschem (1993) employed a longitudinal 
research design to compare rates of delin­
quency, drug use and drug sales for male gang 
members and non-members. Three hypoth­
eses were tested. The first hypothesis, selec­
tion, was supported if differing rates of offend­
ing were found between gang and non-gang 
youth but no difference in rates of offending 
was found for individuals when they were (and 
when they were not) members of a gang. This 
hypothesis is related to "kinds of person" 
theories, which suggest that individual pro­
pensity to offend is the same with (or without) 
gang influence (Blumstein, Cohen, Farrington 
1988; Gottfredson, Hirschi 1990; Nagin, 
Farrington, Moffitt 1995). 

The second hypothesis, called facilita­
tion, was supported if gang youth reported 
higher rates of offending when they were mem­
bers versus the time before they became gang 
members or after they quit the gang. This hy­
pothesis is related to theoretical explanations 
emphasizing group dynamics, interaction, 
social learning, and status threats (Short, 
Strodtbeck 1965) and to some learning theo­
ries (Akers 1985). The hypothesis argues that 
gangs escalate rates of delinquency and drug 
use among youth who are no more indined 
toward (nor more involved in) these behaviors 
than are other "non gang" youth. 

The third hypothesis, designated as 
enhancement, was a mixture of both selection 
and facilitation. It was supported if youth were 

more delinquent when they were gang mem­
bers than when they were not and more delin­
quent when they were not gang members than 
youth who never became gang members. 
Thornberry et al (1993) did not relate enhance­
ment to an existing body of theory, leaving 
readers to infer that they saw it as a residual 
category. Enhancement as an explanation of 
delinquency and drug use can be inferred in a 
wide range of analyses of the behavior of gang 
members, for example those of Brown (1965) 
and Goldstein (1991). 

Thornberry et al (1993) interpreted their 
findings to be most consistent with the facilita­
tion hypothesis for general delinquency, per­
son crimes, drug sales, and drug use. The 
facilitation explanation was not supported for 
property crime. A dose reading of Thornberry 
et al (1993) also reveals support for selection, 
but the support is neither as consistent nor as 
strong as the support found for facilitation. By 
implication, enhancement is at work, with 
facilitation explaining more of the variance 
than selection. Even though they gathered 
longitudinal data, since their study measured 
only the simultaneous occurrence of delin­
quency and gang membership during co­
terminous time periods, it was impossible to 
determine which came first: an increase in 
delinquency and drug use or gang member­
ship. Furthermore, their study did not distin­
guish between offenses which were "gang 
motivated" (and therefore support facilitation) 
and offenses that were committed by "gang 
members" but not in the context of gang 
activity, a distinction emphasized by Maxson 
and Klein (1990), which would support en­
hancement. 

Another approach to explaining the rela­
tionship of gang membership to delinquent 
behavior and drug use was developed by 
Fagan (1989). Members of gangs in South 
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Central Los Angeles, the University Heights 
section of San Diego, and the west side of 
Chicago were interviewed to obtain measures 
of delinquent behavior, drug use and drug 
sales. Cluster analysis produced four different 
types of gangs, and each one exhibited a sig­
nificantly different pattern in the nature and ex­
tent of delinquency, drug use and drug sales. 

Members of social gangs (28% of re­
spondents) were 

involved in few delinquent activities and little 
drug use other than alcohol and marijuana ... low 
involvement in drug sales ... (P]atterns of use 
reflect[ed] general adolescent experimentation 
in drug use and delinquency. 

A second type of gang, termed the party gang 
(7% of respondents) had few members in­
volved in criminal behavior that was not drug­
related or vandalism. In the party gang affilia­
tion was "based on mutually supportive pat­
terns of drug use and dealing to support group 
and individual drug use." 

A third type of gang was termed the 
serious delinquent gang, (37% of respondents). 
Members showed 

extensive involvements in several typesofdelin­
quent acts, both serious and nonserious, and 
both violent and property offenses ... [D]rug use 
is most likely recreational or social in nature. 

Finally, in the criminal organization (37% of 
respondents), the pattern differed from the 
serious delinquent gang in the "extensive in­
volvement in serious drug use and higher rates 
of drug sales." Furthermore, rather than social 
drug use, drug use and selling in the criminal 
organization reflected a "systemic relation­
ship with other criminal acts." 

Fagan (1989) observes this diversity of 
behavior: 

also exists among general adolescent 
populations .... which suggests that gangs re­
flect pattems of affiliation and collective behav­
ior that are similar to those of other adolescent 
subcultures. Accordingly, violence, which his­
torically has been taken as a defining feature of 
gangs, and drug involvement may more accu­
rately be conceptualized as contingent behav­
iors among adolescents. 

Clearly, both facilitation and selection 
were implied in Fagan's findings. No doubt, 

youth selected the type of gang they joined, 
and they partially determined the kinds of 
behavior which were identified with the gang 
while they were members. Clearly, gang mem­
bership does not unilaterally produce elevated 
rates of all types of delinquency and drug re­
lated behaviors among gang members, and 
the diversity among types of gangs provides 
an opportunity for youth to select types of 
gangs which mirror their propensities; there­
fore, gang membership enhances delinquency. 

In the third study, Esbensen, Huizinga, 
and Weiher (1993) compared rates of involve­
ment in delinquency and drugs forthree groups: 
1) gang members, 2) youth who were not gang 
members and who were not "street" offenders, 
and 3) youth who reported involvement in 
street offenses but were not gang members. 
This investigation controlled for the possibility 
that rates of delinquency, drug use and drug 
sales among non-gang youth might have been 
artificially inflated by a small group of young 
"career offenders" (as described by Tracy, 
Wolfgang, Figlio 1990) who were not mem­
bers of gangs. 

The rate of offending by the non-gang 
street offenders was three times the rate for the 
non-offenders, but the rate for gang members 
was twice that of street offenders (Esbensen et 
al 1993). This finding supported the enhance­
ment explanation, and so did the findings from 
the measurement of key social-psychological 
variables that represented five theoretical per­
spectives. 

Research Hypotheses 
The literature suggests that the relation­

ship between gang membership and rates of 
delinquency, drug use and drug sales is medi­
ated by both the type of gang to which one 
belongs, and by rates of offending regardless 
of gang membership. These factors figure 
prominently in our analysis. 

In the present study we accounted for 
the possible influence of different types of 
gangs on differing dimensions of deviant be­
havior by asking respondents to identify the 
"type" of gang (if any) to which they belonged. 
Following Fagan (1989) we assumed that 
there were different types of gangs, and that 
each type had a distinct relation to the nature 
and extent of delinquency among its mem­
bers. We identified five categories: 1) con­
firmed non-member, 2) wannabe, 3) former 
member, 4) member of a local or neighbor­
hood gang, and 5) member of a local set of a 
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national gang. We hypothesized that rates of 
delinquent and deviant behavior would in­
crease for each category beginning with cat­
egory 1 (lowest) and ending with category 5 
{highest). Using these categories we sought to 
compare the explanations of facilitation and 
selection by asking respondents about gang 
membership in the past {former members) 
and desire to becbme a member in the Mure 
{wannabes). 

Additionally, we provided a direct and 
important test of the impact of gang member­
ship on delinquency among a group of 178 
youth identified by the police as the "most 
serious" juvenile offenders. We also hypothe­
sized that among these serious offenders, 
gang members would show higher rates of 
delinquency and deviance than youth who 
were not. 

METHODS 
Student Population 

The population of 13,949 secondary 
school students from seven school districts in 
the Pikes Peak Region of Colorado reported 
on attitudes and behavior. In contrast to many 
studies of gang behavior, this one was com­
pleted in a suburban county of450,000 people, 
with less than 20 percent minority member­
ship. 

Instrument 
Students completed a questionnaire that 

contained approximately 100 items. On the 
instrument, students reported on demo­
graphics, gang membership, use of alcohol, 
tobacco and other drugs, orientation toward 
education, involvement in delinquent activities 
such as trespassing, fighting, stealing, selling 
drugs and getting into trouble. Also, they re­
ported on how often they felt that someone 
might try to harm them and how often they 
carried a gun or knife for self defense. 

Scores from similar items were added 
together to form a scale of use. For Instance, 
frequency of use of beer {and malt liquor) was 
added to frequency of use of wine (and wine 
coolers), and to frequency of use of liquor to 
form a scale of frequency of use of alcohol. 
Ukewise, frequency of use of cigarettes was 
added to frequency of use of smokeless to­
bacco to create a scale of frequency of use of 
tobacco. 

Analysis of covariance was used to ex­
amine the effect of gang membership on devi­
ance. Previous analyses (Dukes, Martinez, 

Stein 1995) showed that gang membership 
and deviance were related to social back­
ground variables such as gender, grade in 
school, racial group, father not a high school 
·graduate, and respondent not living with at 
least one parent. This analysis was consistent 
with that of Fagan (1990). These background 
variables were used as controls in the present 
analysis. 

Two additional controls were used: Self 
Concept of Academic Ability {Brookover, 
Beady, Flood, Schweitzer, Wisenbaker 1972) 
and Emphasis on Education. Typical of the 
four items on the scale of Self Concept of 
Academic Ability was the following one: "When 
you finish high school, do you think you will be 
one of the best students, about the same as 
most, or below most of the students?" Re­
sponses were recorded on the following five­
point scale: "one of the worst" {1), "below most 
of the students" (2), "same as most of the 
students" (3), "better than most of the stu­
dents" (4), "one of the best" (5). Emphasis on 
Education was made up ofthree items. One of 
the items asked, "How much education would 
you like to complete?" Answers were recorded 
on a six-point response scale that ranged from 
"grade school or less" to "graduate school 
{doctor, lawyer, Ph.D., etc.)." The other two 
items asked, "How important to you is getting 
good grades?," and "How important to you is 
a successful career as an adult?" Answers 
were recorded on a five-point response scale 
anchored by "not important at all," and "very 
important." 

Gang membership was measured by an 
item that asked, "Would you consider yourself 
to be a member of a gang?" Responses were 
recorded using the foHowing categories: "No, 
never, and I would not like to be a member" (1 ), 
"No, but I would like to become a member" {2), 
"No, not currently, but I was a member of a 
gang in the pasr {3), "Yes, I'm a member of a 
local or neighborhood gang" {4), and "Yes, I'm 
a member of a local set of a national gang" {5). 
The "wannabe" response may "stand in" con­
ceptually for the "party" and "social" gangs in 
Fagan (1989), while the "local gang" and 
"national gang" categories may be similar to 
his delinquent gang and criminal organiza­
tions respectively. 

Racial categories were recoded using 
the logic of an "underclass. • Native American, 
Black, and Hispanic were recoded "1, • and 
Asian, White, and Mixed were recoded "0." 
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Table I: Adjusted Mean Scores for Substance Use During the Last Thirty Days by Category of 
Gang Membership: Student Population 

Number Percentage Alcohol Marijuana Other Drugs Tobacc4 
PART A: Rate 

Confirmed Non-members 9477 86 
Wannabes 434 4 
Former members 513 5 
Neighborhood Members 251 2 
National Members 348 3 

PART B: Multiplier 
Wannabes vs Confirmed Non-Gang 
Former Members vs Wannabes 
Neighborhood Members vs Former Members 
National Members vs Neighborhood Members 
Total: National members vs confirmed non-gang 

RESULTS 
Student Population 

Analysis of covariance was performed 
on the dependent variables. It allowed the 
examination of the effects of the categorical 
independent variables of gang membership, 
gender, racial minority status, and father as 
less than high school graduate on deviance. 

Variables of grade in school, self con­
cept of academic ability, and emphasis on 
education were interval scales, so they were 
treated as covariates in the analysis. Due to 
the large number of cases, statistically signifi­
cant interactions were observed for almost 
every measure of deviance; however, com­
pared to the main effects they were very small, 
so they were eliminated from further consider­
ation. 

Analyses showed that being a gang 
member was associated strongly with every 
measure of deviance. Furthermore, gang 
membership was a stronger predictor of devi­
ance than being male, older, or a member of 
a racial minority group. The only variable that 
carne close to (or exceeded) gang member­
ship in strength of prediction was the variable, 
emphasis on education. While gang member­
ship was associated with increased deviance, 
emphasis on education was associated with 
decreased deviance. The effects of emphasis 
on education are not shown in the analyses 
below. The effects of the other variables are 
not shown either. Rather, Part A of Tables 1-
3 shows the effects of gang membership after 
the effects of the control variables have been 
removed. Specifically, on each table, mean 
scores have been presented for each category· 
of gang membership. These mean scores 
were adjusted for the effects of all of the other 

3.23 .62 1.45 2.29 
6.71 1.14 3.62 HO 
7.79 1.05 3.22 4.92 

11.24 2.28 6.40 6.15 
18.78 5.99 26.95 10.39 

2.08 1.83 2.50 1.97 
1.16 0.92 0.90 1.09 
1.44 2.17 1.99 1.25 
1.67 2.63 4.21 1.69 
5.81 9.66 18.58 4.54 

variables. Since the other variables explaine 
some variation in the dependent variablE 
(males fight more), when they were controlle' 
the mean fighting decreased (mean number' 
fights by national gang members). In Part B 1 

Table 1 , the multipliers for each type of gar 
membership are presented in the order th 
they were hypothesized. 

On Table 1, column 1, the mean num~ 
of times in the last thirty days that non-men 
bers used alcohol was 3.23 times. The read1 
should note that the way the scale was co1 
structed meant that if a student drank a b61 
and then drank a wine cooler, this activi 
would be counted as two occurrences. On tt 
table, the mean alcohol use increased for ea< 
gang category. National gang members n 
ported a mean use of alcohol of 18.78 time 
Dividing18. 78 by 3.23 gave a dividend of 5.8 
This multiplier meant that to arrive at tt 
frequency of use of alcohol by national gar 
members, one would multiply the reporte 
frequency of alcohol use of confirmed no1 
members by 5.81. A multiplier of less tha 
1.00 indicated that the group had a lower ral 
of deviance than the one to which it We 
compared. 

While the multiplier of 5.81 was high, t~ 
overall use of alcohol by secondary scho 
students also was high. Among confirme 
non-members the adjusted mean of3.23 mea1 
that on three occasions in the previous mont! 
the respondent drank alcohol. The adjuste 
mean was 18.78 instances for national gar 
members. While the figures for both confirme 
non-members and national gang membe1 
seemed high, compared to national studie 
the rates of alcohol use by youth in the PikE 
Peak Region were lower (Dukes, Matthew 
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Table 2: Adjusted Mean Scores for Delinquency Durins the Lut Year by Catesory of Gans 
Membership: Student Population 

Serious Hurt 
Physical Group Someone Sold 

PART A: Rate Fipt Fipt Badly Shopllftins Trespasslns Drup 
Confirmed Non-members .65 .31 
Wannabes 1.43 .82 
Former Members 1.88 1.43 
Neighborhood Members 2.23 2.14 
National Members 2.85 2.68 

PART B: Multiplier 
Wannabes vs Conf. Non-members 2.02 2.65 
Former Members vs Wannabes 1.31 1.74 
Neighborhood vs Former 1.19 1.50 
National vs Neighborhood 1.28 1.25 
Total National to Non::J!nl 4.38 8.64 

Hughes 1994). 
On another matter, the reader might 

think that other variables were involved in the 
relation between gang membership and drink­
ing. Perhaps, national gang members were 
older than confirmed non-members. Since 
older students tend to drink alcohol more fre­
quently, maybe it was not gang membership 
per se, but age that was the reason for the 
dramatic difference in frequency of drinking 
between confirmed n~membersand national 
gang members; however, age was controHed, 
so the means on Table 1 for each group were 
adjusted for differences in age before the 
group means were compared to each other. 

On Table 1 the pattem for the other sub­
stances was similar to the one for alcohol 
except that wannabes reported using mari­
juana and other drugs at a rate that was slightly 
higher than former gang members. Neverthe­
less, comparing confirmed non-members with 
national gang members showed clearty that 
the frequency of use of these substances was 
much higher for gang members. Looking at the 
total row multiplier, national gang members 
reported 9.66 more instances of marijuana 
use than confirmed non-members. They re­
ported 18.58 more instances of using other 
drugs than confirmed non-members, and they 
reported 4.54 times more instances of using 
tobacco than confirmed non-members. 

The multipliers in Part B ofT able 1 show 
a strong and consistent progression in rates of 
substance use in the direction hypothesized. 
Each increasing ·1eve1• of gang membership 
was associated with an increasing rate of use 
of alcohol and drugs. Only two exceptions 
were found. Former members showed slightly 

.35 .92 .65 .19 

.so 1.91 1.34 .36 
1.17 1.74 1.27 .71 
1.94 2.42 1.84 .91 
2.36 2.72 2.25 1.97 

2.29 2.08 2.06 1.89 
1.46 .91 .95 1.97 
1.66 1.39 1.45 1.28 
1.22 1.12 1.22 2.16 
6.74 2.96 3.46 10.37 

lower rates of use of marijuana and other 
drugs than wannabes. This finding is consis­
tent with the findings in the literature review 
that youth who left gangs showed a decrease 
in the rate of drug use that was greater than the 
decrease in all other types of deviance. 

The highest single multiplier on Table 1 
is the one for the difference in the use of other 
(hard, illicit) drugs by members of national 
gangs compared to those in local/neighbor­
hood gangs (4.21). This comparison shows 
the extent to which drug use is much more 
characteristic of some types of gangs than 
others. Finally, attention is directed to the 
sharp increase in rates indicated by the multi­
pliers ranging from 1.83to2.50betweenwanna­
bes and confirmed non gang members. Clearly 
wannabes were much more involved in the use 
of alcohol and drugs than confirmed non­
members even though these respondents were 
not members of a gang at the time of the study. 

On Table 2, adjusted mean scores for 
measures of delinquency are presented. The 
pattems of means matched those on the pre­
vious table. National gang members reported 
having gotten into 4.38 times as many physi­
cal fights as confirmed non-members. Na­
tional gang members reported 8.64 times 
more group fights than confirmed non-mem­
bers, and they reported hurting someone badly 
enough to need bandages or a doctor 6.74 
times more often. National gang members 
reported 2.96 times more instances of shoplift­
ing than confirmed non-members, and they 
reported trespassing 3.46 times more often. 
Finally, national gang members reported sell­
ing Illegal drugs 10.37 times more often than 
confirmed non-members. 
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Table 3: Adjusted Mean Scores for Getting Into Trouble During the Last Year by Category of 
Gang Membership: Student Population 

In In Been In 
Trouble Trouble Injured Drank Trouble 

with Traffic at with Prior to Due to Felt Carried 
PART A: Rate Police Ticket School Weapon Trouble Gang Threatened Weapon' 
Confirmed non-members .37 .14 .77 .20 .30 .14 12.1 I 1.71 
Wannabes .94 .35 1.55 .61 .75 .72 19.04 3.40 
Former Members 1.19 .32 1.68 .90 1.01 1.36 21.16 6.19 
Neighborhood Members 1.49 .59 2.02 1.28 1.33 1.97 23.35 9.24 
National Members 2.22 1.07 2.35 1.76 2.82 2.90 43.21 13.95 
PART B: Multiplier 
Wannabes vs Non-gang 2.54 2.50 2.01 3.05 2.50 5.14 1.57 1.98 
Former vs Wannabes 1.26 .91 1.08 1.48 1.35 1.89 1.11 1.82 
Neighborhood vs Former 1.25 1.84 1.20 1.42 1.32 1.45 1.10 1.49 

National vs Neighborhood 1.49 1.81 1.16 1.38 2.12 1.47 1.85 1.51 
Total: National vs Non-gang 6.00 7.64 3.05 8.80 9.40 20.71 3.57 8.16 
*A single item was used to measure emphasis on education. Time frame is thirty days, not one year. 

Once again the multipliers showed con­
sistent increases in the rates of deviance 
across the different dimensions of gang be­
havior. Similar to the finding of Thornberry et 
al (1993) that was discussed above, the im­
pact of gang membership on rates of delin­
quency were more modest than the one for 
alcohol and drugs, but it still is substantial, and 
it is in the predicted direction with the same 
"exceptions" as for alcohol and drug use, i.e., 
former members showed lower rates of two 
offenses-shoplifting and trespass-than did 
wannabes. Similar to the pattern for using 
drugs, the rate of selling drugs increased most 
for members of national gangs. The multiplier 
was 2.16 compared to local/neighborhood 
gang members, and it was 10.17 compared to 
non-members. 

Similarly, group fights and "hurting some­
one badly" showed greater multiplier effects 
than those for serious physical fights, shoplift­
ing, and trespass. Except for selling drugs, the 
rates for all offenses were only slightly higher 
for members of a national gang than they were 
for members of neighborhood gangs. 

On Table 3, national gang members 
reported 6.00 times more trouble with police 
because of "something they had done (not 
including a traffic ticket). • National gang mem­
bers reported 7.64 times more traffic tickets 
than confirmed non-members. They reported 
3.05 times more trouble with school authori­
ties. National gang members reported having 
been injured with a gun or a knife 8.80 times 
more often than confirmed non-members. 
Compared to confirmed non-members, 

national gang members reported that they hac 
been drinking prior to getting into trouble 9.4( 
times more. On an item that was a direc 
reflection of gang activity, national gang mem 
bers reported that they had gotten into troublt 
as a result of gang activity 20.71 times mort 
often than confirmed non-members. Specifi 
cally, fewer than 1 in 7 non-members hac 
gotten into trouble this way (adjusted mean = 
.14), but national gang members reportec 
almost three instances per respondent (ad 
justed mean 2.90) during the last year. 

All multipliers on Table 3 (except the ont 
for former gang members compared to wanna 
bes for traffic tickets) were in the predictec 
direction, and the rate of increase across al 
categories of behavior was consistent. Al 
shown on Tables 1 and 2, the largest ina-easel 
in rates of trouble also were found on Table : 
between wannabes and non-members. Tht 
multipliers for these two categories range< 
from 1.57 to 5.14. 

Respondents were asked how often the1 
felt that someone might try to harm them a 
school, going to and from school, while ou 
with friends, and at other times when they wen 
not at home. Responses to these items wen 
added together. Adjusted mean scores an 
reported on Table 3. Results were surprising 
Confirmed non-members reported approxi 
mately one dozen (adjusted mean= 12.11 
instances per month. National gang memben 
reported 43.21 instances. This figure showec 
an average of more than one instance per day 
The national gang members reported 3.5~ 
times as many instances, but the means fo 
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Table -4: Average Number of Arrests by Offense Category and Police-Defined Gang Membership 
for SH0/01 Youth 

Number Percentage 
Part One Other Total 
Offenses Offenses Arrests 

PART A: Gang Affiliation 
Non-members 96 53 8.o3 10.14 18.18 
Affiliates 47 27 6.96 10.66 17.62 
Presumed Members II 6 6.18 14.09 20.27 
Confirmed Gang Members 23 13 7.34 13.17 20.52 
Total SHO/Dis 171 100 

PART B: Multiplier 
Affiliate Members vs. Non-members .87 1.05 .97 
Presumed Members vs. Affiliate Members .89 1.39 1.15 
Confirmed Members vs. Presumed Members 1.19 .97 1.01 

Total: Confirmed Members vs. Confirmed Non-members .91 1.30 1.13 

both groups indicated that the students as a 
whole did not feel safe from physical harm. 

The students were asked how often 
during the last month they had carried a gun or 
a knife for self defense. Surprisingly, the mean 
score for confirmed non-members was 1. 71 
times. For national gang members the mean 
was 13.&5 times. VVhile the multiplier was 
8.16, all groups carried weapons at an alarm­
ing rate. 

The multiplier for national gang mem­
bership for each type of deviant behavior illu­
strated clearly that gang members had higher 
rates on every measure, and the rate in­
creased consistently across the five categories 
of gang membership. But a summary of the 
influence of gang membership would not be 
complete without noting that the multipliers 
were much greater for some types of behav­
iors than others. The differences provide in­
sight into the nature of behavior within gangs 
and attraction of gang membership. 

For alcohol and drug use, the greater the 
degree of deviance represented by the drug, 
the higher was the multiplier (Table 1). Use of 
alcohol and tobacco .are legal for adults. The 
multipliers for these substances were lowest 
between gang members and other groups. On 
the other hand, use of the most serious drugs 
(labeled "other" in the table, included cocaine, 
crack, speed, tranquilizers, etc.)was increased 
the most by gang membership. Overall, gang 
membership was associated more strongly 
with high rates of use of the more serious and 
illegal substances. 

Rates of crime and delinquency showed 
a similar pattern. The greatest difference in 
rates between gang members and non-mem­
bers was found for selling drugs. Additionally, 

group fights and fights involving injury were 
substantially higher for gang members than 
for non-members. The smallest differences 
were observed for self-reported traditionally 
delinquent offenses of shoplifting and tres­
passing. In general, the greatest impact of 
gang membership appeared to be involve­
ment in drugs and fighting, and not participa­
tion in property crimes. 

The self reports of"trouble" presented in 
Table 3 confirmed the general observation that 
the greatest influence on deviant behavior by 
gangs was found in behavior that specifically 
was related to gang membership, such as 
trouble due to gang involvement, carrying and 
being injured by weapons, and drinking and 
getting into trouble. The specific behaviors 
which were least influenced by gang member­
ship were having gotten into trouble with the 
school or police. The rates of having been in 
trouble with the police were comparable to 
those found by Tracy et al (1990). About one­
third of their sample of Philadelphia youth had 
contact with the police, and among respon­
dents having contact, most of them reported 
only one or two contacts. Less than seven 
percent of their respondents reported having 
five or more arrests. Gang members in the pre­
sent study appeared to have rates of police 
contact that were about the same as those for 
career delinquents in Philadelphia in the 1960s 
and 70s (.37 for non-members indicates that 
on average, about 1 youth in 3 had some 
"trouble" with the police). 

However, the key theoretical conclusion 
from the data in Table 4 is that among career 
offenders, as Blumstein et al (1988) correctly 
note, membership in a gang does not increase 
rates of serious personal and property crimes, 
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but it does seem to elevate rates of "other" 
crimes, which in the main are presumed to be 
drug Jaw violations. These data are entirely 
consistent with the summary of findings by 
Thornberry et al ( 1993) presented above, which 
showed that as "stable" gang members re­
mained in the gang over time, rates of property 
crime decreased, and rates of drug use and 
drugs sales increased substantially. Finally 
one should note this analysis also supports 
qualitative field work on gangs, notably that of 
Hagedorn (1988) and Moore (1991). 

SERIOUS HABITUAL YOUTHFUL 
OFFENDERS 

The analyses above showed that gang 
members were involved in rates of deviance 
that were three to twenty-one times higher 
than rates for confirmed non-members. These 
data were gathered from students who were in 
school, and only a small proportion of these 
youth were serious offenders. Clearly, many 
serious offenders were not gang members 
(Dukes et al 1995) and many of the serious 
offenders and gang members can be assumed 
to be not in school. 

To get an additional estimate of 
multipliers, rates of deviance were compared 
for gang members and non-members among 
a population of young, serious habitual of­
fenders. These data were based on arrest 
information that was collected by the Colorado 
Springs Police Department to identify Juvenile 
Serious Habitual Offenders. Points were as­
signed for each arrest. The most serious of­
fenses such as murder, sexual assault, and 
robbery were scored 6 points. Other offenses 
were scored lower. Serious Habitual Offend­
ers in need of Directed Intervention (SHO/Dis) 
were defined as persons between fourteen and 
eighteen years of age who had accumulated 
more than sixty points. Unfortunately, no self­
report data were available for these youth, but 
some of them may have been included in the 
student survey when it was distributed in the 
schools. 

METHODS 
Population of Youthful Serious Habitual 
Offenders 

The population was 171 young people 
14 through 18 years old who were dassified as 
SHO/Dis in 1994. Compared to the students, 
a greater percentage of SHO/Dis were Native 
American, Black, or Hispanic (56%) versus 
(17%). Also, a greater percentage of SHO/Dis 

were connected with a gang (see below). 

Measures 
Using police intelligence data, four c 

egories of gang membership were examim 
Non-members. Affiliates, Presumed Ga 
Members, and Confirmed Gang Membe 
Non-members had no known connections w 
gangs. Affiliates were known to associate w 
gang members. Presumed Gang Mem~ 
were thought to be gang members by d; 
analysts at the police department, but t 
analysts could not positively identify the tee 
as gang members. Finally, Confirmed Me 
bers had been positively identified by police 
members of a particular gang. The non-me 
bers are conceptually equivalent to the "stn 
offenders" defined in Esbensen et al (199~ 

In the SH0/01 population, 53 pera 
were non-members. This figure compares w 
14 percent of the students who were nc 
members, and did not want to be. Thereto~ 
gang membership played a much larger role 
this group of highly delinquent youth, butt 
central question to be answered by the ana 
sis was, within the SHO/Dls what was t 
effect of gang membership on delinquenC) 

Arrests were coded into Uniform Crir 
Reports, Category One offenses versus 
other offenses. Category One induded crim 
against persons such as aggravated assa 
and property offenses such as burglary a 
larceny. Offenses dassified as "other" 
duded simple assault and narcotics vio 
tions. Results are presented on Table 4. Th 
showed that Confirmed Gang Members h 
slightly lower rates of arrest for Part 0 
Offenses (7.34) than Non-members (8.0: 
and they had higher rates of arrest for ott 
offenses (13.17 versus 10.14). Overall, av• 
age Total Arrests were 13 percent higher 1 
Confirmed Gang Members (20.52) than th 
were for Non-members (18.18). 

As expected, the differences in am 
rates among SHO/Dis were much smal' 
than were differences among the studen 
This finding was expected because all SH 
Dis were identified as very high rate offende 
Recall that national gang members in t 
student population reported a rate of getti 
into trouble with police that was six times t 
rate for non-members. Therefore, gang me1 
bership discriminated much more clea 
among the population of students than it c 
among the population of highly delinquE 
adolescents. 
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Among the SHO/Dis no uniform pro­
gression in rates of deviance was associated 
with increasing levels of gang membership. 
Indeed, confirmed gang members showed 
lower rates of part one offenses than did non­
members. Other offenses, most probably drug 
related ones, showed an increase among ga]lg 
members. However, the patterns of behavior 
for each category of gang membership, among 
the most serious habitual offenders, were 
similar to those found by Fagan (1989). The 
non-members among the SHO/Dis were simi­
lar in their pattern of deviance to the •serious 
criminal gangs" which Fagan described as 
having high rates of serious crime, and rela­
tively low rates of drug use. The gang "affili­
ates" among the SHO/Dis showed similar 
behavior patterns to the "drug oriented gangs", 
with relatively lower rates of crime and rela­
tively higher rates of drug use. Presumed gang 
members among the SHO/Dis had the lowest 
rates of part one offenses, but they had the 
highest rates of other offenses, similar to 
Fagan's "party and drugs" type of gang. Fi­
nally, confirmed gang members among the 
SHO/Dis had high rates for both serious and 
other crimes, similar to Fagan's "criminal or­
ganization." In fact, police may have made 
distinctions similar to those of Fagan (1989) in 
classifying serious offenders as gang mem­
bers. 

COMPARISON OF THE TWO STUDY 
GROUPS 

Because the SH0/01 group was com­
prised of young offenders who were known by 
the police to be the most criminal and delin­
quent youth in the city, the findings regarding 
their involvement in gangs was especially 
instructive. It is noteworthy how extraordinar­
ily criminal the SHO/Dis were in an absolute 
sense as well as in comparison to national 
gang members in the student population. Since 
the SHO/Dis averaged almost 20 arrests, the 
171 serious offenders accounted for almost 
3500 total arrests! By contrast, the national 
gang members in the student population re­
ported 2.22 police contacts in the past year. 
SHO/Dis averaged about 7 arrests for part one 
offenses alone, and they averaged an addi­
tional 12 arrests for "other" offenses. Clearly, 
national gang members who were in the school 
population were dissimilar from the small group 
of known serious youthful offenders who were 
gang members. Alternatively, among the SHO/ 
01 group, gang membership was less 

associated with part one offenses, and it was 
more associated with •other" offenses than 
was true for non-members. In conjunction with 
findings from the student survey, this finding 

. suggested that gang membership elevated 
drug use and potentially violent offenses to 
higher levels than it elevated property of­
fenses. More importantly, less than half of the 
SHO/Dis were identified by police as having 
been involved with a gang. This finding is 
surprising because generally, it is assumed 
that intelligence methods used by police are 
likely to include incorrectly many non-mem­
bers or pseudo members as true gang mem­
bers. 

In comparison to the school survey group, 
non-members in the SH0/01 group may have 
belonged to any of the non-member catego­
ries: confirmed non-members, wannabes, or 
former gang members. However as the police 
observed and recorded their criminal and de­
linquent behavior, there was no basis to as­
sume that these youth had participated in 
gangs at the same time they were accumulat­
ing their extraordinary criminal records. This 
distinction clearly demonstrates the existence 
of a small subset of very high rate offenders 
among youth who are not gang members, a 
finding similar to that of Esbensen et al (1993). 

DISCUSSION 
The fourteen percent of youth in the 

school survey who identified themselves as 
actual or potential gang members was both 
surprising and disturbingly high. Although only 
about one-third of this 14 percent of students 
claimed to be active members, the estimate 
was much higher than official appraisals of 
gang presence in the schools. Conversely, the 
extent of problem behavior by non-gang stu­
dents serves as reminder that crime, delin­
quency, drug use and drug sales are not 
problems restricted to gang members. 

Data from the student survey clear1y 
demonstrated the interaction between "selec­
tion" and "facilitation" of crime and delinquen­
cy/deviance in relation to gangs. Because age, 
gender, class, and other factors were control­
led statistically, the differences in rates of 
behavior which varied with gang membership 
could not be accounted for by simple matura­
tion or mere correlation. For instance, the 
argument that wannabes were less delinquent 
than gang members because they were 
youngerwas precluded by the statistical analy­
ses. So as young people became more 
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involved in gangs, they also became more 
involved in crime, delinquency, and deviant 
behavior. However, the increase was more 
pronounced for deviance and gang specific 
behaviors such as involvement wjth drugs and 
fighting. An increase in delinquency due to 
gang membership (measured by getting into 
trouble with the police) and property crime 
(measured by trespassing and shoplifting) 
were less pronounced. 

Greater involvement in gangs was asso­
ciated with higher rates of deviance of all 
kinds, and vice versa, suggesting that en­
hancement was the most appropriate expla­
nation ofthe relationship. Although wannabes 
were more involved in deviance than con­
firmed non-members, they were less involved 
than former or current members; therefore, the 
influence of gang membership was explained 
best by the enhancement model in contrast to 
Thornberry et al (1993) who favored facilita­
tion. Unfortunately, the data do not allow the 
tracking of wannabes over time, and we can­
not predict if wannabes will revert to a "con­
firmed" non-member status, or will eventually 
become gang members. Selection and facili­
tation (enhancement) also can be seen in the 
differing rates of deviance between members 
and former members. Former members have 
not abandoned substantial involvement in 
deviance. Their lowered-but not low-rates of 
deviance may represent a "reversion" to the 
rate of deviance which they would have exhib­
ited without the influence of the gang and/or 
prior to gang membership. 

The rates of deviance for members of 
"neighborhood" gangs were lower than those 
for members of local sets of national gangs. 
This finding is consistent with the patterns of 
delinquent behavior associated with "serious" 
offender gangs and "criminal organizations," 
respectively, as described by Fagan (1989); 
therefore, the finding is consistent with the 
enhancement explanation of the relationship 
between gang membership and delinquent 
behavior, drug use and drug sales. 

Finally, it is clear that among the most 
serious and persistent young offenders known 
to the police (SHO/Dis), the majority had no 
known relationship to any type of gang. For 
this seriously delinquent population, a gang is 
not necessary to facilitate criminal activities. 
Among this group of very high rate offenders, 
gang membership was associated with an 
increase in drug use and sales and a decrease · 
in personal and property crimes. Wrthout doubt, 

the sources of serious delinquent conduct and 
criminal behavior for the majority of these 
serious offenders, are not to be found in gang 
membership. The finding for both populations 
points to a very limited role for facilitation as an 
explanation of the higher rates of crime among 
gang youth. The analyses support enhance­
ment as the most complete explanation of this 
relationship. 

Our data also raise questions about hov. 
to explain delinquency, drug use and drug 
sales among non-members and the portion o1 
similar activities among gang members that is 
not due to facilitation through gang member­
ship. Similar findings led Esbensen and 
Huizinga (1993) to suggest that: 

Since delinquent behavior precedes gang 
membership ... it may well be that gang member­
ship is but a fonnalized fonn of co-offending that 
was initiated within a delinquent peer group in 
prior years. 

Our analysis of the SH0/01 youth are alsc 
similar to those of Esbensen et al (1993). The~ 
support the notion that gang offending and 
non-gang offending may grow from similar 
sources. They analyzed social psychological 
measures that represented five different theo­
retical perspectives. They found no statisti­
cally significant differences between the gang 
youth and non-gang street offenders (Esbensen 
et al1993). 

Our data support the observations o1 
Fagan ( 1989) that gang involvement and drug 
involvement can be conceptualized as "con­
tingent behaviors among adolescents." Those 
factors which might mitigate delinquenc) 
should also diminish the gang problem. Re­
calling that in the student population, commit­
ment to education was an effective predictor o1 
less gang membership and less deviant be­
havior, a pressing need is for the developmen1 
of diverse and meaningful academic experi­
ences, the creation of future job opportunities, 
and the strengthening of economic self sup­
port for youth (Wysong, Aniskiewicz, Wrigh1 
1994). 
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DANGEROUS RELATIONSHIPS: EFFECTS OF EARLY EXPOSURE TO 
VIOLENCE IN WOMEN'S LIVES 

Joio B. Ferreira-Pinto, University of Texas, Rebeca L. Ramos, United States­
Mexico Border Health Association, and Alberto Mata, University of Oklahoma 

ABSTRACT 
Using the intergenerational transmission of violence theoretical framework, this paper examines the 

psychological, sociological and cultural factors that help explain the reasons why women remain in long standing 
relationships with abusive male sexual partners. A targeted semple ofthirty•ixwomen partners of injecting drug 
usersinCiudadJuarez,Mexico,whowerevictimsofconjugalabuseareusedtotestanumberofpsychological, 
sociological and cultural hypotheses of the existence of long term abusive relationships. All these women were 
involvedwithmaleswhowerestiDinvolvedinJuarezstreetgangs.Qualitativedataanalysisrevealedthatalloftheir 
women's present relationships involved intimate partnerviolence, and that they had been subjected to some form 
ofphysicalorsexualabusewhilegrowingup.Gangviolencealsoplayedandcontinuestohaveanimpactinthese 
women's lives. Most reported thattheir present intimate partners had been gang members in the past and that 
the women themselves may have participated peripherally in gang activities. 

INTRODUCTION 
Given the pervasive & extensive expo­

sure to violence and related messages, chil­
dren learn violence by the modeling of the vio­
lence around them (Bandura 1973; Goldstein 
1980). Such learned behavior is carried into 
adult relationships, & the idea that violence be­
gets violence makes intuitive sense. Children 
who have been victims of violence will later be­
come abusers and violent offenders them­
selves with their intimate partners, their own 
children, and others in the community. Some 
authors refer to this process as the "cycle of 
violence" (Gelles 1976; Steinmetz 1977). Al­
though the "cycle of violence" has gained 
much popular & practitioner acceptance, some 
violence researchers have examples of male 
violence being extended to young women 
(Gabarino, Gilliam 1980; Widow 1989b). How­
ever, contradictory to this notion is that not all 
abused children go on to become abusers. 
Many studies ignore key issues & dynamics 
shaping these young women's ex-periences 
with violence. Although some women are also 
violent & abuse their male partners (Flynn 
1990; Mezey, King 1989), in the great majority 
of the cases, the victim has been a woman 
abused by a man. Many abused women do not 
go on to abuse their spouses or their children. 

lntergenerational Transmission of 
Violence 

The "cycle of violence" theory is based 
on the hypothesis that exposure to violence 
lays the foundations for violent behavior in 
later life. Researchers have examined several 
possible links between early exposure to vio­
lence and drug use (Rogan 1986; Worth 1991 ), 
sexual abuse (Matousek 1991) and becoming 
a perpetrator of violence in adult intimate 
relationships (Symonds 1979). Bandura's 

Social Learning Theory (1986) has establish­
ed that an important relationship exists be­
tween early exposure to violence and becom­
ing a perpetrator of violent acts. He posited 
that by observing violent disputes between 
their parents, children learn and later model 
violent behaviors. This type of learning and 
modeling takes place not only in the home but 
also among the children in the "barrio" (neigh­
borhood). In many low income "barrios," chil­
dren see and experience interpersonal and 
street violence as the norm. 

Concerns with one's peers, youth net­
works and related social worlds become a 
dominating force for these young women. Yet, 
here too, youth become concerned with inti­
mate partner violence and street violence. In 
many of their barrios, youth gangs are a 
dominant social force-although they do not 
involve all youth in these barrios. 

As shown in Table 1 the "cycle of vio­
lence" theory proposes that the abused child 
will become an abusive adult. The cycle ofvio­
lence theory is based on criminal justice poli­
cies and records and primarily focuses in 
examining early exposure to violence of male 
perpetrators with little attention to violence's 
impact on young female's lives. Most studies 
do not deal directly with women and the conse­
quences of violence in their lives. This per­
spective focuses little attention on the impact 
of either household or community violence on 
young and adolescent girls, or what impact 
this exposure may have on their future behav­
iors. It also suggests little in terms of early 
intervention, treatment, and follow-up. 

We contend that most abused girls do 
not become abusive women, but are likely to 
become abused women. Widow (1989a) points 
out that the long-term consequences of abuse 
for females may be expressed in very indirect 
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Table 1: Comparison of Cycle ofViolence & lntegenerational Transmission of Violence Theories 
Cycle of Violence Theory lntegenerational Transmission of Violence Theory 

Male Abused Child --> Abusive Adult Abused Child --> Abusive Adult 
Female Abused Child --> Abusive Adult Abused Child --> Abused Adult 

internalized ways. Women may suffer an in­
crease in depressive episodes, instead of fol­
lowing the more male model of outward aggres­
sion. For some women, the internalized way of 
coping with abuse turns into situations which 
some have termed "learned helplessness" 
(Seligman 1975). The concept of "learned 
helplessness" was developed from observa­
tions of the behavior of laboratory animals put 
in painful situations without much possibility of 
escape. Eventually, when presented with pos­
sible escape routes, the animals would not 
take them. The animals' refusal to escape 
from the painful situations was a result of per­
ceptual distortions brought about by the previ­
ous helpless situation (Walker 1984). Seligman 
(1975) suggested that the concept of learned 
helplessness could explain why women find it 
difficult to leave abusive relationships & set­
tings. 

The "intergenerational transmission of 
violence" (Curtis 1963) explains this event as 
a role modeling behavior that gets passed on 
from one generation to another. They recast 
the hypothesis stating that an individual vio­
lent response to a number of life situations 
tends to be passed from one generation to 
another by a process of behavior modeling 
(Gelles 1976) & unstated rules (Laing 1969). 
While holding that certain roles tend to be­
come part of the individual's responses, they 
posit the notion that exposure to violence 
serves a~ a role model for the male perpetra­
tor. But for female victims rather than becom­
ing mostly abusive, they become abused fe­
males (Gelles 1976). 

Staying in Abusive Relationships 
Sex-role stereotyping & self-imposed 

difficulties seem to prevent abused women 
from viewing their situation clearly, or from 
making informed decisions about their futures 
(Ball, Wyman 1978}. Walker (1984) suggests 
that abused women who remain in relation­
ships tend to report that their childhood abuse 
was worse than that in their present domestic 
relationship. Cognitive dissonance theory 
(Festinger 1957) suggests that when a victim 
cannot remove herself from the situation and · 
has to live with limited choices, she rational­
izes that her present situation is no worse than 
her childhood & therefore acceptable. Family 

system theories explain the maintenance of 
abusive relationships as part of the dynamics 
of the family system. They also draw attention 
to the lack of psychological, social & economic 
resources; the lack of responsiveness of the 
police, courts, & welfare system, especially 
the insufficiency of protective orders & other 
court judgments. Other research suggests 
that women who have been involved in help­
less situations many times are more likely to 
perceive their present situation as hopeless. 
They adapt instead of leaving or exploring 
meaningful alternatives. Many who are devel­
oping programs & innovations to help with the 
problem propose solutions which are obvious. 
However they fail to address the perceived & 
real difficulties of changing the internal dy­
namics of the family, the variability of social 
support, the lack of necessary social & eco­
nomic resources programs for abused women 
& their children, & the lack of strict enforce­
ment of existing laws (MacDonald 1989). These 
difficulties are compounded when one takes 
into consideration the legal, political, eco­
nomic & cultural norms of the Mexican culture. 

Cultural and Class Impact 
In Mexico, as in all Latin American coun­

tries, gender defines the limits of power in a 
relationship and in society. The culturally sanc­
tioned inequality of economic & political power 
between men and women, coupled with the 
socialization of women towards passivity and 
dependency on their partners, increases the 
probability of physical and emotional violence 
in relationships. The implied threat or actual 
act of violence, which appears to be condoned 
by societal norms, is used by their sexual part­
ners to maintain their dominant position. The 
fear of being estranged from their partners and 
from the family's protective milieu, together 
with the lack of socially acceptable alterna­
tives, causes women to remain in long term re­
lationships which may be dangerous to their 
physical and mental health. Most of them 
never had an opportunity to tell their story, or 
to discuss their violent experiences with any­
one else. This lack of self-expression leaves 
them out of touch with their feelings. They 
appear not to have a sound basis by which to 
validate their identities or to examine alterna­
tives. They accept the violence as normal. 
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Many are not openly aware of the violence that 
has been committed against them when they 
were children by parents, siblings, or others. 
Men tum to external justifications, especially 
those related to their jobs, illnesses, financial 
strains & the use of alcohol, to explain their vio­
lent actions, while women tend to blame them­
selves for the violent abusive situation in which 
they find themselves. This situation heightens 
these women's feelings of low self-esteem, 
dependency, and learned helplessness (Over­
holser, Moll1990). This is particularly true of 
women who are injecting drugs users (IDUs) 
or who are sexual partners of IDUs. 

METHODOLOGY 
The Setting and Sample Selection 

Interviews were conducted in Ciudad 
Juarez, in the US-Mexico border state of Chi­
huahua. Juarez is the fifth largest city in Mexico, 
with a population of 1.5 million inhabitants, & 
is the center of a burgeoning "maquila" indus­
try (factories that use primarily US raw mate­
rials to produce finished products for export 
back into the US). Despite the favorable circum­
stances created by the "maquiladoras," the 
level of unemployment and consequent pover­
ty remains high. Social and educational ser­
vices are lacking because of the high rate of 
population growth and the low rate of infra­
structure development. A targeted sample was 
selected among women whose socio-demo­
graphic profiles closely matched those of the 
women participating in the National Institute of 
Drug Abuse and Prevention (NIDA AIDS Tar­
geted Outreach Model-A TOM Project) funded 
study (ABT 1992), but who lived in different 
Juarez "barrios. • They were recruited by trained 
fieldworkers familiar with the drug users' pat­
terns and demographics ofthe different neigh­
borhoods in Ciudad Juarez. The ATOM pro­
ject's indusion criteria was used to select par­
ticipants: women, older than eighteen years of 
age, non-users of injecting drugs for the past 
year, and who had been sexual partners of 
male active drug users within the last 6 months 
to the past five years. Women not meeting 
these criteria were exduded from the study. 

Data Collection 
Modified ethnographic interviews were 

used in collecting the data. These are in-depth, 
semi-structured, single-encounter interviews 
using an open-ended interview guide contain­
ing a set of questions which are asked of all in­
formants. This data collection technique was 
chosen because ittakes place in a shorter time 

frame than the conversational style of tradi­
tional ethnographic interviews. Prior to the in­
terview, written informed consent was obtain­
ed from all informants. They were assured that 
their names would not be used in any publica­
tions or reports, nor would they in any way be 
identified to their partners or to any other 
women who were part ofthe study. They were 
also informed thattheir participation was strictly 
voluntary, & that they could leave the interview 
at any time or refuse to answer any questions. 
The respondents were paid a stipend equiva­
lent to fifteen US dollars for the interview. Fifty 
modified interviews were considered enough 
to elicit the needed information. Interviews 
were conducted in Spanish by a female psy­
chologist trained in ethnographic interviewing 
techniques. Beyond general socio-demograph­
ic characteristics, the interview guide induded 
questions examining a range of experience & 
behaviors over the informants' lifetimes. They 
encompassed childhood experience; histories 
of physical & sexual abuse; family influences; 
what attracted them to their partners; the effect 
of drugs in their relationships; & why they stay­
ed in abusive relationships. The respondent 
was at liberty to discuss any topic she deemed 
significant. The interviewer was instructed to 
elicit & probe into those areas that she believed 
were important to the respondent. The inter­
view data were collected in homes & in a neigh­
borhood center lasting approximately 2 hours. 
If deemed necessary, there was a subsequent 
interview. In most cases, & with the permission 
of the respondent, the interviewer used a tape 
recorder as a memory aid to complement the 
field notes. After the interviews were complet­
ed, the tapes were transcribed into text, aug­
mented by the fieldworker's notes, & were sub­
jected to a qualitative analysis. 

FREE TEXT ANALYSIS 
Only thirty-six of the fifty women who 

met indusion criteria were used in the analy­
sis. The interviews were translated from Span­
ish into English. They were analyzed using a 
text analysis software package called AFTER 
(Analysis of Free Text for Ethnographic Re­
search) developed by the data management 
subcontractor to the larger study (NOVA 1990). 
The program was used to separate and cat­
egorize portions of the narratives into factors 
which respondents referred to as important 
"markers" in their lives. These markers' im­
portance in the past were always in relation to 
their present circumstances. We concentrated 
on the chronology of violence experienced by 
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these women over their life courses. Four 
factors were mentioned frequently in relation 
to the violence experienced by these women: 
childhood abusive experience in tne family, 
violence frpm the hands of strangers, atiJ'ac.. 
tion to "dangerous· sexual partners, and long­
standing abusive relationships with these dan­
gerous eexual partners. 

RESULTS 
Women's Charactarlstlcs 

All thirty-six informants were born in 
Mexico; all but one, in Juarez. The age range 
was 15-45 years, with a mean of 27.9 years. 
This was substantially· lower than the mean 
age of US & P~Jerto Rico women in the ATOM 
study. Only 14 respondents had an eighth­
grade education or more. None had attended 
college. Reasons given by women for not com­
pleting . their formal education were; .1) the 
necessity to ~P parents support the family, 2) 
having to stay home to care for siblings, and 3) 
the biological family's instability and violence. 
Their parents did not encourage schooling. 
One respondent said: "None of us went to 
school; my mother, she couldn't mind all of us 
because we were so many; that was her 
excuse. • The level of instability reported by the 
respondents was a consequence of the vio­
lence at home, in the neighborhood, and in the 
school, especially where gangs were com­
mon. The home environment was so violent in 
some cases that for their own protection the 
girls were sent away by their mothers to live 
with a relative. Only 17 of the women were 
raised by both parents. 

Nearly a fifth of the women were raised 
by their grandmothers. One woman stated 
that: 

Thaonlynicememorias I have ofbeing a little girl 
are of my grandmother. Although she was old 
and frail she was the only one that fought, took 
sides for my sister and myself. 

In most instances who raised the woman was 
determined by a family crisis: the death of a 
parent, financial problems or abuse of the child 
by a male relative or friend of the family. For 
many who stayed with their parents after such 
a crisis, life became unbearable & many tried 
to move in with a friend or female relative. 
Many of the women stated that theY had 
moved permanently to the house of an aunt or· 
other relative. 

Twenty one received most of their eco­
nomic support from their intimate male 

partners, and nineteen reported that they ha< 
to wort< to complement the household iriconM 
and help the children and themselv~. Thei 
income was not steady, as these women't 
income was largely derived from the lnform8 
sectoroftheeconomy, e.g., selling andtradin! 
goods in neighborhood markets. None of th4 
women stated that they earned enough in 
come to be self-sufficient, or to be abJe to riV4 
withoUt their intimate male partner's income 

Violence Exposed In the Patemal Family 
Sixteen of the WOmen reported violeno 

in their biological families' households whill 
they were growing up. This violence was di 
rected against themselves, their mothers 81\1 

siblings, and seven remembered seeing thei 
mothers being physically abused by their fa 
tilers. Six stated that they themselves had ex 
perienced physical abuse as children at th4 
hands of their parents. Many resppndents re 
ported having witnessed a severe beating of l 
sibling by the mother during their chlldhood o 
adolescence. Yet. most respondents were liket 
to charg8theirfathers with the most abuse a~ 
the most serious incidents of abuse. Nin1 
attributed the violence in the household to th 
father's use of alcohol & other drugs. Ol)ly on 
woman attributed such alcohol & drug vic 
lence to har mother. 

Some of the actual physical ,actions rE 
ported were extreme. Onerespondentreporte 
being made to lie down and tied to a grat 
covered With broken glass as punishment fc 
a minor transgression. Many Witnessed the 
mothers being physically atxJsed. When th 
mother was pregnant "he still hit her. • Anothe 
form of paternal abuse was the open use c 
drugs in front of the children: • ... he thougt 
that if he and his friendwenttothe backyard w 
would not see ... but they left all their drug pani 
phemalia laying around." Another Woman n 
ported that "Many times I saw my dad shQo 
ing drugs. My brother and I used to play at rol 
ing joints. I was five; he was six." Besides th 
economic reasons mentioned above for nc 
leaving an abusive relation!5hip, these wome 
also experienced the fear of their f&fuilie 
disapproval of the breakup. The social prel 
sure to stay in the relationship, the fear of fu 
ther social isolation, and the fear of having t~ 
full responsibility to care for themselves ar 
their children alone was great. Many remaine 
in the relationship to protect the family and tt 
children's name. One respondent stated th< 
she knew that, 
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hehadotherwomen[and]lknowwhotheywere 
[but] I was pregnant [and] I nevertold the kids he 
had another woman, so the children would not 
despise him. 

History of Childhood Abusive 
Experiences: Physical and Sexual Abuse 

All infonnants mentioned that their moth­
ers physir;ally punished them for having failed 
to perfonn their household chores. Almost all 
reported that their fathers punished them for 
some violation of rules regarding haircut, make­
up, or appropriate social conduct. Seven re­
ported that in their parental homes, serious 
physical abuse was triggered by their trans­
gression of some part of the parents' strict 
behavior code. Although the description of 
verbal and emotional abuse is not as clear or 
graphic, they do include cases of continued 
abuse for many years. For example, they 
report being told almost daily that they were 
crazy or that they were hated by other mem­
bers of the family. The women's transgression 
of their father's or mother's strict code of 
behaviors, such as "no makeup" or "no talking 
with anyone outside the family circle" pro­
duced verbal references to loose morals. Many 
ofthesewomen remember being called whores 
for such minor transgressions. 

Twelve women reported being sexually 
abused as children. One intriguing development 
during the interviews was that most recounted 
instances of sexual abuse involving penetra­
tion. Either these women did not experience 
non-penetrative sexual acts, or most likely 
they did n~t classify as abuse other sexual acts 
such as being touched, fellatio, fondling of 
male genitals, or lewd suggestions. With the 
premium placed on virginity in Mexican culture 
this makes penetration the only "true" sexual 
act (Ramos, Ferreira-Pinto 1997). All the oth­
ers are seen as a preamble to penetration. As 
long as these women did not lose their virgin­
ity, they may not even have thought of the act 
as sexual abuse. In fact, most women related 
these acts as examples of the irrational behav­
ior to be expected from Mexican males. This 
idea was tested & found to be true by Gallegos 
(1996) in unstructured interviews with women 
who had reported sexual abuse as children. 

The women's responses to abusive epi­
sodes range from open confrontation to com­
plete silence. Women who kept silent felt that 
other family members and friends would not 
be supportive of complaints about their plight. 
When a woman confronted her father about 
his sexual abuse of her, he only said: "It is that 

I need it" without any guilt. Another respondent 
stated that after she denounced her father's 
sexual abuse, all her mother said was that "I 
was a liar." Given this non-supportive and 

· threatening climate, the most common re­
sponse to sexual abuse was silence, either to 
protect the mother's or the family name. One 
woman explained this protective attitude as a 
way to avoid upsetting the mother and make 
her mother "suffer more than she deserved." 
Even as children, women reported being de­
pressed and feeling devastated by the lack of 
respect that the male abuser had shown her­
self, her mother, or her sisters as women. 

Attraction to "Dangerous" Sexual 
Partners 

Since their adolescent years, these re­
spondents mentioned being associated with 
men who were full-fledged or surrogate gang 
members. Many of these males may be viewed 
by the respondents as "pelados, desobligados, 
vagos, callejeros, viciosos, o encarcelado" (in 
a nice translation: rascals or street hoodlums). 
Because of their involvement with "Ia bola" 
(the gang), these young women's association 
with these "pelados" was seen as affording 
them some fonn of protection from their fami­
lies' chastisement, abuse and predation from 
a dangerous and violent community. 

These women were attracted to and 
formed a bond with males whom many consid­
ered "dangerous, and would not dare to chal­
lenge." For these women, their relationship 
with these men provided them with an experi­
ence which they perceived as giving them a 
sense of freedom from fear, and a sense of 
respect and status among those that others 
viewed as dangerous and violent. One woman 
stated, "Nobody would dare say something to 
me, or insult me, because I was with [partner's 
name]. • For both risk-takingwomen and women 
with low self-respect, the rewards brought 
about by bonding with these dangerous males 
was a powerful motivation for selecting sexual 
partners respected by those residing in dan­
gerous & violent community and "barrio" set­
tings. It is not uncommon for these women to 
select other males whose economic prospects 
are not much better than the current abusive 
partner, but who, because oftheirown danger­
ousness, appear to provide them a respite & 
asylum from their current stonn of violence. 

These women often enter into relation­
ships quickly with idealized images of their 
partners. "I met a boy and ran away with him .. .I 
had known him for a week ... he was very 
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handsome & strong ... he treated me nicely." 
Many women had the perception that IDUs 
would • ... understand them better .. ." since 
many, like themselves, were the product of 
troubled, abusive families. One woman stated 
that her partner told her that "my father would 
hit me when he got high." Some women stated 
that they knew that their partners "did not drink 
too much ... (but they) did not know he was 
shooting up ... l never thought that he would hit 
me." 

The rationale used by these women for 
choosing their sexual partners became a ma­
jor source of disappointment in their lives. This 
is particularly true for women with low self­
esteem and little social support. They did not 
expect the violence displayed by these men to 
be used against them in a conjugal relation­
ship. The women expected that their partners, 
most of whom had been products of abusive or 
socially drained families, would be under­
standing, empathetic and offer positive psycho­
logical support that was not available to them 
in their parents' homes. After the initial"honey­
moon" period, the inverse of these expecta­
tions would become evident, to her circle of 
friends, her family, her personal work and 
social friendship networks, and to her. 

Women reported feeling that they were 
being isolated from family and friends through 
social pressure: "You chose him, now endure 
him." Sometimes these "mujeres" isolate them­
selves-they feel humiliated by their partners 
behaviors, e.g., drug use, violent outbursts, 
womanizing. Womanizing partners make life 
particularly difficult for women in their communi­
ties-they try to hide their partners' woman­
izing from their significant others, espedally 
their children. 

Conjugal Abuse 
Almost all (28/36) respondents met their 

partners through a family member, "una amiga" 
(a friend) or in the local "barrio" hangouts (a 
park, movie house, shopping center). Some of 
these women reported that they knew their 
male partners were part of a gang when they 
first met them. Others did not know of their 
partner's involvement with gangs until some 
conflict or some inadvertent remark revealed 
that they were part of a local or gang network. 
Even when making this discovery, they report 
that question about terminating the conjugal 
relationship was not even considered. More- . 
over, with many of these women, their men's 
partidpating in gangs was their least worry. 
For some it was the beginning of more stark 

and startling discoveries, e.g., that her man 
was involved in using, dealing, transporting 
drugs; or worse, a violent, convicted drug 
offender. More often than not, evidence ol 
street violence manifested itself on a friend ol 
her partner when he was brought to her home 
wounded and where her role was to dean and 
tend the wound but not to question or discuss 
(Moore, Mata 1981). 

While all of the women reported some 
type of serious abuse, only half of the women 
stated that they had been physically abused by 
their sexual partners. The pattern of abuse 
could start early in the relationship, in some 
cases, it started immediately: "Right away I 
started to get mistreated" stated an informant. 
Sometimes it would not start for several years. 
One informant reported that: 

I knew him when I was 14 ... [but] he left for the 
US ... when he returned I left my house and 
moved in with him. He left me at his parent's and 
went back to the US. He never hit me when we 
were living with his parents ... The hitting started 
when we moved to our own house. 

The initiation of an abusive episode was 
generally drug and alcohol related-the part­
ner reaching the point where he would lose 
control over his state of intoxication (Rosen­
baum 1981). Many of these women reported 
that their partners appeared to derive pleasure 
from being violent. The violent episodes' driv­
ing motivation is "to show the woman her 
place" and have her "respect her man." Often 
the violence has the overall end of ensuring 
that the male's authority should never be 
challenged-in the bedroom, in his house, or 
among their family and friends. 

Even in the most abusive episodes, 
many of these relationships persist for many 
years. The reasons for these "mujeres" to re­
main in these abusive relationships are many. 
For several of the respondents, economic 
pressure is the primary reason for staying. 
Twenty one report that their main source of 
finandal support is their partner. Although 
nineteen of these women reported working, 
one should keep in mind that most of this work 
is part-time, unstable, and poorly paid. Formal 
prostitution or more "informal" exchange of 
sex for support, was an option that only one 
woman in the sample contemplated. Given 
their overdependence on their partners, their 
options for moving out to live with relatives or 
friends, or "permanently" leave this abusive 
relationship is practically nonexistent, nor do 
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other similarly viable options appear to them. 

DISCUSSION 
The cycle of violence model fails to 

address reasons why a large number of women 
wtiowere abused in their childhood do not later 
become abusers, as the theory proposes. It 
may be useful to apply the cycle of violence no­
tion to young gang members & young men, but 
our research demonstrates that it fails to at­
tend to & address key issues in women's lives. 

First, for most of these women, early ex­
posure to violence is part of their family life and 
domestic routine. This abuse and violence Is at 
the hands of their parents, siblings, relatives, 
and even very close friends of the family. In 
many of these communities, family nonns 
beginning in their homes have many continu­
ities and discontinuities with the larger com­
munity & to society's agents of social control. 
The acceptance of these norms can be seen in 
the day-to-day activities of local barrio gang 
members, the presence of strangers, & in the 
actions of law enforcement personnel. These 
women's conflicts with their intimate partners 
serve as a basis for family nonns supporting 
the acceptability of abuse and violence. 

The inability or unwillingness of others 
to intercede in these less than tranquil, stable, 
and nurturing relationships for some of these 
women and their children goes on to serve and 
to buttress local and family nonns about the 
acceptability of interpersonal violence. For 
many of these women and children, the mod­
eling of violence begins early. Some come to 
accept violence as a key technique for conflict 
resolution. Therefore, they seek and attach to 
other strong and dangerous men who have 
earned or can gain the necessary amount of 
respect to make them feel protected. 

When studying the intergenerational 
transmission of violence, one should be cau­
tious not to concentrate solely on internal fac­
tors. By not examining the external structural, 
situational, and culturally grounded perspec­
tives, one can end up blaming the victim, that 
is, putting all the responsibility for this violence 
and efforts to ameliorate this violence on the 
woman herself. It is obvious that external 
environment, common poverty, and sexism in 
these women's lives should be focused upon 
and subjected to appropriate social policy and 
intervention. While there may be little in the 
short tenn that can be done about poverty, 
social and economic factors, there is much 
that can be done to increase support for these 
women to abandon violent relationships, and 

to manage their lives. 
The dynamic of the conjugal relation­

ships reported by these women hinges on gen­
der-related power structure. Many of these 

. men try to control their female partners' physi­
cal movements, their interactions, their emo­
tions, and even their sense of mental health 
and well-being by fits of rage, jealousy, and 
possessiveness. These struggles are focused 
on control issues. This scenario is played out 
constantly, and the behavior patterns experi­
enced as children are reinforced through their 
adolescence, as these women come of age, 
and when they set up their own households. 

The continuing acceptance of the situ­
ation will prove immobilizing, if not fatal. With­
out real change, these dynamics only serve to 
perpetuate the intergenerational transmission 
ofviolence.lt must be important to understand 
that for most women, the selection of intimate 
partners has little to do with the factoring-in 
their partners' "dangerousness" to her, his 
friends, or family. His ability to command re­
spect and fear so that she can be free from 
violence common in her home life, teen years, 
and her own outings in the "barrio" seem to 
loom over other considerations. If we are to 
provide these women meaningful infonnation 
and alter nonns and actions that narrow the 
acceptability of violence in the "barrios, • the 
appreciation and grounding of their decisions 
in these local cultural contexts is essential. It 
is also important to teach them how to identify 
and avoid partners who have the potential to 
become seriously abusive and to avoid other­
wise violent domestic relationships. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Given the economic & social conditions 

surrounding these women, the most effective 
way for change to occur is not through pro­
grams that unknowingly set up a violent con­
frontation with their partners. In many of the 
"barrios, • confrontations without adequate sup­
port has undesirable consequences. Learning 
new ways of dealing with their own internalized 
anger and frustration is crucial. They must 
also learn how to repair a damaged self­
image. Social interventions must attend to the 
need for programs that promote a woman's 
attending to her own needs, particularly her 
need for safety and freedom from abuse. 

Efforts to reduce the risk of serious 
violence in the short run must not lose sight of 
the need fortransfonnative & long-tenn change. 
The public policy responses to violence against 
women should first take into account societal 
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issues of economic development. Nonethe­
less, programming efforts must address indi­
vidual issues of education, health, and job 
skills needed for self-support. Many of these 
women are accustomed to self-sacrifice for 
the family. For these women to take advantage 
of programs, support for the children and their 
livelihood during this transition must be a pri­
mary consideration. Implementing effective 
service and support systems for women and 
their children, such as shelters & enforceable 
laws during crisis, is essential. But for the 
change to take hold, the possibility of mean­
ingful training & jobs would serve to encourage 
these women to explore alternatives to the fear 
and threat of violence (Davis 1988). 

Finally, in Mexico and the United States, 
policy makers and practitioners have been un­
willing to address the power imbalance be­
tween intimate sexual partners, the class dif­
ferences, the marginalization of large seg­
ments of society and how these factors inter­
sect with episodes of interpersonal violence 
(Candib 1989). In Mexico, the therapeutic ap­
proach to crisis management of interpersonal 
violence must be implemented. 

This does not mean that uncritical adop­
tion of traditional family values is the answer. 
Promoting family values among the more 
marginalized in these communities without 
analyzing oppressive culturally prescribed gen­
der roles can lead to development of interven­
tions that promote, or perpetuate, women's 
subordinate role. Social intervention must have 
a sense of how to address family values & 
practices that do not serve to continue to pro­
mote family, conjugal, & societal abuse of 
these women. Further research on the topic 
should focus on children who have been ex­
posed to violence during their formative years 
& attempt to predict who may be more likely to 
exhibit violent behaviors at a later date or will 
have the tendency to become victims of vio­
lence. These data should allow us to design 
better targeted interventions to teach men to 
better channel their aggressive tendencies; to 
change the women's self-images; to promote 
less revictimizing of abused women; & to ex­
pand the economic & social resources avail­
able for these women to be self-confident & 
independent. 
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GANG PREVENTION AND INTERVENTION STRATEGIES OF THE BOYS AND 
GIRLS CLUBS OF AMERICA 

Carl E. Pope and Rick Lovell, University of Wisconsin - Milwaukee 

ABSTRACT 
This article summarizes an evaluation ofyouthgang prevention and intervention programs across 33 BoY! 

and Girls Clubs which weradesignecl to implement strategies and techniques for reaching and mainstreaming 
at-risk youth orthoseonthefringeofgang involvement. Thirty Boys and GirlsCiubsiteswerefunded as preventio~ 
program sites (ofwhich eight received additional funds to develop youth gang prevention consortiums) and three 
were funded as intervention program sites. 

This study, conducted from April1991 to February 1992, was designed as a process evaluation, 
summarizing what happened across the club sites. The information collected and used for evaluation containe<l 
basicdemographlcdescriptors,lndicatorsofat-riskfactors,andindicatorsofschoolperfonnanoe.Theevaluatior 
was based on data obtained from case management info~ion collected by Club personnel at all sites, on-sitE 
observations, and interviews by members of the research team. 

The evaluation centered on actual p~ram implementation in ~rto draw inferences concerning thE 
degreetowhichgang prevention and Intervention program objectives were achieved. In addition, the descriptivE 
dafa S&~ggHts that some outcome objectives were achieved; however, the evaluation was not designed as a 
scientifiC outcome study. Overall, the resub ofthis evaluation ~nstrate that these programs were etrectivE 
in le8Chingtargetedyouth andthatsomeoftheetrorts implemented deserve consideration bythoseplanningfuture 
prevention ancllorintervention undertakings. 

INTRODUCTION 
The constellation of problems related to 

gang and group delinquency in the United 
States is growing. Besides direct costs to 
victims resulting from violent and property 
offenses, "the community as a whote• is pay­
ing significant monies for law enforcement, 
trials and other judicial proceedings, secure 
confinement, and correctional programs 
(Thompson, Jason 1988). Further, large num­
bers of America's youth, especially in public 
housing and inner city areas, are slipping into 
a quagmire from which return is extremely 
difficult. 

With inner city conditions rapidly de­
teriorating, hundreds of thousands of young 
persons face desperate and largely hopeless 
lives. The problems one sees in inner city 
areas are coming home to all Americans either 
directly or indirectly as they emerge geo­
graphically, economically, politically and so­
cially. Factors such as unemployment, under­
employment, poverty, and the like have at one 
time or another been linked to increasing or 
decreasing rates of aime, delinquency, and 
gang activity. Often unable to subsist within 
the legal economy, many take refuge in the 
illegal subeconomy - engaging in prostitution, 
gambling, drugs and the like - and often ex­
press frustration in ads of expressive and 
instrumental violence as witnessed in the re­
cent resurgence of youth gang activity 
(Hagedorn 1988; Huff 1990; Jankowski 1991; 
Klein, Maxson 1989; Vigil, Yun 1990). As a 
result, members of the underclass comprise 
the bulk of juvenile and adult institutionalized 

populations. Thus, a significant number o1 
American youth, especially inner city youth, 
are "at risk. • In a country where tens of million! 
partake of abundance, these youth live i11 
conditions where their access to developmen­
tal opportunities is much different than that o1 
their more well-situated •peers. • 

STRATEGIC INITIATIVES: 
THE ROLE OF MEDIATING STRUCTURES 

The problems of inner city poverty and 
deterioration are long-standing and complex. 
Obviously, attempts to address inner city con· 
ditions must proceed in several dimensions 
Over the last several decades two strategic 
approaches have predominated in efforts tc 
deal with inner city gang problems. As pointec 
out by Spergel and Curry, 

the p~orninant strategy for dealing with the 
gang problem during the 1950's and 1960's was 
social intervention, whereas the predominant 
strategy during the 1970's and 1960's was 
suppression. (1993) 

Elements of both strategies have carried for· 
ward into the 1990's (very heavy on sup­
pression); however, there is increasing rec· 
ognition of the need for strategic initiatives o! 
a different sort. 

As Spergel and Curry also inform us, 

analysis of the data ~the National Youth 
Gang Survey [Spergel 1991] produced little 
evidence of the efficacy of either approach 
[social intervention or suppression] as a primary 
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strategy for either chronic or emerging gang 
problem cities. (Spergel, Curry 1993) 

Considering this, Spergel and Curry point to 
the need for "appropriate and complementary 
strategies," especially 

the need for various community organizations, 
including law enforcement and youth agencies, 
to play important interactive and collective roles 
in both emerging and chronic problem cities. 
(1993) 

Spergel's and Curry's analysis essen­
tially results in a call for community mobili­
zation. Introducing the basic notion that in­
creasing gang activity may signify "a pro­
gressive weakening of the basic institutions of 
socialization, especially the family, but also 
the schools and other community organiza­
tions," they indicate that 

secondary institutions in the community, par­
ticularly police, schools, and youth agencies 
must assume additional support and control 
functionsthatperhapsformerlywerefulfilledby 
familiel:. (1993) 

In the image conveyed, there would be a need 
for a coordinated collective effort which may 
constitute a strategic dimension of initiatives 
to transcend suppression and/or social inter­
vention "to nurture a coherent community in 
which problematic or at-risk youth can play a 
constructive and meaningful role." 

More than fifty years ago, F.M. Thrasher 
( 1927) described the work of voluntary organi­
zations, such as ethnic clubs, churches, and 
others, in helping to shape the behaviors of 
gang members. Attention to the roles and po­
tential of various primary and secondary orga­
nizations may have been diminished over time 
by emphases on mega-initiatives of relatively 
short-term duration. Studies and analyses of 
what has occurred/is occurring in inner city 
areas lead to the understanding that when 
essential primary institutions deteriorate, ex­
ternal mega-initiatives may miss, or perhaps 
more importantly, may misspecify their tar­
gets. A void is then present which must be filled 
in order to "carry out those functions critical to 
the youth socialization process," (Spergel, 
Curry 1993) as well as to integrate efforts and 
essentiaHy create a more stable, if not empow­
ered, neighborhood or community. 

The notion of "mediating structures" 

has been around for some time (Berger 
Neuhaus 1977). Applied to consideration o! 
1990's strategic initiatives, one is directed tc 
search for mechanisms by which support ma) 
be channeled to fill the void, utilizing organiza. 
tions which contribute stability to neighbor· 
hoods or communities, provide an interface 
with larger institutions, and have the capacit) 
to link local needs to initiatives of promise. 

WEED AND SEED 
While there have been some efforts al 

developing mediating structures to address 
the inner cities dilemma, little has been done 
with the focus and scope of Operation Weed 
and Seed. Operation Weed and Seed has 
involved a multi-dimensional strategy with a 
primary emphasis on addressing the prob· 
lems of gangs, drugs, violence, crime and 
community recovery from drug problems and 
violent gang activity. The thrust of the overall 
strategy was based upon an awareness that in 
various communities a coordinated compre­
hensive approach was needed. The idea was 
to form partnerships among governmental 
and private organizations to significantly re· 
duce criminal activity (the "weed" part) and 
promote community recovery (the "seed" part). 

The four strategies of Weed and Seed 
included: 

1. suppression- enforcement, adjudication, 
prosecution, and supervision targeting those 
"who account for a disproportionate per­
centage of criminal activity." 

2. community-oriented policing- providing a 
"bridge" between law enforcement activities 
and "neighborhood reclamation and revital­
ization activities. • 

3. prevention, intervention, intervention, and 
treatment- focusing on "youth services, 
school programs, community and social 
programs, and support groups.· 

4. neighborhood reclamation and revitalization­
focusing on "economic development activi­
ties designed to strengthen legitimate com­
munity institutions.· 

The overall idea was to concentrate resources 
in designated areas to provide a comprehen­
sive approach. 

BOYS AND GIRLS CLUBS 
As noted in a recent report: 

For more than 130 years the Boys Clubs of 
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America has been working to prevent juvenile 
delinquency and develop productive citizens 
and leaders among our Nation's most vulner­
able youth ... The Clubs provide youth withal­
ternatives to the streets that include activities 
that develop their sense of belonging, compe­
tence, usefulness and influence. (Sweet 1991) 

With over 1400 local clubs operating in every 
major metropolitan area, Boys and Girls Clubs 
of America (BGCA) was an ideal partner to 
Weed and Seed efforts. Clubs typically pro­
vide recreational programming for youth as 
well as other services such as tutorial pro­
grams; field trips; craft programs; mentoring 
positive enhancements, such as SMART 
MOVES (a programming strategy which pro­
vides focused group discussions tailored to 
teens concerning such topics as drug use, 
sexual relations, and other matters); and the 
like. Moreover, BGCA has proven to be effec­
tive in servicing disadvantaged youth, with 
local dub facilities often located adjacent to or 
within public housing (Feyerherm, Pope, Lovell 
1992). 

An evaluation conducted by research­
ers from Columbia University and the Ameri­
can Health Foundation (Schinke, Cole, Orlandi 
1991) noted the following: 

Social support services are critical for youth in 
public housing. Yet comprehensive and sensi­
tive services for young people in public housing 
are practically nonexistent. Public housing com­
munities urgently need the kind of attention, 
communilyorganization,andcarefulydesigned 
intervention programs that Boys and Girls Clubs 
offer. 

The emphasis must be on coordinated efforts 
at community organization and recovery. 

Similarly, a 1986 Louis and Harris As­
sociates survey underscored the fact the BGCA 
have a positive impact on our nation's youth, 
especially those from disadvantaged families. 
Club experiences lay a strong foundation for 
success in later life. As noted by Sweet (1991), 
Boys and Girls Clubs has a lengthy and "strong 
record of positive involvement with children at 
particular risk - those in declining neighbor­
hoods and in public housing .. ." As part of 
Weed and Seed, BGCA engaged in a targeted 
outreach program in order to reach those 
youth at risk of becoming involved in gangs 
and gang-related activity (eg. drugs, violence, 
and crime generally). The results reported 

here represent an evaluation of this targeted 
outreach program. The main aims were to 1) 
assess the implementation of the programs, 
including a determination of efforts which 
worked well and could be replicated, as well as 
those efforts which fell short of expectations 
(problem areas) and 2) assess, to the degree 
possible, the programs' effectiveness. 

METHODOLOGY 
The methodology utilized here was de­

signed to accomplish the objectives noted 
above and consisted of a "process" evalu­
ation. As Patton (1980) observed: 

Process evaluations are aimed at elucidating 
and understanding the internal dynamics of 
program operations. Process evaluations focus 
on the following kinds of questions: What are 
the factors that come together to make the 
program what it is?What are the strengths and 
weaknesses of the program? How are the cli­
ents brought into the program and how do they 
move through the progrwn once they are partici­
pants?\/Vhat is the nature of staff-client interac­
tions? 

Central to a process evaluation is a detailed 
description of program operations which is 
ideally suited to a qualitative design. Thus, the 
assessment relied heavily on qualitative inter­
views and observations, which were supple­
mented by a limited quantitative component 
involving data drawn from case records. 

BGCA PROGRAM OPERATIONS 
The BGCA project involved 30 Clubs 

selected and funded as gang prevention sites, 
with a commitment to provide case manage­
ment and services for 35 youth. Through a 
special grant from the Office of Health and 
Human Services, eight of these sites were 
selected to network with other community 
organizations or youth gang consortia to reach 
an additional 1 00 at-risk youth through com­
munity-wide events. In each of the sites pre­
vention meant implementation of strategies to 
deter youth primarily aged 7 to 11 , from be­
coming involved in gang or gang related activi­
ties. Three additional Clubs were selected as 
intervention sites. These Clubs received sub­
stantially more funding and were to develop 
and implement strategies to serve at risk youth 
(typically those on the fringes of gangs or 
·wanna-bes") in the primary target ages of 12 
to 16. At least 50 youth were to be served in 
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Table I: Gender and Race/Ethnicity Distribution of Program Youth 
Prevention Consortium Intervention All Programs 
N % N 

Gender 
Female 251 29 196 
Male 593 68 468 
Missing 33 4 4 
Total 877 100 668 

Race/Ethnicity 
White 94 II 130 
African American 593 68 361 
Hispanic 114 13 151 
Asian 18 2 25 
Native American 0 0 8 
Other Races 3 0 3 

Missing 55 6 0 
Total 877 100 668 

each gang intervention site. 
All the participating local Clubs were 

selected through a process which included 
submission of an application for funding and a 
detailed plan for implementation. A committee 
comprised of directors of BGCA reviewed the 
proposals and made the actual decisions con­
cerning which local Clubs would be funded. As 
implemented, the BGCA efforts fall within the 
general rubric of prevention. 

Prevention and Consortium Programs 
Fifteen of the prevention and consor­

tium sites were included in the evaluation. For 
the prevention sites, the evaluation was based 
in part on data obtained from case manage­
ment information collected by Club personnel 
at each ::>ite. All available program records 
were used to provide an assessment as com­
prehensive as possible. Using the case man­
agement data, analysis was conducted to 
provide information on demographic charac­
teristics of youth served. In addition, site visits 
to selected programs were accomplished. On­
site observation was combined with interviews 
of various persons arranged through the aus­
pices ofthe local Clubs. These interviews were 
conducted with program directors, Club staff 
directly involved with prevention programming, 
program participants, school officials, local 
justice officials, and parents when possible. 
The evaluation centered on actual program 
implementation in order to determine strengths 
of implementation and areas of implementa- . 
tion needing improvement, and, draw infer­
ences concerning the degree to which 

% N % N % 

29 71 19 518 27 
70 301 81 1362 71 

I 0 0 37 2 
100 372 100 1917 100 

19 25 7 249 13 
54 152 41 1106 58 
23 167 45 432 23 
4 22 6 65 3 

I 0 9 0 
0 2 8 0 
0 3 I 58 3 

100 372 100 1917 100 

program plans were achieved. The consor 
tium sites were approached in the same man 
ner- one visit was made to each of the selectee 
sites by one member of the research team. 

Intervention Programs 
All three intervention sites were includec 

in the evaluation. As with the prevention pro 
grams, available case management informa 
tion was analyzed to provide demographi1 
information, indicators of at-risk factors sucl 
as past and current school performance, a1 
well as gang and justice system involvement 
In addition, each of the intervention sites wa1 
visited twice by two members of the researcl 
team. Again, on-site observations were com 
bined with interviews of various persons, a1 
indicated above. In both the prevention anc 
intervention program interviews, the evalua 
tors use semi-structured interview schedule1 
to obtain information on such issues as: 

•the nature ofthe gang problem in the area 
•club activities as part ofthe prevention/inter­

ventionefforts 
•relationship to other Club programs and activi­

ties 
-efforts In mainstreaming of participants and, 

among other items, 
•relationships with other youth-serving agen­

cies. 

Beyond this, interviews were conducted witl 
program participants for the three interventio1 
programs using semi-structured intervie~ 
schedules developed by the evaluation team 
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Table 2: Factors Placinc Proanm Youth at Risk of Ganclnvolvement 
Prevention Consortium Intervention AIIProanms 
N " N " N " N " At-Risk factOrs 

'Wanna-Be" 85 10 0 0 19 5 lOS 5 
Family Gang lnYOivecl 5 I 0 0 36 10 -41 2 
School Behavioral Problem 338 •39 <fll 63 33 9 793 -41 
Failing School 309 35 2-46 37 37 10 592 31 
Truant 133 IS 136 20 IS " 28-4 IS 
Runaway 27 3 5 I 66 18 Ill 6 

AbuseiNeclect 16-4 19 6-4 10 " I 232 12 
Substance Abuse 26 3 5 52 '" 83 " Parental Substance Abuse 1n 20 98 IS " 279 IS 
In Custody -43 5 63 9 9-4 25 200 10 
Other 8-4 10 113 17 98 26 295 IS 

Table 3: Discipline and Rewards for Proanm Youth 

Prevention Consortium Intervention All Propwns 
N " N 

Disciplinary Actions ll9 26 121 

Accomplishments 

In-Cub -421 -48 192 

Outside 117 13 79 
Volunteer 236 27 153 

Other 51 6 3 

FINDINGS 
Selected Descriptive lnfonnatlon 

A total of 1,917 youth were served by the 
project: an were served by the 22 prevention 
sites, 668 by the eight prevention consortium 
sites, and 372 by the three intervention lites. 
Schools served as the largest referral source 
(45%), followed by youthwalk-ins (23%), juve­
nile justice agencies (9%), and youth agencies 
(9%). As defined in the program design, the 
prevention and consortium sites sarved youth 
between ages 7 and 11 (98%), while the inter­
vention sites focused on older youth (85% 
were 12 through 18 years of age). 

A substantial number of girls partici­
pated in the program, especially at the pre­
vention and consortium sites (29% of all par­
ticipants). At the three tntervention sites, gir1s 
made up 19 percent of the total served. The 
greatest number of youth served by the projeCt 
were African-American (58%), followed by 
Hispanic (23%) and Caucasian youth (13%). 
Asian youth accounted for 3 percent, while 
Native Americans and others made up 1 per­
cent. 

The greatest at-risk fadors identified 
were IChool-related. Forty-one percent of the 

" N " N " 18 7 2 357 19 

29 23 6 636 33 
12 II 3 207 II 
23 102 27 -491 26 

0 183 -49 237 12 

youth exhibited behavioral problems in school, 
31 percent were failing school, and 15 percent 
were chronically truant. Parental substance 
abuse and abuselnegled were next in signifi­
cance (15% and 12% respectively), followed 
by "other" fadors at 15 percent (defined by 
Club staff as environment/neighborhood fac­
tors). 

Once enrolled at the Clubs, most youth 
attended regularly. Ninety percent of the youth 
attended once a week or more, with 26 percent 
attending daily, 19 percent attending half of the 
available hours, and 19 percent attending at 
least twice a week. One third received recog­
nition for in-club accomplishments, while 26 
percent received recognition forvolunteerwork 
outside of the Club. Project staff used other 
agencies as referral sources, with 41 percent 
of all youth involved in the projed receiving 
some form of referral to one or more commu­
nity agencies. 

Referrals to outside agencies for other 
sarvices were highest ~mong youth at inter­
vention sites (73% of all intervention youth), 
followed by consortium sites (56%) and 
prevention sites (15%). It would be expected 
that the intervention sites would require the 
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greatest tevel of referral services due to the 
focus of the efforts. 

Although this was a process evaluation, 
the descriptive data did suggest trends in the 
educational arena. School behavior showed 
the greatest level of improvement among the 
school risk factors, with 48 percent of the par­
ticipants showing improvement; the highest 
(62%) were among the consortium sites where 
the established relationships with the schools 
was the strongest. Over one-third of the youth 
showed improved grades and another one­
third improved their attendance. Less than six 
percent of the youth showed declines in any of 
the school risk factors during program involve­
ment. 

Strengths in Program Implementation 
BGCA's and OJJDP's expectations of 

"success" for the various programs centered 
on accomplishing networking activities, ac­
tually implementing the specified efforts, re­
cruiting and retaining the targeted at-risk youth, 
maintaining case management records, and 
attempting to "mainstream" the targeted youth 
during the program time period in order to 1) 
bring them together with other Club members 
for positive associations and 2) encourage the 
targeted youth to remain involved in the Clubs 
and other positive activities beyond the project 
time period. The various programs were envi­
sioned as "demonstrations, • with a relatively 
short-term focus and a primary interest in 
implementation. Little attention was given to 
conceptualizing, operationalizing, or meas­
uring effects beyond those already described, 
or to any follow-up other than the one-shot 
evaluation immediately following program 
implementation and termination. 

All programs met their overall goals to 
serve the designated numbers of targeted 
youth. This required each participating Club to 
staff its effort (for the prevention and con­
sortium programs this generally meant real­
locating time and duties for existing staff, and 
for the intervention efforts this meant both 
reallocating time and duties for existing staff 
and hiring new staff), engage in initial coordi­
nation with schools and other local agencies, 
and engage in recruiting targeted youth. As 
noted earlier, schools were the sources from 
which the largest number of youth were re­
cruited. Across programs, recruitment was a 
program strength. Specific efforts varied, but. 
most involved identifying at-risk youth directly 
through liaison with school or other agency 

personnel; then contacting youth and parents, 
parent, or responsible adult; explaining the 
program and participation in the program; and 
formally enrolling those youth who desired to 
participate and whose parent(s) or respon­
sible adult(s) consented. The structured, for­
mal recruitment process supported directly 
the notion of targeted outreach and was a key 
feature of all programs. 

Retention of youth in the programs was 
excellent over the project time period. More 
than ninety percent of those initially enrolled 
remained officially enrolled throughout the 
project period. As noted above, however, a 
sizable percentage (36%) attended sporadi­
cally, while a smaller percentage (26%) at­
tended each day, 19 percent attended regu­
larly and more than half of the available hours, 
and 19 percent attended regularly and ap­
proximately twice per week. In all programs, 
staff attempted both to motivate the targeted 
youth and to promote attendance through 
incentives. These incentives included awards 
and recognition based on accumulating hours 
and/or points for various activities, as well as 
other incentives such as special parties for 
targeted youth (e.g., pizza parties). Staff also 
sought to interest and motivate the targeted 
youth by mainstreaming them into general 
Club activities. 

Mainstreaming, or integrating the tar­
geted youth into the general Club population 
and activities, was an essential feature of all 
programs and was a strength of implemen­
tation. Mainstreaming required program staff 
to balance provision of specified activities to 
the targeted youth with ensuring that the youth 
could be integrated without identification as 
targeted youth. Across the programs, staff 
were sensitive to these requirements and gen­
erally were able to meet them by 1) keeping 
records separate and confidential to the extent 
possible and 2) providing explanations to tar­
geted youth and other Club youth as neces­
sary. Mainstreaming was essential, as well, in 
extending program resources. All programs 
utilized general Club resources in this way to 
supplement program funding. Actually, ab­
sent this strategy it would have been very 
difficult for most Clubs to provide sufficient 
activities and staffing to operate the programs. 
With this strategy, the efforts were viable. 

Networking, building or utilizing rela­
tionships with other organizations and agen­
cies, was a strong point in all programs, espe­
cially those designated to build a consortium. 
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Networking is an integral feature of Boys and 
Girls Clubs operations on a continuing basis, 
and it was not surprising to find that Club staff 
were skilled and knowledgeable in this area. 
Each Club was able to capitalize on esta­
blished relationships, and many formed new 
sets of relationships relevant to their specified 
efforts. Across all sites there were strong 
efforts to establish or utilize existing relation­
ships with schools (especially those immedi­
ately adjacent to the housing areas in which 
targeted youth resided and those they at­
tended), law enforcement, juvenile court and 
juvenile probation agencies. and others. In 
some instances, the local Clubs were the only 
viable alternatives available within the pro­
gram area. Even in these instances, staff 
coordinated and shared information with other 
organizations. 

Eight programs were to build consor­
tium efforts. All focused on building partner­
ships, especially with schools and other or­
ganizations capable of working together with 
the local Club to deliver adivities and services 
and/or to diredly support adivities and ser­
vices. Typically, program partnerships with 
schools involved development of a school 
liaison to assist in monitoring progress and 
determining needs for after-school tutorials 
and educational enhancements. The educa­
tional enhancements would involve such ac­
tivities as computer-assisted learning and other 
learning adivities to supplement classroom 
adivities. The central idea would be to provide 
interesting, motivational learning adivities 
which extended and supported classroom ac­
tivities rather than simply retracing classroom 
activities. Thi$ focus was important and par­
ticipants reported that their interest in both 
school and after-schoolleaming activities in­
creased as a result. 

There were several other notable part­
nership ventures. Two were exemplary. In one 
of these, a local Club joined with an element of 
the United States Army from a nearby military 
installation to create and implement a leader­
ship-training program for targeted youth. The 
program included a ten-week cycle of week­
end instrudion and adivities in which military 
personnel provided seminar-type classroom 
adivities and outdoor-skills adivities such as 
map reading, compass orienting, and outdoor 
overnight camping and learning adivities. The 
military personnel also obtained the participa­
tion of cadets from a nearby university R.O. T .C. 
detachment to ad as volunteers at the local 

Club for an array of additional adivities. This 
partnership deserves careful consideration 
because of the possibilities for future efforts to 
bring to bear resources not usually included in 

· designing or planning for gang prevention 
programs. 

As well, the second exemplary effort in­
volved a creative and very useful partnership. 
The local Club joined with an advertising agency 
in the area to develop what eventually became 
an award-winning print and television ad cam­
paign against gangs. The ad agency provided 
guidance, technical expertise, and production 
facilities, as weH as commitment of individuals 
from the agency to work with the targeted 
youth. The targeted youth creatively designed 
both the print ads and the television ads (30-
second and 1-minute commercials) and were 
the adors in the television ads. These ads 
were powerful and showed the creative cap­
abilities of the youth, given guidance and 
opportunity. It would be a large understate­
ment to point out that the participants were 
motivated by this partnership - the targeted 
youth, the agency personnel, and the Club 
staff. Such partnerships may be possible in 
many areas and deserve careful consideration 
by those designing or planning gang preven­
tion and intervention efforts. 

Among other specified efforts across 
programs, basketball leagues arld trips be­
yond central city neighborhoods were strengths 
of implementation. Boys and Girls Clubs oper­
ate with the rubric of recreation to provide 
activities designed to interest youth as the 
prerequisite for engaging youth with develop­
mental opportunities. Basketball leagues were 
a staple across the programs, and these were 
designed to serve two obvious purposes. They 
were organized and operated to provide alter­
natives to the streets at times of day when 
youth typicaRy are "hanging out" on the streets, 
and they were aimed at maintaining the partici­
pation of targeted youth by providing an adiv­
ity of special interest to many of the program 
participants. All evidence indicated that both 
these purposes were achieved for most par­
ticipating youth across the programs. 

Trips beyond central city neighborhoods 
were another staple across programs. Those 
familiar with America's inner cities realize that 
many youth do 'not travel beyond their neigh­
borhoods to see diredly what many more 
well-situated youth take for granted. Trips to 
museums, state and national parks, and other 
places of interest were utilized to maintain the 
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interest of participants and to expand their 
first-hand knowledge of what things are like 
beyond their own usual horizons. The broader 
aim was to provide youth the beginnings of a 
way to locate themselves beyond a central city 
neighborhood. The project period was limited, 
but such activities should receive careful con­
sideration by those designing more long-term 
efforts. 

The intervention programs were im­
plemented by three Clubs in which the usual 
scope of operations included reaching teen­
age youth. Even among Boys and Girls Clubs, 
reaching and retaining teens is known to be 
difficult, requiring experienced staff and efforts 
tailored to teens and the local situations in 
which teens are living. Not all Clubs extend 
their efforts to include teens. Among the noted 
difficulties is that of concurrently providing 
programming of interest to younger children 
and programming which will hold the interest 
of teens. Also among noted difficulties is the 
matter of providing space, staff, and time 
sufficient to provide programming and enough 
separation so that teens (especially) and 
younger children feel a distinction in age and 
activities. 

The three intervention programs were 
very strong. The participating Clubs employed 
combinations of established programming 
(e.g., SMART MOVES) and creative activities 
of interest to teens. A normal policy of Boys 
and Girls Clubs is implementation of a guiding 
principle stressing that a Club is to be a safe 
haven from violence and any other undesir­
able conditions in the surrounding environ­
ment. The intervention programs were located 
in areas where actual gang activity and other 
problems, such as instrumental use of youth 
by adults as participants in drug dealing, were 
pervasive. Under sometimes difficult condi­
tions, staff in these programs had maintained 
the Clubs as safe havens. The value of this 
situation is immeasurable, but its importance 
must be understood. Just as it is ridiculous to 
expect hungry children to function and learn at 
full capacity, it is unreasonable to expect youth 
to receive positive messages in situations 
which may be volatile. The intangible "re­
spect" must be present. Across all the pro­
grams, staff observed and implemented the 
safe haven principle and adhered to the notion 
of "respect. • Wrth the intervention programs 
and attempts to deal with teens, establishing 
the threshold conditions appeared to be of 
great importance. 

A final strength of note in the imph 
mentation of these efforts was the commi 
ment ofthe various Clubs' staff to retaining ttl 
targeted youth beyond the project period. I 
each program evaluated, this aim was e: 
pressed and actions were observed whic 
showed the research team that the commi 
ment was genuine. With no follow-up and 
one-shot evaluation of limited duration it 
impossible to determine the extent to whic 
this aim was fulfilled. Boys and Girls Glut 
have demonstrated their long term commi 
ment to central city areas by being there for tl1 
long haul. "Programs" come and go, usuali 
with limited project time periods of 12 month: 
18 months, 24 months, or whatever. "Pre 
grams" often are implemented by organize 
tions which come and go. Central city res 
dents who are the objects of such "programl 
understand this, realize that expectations ms 
be created and then ended on project terminc 
tion day, and often are reluctant to becom 
involved. Long term commitment is necel 
sary. The long term commitment of Boys an 
Girls Clubs to be there and continue the 
efforts beyond a discrete project period, 1 
undertake more projects, and to genuine 
attempt to retain youth in a development• 
strategy provided the platform for this proje1 
and was the main strength of implementatiol 

Difficulties in Implementation 
Each of the program staffs faced difl 

culties unique to their efforts. Most of thes 
were overcome in creative ways. There we1 
several ubiquitous difficulties in implementin 
these projects, and not all could be overcom 
Four of these deserve direct attention by thos 
designing or planning future efforts. These a1 
not presented here to diminish the efforts oftl1 
Boys and Girls Clubs; rather, they are intende 
here to bring reality to thinking about sue 
efforts. 

First, each of the programs was require 
to keep extensive records regarding the ta 
geted youth, their involvement, and the 
progress. Some programs managed to d 
more than others, but all programs had difl 
culty with this requirement. None of the pre 
grams had the luxury of providing staff perso1 
nel whose main duty would be record-keepin! 
Program staff all had an array of duties, an 
few program staff were assigned only to dutie 
involving the specified project. Beyond thi: 
program staff had to cover more than on 
usual shift during days at work and we1 
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required to have some means for monitoring 
activities and progress of 35 or more targeted 
youth who might at any given time be involved 
in activities in different places, perhaps super­
vised by staff or persons other than the pro­
gram staff. The expectations for record-keep­
ing, given the program staffing, were unrealis­
tic. The data recorded were minimal in most 
cases, although program staff made genuine 
efforts. Consequently, data regarding the youth 
was inconsistent. Those planning future ef­
forts should attend to developing case man­
agement realistically in line with staffing ca­
pacity. If there is to be evaluation, evaluators 
or the evaluation should be induded in plan­
ning with the aim of specifying essential data 
collection relevant to the questions to be asked. 

Second, all programs experienced dif­
ficulties in obtaining involvement from the 
parents of participating youth. At best, the in­
volvement of parents for the duration of the 
project was very limited (i.e., a very few par­
ents were involved consistently for the dura­
tion, most often where they were induded as 
members of a program advisory committee). 
At worst, parental involvement was very lim­
ited and sporadic or nonexistent. Staff across 
the programs employed a variety of approaches 
to enlist and retain the involvement of parents. 
These approaches included home visits (which 
require a large amount of time for staff); reg­
ular meals held at Club facilities with parents 
and, most often, the participating youth in­
vited, and, among other approaches, attempts 
to indude a role for parents in ongoing pro­
gram activities. Parental involvement is im­
portant, especially so because youth need 
encouragement and conditions at home which 
support positive activities taking place else­
where. The problem of obtaining parental in­
volvement is not unique to the programs un­
dertaken by the Clubs. The problem is ubiqui­
tous, one to be faced in the implementation of 
any effort targeting youth. 

Third, across the programs there was 
one particular difficulty with school liaison. 
Liaisons were established, and these were a 
strength. However, those planning future ef­
forts may expect to find, as with these pro­
grams, that issues of privacy and confidentiality 
of records require creativity and cooperation of 
school officials in providing substantive infor­
mation for monitoring and determining progress 
of participating youth. This was not insurmount­
able for the Clubs in program implementation 
but did require development of viable working 

agreements. This situation deserves careful 
consideration as a practical reality issue in 
designing efforts which require information on 
school progress. 
· Fourth, in some locations the Boys and 
Girls Club implementing the program was the 
primary resource in the area and was unaf­
fected by other organizations and other efforts 
in its implementation. In some areas, "turf" 
became an issue and required the program 
staff to negotiate working agreements with 
other groups or organizations also operating 
programs or implementing efforts. Wrth some 
groups, the working agreements required pe­
riodic negotiation and relations were often 
strained. Turf was an issue in regard to some 
resident associations in some housing devel­
opments where these resident associations 
wanted actual control of program resources 
and decisions or where these associations 
were committed to other ventures and the 
implementation of the Club's program was not 
initially welcomed. Also, some Clubs experi­
enced a situation in which several organiza­
tions were all attempting to implement funded 
efforts targeting the same inner city population 
and were all attempting to make daims on or 
obtain resources from the same set of local 
agencies (i.e., schools, law enforcement, hous­
ing authority, among others.). Where these 
difficulties arose, program staff eventually 
overcame them, but these affected the nature 
and levels of implementation in some instances. 
Those designing or planning future efforts 
should attend to the context and politics of 
implementation in particular areas. 

CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

The overall condusion of this evaluation 
effort was that the youth gang prevention and 
early intervention initiative of the Boys and 
Girls Clubs of America was both sound and 
viable in its approach. The neighborhoods and 
communities where many of the 1,450 Clubs 
are located, as well as the nature ofthe Clubs' 
programming, place them in position to serve 
the needs of youth at risk of gang involvement. 
All sites evaluated dealt with youth who were 
dearly at risk of gang involvement. As planned, 
the prevention sites clearly targeted a younger 
population, in which the risk factors were more 
along the lines of early warning signals (poor 
school performance, discipline problems, etc.). 
The intervention programs dealt with an older 
population, with a greater number of youth 
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with justice system contacts, substance abuse 
histories, and the like. 

The level of attendance and involvement 
served as a clear indicator of the ability of 
Clubs to provide viable programming and 
activities which attract at-risk youth, bring 
them into the Clubs, and maintain their interest 
and participation in regular Club program­
ming. Boys and Girls Clubs of America stands 
out as an exemplar of a national network of 
youth-serving organizations with the commit­
ment to a nationwide offensive to counteract 
the problem of youth gangs in America. Given 
the scope of the gang problem nationally, and 
the need to reach youth before they become 
involved in gangs, more comprehensive, long­
term efforts should be initiated utilizing 
organizations such as Boys and Girls Clubs as 
the committed core. 

This evaluation showed the need for 
long term efforts rather than short term pro­
grams. It also showed the need for multi-stage 
"full service" efforts in which youth are given a 
commitment from early years through teen­
age years, maintaining contact and providing 
developmental opportunities to escape the 
conditions in which they started. This requires 
changes in national priorities and in the pre­
vailing strategy of funding many programs of 
short duration. Coordinated efforts with na­
tional scope, flexible enough to be tailored to 
local needs, with a "full service" developmen­
tal approach are necessary. This requires 
organizations such as BGCA and the affiliated 
Clubs - many more of them, and a reassess­
ment of the role played by federal agencies. If, 
as a nation, we are not going to take the steps 
necessary to reverse the deterioration of inner 
city areas, then we at least must make it a 
national priority to support and expand the set 
of organizations and efforts in there for the 
long haul. 
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