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ABSTRACT

Based on life history interviews with twenty veteran leaders of New York City's street gangs, a
comparative analysis is made of the jacket gangs of the 1970's, the drug gangs of the 1980's and the street
organizations of today. The data from these personal narratives (Reissman 1994) are supplemented by

rticipant- and non-participant observations of current group activities and film footage of past gang-
related events to provide an historical account of evolving youth street subcultural practices. The article
argues that agency and empowerment, largely overlooked categories of gang analyses, exposes the

poverty of conventional gang theory and the delinquency-centered criteria of gang studies.

INTRODUCTION

During the last twenty years street gangs in
New York City, despite their virtual absence
from the literature, have gone through several
stages of development, becoming street or-
ganizations in the most recent phase.' There
are a host of reasons to explain why this has
occurred (Brotherton 1998), such as: 1) the
increased importance of street-prison social
support systems in light of the massive in-
crease in the inmate population; 2) the contin-
ued marginalization of poor barrio and ghetto
youth that fosters an anti-colonial conscious-
ness, 3) the timely influence of politicized gang
and ex-gang “old heads” (Wilson 1987), 4) the
changing nature and organization of the illicit
economy and its capacities for self-regula-
tion; 5) the qualitative non-violent evolution of
youth street subcultures; and 6) the influence
and changing role of women within these new
subcultures.

Whatever etiology lies behind this transfor-
mation, this period sees gangs creating new
sophisticated alternative subcommunities
consisting of broad socio-political and cul-
tural associations, organizing both the free
and incarcerated. Expressing distinct goals of
self-determination and self-help, they have
developed a political outiook resembling a
grassroots social movement with an eclectic
ideology that is spiritualistic, communitarian
and utopian (Barrios 1999; Curtis 1997; Horo-
witz, Liebowitz 1968; Sharkey 1999; Venkatesh
1997).

In contrast to most treatments of gangs that
focus primarily on members’ adaptations to
their environment which lead them to deviant
acts of delinquency and violence, this author
approaches gang members as social actors
whose historically marginalized location
spawns a range of licit and illicit practices and
collective formations (Sullivan 1989; Venkatesh
1999). The groups that emerge range from
street-corner societies (Whyte 1958) and

entrepreneurial gangs to spectacular subcul-
tures (Hebdige 1979) and consciously orga-
nized collectives of working-class youth and
adults, with some groups that have character-
istics of all four.

Thus, foregrounded in this article are the
following: the human agency of group mem-
bers, as revealed in their adaptive, resistant
and transformational practices; the historical
context in which such groups emerge; the
symbolic meaning systems constituted by
these groups; and the changes in group belief
systems and their patterns of collective behav-
ior over time. This unorthodox approach, al-
though at odds with mainstream criminology,
is crucial to achieve an understanding of cur-
rent New York City youth subcultures, repre-
sented by such street organizations as the
Almighty Latin King and Queen Nation, the
Asociacion Neta and Zulu Nation.

Given the complexity and contradictoriness
of the data, an integrated analysis is used that
borrows from different schools of thought. To
analyze basic components of gang member-
ship the orthodox gang literature is referred to,
but to appreciate the oppositional nature of
gangs as cultures of resistance, both British
and American schools of critical cultural stud-
ies are called upon. Finally, to come to terms
with the political trajectory of contemporary
street organizations, theories of social move-
ments are invoked.

The study is primarily based on life history
narratives collected from fifteen veteran mem-
bers of these three groups and five veterans
from New York City gangs of a previous era.
These primary data are organized around
emergent themes which broadly describe the
city's gang evolution. While these data reveal
new information about the complexity of the
city's street subcultures, above all they dem-
onstrate the transition that some of these
subcultures are undergoing as they move
from delinquent gangs to community-based
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street organizations.

METHODOLOGY
Data and Analysis

The data provided by the twenty respon-
dents who are or have been members of
gangs and street organizations in New York
City date back to the late 1960's. This selective
sample was made up of 17 males and 3
females who ranged in age from 32-52 years.
To allow for the cross-referencing of data,
interviews with some respondents filmed
between 1970-1985 (Chalfant, Fecher 1989),
as well as present day field observations of
street organizations during meetings, politi-
cal rallies, demonstrations and socials were
also included in the overall analysis.

The analysis utilizes several interpretive
approaches that are suited to these type of
data. First, analytical induction (Sutherland,
Cressey 1966) is employed to tease out the
organizing themes (Thomas 1992) from the
textually rich but often complexly layered “rep-
resentations of experience” (Reissman 1994)
and observational field notes. Second,
Weber's (1949) concept of “verstehen” was
found useful in coming to terms with the lived
experience of the individual respondents and
in understanding their relationship to the larger
group or community. Third, to appreciate the
longitudinal dimension of the respondents’
stories (see Berg 1995; Pearson 1993), his-
toriography helped to situate the data in the
broader realms of time and place. Finally, to
compare the empirical data to the existing
literature, the extended case study method
(Burawoy 1991) provided a guide for both
critique and development of theory.

Gaining Entre

There were three separate stages to the
process of entre. Each stage developed as a
result of serendipitous contacts with the re-
spondents, eventually leading to ongoing trust-
ing relationships. These relationships include
a strong emphasis on researcher-respon-
dent reciprocity and community solidarity. The
initial contact, made in 1994 occurred when
one of the researchers shared an educational
platform with a respondent. The two devel-
oped a rapport which led to the first snowball
sample of gang veterans. Following this, in
1996, members of a street organization asked
a second researcher to lend his journalistic
skills to their efforts at countering negative
media publicity. This led to a second snowball
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sample. Finally, in the same year, another
researcher was approached by all three street
organizations, requiring his help in providing
a neutral space for their regular meetings.
This third contact is the current basis of a long
term collaborative research project.

Collaborative Research

Mirroring the collaborative research ap-
proach to the study of street gangs by Moore
(1978) and Hagedorn (1988), a trusting and
mutually respectful relationship was devel-
oped with the subjects over time. This meth-
odology is useful when attempting to equalize
the power relations between the researchers
and the subjects and to énsure that knowl-
edge produced from the research can be
returned to the subjects’ community. At all
times, therefore, the researchers bore in mind
that they were there to learn from the subjects
without the presumption that their own expert
knowledge is superior to the self-understand-
ings of the researched.

To carry this out, the project, in part, had to
be defined by the subjects themselves. Thus,
the themes of the interviews were developed
not simply based on the academic or grant-
funding concerns of the researchers, e.g. try-
ing to fill "knowledge gaps” in the literature, but
by what the subjects themselves felt 1) the
outside world should know about them, 2)
would be helpful for the community to know
and remember, and 3) would be helpful to
understand their own past and present. It is
crucial to remember that the subjects of this
study remain active in the community and that
their historical narratives contain powerful tes-
timonies of a past that is rarely chronicled. The
research was reflexive in that each interview
was returned to the respective interviewee for
comments, discussion and further elabora-
tion along with various drafts. of this article.

RETHINKINGDEUNQUENTAND GANG
SUBCULTURES
Gang Theory

According to most gang research litera-
ture, gangs are generally recognized by their
practices of delinquency. They may be tradi-
tional or cultural (Skolnick 1995), based on
territory and the defense of parochial neigh-
borhood spaces (Suttles 1968), “conflict-ori-
ented”, “retreatist” or “criminal” (Cloward, Ohlin
1960), depending on the opportunity struc-
ture, or “corporate” or “scavenger-like" (Taylor
1990), shaped by emerging drug markets and
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the proliferation of weaponry among the so-
called “underclass”.

Thrasher (1927) discussed gang subcul-
tural traditions in terms of adaptational behav-
ior and practices that allowed these poverty
besieged youth to survive in the disorganized
environment of the inner-city. Thrasher (1927)
asserted that “The gang is an interstitial group,
originally formed spontaneously, then inte-
grated through conflict”. Thus, these youth,
lacking a sufficient institutional infrastructure
in the form of family, school, and church, were
often left to raise themselves in street play
groups that later became the social, territorial
and identificational basis for the growing ter-
rain of gang subcultures.

While Thrasher mentioned the involvement
of these gangs in delinquency, it was left to
Shaw and McKay (1969) to develop an epide-
miological model that pointed to the reproduc-
tion of delinquent subcultural traditions in
socially disorganized ghetto and slum com-
munities. As Klein (1971) argues, it is this
“criminal orientation” that leads the gang to be
viewed and/or labeled by society as deviant
which, in turn, heightens the members’ iden-
tification with gang membership and solidi-
fles group cohesion. Combining these em-
piricist, crime-centered constructions of the
gang with Arnold’s (1966) defining character-
istics of gang activity, the criteria by which
gangs are generally assessed within these
criminological discourses are: 1) structure, 2)
crime/delinquency, 3) territory, 4) integration/
cohesion, 5) conflict, 6) anti-social agenda,
and 7) community perceptions.

Critical Cultural Studies

This umbrella term refers to diverse tradi-
tions within 1) British neo-Marxist cultural stud-
ies, 2) Critical Pedagogy as developed in the
United States, and 3) the contemporary eth-
nography of urban anthropologist Dwight Con-
quergood. Although, rarely incorporated into
mainstream gang studies, such works shed
light on conformist and oppositional tenden-
cies within youth gangs and their dialectical
relationship to economic, political, cuitural
and social power structures.

The British school (Hall, Jefferson 1982;
Hall, Jefferson, Crichter, Clarke and Roberts,
1978; Wiliams 1965; Willis 1977), locating
the emergence of youth subcultures histori-
cally, asserted that it was during the rapid
expansion of monopoly capitalism after the
Second World War (Baran, Sweezy 1966) that
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the phenomenon of a primarily urban youth
culture first arose. This culture, with its own
distinctive values, symbols and norms, grew
out of and reflected the contradictions within
Western society’s expanding systems of mass
production, consumption and exchange. Link-
ing the oppressive cultural and political struc-
tures and superstructures of a post-war soci-
ety, the British school recast this development
among working-class youth as resistant
(Corrigan 1979), self-contradictory (Willis
1977) and within a struggle for transcendence
(Brake 1985) of structural boundaries.

American critical pedagogists applied
these concepts of youth agency and oppres-
sion to the site of education, thereby signifi-
cantly broadening the discussion of social
reproduction (Bourdieu 1984; Bowles, Gintis
1977) both theoretically and empirically (Apple
1982; Fine 1991; Giroux 1983; MaclLeod 1995;
MclLaren 1993). Still, few researchers in the
critical cultural tradition have focused on gang
subcultures per se, which leaves the studies
of Conquergood (1992, 1993, 1997) and his
ethnographic analyses of urban gangs' physi-
cal and linguistic codes as seminal reference
works.

Social Movements Theory

Gangs as forms of collective behavior have
also rarely been approached from a social
movements perspective since they have not
been considered a “collective enterprise to
establish a new order of life” (Blumer 1957).
To do so, however, adds an historical dimen-
sion and a broader political framework of
group dynamics.

In this vein, Smelser's (1962) now classic
formulation of movement emergence is par-
ticularly helpful in understanding the strained
societal conditions under which groups de-
velop and the role of belief systems in move-
ment mobilizations. McAdam (1982) offers an
alternative model, arguing that insurgent
movements are 1) essentially political rather
than psychological and 2) develop through a
process of continuous interaction between
the external structures of political opportunity
and the internal organizational strengths of
the movement itself.

In more recent times, social movements
have been dramatically recast as theorists
considered the impact of post-industrialism
and post-modernity and the demise of grand
narrative traditions of progress, reform and
revolution. Thus, for Touraine (1981) social
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Table 1: Comparative Characteristics of New York City Street Subcultures

Jacket Gangs

Subcultural Types
Street Crews

Street Organizations

Period 1970s 1980s 1990s

Structure Vertical Loose/Situational Vertical/Contingent

Territory local turfs drug spots extra-territorial

Ideology street lore/some street entrepreneurial communitarian/utopian

radicalism

Delinquency "cafeteria-type"” drug focused anti-delinquent

Conflict negotiated terrains market competitive conflict mediation/
Management arbitration

Symbolism clothing/names/graffitti  conspicuous beads/colors/meetings/

consumption banners
Integration relatively well integrated situational well integrated/high
solidarity
Duration 10 years temporary long term commitment

movements are fields of social action, defined
and analyzed on three levels: identity, adver-
sary and societal goal(s). Touraine argues
that today's social movement is concerned
not so much with history making, i.e., engaged
in bringing about a new society, but rather with

struggling....to win back for itself the knowl-
edge, the investments and the cultural model
that the ruling class have appropriated to their
own interests. (Touraine 1981)

Similarly, Laclau and Mouffe (1985) see a
plethora of grassroots, direct-action move-
ments emerging and Castells (1997) has
coined the term “cultural communes” to con-
ceptualize the range of new identity-seeking
social movements spawned by a decentered,
networked, globalized society.

NEWYORKCITY

Not surprisingly, examples of “spectacular
subcultures® emerged among the legions of
working-class, white ethnic and minority youth
in New York City's poorest neighborhoods.
First made famous through the musical West
Side Story in the 1950's, these youth gang
subcultures, often referred to as jacket gangs,
continued to develop and multiply well into the
1970's. One indication of their proliferation
was the signing of a Peace Treaty in 1973 by
42 South Bronxjacket gangs (Chalfant, Fecher
1989).

During the 1980's these groups began to
decline and almost disappeared with the ex-
ception of a few residual units (Campbell
1991). However, these were soon replaced by

crews, some of which were organized around
tagging (Chalfant, Silver 1984), but mostly
were derived from and responding to the new
opportunity structures of the ever mutating
drugs trade. These crews contained many
members from the former jacket gangs al-
though they also drew on a new generation of
marginalized youth growing up in the barrios
and ghettos of the city. The crews were differ-
ent in both appearance and substance, and
reflected many of the changed environmental
conditions and dynamics of the city's poorest
areas, now thoroughly deindustrialized (Blue-
stone 1982; Kasarda 1989; Vergara 1995).

In the 1990’s the youth subcultures of New
York City again qualitatively transformed, this
time emerging as “street organizations” that
sought to break with their gang pasts and
proactively come to terms with ghetto life.
Table 1 compares the characteristics of these
three subcultural types.

Combining both American and British theo-
retical approaches, a comparative interpreta-
tion of each of these subcultural characteris-
tics is offered in the following section. What is
striking is not only the comparison over time
between these three group types but, on is-
sues of delinquency, territory and ideology,
how demarcated the contemporary street or-
ganizations are from the previous two subcul-
tures.

FROMFIGHTINGSUBCULTURES TOSTREET
ORGANIZATIONS
GroupTypes

The jacket gangs of New York City, consist-
ing primarily of Puerto Rican and African-
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American working-class youth, emerged in
Manhattan, the South Bronx and Brooklyn dur-
ing the late 1960's and early 1970's.

(): Back then, when | was growing up in the
early 70's it was street gangs. I'm talkin'
about street-gangs where individuals cut
off their dungaree-jackets, put fur around
them and then put on their coiors. Those
are gangs, not like now.

(R): What gangs do you remember?

(): | remember The Tomahawks, the Black
Peacestone, The Saigon, The Vanguards,
Crazy Hammer Sides, The Jolly Stompers,
The Hellcats, Dynamite Brothers..l could
go on and on. (Mr. R., The Bronx)

According to the respondents, they grew up
within a lower class cultural milieu (Miller
1958) of dozens of youth subcultures in their
respective neighborhoods. Their outlaw-type
names, part of the complex signification pro-
cess embedded in young working-class iden-
tity construction, were symbolic reactions to
the marginal and marginalizing environment
within which these youth were raised.

So lets say we call ourselves the Chelsea
Street Boys. Ok, we grew up together. We
might have been into sports and now we're
a gang. So what happens if any little incident
happens? They wanna blame them. And
throughout the whole course of this, they
take on the negative role. That's what hap-
pened to us. We used to get blamed for
everything. The police used to harass us and
accuse of this and that. In the end we said ok
if you think we're bad we might as well be bad.
(Mr. B., ex-President of the Savage Skulls)

These jacket gangs, similar to the tradi-
tional, cultural gangs discussed by Skolnick
(1995), accorded with many of the character-
istics found in the traditional U.S. gang litera-
ture. Their adherents were large in overall
number, spreading throughout the five bor-
oughs of New York City, possessed defined
rules and roles of membership, and suc-
ceeded in creating a powerful sub-system of
values, rituals and communication that at-
tracted many of the city's most marginalized
young people. At the end of the 1970's these
groups began to disappear, their social and
physical spaces destroyed by landlord-in-
spired arson (Vergara 1995) and their num-
bers, particularly their leaderships, depleted
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by the arrival of heroin and its seif-destructive,
criminalized properties.

The 1980's, however, saw the appearance
of a different type of street grouping that was
built on the illegal opportunity structures
(Cloward, Ohlin 1960) offered by the mush-
rooming marijuana, heroin, and later, crack
cocaine drug trade. Members of these groups
also combined their drug activities with other
low level criminal activity.

| was a stick up kid too. At that time, | was
sticking up numbers, joints and drug dealers.
We were making a lot of money, just our littie
crew within the B's. (Mr. H., a former crew
member emerging from a jacket gang in the
South Bronx.)

| hooked up with them when | was 13 years
old. We were into stuff like extortion, selling
drugs, running prostitution, numbers every-
thing. We were about making money and
hanging out. (Mr. C. formerly of the Hart Street
Dragons)

These crews or posses proliferated
throughout New York City's poorest neighbor-
hoods (Sullivan 1989) at a time when manu-
facturing jobs were lost at a rate greater than
any other large American city (Fitch 1993) and
services to the least affluent were dramatically
pared as part of the city's “planned shrinkage”
response to the fiscal crisis of the early seven-
ties. In the late 1980's, the dominant youth
subcultures in the city again changed their
form and large organized gangs came back
that, at first, were not so different from the old
jacket gangs. As Mr. R., a 1970's member of
the Latin Kings, put it

They were into gang-banging, negativity, and
that sort of thing. | didn't want to be involved
in that again.

However, in the early 1990’s, with the emer-
gence of a new leadership and a more hetero-
geneous membership these gangs began to
transform themselves into street organiza-
tions or cultural associations for self and
community empowerment.

We are now moving into a different phase.
We are now moving to become a social
movement. The old ways of doing things are
behind us. We are not saying we have not
been responsible for things in the past but that
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is over. We have to look toward to the future.
(Mr. H., advisor to the Latin Kings)

Structure

Let me put it to you, its like a big committee.
OK? We say, 'Well, this is the problem here.’
Its like the Chrysler Corporation. They got the
president, the vice-president and this guy,
the president says, 'Well, this is here. | wanna
give him all the information about the sales,
whatever.” (Mr. B., ex-Savage Skulls)

The organizational structure of the jacket
gangs was always vertical (Jankowski 1991),
as Mr. B. attests above, based on the pyrami-
dal design of a corporation or the traditional
hierarchy of a social club. The groups’ mem-
bers socially hung out together on a daily
basis, either in their club houses or on street
corners and assembled weekly to discuss
their business. There was a great deal of
emphasis placed on the role of leadership
and the position of the President was a prized
one. Under him in the hierarchy were the Vice-
President, the War Lord, and the Sergeant-at-
Arms, all of whom met to decide on group
policy before putting it to the members - al-
though it was the President that made the final
decisions. As the numbers grew and their
activities took hold not only in many of New
York City's poorest neighborhoods butin other
states and the commonwealth of Puerto Rico,
they were divided into semi-autonomous units.

We had 25 divisions throughout the boroughs
and when | got locked up, that's when the
whole thing fell apart. ‘Nobody could keep it
together. (Mr. B., ex-Savage Skulls)

Although school, law enforcement and
media renditions of gang life often include
references to gang members systematically
recruiting youngsters (Brotherton 1994), this
practice rarely emerged in the interviews.
However, they did include the custom of initia-
tion:

There was an initiation where we put a 45
record on, and sometimes my brother would
put on an album. If the record was scratched
then forget it! You had to fight 5 guys until the
record was finished. So, ok, you fight the
guys and you pass the test but you still didn't
have your colors yet. Then we'd go to the
gasoline station on 162nd street and there
was a bottle of dirty oil. You would dunk
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yourself this high [points to his waist] and
then you had to stay like that for a week in the
club. (Mr. Y., ex-President of the Ghetto
Brothers)

In comparison, the drug crews were much
less structured with none of the formal titles
described above nor did they remain in exist-
ence for long periods of time, consequently
they did not build up the subcultural histories
and traditions of the jacket gangs. Rather, they
were short-lived, locally organized small
groups, made up of neighborhood friends and
associates. They primarily concentrated their
activities on the execution of criminal tasks,
adapting their organization to a fast moving,
drug-oriented environment (Fagan 1989).

| didn’t deal hand-to-hand. Basically, the spot
or the place where the drugs were sold was
mine, or me and a group of guys. We got
together, put the money together, one of the
guys was older and he knew we could work
it. He made sure we worked. So, all we did
was go buy, collect money, hang out, collect
money, buy clothes...that was basically it.
(Mr. S. ex-crew member, the South Bronx)

The street organizations are different again
to the crews and place great store in their
ability to organize, multiply their ranks and
maintain their inner solidarity. Their organiza-
tional system has been written and is followed
assiduously. Like the jacket gangs, as these
groups have grown they have been subdi-
vided into semi-autonomous units. In the case
of the Latin Kings, these are called “tribes” and
each tribe is led by a group of five crowns with
a supreme crown in overall charge of the tribe.
As with the jacket gangs there is one Presi-
dent, or Inca, who currently heads a Supreme
Team which makes policy decisions for the
entire organization.

Similar to the jacket gangs, there is a strict
division of labor in these organizations, with
members nominated to positions such as
Secretary of State, Public Relations Officer,
Political Advisor and Santo (essentially Spiri-
tual Advisor). These positions change as the
needs of the organization change but the
duties are taken very seriously, and, unlike the
jacket gangs, the members are more ac-
countable for their actions and group respon-
sibilities. As these organizations have
emerged out of their gang stage they have had
to change a number of the rules, particularly
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those that included severe, physical punish-
ments for crimes against the group and initia-
tion ceremonies.

To get initiated nowadays you have to first go
through a period of probation until we know
that you really want to be a King or Queen.
Then we ask you to do some form of commu-
nity service such as work in one of the soup
kitchens or help with the distribution of clothes
to the poor. We are not into recruiting any-
more. We don't have to recruit, people are
coming to us continuously and asking if they
can join. (Ms. R., Latin Queen)

When | became inca the number one rule |
made was a brother could never, ever Kkill
another brother again. No matter what we
find them guilty of. Because we contradict
everything we stand for.....The death penalty
was abolished, never to be brought back.
And | think the Nation loves that about the
movement now. (Mr. F., the Latin Kings)

Without recruiting or physical punishment
the universals (general meetings), often re-
sembling a revival, take on a special signifi-
cance for the discipline and maintenance of
the organization’'s local and state structure.
The three largest street organizations in New
York City hold monthly or bi-monthly all-inclu-
sive universals, at which internal business is
discussed and the various leaders from the
different sub-divisions constantly confer with
one another. It is at these meetings that the
main leaders get to rally the membership and
provide them with 1) information on future
activities, 2) an analysis of the organization's
progress and the obstacles facing the move-
ment, and 3) an oral history of the group. The
following excerpt from my field notes (10/21/
96) provide an insight into this process:

Roughly 400 LK's are in attendance. They
pack the inside of the church, covering all the
pews and then line up along both sides. Most
of those in attendance are young men be-
tween the ages of 16 and 20 years old, along
with significant numbers in their late 20’s and
early 30's. Some of the older male members
have their children in their arms. About 50
Latin Queens are also present. They sit
together on the left side of the church, many
with their children sitting beside them. The
leadership is positioned at the front of the
church, high on the steps in front of the altar.
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10 Latin Kings stand in front of Inca and his
supreme crowns as security detail.

...After several speakers, including the
Cacique, or Vice-President, and one of the
leaders of the Latin Queens, the Inca rises to
speak. He has a few notes in his hand as he
strides confidently to the rostrum.

“The truth is that we are a true and great
nation. Yet we seem to feel that we have to
walk with our heads down because that's the
way we have been treated as Latins all our
lives. But we don't have to. King N touched on
a very sensitive point there, we are in a war
at the moment and this goes back to 1940 and
not just 1986. The struggle goes on, its like a
roller coaster, its full of ups and downs.”

Territory

Stark (1993) and Corrigan (1979) have
drawn attention to the use of free time by
working-class youths, interpreting “hanging
out” not simply as an example of idleness but
as a forced outgrowth and reaction to indus-
trial society's authority over time, space (Harvey
1996; Lefebvre 1991) and age segregation
(Greenberg 1993). Hence, “hanging out™ can
be seen as an expression of resistance to the
routinized needs of capitalist social relations
and the schooling systems they help to shape
(Bowles, Gintis 1977, Powers 1992). Reflect-
ing on this repressed desire for autonomy and
control in their daily life, Mr. B. below, dis-
cusses what so much of the gang's social life
consisted:

When | started the Skulls, it was just us, you
know, we used to hang out in the park, we
used to break night, you know, we used to
stay out, it was just us and the girls. We took
out a burned-out building, we cleaned it out,
we made it liveable, you know, and we would
just hang out in the park. We used to drink in
there, like that nobody'll bother us, we both-
ered nobody, just kept to ourselves. (Mr. B.,
ex-Savage Skulls)

Over time, it was out of this activity of “hang-
ing out” among friends, that the jacket gangs
were formed. Just as they constructed a nomi-
nal identity for themselves, they also “imag-
ined” (Anderson 1991) themselves to be within
intricate borders that overlay the racial and
ethnic residential zones of the members.
These borders became their territories or
psycho-social spheres of control (Vigil 1988)
whose real and symbolic properties (marked



Puage 48 Tolume 28 No. 1 May 2000

by early examples of graffiti) frequently led to
inter-gang conflict. However, since these zones
of gang influence were within densely popu-
lated, ethnically mixed residential areas of
public and private housing, it did not produce
the no-go zones often contained in accounts
of Los Angeles and Chicago gang wars.
Rather, the gang territories were negoti-
ated domains, with members able to wear
their jackets in some zones and not in others.
Thus, these gangs were constantly involved in
generating and regenerating feuds and alli-
ances with and against other gangs, which
became a precondition of their existence.

The Batchelors were a force to be reckoned
with. Basically they ran the South Bronx. We
always respected the Bronx as far as bound-
aries go, you wouldn't step into their territory
but when they would try coming over the
bridge it was on, you know. We had to do
what we had to do to defend ourselves. What
they were trying to do was to come in and take
over. You know, eliminate the Kings, the
Aces and the Saints, to make them Batchelors,
Savage Skulls or Nomads because they were
all cliqued together up there in the Bronx. (Mr.
R., The Bronx)

In comparison, the closest that the crews
came to expressions of territory was in the
boundary maintenance of drug spots which
were centered on market domains. Like capi-
talist enterprises, crew members wanted to
keep competition down to a minimum, which
they could only do physically by protecting their
own selling areas or muscling in on others, or
through marketing strategies that undercut
rival dealers.

So, the first thing | did, | took the two bundles
and | give them out to everybody for free to
all the junkies and | said, "If you bring me
customers, | give you a dollar every bag and
| give you a morning bag and a night bag so
you won't ever be sick.”....Later he [the
supplier] gave me five bundles. | called him in
a half-hour, it was gone. | was known in a
matter of two months. | was counting thirty
five hundred dollars every two days. (Mr. T,
ex-crew member, Brooklyn)

Still, the struggle for and defense of drug
turfs could be very intense. In Mr. T.'s case
below it mushroomed into an expression of
inter-ethnic rivalry.
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So the biggest war broke out between the
Dreads and us, you know, the Latinos on the
block. Even though | had hair like the Dreads,
we were still Dominican and Puerto Rican. We
wanted to be like them but we didn't want
them taking over our neighborhood. (Mr. T.,
ex-crew member, Brooklyn)

In terms of territory, the new street organi-
zations are markedly different from either the
jacket gangs or the crews. As they build their
organizations into nations, the pertinence of
parochial boundaries is lessened. As a result,
the members and leadership tend to have a
much broader vision of their organization's
aims, which dramatically reduces the poten-
tial for inter-gang feuding.

We don't claim any particular territory. We are
not into that kind of gang-banging mentality,
that belongs to the past. We don't think its
worth dying over flying your color against
another group....for what? To say that you're
down with your group? | don't think so. We
have lost a lot of good people to that kind of
mentality and to me the only winners are the
Mayor and the cops - the ones that want us
to kill each other off. We learned from our
mistakes and we don't intend to repeat them.
(Mr. F., the Latin Kings)

Ideology and Politics

Itis often asserted in the gang literature that
any conscious attempt to develop an ideology,
or a set of beliefs that defend and reflect the
interests of a certain class (Robertson 1987),
are absent among gang members. Certainly,
for many members of the jacket gangs, there
was a limited concern for political matters of
the neighborhood (let alone the nation state)
and most of what was discussed when gang
members interacted was restricted to the
immediate concerns of the gang, such as who
the group was now aligned with, threats from
other gangs, the induction of new members,
criminal proceedings against individuals and
SO on.

At that time, all of this was fun. We didn't have
anything else to do. That's how we lived. It's
a lot different from today. In the old days, this
was how we survived, it was an everyday
thing. There were no people out there telling
us that there were better ways of doing
hings. Theonly guyswho | looked up to at that
time were the older guys who used to shoot
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numbers. (Mr. C., the Dragons)

Despite this tendency toward localism,
some jacket gang leaders, surrounded by the
social protest and revolutionary politics of the
1960's, were deeply affected by the radicalism
of the ghetto and barrio. Mr. Y., ex-president of
the Ghetto Brothers, below discusses the
founding of his group and its transition toward
a street-based political youth group commit-
ted to community empowerment, self-deter-
mination and gang unity against the Estab-
lishment.

(R) The organization began when ! started
seeing the political organizations coming
up like the Black Panthers, the Young
Lords, the Puerto Rican Independence
movement. | was a Nacionalista though |
couldn't see myself saying, “Viva The
Young Lords." No, that sounded too
gangish for me, but the Puerto Rican
Socialist Party sounded legit. That's where
| wanted to go.

() What was the aim of the Ghetto Brothers?

(R) It was to bring all our brothers and sisters
together. Its was to do something for the
community. To get rid of the drunks, to get
rid of the pimps, to get rid of the prostitu-
tion, to get into education, to get into all of
this.

In general, however, the example of the
Ghetto Brothers was the exception to the rule.
Most of the other groups did not take up radical
political causes and therefore did not develop
a counter-cultural or anti-Establishment ide-
ology. Rather, they remained within their own
subterranean gang value system that was
culturally oppositional but undeveloped in
terms of a cohesive system of thought and
action. Similarly, the crews did not advance an
oppositional ideological line and, in fact,
adopted many of the shibboleths of the domi-
nant class culture in pursuing their entrepre-
neurial aims.

The contemporary street organizations are
quite different to both these types and, if any-
thing, resemble more closely the case of the
Ghetto Brothers and their development of a
liberation consciousness (McAdam 1882).
For example, the Netas, formed in the Puerto
Rican prison system by a member of the
Puerto Rican Socialist Party, are strongly
motivated by their commitment to unite, de-
fend and empower the Latino community, fight
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racism, agitate against the colonialist subju-
gation of Puerto Rico and advocate for prison-
ers' rights. Similarly, the Latin Kings are wed-
ded to the doctrine of Kingism from which
many of the group's lessons are drawn. This
belief system, an eclectic mix of spiritualism,
self-help prisoner guidance and community/
nationalist empowerment themes, is thor-
oughly infused with the politics of social jus-
tice. Like the Netas and Zulu Nation, the Latin
Kings have been active in opposing police
brutality and the racism within public educa-
tional and criminal justice systems.

In the following exchange, the inca of the
Latin Kings is addressing inmates during a
Christmas mass. Like the founder of the Netas,
the leader of the Latin Kings is someone from
the streets who knows the injustices of the
correctional system first-hand. He is atten-
tively listened to by the 100 inmates present,
many of whom do not belong to the same
organization.

| know what its like to be locked up, to be
isolated, to get cut up, to have to defend
yourself. | been there and | know that ain't the
way to go. We gotta find a better way. So, the
last time | came out | vowed I'd never go back
but they set me up. Some corrupt cops from
the X precinct set me up on a gun charge, but
| beat it. | faced 15 years for that rap and | beat
it and | never thought I'd be coming back here
again without shackles on. But here | am ‘cos
this system can't run away from the truth,
from the righteous. That's the way | see the
struggle now. It don't matter if you're a King,
a Neta, a Blood, it don't matter whether you're
white, or black or brown. It ain't about your
color, my brothers, its about your love and
respect. What | wanna say today is that we
have to bring peace to this institution because
if we don't we only gonna let the system keep
oppressing us and giving more and more jobs
to the CO's [correctional officers], the cops
and all those who wanna keep us locked
down both inside and out.

Delinquency

In orthodox criminological literature, delin-
quency is a major criterion for proclaiming a
gang's existence and certainly a .significant
amount of “cafeteria-type” delinquency (Klein
1971) was reported by the “old head” mem-
bers of the jacket gangs. This included tru-
ancy, fighting, petty larceny, car theft and even
extended to deadly assault.
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I've been going to jail since the age of nine.
Group houses came first. | went to a real jail
for the first at the age of 16. | had stabbed a
guy 36 times. He had hit a couple of our guys
with a car. And then, the guys that he didn't
hit, he didn't want to leave any witnesses, so
he put the car in reverse and tried to run us
down. The he jumped out. By that time | was
so scared that | took out my pen knife, a Boy
Scout knife, and | started sticking him. (Mr. C_,
former member of The Dragons)

However, what is important to remember is
the context in which this took place. The youth
in these jacket gangs were from the lowest
class-racial strata, experiencing many of the
pathologies that conditions of poverty induce
such as disengagement from legitimate adult
authority, rejection of and being rejected by
public and parochial schools, a paucity of
meaningful employment and job training op-
portunities, cultural invisibility and the con-
stant threat of the criminal justice system.
Brother R., a former jacket gang member and
now a leader of Zulu Nation, recalls his work-
ing-class upbringing.

My mother worked for minimum wage damn
near all her life. She dropped out of school at
four years old and went to work in the fields
in Puerto Rico. My father was a truck driver
and used to work for the city but never
passed on the light to us. Myself, the highest
paying job | ever had was workin' in the
mortuary.

Atthesame time, many of these youth were
in the throes of adjusting between two worlds,
either having been brought north by Southern
black families or having immigrated with their
families from Puerto Rico. One consequence
of these twin dynamics of social displacement
and inadequate humanistic socialization was
the norm of living on the street from a young
age. Thus, by their early teens, these youth had
already become socialized by the streets’
survivalist, "living off your wits” codes of con-
duct.

Nobody had a place to live, so we all lived
there. Nobody lived with their parents; either
on the roof, basements, haliways, wherever
we could sleep. On a typical day, we'd spend
it stealin’, getting into trouble, starting fights.
Every day was like that, just the same every
day. You get up, you go rob the milkman and
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the bread man. They started giving us bread
so we wouldn't rob them. (Mr. C., ex-crew
member, Brooklyn)

As stated, the crews carried out more spe-
cialized acts within the illegal economy. Their
members, mostly high school truants and
drop-outs, were well on their way to develop-
ing the "moral careers” (Becker 1963) of the
criminal. Faced by the deepening poverty of
New York's dual society (Castells, Mollenkopf
1991), these youth saw their membership in
the crews as a realistic means to “get paid”
and have a social life.

We were dealing herb. | had like 5 or 6 guys
working for me. Ours was petty stuff, half
ounces, ounces, nickel bags, even in some
instances loose joints. Yo, | give you 100
joints, go to the beach and bring me back 60.
Then we decided to try tray bags, | mean
were just business men. We had everything
we wanted. | had all the girls | wanted. (Mr.
H., South Bronx)

The street organizations, however, although
they consist of some members who are still
selling drugs and who are involved in crime,
are eager to develop an alternative mindset to
the fatalism inspired by the ghetto economy.
With so many members already incarcerated,
and many more who have experienced prison,
physical violence, drug use and abuse, they
are attempting to help members reconstruct
their lives through networks of mutual support
and consistent messages of self-and cultural
affirmation. At the same time, they are quite
aware that a different route to personal survival
is also shaped by economic realities.

We want to try to build up some form of self-
sufficiency. At the moment we are working
trying to provide jobs to our members. You
know, its very difficult when you have a
criminal record to get a job. | would say its
almost impossible a lot of the time. So, we
recognize that many of our members when
they come out need to be helped especially if
we are to try to prevent them going back into
the old ways because that's all there is. (Ms.
R., Latin Queen)

Conflict
| think rivalry came after we got away from the
scene, with the guys that really didn't know
the origins and didn't know...you understand,
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how close we were. | used to tell my guys,
“Yo, you can't fight with them. That's such
and such.” But some of the new chapters
didn't know.” (Mr.B., ex-President, the Sav-
age Nomads)

Among the jacket gangs, nearly all of the
fighting that occurred was "expressive” (Block,
Block 1995), typically arising from disputes
around perceived malicious intentions, disre-
spect for local turf boundaries and transgres-
sions of personal honor (Horowitz 1983). As
discussed, the crews mainly fought over drug
turfs and interpersonal disputes. The street
organizations of today, however, have learned
many bloody lessons from internal conflicts of
the past and have instituted their own forms of
conflict resolution.

(R) How do you resolve internal conflicts?

() it depends on the conflict. Usually, if two
brothers are having a problem we have an
arbitrator. They would take the person
who has the most knowledge, the most
life knowledge, or sometimes they would
go in front of the whole meeting and each
one says what they feel happened and
the brothers will vote if they have to.
Sometimes we have to counsel them, but
if I don't have an answer then somebody
else will and we keep looking until we find
it. But every man and woman has to make
their choice in their own life....One thing
we don't allow is physical fighting among
our members. (Mr. L., Netas)

This commitment to a peaceful process of
dispute resolution within the ranks has led to
a sharp reduction in the deaths and injuries
among the members (for example, in the trial
against King Blood, the District Attorney pro-
duced evidence of at least 11 murders among
the Latin Kings during the period from 1989-
1993). This does not mean that gangs that
have not ascended to a new “stage” in their
development (the Latin Kings say that they are
at the third stage as they move toward becom-
ing a fully integrated nation), are going to
cease inter-group rivalry. An important test,
therefore, for the street organizations is whether
they can hold their members in check when
provoked and forestall a destructive and po-
tentially disastrous escalatory spiral of conflict
(Hocker, Wilmot 1995). Nonetheless, contrary
to much law enforcement thinking on the sub-
ject, the likelihood of the organization
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returning to its gang days is not inevitable. In
a recent attack on the Latin Kings by members
of a rela-tively new street gang, the leadership
managed to contain the situation through
adroitly mobilizing the membership into politi-
cal street action.

We had two of our brothers shot over the
weekend.....some of our brothers wanted to
go and fire up the projects but | said no. That's
what they wanted us to do...so we held a
peace rally with over 500 Latin Kings present
and invited the mother of the kid who shot our
members. She was frightened of me. She
thought | was gonna order the Nation to hit at
her family. | said to her, “Look, | wouldn't want
anything to happen to my family for something
1 didn't do and what | don't want for them { don't
want for anyone else. The Nation is not going
down that road anymore. (Mr. F., The Latin
Kings)

Symbolism

The jacket gang names, connoting evil and
the audacious, precocious outsider, symboli-
cally inverted the powerlessness that was
being experienced in the youths' daily lives
(Brake 1985). Hence, many of their cultural
symbols, i.e., clothing, group monikers and
function titles, were borrowed from the middle
and upper classes. Once appropriated, these
symbols became, literally, the property of the
new subcultures and subject to their own
myriad, “from below” interpretations. This
transgressive act is akin to what Conguergood
(1992) calls “performance rhetoric® and em-
bodies the tension between two discursive
systems: that of official society (or high culture)
complemented by its fetishistic processes of
commodification and that of the street (or low
culture) and its underground “naming and
renaming, symbolizing and resymbolizing,
empowering and disempowering”.

(I) Why did you choose to do all the lettering
in that old English style?

(R) Royalty. it gives you that something, you
know, you're special and you stand out as
opposed to block letters, say. When people
saw that they saw the royalty, they saw
the style. (Mr. Y., ex-Ghetto Brothers)

This “slippage” (Conquergood 1992) be-
tween the two cultures, with so much empha-
sis placed on symbolic representation, was
not present with the crews, except for those
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Table 2: An Interpretation of Meaning Systems Among the Latin Kings and the Netas

Symbols/Artifacts/Gestures
multicolored beads worn as

necklace, similar to rosary
hand signs

Interpretive  Meanings

group affiliation/position in hierarchy/llength of membership / sacrifice
for groupfinitiation blessing
interactional greeting, mutual and self-recognition, gesture of group

and self defiance

grito, e.g., "amor de rey" (Latin
Kings), "de corazon" (Netas)

personal membership claim, micro-ritual of commitment & respect for
group, claim of independence, autonomy and self-determination,

Latino self- and cultural affirmation

universals (monthly meetings)

organizational necessity, informational forum, time for active dialogue

and analysis, connection to history, friendship renewal, solidarity
reinforcement macro-ritual of group integration

who were fully immersed in the subcultural art
worlds of graffiti. The drug crews, whose raison
d'etre was the acquisition of status, wealth
and power, had little time for such symbolic
playfulness. For them, it was enough to bran-
dish artifacts of conspicuous consumption
such as cars, gold jewelry and women.

....and so in the eighties, even though | was
studying, | was still on this drug thing. My
people started coming out of jail, so we
created a new empire. Now we were living
in New Jack City. | went from falling asleep
and riding the A train from one end to the other
to the windows of the world. Drinking Don
Perignon with two bimbos on my back, you
know, | mean now we had money. Now we
were living large again. Now there was
jewelry, the cars, the limos... (Mr. H., the
South Bronx)

The contemporary street organizations,
however, place greatimportance on their sym-
bolic displays, since crafting a new identity is
a critical element of self discovery and group
self-determination. Below is Table 2 that high-
lights some of the current symbolic artifacts
and gestures of the street organizations and
their complex set of interpretive meanings.

Although the above requires a more de-
tailed exposition, it should suffice to indicate
the extraordinary weight attached to symbol-
ism within these contemporary groups. As
MclLaren (1993) has demonstrated, so much
of the enactment and construction of every day
life comes in the form of micro- and macro-
rituals which are crucial to the production and
reproduction of current power relations. These
street organizations are no exception to this
rule and with their increasingly conscious
opposition to internal and external coloniza-

tion, and their origins in the symbolically satu-
rated and contested world of the prison sys-
tem, they struggle openly forwhat Bhaba (1994)
has called a “third space” between the op-
pressor and the oppressed.

DISCUSSION

Obviously, given the highly qualitative na-
ture of the data, it is important that the above
interpretations are not take as generalizable
findings which purport to cover the whole
range of gang members in New York City at a
given moment. Rather, the data illustrate the
importance of discerning trends within and
across subcultures over time, the role of these
subcultures in the development of New York
City's poorest communities, and the short-
comings that these point to in the literature.
Too often, gang researchers, after citing eco-
logical factors such as extreme poverty, social
isolation, capitalist restructuring and increas-
ing state controls, focus almost exclusively on
the practices of delinquency and crime. These
analytical constructs, in turn, become part of
the “root paradigm” (MclLaren 1993) used to
conceptually distinguish whether a group is a
clique, a gang or part of a street corner society.
Two prominent researchers and their associ-
ates put it this way:

Some gangs are more violent than others,
some are more instrumental than others,
some are more involved in drug use than
others and so on. Although this variation
across gangs exists, it does not detract from
the virtually universal finding that gang mem-
bers are much more heavily involved in delin-
quency and drug use than non gang mem-
bers. (Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, Chard-
Wierschem 1993)
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And Klein (1995), exhibiting a little more
caution, states:

Where is the tipping point beyond which
we say, “Aha - that sure sounds like a street
gang to me?" | suggest two useful signposts.

The first...is a commitment to a criminal
orientation...Note carefully, however, that |
specify orientation, not a pattern of serious
criminal activity, as many in the enforcement
world might require.....My second signpost,
admittedly difficult to judge from outside the
group: the group's self-recognition of its gang
status.

For most gang-focused social scientists,
therefore, the practice of crime remains the
marker that signifies a gang’s presence and
that accentuates its “difference” from other
normative social groups. These empiricist
foci, however, contain at least four central
flaws that limit their explanatory power.

First, they leave little room for longitudinal
considerations of gang subcultures and the
possibility of their qualitative transition into
movements. Second, they overlook the gang's
intervention in both social and cultural
struggles, thus denying any claim to historicity
(Touraine 1981). Third, they are non-reflexive
and rarely question the underlying “domain of
assumptions™ (Gouldner 1970) and both the
social and textual power of social science
discourse (Foucault 1974). Fourth, they over-
look the contradictoriness (or dialectics) of
agency within gang membership, e.g. the
notion that youth may be joining gangs as
much to shape them as to be shaped by them.
As Conquergood (1992) concludes:

{1)f ethnography [also read social science] is
to do something other than reinscribe domina-
tion through collapsing or fetishizing differ-
ence, it needs to juxtapose cultures and
dialogize voices in such a way that the
investigator's culture is defamiliarized in the
encounter with the Other.

Conquergood’'s plea for a more critical
approach to the study of these subcultures
seems to be especially borne out with groups
as complex and contradictory as the Latin
Kings and the Netas. Based on the above
data, it is simply not possible to understand
these emergent social movements of ghetto
and barrio youth from the traditional crimino-
logical empiricist standpoint. To this extent,
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the British and American schools of critical
cultural studies and the range of theories on
social movements offer an alternative to the
“tautological" impasse (Morash 1983) of the
usual tropes of gangs, drugs, crime and vio-
lence.

CONCLUSION

It is clear from the above that the paradigm
chosen by the researcher will very much deter-
mine what he or she will find (Conquergood
1997). Thus, an orthodox criminologist might
focus on the adaptational function or anti-
social behavior of gangs, a critical culturalist
could see these same groups filled with so-
cial agents striving for self-expression, while
a social movement theorist may direct our
attention to the genesis of political struggle. in
a sense, given the nature of the data, all three
approaches are legitimate. However, in the
U.S., with its heavily financed criminal justice-
oriented research, it is overwhelmingly the
former that has and will continue to dominate
gang discourse (Hagedorn 1988) and con-
ceptually related studies on urban youth devi-
ance. As | have argued, this leaves the issues
of social and political consciousness, trans-
formative action, spirituality, and ideology not
only outside of theoretical consideration but
completely at odds with most gang policies -
whether they are formulated in legislative as-
semblies, precinct command stations or pub-
lic high and middle schools.

A skeptic might ask are such street organi-
zations simply social constructions of re-
searchers gone native? And, if they do indeed
exist, how long can these organizations con-
tinue, given the rise and fall of so-called re-
formed gangs such as the Chicago "Vice
Lords” and “Blackstone Rangers” in the 1960’s.

In answer to the first question, after some
two years in the field, this researcher is still
going to well-attended political protests,
monthly organizational meetings and com-
munity social events initiated by the city's
various street organizations and their sup-
porters. Since time is an essential component
of ethnographic verification (Spindler, Spindler
1992), this temporal finding is both a testi-
mony to these groups' organizational resil-
ience and to their consistency in planning
against their class adversaries. Moreover,
given the criminalizing sweep of New York
City's “justice juggernaut’ (Gordon 1991) and
its high profile targeting of anything that re-
sembles organized resistance against the
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mayoral regime, this refusal to be extinguished
shows the extent of their “political leverage”
(McAdam 1982) in the community.

In answer to the second question, it is
unlikely that such liberal largesse will ever
again be provided in the belief that gangs can
be transformed into mainstream players of
ethnic pluralism. But more importantly, these
New York City groups have stated explicitly that
they are not interested in receiving such gov-
ernment aid, regarding it as the precursor to
co-optation, incorporation and paternal social
controls.

Although it is speculative, it would seem
reasonable to assume that in this period of
widespread social and physical insecurity
and spiralling inequality (Wacquant 1998),
street organizations for both the young and not
so young will continue to develop as commu-
nities of last resort. At the same time, the
complete absence of any radical political al-
ternative for the oppressed assures them of a
ready supply of the frustrated, angry and dis-
enchanted. lronically, the uncompromising
stance of the authorities only reinforces the
commitment of a critical mass of these groups’
members to social change, thus ensuring the
continuity of the movements' radical trajectory.

ENDNOTE

' The character of gang activity has changed signifi-
cantly since the early Chicago School years
when gangs were seen as manifestations of
socially disorganized immigrant and migrant com-
munities. Nonetheless, the paradigm of urban
delinquent adaptation by impoverished males
and, to a lesser extent females, has continued to
dominate the discourse. Little attention, there-
fore, has been paid to the cultural and political
activities of gangs in contemporary settings, to
their variegated systems of meaning, or to the
conditions of contingency which reciprocally
shape gang development.
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