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This volume is bold and revolutionary, a clinically oriented primer for clinicians and others interested in the mental health functioning of gang youths and their families. Providing a well-integrated mixture of theory, clinical axioms, and practical ideas, the book offers invaluable information to clinicians, researchers, and program planners working with gang-affiliated adolescents. Standard psychotherapeutic and assessment procedures are discussed in terms of their specific use with gang members. The oft-made assumption that a gang member's life is one continuous state of antisocial and violent behavior is abandoned in favor of a developmental orientation that considers pregang functioning as well as the transformation that occurs as a result of joining the gang.
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Preface

There I sat in the quiet of my Denver private practice office, bathed in the warm sunshine of an autumn afternoon, surrounded by artifacts and gifts that had been given to me over the years, and becoming more and more consumed by the self-doubts and unspoken fears about what the afternoon would bring. I was scheduled to see my first gangstas as clients that day, a pair of siblings who were scheduled to be released from the local juvenile hall the following week. The referral had been arranged by a probation worker whom I had taught at the local college. I had a high level of respect for the probation officer, and I suppose he thought of me with high regard. After all, he had selected me to see these two gang adolescents over all of the other adolescent and child therapists in the neighborhood. Just as I was basking in my own grandiosity, reality struck me. Wham! The gangstas would be here that afternoon. Did I really know what to do with them? What would I do if they were really oppositional and threatened to shoot me? What if they did not like me and yelled racial epithets at me? I had a lot to think about and little time in which to do it.

The two appointments were scheduled for four and five o'clock, one hour per gangsta. That should be enough time for a clinical screening, I thought. By one o'clock everything started to unravel. The courier who was supposed to deliver a complete referral package on the clients at noon had not arrived. The probation officer who referred the cases was not in his office. What should I do? Worry and panic? I had no appointments for the afternoon but the two gangstas. Two o'clock came and went. Three o'clock came and went. Still, the courier did not arrive. Then it was four o'clock. Time for the first appointment. My worry quotient increased exponentially.

What would he he like? Would he be a big, burly football type who would delight in trying to intimidate me? What would I say to him? The probation officer had warned me that "Junior" was a tough, streetwise kid. I waited. No Junior. Finally, after twenty-five minutes, I decided he would not show up. Perhaps he had impulsively given in to some irrational urge on his way to the office without an escort. I worried even more, but still no client showed. In a twisted way I was privately relieved that he was a no-show. What an awful thing to think, but it was true. Time continued to pass, until it was 4:50.

My second appointment was with Junior's sibling, Gene, who had not been described to me in any detailed way. He was due at five o'clock, also traveling to my office without the benefit of an escort. It now became curious and frightening to me that the probation officer had only described Gene as being fifteen years old and a high school dropout. A full description of Gene's history was to be included in the referral report that never arrived.

Ring! Ring! The office intercom buzzed and the secretary announced, "Dr. B., your five o'clock appointment is here. I'm leaving now. Be sure you turn off all of the lights when you leave. Good night." Gene was downstairs. Had he frightened the secretary into leaving promptly at five? What would he be like? What would I say to him? Oh well, it was too late to worry about that now.

As I slowly descended the stairs, my stomach seemed to sink into an abyss of uncertainty and pain. How did I get into doing this? I wondered. Too late for that now! My pace slowed and my gait wavered. Each step drew me closer to dealing with a real gang banger. I did not like the way all of this made me feel. But it was too late to turn back. I tried hard to open my mind, but as I turned the corner and entered the waiting room I spontaneously closed my eyes. When I recovered from this brief moment of distancing myself, reality struck. Wham! My inner voice yelled, It is a girl.... Gene is really Jean. . . . He is really a- she! How did I get confused about this? My startle reaction must have been so great that it shook the peaks of Aspen. Obviously, Jean could see that I was surprised. She simply smiled, an embarrassing sort of smile that accepted my apology for all of the unfounded assumptions I had made, even though I never overtly voiced any of them. They must have shone brighter than the midday sun.

This was the unceremonious beginning of my clinical work with gang-affiliated youth. I had to work hard with myself and with many of my assumptions, which turned out to be unfounded. Somehow, I managed. Jean and I had a significant and enjoyable therapist-client relationship for two years. In one of our last sessions, she reflected on how "strange and goofy" I acted during our first meeting. She undoubtedly was recollecting the same events that I have just reported.

Several things about my meeting Jean illustrate the state of my own ignorance and reliance on unsubstantiated assumptions. First, I agreed to see a client without having a detailed discussion with the referring party. I barely knew Jean's name. The probation officer insists that he told me beforehand that Jean was the younger sister of Junior. He may have, but I did not hear it. In retrospect, I think my assumption was that the most active and disruptive gang members were necessarily males. In addition, the poor planning of getting a referral report only hours before seeing a client is simply unacceptable behavior in a therapist. In this case, the courier went to the wrong address with a document that was of dire importance and the report was returned to the sender. Finally, the prereferral conversations that I had with the probation officer accented my tendency to focus on the "really pathological" client to the exclusion of the apparently less disturbed sibling. I learned a lot that day. Many of the lessons of that experience have stayed with me over the subsequent ten years in which I have seen many gang adolescents and their families as clients.

Many of the unconfirmed assumptions that I made in the early days of my work grew out of folk wisdom about gang members and their families. The images of out-of-control inner-city ethnic minority youngsters as the most likely candidates for gang membership are ideas that have now been purged from my mental template of who joins gangs. It is true that more adolescents of color are arrested for gang-related offenses, but this may be a function of who gets targeted for arrest rather than an absolute statement about gang membership.

My work with gang adolescents and their families has taught me a lot about the quest for interpersonal relatedness and the extent to which some people will go to accomplish that objective. In the early days of the Family Intervention Project (FIP), I remember working with a couple of mothers who had completed the program. They returned to subsequent sessions as "junior staff" to try to be of assistance to other families. Their desire and attempts to help were greatly appreciated, but it became very clear that they were returning also to get some of their needs met. A similar pattern of trying to be relational was at the core of one client's behavior. Wilbert would call my office during hours he knew I was on duty at the local psychiatric hospital. Each time he did so, he attempted to engage the secretary in a protracted conversation about small and incidental matters such as the weather or what time the local football team was playing on Sunday. The secretary reported that he never was "grossly inappropriate," just always very needy. Yet another example of attempting to be relational is the young man who had a special interest in the type of clothing I wore. He would often start out by commenting on the "threads" I was wearing. Luke frequently noted that my socks didn't match my suit or necktie.

Luke Yo doc', what about them shoes. We gotta get you sortie better shoes.

Me You don't like my shoes?

Luke They look like something a gramps would wear. Not a doctor.

Luke Hey man, that's a fly necktie.

Me I'm glad you like it.

Luke It looks like you been listening to me. When you gonna buy another ride [car]? I saw a bad ride down on Broadway ... a 240Z. That's what you need. . . . Check it out.

In addition to serving the purpose of trying to facilitate relatedness, these types of conversations also prevented Luke from working on his "issues." Occasionally, I would point those dynamics out to him. Invariably, his response was to belittle my observation or to laugh.

Individual clients have taught me a lot about the human spirit and the desire to be wanted and to love, but families of gang adolescents have been an even more powerful teacher. I have been struck by how willing families have been to participate in the FIP. I interpret such behavior as an eagerness to reestablish their family unit as a place where all its members can be positively rewarded. It has been very moving for me to observe hard-core gang members struggle with the impact of the passionate plea of a grandmother. One of the most memorable experiences for me was when a hard-core gang member and his mother got into a shouting match across the room. The gangsta accused his mother of having chased the father from their home. The mother denied that she had behaved in such a manner. They both were crying, obviously moved to this point in part by the therapeutic impact of watching other families work and come closer together, for the day if not for a more sustained period of time. All of these experiences run counter to the folk images of gang adolescents. The primary task facing the clinician working with gang-affiliated families, I think, is to help the family find enough strength to start healing its wounds while it helps its member who is "in trouble." Much of this can be accomplished by using the resources that are already present but have become tarnished because the family has come to see the world through someone else's eyes.

The author gratefully acknowledges the contributions of Dr. John Campbell, Dr. James Tucker, Ms. Yolanda Goder, Dr. Kathy Wade-Campbell, Ms. Marian Lawrence, and Mr. Karim Abdullah in developing the Family Intervention Project.

Courtis W. Branch


Clinical Interventions with Gang Adolescents and Their Families


Introduction

Research on adolescent gangs originates with the seminal work of Thrasher (1927), who systematically studied 1,303 gangs in Chicago over a number of years. Thrasher identifies gang members as juvenile delinquents, an association subsequently repeated so strongly and so frequently that delinquency now is implicitly incorporated in the definition of gangs. Indeed, the terms gang and delinquency are often used interchangeably. A recent, more balanced definition of gangs stresses the organization and functions of such units rather than their informal street origins:


A gang is an organized social system that is both quasi-private (not fully open to the public) and quasi-secretive (much of the information concerning its business remains confined within the group) and one whose size and goals have necessitated that social interaction be governed by a leadership structure that has defined roles; where the authority associated with these roles has been legitimized to the extent that social codes are operational to regulate the behavior of both the leadership and rank and file; that plans and provides not only for the social and economic services of its members, but also for its own maintenance as an organization; that pursues such goals irrespective of whether the action is legal or not; and lacks a bureaucracy (i.e. an administrative staff that is hierarchically organized and separate from leadership). (Jankowski, 1991, p. 29)



Note that Jankowski includes antisocial and delinquent behavior. Departing from earlier definitions, however, he implies that an element of volition and decision making draws individual recruits to the gang. This suggests that a variety of economic, personal, and social reasons explain why and how youngsters make the decision to join a gang, the often-repeated stereotype of adolescent gangs populated exclusively with Thrasher's (1927) urban juvenile delinquents—frequently presumed to be adolescents of color—must be recognized as too simplistic. Recent evidence also suggests that adolescent gangs are becoming a more pronounced phenomenon in contemporary U.S. society. Their proliferation in suburban and middle-class communities reveals that adolescent gangs are not specific to any class, race, or ethnic group. (Other examples of nonstereotypical adolescent gangs, although not usually considered under the rubric of gangs, are politicized white youth groups such as skinheads and the Aryan Nation.)

This expansion of gangs throughout U.S. culture makes them a pervasive issue. Yet, gang proliferation seems to defy explanation. Perhaps this is due to U.S. society's limited understanding of the functions, organization, and dynamics of gangs. Historically, research on gangs was focused almost exclusively on ethnographic approaches, outlining characteristics of gang members but neglecting the dynamics of gangs and the inner psychological life of gang members. A disturbing trend in the past five years has been the automatic association of gangs with crime and violence and a new stereotype identifying gang members as not merely juvenile delinquents, but violent criminals. Because the conjunction of gangs, crime, and violence is so clearly articulated in the literature, the combination has begun to be accepted as given.

Although some gang members do engage in violent acts, a distinction must be made between gang violence and violence committed by gang members acting on their own behest. Acts of violence that are planned and executed by gangs as a unit include drive-by shootings, looting neighborhood stores, and fighting with rival gangs. Implicit in this type of activity is a high level of organization and a methodical approach to the commitment of the acts, two characteristics of gangs. At the other end of the continuum are violent behaviors committed by individual gang members on their own. According to Jankoswki (1991), this distinction is important for a number of reasons:

	It helps differentiate acts of violence that are the result of individual decisions from those that come about as the result of group think.
 	It has implications for statistical reporting of violence and crimes committed by gangs.
 	It potentially shows that gang members have a life, replete with individualized conflicts, separate and apart from membership in the gang.
 	It also helps quantify and contextualize violence among gang members.


In addition, the distinction helps in identifying those gang members likely to behave violently without benefit of the gang presence as a stage.

Despite the spread of adolescent gangs and increasing public concerns about this pattern, very little attention has been given to the topic of providing mental health services to gang members. This book is intended to fill part of that void. It is an introductory text for mental health clinicians providing services to gang members and their families. To acquaint clinicians with the general issues of gang membership and how they may impact adolescents' mental health, I also address issues associated with providing diagnostic and psychotherapeutic services to gang members and their families.

Gang members pose special challenges for clinicians who work with them. Standard clinical assessments and interventions have not been shown to be effective, or appropriate, for use with individual gang members, and misconceptions about group dynamics have resulted in ineffective assessments and interventions at the level of the group. Additionally, psychological theories that offer potential for understanding the thinking and behavior of gang members have not been utilized in a systematic manner, and developmental theories that hold great utility for better understanding some of the "how" and "why" questions associated with gang membership have been overlooked.

Much of the challenge that gang members present to clinicians has to do with a lack of exposure to the issues on the part of clinicians. Social attributions to the term "gang" are overwhelmingly negative, making it difficult for outsiders to see gang members as anything other than out-of-control sociopaths. Indeed, as already noted, in many places gangs are viewed as being synonymous with violence and crime. Clinicians who work with gang members must look beyond this oversimplification to unravel the relationships between many factors in these clients' lives. The task can be difficult. The assumption that gangs, violence, and crime coexist in a linear and predictable relationship can interfere with clinicians being able to fully understand gang members. Thinking that crime, violence, and gangs are necessarily correlated may also contaminate referrals, leaving a clinician to undo the erroneous assumptions of the referring party. The dearth of literature on providing mental health services to gang members makes it difficult for clinicians to become acquainted with the relevant issues as they would with other types of cases. Although a sizable literature exists on conduct disorders and antisocial personality types, these two diagnostic categories do not fully capture the complexity of gang membership. Nor does this material offer much help to conceptualize the dynamics of joining a gang, the struggles about continuing in a gang, or the conflicts associated with divided loyalties (i.e., family of origin versus the gang) that many new gang members experience. Likewise, the absence of a clinical literature dealing with the issues of clinicians' attitudes regarding working with potentially violent adolescents outside of the boundaries of a juvenile detention hall or psychiatric hospital is a challenge for clinicians called on to provide services to gang members.

Current assessment and intervention strategies have not been shown to be effective for working with gang-affiliated adolescents, although a small but growing literature addresses violent adolescents. Goldstein and Huff's (1993) Gang Intervention Handbook is an example of that literature. The authors provide a variety of approaches for working with adjudicated violent adolescents. The descriptions of the approaches are crisp and impressive but generally do not answer the question of whether the approaches work with gang members. Implicit in most of the chapters of the book is the idea that the violence component of gang membership presents the greatest need for intervention. There is little discussion of other dimensions of gang life (i.e., affective disruptions, impaired decision making, a lack of a sense of autonomy, emotional blunting, and so on).

Another issue that remains unsettled is what is "really" the purpose of clinical interventions with gang adolescents? To convince them to leave the gang? To reshape them into prosocial beings? To provide them with new internal barometers (i.e., insight) so they can consider altering their thinking and behavior? The answer(s) vary according to who is doing die treatment and under what circumstances. What seems consistent across all settings is the desire for gang adolescents to change so they become a less disruptive and volatile factor in communities. The current mental health approaches have not sufficed to accomplish that goal at the level of individual gang members. Due to ineffective assessment and intervention strategies, a similar ineffectiveness also exists at the level of group (i.e., gangs) change.

Misconceptions about gangs and their dynamics have been responsible for the failure to develop effective assessment and intervention strategies. Much of the incomplete information on gangs seems to be related to media portrayals—the lack of understanding of ethnic and cultural components of some gangs is a prime example. In some neighborhoods, gangs have existed as a part of the social fiber of the community for generations, with a coexistence of gang and nongang factions. A lack of knowledge of the historical precedence for gangs in such neighborhoods causes them to be interpreted as overwhelmingly negative factors that must be destroyed. Yet, these gangs may serve important social functions for the community or they may become the objects of projection, a convenient group for the community to loathe. Interventions based on incomplete or erroneous information usually advocate suppression, as opposed to other strategies that might capitalize on the presence of gangs as an approach to community organization. Community-oriented clinicians are rarely called on to assess the psychological importance of gangs to neighborhoods or the perceived social value of the gangs.

Another way of thinking about gangs and what they contribute—positive and negative—is through developmental theory as articulated in psychology and psychiatry. This approach is more than merely measuring an adolescent against social and emotional developmental growth charts, but includes subjecting multiple contexts (i.e., home and family, school, peer group, and gang) to formal appraisal. Thus, a clinician would gather information from all of these sources to make an evaluation about the level of evolution of the system and how it relates to the particular gang member. For example, it would be vital to know where a family unit is in its own developmental process before deciding that it is or is not capable of providing an adolescent with what he or she needs.

Most of the research on gangs and their members' reactions to the activities of the gang are ethnographic in nature, void of replicability and subject to rather limited interpretations. In most accounts of gang members retelling their adventures in the areas of individual violence and gang-oriented clashes with others, the gang members are depicted as cold, callous, and calculating individuals who are not overtly expressive of any emotions, even in the face of losing friends in turf battles. These recapitulations almost always take place in the context of the gang, thereby creating an artificial stage on which the gang members are expected to express their "feelings." What usually gets expressed is a stoic detachment in which the gang member minimizes any sense of emotional attachment to fallen comrades, even those who are also family members. In the clinical tradition, such detachment would be explored in great detail and undoubtedly be seen as a mask for a deeper and more complex internal state.

A clinically oriented explanation for the lack of emotional expressivity in gang members in the face of violence is the idea that they have become traumatized from repeated exposure to violent acts. The traumatization causes them to defend against expressing feelings. In some cases, it has been suggested, they have no reaction that can be articulated and measured in terms meaningful to others. Still another explanation of their limited responses is that many gang members are very reactive to acts of violence but do not show it overtly. Instead, they internalize their feelings and seek other venues to displace and project them. All of this is clinical inference based on standard clinical wisdom. To date, there is virtually no psychological research testing these or related hypotheses about the inner psychological life of gang members or their responses to violence. The unchallenged assumption remains that gang members have a history of exposure to intensive violence significantly different from that of the general population of youngsters, an assumption that may or may not be true. The developmental course of individual gang members prior to affiliating with the gang undoubtedly holds many answers for understanding the inner psychological lives of these youngsters and should be explored before any generalizations regarding gang members are made.

To better understand the antecedents leading to the here-and-now functioning of several gang-affiliated youngsters and to provide them with effective clinical services, a psychoeducational model, the Family Intervention Project (FIP), was developed. As the youngsters had not always been gang members, the FIP examines pregang socialization to seek clues for an individual's decision to join a gang and perhaps even an explanation of the adolescent's behavior within the gang culture. Whatever early socialization the youngster received is assumed to be the foundation on which gang acceptance and behavior is superimposed. Thus, the emphasis in the program is equally on gang-affiliated youths and their families of origin.

The FIP has become a combined educational and therapeutic activity to help families effectively deal with teenagers who currently are at risk for or participating in antisocial behavior. At the core of the program is a belief that since families are the original agents of socialization, they are the most logical agents to exert an impact on wayward children and adolescents. This program also presupposes that the psychological energies inherent in families can be harnessed to aid a family in improving its quality of functioning. Sadly, many gang-affiliated youths do not have any members of their family of origin available to them, but the FIP model can be adapted to accommodate these youths without sacrificing the intensity of the experience.

In this book, I present the FIP as a prototype of an intervention designed to assess the strengths and weaknesses of families that have produced a gang-affiliated youngster. The book is divided into three sections. Part I is concerned with historical and theoretical foundations to assist in providing a clear conceptualization Of gangs. In Chapter 1, I review the history of gangs and introduce psychological constructs that appear to have some utility for understanding the developmental dynamics of gang membership. Traditional psychological concepts such as moral development, need for affiliation, and intimacy are discussed as relevant topics for understanding the social and emotional development of gang members. In the second chapter, I explore the developmental aspects of gang membership. The part ends with Chapter 3, a discussion of the roles of race and ethnicity in the lives of gang members and gangs. I use a developmental focus for discussing how gang members evolve as racial and ethnic beings. Part 2 is devoted to clinical assessments of gang members and their families. Chapter 4 is on affective assessments. In Chapter 5, I review approaches for conducting behavioral assessments. Conduct disorder as a diagnostic category is presented and reviewed for its appropriateness as a descriptor of gang members. Chapter 6 is devoted to clinical assessment of cognitive processes as they occur among gang members and their family members. I offer examples of cognitive processing errors and how they lead to faulty conclusions and cycles of miscommunication. Chapter 7 covers family asssessment procedures, utilizing the approaches developed in Chapters 4 to 6. Chapter 8 is on developmental assessment procedures. Part 3 is concerned with conducting clinical interventions with gang adolescents and their families. In Chapter 9, I offer practical suggestions to consider when planning clinical interventions for gang adolescents and their family members. I present the FIP in Chapter 10 as a protypical structured approach to assessing gang-affiliated families, and I discuss the rationale and exercises included in the eight-hour intensive multiple-family therapy exercises. In the last chapter, I review research concerning the efficacy of the FIP and other clinical intervention and assessment models. Appendices contain clinical case material and examples of recommended psychological instruments discussed in the text.


Part 1
 Theory and Foundations


1
 Since the Days of Knights: Historical and Psychological Overview of Gangs

Delinquent gangs have been documented in European societies since the Middle Ages as serving various functions depending on their membership and the sociopolitical climate in which they existed. Recent scholarly work highlights the Junctions and demographics of gangs prior to the nineteenth century (Covey, Menard, & Franzese, 1992). One of the most exciting findings concerns the elements in operational definitions of gangs that seem to be constant across historical eras (i.e., Europe in the Middle Ages and in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; colonial America) and places (i.e., Australia, England, Germany, Asia).

Gangs almost always are collections of individuals whose behavior in the group places them outside the prevailing mores of their society. But some gangs have served socially condoned functions or even carried out desired social activities avoided by ostensibly more upstanding members of communities. According to Covey, Menard, and Franzese (1992), youth groups in medieval France, Germany, and Switzerland often


viewed their role as being the guardians of social morality; they performed social control functions and had the moral support of the community. ... One practice of these groups was the charivari. Charivaris were moblike demonstrations usually directed toward deaths, scolds, cuckolds, and upcoming marriages between mismatched couples. The principal motive of charivaris was to disrupt the community and harass the victims until they paid a bribe to quiet the commotion. (p. 91)



According to Shorter (1977) charivaris consist of religious, political, and economic protests. This relationship between gang members and their parent community is described by Jankowski (1991) as being a social contract between the gang and community. He suggests that it is precisely these kinds of arrangements that allow gangs and communities to coexist—as long as each party stays in its place. When either side violates the implicit boundaries of the relationship (i.e., gang members harass a politician's family; police arrest cooperative informants), chaos ensues and usually the gang becomes agitated and unruly.

There is also much evidence of juvenile gangs during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in England (Capp, 1977; Fyvel, 1963; Whitfield, 1982) and colonial America (Fox, 1985; Sanders, 1970), and writers who have focused on the history of delinquent gangs agree that they flourished in great numbers in the nineteenth century. Jankowski (1991) provides an interesting account of the proliferation of gangs, some juvenile and some not, on the U.S. frontier during the nineteenth century. He draws parallels between the relationship between gangstas, or gang members, and researchers now and then: "Interestingly, a problem researchers face today also presented itself to the researchers of the nineteenth century outlaws—namely, accessibility to (and the cooperation of) the outlaws themselves. Outlaws, after all, had little reason to cooperate with the researcher" (p. 2). Despite the problem of access, researchers have noted enough of the activities of nineteenth century gangs to develop a historical literature on which modern researchers can draw.

Asbury (1927) documents the proliferation of gangs in New York and Chicago. He traces their appearance back to the early 1800s. Thrasher (1927) investigates the structure and lives of gangs in Chicago in work that to this day is foundational for much theoretical thinking about gangs and juvenile delinquency. Both researchers conclude that gangs are often a vehicle by which socially marginalized individuals participate in the life of the community, reaping economic benefits and causing others to note their presence in the process. Some writers, capitalizing on this notion, suggest that early in the twentieth century juvenile gangs became a way for recently immigrated youth to gain economic and political careers. Describing some of the gangs that originated in New York City (i.e., Nineteenth Street Gang, Short Boys) Covey, Menard, and Franzese (1992) note, "These gangs were often affiliated with saloons and political parties. The gangs would drive the competition from the neighborhood and help ensure that elections had the 'correct' outcome by using strong-arm tactics. In return, gangs either were paid or were guaranteed protection from public officials, including police. These juvenile gangs were often led by adults" (p. 93).

Because these juvenile gangs were ethnically homogeneous, a pattern that continues to this day, some researchers (Covey, Menard, & Franzese, 1992; Incardi, 1978); conclude that the concentration of recently immigrated Italians, Jews, and Irish in New York City promoted the rise of ethnic juvenile gangs, a sentiment also noted in Jankowski (1991).

These interesting historical observations reinforce the idea that juvenile gangs have been around for centuries. They do not, however, provide much insight into gangs in the United States since 1945. Covey, Menard, and Franzese (1992) provide a good chronology of events associated with the rise and stabilization of juvenile gangs in U.S. society since World War II. Several points they and other scholars make about the history of gangs in post-World War II United States merit reiteration and amplification.

Gangs have existed in a variety of ethnic communities with varying degrees of intensity at different points in history. The research of Thrasher (1927) is generally regarded as the core of behavioral science understanding of gangs and related phenomena. Thrasher asserts that gangs are composed of marginalized boys who are poor, very likely to be residents of a slum, and transient. Until very recently, these observations have been considered the canon and have gone unchallenged. In expanding on Thrasher's findings, some contemporary theorists now include girls in gangs, accept the idea that gangs are fairly permanent fixtures in some communities, and note that gang participation is not limited to marginalized individuals. Indeed, some gang members are star athletes in high schools and even leaders in organized mainstream political activities. In the next section, I look briefly at the modern development of gangs in the United States and explore how their members can be characterized psychologically.

From Ghetto Life to Political Activism 1920s–1990s

Covey, Menard, and Franzese (1992) suggest that during the 1920s and 1930s juvenile gangs were populated mostly with children of recent immigrants. They also note that ethnicity came to be a defining feature of gangs, a pattern that continues to this day. Examples of ethnic gangs include Taylor's (1990) documentation of the Sugar House Gang, formed to protect Jewish merchants in Detroit, and the Mexican immigrants in southern California who gave rise to barrios. The aggregation of Mexican Americans in barrios also came to have a perceived protective function, making them safe from predators from the larger community.

Despite gangs being assumed to be vehicles for overcoming economic poverty, there is very little documentation of gang life during the Great Depression. In U.S. history, World War II and the postwar involvements overshadow all other events of the 1940s. Gangs were a reality during this period, but there is very little scholarly writing about them. Two examples in the gang literature of the 1940s are the Zoot Suiters in Latino communities and die resurgence of gangs in New York City. Vigil (1990) shows a connection between the Zoot Suit riots of die 1940s and a solidification of gangs in Latino communities of southern California. Implicit in his argument is the idea that the more political and philosophical pressure placed on young Latino males, the more resistive and creative they became: They not only resisted efforts to make them comply in manner of dress, but they also found acceptance in their communities. Thus, they were inoculated against a hostile larger environment, much as the barrio had protected individuals in the 1920s. But in being embraced by the barrio in which they lived, the gang members also created cognitive dissonance for other residents. Much of the behavior of the gang was not condoned by community residents, but the gang itself as a collective entity was accepted as a reality, perhaps with a sort of ambivalence. Horowitz (1990) reports a continuation of these mixed feelings in modern-day barrios.

New York City gangs made a resurgence, in the literature if not in reality, during the 1940s. Bernard (1949), Dumpson (1949), and Robison, Cohen, & Sachs (1946) write about Harlem gangs. They note in different ways that these gangs were composed of a single ethnic group and frequently predisposed to behaving violently toward nonmembers. Only a small portion of the members, however, were involved in delinquency (Robison, Cohen, & Sachs, 1946). Unique manners of dress distinguished the gangs from each other. Writers in the 1940s began to note that youth gangs in New York City were often tied to adult organizations, much as in the 1920s. Other social problems thought to be facilitative of gangs are also noted by researchers in the 1940s.

Wattenberg and Balistrieri (1950) introduce a theoretical dissonance into the theories current by the 1950s. They suggest that gang members tend to come from homes that are poorly supervised but conclude that broken homes alone did not lead to gang involvement. Many of the most popular images of gangs that have found a place in history are products of the 1950s (Covey, Menard, & Franzese, 1992), a period in U.S. history that can be characterized as a transition between the postwar era and the civil rights era. Some describe this period as being a calm before the storm. Perhaps the most noteworthy activities concerning gangs during this decade involve the migration of several East Coast gangs to the Midwest. Hagedorn and Macon (1988) describe it as the period of expansion of the Blackstone Rangers and the Latin Kings. One other significant chain of events noted by scholars in this area is the infiltration of gang culture into the penal system.

The exact nature of gang activity during the 1960s is the object of some debate. Somewhere in the debate, gangs come to be a synonym for juvenile delinquency. The result of that association is that the general public cannot perceive gangs as anything other than disruptive units devoted exclusively to delinquency. Such is not the case, however, with gangs whose members came to see themselves as social and political activists, performing political activities (i.e., voter registration drives, economic boycotts of merchants accused of being unfair to customers) even while they occasionally engaged in antisocial activities. Images of gangs as lawless citizens, created to a large extent by the popular media, have become so entrenched that other facets of gangs' programs never reach the public's attention.

Enhanced feelings of ethnic and racial pride in the Black community in United States may have inadvertently spawned ganglike organizations. Frequently, such groups start as self-help groups, but they occasionally disintegrate into racially driven groups, antagonistic toward anyone other than their own members, reminiscent of the Harlem gangs of the 1940s. Vigil (1990) describes a related pattern in the barrios of southern California. He notes that the Vietnam War drew many positive role models away from the barrio. The result was an indirect reinforcement of the development of barrio gangs.

In summarizing the 1960s and its impact on gang culture, Covey, Menard, and Franzese (1992) note the connection between gangs and social and political activism:


In the 1960s, some politicians and social activists thought that gang energies and resources could be channeled into activism and constructive social change. Gangs such as the "Vice Lords," the "Black Panthers," the "Young Lords," and the "Black Liberation Army," provided politically conscious alternatives to traditional gang activity. The degree of these gangs' commitment to civil rights objectives varied, and the gangs ranged from tacit support to active militancy in the degree to which they supported the goals of the civil rights movement, (p. 101)



Since 1970, adolescent gangs have been the object of much attention in both the scholarly literature and the popular media. The nature of this attention has varied, ranging from denouncing disruption of communities to glamorizing the lives of gangstas to targeting gang-initiated youth violence as an issue of epidemic proportions in U.S. society, as illustrated in the determination of the Centers for Disease Control that violence is a public health threat. Among the advancements in the area of theory building and attempts to understand adolescent gangs is Campbell's (1984) work in the 1970s and 1980s on gangs. She introduces the idea that girl gangs—on the order and magnitude of boy gangs—do in fact exist. Historically, girls were discussed as auxiliaries to male gangs. Campbell raises issues relative to female socialization and how those issues impact the behaviors that girls emit as part of gangs and the public's perceptions and reactions to the idea of violent females. Female socialization issues and dilemmas among girl gangstas are portrayed in the recent film Mi Vida Loca (Callender, Henkel, & Anders, 1993), the saga of a group of young Latinas who attempt to balance gender, culture, and gang issues.

Social and Demographic Factors

The economic strains on U.S. society are frequently identified as contributing factors to the rise of violence and proliferation of gangs during the 1970s. Economic gain theory has been noted as the major causative factor driving the behavior of gangs. The flourishing of the drug trade in many major urban centers is also cited as evidence to support the economic gain hypothesis. The theme of economics found expression in the works of many writers during the 1970s and is still applied to gangs across ethnic and racial boundaries. Increases in the frequency with which gangs are identified with selling drugs is discussed as being associated with the wholesale availability of firearms, thereby making empirical investigations of gangs far more dangerous than in years gone by. Other social and demographic changes in U.S. society during the 1970s directly influenced the proliferation of gangs, most notably urban renewal, school safety programs, and an emerging pattern of gang members being drug users as well as vendors.

Huff (1993) notes that with urban renewal the historical idea of gang turf has taken on new meaning. He reports that the creation of superhighways and the wholesale availability of cars make gangs much more mobile than they used to be. Cleveland and Detroit, two prototypic midwestern cities, are cited as examples of how gangs have become dislodged from their communities of origin but still exercise a sense of entitlement over them, enhanced by superhighways and cars. Within a matter of minutes, Huff reports, gang members are able to reach any part of the metropolitan area. Mobility has also been reported to be a factor encouraging gang movement from the West Coast to the East Coast. This migration not only influences the West Coast concentration of gangs (i.e., south central Los Angeles) but also has implications for towns like Topeka, Kansas; Carbondale, Illinois; and Grand Island, Nebraska, places where gangs can set up with minimum resistance from the community and local police department.

Another pattern of gang mobility—perhaps transplantation would be a better descriptor—is reported by Mydans (1990b) in the New York Times. He documents the surfacing of gangs once believed to be the province of urban neighborhoods in affluent, mostly white suburbs of New York City.

In the same way that gangs started to change their places of residence in the 1990s, there was also a shift in many of their programs noted in the news media and to a lesser degree in the social science literature. The Board of Alders election in Chicago in 1994 drew several openly proclaimed gang members as candidates. At least two of the candidates garnered enough votes to be included in the runoff. Similar public image changes are reported for New York City gangs, some of which embarked on collaborative entrepreneurial programs with major corporations (Gonzalez, in press).

The popular media have probably played as important a role in creating U.S. images of and knowledge of gangs as any other institution. During the early 1990s, talk shows devoted to youth violence routinely featured gang members and an often-contentious audience. Such widespread publicity serves not only to heighten the country's consciousness but also as a forum for glamorizing the gangster lifestyle, so much so that many school districts have found it necessary to institute gang education and school safety programs. Gangs nonetheless exist in large numbers in school communities (Branch & Rennick, 1995; Horowitz, 1990; Monti, 1994) and often use them as recruitment grounds for new members.

Clearly, today's gangs have a long history. The various ways in which gangs have functioned throughout history, as reported by the scholars cited in this chapter, suggest that gangs have been well-formulated groups with both internal and external regulatory mechanisms. They are more than loosely constructed collections of marginalized individuals. The fact that gangs in some geographical locations of the United States are found to be multigenerational also evidences stability in communities despite the qualitative differences in membership that occur with each new generation.

The brief historical overview presented in this chapter suggests that gangs have a mixed history, at times being antisocial but at other times behaving in prosocial ways. Do gangs also serve to meet the psychological needs of their members, especially the marginalized and disenfranchised of the community? On the one hand, individuals who find active roles in gangs are rarely, if ever, accepted in the larger community without major reservations. Conversely, the fact that gangs are allowed to exist in communities suggests that the communities are willing to tolerate even antisocial groups as long as clear boundaries delineate the limit of their behavior. Jankowski (1991) suggests that it is this sort of social contract that allows gangs to thrive and refine their internal functioning mechanisms. The reality that gangs have existed across different historical eras shows further that there are some social functions that are met by having such individuals exist in communities.

A major issue addressed by gang researchers is what conditions facilitate the transformation of individuals from adolescent gang members to adult community members, perhaps even socially acceptable members of the community. In the 1940s and 1950s, some researchers suggested that gang members simply matured chronologically and phased themselves out of the gang after becoming married and assuming an adult role in the community. That this explanation is perhaps an oversimplification is evidenced in recent years by the number of chronological adults who actively participate in community gangs while simultaneously maintaining a dual status within the respectable adult world.

What Is a Gang?

The definitional dilemma relative to gangs is considerable. Various definitions have been offered over time, invariably reflecting the particular interests of those generating the definition. Thrasher (1927) conceptualized of a gang as


an interstitial group, originally found spontaneously and then integrated through conflict. It is characterized by the following types of behavior: meeting face to face, milling, movement through space as a unit, conflict, and planning. The result of this collective behavior is the development of tradition, unreflective internal structure, esprit de corps, solidarity, morale, group awareness, and attachment to a local territory (Thrasher, 1927, cited in Jankowski, 1991, p. 3).



Thrasher's words have formed the foundation of many subsequent definitions, each stressing different element of the gang's existence. A few examples of the range of definitions are presented in Box 1.1

Despite the divergence of opinions about what actually constitutes a gang, there is agreement on some of the critical dimensions of a gang, for example that it is a collectivity and has membership requirements, an implicit ability


 Box 1.1 Various Definitions of Gangs

Miller (1981): A youth gang is a self-formed association of peers, bound together by mutual interests, with identifiable leadership, well-developed lines of authority, and other organizational features, who act in concert to achieve a specific purpose, which generally includes the conduct of illegal activity and control over a particular territory, facility, or type of enterprise.

Huff (1993): Youth gang—A collectivity consisting primarily of adolescents and young adults who (a) interact frequently with one another; (b) are frequently and deliberately involved in illegal activities; (c) share a common collective identity that is usually, but not always, expressed through a gang name; and (d) typically express that identity by adopting certain symbols or claiming control over certain "turf" (persons, places, things, or economic markets).

Organized crime gang—A collectivity consisting primarily of adults who (a) interact frequently with one another; (b) are frequently and deliberately involved in illegal activities directed toward economic gain, primarily through the provision of illegal goods and services; and (c) generally have better defined leadership and organizational structure than is found in a youth gang.

Fagan (1996): Research conducted by Fagan during the 1980s identified two types of gangs: party gangs that were mainly involved in drinking and drugs as well as drug sales and social gangs that used drugs and committed numerous petty crimes. He also found other gang types (delinquent gangs, young organizations) that resembled the territorial and corporate gangs described by Taylor (1990).



to remain loyal, and an organizational structure. These variables have significance for understanding gang members' psychological development and their capacity for tolerating abstract ideas in their quest to find acceptance and affirmation.

Each of the definitions presented in Box 1.1, as well as Jankowski's (1991) definition offered in the Introduction, note that a gang is a collection of individuals bound by a commitment to an ideal. This demand characteristic of a gang suggests that individuals who join gangs and function as active members are required to be able to relate to others in an ongoing relationship that must be assumed to be rewarding to all parties involved. It also highlights the idea that gangs are forums in which individuals may be required to set aside their individual needs for the larger goals of the group. Inherent in this logic is the idea that extremely individualistic, egocentric, and narcissistic persons may not function well as part of a gang, as their needs for constant affirmation and reinforcement would be likely to cause ongoing conflicts within the organizational structure. It may even be true that their extreme needs for being the center of attention may preclude them from being accepted into the gang family.

The capacity for belonging to a group has its developmental roots in early personality development in which the young child learns social negotiation skills and flexibility in relationships with others, particularly peers. It is likely that this same type of acceptance of others is tested by the gang as members are required to deal with the strengths and weaknesses of their fellow gang members. Not only are they required to deal with these traits in an intellectual way, but they are often confronted with them on a practical level in face to-face conflicts with each other. In many nongang settings, including families of origin, situations of conflict are dealt with by simply walking away, dismissing the person with whom the conflict occurs or in extreme cases acting aggressively against the offending party. All of these options continue to be available to the gang member but with new conditions and constraints added. Walking away from an interpersonal conflict with another gang member may not be a good choice. The conflict itself may be a contrived situation in which the gang is attempting to test the member to see if he or she has "heart." Not dealing with the conflict in a way that is condoned by the group may not be in the member's best interest. Likewise, dismissing a conflict or a level of neediness that another gang member may express can be risky for a new member. In some situations, the dismissal of the needs and concerns of others also may not be a realistic option, because the needy party may assume that fellow gangstas will always be there for them. That may or may not be true. As conflicts arise between gang members, new behavioral responses may have to be developed, even in situations analogous to conflicts experienced outside of the gang. The difficulty for many gang members is not knowing what exactly is at stake or how they should respond


Box 1.2 The Case of Jason

Jason, a 19-year-old African American male who has been a gang banger since he was fifteen, reports a change of heart about continuing in the gang. Recently, he and his girlfriend of 2 years had a baby. The arrival of the infant created some stressors in their relationship. Jason has been abusive of the girlfriend and occasionally been in court on domestic violence charges. A major source of relationship tension has been that members of his old gang frequently make demands on his time. Several gang associates have recently been incarcerated in the county jail. Jason reports that they have been calling him at home, requesting that he come to visit them or that he contact estranged family members for them.

There are several features about the calls that are disturbing, or at least annoying, to Jason, including:

They always want to talk about the ole days. . . . That's over now, I'm not into gang banging anymore.


A lot of the stuff they ask for they can do for themselves.


I don't have time to do that stuff.


It's like they make up reasons to be calling and shit.


Note that even though Jason claims to have quit the gang, his fellow gang members continue to see him as a central figure in their lives and their gang network. It appears that they want something from him (i.e., attention, validation) that he is reluctant to give.



to the conflict. The case of Jason and the repeated requests for validation that he received from incarcerated fellow gangstas illustrate this point (see Box 1.2).

All of the definitions offered in Box 1.1 suggest that there are explicit membership requirements for all gangs.
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