
Gangs
As the number of gangs and gang members in the United States continued to escalate during the past two
decades of the 20th century and the response by the criminal justice system became harsher, many gang
members found themselves in the nation's prison system. A 1999 study of prison administrators in 47 states
estimated that about one-fourth (24.7%) of all male prisoners and 7.5% of female prisoners were gang
members. In comparison only 9.4% of men and 3.5% women were identified as such in 1991. This percentage
change means that there were approximately 47,220 male gang members in the nation's prisons in 1999, up
from 43,765 in 1993. Some states have even a greater proportion of gangs in their prison population. In
Illinois, for example, about 60% are believed to belong to gangs.

According to the 1999 survey of prison administrators, the most frequently cited gangs overall around the
country were the Crips (various factions), Black Gangster Disciples, Bloods/Piru factions, Vice Lords, Aryan
Brotherhood, and Latin Kings. Most of these gangs have strong rivalries within the prison system, based almost
solely on race. While incarceration may be a short-term solution to the problem of gang violence in the
community, in the long run it has resulted in increased gang cohesion and membership recruitment. Many gang
members report that prison strengthens their involvement in the group, which is exactly the opposite of the
intended effect of incarcerating them, while others join a gang for the first time when they are imprisoned.

HISTORY

Prison gangs first emerged in the west in the state of Washington in 1950 and in California in 1957. Twelve
years later, in 1969, they began to appear in Illinois. During the 1970s, states adjacent to California and
bordering Mexico, as well as two states to the north of Illinois, had similar organizations develop inside their
prison systems. In the 1980s, development continued in Missouri and Kentucky.

Early prison gangs spread either by transfers or rearrests of gang members in another jurisdiction. In these
cases, the inmate in a new prison setting sometimes tried to reproduce the organization that gave him or her an
identity prior to incarceration. In other cases, charismatic leaders imitated what they had heard about other
gangs.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STREET GANGS AND PRISON GANGS

Two major types of gangs exist within the prison system: street gangs imported into the prison and groups
that originate within the penal institution itself. There are many indigenous gangs in penal facilities. As a result,
we need to be cautious about the common view that prison gangs are “mere extensions” of street
organizations, for that is clearly not always the case.

Most indigenous prison gangs developed, at least in part, as a means of belonging and for protection during a
term of confinement. Racketeering, black markets for illegal goods and services such as drugs, and racism have
also been factors in the development of these organizations. Protection seems to be a key factor. When an
individual enters a prison, he or she may be challenged to a fight. If this happens, typically the new prisoner will
either join a gang or pay for protection or become a “servant” to other prisoners. It tends to happen more
frequently in certain men's prisons than others and is more common in all men's prisons than in women's
facilities. In Texas, gangs often recruit like fraternities and often specifically target prisoners who are serving
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short sentences. This way they can help the group when they leave. They adhere to a very strict code of silence
and are committed to the gang for life, reflected in the common expression “blood in, blood out.”

In contrast to the recruitment pressures experienced by the unaffiliated convict, the gang member from the
street has little trouble in adjusting to the new environment. Besides physical security, the gang in the prison,
as on the street, serves important material and psychological functions for its members. It functions both as a
communication network and as a convenient distribution network for contraband goods. It also provides a source
of identification and a feeling of belonging. Other members comprise one's family and are often referred to “my
homes” or just “homes” (short for “homeboy”). Members live, and die, for the gang. The organizations, with
their insignias, colors, salutes, titles, and legendary histories, often provide the only meaningful reference group
for their members.

Many gang members in prison were leaders in the organization outside. They may still be looked to for
guidance, and in many cases, they “call the shots” as far as gang businesses are concerned. For example, Larry
Hoover of the Gangster Disciples reportedly ran his gang for years behind bars in the Illinois prison system
(Curry & Decker, 1998, p. 134). It is for this reason that most penal facilities try to determine gang affiliation as
people begin their sentence. Being a known gang member, or what is referred to by administrators as a
“security control threat,” usually draws with it restricted work, recreation, and housing. Most facilities also try to
separate members of rival groups.

STRUCTURE AND ORGANIZATION

Most of the criminal organizations within any given urban area have their direct counterparts within the state
prison system. In Stateville, Illinois, for example, the inmate system is organized in ways almost identical with
the gangs on the streets of Chicago. Likewise, in a nationwide survey, Camp and Camp (1985) found that of 33
state prison officials who indicated they had gangs, a total of 21 said that these gangs had their counterparts
in the cities of these states.

Prison gangs, not unlike many on the streets, adhere to a code of secrecy and emphasize power and prestige,
both of which are measured in terms of the ability to control other inmates and specific activities within the
institution. Money and drugs in particular represent tangible symbols of a gang's ability to control and dominate
others, and of its ability to provide essential protection, goods, and services for its members. The gang's
capacity to bring status and prestige for the members reinforces group commitment and solidarity.

One of the distinguishing characteristics of the prison gang, unlike most groups on the streets, is the virtual
absence of any noncriminal, nondeviant activities. Members in prison usually become completely immersed in
being a career prison gangster, leaving little time and less inclination for other than asocial behavior.

Prison gangs have several additional characteristics. They often have a well-defined hierarchical structure. They
recruit based on “homeboy” preprison experiences. For many, the prison system is only one of several
institutions, along with welfare and the police, that their members may have experienced. Thus, there may be a
sort of “anticipatory socialization” to prison. Indeed, ethnographer J. W. Moore (1978) notes that the prison
system “is an omnipresent reality in barrio life, and contact with it is continuous and drastic, affecting nearly
everybody in the barrio…. Prison adaptations are seen by convicts themselves as variants of adaptations to
street life” (pp. 40, 98).

THE IMPORTANCE OF RACE

Since most urban gangs are made up of racial minorities, it should not be surprising that race is important
among the gangs in prison. Such divisions often lead to inmate-on-inmate violence. Thus, in a 1999 survey of
prison administrators, 87% said that gang disturbances were related to racial conflicts.

Virtually every study has found that the several different gangs that exist within the prison system are each
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made up of specific racial or ethnic groups. For example, one recent study found that in Florida there were six
major gangs.

The Neta, which consists of Puerto Rican and Hispanic prisoners, was originally established in 1970 in the
Rio Pedras Prison, Puerto Rico.

1.

The Aryan Brotherhood (AB), for whites only, originated in San Quentin Prison (California) in 1967. Most
of the members are white supremacists, with some displaying neo-Nazi characteristics and ideology.

2.

The Black Guerrilla Family (BGF) was founded in San Quentin by George Jackson (former Black Panther
Party member and author of Soledad Brothers) in 1966.

3.

The Mexican Mafia consists of Mexican Americans and was formed in the late 1950s at a youth correctional
center called Duel Vocational Center. They originally were an extension of a Los Angeles street gang.

4.

La Nuestra Familia, a mostly Mexican American gang, originated in Soledad Prison in California in the
mid-1960s. 6. The Texas Syndicate (TS), a Mexican American prison gang, was founded in Folsom Prison
(California) in the early 1970s in direct response to other gangs, especially the Aryan Brotherhood and
Mexican Mafia, who would prey on Texas prisoner (they have developed associations with two other
smaller gangs, known as the Texas Mafia and the Dirty White Boys).

5.

Many of the gang conflicts stem from these kinds of racial divisions.

In addition to racial conflict and intolerance, some of the conflicts between prison gangs arise from the many
kinds of criminal activities in which they are involved. Most commonly, prison gangs offer the primary source of
drugs in prison. They may also control sex, food, clothing, loan sharking, gambling, extortion, and protection.

THE RESPONSE TO PRISON GANGS

Gangs are the one of the most notorious aspects of life behind prison walls, at least within men's prisons. The
unaffiliated convict enters the prison fearing that his or her life may be in danger from gangs. Even if he is not
immediately concerned with survival, he will face the prospect of being “shaken down” for commissary items
and/or sex. The guards can be of little help in protecting him, since in many institutions administrators tend to
“look the other way” as rival gangs tend to maintain a certain level of social control and order. In one way or
another, the convict must find a strategy for dealing with the gang situation.

Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge that the gang problem varies from one type of institution to
another. The 1999 prison gang survey found that as security levels increase, the gang problem also increases.
Prison administrators report a greater number of gang disturbances in maximum-security prisons. Specifically,
while about 10% of minimumsecurity prisons reported a gang disturbance in 1999, over half (59%) of the
medium-security prisons had such disturbances, while almost two-thirds (64.7%) of the maximum-security
prisons had gang disturbances (Knox, 1999).

Prison administrators have used a number of different techniques to control the gang problem within the
prison system. According to the 1999 survey, among the most common recommendations include improving
race relations, passing tougher legislation (no specifics given), eliminating weight lifting, monitoring telephones,
monitoring mail, providing tuition support for staff to attend more training conferences, and using a full-time
ombudsman for prisoners. As for the most common responses to the gang problem, these administrators used
the following most often: transfers (used by 80%), the use of informers (54%), segregation (60%), isolating
leaders (46%), and monitoring mail and telephone calls (61% and 51%, respectively). It appears that the
prison gang problem has become worse over the years. The 1999 survey revealed that the vast majority of
prison administrators believe the problem has worsened over the years. Specifically, while in 1992, of prison
administrators surveyed, 27% believed the problem has increased, in 1999 almost two-thirds (63%) believed
this. Most expected the problem of gang violence to increase in the next five years (Knox, 1999).

CONCLUSION
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As inner-city social conditions worsen due to loss of jobs, low wages, poor schools, crumbling city infrastructures,
and broken families, the attractiveness of gangs will continue to grow. The “get tough” policies toward gangs
that began in the 1980s has had at least one negative result: Many of the gang members sent to prison have
recently been released and placed right back into the very conditions that led to their gang affiliation in the first
place. In Los Angeles, for example, a rise in gang-related homicides in South Central Los Angeles (255 in 2001,
up from 161 in 1998) has been at least partly attributed to the release of these gang members, plus continued
deterioration of their neighborhoods. As long as sentencing policies follow traditional conservative thinking,
prison officials will continue to be confronted by gangs, as will the communities where these gang members
grew up.

—Randall G. Shelden
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