Foreword

rocusing on Prison Gangs

tis hard to understand why the prison

gang phenomenon does not attract

more attention from the media, schol-
ars, and poficy analysts, One wouldthink
it would be big news that power{ul race
and ethnically based gangs are an en-
trenched feature of many American (and
foreign) prisons and that this phenom-
enen has only gotien bigger and more
entrenched since my study of the
“supergangs” at Stateville Penitentiary
almost a quarter century ago acobs,
19773, Do politicians and the public
realize thal when a male defendant is
sentenced to prison, there is a good
chance that he wiil joina gang tvoluntar-
ity orinveluntarily), regard it as his fam-
Hy. submil Lo its discipling, and work
wward its antisocial goais; and that if the
inmate is not gang material, he may be
preved upor, werrorized, exploited, and
dominated by the gang? s i widely
known that our prisons are the spawning
grounds for neo-Nazi racist groups? And
that the prisons provide opportunity for
street gangs to mature into full-blown
organized crime groups? Gangs in prison
pose a serious chalienge to prison offi-
cialsand law enforcement agencies, and
they sheuld bea concemntoali of us. The
publication of this sympaosium is there-
fore very good news,

The worst-case scenario is that prison
gangs serve 10 strengthen gangs on the
street. There is fluid communication be-
tween the gang members outside and
inside prisor. Criminal schemes are
hatched in prison and casvied out on the
streets and vice versa, Within the prison,
gang members are never out of the sight
of their peers and leaders, Thus, the ga ng
becomes a larger force in a low-level
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member's life. The chance that, upon
release from prison, the gang inmate will
make a clean break with his gang bang-
ing past is shamply diminished.

The presence of powerful prison gangs
sporting their colors, tattoos, and insig-
nias sends a signal to inmates that the
staff do not control the prison and that
artisocial norms and vatues prevail there
as in the inner city. For inmaie gang
members, the prison is not a “time out”
from the gang life of the streets. It pro-
vides an opportunity © perform in front
of some of the gang’s legendary leaders;
rank and status are won and lost, crimi-
nal careers are shaped.

Itis no surprise that prison gangs poss
security problems. For onething, there is
always the danger of inter-gang conflict
at the individual and group level. For
another, there is the constant thieat to
unaffiliated inmates and the intimida-
tion of staff. In exchange for recognition
and noninterference, the gang feaders
have sometimes heen willing to offer a
kind of peace. But this is a peace that
comes at a heavy cost. The gang leaders’
good will, reasonableness, and ability to
manage inter-gang relations cannot be
counted on in the fong run. In addition,
officials cannotethically or lawfully turn
a blind eye woward serious criminality
within the prison.

What are the implications of a prison
gang culture for programs and treatment?
Is it Hkely that prisoners witl be rehabili-
tated errehabilitate themselves ina gang-
dominated environment? For rank and
file members, the most significant reality
is the gang, its leaders’ praise or criti-
cism, peers’ approval, and endless in-
trigues, conflicts, and rackets, The gang
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leaders are not likely o be pleased by
subordinates shifting their allegiance to
professional staff and pro-social goals.
Classes and programs may hecome sites
for conducting gang business. Teachers
and other professionals may be intimi-
dated or demoralized by their presence.
Staff may become cynical about the ca-
pacity ofinmates to tum their ives around
and may become suspicious about tacit
collaboration between program person-
nel and the gangs. Even fone is skeptical
aboul prison’s rehabilitative potential,
one can feel strongly that the prison
experience should not encourage in-
miates to become more deeply commit-
ted to antisocial values and [Hestyles.
The presence of prison gangs under-
mines even this modest goal.

This is a major challenge for correc-
tional feadership. The general goals of
policy should be clear, We want to re-
duce the prison gang phenomenon as
much as possible, which means reduc-
ing the size, power, and influence of
gangs. But how is this io be done consis-
tent with due process and with the safety
and security of the prison and prison
system? What kind of intelligence gath-
ering is necessary? What kinds of coop-
eration and coordination with whan
police departments are optimal? s it
desirable or possible 10 separate gangs
by tiers, cell houses, work assignments,
recreation, and even by prison? Should
active gang membership be made an
admintstrative violation? Can anti-gang
strategies that have worked in the com-
munity be adapted successfully to the
prison? | certainty do not know the an-
swer to these guestions, hut | am certain
that there is a need for sustained profes-
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sional and scholarly attention. To begin,
the collective experience coping with
and combating gangs must be memorial-
ized and analyzed, successes must be
identified and disseminated, failures must
be scrutinized and digested, and the
problem must be brainstormed from ev-
ery possible perspective. This sympo-

sium should become, Thope, the first of
many.
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