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Preface 

In this thesis, I discuss the dynamics of an urban street gang from the perspective 

of the experiences of five Puerto Rican street gang members. I also describe current 

reactions and acts of resistance by local residents in the context of a rapidly changing 

community in Chicago. Finally, I sketch specific local, state and federal initiatives 

presently being utilized to combat the urban phenomenon of street gangs and propose 

alternative recommendations. 

In 1994, I obtained employment in a youth center as an "Outreach Worker" for a 

Street Gang Intervention Program. My official title was that of Case Manager. I spent 

two years working for this program and during that time developed good rapport with 

five young men who were my clients. At the culmination of my appointment, I submitted 

a paper about community change and general observations of the street gang members 

with whom I worked to Professor Larry Mayo for the completion of a graduate course in 

urban anthropology. At this point, I did not have the intention of conducting a formal 

study on the lives of some of the participants from the Street Gang Intervention Program. 

However, later I decided to conduct a qualitative study with five research participants 

from the program. My intent was to capture the way in which street gang members' 

express, interpret, and map out their experiences within a context of social processes. 

Many social processes take place within social institutions. Within this frame, these were 

two of the broader questions that guided my study: What meanings do street gang 

members give to their experiences in social institutions? How do they negotiate various 

status transitions throughout their young adult lives? As part of the study, I interviewed 

all five research participants five years from my departure as an Outreach Worker with 
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the intent of examining the turning points or transitions that occurred in their lives over 

time. This is what comprises my study. 

Initial information and impressions gathered for this paper was obtained as a 

result of two years participant observation while conducting social work in the local 

community of Middle-Town. 1 My work consisted of counseling and providing services 

to youth street gang members. In order to develop a sound rapport with my" clients," a 

comprehensive approach was utilized involving home visits, school visits, court 

advocacy, tutoring, and coaching in various team sports such as basketball, softball, and 

football. 

In addition, I attended community meetings with the Chicago Park District and 

local "beat" meetings with the local police district. These activities were required to 

perform my job and simultaneously allowed me to engage meaningfully with youth street 

gang members with whom I worked. Consequently, in the midst of this work, I was able 

to have insightful interactions with youths, parents, school administrators, teachers, 

police officers, attorneys, judges, community activists, local residents, other community 

social workers and several local politicians. 

1 A pseudonym for an actual Chicago community. 
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Introduction 

There has been a substantial amount of research on street gangs and several 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks have been delineated by numerous social 

scientists. My thesis is that many street gang members experience a myriad of obstacles 

in securing legitimate economic opportunities in the labor market and have thus adopted 

an entrepreneurial posture in the underground economy to secure decent wages for 

survival. My study reveals that many street gang members receive low returns from drug 

selling and are thus involved in and out of the conventional labor market as well. 

Although I obtained data from a judgment sample from one of the largest street gangs in 

Chicago, it is difficult to assess how generalizable my findings are due to the limited data 

base. However, my data is comparable with much of the previous and latest research on 

street gangs that suggest the relevancy of opportunity theories. 

Today, the emerging phenomenon of street gangs is one of the most pressing, 

prevalent social concerns in the urban public arena. Contemporary street gang research 

reveals that the social phenomenon of street gangs has not only increased since 1960, but 

that street gang presence has emerged outside of large metropolitan areas and diffused 

across thousands of towns and cities throughout the U.S. (Klein 1995: 92-96). 

Undoubtedly, street gangs remain a central focus in the mass media. The printed press 

and daily television news routinely mention and depict, in a "drive-by" journalism 

fashion, (Parenti 1986: 213-226) sensationalized images ofviolent occurrences among 

gang members. It is not surprising to read articles in any city newspaper or watch the 

nightly television news describe incidents of innocent bystanders being caught in 
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cross-fires by straying bullets or of oppositional gang members being shot in drive-by 

shootings. Indeed, Joan Moore (1991 :3) reports that the Los Angeles Times printed 36 

gang-related stories in 1977. By 1988, 69 articles appeared, and in 1989, the number of 

stories concerning revenge shootings and murder trials had risen to 267. A recent 

examination of newspaper articles covering the topic of street gangs indicates that in the 

last decade roughly 705 appeared in newspapers across the country. Within the last year 

alone, 68 articles regarding street gangs were published in local newspapers. A recent 

article by the Chicago Defender entitled, "Gangs Top Crime Hit List", stipulated that the 

Crime Commission has recently labeled street gangs "Public Enemy Number One". A 

review of most newspaper stories that mention street gangs reveals how the discourse of 

the print media typically employ terms like "super-predators", "street hoodlums" and 

"predatory thugs" to describe street gangs. These descriptive terms are usually quoted 

from the mouths of state officials, police gang squads, and politicians. 

Unequivocally, street gangs are considered a serious social problem in many 

cities, yet little is known about them. The mass media diverts our attention away from 

asking fundamental questions by: 

1.) perpetuating individual pathological explanations producing outright fear in 

the public's mind. 

2.) focusing on the perceptions of crime and victimization narratives of youth 

street gangs, which is what directly affects community members' lives and 

presumably what the reading and viewing public· wishes to consume. 

However, the basic questions that may shed light into the reasons that motivate increased 

gang membership are not pursued. For example, what is it about street gangs that is so 
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appealing to youth? Why has street. gang membership increased steadily in the last two 

decades? What is the primary function of the present day street gang? Is street gang 

membership and identity permanent? Or is it transitory? What are the implications for 

public policy? 

The thesis project I have chosen to conduct involves the case study of five gang 

members from the same community who all belong to one of Chicago's largest street 

gangs. My interest in this topic evolved as a result of conducting social work for two 

years in a local community. The particular gang intervention program of the agency I 

worked for emerged or was formulated and based on the social disorganization premises 

of Shaw and Mckay (1942) and their subsequent eminent Chicago Area Project model. 

Disorganization theory rests on the assumptions of ecological factors such as slum 

conditions and disorganization of neighborhoods as causes of delinquent behavior. 

Therefore, the primary aim of the Chicago Area Project was to build solid local 

community organizations to serve the needs of residents and provide educational and job 

opportunities to delinquent gang members. As it was, this model served as the 

foundation of future gang intervention programs, one of which I happened to work for. 

Basically, the program involves the hiring of a "streetwise" person, preferably male, 

whose function is to play the role of the" detached street worker" and meaningfully 

engage gang members on their own turf, establish a rapport and provide optional 

alternatives to "gang banging", such as recreational, educational, and vocational 

activities. However, as was the case with previous Chicago Area Project sites, adequate 

systematic evaluations of these programs have either been absent or have proved to be 

inconclusive as to their positive effects (see, for example, Schlossman and Sedlak 1983: 

5 



398-462). Moreover, Malcolm Klein in Street Gangs and Street Workers (1971), found 

these programs highly unsuccessful for they fail to address or change the circumstances 

of street gang members. 

At first I was apprehensive about proceeding with a study about the g·ang 

members with whom I worked for fear of compromising my position as a counselor as 

opposed to a researcher, where my primary concern would have been collecting and 

analyzing "data." However, when I left my position, I felt compelled to articulate a 

glimpse of the story of these youngsters. Ultimately, we need to create and shape a space 

with gang members that will lead to a critical dialogue. In this manner, a productive 

engagement may result whereby we may discuss differences in experiences and 

viewpoints in the spirit of learning how to collectively solve social problems for the 

benefit of all. Although I no longer work in the street gang intervention program (it was 

officially shut down in February 1996 due to Federal fiscal cutbacks), I have been able to 

maintain limited interaction with many of the young men with whom I worked. Thus, I 

am able to be a part of the story of their lives and document what has occurred and 

continues to occur with them over time. 
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Chapter 1 

Methodology 

The methodology I will utilize in this project is critical ethnography. Critical 

etlmography is qualitative, and the reasoning inductive in logic. Critical ethnographic 

analysis involves the focus of myself, the researcher, as the "other" in the research 

process. Despite the somewhat valid criticisms "critical ethnography" has received, 

(see, for example, Hammersley 1992: 96-122), I am convinced that critical ethnography 

remains emancipatory in that it is ultimately linked to praxis (theory and practice) or the 

practical concerns for action. I therefore concur with Norman Denzin (1992) that 

ethnographers should not only incorporate feminist, poststructuralist, postmodernist and 

cultural studies into their framework, but also that "reflexive ethnography" promises to 

be a form of "radical democratic social practice" (Denzin 1997: 284-287). Critical 

ethnography differs from traditional ethnography in that it questions many positivist 

epistemological assumptions. For instance, positivists presume that the "game of 

science" is purely objective and somehow politically and morally neutral. Absent from 

such value-free premises is the way in which politics are. inherent in scientific endeavors 

and how hermeneutic or interpretive understandings are always open to contestation (see 

Gouldner 1962; Bersnstein 1983 and Rosaldo 1993: 168-195). A priori positivist claims · 

dislodge us from recognizing the way in which researchers' particular race, class, gender, 

sexual preference and educationally privileged positions mold their interpretive 

understandings of subjects and phenomena under study. I concur with Peter McLaren 
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( 1991: 149-150) who claims that, ''field relations are never self-authenticating or 

self-legitimating" and it is therefore incumbent upon researchers to explicitly state the 

processes and assumptions that inform their "interpretive framework." For example, how 

do my personal experiences as someone growing up in three inner-city neighborhoods 

each with significant gang presence, coupled with the intersections of race, class, gender, 

and sexual preference inform my "interpretive framework" of street gangs and gang 

members? Without explicitly stating these dynamics at work, I will merely end up 

replicating the methodological flaws of previous social scientists that have erroneously 

presented their work as "outsiders" nestled in the comfort zone of positivist objectivity. I 

am convinced that this disengaged stance has provided a disservice not only to the 

scientific community, but to lay people as well. 

Bernstein (1983) argues that we should avoid the traditional pitfalls of the 

"Either/Or" dichotomies between relativism and objectivism and work towards fine

tuning an episteme that is situated in a "Both/ And" stance that thus moves "beyond 

objectivism and relativism". Bernstein (1983 :231) believes this can only be 

accomplished through a well-developed praxis " ... that is founded in dialogical 

communities". Merton (1972:36) captures this point best when he states: "We no 

longer ask whether it is the Insider or the Outsider who has monopolistic or privileged 

access to truth; instead, we begin to consider their distinctive and interactive roles in the 

process of truth seeking". It is for these reasons that I am convinced that it is only by 

struggling with both the possibilities and limitations ofthe methodological paradigm that 

a pedagogically· sound zone of engagement will result. This particular conviction on my 

part is instructed by particular democratic principles to which I subscribe. I am of the 
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opinion that it is only through a critical dialogue that we can strive to reach for the truth. 

Anything short of this process will only result in one party holding a monopoly on truth 

claims. It is for this reason that, as a researcher, I entered the "field" tentatively with 

regards to a priori theoretical constructions. My task, at best, was to draw theoretical 

statements that were to be first and foremost grounded in empirical reality (Corbin and 

Strauss 1990: 17-32). Hence, the existent inductive logic and dialectical assumptions of 

my methodology. As noted above, in the social sciences I believe that no empiricism can 

yield a sufficient way of knowing. This does not preclude, however, that the 

contradictions and contestations between and within subject and researcher will cease to 

be beneficial to our better understanding of the complexities of human beings and our 

social reality. 

One of the premises I adhere to in the research project on this street gang is that 

humans, for the most part, are rational creatures who form part of groups and make 

choices based upon what they perceive is best for them at a particular time: This 

contention on my part is nothing new. Classic sociological works have advanced this 

notion already (Liebow 1967, Anderson 1976). To the extent that individuals tend to 

rationalize their situation, form part of groups and act upon what they see as best for 

them, it would be erroneous to suggest that these choices are "free", for specific 

contingencies are operative that impinge upon actors' decisions of which time/space are 

the most notable along with rules and resources. (Giddens 1979: 65-71, 198-233). My 

engagement with gang members in this project is based on the perspective of the 

premises mentioned above. 

It is also imperative to note dialectical processes between the researcher and 
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research participants. For example, conventional ethnography tends to view those being 

researched as the "other." This "etherization" by the researcher does not allow us to see 

the delicate intricacies of ways in which at a pmiicular time and space the researcher 

becomes the "other." In other words, in what instances do I become the "other" when I 

interact with gang members? At what moments and time~ do I share particular statuses 

with the gang members I interacted with? Rosaldo (1983: 76-96) points out that 

ethnographers are individuals with multiple identities who sometimes share a variety of 

statuses with the researched group. How do I as a working-class Mexican, male, 

graduate student who still resides in the "barrio" handle these rather shifting positions? 

It is for this reason that it becomes imperative for researchers to pay acute attention to 

self-reflexivity in order to fully capture the multiple roles they occupy during the research 

process (see, for example, Smith 1974; Krieger 1995). Krieger (1995: 312) suggests that 

in order to resolve the intricate dialectical play of observer-observed or the researcher and 

those being researched, ethnographic researchers can be more self-reflexive by exercising 

a "process of re-engagement" on the entire research experience. She contends that only 

in understanding the "self' can an interpretation of data reveal our own biases and 

prejudices from those we are seeking to understand and in this way test them in the 

process of better understanding difference while we understand ourselves as well. I try to 

follow these principles in my project. 

For this research, oral life history interviews were conducted with five gang 

members. I believe that the oral life histories were useful because they captured some of 

the complexity youth gang members have faced over time. This technique fits well 

within the broader context of critical ethnography in that it is also longitudinal and offers 
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a space to be reflexive. I collected data that included peripheral participant observation 

recorded in case notes while I was a counselor. Although preliminary data was collected, 

it is important to note that my aim was to assume an exploratory stance in the hope of 

building towards theory and not from it. Thus, although previous studies identified 

pervasive themes e.g., opportunity theories, subculture theories, psychological theories 

and the like, I attempted to tentatively assume antecedent theoretical constructs and keep 

my eyes and ears open for perhaps new themes that may have emerged over time. In 

other words, if there is continuity or discontinuity one must possess the theoretical 

sensitivity of past research in order to prevent "reinventing the wheel" so to speak. 

Time, however, may or may not be the key factor that will reveal these continuities or 

discontinuities. For example, Sampson and Laub (1993) find that life-course oral life 

histories provide the best data for encapsulating the intricate "pathways and turning 

points through life" of adolescent delinquency. Sampson and Laub particularly point out 

how life transitions which are sometimes age-graded or marked off by significant life 

events such as marriage, parenthood, military service and employment, shape the 

complex choices individuals make in committing "offences" or not throughout the life 

course. Padilla (1992) and Keiser (1969) also found oral life histories extremely valuable 

·in gathering data from youngsters who were members of street gangs since, they point 

out this method assisted in identifying multifarious social processes which shape the 

actions of youth gang members over time. 

The interviews initially conducted were structured and open-ended. I was 

subsequently able to identify pmiicular themes that emerged from the five respondents. 

A set of structured questions was prepared in order to be consistent regarding 
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methodology. Analysis of interviews was also conducted by systematically coding the 

particular themes over the course of the interviews. All interviews lasted one hour and 

were audio-tape recorded, transcribed and held in the appropriate place as identified by 

the participants. The selective judgment sample (see Bernard 1988: 97) was established 

according to the assigned caseload given to me upon inception at the street gang 

intervention program. A judgment sample was selected based upon information collected 

by five key informants who were part of my caseload and with whom I have developed a 

sound rapport and have had a long-term affiliation that initiated at the gang intervention 

program. All five informants belong to the same gang and are from the same community 

and I have been able to maintain relative ties with these particular youth over time. The 

anonymity of all research participants was kept by utilizing nicknames or names other 

than the real ones. Moreover, the actual name of the street gang, as well as that ofthe 

community will be kept confidential since I plan to contexualize interview data in a 

discussion of the community. Therefore, alternative names will be used for both 

instances. 

Specifically, the questions I posed and sought to answer derived from some of the 

observations I was able to make while working in the street gang intervention program 

from 1992-1994 and from my readings of the theoretical frameworks previous social 

scientists have put forth. For example, while conducting street outreach in the gang 

intervention program, I observed on many occasions the sale of illicit drugs by gang 

members. The literature review points to "opportunity theories" (Williams and 

Kornblum 1985, Sullivan 1989, Fagan 1989, Hagedorn 1988, 1991, 1994, Anderson 

1990, Taylor 1990, Skolnick 1990 Jankowski 1991, Padilla 1992, Rodriguez 1993, and 
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Cummings and Monti 1993) which provide insights into strong economic incentives 

youth perhaps have in their decision to join or maintain street gang membership. I 

therefore posed a set of questions that addressed the following areas: The employment 

histories of these youth in order to ascertain what actual amounts of earnings gang . 

members made from drug selling. Are gang members able to hold conventional jobs? 

Are gang members willing to leave street gang involvement if conventional full-time 

employment opportunities were available for them? Have they already done so off and 

on? How many hours do they work a day in the street? How do gang members learn 

how to deal drugs? How have particular drug markets influenced local drug economies? 

How has this drug market and available economy impacted the illegal work of gang 

members? Does the emerging drug market have anything to do with the rise in gang 

membership in the last two decades? 

The second main contemporary theoretical model highlighted in the literature 

review on street gangs is sub-cultural theory. Subcultural theories point to the ways in 

which particular individuals are socialized into playing out particular roles in the groups 

they belong to which are in opposition to mainstream society. If, presumably, this is the 

case, what accounts for the phasing out process of particular youth gang members? In 

other words, if youth gang members possess value differences that can be traced to 

culture differences, what accounts for dominant cultural values they may possess as well? 

For example, Sykes and Matza (1957: 666-667) argue that juvenile delinquents utilize 

"techniques of neutralization" to justify deviancy. They contend that these techniques or 

rationalizations for infrac;tions reveal that delinquents hold conventional values since they 

do express some guilt and shame when violating the laws and norms of the dominant 
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culture. Moreover, Matza (1964) concludes that delinquents may also "drift" into 

conventional values and out of delinquency when deemed necessary. In addition, 

subcultural theories elide issues of "race", class and power relations. My study 

therefore focuses precisely more on issues of race, class and power relations and how 

these variables affect certain youth in society. 

Finally, another related concept to the subcultural paradigm is the term 

"underclass" which has been utilized in contemporary studies on youth gangs and 

remains problematic for me for a number of reasons which I clearly spell out in detail in 

the literature review. Essentially, as an ideological represe~tation, "underclass" denotes 

certain poor people who somehow stand apart from the rest of society. The ideological 

power of the concept becomes more evident when we locate it properly to the wider 

social context of neo-conservative public discourse. The rhetoric of the New Right and 

even neo-liberals is embedded with traditional articulations and rearticulations of family, 

morality, values, and culture (Omi and Winant 1994: 113-136, 145-159). In the case of 

gang members, this concept alludes to how certain youngsters who form an "underclass" 

constitute a separate culture with its own logic be it pathological or simply "other" that 

is, in effect, in direct conflict with mainstream society. The common-sense 

"dysfunctional" aspect of the term "underclass" encompasses a number of related arenas 

that are associated with sub-cultural theories. For example, "underclass" implicates 

gang members to" dysfunctional" families. That is to say, there is an arguable 

contention that many youngsters join gangs due to "dysfunctional" family arrangements 

in the home. ·From this vantage point, the taken-for-grantedness of the nuclear family 

arrangement is left unchallenged. Therefore, the focus of attention rests on young single 
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mothers who arguably find it difficult to socialize/control or raise their children properly. 

Single mothers' weak attachment to the labor market is also interestingly seen as an 

individual problem or a deficiency found in their culture. This premise only dismisses 

specific issues of gender that are present over the uncontested construction of the notion 

of what constitutes a fam~ly and ignores particular traditional patriarchal gender roles 

played out which need to be critically addressed. In the end, it is the family and culture 

that are erroneously held responsible for the persistence of gang formation. In short, 

these contentions shift the focus from gender, race, and power relation issues to a 

somewhat simple and limited analysis of culture and class. At the center of this concept 

is an overly simplified conception of culture and "race" which is never really adequately 

engaged. For example, in the study of street gangs, just who are the street gang members 

who form a so-called" underclass"? Do gang members really comprise a" dangerous 

class" to be feared in society? It is interesting to note that this concept is laden with 

psychopathic or socio-pathic connotations which gives credence to Yablonsky's (1967) 

psychological paradigm. But what are some of the effects or consequences of being 

labeled "underclass"? How does the "underclass" label further stigmatize gang 

members who also carry other related labels such as "predatory thugs" and "street 

hoodlums". In my view, these terms or labels only decontexualize and objectify entire 

populations. To avoid this, issues of" race" should be critically addressed. For instance, 

if gang members are "Latino" we should .specifically locate racial formation processes 

and place them in their proper context (i.e. international, social, economic, political). 

Previous studies have only focused on the neighborhood or urban community as if gangs 

and gang members persist within a community vacuum. If gang members are Mexican or 
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Puerto Rican or African-American, and so on, a historical account needs to be present to 

more fully conceive just how particular groups become part of the U.S. in the first place 

while examining how unique identity formations become constructed and reconstructed. 

When one compares the European immigrant groups (Irish, Italian, Polish) of Thrasher's 

(1929) classic study on gangs in Chicago, to other ethnic groups notably Mexicans, 

Puerto Ricans and African-Americans, an immediate discernment can be made. All the 

European groups have eventually moved up the socio-economic ladder while the other 

ethnic groups have had a much more difficult time achieving upward mobility. What 

accounts for this? For obvious reasons, this paper can not do justice in attempting to 

address this question, however, for starters, it provides a sound context in which to view 

gang members as human agents who form part of larger groups and identities other than 

the street gang. I attempted to address this in my paper. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review/Theoretical Considerations 

Historically, a significant number of social scientists have conducted studies on 

juvenile delinquency and gangs: Thrasher, 1927, Cohen, 1955, Whyte, 1955 Miller, 1958, 

Cloward and Lloyd, 1960, Short and Strodtbeck, 1965, and Yablonsky, 1967 to name the 

most cited in the literature. Although these studies offer insightful theoretical accounts 

on gangs, because they are, indeed, considered pioneering works, they all possess 

shortcomings. Thrasher's (1927) classic study The Gang: a Study of 1.313 Gangs in 

Chicago applied the ecological paradigm from the traditional Chicago school of 

sociology and concluded that gang membership is simply a normal response to the 

adverse urban slum areas specifically typologized in the human ecological model as the 

"zone of transition." From the ecological perspective, Thrasher contended that gangs 

occupied an "interstitial" concentric zone which is characterized by isolation, deteriorated 

neighborhoods, succession and recession of populations and disorganization ( 1927 :20). 

Thrasher viewed gang membership merely as a way for youths to achieve excitement, 

social success, and financial gains in the midst of disorganization in the larger social 

framework. According to Thrasher, these activities sometimes lead to delinquent acts but 

since adult society does not meet the needs of slum dwellers, the gang solves the problem 

by offering what society fails to provide, excitement, fun and opportunity (1927:177). 

In Street Comer Society, William F. Whyte's (1955) classic study of social 

structure in an Italian slum, Whyte follows the lives of a group of young street corner 
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men for three years. Whyte classified the lower-class male adolescents of the "Norton 

Street Gang," as "corner boys" and argued that their values differed from those of the 

"college boys" who resided in the same lower-class neighborhood (Whyte 1955 :96-97). 

Whtye specifically differentiates the two types of lower-class youth by stating that "The 

college boys were primarily interested in social advancement. The corner boys were 

primarily interested in their community" (1955 :97). 

Further, according to Whyte, "The comer-gang structure arises out of the habitual 

association of the members over a long period of time. The nuclei of most gangs can be 

traced back to early boyhood, when living close together provided the first opportunities 

for social contacts" (Whyte 1953:255). Whyte goes on to note that "Out of such . 

interaction there arises a system of mutual obligations which is fundamental to group 

cohesion" (Whyte 1955:256). Essentially for Whyte, the two "ideal types" of 

working-class youths are distinguished by their specific aspirations. "College boys" 

adapt middle-class values and strive to attain middle-class status while "corner boys" are 

content with their working-class life style. 

In Delinquent Boys (1955), a study on delinquency in Chicago, Albert Cohen 

delineates how working class boys react to the strains of conforming to middle-class 

norms and values. Cohen argues that gang boys represent frustrated youth that are 

simply rebelling against the "middle-class measuring rod" of American society 

(1955: 84). Cohen views delinquents as forming a separate subculture that evolves due to 

social conditions that make them incapable of achieving success in a legitimate fashion. 

Cohen goes on to say that this results in working class boys experiencing "status 

problems" which they resolve by forming a separate subculture that holds a value system 

18 



directly in opposition to that oflarger society (1955:65). Cohen also asserts that some of 

the delinquent subculture's characteristics is members manifesting "non-utilitarian, 

malicious and negativistic" behaviors (1955:25). Cohen contexualizes this behavior as 

part of an overall mechanism of "reaction-formation" on the part oflower-class boys who 

are frustrated with their inability to achieve middle-class success since they are still, to 

some degree, he argues, controlled by middle-class norms and values (1955: 132-3). 

In Delinquency and Opportunity, (1960) Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin, 

borrow Robert K. Merton's notion of "Opportunity Theory" to advance the idea that 

working-class youths face blocked opportunities for achieving social goals through 

legitimate means (85). They found that to provide an avenue of opportunity for success, 

some lower class youths in poverty-stricken areas formulated a "criminal subculture" and 

sought criminal activities such as theft as an alternative road to legitimate success 

(Cloward and Ohlin 1960:161-171 ). However, they also point out how some low-income 

areas are so unstable that even illegitimate means to success are blocked, in which case 

youths form a "conflict subculture" that is comprised of fighting gangs that provide the 

opportunity for success by enabling youths to demonstrate their bravery, strength, and 

fighting skills (171-178). Finally, a third type of subculture that emerges, according to 

Cloward and Ohlin, is a "retreatist subculture" which revolves around the consumption of 

drugs and alcohol. In this case, youths who are unable to achieve a desired goal and find 

it difficult to engage in criminal activities escape or retreat from their perceived personal · 

failure by getting high (178-186). In sum, Cloward and Ohlin view delinquency as a 

function of various opportunities youths have to gain desired social goals. When these 

opportunities are perceived to be blocked, alternative means such as theft, conflict, and 
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drug use are utilized. 

Walter Miller (1958) offers another plausible explanation for the emergence of 

gang delinquency in slum environments. Miller suggests that present in the American 

population is a segment who live in lower-class communities. He argues that it is in the 

context of these neighborhoods that a distinctive "lower-class way of life" develops· 

which is characterized by a set of "focal concerns" (Miller 1958:6-7). To begin to 

comprehend gang delinquency, Miller asserts that one must examine the particular group 

of "focal concerns" which dominate life among the lower-class culture. Miller identifies 

major focal concerns: 

Trouble-concern over "trouble" is a dominant feature of lower 
class culture. The dominant concern over "trouble" involves a 
distinction of critical importance for the lower class 
community-that between "law-abiding" and "non-law-abiding 
behavior; Toughness- among its most important components are 
physical prowness, evidenced both by demonstrated possession of 
strength and endurance and athletic skill; "masculinity," 
symbolized by a distinctive complex acts and avoidance's (bodily 
tattooing; absence of sentimentality; non-concern with "mi" 
"literature," conceptualization of women as conquest objects, etc); 
and bravery in the face of physical threat; Smartness- "Smartness," 
as conceptualized in lower class culture, involve·s the capacity to 
outsmart, outfox, outwit, dupe, "take" "con" another or others, and 
the concomitant capacity to avoid being outwitted, "taken" or 
duped oneself; Excitement- many ofthe features oflower class life 
are related to the search for excitement or "thrill." Involved here 
are the highly prevalent use of alcohol by both sexes and the 
widespread use of gambling of all kinds-playing numbers, betting 
on horse races, dice, cards. It also includes fighting and sexual 
adventures; Fate- many lower class individuals feel that their lives 
are subject to a set of forces over which they have relatively little 
control. The concept of performing semi-magical rituals so that 
one's "luck will change" is prevalent; one hopes that as a result he 
will move from the state ofbeing "unlucky" to that on being 
"lucky;" Autonomy- the extent and nature of control over the 
behavior ofthe individual- an important concern in most 
cultures-has a special significance and is distinctively patterned in 

20 



lower class culture. On the overt level there is a strong and 
frequently expressed resentment of the idea of external controls, 
restrictions on behavior, and unjust or coercive authority" (Miller 
1958:8-12). 

In addition to the "focal concerns" outlined above, Miller finds two concerns unique to 

"comer groups-" belonging and status: 

Belonging: a continuing concern over who is "in" and who is not 
involves the citation and detailed discussion ofhighly refined 
criteria for "in-group" membership. One maintains membership 
by acting in cQnformity with valued aspects of Toughness, 
Smartness, Autonomy, etc; Status: in common with most 
adolescents in American society, the lower class comer group 
manifests a dominant concern with "status." In general, status is 
achieved and maintained by demonstrated possession of valued 
qualities of lower class culture-Touglmess, Smartness, expressed 
resistance to authority, daring, etc. (Miller 1958:15). 

In short, for Miller, lower-class youth gangs are simply responding to and reflecting on 

the standards of lower-class culture that is often in conflict with middle-class norms. 

According to Miller, to begin to understand gang members we must locate the cultural 

lenses youth gangs contend with as they adhere to the cultural values, rules, and norms of 

their immediate environment. 

In contrast to the theories on gangs sketched out above, Yablonsky (1967) offers 

an alternative view on the nature of youth gangs. Yablonsky postulated that gang 

members possess "sociopathic" personality characteristics which are commonly found in 

youths living in "disorganized-slum communities" (Yablonsky 1967:236-237). 

Yablonsky summarizes the sociopathic personality traits ofthe gang boy: 

a defective social conscience marked by limited feelings of guilt 
for destructive acts against others; 
limited feelings of compassion or empathy for others; 
the acting out ofbehavior dominated by egocentrism and 
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self-seeking goals; 
the manipulation of others in a way possible for immediate 
self-gratification (for example, sexual exploitative modes of 
behavior) without any moral concerns or responsibility (1967:242). 

Yablonsky goes on to describe the violept gang as representing a "near-group" which he 

defines as a human collective he dichotomizes as neither "group" nor "mob." Yablonsky 

argues that the term "group" signifies a highly cohesive organization while "mob" refers 

to anonymous individuals who are motivated by emotion; neither of which he believes 

characterizes the violent-gang structure (1967:272). In Yablonsky's view, the 

violent-gang is midway between the mob and group organization; it is comprised of a 

"partial state of organization" that includes a diffuse role definition, limited consensus of 

goals, norms, and membership expectations, shifting membership, and self-appointed 

sociopathic leadership (Yablonsky 1967:286). Lastly, Yablonsky differentiates two types 

ofviolent gang members- "core" and "marginal." He states that "the core members of 

each gang are basic to its organization, and the gang pattern is in tum vital to them. The 

marginal violent-gang member may, under certain conditions, shift his adjustment 

patterns to the delinquent or social gang" (1967 :27 6): 

In sum, for Yablonsky, the violent gang provides a vehicle for sociopathic youths 

to act out aggressions and personal problems for the successful accomplishment of 

self-gratification. Yablonsky summarizes the role of violence by sociopathic youth by 

stating "for the product of the disorganized slum, the sociopathic youth, violence in the 

gang is a reasonable and convenient means for acquiring notoriety and prestige-hallmarks 

of success in American society" (1967:247). 

Before turning to contemporary research on youth gangs, at this time, it is 
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imperative to briefly summarize and critique the theoretical tenets outlined above. With 

the exception of Yablonsky, each theoretical theme mentioned previously is located 

under one major theoretical sociological category; "Social Structure Theory." Social 

structure theories can be arranged into three distinct sub-groups: social disorganization 

theory, opportunity (strain) theory, and sub-cultural theory. In what follows it should be 

made clear that the authors are not being scrutinized methodologically, as concerns their 

empirical techniques and procedures. Rather, the critique offered is intended to reveal 

various shortcomings in the conceptual frameworks utilized in their respective studies. 

Social disorganization proponents such as Thrasher maintain that economically 

deprived areas lose the ability to control and direct the behavior of their residents who 

are, in .a sense, the victims of rapid social change. Disorganization theorists believe that 

it is precisely in these disorganized slum areas that gangs tend to flourish as they 

negotiate with the unfortunate ecological region of their existence. 

Several propositions of the model can be discerned at once. First, on a positive 

note, the disorganization model allows us to view residents of slums as "normal" people 

who are not pathologically defective. From this perspective, youth gangs can be viewed 

as simply responding and adapting to the particular space they find themselves living in. 

However, as a theoretical paradigm, the disorganization model suffers from a number of 

limitations. Aside from ignoring deviant acts from members who reside outside the 

so-called zone of transition, this model neglects and dismisses any type of connection 

between race, class, privilege and social stratification. Moreover, inherent in the model is 

an assumption of the natural presence of slums in urban arenas devoid of any type of 

power relation context in which they exist. In other words, if indeed, slums are 
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characterized by disorganization, an assertion that is disputable, it can be argued that it is 

the result of powerful privileged economic forces which dominate powerless poor 

segments of the population. Concomitantly, William Foote Whyte (1955) concluded that 

the problem of the Italian slum "Cornerville" was not a "lack of organization, but failure 

of its own organization to mesh with the structure ofthe society around it" (1955:273). 

Concurrence with Whyte, in The Social Order of the Slum, Gerald D. Suttles (1968) 

describes the "Addams area," one of Chicago's oldest slum neighborhoods, as being 

characterized by neither "disorganization" nor "value rejection." Suttles, rather, 

postulates that "The most general characteristic of the Addams area is its provincialism." 

He further states, "This provincialism, however, is not total, nor does it constitute an 

unqualified rejection of societal values and norms" ( 1968:223 ). Thus, to the extent that 

the majority of youth gangs are concentrated in urban slums, their occupancy and class 

position may also be the result of particular economic and political power relations 

operative within a nation-state. The disorganization model fails to address this matter. 

A second class of social structure theory is made up of"sub-cultural" theories. As 

outlined above, Miller, Cohen, Cloward and Ohlin subscribe to this branch which 

purports that one of the results of social disorganization is the creation of independent 

sub-cultures that hold values in opposition to mainstream society. As pointed out 

previously, whether it is Miller's "focal concerns," Cohen's "status frustration" which 

leads to "negativistic" and "~estructive" sub-cultures, or Cloward and Ohlin's "blocked 

conventional opportunities" leading to "retreatist" or "violent" subcultures, this model 

generally contends that lower-class devi81""1t youths maintain separate value systems which 

are in conflict with the dominant middle-class culture. 
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One of the strengths of subcultural theory is that it contextualizes the limited 

conditions lower-class youth face which lead them to perform deviant acts. In addition, 

by entering into the realm of culture, this theory also shifts the focus of concern away 

from innate pathological explanations which account for youth gang members' behavior 

to a plea for understanding "sub-cultural" traits from the perspective of a distinct 

lower-class culture. Initially, subcultural theories appear to be sympathetic towards the 

behavior oflower-class youth who are supposedly in conflict with middle-class values or 

frustrated with their inability to achieve middle-class success due to blockages of 

opportunities. However, implicit in the theory is a significant assumption of the moral 

basis of middle-class norms. This is most apparent in Miller's cultural relativist 

argument. The inference one can reasonably make from Miller's "focal concerns" is that 

youth gangs will subside as social changes are promoted to induce a middle-class "moral 

re-alignment. II I seriously doubt that poor youths are different in significant ways from 

middle-class youths due to moral and value differences that can be traced to cultural 

variations. Once again, this model lacks is any type of examination of youth gangs that 

integrates the effect of power relations along with political and economic social realities 

as a whole affect on economically disadvantaged youth. 

Furthermore, conceptually, I find the term" sub-culture" problematic since it 

implies a presupposition of a clearly united homogeneous dominant culture located 

within a heterogeneous, multi-ethnic U.S. society. The term also suggests that the 

working poor somehow stand apart from the values and norms of the middle-class. 

Furthermore, sub-cultural theories strike me close to the infamous "culture of poverty" 

thesis espoused by the late Oscar Lewis (1959,1966). Essentially, the contention stresses 
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that poor people form a separate culture with its own values and norms that are in conflict 

with conventional society. In effect, the culture is viewed as backward/dysfunctional and 

self-perpetuating, and implicit is the preposterous proposition that if the culture of poor 

folk is simply modified, poverty will miraculously cease to exist or that it be accepted as 

a problem to be individually resolved. It is for these reasons that I have· serious 

reservations about the use of the term subculture. However, the fact that particular youth 

cultures formulate unique social practices and aesthetics such as developing particular 

musical tastes, dances, speech patterns, and dress codes is indisputable. To resolve this 

matter, I would prefer to use negotiated youth culture(s) (which evolve around the 

contested terrain of a particular space) as a descriptive conceptual term. I concur with 

Peter Jackson (1989) who draws heavily from the works of Raymond Williams, Edmund 

Burke, Stuart Hall and in short, the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies to contend: 

... cultures are "maps of meaning" through which the world is 
made intelligible. Cultures are not simply systems of meaning and 
value carried around in the head. They are made concrete through 
patterns of social organization. Cultures therefore also involve 
relations of power, reflected in patterns of dominance and 
subordination. The concepts and registered (Jackson: 2-3).of 
ideology and hegemony are therefore central to cultural studies, 
referring to the processes through which dominant meanings are 
imposed, negotiated, 

Finally, a third class of social structure theory is referred to as strain theory. It is 

closely related to subculture theory in that it holds that lower-class youth may desire 

legitimate goals but do not have the means to achieve them. Robert K. Merton (1938) 

expanded Durkeim's (1951) notion of anomie (normlessness) or the breakdown of social 
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norms and connected it to the concept of strain to account for the conflict that occurs to 

lower-class youths who are denied access to attain desired goals. In an attempt to cope 

with the strain and alleviate frustration, it is argued that poor youth tum to crime. 

Merton's expanded notion of anomie appears to be highly individualistic. I concur with 

Stephen Pfohl (1994) who points out that, "It [anomie] presents an image of the isolated 

person confronted by the strain ofblocked opportunity" (1994:269). Following this line 

of argument, Pfohl goes on to raise an essential question, "Is involvement in deviance 

really such a discontinuous jump?" (Pfohl1994:269). Strain theory does not adequately 

answer this query. 

In Group Process and Gang Delinquency, Short and Strodtbeck (1965) offer 

another plausible explanation that may account for many youths' decision ~o join gangs. 

Short and Strodtbeck suggest that individuals do not live in isolation but in groups and 

that it is within the group process context via peer-group influence and community 

relations that youngsters aspire to achieve and maintain status. Short and Strodtbeck 

argue that youths join gangs and participate in serious incidents only after conducting a 

"rational balancing" of risks, gains and losses involved in the deviant act. They 

conclude that delinquents take "aleatory risks" based on particular present contingencies 

so that, from the actor's perspective, "the rewards and probabilities associated with risk 

taking appear to outweigh the disadvantages" (250-1 ). Short and Strodtbeck concede 

that individuals residing in lower-class communities form particular subcultures that are 

both non-delinquent and delinquent. It is within these group process interactions, they 

contend, that many disadvantaged youth attempt to achieve status that can be 

accomplished within the collectivity of the delinquent gang. 
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While Short and Strodtbeck introduce the concept of rational choice into their 

theoretical framework to account for youths' decision to enter the delinquent gang, they 

essentially remain in the realm of lower-class subcultural tenets towards their 

explanations for the reinforced acts of deviance by lower-class youth once in the gang. 

However, if this is the case, how can youth gang members' departure from the delinquent 

gang be explained? In other words, if youths' peer-group relations and lower-class 

neighborhood milieu lead them towards permanent delinquent subcultures, why do many 

youths leave the delinquent gang or "mature out"? 

This brings us to Yablonsky's socio-pathic paradigm. For Yablonsky, the 

"violent" youth gang member is characterized as lacking social feelings and being 

unsympathetic towards others. In short, Yablonsky holds that the formation of gangs 

serves as an outlet for psychologically diseased youth who utilize the violent gang to act 

out personal aggressions. Aside from individualizing and pathologizing poor youth, as a 

theoretical paradigm, the model decontexualizes the social histories and limited choices 

of specific economically disadvantaged youth. By relying on individual personality 

traits, the model subscribes to psychological assumptions as the ultimate form of social 

reality. This tendency neglects the political and economic implications of human agency 

that can be located historically within particular race, class, gender and power relation 

struggles. Moreover, the psychologizing of poor youth further perpetuates the myth of 

individual failure based on personal deficiencies. This only leads to what William Ryan 

(1976:3-30) insightfully refers to as "blaming the victim." 

It is interesting to note that despite the severe shortcomings of the sociopathic 

perspective, it remains the most prevalent in the discourse of the mass media. There 
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seems to be a public fascination or "cultural obsession" with violence as noted in 

Scheingold (1991) and with viewing youth gang members as psychopaths. Perhaps it 

serves as a convenient distortion for politicians and policy makers, who in a quest to be 

expedient, end up doing a disservice to the public and to particular poor, racialized 

youths. Having stated that, we now tum to the more recent street gang literature. 

In the last decade, several major studies on youth gangs have been conducted in various 

U.S. cities. Contemporary street gang research has both built upon and synthesized the 

previous works of social scientists. In Growing Up Poor, Terry Williams and William 

Kornblum (1985) argue that structural changes in the U.S. economy have eliminated 

hundreds and thousands of entry level manual jobs which have resulted in massive 

unemployment for young people, particularly Blacks and Latinos who are heavily 

concentrated in the nations largest metropolitan areas (xiv-14). It is within this context, 

they assert, that many teenagers who reside in the urban ghettos resort to hustling in the 

underground cash economy for survival ( 6-7). Moreover, Williams 1989; Anderson 

1990; and Rodriguez 1993, find that in the context of a failing regular economy and a 

society that offers few viable alternatives, many struggling marginalized young people 

attempt to make a place for themselves and are eventually drawn to the economic 

opportunities of the underground economy. Similarly, Joan Moore (1978: 27-34) and 

Mercer Sullivan (1989: 11) also point out that chronic joblessness for inner-city, 

"minority" youths cements their position in a secondary labor market which is 

characterized within segmented market theory as being comprised of low-wage jobs and 

informal economic activities. In the final analysis, Sullivan argues that many 

"minority" youths who live in poor neighborhoods choose "crime" but their decision 
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reflects " ... the collective choices of those in similar structural situations who refuse to 

accept the impossible contradictions of these situations" (Sullivan 1989:247). 

It is precisely this argument that Padilla (1992) advances in The Gang as an 

American Enterprise; a case study of a Puerto Rican gang in Chicago whose activities 

mainly revolve around the sale of illicit drugs. According to Padilla, "gang banging is a 

specific consequence of business being carried out by the gang because their members 

have been shut off from society's legitimate economic sector" (Padilla 92). In the end, 

Padilla concludes that the enterprise of drug dealing can be linked to a lack ·of 

opportunities for Latino youth within the conventional economy. For Padilla, the youths 

whom he interacted with view the gang as " ... the most rational response to their social 

and economic situation" (Padilla 186). 

In Islands in the Street, Martin Sanchez.Jankowski (1991) suggests that, from a 

historical perspective, street gangs have mutated and become "defiant collectivities" 

with strong formal organization properties. Jankowski's study of thirty-seven gangs in 

three cities provides an account of gang members as highly individualistic possessing 

"defiant individualist" characters. He goes on to argue that this character develops in a 

particular context of poor neighborhoods that are organized around " ... an intense 

competition for, and conflict over, the scarce resources that exist in these areas" 

(Jankowski 1991: 22). Like Padilla, Jankowski found that gang members possess a 

strong "entrepreneurial spirit" such as competitiveness and the " ... the desire and drive 

to accumulate money and material possessions" (103). In short, Jankowski stresses that 

the "defiant individualist" spirit of gang members aids in the development of an 

"entrepreneurial attitude" which helps with the economic organization of particular 
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gangs. In the end, says Jankowski, " ... the vast majority of gang members are quite 

energetic and eager to acquire many of the same things that most members of American 

society want: money, material possessions, power, and prestige" (312). 

In another study, James Diego Vigil (1988) approaches the study of "barrio 

gangs" in Los Angeles from a somewhat unique perspective. Vigil puts forth a model of 

"multiple marginality" in an effort to propose a holistic approach to the gang 

phenomenon. He argues that there are essentially five aspects to be considered when 

examining the nature of gangs: ecological, economic, social, cultural and psychological. 

Specifically, Vigil asserts that ecologically Chicano gangs emerge in geographically 

isolated areas; economically they constitute the underclass; socially they face family 

strain and school failures; culturally Chicano gang members form "Cholo" subcultures 

and psychologically they possess a status crisis which they resolve by forming a gang 

group identity. Vigil goes on to say that it is the "barrio" children whose lives are most 

affected by "multiple marginality" who are at risk ofbecoming gang members 

(170-173). 

In a more recent article Vigil (1993: 1 09) concludes that the street socialization or 

"choloization" process of Chicano youths, which he asserts initially emerged as a 

response or adaptation to marginalization, has resulted in the creation of a gang 

subculture whose " ... activities have traditionally revolved considerably more around 

conflicts with rival territories: gang fights and, more recently, drive-by shootings." In the 

end, Vigil finds that although neighborhood gangs were initially forged for protection 

from outside threats, gangs have become a· force to be reckoned with for youths who may 

or may not be "street socialized". He goes on to say that newly defined nearby 
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· neighborhoods have responded with the creation of gangs of their own which, in tum, has 

only exacerbated conflict and violence between "warring neighborhoods" (Vigil 

1993:110). 

In a most recent treatise of street gangs, Malcolm W. Klein (1995) provides a 

historical overview of the" street gang" situation in the U.S. and attempts to provide 

conceptual or definitional clarity to the notion of what constitutes a "gang". Klein 

successfully points out that there are various gang types which must be clearly delineated 

due to the ambiguity of the term "gang" which he argues is often loosely defined by the 

mass media. Klein poignantly posits that although two "ideal types" of gangs exist, 

"drug gangs" and "street gangs", this distinction is often erroneously ignored and both 

gang types are used synonymously by mass media representatives, law enforcement 

organizations and the general public (Klein 1995:41). He goes on to articulate that street 

gangs are more than simply play groups who hang out at the comer; they are territorial 

organizations specifically committed to a" criminal orientation" whose ... "self 

recognition is based principally, although not solely, on the group's collective criminal or 

delinquent orientation" (Klein 1995 :30). Klein, however, is quick to point out that 

"crime and delinquency are more the product than the goal of gang joiners" (27). 

With regards to the "drug gang", Klein develops a number of stipulations or 

prerequisites which he believes need to be operative for this particular gang type to exist 

and function successfully: 

1. A clear, hierarchical leadership. 
2. Strong group cohesiveness. 
3. A code of loyalty and secrecy. 
4. A narrow focusing of efforts on the mechanics of drug sales and 
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the avoidance of independent or non-sales-related criminal 
involvement (1995:42). 

In light of these arguments, Klein concludes that the connection between drug sales and 

street gang activity .is "city specific, ethnicity specific, and neighborhood specific" 

(1995: 43). Klein therefore raises the imperative point that not all gangs behave as purely 

economic organizations and, as Jankowski contends, "it is therefore necessary to pay 

close attention to the conditions under which a particular ethnic gang develops in order to 

understand the pattern of its economic behavior" (1995: 135). 

Further fostering the economic aspect of youth gang activity are John Hagedorn 

(1988) and Scott Cummings and Daniel J. Monti (1993). In People and Folks: Gangs, 

Crime, and the Underclass in a Rustbelt City, Hagedorn draws heavily from William 

Julius Wilson's (19~7) notion of the "underclass" (as defined by Wilson, socially 

isolated people in persistent poverty) to describe the origins of Milwaukee's African~ 

American gangs. Hagedorn utilizes the concept of" deindustrialization" to interpret the 

process of gang formation which he detects began as the "rust belt" city of Milwaukee 

shifted from manufacturing to service jobs. As a result of these processes, Hagedorn 

contends that, "The deindustrialization and segmentation ofMilwaukee's economy 

snatched away the ladder ofmobility," and that, "gangs are becoming institutionalized in 

poor black and Hispanic neighborhoods, not only as adolescent adaptation, but as means 

for young adults to cope with a jobless reality as well" (Hagedorn 1988: 128). In 

conjuction with this situation, Hagedorn concludes that the failure of public education 

leaves a vacuum for many of Milwaukee's poor African American and Hispanic youth 

who have no choice but to turn to the illegal economic activities of gang membership in 
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an effort to gain some income. Furthermore, Cummings and Monti (1993) concur with 

Hagedorn and Wilson as they explicitly state that," Consistent with underclass theory, we 

think the increasing prevalence of gangs in nearly every American city is related to the 

same recessionary and industrial changes transforming urban and public policy" 

(Cummings and Monti 1993:310). They further state, "We agree, therefore, with recent 

analyses of the gang problem that link the expansion ofsuch to deindustrialization and 

economic restructuring" (Cummings an~ Monti 311). 

Moreover, in a recent article entitled "Homeboys, Dope Fiends, Legits, and New 

Jacks," Hagedorn (1994) develops four typologies of gang members and argues that a 

considerable variation to conventional behavior values exists within them: 

1. Those few who had gone legit, or had matured out of the gang. 
2. Homeboys, a majority of both African American and Latino 
adult gang members, who alternately worked conventional jobs 
and took various roles in drug sales. 
3. Dope fiends, who were addicted to cocaine and participated in 
the dope business as a way to maintain access to the drug. 

· 4. New Jacks, who regarded the dope game as a career (Hagedorn 
1994:206). 

Hagedorn suggests that these typologies are not mutually exclusive for he found that 

gang members sometimes move between categories. According to Hagedorn, most gang 

members are involved sporadically with drug sales, moving in and out of conventional 

labor markets at irregular intervals' and" despite relatively high average earnings from 

drug sales, most gang members would a~cept full-time jobs with modest wages" 

(Hagedorn 197). Consequently, Hagedorn's assertion calls attention to carefully 

scrutinize not only the ubiquitous ·maturing out process of gang members, but the 
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variations amongst them as well. 

Finally, there is Philippe Bourgois' (1995) study In Search ofRespect, which I 

initially vacillated to include in the genre of street gang literature ·due to the fact that the 

group of Puerto Rican crack dealers, Bourgois so vividly portrays, constitute neither a 

"street" nor" drug" gang as operationalized by Malcolm Klein (1995). However, to the 

extent that this compelling book depicts the behavior and human choices of a group of 

youngsters trying to "make it" in a contemporary urban setting, I decided that it would 

be a worthwhile effort to locate and compare Bourgois' theoretical and empirical 

revelations to discern what could be extracted. Bourgois puts forth the idea that the 

"Nuyoricans" he spent many nights with possess what he refers to as an" inner-city 

street culture: a complex and conflictural web of beliefs, symbols, modes of interaction, 

values, and ideologies that have emerged in opposition to exclusion from mainstream 

society" (Bourgois 1995:8). Although Bourgois candidly points out the shortcomings of 

Oscar "Lewis's "psychological-reductionist" descriptions of desperately poor Puerto 

RJcan inunigrants, (Bourgois 16) as well as "reductionist-structuralist" interpretations, 

(17) his analysis of the Puerto Rican crack dealers of" El Barrio" rests heavily on 

"inner-city street culture". That Bourgois should have adopted such a posture seems 

inexplicable, given that he explicitly states that "the self-destructive daily life of those 

who are surviving on the street needs to be contextualized in the particular history of the 

hostile race relations and structural dislocations they have faced" (17). Ironically, in 

spite of this assertion, his focus on culturalist assumptions is disheartening. For example, 

although he explains that "structural exclusion" and "free market restructuring" has 

deeply affected economically marginalized Nuyoricans" decision to participate in the 
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underground economy, he attributes this primarily to the" dysfunctional oppositional 

street identity" found in street culture which is "in direct contradiction to the humble, 

obedient modes of subservient social interaction that are essential for upward mobility in 

high-rise office jobs" (Bourgois 142). In Bourgois' opinion, "the culture clash between 

white "yuppie" power and inner-city "scrambling jive" in the service sector is much 

more than a superficial style" (143). According to Bourgois, this cultural difference 

hinders the upward mobility ofNuyoricans in the new (FIRE) finance, insurance and real 

estate labor market (143). For Bourgois, the macho Nuyorican youths simply prefer 

factory work because of its higher "cultural value" and they therefore end up repudiating 

the available jobs in the "FIRE" sector turning instead to available opportunities in the 

underground economy (143). Aside from a dubious reified conception ofPuerto Rican 

culture, the precarious inner-city cultural assumptions ofBourgois' argument fails to 

. consider alternative explanations that may better account for Puerto Rican youths 

structural exclusion, such as the unavailability or lack of jobs, economic stagnation and 

historical racism which places certain racialized segments of the population in a stratified 

labor market within a nation-state in a clear disadvantage. Attempting to apprehend the 

reasons why Bourgois ends up replicating the historicist culturalist assumptions of 

previous "lower-class" research after initially stating their flaws is a somewhat 

mystifying endeavor. Perhaps it is due to Bourgois' privileged white middle-class 

background or to his Euro-American academic training and canonical fidelity. In the 

end, we are left speculating. 

In concluding the literature review, it may be useful to recapitulate the major · 

theoretical trajectories of contemporary street gang studies. First, we can quickly assess 
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that particular theoretical perspectives are still notably prevalent such as "sub-cultural" 

theories and "opportunity theories". Second, telling accounts have been conducted since 

the 1930's which insightfully examine youth gang members as they are enmeshed in the 

socio-economic context of their communities. Finally, while illuminating, Wilson's · 

(1987) "underclass" concept, which has recently been incorporated into the 

contemporary literature on street gangs, remains controversial and must therefore be 

deconstructed. It is to this end that we now tum. 

Deconstructing Wilson's Underclass 

William Wilson's notion ofunderclass has received serious critiques since the 

publication ofThe Truly Disadvantaged (1987) (see, for example, Steinberg 

1989:280-293; Jencks and Peterson 1991: Massey and Denton 1993; Lawson 1992 and 

Katz 1993). In one ofhis more recent works, The Ghetto Underclass (1993), William 

Wilson seeks to reformulate some of his earlier work and provide conceptual clarity to 

the term "underclass" by arguing that the concept should be used properly within it's 

theoretical framework that links structural, social psychological and cultural arguments to 

people who find themselves in a " ... marginal economic position and social isolation in 

highly concentrated poverty areas ... " (1993:23). Nonetheless, Wilson still fails to 

escape culturalist pitfalls when he states that "the culture in the ghetto takes on a life of 

its own or is autonomous in the ghetto" (Wilson 23). He goes on to stress that "what 

distinguishes members of the underclass from those of other economically disadvantaged 

groups is that their marginal economic position or weak attachment to the labor force is 

uniquely reinforced by the neighborhood or social milieu" (23). 

If Wilson's argument is correct, that the culture in the ghetto "takes on a life of its 
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own", then culture is essentially governed by a logic of its own and it imposes itself to 

individuals while shaping their behavior. Absent from Wilson's formulation is the role of 

human agency in the contestation, negotiation and construction of culture within the 

context of particular power relation struggles. Once again, as noted previously, this type 

of contention does little to demystify traditional essentialist culturalist discourses whose 

· assertions end up merely reifying the notion of culture. Although the essentialist flaws of 

Oscar Lewis' "culture of poverty" have previously been pointed out, it is important to 

note that the opague behavorial implications suggested by the underclass label further 

obfuscates poor people. As Morris (1994: 80-1) states, "Economic marginality, 

alternative values and deviant behaviour appear in some combination in almost all 

discussions of the underclass; deviance broadly embracing criminal behaviour and single 

parenthood, which are implicitly associated." It is precisely this behavioral ambiguity 

that Gans (1995: 31-52) eloquently points out when he asserts that the term" underclass" 

has been excessively used by journalists and other mass media representatives to the 

extent that the public discursive practice of the term has enabled it to develop into a 

pejorative label with implicit and explicit behavioral and racial connotations. Therefore, 

although the term "underclass" is ontologically empty, given that people are essentially 

placed "under" or outside a class, to the extent that implicit in the label is a reference to 

particular racialized groups, the label becomes socially ontologically grounded in its 

symbolic representations of specific racialized groups. This is best illustrated by Gans: 

Reification, which turns a definition into an actual set of people, 
hides the reality that the underclass is an imagined group that has 
been constructed in the minds of its definers. Furthermore, once 
the signs are in place so that the imagined groups can be made 
actual, the labels run the danger of being treated as casual 
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mechanisms. As a result, the better-off classes may decide that 
being in the underclass is a cause of becoming homeless or turning 
to street crime (Gans 1995: 61). 

By locating the historical trajectory oflabels that have previously been imposed 

on poor folk from "pauper" to "underclass", and brilliantly illustrating the 

various signifiying moral implications of such representations, Gans 

(1995:74-102) and Morris (1994:31-79) draw attention to the way in which these 

labels bifurcate the poor into an" deserving" or "undeserving" poor status based 

upon implicit moral judgments and their dependency to the state. As Morris 

(1994) argues provocatively, "at the root ofthis problem was an issue of morality, 

closely linked with the work ethic and the desire to maintain the incentive to 

work. Whilst there was no objection to providing some minimal support for the 

impotent (i.e. those unable to work), the main difficulties arose in the treatment of 

the able-bodied poor, expressed in the principle of 'less eligible'" (Morris 35). 

Furthermore, Gans contends that, "By far the greatest economic threat associated with 

undeservingness, however, seems to be 'welfare dependency', including large sums 

imagined to be spent by governments on payments to welfare recipients" (1995: 82). He 

goes on to suggest that, "The ideology of undeservingness holds that if people were 

without the moral and other deficiencies that make them poor, there might be no poverty; 

and if the jobless were not lazy there would be virtually no unemployment" (91). 

Accordingly, a further vexing concern over the discursive use of the term 

underclass is the way in which, paradoxically, the notion seems to undermine issues of 

race in favor of analysis on class, hence creating an ideological veil masking the 
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significance of an implicit racialized discourse. This point is best illustrated by Omi and 

Winant (1994) who also critique Wilson's (1987) analysis by stating that, "While he does 

not dismiss the effects of historical racial discrimination, his conclusion is that capital is 

'color-blind', and that the large-scale demographic, economic, and political changes 

which have negatively affected the ghetto have little to do with race" (Omi and Winant 

1994:149). Beginning with the premise that "race" is a historically constituted social 

construct with no biologically grounded predisposition, Howard and Winant insightfully 

attribute this tendency to a" neoliberal racial project" which, they maintain, conveniently 

avoids couching issues racially because "To speak ofrace is to enter a terrain where 

racism is hard to avoid" (148). They thus conclude that neoliberals "address racism by 

ignoring race, at least publically" (148). Indeed, another related tendency of social 

scientists in the more classical liberal oriented tradition, is to elide any critical analysis of 

"race" in favor of ethnicity (see George, Jr. 1984: 1-48), subsequently, in effect, omitting 

any serious examination of the negative effects of exclusion (e.g., segregation, 

institutional racism) and the overaU subordination process of particular peoples in North 

America (see also West 1994: 17-31 and Goldberg et al. 1990 for a further interrogation 

and critique on the pitfalls of liberal a..nd conservative discussions on "race" and race 

relations). 

It is somewhat ironic that despite the numerous critiques the underclass label has 

received, it has lost none of its discursive currency among contemporary social scientists. 

To be sure, Wilson's assessment of the structural forces that have transpired and 

restructured the urban economy primarily in Midwestern and Northeastern cities since 

World War II is quite insightful. Wilson accurately depicts a shift in the U.S. economy 
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from manufacturing to service industries which, in turn, has increased the proportion of 

unstable, nonadvancing, low-wage jobs. However, Wilson's ahistorical treatment of the 

· very construction of urban ghettoes obscures and obfuscates legacies ofhistorical racism 

which have crippled specific racialized groups who over time have become stigmatized 

with labels. Moreover, although Wilson's key concept is" social isolation", he argues 

that this is compounded with Black middle-class migration, single mothers, and offers a 

jobs/skills mismatch hypothesis to note the obstacles inner city residents face in finding 

jobs. Absent from Wilson's formulation is the impact of the "White Flight" or 

suburbanization of upper-middle and middle-class "Whites", and various federal and 

local policies such as Federal Housing Authority and Veterans Administration housing 

policies, as well as assessing how disinvestment or "redlining" of particular inner-city 

areas have devastated entire communities (See Katz 1995: 60-98). 

A final point that must be raised is the way in which the traditional gendered 

presupposition ofhousehold gendered roles is left unchallenged by Wilson. Such 

eminent contentions negate any critical assessments of the way in which families are 

structured along a commonsensical gendered division oflabor. As Morris (1994: 112) 

suggests, single mothers and underclass seem to go hand in hand in public conventional 

perception. Furthermore, she notes that the designation "underclass" concedes with 

traditional conceptions of women's gendered domestic role. For Wilson, it is a lack of a 

marriageable pool ofBlack men in steady employment that eventually produces an 

underclass. This assertion by Wilson only reveals traditional gendered assumptions 

regarding the appropriate role ofwomen in the private sphere. Morris (1994: 116) makes 

a point that further complicates the issue: 
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certaintly the traditional household arrangement of male 
breadwinner and female housewife has been fundamentally 
challenged by deteriorating opportunities for many men, and by the 
increased entry into the labor force of married women. Women's 
disadvantage extends beyond their association with the domestic 
role, however, to the way in which traditional perceptions of 
women's role and the organization of paid work condemn many to 
a weak position in the labour market. 

In the end, single mothers are placed in a disturbing dilemma: should they decide to stay 

home and play the role of primary caregiver, they will remain dependent on the state for 

economic support. On the other hand, should they opt to obtain employment in the labor 

market, they will be labeled as ."bad" mothers or as possessing poor parenting skills. 

Herein, lies the conflicting ambiguous position women are faced with, "As benefit 

dependents they are stigmatized members of the "underclass", and as such are failing in 

their distinctively 'female' role of socializing the next generation" (134-5). As 

"breadwinners", "women's low wage earning capacity leaves them at a disadvantage. 

Accordingly, as Morris point out, "Even were they do so this would raise the problem of 

child care, and more generally of whether they were meeting their traditional obligations 

as mother" (135). 

Lastly, one more point must be raised regarding families and the ideological 

assumptions of Wilson's "underclass" argument. The issue revolves around the 

commonsense normalcy of the nuclear family arrangement and Wilson's variable of 

female-headed households. If one follows Wilson's proposition by implication, if 

African-American men were to secure jobs and claim their place as the primary 

"breadwinners" of families, the underclass would cease to exist. This type of contention 

smacks unmistakably ofDaniel Patrick Moynihan's (1965) "tangle of pathology" 
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assessment ofblack families. Essentially, Moynihan asserted that the deteriorating 

effects of slavery on the black family lead to its eventual breakdown which, in tum, is 

related to the presence of female-headed households which in effect is the cause of 

poverty and delinquency. Aside from Moynihan's historicist presuppositions ofthe 

effects of slavery on the black family, as already pointed out above, this contention only 

further perpetuates the gendered assumptions about the appropriate domestic role of 

women and, in addition, reinforces the notion that the nuclear family arrangement is 

paramount to an extended family network which has historically been prominent in 

African-American families. This point is best illustrated by Stephanie Coontz: 

in the 1950's and 1960's, for example, researchers in many regions 
ofthe country demonstrated that alternative forms in black 
communities were flexible, effective ways of pooling resources 
and building community while coping with long-term poverty and 
growing unemployment rates among men. The centrality of 
women in these extended-kinship networks helped compensate for 
the increasingly precarious employment situation of black men, 
whose relative marginalization was produced by white 
discrimination, not by black matriarchy (Coontz 1992: 242). 

Following a similar line of argument, Carol Stack (1975) points out that the African-

American population's historical reliance on extended kin and friends, and demonstrates 

how black families created adaptations to poverty such as domestic networks in order to 

survive within the larger society. 

Unwittingly, at the center of the underclass debates is the notion of the 

"dysfunctional" black family as a primary cause of poverty. To be sure, while most dire 

poor families are, indeed, African-American and female-headed, a significant amount are 

not and are underrepresented in urban arenas. Thus, the underclass label provides a 

disservice towards understanding that poor "whites" also constitute a racialized group 
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which are ostensibly overlooked by the "underclass" implications. Moreover, poor 

people have the same aspirations as middle and upper-middle class folk; they all desire to 

achieve and are not so different from those occupying the center in society. Yet at the 

crux of the argument is the nebulous dividing line demarcating an "underclass" from the 

rest of the population (Morris 1994:1 08-9). Coontz (1992) exemplifies this point best 

when she states, "Instead of facing disturbing tendencies in ourselves, we attribute them 

to something or someone external- -drug dealers, unwed mothers, inner-city teens, or 

satanist cults. But blaming the 'underclass' for drugs, violence, sexual exploitation, 

materialism, or self-indulgence lets the 'overclass' off the hook" (Coontz 270:1). In the 

end, we are left with a perplexing question raised by Morris (1994) if, indeed, a segment 

ofthe population rests outside of mainstream society by virtue of their weak attachment 

to the labor force, "Should the term apply to the underemployed, a category which 

includes part-time, seasonal and chronically insecure workers?" (164). What about the 

spurious economic position of undocumented workers such as Mexicans? And equally 

precarious situation of "legal aliens" such as Puerto Rjcans who maintain a status of 

second-class citizenship in North America? These queries lead us to a final point. The 

"underclass" argument has been somewhat useful in describing the case of African 

Americans situated mainly in Midwestern and Eastern industrial cities. What about other 

racialized groups such as Puerto Ricans and Mexicans who comprise the two largest 

Latino groups and whose presence in U.S. urban centers can be traced since around the 

tum of the century? Moore and Pinderhughes (et. al. 1993) provide a collection of 

studies that respond to the polemic of the underclass as it pertains to Latino communities 

in the United States. In the Barrios (1993) contains an array of articles by Latino authors 
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who utilized Wilson's concept and found that when applied to "Latino" populations, the 

underclass framework required significant modifications to account for " .. .important 

cultural and historical differences in social organization between Latinos and others at the 

community and family levels" (Moore and Pinderhughes et. al.,1993: xxxvii). The 

aggregation of various groups from an array of Latin American countries under one 

umbrella label "Latino" further complicates the issue (See, for example, Flores 1996: 

171-86 and Aponte 1991: 516-28). For instance, how does the label account for an 

understanding of the historical urban settlement patterns, each with its differences and 

particularities, of each distinctive group? This question is further compounded by yet 

another inextricably related one; how does the term disentangle and contest the 

homogenized and trivialized Eurocentric construction of Latin America whose , 

hegemonic mode ofrepresentation is so ideologically entrenched, to the extent that it is 

diffused not only throughout "the West", but within "nuestra America" as well? For 

instance, this view fails to provide full attention to the diversity present within Latin 

America. As Jorge Larrain (1994:164) notes; "Thus, for instance, it selects mestizos as 

the crucial cultural subjects in Latin America, but tends to exclude black slaves, the 

Indian corrmmnities a11d the European immigrants and their millions of descendants. 

Edward Said (1993: 15-19) also concedes with this view that one ofthe results of 

Western imperialism has been the privileging of particular narratives and texts which 

have historically suppressed the true complex hybridity of cultural experiences so that 

"Far from being unitary or monolithic or autonomous things, cultures actually assume 

more 'foreign' elements, alterities, differences, than they consciously exclude". Indeed, 

Eric Hobsbawm (1990:14-45) also rightly observes that nationsare.often 'invented' and 
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identities constructed based upon homogenized conceptions of culture to the extent that 

what is diverse and complex is simplified. However, as Aijaz Ahmad (1992: 184) keenly 

points out, the essentializing of" others" is not a unique Western or European endeavor 

alone but: 

What gave European forms of these prejudices their special force 
in history, with devastating consequences for the actual lives of 
countless millions and expressed ideologically in full-blown 
Eurocentric racisms, was not some transhistorical process of 
ontological obsession and falsity- -some gathering of unique force 
in domains of discourse- -but, quite specifically, the power of 
colonial capitalism, which then gave rise to other sorts of powers. 

With such enigmatic assumptions and ambiguities, it is not surprising that social 

scientists and laypeople continue to engage in heated debates over the controversial term 

"underclass". Due to the extent ofthe stigma as well as the culturalist and gendered 

presumptuousness attached to the label, I concur with Gans (1994) that the term should 

be dropped altogether. 

In conclusion, the purpose of this thesis project is to examine one major particular 

street gang from the perspective·ofthe ethnographic findings. A critical ethnographic 

approach will guide the study and I will attempt to articulate the interpretations critically. 

In sum, I have provided a literature review and critique of previous works, highlighted 

the major conceptual and theoretical schemas, and problematized the assumptions present 

in several tenets of the respective studies. In this thesis project, I will be concerned with 

exploring the dynamics of a street gang from the perspective of members' subjective 

experiences in the context of a rapidly changing community. I will also attempt to 

explore current acts of resistance by local residents to the new discontinuities in this 
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particular community. Finally, I will sketch out specific local, state and federal initiatives 

being utilized to combat the urban phenomenon of street gangs and consider some 

implications for public policy makers. 
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Chapter3 

New Consumer Conquistadores, Old Urban Pioneers, and Private Power: 

Reclaiming the Urban Frontier 

Middle-Town represents one of Chicago's most rapidly changing communities. 

This is most evident in light of the significant gentrification which has taken place within 

the last twenty years or so due mainly to a major incursion of artists and yuppies (young 

urban professionals) attracted by the area's proximity to their work place. Also, the 

public transportation conveniently provides easy access to the down-town ·area. It is 

imperative to note that social transformations never occur in a vacuum for they are 

always coupled with political-economic forces. In this case, the influx of yuppies was 

stimulated by the economic interests of real estate developers, banks, real estate agents, 

corporations, construction companies and the vested political interests of local city 

politicians . .A..nother attraction to this community is the area's impressive array of elegant 

homes. Generally speaking, the phenomenon of gentrification occurs when property 

taxes a..re raised followed by subsequent rent increases. In practice, this usually occurs 

when a young urban professional couple buys a moderate building at a low price, 

rehabilitates it, and raises the rent, which in tum, elevates the property value. This 

process eventually forces poorer people to move out of the neighborhood in search of 

affordable housing units. In the Middle-Town community, the urban phenomenon of 

gentrification has had substantial effects on the lives of established Latino residents, 

particularly Puerto Ricans. 
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Near the tum of the century the racial makeup of the Middle- Town community 

was staunchly Polish, Italian, German, Jewish and Ukrainian. By the 1960's, a "Latino" 

population nucleus had formed, comprised primarily of Puerto Ricans followed by 

Mexicans and Cubans (Fact Book, 1990). In 1990, census tracts indicated that the 

"Latino" (Puerto Rican, Mexican and Cuban) population reached nearly 75 percent 

(ibid). At one point, before the process of industrial decentralization, Middle-Town 

represented a diverse urban neighborhood in a highly industrialized city. Slowly, after 

the Second World War, factories began to move out and close down relocating primarily 

to southern states that provided tax benefits and where established organized unions were 

either very weakly represented or nonexistent. Moreover, DiFazio (1996: 197) states that, 

"In the United States, from 1979-1984, 1. 7 million manufacturing jobs were lost. From 

1988-1992, another 1.4 million manufacturing jobs were lost." According to Aronowitz 

and Difazio (1994: 322), when one takes into consideration technological innovations 

which have displaced a significant amount of workers into account, close to 6 million 

factory jobs disappeared. nationwide as of 1990. Interestingly, other manufacturing plants 

and new industries moved out not only from Chicago, an "older" urban industrial giant, 

but as a result in the restructuring of global capital, began to locate outside the entire 

country in search of non-union cheap labor being offered by developing nations (ibid). 

This" de-industrialization" (Bluestone and Harrison 1982, Moore and Pinderhughes 

1993, Betancur, Cordova and Torres 1993: 109-132, Wilson 1996) process had a 

devastating effect on the community for it left a void of attaining traditional blue-collar 

jobs, an advantage local community residents depended on. In the 1980's and early 

1990's, the only available job opportunities for low or semi-skilled workers in the 
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community seemed to be in retail trade or generally speaking, in the low-end jobs ofthe 

service sector (ibid). In fact, job losses in manufacturing have steadily increased 

tlrroughout the 1990's and have now totaled nearly a half million since March 1998 (U.S. 

Employment Report 1999). 

This is most evident when one simply takes a walk or drives through the 

neighborhood. One can easily observe the remains of closed down factories which once 

thrived while providing opportunities for the local working-class residents. A significant 

number of social scientists (Massey and Denton 1993, Morales and Bonilla et al1993, 

Katz 1995, and Wilson 1996) have copiously documented the urban economic 

restructuring that initial)y took the form of "suburbanization" of both jobs and the 

"White" middle and upper classes. Furthermore, Steinacker (1998:227) conducted a 

study of economic restructuring of cities, suburbs and nonmetropolitan areas and found 

that between 1977-1992, "contrary to conventional wisdom about the growth of low-skill 

service jobs in central cities, these locations had a poor record compared to other sites, 

and it got worse over time." She goes on to conclude that, "In the Midwest, suburbs 

consistently outperformed other locations in high-skill service growth, with the finance, 

insurance and real estate and business services steadily expanding (ibid: 229). In other 

words, the low skilled jobs that are now available are located more and more on the 

outskirts of major metropolitan areas. However, these jobs are not easily accessible to . 

individuals who live within the city limits and have no access to an automobile, train, or 

public transportation (see Wilson 1996). 

As a result of. these transformations and consequential changes, many of the 

remaining Puerto Rican residents have seemingly responded to changing economic 
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conditions by entering small business ownership. For instance, another visible 

characteristic of the community is the significant amount of retail establishments 

comprised of various stores, shops and restaurants that trace the multi-ethnic heritage of 

the community. 

Some of the remaining "mom and pop" stores and shops which have surprisingly 

demonstrated resiliency in this once thriving Puerto Rican community, include a variety 

of food stores, fruit markets, grocery stores, and restaurants. It is not uncommon to see 

Puerto Rican flags proudly displayed in the windows of these establishments. It is also 

interesting to note that recently these small businesses have encountered stiff competition 

from new establishments with superior resources such as shopping plazas and mini-malls. 

These establishments have emerged in many inner city neighborhoods in the last decade 

or so. Interestingly, in the midst of rapid change and the ever increasing threat by the 

expansion of full-service chain stores and supermarkets and the lack of a significant 

continual influx of Puerto Rican migrants to the hybrid community, has failed to have a 

detrimental impact on the few existing stores. Indeed, the combination of old and new 

entrepreneurial patterns has created a urban complexity of pockets with new spaces 

carved out to nurture particular consumer lifestyles and preferences punctuated with 

shopping centers, exclusive restaurants, cafes, cigar shops, bars, expensive lofts and 

town-houses, old buildings and housing units, new public housing projects, recent Anglo 

yuppies and Bohemians living along side "older" urban Puerto Rican poor and working

class residents. The result has been the creation of a new synthesis of old and new, 

blurring distinctions somewhat between suburban and urban and resulting in the creation 

and re-creation of new spaces rekindled by an urban voyeurism of yuppie cowboys who 
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are re-conquering the urban frontier. This whole process is resulting in a new re

stmcturing of a traditional urban community with various urban components that 

resemble what Mike Davis (1992:164) coined a, "yupiffied urban village." Indeed, in 

many ways Middle-Town has redefined old ways of understanding the social boundaries 

of class and race and may be characterized as a new geography of urban restmcturing 

(Soja 1992). Only time will demonstrate if this represents a transitory stage or a new 

form of urban modernity. As it presently stands, the spatial arrangements that 

characterize the Middle-Town community resemble a "Citadel" (Marcuse 1997: 247). 

"A citadel is a spatially concentrated area in which members of a particular population 

group, defined by its position of superiority, in power, wealth, or status, in relation to its 

neighbors, congregate as a means of protecting or enhancing that position." This space 

created by higher-income, higher status groups often becomes a contested terrain both 

symbolic and/or actual. For example, the Middle-Town community is colored with 

Puerto Rican murals, which can be seen on a number of walls throughout the 

neighborhood, and the large Puerto Rican flags which were recently constmcted on the 

main neighborhood street serve a myriad of functions. One of the functions is the 

creation of a shared set of symbols in which an exchanged meaning is embedded to 

formulate an integral part of community (Hunter 197 4: 67-94 ). That is to say, it is 

significant to point out that symbols develop or evolve to represent the community itself 

(Suttles 1972:264-265). I believe these symbols which are located throughout the 

Middle-town community also serve as demarcations or boundaries for properties of both 

physical and social space (Hunter 1974: 67-94). I am convinced that these symbols 

represent a reality of community which may have implications for the social, cultural, 
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and psychological components of the sense of "community" (Padilla 1987: 56-98). In 

the context of the Middle-Town community, these symbols of community not only reflect 

or refer to reality, but like symbols generally, they may serve to define and create or re

create reality. A clear example of this is a recent construction of several large Puerto 

Rican flags in the heart ofthe Middle-Town community. Local politicians, community 

organizations, community organizers and activists are well aware that they can create and 

manipulate such symbols in the hope of re-creating community solidarity and a sense of 

community be it "imagined" (Anderson 1991) or real. As a result of attending a steering 

committee meeting for the local park district, I was informed that this million- dollar 

project was launched by local and state politicians who politically represent this 

community. It is also important to note that the construction of Puerto Rican flags 

represents a clear act of resistance by community constituents over the hotly contested 

terrain of space. 

Moreover, I was also informed in a local park advisory council meeting that 

another multi-million dollar project is in the making which involves the reconstruction of 

the "old San Juan" in Puerto Rico. San Juan is the capital of Puerto Rico and, 

apparently, the idea is to replicate the general physical or cosmetic composition of the 

"old" urban center of Puerto Rico in front of all the business establishments along a 

commercial strip. The re-mapping of this particular urban landscape by Puerto Ricans in 

this community may be viewed as a clear " ... act of reterritorialization that affirms the 

power of culture in space while offering resistance to further deterritorialization by 

appropriating place in the urban environment" (Aponte-Pares 1995: 14). As noted 

above, it is also imperative to point out that the very construction of Puerto Rican flags 
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and the projected project represent an act of resistance by local community constituents 

since these urban projects " ... become a vehicle through which their builders articulate 

and defend their national identity" (14). To the extent that politicians, community 

residents and activists are well informed about the rapid changes taking place in the 

Middle-Town community in terms ofthe displacement of poor and working-class Puerto 

Rican residents, it becomes apparent that this is clearly an attempt to reestablish a sense 

of a distinct Puerto Rican community and identity. Thus, the manipulation of powerful 

symbols shape the community residents' conceptions of place as well as their 

collectiyities along with the politics of "race" and space. 

This assertion becomes more relevant when we consider that many of the local 

and state elected officials are cognizant of the late federally funded urban renewal 

programs of the 1960's. In theory, the "urban renewal" programs essentially included 

the "redevelopment" of areas that were susceptible to "blight" or decay. "A blighted 

area was defined as one that had become unprofitable to both private investor and the 

municipality" (Judd 1988:263). There was a clear attempt by both liberal and 

conservatives to reconcile the contradictory demands of capital and democracy within a 

capitalist arrangement._ Liberals' well-meaning solution to the social crisis in the ghetto 

was ghetto clearance in favor of the construction oflow-income housing. By the same 

token, conservatives whose vested interests defer to the market rules of private capit~l 

accumulation, recognized how the ghetto undermined the economic vitality of centr~l 

cities. In practice, however, the urban renewal program was manipulated by the city 

mayor, downtown business leaders, real estate interests and developers, who appropriated 

the majority of federal funds towards commercial and industrial development (Judd 
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1988:269). In the end, a significant amount of poor and working class Puerto Ricans 

were removed from close proximity to the Central Business District (downtown) in an 

effort to attract a strong "White" middle-class base which, it was hoped, would spawn 

the consumption of particular commodities. 

One elected state official, as well as some community activists and residents I 

spoke to are acutely aware of this historical process and they refer to the "urban 

renewal" efforts as "plan 21" or" spatial de-concentration." The general scheme of this 

process, as they see it, involves driving the masses of poor and working class people of 

color out of the inner-cities to the outer fringes thus they keenly refer to the infamous 

urban renewal programs as "urban removal" programs. This particular stance by several 

community activists is informed by their acute awareness of The Kerner Commission 

Report forwarded to former president Lyndon B. Johnson which noted the U.S. faced a 

unique urban problem. T.he report cited that while most cities in the world are populated 

by wealthy people, urban centers in the U.S. are populated by poor people of color and 

that what was recommended was an aggressive program for spatial de-concentration 

which would separate and disintegrate those populations from the urban centers. 

This speculation is not too far fetched especially when one considers some of the 

observable-housing stock that has emerged in the Middle-Town community. Some of the 

housing units include town houses. The average price for a town house ranges from 

$150,000 and up. Clearly, poor people can not afford such housing units and yet it seems 

that ever present are new empty lots with town home constructions underway. Further, 

when one considers other signs of change taking place throughout the Middle-Town 

. community such as recently established art galleryies, coffee shops, new age book stores, 
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restaurants with highly priced exquisite cuisines and night clubs, it becomes evident that 

the "spatial de-concentration" process is in full-force. 

It thus appears that this back-to-the-city movement is being spurred not only by 

white middle class yuppies and Bohemians who possess a "manifesto of urban values" 

and "cultural politics" due to an affinity with .cities (Whyte 1993: ii), but more 

importantly, it involves an economic restructuring of cities sparked by a drive for capital 

accumulation, where property developers form coalitions with "pro-growth" city mayors 

and corporations who utilize federal funds to mask schemes of massive redevelopment in 

the interests oflocal communities. In reality, however, these projects are market-led, 

profit driven and largely outside local democratic control (Greenstone and Peterson 

1973:19-24, Judd 1988:371-400). In the end, capital development becomes destructive of 

urban space as poor and working class Puerto Rican residents are forced out as space 

itself has now become a commodity. As Wilson (1991: 15 5) notes, "What is needed is 

non-commodified space, space that is democratically contr.olled." 
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Chapter 4 

The Politics of Social Service Agencies: Maintaining Social Order and Control 

Another community characteristic one can observe while walking along the 

Middle-Town community is a significant amount of social service agencies such as youth 

centers, health awareness centers, health care clinics, mental health clinics, day-care 

centers, substance abuse counseling centers, counseling centers, after-school programs, 

Head Start programs, affordable law offices and a former infant mortality prevention 

center and youth gang intervention center, to name a few. The unusual amount of social 

service agencies present in the Middle-Town community not only suggests that particular 

services were needed and created by the state to service the needs of the "old" ,Puerto 

Rican local residents during the 1960'·s, but that these social service agencies 

simultaneously provided and continue to provide other functions, such as serving as an 

occupational niche for community residents (Padilla 1987: 191) in these service oriented 

fields and "regulating the poor" for the state (Piven and Cloward 1971 ). Indeed, both the 

"New Deal" of the Roosevelt administration and Lyndon B. Johnson's "War on 

Poverty" initiated a liberal welfare state whose primary function was the maintaining or 

reestablishment of civil order and the disciplining of labor (ibid). These initiatives were 

to take shape by forming state run, private, and semi-private agencies who received both 

government and private funding which was state accredited and regulated. The rationale 

behind the social service agencies strived to create a more scientific (read technocratic) 

model centered around the "professionalization" of social work (see Rodriguez-
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Morazzani 1992: 98-1 08). The particular model turned out to be quite appealing to both 

liberals and conservatives alike since its focus was on the "pathology" ofthe ghetto 

residents be it individual, cultural or biological and not on structural changes which were 

needed to deal with the real causes of poverty for ghetto residents such as Puerto Ricans 

(Piven and Cloward 1971 ). Although some .organizations and programs were utilized to 

launch community organizing and political mobilization in the Puerto Rican community, 

(see Padilla 1987: 144-179) the vast majority of social service agencies and social 

workers serve the state as technocrats and continue to serve poor people as "poverty-· 

pimps" parallel to the infamous patronage systems of local political machines run by 

notorious party bosses such as Chicago's Mayor Richard J. Daley. This contention 

becomes more clear when one considers that social work standards are deterinined by 

government and agency priorities and that the bulk of external funding for social service 

agencies is dt:;pendent on the state. In the end, social service agencies have become 

"hierarchically-organized professional bureaucracies" (Padilla 1987: 192) with 

"McDonaldized" rationalizations (see Ritzer 1996). That is to say, as Herbert Marc use 

(1982:153) remarks, "Technological rationalization has created a common framework of 

experience for the various professions and occupations." Indeed, this instrumentalist 

rationality has infiltrated into many spheres throughout society. Therefore, social service 

priorities now rely less on goals and more on agency survival. Lastly, it is important to 

note that although social service agencies provide many white-collar jobs for a significant 

amount of "professional" Puerto Ricans, these jobs tend to be low-paid and offer little to 

no chance for advancement. 
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Chapter 5 

Subsistence Activities: "We're Just Trying to Survive Out There" 

In the context of the present conditions and economic transformations taking 

place globally and locally in the Middle-Town c~mmunity, how have Puerto Rican 

residents responded to these changes? For many residents, subsistence activities have 

· become a practical alternative to marginal economic status in the service sector. On a 

summer day, one can observe street vendors selling snow cones or corn on the cob and 

ice cream vendors with carts walking through the neighborhood streets. Another obvious 

street vending activity one can notice in various sections during the summer are Puerto 

Rican women and men selling "pinchos" or shish-kabob style pork on a stick in large 

barrels. To the extent that street vendors represent unregulated income-generated 

activities, one can only speculate as to the measure that they provide a means of 

subsistence for their families. However, of all existing informal economic activities 

operative in the streets ofMiddle-Town, gang-sponsored illicit drug sales stand out as the 

least visible. Only the most observant can perceive the illicit activity. Young men can 

sometimes be found, at certain times of the day, dealing drugs in many street block 

comers throughout the Middle-Town community. 

The majority of youth gang members with whom I worked are from a particular 

gang called the "Survivors." This street gang represents one of the oldest and largest in 

Chicago. The majority of the members are Puerto Rican and Mexican depending on the 

location and racial composition ofthe neighborhood. In the Middle-Town comJllunity, 
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several members include African American youth who also reside in the community. 

This points to a rather interesting phenomenon with regard to the make-up of certain 

street gangs; their racial membership reflects neighborhood composition, rather than 

strict racial polarities. In other words, as the neighborhood becomes racially diverse, so 

does the street gang. 

Another way of examining urban communities is to consider the social meaning 

that space has for individuals in a specific locality. As mentioned above, the politics of 

'race' and space does not constitute a simple homogeneous territorial imperative but 

rather represents a multiple set of symbolic and/or actual properties. For certain juvenile 

street gang members, the street or "turf' represents an open market in which to hustle 

drugs for an income. To be sure, economic restructuring has significant implications for 

young people in general, particularly working class youth of color. During the period 

from 1993-1998, the U.S. has benefited from an expanding economy. The 

unemployment rate has reached historically low levels and has had little or no fluctuation. 

However, a more comprehensive look into the unemployment statistics reveals that not 

all citizens have numbers that are as favorable. For example, recent unemployment 

statistics indicate that while the overall unemployment rate is 4.3 percent, the rate for 

Latinos is 6.8 percent. Unemployment for whites is actually at 3.8 percent. When one 

looks at the unemployment rate for teenagers in general, the number jumps to 13.5 

percent (U.S. Employment Report 1999). Norman Bowmer, an economist and author of 

the Employment Outlook report, stated that "youth employment is now a main concern 

because jobless rates are rising, while overall unemployment rates are falling" 

(Bloomberg News June 1999). Furthermore, unemployment figures are consistently 
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skewed due to the methodology utilized by the Labor Department in tabulating 

unemployment figures (see appendix). For instance, the Labor Department does not 

recognize a high school "drop-out" as a potential member of the labor force. (In Chicago 

public schools, Latinos who" drop-out" of high school have reached the alarming rate of 

60 percent; Latino Inst~tute 1998). Needless to say, one can reasonably assume that the 

unemployment rate for Latino and African American youth is even higher. 

In this light, the mentioned illegal activities conducted by these youngsters should 

be understood as a response to processes of gross and frequently racialized social 

inequalities they face securing a livelihood within the limited opportunities before them. 

These "processes ofmarginalization" (Wyn and White 1997: 120-146) viewed from the 

vantage point of a life course, offer us a window in which to view significant turning 

points in the lives of these youngsters that shed light into " ... the systematic nature of 

the exclusion of some groups of young people from full participation in society and its 

institutions" (120). Indeed, the process of marg.inalization for many youth of color 

usually begins in their disadvantaged "race," class, gender, positions they are born into. 

Their experiences are further mediated in society's major social institutions. 
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Chapter 6 

Schools that Fail: The Making of Marginality 

The following is a very brief introduction to the five respondents of my study: 

Jose was born in Puerto Rico where he lived for two to three months. His parents 

divorced and he later moved to Chicago with his mother and has been residing in 

Chicago ever since. He is now 19 years old. He has one brother and one sister and they 

all live with their mother. 

Bam-Bam is an 18 year-old first generation Puerto Rican. He was born in 

--
Chicago and his parents were born and married in Puerto Rico. His parents divorced and 

he has one sister and two brothers from the same biological father. He had two step-

brothers but one was fatally shot. He presently resides with his sister and mother. 

Pretty-Boy is an18 year-old second generation Puerto Rican. His parents were 

born and married in Chicago and his biological father was imprisoned when he was 

young. He has one sister and they both reside with their mother. 

G-Man was born in Puerto Rico where he lived until he was seven. His parents 

were married in Puerto Rico. He then moved to Chicago with his parents where he has 

resided ever since. He is 22 years old and has four brothers and two sisters; he presently 

lives with his girlfriend. 

Lion is a 19 year-old first generation Puerto Rican. He was born in the U.S. but 

lived in Puerto Rico for ten years migrating back and forth from Puerto Rico to various 
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states before finally settling in Chicago. His parents are divorced and he visits Puerto 

Rico once a ye·ar with his grandmother. He presently lives with his girlfriend. 

One of society's major social institutions where young people spend much ofthe~ 
time is school. The theme of marginalization was common in the stories of the group of ~ 
young adults I interviewed as indicated in the following exchanges: 

Jaime: Talk to me about your experiences at school. 

Jose: School is nothing but problems. Teachers are always telling you what to 

do, go to the back, do this, do that, do your work .... My grades were 

always good, until third grade, I flunked because my teacher told me, 

actually told me, I wasn't smart enough to make it through grammar 
/ 

school. That's when I started doing stupid things. I then got kicked out 

and got transferred to another school. . . . School is boring, you can't get 

an education. It's boring. The teachers, all they do is talk, talk, talk. 

They don't give you a chance to say anything. 
--.._. 

Bam-Bam: Coming up in the school many teachers showed me to become somebody. 

They told me I could become somebody you know. They told me I had 

skills to become somebody, you know back then before I was a gang-

hanger, you know. I was a cool kid. 

Jaime: Once you joined your gang, how did that change your behavior at school? 

Bam-Bam: It really didn't change my behavior, it's just that once I got to school you 

know, there's a certain way you dress and a certain way you look you 

know and they assume you're a gang-hanger and once they assume you're 
~ 
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caring about_you, they stop believing in you. They start to you know, ...__ __ ___________. -·-·------~h- - -------. 

even though they don't tell you in your face, you could feel it you know. 

They don't believe in you, you know. They say, he's a gang-banger, he 

ain't gonna become nobody you know, he's just gonna be dead or be gone, 

you know. 

Jaime: Can you share an experience you had at school that relates to what you 

just told me? 

Bam-Bam: Urn, when I was going to high school, I didn't have a lot of problems. 

Once a person found out I was a member of a gang, the word started 

getting around you know, just people knew I was a gang member you 

know and teachers at first would show me support. They would say man, 

you got good scores, you can do something you know and once they found 

out I was a gang-banger you know they gave up on me. For instance, I 

remember there was this one teacher I forgot her name uh, when I came in, 

you know, she automatically knew, you know, the first day of class she 

said my last name. She said you're this, you know, a "Survivor" you 

know and I told her, yea, I was you know and from that day on she didn't 

care about me you know. I could cut a class and she wouldn't care you 

know. I wouldn't do homework and she wouldn't care. She would always 

tell me, you're in a gang you're going nowhere, you ain't gonna be nobody 

and your gonna become nobody and you won't be nobody. She 

automatically assumed that because I was in a gang, that I didn't have 
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intelligence, I didn't have the power to succeed in school, you know she 

just assumed that I was a trouble maker you know; that I just, I was stupid 

you know. They just put you as an outcast and they leave you out there, 

you know. They put you aside from everybody else because they know 

you're a part of an organization. When I was going to that school 

truthfully, I just started giving up on myself, you know. When the 

teachers tell you, you know, that you ain't gonna be nobody, you know 

even though deep inside you know that you could become somebody, you 

know, when you hear from everybody else that you ain't nobody, you 

kinda feel lower, you know, you start giving up. Me personally, when I 

was going to school, I felt that all the teachers, you know started letting 

me know what's going on, you know, telling me you know you ain't 

nobody and I just said" fuck it" man then I ain't gonna be nobody, you 

know and I started hangin' out, cutting school. 

Jaime: Talk to me about your experiences at school. 

Pretty Boy: Same ol' bullshit, Joan of Ark, U.S. History 13 colonies, woo, woo. 

Jaime: 

What's up with the real shit, you know, all that shit. What's up with our 

ancestors? What's up with the Native Americans, Puerto Ricans? Why 

don't they teach us that? 

What did you think of the teachers at that school? Describe to me how the 

teachers treated you at that school? 

Pretty Boy: Like shit. I was just another kid going through the school. I always got in 
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Jaime: 

G-Man: 

Jaime: 

G-Man: 

trouble. They see me a little Latino, bald, a thug. They start right away 

stereotyping me, you know, like he don't want to be helped. Come on, 

you know. Who are you to tell me I'm a thug, just cause I'm bald? You 

know? That ain't shit! Some teachers help a little but there only there for 

the pay check, their getting their money. They're not worried about this 

kid; lets help this kid out or that kid. They're worried about that money. 

Fuck it, ifhe learns, he learns, ifhe doesn't, he doesn't, you know. They 

don't go sit down and say, let me see, cause there's like fifty kids in class. 

They don't have time to go and say, let me talk to this kid or that kid. 

There's fifty kids in that class and one teacher. Not all students are 

listening, half of them are listening, the other half are fucking around. 

Some of them are listening but they are influenced by other kids saying, he 

ain't listening so whatever. 

Talk to me about your experiences at school 

I didn't care about school. I used to be like, what ever, you know. I used 

to throw down at school all the time so they could see that I'm down, you 

know. I didn't care about school. I never thought about it. 

What do you remember about the teachers? 

I don't know. They didn't care. They used to be like do this, do that and 

then read the newspaper and whatever. The teachers just said do this, do 

that and that's it. They never gave me advice or tried to help me, you 

know. They didn't care for you, you know. 
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Jaime: 

Lion: 

Jaime: 

Lion: 

Jaime: 

Lion: 

Jaime: 

Lion: 

Jaime: 

Lion: 

Can you talk to me about your school experiences? 

When I was in grammar school, I used to be a good student. I used to set 

up auditoriums. I was part of a crew and I used to set up all that shit but 

then I got to high school and I fucked up. I. got into a lot of fights and I 

got kicked out. 

What happened in high school? 

More gang-hangers so you get into a lot more fights. 

What memories do you have of your teachers at high school? 

I only went a week and a day. I was only going to a couple of classes. 

How many high schools have you attended? 

One high school. 

What do you think will make schools better? 

Better teachers 'cause they be on some shit. Some teachers won't even sit 

there and explain it to you, they just give you work and expect you to do it 

like you already know the shit, you know what I'm saying. You go to 

school for a reason, to learn not just to, if you already know the shit, why 

are you going to go to school? You go to school to learn. There is a lot of 

prejudice in schools like if the principle is White, shit, all they do is 

suspend you. 

Thus, all of the youngsters in this random judgement sample articulated negative 

school experiences that resulted in a deep sense of alienation and a sense of 

powerlessness from schools. One of the central themes that these young people 
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mentioned were labels applied to them by individual teachers which fmiher perpetuated a 

"stigma" ( Goffman 1963) that resulted in a self-fulfilling prophecy (see also Padilla 

1992: 74). It appears that this view manifests itself in the classroom when teacher

student interactions resulted in these youth being treated differently due to teachers' 

awareness of their particular gang affiliations. Once the labels were in place, these 

students were effectively stigmatized and from that point forward received no support 

from teachers. It was at this juncture that these youth demonstrated resistance in the 

classroom (Giroux 1983) by "acting-up," doing "stupid things," remaining silent, not 

·attending class, not doing home work, not following the rules or simply not attending 

school. In the end, the teachers' low expectations of these youngsters became a reality 

and the self-fulfilling prophecy became true. 

It is also interesting to note that some of these youngsters possess contradictory 

attitudes towards schooling much in the same fashion that Weis (1990) describes in her 

study of working class youth and the various new identities that they are forging. That is 

to say, all ofthe street gang members of my study recognize the importance of a good 

education and do not totally reject schooling and school knowledge in the same way 

previous studies on working class youth have recognized (see, for example, Willis 1981). 

These contradictory attitudes towards schooling are reflective oflarger contradictory 

cultural characteristics of the dominant culture in society that they subscribe to as well 

(Gramsci 1971). 

Jose: Schools are nice to get an education. If I could, I'll go back. At this other 

school, computers give you instructions, teachers help students, it's easier, 
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Bam-Bam: 

it's quiet. You don't have to raise you hand and in the future, everything 

is going to be worked by computers. If high schools was like that, I would 

go, but their not. 

Yea, I think that we need a good education. That's the basic foundation. 

If we get a good education, then we're gonna get a good job .. .If the 

government really wanted to help us, they should provide us with good 

schools and teachers who care. 

Pretty-Boy: I used to say whatever. I only went to school because I felt I had to go; my 

Mom made me go. What is school? I didn't know what school was. 

G-Man: 

Now, I know what school is because I go to an alternative school and 

they're educating me . 

. . .I mean when you're in school, you don't really think about work, when 

you're young, but when you start working, you start realizing that it's not 

that easy out there. Work is hard, you got a boss talking shit to you and 

you want something better and that's when you start thinking, damn, I 

need school, you know, to get a good job in the future. 

Lion: I think computers would make schools better. Let the computers teach, 

since the computer will explain everything real good. 
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Another theme that emerged from the participants are conflicts in school that 

revolve around physical altercations with oppositional youth gangs. In many cases, 

youth gang members are expelled from school or forced to transfer to a school district 

where the risks of engaging in conflicts with oppositional street gang members are 

minimized. So, the geography ofstreet gangs and a particular school's spatial location 

has a tremendous impact on young people since it can determine their chances of fully 

participating in academic pro·grams or not. Nonetheless, schools remain one ofthe most 

essential socializing institutions in society. Furthermore, when one considers that 

schools not only represent the main vessel for transmitting and inculcating society's 

dominant values, beliefs and ideals, but a critical means with which to compete in the 

labor market where an ever-increasing demand on educational" credentials" is vital if 

one is to have a fair chance securing a decent job to sustain a livelihood (Hum 1993:51 ). 

Moreover, the common assumption that a degree amounts to a guaranteed entry-level job 

and that a smooth transition between school and work exists, is tenuous at best (51). Yet, 

as mentioned previously, the baffling "drop-out" or "push-out" rate for Latinos in 

Chicago's public schools is sixty percent (Latino Institute 1998). Some fortunate youth 

have available the option of enrolling in alternative educational programs, however, these 

open slots are limited to only a small amount of students. The restricted access to 

alternative education avenues creates a hiatus in the lives of these youth. This fact places 

these youngsters, in the increasingly competitive labor market, at a severe disadvantage 

further damaging their life chances. 
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Chapter 7 

Supply and Demand: The Drugging of America 

During the 1970's and 80's, the emergence of new U.S. drug markets created 

economic opportunities in the underground economy for street gangs (Taylor 1990). 

Particular street gang organizations, which already occupied specific geographic 

territories in urban arenas, were in advantageous positions to exploit this emerging 

market. Although much previous research has recognized the economic relationship 

between street gangs and drug markets, few studies (see, for example, Skolnick 1990) 

have adequately elaborated on the drug market's supply and demand aspects and its 

relationship to street gangs outside of the residential urban community context. 

However, the drug market is promulgated within a political-economic rationality of 

global capitalism. This broader context is impmiant to consider since it guides us in 

examining some ofthe social, political and economic implications ofthe entire drug 

market in its proper international and local context. The street gang organization is also 

embedded within the larger political-economic system of capitalism. The logic of 

capitalism dictates securing and/or monopolizing markets to maximize capital 

accumulation. How did local street gangs accomplish this most ambitious goal within the 

emerging drug market? This question becomes more puzzling when one considers the 

sophistication involved in negotiating various supply imperatives of the international 

drug trade. Previous studies have treated the demand side of drugs, principally, cocaine 
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and marijuana, as given or self-evident (Skolnick 1990 and Padilla 1992). For example, 

Padilla (1992:97) states that, "The rise of the economic side of the gang was aided by the 

increasing demand for drugs-in particular cocaine ... " Fmthermore, Skolnick (1990:25) 

asserts that, "According to the National Institute of Drug Abuse, the number of people in 

the U.S. who use cocaine has increased dramatically from 5.4 million in 1974 to 21.6 

million in 1982 to approximately 25 million in 1986." Yet, two simple questions seem to

beg for answers: 

i) Why do people demand and use cocaine and marijuana? 

2) How do large amounts of cocaine and marijuana from foreign countries end up in the

hands of street gang organizations and in the streets of local communities? 

To help answer the first question, a brief historical and comparative perspective 

will be useful. To assist in answering the second question posed, a general discussion of 

the soCial, political, and economic relationships to the global economy will be insightful. 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, drug use is not a contemporary problem but has 

been a part of the United States since the nation's inception. For example, historian John 

C. Me Williams remarks that, 

When the English founded the colony of Virginia in the early 1600's, in 
addition transporting the basic necessities for survival, they brought 
marijuana plants. Within another two decades, the drug had been 
introduced to the New England colonies, and it remained an important 
cash crop in the United States until the Civil War (Me Williams 1991 : 8). 

Furthermore historian Kathryn Meyer states that, 

Patent medicines routinely contained opiates and doctors generously 
prescribed them until the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906 took them off 
the shelf and the Harrison Narcotic Act of 1914 restricted opiates 
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nationwide. Cocaine and marijuana followed opiates onto the proscribed 
lists through the first half of the twentieth 
Century (1991: 65-66). 

Finally, William Chambliss points out that: 

Throughout the period of 1930-1960 the major corporate executives who 
owned and managed the heroin industry in the United States were well 
represented by key people in state and federal government. The heroin 
industry had grown up during the heyday of the Democratic Party-quite 
predictably, their ties and allegiance to the Democrats were stronger than 
their connections with Republican politicians (1993: 78-79). 

Generall~eaking, a drug is defined as any mind-altering substance. By this 

simple definition, one can logically deduce that a myriad of substances are willingly 

consumed everyday by average citizens which alter their mind. Some of the most highly 

consumed contemporary legal drugs include: caffeine, nicotine, alcohol, aspirin, a vast 

array of over-the-counter drugs, and psychiatric prescribed psychotropic drugs such as 

Ritalin, Paxil, and Prozac. These drugs are legally sanctioned by the State; they therefore 

represent the "good" drugs. Historically, people from cultures the world over have 

always used drugs for a number of reasons: to relieve pain, cure diseases, participate in 

sacred ceremonies, achieve heightened awareness, escape reality, change moods, go to 

sleep or to feel good. While the abuse of certain drugs may be symptomatic of society's 

larger social ills, or simply a symbol of high social status, in the case of powder cocaine, 

(see 0' Malley and Mugford 1991), the question regarding which drugs are" good" and 

which drugs are "bad" remains couched in moral overtones in public discourse. 

Therefore, the answer to this question has historically been determined by self-righteous 

elected government officials who enact laws for political expediency on behalf of the so-

called "will of the people" and by doing so, they assume the role of the "moral 
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entrepreneurs" of society (Becker: 147-163). Some argue that drug prohibitionists are 

impinging upon ce1iain constitutional rights to property and citizen responsibilities (see, 

for example, Szasz: 1992: 1-29). American novelist Mark Twain captured this point best 

when he remarked, " ... Whose property is my body? Probably mine ... If I experiment 

with it, who must be answerable? I, not the State. Ifl choose injudiciously, does the 

State die? Oh, no" (Twain 1901: 342). 

During President's Reagan's years in office, First Lady Nancy Reagan coined the 

popular slogan," Just Say No." This slogan served as the initiative that launched a" War 

on Drugs." Despite the fact that adults abuse the most dangerous illegal drugs, 

ironically, the slogan "just say no" was targeted to youth. Indeed, the drug problem has 

traditionally been framed as a 'youth' problem. Situating the drug problem in the fixed 

category of" youth," however, dislodges us from considering age in relational rather than 

biological ways (see Wyn and Whyte: 1997: 8-25). In other words, the developmental 

psychology approach to 'youth' sees it as a truncated stage related to biological age. As 

Wyn and Whyte mention, this diverts our attention from understanding the multiplicity of 

ways in which young people make sense of the world as they negotiate their "transitions 

in status" (ibid 14). In the context of drug use, it is incumbent upon us to recognize that 

drug use is common among youth and adults. To be sure, a drug problem does exist in the 

U.S. however, the teenage drug crisis appears to.be a myth. For instance, Males (1999: 

1 04) reports that, "The federal Drug Abuse Warning Network released its 1995 survey of 

141 coroners in major cities, reporting a record 9,000 deaths from drug-related causes. Of 

these, 96 were under age 18, and 143 ages 18-19." Interestingly, the five street gang 

members from my judgment sample indicated that while they sell the lethal drug cocaine, 
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they do not use it. When I inquired as to what drugs they do use, respondents stated that 

marijuana and alcohol were the most commonly consumed to" get high." Although the 

sample in my study is relatively small for generalization purposes, a much broader 

comparison was drawn by Males (1999: 1 09) who utilized figures from the 1995 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Serviees Administration Household Survey on Drug 

Abuse, and concluded that, "While teens comprise one-sixth of the population who used 

drugs at least once, they comprise only 8 percent of those who frequently (more than 50 

times per year) use cocaine and 2 percent of those who use alcohol. Additionally, 

contrary to popular opinion, recent extensive research on drug use of youths conducted 

by psychological teams at UCLA and UC Berkeley reveals that marijuana is not the 

"gateway" drug for teenagers it has been widely thought to be (Males 1999: 119-120). 

In fact, this research team found that "marijuana is far more likely to be the last than the 

"gateway," drug for teenagers," and" There is no convincing scientific evidence that 

marijuana causes psychological damage or mental illness in either teenagers or adults" 

(ibid 120). Interestingly enough, legal tobacco remains the leading cause of deaths in the 

country. Nevertheless, the other vex_ing question awaits on the supply side, how are the 

thorny procedures of the international drug trade, which involve borders and 

jurisdictions, resolved by local street gang organizations? 
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Chapter 8 

Smoke and Mirrors: The Drug Wars That Never Were 

The economic forces that sustain the drug market appear to be so powerful that 

any drug wars will prove to be futile. The illegal drug industry is greatly influenced by · 

federal, state, and local governments' attempts to disrupt it. These are the conditions that 

create an underground economy. The multibillion-dollar business of drugs operates in a 

complicated global political-economic environment which links illegal drugs in the street 

to a long distribution chain that begins in foreign countries. Furthermore, various 

researchers have uncovered legal documents (i.e., Kerry Report by the State Department) 

which suggest that the so-called "war on drugs" is all quackery as the U.S. government 

is one of the world's largest drug pushers (see Scott and Marshall 1991, Chambliss 1992, 

Webb 1996, Breggin 1998 ). For example, certain evidence pointed out by several of 

t~~se authors disturbingly reveals that the CIA, in suppmt of the Nicaraguan Contras 

operation in the 1980's, sold crack cocaine to street gllilgs in Los Angeles to finance -
weapons purchases (see Scott and Marshall 1991, Chambliss 1992, Webb 1996). Scott 

and Marshall candidly assert that: 

The International Connection's relations to the United States, though· 
polymorphous and difficult to describe in the abstract, involved more than 
the CIA. Traffickers in Cali (cartel) appear to have developed organized, 
institutional channels for importing cocaine into the United States, by (for 
example) corrupting corporate officers of at least one major U.S. airline 
(Eastern). Their launderers banked in Miami with a network of banks 
linked both to past CIA -drug bank scandals and to the State 
Department's "humanitarian assistance" for the Contras (1991: 81). 
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This complicated trend was to be repeated with other foreign countries throughout Asia. 

For example, Winslow states that: 

Military dictatorships in countries such as Thailand, receiving massive aid 
from the United States to crack down on left-wing guerilla groups, also 
received massive bribes from the drug cartels and used their political 
power to protect drug traffickers. Thanks to this protection, organized 
crime groups were .able to build up global distribution networks and 
rapidly expand the production of drugs (1999: 44). 

That the CIA can be involved in such activities is striking and has major social, economic 

and political implications not only on the U.S. government's foreign policy initiatives or 

interventions, but on its domestic affairs as well. Despite the fact that this contention has 

been disputed somewhat by the conservative/liberal printed press, (New York Times, 

Washington Post), the authors posit that nothing has emerged from Washington to 

challenge their factual claims. Moreover, a logical consistency is apparent in terms of the 

availability and distribution throughout the 1980's of cocaine in many metropolitan 

inner-city communities of the U.S. For example, after analyzing financial data obtained 

from a former gang leader, Levitt and Venkatesh (1998) found that revenue from drug 

dealing grew substantially when the market for crack cocaine expanded. This may help 

explain the increasing membership of street gangs. The window of opportunity structures 

created for street gang organizations by the complicated incursion of cocaine allowed 

them to tap into the international drug market. It is also interesting to point out that many 

community activists believe that the explosion of drugs, such as heroin and cocaine, into 

poor African American and Latino communities is a form of chemical warfare. As they 

note, heroin began flooding those communities in the height of the urban rebellions ofthe 

1960's and " widespread involvement in drug trafficking and abuse functions to 
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diffuse opposition and political pressure for change" (Johns: 1991 :157). Nonetheless, 

there is no doubt that economic opportunities became available for street gang 

organizations as a result of these factors. 
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Chapter 9 

Hustling: The Struggle for Survival 

The youth street gang members with whom I worked face few viable alternatives 

to generate income other than illegal subsistence practices. The formal local wage 

market's incapacity to absorb disproportionately male, poor and dispossessed youth of 

color at good wages forces many youngsters into pursuing the underground economy as a 

volatile source of income. As the following excerpts show, these Puerto Rican youth 

described most of their time devoted to illicit drug selling which points to a strong 

economic incentive to maintaining membership in the street gang organization. 

Jose: Drug dealin' is a big part ofthe gang activity because everybody is on 

their money right now, back then, you just chilled out. Now, ifyou1re not 

on your money, you1re nobody. 

Jaime: 

Jose: 

Jaime: 

Jose: 

Jaime: 

Jose: 

Describe for me a typical day for you. 

I wake up at 11:00 in the morning, take a shower, get dressed, leave the 

house, go straight to my aunt's house and start selling drugs to 1:00 or 

2:00 in the morning. 

About how many hours a day do you work in the streets? 

Fourteen hours 

How many days a week? 

Monday through Saturday 
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Bam-Bam: 

Jaime: 

Bam-Bam: 

Jaime: 

Bam-Bam: 

There's a lot ofhustlin' on many levels. There can hustling from weed, 

cocaine, cars, rims to ah, stereos, jewelry you know, mostly anything you 

could imagine, we got it out here, you know. We got weed, cars, 

everything, you know. You come around, you ask, people and you get it, 

you know. 

What's the main hustling activity for you? 

The majority ofhustling for me is plain weed. Dime bags, nickel bags, 

Sometimes ounces, you know. That's about it. 

How big is hustling for you within your organization? 

It's a big part of it man, 'cause if you want to be rolling, you got to have 

money and a lot of people are hustlin' man, everybody hustles. 

Everybody is trying to look good, make money, hook everybody up, you 

know. Once you have money, money is the basics of everything man. If 

you don't have money, you don't have nothing. If you got money, you got 

everything, you know. So, hustlin' is a maJor part of it. You could .say 

that pretty much everyone hustles one thing or another, you know. 

Jaime: How many hours do you put in for hustling? 

Bam-Bam: Eight hours a day, during the week and ten hours on the weekends. 

Jaime: Describe a typical day as a gang member. 

Pretty-Boy: Morning, get up, jump in the shower, wash up. I'm up and then go out. 
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What's up, what you wanna do today, make money, you gotta make 

money, you know, to survive, fuck it, drug-dealin', you gotta survive and 

what ever happens you know. 

Jaime: How many hours do you work out there in the street? 

Pretty-Boy: Day and night. I'm the first motha fucka on the block to make the cheese 

and the last motha fucka to leave. 

Jaime: How many hours do you put a day? 

Pretty-Boy: Shit, from morning to dawn. A full rotation 

Jaime: You stated that you weren't working right now. How do you earn money? 

G-Man: I hustle. See, a gang-banger goes through three steps. One is when you 

turn, you're crazy, you gang-bang, the second one is when you try to 

hustle to have money, try to get money to get a ride and be pimping and 

still take care ofyour business, you know. You know, you want to have a 

nice ride and the females, you know. The third step is when you have 

your lady and a shorty and you start thinking about working, you want to 

chill. So you see, there's· three steps gang-banging, making money and 

chilling. 

Jaime: When you hustle, how many hours do you work? 

G-Man: Twenty four-seven (24 hours, 7 days a week) 

Jaime: Walk me through a typical day of yours 
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Lion: I get up in the morning, stay home and go out when the sun goes down. 

You don't want-to be caught up in the day time doing something, you 

know. In the night time, I hustle and come home at about three o'clock in 

the morning and go to sleep. That's it. 

Some of the participants I interviewed have both conventional and illegal jobs. 

Few have maintained legitimate employment for the past five years. Matza's (1964) 

notion of" delinquents" drifting in and out of conventional norms seems relevant today. 

The street gang members in my study also seem to hold onto many aspects of a 

conventional life. This is also a phenomenon that Hagedorn (1994) found in his study. 

Jaime: 

Jose: 

Jaime: 

Bam-Bam: 

How many jobs have you had in the past three years? 

I've had part-time jobs, like the tire shop, auto track, south side. That's 

how I make a little extra money .... Right now, I haven't been able to get a 

part-time job. I'm Supposed to get in contact with someone for a job, but 

I haven't been able to. 

Do you have a legitimate job? 

Yea, I have a pmi-time job too, you know. I got to work four or five hours 

a day, you know. Cause' you need money in order to, you know, you 

need money and the drug thing is not enough, you know, and sometimes 

82 



Jaime: 

Bam-Bam: 

you don't want to be caught up in that. So, you need a legit job too, you 

know. So, I do a little of both. 

How many legit jobs have you had? 

I've been working ever since I was sixteen. I started working to help out, 

you know. Help my ol' -G (mom) with some bills, you know. Ifl take 

money to the house and I don't have a job, my mother is going to be like, 

what's going on? You have to have a legit job too, you know. So, ever 

since I became legal to work, I've been working, you know. I've had a 

few jobs in grocery stores, I worked in, when I got kicked out of high 

school, I worked in UPS and for maintenance. 

Jaime: How much money do you make in your current job, per hour? 

Bam-Bam: Minimum wage. 

Jaime: Have you had any part-time jobs since you joined the gang? 

Pretty-Boy: Yea, I had jobs. I had four or five jobs. I had jobs in packing, shipping, 

you know, pussy-ass jobs they give us. 

Jaime: How much did they pay you at those jobs, per hour? 

Pretty-Boy: Minimum wage. 

Jaime: Are you working in any legit job now? 

Pretty-Boy: I'm on house mTest. But I need to 'cause we have financial problems, 

you know, money problems. Can't afford to stay there, rent, move here, 

move there. My dad was locked up when I was little and I've been raising 

my mom all my life. My mom and my sister, all my life have been on 

83 



Jaime: 

G-Man: 

Jaime: 

G-Man: 

Jaime: 

G-Man: 

Jaime: 

G-Man: 

Jaime: 

G-Man: 

Jaime: 

G-Man: 

Jaime: 

G-Man: 

Jaime: 

welfare and finally two years ago, my ol' G got off welfare. Now she's 

struggling, working and that's why we live here with my aunt. 

Have you had any legit jobs? 

I've had temp jobs. 

How many temp jobs have you had? 

Seven or eight. 

What types of jobs were they? 

One of them was in construction. The other one was· in landscaping. The 

other one in a factory, the other one was in a car wash. 

How much did they pay you in those jobs? 

Between $5.00 and $5.50 per hour. 

Do you have a job right now? 

No. I was working at a truck towing company in my last job. 

How much did they pay you there? 

It depended on how many cars you towed. You could make up to $200.00 

or nothing, depending on how many cars you towed. 

When you were working in those temp jobs you mentioned, did you also 

hustle? 

Yea, I used to hustle and work part-time. 

Have you had any legit jobs? 
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Lion: Not in Chicago. When I was in Wisconsin, I was working at Burger King 

part-time. That's the only job I've ever had and I had it for about three 

months. 

Jaime: How much did they pay you at Burger King? 

Lion: About $5.00 and hour 

Jaime: Have you looked for part-time work? 

Lion: No, I make mo' fucking money hustlin' than at Burger King, you know 

what I'm sa yin'. 

As is evidenced in the interviews, these poor and working class Puerto Rican 

youth are faced with a number of contradictory positions in their transitions towards 

achieving a livelihood. Some of these youngster.s also face the burden of contributing to 

economically sustaining not just themselves, but their immediate family as well. Local 

poverty rates are evidence that disenfranchised Puerto Rican residents do not compete 

effectively in the local and regional labor market. For example, 1990 census tracts 

indicate that the Middle-Town community has a population of 5,740 residents. 

"Latinos," mainly Puerto Ricans, represent 74.3 percent ofthe population ofwhich 43.24 

percent are living below poverty level (Fact Book 1990). Furthermore, as Aronowitz and 

DiFazio (1994: 316) indicate, 

The conjunction of technological unemployment and underemployment, 
disinvestment and long-term economic stagnation has meant that a 
significant portion of formerly stable working-class families has sunk into 
the working poor; a smaller, although growing, segment has been 
condemned to nonwork. 
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The failure of the formal labor market to provide adequate.wages for part-time and temp 

work, combined with the simultaneous desire to possess all of the middle-class material 

symbolic wealth, creates obstacles in the pathways of these Puerto Rican working class 

youth which forces them to secure an alternative means for gaining a livelihood, notably 

selling illicit drugs. 

However, the precarious decision to participate in criminalized activities should 

not be romanticized in any way. For example, Levitt and Venkatesh ( 1998) conducted a 

detailed empirical four-year study of a drug-selling gang's finances and concluded that 

street-level drug dealing is less lucrative than conventional wisdom would dictate. They 

stipulate that," ... for much of the period examined, the actual wage earned by low-level 

street-corner sellers (as opposed to the average wage over all levels of the gang), is less 

than the minimum wage" (ibid: 3). Padilla (1992) also found that much exploitation was 

operative within the hierarchical structure of the drug gang he studied which results in 

significant wage disparities between the distributor and the street-level seller. The 

respondents I interviewed, which are street-level drug sellers, als'o contended that the 

total sum of their profits are not those figures various mass media (i.e. films, TV 

programs) pundits routinely represent via images. 

Jaime: 

Jose: 

Jaime: 

Jose: 

Jaime: 

What types of drugs do you sell? 

Rock cocaine, weed, mainly rock cocaine 

Of those drugs you just mentioned, which one do you sell the most? 

Cocaine 

How do you sell it? 
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Jose: There's a dime bag, that's $10.00, qumterbag, that's $20.00, sixteenth 

bag, $60.00, Eight-ball, $125.00, Qumter ounce, $250.00, half ounce, 

$450.00, one ounce, $800.00. 

Jaime: 

Jose: 

Jaime: 

Jose: 

Jaime: 

Jose: 

Jaime: 

Bam-Bam: 

How much profit do you make for yourself? 

The big boss gets most of the money 'cause he supplies the shit, you 

know. Let's say I sell a ten pack, which is $100.00, out of that, we have to 

give him $75.00, 'cause he gave it to us, you know. 

What's a ten pack? 

Ten rocks 

How much money do you make for yourself in a week? 

I make about $150.00 for my pocket to spend. 

How much money do you make from hustling? 

You work it up, you know. You start up let's say with an ounce. You buy 

Yourself an ounce and you uh, bag it up and with an ounce, you could bag 

ten to twelve dime bags depending on how you pack it. You could make 

$120.00 you know, you pay people you owe from the organization and 

you pay them back and with the profit, you invest it back into it, you 

know. You don't make anything, the first time you invest. The first three 

to four times, you don't make nothing. After you do this a couple of 

times, you can work yourself up to a quarter pound, you know. A quarter 

pound hold up to 250-275, you know. You buy yourself a quarter pound 
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Jaime: 

Bam-Bam: 

and sell it in ounces. You could bag it up and make more money, if you 

sell it in ounces. 

About how much money do you make per week for yourself? 

I could sell, you know about $300.00 worth of marijuana and out of that, 

I'll make $90.00, you know. 'Cause you gotta take it back and invest it, 

you know. 'Cause if you just waste it, your otta business, you know, you 

gotta invest it. You don't make a lot, you know. I usually make $100.00 

or $150.00 in a week. 

Jaime: What drugs do you sell the most? 

Pretty-Boy: Weed 

Jaime: How much do you make for yourself? 

Pretty-Boy: It all depends on what you got. 

Jaime: What do you mean? 

Pretty-Boy: Let's say you got an ounce and you ain't got not money and you V{anna 

make money. Somebody got weed right? I'll front you an ounce but you 

gotta give me what I'm asking for, so you bag it up and make twelve dime 

bags from an ounce and you make $120.00 at $10.00 a bag and pay him 

$60.00 and $60.00 goes to your pocket. You divide your own ounce so 

you could hustle up all the money and keep the money up for yourself or 

you could just hustle to keep re-capping, you know. So, bam, I got six 

dime bags, this is cap an ounce, and this is the money I have to play 

around with, no what I'm saying? I got this $60.00 to fuck around 
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With. I could save it, smoke it, whatever. It all starts with an ounce, 

really. 

Jaime: How much money do you get in a week selling drugs? 

Pretty-Boy: Man, it depends. You have to eat three meals a day, so you spend money 

on food. You have to pitch in for beer sometimes, buy clothes. Come on, 

where is all the money going? So, you have to re-cap again, you have to 

buy more drugs. It depends on what kind of drugs you have access to. If I 

sell in one week, I make $200.00 but it's only to re-cap a bigger amount of 

drugs. I was re-capping wi~h $60.00, now I have $100.00 to re-cap and 

make a bigger profit. Let's say I make a G ($1,000), in one week. I'm not 

going to see that money because from that money I'll make $1 00.00 or 

$200.00 to re-cap. You always have to think about the customers. If you 

already know your customers, you have to count ahead and bam, price 

your shit and hustle it. 

Jaime: Where does the rest of the money go? 

Pretty-Boy: You have to give it to the one who gives you the drugs. There's many 

connects, not just one. 

Jaime: 

G-Man: 

Jaime: 

O-Man: 

Jaime: 

What hustling activities are you mainly involved in? 

'Caine, dealin' 'caine 

Do you sell other drugs besides cocaine? 

Weed. We hustle weed a lot. 

How much money do you make for yourself in a week? 
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G-Man: 

Jaime: 

Lion: 

Jaime: 

Lion: 

Jaime: 

Lion: 

Jaime: 

Lion: 

It depends on how much you buy. If you buy ounces, quarter bags or 

pounds. In a good week, I could make $500.00. Most of the time I make 

$100.00 or $200.00. 

What hustling activities are in involved in? 

I sell 'caine. 

How do you sell it? 

I see it in bags of twenty. 

What's a twenty? 

A quarter bag that you sell for $20.00 

How much money do you make for yourself in a week? 

You make about $200.00 a week for your pocket. Sometimes you could 

make more. 

It is also imperative to point out that the drug selling activities described by these 

young men entails many risks which they are acutely aware of but are willing to take 

given their economic predicament as is stated by the following respondents: 

Jose: ... This is a risky job, you get tired of it. For example, you have to always 

be looking out for cops, subtract here and there, but I've been doing if 

'cause I need the money. 
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Bam-Bam: ... They should focus more on school and education instead of putting hese 

corrupt cops out there just trying to lock us up, you know, to make our 

population smaller putting us all in prisons ... If I were to receive a good 

education, which could put me in a good job, there would no need for me 

and my future kids to sell drugs in order to succeed. Instead the 

government is trying to lock us up. 

Pretty-Boy: ... A simple possession case will get you one to three years. One year in 

jail for carrying drugs that are illegal by law .. .If it wasn't illegal for us to 

do. If they would help us instead of trying to get rid of us, I'd be better, 

you know. Instead they put us away, lock us up, and throw away the key. 

That ain't helping shit, man. 
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·Chapter 10 

Organizational Structure: Mapping Gang Typologies 

To be sure, the organizational structure of this street gang typifies the" drug 

gang" which Klein operationalized. The "Survivors" have a clear hierarchical structure 

resembling a corporation (see Klein 1995). Further, it appears that the typologies 

advanced by Fagan 1989, Hadegdoi'n 1994 and Klein 1998 are not mutually exclusive but 

seem to take on much more fluid and flexible characteristics. For example, some of the 

gang members in this judgement sample, indicated various aspects of all of the typologies 

on gangs which include: the "party gang," "fighting gang," "entrepreneurial gang" 

and "tenitorial gang" ofFagan 1989, the "drug gang" ofKlein 1995 and Hagedorn's 

1994 "homeboys." 

Ban-Bam: 

G-Man: 

... At night we cruise around the neighborhood, check out who's around, 

check OUt the girls, you know, we drirLk, get high, urn, we party and keep 

an eye on the neighborhood, make sure they ain't no cruzados 

(oppositional gang members) you know, making sure everything is cool, 

you know. In the afternoon, sometimes you bust out the car, kick it with 

your boys and protect the neighborhood, keeping one the look, you know . 

. . . I'll see some of my boys and they will be like, "come on, let's go 

cruising" and I'll be like, "whatever, jump in", so they jump in and we go 

crmsmg. After that, we will go to the 'hood and hang out. After that 
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maybe we'll get some beer. Sometimes when we cruise, we come back 

with a busted window or something, you know. We'll try to catch 

someone, you know. I used to do it for fun; now, I do it because I don't 

like them. The rival gangs have been killing a bunch of my boys, so now 

it's different. 

In the words of one of the respondents, Bam-Bam," It's all in the mix." 

However, clearly, an" entrepreneurial spirit" (Jankowski 1995) dominates the day-to

day activities of these young adults as evidenced by the enormous amount of hours they 

spend hustling. Invariably, the street gang organization provides a number of incentives 

in the lives of these young men, otherwise street ga:ngs would have become extinct long 

ago. Although this major contemporary street gang provides strong economic 

opportunities for these Puerto Rican youth, this does not preclude other incentives it may 

provide as well. What social processes occurred in the lives of these youngsters that led 

them to make the difficult decision of joining a street gang? This brings our shift of 

focus towards examining various socialization and rationalization processes these youth 

articulated in "turning" or becoming street gang members. 
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Chapter 11 

Street Gang Socialization Processes 

The phenomenon of street gangs has undoubtedly received much media attention 

in the recent years. Not all ofthe attention has been on the aspect ofviolence. Street 

gang culture is now often popularized in the mass media via M_J'J.La~ just another form of 

popular culture. The appropriation and diffusion of various superficial cultural elements 

of street gangs, such as dress, speech and music into the mainstream is indeed a dominant 

cultural phenomenon. By so doing, however, the media decontextualizes the lived 

experiences of many youth of color as they struggle to survive in a society imbued with 

tremendous contradictions. This tendency by the mass media effectively trivializes the 

difficult choices many youth of color are faced with in their lives and disengages us from 

viewing particular social contexts which are insightful in better understanding the limited 

pathways of many youth of color. The neighborhood is often the most common place 

where youth are introduced into the nature of street gangs. This process begins when 

youth first come in contact with older members of the community and sometimes family 

members who provide a frame of reference for eady youth gang socialization. 

Jose: When I was eight or nine years old. I used to see them in front of my 

house. I thought they were human beings like us, they just acted in ~ 

different way ... My favorite uncle is a Survivor too, so if I ever get locked 

up, he gots my back. 
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Bam-Bam: I think I was probably ten and I knew that gangs were there, but I didn't 

know what they were about. I knew they liked each other and that they 

didn't like some ofthe people across the street, stufflike that. You 

become aware of it because you watch fights, you hear shootings, you hear 

somebody got shot. When your little, you realize that they're out there, 

you know. You were just man, you could man, see it. Man, even though 

your little, you could observe things and see what's going on around you. 

Pretty-Boy: I was eleven or twelve. One day it just clicked, Bang! I wanted to follow 

on my dad's footsteps. My dad is locked up right now. My dad started 

out in this organization that stmied out as a baseball team. They started 

fucking with them and that's how the gang started. One day, I was in my 

porch and some Survivors, {That's why I know Survivors ain't no motha 

fuckin' ho's), I was playing football with my boys and a caprice pulled up 

and two Survivors got out and shot them, Pow! Pow! And dude fell. 

From then on, I knew, that's when it clicked, that's when I 

knew that the Survivors were no joke. 

Jaime: Did your father being in a gang influence your decision to join a gang? 

Pretty-Boy: See, all this happened before I was born. I wasn't even alive when my 

father was doing all that shit. I just heard stories. I didn't know what 

happened back then but then I knew all this happened when I wasn't even 
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alive. He was around for two years in and out of jail, then he got locked 

up for killin' a motha fucka. 

G-Man: I was young. I used to think that it was just about boxing every now and 

then. I then started realizing that it was more serious than that. 

Lion: I didn't know what a gang was until my mother met a gang banger. My 

mother was going out with a gang banger and that's how it started. I was 

twelve years old. 

The responses of the pmiicipants indicate a positive view towards street gang 

members throughout their pre-teen years. This becomes part of their initial socialization 

process growing up in the neighborhood that has some type of influence over time. 

It is important to point out that the decision to join a street gang is not an easy 

one. This difficult process commenced when these respondents underwent a painful 

initiation ritual into the street gang. As Padilla (1992: 56) states the violation ceremony 

or V -in is, " ... m:te of the most horrifying rituals making up the culture of the youth 

gang." Essentially, the ritual involves: 

" ... the dispensing of physical violence through first blows, leg kicks, 
and other such acts to members during three distinctive encounters. One 
involves the initiation rite. The second use of the violation occurs during 
times when a youngster decides to resign from the gang. Third, it is 
employed to discipline youngsters whose behavior is in violation of 
particular gang rules" (Padilla 1992: 56). 
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When asked what made them turn and how they turn, participants gave a variety of 

responses: 

Jose: Because of protection you get. Let's say your walking down the street by 

yourself, this other group of gangs comes up to you and whups your ass, 

so what you do is come back and you tell your gang what happens and 

your gang gets pissed off and they come with you to this other gang and 

start fighting, like to protect you. The other reason is to sell drugs. 

Jaime: 

Jose: 

Bam-Bani: 

What do you need to do to turn? 

You have a thirty-day trial, some brothers make sure your all right. You 

gang bang. They take you to different sects to start trouble and you have 

to prove yourself, to take care of business, before they take care of you . 

. . . You then have to prove yourself by getting a two-minute violation to 

JOin. They pick four brothers and they beat the shit out of you, then we 

shake hands. It happens when you mess up too. It's painful, I remember I 

had one broken rib and bruises all over my body. After the V-in, your 

a soldier. 

I think that it was the love that they show each other. You see it. You see 

how much they laugh. How much they have fun and you see them rolling 

too. You know, you see them with cars man, you see them having money, 

you know. I mean just being a part of it makes you proud of being one 

that the place you belong to is becoming stronger and you want to be part 
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of that; you don't want to be left out. Everybody needs love and 

everybody wants a lot of money, you know ... Yea, and when I moved to 

this hood, I had nobody to vouch for me, nobody that knew me, nobody 

that could give a word for me. I had to receive a violation in this 

Hood .... since I came from this other neighborhood, you know, I received 

a violation and I knew I had it coming to me and I became a member of 

the gang. 

Pretty-Boy: O.K., I was playing basketball and these niggaz started fucking with us, 

and we started making a little crew, you know and everyone started 

joining us, you know and the crew stmied expanding. We weren't Folks 

or People but then the Folks started saying we were in another gang. You 

know, they started coming up and saying that my boys jumped them. I 

said "what do you mean my boys"? They ain't my boys, you know 

'cause my dad was locked up right and they talk so the conversation 

comes about, " hey, you know this niggaz father is a Survivor, woo woo, 

so these niggaz started saying that we all needed to tum. For some reason 

one day, I didn't come out, and that day they trapped these niggaz in a 

garage and made them all tum to this gang. So, all of a sudden, the crew 

turned to that gang and then, bam! they started questioning me. "Hey, 

nigga, when 

Are you going to tum?" I told them I don't want to be in a gang. I'm in 

this party crew and I like hanging around with yo us to party. That's what 
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G-Man: 

I was all about, partying, getting' high, you know. So, then, fuck it, these 

niggaz started questioning me, woo, woo, your dad is a Survivor and they 

started stereotyping me, you know .... One day I was in a car and they 

started these rumors that I was a survivor. So, bam!, I said now I can't go 

back to school. S.o, fuck it, fuck everything. So , I just turned to a 

Survivor. I said, fuck it. First, when you wanna turn, you have to come 

around and bam!, hang around with the boys, you know, kick it. "All 

right he's cool. We know his background"; niggaz you know, it's a small 

world. You get three months probation. Then you go to a meeting and 

bam!, "he wants to be one" and then, for a minute, you get beat down and 

you protect you're balls and your neck and face. 

At first I didn't think about it. My father hates gang bangers, you know. 

So, I used to say I would never turn, you know. But the brothers even in 

the same neighborhood, talk shit to you, you know. So, you have to, for 

protection. You have to. All my friends were gang bangers and when I 

would walk down the block, they used to talk shit to me and I used to 

throw down (fight) with them all the time. So, I said, I might as well turn. 

I used to throw down all the time for my little brothers too. They used to 

talk a lot of shit to my little brothers too. So, I always had to throw down 

and finally, I said I migpt as well turn since I live in the neighborhood. 
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Lion: 

You then get a violation. A violation is when they whup you for one 

minute and if you act like a punk, then you don't get in. If you take it, 

you're in. 

Money made me tum. Money, everybody wants money. Everybody likes 

ho's. It's all on you, if you want to take it, money, ho's, cars. 

Thus, three main themes emerge from the participants' responses as to what made 

them tum: protection, money and camaraderie. These are the central rationalizations of 

the Puerto Rican youth of my study to various social processes of their lives. From their 

vantage point, they encounter particular situations growing up in the neighborhood which 

they have to deal with in one way or another. The threat of constant physical assaults for 

·taking a neutral stance towards street gangs is one situation. Simultaneously, there are 

also positive views that are shaped through experiences (see also Padilla 1992) which 

assist in molding their perceptions of gang members. 
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Chapter 12 

State Repression: Creating Social (Dis)Order: 

Increased alarm perpetuated by mass media fear campaigns and mediated by the 

State over the spread of illicit drug dealing and related violent crimes in the Middle Town 

community and elsewhere in the city, has sparked many federal, state, and local anti-gang 

initiatives geared towards eliminating street gang organizations from public space. 

Indeed, since the 1960's, the issue of crime was a major item on the national agenda. To 

this end, in 1965, President Johnson launched the "war on crime." Congress responded 

by adopting the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968 (Feeley and Sarat 

1980). The adoption of these laws ushered a new form of crime control. Not only would 

the war on crime be fought by repressive legislation, presidential commissions, and 

policy research, but the laws set in motion the involvement of the whole population in the 

fight against crime, from Neighborhood Watch to police telephone snitch lines. The 

president's commission proposed that the federal government support a number of 

innovative demonstration projects to develop and test modern technology in law 

enforcement in the areas of communications and information systems. This resulted in 

militarizing the police (see Davis 1992). Clearly, the doctrine was of a" law and order" 

nature. In short, the commission proposed that the federal government become an active 

partner in combating crime at the state and local levels. 

Apparently, images and symbolic representations drive public policy initiatives 

(see, for example, Brownstein 1991, Beckett 1994 and Savelsberg 1994). Taking cues 
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from the federal" War on Drugs," policy makers have adopted an attitude of fear and 

hate toward drug users and dealers, particularly street gang members. The Crime 

Commission has recently labeled street gangs, "Public Enemy Number One." A recent 

article by the Chicago Defender entitled," Gangs Top Crime Hit List," stipulated that a 

new repmi from the seventy five year old watchdog group urged citizens to be aware that 

street gangs are fast becoming" ultra-sophisticated, organized crime networks." 

Interestingly, the same article asserts that the term "public enemy number one" has not 

been used for sixty-five years. The article concludes by stating that the Crime 

Commission recommended that citizens become the" eyes and ears" of the police 

department by patrolling their neighborhoods in cars and calling 911 when they see gang 

activity. 

The anti-crime rhetoric of politicians coupled with the labeling of street gangs as 

public enemies or predatory street thugs, by the printed press shapes fear in the public's 

mind. Labeling people gang bangers has licensed the vociferous abuse of police officers 

towards youth of color. Many headlines by the printed and viewing press focus on 

"drive-by" shootings and homicides always stating that these incidents are "gang 

related." Despite the fact that violent crime rates have not changed significantly in the 

last twenty years (Chambliss 1994), these fear of crime campaigns continue to be webbed 

by the" spin-doctors" which effectively create myths regarding youths and violence. By 

constantly portraying Latino and African American youth as violent offenders, the mass 

media creates the parameters of a racialized discourse in which Latino and African 

American youth become marooned outcasts. Additionally, people of color are routinely 

show-cased in popular TV programs such as Cops (a form of popular culture in itself) 
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which further demonizes street gang members as "moral panics" in the publics gaze 

(Cohen 1972). Once these particular rationalizations are set in place, it becomes easy for 

a punitive "law and order" discourse to dominate the conditioned commonsense 

perceptions of public policy makers. 

Clearly, present criminal justice initiatives are built around draconian ideas of 

punishing more severely street drug dealers who are apprehended and convicted. 

Legislation, policy and programs (i.e., Clinton's new Crime Bill) have all aimed to 

remove "drug criminals" from society by imposing longer mandatory prison sentences. 

For instance, the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986, requires that 1.7 ounces of crack brought 

a mandatory ten-year sentence. In 1988 the Kingpin Act made a five-year mandatory 

sentence for possession of five grams of crack (Winslow 1999: 170). To this end, several 

special anti-drug and gang enforcement units and programs were developed in Chicago to 

fight the drug war, ironically, at the community level. The most eminent program 

currently being implemented in the Middle Town community is the initiative of 

"Community Policing." This initiative is a component of" The Community Policing 

Task Force;" a task force of the Chicago Alliance for Neighborhood Safety. The basic 

idea, as alluded above, is to enlist the community in support of law enforcement and 

order maintenance. In concurrence with the political and public theme of "law and 

order," community policing essentially obfuscates the line between state and civil society 

by projecting state power into a community mobilized against criminal behavior and 

criminality. The general goal, as projected, is to "take back" the streets and the 

neighborhoods. The effectual "law and order" mentality by national, state and local 

politicians in addressing issues of "crime" has tremendous consequences on what occurs 
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to specific people in local communities on a day-to-day basis. For example, in an attempt 

to provide order, punitive tendencies have emerged which, as a result, have culminated in 

city ordinances bei~g passed that give local police officers further reasons to harass youth 

of color who are perceived as" looking deviant" or" suspicious." Mayor Daley, under 

the pressure to combat criminal gang behavior, has attempted to utilize several civil 

remedies. Specifically, Anti-Gang and Mob-Action ordinances were passed at the 

municipal level which stipulate that iftwo or more people are walking or occupying 

pubUc space in the neighborhood, they could be subject to atTest. The use of nuisance 

abatement injunctions to curb street gang activity raises a number of thorny constitutional 

questions. For instance, Yoo (1994: 212-267) argues that while gangs that may engage in 

criminal conduct are not protected associations under the First Amendment, street gang 

members still should have the right to assemble. Despite the fact that the Anti-Gang 

ordinance supported by Mayor Daley was recently (June 1999) determined 

unconstitutional by the Supreme Court on the grounds of vagueness, police officers often 

times abuse such arbitrary laws, in an effort to do their job and get the "bad guys." In 

fact, police brutality and abuse of authority surfaced as a most serious disturbing issue 

according to the Puerto Rican respondents of my study. 

Jose: You can't even walk down the street without getting in trouble with the 

police. If they see you walking down the street, you getting locked up, no 

matter what. These cops these days, don't give a fuck. Shit, like say I'm 

walking with my friends, they'll stop us, ask us a couple of questions, if 

you don't answer, they'll smack you with their hands or flashlight. 
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Bam-Bam: 

Jaime: 

Bam-Bam: 

You gotta be slick man, you gotta be two steps ahead of them man 'cause 

anything they got with them, they'll pin it on you man. If you don't tell 

them the right stuff, or act a certain way, the way they want you to act, 

your going down. You gotta watch 5-0 man, you know. You could be 

walking around with your girl and for no no reason, if they don't like you, 

your gonna get locked up. They'll smack you around for anything, bam!, 

mob action. If they don't like you, bam!, they'll plant a gun on you. They 

just police us man and take advantage of one because one don't got a 

word. Like a lot of people say, it's your word against theirs and they're on 

the good side ofthe law, you know, so they get the better part of it. 

Describe a recent incident with the police in the last week or two. What 

happened? 

I was framed with a gun. I was pulled over in a gas station with a couple 

of my guys, three of my boys. We were just minding our own business. 

We were on nothing, chillin' looking for some girls and we were pumping 

gas and there's a pay phone in the gas station and after we pumped gas, we 

went around by the phone and I just jumped out of the car to use the phone 

and all of a sudden a squad police car pulls up and gets behind my car, you 

know and puts the lights on and tells everyone to put their hands up, you 

know. I hung up and went towards the car to see what had happened and 

they started searching us, you know asking us where the guns are, you 
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know. We didn't have no guns or anything else, so they searched us, they 

checked our car, the normal stuff they do. They put us against the police 

car, so we're facing the police car and they were looking in my car. They 

were searching my car and the police officer who was searching carne out 

with a gun and said," ah .. .look what I found" and everybody where I was 

at couldn't believe it because we knew for a fact that I didn't have a gun in 

the car, you know. But he was like you's are going to get locked up this 

and that and I tried to explain to the officer that I didn't know anything 

About the gun, you know and he pulled me to the side and said, ifl didn't 

want to get locked up and get my car took, to tell him where I could get 

more guns, you know. They tried to frame everybody, you know. They 

tried to get me to tell them where they could get more guns so they could 

look good and tell their supervisor, "look man, look at all the guns I got 

you, you know and their doing this by making us look bad, by lying to us; 

by putting us in this positions where we have to go somewhere to say look 

he has a gun, you know what I'm saying? You know. 

Pretty-Boy: 5-0 is crooked man, 5-0 be killin', man. 5-0 killed one of my boys. I 

know they killed him, but they say it was another gang. Say your walking 

down tQ.e street, they shoot you. Who shot you? I don't know? We'll 

blame somebody else but it was really 5-0, you know. Check it out. All 

right, one day there was this dance and we said, "let's check it out". All 
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G-Man: 

right, bam! I come walking down the street with my boys and we were all 

going to the same party. We meet up all at the corner. So, all of a 

sudden 5-0 cuts us off, grabs us and throws us up against the car. Why did 

they grab us? We weren't doing shit! We tell them," officer we're going 

to a dance." They say, "nah, shut the fuck up", woo, woo, this and that. 

You try to question them and they beat you ass, you know. I tried to speak 

to him, you know. I said, "officer." He said, "nuh, you're a killer! You 

think you're a killer? Go over there to another gang turf, 

you think your tuff?" I can't answer him because anything I say is wrong, 

so I just stay quiet. He said, "Go over there and see how bad you are, how 

tuff you are." I know I ain't stupid. I ain't going to walk over there and 

say, "I'm this," they'll shoot me. They're setting me up, their making me 

do this. Why? Because I'm walking down my crib going to a party? 

Because all my boys are meeting up with me? It's their fault man! What 

the fuck, man! If you look in the community, we have no parks. Where 

are all the parks over here, we don't have shit. We hang out on the block, 

you know. Where else are you going tb go?, the streets. When were out 

there, they arrest us for loitering. Who made that law? People with 

money. 

The police is the main problem. I don't know, because police officers beat 

us up us for no reason. I think that police brutality exists because we hang 

out on the block. We don't have a park to go to, to hang out. What's the 
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Jaime: 

G-Man: 

Jaime: 

G-Man: 

fun around here? If you're a little kid, you're like where should I go to 

play with my boys, with my boys. We need a park for this section. 

Describe to me a recent incident with the police in the neighborhood. 

They be acting like ass holes. They come around and slap us around 

saying, "Get against the car punk! Shut the fuck up!" They know that we 

be doing shit, but they don't have proof. They don't like us. They always 

come by talking shit, you know. We're cool with them, if they're cool 

with us, but they come around acting stupid with us and we can't get 

stupid with them or they'll slap us around. They'll take you to jail 

And beat the shit out of you, if they don't like you. 

Have they ever done that to you? 

Yea, A lot oftimes for no reason. I've been chillin' lately but not too long 

ago, I was walking by and a cop car passed by and came around and they 

said, "Come here" . I said, "What's this about"? and they said, "Shut the 

fuck up! And get over here! They asked me If I had a pistol with me and I 

said, "No, I don't have one. Then he said, "Don't act stupid with me! 

Your coming with us"! 

Lion: They already know me 'cause they're some bitch-ass motha fucka's, 

'cause their ho' s. The police are bitches. Because a motha fucka will be 

walking and they just pull you over for no reason at all. They get a motha 

fucka pissed off. Them cops will beat your ass just for looking at 'em. 
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Like their passing by and you look at 'em, they'll jump out at you. 

There's two of them that always do that shit. Man the other day, I was just 

walking down the block and these cops just jumped off their cars and 

started chasing me. I didn't run so they just harassed me and locked me 

up. Sometimes, they let you go. Twenty minutes later, when they do let 

you go, another cop car will come around, different pussies and pull you 

over. 

While working in the Gang Intervention Program, I witnessed numerous 

occasions when program participants were stopped by police officers, interrogated, and 

searched for possession of illegal substances apparently based solely on the way the 

youth looked or the demeanor they possessed. Generally, many working class youth who 

reside in the community have a distinctive way of dressing based upon current youthful 

fashions and symbolic ways of expression that fall outside of the dominant culture (at this 

time this fashion includes wearing long, oversized pants, baseball hats, short hair (bald) 

or crew cuts, and jackets representing professional and college basketball teams). These 

pmiicular forms of cultural expression are often created by street gang members and 

adopted by all youth in working class neighborhoods and vice versa. It is apparent that 

police officers have a difficult time assessing the complexity of these particular youthful 

cultural expressions and, by so doing, they often times stop all youth living in the 

community on vague and arbitrary grounds such as "guilty by association" or "looking 

suspicious." To the police officers' utter embarrassment, on most occasions the youth 
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that I was with did not have anything illegal on them or simply were not always members 

of the street gang in the community. 

In one instance, two police squad cars pulled up directly in front of the youth 

center in an attempt to apparently identify the perpetrators of an incident that involved a 

police squad car's window being shattered. The police officers were visibly outraged and 

simply harassed four young men who were standing, talking with me in front of the youth 

center. The police officers abruptly approached them and threw them against their squad 

car yelling at them to spread their legs and keep their hands on the car. When I asked the 

detective and police officers present what was the basis for their search, one police 

officer belligerently responded, "These fuckers don't have any constitutional rights! You 

don't know how these fuckers are!; they're wmihless!" Indeed, the officer is right on 

one account; Puerto Rican youth and other youth of color are excluded from the ranks of 

citizens. This revelation should come as no surprise, however, since the promise of full 

citizenship in the U.S. has not materialized not only for Puerto Ricans, but for people of 

color in general. 

In many ways the day-to-day practices by police officers towards these young 

men may be analyzed in what Staples (1997:3) refers to as "techniques of discipline and 

social control" which, he posits, is part of a much larger and expanding overall "culture 

of surveillance" in society (1997: 1-12). Utilizing Michel Foucault's (1980) notion of 

Power/Knowledge, Staples persuasively argues that these, "meticulous rituals of power" 

serve as their social function to, " ... discipline people into acting in ways that others 

have deemed to be lawful or have defined as appropriate or simply 'normal"'(1997: 3). 

He goes on to say that, 
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" ... Data generated through surveillance techniques produce 'types' or 
whole classes of individuals who are deemed 'at-risk' for behavior, 
whether any one particular individual has engaged in such behavior or 
not .... Therefore, when put in place, ritualistic monitoring and surveillance 
ceremonies often blur the distinction between the 'official' deviant and the 
'likely' or even 'possible' offender (ibid 6). 

In the face of the local police's inability to remove the presence of street gangs in 

urban spaces, 'citizens watch groups' have been organized in the Middle-Town 

community and jettisoned into the war against youth of color. These Watch groups are 

made up of angry parents and fearful yuppies in the neighborhood, who have been 

mobilized for various vested interests to fight street gang members whom they perceive 

as violent threats. These concerned older residents and newly arrived yuppies are now 

convinced that their neighborhood can not be "cleaned up" until they themselves stand 

up and take charge; so that is what they are doing. Consequently, in a local "beat" 

meeting, a component of community policing, at the community police district, one angry 

woman stood up and voiced her grievances to the police commander for not "putting 

gangs in jail." The police commander retorted: "Believe me, if it was up to me and we 

had enough space in prison for all of these maggots, we'll put 'em all away. But there's 

no room, right now. We're waiting for more prisons to be built. After they're built, and 

laws are passed to try juvenile's as adults, we'll put 'em away." It is interesting to 

observe that the engagement of these various community members represents a sort of 

"Cocoon Citizenship" or "Toon Town Urbanism" (Fulton 1997: 315-328). Fulton 

describes this kind of citizenship in the following way: 
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It's a constant caravan between the residential cocoon, where citizenship 
is exercised only in narrow, self-interested ways, and working cocoons, 
where citizenship is totally surrendered to the commercial forces that run 
the place. The result is an erosion of real citizenship, a disintegration of 
common ownership of the metropolis, just when real citizenship is needed 
most (1997: 325). 

Thus, these new forms of social control seem to appeal to the volitional or 

"pathological" responses of street gang members and they effectively divert our attention 

away from examining particular structural dislocations of American society. It is 

politically expedient to declare a "war on crime" or a "war on drugs" rather than a "war 

on unemployment" or underemployment or recession or economic stagnation or 

educational deprivations or institutional racism or other structural sources of deviant 

behavior. 

The Criminalization of Youth of Color 

It is a well known fact that Latino and African American youth account for a 

much greater percentage of youth arrested, detained and incarcerated for "delinquent" 

offenses than do" White" youth (see Donziger 1.996, Males 1999). Racism is 

systematically entrenched in the juvenile justice system and law enforcement institutions. 

There presently exists (as in the adult prison populations) an overrepresentation of 

Latinos and African Americans at the Juvenile Temporary Detention Center in Cook 

County. The (JTDC) which includes all of Cook County, is used to detain youth before 

trial or precedes their transfer to adult court. Many of my "clients" were detained at the 

JTDC and numerous court appearances were made by other staff and myself at the Street 
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Gang Intervention Program. The purpose of the trip to the Juvenile Court was to 

advocate on behalf of my "clients" and convince the judge that my client was better off 

conducting community service rather than be detained at the JTDC. On various 

occasions, the judge granted my "motion" but this was the exception to the rule. On one 

occasion, after a particular judge had ordered my client to conduct community service, I 

had the fortunate opportunity to speak to a judge after the court session. This judge 

admiringly stated that in his opinion there exists no correlation between the incarceration 

of youth and juvenile crime rates. He went on to say that he based his conviction on the 

high rates of recidivism at the JTDC . He ended his remarks by stating that at the Cook 

County JTDC in Chicago, fifty percent of first time detainee's are back within six months 

or less. 

The Violent Crime Control and Law. Enforcement Act of 1994 signed by 

President Clinton represents the largest crime bill in the U.S. history. It provided 100,000 

new police officers, $9.7 billion in funding for prisons, and $2.6 billion in additional 

funding for the FBI, DEA, INS, United States Attorneys, Treasury Department and other 

Justice Department Components, as well as Federal Courts (Department of Treasury 

1995). The bill also authorizes adult prosecution of those 17 and under and triples the 

maximum penalties for using children to distribute drugs in or near a protected zone, i.e., 

schools, playgrounds, video arcades and youth centers. Winslow ( 1999: 172) concluded 

that, " the number of people in state prisons for drug offenses jumped 665 percent 

between 1981 and 1989. Furthermore, Chambliss (1994: 181) contends that," The 

United States today incarcerates a higher percentage of its population than any country in 

the world ... and it is minorities, especially African American and Latinos, who are 
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disproportionately arrested, convicted and sentenced to prison." The Crime Bill also 

passed a" Three Strikes and Your Out" Legislation in many states. Basically, this 

legislation increases the prison sentence in the second offense and requires a mandatory 

life sentence without parole for a third offense. Also, once an official record of offenses 

has been established , it often exacerbates the difficulty of securing legitimate 

employment for many youth of color. Job applications always inquire about arrest record 

histories, convictions and felonies. Since employers always conduct background checks 

on all future employees, answering yes or no on a job application is a catch-22. 

Recently, Jesse Jackson referred to the metamorphosis of prisons as profitable 

enterprises, as the "prison-industrial complex" (see also Donziger 1996:85-98). He was 

alluding to former U.S. Supreme Court Justice Warren Burger, who publicly called 

prisons "factories with fences." Wan·en Burger advocated the dismantling of present 

rules governing prisoner-made goods, the privatization of prisons, and the making of 

prisons into profit generating enterprises (see Donzinger 1996:63-98). In a conversation 

with a local community activist from the Middle-Town community, he stated, "Already, 

the prison system contracts out prison labor to the state, military, and private industries at 

near slave wages for example, federal prisoner wages begin at 22 cents per hour." He 

went on to say that, "In the coming years, we may see factories, textile plants, foundries, 

and even high-tech industries springing forth in and around prisons. These industries will 

guarantee necessary industrial production, super-exploiting prisoners as laborers and 

·yielding super-profits." One can only speculate if this is what the future holds for many 

Puerto Rican, Mexican and African American youth street gang members. 
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Chapter 13 

Striving: Keeping Hope Alive 

In the midst of all of these contradictions and obstacles with which they must 

constantly negotiate with, the street gang members with whom I worked still, somehow, 

manage to be resilient and maintain much hope for better days in their future lives. When 

I asked participants where they saw themselves five years from now, they responded in 

the following ways: 

Jose: I'll tell you what I'm going to be doing. I'll be getting married, with a wife 

and a kid, settle down, get a job .... Sometimes, I don't know ifl'll see my 

future. But I would like to be a professional fisherman or a football player 

and have a wife and three kids. 

Bam-Bam: 

G-Man: 

I would like to go to college, get a good job, maybe get married some day, 

you know and just chill and not have to worry about all this bullshit. 

Hopefully, I'll have a job in maintenance or construction. I have a 

daughter so I would like to just live with my girlfriend and just chill. 

Pretty-Boy: Realistically, I see myself in jail. I would like to be in college five years 

from now, getting an education. What I would like to do is get rid of jails. 
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I would like to get this shit right and put the right people in jail. .. .I would 

like this interview to be read by someone who's in power to convince 

them of what I'm saying. Listen to what this kid is saying, man. I wish 

someone who had power would listen to this kid to see man, this kid is 

reaching out for help but the government ain't doing it right, their just, 

fuckin' putting us away. I wish you could go with someone in power 

And show them so he could see, damn, this Nigga needs help. This is one 

kid, how many other motha fuckers need help. There are other kids who 

are being born into this. If we are the future, why don't they help us? To 

tell you the truth, I don't think this shit is going anywhere. 

Lion: I don't know working legit, making the dollar, maybe in construction of 

plumbing or something. In a few years, I'll chill, you know. 

For the past five years these young men have maintained street gang membership 

with the exception of Jose who just recently informed me that he received his V -out. 

Jose stated," .. .I got hospitalized with a few broken ribs, but fuck it man. I didn't want 

to deal with the bullshit anymore. Too many brothers getting locked up, you know. It 

got hot around the hood with all them blancos (Whites) started moving in and we moved 

out." Jose also informed me that he has graduated from a special education grammar 

school and has landed a part-time job at Auto Track. Jose continues to live with his 

mother and his two siblings in a different neighborhood. 
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Pretty-Boy is not attending school at this time and is on "house-anest." He is not 

presently working in a legitimate job but is seeking one. He continues to hustle in the 

underground economy selling illicit drugs for an income. He is living at home with his 

mother and is going to attempt to enroll in an alternative high school sometime in the 

near future. 

Bam-Bam is presently working both in a legitimate job and in the underground 

economy selling illicit drugs. He is living with his mother and sister and plans on 

applying to an alternative high school to complete his secondary education. 

Lion is not attending school and is living with his girlfriend. His source of 

income is dependent on the underground economy selling illicit drugs. He does not have 

any plans on continuing his formal education but expressed a desire to enroll in a 

vocational program in carpentry sometime in the near future. 

G-Man is presently enrolled in aGED program and is looking for a legitimate job. 

He is currently living with his girlfriend. They have one child. When we spoke 

informally after the interview, he stated that he desires to stop hustling but that he needs 

to provide for his girlfriend and daughter. He also expressed that he would like to attend 

a community college sometime in the near future. 
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Chapter 14 

Family Values and Youth Violence: A Rearticulation 

Finally, I would like to make a few comments regarding two aspects of this study 

that were not fully elaborated. One concerns single-parent family arrangements and 

street gang membership. As mentioned previously in the literature review, there has been 

much research in the past that correlates crime with single-parent families. The discourse 

is usually couched within the "underclass" or "dysfunctional family" paradigm. As 

noted evident in this study, all five participants from my judgment sample come from 

single-parent family arrangements, which would reasonably lead many to conclude that 

the assumptions of the "dysfunctional family" paradigm are indeed valid. However, as 

Coontz ( 1997: 151) points out, "Of course, many gangs are concentrated in 

neighborhoods that have high rates of single-parent families, so they will have a higher 

than average number of kids from one-parent families, but not disproportionate to their 

community." She goes on to insightfully state that: 

Youths from single-parent families are certainly overrepresented among 
the prison population. Part of the reason is that the majority of people in 
prison come from impoverished, desperate neighborhoods where there are 
high proportions of single-parent families that generally are a result: not a 
cause, ofthe community's problem (1997: 152). 

Lastly, Jankowski ( 1995) and Moore (1991) also point out that many gang members 

come from traditional nuclear family arrangements which challenges all of the 

assumptions of the" dysfunctional family" paradigm and its correlation to youth street 

gang membership. 
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The other aspect omitted is youth gang violence. Street gang violence is a hotly 

debated cunent affair and there are many concerned citizens who would be glad to see 

this issue fully resolved. It is interesting to note that violence has traditionally been 

constructed and examined within a limited local context. I believe that a broader context 

will allow us to reconceptualize the notion of violence and will move us closer to 

arriving at a real solution. While street gang violence poses a serious threat to the public 

safety of many citizens and causes much justified alarm, it should be viewed as 

embedded within a larger ethos of an American culture of violence. For example, 

Clarence Karier asse1is that the U.S. has been in more wars than any other industrialized 

nation in the world (Karier: 1992) Most recently, the "air-by" bombings of Kosovo by 

United States military planes claimed thousands of innocent lives including women and 

children. This sends a clear message to everyone informed that after all these years of 

evolutionary development or (lack thereof) sadly, war is still rationalized as a means to 

an end or as a "continuation of politics by other means." Once again, an instrumentalist 

rationality seems to dominate and places an "iron cage" on the reasoning of humans and 

therefore we have yet to fully develop as a human species in this regard. In the case of 

Puerto Ricans (which constitute the respondents of my stqdy) and their relationship to 

the United States, the first point of historical contact with North America was 

characterized by military conquest, colonialism, and forced migration. Involuntary and 

violent initial points of contact led to a process of subordination that benefits the 

political-economic capitalist system of the U.S. in the form of cheap labor and natural 

resources (Solis 1994: 1-5). The colonial status of Puerto Rico, while recognized by the 
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United Nations and all the protocols oflnternational Law, has yet to be resolved by both 

nations (Solis: 1994). 

From this vantage point, the U.S. could be seen as a legally sanctioned gangsta' 

nation-state, constantly fighting for territory in foreign countries for the purpose of 

securing its vested economic interests. Indeed, for many nations, the U.S. military 

represents a violent gang all on its own. Obviously, this particular view is riot pervasive 

for a number of obvious reasons that I need not delineate for the purposes of this paper. 

However, I would like to offer an alternative perspective to the commonly held 

assumptions on violence that is fully developed by Harold Pepinsky (1991 ). Pepinsky 

offers what I think is a most fascinating view on violence and its antithesis. He remarks 

that violence is the antithesis to democracy. He goes on to argue that violence is nothing 

more than "unresponsiveness" which he defines as forcing others to do what they do not 

want. He goes on to say that, "violence, including crime, can be abated only by 

confronting it with its opposing force-responsiveness" (1991: 18). Pepinsky defines 

responsiveness as " ... doing things with people rather than to or for people" (1991 : 

16). By relating responsiveness to all levels of human beings' lives, from the 

interpersonal to the international, Pepinsky puts forth a most interesting hypothesis that 

may have the possibility of eradicating violence: "Responsiveness can be described as a 

personal pattern or a form of organization which can be called" democracy." Here is 

the mechanism by which violence can be relieved at any social level; here is a true 

possibility for crime prevention" (30). This contention by Pepinsky greatly influenced 

the recommendations proposed in the final chapter. 
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Chapter 15 

Towards a Critical Ethnography 

As mentioned previously, critical ethnography essentially questions many of the 

positivist assumptions of traditional ethnography. For the purposes of this study, the 

general questions that I propose to address are the following: What statuses do I share 

with the research participants? At what instances or moments did I become the "other"? 

What role(s) did I play as a researcher in the construction of knowledge? How did my 

privileged educational status influence my subjective perspective? Specifically, what 

biases and assumptions did I carry while conducting this research study? 

In what follows, I will describe situations with each of the research participants 

that will reveal the multiple roles .and statuses I shifted into and out of during the research 

process. 

First of all, I am a working class Mexican male graduate student who still resides 

in the "barrio." In many ways, I have grown up with street gang members all of my life. 

That is not to say that I fully comprehended what it was like to be in a street gang. 

However, although I was never a street gang member, many of my friends and 

acquaintances were. I remember participating in many sports with many youth from the 

neighborhood that were members of street gangs. As a matter of fact, many of the same 

youth offered my brother and I "protection" from rival gang members from other 

blocks. I recall that my brother and I were given a certain sort of respect for being 

athletes and for living in the neighborhood for so long. Throughout the study, I kept 
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thinking about how I knew the participants in many ways, but in other ways, I knew so 

little. What did it really mean to be a member of a street gang? 

Although Jose and I are both working -class "Latinos," Jose is Puerto Rican and I 

am Mexican. On numerous occasions, Jose reminded me that I was indeed, the "other," 

in various ways. For example, several times during our interactions, Jose made 

comments about how I did not" look Mexican." When I asked him why I did not look 

Mexican, he stated that I was "light skinned" and tall and that he thought I was Pue1io 

Rican. This indicated to me that Jose had particular stereotypical images about Mexicans 

and the way Mexicans "look." My first reaction was to get upset because no one likes to 

be stereotyped and I quickly realized that in this pmiicular instance I was an "outsider" 

with no privileged access to knowledge as an "insider." I calmed down after a while and 

thought about the limited contacts Jose has had with Mexicans. It then occurred to me 

that Jose's narrow mindedness is the result of his limited lived framework. I also thought 

about how it's interesting to note that the comment made by Jose points to the way in 

which "race" is manifested in everyday social processes through particular interactions. 

For example, the color of skin becomes a point of reference in the" racing" of others. In 

addition, Jose is a Black Puerto Rican and I wondered about how "race" manifests itself 

in his life. When I first saw Jose, I assumed he was African American because of the 

color of his skin. I thought about how many times Jose has been mistaken as being 

African American (a person of African ancestry who is from the United States) in his 

day-to-day encounters?. I also pondered about how Jose negotiates his skin color in 

various situations to survive in the streets. Does Jose shift between two identities? I 

thought about my own day-to-day interactions and how sometimes my "light skin" 
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provides me access to various interactions with" White" people which may or may not 

be available to "dark skinned" Latinos. Did my skin color and being Mexican affect or 

influence the information given to me by the Pue1io Rican respondents? 

In the car Bam-Bam asked me how much money I make in my current job. His 

eyes seemed to get excited at the possibilities of making good legitimate wages. When I 

arrived at the interview, Bam-Bam was waiting for me at his front doorsteps and he 

greeted me by saying, "what's up pimp?" He was on a cordless phone and was chatting 

with one of his friends. He hung up the phone and we went to a Puerto Rican restaurant. 

Bam-Bam seemed concerned about certain information that would be revealed and he 

raised some issues regarding confidentiality that we went over once again. He suggested 

that I draft a formal written consent form before any interviews took place. Bam-Bam 

insisted that this would make him feel much more comfortable and it would make me 

more accountable rather than just a having a verbal agreement regarding confidentiality. 

This reminded me of the delicacy of secrecy that revolves around belonging to a street 

gang organization. It was also a reminder that secrecy and its maintenance is one of the 

most important aspects of the street gang organization. The researcher must honor this 

code. So, although he was fully aware that I grew up in the "barrios," and I was granted 

an interview, I am still considered the" other." When we were eating he reminded me, 

once again, that although he respects me on one level and understands me, I am still 

different. There is a difference between us that he points out with his concern and the 

difference manifests itself through our interactions. He expressed that we are the same on 

one level, since we are both "from the hood" but not on another level since I am still not 

"in" a street gang. He seemed to convey, I am still a gang member, and you still are not. 
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So, he stated, "there are certain things that you will never be able to understand because 

you have to be one, to know." So, the researcher in these instances becomes the "other." 

Although we share similar stories in many ways growing up in the "barrios," and have a 

similar class background, these are the moments when I became aware that I was still not 

an "insider." As a researcher I am still an "outsider." 

After the interview, Bam-Barn asked me to drop him off in front of his house. As 

we drove back, he inquired about who would be reading my paper and I noticed that he 

got excited when I informed him that three university professors would read it. He 

seemed to want to articulate a message to others about young people in struggle to 

professionals and simultaneously he appeared pessimistic and proud. He seemingly 

wanted to let others know about the situation he is living in but he is keenly aware that 

not much is going to be done to change his circumstances. In the end he stated, " So, 

what's going to happen with all this? Is anything going to change? Are they going to do 

anything to hook it up or what?" My response was "probably not". I felt a bit frustrated 

and disillusioned about how this research project will have no affect on altering current 

public policies and the future life chances of these youth. What did I hope to accomplish 

by all this? How would this study change anything? 

Pretty-Boy also seemed very concerned about the outcome of this research 

project. He stated "I mean who are you going to show this to? Professors, they're just 

going to read it and not do anything." His last comment made me realize that I was the 

"other" since I was not going to do anything to change the conditions he was living in. 

Perhaps, he thought, I did not understand the urgency to change the conditions he was 

living in. Perhaps he though I did not understand his situation; perhaps I never would. At 
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one level, this respondent also connected with me since he made some remarks like "you 

know what's up Jaime. Your fi·om the 'hood'." However, several contradictions emerge 

in other instances. For example, his query regarding who is going to read this interview 

is a two-sided concern. One concern is regarding anonymity. He did not want any other 

gang member within his organization to find out that he agreed to conduct an interview 

with me. Once again, it becomes imperative that secrecy be maintained for obvious 

reasons. The other concern he seemed to have was regarding the overall outcome of the 

research project. In other words, he seemed to want to know why was I doing this study 

in the first place? This particular stance made me question my role as a researcher. Who 

was I benefiting with this study? Would I be able to do anything to change their 

circumstances? If so, what would this say about realizing true empowerment? Perhaps I 

was attempting to be on various sides. It is apparent, then, that I was in this case 

constantly shifting statuses with the researched group. Pretty-Boy seemed to accept me 

since I knew what it was like to grow up in the "hood" But then, there were moments 

when he questioned the legitimacy of my study. This put me in an awkward position as a 

researcher. 

I noticed that G-Man was deliberately careful when answering some questions 

regarding his source of income. He stated that he was "trying to chill out." He seemed 

to be cautious when he answered this ·question, perhaps for fear of compromising his 

source of income with me. Was he afraid that I would breach my contract of 

confidentiality with him? If so, what does this say regarding my status as an "insider" 

from the "hood"? At this moment I felt I was indeed an "outsider." He appeared at 
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other times, however, to open up with ease as if very willing to clearly articulate 

everything to me. Once again, the constant shifting of statuses, which I moved in and out 

of, was present. 

The interview with Lion seemed to me to be the most difficult to conduct. I think 

that perhaps one of the reasons may have been that he didn't seem to trust me too much. 

He looked at the tape recorder frequently throughout the interview and was careful and 

calculating with some of his resp-onses. At another level, we appeared to connect. He 

invited me to go out and party with him after the interview. In these moments, I share a 

variety of statuses and I am placed in the status of the" outsider." At one point during 

the interview, he expressed that I already knew what the answers were going to be even 

before I asked my questions. He stated, " I know you have to get tired of asking the 

same questions you already know the answers to, right? Tell me the truth. I know what's 

up. You have to do it because it's your job right?" 

I believe that researchers must discuss various dynamics such as those mentioned 

above to provide key insights into ethnographic accounts while opening up critical 

dialogues that lean more towards achieving true democratic possibilities. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, the future looks desolate for the Puerto Rican street gang members 

of my study. There continues to be a tendency to stigmatize and criminalize youth gang 

members. The marginalization and alienation processes stemming from school failure, 

unemployment, underemployment and meager wages for low-skilled temporary and part

time jobs greatly influences the decision of these young men to participate in the 

underground economy in illicit drug selling. My findings are consistent with a 

substantial body of research that suggests that many youth of color have adopted a 

survival culture due to the limited economic opportunities available to them in the 

legitimate labor market. These Puerto Rican youth continue to struggle and negotiate 

through various ambiguous status transitions throughout their lives. 

Conversely, the Middle-Town community is currently undergoing a tremendous 

metamorphosis and in the midst of this rapid change, resistance continues to take form in 

various ways by older Puerto Rican residents. Resistance is at particular times 

manifested in symbolic fashion or by practical affirmations of identity and space. This is 

accomplished by painting artistic wall murals throughout the community which depict 

significant historic cultural figures or in constructing Puerto Rican flags in an attempt to 

reterritorize space and reaffirm a sense of nationhood. 

Finally, the mass media's fear of crime crusades coupled with federal drug wars 

fed by political expediency have led to punitive solutions which aim to curtail the drug 

selling enterprises of street gangs. The overall response by local, state, and federal 

legislation of state repression has resulted in insensitive and coercive police sweeps and 
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the construction of more prisons with higher incarceration rates, particularly for youth of 

color, who are being criminalized for hustling in the streets for survival. The physical 

public removal of street gang members to a contained space, prison, stems from a 

premise that deviant behavior is volitional or pathological; that it is a matter of personal 

choice. Indeed, becoming a street gang member is a matter of choice for many youth, bu

the decision is not tied to an inherent pathology, rather, it is linked to a rational response 

in the form of a collective action being taken to counter their marginalization and 

displacements in society. 
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Recommendations 

I am convinced along with Pepinsky that the solution to violence is dependent 

upon democratic possibilities. One of the major problems which prevents potential 

democratic po"ssibilities from gestating is that not all people who reside in the United 

States are seen as legitimate citizens. Second class citizenship status, which many people 

of color possess, hinders real progress to be made in the area of social justice.- -This 

problem becomes exacerbated for young people in general, particularly youth of color. 

As Wyn and White (1997) point out young people in society are not seen as legitimate 

right holders. The notion of democracy entails that society affords the opportunity for all 

people to contribute and exercise their rights as citizens. Society has the responsibility of 

recognizing all people including youth as legitimate citizens. I therefore think that what 

is needed first is a quantum leap towards citizenship. This quantum leap could 

commence with a retenitorializing, if you will, of public space; the very public space that 

has been removed from us by commercial interests and consumer lifestyles (see Canclini: 

1995). The public sphere, as many theorists of democracy note, is a prerequisite for 

establishing a sound civil society that would result in the creation of a true democratic 

space. Prominent Mexican essayist Carlos Monsivais generally defines civil society as 

the space where self-generated community power and solidarity exists outside the 

tentacles of the government. David Held (1989: 183) asserts that for democracy to 

flourish today a" double-democratization" of both the state and civil society is needed. 

Held concludes that, 
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Without tough social and economic rights, rights with respect to the state 
could not be fully enjoyed, and without state rights new forms of 
inequality of power, wealth and status could systematically disrupt the 
implementation of social and economic liberties (1989: 183). 

I beJieve that these strategies outlined by Held would be worth practicing. One of the 

themes that emerged as a result of interacting with the participants ofthis study is the dire 

need to critically dialogue with the most marginalized people such as street gang 

members. The youngsters often mentioned that adults need to talk with and not at them; 

that good communications should exist between the mediators of the main social 

institutions of society and themselves. Thus, this entails taking what young people have 

to say very seriously since they have been excluded from participating in decision-

making processes in many social institutions for all of their lives. It is only through what 

Paulo Freire calls" dialogical communication" (see Freire 1974) that we can attempt to 

reach the truth in such a way that no one party holds a monopoly on truth claims. Ideally, 

this process would begin at home, the most intimate private space. Once this is 

established, young people in local communities c0uld develop youth citizen councils in 

every neighborhood. These citizen councils would not only be a forum, but a real space 

for full citizenship participation in democratic processes to take place which result in real 

practical changes. These councils would relate to their communities' social institutions 

such as schools, law enforcement agencies, community groups, human service agencies, 

jobs agencies, block clubs, and youth serving agencies like recreational clubs and they 

themselves would democratically forge, define, and affirm various social projects they 

deem important. In the words ofNorberto Bobbio (1987: 156), "What is democracy other 

than a set of rules (the so-called rules ofthe game) for the solution of conflicts without 
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bloodshed? And what constitutes good democratic government if not rigorous respect for 

rules?" A major restructuring of schools is also needed. Aside from suggesting that 

teachers' attitudes towards gang members should change, Spergel (1995: 263-268) 

implies that schools should adopt countless avenues for youth gang members to achieve 

their educational goals and attain smooth transitions from school to work. I would also 

strongly suggest that educational programs reduce class sizes and that educators construct 

student-centered curriculums while practicing pedagogy's that respect, accept, and honor 

the "cultural capital" (Bourdieu 1991) of their students. Of course, this in itself does not 

guarantee that economic justice would be achieved. We are still faced with fundamental 

structural concerns such as full youth employment at good wages that the internal 

structural contradictions of late capitalism seemingly will never fully resolve. 

Nevertheless, it is advisable for public policy makers to address and at least attempt to 

eradicate poverty, unemployment and underemployment with the creation of jobs with 

wages that are sustainable to the current cost ofliving. _As Wilson (1996) concludes: 

As more people become employed, crime, including violent crime, and 
drug use will subside, families will be strengthened and welfare receipt 
will decline significantly; ghetto related culture and behavior, no longer 
sustained and nourished by persistent joblessness, will gradually fade. 

The alternative policies to the proposals delineated above are rather frightening. 

Aside from the punitive draconian tendencies previously outlined above, current trends 

towards dealing effectively with street gang members and violence in general are 

disheartning. Breggin and Breggin (1998) maintain that there continues to be a strong 

tendency to pathologize inner-city youth of color. One of the major ways this is being 

accomplished is by conducting research such as Federal Violence Initiatives that are 
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currently under way. Cloaked under the banner of "objective science," these studies, 

they argue, are backed all the way by multi-billion dollar pharmaceutical industries and 

eminent research foundations. These types of studies are leaning towards the drugging of 

many children of color who are diagnosed by psychiatrists and labeled as "anti-social," 

"aggressive," "hyperactive," or with" attention deficit disorder." It is interesting to 

note that the services of psychiatrists (the new experts) are now being requested in many 

public schools throughout urban centers as many educators and school administrators 

attempt a "quick-fix" solution to a much more complex social problem. 
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Appendix 

People are classified as unemployed if they meet all the following criteria: they 

had no employment during the reference week; they were available for work at that time; 

and they made specific efforts to find employment sometime during the 4-week period 

ending with the reference week. Persons laid off from a job and expecting recall need not 

be looking for work to be counted as unemployed. The unemployment data derived from 

the household survey in no way depend upon the eligibility for receipt unemployment 

insurance benefits. The civilian force is the sum of employed and unemployed persons. 

Those not classified as employed or unemployed are not in the labor force. The 

unemployment rate is the number unemployed as a percent of the labor force. The labor 

force participation rate is the labor force as a percent of the population, and the 

employment-population ratio is the employed as a percent of the population. 
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