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Governance in the Society of Captives

To say that man is a secial animal is also to say that man
never lives in a world completely of bis own choosing.

GRESHAM M. SYKES'

It was my responsibility on the yard to ensure that... our
people were not harmed by another race. I took care of the
drug debts. If one of our people became delinguent in a drug
debt to another race, it was my responsibility to either cover
their drug debt or have them stabbed. In which case, we

would send one of ours to stal him.
Inwate, Coveoran Staze Prison®

The Community Responsibility System

Merchants in the late medieval period faced a serious problem. They knew
thar it would be profitable to trade with strangers from foreign lands, but they
didn’t know whom they could trust. Impersonal exchange means thar a
merchant (1) doesn’t know how trustworthy a potential trading partner is;
(2} doesn’t expect to have furure interactions with the trader; and (3) has no
way to tarnish someone’s reputation by telling other people if he acts dishon-
estly. This is a risky trading sicuation. The shadow of the furure doesn't dis-

courage defection. A merchant cannot deter opportunism by threatening to
drive away 4 corrupt merchant’s future trading partners. In addicion, mer-

chants often could not rely on fair and impersonal foreign courts. In anticipa-
tion of costly commercial disputes, merchants do not trade. Self-enforcing
exchange appears infeasible.

Inmates today face che same problem of impersonal exchange. An inmate
might wish to buy drugs from someone whose reputation he doesn't know.
He must inreract socially with strangers. In a large prison population, an
inmate can't alert everyone else if he is defrauded. It might be costly to do so,
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or controls on his movements in a facility mighe limic his access to others.
Some people might not believe his complaints, If he doesn’t know the other
inmate, he doesn’t know if he will be around for continued dealings or is soon
being released. And, of course, there are no official, independent, and fair
courts to resolve dispures over drug deals in prison. Whenever inefhciencies
like this arise, there is a profit opportuniry available to someone who can solve
it. Inmates overcome this impediment to trade in the same way thar medieval
merchants did.

Historically, people who sought to participate in impersonal exchange
have ofren developed a “communicy responsibility syscem” to establish order
and promore trade.’ In such a system, all members of a communiry are respon-
sible for the acrions and obligations of any other member. Consider two com-
munities. These could be communes in medieval Genoa and London, but for
the sake of familiarity, let’s consider two of the most prominent American
fraternal groups: the Knighes of Columbus and the Elks Lodge.

Imagine that a member of the Knights wants to buy a car from a member
of the Elks, but he doesn't personally know the seller. In a community respon-
sibilicy system, if che Elk fraudulencly sold the Knight a lemon, then all mem-
bers of the Elks Lodge would be responsible for his actions. The Knights of
Columbus could demand thart the Elks Lodge either force the Elk member to
refund che money or they could do it themselves. The Knighrs have a credible
threat to make these demands. If the Elks do not make restitution, chen all
members of the Knights of Columbus boycott all members of the Elks Lodge,
not just the fraudulent one. They hold the communiry responsible. If the Elks
Lodge members wish to be on good terms with the Knights of Columbus,
then chis is a serious threat.

The community responsibilicy system provides a clever soludon to the
problem of impersonal exchange. All that a person needs to know about a
potential trading partner is the repuration of his communicy, rather than the
individual's personal history and reputation. It is less costly to obrain this
information. If the communicy has a reputation for upholding each member’s

obligations, then a member of the Elks can trade in good faith with a member

of the Knights whom he doesn’t know, He knows that if a Knights member

takes advantage of him, then the Elks can impose costs on the Knighrs,

For this type of system to operate effectively, each communicy must estab-
lish strucrures thar allow non-members to verify a person’s affiliation. These
signals should be difficule to fake, so thar non-members can’t free ride on a
communiry’s good repuration, If someone could easily claim to be an Elks
member, then he could erade with Knights and defraud them. The community
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must also be able to monitor its members. They exclude people from their
community who they think will be delinquent or opportunistic in their deal-
ings. A key reason for the success of the community responsibility system is
that it creates incentives for those who can more easily observe peoples’
behavior to cerrify their trustworthiness and punish wrongdoings. While ir is
costly for a stranger to learn about a particular person, the community mem-
bers themselves can more easily assess 2 member’s reliability by relying on
their personal knowledge of the individual. As members of each community
select and monitor cheir members, trade among groups becomes easier.

In roday’s prisons, gangs perform the same assurance role thar exists in a
community responsibility system. An inmate who wants to buy drugs may
not know if a gang member is trustworthy, but he does know the gang’s repu-
tation. All members of a gang are responsible for each member’s actions.
Gangs work in a communiry responsibiliry system to encourage peace among
inmates and to facilirace a Aourishing impersonal trade in contraband. Inmares
have steuceured their communicy to fulfill the rwo requirements of a functional
community responsibility system. First, it is easy to determine which group
an inmate is affiliated with. They rely, in large part, on race to identify a per-
son’s affiliation, and they use prominent gang tattoos to make further distine-
tions. Fach gang has a variety of logos and insignia thar indicate one’s
membership,* An unaffiliated inmate puts his life at risk if he gets a gang tat-

too withour their permission. Second, each gang has procedures for assessing
the quality of a porenrial member and mechanisms for monitoring his acrions.

This helps the gang demand good behavior from its members and prorects its
reputation. This system provides the foundation of self-governance by prison
gangs in the socicry of captives.

The Role of Race and Ethnicity in Group Formation

In California, there are three levels of gang affiliation in the community
responsihilicy system! The California Department of Corrections and
Rehabiliration designates the most active, hard-core gang members as falling
into the caregory of “Security Threat Group 1" This category includes mem-
bers of the Aryan Brotherhood, Black Guerilla Family, Mexican Maha, Nazi
Low Riders, Northern Structure, Muescra Familia, and Texas Syndicare. These
are some of the oldest and most notorious prison gangs. To both officials and
inmares, these gang members are the most serious, “made” members of prison
gangs. “Security Threar Group II” includes inmates associaved with other
groups and street gangs that are lower in the gang hierarchy, including
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members of the Crips, Bloods, Nortefios, Surefios, White Supremacists, 2-55%,
and Northern Riders. Many other gangs and inmate groups at this level exist.
These inmates are members of criminal gangs on the street, and in prison,
these gangs often play a supportive or subordinarce role to the elite prison gang
members. For example, Norrefios and Surefios act as soldiers for the Nuestra
Familia and Mexican Mafia. A Norrefio is nor a full-fledged prison gang
member, but as a Norteno, he is affiliated with the Northern Hispanic inmates
who are controlled by the Nuestra Familia, When members of street gangs
enter the prison system, they set aside their rivalries and align with their
respective prison gang group. These inmates are involved in the gang polirics
of the prison, even if they are not officially members of one the traditional
prison gangs.

The least involved inmartes are those with no street gang affiliadion. These
people align with broader racial and ethnic groups, primarily as blacks, whites,
Hispanics from Southern California, Hispanics from Northern California,
Paisas, American Indians, and Asians. (Among inmates, each of these groups
are referred to as “races,” even if they do not fit the formal definition of the
cerm.) All inmares are expected to affiliate with their racial or ethnic group,
which in turn is governed to different degrees by the gangs above them in the
hierarchy. These people are not prison gang members per se, bur because race,
ethniciry, and gang are so closely linked, when inmates use phrases like “gang
politics,” “gang membership,” and “gangbangers,” they are also referring to
these broader racial and ethnic groups® For example, a Hispanic from
Northern California with no streer gang ties would affiliate with Nortefio
inmates and follow their gang rules, even though he is not a gang member.
Full gang membership is not required, but all inmates muse affiliate with some
inmate group, most commonly one’s race’ (Accurately accounting for this
distinction is one factor that undermines the reliability of data on prison gang
membership.) Race, ethnicity, and gang membership are thus intimacely
intetlinked, and one’s race and ethniciry play a major role in determining
one's place in the prison social system.

Prison gangs have become influential participants in the inmate social
system, “Shot callers” run the gangs and make demands of the inmates who
affiliate with them. Their decisions affect inmarte’s daily lives in a number of
surprising and important ways. For instance, understanding prison gang
politics helps explain roday’s widespread racial segregation in prison. Despite
the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation’s policy of full
racial integration, race permeates neasly all aspects of the inmate social system.®

A whire inmate at the Los Angeles County Jail explains, "I never wanted to
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ge involved in racial problems. When I went to prison, I didn't hate blacks.
1 didn't hate Mexicans. [ didn't hate Indians. I didn’t hate anybody like that.
Bur when you go to these prisons, by the rime you do 10 years, like me, if you
are even half way sane, it’s a miracle.” A whire inmate sicting at a table in one
of San Quentin’s dorms explained the racial polirics of where one can sit:
“There’s just cerrain races that you can play [card] games with right here [at
this table] .., Don't ask me why. But we can't play with the black folks. I would
get beat up. You'd ger in a fight over it. That’s just the way it is. There’s more
racism here than there is in civilization, for sure. And if you don't come in
prejudiced, you mighe leave prejudiced.”™ Inmates only have cheir hair cur by
someone of the same race, and only with clippers that other races have not
used,” A white inmate at Pelican Bay State Prison described the obligatory
nature of segregarion, explaining, “to talk to a black would causc problems
with my own race.... I grew up totally colorblind so it’s a big adjustment, you
know, but that’s just how it is.®

People with no history of racism, who may actually hold no racist beliefs,
must live in a segregared world. One inmate reports that many people who
appear to hate others are just adopting the rules and behaviors necessary for
survival. He described the prison community: “That's how the whole system
runs. I mean, everything is broken into little groups. I mean, and theoretically,
you know, a lot of peaple hate [and] hate. And, you know, it’s all abour hate

and this and that, Burit’s not, really. What it’s about is mainly, you come into
an environment and you're surrounded by a chousand killers and every one of

them is a stranger. So naturally, you're going to find people thar you have
things in common with and you're going to group up because you have to."
A black inmate at Pelican Bay notes, “I've never been a racist person, and I
will never be a racist person. Bur there are realities in each environment that
dictare its own response, whether we like it or not. In a viclent institution,
I have to find a way to shelter myself from thar violence or respond to it
when it becomes necessary. Not because it’s my mentaliry but ir's necessary
to survive, 4

An inmate has an obligation to defend his own race when interracial vio-
lence eruprs. A black inmate described what was required of him: "I it’s 4
racial situarion, you got to respond according to your racial background. If
I'm standing next to this man here, and he’s suddenly attacked by another
racial group. Even if I don’t know him, he’s black. I'm obligated by myself to
assist this man."® A white inmate at Folsom Prison echoed this rule: “If its a
white thing, you know, you get in it. Ifit’s with the whites and another race or
something, then you got to be a part of it. If it’s something else, [ just turn my
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head. [ don't even want to sec it If ic’s a “whirte thing." a dispute berween a
whirte inmate and an inmare of another race, then he has an obligation to aid the
white inmate. The associate warden at Pelican Bay restified chat inmaces group up
by race when violence erupts, because “if they didn'r, they would be disciplined,
so to speak, by their own race™” Self-policing by race is widespread.

Gangs require inmates to support their group when violence takes place,
but they do not enforce segregation in every situation. A black inmate who
served eight years for manslaughter explained how the "official” rules (official
among the inmates) work: “The races don't officially mix. That’s true, but you
can buy drugs from whoever, and the leaders control that stuff. I've had a cig-
arerte with some whire guys, and the Mexicans, the Southerners, are mostly
good guys. Their leaders are, well, some of them are Hexible with their boys.
I’s nor as cut and dried as you chink. Bue if a fight breaks out, then yes, the
races stick rogether, If the blacks and whites go at it, I'm in and I'm taking
down some whire guys."* A white gang leader noted that when he was incar-
cerated, even though some interracial interactions were acceptable, housing
had ro remain segregared: “We have to keep control on the race thing, I was
fine with the boys playing cards or dealing meth to the blacks and the
Southerners and stuff, that’s fine. Celling-up is another story... if he told me
he was going to the blacks to cell up, then I check him,™

Inmates learn about segregation quickly when they arrive ar prison, and
both the correctional officers and gang members tell them abour ir. An officer
at San Quentin explains that it's casy to identify inexperienced inmates. “You
can always spot a guy that’s not used to prison—a new inmarte, Because he'll
come out. He'll wander around. He won't go with his own group. He's just
looking, And, usually what will happen is one of the gangsters will go over
and snatch him up and bring him over and run the game down to him, Tell
him this is what you got to do, this is where you got to be. You can only hang
out with your own people. We don’t want to see you talking to people of other
races, And, that happens real quick, real quick.™® Officers also tell new inmares
Hbl::lur |".11E Eﬂgrﬂgﬂ.dﬂn o .n.dl_ﬂ. im'ﬂﬂ[ﬂ Whﬂ S-E!ﬁ?ﬂl:l. d Evﬂ"}?l'_"ﬂr senrence Eﬂ'[ ﬂﬂﬂ]ﬂ.t
with a deadly weapon explained, “I'm a white guy, so [ can only hang with
white guys in prison. The COs told me that I'would only run with the white
guys. I knew that going in, buc they told me roo. A guy, a white guy, came up
to me right away and told me to get with the skins and I'd be okay. I got some
ink, some white power stuff™* A Public Enemy #1 (PEN1) gang member
notes, " When 1 got in, the other guys took me under their wing. They showed
me where to go and what te do.... Most of the guys going in don’t have a clue,
so you talk with your cars [people from your county], you figure out what to
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do. It's not hard™ Up until z00s, inmate reception forms even explicicly
asked inmates to report which gang they affiliared with.* For example, ar one
prison, a Hispanic inmate could identify his gang affiliation as Northerner,
Southerner, Bulldog, or Paisa.

According to the Jobnson v California (200s) Supreme Court ruling,
inmates held in double cells at prison reception centers had “pretty close” to
zero percent chance of being housed with someone of a different race. This
makes it more likely that an inmate will affiliate with his racial group. The
inirial receiving officer may even warn ncw inmates about the state of gang
politics. One officer rold the inmares who just arrived, “Just some friendly
advice, men. Whites, Brothers, Northerners, Southerners, Paisas, listen up,
The Bulldogs [a Hispanic, Fresno-based prison gang] are bombing on you.
They don’t care—three on one, four on one, it doesn’t matter to them. So
keep your eyes open. You don't have any problems with the cops here. You got
problems wirh the dogs. Now I'm not giving you a green light to go and reral-
iate, but go ralk ro your peoples and sce what's up.™

For the community responsibility system to operate effectively, inmates
need new arrivals to integrate with the existing groups. Each race expects the
other groups to educate new inmates about the system. When inmates are
affiliared, leaders can assert influence on group members to limit disruprive
behavior. When this happens, the system works well, so each group wants

others to inform new inmates abour how the system works. A whire inmarte
who served 10 years for robbery complained, “The black dudes were slow at

training their new guys. When they [white inmates] come in, we have a talk
and set them straight. My boys were on it; you cannot fuck around and ler this
slide. The Mexicans, they know what's whar and they were quick, buc the
black guys, that’s a different story. I had to remind them several times, you
know, ‘You have a new boy on the yard' and stuff™** In a study of reception
centers, sociologist Philip Goodman noted, “One officer ar Central rold me
that there were very few Unaffiliared Hispanics’ at reception center Central

because of extreme pressure and violence by Fresno ‘Bulldogs’ whe, according
ro the officer, will not 'tolerate’ "Unaffiliated Hispanics. ™ As each race brings

new inmates into the fold, they establish well-defined groups, solidify segre-
gation, and assert their power over the inmate population. New inmates
quickly find a place in the community responsibility system. If gangs served
solely a predarory or war-like function, then we wouldn't expect white inmates
to encourage black inmates to become affiliared, as this would serve to
strengthen their adversary. Instead, inmates want everyone to affiliare because
it facilirates the governance provided in a community responsibility system,
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Prison Gangs Create Order

To understand why inmates cannot opt our of the community responsibility
systemm, it is necessary to understand the extent to which these groups control
prison life, Each gang claims terrivory, basketball coures, roilets, showers,
workout equipment, tables, benches, and other common property. There are
rules for when each race can use the showers and in what order they will go to
lunch. A correctional officer at San Quentin describes it in terms of a bartle:
“This is a turf war here. Evervbody's got their own rurf. And they're not going
o let anybody else take it from them. Inmates segregate theirselves out here,
And the reason being that the gangs wane it that way. So a man has no choice
bue to go with his own type of people.™

Violence is an important mechanism for allocating resources. Gangs fight
for sumething as simple as where one congregates in the prison yard or who
controls the TV at specific rimes. A former gang member relayed the intensicy
of these battles: “If a new yard opens up, you're going to fight for thar handball
court, you know, you're going to fight for some tables....[f vou ain'’t a
Northerner [Noreefio] and you come into that areas, you're going to get
stabbed. Its a whole different lifestyle in here. And it can ger complicated
sometime.™ Another inmate noted that officials have little say in what hap-
pens in the yard: “Somcbody wanna control this baskecball court or that bas-
ketball court. Or this weight bench or thar weight bench. CO has nothing to
do with that. That's amongst the inmartes, the convicts. Sometimes you can
maybe talk it out, get it sertled withour the violence. Sometimes you have to
bring the violence."* Sociologist Brian Colwell relays a white inmate’s account
of an altercation that took place over control of a common resource. The
white inmares were allied with Southern Hispanic inmares, and the inmare
explains that he approached several black inmates who were playing checkers
on the Southerners’ workout bench:

[ came over and said [in a subdued tone], “Excuse me, could you do
me a favor. These are the “Southerners” [Hispanics from southern
California) benches. I know they aren't here now, but when they aren’t
here, they become our [the white inmare groups] responsibility and
nobody else is supposed to drive on them when they aren't here. You
can finish up your game, but when you're done I'd appreciate it if you
could move on up to those other tables thar are made to be used o play
games on. That’s what they are for” They didn't even look up ar me,
they didn't even pay me that respect when I was ralking ro them. One
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just said, “We're not moving and we're going to do both, white boy”
Well, I picked up a weight bar; I was weaker back then so I didn't do it
fast enough so he was able to block it with his hand when I was bring-
ing it down on him. Then madness. The whole scene popped off. The
riot lasted for 30 minutes, which is a Iong time for a riot in here®

It is important for gangs to control these common areas and resources in the
yard because this is the arena in which much illicic business happens. An
officer describes inmates’ yard time at San Quentin: “They're down there
passing drugs, they're down there passing informarion, there are orders on
who's to be hit, who's supposed to be holding weapons, who's supposed to be
holding drugs. And, you know, it’s cheir time to do their business."*

In addition ro the direct benefits derived from controlling these resources,
some areas of a prison yard also provide strategic advantages. The physical
layout of a yard can make it difficult for one group to launch an attack against
another group withour warning, Some areas allow inmates to monitor other
inmates more easily or to be more concealed from direct observation by cor-
rectional officers.

One of the gangs' most important jobs is to resolve conflicts among
inmates, the most common causes of which are disrespect, dispures over drug
deals and drug debts, and theft.” The shot callers watch out for problems and

work to resolve them when they arise. A shor caller is typically someone who
has been incarcerared (often in char housing area) for a relatively long time,
knows the facility and common problems to arise, and has the skills needed ro
resolve disputes. A former inmare explained, “A shot-caller is someone thar
runs the whole tank or module. Pretty much, people thar know a lot about
incarcerarion cuz they've been in prison for a while. They run it and they run
the section.* Another former inmate described the two main funcrions char
the shot caller performs: “So here's the deal, you got old guys like me who
have been in prison forever and have shot-callers do their job, keep peace and
run the action. Thar's why we have short callers so when a couple of idiots get
into it in the yard, instead of lecting them kill themselves, the shot-caller goes
out and worles it out. He ralks to these guys and finds our whar happened,
who did whart to who, it’s very simple.™

Each gang is responsible for their members’ actions, so they have an incen-
tive to monitor their members to ensure they maintain their collective repu-
tation. Interacting with unknown people from different gangs is possible
because each inmate knows that the other gang’s repurtation is on the line and
each gang faces relatively low costs of demanding good behavior from its
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members. A white inmate ar Folsom Prison explained that if an inmate from
your county acts poorly, it reflects poorly on you, so you are the obvious
person to handle the problem. He noted, “Like if you get somebody who has
been an informant from your county, you know, or a child molester or
something, somebody in your car (that’s yout county).... You got to handle ic.
Somebody's gotra handle it or the whole car is shunned. You know yourwhole
car will be put on shine, you know, lame status.™* To protect their reputation,
groups punish members who violate the rules of the inmate social system.

If someone starts trouble, the shot caller can punish him or make him
apologize. A white inmate who served eight years for robbery and assaulr
explained how the gang worked to keep white inmates in line: "1 knew this
guy that ran his mouth a lot, made lots of problems, called people names and
stuff, He called these Mexican guys a bunch of greasy wetbacks. He'sa loose
cannon, hes going to cause trouble you know what I mean, we work hard to
keep that race shit calm and here is this prick causing crouble, no one wants
that so we had to check him, We took him down a peg or two, it came right
from the top, the asshole needs a lesson.™” A black inmate described his initial
surprise at the gang policing of interracial violence. Alter he disrespected 2
white inmate, “the next thing I know, I'm told to make ic right with him. [ have
to man up and take care of my shit. At first I thoughe, you gotta be kidding me.
No way am I going to tell this guy that I'm sorry. Then they told me that T have
fo choice. Thar's the rule, you do what you're told. They made a very good
argument about how I need to fall in line. Okay, so T made things right”™ A
Northern Hispanic inmare explained, “Pretey much we respect other groups.
You aren't supposed to be disrespectful or do anything. .. like disrespecting you
to just get everybody in a wreck. If [ was just to say, "Fuck you' just because, thar
is not rolerated”™® One inmate elaborated on how things might unfold if an
inmate felr disrespected by an inmate of another race. He would go to "the guy
with the most power or seniority over the car (group). Then they hold court
and decide whar discipline is to be had. Maybe run, they'll make the guy run
laps, [as opposed] to stabbing him. Thar doesn't happen very often. It's got to
be a big deal for 2 guy to get srabbed. It’s usually just something so they see It
The other side, They see it and know we have unity, We show cverybody we go
down together and chis guy got disciplined.™*

A whirte inmate who served 16 months on a drug charge explained, "If
someone pisses me off, you know starts trouble with me, he has to answer to
his own people. They decide if it’s worth fighting over you know? If they
decide that he's just a big dick and he needs to apologize to me for being a dick
then he will tell me he's sorry. That’s how it usually ends. Nothing too
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dramatic.”# One inmate described the process of intergroup dispute resolu-
tion: Members of other races "aren’t going to communicate with you for no
reason unless they are trying to prevent problems. There is no doubt who is
right or wrong. Some guy starts saying ‘Man [ didn't do chis or tha'; it’s like
"Shut up.’ It's not going to be, ‘He's lying,” Cuz for one there’s going to be other
people that seen it. People will be ralking about, “Yeah we saw him do this to
that white guy, disrespecting him.™+

Another inmate described how each group monitors and punishes ics
own members: “We need to keep the boys in line. If one of our guys is a hot
head or something and is always shooting off his mouth it can ger everyone
into trouble. We don't want a lockdown, we don’t want a riot so I've had to
bear down my own guys to control the bigger picture. If one of my guys is
messing up then we either offer him up to the other guys or we take him
down ourselves. Like I had a guy chat ran up a big drag debrt, he owed
money to the woods [peckerwood skin-head gang] and I had to turn him
over to them. They ook him to a cell and really bear the shir out of him.
We had ro do it, If nor, then everyone fights which is bad for business and
bad for us#

For illicic markets to operate effectively, there has to be an arena in which
inmates can resolve commercial disputes. If an inmate owes someone money,
the lender can work with their gang to be paid. A PEN1 gang member
described how they worked rogether: “My leader tells me to ralk wich their
Lieurenant and set up the rules. There’s really no problem here, and no one is
jumping me or anything. It would be a lot worse if I did not know what was
going on with the brothers, you know ? We have to ralk, I remember this one
rime, the colored giys owed us some money, so I go to their guys and say ‘Hey,
man, [ want to work with you, bur I'm not a punk, you need to pay up.’ They
were totally cool, their guy was like, ‘That's cool man, I get it, we'll talk with
the boys.” Stuff like that. T have to tell you, I do not like the blacks; I know
that’s not cool, but I don't like them. Thar doesn’t mean thar I won't talk to
them. If the time is right and they owe me money, they will pay up if T explain
char ics abour business. Everyone Is fine with that™* Despite the face thar
inmates segregate by race, have racist wattoos, and vocalize their hatred of
others, they work together to establish order so that they can gain from trade
and live together more peacefully. When there are profits available, people
find ways to overcome prejudices.

Gangs don't always make their members do the right thing, and dispures
still happen. A white inmate described one such instance: “I got into a fight
with this guy; he owed me money. I told his boys that they need to talk with
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him and they were like, “What can we do about it which means that I gorra
go get the money myself, [ go talk with him, and he spits on me. Whar the
hell? [ wasn't going to beat him up, but now [ have to on principle alone.... If
he was cool, nothing would happen. Instead, he has to be a rotal dick and spit
at me, Who does that? What are we, 10 years old2™#

Typically, gangs must auchorize the use of violence because spontaneous,
unplanned violence causes problems for other inmates. An inmate who did
eight years for manslaughter explained, "You can talk with the leaders if you
want to fight, that’s fine, but you cannot just jump a guy in the yard.... The
guards will see that something is up and they'll srart warching us....[Y]ou
start bringing down another guy, and now everyone is involved and it’s a mess.
So I say, look, ralk to the leaders, see if they'll let you take the guy down ina
blind spot or in their cell, Keep that shit low-key, right? No need to bring in
the cops over some name calling, We can take care of that,"**

Public aces of violence attract staff attencion, which hinders inmates’
ability to deal in contraband. Profit-secking gang leaders have an incentive to
control violence. An inmate who served four years described how the inmare
rules derermine when and where violence is acceprable: “You have the official
rules, no going our of bounds and stuff, but there are the rules of the yard and
the rules of the cell. We knew when to fight and when not to. You know, there
are riots in prison, bur those are planned and we know when to let things go.
You get confused abour all the rules ac first, bur the longer you are in, the
easier it is. At first, I gor in a lor of fights cuz some guy would stare me down
or say shit to me; then I learned the rules, and I knew when to ignore shit and
when to pay attenrion. The longer you are there, the easicr it is. You just have
to learn when and where to do your thing.™"

Gangs create rules to police their own people and to promote marker
activity, but inmares do fight, stab, and kill each other over disputes, Violence
causes trouble for marker participants, especially when it occurs in public.
After riots, officials pur inmates on modified programming, including pos-
sibly a complete facility lockdown or a lockdown for particular races. Without
access to the mainline population, gang drug-dealers cannot do business and
inmatcs cannot enjoy time outside, A former inmate lamented the ill effects of
a lockdown: “Well, we don't fight in a riot and stuff unless we have to, it’s too
dangerous, We'll go into lockdown which sucks and people get killed and
scuff, IF 'm locked down, then I'm not working, You can make some serious
bank in prison and shot-callers hate it when you're in lockdown.™* A black
inmate explained that shot callers strived to avoid lockdowns, because “the
gangs can't sell their stuff, drugs and stuff. They don’t want a lockdown, that’s
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true.... Leaders ger pissed if there’s a lockdown and we don't get yard time,
[ hated it....It’s best to handle things low-key. No one needs a rioe”#

When gangs determine that violence is necessary, they orchescrate it to be
less disruptive. To settle minor disputes, inmates often fight in a cell. One
former inmate explained, “If someone disses me or someone rakes my scuff
then the leaders tell us ro rake ir to the cell. We slug it our and get things raken
care of.™* Another noted thar cell fights allowed inmates to avoid formal rep-
rimands: *We do a lot of cell fights. I may have words with someone, someone
may piss me off so we take it to the cell and have a cell fight. No one sees us
and we don't get written up." A gang member argued thar “the leaders, they
control most of the problems and keep the peace. It's not like they show en
TV, we don't fight hardly ever. We control the yard and keep the boys in
check."

A Hispanic inmare who served a six-year sentence for robbery and assaulr
explained prison gangs’ dual nature: “The boys inside, they follow the rules
and thar means you work with your own boys and do what they say, Look,
there is a lor of problems caused by the gangs, no doubt. The thing is, chey
solve problems too. You wane a structure and you want someone ro organize
the businesses so the gangs have their rules. You don't run up 2 drug debr, you
don't stare a fight in the yard and stuff. Gangs are a problem but we took care
of business.... The cops split up gangs if there’s a big problem so we keep o
ourselves and mind our own business."® The possibility of earning illicit
profits creates incenrives for violent criminals to promote order behind bars.

Information and Enforcement Mechanisms

Prison gangs can provide governance effectively because they have clearly
defined mechanisms of information transmission and punishmene thar allow
them ro enforce rules. There are clear threats that back up the definition of
appropriate behavior. These information and enforcement mechanisms facil-

itate the making and following of rules, and enable prison gangs to monitor
and control their own members and the actions of others. Unlike norms,

these rules do not rely on decentralized punishment, There are venues for
determining the appropriate rules and delegarion of the responsibility to
monitor and punish infractions.

Gangs create mechanisms to generate and diseribure information about
people in prison.’ It is relatively easy for inmartes to learn about a new arrival’s
criminal past. One way is simply to ask the new inmate to see his official
paperwork, which will state the offenses for which he was convicted. New
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inmares violare an important rule by not showing their paperwork, and it
often indicates that he has something to hide# Moving to a new facility
will not necessarily give an inmate a fresh starc either, because inmate
correspondence allows people to notify others of the new arrival’s status** An
inmate can also ask someone on the outside to access an inmates criminal
docket on legal websites like PACER or Westlaw and then mail copies or
summarize the findings. [n California, contraband cell phones even allow
inmates to access the Megan's Law database to find out which inmates are sex
offenders.’” In fact, the simple act of being transferred to a new prison reveals
some informarion about an inmate; it often indicates that he had conflict at
his previous prison. One inmate explained his reasoning after he became sus-
picious that a new arrival (who wouldn't show his paperwork) was a child
molester: “He's a rransfer, thar’s a red flag anyway but a transfer without paper-
work, yeah he's dirty. So I just rell him okay, thar’s cool, see ya lacer. I'm not
asking questions, we don't ask questions at thas peint. I then check with my
people, and they say he needs a hit, Three of us take him out in a blind spot.™
Officials reportedlyaid the inmates to some extent in identifying sex offenders,
and an inmate claimed, “the COs rell us, they hate these guys, too.™

Shot callers educate new inmates on the rules of the prison yard, and they
send written communications to collect information, A shot caller will often
send a new inmate a note that contains a new-arrival questionnaire. A typical
note might have seven questions (called 2 “seven on seven”). It will ask for the
new inmare’s name, nickname, date of birth, neighborhood that he's from,
when and where he’s been incarcerated, charges and offenses, and what rank, if
any, he holds in prison and street gangs. These questionnaires tend to be shorter
ar the county jail level because inmates spend less rime there, inmate popula-
rions are more transitory, and pre-prison social nerworks provide more
information. Ar state prisons, gangs use a longer questionnaire and ask abouta
new inmare’s background more extensively. For example, a longer (“forty on
forry”) questionnaire at San Quentin asked if the inmate’s family had ever been
in law enforcement, if he was trained in any marrial arcs, if he had any family
members in prison, and if he was willing to work for the gang. When transfes-
ring to a new facility, a gang member might smuggle a note from cheshot caller
at his old prison to the shot caller at the new prison to help establish his repu-
ration in the facility. For instance, the rules governing Northern Hispanic
inmates stare, “Ir shall be the responsibility of the licutenant ro inform the cap-
rain of the departure of his soldados in order tha the familia of the other regi-
ment can be informed *® In other words, the shot caller alerts the leader at the
new prison that the new arrival is a crustworthy member in good standing,
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A similar information-gathering process exists when people leave prison
and return to their neighborhoods. A letcer sent from a Mexican Maha
member at Pelican Bay State Prison to members of the Florencia 13 street gang

outlines the gang’s reglas, or rules. Rule 3 states:

We encourage that homies check any paperwork on those who gets out
of the joint from the hood, Keep in mind thar there are no excep-
tions. ... Therefore as a barrio we must make sure all of our homies are
who they say they are—by asking for proof and anyone who refuses will
be put on a “leva status” [traicor status| until they show proof of their
history and who they were with [in prison]. Then we can run a make on
them, solid homies will understand the need for this. We ask thar all
Pres’ [gang clique presidencs] keep us up-2-date on what's going on in
the hood, by keeping in-touch either by themselves or through a home-
girl—she is to write to us every now & then or sent ro visit... but either
way it needs to be done in a round-about way and not scraight our!

In 2 large prison system, a decenrralized governance system does a poor
job of keeping track of others’ behavior. Prison gangs, however, have the
incentive and ability to monitor people’s reputations, They maintain detailed
“enemies lists” of inmates who are deemed "no good." The Nuestra Familia
(INF) calls their direcrory the Bad News List,” These lists include the names
of "defectors, informants, wimesses, and cnemy gang members who are sys-
remarically eliminated.”® Court transcripes indicate, “Every lieutenant in
Nuestra Familia was responsible for see{ing) to it that something was done
about the people on the list” The higher-ups schooled their subordinares as ro
the identity of the gang’s enemies and a lieurenant could, on his own initiative,
erder his soldiers to execute a known enemy of the Nuestra Familia®

The gang shor caller checks the list for the names of new prison arrivals.
According to the Nuestra Familia’s written rules, a member of the pang “shall
check all new arrivals who entered his territory against the record books and
muake a report to his caprain™™ The NF constitution also explains that members
“shall question all new familianos assigned to him for information as to
unknown enemies of La Nuestra Familia. New information shall go into the
record book and whenever one ofhis seldades [soldiers] is transferred ro another
pinta [prison), a copy of the record book shall be sent wich the soldado®

(Gangs create clear and explicic procedures for obraining information
about an inmate, specifying particular people to collect this informarion.
Gang leaders cxpect them to perform these tasks and hold them accountable
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ifthey donot. By comparison, prior to the 1960s, inmates obtained information
in a decentralized fashion. No particular inmare was assigned ro collect
information about new inmates, there was no list of uncooperative and dis-
ruptive people, and there were no explicit channels through which that
information was communicated. Repurations were sufficiently well known
and populations were small enough thar these elaborate information net-
works were unnecessary and redundant. In roday’s large prison system, inmates
must create explicit protocols and lists to keep track of which inmates are
untrustworthy. Gangs govern the social system effectively because they know
which inmates are reliable and can exclude and punish opportunistic inmates.
Their information collection mechanisms and capacity for violence provide a
credible threar chat elicits obedience from inmartes.

What Rules Do Prison Gangs Enforce?

Like other criminal organizations, many prison gangs have written down the
rules of good conduct that they require inmates to follow.* Some rules guide
behavior becween groups. For example, in Illinois, prison gangs agreed on 2
set of “internarional rules” for interacting with different racial groups,” In
California, an officer at San Quentin described how “the inmates have what
they call prison politics. And the gangs control all of thar. They have, liverally,
writeen rules and regulations. and the repercussions for not following thosc
rules are serious.”™ A sergeant in the Investigarive Services Unit explained,
“All violence in prison is gang related. Especially when you're ralking about an
assanlt where weapons were used, where a guy’s hurt this badly. Ir just doesn’t
happen withour being ordered or authorized by the gang.... He [an inmate
who was just assaulted] was probably in trouble for one thing or another thar
he did in his past, violating gang rules” A former inmarte noted, “We set up
a structure in prison. In fact, in some prisons, like in San Quentin, La Eme has
1 handbook, you know, like a written book on rules and regulations. The COs
spend a lot of time up there confiscaring the book. They're such assholes:
those books keep us in line. It tells us what ro do and what we can’r do.”
Inmate rules provide a way to secure access to the resources needed on
any given day. An inmare explined, “There arc so many rules about who
goes first in line for meals and who gets the TV first. If you follow all these
rules, you end up doing casy time."” These rules mitigate the costs that one’s
acrions impose on others, For example, inmates on one occasion assaulted
someone who had not showered for a month.™ Another inmate noted the
difficulty that arises when inmates don't know the rules: "I knew prison was
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hard but [ never thought I'd have to know rules about who uses the shower
first and who sits with who and wheo the leaders are. [ think that’s why there
are fights, the damb guys don’t know the code going in and they screw up."?
These rules help to resolve disputes over conflices associated with commen
problems.

The Nortefio and Surefio inmate populations are two of the largest and
most powerful groups in the California prison system. They are, roughly
speaking, Hispanics from north and south of the city of Delano, near
Bakersfield* Both gangs have written documents that delineate the charac-
teristics of proper conduct™ Ar cthe Los Angeles County Jail, Surefio inmates
must follow the 28 rules laid out by the shot caller™ These rules tell inmares
what they may, must, and must not do. The rules govern several types of inter-
actions thar arise in che custodial serting, (Parenthetical remarks wichin the
quotes in the tollowing paragraphs are comments and interpretations by law
enforcement officials who have examined the rules,)

First, the gang creates rules to govern interactions with non-members.
Rule 5 says, "No getting in the judas’ (correctional officers’) face. Stay off the
nurse, store clerk, ete, Show respect.” As a former member of the Mexican
Mafia explains, “Its an understanding that there is no reason to mistreat
guards who don't mistrear you."™" Rule 4 requires that inmates “stay off the
rruchas (inmate workers).” Everyone benefics from havinga clean der, so don't
give the inmate workers trouble. Inmares must refrain from doing things char
make jail life uncomfortable for others. These include "no yelling down the
tira (tier)” and “no disrespecting or name calling on the #ira.” Inmates must
limit conversations to people in cheir own cell and neighboring cells, rather
than shouring to people in distant cells. The rules require chem to “keep che
tiva clean, No trash unless the #iva is being swepr.” Since officials may stop vis-
itations for all inmates when they carch someone engaged in prohibired
activity, Rule 8 states, “No illegal activity is allowed until the last chain has
gone to visiting on visit days,"™ These rules ease inmace inceractions.

Second, the gang has rules to govern behavior among Surefos. Some of
these rules are straightforward, They prohibit fighting and horseplay. To
ensure thar Surefios are able to defend themselves against their enemies, the
rules require participation in a daily "mandatory workour of your choice,
minimum of one hour” The rules remind inmates to "guard your conversation
on the phones.” Staff can monitor inmate phone calls, so discussing iﬂnga.l
activities can lead to new criminal charges. Even though assauleing corree-
rional officers is discouraged, a Surefio needs to know that others will assise
him if he atracks a staff member. Rule 28 requires that “if one of the Homies
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feels disrespected and takes off (attacks) on the judas (correctional officers),
all Homics will follow (back him up).”

The gang establishes rules to improve communication. First, “all cell reps
sre to run down the rules to the new arrivals on their #iza.” Surefios often
communicate by passing notes berween cells or relaying messages 10 person.
The rules require that “all wilas (“kites™ or lerters), verbals, items being brought
Gom corte (court) or just down the zina are not to be short stopped.” Inmates
must not stop or delay communications from reaching their intended recipi-
ents. There is a hierarchy of command among Surefio inmates, 5o when
Surefios have rrouble with each other, they are required to first discuss it with
their “cell rep.” Rule 24 explains, "Any issues or complaints are to be taken up
with your cell rep. After, and only after, will Laccept wilas (letrers) to sertle the
mattet” These rules facilicare a shot caller’s abiliry ro govern Surcfio inmates,

An inmate who breaks these rules may be added to the Surefio enemies
list—the Green Lighe List. Landing on the lista is the threat that encourages
obedience, The list records the names of inmates who others have the go-ahead
(green light) to assanle. Someone on the list is referred o as “verde.” Spanish
for green. Figure 4.1 shows a Mexican Mafia enemies list found in the gang
module at the L.A. County Jail” This Green Light List shows people in three
different statuses, “Disciplines” indicare those gangs that inmates have the
green light to assault. Anyone in thar gang fs subject to violence, “Personal
HCs" list particular people who the gang wants assaulted ’ “Passes” records
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those people who the gang previously targeted but who have been forgiven
for their transgression.

The gang can pur an individual gang member or an entire strect gang on
the list. If an entire streer gang has a green light, any member of that gang (or
varrio)—regardless of his personal obedience to gang rules—may be atracked.
Like the prison environmen, street gangs operate in 2 communiry responsi-
bilicy system, so all members of a street gang may be held accountable for one
of its member’s actions. Rule 21 uses strong language to communicace the
need to make use of this enforcement mechanism: “Gang Module Homies
(shot-callers) blast (assault) all verdes, varrios, and personals (gang or in-
dividual green lighes). MANDATORY blast unless otherwise stared. Lista
verdes (green light hit lists) shall be passed every night” Surefios must assault
anyone who is on the green light list or whose gang is on the list, and the gang
members must updare the list on a daily basis. Viclence against green-lighred
people is not limited to the county jail, Rule 25 requires that “Homies going
to court should choose camaradas (brothers/partners) and relay verdes and
personals,” meaning o assault people at the court who are on the green light
list. One gang member explained, “It’s not uncommon for the whole jail 1o
know about greenlight lists. When you get to jail, you get a list of rules and a
greenlighe lisc.™

Gangs create rules to govern the underground economy. According to a
law enforcement official’s summary of a rule, “One person per day is respon-
sible for all transacrions. There isn't anything in a correctional facility that
isn't bartered and all transactions go through a designated person.” Drug
dealing is especially imporcant, and the shor caller takes a one-third tax on all
drugs: "All dlaves (drugs) are to come vo me; 1 will curt the chird.” More gener-
ally: "All personal transa (transactions) are susceptible to a South Sider
|Surefio], and double up when lare.” A gang expert explained, “A fee or tax is
applied by a South Sider to transactions and this fee is doubled when payment
is delayed.” OFf course, secrecy is necessary to conceal this information from
officials, so "all South Side business or anything else discussed on the tina
remains on the frg, unless old.”

These are the specific rules that Surefios used in a particular jail ac a
particular time. Examining them doesn't mean that we can generalize abour
how all gangs provide governance all of the time. However, these rules are
informarive, for several reasons. First, multiple sources agree thar gangs have
written rules that provide governance and are enforced. These Surefio rules pro-
vide an example. Second, even if we cannot generalize to other inmate groups,
these rules govern a very important component of the criminal underworld.
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The Los Angeles County Jail system is the largest in the state, and Surefios are
arguably the most influential inmate group in the entire state prison system.
Thicd, these rules make sense once one realizes inmates’ need for self-
governance. [t should not be surprising chat inmares create rules o reduce
conflice with other groups, sertle dispures among themselves, and facilitare
illicit trade. Doing so is profitable.

Other prison gangs provide similar solurions to the same problems.™ The
Nuestra Familia, for example, has a list of rules called the Fourteen Bonds thar
Nortefios must follow® Like Surefios, the Nortefio rules require inmates £o
get along with each other. Rule 4 demands equal and fair creatment of others:
“In order to continue our struggle with far less difficulties, there shall be no
colerance created by internal confrontations, individualism, or homeboy
favoritism [favoring those from your own street gang |. No nortefio will spread
false rumors or negative gossip about a fellow norteno, and at no time will a
Hortefo artempt to take advantage of, or disrespect, 2 fellow nortefio’s ruca
(girlfriend) or familia. To do so will result in serious repercussions.” Rule 7
stares, “At no time will a nortefio endanger the life of a fellow nortefio. There
shall be no fighting amongst norrefios, nor shall any cowardice dealings with
the K-g [law enforcement] or enemy be colerared. To do so will be dealt with
accordingly.” The threarat the end is important to note. These are not requests.
These are not norms. These are rules, and fan inmare doesn't follow them, he
will be punished.

A Norredo is required to “protect and defend his houschold to the fullest,
1o matter the circumseance or consequence. This means standing next to a
c.llow norteiio or the cause both battle or struggle. To abandon such respon-
sibilities will be considercd as an act of treason.” Like Surefios, inmates must
vake care of their physical fitness. Rule 8 states, “Be he rank or file, he will have
high regard for his physical and mental well-being and will always strive to
betcer himselfand become more aware and educated in all aspects relevant to
the accomplishments of our set goals.

Norrefios use informarion transmission mechanisms to enforce rules in
the inmate social system. New inmates are investigated and interviewed, and
“any and all data pertaining to a new arrival shall be reported through its
proper channel immediarely (see household procedures), especially thar
which endangers a life or is contrary ro the cause.” They updare Bad News
Lists regularly. According to Rule 10, "Every chapter and srronghold of
nortenos will keep track of all enemy and enemy activities behind enemy
lines." All northerners have to learn these rules, and “a nortefio should stay
abreast of all new laws, policies, and procedures. No portion of this format is
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to be misinterpreted or abused for personal gain. To do so will be considered
as an act of treason.”

Inmate groups use written rules to ease tensions among inmates behind
bars and to facilitare their illicit businesses. They idencify in writing whar the
acceptable behaviors are and what actions violate the rules. Importantly,
unlike norms, these groups have clearly defined mechanisms for making rules,
monitoring for rule violations, and communicating these violations to people
in authority, and they have methods of punishing infractions. Just like medi-
eval merchants, a community responsibility system helps inmates overcome
the challenges of living and rrading among untrustworthy strangers.

Predatory or Productive?

Prison gangs provide protection and facilitate the prison drug trade, bur there
is also no shortage of horrific stories about their victimization of others, What
is their net effect on the welfare of inmares? We have already heard much of
the inmate’s perspective on gangs. They identify ways thar gangs make rules,
sertle disputes, and structure the drug trade. On the other hand, it is obvious
thar gang members also intimidate and extort some inmates.

Another way to underseand the overall effect of prison gangs is to hear what
administrators and wardens think they do. In the 1980s, the Department of
Justice conducted a national study of prison gangs.™ They surveyed prison
administrators on numerous aspects of prison gang activity, They asked respon-
dents to rare how involved prison gangs are in 19 different criminal acts (1 =
very seldom, 2 = seldom, 3 = occasionally, 4 = frequent, 5 = very frequent).”
Table 4.1 reports the summed scores for each crime. They received responses
from 49 jurisdicrions, so the maximum number of points possible for any
crime was a score of 245, Not surprisingly, gangs are perceived to be engaged in
a grear deal of predatory behavior, including intimidation, assault, abuse of
weak inmates, extortion, theft, scrong arm robbery, robbery, rape, murder, and
slavery. Intimidation is the most frequent crime rcportedly engaged in,
although it only receives 6o percent of the possible points. Four of the top five
most frequent crimes are of a predarory nature. Clearly, prison gangs do not
engage in only benevolent and charitable acts. They are not the Elks Lodge.

However, they do participate in a number of productive and contracrual
activities, such as selling drugs, protection, prostitution, and sodomy for sale.
Although perhaps more scandalous than most people's usual purchases, these are
goods and services thar many inmares want. The total points for these productive
activities are roughly 42 percent of the points assigned to predarory activiries,
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Table 4.1 Prison Gangs’ Involvement in Criminal Acts

Crime Points Crime Points
Intimidarion 148 Robbery 8o
Drrugs 14% Prostitution L1
Assault 134 Rape 83
Abuse of weak inmaces 33 Sodomy for sale 83
Extorrion 131 Murder 78
Protection 131 Bribery 71
Contraband weapons 128 Arson 61
Theft 17 Slavery 52
Strong arm robbery 59 Explosives 47
Rackers 96

Sanrce: Camp and Camp 1985, 45

The crime second most frequently engaged in is drugs, just four poines shy of
being the most frequent. Given that drugs are such an important part of the
inmate social system and that inmates have a sterong demand for chem, this is
important to note, Consistent with inmare claims, gangs don't just occasion-
ally deal drugs. It is one of their primary activities.

Several of their acrivities also have an ambiguous effect on inmares’ welfare.
For example, parriciparing in the crime of “contraband weapons” receives ahigh
frequency rating, bur it is unclear how this influences inmares overall. It might
be that gangs use weapons to extort or assault others;on the other hand, inmates
may use contraband weapons for protection or to assaulr correctional officers.
TJust as a citizen on the street can usc & gun to rob someone or to protect his or
her home, weapons in prison can be used for good or evil. From an inmates
perspective, the net ourcome is not obvious, Other ambiguous crimes on the
list include rackets, bribery, arson, and explosives. These crimes arc not obvi-
ously good or bad for inmates, Bribing an officer mighr allow a gang member to
hurt an innocent person, or it might allow him to smuggle in valuable contra-
band. Rackets that involve gambling or bootlegging of prison wine { pruno) and
alcohol benefit inmates. OFf the toral points assigned, 6o percent are predarory
and 40 percent are productive and contracrual or of an ambiguous nature,

This survey provides an indication of the narure of gang influence, but it has
several important limications. First, prison administrators may not fully know

what gangs do. Drug dealing, for instance, is mmr.dﬁng of great importance to
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inmates, but it is also something that gangs work hard to conceal. Officials are
less likely to observe the voluntary interactions that characterize “vicrimless”
crimes than a stabbing or murder, so this measure will tend to underestimare
the productive activities. Second, the frequency that 2 gang engages in some
activity isn't the same as its importance. A gang may infrequendy murder
someone, but that is surely more important than an instance of intimidation.
This survey does not account for the importance of the crime, only its per-
ceived frequency. Third, distinguishing berween predatory and productive
activities from this list is quire subjective. Even assault and intimidation can be
good for the inmate community if—as many inmartes report—it limits rogue,
violent inmares and deters theft. It is commonly believed thar governments usc
the threat of violence to promote peace. In the same way, prison gangs thar
assaule or intimidate others may lead to a more orderly environment

Recent research has found similar results, A study asked officials ac 37
prisons to provide information about the characteristics of prison gang mem-
bers."® Ninety-one percent of respondents believed that the most important
reason thar inmares join gangs is out of fear of other inmates. Gangs play an
important protective role. Moreover, for a majotity of inmates, gang member-
ship was desirable because it provided access to contraband, economic bene-
firs, increased status, and a sense of belonging.

Examining the characreristics of gang members and their behavior pro-

vides another way to try to understand how predatory or productive prison
gangs are. A study of inmartes in Nevada found that gang members are more

likely to have five or more citations for violating prison rules, be found guilty
in disciplinary hearings, and be charged with drugs or fighting*” A study by
the Ohio Deparrment of Rehabilitation and Correction had similar find-
ings** Past work has shown that, in certain periods, prison gang members
commitred most prison murders.* In Texas, 20 of 25 homicides in 1984 were
gang relared; 23 of 27 inmate homicides in 1985 were gang relared ** However,
one study found that inmates with the greatest involvement in street and

prison gangs were not more likely to engage in prison violence.® These studies
do not control for other factors or for the selection bias of who joins gangs, so

they fail to identify the independent causal effect of gang membership on
misconduct and violence. For instance, it might be that the same people who
are more likely to be violent are also more likely to join gangs. Without a gang
affiliation, they may have caused even more trouble. Officials may also be
more likely to cite a gang member for a rule violation. Imporrantly, from the
inmare’s perspective, violation of some prison rules enhances welfare if it
increases the availability of drugs and other contraband. Moreover, as the
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qualitative evidence in this chapter suggests, gang-related assaules and murder
may improve the overall prison social order. These studies do not provide
clear evidence on the overall effect of prison gangs.

A more sophisticated study of ptison gang misconduct uses cross-section
multivariare regression analysis to compare misconduct by gang and non-
gang inmates in federal prisons™ The study finds that affiliation with a
particular gang “was associated with an increase in the probability of violence
for 20 of the 27 gangs and an increase in serious violence for 18 of the 27
gangs.” Inmates affiliated with gangs were more likely to be cited for drug
and property misconduct (the latter includes theft, damaging property, and
gambling). Gang-affiliated inmates were more likely to be written up for
being ina prohibited area and disobeying work orders. Inmates with a scronger
devotion to their gang engaged in violence more often than those with a
looser affiliation. However, violence decreases the longer an inmate is affili-
ared with a gang, The study found no evidence that gangs are associated wich
less violence relative to unaffiliated inmates, bur “many gangs were no more
violent than their unaffiliared peers.” This is perhaps the best analysis avail-
able to dare, but two empirical problems still plague it. First, this study does
not show that membership in the gang is the causal factor that makes an
inmate more likely to be disruptive, It is likely thar inmates who are more
likely o break the rules are also more likely to join gangs. Because it is only a
cross secrion, it cannot demonstrare a causal relationship. Second, if gang
members use violence to establish order, then these studies are not capruring
the true, net effect on violence. By analogy, the average police officer might
use force more often than the average citizen, but doing so improves social
order. Both cases might tell us there is a specialization in violence, but not
what the overall level of violence would be in their absence,

Because of the inability to randomly assign prison gang membership to
inmates, all quanritative studies of prison misconduct are correlational or
predictive, not causal. Despite the conventional wisdom thar prison gangs
increase violence, these studies provide no clear empirical link between gang
membership and prison violence. A survey of the literature notes, “contrary
to popular perception, the relation between inmate characteristics gener-
ally, and gang affiliation in particular, and prison viclence and disorder, is
unknown.... Iris remarkable how few qualicy research studies have been com-
pleted on the link beeween gang/STG [securicy threar group] membership
and prison violence."* The authors conclude thar “there is simply insufficient
scientific evidence from which to deaw an accurate profile of those prisoners
most likely to engage in various forms of prison viclence." The quantitative
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evidence is inconclusive, and the qualitarive evidence suggests that gangs are
an important source of governance.

Practical and Theoretical Implications

To correctional officials, prison gangs are a major source of disruption, mis-
conduct, and violence. They promote consumption of controlled substance,
gambling, prostitution, and other contraband activities. To staff, this is unde-
sirable. Nonetheless, it would be incorrect to look only at these negarive
aspects withour looking ar their productive activities. First, based on both
historical and contemporary evidence, prison gangs form and operare to pro-
vide protection. Second, gangs adjudicate dispures. Through 4 community
responsibility system, gangs resolve conflicts between rival groups of inmates.
In cheir absence, large-scale impersonal exchange would not be feasible. The
option to purchase contraband on credit would be less readily available. From
the inmates’ perspective, this enhances welfare, Because gangs profit when
markets flourish, they have an incentive to promote order. The community
responsibility system is not perfect, and no official would have intentionally
designed it to operate in this fashion. However, given the demographics of
the inmare population and the inability to rely on norms, prison gangs are the
low-cost producer of governance in the inmare social system. This does not
imply that they are the first-best solurion, but relative toa strictly norm-based
gavernance regime, prison gangs improve order.

Understanding the governance mechanisms created by prison gangs has
several implications. First, past work on the convict code has characterized its
robustness incorrectly. It is neither necessary nor sufficient to provide inmare
governance. It is incorrect to claim that the underground economy “can exist
anly with the protection of the strong inmarte culture wherein the inmates gen-
erally adhere to the values of the inmate code.”” Gangs can also provide this
governance, so the code is not necessary. Moreover, the convicr code is insuffi-
cient to support high-volume impersonal trading in large populations, so the
cause of the code’s decline does not occur only “if the rigor of confinement is
mitigated to the point where the sub rosa system is no longer needed.”" The
code alse becomes ineffective in the face of certain inmate demographics.

Second, many scholars expected the prison buildup ro be characrerized by
either 4 rise in disorder and violence or in stricter, totalitarian control of
prisons to prevent it. Surprisingly, the best evidence available doesn’t show
cither happening, Bert Useem and Anne Pichl have found that in the United
States, from the 1970s to the early 20005, the rate of riots became less frequent,
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the homicide and assault rate among inmates declined dramatically, and
escapes were less common.*” At the same time, a slightly smaller proportion of
the inmate population was held in protective custody or high-security con-
finements. Changes in neither architecture nor rehabilitation programs seem
t explain the improved social order. With those explanations deemed unsat-
isfactory. the remaining explanations seem more plausible. They argue, “the
data are consistent with the position that political and correctional leadership
made prison institutions more effective.”* It may be truc thar official gover-
nance has improved, but criminal governance has improved as well. Since the
study lacks dara on the governance created by prison gangs, officials are given
credit for all of the resulring social order. Some of the improvement should be
ateribueed to gangs, Gangs’ widespread influence in the inmate social system
also scems to clash with the claims of improved custodial administration. If
officials are so good at whar they do, then why must inmates rely on prison
gangs for protection?

Third, the increasingly important role that the community responsibilicy
system has played in the last 30 years may mean that official staristics in
California are biased. When inmates fight in a cell or a blind spor, official
numbers do not caprure this violence, Prison gangs orchestrate violence to
take place our of officials’ watchful eyes. In California, officials lock down
inmates on the basis of gang affiliation, race, and cthnicity, rather than con-
fining only those inmates engaged in a particular act of violence, so gangs have
greater incentive to discourage rioring and to regulate violence than inmates
did in the norm-governed era. Studies of prison social order over time must
consider this. Related to this point, it is crucial to distinguish berween what
Elinor Ostrom calls rules-in-form and rules-in-use’® The former are the
explicit, de jure rules; the latrer are the rules that people acrually follow and
care about. When these diverge substantially, the practices of social life look
very different from the way they look on paper. We could say lictle about
prison social order by simply reading Title 15 of the California Code of
Regulations or the Department’s Operations Manual. Scudies of governance
institutions based primarily on rules-in-form will often be inaccurare and
Iﬂiﬂ:ﬂﬁjng.

The prison communiry also provides several important insights into the
broader study of self-enforcing exchange. First, past studies of reputation-
based governance has failed to distinguish berween violent and nonviolent
contexts. Unlike in classic studies, for instance, among rural neighbors in
Shasta County and Orthodox Jewish diamond traders in New York Cicy,
inmates are quite willing ro use violence.”* Boycotr alone might be unable to
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sustain norms in large peaceful communities, but the chreat of violence could
possibly generate a sufficiently large punishment to deter opporunistic
behavior in a large-scale decentralized community. However, what we find in
this environment is that even when people are more willing to use violence to
support notm-based governance, norms still become ineffective in large pop-
ulations. They do not scale up.

Second, gangs promote order by adopring racial solidarity and segrega-
tion. They do not form gangs simply “to further their racist philosophies,” as
officials often suggest.™ In an all-male community where everyone wears the
same clothes, race provides a grear deal of information about someone very
quickly. An inmate can easily observe someone’s race, and this facilirates
self-policing and community responsibility. While other personal arcribures
might be more salient and could solidify group identity more strongly, it takes
more time for swrangers to learn them. For example, inmates could form
groups based on a shared religion or set of polirical beliefs {(and some do). The
problem is that inmates who don't know each other cant identify as easily
whether someone is a Marxist or a Christian, or as quickly, as determining
whether the inmare is white or black. When groups coalesce along racial lines,
it is easier ro identify someone as an enemy or a friend. In addition, an inmare
cannet change his race, so racial segregation limits his ability ro move trom
community to community, taking advantage of different groups or falsely
claiming membership in a group. Gangs do not form to promote racism; race
facilitates criminal governance.

Third, the prison community illustrares a rarely observed outcome.
Multiple “protection agencies” occupy the same geographic area, Typically,
government or private enforcement agencies do not do this because chere arc
cconomies of scale in providing protection. Once an organization protects
one house, the marginal cost of protecting the next house is much lower.
Falling costs lead to a monopoly protection provider in a region.™ This
doesn't happen in prison. One reason for this is that prison gangs provide

governance over cotnmerce, and the same economies of scale don't exist in
governing trade, There are no large fixed costs to providing governance, so

resolving the second commercial or social dispute isn't cheaper than the first.

Fourth, prison gang governance works well, even though it is, in impor-
tant respects, fully independent of formal governance mechanisms. Past work
has debated whether this is possible and whether particular historical exam-
ples illustrate robust independent, informal governance mechanisms. For in-
stance, Avner Greif s important early work on the economics of self-enforcing
exchange examined the multilateral reputation mechanisms that promoted
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rrade among the Maghribi traders in the Medieval Mediterranean. In a series
of papers, Jeremy Edwards and Sheilagh Ogilvie argue that the sclf-enforcing
trading institurions were effective primarily because merchanes could use
formal courts should informal mechanisms fail.* Studying inmate contra-
band markets avoids this problem-—inmates cannot rely on formal mecha-
nisms to adjudicare disputes over illicic goods and services. They are not
negotiating in the shadow of the law. They have no recourse to formal institu-
tions, so the illicic market activity in today's prisons supports the contention
that self-enforcing exchange can arise fully independent of formal governance
mechanisms.

Finally, the development of the inmare governance system informs research
on the origin and evolurion of government.® The transition from small,
personal communities to large, impersonal communities requires different
governance institutions. The prison social system provides an opporrunity ro
observe how institutional change occurs in a particular context, and it is con-
sistent with claims about when decentralized governance gives way to more
centralized power” As economist William Baumol has argued, regarding
the similaricies between gangs and governments, “there is also much to be
learned from a reversal of the comparison, this time not thinking of gangs as
quasi-governments, but racher by interpreting most governments in human
history as gangster associations.”* For instance, the study of prison gangs
may point to some of the incentives and processes that policical elites in early
states faced in deciding to adjudicate disputes and to extend political rights.
We do not need to assume benevolent motivations on the part of political
elites to explain the creation of early sraves. The ability to benefit from pro-
ductive economic activicy can create the needed incentives. Moreaver, the
history of prison gangs shows how quasi-governments can emerge through an
icerative process rather than from the intentional construction by enlightened

political elites.
Theoretical work on self-governance finds thar self-enforcing exchange is

effective in small, close-knit communities, with good information, populared
by people with low time preference who interact indefinitely.' In this setting,
people have good information about who is trustworthy, they patiently wait
to enjoy the benefits of future trades, and they can exclude and ostracize those
who act badly. People can make credible threacs ro punish bad behavior, so
people act badly less often. Prisons are different. Inmates can't migtate. They
can do little to segregare themselves physically. Prisons are full of a heteroge-
neous population of untrustworthy people, many of whom are violent. The
prison population is large. Nonetheless, inmares participate ina thrivingillicit
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marketplace. Prison gangs provide much of the governance that allows a large
number of untruseworthy;, heterogeneous traders to engage in large volumes
of trade. Inmates, by facing so many impediments to trade, show just how
effective and robust self-enforcing exchange can be. The prison contraband
trade is not based on the best possible set of trading institutions, and officials
do much to undermine it. The fact that it is sometimes more violent than
other trading contexts should cause no surprise. Yer despite these shortcom-
ings, drugs, alcohol, sex, cell phones, and a remarkable variety of other contra-
band are available in jails and prisons. The volume of trade is a testament to
the effectiveness of these extralegal governance institutions, Even in this least
likely of scenarios, self-enforcing trade can thrive.




