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ABSTRACT 

This thesis set about to achieve three goals. First it discusses street gang 

research, assessment of the gang problem, and in particular the forces that push and pull 

American youths into the street gang lifestyle and the gang member experience. 

Second, it explores how alternative forms of data presentation, such as ethnodrama, blur 

the boundary lines between art and scientific research and demonstrates that the 

embodiment of human experience through artistic means enhances our understanding of 

the gang problem and creates context. Third, it includes an ethnodrama text constructed 

from qualitative interviews of three former gang members, in support of narrative 

inquiry research methods, and illustrating how three young men were drawn into the 

gang lifestyle, what they experienced by being in a gang, and the factors that helped 

them to leave the gang and lead them to make positive changes in their lives. 



8 

CHAPTER 1 
CREATING A DIALOGUE ON THE ISSUE OF STREET GANGS 

Introduction 

People may wonder what motivated me to conduct research on gangs. How are 

gangs related to my graduate coursework in theatre education? How does it relate to 

me? And why did 1 choose to conduct unconventional research in the social sciences 

area? The answers to these questions were not always clear to me. I began a journey 

based on a passion, not on a rational thought process. But, in answer to those questions, 

I chose to research gangs because I want to protect young people from their dangers. 

Secondly, it gave me the opportunity to conduct qualitative research, a valuable tool for 

drama educators. And lastly, in the process of leaming about narrative inquiry, I was 

able to explore ethnodrama, an alternative method of data presentation that blurs the 

boundaries between art and science. Throughout my thesis journey, I had to negotiate a 

path filled with obstacles: the approval from the Human Subjects Committee to conduct 

interviews, the recruitment of participants, and the inertia of a project that dragged out 

over the course of four years. And, if there is anything I have learned from the entire 

process, it is persistence. 

My Perspective 

My study of gangs began in an education course called Schooling in America at 

the University of Arizona. Asked to report on an issue that affects young people, I 

chose gangs. It was the first time I had considered the topic and taken an interest in it. 
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As a Caucasian female growing up in Colorado Springs, Colorado, I had no experience 

or knowledge of gangs. In the late 1980s, I attended a high school with a predominantly 

white, middle-class population. To my knowledge, there were no gangs in attendance. 

At the time, I had heard about the rivalry between the Bloods and the Crips, but gangs 

belonged in large urban centers—New York, Detroit, Chicago and Los Angeles—not in 

my hometown. 

Graduating from high school, I attended a small liberal arts college. The 

Colorado College, which was close to home. There I received a BA in history and spent 

a semester abroad in France. My education also included the arts. I was concertmaster 

of my college orchestra, a student of oil painting and drawing, and an aspiring actress. 

Growing up I took lessons in piano, violin, dance, art, acting, gymnastics, and whatever 

else my parents could afford. When I attended graduate school, after working four 

years in an office, I focused on theatre education. I saw it as an opportunity to share my 

love of the arts with young people. 

All of my life experiences shape my perspective and influence my research. I 

recognize that I am an outsider looking in. I am a female studying a male-oriented, 

criminal subculture. And 1 have a white, middle-class cultural bias that casts its shadow 

across my work. Among all these influences, there is one other that has dramatically 

affected my viewpoint- Last year, I supervised at-risk high school students in an 

alternative education program. In an intimate classroom environment, they taught me 

how to look at the world through their eyes, sharing stories of abuse, neglect, and 

loneliness. While their voices are not included in my paper, their influence is still there. 
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If you are unfamiliar with gangs in your own experience, it is hard to relate to 

the gang subculture. However, over the last fifteen years, the infiltration of gang 

culture into the mainstream has increased steadily. Rap music has become its number 

one promoter along with clothing styles fashioned after the gangster image. Today it is 

difficult to tell apart the gang member from your average teenager—they're all dressed 

alike—baggy jeans and sports team jerseys. Though you may be unconscious of their 

influence, gangs touch our lives in many ways—through the rise of crime rates and 

graffiti to the loss of feeling secure in neighborhoods and schools. Since I began my 

research, I have met many people whose lives have been touched by gangs, often 

through unfortunate and tragic circumstances. A co-worker shared with me the story of 

her sister's teenage son: a young gangster shot and killed the young man outside a 

convenience store after they had exchanged a few words. I met an eighth grade boy 

stmggling to decide whether he could safely exit the gang, or just not participate in its 

activities. And a social worker told me how her Down-syndrome son, while in the 

hospital, was visited daily by a gang member who came to cheer him up. Many more 

stories crossed my path and drew me into my research with greater passion and 

determination. But, my greatest motivator was the stories told by gang members 

themselves. 

E*urpose 

The purpose of my research was to explore the issue of gangs through 

interviews with former gang members, interviews with members of law enforcement 
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and community service agencies, and a review of the literature in order to bring the 

issues alive through the medium of theatre. It is my intention to help raise community 

awareness of the gang problem and foster a dialogue between young people and the role 

models in their lives. Guiding my research were four central questions: 

• What are the forces in a youth's life that push or pull him/her into a 

gang? 

• What is his/her life like in a gang? 

• What are the forces that push or pull him/her out of a gang? 

• How do you capture the lived experiences of youths that have 

participated in gangs and present them in a dramatic way? 

With these four questions I focused my attention on the issue of gang prevention, 

exploring how three former gang members were able to distance themselves from the 

gang life, and also on the practice of ethnodrama, exploring the work of Johnny Saldana 

and Jim Mienczakowski. 

There are many well-established theories in the gang literature on the attraction 

of gangs and gang prevention—theories upon which my own conclusions are based. 

Thus, it is not my intention to offer new propositions with too small of a sample, but to 

provide narrative examples that support the conceptual framework already established 

with the gang literature. This research is an exploration rather than a scientific pursuit. 

However, the majority of gang researchers base their findings on interviews with 

current, not former, gang members. Thus, my approach is unique in the field and 

should bring a more reflective quality to the data. 
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"Criminal street gang" means an ongoing formal or informal association 
of persons whose members or associates individually or collectively 
engage in the commission, attempted commission, facilitation or 
solicitation of any felony act and who has at least one individual who is a 
criminal street gang member. 

Accordingly, the Arizona Revised Statute 13-105.8 states: "Criminal street gang 

member" means an individual who meets two of the following seven criteria: 

• Self-proclamation. 

• Witness testimony or official statement. 

• Written or electronic correspondence. 

• Paraphernalia or photographs. 

• Tattoos. 

• Clothing or colors. 

• Any other indicia of street gang membership. 

This criterion, developed by the Arizona Department of Public Safety (DPS) in 1994. 

helps police officers determine gang membership and improves their data collection 

methods. However, there is currently no national definition of street gang and gang 

member, a source of frustration for many gang researchers who are trying to assess the 

gang problem nationwide (Spergel 12-25). 

When reading about gangs, one finds that researchers often adapt gang slang to 

identify types of gang members and their behavior. The following list of terms is a 

useful sample included here for the reader's reference: 

Gangster - used to describe a violent gang member. 
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Wannabe - a youth who is not a full member of a gang, he/she is on the fringes, 

but not deeply involved. 

Gangbanging - the act of participating in a gang, usually implies violent gang 

behavior. 

A Statistical Assessment of the Gang Problem 

According to the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 

(OJJDP), the problem of youth gangs has grown dramatically over the last twenty 

years—from 2,000 gangs with nearly 100,000 members in 1980 to more than 23,000 

gangs with more than 650,000 members in 1995 (Howell, "Youth Gangs" 2). In 

Arizona alone, in 1997, there were an estimated 782 gangs—531 in Maricopa County, 

51 in Pima County, and the remainder in surrounding counties (Jarvensivu). In their 

1999 survey, the Arizona Department of Public Safety reported 10,169 gang members 

and 726 gangs (Street Gangs in Arizona 1998-1999 20). 

The National Youth Gang Center (NYGC) conducted a national survey in 2000. 

Their researchers estimate that "more than 24,500 gangs were active in the United 

States in 2000, a decline of 5 percent from 1999" (Egley 1). They also estimate that the 

total number of gang members has exceeded 750,000 in all survey years, from 1996 to 

2000 (Egley I). 

As the statistics show, there has been a dramatic increase in gangs and gang 

membership since the 1980s, which correlates to a dramatic increase in adolescent 

violent offenses. The general consensus among researchers is that gang members have 
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a greater propensity for violence than non-gang members do. In 'The Epidemic of 

Youth Violence," prepared by the House Select Conunittee on Children, Youth, and 

Families (March 1993), the FBI reports, "Between 1965 and 1990, Juvenile arrests for 

murder increased 332% (from 2.8 per 100,(XX) to 12.1 per 100,000)" (McCuen 12). 

According to the Office of Juvenile Justice Delinquency and Prevention, "Youth gang 

members often are actively involved in drug use, drug trafficking, and violence" 

(Howell, "Youth Gangs" 2). 

Unfortunately, when trying to assess gang membership, the statistics are not that 

reliable. With reference to Arizona, certain factors affect statistical analysis. These 

factors include who is recording the data, whether they use a consistent gang definition 

and method to identify and label gang members, and also the recently passed sentencing 

provisions that increase sentence terms for gang members. These provisions mandate a 

minimum and maximum sentence for any offence committed by a gang member to be 

increased by three years (Street Gangs in Arizona 1998-1999 12). Consequently, gang 

members now hide their afflliation. 

Many gang researchers complain about the lack of information on gangs and the 

unreliability of gang member databases supplied by police departments across the 

nation. Many cities lack the technology to adequately track gangs, although in recent 

years this has changed. In their article, "Street Gangs and Preventive Interventions," 

Thompson and Jason write: 

Determining the relationship between delinquent activities and gang 
behavior is difficult, as youths often deny gang membership, leaving 
police officers to classify offenses as gang-related or not, using only their 
best judgement. Finally, accurate data collection demands interaction 
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with dangerous and violent gang members who rarely cooperate with 
researchers. (325) 

Thus, it is very difficult to assess how much gangs are responsible for violence in our 

society and for the rise in juvenile crimes. "Because of methodological difficulties, an 

accurate estimate of the magnitude of the gang problem is difficult to obtain" 

(Thompson and Jason 324). With new gangs forming, old gangs dying out and their 

membership constantly changing, keeping track of how many gangs and gang members 

exist at any one time is nearly impossible (Jarvensivu). It is important to keep these 

considerations in mind as we review the above statistical data. 

Focus of the Research 

Research on gangs has focused primarily on the inner-city, perpetuating the 

belief that gangs are a problem of lower-income neighborhoods, failed public housing 

projects, educational inequalities and lack of opportunity. The research is conducted in 

major metropolitan cities, i.e., Chicago, Los Angeles, New York, Philadelphia, Detroit, 

and Phoenix. In 1994, researchers Dan Korem and Daniel J. Monti began looking at 

gangs in the suburbs. Korem observed, "In the last ten years, society has begun to 

recognize that street gangs are both an urban and suburban problem. Hate groups, such 

as neo-nazis, have been reclassiHed as juvenile gangs" (31). The inner-city may have 

the worst gang problems, but clearly the suburbs and small town America are starting to 

catch up, and it appears that gangs are migrating away from their city of origin. 

In the United States, prior to the 1980s, street gangs were of minor concern to 

law enforcement officers. However, statistics gathered by the Office of Juvenile Justice 
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and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) sliow that from 1986 to 1995, juvenile arrests for 

Violent Crime Index offenses increased 67 percent (Kelley et al.). The OJJDP also 

recorded that "a total of 2.6 million violent crimes were committed against juveniles 

ages 12 to 17, representing a 44-percent increase since 1984" (Kelley et al.). One 

explanation for this dramatic increase in juvenile crime is the increased drug trafficking 

of the mid-1980s, when crack cocaine was first introduced onto the drug market 

(Blumenstein 6). It is also a reflection on the increased accessibility of guns (Howell, 

"Recent Gang Research" 499). 

Gang Behavior 

In general, street gangs are criminal enterprises. According to Arizona law 

enforcement officials, from 1998 to 1999, "the most frequent activities gang members 

engaged in were aggravated assault, burglary/theft, criminal damage and narcotic 

trafficking and/or sales" (Street Gangs in Arizona 1998-1999 25). Other gang activities 

include hanging out, partying, and fighting rival gangs. Much of the violence 

associated with gangs may be due to drug dealing. Turf wars have been known to break 

out between rival gangs trying to control neighborhood, drug-distribution markets. 

Some gangs are becoming as sophisticated as international crime syndicates, 

branching out into politics, political corruption and starting up legitimate businesses. A 

few gangs even spend time trying to spruce up their public image in order to appear 

prosocial. In An Introduction to Gangs. George Knox comments, "A gang that claims it 
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is a political or religious group can hide from law enforcement investigation behind 

constitutional grounds" (27). 

Gang Member Characteristics 

The OJJDP reports that in 2000, 94 percent of gang members were male and 6 

percent were female (Egley 2). This same survey reports that 50 percent of gang 

members were juveniles (i.e., younger than 18). And it also reports that "47 percent of 

gang members were Hispanic, 31 percent African American, 13 percent white, 7 

percent Asian, and 2 percent 'other'" (Egley 2). 

Gangs are usually ethnically homogenous and thus certain gangs and their 

members have specific characteristics unique unto themselves. For example, researcher 

Lewis Yablonsky perceives that Hispanic gangs are more violent than African 

American gangs and also Hispanic gangs are more expressive in their style of dress, 

graffiti, and speech (37, 64). 

In order to understand gangsters and the overall gang problem, Yablonsky 

argues that it is important to study and understand the concept of sociopathology and 

sociopathic personality (102). His explanation for why gang youths commit senseless 

acts of violence is based on his view that "most violent-gang behavior is sociopathic" 

(101). Accordingly, Yablonsky describes the sociopath's overt personality and 

behavior factors: 

• A limited social conscience; 
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• Egocentrism dominating most interactions, including the "instrumental 

manipulation" of others for self-advantage; 

• An inability to forego immediate pleasure for future goals; and 

• A habit of pathological lying to achieve personal advantage. (105) 

Yablonsky states, "Most of the violent gangsters I have researched appear to manifest 

these personality characteristics in their behavior" (105). 

Further characteristics of sociopathic gangsters include; 

• The ability to manifest a charming, or "good guy," personality; 

• The tendency to be highly impulsive and explosive; 

• The tendency to "perceive females as objects to be used and abused in 

satisfying their sexual needs;" 

• Suicidal tendencies; 

• The "inability to accept employment as a basic social responsibility;" 

• Limited empathy and social conscience; 

• The ability to rationalize extremely violent behavior; and 

• Low self-esteem. (121) 

While these characteristics, I believe, appropriately describe those of a gang member, it 

is unwise to assume that most gang members fall into the sociopath category. Irving 

Spergel, in Youth Gang Problem, admits that there is a debate among researchers 

regarding the difference between core and fringe gang members over whether they are 

"more or less socially adjusted or psychologically troubled" (86). 
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In Voices from the Future, a sixteen-year-old gang member explains, "I was only eight 

years old when I really got into the gang. When [joined, a lot of older people was gang 

banging, and joining seemed like the right thing to do. You would get more respect if 

you were in the gang" (Children's Express 104). Some gangs actively recruit their 

young members (Wiener 61). Often, however, young people may simply choose to join 

a gang in order to hang out with their friends, or because being in a gang is a family 

tradition (Weiner 51-61). 

Finally, the level of association with a gang varies greatly. Many young people 

enjoy mimicking the gang lifestyle by pretending to be in a gang. They often get called 

"wannabes." Their attraction to the gang is mostly a preference for the gang style of 

clothing, music, and slang. 

Gang Lifestyle 

Lifestyle will vary, of course, depending on the type of gang—meaning whether 

the gang is considered social, delinquent, violent, or multipurpose (Yablonsky 15). The 

violent gang's activity is dominated by gangbanging. For example, in cities where rival 

gang warfare is part of a gangbanger's every day life, being in a gang is analogous to 

being a soldier in the army fighting a war. At least, this is how former gangbanger 

Sanyika Shakur, a.k.a.. Monster Kody Scott, describes his experience. In dispassionate 

prose that shows no remorse, Shakur writes, "The medium of exchange in my life has 

been gunfire" (31). Shakur began carrying a gun at age eleven, when it was handed to 

him to use in a drive-by. Shakur was instructed not to come back unless he had fired all 
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eight rounds. Guns and indiscriminate violence are an important aspect of the image we 

have of gangs. 

Secondly, if the gang is delinquent, it is characterized by "drug dealing, stealing, 

or assault, with monetary profit the essential objective of the gang's activity" 

(Yablonsky 15). Narcotic trafficking has become a primary activity of street gangs. 

Drug dealing is big business, with high profits and risks. While drugs are often a 

temptation, there are some gangs that institute strict rules to prohibit drug usage because 

they, like most employers, want their workers (drug dealers) to be productive. In an 

interview with Cheri Ross, counselor for Tucson's Nosotros and former head of their 

gang prevention program, I learned that many gang members would rather sell drugs 

and risk arrest than live in poverty and work in a legitimate, minimum-wage job. 

Dmg dealing has a definite impact on the gang lifestyle. It has made gangs 

more violent, created an underground economy (providing a profitable career that does 

not require a high school diploma), and intensified territorial warfare, as gangs strive to 

protect their share of the drug market. Yablonsky states; "In a way, these new 

'violence-for-profit' drug gangs make more sense than the violent activities of the 

senseless gangbanger. The dealing of crack-cocaine drugs is a most proHtable 

enterprise. It creates reality-based 'turf,' or territorial disputes" (12). All of these 

activities are given legitimacy within the context of the gang environment via group 

participation. 

In social gangs, the primary goal is hanging out, indulging in partying, drinking 

and recreational drug usage. However, Yablonsky notes: 
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Social gangs have virtually disappeared because of the escalation of 
violence in the neighborhood that emanates from the violent drug gangs 
and the new "get-tough" government policies that have eliminated 
funding for the recreational resources and programs that used to exist in 
many neighborhoods. (16) 

This social behavior, however, is endemic to all gangs. Lastly, when the three types of 

gangs (violent, delinquent, and social) combine into one gang, Yablonsky labels it a 

multipurpose gang (15). 

Getting Out of the Gang 

Getting out of the gang can be more dangerous to a young person than staying in 

it. Gangs have been known to take vengeance on the person leaving by violently 

beating them, called being "jumped out." Leaving the gang is not always simple 

because in certain gangs (those with the greatest sophistication and organization) the 

commitment to the gang is for life. However, many gang members are allowed to "fade 

out" slowly as they grow older and take on new responsibilities. Occasionally, moving 

away will help a young person quit the gang. If unable to move, gang members may 

need to distance themselves in other ways: stop hanging out with their gang friends and 

find new activities to become involved in (Wiener 83). Spergel writes, "Most members 

probably leave for a combination of reasons: marriage, fatherhood, steady and 

satisfying employment, religious conversion, fear of imprisonment or return to prison, 

or simply 'battle fatigue'" (105). Once they have made the decision to leave, exiting 

may still be dependent on whether the gang tacitly approves. Wiener explains, "In 

fading out, gang members explain to their homeboys why they want to leave. It is up to 
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the gang to accept or reject the request" (83). The less deeply involved in the gang to 

begin with, the more likely a gang member is allowed to leave. In other words, core 

members may find it extremely risky to pull away (Spergel 105). 

There are also more incentives today that give gang members reasons to stay in 

the gang longer. For example, Wiener notes that the profitability of gangs encourages 

continued involvement, and she also notes that new technology used to track gang 

members is making it harder for gang members to disaffiliate (81). 

Prevention Programs 

In their book The Prosocial Gang: Implementing Aggression Replacement 

Training. Goldstein and Glick note that in the 1960s the preferred prevention strategy 

was social intervention via detached worker programs (25-32). Goldstein and Glick 

state; 

Unlike the 1950s and 1960s, when social workers were the country's 
primary gang-relevant professionals, and detached (from the agency or 
office) street work was the primary intervention activity, the police are 
today's gang specialists, and intelligence-gathering, deterrence, arrest, 
and incarceration are their gang-relevant pursuits, (ix) 

In the late 1970s, cities shifted from social intervention programs to suppression 

strategies—replacing social workers with law enforcement officers as the experts on 

gangs (Goldstein and Glick 42-45). Wiener explains: 

The 1970s and the 1980s swept in a mood of expanding conservatism. 
Decision makers viewed youth gangs as increasingly more dangerous, 
evil, and unaffected by community-based institutions and national 
policies. This resulted in a hard-line approach: arrest, prosecution, and 
removal from society. (92) 
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All gang researchers discuss different prevention methods, usually as the last chapter in 

their book. There is no one preferred method, although most researchers advocate a 

community, family, and school response, over the increasingly suppressive tactics of 

law enforcement agencies. Irving Spergel classifies five main strategies cities may 

employ to deal with gang problems: 1) community organization or community 

mobilization, 2) social intervention, 3) opportunities provision, 4) suppression, and 5) 

organizational change and development (Spergel 171). 

As all of the literature indicates, full-fledged gang members are unlikely to 

disengage from gangs, even with intervention. Typically, prevention programs focus 

their energies on elementary and middle school students, the age at which gangs begin 

recruitment. In "Vulnerability to Street Gang Membership: Implications for Practice," 

Maxon, Whitlock and Klein write, "We chose to study youth within the model ages of 

gang joining (ages 13-15) because such a span seems a promising period for effective 

intervention" (71). In "Controlling Crime Before it Happens," David Hawkins supports 

this view as well: "Once they have experienced the reinforcing properties of drugs and 

are convinced of crime's profitability, young people are difficult to turn around" (10). 

OfHcer Benny Gomez, former head of Tucson's Gang Resistance Education And 

Training (GREAT) program, agrees that prevention must begin at the elementary and 

middle school level. In my interview with him, he commented, "The hardcore gang 

member we are not going to bother with, unless they come looking for us. Because they 

have already made their choice." 
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Korem proposes that youths join gangs because of two things: I) their parents 

are divorced or one parent is severely dysfunctional; and 2) the youth has no one to turn 

to in a crisis (63-66). He calls this the "Missing Protector Factor" (MPF) and he 

elaborates upon an intervention strategy to address it. Factors that influence 

disengagement from gangs include: tiring of gang activities as the youth becomes an 

adult and/or becomes more interested in other pursuits; restoring the family 

relationship; addressing the root of the youth's internal pain through counseling; 

incarceration; presenting the youth with an alternative activity; and helping the youth 

realize how the gang exploits him/her, fails to fulfill his/her expectations, and threatens 

his/her safety and well-being (205-213). Korem also notes that a new or renewed 

spiritual commitment can be an effective intervention strategy, and one can see this 

same strategy at work in the program Alcoholics Anonymous (210). 

Schools are at the helm of many prevention programs. Studies have been 

conducted on various forms of counseling from peers, gang experts, school counselors, 

and former gang members (Tarcy 41-47; Hritz and Gabow 259-260). And, Linda 

Lantieri and Janet Patti argue in favor of school programs that teach conflict resolution 

skills and promote dialogue among different peer groups. After school programs are 

also very popular in the struggle to keep kids off the streets while parents are still at 

work. 
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Gang Resistance Education and Training (GREAT) 

Probably the best-known school gang prevention program is Gang Resistance 

Education and Training (GREAT). GREAT is a nation-wide program conducted by 

local police departments in partnership with the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and 

Firearms (ATF), and the Phoenix Police Department who originated the program. I 

have included GREAT in this discussion because it is the only outreach prevention 

program currently in Tucson's schools to my knowledge. With Gang Resistance being 

the first two words in the GREAT acronym, one would assume that this is the 

program's primary focus. However, if you look at the following lesson topics taught 

week by week, the subject of gangs is not mentioned. Designed for grades seven and 

eight, the topics of its nine, one-hour lessons are as follows: Introduction, 

CrimeA/^ictims and Your Rights, Cultural Sensitivity/Prejudice, Conflict Resolution 

(Discussion), Conflict Resolution (Practical Exercises), Meeting Basic Needs, 

Drugs/Neighborhoods, Responsibility, and Goal Setting ("GREAT Curriculum 

Overview"). 

I have researched the implementation of GREAT and reviewed its curriculum 

through interviewing a GREAT officer, Benny Gomez, and spending time observing the 

GREAT program firsthand in the classroom at Tucson's Booth Fickett Middle School 

(November 1998). Two studies evaluate the GREAT program. However, the most in-

depth study, a five-year, longitudinal study conducted by the University of Nebraska, 

has yet to be published. Palumbo and Ferguson (1995) compare the similarities 

between GREAT and the Drug Abuse Resistance Education (DARE) program; Sellers, 
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Taylor and Esbensen (1998) provide insight into how non-educators are trained to teach 

the GREAT curriculum and the consistency with which a GREAT officer follows this 

training once inside the classroom. Palumbo and Ferguson conclude their study: "This 

evaluation has found that GREAT has only a small impact on students' attitudes and 

resistance skills, and no impact on the percentage of students who say they or their 

friends are members of gangs" (618). GREAT sends a symbolic message to the public 

that the police are working to prevent gangs. Based on my observations, I conclude that 

GREAT is well-intended, but provides only a cursory education on gang resistance due 

to its compressed time schedule and diverse topics. The GREAT officer is restricted to 

teaching a set curriculum, preventing the officer from allowing enough time for student-

centered discussions and adequate reflection time for role-playing activities. This is 

where Theatre-In-Education has the upper hand and can make a difference. 

Further efforts regarding gang prevention are described in the following 

literature review. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW: GANGS AND ETHNODRAMA 

A Review of the Literature on Gangs 

In this review, I've tried to include those researchers who have made the largest 

contribution to the study of gangs, although a few are included simply for their unique 

approach or ideas. Despite the fact that several of these authors have been in the tleld 

of gang research for decades, I include only their most recent research on the subject. 

One of the reasons for focusing on the most recent literature is due to the dramatic way 

the gang problem has shifted, beginning in the 1970s with the violence between the 

Bloods and the Crips in California, to the intense violence of the mid-1980s with the 

introduction of crack cocaine onto the drug market (Blumenstein 6). While the problem 

of gangs has always been serious, sociologists did not take considerable interest in it 

until the 1980s, when gang warfare had become a national crisis. This shift in the 

perception of gangs is reflected in my review, as I skip over decades of time, from 

Frederick Thrasher's well-known study published in 1927, to studies published in the 

1990s, in search of information that is most relevant to today's understanding of the 

problem. I would also like to recognize a few researchers, who were not included, but 

have strongly influenced my viewpoints: Malcolm W. Klein, James Diego Vigil, and 

Joan Moore. Following the section on gang literature, I also include a brief review of 

the literature for ethnodrama, the method I have chosen for presentation of my data. 
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Frederic M. Thrasher 

Research on gangs has been ongoing since 1927 when Thrasher published his 

book. The Gang. A Study of L.313 Gangs in Chicago. While his methodology remains 

somewhat a mystery. Thrasher's dissertation is a classic in the field of gang research. 

Many of Thrasher's observations are still relevant today, reiterated in the current 

literature, which is why including Thrasher in this review is important. Reading 

Thrasher's study reminds one that "the more things change, the more they stay the 

same." Thrasher provides a basis of comparison for how gangs have changed within 

the last 80 years and why. It is interesting to note which of Thrasher's theories remain 

relevant today. 

The first major change I will note is along the lines of race and nationality of 

gangs. In the 1920s, Thrasher's gangland was dominated by white, European 

immigrants. Foremost among the gangs he studied were the Polish, Italian, and Irish 

gangs. By comparison, the major ethnic groups represented in today's gangs are 

Hispanic and African American. In the article, "Recent Gang Research: Program and 

Policy Implications," James C. Howell states, "In the past, the majority of gangs were 

white, composed of various European backgrounds. By the 1970s, about four fifths of 

all gang members were Black or Hispanic" (499). In their 1998-1999 report, the 

Arizona Criminal Justice Conrniission lists the following gangs according to ethnic 

membership from greatest to least: Hispanic, Black, White Supremacists, multiracial. 

Native American, motorcycle, female, Asian, and other (Street Gangs in Arizona 1998-

1999 21). According to Thrasher, female gangs were "exceedingly rare" (161). Also, 
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while there are a variety of Asian gangs today. Thrasher only discusses the Chinese 

Tongs, which organized around 1870 in California. This change in race and nationality 

of gangs is signiHcant because it supports Thrasher's thesis that "the gang in Chicago is 

largely, though not entirely, a phenomenon of the immigrant community of the poorer 

type" (130). If Thrasher is correct, then as immigration patterns change, the national 

character of gangs changes as well. Thus, with Hispanics becoming the largest 

immigrant population in the United States, it is not surprising that a greater proportion 

of gangs are Hispanic; or that with more immigrants from different Asian countries 

such as Vietnam and Korea, the Chinese Tongs are no longer alone. 

Thrasher's theories on why gangs thrive among poor immigrant populations still 

persist in the current gang literature. This concept is termed "social disorganization" 

and refers to deteriorating neighborhoods (slums), characterized by highly mobile 

populations and the inadequate assimilation of imnugrants into a new culture and 

society (Thrasher 152). 

Thrasher describes the origin of gangs as natural and spontaneous. Gangs "in 

embryo" are called play-groups. These play-groups gradually develop into gangs when 

they begin to draw disapproval and opposition from their communities and police 

authorities, and start to form a deOnite group-consciousness (29-30). From its 

embryonic stage, gangs naturally evolve into different types of gangs; they start as a 

"diffuse and loosely organized group" and eventually become a "solidified unit" (47). 

Thrasher uses the following terms to describe the stages in development of a gang; 

diffuse (amorphous), solidified (well-knit), and conventionalized (formalized). Also 
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listed under types of gangs are: secret society, public, ring, criminal, gang, orgiastic 

group, political machine, and psychological crowd (both action type and orgiastic type) 

(56). 

Martin Sanchez Jankowski 

Islands in the Street (1991) takes a new approach to the gang research. 

Jankowski was a participant-observer of thirty-seven gangs, randomly selected from 

New York, Boston, and Los Angeles. His goal was to make a cross comparison of 

various ethnic gangs, how they function as an organization, their internal dynamics, and 

what factors influence their success. Jankowski characterizes gang members as 

"defiant" individualists with a strong sense of competitiveness, mistrust or wariness, a 

need for self-reliance, the survival instinct, a social Darwinist world view, and a 

confrontational or defiant air (23-29). He views gangs as structured organizations with 

a formal set of rules, leadership roles, and an entrepreneurial spirit for generating both 

legal and illegal income. Having been initiated into the gangs he studied, Jankowski 

closely observed gang activities: he witnessed crimes, joined in their fights, and lived 

among them. A more risky and ambitious approach to gang research, and taking ten 

years to complete, few social scientists have chosen to follow in Jankowski's footsteps. 
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Dan Korem 

In his book. Suburban Gangs: The Affluent Rebels (1994), Korem brings our 

attention to the rise of gangs in suburbs, in areas where economic depravity could not 

serve as the scapegoat for violent gang activity. Korem writes: 

Vocal recognition of an affluent gang problem by a handful of local 
communities didn't begin until around 1990, but by 1992 many upscale 
communities were forced to aclcnowledge the growth of gangs. For 
example, in Tucson, Arizona, in the late 1980s the flrst recognition of 
gangs properly focused on inner-city gangs that were spreading to lower-
income areas of Tucson. Gang members from other cities, such as Los 
Angeles, moved into Tucson. (32) 

In my interview with Officer Benny Gomez of the Tucson Police Department, I heard 

the same thing. Gomez explained that when Los Angeles began a serious crackdown on 

gang activities, the gangs there began migrating to Tucson. 

Korem classifies gangs into three types, which he says have been observed in 

affluent communities since the early 1980s: 

• Delinquent: Desire for proflt and thuggery; 

• Ideological: Attachment to a specific ideology, which may or may not be 

political, such as skinhead gangs; 

• Occultic: Attachment to beliefs in occultic powers. (124) 

Korem demonstrates a broader definition of gangs than many researchers, because he is 

more aware of the type of gangs white youths form. In other words, the white suburban 

teenagers he studied were more likely than other ethnic groups to be members of hate 

groups, such as neo-nazi gangs or white supremacists, or Satanist groups. 
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As I previously noted, Korem proposes tliat youths attracted to gangs suffer 

from a "Missing Protector Factor." He believes that they come from a home where one 

or both parents are dysfunctional and they have no one to turn to in times of crisis (63-

66). The gang then can step in and be their protector and act as a support, in more ways 

than one. The gang may be an economic support (an older gang member buys clothes 

for a younger one), a physical support (as a protector against other gangs), and an 

emotional support (the gang shows acceptance and gives the youth a sense of 

belonging). 

Arnold P. Goldstein and Barry Click 

In The Prosocial Gang: Implementing Aggression Replacement Training (1994), 

Goldstein and Glick take the stance that gangs can transform into prosocial groups. 

Rather than advocating the elimination of gangs, they argue that their program of 

Aggression Replacement Training (ART) is capable of reprogranmiing the behavior of 

juvenile offenders from antisocial to social (xi). ART includes skillstreaming (ability to 

communicate), anger control training, and moral education. ART uses modeling, 

rehearsing, and role-playing; it also stimulates discussions on moral dilemmas and helps 

participants discover what things trigger their anger. While Goldstein and Glick claim 

that the program has been a successful intervention approach to gangs in New York 

City, their study has not been tested on a nation-wide sample. It was, however, selected 

for the National Model Program Award by the U.S. Department of Justice's office of 

Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. 
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Daniel J. Monti 

In Wannabe: Gangs in Suburbs and Schools (1994), Monti, like Korem, 

investigates the suburban gang issue. His approach is to interview over 400 children in 

one school district, located in the suburbs of a mid-westem city, where nearly 70 

percent of the population is African American. Not heavily laden with theories about 

gangs. Wannabe exposes the suburban gang problem through the words of the youths 

interviewed. Through the stories they tell, Monti contrasts the opposing viewpoints 

between school officials and students—demonstrating how easily gang youths hide their 

affiliation, how often gang violence goes unnoticed by school officials who fail to 

acknowledge they have a gang problem, and the large number of students who are 

aware of gangs and are deeply troubled by them. 

Monti also explores the differences between inner-city gangs and suburban 

gangs. He finds that suburban gangs are more restrained in terms of violence, have a 

stronger sense of loyalty to their neighborhood and town than to their gang affiliation, 

and have few problems recruiting members from a host of wannabe gang members who 

play at being gangsters. Monti demonstrates that the stability of a community does 

make a difference in how gangs behave. He writes, "It seems that gangs that have good 

ties to other local groups and to adults in their area behave in a more restrained way" 

(ISO). 

Monti's solution to the problem is interesting and deserves comment here. He 

recommends placing "settlement houses" in troubled neighborhoods. The idea is to 

make retired military personnel or police officers full-time residents in areas that need 
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stability. Secondly, financial assistance would be necessary to help the new residents 

develop small businesses to employ the neighborhood youths who also receive job 

training. Monti states: 

What I propose is nothing less than the creation of thousands of 
settlement houses in the form of these small businesses. The owners 
would put persons to work in their own neighborhoods and provide 
living examples of competent adults who will not leave the area or 
tolerate the poor behavior of the youngsters who live there. (168) 

This solution reflects Monti's concern that children without positive adult role-models 

and family stability are being raised by gangs. He discusses how gangs train children in 

the criminal mindset, teach them the difference between right and wrong, set 

boundaries, offer rewards, and help young people form their identity as they transition 

from being a teenager into an adult. 

Lastly, Monti focuses on how difHcult it has become for gang members to move 

into conventional adult roles. Society is not providing enough job and educational 

opportunities to give gangsters the chance to "mature out" of gangs. He argues; 

The only gang intervention strategies to enjoy even marginal success 
have been those that made it possible for gang members to grow up and 
grow out of more active gang involvement. Many of the youngsters 
whom I interviewed had begun to figure this out for themselves, but they 
were not receiving much help from adults who were in their 
neighborhoods and schools. No one was making it easier for them to 
"mature out" of gangbanging. They had to do it all by themselves. (167) 

Other researchers, Knox and Spergel, also emphasize "opportunities provision" as an 

important main intervention strategy. 

Throughout Wannabe. Monti focuses on three things that in his view have the 

greatest impact on youth: home, school, and neighborhood. He also divides his findings 



37 

into three sections—elementary, middle, and high school—which shows three 

viewpoints and levels of human development. The children at the elementary schools 

with the least gang involvement provide a folklore on gangs, while the middle school 

students—those becoming involved in gangs—demonstrate an eagerness to prove 

themselves and bring more violence into school than the high school students who have 

paid their dues and are starting to look for ways out of gangbanging. This opportunity 

to show how gangs are impacting youth from elementary to high school makes Monti's 

research a unique contribution to the gang literature. 

George W. Knox 

In his book An Introduction to Gangs. Knox synthesizes all of the gang research 

that exists up until 1994. This large compendium covers every possible topic and 

theory on gangs. Written to serve as a classroom textbook, Knox raises more questions 

than he answers. His gang classification system, which he terms a "typology," is 

perhaps his most significant contribution on the subject. Knox has the ability to 

evaluate what is known and place it all into perspective. His criticism of those who 

over-generalize their research findings is well noted. Knox also recognizes the current 

limitations of gang research methods, especially the lack of reliable statistical data on 

gang crime. Furthermore, Knox strives to highlight "conceptual continuities" in the 

gang literature where several authors make similar conclusions, while also pointing out 

the greatest gaps in it. 
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Knox's gang classification system is useful in determining tiie level of 

organizational sophistication of various gangs. His goal, in part, is to provide law 

enforcement with a system that helps them prioritize which gangs are more of a threat 

to society than others and deserve greater attention. The typology has five levels (0-4), 

divided based on formal vs. informal, and group vs. organization. 

Level 0 = An informal group, not a true gang, not involved in ongoing crime, 

labeled a "pre-gang". 

Level 1 = An informal organization, a formative gang, not highly organized, 

labeled an "emergent gang". 

Level 2 = A formal group, an intermediate gang formation, labeled a 

"crystallized gang". 

Level 3 = A formal organization, often with written constitution, labeled a 

"formalized gang". 

Level 4 = Syndicated, Organized Crime cartels or families. (329, 610) 

Knox writes, "Level 'three' represents the highest level of gang formation, aside from 

organized international crime cartels" (608). According to the typology, the following 

gangs are classified as Level 3: Aryan Brotherhood, El Rukns, Mexican Mafia (Eme), 

Latin Kings, Gangster Disciples, Vice Lords, Brothers of the Struggle, Bloods, and 

Crips. 

With so many theories competing in the research arena, it is important to know 

what issues social scientists agree on. Knox includes the following issues or factors, 

which are cited in a number of gang studies: 
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• Gangs are mostly ethnically homogenous; 

• Gangs and politics are linked together: that means that gangs have begun 

promoting their own candidates for public office, and also that 

politicians may enlist the help of gangs for political gain, which has a 

quid pro quo effect; 

• Racism has played an important role in the onset and persistence of 

American gangs; 

• Gangs originate from an informal group and are "given formality 

through their treatment from the social order." (241) 

Knox supports the underclass theory, also popular among many gang researchers, as a 

factor that accounts for the formation and persistence of gangs. He states: 

The underclass thesis is important to address. If we must take the 
position that there is a "permanent underclass" with no hope, then that 
leaves us few options. It suggests that nothing works. It provides few 
alternative resources to the solution of the crisis. (103) 

In connection with this thesis, Knox emphasizes the need to invest in "human capital," 

which refers to investing in education, training, and skill development for human 

beings. As Knox explains, "Underachievement in education and the dearth of skill 

training is clearly one of the most important features defining underclass status for most 

gang members" (103). 

Another significant feature of Knox's research is his comparison between 

organized criminal gangs and organized crime. The major difference between the two 

is the ability of organized crime to use political corruption and to penetrate legitimate 

business (329). It is good to understand how they compare because many researchers 
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see highly sophisticated "corporate" gangs as being a new manifestation of organized 

crime, and make analogies between them. 

Knox covers new ground in the following areas; discussing gangs in the 

military, proposing that gangs may turn into future terrorists or urban guerilla warfare 

groups, and exploring Joan Moore's argument to legalize certain drugs, i.e., heroine. 

Knox points out the need to further research these issues. For example, he suspects that 

the military underreports the number of gang members in its ranks, and wonders how 

problematic this could be if the military is ever called upon to intervene in a gang war 

situation. 

And Hnally, Knox argues strongly in favor of protecting children from gang 

recruitment. "What not to do is to allow gangs to freely attract and recruit juveniles into 

the gang without sanctions and without penalties," he writes (619). 

Irving A. Spergel 

In The Youth Gang Problem (1995), Spergel analyzes the gang problem and 

evaluates the success and failure of social policy and programming. Spergel's work is 

characterized by an emphasis on the social disorganization factor. He writes, "Social 

disorganization or lack of integration of essential elements of a local community system 

provides the basic stimulus for the formation of youth gangs" (1). In his analysis of the 

seriousness of the gang problem, Spergel highlights that the lack of a standard or 

national detlnition of "gang" makes it impossible "to devise meaningful estimates of the 

exact or even approximate number of youth gangs in the United States" (27). Spergel's 
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main concern is that nationwide, police departments are inconsistently keeping track of 

local gang crime statistics due to their different definitions of gangs and gang-related 

crime. Spergel explains, "Most gang researchers currently define gang in delinquent or 

criminal behavioral terms, but not with consistency. The range of such definitions 

varies widely" (20). In his critique, he recommends viewing the statistics on gangs in 

terms of percentages rather than actual figures as a way to compensate for their 

unreliability. 

Spergel examines several theoretical perspectives used to explain the formation 

of gangs in our society. These theories cover poverty (including lower-class and 

underclass theories), social disorganization (including population movement, 

community fragmentation, and family disorganization), racism, and personal 

disorganization (including intellectual and personality development and the argument of 

nature vs. nurture). Spergel's goal is to provide us with a "theoretical framework to 

explain mainly violent gang crime and to develop a basis for social planning, social 

control, and intervention" (169). He focuses on why youths lack a connectedness to 

their family and community, why they lack a positive social structure and personal 

identity, and why they are likely to feel isolated. In these circumstances, Spergel writes, 

"Gangs function as a socializing institution when other institutions fail" (3). 

Spergel discusses four well-known gang prevention strategies in their historical 

context. In brief, these strategies are: I) local community organizing and mobilization; 

2) social intervention; 3) social and economic opportunities provision; 4) suppression. 

After weighing the success of each, Spergel makes specific policy recommendations for 
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law enforcement, prosecutors, judges, probation, corrections and parole programs. He 

calls for integrated strategies with "new institutional cross-agency and cross-

jurisdictional arrangements," and new polices and programs that can be tested and 

evaluated by an independent agency (296). The problem in our current approach to 

gang intervention is having too many unevaluated programs operating at varying rates 

of success levels, not communicating, collaborating, or helping to push forward the best 

solution possible. 

For Spergel, the emphasis on solving the gang problem should be on community 

mobilization and social opportunities provision. This is the heart of his approach. 

Social opportunities means restructuring schools to help gang youths succeed 

academically and providing them with vocational career bridges. 

Local school district policy planning for socially disadvantaged and 
newcomer youths often does not pay sufficient attention to the specific 
interests and needs of gang youths. Yet local schools, along with parents 
and neighborhood institutions, bear principal responsibility for 
socializing and resocializing youths. (Spergel 267-268). 

Community mobilization is a strategy that calls for the following; 

• Increase in communication among conmiunity groups and with gang 

youths; 

• Use of distinctive but overlapping, emerging and chronic coimnunity 

program approaches; 

• Coordination of agency and community group efforts; 

• Use of field team approaches. (298) 
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Overall, communities with gang problems need better collaboration between grass-roots 

efforts, local community organizations, schools, criminal justice agencies, public 

housing, and employment settings (261). Spergei notes, "If the major causes of the gang 

problem are social disorganization and poverty or their various patterns of 

interrelationship, then logically we should address these causes in relevant ways" (281). 

Lewis Yablonsky 

In Gangsters: Fifty Years of Madness. Drugs, and Death on the Streets of 

America (1997), Yablonsky describes three types of youth gangs based on his research 

during the l9S0s: social gangs, delinquent gangs, and violent gangs. Today, he 

recognizes a fourth type, the multipurpose gang, which encompasses all three. He 

credits the rise of crack cocaine for this new type of gang and comments that 

"predominantly social gangs have virtually disappeared" (16). 

Yablonsky's research is characterized by his focus on the individual. 

Incorporated into his research are psychological theories that try to explain the behavior 

of gang members. For example, Yablonsky perceives that young Hispanic gang 

members are afflicted with "macho-syndrome." He points out that the best way to 

insult a black or Hispanic gangster is to call him a "pussy," or "faggot." Both imply 

feminine characteristics. Machismo is a label used to describe "fearless acts of super-

masculinity," and is rooted in Hispanic culture (98). Yablonsky explains that 

machismo, an attitude gangsters adopt, creates a rationale for violent behavior that 

defies logic. 
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rules for interaction, coherency and structure (196). This theory is not without its 

opponents. In An Introduction to Gangs. Knox counters; 

The scene of a police officer facing a march of 5,000 gang members 
protesting in Chicago's loop, or the scene of a correctional officer 
watching as a gang leader controls the entire inmate body, or the scene of 
10,000 gang members and associates holding their own "Woodstock" 
style gang picnic on a farm just south of Chicago (these are all real 
scenes)—one would be tempted to remark "Near-groups nothing, these 
are real groups alright, in fact too damn organized for my good". (210) 

Knox would call this a case of over-generalizing research findings. Indeed, the task of 

researching the more sophisticated, organized gangs is extremely daunting and many, if 

the not the majority, of gang researchers base their findings on what Knox types Level 

one and two gangs. Despite this, Yablonsky provides excellent insight into how a 

sociopath behaves and what factors influence his behavior. 

Common Themes that Emerge from the Gang Literature 

In reading all of the literature on gangs, I found several themes emerging from 

the research. These themes or concepts are what inform my own study of gangs, 

influencing the questions I asked while interviewing participants and the focus I have 

adopted for writing an ethnodrama based on these interviews. Themes emerged in 

answer to the three questions I posed at the beginning of my project. I will elaborate on 

each of the three questions and the themes that emerged from the literature. With 

regard to the question, "What are the forces that push/pull youths into gangs?" the 

themes that emerged include: 

• The formation of identity and role of self-concept; 
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• The role of family relationships, which I have labeled "Family History;" 

• The concept of social disorganization, a term that becomes redundant in 

the literature; 

• The risk factors that influence gang membership; 

• The individual motivation for joining a gang; and 

• The influence of environmental factors, understanding the role of 

neighborhood, community, and school in the gang youth's life. 

The themes that emerged with regard to the question, "What life is like in the gang?" 

are: 

• Violence, 

• Delinquency and crime, and 

• Group activities. 

And lastly, the themes that were highlighted in answer to my third question, "What are 

the forces that push/pull youths out of gangs?" are divided into two sections, "External 

Factors" and "Internal Factors": 

External Factors 

• Role models; 

• Community organization and mobilization; 

• Outreach worker intervention; 

• Social and economic opportunities provision; 

• Police suppression; 

• Gang dissolves or reforms; 
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• Youth moves to new environment, away from gang; and 

• Youth enters a therapeutic community program. 

Internal Factors: 

• "Maturing out" of the gang; 

• Improvement of self-esteem; 

• Marriage and/or parenthood; 

• Legitimate steady employment; 

• Religious conversion; 

• Fear of imprisonment or return to prison; and 

• "Battle Fatigue." 

All of these themes were selected because they recur throughout the literature and 

because they provide the framework for writing an ethnodrama that is designed to 

convey a gang prevention message. The following table outlines the conceptual 

framework just described and provides textual reference from the works of Knox, 

Spergel, Thrasher, and Yablonsky. 



TABLE 2.1 

Conceptual Framework Based on the Gang Literature 
Forces that Push/Pull Youth Into Gangs 

Identity and Self-Concept Family History Social Disorganization 

Knox 

"The gang provides, by Ihe peer group's 
sense of belonging and group protection, a 
facility for the cultivation of self-identity. What 
is unique about the gang is that its emphasis, 
for males, is that on hypermasculine 
behavior." (546) 

"Why do gangs arise? The theoretical factors 
are these: 1) being economically 
disadvantaged, 2) racism/oppression, and 3) 
political corruption. These are contexts of 
recuiring inequality that engender a sense of 
hopelessness for the individual" (626). 

Spergel 

"Gang members, regardless of temperament, 
probably most often join gangs out of a need 
for personal identity, social status, and the 
search for social or moral boundaries" (92). 

"Criminological theory and research find the 
origins of delinquency; youth affiliation with 
delinquent groups, including gangs; and 
related individual personal and social 
disorders primarily in defects of family 
relationships, parental character, and early 
child-rearing practices* (113). 

"Social disorganization or lack of integration 
of essential elements of a local community 
system provides the basic stimulus for the 
formation of youth gangs" (1). 

Thrasher 

The gang "offers the underprivileged boy 
probably his best opportunity to acquire status 
and hence it plays an essential part in the 
development of his personality." (230) 

"Any condition in family life which promotes 
neglect or repression of its boy members, 
indirectly promotes the gang by stimulating 
the boy to find the satisfaction of his wishes 
outside the plan and organî ialion of lamily 
activities." (340) 

"Such underlying conditions as inadequate 
family lile; poverty; deteriorating 
neighborhoods; and ineffective religion, 
education, and recreation must be considered 
together as a situation complex which forms 
the matrix of gang development" (339). 

Yablonsky 

"The gangster's personality is formed in the 
depressed, deprived, and violent cultural 
milieu of their hood or barrio. For youngsters 
growing up under these onerous conditions, 
which often include a dysfunctional family, the 
gang becomes for many minority-group 
youths their only source of identity, status, 
and emotional satisfaction" (194-5). 

"The parental factor in the socialization of a 
gangster has several roots and 
implications. Children who are physically, 
sexually, or emotionally abused or 
abandoned by their parents develop low 
self-esteem and are more prone to commit 
acts of violence...Most gangsters come 
from dysfunctional families with brutal or 
absentee fathers" (107-8). 



TABLE 2.1 

Conceptual Framework Based on the Gang Literature 

Forces that Push/Pull Youth Into Gangs - Continued 
Risk Factors Individual Motivation Environmental Factors 

Spergel 

'Presently, efforts are being made to specify the 
risK factors that predispose a child or youth for 
entry into a gang. These include: Known 
association with gang members; presence of 
neighborhood gangs; having a relative in a gang; 
failure at school; delinquency record, particularly 
for aggressive acts; and drug abuse* (90), 

'Some youths join because of needs or wishes for 
recognition, status, safely or security, power, 
money, excitement, and/or new experiences-
particularly under conditions of social deprivation, 
including inadequate adult supervision...The 
youths seek identity and self-esteem they cannot 
find elsewhere" (91), 

'Gangs develop in the context of local communities 
that are often socially disorganized and/or 
impoverished...particularly In low-Income, social 
problem-ridden neighborhoods" (127-8), 

Thrasher 

"The quest for new eicperience seems to be 
particularly insistent in the adolescent, who finds 
in the gang the desired escape from, or 
compensation for, monotony^ (68), 

Gangland; "The central tripartite empire of the gang 
occupies what is often called 'the poverty belt'-a 
region characterized by deteriorating neighborhoods, 
shifting populations, and the mobility and 

disorganization of the slum' (20), 

YablonsKy 

A primary motivation of the gangster is his 
continuing quest for respect, reputation, and a 
sense of personal power, whicfi fie feels is lacking 
because of his low self-esteem' (195), 

"The gangster's personality Is formed in the 
depressed, deprived, and violent cultural milieu of 
their hood or barrio" (194-5), 



TABLE 2.2 

Conceptual Framework Based on the Gang Literature 

Gang Activities 

Violence Delinquency and Crime Social Activities 

Spergel 

"The most distirictive aspect of the gang 
experience Is gang-related violence' 
(103). 

"The gang context provides opportunities for 
fun, which at the same time contribute to 
learning certain attitudes and skills useful to 
criminal purposes' (93). 

'Much of the attraction of ganging for 
adolescents or for any age group, social or 
antisocial, is simply 'partying' and enjoying the 
company of, and interaction with others like 
themselves' (93). 

Thrasher 

"The gang is a conflict group, II develops 
through strife and thrives on warfare...In 
its struggle for existence a gang has to 
fight hostile groups to maintain its play 
privileges, its property rights, and the 
physical safety of its members. Its status 
as a gang among gangs, as well as in 
the neighborhood and the community, 
must also be maintained, usually through 
its prowess in a fight" (117), 

'The organization of the gang and the 
protection which it affords, especially in 
combination with a ring or a syndicate, make 
it a superior instrument for the execution of 
criminal enterprises. Its demonili/iny 
influence on its members arises through the 
dissemination of criminal technique, and the 
propagation through mutual excitation, of 
interests and attitudes which make crime 
easier (less inhibited) and more attractive' 
(265). 

Typical Gang Activities; 1) rough housing; 2) 
games and gambling; 3) predatory activities; 
4) burglary; 5) commercialized recreation; 6) 
sports; 7) Loafing; 8) Stimulants (68-83) 

Yablonsky 

Activities of the "contemporary violent 
drug gang" include: 1) "They will tight for 
the territory they claim as their own and 
will attack any interlopers who come into 
their hood; and" 2) Senseless violence 
including drive-by shootings and 
gangbanging is a basic gang activity" 
(190-1). 

'Delinquent and criminal acts involving 
burglary and theft are important gang 
activities for achieving a rep and status in the 
gang' (191). 'The commerce of drugs, their 
use, and violent acts for the maintenance of 
drug territory are part of the gang 
configuration" (191) 

"Gangs provide a form of social life and 
camaraderie, involving gambling, getting high, 
hanging-out, and partying" (191). 



TABLE 2.3 

Conceptual Framework Based on the Gang Literature 
Forces that Push/Pull Youth Out of Gangs 

Identity and Self-Concept Opportunities Provision Community Organization and Mobilization 

Knox 

Knox explores several theories, 
including the following; 1) differential 
identity tfieory advises us to 
"increase more viable role models;" 
and 2) self-concept theory suggests 
we "increase the self-esteem of our 
youths" (559). 

"Underachievemeni in education and tiie dearth 
of skill training is clearly one of the most 
important features defining underclass status for 
most gang members" (102-3), 

social control theory recommends we "increase 
local community organizational capability and 
improve our neighborhood social infrastructure" 
(559). 

Spergel 

"Jobs, job preparation, job placement, job 
development, and various training, remedial 
tutoring, apprenticeship, and competence-
building activities are regarded as opportunities. 
Moreover, social opportunities must be 
increased primarily through national policy or 
basic re-allocation of resources rather than 
simply through provision of social services, 
organizational changes, and local community 
mobilization. Gang youths, however, are 
generally not targeted in current opportunity 
provision plans or ideas, such as Job Corps or 
Urban Youth Corps" (177). 

"The strategy of organizing local community is 
based on the idea of countering social 
disorganization. It was originally a response to the 
rapid population and institutional changes that 
v/ere contributing to delinquent group and gang 
formation in the early part of the century" (172), 



TABLE 2.3 
Conceptual Framework Based on the Gang Literature 

Forces that Push/Pull Youth Out of Gangs - Continued 
Mature Out Suppression Physical Removal Therapeutic Community 

Spergel 

"The youth reaches a certain 
point in his social learning or 
'growing up' when he realizes 
there are long-term negative 
consequences for being a gang 
nfiember and that he can find 
an alternative, less stressful 
way to meet his social and 
economic needs" (t05). 

"A philosophy of major institutional 
change and resource reallocation 
was replaced by growing 
conservatism in the 1970s and 
1980s, With the decline of 
community and youth-outreach 
efforts, the inability or insufficiency 
of opportunity provision and social 
service approaches, and rising 
community alarm over crime, a 
dominant police suppression 
approach developed' (177). 

Thrasher 

'Experience shows that there 
are really only two alternatives 
in successfully reforming the 
boy who has become delinquent 
through the influence of hii 
gang; he must either be 
removed completely from the 
gang and the social world it 
represents, or his gang must be 
reformed" (346). 

Yablonsky 

"The therapeutic community 
approach, in my view, provides 
the most promising approach for 
teaching gangsters how to relate 
to constructive groups in a 
positive community" (205). 
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A Review of the Literature on Ethnodrama 

At the start of my research, I asked four questions. The fourth question, "How 

do you capture the lived experiences of youths that have participated in gangs and 

present it in a dramatic way?" led me to the study of ethnodrama. I originally was 

intending to write a Theatre-In-Education script, combining the narrative of interviews 

with dramatic scenes from my imagination. This changed as I placed my emphasis on 

the ethnographic value of my interviews and looked for a method to preserve their 

integrity. Two things influenced my decision to use ethnodrama: I) From Johnny 

Saldana's article, "Playwriting with Data: The Development of an Ethnographic 

Performance Text," I read sections of an ethnodrama script and was intrigued; and 2) a 

friend gave me a copy of Norman K Denzin's book Interpretive Ethnography, which 

contains a chapter dedicated to "Performance Texts." They supplied the answer I was 

looking for: a bridge between two different mediums, ethnography and theatre, to create 

a three-dimensional presentation of the human experience that provokes the audience to 

think critically on the issue of gangs. The following is a brief sunmiary of the literature 

on ethnodrama. 

In his article, "Performance Studies: Interventions and Radical Research," 

Dwight Conquergood describes two different ways of knowing. The dominant way is 

through scientific observation and critical analysis, which creates a distanced 

perspective. The second way of knowing, Conquergood labels "old wives' tales," 

because it represents a more subjective approach—^"active, intimate, hands-on 

participation and personal connection" (146). Metaphorically, the scientific approach 
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views the subject from above and the "old wives' tales" approach views the subject at 

eye-level. Conquergood also points out that the scientific method is heavily text 

oriented and can overlook the value of nonverbal communication and embodied 

experience, the hands-on way of knowing (147). Conquergood argues that both ways of 

knowing are equally valuable and both are to be embraced within the academic 

community. One area in which this occurs is in performance studies projects. 

Conquergood argues, "Performance studies is uniquely suited for the challenge of 

braiding together disparate and stratified ways of knowing" (149). In choosing to create 

an ethnodrama, I have accepted Conquergood's challenge. 

The term ethnodrama represents a recent trend in ethnography to present 

research as a performance text. This ethnographic genre has other labels as well: 

ethnoperformance, and performance and reflexive anthropology (Denzin 91). One 

could also label this alternative approach as arts-based research, following in the 

footsteps of Tom Barone and Eliot Eisner. 

According to Norman K. Denzin, in Interpretive Ethnography (1997), "The 

performance text is the single, most powerful way for ethnography to recover yet 

interrogate the meanings of lived experience" (95). Ethnodrama allows an actor to 

embody the experience of another, an action that in itself is interpretive. In other words, 

we have the text that represents lived experiences and secondly, the performer who re

presents these experiences before an audience. The actor and members of the audience 

then become cultural critics as they represent/view a reality that has been deconstructed 

through the editing and performance process. Denzin provides comparisons of 
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ethnodrama to the techniques used by Bertoldt Brecht in his epic theatre. Denzin 

writes, "As ethnographic stagings, performances are always 'enmeshed in moral 

matters...[They] enact a moral stance' (Conquergood, 1985a, pp. 2, 4), asking the 

audience to take a stand on the performance and its meanings" (95). Therefore, the 

purpose of an ethnodrama is not to entertain, but to encourage critical thinking and 

questioning. 

Denzin gives us five forms of performance text: 

1. dramatic texts (rituals, poems, and plays meant to be performed); 

2. natural texts (transcriptions of everyday conversations); 

3. performance science texts (fieldwork notes and interviews); 

4. improvisational; and 

5. critical ethnodramas (the merging of natural script dialogues with 

dramatized scenes and the use of composite characters). (Interpretive 

Ethnography 99) 

Examples of ethnodrama are found in the Theatre-in-Education movement (Jim 

Mienczakowski's "Syncing Out Loud," a play centered on the experiences of persons 

with schizophrenia), in documentary plays (James Still's play And Then Thev Came 

For Me: Remembering the World of Anne Frank) and in films (the documentary Hoop 

Dreams, as an example). Ethnodrama has a particularly strong following in the area of 

health education. 
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The process of scripting an ethnodrama, according to researchers Jim 

Mienczakowski and Stephen Morgan, means incorporating as much verbatim narrative 

as possible. They write: 

Characters may speak the words and thoughts of several informants and 
fictionalized passages may also be included. However, no fictional 
characters, dialogue or scenarios are permitted unless they can be 
validated by informants and researchers as reasonable, likely, typical and 
representative of the range of behaviours and outcomes experienced in 
the setting. (220-221) 

The performance text is therefore attempting to create a high degree of 

"vraisemblance," a term that means the semblance of truth (Mienczakowski, "Theater" 

363). One manner in which Mienczakowski strives for "vraisemblance" is by inviting 

the "informants" to validate the research. One should also note that Mienczakowski 

does not use the term "subject." Mienczakowski is concerned that the ethnodrama 

expresses "informant agendas of concern in their own words" ("Theater" 361). 

Therefore, he has informants attend scripting sessions, rehearsals, group readings, and 

preview performances, and with their feedback, edits and rewrites the script. With the 

goal to "renegotiate" the ethnodrama's meanings with every performance, 

Mienczakowski also uses elements of Boal's forum theatre techniques during 

postperformance discussions ("Theater" 361). The high level of communication and 

cooperation between researcher, informant, and audience make Mienczakowski's 

approach reflexive, polyvocal and accessible to a broad audience ("Theater" 367-369). 

Ethnodrama writing is designed for consumption by both academics and the general 

public (Mienczakowski, "Theater" 363-364). Mienczakowski concludes, 

"Consequently, the ethnographic construction of dramatic scripts, validated by 



57 

contributors, peers, and informed others, is potentially able to achieve vraisemblance 

and cultural ingress as effectively, if not more effectively, than some traditional means 

of research reporting" ('Theater" 363). Mienczakowski's informant-validation 

approach is exciting, but not very plausible if trying to maintain a level of participant 

confidentiality when conducting gang research. However, my completed ethnodrama 

script was sent to each participant for fmal approval, editing, and comments. 

The one caution Denzin gives regarding ethnodrama is to be sure to "give an 

analytic synthesis" of our Hndings (The Research Act 45). By the same token, he 

writes, "Sociologists have long been resentful of physical scientists, and this accounts 

for their continuing attempt to emulate those sciences. Perhaps the discipline would 

have advanced more rapidly had sociologists emulated novelists and artists" (The 

Research Act 45). This reminds me of a supporting observation made by Jonathan 

Kellerman, a child clinical psychologist and author of Savage Spawn: Reflections on 

Violent Children. He notes, "Strikingly realistic depictions of the blithe psychopath can 

be found more readily in fiction than in the psychiatric literature...capturing this 

persona with astonishing clarity" (85-86). In the field of sociology, there is growing 

support in favor of incorporating artistic processes in the presentation of ethnographic 

research. 

In the field of drama education there is also growing support for ethnographic 

performance text, as exemplified in the work of Johnny Saldana, a drama educator at 

Arizona State University. Inspired by Denzin's book Interpretive Ethnography. Saldana 

produced an ethnographic performance text in order to dramatize the story of Barry, an 
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adolescent who dreams of becoming a professional actor. Saldana describes the content 

of ethnodrama as "the reduction of field notes, interview transcripts, journal entries, 

and/or memoranda to what are salient, foreground issues," or what he refers to as "juicy 

stuff ("Playwriting with Data"). 

There are many ways to relay stories in a dramatic format. For continuity, some 

fictional dialogue is needed to "link verbatim account work or to give information 

considered necessary...for audience understanding" (Mienczakowski, "The Theater of 

Ethnography" 362). Saldana also recommends interweaving the voices of two or more 

participants for the following reasons; 

• To offer triangulation through supporting statements; 

• To highlight disconfirming evidence from their contrast and 

juxtaposition; and 

• To exhibit collective story creation through the multiplicity of 

perspectives. ("Playwriting with Data") 

Saldana reminds us that the script is a dialogue where characters interact with each 

other, and sometimes it is necessary to artificially construct the dialogue if using 

"several sources of data gathered from different sites, from different participants, and 

across different time periods" ("Playwriting with Data"). He calls this the "symbolic 

interactionist's playing field" ("Playwriting with Data"). 

Another drama researcher, Kate Donelan of Australia, points out the correlating, 

intrinsic qualities between process drama and ethnography ("The Drama of 

Ethnography" 256-258). Beginning with a "pre-text," process drama leads participants 
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into a drama world, created by them through a series of improvised scenic units 

(O'Neill xvi). Process drama is characterized by its unscripted format, episodic 

structure, sustaining of fictional roles and situations over an extended timeframe, and 

participant audience (O'Neill xvi-xvii). When utilizing a historical pre-text, such as the 

Jewish Holocaust, process drama serves as an educational medium that engages 

students to experience history through recreating an event and exploring it from 

different viewpoints. Donelan describes how drama and ethnography have an affinity 

for each other. For example, she notes that 1) they both require the "capacity to project 

imaginatively into a situation and to identify with another perspective," 2) they each 

focus on the interrelationship between process and product, and 3) they each must have 

the ability to maintain "a dual perspective of involvement and detachment," between 

being a participant and an observer (256,260). Saldana and Donelan express for me the 

reasons why I am drawn to both fields of study—ethnography and theatre education— 

and why I have chosen to incorporate them together in this research project. I Hnd that 

they are analogous to each other in their attempt to represent an interpretation of reality 

and explore the meaning of human experience. Denzin reminds us that we live in a 

world of "secondhand meanings." Humans can not directly access reality. He writes, 

"Reality as it is known is mediated by symbolic representation, by narrative texts, and 

by cinematic and televisual structures that stand between the person and the so-called 

real world" (xvi). I am combining both a scientific and artistic approach as I create my 

own ethnodrama text. Being a theatre artist I am applying my imagination, empathy 

and creativity in combination with verbatim narrative and analytical research. 
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CHAPTERS 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY, ANALYSIS AND 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

I have chosen to conduct interviews with former gang members, relying on 

qualitative research methods. Knox writes, "Another continuity in gang studies has 

been in the application of qualitative research methods that approximate or aspire to the 

use of what will be described here as the oral history technique" (140). Through the use 

of methods such as participant observation, case-study interviews, questionnaires, and 

document analysis, the researcher can strive to understand the motivating factors 

underlying gang behavior, describe the complex causal relationships that generate gangs 

and provide multiple viewpoints on the topic. In this endeavor, several data sources and 

research methods, as well as theoretical perspectives and multiple observers are ideally 

employed in order to triangulate data in the final analysis. However, as expressed in the 

literature, research on gangs presents several obstacles. For example, participant 

observation poses the risk that the researcher may become involved in criminal 

activities or proceedings. Secondly, gangs do not record their activities, so document 

analysis is also limited. Therefore, the primary methods used to study gangs are case-

study interviews, questionnaires, and police data. My method includes interviews with 

former gang members, police data and theoretical perspectives drawn from the gang 

literature. 
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There are plenty of case studies available on gang members within the literature, 

but my choice was to meet my subject face to face and interview him/her. In order to 

script an ethnodrama, I wanted to collect personal narratives of former gang members 

and allow their own words tell their story. 

Symbolic Interactionism 

My methodology is based on symbolic interactionism and narrative inquiry. 

Both perspectives influence how I have conducted my research and they are closely 

related to each other. Symbolic interactionism informs us that human behavior is 

observable at two levels—the symbolic (language) and the interactional (behavior 

within a context) (Denzin, The Research Act 7). According to Hubert Blumer, the 

symbolic interactionist directly observes the empirical social world (47). Concerned 

with the study of human conduct, this method is premised on the belief that 1) "human 

beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that the things have for them," 2) 

that meaning is constructed through the manner in which people interact socially, and 3) 

that meanings are "handled in, and modified through, an interpretive process" to direct a 

person's actions (Blumer 2-3). Therefore, the meanings of objects toward which people 

act can not be ignored (Blumer 3). Symbolic interactionism also contends that "human 

groups or society exists in action and must be seen in terms of action" (Blumer 6). For 

example, Blumer recognizes that it is vitally important to observe social interaction, in 

order to view the "process that forms human conduct" (8). 
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I relate symbolic interaction to the acting process. For example, two actors 

create a believable scene by seeking "to understand the meaning of each other's action" 

(Blumer 9). Their characters each have individual objectives that the actors try to 

communicate through the use of language, gesture, expression and sound (symbolic 

action). A good actor knows that what makes the scene interesting is how he interprets 

the other actor's actions and responds to them. More often than not a conflict arises that 

forces each character to change, adjust or compromise in order to reach his objectives. 

Blumer writes: 

In the face of the actions of others one may abandon an intention or 
purpose, revise it, check or suspend it, intensify it, or replace it. The 
actions of others enter to set what one plans to do, may oppose or 
prevent such plans, may require a revision of such plans, and may 
demand a very different set of such plans. (8) 

In similar fashion, the dramatic life of a play unfolds through actors interpreting the 

meaning of each other's gestures. Lasdy, Blumer notes that in order to achieve their 

objectives people "must necessarily take each other's roles" (9). Thus, Blumer 

admonishes the researcher to place himself in the position of the individual or group 

whose actions he wishes to understand. He writes, "Simply put, people act toward 

things on the basis of the meaning that these things have for them, not on the basis of 

the meaning that these things have for the outside scholar...see their objects as they see 

them" (51). Thus, object becomes a term used broadly to represent anything people 

designate or refer to, including the self. 

Translating the symbolic interactionist perspective into a research methodology, 

Blumer proposes that the research process include: "Direct observation, interviewing of 
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people, listening to their conversations, securing life-history accounts, using letters and 

diaries, consulting public records, arranging for group discussions, and making counts 

of an item if this appears worthwhile" (41). Blumer refers to this diverse mode of 

inquiry as "exploration" (38). In exploration, the researcher adopts different points of 

observation, switches lines of inquiry, and moves in unexpected directions by allowing 

the data to guide his progress. This is a flexible procedure that begins with a broad 

focus and narrows as it proceeds (38-40). Blumer advocates a second mode of inquiry, 

which he calls "inspection" (43). Inspection is a form of analysis that looks at the 

relationship between different analytical elements and casts them into "a theoretical 

form" or defines the "connotative reference"(43). 

What sets symbolic interaction apart from scientific inquiry methods is its 

apparent indifference to following a set protocol and positioning the research in 

grounded theories prior to conducting it. Blumer warns against the "current designs of 

'proper' research procedures," arguing that "the established protocol of scientific 

inquiry becomes the unwitting substitute for a direct examination of the empirical social 

world" (38). 

Included in the symbolic interactionist's approach to research is the method of 

naturalistic interactionism, which is "an attempt to develop theories about interaction 

that rest on the behaviors, languages, definitions, and attitudes of those studied" 

(Denzin, The Research Act 71). They study not only the subject's symbolic language 

and behavior, but also how a subject deOnes him/herself, and his/her attitudes and 

feelings (Denzin, The Research Act 71). 
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I also consider my research to be based on the narrative inquiry approach. 

According to Jean Clandinin and Michael Connelly people understand their world 

narratively. This is their justiflcation for studying the world narratively. They write, 

"Life is filled with narrative fragments enacted in storied moments of time and space, 

and reflected upon and understood in terms of narrative unities and discontinuities" 

(17). Clandinin and Connelly compare and contrast narrative inquiry with what they 

term the "grand narrative" and "formalism." In the grand narrative, causality is certain, 

based on the "universal case" (32). The grand narrative fails to recognize historical 

context and the temporal nature of human experience. It favors timeless theories with 

universal applications, and context is left out. 

The major difference between narrative inquirers and formalists is how they 

begin their inquiry. Formalists begin by researching theory and establishing a 

"framework." In narrative inquiry one "begins with experience as expressed in lived 

and told stories" and allows this to guide their research rather than a theory or 

prescribed protocol (40). Experience is the key of narrative thinking. Just the opposite 

of the grand narrative, it is dependent on context, temporality, and expresses 

uncertainty. Experience is subjective while formalism is objective. 

The purpose of narrative inquiry is different from the formalist and grand 

narrative approach. In Clandinin and Connelly's view, narrative inquiry provides 

readers with the opportunity to vicariously test life's possibilities (42). They write, 

"The narrative inquirer does not prescribe general applications and uses, but rather 
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creates texts that, when well done, offer readers a place to imagine their own uses and 

applications" (42). 

In terms of conducting gang research, the symbolic interactionist approach is 

appropriate for understanding human behavior. It advocates that the researcher enter 

the world he/she is studying. For example, many gang researchers use participant-

observation as their primary tool to gather data, along with interviews. Secondly, I am 

studying the world of gangs through listening to individual stories told by former gang 

members. Therefore, narrative inquiry describes and Justifies the purpose of my 

research. Like Clandinin and Connelly, I am searching for the best way to represent the 

"wholeness of an individual's life experience" (17). 

Due to the inherent risk involved when researching gangs, I found that the 

application of these two methodologies was limited. There were certain risks I was 

unwilling to take, especially as a female and with a lack of prior experience with gangs. 

Therefore, participant-observation was out of the question. Secondly, and in 

consideration of my safety, I chose to conduct interviews with former gang members, 

not current, and the interviews were held in a private office setting, on the University of 

Arizona campus. This worked well for two participants, while the third subject lived in 

Phoenix. After an initial phone conversation, he and I agreed I would travel to Phoenix 

and interview him at his place of work, a private office, at a brokerage firm. Despite 

these limitations, I followed in the footsteps of narrative inquirers by gathering stories 

and retelling them in order to bring a three-dimensional understanding to the gang 
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problem. I focused on the individual's experience, on the context of each story, and on 

the temporal nature of each participant's life history. 

Project Approval Process 

The University of Arizona requires any type of research involving human 

subjects to go through a rigorous review by the Human Subjects Committee to ensure 

that the rights of the subjects are protected. Furthermore, students are now required to 

become certified in human subjects protection by successfully completing the Rochester 

Program. Undergoing this process proved to be a tremendous learning experience for 

me. The Human Subjects Committee provided invaluable expertise in the matter of 

writing consent forms and following a research protocol. However, they also imposed 

some limitations on my research by denying my request to interview minors (those 

under age 18). This decision made subject recruitment more of a challenge on the one 

hand, and simplified my life on the other, as the risk and liability increases when 

interviewing minors. [ am thankful for the guidance I received from the committee, and 

for their approval in May of 2000 of my thesis proposal. Since then, they have patiently 

renewed my proposal twice and allowed two changes: switching my method of 

recmitment from an outside entity to myself and adding the option to interview 

professionals who work with gangs. Both of these changes were decided upon once I 

realized that the Southwest Key Program, which provides services to juveniles on 

parole, would not have the necessary contacts to recruit participants over the age of 18. 
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Selection of Participants and Brief Description 

My intention at the beginning of my research was to interview four former or 

inactive gang members of either sex, of diverse ethnic background, and representing 

different types of gangs. My main criteria were that the participants be over 18 years of 

age and no longer involved in gangs. Originally, the Southwest Key Program was 

enlisted to recruit for me and they also offered a private office for me to conduct 

interviews. Susan Olsen, the director of the program, had agreed to make the initial 

contact with potential participants and set up a convenient meeting time for me to 

interview them. The result of this agreement was one interview, with a young man who 

denied gang membership and would not volunteer much information. After the 

interview, I learned from Olsen that a condition of this young man's probation was to 

no longer claim gang membership. 

At the time of that first interview, I realized that finding participants for my 

research was not going to be an easy task. This was in March 2000, my final semester 

of coursework in the graduate program. Over a year later, in May 2001, I interviewed 

my second participant and began to see progress in contacting potential participants. 

My recruitment method was word of mouth, hundreds of phone calls especially to social 

service agencies, and networking at the "Gang Awareness Prevalence and Prevention" 

Spring 2001 Symposium sponsored by Pima County Community College and the 

Department of Public Safety. In order to protect the anonymity of the participants I 

interviewed, I have chosen not to detail how I contacted them, except to say that most 

often a name and phone number were given to me and I made the first call. 
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Ultimately, I was only able to recruit three participants: two Hispanic males and 

one African American male. I have given them the pseudonyms Cisco, Michael and 

Devon. That all three participants come from the same gang, the Crips, is purely 

coincidental. That two are Hispanic and one African American simply reflects the fact 

that statistically over three-quarters of all gang members are either Hispanic or African 

American (Spergel 58-59). The odds of finding a more diverse sample were not in my 

favor. Please note that a thorough and detailed biographical sketch of the participants is 

provided in the next chapter. 

Why was it so difficult to recruit participants? For one, there are not many 

"former" gang members around. Those that I interviewed consider themselves the 

lucky few who made it out alive, and out of prison. Secondly, former or not, a gang 

member takes a risk in talking about his past. If they implicated themselves or someone 

else in an unprosecuted crime, I would have a moral/legal obligation to report this 

knowledge to the authorities or live with my conscience and delete it from the tape. 

Also, talking to an outsider, like myself, could have other unforeseeable risks, such as 

gang retaliation. I had to be extremely careful whom I contacted. Lastly, I did not want 

to repeat the mistakes of my first interview with an unwilling subject. I wanted to 

interview participants who consented willingly and without hesitation. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Participants were each interviewed for no longer than one hour each. Follow-

up, second interviews were planned, but due to difficulties reaching one of the 
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participants by phone, and to the necessity of completing the thesis within a timeframe, 

they became impractical. However, in order to conduct a member check, I mailed to the 

participants copies of the ethnodrama performance text and sections from the thesis for 

their review, editing, suggestions and approval. Though indirect, this is one method I 

am using to help triangulate the data. As of this writing, I received only one response 

back from a participant. Michael wrote a brief note, stating, "I realize that you are still 

refining your thesis, but I must say it looks promising. Feel free to contact me should 

you need additional information or follow up information...Good luck and good job." 

As words of encouragement, Michael's comments help validate my work. 

In the interviews, participants were supplied a consent form that informed them 

of their rights as a research subject and guaranteed specific terms of confidentiality, 

including the use of pseudonyms on all research documentation and omission of any 

identifiable proper names and places. It also guaranteed restricted access to the research 

data and a directive to keep all audiotapes, transcriptions, and notes for one year 

following the completion of the project. Due to these conditions, copies of the 

interview transcripts will not be made public. (Please see Consent Form, Appendix B.) 

The interview guide was developed with the help of Suzanne Olsen at the 

Southwest Key Program. Olsen reviewed my questions and weeded out academic 

language that might offend or confuse participants and identified the t>'pes of questions 

that would likely elicit no response. She was an excellent person to bounce my ideas 

off of and I appreciate her expertise and help. The final list of questions was short, but 
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remained focused on my original questions guiding my research, and was divided into 

five broad categories: 

• Life in a Gang. The questions revolved around the attraction to gangs, 

the lifestyle and how they got out; 

• Drugs and Guns. The questions related to gang activities; 

• Family and Friends. The questions focused on the participant's support 

system; 

• Life Experiences. The questions varied greatly in this section as the 

participants were asked to reflect back on various aspects of their lives, 

including childhood, school, economic hardship, and the impact of the 

gang on their life; and 

• Future. The questions were geared toward learning about the 

participant's present situation, future expectations, and their views on the 

future of gangs. (Please see Sample Interview Questions, Appendix C.) 

The following table illustrates how the questions fit into my conceptual framework. 

While my interviews were focused on specific questions with the help of an 

interview guide, the phrasing of questions and their order was tlexible so as to "fit the 

characteristics of each respondent" (Denzin, The Research Act 105). No two interviews 

were alike, and I made changes to the interview questions, as needed. 

How the participants responded to the questions may have been influenced by 

their understanding that the purpose of the interview was to write a script intended to be 

used in a gang prevention program. In this regard, participants may have shared stories 
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they otherwise kept private, or vice versa, and their stories may have contained more 

elaborate detail. Also influencing the interviews was my desire to elicit stories, not 

simple answers to questions. I encouraged the participants to give descriptive responses 

and asked questions that could only be answered by telling a story. 
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TABLE 3.1 

Research Questions as They Relate to the Conceptual Framework 

RESEARCH THEMES | SAMPLE OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

FORCES THAT PUSH/PULL ^ SOUTHS INTO GANGS 
Identity and Self-Concept What were you like before you joined a gang? 

How have you changed since joining a gang? 
What was the greatest pain you felt when you were a 
kid? 

Family History Tell me something about your family. 
What was your childhood like? 
When a problem arises in your life, who do you turn to 
first and why? 

Social Disorganization What kind of obstacles have you encountered in your 
life? 
How does money influence your decisions in life? 
What do you think society should do to help young 
people like you succeed in life? 
Describe what you were like in school. 

Risk Factors How did you first learn about gangs? 
Why did you choose to join a gang? 

Individual Motivation What is the best thing about being a member of a gang? 
Environmental Factors Describe where you grew up. 

GANG ACTIVITIES 
Violence Describe how you were initiated into the gang? 

How were you taught to use a gun? 
Delinquency and Crime 
And Social Activities 

Describe some of the activities you have participated in 
as a member of a gang. 
Do you have any stories to share with me about being in 
a gang? For example, describe to me something 
unexpected or funny that happened to you. 
What is your opinion on drugs? 

FORCES THAT PUSH/PULL YOUTHS OUT OF GANGS 
Getting Out of the Gang HowAVhy did you decide to leave the gang? 
Reflections on the Future If there was anything you could do differently in your 

life, what would it be and why? 
How would you describe your circumstances today? 
Where do you see the future of gangs heading? 
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Analysis 

My analysis is based on a small sample—three participants interviewed for 

about one hour each, creating around 60 pages of transcription. In coding the data, I 

looked for the following: I) the themes from my conceptual framework; 2) cross-

comparisons of causes and effects; 3) shared viewpoints and life experiences among all 

three participants; 4) frequently repeated words or phrases; and 5) data that correlates 

with theoretical viewpoints from the literature. With the help of Strauss' method of 

coding, I scanned the interviews and elicited axial codes (or core categories) around 

which subcategories revolved. This led to the use of in vivo codes, where the 

participant's own words are used as coding labels (Strauss 33). As core themes 

emerged, the interviews were restructured, so that the participants' words fell in the 

proper categories and provided a model of comparison. In accordance with my original 

research design, the analysis stayed focused on answering my original questions and 

formed the foundation for the structure of the ethnodrama. In other words, the 

ethnodrama divides into three sections: What are the forces that push/pull youths into 

gangs? What is life like in the gang? What are the forces that push/pull youths out of 

gangs? These three sections are then divided into the themes that makeup the 

framework of my study. These themes were highlighted both in the dialogue and 

through a theatrical device, a slideshow presentation. For example, when characters in 

the ethnodrama discuss why they joined a gang, slides relay the underlying theme, 

which is stated in the participants' own words. For example, if the theme is on 
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violence, the slide projects the phrase "All of us had guns." Thus, the ethnodraina 

reflects the analysis by drawing attention to the main questions of concern. 

Limitations of the Study 

Gang research has inherent problems that limited my abilities to conduct a 

thorough study. One of the limitations I encountered was the difficulty involved in 

recruitment of participants. This resulted in a small sample, from which broad 

conclusions cannot be deduced. Secondly, the type of sample I recruited did not have 

the diversity I originally intended; it was not ethnically diverse, lacked female 

participants and represented only one gang, the Crips. Statistically, my sample is, 

however, representative of the overall problem. For example, the majority of gang 

members are male, and three-quarters of them are either Hispanic or African American. 

Another limitation of the study is my own cultural background. Outsiders are 

not welcome in the gang community. Gaining entry in order to be a participant 

observer is extremely difficult. Concern for my safety, prevented me from going into 

neighborhoods in search of gangs and gang activity. And I encountered problems with 

gaining the trust of those I desired to interview. Many gang researchers encounter these 

same limitations, and express this in the literature. At one point in my quest for 

participants, a former police officer placed it into perspective for me: researching gangs 

is comparable to researching the Mafia. In both instances, participants are afraid to talk, 

afraid of reprisals. In order to mitigate this issue, I selected participants who had 

completely left the gang, were willing to talk, and had already spoken out against gangs. 
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And under the guidance of the Human Subjects Committee, I veered away from 

interviewing minors. 

As an outsider, I also had a limited perception of the gang problem. I am 

recognizing this as a limitation because an outsider may be blind to issues that later 

become important in hindsight. For example, I did not begin asking questions on the 

issue of guns until my third interview. It is also a limitation because I was more 

susceptible to accepting at face value what participants told me; if a participant was 

untruthful, I was not in the position to readily recognize his deception. In order to 

overcome my naivete, I conducted informal interviews with people most familiar with 

the gang problem (police officers, former gang members, social workers, university 

professors, etc.), read through the literature, and watched films on gangs (both 

documentary and for entertainment). But none of these actions can take the place of 

real experience and firsthand knowledge. 

I also recognize that as a novice researcher I took fewer risks than I would have 

liked in the type of questions I asked and the type of cooperation I demanded from 

participants. Some questions that I would like to have asked included questions on 

participants' attitudes toward sex and asking for more specific details for why they each 

served time in jail or prison. I backed off a lot from questions that were on the tip of 

my tongue, out of respect for the participants' privacy and due to the comfort level of 

the interview. The interviews were the first time I had met any of the participants in 

person. In a second round of interviews, I would more likely have pressed for answers 

to these questions and others, filling in the gaps that were left behind from the first 
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[nterview. I will also admit that I took fewer risks because my participants have a 

history of violence and a criminal record, and trust was an issue for both them and me. 

This is also a reason for why second interviews were not conducted. 

And finally, I acknowledge that a major limitation of this study is its lack of in-

depth interviews. While the interviews were each productive and helped me 

accomplish my goals, I did not have "thick" interview data upon which to base my 

conclusions. In a one-hour interview, [ was able to produce a snapshot of each 

participant, but I was limited in my ability to triangulate and validate the information 

they each gave me, which adversely affected the depth of my analysis. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 

Introducing the Participants 

Before I conduct a cross comparison between the three participants I 

interviewed, let me introduce them as individuals for the sake of continuity. Because of 

their shared dedication to turn their own lives around and their desire to help keep 

young people out of gangs, they agreed to be interviewed. The following is a brief 

biographical sketch of each of their lives. Please note that a pseudonym has been used 

in place of actual names. 

Cisco 

At time of interview (July 27, 2001), Cisco was 25 years old. He is a Mexican 

American from Tucson, formerly affiliated with the Crips. Today, he is an investment 

advisor in Phoenix with a wife and three-year old son. 

Familv History 

The youngest of three sons, Cisco has two older brothers who have not had the 

same success as he. One brother is still a crack addict. The other brother has a hard 

time holding down a job and when a teenager spent three years in the Department of 

Corrections. The oldest brother is still living with his mother. 
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For ten years, during his parents' marriage, Cisco says that his father would 

come home and beat his mother "every day." His father gave her $20 for groceries to 

last the whole month. "She would have to have groceries for the whole month and if 

she didn't, he would come home and beat her." When Cisco was around two or three, 

his parents got a divorce, so Cisco does not "remember any of that," but his two older 

brothers do remember. Both older brothers confronted their father about the abuse and 

both times, separate incidents, father and son ended up in a fistfight. Cisco decided to 

avoid his father after these two conflicts. His father has never supported the family 

financially, never paid child support, and broke promises to Cisco to buy him things a 

child needs. In order to support the family, his mother worked 12 to 14 hours a day. 

So, according to Cisco, "I never had any supervision." His older brothers were poor 

influences, and eventually all three sons sold drugs to earn money. 

Joining the Gang 

Cisco's gang involvement began around age 13 and he remained in the gang 

until age 17 or 18. He describes how the gang formed naturally. "It was more just kind 

of hanging out with a bunch of guys from the same neighborhood and playing 

basketball." Gradually, as they moved to different parks to compete on the basketball 

court, the group started to be labeled a gang: "So then at that point, we just kind of got a 

chip on our shoulder." 



Gang Activities 

The gang became involved in selling drugs after seeing how older people of the 

same neighborhood were able to make money that way. A friend's uncle introduced the 

gang to cocaine. Cisco was able to make between $2S00-$3000 dollars a week selling 

drugs. Cisco says that after seeing both his brothers overdose on cocaine, he will never 

try it. He admits to having smoked weed, but says, 'That's just a stage that people go 

through." Other gang activities included: violent confrontations, drive-bys, and 

robberies. 

Getting Out of the Gang 

At age 16, Cisco was arrested for being with some guys that "beat up this one 

guy really bad." Cisco denies being a part of the beating. He served thirty days in jail, 

an experience that was the turning point in his career as a gang member. After his thirty 

days were up, Cisco was placed in a juvenile school where he was the only Crip and the 

other students were all Bloods from a rival gang. He was harassed both on the way to 

school and on the way back. Consequently, he was not motivated to go to school. But, 

the condition of his returning to public school was staying one year at the juvenile 

school and keeping his "nose clean" the entire time. He returned the following year to 

public school; he was a junior. That year, he was not allowed to participate in sports—a 

bitter disappointment. However, senior year he got his chance—he played football and 

baseball. "And then that's where I got my scholarship at—out of baseball." The 
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baseball scholarship was his golden ticket out. Cisco left home and attended college on 

a baseball scholarship, and he says, "Ever since then I was fine." 

The Present 

Cisco returns to Tucson on occasion to visit friends, but he's nervous when he's 

there: "I don't know who I know and who knows me and who was hurt by my decisions 

when I was younger." Of his friends, only one of them attended college. Other gang 

members, former or not, he describes as either "still living at home or they're in jail." 

And their job prospects are limited: "They work like at Circle K's, or Discount Tires, or 

Walgreens." College, which he describes as "the best thing that ever happened to me," 

created a cognitive dissonance between him, the gang, and his brothers. Today, Cisco is 

working hard, six days a week—five days as an investment advisor, and Saturdays as a 

volunteer for a recreation center. In his free time, he talks of going fishing and 

attending church on Sundays. Having always supported his mother financially, ever 

since he was as a young teenager, Cisco still provides for her and his family. 

Michael 

At the time of interview (June 7, 2001), Michael was 22 years old. He is a 

Mexican American from Tucson, formerly affiliated with the Crips. Currently, he is 

making strides toward a career in law enforcement by attending college. 



distance from it." Other gang activities included burglary, gunfights, and defending 

their turf. Michael admits he's been in a few gunfights; one of the charges he was 

arrested for was possession of a gun. There was "always a gun in the group." He also 

made sure that the gang's name got out, one way being "jumping other people of the 

opposite gangs." 

Getting Out of the Gang 

When Michael was arrested with a concealed weapon, he was "taken to juvenile 

and was let go." Then, he was rearrested and put into a program with juvenile court that 

consisted of six months of intense probation. He was confined to his home, unable to 

associate with anybody, and forbidden to wear his gang colors. He says, "This was the 

beginning, I believe, because it forced you to stay away from your friends. And it forced 

your friends to stay away from you." During that probationary period, he was locked 

up for four days, which gave him time to reflect on where he was going and why he was 

there. It was at this point that he made a decision to allow "a lot of good people" to 

help him out. One person in particular, a female probation officer, had the greatest 

influence on helping him leave the gang. Education became important in his life—he 

got help with reading and eventually graduated from high school. He says that 

education helped separate him from the gang: "I started speaking a little different 

language." Leaving the gang was not too difficult. The gang allowed Michael to leave, 

and replaced him by recruiting his older brother (older by eleven months). Michael 

confronted his brother about joining the gang, but could not convince him not to do it. 
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He realized that his brother had to learn what Michael learned the hard way: 

"Sometimes you need to bum your hand on the stove." 

The Present 

Michael is very goal oriented today. He is making a positive difference by 

working with high school students and attending school. He is friends with the 

probation officer who helped him originally and relies on her still for guidance if he 

needs it. He says, "My circumstances that I have now are everything I want them to be. 

I decide what's going to happen, how I'm going to be, how I'm going to act, and what 

I'm going to involve myself in." 

Devon 

At time of interview (May 7, 2001), Devon was 39 years old. He is an African 

American, originally from Los Angeles, and formerly affiliated with the Crips. Today 

Devon runs an anger management class in a Therapeutic Community (TC) setting. 

Familv History 

Devon is the youngest out of nine children. His mother raised all of them as a 

single parent. His older brothers were part of a gang. His oldest brother was a Vietnam 

vet who returned from the war and "just wasn't the same." Devon's parents separated 

when he was a baby. And he says, "I grew up without a father." With nine kids, Devon 

did not get much attention. Mom worked from 9-5 and came home tired. Despite his 
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many siblings, Devon says his childhood was lonely. Drug abuse was also an issue in 

the family. When Devon was age twenty-one, his mother passed away. At this time, 

Devon says, "The gang was the only ones I could turn to. The gang was my family." 

Joining the Gang 

Devon joined the gang when he was sixteen years old. His motive for joining 

was his desire get revenge against another gang member who shot Devon's brother in 

the chest. It probably was natural for him to join a gang because his brothers were also 

in gangs. He also observes that his "whole environment was surrounded by gangs." 

From an early age, he was exposed to violence: "Shootings, stabbings, all kinds of stuff, 

drive-by shootings." Devon became a part of gangs in the late 1970s. To join the gang, 

Devon was jumped in by fighting one-on-one another gang member. 

Gang Activities 

Devon does not give much detail about his gang activities. He says that in the 

late 1970s, gangs were not "way out of control like it is now." There were not "too 

many" guns or drive-by shootings. Instead, kids fought with fists and knives. The best 

things about the gang for Devon were the friends, parties, and "hanging out and just 

doing fun things." He admits that the gang taught him how to hurt people: "It was fun, 

doing that. But it wasn't fun when it was being done to me." As the years passed by, he 

says, he was taught how to use a gun. While he sold drugs to support himself, he was 
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not a big drug user. He smoked marijuana and drank alcohol, but "never messed with 

any really serious drugs." 

Getting Out of the Gang 

At age 18, Devon went to jail. From then on, he was in and out of prison, off 

and on, up until 1999. He spent a total of fifteen years in prison; his last sentence was 

for seven years. "I would stay out, maybe two and a half years, three and a half years, 

to eventually do something inappropriate and then end up back." 

The success of where he is today may be due to his entering a Therapeutic 

Community. The TC approach is similar to Alcoholics Anonymous in that the leaders 

of the program are former gang members. It is based on the philosophy that people who 

have experienced a problem and overcome it, can be effective in helping others 

overcome the same difficulty. Lewis Yablonsky provides an excellent chapter on the 

therapeutic community approach in his book. Gangsters. He writes: 

I have concluded that the TC process equips former addicts with long 
criminal backgrounds and prison experience to become effective 
therapists for younger delinquents, including gangsters. The ex-criminal 
therapist has had the street experience of his client, cannot easily be 
outmaneuvered by him, and can establish rapport. There is a 
communication that most professional therapists find difficult to 
establish with rebellious and defiant gangsters. (149) 

Devon and I did not discuss the TC program, but he identified it as his place of work. 

Another thing that helped Devon change were his three children. He realized that his 

actions would affect their lives. Lastly, if Devon does not change his past behavior, he 

is now a "three-strikes candidate"—his next prison sentence will be for life. In Devon's 

view, "I've had no other choice to change." 
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The Present 

Devon is in the process of working on his own self-improvement: getting his 

GED, keeping in regular contact with his children, and processing the deaths of both his 

parents. He avoids his former life as a gang member by living in a different state, but 

on occasion he goes back home to hang out with his friends. He says that his friends 

make fun of him now because he has changed: he's considerate toward other people and 

will go out of his way to help anybody. He states: "My whole thing is to remember 

who I am and the person I am capable of being...Keep working toward my goals cause 

life is short. Live life on life's terms. There's more to life than committing crimes." 

A Cross-Comparison of the Participants 

In this section, I summarize how the three former gang members I interviewed 

respond to the three primary research questions asked, and provide a comparative 

analysis. 

What are the Forces that Push or 

Pull Youths into Gangs? 

In response to the first question with regard to the forces that push or pull youths 

into gangs, the following themes are drawn from the interview data. All three 

participants came from single-parent homes. Significantly, all three were raised by their 

mother while father was either "in and out of prison," or setting a bad example through 

drug abuse, absenteeism, and physical abuse. The lack of a father figure is a prominent 
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factor mentioned in the gang literature with regard to gang risk factors. Vigil explains 

that for about half of the gang members he interviewed, "the influence of male relatives 

who were (or had been) gang members provided an image to live up to, and 

encouragement (sometimes inadvertent) to join" (88). This statement holds true for 

Cisco, Devon, and Michael, whose older brothers were involved in gangs, or whose 

family members had ties to gangs. They each commented on a lack of positive role 

models in their lives. 

Korem's thesis of the Missing Protector Factor (MPF) also fits into this 

argument because each of the participants either handled problems alone, or looked for 

help outside their family. Michael stated, 'Throughout my life I've been able to sort 

out my own problems." Likewise, Cisco said, "I don't talk to people about my 

problems." Although not blatantly stated, Michael, Cisco and Devon implied that 

acting as poor role models, their families were incapable of offering them the support 

they needed. 

The lack of appropriate role models draws attention to environmental factors. 

They each came from gang infested neighborhoods—Michael and Cisco from the 

barrios of South Tucson, and Devon from the inner-city of Los Angeles. Michael 

described hanging around with kids who "don't have much." Cisco fell into a group of 

neighborhood friends who attracted the gang label through competition with other 

neighborhoods on the basketball court. And, Devon told us that his "whole 

environment was surrounded by gangs." 
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Coming from dysfunctional families where the mother worked all the time, two 

of the participants came to consider the gang a substitute family. Devon said, 'The 

gang was only ones I could turn to. The gang was my family." Michael stated: "You 

knew where you stood within this group. It was there. It was tangible. And within the 

family, there was very little. And maybe that was something that replaced it or was 

something to settle for, instead of nothing." Cisco did not talk about the gang in terms 

of family, however, he did compare it to a unit—^"We were like a unit, we were like 

one." 

Wanting to belong is also a significant factor. Devon explained that he "just 

wanted to be a part of something." Michael realized that the reason he joined the gang 

was "because I wanted the camaraderie, the feeling of belonging, friendship." Cisco 

said, "It was more just kind of hanging out with a bunch of guys from the same 

neighborhood and playing basketball." 

A lack of parental supervision is evident in each interview, Devon, the youngest 

of nine kids, claimed a lonely childhood with "not much attention" because his mom 

"wanted to rest after being at work from 9 to 5, or 9 to 6." Cisco, similarly, described 

his mother working 12, 14 hours a day, "so I never had any supervision." Michael 

explained that his older brother was left to raise him because his mother was "working 

two jobs." 

Three other factors emerge from the interviews. The first is the desire for fun 

and excitement. Second is the lucrative business of selling drugs. And, third is the 

sense of empowerment gained through intimidation and violence. These factors are 
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discussed in detail in response to my second question. But they are mentioned here 

because these are factors that personally motivated Cisco, Michael, and Devon to 

participate in a gang. 

What is Life Like in the Gang? 

The next question answered in the interviews is what life is like in the gang. 

Having no research to go on with regard to Tucson gang activity, with the exception of 

newspaper reports and police data, the responses of Michael and Cisco surprised me. I 

found that Tucson gangs reflect the same problems as the urban gangs described in the 

gang literature. Guns and fighting are common concerns expressed by all three 

participants and they all appeared to take for granted violent gang activity. Guns were 

put into the hands of youth "like a basketball," and used in drive-bys and gunfights. 

Fighting occurred between members of the same gang and more often between 

members of rival gangs. They described being "Jumped" on by rival gang members, 

having the power to intimidate others, and establishing a reputation in their community. 

Drugs are an important characteristic of the gang lifestyle. Two of the 

participants sold drugs to support themselves and family. However, despite the 

availability of cocaine, heroine and other serious drugs, none of the participants claimed 

to have a drug problem, former or present. And with the exception of marijuana and 

alcohol, they each expressed a negative attitude toward drugs, having witnessed the 

painful consequences of drug addiction within their own families. 
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Furthermore, the gang lifestyle exposed the participants to adult situations at a 

very early age—alcohol, drugs, sex, illegal activities. These experiences made it 

difficult for Michael to relate to his peer group. Cisco was told by an older individual to 

"do as much crime as you can now before you turn eighteen, because then you get 

really in trouble." He recalled robbing his first store at age twelve. Michael related 

that the gang "put you in a position where you're going to have to fend for yourself." 

This is true in gang initiations, the test of a future member's courage and survival 

instincts. According to Devon, the gangs initiate their members to see if they are "hard 

enough." 

Each participant described certain aspects of being in a gang that were fun. 

Devon said that the best thing about being in a gang was "friends, parties, and hanging 

out and just doing fun things." Michael described enjoying "an overwhelming feeling" 

of power to be able to intimidate others with his presence and reputation as a "bad boy." 

Cisco enjoyed the adrenaline rush of being chased by the cops with "three thousand 

dollars" in his pocket—money he earned in a week, selling drugs. 

What are the Forces that Push or 

Pull Youths Out of Gangs? 

Eventually each of the participants learned that the risks outweigh the benefits of 

being in a gang. This leads us into my final question: What are the forces that push or 

pull youths out of gangs? I begin answering this question by examining how each 

participant was held accountable for his actions. Involving law enforcement, this gang 
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away from the gang friends he used to hang out with. Michael began to accept the help 

that was offered him. Also working in their favor was their decision to focus on their 

education and graduate from high school. Both Michael and Cisco described how being 

educated changes the way they speak and distances them from their gang friends and 

family. Cisco said, "I was the first one to graduate from high school and go to college. 

Even to this day, my two brothers, I mean they don't look at me eye to eye. Just 

because we talk different languages." Michael, echoing Cisco's comment, stated: 

"And, one thing that set me apart from the gangs and myself actually just wanting to be 

different, a part of that was my education...! started speaking a little different 

language... and it just created some type of different level." 

Fortunate enough to attend college on a baseball scholarship, Cisco was able to 

both mentally and physically move away from the gang lifestyle. Thrasher's position 

on how to reform a gang youth is to remove him from the gang (346). This proves true 

in all three examples. Devon distanced himself from his gang friends by moving to 

Tucson from Los Angeles. Michael was forced to stay away from his friends by being 

placed in an intense probation program. Today, Michael tells young people, "Surround 

yourself with good people...with the people you want to be." 

Another factor crucial to Michael and Cisco's successful turnaround is their 

gangs' willingness to accept their decision to leave the gang. In regard to how the gang 

responded, Michael commented, "As for them [the gang], coming back and making 

threats on me and stuff, it wasn't very blatant and it wasn't as you think it might be. 

Thank God." Michael described how the gang gave him "leeway," perhaps expecting 
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him to return to the gang after his attempts at self-improvement and getting an 

education failed. But, he said, "I just kept going." And by being successful, he actually 

gained their respect. Cisco was able to stop affiliating with his gang friends by having 

his mother lie about his still being in jail, whenever his friends came by to see him. He 

said, "And then finally, the word was out that I was out, but [ think the fact of my 

friends...were starting to realize that I was changing and I didn't want to be a part of it. 

And I think they were more hurt than anything." This is how Cisco avoided a direct 

confrontation to let the gang know he wanted out of it. 

Devon is an example of a person who was allowed to mature out of the gang. 

He has a good excuse: a life sentence hangs over him if he commits another crime. He 

also has "three kids to be responsible for" and he realizes, "What I do will affect their 

well-being...and be there for them in time of need." Lastly, in describing the changes 

that he has made, Devon expressed a certain level of maturity. For instance, he said, 

"Prison is for people who can not adjust to society. People who can not control their 

feelings and emotions. Something that I had to learn, something [ learned by going 

through the program." When asked what his friends from the gang would think of him 

today, Devon responded: "Well, I go down to L.A. occasionally, hang out...They 

respect me for what I do. They make fun of me, that I don't do the things I used to do. 

It's hard to believe that I have changed...! go out of my way to help anybody. I'm just 

not that hateful person no more." In two instances, Devon credited the therapeutic 

community, referred to as the "program," for helping him confront issues in his life, 

anger management and dealing with the death of both his parents. Further interviews 
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are needed, however, to properly evaluate the effectiveness of the program in creating 

the attitude change we see in Devon. 

Michael left the gang by making a conscious decision and allowing himself "to 

be guided by a lot of good people." Michael had a moment of epiphany sitting in jail 

for four days: "You know how they tell you we're going to be here and there with you. 

Okay, yeah, so, I looked around and all I saw was four walls and myself...And there 

was just a decision—this is not what 1 wanted." Rather than maturity, the key to 

Michael's success was the help he received from a probation officer who Michael 

credited for making that "first jump into me." Michael described her as "motherlike," a 

person who nurtured him, and as the first person he "ever opened up to" in his life. 

While certain key factors were present to help Cisco, Michael, and Devon 

reform their lives, what their stories also reveal is that change does not come easily. It 

requires a strong desire to change and a willingness to take advice from others. Their 

stories are testimonies of an uphill struggle that requires great determination. Both 

Michael and Cisco commented on the challenge before them. Cisco said: 

I remember when I went to college it was the worst experience of my 
life. The reason I say it is because I was from the South of Tucson, and 
it was all Mexican, Mexican food, Mexican heritage, Mexican 
Mariachis, and Mexican music. And then I go to [college] [and] it's 
99% all white and it's out in the middle of the forest and it was a culture 
shock...And I remember I would call Mom and cry, "Please, I'm going 
to come home, I'm going to come home." And she would say, "No, 
there's nothing here for you. Just stay there. Just stay there." And, I 
mean, the first year was difHcult, but I got to tell you, the best thing that 
ever happened to me was going to college. 



prison. However, that he chose to stay in the community and became a counselor for 

others like himself, testifies to a strong desire for change as well. 

Scripting an Ethnodrama: The Writing Process 

In writing my tlrst ethnodrama, the thing I found most challenging was staying 

true to the data. It was tempting to write in a fictional style, using playwriting 

techniques to create conflict and a sense of tension so as to keep an audience's attention. 

The problem with combining fiction with non (the interviews) is that they exist in two 

different contexts. My narratives are structured around a set of questions in an 

interview setting, not based on real-life, observable events. The choice for me was to 

either create a play of entirely fictionalized dialogue (although the characters and events 

would be based on fact), or strive for Mienczakowski's "vraisemblance" which meant 

relying almost entirely on verbatim narrative. I chose to follow Mienczakowski's 

example. 

One of the points Mienczakowski notes in his article, "The Theater of 

Ethnography," is that the "informants" showed a preference for "nonfictionalized 

verbatim account work over fictionalized versions of ethnographic interviews" (362). 

These "informants" perceived a greater value in the direct verbatim transcription 

because to them, it would impress the audience as "real" (Mienczakowski, 'The Theater 

of Ethnography" 362). Mienczakowski also goes on to say: 'This is because both 

textually and in the case of ethnodrama, physically, vraisemblance is sought to evoke 

belief by representing (perceived) social realities in terms that mask the cultural 
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influences affecting the constructors of the report" (362). So, as much as I was able, I 

put myself into my particpants' shoes as I was writing the ethnodrama, but I used 

minimal fictionalized dialogue and relied heavily on the participants' interview 

narrative. I recognized how hard it is to escape one's cultural influences. And, the 

most important thing for me was for the audience to relate to the characters based on 

their authenticity. For the audience to realize that the stories they heard were real, 

based on fact and not on fiction. 

The second thing I did when writing the ethnodrama was look to the ethnodrama 

text of Saldana for inspiration. Two elements I incorporated into my text based on his 

example was to include myself as the researcher and to insert a slideshow of highlighted 

phrases in order to emphasize the points being made by the characters. Like Saldafia, I 

also interwove the different voices of the participants into a fictionalized conversation. 

In real life, the participants were interviewed separately, but I found it interesting to 

weave their experiences together so that I could triangulate statements that were made, 

show contrasts or contradictions, and in Saldana's words "exhibit collective story 

creation through the multiplicity of perspectives" ("Playwriting with Data" 3). In the 

process of doing this, it was necessary that I create sections of fictionalized dialogue to 

maintain a sense of continuity and keep the audience's interest. 

The process of writing an ethnodrama has been an ongoing challenge for me. I 

envision presenting my research in the format of a Theatre-In-Education (TIE) program, 

which would require a creative overhaul of the script to bring in more drama and action, 

and reduce the "talk." As it is now, I am satisfied with the results of the text, but there 



98 

is more one can do with this material. In a workshop environment, with a strong group 

of ensemble actors, the stories my participants tell could become scenes with dialogue 

and action, suspense and conflict, and words and phrases transformed into stage pictures 

or tableaus, or even movement pieces using dance as a medium of expression. There 

are many exciting possibilities I am considering pursuing. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY OF THE STUDY 

In this study I used qualitative research methods to explore the problems posed 

by gangs and ways to prevent them. Basing my approach on narrative inquiry and 

symbolic interactionism, I set out in search of stories based on real life experiences. As 

an outsider, I felt it was necessary to speak with former gang members so that I could 

experience their world vicariously. Considering the risks involved, interviews with 

former gang members were the best option, although participant observation was 

preferable and interviews with minors would have provided a larger sample for the 

study. 

Throughout this process, I learned a great deal about myself, about another 

culture (the gang culture), about qualitative research methods, and about ethnodrama. 

Unfortunately, I did not have the leisure to conduct a large study, or more in-depth 

interviews, to generate new findings or confirm old theories. However, the data was 

revealing and added weight to the themes that emerged from the literature on gangs. 

Three participants each expressed similar concepts of the gang lifestyle and their 

reasons for joining and leaving a gang. They also had varied experiences, without much 

overlap, that allowed me to explore a range of themes and topics, such as the 

therapeutic community approach, incarceration, drive-by shootings, and dysfunctional 

family life. 
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The material I gathered from the literature on gangs and the interviews is both 

fascinating and informative, raising of the following questions: How do role models 

impact our children's lives? How can our society foster positive role models to help 

protect children and youth from the allure of gangs? What kind of youth programs can 

be implemented to replace the excitement of a gang? How does the gun culture in our 

society impact gang violence? What is the intluence of drugs and money on families 

experiencing economic hardships? How does language contribute to a youth's ability to 

exit the gang? Is there a correlation between birth order and leaving a gang (in this 

study all three participants were the youngest son)? What type of threat will gangs 

pose in the future? 

These questions all revolve around one core issue: gang prevention. In each 

interview I asked the question "How can society help kids who are tempted to join 

gangs?" Each of the participants had words of wisdom to share with me. I am 

including their words here in order to lead the reader into a discussion on the 

implications of this study. Cisco's response to the question was: 

I remember when I was younger, I used to always want a role model. 
And I used to always call the Big Brothers and Big Sisters, so [ could 
have somebody to take me camping and fishing and show me the 
outdoors...So, maybe having more services that help kids at a younger 
age. And even now, when I work at that rec. center—the only kids that 
come in there are kids that are already fourteen, fifteen, sixteen years 
old, kids that could already make decisions. But, I never see any kids 
that are in there at four, five, six years old, younger kids. Because 
they're still at home being taught and molded and if they're not well-
maintained and tailored, then they're not going to be any different. 

Devon's answer was shorter and to the point. He stated, "First of ail, I don't think you 

can get them out. They have to make the right decisions. All I can do is use my past 
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experience and...Just stop. Just stop. Don't do the things...In other words, not a lot. 

Stop hanging out...Don't get involved. It's a waste of time." And, lasdy, Michael also 

gave his opinion: 

For somebody who is considering that life, obviously something about 
that life's impacted them, and me giving this little pep speech for a 
couple minutes or even an hour is not going to do much, because they 
still got to go the twenty-three hours left in the day and negotiate their 
life out there. And, I'm not sure if it would be effective or not. I hope it 
would. I think kids like that need a little bit more something than just 
words. Cause now days, it's actions as opposed to words that help these 
kids. That was the way it was for me and I tested a lot of people to see 
how far they were willing to go. And some were superficial and some 
actually went that route, they pushed me, they didn't allow [me] to give 
up on me. 

For those who are involved in gang prevention these words need to be taken to heart. 

They are not exactly words of encouragement for me with regard to my own success at 

gang prevention using an ethnodrama. Because, as Michael says, "It's actions as 

opposed to words that help these kids." Therefore, what the ethnodrama can 

accomplish is awareness. It can help draw attention to the issues and problems of gangs 

and allow three young men to share their views. 

Can the words of three young men bring about a change in social policy? How 

will this research affect the attitudes of those who view it? My hope is that the audience 

watching a performance of my ethnodrama will feel greater compassion toward the 

young people who are caught up in the gang life. In order to bring about change, I 

believe the ethnodrama should be targeted, not only to youth in gangs, but also to 

members of law enforcement and social services, and to the adult role models in a gang 

member's life. They are the ones who deal with the gang problem and it is often up to 
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them to give young people the second chance they need to reform their lives—to put the 

gangster lifestyle behind them and look to the future with hope. By providing three 

success stories as examples, we offer the type of encouragement needed to promote the 

work of social service agencies. 

What is the role of the audience in an ethnodrama? Does it sit passively and 

watch, or should it be asked to actively participate? I believe in participation. This is 

why I believe strongly in developing the material beyond its ethnodrama format into a 

Theatre-In-Education (TIE) program. TIE is an effective educational tool that invites 

audience members to interact with the characters on stage in a variety of ways and often 

through creative drama methods. For example, the audience members may become a 

part of the scene being acted out, or may be allowed to interview characters to learn 

more about their lives. And they can give characters advice, which in turn may 

influence the outcome of the play. The actors can also freeze a scene, allowing the 

audience the chance to analyze the conflict, and rewind it in order to playback the same 

scene for further clarification (McCaslin 330-338). Redington writes, 'The TIE 

programme often involves its audience physically, as well as mentally. This 

involvement is intrinsic to the plot and the pupils become an essential part of the action, 

either as participants, or as critical observers whose opinions are sought and valued" 

(5). In the work of Mienczakowski one finds a form of TIE based on Boal's forum 

theatre techniques. During an after-performance discussion, Mienczakowski's 

performers "rework scenarios, reinterpret events, and thereby reconstruct and negotiate 

the individual's understanding of the play's outcomes" ('Theater" 361). What an 
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opportunity it would be to have social workers, members of law enforcement, teachers, 

parents, and young people all collaborating on finding ways to help solve issues 

involving gangs through a TIE experience. Theatre has often been an effective forum 

for confronting issues in society, and drawing attention to problems that have no simple 

solution. 

Without this greater understanding, we simply view the problem as either black 

or white, and turn to solutions that push for harsher sentencing laws and trying juvenile 

offenders as adults. With this attitude, our prisons are reaching full capacity, and new 

and privately owned prisons are being built to accommodate demand. Today, the 

United States has the highest incarceration rate in the world. According to the U.S. 

Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics, "6.5 million people were on 

probation, in jail or prison, or on parole at yearend 2000—3.1% of all U.S. adult 

residents or 1 in every 32 adults" ("Corrections Statistics" 1). From 1985-1995, the rate 

of incarceration for men grew by 103 percent ("Crime, Criminal Justice Policies and 

Incarceration" 2). Many of the over 750,(XX) young people involved in gangs in the 

United States today are becoming a part of this statistic (Egley 1). All of this suggests 

that current criminal justice policies (not just in relation to gangs, but for nonviolent 

offenders) must undergo critical review and changes must be implemented. It also 

implies that prison reform is needed in order to curb the rate of recidivism. The 

Sentencing Project reports, "If these incarceration rates remain unchanged. Department 

of Justice data indicate that an estimated one in twenty of today's children will serve 

time in a prison during his or her lifetime" (2). In order to address these issues, one 



104 

must turn to the problem and begin to understand it. One must listen with compassion 

and without judgement. And one must begin to examine the problem face to face, 

person to person. Cisco, Michael, and Devon gave me an opportunity to show the 

human side of the gang problem, to focus on the more complicated issues that impacted 

their lives, and to encourage an audience to go beyond black and white solutions. 

Ultimately, I believe that the solution to the gang problem and to crime in 

general will be based on a community response made at the grass-roots level. I hope 

that a performance of this ethnodrama promotes the discussion of how to solve the 

problem, as well as engages a proactive response from the audience. There are a variety 

of strategies already suggested in the gang literature for how society can prevent gangs 

and promote harmony in our neighborhoods and schools. For example, schools can 

provide programs that promote positive educational experiences for at-risk youths, 

programs that are aimed directly at their needs. Children without parental supervision 

can be kept off the streets and out of trouble through recreational facilities and after-

school programs. Positive role models from the community can give children and their 

families the caring support, guidance, and hope they need for survival. If social 

disorganization causes the formation of gangs, then communities can form coalitions 

with social service agencies, schools, parents, political institutions, and the business 

community in order to mitigate the effects of poverty, inadequate schools, deteriorating 

neighborhoods, and racial inequality. The message Cisco, Michael, and Devon have for 

ail of us is that the community can respond better to the needs of its youth. 
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APPENDIX A: THE ETHNODRAMA PERFORMANCE TEXT 

"I'VE NEEDED A FRIEND MY WHOLE LIFE" 
An ethnodrama in one act 

Christine Roberts 

October 10, 2002 

Copyright 2002. Roberts 

2855 E. Presidio Rd. 
(520) 324-0697 
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CHARACTERS 

Michael: A Hispanic male in his early twenties. 

Cisco: A Hispanic male in his early twenties. 

Devon: An African American in his early thirties. 

Christine: A woman in her early thirties. 

SETTING: Chairs or blocks for actors to sit on. Overhead screen for slideshow. 

TIME: The present. 

PLACE; Tucson, Arizona. 
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(Michael enters and faces the audience. He is 
dressed plainly as if for a job interview.) 

Michael 
Do I look like a gang member? How could you tell if I was one or not? You see, this is 
me today. But when I was you, I wore a blue baseball hat—yeah, I loved baseball. But 
the hat was part of my costume. I'll show you. 

(From off stage, a red hat is tossed to Michael.) 

Michael 
(annoyed) I said blue. (He tosses it back.) Why should colors matter so much? 

(A blue hat lands on stage.) 

Michael 
Like I said, a costume. (He puts the hat on.) Seems like Tm missing something still... 
(He looks toward the direction of where the hat originated offstage. In a louder voice.) I 
said, I'm still missing something. 

(Nothing happens. Michael waits impatiently. Still 
nothing happens. To the audience.) 

I'll be right back. (He exits to change clothes.) 

(From the opposite side, Christine enters. She is 
carrying a newspaper and a mug of hot coffee, 
which she promptly sets down on the table.) 

Christine 
(Notices audience.) Ah! Glad to see you could make it today. I can't wait to introduce 
you to my friends. Do you know how hard it was to get a hold of these three guys? I had 
to call all over the place. They don't like too much publicity. But, you'll see why in a 
minute. 

(Cisco enters dribbling a basketball. He stops and 
tosses the ball to Christine.) 

What's up? 
Cisco 
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Christine 
(Tosses ball back.) Everyone, this is Cisco. If you want to know where to invest your 
money, you know, what's happening in the stock market, he's the one to ask. He's an 
investment advisor. 

Cisco 
And former gang member. 

Christine 
Right. You see, three years ago I set out on a journey to learn about street gangs through 
the eyes of former gang members. 

Cisco 
She wanted an expert on the subject. 

Christine 
That's correct. If you want to know anything, it's always best to go right to the horse's 
mouth. 

Cisco 
That would be me. 

Christine 
So, what you will hear today is the result of three conversations with three former gang 
members. They are going to share their expert knowledge about gangs. 

Cisco 
And overall, we're here to talk about choices. See, when you get older, you can look 
back on the choices you made and reflect on them. 

Devon 
(From offstage) Boring. 

Cisco 
(ignores him) When I was your age, I wish I had thought about the consequences of my 
decisions more. 

(Michael enters dressed as a Crip.) 

Michael 
What's up? 

Cisco 
Man, who you trying to fool? 
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Michael 
Did you just call me a fool? 

Cisco 
Well, you are a fool if you're acting like a wannabe. You never know who out there is 
the real deal. You dressed as a Crip, maybe some Blood comes up an caps ya. 

Michael 
Cisco, chill out, man. I'm doing this for them. I wanted them to see the former me. 
Most of them don't know nothing about gangs anyway. (To the audience) So, what do 
you think? Am I the real deal? Or is it just a costume I'm wearing? Who can tell? Am I 
cool? Or am I a fool? 

(Cisco starts to say something.) 

Michael 
Don't answer that. 

Christine 
(To the audience.) Now, this is Michael. He's planning on becoming a cop. 

Cisco 
Not dressed like that, he ain't. 

(Devon enters.) 

Devon 
Did I hear you say choices? Excuse me, but was it my choice to not have a good father? 
To have a father who was never there? Who was in and out of prison? Was that a 
choice? 

Christine 
No, but that doesn't... 

Devon 
So, what choices did I have? 

Christine 
Everyone, meet Devon. He's traded in a life of crime to become a counselor who helps 
people. 

Devon 
Well? 
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Christine 
So, getting back to the subject... 

Cisco 
(Dribbling the ball in between everyone.) Hey, guys. Let's go play some ball. 

Christine 
But what about them? (She points to the audience.) 

Cisco 
They can come too. (He tosses it Devon.) Think fast. 

(Devon catches the ball and dribbles it a while 
before passing it back to Cisco.) 

Christine 
Are you taking this seriously? How are they going to learn, if you don't try to help them? 
Look out there and imagine yourself sitting in their place. 

Cisco 
Look, you don't know me. When I was like them, I thought I knew everything. I can't 
tell you how many times I heard that "if you don't change speech then you're going to 
end up in prison, dead, or in the hospital." I'll tell you what, if I had a dollar for every 
time I heard that, I would definitely be riding around with a chauffeur. 

Christine 
Maybe they will listen. Give them a chance. 

Devon 
Yeah, all right. 

Christine 
Excellent. 

Michael 
So, where do we start? 

Christine 
Start at the beginning. For example, tell them why you decided to join a gang. 

Cisco 
Actually, it didn't start that way. It was more just kind of hanging out with a bunch of, 
you know, guys from the same neighborhood, and playing basketball. We started 
competing in other parks, started playing elsewhere. And then, all of a sudden we were 
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like labeled as a gang, cause there was like ten of us that ran together. So, at that point 
we just kind of got a chip on our shoulder. 

Michael 
You know, first it's more social. You're around kids, kids who don't have much, or 
whatever you want to call it. They're somehow deprived of something. At first, I didn't 
realize what a gang was, even when I was associated with them. I learned about gangs 
when people would come in and try to teach you how to stay away from them, how to 
recognize them—like we're doing today. But I learned by doing it and going through it, 
before I even understood what it really was. 

Devon 
I was sixteen years old when I joined a gang. Basically my whole environment was 
surrounded by gangs. So what you're surrounded by eventually you become a part of 
that. My oldest brothers were part of a gang, so I kind of like followed suit. But I also 
chose to join—for revenge. 

Christine 
Why was that? 

Devon 
Oh, I had an older brother who was shot by another gang and I decided to join. 

Christine 
Did anyone try to talk you out of joining? 

Devon 
Yeah, my brothers told me not to. But, how can they tell me not to be a part of 
something when later on come to find out they were also part of a gang. So, that was 
weird. In other words preach what you teach. 

Cisco 
Walk the talk. 

Devon 
Walk the walk, talk the talk. 

Cisco 
You know it was never my goal just to, at age six or five, say, "Okay, I'm going to join a 
gang and I think it's going to be neat." I think it's just as time went by, that's how we 
were labeled as and pretty soon we started having conflicts with other neighborhoods. 
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Michael 
It starts off little, little. And you start to like what's going on, what they are doing and 
who they are doing it with, you know, girls, and whatever. Starts to grow on you. You 
start to find it exciting. So, uh, the group starts to invite you more and more to come and 
you start buying in to the system, pretty much. 

Cisco 
But I like to think that if I had grown up differently, if my parents had been happy 
together, and money weren't a big issue, I wouldn't have made the choice to join a gang. 
For instance, if I had grown up in a different neighborhood, I would have hung out with 
different friends. 

Michael 
I wonder about that too. I think about the things that might have made a difference in my 
life. 

Cisco 
Exactly. I mean if my mom hadn't had to work so hard trying to support us, things could 
have been different. 

Michael 
I know of one thing growing up that I needed more than anything else. 

Christine 
What was that? 

Michael 
A father. 

Cisco 
Not even just a father, but a positive role model. 

Devon 
Yeah, all my role models were gang members. 

Slide: grew up without a father." 

Michael 
I would say he was usually out of the picture when I was, oh, I don't know, I'm going to 
guess here, four or five years old. When I say out of the picture, I mean he was out doing 
his own thing—into drugs, drug trafficking, using, whatever. Soon after that he ended up 
being incarcerated in prison. My older brother was sort of left to raise us because my mother 
was working two jobs. And, like I said, my father was incarcerated. 
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Cisco 
My father was never there for me. My parents were married for I think ten years. And, I 
don't remember seeing it, or at this point Tve blocked it out so much that I don't want to 
see it. But, my mom said for ten years my father would come home and beat her every 
single day and he'd give her, like, twenty dollars for groceries for the whole month. And, 
she would have to have groceries for the whole month and if she didn't, he would come 
home and beat her. But, like, not beat her like just slap her, but he would beat her so bad 
that her face was like swollen. He'd have to take her to the doctor and get stitches and it 
was really, really traumatizing. To me, I don't remember any of that. But, to my two 
older brothers they remember seeing that stuff. 

Devon 
[ came from a single parent home. My mother raised nine of us. Her and my father 
separated. Had separated when I was a baby. So, she raised nine of us. So, basically, I 
grew up without a father. I mean he was in and out of prison. And I didn't have two parents 
in the household. So, she basically taught me what it was about to be a man. She played the 
mother role and the father role. 

Cisco 
I was probably two or three years old. And even to this day, I don't have a relationship 
with my father. I just remember as a kid growing up, "I promise you I'm going to buy 
you a bike. I promise I'm going to buy you this. I promise..." And I never seen any of it. 

Devon 
Broken promises. 

Christine 
So all of you grew up without a father. And a father is a big role model in a child's life. 
So what replaced not having a father? Who were your role models? 

Devon 
Never had no role model. A positive role model figure. Never had anything like that. 

Michael 
There was no boundaries. We had to go and define them. We had to go figure them out. I 
learned what was right or wrong by doing wrong. 

Cisco 
To tell you the truth, role models, I never really looked up to somebody. I didn't have a 
role model. I remember when I was younger, I used to always want a role model. And, I 
used to always call the Big Brothers and Big Sisters, so I could have somebody to take 
me camping and fishing and show me the outdoors. And, every time I'd call, they'd say, 
"You need your parent to call." But, every time I'd asked my mom to call, she'd never 
call. 
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Devon 
All my, uh, so-called, what I would consider role models were gang members. 

Cisco 
You know, not having a true role model or a father who cared really affected me. There was 
no one there for me. 

I felt alone. 

Isolated. 

Abandoned. 

Devon 

Michael 

Cisco 

All three in unison 
I was always on my own. 

Slide: was always on my own 

Michael 
When I was in the gang, we pushed everything, you know. You, as a group, or whatever 
deHned things. You knew where you stood within this group. It was there. It was tangible. 
And within the family, there was very little. And, uh, maybe that was something that 
replaced it or was something to settle for, instead of nothing. I'm not saying it was great. 
I'm not saying that it was gloriHable. It was just there. 

Cisco 
My mom had to work 12, 14 hours a day, and so I never had any supervision. I mean, I 
was always on my own. 

Devon 
Mom worked half the time. She would come home, she wanted to rest after being at work 
from 9 to 5, or 9 to 6. 

Christine 
(To Devon) Do you think you had a lonely childhood then? With nine kids in the family? 

Devon 
Yeah. And not much attention. I was the youngest in the family. 

Cisco 
Yeah, I know what that's like. 
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Michael 
Me too. I was always the tag-along. 

Christine 
Does that mean you were all the youngest in your family? 

Michael 
I know I was. 

Cisco and Devon agree. 
Yeah. 

Christine 
From a sociologist's point of view, I fmd that interesting. It may be an important factor 
to consider. But anyway, let's get back to our discussion. It seems to me that the gang 
provided you with specific needs that weren't being met at home. 

Slide: **The gang was my family" 

Michael 
Well, I joined this group of kids because I wanted the camaraderie, the feeling of belonging, 
friendship. 

Cisco 
We were like a unit, we were like one. 

Michael 
The gang gave me a sense of family. If not, you know, that good sense of it. It's just a 
sense of it. It's something you look for. It's something that you, I guess, value, or you 
protect when you're a part of it. 

Devon 
When my mom died, the gang was only ones I could turn to. The gang was my family. 

Michael 
The best thing about being in a gang is the connection you have with each other. It's the 
connection I didn't have family-wise. It's the connection that you didn't have with others, 
like, uh, society, I guess. 

Christine 
I hear what you're saying, but why become involved in a group that leads you into a life of 
crime? 
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Cisco 
My mom couldn't make enough money to support four kids. In the gang, [ was able to 
bring home cash every week selling drugs. 

Devon 
Selling drugs. That's how I supported myself. 

Christine 
But you're taking a big risk, aren't you? What happens when you get caught? 

Devon 
Eventually you figure out it's not worth it. 

Cisco 
Unless, you prefer prison food. 

Devon 
Yep, say goodbye to McDonald's Cheeseburgers and good ol' French fries. 

Cisco 
You may be tempted because it's fun having money, but you're going to nuss out on a lot of 
things, if you get caught and they send you to prison. 

Devon 
So, that's not me anymore. 

Cisco 
Or me. There are better choices I can make. Like going to college. 

Christine 
Right. Get a good education, go to college, and aim for a career that pays well. 

Michael 
That's a lot easier said than done. 

Christine 
[ agree. 

Michael 
My reading wasn't great. So, those are kind of reasons why I didn't take to education in 
high school. I didn't want people to know that, so I just wanted to be a hard ass in 
school, so they wouldn't know or whatever the case may be. 
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Cisco 
I never read as a kid either. [ was always in, like, the special ed. classes, cause my 
reading ability was always lower than somebody else's. 

Devon 
1 had a problem with reading too. Although I picked it up, with the help of a tutor. 

Slide: "I really never liked school" 

Christine 
Devon, did you stay in school the whole time you were in a gang? 

Devon 
Yeah, I stayed in school. Didn't graduate from high school. I failed one class. But Tm 
working on my GED right now. I failed one class, which was algebra math. Didn't Uke 
math. 

Christine 
Was school an obstacle? 

Devon 
No, not really. [ went to school, went to all my classes, got good grades. The obstacles, I 
would have to say was the negative I was surrounded by. I was bussed when I was in Hfth 
grade to a valley school. This was outside Los Angeles. It was an all white school. I think I 
maybe made a mistake leaving it. Should of stayed in the valley school. Maybe I would 
have done some good. Cause when I came back to the city school, that's where all the 
problems were, where all the obstacles were, negative and positive. 

Christine 
So, you're saying that you were better off at the valley school? 

Devon 
Yeah. They helped me pick up my reading. I always had good handwriting. So, that was 
never a problem. I had a tutor that I was seeing maybe twice a week. 

Christine 
And then you went back to the junior high in the ci^ and what happened? They took away 
the tutoring and what happened? 

Devon 
I didn't need the tutoring then. [ needed help in math. Education. I think I made a mistake 
leaving the valley school. 
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Christine 
If going to school was a struggle for all of you, what aix)ut attending college? 

Cisco 
Out of all of the guys I used to run with, only two of us went to college. I went to school for 
four years and another guy went to school for three years. And that's it. 

Michael 
The only reason I went to school was to socialize with the girls and to meet the other 
opposite gangs. (Beat.) How about a game of two-on-two? (indicating Christine) We'll let 
shorty play. 

Christine 
Maybe later guys. I still have more questions to ask. 

Devon 
(Agreeing) Yeah, why not? 

Christine 
(Referring to the audience) I still don't think they get it. 

Michael 
Get what? 

Christine 
Well, for starters, the reason you joined a gang. It still doesn't add up. 

Michael 
It was fiin. 

Slide: "It was fun'* 

Devon 
That's right. It was fiin. There were friends, urn, parties, parties, uh hanging out and just 
doing fun things. I was a part of a clique. Drugs, marijuana, um. It was fiin at an early age. 
It was fiin, you know. 

Cisco 
I loved the fact of having money. I started pushing a lot of dope. I liked the fact of being 
able to go to a tire shop and drop 2500 dollars to buy brand new rims and tires. It was 
always fun having money. 
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Devon 
The gang taught me how to hurt people. It was fun. It was fun, doing that. But then it 
wasn't fun when it was being done to me. 

Cisco 
And I do remember little instances when I used to sell drugs, except crack, the high of the 
cops chasing us away from the park. It was kind of fun running from these cops knowing 
that these guys are like 40 or 50 year old, old men trying to catch us. It was still fun in 
that the, I mean, the adrenaline rush knowing that you have two or three thousand dollars 
in your pocket and you don't have to give that away. It's your money. And being able to 
give your mom a thousand to fifteen hundred. And her not asking you questions of 
where it's coming from. But, she probably has an idea. But she always could use the 
money, so, you know, she never really mentioned anything. 

Devon 
So... There was times when I was the predator and then I was 
the victim. 

Christine 
Any regrets? Was it always fun and games? 

Devon 
Actually, you may think it's fun, but there are consequences for everything you do. If I 
could go back and do it all over again, I wouldn't waste my life being in a gang. Cause 
eventually something is going to happen to you. There were so many opportunities in my 
life and I just blew 'em. And many of my friends are now in prison. 

Christine 
Any regrets for you, Cisco? 

Cisco 
The biggest regret I have is not stopping and thinking before I did something. It was 
usually just I'd do something just on—spontaneous—^"Let's go get into a fight. Great. 
Let's go. Or, let's go get drunk. Let's go." Instead of thinking, 'Well what's the 
consequences—I do this, what's going to happen?' I wish I would have slowed down a 
little bit in life and tried to figure out what the consequences are. And what the pros and 
cons are about a situation. 

Michael 
In some gangs, once you're jumped in, you're committed to the gang for life. I mean once 
you're in, getting out could be a lot harder than you expect—it could mean getting beat up 
or in extreme cases losing your life. Of course, when I was jumped in, I didn't think at all 
about wanting to get out or how difficult it could be. When you're twelve or thirteen, who 
thinks about the future? 
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Cisco 
You're invincible. 

Christine 
After you decide to join, what happens? 

Slide: '̂ t*s a rite of passage*' 

Michael 
First they jump you in. I was jumped in during a night when, we were partying at a house 
and one of the guys who was older decided, you know, "Let's do something with him." 
And, at that point, I was very well intoxicated, and here I was, I don't know, twelve or 
thirteen, or something like that, and, uh, you know, I said, "Okay, I'll do it. I'll be jumped 
in. I don't mind." The way it starts is, they designate who is going to do it. Usually, the 
people who I guess are at a higher status decide this and, there were I think six or seven of 
them. And, they basically surround you and anything goes. And it lasted for, I don't know, 
for I guess, estimate about a minute and a half. And, uh, in a way it really brings out the 
animal in you, I guess, because you know you're going to have to survive this. You're 
going to have to whatever it takes. And, uh, it's a rite of passage. That's what it is, you 
know. 

Devon 
I was jumped in too. I'm not going to say I won, but you know, I proved that I was uh 
capable. The gang wants to see where you're at. If you're gonna fight, if you're a coward, 
or you have a lot of dignity about yourself. You know that saying...Are you hard? Are you 
down? Basically seeing if you're a softy or are you hard enough? Or are you soft? 

Slide: **Go out and get them" 

Michael 
You have to be hard because being in a gang will expose you to violence. 

Devon 
Crime. 

Cisco 
And adult situations. 

You grow up quick. 
Michael 
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Cisco 
For anyone thinking about joining a gang, let us tell you what it's like to be in one. We 
never went nowhere by ourselves—the fear of knowing somebody, or somebody being 
there with two or three of their buddies and you're there by yourself. 

Devon 
One thing 1 didn't like was being jumped on. It's not a good feeling. Being jumped on. 

Christine 
People coming up from behind and... 

Devon 
Uh, you're somewhere where you ain't supposed to be, in somebody else's neighborhood, 
or somewhere shopping, or in the county jail. There's a possibility you can get jumped on 
just going to court. You cross a gang you don't get along with. Being jumped on. 

Michael 
I've gone around making sure our names get out. Making sure that people know who's 
around and what they're willing to do. Anything that you can do in order to make yourself 
known within your community or within your territory, be as it may. Could be graffiti. It 
could be, um, jumping other people of the opposite gangs. That can, you know, be sending 
a message to them, which has happened. So, I was more go out and get them, as opposed to, 
you know, just doing other things like that. 

Christine 
Are the gangs more together now, or are they still fighting each other? 

Devon 
Basically fighting each other, basically. Fighting each other killing each other. 

Christine 
Who do you think they really are fighting? I mean why do they fight on a deeper level? 

Devon 
Maybe, uh, maybe because of a shooting that took place, or some members get killed behind 
a woman, I've seen that happened. I've been a witness to that. Or drugs. Territory behind 
drugs. I can't believe that I participated in such activity. I look back, you know, I had to be 
out of my mind, to participate, I mean representing a color. 

Christine 
It meant something to you at one time. 
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Devon 
Yeah, it meant a lot. There's people being killed over colors. That's the bad thing. I mean 
we all bleed the same. 

Cisco 
There was one time I went to another party and it was just me and my friend and there 
was like fifty Bloods there. And after they found out, you know, where we're from, I 
remember they had us, like, in the bathroom and they're holding us hostage in the 
bathroom and they had us at gunpoint—like thirty guys were just sitting there with guns. 
And I was like, "What the heck am I going to do?" I wish I could've just drained down 
the toilet, or something. But I just sat there. I didn't know what to do. So, finally they let 
us out of the house. And I remember laying up against a wall and these guys were like 
throwing big boulders at us and like trying to kill us. But nobody ended up shooting at us 
or anything. But just the fact of being in that position—pretty frightening. They were 
younger than we were, so I think that they weren't experienced enough, but if they were 
the same age as us or maybe even older and more experienced, they probably would've 
did something, you know. 

Slide: "I was never a really big drug person'* 

Christine 
What about drugs? People often associate gangs with drugs. 

Devon 
Well, I supported myself selling drugs. 

Christine 
Did selling drugs make you, I mean did you have a problem with drugs as well as selling 
them? 

Devon 
No, I smoked marijuana. And I'd drink a little drink. I never messed with any hard drugs. 
Cocaine, I never smoked it. PCP, never smoked that, and never, uh, shot heroine, none of 
that stoff. They showed us this film, when I was in high school, no junior high. The movie 
was called "Dead is Dead" about drugs and how drugs can affect you. So, I never messed 
with any serious drugs. Sold, uh, cocaine. I've sold heroine, and that's basically it. 

Christine 
Did you see people, um, how did you see drugs affecting other people around you? 

Devon 
At that point I really didn't care. I really didn't care. It's their choice and I was not them. I 
was just making money, basically. 
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Michael 
I, myself was never really a big drug person. Cause when I grew up, my father was pretty 
much into drugs and, um, just from my experiences with our family, I personally saw it 
pretty much tear our family apart. So, [ just didn't. I had a sour taste in my mouth about 
drugs. So, I just never really involved myself too much within it. Although it was around, 
and people were doing it and this and that. 

Christine 
And people, I assume, were making some money. 

Michael 
Making money, selling it, using it, um, whatever, you know. Anything that had to do with 
drugs, it was there. But, like I said, I pretty much attempted to keep my distance from it, 
you know, to the point where it didn't get me in trouble. 1 was drinking and partying like 
that. I just, like 1 said, made an attempt to stay away from drugs, themselves, because of my 
personal experience with them. 

Christine 
And that was probably most fortunate. 

Michael 
Probably. Yeah, deHnitely. So, I'm glad that never played a big part of my self-destruction. 
But at least I learned a lesson from that, before [ got into it. 

Cisco 
I had a really close friend of mine that his uncle introduced us to cocaine. And at that 
point, I was making anywhere between $2500-$3000 dollars a week, um, just selling 
drugs on the street. And then, my brothers started getting heavily into drugs and both my 
brothers have overdosed on cocaine, which at the time, I was very scared of cocaine. 
And to this day, I've never used cocaine. I have smoked weed, but I think that's just a 
stage that people go through. One of my brothers is still a crack addict and he's thirty 
years old. He has a steady job. He gets good money, probably makes $25 dollars an hour 
building houses. But the thing is, he makes six to eight hundred dollars a week and as 
soon as Friday comes and he gets his paycheck, you don't see him until Sunday. And 
then, when you do see him, you see him with ten or fifteen dollars on him. So, he'll 
hibernate in hotels and, you know, sit there and just smoke all day. That's what he works 
for is to make money and obviously, you know, do drugs. 

Christine 
What do you tell kids today regarding drugs? 
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Devon 
Drugs will destroy you—whether it's marijuana, or whatever. Marijuana leads on to other 
things. Alcohol leads on to other things. So, I basically use my life experience to try to help 
other people, to not make the mistakes I made. 

Michael 
And it's not just the drugs that will drag you down. It's the fighting, the violence, the gun 
fights, the drive-bys. 

Devon 
Yeah, the negative part of being in a gang was learning how to hurt people, how to protect 
myself and hurt others. 

Cisco 
One of my big regrets is that there are guys sitting in jail today because I encouraged them 
to be one of the gang. I have to live with that. And I'll always be looking over my shoulder 
afraid to run into someone who was hurt by the decisions I made when 1 was younger. 

Slide: '*A11 of us had guns" 

Cisco 
I did a drive by one time that for some reason wasn't meant to be, because I was on top of 
the window frame of the cab of the van, aiming the gun at a party of, you know, thirty 
guys. And [ had a twelve-gauge. I was only 16, 17 years old. I probably weighed, you 
know, ISO pounds. I had a twelve-gauge shotgun. And I was pointing into the crowd not 
thinking to this day that if I would've pulled the trigger and the trigger would have gone 
off, I would've probably fell off that car because I had never shot one in my life. And if 
you've ever shot one, I mean the impact of those guns, I mean it will knock you on the 
ground. I think to this day, if I would've done that, I would've fallen off the side of the 
truck, my friends probably would've left me and I would've sat in the middle of the road 
with, you know, thirty or forty around me. It was kind of fiinny, because there was 
probably like five guys in the car, all of us had guns, except the driver, and out of all the 
guns, only one went off. And it was only one shot. But, it was kind of like somebody 
was blessing us, because they knew that if we shot and killed somebody, I mean, all of us 
are probably going to go down for it, not just one of us. So—and the thing is the one that 
went off, it actually didn't go off in the group of people; it actually went off in the car. 
So, the bullet went down through the bottom of the floorboard, you know. So, nobody 
was hurt that night. 

Christine 
Michael, without getting into anything illegal, could you describe some of the activities 
you have participated in as a member of a gang? 
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Michael 
Assaults, shootings, drivebys, uni— 

Christine 
At age 14? 

Michael 
Graffiti. Yeah, definitely. And, uh, domestic violence. Things like that. Just mostly 
property and aggressive crimes, like that—fighting, and stuff like that. 

Cisco 
And my old friends from the gang were telling me about they seen a guy get shot in the 
middle of the street recently, right in front of them. I'm thinking, 'Wow. That's pretty 
frightening.' I mean, there was guns back then, but now people carry them and flaunt 
them at will. I mean, it's just, it's not a big deal. It's kinda like carrying a cell phone or a 
pager. It's just a requirement now. That stuff—it's scary. That stuff. It makes me 
nervous. 

Christine 
I don't know what it is like in California, but when you talk about violence were there 
shootings? What type of violence? 

Devon 
Shootings, stabbings, all kinds of stuff, drive by shootings 

Christine 
When you were in middle school? 

Devon 
Yeah, junior high. It was more, uh, it wasn't way out of control like it is now. It wasn't too 
many drive-by shootings. It was mosdy, I mean kids carry guns, but you know it was 
mostly fist fights, maybe a knife or...But it wasn't too many drive by shootings going on. 
This was like 1978, the late 70s. There weren't too many drive-by shootings. It was more 
fist fighting, knives and other things. Weren't too many people carrying guns. 

Christine 
I just have a question about guns. Um, did you ever learn how to use one—how was that 
presented? 

Cisco 
I've never learned how to use one. And to this day, I don't know how. Even though I 
have guns—more for target shooting, uh, not protection. But it was more like put into 
your hand like a basketball, or a baseball, or a baseball bat. "Here. Use it." And not 
knowing how to use it, I almost killed my brother. I was handed a 12-gauge shotgun. 
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And didn't know how to use it, but didn't know the safety about them either. And I 
remember I was showing him that I knew how to use 'em, when in reality I didn't. And 
he was like three feet away and the gun was like right next to his hip. And I accidentally 
pulled the trigger. But if it was over just six more inches, I would've like blew his 
stomach off. 

Christine 
Wow. 

Cisco 
And the shot—it was actually in our bedroom. So, the bullet went right through the room 
and it could've killed whoever was on the other side. Luckily, it was just us two. But, 
you know, that type of stuff happens all the time. I mean, I didn't know anything about 
it. They were just like, "Here's a gun. Teach yourself how to shoot. And if you shoot 
your fingers off, then you'll leam for next time." That was basically it. 

Michael 
They don't teach you any maintenance. I mean, that's just not part of it. So, add the 
conversation "And this is how you clean it, this is how you maintain it"—^"You know just 
give me the damn thing. I know what it's for and I think I know what it can do." 

Devon 
As the years passed by I was taught how to use a gun. Guns were fun to me. Very fun. I 
like guns. They're dangerous, you know. But guns was fun. New Year's. New Year's was 
fun. Being the center of attention, being in a car. I clowned around a lot. 

Christine 
Listening to everything you all have said, I wonder whether you thought about the 
consequences of your actions. Didn't you worry about going to jail? 

Slide: "Not even thinking of the consequences** 

Cisco 
My brother, at the age of Hfteen, he started getting into a lot of fights. Fighting with 
neighbors, Hghting with teachers, Hghting with counselors. So my mom turned him in to 
the Department of Corrections at the age of fifteen. 

Michael 
You know, you always have friends that are locked up. You always have friends that are 
incarcerated or in prison. And, you know, my father was incarcerated in prison. So, it's not 
like I wasn't familiar with it. 
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Cisco 
He was in prison for three years until he was eighteen. And they released him at the age 
of eighteen. It seems like when you go to an institution like DOC, it's obvious you're 
there to be corrected of your problem, whichever it is, if it's communication, if it's, 
physical problems, or whatever it is. You're supposed to go there and get help. But, I 
think, when he came out, he came out ten times worse than he went in. 

Michael 
So, it's not like I wasn't familiar with it. Um, it's Just something that I didn't, pay much 
mind to, for some reason. It didn't change whether—it didn't, didn't stop me from doing 
other things pretty much. Like a deterrent. It didn't deter me. 

Cisco 
I remember, I think I robbed my first store when I was probably like twelve years old. 
And, it was, um, I mean, not even thinking of the consequences of if I had got caught. 
There was an older guy that was telling me, "Well, just do as much crime as you can now 
before you turn eighteen, because then you get really in trouble." So, I'd Hgure, "Well, 
I'm going to get into as much trouble now, cause when I turn eighteen, then I'd be into 
trouble worse." 

Christine 
If you weren't worried about the consequences, what happened that convinced you to leave 
the gang and straighten out your life? 

Michael 
Well, when I was arrested, with a concealed weapon, I was taken to juvenile and I was let 
go. And to make a long story short, I was rearrested and put into a program, an intense 
program with juvenile court, which was called SSP. And this program was a six month long 
program that was very intense. While on this program you are out on intensive probation, 
which means you stay home and you can't do anything, you can't go anywhere, you can't 
associate with anybody, you can't wear colors because... Anything intense you could think 
of, it was there. 

Devon 
Hey, you think that's rough, I spent fifteen years in prison. So, I spent the majority of my...I 
went to jail when I was 18 years old. I started. First time I went to jail. But I spent 15 years 
in prison. Not alone, not just add up to 15 years. Last time I spent 7 years straight. I 
paroUed in 99. So, I spent a total of 15 years in prison. Spent my early 20's to my late 30's. 
Not like in and out, but basically a short period of time I would stay out, maybe two and a 
half years, three and a half years, to eventually do something inappropriate and then end up 
back. 
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Cisco 
I went to jail one time and it was only for like thirty days. And it was nothing that I did, 
but I was with some guys that beat up this one guy really bad. I ended up going to jail for 
like thirty days. And, what killed me the most was the fact that my mom taking time out 
of her day to come visit me would irritate the shit out of me. Because I would think this 
lady is out working all day, you know, eight and nine hours a day, and then she has to 
come and visit me and it probably breaks her heart knowing her youngest son is in jail. 
And she's not able to take him home. And I remember, I remember she used to bring me 
candy inside of, you know, she would sneak it in her pockets and give it to me, because 
we didn't have candy in there. And it was just one of the things she'd do because she love 
me. So, I promised myself that I'd never go back. 

Devon 
Prison? Prison is for animals. Prison is for people who can not adjust to society. People 
who can not control their feelings and emotions. Something that 1 had to learn, something I 
learned by going through the program. Don't act upon a feeling. 

Cisco 
Well, when I was sitting in jail and my mom come in to visit me every day kind of made 
me say, "I'm never going to have her come in to visit me again. I need to start making 
some better decisions and changes." So, I think it's good if somebody sits in jail for 
thirty days, just so they can realize—I mean it's tough in there, being in your own cell, 
just sitting there thinking all the time. 

Michael 
And, uh, this was the beginning, I believe, because, you know, it forced you, sort of, to stay 
away from you friends. And it forced your friends to stay away from you. Because, you 
know, they didn't want to get involved or bring anything upon themselves if they didn't 
have to. And if you risked the chance of associating with them, you could be locked up 
again. One time when I was in that program, I was arrested because I failed to do my 
homework. I accumulated so many homework contracts that one day they said, "We're just 
sick and tired of it, we're going to lock you up for four days." And while I was in there, I 
was sitting there, I was thinking, you know, just reflecting on where I was and why I was 
there. And the ultimate outcome was, you know, I joined this gang, I joined this group of 
kids because I wanted, you know, the camaraderie, the feeling of, you know, belonging, 
friendship. You know how they tell you we're going to be here and there with you? Okay, 
yeah. So, I looked around and all I saw was four walls and myself. And, I'll tell you what, 
it was a pretty big slap in the face because it was so realistic. There ain't nothing you can do 
or say about it. And, there was just a decision—this is not what I wanted, definitely not 
what I wanted. At that point, I allowed myself to be guided by a lot of good people. 

Cisco 
I was there for thirty days and it was more like, uh, do you want this? Or, there's a point 
in my life that was either choose this path and do what your brothers have done, or 
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choose this path and set your own, you know, figure out on your own and try to figure out 
what you want to do. So at that point they put me in a juvenile school. [ was the first one 
to graduate from high school and go to college. 

Christine 
Devon, has it changed you coming back out of prison? 

Devon 
I've had no other choice to change, you know. I'm a three strikes candidate. ... Record. 
Criminal history. A lot of guys left—grew up with in the gang-are maybe in prison, or 
they're dead. So. 

Christine 
So, you're one of the lucky few? 

Devon 
I'm one of the lucky ones. 

Christine 
Are those in pnson, are they going to get out eventually? 

Devon 
Some of them have a long period of time to do, or they have a life sentence. 

Christine 
Did you have friends when you were in prison? 

Devon 
Uh, associates. People I counted favor with. I pretty much did my own program. In my 
younger ages, I was pretty wild. You know, I was always, always putting myself out on the 
front su%et, putting myself out on the line. Always wanted... 

Christine 
Where you could get shot? 

Devon 
Where I could get stabbed or whatever. 

Christine 
So, you go from the violence of the street to the violence of the prison. Where did you find 
peace? 
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Devon 
Peace? I felt peace when I was being released from prison. Prison can be a stressful 
environment. 

Christine 
I bet. 

Etevon 
Very stressful, very depressing, lonely. I've just gone through all of those stages. I used to 
go talk to kids, troubled students whose next result is going to be prison or jail. If they end 
up in prison, they're gonna wish they had to listen. They may end up somewhere they don't 
want to be where they're scared, fearing for their life, and danger. Most people operate on 
fear-fear of what others are gonna do to you. A reputation will get you killed. A reputation 
will get you hurt. You could do something out here, even if you tell on somebody out here 
and go to prison, you're going to get dealt with. 

Cisco 
You don't want to be in there. But, then, if you leave somebody in there too long, they 
get institutionalized and then that's all they know is how to stay and live in there. But, if 
you put them in there and just give them like a little taste and it's a bad taste in their 
mouth, they're not going to be coming back any time soon. 

Michael 
And, uh, there was one person in particular at that program who pretty much helped me out 
greatly. She's a probation officer, and she pretty much nurtured me, sort of motherlike to 
me, in a way. And by that, I allowed her to help me out, which is why I showed her my 
vulnerabilities, and my lack of education. 

Slide: started speaking a different language'* 

Michael 
But, uh, when I decided to be helped, I started to learn education-wise. And one thing that 
set me apart from the gangs was my education. My education separated us, definitely. 
Because, whenever I was learning and expanding my mind and I would go back and see 
these guys talking, you know, they'd be talking about the same things, talking about what I 
considered to be trivial or just something insignificant. What is that going to do for you, you 
know, to be productive in anything, not just good person wise, just be productive in 
anything? And, you know, so, I started speaking a little different language, I guess. I mean, 
they were still speaking this language, and it just created some type of different level. And, 
after that, I just lost all interest. 
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Cisco 
Well, my junior year, they finally let me go back to school, public school. And I went to 
school, but they didn't let me play no sports until my senior year. So, I had to suffer by 
just going to school and going to school and not playing sports was very difficult because 
there was no motivation. I really never liked school. And by my senior year, I had a 
chance to play sports. And I played football and then I played basketball, no football, and 
then baseball. And then that's where I got my scholarship at—out of baseball. And then 
went to college, and played baseball there and we did very well. We were ranked I think 
third in the nation and ever since then I was fine. 

Michael 
At first everybody's going to be supportive, of course. Alright. At least, you're going to get 
an education. And, you know that's all. You know, they're going to say that first. And, 
you know, they're just waiting for you to come back and fail. But, [just kept going. And, 
one of the things they did was they jumped in my brother because I had left. 

Cisco 
I remember when I went to college it was the worst experience of my life. The reason I 
say it is because I was from the South of Tucson, and it was all Mexican, Mexican food, 
Mexican heritage, Mexican Mariachis, and Mexican music. And then I go to college. It's 
99% all white and it's a culture shock. Going from, you know, little Mexico to, you 
know, down there. And I remember I would call mom and cry, "Please, I'm going to 
come home, I'm going to come home." And she would say, "No, there's nothing here for 
you. Just stay there. Just stay there." And, I mean, the first year was difficult, but I got to 
tell you, the best thing that ever happened to me was going to college. You know it was 
an awful experience, but I still had a chance to mature, had a chance to meet other people 
from other cultures, other people from around the world. At that point I started 
blossoming as a flower, started being able to communicate with other people. And I 
could see that the language that I spoke at the time was very different. I mean, I was 
using street slang when other people were talking in English and I didn't understand the 
difference. 

Michael 
They started getting around my brother, and they started, you know, making the 
connections, you know, very slowly. And, they jumped him in. I confronted him about it 
and we ended up getting into a very good fist Hght in the front yard about it. And, I was 
very upset because, here I was making an attempt to get out here, and do this and that. And, 
here he was just doing that. So, it caused pretty big trouble within ourselves, as well. But, 
as for them, you know, coming back and making threats on me and stuff, it wasn't very 
blatant and it wasn't as you think it might be. But, I think that one of the reasons why it was 
like that was because they respected me. Because trying to make yourself better, and 
wanting to do more is a lot more difficult than they realize. A lot of them do. You'd be 
amazed at how many know that. But, they just want to do it for themselves. So, they 
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allowed me that much space, I guess, that much leeway, or whatever, and, uh, I took 
advantage of it. 

Cisco 
I was the first one to graduate from high school and go to college. To this day, my two 
brothers, I mean, they don't look at me eye to eye. Just because we talk different 
languages. Not that I feel Tm better than them. But, you know, my oldest brother he only 
calls me when he wants money. I was on the phone with him the other day. I called and 
I said, "Hey, what are you doing?" He goes, "Well, I was going to call you the other 
day." I go, "Well, you should've. We could have gone out and gone fishing or 
something." He goes, "Well, I was going to call you up to see if I could borrow forty 
bucks." And I was like, you know, I kind of felt like saying, 'fuck you'. 

Slide: "Negativity is pretty contagious" 

Christine 
What did you learn being in a gang? 

Michael 
And, uh, one thing I learned very young was, uh, you know, negativity is pretty contagious. 
[ chose not to be around it. And that's the one thing I taught kids a lot. You know, if you 
want to be a good person you got to surround yourself with good people. And, uh, you 
know, if you want to lay down with dogs, you're going to get ticks. You know what I 
mean? Surround yourself with the people you want to be. It helps, you know. So, that's why 
you need to tell them to get involved in anything. I don't care if it's the chess club, 4-H club, 
whatever. You know, just do it. Because then you surround yourself with people with the 
same kind of goals and desires and that helps you get past the tough times during school, or 
whatever. That's one of the keys. 

Christine 
In other words, you learned that it matters who you hang out with. 

Cisco 
[ don't associate with gang members at all anymore. I don't follow, or see what things to 
stay away with, or what things are doing to correct the problem. I kind of just, you know, 
picked myself out of society—out of that society—and packed my bags and gone done 
something else. So, I don't know anything about it, or if it's getting better or getting 
worse. I just try to stay away from it cause it wasn't really good when I was there, so I 
figure it's probably not going to be good now. 

Devon 
Well, I go down to L.A. ocassionally, hang out... They, uh, respect me for what I do. They, 
uh, make fun of me, that I don't do the things I used to do. It's hard to believe that I have 
changed. Changed, I mean, the old me. When I was younger, they, uh, considerate toward 
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each other, considerate toward other people. I go out of my way to help anybody. I'm just 
not that hateful person no more. 

Cisco 
So, when I did come out of jail with the thirty days up, the thirty days I was in there—I 
lived right in the heart of the neighborhood I was from, so it wasn't like I was from a 
different neighborhood, but claimed, you know, that neighborhood. I lived right there— 
so, when I came back out of jail, [ was trying to act like—like when people called and 
tried to say, "Hey is Cisco there?" My mom would say, "No, he's still in jail," knowing 
that I was already out, because I didn't want to affiliate with them. And, I mean, guys 
would come over and say, "Hey, we heard that Cisco is out. We want to party with him. 
And want to take him out." My mom would say, "No, he's not here. He's still in jail." 
And just uying to protect me because I didn't want nobody to know I was there. And 
then finally, the word was out that I was out, but I think the fact of my friends that I have 
already hung out with for so many years were starting to realize that I was changing and I 
didn't want to be a part of it. And I think they were more hurt than anything. Um, so, 
that's one thing my mom did was kind of like protect me by telling everybody that I 
wasn't there any longer. 

Slide: Reflections 

Christine 
If there was anything you could do differently, what would it be? 

Devon 
If I could change anything, I could change anything, I mean, if I could turn back~I would 
say, um, this is hard. If I could do anything, there is two things I would do, choices that I 
made...I had so many opportunities, so many opportunities just blew. I would love to bring 
my mother back. Both of my parents are dead, now. I've learned to let go, let go of that, 
but I haven't started dealing with that until I got into the program. And then I had to let go 
of that. And start honoring her. So, if I was to do anything, I would make the right choices 
for the simple fact that I had so many opportunities and blew 'em and then my parents died. 

Christine 
It's a hard question to answer because you are who you are now based on what happened to 
you. 

Devon 
My whole thing is to remember who I am and the person I am capable of being. 

So where are you today? 
Christine 
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Devon 
Where am I today? 

Christine 
Yeah, where are you at today? You've had a positive end to your story. 

Devon 
Keep surviving. Don't give up hope. Keep working toward my goals cause life is short. 
Live life on life's terms. There's more to life than committing crimes. I have three kids to 
be responsible for and what I do will affect their well-being...and be there for them in time 
of need. There are consequences for everything you do. 

Christine 
Even if you think you can get away with something. 

Devon 
Right. Eventually something is going to happen. So, I would just—that's not me no 
more, especially if you have kids. 

Christine 
It's not easy changing you life, however. Sometimes, you need help, you need someone 
to give you guidance and set you down the right path. 

Michael 
Yeah. Like I said, the person who made that first jump into me was that person at that 
program I was at, at the juvenile. So, that's where that started. She was the first person I 
ever opened up to within my life. So, that was the first time I allowed. As for everyone 
else, you know, yeah they try to tell you this, and try to tell you that, but you don't want to 
listen to it. I didn't want to listen to it. 

Christine 
Of course, you have to be ready to accept the help that's offered. 

Cisco 
Uh, John was a big influence in my life cause it seemed like he was always there to give 
me guidance. And, "You don't want to do that, Cisco. You don't want to do that. Want 
to make sure you do this. Want to make sure you do that." And I read a lot. Uh, you 
know, motivational books, books about the market, books about family, uh, history 
books. So I create my own role model of who I want to be. You know, instead of saying, 
I want to be like Michael Jordan, I'd say, you know what? I want to be like this guy here 
in this paragraph and be a little like this guy in this chapter. And then I'd kind of design 
my own role model for who I want to be like. 
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Christine 
Sounds like a great idea. 

Michael 
Well, throughout my life I've been able to sort out my own problems. However, I do need 
guidance from here and there and if it's something that I'm unable to do within myself, then 
I'll go to people that I consider have my best interest, which is usually that lady. And, uh, 
it's funny, because too, whenever I go to her, she's uh, she never really suggests anything to 
me. Well, she does, but it's more like, you know, I think you should do this means she 
wants you to do it. You know what I mean? I think you should do this, you know, it's like, 
it's her way of throwing a little spin to it. But, that's pretty cool, because I get so excited I 
take to it. I always have. So, she's probably, uh, the person that I go to the most. 

Slide: '̂ They're not going to go off the circle" 

Christine 
What about your friends and rivals that you left behind? What happened to them? 

Michael 
Every so often I see rival gang members, the ones that are not dead. Um, you know there's 
not so many, usually. Some of them grow up and they tend to fade away. Not necessarily 
out of the gangs, but less, you know, active in them. So, I mean, even though when I see 
them now, it's nothing that's confrontational. I've even seen other gang members that were 
considered rivals that came up to me and say, "You know what? Congratulations. Good 
job." They've showed support with me. In a certain way, that shows they've realized, "Eh, 
it's not easy." And they tell you about all the changes that they're going to make, once they 
feel the pressure, and pressure does come. And they go back to the one thing that they know 
and that they feel conifortable doing, which is back to what they were doing. That's why a 
lot of them fail to succeed in being able to change, because they don't know anything else. 
They get out of their comfort zone and it's difficult. Even with the old guys I used to hang 
around with today, I still see them, and they, you know, come up to me, "How you doing? 
Are you a cop yet?" "Oh, not yet. Still working towards it," And you know, they realize the 
position that you have now is a little bit more gloriHed in a sense where you're helping the 
conmiunity. You don't want to be disrespectfiil. That's the last thing you want to do. You 
just want to be, "Hey, okay." You don't want to have a long conversation, either. You want 
to make it as short as possible, sweet, "Okay, you know, appreciate it. Have a good day. 
You know, hope to see you around soon." And that's it. 

Cisco 
The guys who are older than me. I mean, to this day, you know, guys that are twenty, 
thirty, forty years old, they're still living at home, or...I'm not trying to, you know, put 
them down, but they work like at Circle K's, or Discount Tires, or Walgreens. And you 
see a pattern that they've already set their limits and, you know, they're not going to go 
off the Circle and all they're going to do is work at Circle K for the rest of their lives and 
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they're still living at home. Because I was just down in Tucson this weekend and all the 
guys I used to run with are still living at home or they're in jail. They just can't afford to 
move out on their own. But then you look at their education. Out of all the guys I used to 
run with, only two of us went to college. I wish that somebody gave them the opportunity 
to go or introduced them to college. I mean that would have helped them out. 

Michael 
The only thing different about them is they're older and they have more kids. That is the 
only thing usually different about them. They still talk the same, they still dress the same, 
you know, act the same. It's just—little progress has been made within their lives. And, that 
to me would be the ultimate torture that I've ever even endured. Even seeing it now, 
making little progress for so many years, that's just unbelievable to me. 

Christine 
Well, we're about out of time. 

Michael 
You guys still want to hit the basketball court? 

Cisco 
Sure. I'll whip your ass any time. (Indicating the ball.) Give it here. 

Chnstine intercepts the ball. 

Michael 
Damn she's quick. 

Christine 
Gentlemen, we still have a job to finish. 

Cisco 
Yes, captain. 

Christine 
What final words do you want to leave with our audience? I'll give each of you one last 
chance to talk, starting with Cisco. 

Christine tosses the ball to him. 

Cisco 
(Thinking) There was a point in my life that was either choose this path and do what your 
brothers have done, or choose this path and set your own, you know, figure out on your 
own and try to figure out what you want to do. There were times when I was in the gang 
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that I remember asking myself is this something I really want to be involved with and the 
answer was, "No." 

Michael 
I don't regret anything I've done. But, I know where I don't want to be, so, I don't let any 
of that stuff hold me back or allow myself to put any type of excuses in my way. A lot of 
people say, "Oh, well, my family this, my family that." Well, you know, yeah, if you want 
to use them then as an excuse not to do something, that's fine. I've used it as a reason to do 
something else. So, who knows? Maybe if I had not had that. Who knows where I 
would've been? If I had not been put in that pressure, in that high intense society, you 
know, and had to actually do things on my own. You know, maybe things would've been 
different. 

Devon 
First of all, I don't think you can get kids out of gangs. They have to make the right 
decisions. All I can do is use my past experience and say, 'Don't get involved. Don't get 
involved. It's a waste of time.' 

Christine 
What would you tell someone, today, you know, someone who—think back to when you 
were thinking about joining, being a part of a gang—what would you tell someone today 
who was in the same position? 

Michael 
Gee, it's pretty difHcult. But, I've had that question before. Um, I would just try to tell 
them that what they were searching for may seem what they want superficially in that life. 
However, as soon as they get older and they realize that it's not, their position is not going to 
be pretty great. So, I'd tell them that there's other ways of going about it. And maybe even 
help direct them in that way. However, for somebody who is considering that life, 
obviously something about that life's impacted them, and me giving this little pep speech for 
a couple minutes or even an hour is not going to do much, because they still got to go the 
twenty-three hours left in the day and negotiate their life out there. And, I'm not sure if it 
would be effective or not. I hope it would. I think kids like that need a little bit more 
something than just words. Cause now days, you know, it's actions as opposed to words 
that help these kids. That was the way it was for me and I tested a lot of people to see how 
far they were willing to go. And some were superficial and some actually went that route, 
they pushed me, they didn't allow me to give up on me. A lot of the attitude and hard times 
I gave others was to see how far they were willing to go. So, I believe it is actions and not 
our just saying, "Hey, you know, you got to do this, you got to do that." So, I mean, it is 
tricky. Like I said, you have to find out a little bit more about this kid. Try to find an angle 
with him. There's just a lot of different circumstances. I mean, it's a pretty big question. 
But, you want to do the right thing by telling them not to do it. Bottom line. 
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Christine 
Thank you, gentlemen. 

Devon 
(Referring to the audience) Think they got it? 

Michael 
They got it. Now let's go shoot some hoops. 

Cisco 
Let's go. (To Christine) Are you coming? 

Christine 
In a few minutes. You go on ahead. 

(Exit Cisco, Devon, and Michael.) 

Christine 
It's your life. You decide. Cisco, Michael, and Devon are all lucky. They have bright 
futures ahead of them because they made positive choices. Though they walk a fine line 
sometimes between the gang life and who they are today, they're making a difference in 
the world—a positive one. I admire their courage. What made it possible for them to 
change and leave the gang life? Is it because they are all the youngest in their family and 
learned from the mistakes their siblings made? Is it because they have an independent 
streak that makes them less a follower and more a leader? Is it because they cared about 
something outside themselves? It is a complex question that can't be answered in an 
hour. Many young people still-^caught up in the gang life, however, will need to find the 
answer for themselves. Because being in a gang is not a joke. It's serious business. You 
may be young, but the decisions you make today will influence your future. Will you 
limit yourself or reach for the sky? Can you know what is possible if you never try? 
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APPENDIX B: CONSENT FORM 

The Gang Phenomenon in Tucson: 
Case Studies of Inactive or Former Tucson Gang Members 

I AM BEING ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE 
THAT I AM INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY AND OF 
HOW I WILL PARTICIPATE IN IT, IF I CONSENT TO DO SO. SIGNING THIS 
FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED AND THAT I GIVE 
MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGULATIONS REQUIRE WRITTEN INFORMED 
CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY SO THAT I 
CAN KNOW THE NATURE AND RISKS OF MY PARTICIPATION AND CAN 
DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND INFORMED 
MANNER. 

Purpose: I am being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project. 
The purpose of this research is to talk to former or inactive members of street gangs, like 
myself, to better understand why young people join gangs, what they experience from 
being in a gang, and why they leave a gang, and/or disengage in gang activity. What I 
tell the researcher will be combined with what other gang members have shared with her. 
What the researcher lefutis from me will be used to help develop a realistic script that will 
help other young people learn about gangs. 

Selection Criteria: I am being invited to participate because I have a former or present 
affiliation with a street gang and am over 18 years of age. Between four to six subjects 
will be interviewed for this study. 

Procedure: If I agree to participate, I will be asked to consent to the following; two 
interviews scheduled at separate times, not to exceed two hours in duration each. 
• The interview will be tape recorded. 
• If I do not wish to be tape recorded, the researcher will turn the recorder off and take 

notes instead. 
• At any time during the interview, I have the right to ash the researcher to turn off the 

tape recorder. 
• I may terminate the interview at any time. 
• I may refuse to answer any question. 

Rislts: The risks, stress and discomfort of this study is similar to any intense 
conversation where one is asked to share one's knowledge, beliefs and life experiences 
for the purpose of analysis. The researcher recognizes this and will do everything 
possible to make participation in the study as comfortable and low stress as possible. If 
during the interview, I should experience any distress caused by the recall of painful 
memories, I may seek free counseling and help from the list of agencies provided with 
this consent form. 
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Benefits: No direct benefit. 

Confidentiality: 
• All information obtained in the interview will be kept confidential and will not be 

released in any individually identifiable form without my prior consent, unless 
required by law. 

• Upon completion of the script, Suzanne Olson of the Southwest Key Program will 
recontact me via phone or mail, so that I may review, comment, and edit the 
results of the research before it is publicly released. 

• To protect my identity, A pseudonym will be used in place of my real name and all 
proper names and places will be eliminated on all research material 
(transcriptions, notes, research results). 

• Access to the research data will be restricted to the researcher, Christine Roberts, and 
to the four members of her thesis committee at the University of Arizona. All 
audiotapes, transcriptions and notes will be kept for one year following the 
completion of the project. 

Participation Costs and Subject Compensation: None. 

Contacts 
[ can obtain further information from the principal investigator Christine Roberts, M.A. 
candidate, at (520) 621-7008 (Department of Theatre Arts office). If I have questions 
concerning my rights as a research subject, I may call the Human Subjects Conunittee 
office at (520) 626-6721. 

Authorization 
BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE METHODS, 
INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENERTS HAVE BEEN EXPLAINED TO ME 
AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT 
ANY TIME AND I AM FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE PROJECT AT ANY 
TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD FEELINGS. MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS 
PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR FOR REASONS THAT 
WOULD BE EXPLAINED. NEW INFORMATION DEVELOPED DURING THE 
COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS TO 
CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE GIVEN TO ME AS IT 
BECOMES AVAILABLE. THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA 
DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS 
RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, CHRISTINE ROBERTS, OR 
AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE THEATRE ARTS DEPARTMENT. I 
DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS BY SIGNING THIS FORM. A 
COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO ME. 
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Subject's Signature Date 

Witness (if necessary) Date 

Investigator's Affidavit 
I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I hereby certify 
that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form understands 
clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her participation and 
his/her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language or educational barrier 
has not precluded this understanding. 

Signature of Investigator Date 
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APPENDIX C: SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Life in a gang. 

Drugs/Guns 

Family and 
Friends 

Life Experiences 

Describe your first experience with a gang. 

Why did you choose to join a gang? 

What is the best thing about being a member of a gang? 

Do you have any stories about your gang you could share with 
me? For example, describe to me something unexpected or 
fimny that happened to you. 

Describe for me how you were initiated imo the gang. 

Describe some of the activities you have participated in as a 
member of a gang. 

What were you like before you joined a gang? 

How have you changed since then? 

What is your opinion on drugs? 

How were you taught to use a gun? 

Tell me something about your family. 

When a problem arises in your life, who do you turn to first 
and why? 

At what momem in time have you most needed a friend? 

What was your childhood like? 

What was the greatest pain you felt when you were a kid? 
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Future What kind of obstacles have you encountered in your life? 

How does money influence your decisions in life? 

If I told you that you only had one year left to live, how would 
you live it? 

If there was anything you could do differently in your life, 
what would it be and why? 

What do you think society should do to help young people like 
you succeed in life? 

How would you describe your circumstances today? 

Where do you think you will be m ten years? Where do you 
hope to be? 

Where do you see the future of gangs heading? 
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