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The Rise of Prison Gangs

The Mafia is, essentially, nothing but the expression of a
need for arder, for the control of the State,

JUDGE GIOVANNI FALCONE'

1he Business of Private Protection

Before the mid-1970s, the convict code had provided governance relatively
effectively. Repurations were known in the inmare population, and the fear of
gossip, ostracism, and assault constrained much predatory and opportunistic
behavior. However, the convict code began to break down once large demo-
graphic changes oceurred within the prison syscem. Inmates srill voice respect
for the code today, but it cannot provide the governance that they require,
and it is not the preeminent governance institution. As demographic changes
made decentralized governance less effecrive, violence erupred and inmates
soughr alrernarive sources of social control. Inmares turned ro organizarions—
prison gangs—to provide protection in the inmate social system. These orga-
nizations required effort to operate effectively, but if inmares did not bear
these costs, they would continue to suffer the consequences of disorder. By
recognizing inmates’ demand for governance, we can identify why governance
institurions became more centralized and explain where and when prison
gangs form.

Like many ather mafia groups, prison gangs originated to provide protec-
rion. Historically, organized crime has played a crucial role in producing gov-
ernance in the underworld, In fact, what makes mafia groups unigue is not
that they engage in crime in an organized and sophisticated fashion bur thar
they govern crime. They enforce the rules of the game chat allow people ro
participate in illicit markers, In surveying the interdisciplinary research on
organized crime, economist Stergios Skaperdas has found that “the defining

economic activity of organized crime is the provision of protection or its more
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respectable variation, secrity.™ Seminal work by Diego Gambetta examines
the formarion of the Sicilian Mafa during the 19th century, a time when state
enforcement of property rights was uncertain and bandits preyed on the
property of new landowners.’ Landowners had a demand for private protec-
tion that the government did not satisfy, and the end of the feudal system
meant that soldiers were available to offer their services as private rights-
enforcers.* These men became mafiosi. They expanded into a number of other
rights enforcement activicies, including acting as third-party adjudicators of
disputes, enforcing contracts, and punishing criminals? Similar organizations
arose in other parts of Italy—such as the ‘NDrangheea and Camorra mafiasin
the Calabria and Naples regions.’

It is common for organized crime to form when newly established prop-
erty rights have no effective state-based mechanisms to secure them. For in-
cance, Fedetico Varese has shown that when the Sovier Union collapsed,
property rights enforcement was incomplete and uncertain, and business-
people had a strong demand for protection. Supplied by the abundance of
now-unemployed Russian soldiers and scerer police, the Russian Mafia stepped
in to scll protection to businesses” Surveys conducted in three Russian cities
examined why shopkeepers purchase governance from private protection
arganizations. Respondents explained that their demand for these services
stems from their activity in the informal and illicit economy, which they
participate in to avoid strict government regularions.” Shopkeepers view
these organizacions as an alternative to the failing and ineffective stare-based
courts and police system. Surveys of Russian and Polish businesses in 1998
revealed three key facts that help make sense of private protection organiza-
tions.? First, merchants rely on private protection more when they participate
in informal economic activity. Mafias provide a substiture to official mecha-
nisms that people in the informal economy cannot rely on. Second, managers
recognized that these organizations are costly and far from ideal, but they
often consider private protection services to be beneficial. Third, merchants
confirmed chat rather than providing protection only from rival sellers of
“protection,” these organizations provided protection from real threats of
theft and predation. This was not merely a prorection racket.

In Japan, the Yakuza provides property rights protection to make up for
inefficiencies “in formal legal structures, including both inefhcient substanrive
law and a statc-induced shortage of legal professional and other righes-
enforcement agents.,™ The number of Japanese organized-crime firms is neg-
atively correlated with the number of civil cases filed in district court, reported
crimes, and loans ourstanding, This suggests that the Japanese mafias “play an
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active entrepreneurial role in substituting for state-supplied enforcement
mechanisms and other public services in such areas as dispute mediation,
bankruptey and debt collection, (unorganized) crime control, and finance.™
Similarly, China’s transition toward a more market-oriented econo my includes
land reforms and massive privatization of stare-owned and rural enterprises.
These changes have obscured property rights assignments. Unce reainey,
systemic corruption, and weak judicial institutions left people in need of gov-
crmance, Chinese mafia groups arose to adjudicate commercial disputes and
facilitate cartelization of industries.™

Ethnographic studies of American streer gangs in mulriple major metro-
poliran areas have found that the gangs provide an important source of pro-
tection to its young members." Gang members frequently report thar they
join screet gangs because they need the protection that gangs supply, and
“interview data have documented consistently that gang members are drawn
to these groups for their perceived protective qualiey.™ Individual-level data
on gang membership and victimization are difficulr to collecr. One study,
however, examined the relacionship between the number of gang members in
Los Angeles and the violene-crime rate. The conventional wisdom holds that
gangs cause violent crime, but the evidence does not support this view. In fact,
gang membership increases after increases in violent crime, rather than before
it. This is consistent with the claim that people join gangs for protection from
the violent crime thar is occurring in their communities, not that they join
gangs to pardclpare in violent crime." -

Mafias do not materialize and come to power at random. They form in
power vacuums where people cannot rely on stare enforcement of property
rights. They often control relatively small areas because it is too costly to keep
out competing mafias.”* Three potentially chaotic situations are typical. First,
people might be so geographically isolated from the government that they are
not protected. It isn’t worth the government's effort to set up police depart-
ments and courts in remote areas that have few valuable resources, a primirive
or languishing economy, or a small tax base. In the state’s absence, people rurn
to local mahas for protection.

Second, people participaring in prohibited trades, such as drugs, gambling,
and prostitution, are excluded from using stare-based legal institurions to
secure governance. The illicit nature of the business forces them to seek alter-
natives. In the Uniced States, the mafia came to power in the freewheeling
alcohol markets of the Prohibition Era. They ended up playing a far-reaching
and important fole in enforcing agreements and seteling disputes in the
criminal underworld.” In addition to governing illicic markets, mafias often




&0 THE SOCIAL ORDER QF THE UNDERWORLD

help businesses manipulate legal markets, For example, local building con-
tractors might hire a mafia to enforce a restricuive cartel within an industry.
The mafia deters cartel members from offering lower prices and new firms
from encering the marker.”™

The third potentially chaoric situation is when polirically contentious
areas subject to instability from revolutions, riots, and rebellion give rise to
power vacuums and a corresponding need for protection. After both the
demise of the Soviet Union and the collapse of the Iralian feudal system, the
number of private properry holders increased dramatically, but the availability
of conventional property enforcement mechanisms either remained constant
or declined. In short, mafias form when the state cannor or will not provide
governance and a long-term demand for governance exists.”

With the decline of the convict code, the inmate social system cxpe-
rienced just chistype of powervacuum. Inmares had aneed forself-governance
thar was met by neither official mechanisms nor the norms that previously
ruled the community. Gangs formed to meet the demand for protection, for
both one's pesson and property, but also to protect the security of transactions
in the prison’s underground economy. Identifying the changes in the supply
and demand for governance explains why prison gangs form. While mafias
exist in a wide range of situations and form to solve a very general problem, the
particulars of their origin and operation depend on the unique, contextual
details. To understand the rise of prison gangs, we tutn to the California prison
system and the inmate society in the acrual Facilities where they surfaced.

The Origins of California Prison Gangs

In 1945, the California legislarure approved the building of the Deuel
Vocarional Institurion (DVI). Earl Warren, the famed jurise who later served
25 the 14th Chief Justice of the United States, was California’s governor at
‘he rime. He believed in the progressive approach to incarceration, the "new
penology” devoted to rehabilirative ideals. He appointed Richard McGee,
also a proponent of the new penology, to lead the Department of Correc-
tions.* They believed that scientific bureaucracics could educate and train
the criminally minded so thar these individuals could return ro sociery and
lead productive lives, The purpose of DVI was to do just tha. It was built in
Northern California in che San Joaquin Valley, in the small, dusty farming
rown of Tracy.

Its doors opened in 1953, and as one employee at the time remarked, its
walls and buildings reflected the “current correctional attemprs to bring the
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total forces of contemporary rehabilitative and management techniques to
bear on the individual offender. This facility provided room for 1,250 “young
and trainable (i.c. salvageable) inmates” and included “the programs necessary
for their resocialization as constructive members of the free communiry,"
From the start, DVI’s mission was to teach inmares how to make an honest
living, The facility provided vocational training and a complete elementary-
and high-school-level educational program that met all of the state’s curric-
ulum requirements.* DVI combined an educational element with a custodial
setting, but it was still a prison. According to a former staff member, its
construction “represent[ed] a monument in concrete and steel ro sociery’s
tailure ro discover acceptable alternatives to the ‘pains of imprisonment, "

One observer quipped that it was a “progressive school for bad boys.™ Bur
this description wasn't perfectly accurate. The inmates who rook residence ar
DVIwere not just minors. Whereas other custodial facilities held cither juye-
niles or adults, about half of the inmates at DVI were youths and half were
adulrs.* Juvenile facilities sent youth ro DVI for a variety of reasons, but the
most important was to control inmates considered “management problems.”*
Prisons sent adults to the facility because they were either “skilled workmen”
or "young and trainable”* As a result, the inmate population at DVI held
both the most disruptive young inmares and a large number of adult offenders,
Officials hoped that this innovarive facility would be the key to unlocking the
mystery of rehabilitation. Instead, it provided a fertile environment thar gave
birth toa new form of organized crime. These gangs would grow to an unprec-
edented scale and place of power in the criminal underworld.

Duringthis period, changing inmate demographics across the entire prison
system were frustrating the effectiveness of the convicr code. More inmates,
more young inmates, more violent offenders, and more first-time inmates
undermined the ability of reputation-based governance mechanism to operare
successfully. The inmate population at DVI eclipsed these broader trends, for
several reasons. First, the number of inmates grew rapidly. Ten years after
opening, the population had reached 1,600 inmates, neatly 130 percent of the
designed capacicy.” Second, because of the unique philosophy undergirding
DVIand the corresponding inmate selection process, the inmates were much
younger than at other prisons. The median age of inmates at DVI was
only 24.1 years, compared with the median for all of the state’s prisons of
31.9 years.”” Third, there was a higher percentage of people at DVI incarcer-
ated for crimes against persons. Compared to other juvenile facilities, twice as
many of the youth were incarcerated for violent offenses.” Finally, inmates
at DVI were much less likely to have served a prison sentence—only 39.6
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percent compared 1o 46.2 percent for the entire prison system.” The same
demographic factors that made norms less effective at the system-wide level
were even more pronounced at DVL Ir is precisely at this facility thar we
would expect to see decentralized governance fail and violence to erupt.

AeDVT, prison gangs sprang violently into existence.” From the beginning,
it had not been an orderly prison. Violence and periodic race riots plagued
inmates at the facility.* People referred to it as “(iladiator School™ Robett
Morill, a member of California’s first Prison Gang Task Force and a nearly
so-year veteran of law enforcement cxplains that prior to the 19505, “there
were groups of Mexican-American inmares that had become prey to larger
and usually stronger groups of Black and White inmates in California
prisons.”* In 1957, young Hispanic inmates formed the first California prison
zang—the Mexican Mafia.” According to a varicty of sources, these inmates
formed the gang for protection. Morrill writes, “At the inception of the
Mexican Mafia, it seemed to be only a self-protection union, or a surrogare
family used only to protect its membets and their possessions. This is how
most prison gangs begin”* The Mexican Mafia, “like all Security Threat
Groups which formed afterward, inirially started out as a sclf-protection
group. They wanted to survive in the prison environment and protect their
private property from being taken"” A former prison gang member reports
that the Mexican Mafia formed when “several Latino inmates organized a
protection group and dedicated chemselves and their resources to equal and
fair treatment for Mexican-American inmates, ™

The founding members of the Mexican Mafia were relatively young—
including some as young as 15 years old—and typically were members of Los
Angeles street gangs.” They sought to reduce conflicc among the rival gangs
from Hispanic neighborhoods. Instead of having multiple street gangs
fighting against each other, they consolidated their power. A former prison
gang member explains that the budding gang “aggressively recruited newly
arrived Mexican-American inmates to boost its membership.... New recruits
were instracred to lay all vendertas and conflices from the streets to rest.™
The prison gang's goals were multifaceted. According to a Department of
Justice study, the gang members “gave up their street gang identity for the
collective purposes of murual protection, to run illicit businesses in the prison,
and to gain power over other inmares”# A former Mexican Mafia member
explains thar to accomplish these objectives, the founding members began
“establishing their reputation of terror.™**

In the early 1960s, officials transferred many of the founding members of
the Mexican Mafia to other prisons (primarily San Quentin, Soledad, and
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Falsom) to disturb their operations.* Officials intended ro discourage their
disruptive and violent behavior by mixing them with hardened adult con-
victs,** However, rather than dividing and conquering this group, the dis-
persal of Mafia members throughour the prison system helped them recruic
new members and spread the gang’s influence.*” In these prisons, the Mexican
Mafia reacted to disrespect from inmates with quick, brutal acts of violence.
Still, that wasn't the only reason they shed blood. Within days of being erans-
terred to San Quentin, Mafia members stabbed “unsuspecting” inmares to
death on two different occasions, for no apparent reason. A gang member
who was active in the early years of the Mexican Mafia nores that violence was
committed in public places and in a dramatic fashion for the specific purpose
of making the biggest display possible. These murders, he explains, were “com-
mitted for no reason other than to make a statement ro the general population
at San Quentin."* Aswith all other mafia groups, viclent acts established the
gangs reputation and allowed it to credibly provide protection.

Some of the members felr that the group’s name didn't suitably reflect
their Latino heritage, They agreed to adopt an additional name for the orga-
nization, La Eme (pronounced lah EH-meb), the Spanish letter M.° The
gang recruited the most dangerous Hispanic inmates, regardless of street gang
affiliation, and early members came from both Northern and Southern
California neighborhoods. While their official membership numbers were
relatively small, according to some accounts, by 1965 La Eme controlled nearly
cvery California scare prison.”

The gang was different from the inmate groups that had existed in the
past. Before the Mexican Mafia, Morrill reports, there had “always been
smaller groups of inmates that banded together...bur they never had any
real meaning other than close friendship or a mutual business arrange-
ment while in prison.”* Past inmate groups centered around inmates’ street
gangs and neighborhoods, The Mexican Mafia eranscended that. The mem-
ber’s allegiance was to the prison gang, and membership required a liferime

COmmitment,
Ihe Mexican Mafia developed internal rules to govern its operations and

to maintain order among its members, but it did not provide governance to
all inmates, In Fact, as cheir power grew, they increasingly preyed on others.
A tormer Mexican Mafia member claims that the gang members “began rob-
bing inmates of their possessions—prison ducats, canteen goods, and drugs—
while making examples of those that would dare oppose their demands."
Inmares who were nor affiliaced with the Mexican Mafa had “to surrender
their prison luxuries and items of comfort such as wrist watches, rings, shoes
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and anything that could either be enjoyed by [the Mexican Mafia] or sold on
the prison black market."* Some of the Mexican Mafia members looked down
on Hispanics from small, Northern California towns.* According toa former
Mexican Mafia member, “in sharp contrast to their more regimented and
streetwise counterparts from Los Angeles, they were very unorganized and
lacked the aggressiveness and street savvy that was necessary to survive in the
ptison jungles Mafia members refecred to them derogatively as “farmers”
and “sodbusters.” They did not consider them “true gangsters, Or Veteranos,
but merely potential victims."” The Mafia “was quick to forget its origins and,
once its members began losing sight of their true purpose, they, too, began to
prey on their own people™ La Eme had formed to fight against predatory
inmates, but they had now become a dangerous predator.

Other inmares were not blind to the Mexican Mafia’s threat. John [rwin
notes that their abuse "aroused and consolidated a large number of independent’
Chicanos, who planned to eliminate the Mafia members™ Many of these
inmates were the Hispanics from rural farming communities who had suf-
fored their abuse. In 1965, at Soledad State Prison, they grouped togetherand
fought back.” To defend themselves, they “formed their own all*ance for
self-protection.” The group would come to be called La Nuvestra Familia—
Spanish for “our family™ A former member notes thar the Nuestra Familia
“took 4 firm stance against oppression or other types of unjustifiable pracrices
proven detrimental to La Raza [all those of Latin descent) within the penal
system.”™ They began recruiring inmates to protect themselves and the
Hispanic inmare population in general.

The primary objective of Nuestra Familia (NF), according to a former
member, was “ro protect and defend irs members and/or La Raza against any
outside aggression, especially from the EME....Many Latino inmates suf-
fered 2 great deal of unnecessary hardship and indignity, as did inmates of
other races™ The NF leadership “vowed that familianos would no longer
passively allow the EME to victimize the very people they had solemnly sworn
to protect.” Like the Mexican Mafia, the NF formed for procection; one of
the founding members is claimed to have said, "La Nuestra Familia must b
the voice of the people, not only in Seledad, bur throughout the prison
system.”® They adopred the Huelga bird symbol, the same logo chosen by the
National Farm Workers Association, led by César Chavez. The Nuestra
Familia’s stated aim was to help its members while incarcerated. Their
founding document, a written constiturion, states that the “primary purpose
and goals of this O [Organization] is for the betcerment of its members and
the building up of this O on the outside into a strong and sclf-supporting
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Jamilia.”" Recent internal gang documents reveal that the gang promotes
ieself as a warrior for justice, noting thar members “challenge all those who
oppose our unity and advancement towards equal justice. ... Those who seek
to destroy and undermine our raza’s efforts to rise above their standards of
living have through their own actions made it possible for us and other groups
like us to come together."*

The Mexican Mafia and the Nuestra Familia were the fist two prison gangs
to form in California, and they were not the last. As they rose to power, inmares
of other races and ethnicitics formed gangs as well. Morrill explains tha, in the
following years, inmates “who formed these other gangs felt they had to in
order to protect themsclves.”™ In the late 19505 and early 1960s, white inmaces
formed the Blue Bird Gang, Lirtle is known about this organization, but by the
late 1960s, the Federal Burean of Investigation reported that it had become
“apparent to other white inmates that a more powerful gang was needed ro
protect white inmares from the Black and Mexican prison spawned gangs thar
were in power in the California Department of Corrections prison system.”*
The Aryan Brotherhood prison gang formed in 1967 with the explicit purpose
of protecting whire inmates from black and Hispanic gangs” Hispanies from
Texas did not align with either the Mexican Mafia or the Nuestra Familia™ As
a result, the Texas Syndicate prison gang formed in California in 1976, and
their primary purpose was to protect themselves from other inmate groups”

At around the same time, black inmates formed the Black Guerilla Family, to
protect themsclves from che Mexican Mafia™ A Black Guerilla Family
member describes how they “controlled the line [ mainline prison population]
there, by offering protection of numbers, protection of comradeship.””
Membership made other benefirs available as well. He went on to explain,
“you would never really want for anything. Your little smoking habits were
taken care of if you were a good soldier. We had private stores—cigarerres,
candy, pies, canned food, canned meat. If you were short you could get stuff
from us and you wouldn't have to double up [ pay interest on borrowed goods).
Or we'd get someone to write to you from out on the streets, keep you from
getting lonely. When you're going out, we have communicy officers who have
congacts with pecple on the streces.”™

Prison gangs continue to provide their members with prorection, mutual
aid, and the abiliry to participate in the lucrative prison drug rrade. A federal
indictment notes thar Nuestra Familia provides “protection and securiry for its
members and associates from rival organizations and gangs both inside and
ourside California correctional institutions.”” Studying the Nuestra Familia in
Colorado, former inmate Robert Koehler reports thar they offer valuable
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support and supplies. The gang operates asa murual aid society and “provides
Familianos [members] with physical protection from rival gangs and supplics
chem with store goods at low cost or on low credit, and Familia serves as their
emotional family”” A gang in Texas with more thana hundred members even
calls irself the “Self-Defense Family."? The histories of numerous prison gangs,
including the Aryan Circle, Border Brothers, G-27, 2.1 Crew, the Puro Tango
Blasters, the Texas Aryan Brotherhood, and the Mexikanemi reveal that they
all formed to provide protection.”

Those who argue that prison gangs provide protection are not mere fringe
observers. People who interact with these gangs on a regular basis, such as
correctional officers and gang investigators, agree with chis assessment. A cor-
rectional officer ar Corcoran State Prison notes, “When you come to prison,
you have to join a gang. You have no choice. If you don't join a gang, youd
better pack up. Go into the sergeant’s office and tell him you're ready to leave
the yard. Because there’s just no options. You have to be ina gang."™ A national
survey of prison adminiscrators by the Department of Justice found that pro-
rection is the sixth most frequent activity that prison gangs engage in*
A vereran correctional officer claims that “most gangs in prison otiginally
started out as protection groups from other gangs and act as a welcoming
committee for new prisoners after their intake into the system.”™ A Federal
Bureau of Investigation memo in 1973 describes prison gangs' goal as “self-
protection. ™ Prison gangs provide governance by protecting their members,
providing murual aid, and creating organizatio nal strucrures thar allow them
ro flourish in the underground economy.

Outlaw Economics

Today's prisons are very different from the prisons of the early 2oth century.
They now comprise booming illicic marketplaces. There are several reasons
for this. First, with more people behind bars, the demand for co ntraband has
:ncreased, More people means there are more trading opportunities available
in underground markets. Starting in the 1970s, inmates had another big
reason to demand more governance—the prison drug trade. Previously,
California had imprisoned few drug users, However, in the wake of President
Nixon's Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970
and subsequent legislation, chere was an unp recedented rise in the number of
inmates arriving for drug-related offenses. In 1959, 1,450 of the inmares
arriving into the prison system admitted having a drug or narcotics addiction,
including marijuana (Figure 3.1). That constituted 26 percent of new inmates.
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FIGURE 3.1 Male inmares in California arriving with an addicton, 1959-1084
Sawrree: California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, Annual Reports

The percentage of addicted inmates arriving in prison stayed relatively stable

for the nexe decade, at an average of 27 percent. This figure increased dramat-
ically after 1970. From 1970 to 1980, the average percentage of addicred

inmates rose to 59 percent, reaching a recorded high of 82 percent in 1978.
The rotal number of inmates addicted to drugs increased as well. From 1955
to 1984, the number of inmates arriving in the state prison system who
were addicted ro drugs and narcotics increased more than eight times,
from 1,450 to 12,205, In 2002, 83 percent of all jail and prison inmares in
America were heavily involved in drugs or alcohol.® In 2006, 36 percent of
all California inmates were deemed to have a “high need” for drug treatment
and 8o percent had a drug problem.* Inmares' demand for conrrolled sub-
stances is subsranrcial.

"The number of inmates arriving for drug-relared offenses provides another
useful measure of the magnitude of drug-involved inmates. People who go to
prison for drug-related offenses may not be drug users, and many people
incarcerated for non-drug-related offenses use drugs. However, one study
found that 81 percent of adults arrested for selling drugs tested positive for
drugs at the time of arrest.”” Nonetheless, to the extent that people sentenced
for drug-relared offenses are users or are knowledgeable participants in the
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FIGURE 3.2 Drug offenders in California prisons, 1950-2011
Sonree: California Deparment of Corrections and Rehabilitadon, Annual Reports

drug trade, this provides an informative complement to the previous figure.
In 1951, there were only 168 inmates entering the prison system for narcotics-
related offenses (Figure 3.2). By the 2000s, that number was regularly over
10,000 inmates per year. The number of people in prison for drug offenses
increased from sa2s in 1951 to more than 26,000 in 2004, In other words, by
the end of that period, there were so times as many inmates in prison for drmg
offenses.

Inmates with drug connections on the street aid prison drug dealers.
Drug smugglers find numerous ways to traffic drugs into jail and prison.
A common method is for visitors to pass drugs to inmares during visits. The
warden at San Quentin explains, "A lot of drugs come in through the visiting
room, 2 lot of drugs”™ A lieurenant concurs: “It’s prison and these guys are
pros at doing this stuff, to get it in. They want it and a lot of it comes through
the visiring rooms, unforrunarely”™ People also smuggle drugs in chrough
inmate mail and concealed in legal documenrs®® Inmates can transport
drugs into the system by swallowing drug-filled condoms and retrieving
them larer. Drugs can also be “keistered” in an inmates anal cavity.” People
throw bags of contraband over prison walls to incarcerated accomplices.
Corrupt guards and employees smuggle contraband in, roo* According to
a court-appointed observer, in the Texas prison system, “the major source of
drugs comes from prison staff, particularly correctional officers who are
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young, single, and inexperienced."” In one instance, the drug and alcohol
staff counselor was fired for smuggling in alcohol for inmates* A correc-
tional officer at Corcoran notes that for “"gang members, their number onc
source in making money is through narcotics. Our on the streer and in the
institution. They can make just as much money in the institutions as chey
can on the streers.”

For a prison drug dealer to make money, he must overcome two important
obstacles: (1) deterring theft, assaulr, and opportunism from other inmates, and
(2) ensuring the quality of his product to consumers. Traditional businesses in
the free world can rely on contracrs, courrs of law, the police, and regulations to
provide this governance. In their absence, inmates must devise self-enforcing
governance mechanisms. Prison gangs have a compararive advantage in self-
enforcing exchange in the underground economy,

A sole proprictor faces substanrial obstacles ro participating in the drug
trade. As an individual, other groups of inmates who sell drugs can threaten
to lill him if he lures their customers away. Other inmates can steal his drug
inventory or force him to give it to them. A sole proprictor needs ro rrafhic
drugs into the facility, which requires truseing at least one other person to
deliver the drugs and to not inform on him. If, as is common behind bars, a
drug dealer allows people to buy drugs on credit, then he risks thac they
might not pay him back?* If he isn't particularly fearsome, then an inmare
won't pay what he owes. Another problem is that a customer can cancel his
debt by killing the sole proprietor. Moreover, consumers may doubr his trust-
worthiness. Some customers might want to buy drugs, but they don't know if
he will rake advantage of them. He mighe sell chem low-quality drugs or rac
poison. He might meet them in an isolated area to make the deal bur instead
of giving them the drugs, just strong-arm the payment from them. Uncertainty
abounds,

Each one of these problems is potentially ruinous o an individual who
wants to trade in self-enforcing markets. The organizational arrribures of a
prison gang, however, overcome these challenges. First, a gang strong enough
o protect its members and propercy is serong enough w credibly dicaten
others, A prison gang is effective because people realize that it can and will use
violence. IFyou sreal from a prison gang, they can kill you. They can lure away
someone’s customers without being intimidated. Because they are effective
protective associations, they can effectively deter predatory comperitors.

They also have an advantage in the selling of drugs on credit. Their infor-
mation transmission and enforcement mechanisms (discussed ac length in
Chapter 4) make it easier for them to hunt down and assault people who
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default. Unlike sole proprictors, they have nerworks that provide information
abour inmates in many prisons. Gang members are in place to search out ard
punish delinquent debtors. As a resulr, prison gangs can sell drugs on credic
and have a greater likelihood of repayment. Moreover, having a corporate
identity that exists into perpetuity provides an important advantage: Prison
gangs climinate the incentive for debtors o kill their lenders. Killing one
prison gang member doesn’t erase the obligation to the organization. As 2
Texas prison gang member explained, “Say I get killed and a snitch or some-
body is responsible. No matrer where they go, we got people on every Farm
[prison], and the one that’s running it there will tell the leaders what went
down. Theyll pay for what they did™ One of the mottos of the Aryan
Brotherhood reads, “An Aryan Brother, Never need tear. For his death shall
be avenged, By his Brothers seill here.™

Gangs with liferime commitment requirements have yet another
advantage: When their members are released to the streets, they remain obli-
gated to the gang. An important way that a released gang member will assist
the gang is by finding ways to smuggle drugs into prison. The Aryan
Brotherhood provides one example. According to the Federal Bureau of
Investigation, “The rule of thumb is that once on the streets, one must take
care of his brothers thar are still inside. The penaley for failure to doso is death
upon the members rerurn to the prison system. Some of the paroled mem-
bers duties would be to supply his brothers inside with drugs, or to make hits
on the streer as commanded by his brothers™ Unlike many sole proprietors,
the Aryan Brotherhood has trustworthy and devoted members of the gang
that help supply their inventory.

Prison gangs have a powerful ex-ante mechanism thar makes them more
effective than the sole proprietor: reputation.™ Selling drugs as part of a
prison gang means that the gang's reputarion is on the line. The good name of
the gang is held hostage, so if they scll low-quality drugs, their reputation is
rarnished. If they rip people off, inmares will tarn to other sellers. The gang’s
investment in its reputation is a large sunk cost, so they have an incentive to
maintain their reputation as a high-quality drug seller.

As prison gangs formed and established their place of power, they quickly
gotinvolved in the underground economy. After officials cransferred Mexican
Mafia members out of DV1 in the 1960s, the gang realized the profits avail-
able in the drug trade, especially for heroin, Many inmates find thar heroin
eases the experience of incarceration, and it proved ro be a reason for the
gang's rise to power. In 1964, inmartes who made loans and dealt in contra-
band at San Quentin were typically sole propricrors. When the Mexican
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Mafia arrived, they became a major player in loan sharking, drugs, and any
other type of profitable contraband.™* John Irwin notes that with the appear-
ance of gangs, “the individual entrepreneur faded or disappeared. Anyone
with a rich stock of valuable commodities and without protection from a
group [would] be threatened and robbed.”* Former Prison Gang Task
Force investigator Robert Morrill explains, “the prisoners soon learned thar
they could not play handball, use the weights, play checkers or engage in
any type of recrearion [without] paying a fee."™* A Nuestra Familia gang
member described his rivals control of the underground economy, noting
thar che Mexican Mafia was “in charge of every drug transacrion and prison
pleasure,”™ An ethnographic study of San Quentin’s inmate social system at
this time reported thar the Mexican Mafia “virtually controls the illegal
economic activities” of the prison.”® Likewise, in a Rhode Island prison, the
emergence of gangs led to a situation where “individual ‘merchants, largely
white, [had] been driven our of business by ‘racketeers’ backed by large
gangs."”

The Mexican Mafia’s permanence made it a more reliable seller of drugs
and allowed them to collect debes with grearer effectiveness. Anthropologise
Ted Davidson writes that the Mexican Maha in San Quentin

has an unquestioned stability because it has the power and means to

colleet and pay legitimate debts from one prison to another (or even
on the streets). ... This makes dealing with [the Mexican Mafia] a very
positive, secure, yet serious mareer. For example, [the Mexican Mafa]
will collect or pay a legitimare debr, regardless of where the debror or
debree mighe be transferred—even if he is released o the streets. In
contrast, if a prisoner has financial dealings with an inmate, there is the
constant threar that the inmate will be transferred to 2 different prison
(or even be paroled or charged to the streets)—which would present
serious difficulcies in tendering payment or collecting a debr.”**

The gang’s violent reputation deters fraudulent and deceptive behavior by

CONSWMers:

Anyone who consciously deals with [the Mexican Mafia] knows the
seriousness with which members regard [the Mexican Mafia] activities
and the extent to which they will go to protect [the Mexican Mafia].
Non-[Mexican Mafia] individuals who function on the lower levels of

the prisoner culrure understand the rules of the game, and even the




b1 THE SOCIAL ORDER OF THE UNDERWORLD

extreme act of death to a snitch may seem justifiable to them, The mere
possession of this knowledge usually is sufficient o kecp prisoners
from crossing [the Mexican Mafia] in any way.... Members [of the
Mexican Mafia] know very well that cheir group could never survive

without such severe protective measures.™

Because prison gangs are not transitory sellers, they have an incentive not to
abuse their power. Doing so would drive customers away. Asa result, the Mexican
Mafia has become “the financial institution of the prisoner economy.™*

Offcials confirm thar the Mexican Mafia ran the drug trade in San
Quentin and Folsom prisons in the carly 1980s."" Davidson suggests thar the
Mexican Mafia's role in the inmare economy improved market opportunities
more broadly. The prison gang reportedly “increased the routine volume of
goods available for all prisoners, making more goods available ar lower prices
than would be otherwise? and “the conditions of many Chicanos and con-
vices has been significantly improved. Many Chicanos claim that they are ina
better position than any other group inside prison.”

Gangs conrinue to be an important participant in contraband markers
throughout California. In face, prison gangs' prominent role in drug trafficking
behind bars is an important reason for correctional officials” atrempts to disrupt
them." Drug trafficking is the second most frequent criminal activicy engaged
in by prison gangs, and prison gangs are responsible for the majotiry of drug
mafficking,** Administratars report that “almost without exception. . the gangs
are responsible for the majority of drug rrafficking in their institutions.”™™ A
former gang member has noted that "the basis of Familia is capitalism. ..
economic ventures allow Familia ro counrer the perceived hegemony of the
guards/prison system and the threat of rival prison gangs.”"* And a lieutenant at
Corcoran adds, “The gangs inside the prison control drug trafficking, extorrion,
any kind of crime that you can think of that happens on the street, happens in
the prison system.”” An official at Soledad confirms that “they atcempt to con-
erol most narcoric contraband ‘business’ within the prison™" In short, prison

gangs govern the underground economy and promore illicit markets.

Alternative Explanations

The governance theory of prison gangs diverges from several more common
and well-accepted explanations of prison gang formation. Understanding
why the current explanarions are incomplete or unsatisfying lends support to
the governance theory.
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Although prison gangs now exist throughout the Unired States, there is
substantial variation in when and where prison gangs formed. Table 3.1 shows
the long time span over which officials in each state firsc identified prison
gang activity in their facilities, Gangs formed as early as 1950 in Washingron,
but not until the r980s (and later) in other statcs. A useful theory of pri-
son gangs should not substantially contradicr this long and varied history.
However, many of the current explanations of prison gangs fail ro make
sense of it.

A common argument is that prison gangs arise when street gangs import
their operations behind bars.™ For example, "super-gangs™ in Illinois were so
large thar it was relatively casy for them to import their organizational strue-
ture into the prison system.™ There are two empirical problems with this
explanation. First, notall stares had this experience. Texas prison gangs formed
and proliferated in prisons. During the 1980s, all eight gangs identified by
Texas correctional officials began in prison, not on the street.” In a national
survey in 2010, prison officials estimated that s2 percent of inmares who are
currently gang-affiliated were not in a gang when they were admitted to pris-
on.** They are not simply importing their street gangs into prison.

This theory also suggests that prison gangs will form earliest in those states
with 2 substantial street gang presence. This did not happen. California and
[llinois loosely support this prediction because of their long history of street

gangs and the early emergence of prison gangs. However, the prediceion fails
when we look at other states. States without serious street gang problems

Table 5.1 Year that Prison Gangs Began Operating in a State Facility

Year State Year Stare

1950 Washingron 1974 Virginia

1947 California 197% Arizona

1965 [linois 1973 Texas

1970 Ueah 1977 Federal System
1971 Pennsylvania 1978 Wisconsin
1973 [owa 1980 West Virginia
1973 MNevada 1981 Missouri

1974 Arkansas 1982 Kentucky

1974 North Carolina 1983 Indiana

Sopree: Camp and Camp 1985, 20-21
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had prison gangs forming very early, including Utah, Pennsylvania, lowa,
Nevada, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Virginia. Likewise, in 1985, Penn-
sylvania, Missouri, and Arizona ranked among the top five states with the
largest number of prison gang members.™ Even in California, modern street
gangs existed in the 1930s (and perhaps as carly as the 19105), but prison gangs
did nor form until the late 1950s and 1960s.'** If the presence of streer gangs
explains prison gang formartion, then we shouldn’t observe a 20- to so-year
lag. Moreaver, the Mexican Mafia was not formed by the members of a single
street gang who imported their organizational strucrure bur by rival gang
members who created a new and unique organization, Founding members of
the Nuestra Familia were specifically not gang members but rural agriculrural
workers from farming communities. Prison gangs were not simply importing
their gang structure or gang culture behind bars. Supply-side answers alone
do not sufhce.

A second argument suggests that judicial interventions affecred the
administration of corrections departments and gave rise to prison gangs. Prior
to the mid-196os, an inmare lost all legal rights when incarcerated. He or she
experienced a “civil death” that made the person a “slave of the stare.” Federal
and state courts followed a hands-off doctrine and generally refused to hear
cases abour poor prison conditions.*® However, Earl Warren (serving on the
Supreme Court) and others participated in a process of legal reform that
extended legal rights to inmates. Courts became more confident abour inter-
vening in state-based institutions after gaining experience implementing
school desegregarion,™ This corresponded with the rise of public law liriga-
tion, and lawyers sought and obtrained court-ordered reform for schools,
mental health facilities, prisons, and jails.™ The Civil Righrs Act of 1964 gave
inmates more procedural rights with which ro complain about prison
administration.™ Members of the American Civil Liberties Union and the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People also challenged
poorly run prisons systems in the courts”™ As a result, the number of legal
suits fled against corrections officials increased from 219 in 1966 to nearly
10,000 annually by the late 1970s.% By the mid-1980s, 45 states had some part
of their correctional system under a court order.™ This increasing interference
by federal courts, it is argued, tied the hands of correctional afficials, prevent-
ing them from controlling their faciliries effectively (and perhaps in a cruel
manner), so that they were unable to manage inmares and subdue gangs,™

If U.S. Supreme Court rulings or the Civil Rights Act affected prisons in
all stares, chen we would expect to see prison gangs forming across the Unired
States ar the same time, not across aspan of more than three decades and not
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prior to the 1960s. This is not what we have seen. If judicial intervention mat-
tered. it would have to be in a more context-specific way. This is plausible
because many court rulings affected the operation of a specific prison or
prison system. However, past work has rarely identified the mechanism
that leads from judicial intervention generally to the formation of prison
gangs in a specific location. James Jacobs notes that the court incrusions
have had a “subtle and indirect” effect, making any sort of empirical resting
difficult to conduct.™* It is not clear how much judicial intervention matters
and in what way.

The most compelling case for the imporrance of judicial incervention
comes from Texas. Ben Crouch and James Marquart examined the implica-
rions of Ruiz v. Estelle (1980), a far-reaching lawsuit on prison conditions char
required major changes in the state’s corrections department.™ Arguably, ic
had the most substantial impact on a state corrections system out of any court
arder in U.S. history. Unlike past work on prison systems, the authors idenrify
the mechanism through which the court ruling gave rise to gangs. Specifically,
an impaortant part of the courtorder disbanded "building renders.” an informal
inmate assistant to officials. Building renders resolved disputes and informed
officers about what was occurring among the inmates. They provided a source
of extralegal governance that supplemented formal mechanisms of social con-
trol. After che ruling, officials could no longer rely on building tenders, cre-
aring a governance vacuum, Officials lost control of their prisons, leading to
higher rares of violence. Gangs formed as prisoners exploited the decline in
craditional controls.™

It would be a mistake, however, to interpret Crouch and Marquart’s study
as making a general argument for why gangs form, and their findings do not
imply that judicial intervention is ¢ither necessary or sufficient. In some states,
like California, there were no major court rulings thar precipitated gang
formation, Judicial intervention is not a necessary precursor to gangs. In
fact, the Texas example does not demonstrate that judicial intervention

is sufficient to do so, either. By the end of 1979, Texas held 26,522 inmares, This
was the largest state prison populatton at the time—3,900 more inmartes than

California.” The large prison population confounds the effect of court
actions on gangs. This case does not tell us if the same type of judicial
intervention in « small prison setring would have led to gangs.”* Moreover,
large court interventions often don't lead to gang formarion. Berween 1970
and 1985, federal courts issued orders against 12 state prison systems.™ Thesc
orders constituted major interventions, but by 1985, prison gangs did nor exist
in 1o out of 12 of chese prison systems. Of the two prison systems where gangs
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were active, gangs formed both before the court decision in one state and after
the court decision in the other. In short, court intervention is not sufficient to
prompt prison gang formation, Rather, the courts are one factor among many
that can influence povernance institurions. Changes in inmare demographics
also affect inmates’ demand for extralegal governance. Judicial intervention is
better understood as an important part of a broader governance theory of
prison social order.

Likewise, John Dilulio has argued that formal governance mechanisms
matter a grear deal, and corrections management can differ substantially
across states and facilities, He has looked at prisons in Texas, California, and
Michigan to gauge the effectiveness of formal prison governance. Many
factors thar people assumed would be important for determining the level of
order, amenity, and service in a prison did not appear to be influenial,
including the violent characteristics of the inmates, high inmate-to-staff
ratios, architecture, and repressive corrections tactics. Dilulio argues that
prison leadership is the key to creating stable, safe prisons. Formal mecha-
nisms of social conerol clearly affect inmares’ demand for governance and the
ways in which it is supplied. When prison officials can effectively protect
inmates, they have less demand for gangs to do so.

There is relatively lictle research on prison social order around the world.
While measuring and comparing formal governance across departments and
countries may be infeasible, the limited evidence available is consistent with
the argument thac gangs emerge to provide extralegal governance.* Latin
American prisons are typically governed less effectively by formal mecha-
nisms, and news accounts suggest thar gangs are ofien in charge of the
inmate community. According to one report, 60 percent of Mexican prisons
and jails were “self-governed.”# Bolivia's San Pedro Prison is governed
entirely by the inmates, with guards only present at the gates eo prevent
escape.' Prisons in the United Kingdom, by contrast, hold a much smaller
inmare population than in the United States, Officials also appear to be
more concerned with controlling conrraband and they are therefore more
restriceive. Both of these factors suggest that inmates may have less demand
for extralegal governance.** Consistent with this argument, prison gangs
carely operate in UK. prisons, and when they do, they are significantly less
powerful, permanent, ot influential than these in the United Srates.* Finally,
in the United States, prison gangs are most prevalent in the rwo states with
the largest prison systems: California and Texas. This fits the argument that
large prison systems undermine reputation-based governance regimes. [t also
helps to explain the variation in prison gangs across the United Stares, These
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international examples also suggest that factors that are unique to the United
States—such as the history of the Civil Rights movement, specific court inter-
ventions, and the drug war—are not necessary to explain the formarion of
prison gangs.

A third theory of prison gangs focuses on government policy changes ar
the state level. For instance, California implemented an indeterminare sen-
rencing regime from 1944 to 1977 The system sentenced an inmate to prison
for a range of years (for example, 1 to 15 years for forgery or second-degree
burglary) and left it to an administrative board to decide when the inmare was
rehabilitated.' The California Department of Corrections conjectured that
indererminate sentencing created uncertainey that fruserated inmates, who
then lashed out against the system and formed gangs.'* Alrernatively, inmares
may have increasingly violated the convict code by informing on their peers to
improve their chance of early release."” The timing of this explanation works
well. However, if this were the key factor, then we would have seen gangs
forming among all inmates who were subject to indererminate sentencing
practices, both males and females. This did not happen.

Female prison gangs do not exist in the California prison system.'* A
woman incarcerated for drug possession notes that “women don't form
gangs...we're not into it** Another woman explained, “There’s more of a
formal system with the men; they assume their roles and they know their

positions. With women, it’s not like that™*® Yer another woman comments,
“We are not like the men, because we learn o live with cach other. ' We com-

municate. [t is not a racial thing in here™ Female inmares come together in
pairs or small “families” A woman takes on a specific role in these nuclear
family units, as either a mom or dad, and these “parents” sometimes have
“kids” whom they mentor and for whom they watch our.* For the most part,
women do not segregate themselves by race. These families lack the defining
characteristics of prison gangs. They have no internal rule-making institutions
and no explicit mechanisms for punishing bad behavior in the prison
community. Membership is nor permanent or murually exclusive, They do
not have a corporare form or exist into perperuiry. These prison familics arc

much smaller than prison gangs. They lack lifetime membership require-
ments. They do not engage in organized criminal enterprises that extend
beyond bars. Female inmates do not typically fight as often or as seriously as
male inmares do, and they rarcly make or use prison weapons.'™

The organization of the female inmare social order supports the argument
that gangs form to provide governance, Male inmates in California created
gangs because demographic changes undermined norms. This didn’t happen
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among females, for whom norms continue to work well, The highest recorded
female inmate population to exist in the California system is a meager number,
fewer than 12,000 inmates in 2009, Historically, the temale population has
always been much smaller than the male inmate population. In fact, the male
population exceeded this size prior to the 19505, before prison gangs formed.
The female population has never grown as large as the male population had at
the time thar the convict code declined. Moreover, female inmares have less
demand for protection, since fewer of them are incarcerated forviolent crimes.
In 2009, only 35,2 percent of the female population was serving time for
crimes against persons, compared with 57 percent of incarcerated males. In
the late 19y0s, fewer than 14 percent of females were categorized as Level I11
or Level IV security risks, substantially fewer than in male facilities,

With a small inmate population, norms are effective, and we should not
observe the formation of prison gangs. It might be thar female prison gangs
don’t form for some other reason—and the dara do nort rule out all of those
alternarive explanations—but the lack of gangs is consistent with the gover-
nance theory. It also casts doubt on alternative explanations that appeal to
state-level changes in correcrional philosaphy or practice as the primary causal
factor.

A fourth approach to understanding prison gangs incorporates demand-
side factors, such as inmates’ desire for prorection or camaraderie. One article
in this vein infers a five-step process of prison gang formation, based on obser-
varions of inmates in the Texas prison system.™ The first srage begins when an
inmare enters prison and he finds himself alone and afraid. The second stage
occurs when he seeks out a clique of inmares with whom to associate who pro-
vide a sense of belonging, A clique resembles the informal groupings described
by Donald Clemmer: they lack a clear group identiry and have no formal rules,
leaders, or membership requiremencs. Some cligues evolve into self-prorection
groups, which have a group identity but few or no internal rules, and have no
involvement in illegal activities and do not engage in unprovoked acts of vio-
lence. The self-protection group turns into a predatory group once it begins to
restrict membership, distupe the official operation of a faciliry, assault staff
members, and participate in illcgal activities and leaders emerge. The final stage
occurs when the predatory group graduates into a full-blown prison gang.

This process of prison gang development identifies why inmates demand
gangs—as a source of belonging, protection, and control of resources—but it
provides no explanation for why these demands change over time. It trears
preferences and demand as a black box. Ir may be true that inmates join prison
gangs our of a sense of belonging and camaraderie, but withour elaboraring on
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why inmartes’ desire for camaraderic changes in a way thar makes sense of the
temporal and spatial variation of prison gang formarion, this approach is
incomplere. Some inmates will always seek out groups for camaraderie; in
order to account for the absence and then dominance of gangs, however, we
need o explain why the marginal prison gang member’s desire for camara-
derie changed so dramarically.

A related literarure offers cultural explanations for changes in prison social
order. Two prominent arguments focus on the idea of male domination and on
inmates’ adherence to a hypermasculine ideal. The former seeks to explain
prison life by identifying a general tendency to, or desire for, male domination
and ro understand how it is constructed and reproduced in prison.”* Given the
absence of females to subjugate, men must find alternative forms of domina-
tion, and “an obvious answer is that incarcerated men create gangs and use
physical violence to control each other™ The problem, however, is that male
domination is notexplained. Throughourt nearly the enrire history of American
incarceration, prisons have segregated males and females. Why then has male
domination not always given rise ro gangs? Without explaining what deter-
mines the form of male dominance, this explanation cannot make sense of the
historical and contemporary evidence.

Similarly, in a fascinating study of Los Angeles County Jail, Sharon
Dolovich argues that the gay and transgender housing unir is free of gang

politics because its residents do not embrace a hypermasculine identity.*® The
laceer claim may be true, and this explanadon scems consiscent with che find-

ing that female inmares do not form gangs. However, it does not explain why
male inmates didn’t previously form gangs, and it offers no explanation for
why gangs do not exist to the same extent in all prison and jails. L.A. County
Jail has the second highest percentage of jail inmates affiliated with gangs in
the United States—why is hypermasculinity so important there?* To actri-
bute changes in the inmate social system to camaraderie, male domination, or
hypermasculinity—bur not provide an explanation for these changes—offers
relatively little explanarory power of variation in prison gang acrivicy.
Consistent with the governance theory, however, several characteristics of
the gay and rransgender dorms predict that norms will govern them well. Ir is
a relatively homogenous popularion. If the absence of hypermasculinity is
associated with less violent behavior, then these inmates will indeed have less
need for governance over potentially violent disputes. Unlike the general
population at Men's Central Jail—which officials claim is the largest jail in the
wotld—it is also small, with an average of only abour 100 inmates per dorm,

[ts residents have a high recidivism rate, which leads to greater stabiliry in the
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community and perpetuation of reputations. Most inmates enrering the gen-
eral population of the jail will know few or no people, whereas residents of the
gay and wansgender dorm return to “familiar and even friendly faces™*
Formal governance mechanisms reportedly operate much more effectively in
this unique dorm than in the general population. For neacly the entire history
of the unir, it “has been run by the same two officers, who have treated unit
residents with respect, evenhandedness, and concern for cheir well-being,” so
inmates have Jess demand for centralized extralegal governance.” The costly
information transmission and enforcement mechanisms that gangs create are
not necessary in this environment. Interestingly, one-on-one fights with other
inmates are much more common in the gay and transgender dorms than in
the general population, where inmates have few, if any, such fights.™ This sug-
gests thar gang-created governance may be more effective than norm-based
governance.

A related argument explains prison gang formation and acrivicy by inmates
desire to promote hateful, racist ideologies It is true that many gangs use
racist Janguage and symbols o identify their groups, which are racially segre-
gated. By this account, inmates have a preference for racism, and gangs help
them satisfy this desire. There are two problems with this explanation. First,
without a theory of preference formation, it does not provide falsifiable pre-
dicrions. It does not explain why prison gangs are more active in, say, California
than in Rhode Island or Wyoming, Second, and related ro this point, a seem-
ingly straigheforward prediction would be that the rise of gangs reflects an
increase in racial prejudice in society. Yer, across a wide range of measures,
racially discriminatory behaviors and beliefs have been declining since at least
the 19408 If society is becoming more tolerant, then we should see a decline
rather than an increase in gangs whose purported purpose is to promote
racism.

It wouldn't be surprising to find that the public believes, based on televi-
sion shows and movies, thar blood-thirsty, sadistic killers form gangs to cause
chaos. Sensarional stories sell. Law enforcement might exaggerate a groupss
dangerousness with the hope of receiving bigger budgets. The California
Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation says thar gangs “promaote vio-
lence,” suggesting that violence is the end in and of itselt.™ They describe gang
members as having a “vielent nature” and an "agenda of violence™* It is
withott 1 doubt true that some prison gang members kill and descroy with
grear injustice. The problem with this explanation is that violenr people existed
long before prison gangs did. Why didn'e they form prison gangs? In fact, as
the rate of incarceration has gone up, it is likely that the marginal inmates
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entering prisons are less deviant. The worst offenders commit more serious
crimes more often, so we would expect that they would be the first to fill prison
cells, not people who commit relatively less serious crimes, less often. Finally, if
inmates join gangs to promote violence, then we would expect to see an increase
in the rate of violence in prison as the number of prison gangs and gang mem-
bers increases. Instead, there has been a substantial decline in prison violence
since the 19705— the same period in which gangs proliferaced.™

The United States Deparement of Justice estimates that only 15 percent to
10 percent of prison gang members are hard-core participants who have a
vested interested in the organization and leadership.'® Most gang members
are not dedicated to crime. Joining a gang is a way for them to do their time
more easily. In 4 study of pang dropouts, only 25 percent of respondents
admitted to engaging in gang-relared violence ar all. According ro the authors
of the study, this contradices the claim thar gang members have a proclivicy
for violence.™ A study of the Aryan Brotherhood in Arizona found that a
member’s criminal record, use of controlled substances, age, childhood
delinquency, and violent incidents in prison are not statistically significantly
different from those of non-gang members,™

Dara on inmare violence during the 1960s also challenge the conventional
wisdom. As discussed in Chapter 2, inmate-on-inmate stabbings were on the
rise at the same time chat norms were failing, The California Department of
Corrections conducted a study to understand the cause of this upsurge in vio-
lence. Looking at two issues, whar they found is illuminating, First, they
wanted to know why some facilities are more violent than others. Not surpris-
ingly, they found that there were more stabbings in crowded faciliries with
mote young, violent offenders.” There was more conflict where we would
predict norms ro be less effecrive.

Second, they wanted ro underscand whar facrors make a parcicular person
more likely to be a "stabber” This is where things ger interesting. When they
examined which inmates actually became a stabber, they found no relation-
ship berween being imprisoned for a violent offense and being 2 stabber. In
facr, their study determined that a violent-commitment offense was the loasc
important factor out of the 12 variables they looked at™ The second most
important factor in determining who would become a stabber was if the person
had an association with a prison gang,™ The people most likely t!%l- become stab-
bers are gang members not incarcerated for a violent offense who live among
lots of violent offenders. People join prison gangs in dangerous environments
to shelter themselves from violence. Peaple become stabbers nor because they
are violent offenders bur because they live among violent offenders.
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Inmates interact in a remarkably large sphere of relacionships that must be
self-governing. They cannot rely on officials to resolve all dispures and ro pro-
roct therm ar all times. Prior to the 1960s, inmates relied on the force of norms
to control people’s baser instinces. As demographic changes altered the inmate
social system, the convice code became less effective. he social sanction of
disesteem is not useful in anonymous populations. Ostracism is not costly if
2n inmate can find new allies and trading partners in a large population. The
failures of decentralized governance opened up a governance vacuum in the
inmate social system, and inmates formed prison gangs to fill this void. Like
mafia groups around the world, they are in the business of private protection,
and inmates have a strong demand for their services.



