
10.1177/1043986204273390Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice / May 2005Hagedorn / GLOBAL EFFECT OF GANGS

The Global Impact of Gangs

JOHN M. HAGEDORN
University of Illinois at Chicago

TheAmericanstudyof gangscannolongerstartandstopwith localconditionsbut todaymust
alsoberootedin aglobalcontext. Studyinggangsis importantbecauseof unprecedentedworld
urbanization,theretreatof thestateunderthepressureof neoliberalpolicies,thestrengthening
of culturalresistanceidentities,includingfundamentalistreligion,nationalism,andhip-hopcul-
ture,thevalorizationof someurbanspacesandmarginalizationof others, andthe institution-
alization of gangs in some cities across the world.
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Why study gangs?The short answeris that gangsare a significant
worldwide phenomenonwith millions of membersanda voice of

thosemarginalizedbyprocessesof globalization.Understandingthesesocial
actorsis crucial to fashioningpublic policies and building social move-
mentsthatcanbothreduceviolenceanderodethedeep-seatedinequalities
that all too often arereinforcedby presenteconomic,social,andmilitary
policies.

TheAmericanstudyof gangscanno longerstartandstopwith localcon-
ditionsbut mustalsobe rootedin a global context. How elsedo we come
to gripswith Jamaicanpossesin Kansas(Gunst,1995),SanDiegoÕs Calle
Trente and their past relationshipto MexicoÕs Arellano brotherscartel
(Rotella,1998),theRussianÒmafiyaÓin Chicago(Finckenauer& Waring,
1998),femaleMuslim gangsin Oslo (Lien, 2002),LAÕs MS-13 and18th
Streetasthe largestgangsin HondurasandEl Salvador(Decesare,2003),
NigeriandrugsmugglerscomingthroughRonaldReaganInternationalAir -
port (Grennan,Britz, Rush,& Barker, 2000),Cripsin theNetherlands(van
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Gemert,2001),thetiesof U.S.tongsto ChineseTriads(Booth,1999),and
other examples of a global web of gangs?

Gang research is important today for six related reasons:

1. Unprecedentedworldwideurbanizationhascreatedfertile conditionsfor the
growth of gangs, particularly in Latin America, Asia, and Africa.

2. Unlike theexpansionof thestatein theearlierindustrialera,in theglobalera
the statehasretreatedin the faceof instantaneousfinancial flows andneo-
liberal monetarypolicy, while emphasizingpunitive policies toward mar-
ginalizedcommunities.Gangsandothergroupsof armedyoungmenoccupy
the vacuum created by the retreat of the social welfare policies of the state.

3. Thestrengtheningof culturalidentitiesbymenandwomenisacentralmethod
of resistanceto marginalization.Whereasfundamentalistreligionandnation-
alism have beenadoptedby many gang members,hip-hop culture and its
ÒgangstarapÓvariantalsoprovidepowerful resistanceidentitiesandinfluence
millions.

4. GlobalizationÕs valorizationof someareasandmarginalizationof othershas
meanttheflourishingof anundergroundeconomyfor survival andasprofit-
able,internationallyconnectedenterprisesrun by gangs,cartels,andsimilar
groups.

5. Thewealthof theglobaleconomyhasledto theredivisionof spacein citiesall
acrosstheglobe.ÒEconomicdevelopment,ÓÒmakingthecity safe,ÓandÒeth-
nic cleansingÓareamongthereasonsgiven for theclearingoutof ÒtheotherÓ
from urbanspacesdesiredby dominantethnicor religiousmajorities.These
spatial changes have influenced the nature and activity of gangs.

6. Somegangsinstitutionalizeandbecomepermanentsocialactorsin communi-
ties,cities,andnationsratherthanfadingawayafterageneration.Thesegangs
oftenreplaceor rival demoralizedpolitical groupsandplay important,albeit
often destructive, social,economic,and political roles in cities around the
world.

THE EXPLOSION OF URBANIZA TION

A UN-Habitat (2003) report finds that nearlyonebillion peoplelive in
slumsin theworld today. Indevelopingnations,slumdwellersmakeup43%
of thetotalpopulationcomparedwith 6%in developedcountries.Eightyper-
centof thepopulationof LatinAmericaisnow urban.In sub-SaharanAfrica,
nearlythreequartersof thosewho live in citiesareslumdwellers.Indiahas
25 cities of one million or more and China, as of this writing, has166
(French, 2004).

Thepresenturbanpopulationis greaterthantheentirepopulationof the
world in 1960(Davis,2004).Urbanizationhasacceleratedworldwidein pro-
cessesthatweresowell describedbyRobertPark,FredericThrasher, andthe
ChicagoSchool as prime conditionsfor the growth of gangs.Malcolm
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KleinÕs(1995)argumentthatÒthecommonvarietiesof streetgangstill arean
essentiallyAmericanproductÓ(p. 3) leadsin thewrongresearchdirection.
The vast majority of gangsand gang membersare from Latin America,
Africa, and AsiaÑrecent products of urbanization.

Gangsdidnotoriginatein theUnitedStates.Dickensandothersdescribed
Londongangslong beforetheirAmericancousinsexisted(Pearson,1983).
Even femalegangmembersÑscuttlersÑmayhave roamedManchesterin
the19thcentury(Davies,1998).Gangshaveformedall over theworldwhen-
ever andwherever industrializationandrelatedprocessesdrive peopleinto
cities.

For example,industrializingThird World countrieslikeSouthAfrica had
gangs,or skollies, for mostof the20thcentury(Pinnock,1984).ÒNumber
gangsÓhave beenknown in South African prisonsfor nearly a century
(Shurink,1986).In thewakeof postÐWorld War II urbanization,gangslike
therarryboysin SierraLeone(Abdullah,2002)wereformedby thechildren
of urbanmigrants.In New Zealand,Maori gangshave built a nationalnet-
worksincethemid-20thcentury(Hazelhurst,in press).Andonefamiliarfig-
ure,YasserArafat,learnedguerrillatacticsasastreetgangleaderin Cairo in
the 1940s (Aburish, 1998).

Otherformsof theganghave beenaroundevenlonger. In China,Triads
began in the18thcenturyandmorphedinto gangsteractivity in HongKong,
Shanghai,andotherlargeChinesecities(e.g.,Booth,1999).Themafia,orig-
inally a rural 19th-centurySicilian rebelforce,took root in U.S.citiesand
transformedlocal gangs,like ChicagoÕs Taylor Streetcrew, into powerful
illicit organizations (Hobsbawm, 1969; Nelli, 1969).

Much of thecurrentworld literatureon gangs,unlike theÒat-riskyouthÓ
literaturein the United States,doesnot usethe label Ògangs.ÓThe World
Bank,for example,documentsmillionsof ÒstreetchildrenÓaroundtheworld
andthattermincludesvarioussemiorganizedforms(World BankInstitute,
2000).TheÒchildsoldiersÓliterature,newly supplementedby thecategory
of Òchildrenin organizedarmedviolence,Óisanothersourceof reportingon
gangs(Dowdney, 2003;HumanRightsWatch,2004).By perusingtheglobal
organizedcrimeliteratureandthehumanrightsstudies(e.g.,AmnestyInter-
national,2004;UN Conventionon TransnationalOrganizedCrime,2000),
othersnapshotsof youthgangscanbegarnered.TheSocialScienceResearch
Councilis currentlyorganizinganinternationalworkinggrouponÒyouthin
organized armed violence.Ó

But what is a gang?Groupprocessdefinitions, from Thrasher(1927)to
ShortandStrodtbeck(1965)to Moore(1978),describeunsupervisedyouth
developingorganizationthroughconflict with othergroupsandauthorities.
They pointedlyexcludecriminalizationasa necessarycharacteristicof the
definition of gangs as claimed by Klein (1971) and Miller (1982).
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In todayÕs cities,particularlyin lessdevelopedcountries,suchunsuper-
visedgroupsof youthareoftenÒsupervisedÓby avarietyof criminalgroups
andrecruitedby nationalistandreligiousmilitias. Prisonsbothreceive and
creategangsthat spreadback to their communities,as in South Africa
(Shurink,1986),California (Moore,1978),andRio deJaniero(Dowdney,
2003).The presenterahaswitnessedthe proliferationof gangsandother
groupswho are outsidethe control of formal stateauthority. ThrasherÕs
(1927)diagramof thevariouspathsaÒcasualcrowdÓcantakewasprescient
(p. 70).

The central issueis that gangstoday are organizationsof the socially
excluded,mostof whomcomeandgoastheirwild, teenagepeergroupages.
But a substantialnumberinstitutionalizeon thestreets,eitherthroughself-
generatedprocessesor with theassistanceof alreadyinstitutionalizedarmed
groups.1 The similarity of theseinstitutionalizedgangsto othergroupsof
armedyoungmenrequiresthattheglobalstudyof gangsbroadenits focus
(seeHagedorn,in press-a).AlthoughI amatheoreticalsoulmateof Shortand
Moore, itÕs clearthatonecentralmechanismfor thepersistenceof institu-
tionalized gangs is participation in the underground economy.

Thereare no comprehensive, comparative studiesof gangsacrossthe
world (but seeHagedorn,in press-b;Hazlehurst& Hazlehurst,1998;Klein,
Kerner,Maxsen,& Weitekamp,2001;Kontos,Brotherton,& Barrios,2003).
However, it ispossibletoestimatethat,dependingonthedefinition, thereare
at least tens of millions of gang members in the world today.

GLOBALIZA TION AND
THE RETREAT OF THE STATE

Thestudyof gangsbeganinaneraof optimismabouttheroleof thestatein
solving problems of poverty and diverting youth from delinquency
(Thrasher, 1927;Wirth, 1928/1956).Thesocialdisorganizationthataccom-
paniedimmigration,the theorypropounded,could be overcomeby social
programs,settlementhouses,and the juvenile court Òin loco parentisÓ
(Addams,1920/1960).Thekey tocombatingdelinquency,Shaw andMcKay
(1942)argued,was theorganizationof communitiesto control delinquent
behavior.

Gangstudiesin the 1960sarguedfor new socialprogramsthat stressed
opportunityaspart of a societalwar on poverty (Cloward & Ohlin, 1960;
Yablonsky, 1966).Muchcurrentgangliteraturecontinuesto urgeincreased
stateintervention(e.g.,Klein, 1995;Spergel,1995),whereasothersfollow
Shaw and McKay (1942) and stresscommunity empowerment, in part
throughleveragingstateresources(Bursik & Grasmick,1993;Sampson&
Groves, 1989).
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Socialdisorganizationtheoryis theoreticallygroundedin theEnlighten-
mentnotionof theprogressive natureof historyandbelief that thesecular
statewould continueto grow as religion andtradition wereweakenedby
modernsociety(Elias, 1939/1994;Nisbet,1980;seeespeciallyTouraine,
2000).The only way to overcomethe lossof the bondsof old-world cul-
ture,Kornhauser(1978)argued,is to strengthencommunityinstitutions, an
approachthatcontinuestoguidesocialtheorytoday(Sampson,Raudenbush,
& Earls,1997;Wilson& Sampson,1995).Theroleof thestatehaschanged,
however, andthegangliteraturehasall but ignoredthedeclineof thestate
andtheriseof globalcitiesthatareatthecuttingedgeof urbanpoliticalecon-
omy (see Castells, 1997; Sassen, 2002).

The vast transformationof the U.S. economyhasresultedin economic
restructuringthatprioritizesinformationandservicesover heavy industry,
contingentover unionizedlabor, andconsumptionover production(see,e.g.,
Bell, 1960;Castells,1998).Thesedevelopmentshavebeenaccompaniedby
publicpoliciesthatstresssecurityandtheneedsof thenew wealthy andfray
thesafetynetfor thepooranda weakenedworking class(Bourdieu,1998;
Touraine,2001). In the wake of reducedopportunityfor unskilled labor,
many gangmembershaveremainedin theirgangsasadultsandgangshave
become an important ghetto employer (Hagedorn, 2001).

Thesepolicieshavebeenacceleratedby thewar on terror(Calhoun,Price,
& Timmer, 2002). In Europeand other advancedcountries,the Reagan-
Thatcheragendahas beenmore controversial and contested(Hagedorn,
1999;Pitts,2000;Wacquant,1999).In theThirdWorld, InternationalMone-
taryFundstricturestoreducesocialspending,payonforeigndebt,allow for-
eign capital penetration,and continuea strongmilitary have resultedin
theerosionof thesocialwelfarepoliciesof alreadyweakstates(Bauman,
1998;Castells,1998)while increasingwhat Wacquant(2004)calls Òneo-
liberal penalty.Ó

LatinAmericanandAfricanacademicshavelongbeenskepticalaboutthe
progressive natureof development(e.g.,deSoto,1990;Frank,1970).The
retreatof thestatein theThird World hascreatedanew whatmight at first
blushbeconsideredconditionsof Òsocialdisorganization,Ówith weakened
anddelegitimizedsocialinstitutionsunableto containa rapidly urbanizing
population.As a result,varioussortsof ÒarmedyoungmenÓ(Hagedorn,in
press-a;Kaldor, 1999) including gangs,para-militaries,deathsquads,and
drug cartelsthat parallel, replace,or complementpublic authority have
proliferated.

Thestatein many countriescanno longerbesaidto haveamonopolyon
violence,WeberÕs(1968)standarddefinition of themodernstate.For exam-
ple,in Rio deJaneiro,drugfactionscontrolandpatrolthefavelasandpolice
enteronly with massivearmedforceandthenquickly withdraw (Dowdney,
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2003).In Haiti, thestatelostall capacityto controlthepopulaceandvarious
typesof groupsof armedyouth,leadingto thedeposingof Aristide andan
uncertainstatusfor the new state(Farmer, 1994; Kovats-Bernat,2000).
Recentpressreportsfrom Haiti tell of pro- andanti-Aristideyouth gangs
who now refuseto put down their armsandhave turnedfull-time to crime
(Children in Organised Armed Violence [COAV], 2004).

Theproliferationof deathsquadsin this senseis anotherindicationthat
thestatenolongercanenforceits rulewithoutresortto extra-legal violence.
Like gatedcommunitieswith their privatesecurityguardsfor thewealthy,
armedgroupsor vigilantes,liketheBakassiBoysin Nigeria(HumanRights
Watch,2002),arefilling avacuumwithin poorcommunities,wherethestate
is unableto maintainorder. In many cases,the state,to preserve Òplausi-
ble deniability,Ósubcontractstasksof violenceto informal deathsquads
(Campbell& Brenner, 2000).In Colombia,militias,cartels,revolutionaries,
andthemilitary all draw teenagewarriorsfromthelargepoolof youthgangs
in urban areas (COAV, 2003). Castells (2000) sums up this point:

In aworld of exclusion,andin themidstof acrisisof political legitimacy,
theboundarybetweenprotest,patternsof immediategratification,adven-
ture, and crime becomes increasingly blurred. (p. 210)

Thisdoesnotmeanthatgangsarethesamethingasdeathsquadsor terror-
ists. It doesmean,however, thatsocialdisorganizationandjuveniledelin-
quency aretoonarrow for thestudyof gangs.Thestructuralistemphasisof
most U.S. gang studies is also undermined by the power of identity.

THE POWER OF IDENTITY

Globalizationandtheretreatof thestatehave meantmorethana lossof
socialcontrol.Thefailureof moderninstitutionsandthelackof faith in the
certaintyof abetterfuturehavestrengthenedresistanceidentitiesÑidentities
formed in oppositionto the dominantcultureand the uncertaintiesof an
unstablemodernity(Castells,1997).Touraine(1995)arguesthatthemodern
eracanbeunderstoodbestastheclashbetweentheunfetteredpowerof the
market and the resistance of national, ethnic, and religious identities.

Within poorcommunities,resistanceidentitiesareheldby awideassort-
mentof peopleincludinggangsandothergroupsof armedyouth.National-
ist,religious,andethniccultureshavegrownstrongbyresistingthehomoge-
nizinginfluencesof westernization.Islamicfundamentalismtodayisbut one
example of the strength of cultural resistance identities.

Oftenoverlookedis theresistanceof womenwhoshareethnicor religious
identitiesbut alsochallengethemaledominanceof traditionalculture.As
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Moore(in press)notes,thereis scantliteratureon femalegangsaroundthe
world,althoughsuchgangsmaybeincreasing.Althoughmostfemalegangs
still appearto beadolescentgroups,adult formsmaydiffer markedly from
adult male gangs,and both are woefully understudied(Chesney-Lind &
Hagedorn,1999).In theUnitedStates,theconflictedvoicesof womencanbe
seenin gangstarapmusic,wheremisogyny andviolencereign,but female
rappersstronglyprotest,while defendingBlackmalesagainstracistattacks
on their music (hooks, 1994; Rose, 1994).

Thepowerof rapmusicisnotoftendiscussedin gangstudies,althoughits
strong influence contradicts the premise that culture is everywhere in
decline,andevenmoresoin subcultures(Kornhauser, 1978;Park,1940;but
seeFinestone,1957,1967).Thepresenteraismarkedby thestrengthof cul-
ture,drivenby theinternationaldominanceof theU.S.media,theresurgence
andreinventionof traditionalcultures,andthedominanceof youthstreet cul-
tures,evenin Islamiccountries.In Nigeria,gangsof Muslim youthenforce
Shariafor thestate,while wearinggoldchains,usingandsellingdrugs,and
listeningtorapmusic(Casey, 2002).ThroughoutAfrica, LatinAmerica,and
Asia,homegrownstylesof rapmusichavecapturedtheimaginationof youth.

Althoughmediacorporationspromotegangstarapto run up profits, and
the lure of sex andviolencecelebratesvaluesof thedog-eat-dogÒcowboy
capitalismÓof globalization,the broadercultural power of hip-hop helps
forge a morecomplex resistanceidentity for youth modeledafter African
Americanrebellionto Whiteauthority(seeShort,1996).Amongthefound-
ersof hip-hopwereformergangmembers,likeAfrika Bambaatain theSouth
Bronx,whoconsciouslysaw hip-hopasawaytopull youthawayfromgangs
(Kitwana,1994,2002).Thefactthatrapnow containsconflicting idealsof
violenceand anti-violence,consumerismand anti-consumerism,religion
andantagonismto religion, andmisogyny andfeminismonly atteststo its
overall power in identifying the locus of the struggle.

To saythatgangscanbeunderstoodthroughthelensof hip-hopcultureis
differentfrom sayingthatgangsaresubcultures(Cloward & Ohlin, 1960;
Cohen,1955;Miller, 1958).Miller andCohen(1955)bothsaw subcultureas
anethnicallyneutralandtemporaryoutlookof workingor lowerclassyouth
andadults.ClowardandOhlin (1960)saw thesourceof gangsubculturein
theparticularcharacteristicsof opportunitystructureswithin kindsof neigh-
borhoods and downplayed its ethnic dimensions.

Hip-hopculture, and itsgangstarapvariant, isavowedly AfricanAmerican,
with African andJamaicanroots.Originatingin communal,life-affirming
values(Rose,1994), like all cultural goodstoday, it is also shamelessly
exploitedbymediacompaniesÒmerchandizingtherhymesof violenceÓ(Ro,
1996).Gangstarapisalsonihilistic,worshipingdestructionandviolencein a
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way moreextremethanCohenÕs reactionformation,a paeanto Black sur-
vival and a violent response to the no-way-out life of the ghetto.

However, thegangsteridentityexistswithin abroader, worldwidehip-hop
cultureandrepresentsanoutlookof millions of thesociallyexcluded.This
contestedresistanceidentity is no longera transientsubcultureof alienated
youthbut apermanentoppositionalandracializedculturearisingin thewake
of theretreatof thestateandtheparallelstrengtheningof culturalidentities.
Thepowerof gangstarapwithin hip-hopcultureatteststo theimportanceof
the global criminal economy to socially excluded youth.

THE UNDERGROUND ECONOMY

The criminal economyhasbeenestimatedby the UN asgrossingmore
than$400billion annually, which would make it the largestmarket in the
world, includingoil. PeterReuterÕs(1996)moreconservativeestimates(his
low-ball figureof $150billion in annualdrugsales)areneverthelessbreath-
taking.TheU.S.gangliteraturehasoftendescribeddrugdealingasunorga-
nized,andlow-paying,but thesaleof drugsin theUnitedStatesis tied to
aninternationalnetwork of drugsuppliers,cartels,andmafiasthatexercise
enormousinfluencein communitiesandnationsonaglobalscale(Castells,
1998).

Theliteratureongangsandtheundergroundeconomyin theUnitedStates
is extensive (Moore,1991;Taylor, 1989;Venkatesh& Leavitt, 2000).But
thesearelocalstudiesandtheiremphasis,asin my own prior work, is onthe
insularworld of drug dealingin a singlecity. Thesestudiesdescribethe
importanceof thedrugmarketto bothyounggangmembersandto thecom-
munity (seeespeciallyPattillo, 1998;Venkatesh,2000).They alsodescribe
drug-dealinggangsasthemainstreet-level employerof youthin thepoorest
areas of cities, forsaken by industrial jobs (Hagedorn, 2001).

The underground economy, however, has changedover the decades.
Portes,Castells,and Benton(1989) explain how globalizationhastrans-
formedillegal marketsinto anintegralpartof theworld system.Theunder-
groundeconomyhassurvival functionsin urbanareaswherethe formal
economydisappears,providing goodsandservicesin unregulatedwaysthat
arein demandby moreaffluent customers.On theU.S.border, acrusading
prosecutorwhowaslaterkilled admitted,ÒItis sadto say, but while thedrug
lords areherethe economyis strong.This money activatesthe economy,
injectsnew moneyÓ(Rotella,1998,p.254).In many areas,profitableillegal
marketsin drugsarebut onebusinessamongmany that includearmssales
andtraffickingin womenandchildren.Whentheformaleconomyfalters,the
informal steps in.
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An importantfeatureof theglobalerais thecoexistence/convergenceof
differentkinds of non-stateactors,including groupsof armedyoungmen
(seealsoGoldstone,2002).Political movementsoften rely on the under-
groundeconomyandmany statesecurityforceshavebeencorruptedbymas-
siveprofitsderivedfromsellingdrugsandguns.As left-wingpoliticalmove-
mentswane,demoralizationsetsin andmilitants,many whohavefew skills
outsideof armedstruggle,arefacedwith a dubiousmoralchoiceof unem-
ploymentor working for druggangs.Thus,theinability of thenew govern-
mentin SouthAfrica toassimilateall ÒSpearof theNationÓguerrillasintothe
police or military hasled someformer guerrillasinto the world of crime.
Protestantmilitias in Belfast,facedwith theÒgreeningÓof NorthernIreland
andwhatappearsmoreandmorecertainlyasafuturereunificationwith the
south,haveturnedtheirgunsononeanotherin awarover drugturf. Mexico
is theposterchild for the integrationof military andpoliceforceswith the
local drug cartels.In Central America, journalist Silla Boccanerosadly
reported,ÒUntilrecently, arebelliousyouthfrom CentralAmericawouldgo
into themountainsandjoin theguerrillas.Today, he leaves thecountryside
for the city and joins one of the streetgangsengagedin commoncrime
without political objectivesÓ (COAV, 2002).

Theinformal undergroundeconomyis now astructuralpartof theworld
order, assuredby theuneven developmentof globalization.Violenceis not a
necessaryconditionfor illicit enterprises,but whenregulationby peaceful
means fails, gangs and other groups of armed youth rise in prominence.

URBAN REDIVISION OF SPACE

PeterMarcuse(1997)arguesthatthevastexpansionof wealthin theworld
economyhasproducedglobalcitiesthatareseparatedinto theÒcitadelÓand
theÒghetto.ÓSpacein globalizingcitiesis redividedasthewealthy andwell-
paidÒknowledgeworkersÓhew outspacesfor themselvesnearthebanksand
centralbusinessdistricts (seeSassen,2002). This ÒyuppieÓland grab is
accompaniedbyrenewedemphasisonsafety,crime,andethnicantagonisms.
The spatial concentrationof ethnic minoritiesÑoften peopleof African
descentÑinthepoorestareasof oldcitieshasmeantthatlandscovetedbythe
wealthy must be ÒcleansedÓof the criminal, the violent, and the Òother.Ó
Thus,Chicagohasdisplaced100,000AfricanAmericansbydemolishingthe
high-risehousingprojectsthatwerebuilt tocontainthemlessthanhalfacen-
tury ago(Hagedorn& Rauch,2004).S‹o Paulois comparedto LosAngeles
in CaldeiraÕs(2000)brilliant studyof thetwocitieserectingwallsof segrega-
tion tokeepthedarkpoorawayfromtheWhiteelite(seealsoMassey, 1996),
the vast expansion of wealth in the global economy.
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Thisworldwidetrendhasmeantthepoliticizationof policiesoncrimeand
violence,even thoughin mostcities of the industrializedworld, violence
declinedin the1990s.In theUnitedStates,this law andordertrendhastar-
getedalienatedandjoblessAfricanAmericanyouth,resultingin anunprece-
dentedexpansionof prisonbuilding. AmericaÕsprisons,at least50%Black
in acountrywhereAfricanAmericansmakeupabout12%of thepopulation,
canbeseenasbut anotherdevicefor controlof theÒsocialdynamiteÓof the
ghetto.Wacquant(2000)arguesthat theprisonandtheghettoarebut two
nodesonacontinuumof socialcontroldatingbacktoslavery. Althoughpris-
onsareoftenbuilt far from urbanareas,they havebecomevirtually contigu-
ousto ghettoesandbarrios,asgangleaderscontinueto run their organiza-
tionsfromtheircells.Mostgangsin bothRiodeJaneiroandChicagoarerun
from theprison(Dowdney, 2003;Hagedorn,in press-a).Somegangshave
theiroriginsin prison,likeLaEme,andlaterdominatethestreets(Hayden,
2004).

THE INSTITUTION ALIZA TION OF GANGS

Violencein citiesof theworld varieswidely, from verylow ratesof homi-
cidein Europe,China,Japan,Oceania,andtheMiddleEasttoveryhighrates
in cities of many countriesin Africa, Latin America,and the Caribbean.
Within theUnited States,asin SouthAmerica,Asia, EasternEurope,and
Africa, some cities have very high rates, and some low.

Gangsaretobefoundin citiesall over theworld,in thosewith bothlow and
highratesof violence.However, in somecities,gangshaveinstitutionalized
andhavebeenpresentfor decades.To saythataganghasinstitutionalizedis
to saythatit persistsdespitechangesin leadership(e.g.,killed, incarcerated,
orÒmaturedoutÓ),hasorganizationcomplex enoughtosustainmultipleroles
of itsmembers(includingrolesfor womenandchildren),canadapttochang-
ing environmentswithout dissolving(e.g.,asa resultof policerepression),
fulf ills someneedsof its community (economic,security, services),and
organizes a distinct outlook of its members (rituals, symbols, and rules).

Thatsomecitiesarehometo institutionalizedgangsandothersnot rein-
forcestheimportanceof localconditions.My researchsuggeststhatin every
city in theworld thathashadpersistinghighratesof violence,thereareinsti-
tutionalizedgroupsof armedyouthÑfor example,Chicago,Los Angeles,
RiodeJaneiro,Medillin, Caracas,Kingston,CapeFlats,Lagos,Mogadishu,
andBelfastÑalthoughcausalityis likely to berecursive. Thedividedcities
literature(Hagedorn& Perry, 2002;Marcuse,1997)suggeststhatgangsor
othergroupsof armedyouthinstitutionalizein contestedcitieswith high lev-
elsof racial,ethnic,or religious(ratherthansolelyclass)oppression, where
demoralizationand the defeatof political strugglehave occurred,and in
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defensiblespacesthat provide naturalprotectionopportunitiesfor ill egal
economic activity.

Institutionalizedgangsaremorethana crimeproblem.Many aredeeply
involvedwith politics,realestate,religion,andcommunityorganizationsand
cannotbeeasilydestroyedbysuppressionorrepressionof thedrugeconomy.
Drugsalesalsoprovideopportunitiesfor large-scalecorruptionandthepur-
chaseof heavy weapons.Gangsthusaresocialactors,in TouraineÕs and
ParkÕs sense.As socialactorswithin poorcommunitieswith weakmecha-
nismsof formalsocialcontrol,gangs,militias, factions,andcartelshavethe
capacitynotonly towagewar butalsoto reinit in (seeBrotherton& Barrios,
2003;Bursik& Grasmick,1993;Hayden,2004,for differentelaborationsof
thisthesis).Differencesamongcities(e.g.,whyChicagoandLosAngelesare
hometo institutionalizedgangsandNew York City isnot)havenotbeensat-
isfactorily explained.Understandingthe factorsunderlyingthe institution-
alizationof gangsandthepersistenceof violenceareamongthemostpress-
ing reasons for studying gangs.

CONCLUSION:
GANGS AS SOCIAL ACTORS

The U.S. JusticeDepartmentwar on terror hasredirectedfunds for re-
search(Savelsberg, Cleveland,& King, 2004),with the result that fewer
socialscientistswill bedoinggangresearchandperspectivesarelikely to be
polarized.Federallyfundedstudiesarelikely to stressganglinks to terror-
ism,whereasnon-federallyfundedstudiesmaycontinuetoÒpuncturestereo-
typesÓandstresslocalconditions.A morerealisticandproductivefuturefor
gangresearchliesin neitherof thesedirections.Instead,weshouldcombine
oursociologicalandanthropologicalorientationswith urbanpolitical econ-
omy andthe analysisof gangsandotherorganizationsof the socially ex-
cludedin theglobalizingcity. Gangscannotbeunderstoodoutsideof their
globalcontext, nor reducedto epiphenomenaof globalizationor cogsin an
internationalterroristconspiracy. To afargreaterdegreethanin thepast,we
needto studytheracializedidentitiesof maleandfemalegangmembersand
the salience of culture.

Gangsarebeingreproducedthroughoutthislargelyurbanworldbyacom-
binationof economicandpolitical marginalizationandcultural resistance.
Weignoreorganizationsof thesociallyexcludedatgreatrisk. Althoughthe
collapseof socialismand demoralizationof left-wing forces have been
replacedby new social movementsthat show promisefor social change
(Castells,1997;Touraine,1995),in someplacesinstitutionalizedgangsand
othergroupsof armedyouth have moved into the vacuumcreatedby the
demiseof theleft. Thesegroupsarecynicalaboutpoliticsandlooking des-
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peratelyfor a betterlife today, not tomorrow. For them, the promisesof
modernityhave proven to be illusory. Gangsareoneprice we pay for the
failure of the modern project.

Institutionalizedgangsareunlikely eitherto graduallydieoutor beelimi-
natedby force.It mightbeprofitablefor socialscientiststo seethemaspart-
nersatthetablewhoneedtobeincludedin thepolity,asBursikandGrasmick
(1993)controversially suggesteda decadeago.In TouraineÕs sense,insti-
tutionalizedgangs,too, are subjects.Dealing with gangsas social actors
requiresa policy of bothintoleranceof violenceandtoleranceof informal,
nonviolenteconomicactivity. It requiresmorenegotiationandlesssuppres-
sion.How we dealwith thereality of gangsandothersamongthesocially
excludedisoneof thosemarkersthatwill shapethenature,andthefuture,of
civilization.

NOTE

1.Althoughwomenplayrolesin thesegangs,overwhelminglythey aregroupsof
armedyoungmen,warriorsfightingfor masculinity, survival,andethnicor religious
identity.
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