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THE DIRT 
 

by 
The Poet 

 
 
 
 
 
The dirt I did it was a shame,   
Playing with fire that was the game. 
I laughed and I laugh till I found myself crying. 
Nobody knew it, but inside was dying. 
The dirt I was doing, no one knew. 
 
I had to put two slugs in a man 
 from my own crew. 
How could I do it?  Killing a friend. 
At the funeral looking at the family 
 with a devilish grin. 
If I had a second chance would I do it again? 
I really couldn’t tell you, I killed my best friend. 
 
I did so much dirt, I should be ashamed 
I wasn’t forced to do it, no one is to blame,  
 but me, 
I killed a friend.  May he rest in peace. 
I can’t understand the demons in my head. 
Sometimes I feel like I’m living, but dead. 
 
The dirt I did, I really can’t explain. 
The last words when he called me name. 
Do I feel remorse, inside I do. 
But on the outside I must be loyal to my crew. 
The dirt I did, I barely want to talk, 
but the demons in my head at night they stalk. 
The dirt. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
I was taught to be better, 
 My morals suppose to be fine. 
But in my thoughts killing was so divine. 
You had to kill to show love in the hood 
 I thought. 
It was set up to be paid for, 
 And like a fool I bought. 
I have did so much dirt, and I can’t change that, 
 but I would try so hard to give life back. 
Even after tonight, 
 I still have a chip on my shoulder. 
The weight is on me like a 50 ton bolder. 
 
The dirt I did made me think ahead. 
It’s a sad tale, While my friend laid dead. 
The day in the alley made me feel so cold.  
To take another life, I was so bold. 
I did not kill him, but it feels like I did. 
I didn’t pull the trigger, but I brought him in. 
When I say brought in, 
 I mean persuade him to be. 
He didn’t see it coming, 
 Those two bullets he received. 
 
My thoughts now, is my thoughts daily. 
As I stare and think, does hell await me. 
This is not a joke, it’s on the real. 
Troy Dennis asked me to write down the things 
 that I feel. 
So these are my feelings about someone I killed. 
I can still feel the demons inside my soul. 
Because there’s still stories left untold. 
 
The dirt. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
This research project’s goal is to provide a way to help professionals and community leaders 

address the rise and spread of gang activity in the state of Minnesota.  The project’s basic belief 

is that “prescription without diagnosis is malpractice” and that the reason many approaches to 

curbing gang violence fail is that they are not based on a clear picture of what gang life really is in 

Minnesota.1  In order to do a proper diagnosis; this project gathered data in several different 

forms, but primarily through non-directive personal interviews with active and inactive gang 

members.  In our experience, gang members, given the right environment, provide detailed 

information about the core issues that prompt and maintain their involvement in the gang lifestyle.  

These interviews were recorded on DAT (digital audiotape), and transcribed verbatim.  The 

qualitative distillations were produced from these interviews.  The words of the men and women 

who live the gang life are powerful.  They are the real experts.  From these expert’s stories, we 

present some of the most current understanding of the gang culture. 

 

In the earliest transcribed interviews, the importance of love and parenting in the development of 

a gangster became apparent.  In order to better understand this subject, Ms. Kris Lundquist of the 

Hennepin County Home School conducted ten interviews with gang members’ families.  These 

interviews give a more accurate picture of the family dynamics that support or promote gang 

activity, since virtually every gang member spoke of the need for family that the gang supplied. 

 

Dr. Dennis Conroy, Ph.D., L.P. completed Minnesota Multi Phasic Personality Inventories (MMPI) 

on 14 of the interviewed gang members.  These MMPIs were scored and interpreted in an 

attempt to provide more information on the psychological profile of a gang member.  Our goal 

was to develop better understanding of the psychological issues that surround this behavior 

pattern and to use this information in intervention programming. 

 

Finally, to provide a clear description of the demographics and geographical spread of gangs, all 

300 municipal and county law enforcement agencies were surveyed.  This survey, written and 

supported through Metropolitan State University School of Law Enforcement and Criminal Justice 

Studies, had a 50 percent return rate.  The survey asked for information regarding individual 

                                                      
1 Michael Nila – Minnesota Community Policing Institute training overhead transparency 
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gangs in their municipality, the number of members, racial and gender breakdown of members 

and the crimes they commit.  In addition, the respondents supplied information on any programs 

in place that supported gang prevention or intervention.  The Minnesota Gang Strike Force has 

identified 79 gangs in Minnesota.  The Minnesota Department of Corrections has identified 87 

gangs that have members in their custody. 

 

A qualitative approach was used in gathering the data that provides the bulk of the information in 

this report.  Some demographic trends based on quantitative data are included, however, the 

primary approach uses the information gathered from more than 100 oral history interviews with 

gang members past and present.  As noted, the oral history interviews were conducted in a non-

directed fashion through the use of open-ended questions.  The interviewer began by spending 

an extensive period of rapport building, encouraging the subjects to tell their story.  The subject 

could take the interview in whatever direction they chose.  Despite the fact that the interviews had 

no specific list of questions, there was a general list of topics injected into the conversations.  

These topics included: 

 

• gang history 
• attraction to the gang 
• family history 
• chemical use history 
• gang day-today activities 
• addiction issues 
• gang rituals 
• gang initiations 
• gang psychological profiles 
• weapons use and acquisition 
• female roles and relationships 
• family dynamics 
• gang organizational structure 
• retirement methods 
• school and education 
• police contacts 
• corrections and probation programs 
• gang intervention and prevention ideas 
• personal needs 
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Based on the information gathered regarding these primary topics, secondary topics developed 

and further questions evolved.  This system allowed for the development of a high degree of 

expertise on the part of the primary interviewer, Kate Cavett, who was able to apply the 

knowledge gained during interviews conducted in 1995 to the later ones just completed in 1998.  

This system has also allowed the researchers to look at the development of the gang scene over 

the past three years and to begin addressing the issues that have fostered and promoted its 

growth. 

 

The gang members who were our interview subjects came from a wide cross section of the 

population.  Diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds of both genders are represented, as well as 

subjects from various geographic locations.  The research design called for interview subjects to 

come from five racial groups. It has been assumed that “white” (European origins) were not a 

large portion of gang organization.  However, an equal percentage of European-Americans was 

included in the sample.  This was not difficult.  In the suburbs and outstate Minnesota (Referring 

to outside the Minneapolis, Saint Paul metropolitan area. This includes smaller cities and rural 

areas), there is an overabundance of white gangsters.    The greatest difficulty in representing all 

five racial groups is in interviewing male and female Asian and Hispanic gang members. 

 

We included a larger percentage of females in the sample than the literature would have 

suggested exits.  Nationally, the estimates are that females make up only 5 to 10 percent of the 

gangs.  Not wanting to ignore this population, we identified thirty females who shared their oral 

histories.  This was a larger sample than experts initially indicated was necessary in order to be 

proportionately represented. It suggests that there are significant undocumented populations of 

females affiliated with the gangs. 

 

Finally, the greatest struggle was interviewing subjects in the suburbs.  A larger sample from 

outstate Minnesota is needed, but we were unable to provide this balanced distribution because 

of funding limitations. 

 

Our goal for the study was to try and get gangsters from a wide range of gangs.  We worked from 

a list of national gangs and added the local gangs as we learned of them.  The interview sample 

consisted of the following categories: 
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CULTURE 

29 European Americans 
34 Black Americans 
12 Hispanic Americans 
12 South East Asian Americans 
15          Native Americans 

 

 
GENDER 

 73 Male                                      30 Female 
  

 
CITY OF RESIDENCE 

 
Saint Paul   29                      
Minneapolis   26                  
Metro Suburbs   12                     
Mille Lacs Reservation  06                 
Duluth    05 
Willmar    05 
Mankato   03 
Rochester   03 
Albert Lea   02 
Grand Rapids   02 
Hutchinson   02 
Lower Sioux Reservation / 02 
 Morton / Redwood Falls 
Saint Cloud   02 
Faribault   01 
Litchfield   01 
Red Lake Reservation  01 
Worthington   01 
 
 
 

AREA OF ACTIVITY 
67    Metro Area            36 Outstate Minnesota 

 
GANGS / ORGANIZATIONS 

Gangster Disciples  (GD) 30 
Vice Lords   (V.L.) 15 
Crips     15 
Latin Kings   (LK) 10 
Bloods     06 
Black Disciples    02 
Bogus Boyz    02 
Native Mob    02 
Hmong Pride   (H.P.) 02 
Men of Destruction  (MOD) 02 
Black Peace Stone                      (BPS) 01 
Brown for Life   (B.F.I.)  01 
Cholo Loco    01 
Hill Top Hustlers   01 
V Mob     01 
Central Avenue    01 
Eighth Street Thugs   01 
Saint Louis Family Gang  01 
Oriental Ruthless Boyz  (ORB) 01 
612 Hard Core Crips  (612) 01 
Red Cambodian Bloods  (RCB) 01 
Hmong Mafia   (MM) 01 
White Tigers   (W.T.)   01 
Purple Brothers    01 
Scantless Oriental Blood (SOB) 01 
Graffiti Artist    01 
Aryan Nation    01 
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In obtaining our subjects for the interviews, we relied heavily on word of mouth among the 

gangsters themselves. Law enforcement and corrections personnel provided introductions to 

gang members, to other professionals and to one mother.  Both adult and juvenile, private and 

public agencies were significantly helpful in conducting the interviews.  The gangsters self-

selected to participate in the interviews, rather than being selected by any objective criteria as to 

how involved in the gang scene they were.  Given the informal selection process, the number of 

members from any particular area should not be used to judge the relative size of the gangs in 

any of those areas.  Thus while we interviewed six gang members in Mille Lacs, that does not 

mean that there are three times as many gangsters there as in Saint Cloud, where we were only 

able to interview two.  Overall the 103 interviews make up a small sample of the estimated ten 

thousand gang members in the state of Minnesota. 

 

It should be noted that for the purposes of this report and the transcriptions of their actual 

interviews, the subjects were asked to give a pseudonym for use in the interviews and in any 

subsequent educational projects.  Throughout this report we will use the interviewee’s 

pseudonym to protect their anonymity.  All subjects were asked to sign a waiver and release that 

allowed the information they provided to be used in research and educational programs.  In cases 

where the subjects are under 18 years of age, their guardian or parent authorized their 

participation. Subjects were told that the information gathered would be made available to 

professionals in law enforcement, education and human services, including local police.  In 

several cases where the subject appeared to be giving information regarding criminal activity, 

local or state law enforcement agencies were notified. 

 

In addition to the oral interviews with gang members, several police and corrections officers, who 

currently work with gangs, were interviewed.  This allowed for the development of an 

organizational perspective regarding Minnesota gangs.  These interviews also helped validate 

some of the information that we received from the gang members.  These police officials also 

provided a historical context into which the modern Minnesota gang fits. 

 

In addition to this report, the knowledge learned from the research has been actively shared by 

Hand in Hand through educational presentations.  A list of presentations made to date is included 

in Appendix D. 
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Chapter 1 

GANG ORGANIZATION 
 

But, we’ve adapted, we’ve evolved just like civilization.  But evolved to what?  
We’ve changed our name, we’re not gang members, we’re organizational 
representatives.  That’s a hell of a evolution.  But, the real question is, “what exactly do 
we represent?”  Take GD, Gangster Disciple.  Years an’ years ago, the only disciples that 
I knew of were the ones in the book of the Lord himself.  Gangsters, we’re damn sure 
gangsters, that’s for sure.  We run in a pack or we run by ourselves.  We take that which 
does not rightfully belong from others.  Robin Hood, he takes from the rich and gives to 
the poor.  Gangster Disciples, we take from all. 

And it’s not just Gangster Disciples that do it, there’s many other organizations 
that do it.  But, I don’t care what anybody says, even the President himself knows that 
Gangster Disciples are the most organized  syndicate that there is.  History teaches that 
the Mafia is organized.  We’re more organized than them.  Just ‘cuz they just happen to 
sit in corporate places means nothing.  Our arms stretch all the way to the military.  To 
the legislature.  We vote, we influence voting, 21st Century Vote.  Now, what kind of front 
could that possibly be?  And the righteous endeavors of our world and the free world, we 
tend to think we own this planet.  They say we’re state wide, we say we’re nationwide.  
They say we’re local, we’re even in the suburbs.  We even stretch across seas.  There’s 
nowhere in the world that we don’t reach.2 

 
    Adversity 
    25 year old Black American 
    Saint Paul Gangster Disciple 
 

 
What is a gang? 

According to Minnesota Statute 609.229 a gang is an ongoing organization, association or group 

of three or more persons that has as one of its primary activities the commission of one or more 

particular criminal offenses with a common name identifying signs and symbols, whose members 

individually or collectively engage in a pattern of criminal activity or provide support for members 

who do commit crimes. 

 

This definition is used to prosecute individuals for crimes committed for the benefit of a gang, and 

it provides a broad definition that most gangs in Minnesota can be placed into.  Gangs and their 

                                                           
2 Adversity Interview, October 1998 
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members have become ever more varied as they become more sophisticated and 

organizationally developed.3 

The Ten-Point Criteria has been the best way to identify gang membership.  It came to Minnesota 

through the combined efforts of the Ramsey County Sheriff and Saint Paul Police Department 

when the Asian Crime Task Force was formed.  The Minnesota Gang Strike Force later adopted 

it.  Under the Ten-Point Criteria, a gangster is defined as a individual 14 years old or older, 

charged with a gross misdemeanor and who has three or more gang indicators described on a 

criteria checklist.  An individual who has two of the criteria is generally noted as a gang associate.  

An individual found to have one of the criteria is not considered a gang member, although it would 

be a risk factor, and if coupled with a criminal or juvenile record, should be a strong indicator that 

some type of intervention is needed. 

 

The Ten-Point Criteria consists of the following items: 
 
 
1. Admits gang membership or association. 
 
2. Is observed to associate on a regular basis with known gang members. 
 
3. Has tattoos indicating gang membership. 
 
4. Wears gang symbols to identify with a specific gang. 
 
5. Is in a photograph with known gang members and/or using gang related hand signs. 
 
6. Name is on a gang document, hit list, or gang related graffiti. 
 
7. Is identified as a gang member by a reliable source. 
 
8. Is arrested in the company of identified gang members or associates. 
 
9. Corresponds with known gang members or writes and/or receives correspondence about 

gang activities. 
 
10. Writes about gangs (graffiti) on walls, books and paper.4 
 

                                                           
3 Saint Paul Police SIU Gang Handbook 
4 Minnesota Gang Strike Force. 
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How do we classify gang members?  Sociologically, gang membership is divided into three 

categories: Hard Core, Associate and Affiliate.5  The gang members sometimes codify these 

levels by describing themselves as Original Gangsters (OGs), Baby Gangsters (BGs) and 

wannabe’s.  The term OG originally referred to the Original Gangsters who were the founding 

members of the gang.  OGs are the CEOs of the gang and they allocate both financial resources 

and human resources for the gang’s benefit.  The OGs approve major drug or financial 

transactions, such as purchase of property for the gang’s usage.  In addition, the OGs have the 

final say in allowing new members into the gang and approving new sets (individual gang 

organizations – also called cliques) that develop as offshoots of the gang.  The OG is sometimes 

called the “shot caller, “ since they also mete out the discipline in the form of ordering violation for 

breaking gang’s rules.  All OGs are, by definition, hard core members, but not all hard core 

members are OGs, although the term is used so frequently that it is becoming difficult to 

determine if it truly means anything.  Here in Minnesota, the term OG indicates a gang member in 

a leadership position who is always a hard core member. 

 

A hard core member is generally a young man between the age of 18 to 24 years of age, known 

for being a violent felon with a long history of juvenile delinquency and/or adult convictions.  Hard 

core members are the inner circle of the gang and do most of the real work of the gang. Hard 

core members are the most dangerous because they are the hardest to recognize.  By this stage 

in their criminal career, they only display gang identification intentionally, when they deem it 

appropriate  As Shepherd, a Hmong White Tiger, told us, “But then, if you wanna be a gangster, 

you’re supposed to be hard core and be able to do this and that and kill somebody.  You’re 

supposed to back up your home boys all the time.”6 

 

According to most experts and most gang members, females may be hard core, but it is not 

typical. 

 

“That was another rule that girls couldn’t be a part of this, ‘cuz where their hearts are at, 
we felt they’re..they’re too weak emotionally and physically to be a part of it.  Just didn’t 
think that they’d be strong enough or smart enough and, I don’t know, we didn’t have 
much respect for them, so how we supposed to let them in the family if we don’t 
 
 

                                                           
5 Midwest Gang Investigators Association, Investigators Handbook, 1992 
6 Shepherd Interview, June 1996 
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respect them.  They can hang around us for someone to fuck and someone to do dirty 
work for us, but we still showed them a lot less respect.  We didn’t give them any 
actually.”7 

 
 

It is also not typical for hard core members to still be actively engaged in gang activity after age 

24, as they are either deceased or incarcerated by this time.  However, here in Minnesota,  hard 

core gangsters may still live in the community well past middle age, with some elder gangsters as 

old as 55 years old. 

 

A Baby Gangster or Associate member is generally a male gang member who has been initiated 

into the gang.  We see these young people most frequently at about 12-14 years of age as they 

are in the middle of junior high school.  These young people, typically, are already established 

discipline problems for the schools and for their parents.  They tend to be regionally mobile, 

traveling at will throughout the metro or outstate8 area.  They are frequently already well known to 

the police as kids who are too often found hanging on the periphery of trouble.  Despite this, they 

usually are not yet career felons as they are still learning the trade and not seen as dependable 

enough to entrust any “real weight” to their care. These young people are likely to proudly display 

the signs of their gang involvement by wearing the “rags” and cocking the hats. 

 

The good news is that this group is still fairly naïve and tends to look for security in other people 

who are significant to them.  They are therefore prime candidates for intervention activities.  It is 

this group that Saint Paul’s ACOP program and Ramsey County Sheriffs literacy program are 

geared toward and that these programs have been so successful at reaching.  After 3-5 years 

these baby gangsters, seem to reach a crossroads and choose to either get out or to get more 

involved, as the gang activity steps them up to the realm of the hard core.  This need for 

validation from others makes these baby gangsters dangerously unpredictable, because during 

this period, they are episodically capable of great violence as they attempt to show how hard they 

are to the OGs and wannabes. 

                                                           
7 Duke Interview, June 1996 
8 “Outstate” refers to outside of Minnesota’s Minneapolis, Saint Paul and suburban Metropolitan area that 
includes smaller cities and rural areas. 
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A wannabe or affiliate is an individual who hangs around with gang members but does not claim 

membership in the gangs.  The affiliate might be referred to as a sycophant or groupie.  They 

generally have not been beat-in or otherwise initiated into the gang in an official sense.  These 

individuals do not regularly commit crimes for the gang and are not therefore entrusted with gang 

business, money or secrets.  They are most often misdemeanant or status offenders who range 

from 11-14 years of age.  Their interest in gangs spikes as they enter junior high.  These young 

people are very naïve and easily manipulated by adults both in the gangs and out.  The affiliate 

tends to be neighborhood-based and turn-oriented, and peer dependent. 

 

The term “wannabe” characterizes young people who dress like gangsters and who emulate the 

gang style, they are people who WANT TO BE like a gangster.  The law enforcement profession 

has tried to curb the use of this phrase, as it has become an excuse for community inaction.  In 

our research, the gangsters use the term themselves as a way of describing either gang 

members that they have no respect for or, more commonly, for the young men and women who 

party with and socialize with gangsters, but who have not committed to the gang.  As Duke told 

us: 

 

“I was 13 when I started getting into gangs.  They told me they’d beat me in because I 
was wearing the rags.  I always had my hat cocked and stuff.  I was claiming, I was never 
really true.  And then they beat me in and I became true.  I became actually one of them.  
I became part of the nation.  It’d be like legal.  I was kinda engaged to it, then I actually 
got married to it.”9 

 
 
 
In our interviews, the gangsters gave us many terms for the different levels of status in the gang, 

although many of the interviewees also claimed their clique, crew or set10 did not give rank or 

titles to members.  As we see a number of specific duties within the gang organization, we also 

see different names for the rank or titles given to individuals with status: 

                                                           
9 Duke Interview, June 1996 
10 Clique, Crew or Set are small organizational units, as a city is a unit within a county or state. 
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Gangster Disciples 
and cousin organizations 

 
Board Member 

King 
“Gov” – Governor 

Assistant “Gov” Governor 
Chairman 

Chief of Security (COS) 
Minister of Ministers 

Minister 
Co-Minister Demerits/Co-Demerits 

“Lit” Coordinators 
Region 

Superior (with one to six stars) 
Coordinators 

Assistant Coordinator/Second Coordinator 
Unit Coordinator/Area Coordinator 

Regional Coordinator 
Ghetto Star 

Security 
First through Fifth World 

Sergeant 
Soldier (may acquire stripes) 

Female: 
Queen 
Gangsterette 

 

Vice Lords 
and cousin organizations 

 
Supreme Elite 
Universal Elite 

OG 
General (with one to five stars) 

Elite 
Chief 

Chief of Security 
Soldiers with stars 

Soldiers 
Female: 

Vice Lady 
Flower 
 

 

 

 

 

Generic or AD hoc sets 
OG 

Chairman 
President 

Vice Chairman 
Superior 

Lieutenants 
Soldiers 

Foot Soldiers 
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Definition of Ranks or Titles 

 
King/Chairman – A term used to describe the status of Larry Hoover who runs the international 
Gangster Disciple Operation. 
 
Gov – Term for Governor, a person running a region or city’s gang operation.  A “Gov” would 
command multiple sets.  Used primarily with Chicago-based gangs like the Gangster Disciples. 
 
General with stars – A leader in high position.  The stars indicate the number of sets reporting or 
the status, used primarily with Vice Lords.  For example, Sharif Willis was a five star general in 
the Vice Lord People Nation. 
 
President/”OG”, Original Gangster – A person running a set or gang. 
 
Lit (literature) Coordinator – A person responsible for the safekeeping, dissemination, and 
authenticity of the gang’s rules and literature. 
 
War Lord or Sergeant at Arms, Chief of Security – A person responsible for administering 
violations and keeping control of the weapons.  This person also organizes security at gang 
functions, drug houses, prison cellblock.  He sets up violations, attacks and retaliatory acts. 
 
Treasurer – A person who acts as bookkeeper, money counter and comptroller. 
 
Lieutenant – A person who is a street boss or a first line supervisor. 
 
Soldier – The rank and file associate and hard core member who actually conducts the gang’s 
business. 
 
 
 
Minnesota gangs have evolved to look different than the parent organizations from the cities 

where they were founded.  This is most easily seen in exploring the bureaucratic gangs that have 

migrated from Chicago (Gangster Disciples, Vice Lords, Latin Kings and their affiliates).  In 

Chicago, these are tightly run organizations with specific hierarchy and rank structure.  Minnesota 

gangs are a mutation from the original hierarchical organizations in Chicago, as evidenced by the 

different ranks identified in the various cliques or sets and how the organizations function.  

Although, Gangster Disciples (GD) are the largest gang in Minnesota, most of these different 

Minnesota GD sets use a dissimilar rank structure and an assortment of different titles for their 

leaders.  Many of the Gangster Disciple sets, as well as several Vice Lord sets, actually function 

like, and have a structure that looks more like the flat, ad hoc gangs that originated in Los 

Angeles (Crips and Bloods).  This tendency to flatten out the gang structure is especially 

prevalent in outstate and suburban gangs. 
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Chapter 2 

WHY DO YOUTH JOIN GANGS? 
 
Members identify five needs that their gangs supplied: 
 

• Safety 

• Love 

• Power 

• Freedom 

• Fun 

 

Why do our children and young adults join gangs?  This question is a crucial one since it speaks 

to those fundamental issues that, if properly identified, would drive any successful prevention or 

intervention program.  This question was one of the many places where a significant discrepancy 

was found between what the young gangsters we interviewed told us, and what the “experts” 

were often telling us.  At the time of this research, law enforcement experts in the metro area 

were working from the perspective that gang members joined to to make money or were the 

product of some form of mental illness, such as oppositional and defiant behavior.  Even as we 

conclude this project, we still meet with a significant number of members of the Minnesota law 

enforcement professions who maintain that it is money that gets the members to join and that a 

psycho/sociopathic rage is the driving force behind the violence.  There are even officers who still 

preach the idea that gang members see little or no value to life.  When used to form policy and 

strategy, these beliefs may impede the system’s ability to respond effectively to gang organization 

and members. 

 

Historically, the sociological and criminological literature reported that people join gangs for many 

reasons, with financial gain being the most frequently cited.  According to the classic literature on 

gangs, criminologists hypothesize that gangs exist because in the slums, ghettos and barrios, 

there are no other opportunities for success. 

 

Frederick Thrasher, the author and father of the first study of gangs, saw gangs as an interstitial 

group, originally formed spontaneously and then integrated through conflict.  The following types 

of behavior characterize it: 
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• meeting face to face 

• movement through space as a unit 

• milling 

• conflict and planning 

 

The result of this collective behavior is the development of tradition, unreflective internal structure, 

esprit de corps, solidarity, morale, group awareness and attachment to local territory.11  According 

to Thrasher, an interstitial group is a crack in the fabric of normal society that can be generally 

recognized by weak family controls, poverty and social disorganization.  Thrasher and many 

sociologists see gangs as a function of the poor, and they frequently, therefore, spend a great 

deal of effort explaining the gang in terms of normal youth who lack economic opportunity.  Felix 

Padilla describes gangs as “a viable and persistent business enterprise within the U.S. economy, 

with its own culture, logic and systematic means of transmitting and reinforcing its fundamental 

business virtues.”   Others have described gangs as a natural consequence of the evolution from 

a manufacturing economy, with a surplus of relatively high paying jobs, to a low wage service 

economy.12 

 

In contrast to these earlier studies, the interviews we conducted with acknowledged gang 

members show that while money played a significant role in some gangs, it was rarely the only 

motivation to join a gang.  Money was neither the most important nor the most frequent reason 

discussed by the interviewees.  Instead, they talked abut how the gang fulfilled needs that weren’t 

met elsewhere in their lives.  They identified the following five needs that were satisfied by gang 

membership: 

• safety 

• love 

• power 

• freedom 

• fun 

 

Each youth interviewed had different ways of expressing what these needs meant to them.  

These needs are complex sets of emotional elements that played a major role in the formation of 

                                                           
11 Thrasher, Frederick.  The Gang:  a study of 1,313 gangs in Chicago, University of Chicago Press 1927 
12 Senna and Siegel’s Juvenile Delinquency, Text, page 319 
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the gang member’s mind set.  In our study, we looked at Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

and William Glasser’s13 Control Theory as ways of organizing the issues surrounding the needs 

that gangs fulfilled. 

 

Of the two models, Glasser14’s model of Control Theory was more easily applicable to the young 

people we studied. Glasser’s15 terminology appeared to be far closer to the language used by the 

gangsters and all five of his elements were easily identifiable in their stories.  Abraham Maslow’s 

writing had several elements difficult to correlate to factors in the stories told by the gang 

members.  In particular it was difficult to find a corresponding need or activity to Maslow’s self-

actualization need. 

 

Glasser16 contends that it is not information, but how we interpret the information and the choices 

we make about the interpretation, that make us behave in a certain way.  These choices satisfy 

one or more of five basic needs built into the genetic structure of our brain.17  These needs cause 

us to search for sufficient ways to insure survival, love and belonging, power or recognition, 

freedom, and fun.  Glasser18 points out that the need for survival was originally simply a 

physiological need but has significant overlap with the four other psychological needs.  According 

to Glasser19, all human beings want to have a sense of control over what we choose to do.  We 

have no choice but to try and satisfy our needs. 

                                                           
13 Glasser, MD, William. The Control Theory Manager, New York: Harper Business, 1994. 
14 ibid. 
15 ibid. 
16 ibid. 
17 ibid.,  page 51. 
18 ibid. 
19 ibid. 
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SAFETY, SECURTIY AND SURVIVAL 

 

“The world’s getting uglier and uglier every day.  All these people that talk abut 
saving the teenagers and save our streets are going at it ass backwards.  They want to 
make sure you go to school.  They want to make sure you do this, do that.  You’re trying 
to make sure you eat, and most of these little boys are hungry, and not just for food.  
They are hungry for love.  They’re hungry for attention.  Most of them have no emotion at 
all.  Cause nobody’s ever had any with them.  And stuff that people, the establishment is 
saying to them isn’t making any sense to them.  “Okay, you want me to go to school 
everyday, alright, what am I going to wear?  And am I going to eat before I go there?  
And am I going to have somewhere to eat when it’s over?  At the end of the day when I 
come back here, is my family going to be here?”  They don’t have enough money to eat; 
they don’t have enough money to pay their bills. Their mom doesn’t have any money.  
Most of the time their mom is smoked out.  It’s a ugly world out there.  Most of those little 
boys have other things on their mind than if they finish their math homework, and a place 
to play basketball.  I mean that’s great; they do need things to do.  But, you can’t be 
playing basketball, if you’re worried about your four or five little brothers and sisters, if 
your mom’s too smoked out to take care of them.  And all these little boys are the oldest 
little boys in their family and think it’s their job to take over, because their parents are 
slipping.20 

   Sue, 39 year old European American 
   Minneapolis Crip Wife 

 
 
The need this gangster discussed, the easiest one to understand, is that of safety and security.  

The need for safety and security, William Glasser21 describes, is the biological imperative for 

food, air, and protection from the elements.  Gang members simply say that in this world you 

have “to have someone who gots your back.”  This refers to having a group of associates to 

prevent assaults or who assist in retaliation. The gang members frequently describe their lives in 

terms of the violence that we all see plaguing impoverished neighborhoods, where the simple act 

of walking down a street or trying to play ball at a park was enough to put them in real danger.  

These young men and women are very forthright in their description of the physical dangers that 

they face in their communities.  These dangers encompass the full spectrum of violence a they 

discuss being bullied by older gang members who threaten them, being chased and beaten by 

baby gangsters who would jack (steal/highjack) them for their money and possessions.  They 

spoke of the death they had all seen, as friends, lovers, brothers, sisters and parents were killed. 

 

“My one homies, we was sitting up on the block, just chilling.  Then we got into it 
with these dudes, ‘cause they told us we couldn’t stand out there.  And we just got into a 

                                                           
20 Sue Interview, April 1996 
21 Glasser, MD, William.  The Control Theory Manager, New York: Harper Business, 1994. 
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fight with them.  And ten minutes later they just came back.  They just stepped around 
the corner and they just started shooting.  We went to run, then I got around the corner 
and I went to look, and my homie wasn’t with me.  Then after the shots was done being 
fired, I went back around there and he was just out there and the ambulance came.  They 
wouldn’t let me [ride in the ambulance].  It mess with you for a long time, like I had 
dreams since then for a month after.  I use to have dreams of him and stuff.   Use to just 
see him laying there an stuff.  At funeral, I cried ‘cause it was a closed casket and I didn’t 
even get to see him.”22 

 
 
These young people talk about the risk of playing basketball at a local gym or park.  If the gang 

bangers decide they wanted to play, you could stay on the court only at the risk of taking a 

beating when you left.  Several of these young people describe absenting themselves from 

schools that were so overrun with gangs that attendance itself, was a risky behavior, if you were 

of a different gang affiliation.  One young man talked about hiding underneath a stairwell in his 

senior high because going to class was too dangerous.23 

 

 

These gangsters describe another component of the security issue when they speak of money.  

This element is described the most by inner city gangsters, as well as by those from outstate24 

gangs, many of which are essentially entrepreneurial organizations.  Our survey identified drug 

selling and theft as the mainstays of most gangs.  The gangsters described selling drugs as a 

principal part of their gang life.  They explained it as the reason why many of the young men and 

women joined.  Drug trafficking is a way to create large amounts of money for people who could 

not expect to make even minimum wages.  It is an attraction that cannot be denied. The ability of 

the gangs to provide money for kids who have never had access to it, is very much part of the 

draw.  As Kunta says: 

“It was just like you rob somebody, then go to the store, grab some candy or 
some shoes, something you don’t got.  Something you want that your mom and dad was 
broke that they ain’t never had to give it to you.  So, I look at it as like this. When I was 
young, I ain’t never had new shoes or nothing.  I had to steal for what I wanted. Then it 
got stole from me.  And then it just got a habit.  Taking people’s stuff.  People taking it 
from me.  People taking my stuff so I learned to take other people’s stuff.  That’s how it 
really was. 

                                                           
22 Jim Interview, October 1995 
23 Johnson High School Student 1996 
24“Outstate” refers to outside of Minnesota’s Minneapolis, Saint Paul and suburban Metropolitan area that 
includes smaller cities and rural areas. 
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I took it to benefit me.  To get me something that I liked that I never had.  Like a 
pair of shoes or some pants.  ‘Cuz I always used to be dirty.  Never had no money in my 
pocket or nothing.  My ma didn’t work.  My ma just stayed home, on welfare.  No dad.  
My dad was never around.  Go out on the streets.  Was bored all the time doing less with 
my homies.  They hooked me upon the gang.  Showing me how I can get in the loop 
without having to work or nothing.  And I took it.  And I just took control of what they were 
showing me.  I just, learned to do it a lot.”25 

 
 
Gangsters discuss the draw of money regularly since money is seen as getting them the material 

things that they have wanted and that they were unable to obtain.  It is a fascinating “Catch – 22”. 

For a gangster to have security he needs to have money.  In order to have money he has to 

commit crimes like dealing drugs. Therefore, in order to achieve security he has to put himself in 

jeopardy. 

 

Meeting the need for shelter, on the surface, may not seem like a major component of gang life, 

but as noted in Jankowski’s Islands in the Street,26 some form of shelter in the form of clubhouses 

or real estate has historically been a primary determinant of a gang’s status.  The control of 

clearly demarcated territory or turf was one of the founding principles of Los Angeles, Chicago 

and East Coast gangs.  The effort to establish turf, while it has been attempted in Minnesota by 

many gangs, has never been as completely successful as in these other cities.  For example, the 

Vice Lords have some sense of control of the north Minneapolis area, but even there the Bogus 

Boyz, Detroit Boys, and Crips also have a presence. 

 

In Minnesota, Southeast Asian gangs and Hispanic gangs have established turf most 

successfully.  Black gangs in Minnesota, while they have attempted to stake out territory, have 

been less successful than their counterparts in other cities.  In addition, even on a more local 

block or neighborhood, the Black gangs have been unable to truly become accepted and blend in 

with the rest of the neighborhood.  A classic example of this is the experience of the Vice Lords/El 

Rukins who, when they arrived in Minnesota, were quickly pushed out of the Selby/Dale 

neighborhood by a coordinated effort of the local elders from the Black community and police.  

The same phenomenon occurred when Black gangs tried to move into the Westside of Saint Paul 

and were pushed out by the Hispanic elders with the assistance of police and their own local 

                                                           
25 Kunta Interview, June 1995 
26 Jankowski, Martin Sanchez, Islands in the Street, University of California Press Berkeley, 1991 
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gangsters.  Similarly, the efforts of the Philips neighborhood removed the Bloods, Family Mob 

and Bogus Boyz. 

With the Southeast Asian gangs, we see more of a system of turf that has developed around 

each of the major housing projects.  Within this turf system, we also see the adoption of park 

buildings as local gang hangouts, as well as the development of safe houses that serve as part 

clubhouse and part sanctuary for the runaway youth that make up part of the gang’s membership.  

These houses make up sort of an underground railway that has allowed for the concealment of 

runaway girls who all too frequently are raped and then turned out as prostitutes.  As Sad, a 

Hmong MOD girl noted: 

 

“My ex-boyfriend was a White Tiger that I had to stay at his house.  ‘Cuz, I had 
nowhere to go that night, an’ it was raining.  I was always scared a him, even though he 
was my boyfriend. I was scared.  He lived on a four-floor house and he stayed down in 
the basement and he had a little, like walls, that blocked off his room.  No one could have 
heard me yelling or nothing.  He was putting on a porno an’ I was in his room, an’ I said, 
“why are you watching that?”  he goes, “cuz I want to babe, look”  I said, “Ooh that’s 
gross.”  I didn’t’ even look or anything.  And then he started feeling up on me and I said 
“No.”  And then he ripped my pants, after beating me, he ripped my pants, and then he 
raped me.  But, I struggled for 30 minutes.  I lost all my strength and he did what he had 
to do.  The next morning he threw me a quarter an’ told me to ride the bus somewhere, 
anywhere, he didn’t care.”27 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

With in the Hispanic gangs, neighborhoods are a driving element of the gang’s ability to function 

with security and safety.  In the metro area, the Latin Kings and Brown for Life (BFL) started out 

on the Westside of Saint Paul, which is the largest Hispanic community in the state.  We have 

also seen the Latin Kings and Bishops move to the Lake Street section of Minneapolis following 

the Hispanic community’s migration into that area.  The Hispanic gangs seem to be following their 

Latino community’s settlement pattern.  Like the Southeast Asian gangs, the Hispanic gangs also 

seem to develop clubhouses that their members use on a regular basis.  These clubhouses are a 

CONSIDERATION: 

This points out the importance of having public housing and park police working in partnerships 

with the housing authority and parks and recreation leaders to set up comprehensive 

partnerships that lead to gang-free areas.  This requires well-trained, actively involved police 

and civilian cooperation to set up and realize success in solving the gang problems. 
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closely kept secret within the Hispanic gangs, especially since a significant portion of the urban 

Latin Kings and BFL members are illegal aliens. 

The basing of the gang on territory that they can control for safety and security seems to be a 

constant with the Latin Kings, whether in the metro area or outstate28.  Jesse James, a 

Worthington Latin King, described the outstate scene: 

 

“We have a lot of trailer courts and stuff like that. We have Asian sections and 
Mexican sections of town.  Pretty much, all it is just pretty mixed actually.  We have two 
trailer courts that are pure Mexican and we have another trailer court that’s mostly Asian.  
We try to take over the Asian territories a lot of times and the Asian neighborhoods.  They 
try to do the same thing and usually that would result in every night shootings and every 
night fights.  It was just pretty much control for the whole area.  The gang would keep on 
expanding and expanding, month-by-month, and year-by-year. Things would get bigger 
and bigger and people would get bigger and bigger, and that was just a constant control 
over everybody’s area and everybody’s thing and you had to make sure that nobody went 
into your side or your turf or your area of town.29 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
27 Sad Interview, September 1998 
28 “Outstate” refers to the outside of Minnesota’s Minneapolis, Saint Paul and suburban Metropolitan area 
that includes smaller cities and rural areas. 

CONSIDERATION: 

In the short term, it is clear that we need to establish safe havens where gangsters can drop 

the posturing and be open to the help that is offered.  This is why for some youth, programs 

like the Hennepin County Home School is positive.  The children feel safe there.  One other 

benefit of this sense of safety is that gangster’s schoolwork often improves, as it frequently 

does while he/she is at Ramsey County’s Totem Town or in Red Wing Correctional Facility.  

This is one reason why we need to be more stringent in creating gang-free schools.  Taking 

such steps such as establishing uniforms for school, especially the middle school, is a step in 

the right direction. 

 

It may even be desirable to consider delaying the structural transition of elementary school, 

which often feels safe and secure because the student has one significant teacher throughout 

the school day.  Middle or junior high school by contrast, provides multiple teachers, none o 
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LOVE, BELONGING AND ACCEPTANCE 

 

“What happened was to become a Latin King, which was the gang I got jumped 
into.  I was at a friend’s house and there was high rank there.  And they were in the 
house and they asked me if I wanted to get a V or a court, which is like jumped into a 
gang.  And I said yes.  What happened is like they all just pretty much stomped on me for 
two minutes straight.  Beat me up for two minutes straight.  And then when they were 
done they set me up in a chair and they tattooed Kings across my chest, when I was 
pretty close to being unconscious.  I was pretty much bruised from bottom of my body to 
the top, all over, from being kicked around for two minutes straight.  I couldn’t breathe, I 
couldn’t move.  I had bruised ribs, bruised body, black eyes; I was pretty beat up.  Like I 
said I was pretty close to being unconscious.  I don’t know, maybe I was pretty 
unconscious.  It took about an hour.  But after that hour was over I felt pretty proud of 
myself for some reason or another.  I don’t know if that was a show that I put on, of being 
pretty proud of myself, because I didn’t want to show them that I was weak.  Or how them 
any power.  But, I don’t know, I guess, I felt that I had a family.  Growing up I was 
probably a lonely kid; I didn’t have a lot of friends and stuff like that.  I was probably pretty 
much an outsider.  After getting jumped in, I felt really accepted. I don’t know why, 
everybody was like coming around patting me on the back, shaking my hand like, like 
gang handshakes and stuff like that.  They’re significant to Latin Kings and stuff like that.  
I just felt like, they really did care, they are really there for you.  To be there to back you 
up, kind of like a family, like a mom would always be there for a son or something like 
that.  They were always gonna be there for you.  That’s kind of like how I felt at that time.  
That they were there for me.”30 

 
   Jesse James, 18 year old European American 
    Worthington, Minnesota Latin King 

The need that gang members articulated frequently and spoke of as a critical important need was 

the need for love.  Love is a construct that has a wide variety of meanings to the gangsters and 

weaves its way throughout virtually every other need.  Gangsters describe love as being that 

                                                                                                                                                                             
29 Jesse James Interview, 1996 

 

whom are able to give as much cumulative attention to individual students as the elementary 

teacher can.  If that transition could be delayed for two years, until children have passed that very 

critical point in their social development where supervision is vital they would be better prepared 

for the increased independence required by junior/senior high structure. 

 
In addition, the safety and security of ethnic groups that may be driven out of their neighborhoods 

must be recognized.  In some cases, taking the child completely out of the danger zone, may be 

the greatest chance for success.  This indicates the need for residential programs to assist gang 

members getting out. 
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sense of family and unconditional acceptance that they were looking for.  Love is described as 

the intense loyalty that one gang member has for another.  Love is described as experiencing the 

social acts of coming together and associating with each other including living together, doing 

things together such as attending parties, picnics and school, or living as a family unit.  Love is 

described as a function of race and ethnicity for many groups.  In the literature of the Vice Lords, 

the chapter on love says, “For you my brother, my love for you began at birth.  For we have 

manifested our life through our heritage.  Wait.  The color of our skin which is black and I am you 

and you are me.”31 

Love is frequently described by the gangsters as the physical gesture of hugs, hand gestures and 

other affirmations that they use to maintain morale and create esprit de corps.  As Doe told us: 

“I’ve associated with a lot of different people who were gangsters, and my 
immediate, what we’d call immediate family, like 10 main people in the crew I ran around 
with, we were real tight.  And we’d let each other know, every night, man, before we’d go 
our separate ways, back when we were banging, we’d give each other a hug, tell each 
other, “you got my love, dog.  Keep your head up, when you’re out there.  Don’t let 
nothing make you fall down.”  And, we did express our love to each other, we’d give each 
other hugs.  Let each other know,  “I’m here, I’m only a phone call away.  Something 
comes up when you’re riding, give me a call and I’ll be there.”  I mean we just try to look 
out for each other that way.”32 

 
 
Many of the gangsters spoke of the gang’s ability to fulfill their need for unconditional love and 

validation.  As Doe told us: 

 

“The gang I ran with, if you wanna talk about love, I seen love.  I’ll be honest, I 
did feel love from them.  They didn’t let nobody hurt me.  To me that was love back then.  
They supplied me with my addictions.  They introduced me to people and things and 
different negative activities.  Love man, it was love, and I thought it was family.  They 
were just like brothers to me.  Every day we were together, man.  It became just like a 
family.  Every single day you’re together for a long period of time.  People for, the same 
people, you’re gonna feel like, they are your brothers and sisters.  That’s what it was, I 
felt, I felt loved.”33 

 
For most people, the need for love and acceptance is met initially by their family and later by 

friends.  Gang members are very clear that one of the great deficiencies they have is that they 

have no real family life.  The gangsters tell us that the gangs take that role.  This subject is 

discussed in more detail in the chapter entitled “Family Dynamics”.  One element of the issue of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
30 Jesse James Interview, 1996 
31 Westside Interview, February 1997 
32 Doe Interview, November 1997 
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love was the role of surrogate father that the gang played.  We began using the label of “father 

hunger”34 and we saw it played out so often, that we feel confidant citing it as one of the norms for 

gang life that always needs to be addressed as a risk factor.  This issue is one that is important 

for both male and female gangsters. 

 

Adversity, a Saint Paul GD whose parental rights were terminated when he was two years old, 

told us: 

“My responsibilities were to nothing but the organization.  For they fathered me in 
every aspect that I could possibly want.  They never turned their back on me.  They were 
always there.  If they weren’t there in person, they were just a phone call away.  It’s like a 
parent and a child. If the parent says, “do your abc’s,” and the child writes them out or 
recites the whole alphabet, he’s rewarded. Whether it be a hug, kiss, a handshake, 
candy, money.  That’s the way they were.  And, that’s the way I was.  I did things for the 
organization. [And they were] kinda like when dad watches his son play a football game 
an’ the son comes over after the game and takes his helmet off and dad puts his hands in 
his hair and ruffles his hair an’ says “Good job son, you played a good game.”  That’s the 
kind of love they gave me.  And it took me all these years to realize that love was just an 
illusion.”35 

 
As Gavonti notes: 
 

“I didn’t have no father so when you have a father, your first relationship with a 
male is supposed to be with your father.  Well, my fist relationship with any male was 
through the gang.  And now it’s easier for me to communicate with males and be more 
honest with males instead of just trying to act all hard and gonna beat them down for their 
own opinions.”36 

 
 

For young women in the gang, love is spoken of as being a product of allowing themselves to be 

abused sexually and physically while being taken care of physically and financially.  As Star 

describes her early relationship with the gang, “They teach you things.  They teach you how to 

defend yourself.  They teach you how to cover your problems up. And they tell you that it’s okay 

to be strong and it’s not okay to give up.  It’s not okay to cry, things like that.”37  This was a 

relationship that resulted in Star telling us, “They hurt me a lot and I hurt me a lot.”38 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
33 Doe Interview, November 1997 
34 Bassoff, Evelyn S., Ph.D, Between Mothers and Sons, Penguin Press, Plume Printing, 1995. 
35 Adversity Interview, October 1998 
36 Gavonti Interview, April 1996 
37 Star Interview, October 1997 
38 Star Interview, October 1997 
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Adversity’s poem of loss of love speaks volumes as to the need that the gang met for him and so 

many other gangsters. 

ALWAYS A FIGHTER 
  When she walked out of my life and left me alone, 

  I didn’t complain when I moved to another home, 

  I held back the tears in court when she was found unfitted. 

The judge looked me in the eyes and said, “Your rights are forfeited.” 

I picked myself up and brush off the dirt,  

but deep down inside, no one knew how much I hurt. 

 

Time passed and it felt as if nobody gave me a second thought, 

I’m trying to give you a look at the battles I fought. 

So I kept my head up and moved on through my journey. 

To reach the age of 18, I was in a hurry. 

Many people thought I didn’t have it all, 

they put me on medication, in special classes, 

thinking I wouldn’t make good judgement calls. 

 

Still I dealt with what they threw me, 

as they say everything in life carries a fee. 

Never left to think for myself, always told how to act,  

treated as though I didn’t know the difference between fantasy and fact. 

I grew a time went on and learned from life enough to keep going. 

Some people felt annoyed if they found me not knowing. 

 

What happened I think as I lay in bed, 

this is what life teaches me, or even worse,  

but when it comes to the end, I’ll get there first. 

I don’t give up or quit and I don’t want life any lighter. 

Just remember when I’m gone, I want people to be able to say, 

“He’s always been a fighter.” 

Until we meet again, from the mind of a lonely man within.      Adversity39 

                                                           
39 Nellum, Maurice, Individual poem, Always A Fighter, 1998 
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A part of feeling a sense of belonging in a family structure comes from spending time with people 

and knowing them through doing many activities together.  An ideal American family does this, 

but a family in a constant of drama doesn’t have time to do this “hanging out.”  Desperado 

articulately describes how the gang fulfilled his dreams of a family by nurturing and caring for him 

and others: 

 

“I’m pretty sure what it was is, at home I didn’t have all that love and all that care, 
all the respect or the discipline.  And then when I started to get to know the gang, and the 
gang values and what they had to offer you, I was like, “Damn, I better hit this up while I 
can, before this chance doesn’t come again.”  What I wanted out of it, and what I was told 
I’d get out of it was a lot of respect, a lot of power, ah, power, respect, love and like the 
whole family concept, just the family environment, something I didn’t have at home, my 
real home.” 

 
“They’d do a lot for me. If I ever had any problems, like with other people, they’d 

get taken care of.  I’m like, “Hey, that’s cool.”  I ever needing anything; money, like a ride 
somewhere, a place to stay, someone to talk to, anything like that, that was there.” 

 
“We didn’t do a lot of stuff people saw, thought, we did.  [There is a] stereotype of 

being these big ass thugs.  People who were out shooting people, killing people, when 
actually there was like a whole other part of us.  We do a lot of the same things as normal 
everyday families would do.  Like have picnics, we went to Valley Fair four times last 
year.  We went go-cart racing. We’d always go out to the movies.  We went and probably 
saw 12, 13 movies last summer.  We go chill at the mall, go shopping together, go 
swimming at the lakes together.  We played softball and football a few times. And with my 
real family, we didn’t do a lot; we didn’t do none a that.  I never did anything with my 
mom.  To be doing all that with the gang family was something I dreamed of.  ‘Cuz I 
mean we had all the money.  Money was never a problem ‘cuz a all the stuff that we did.  
So, I mean we did anything an’ everything that we wanted to and I didn’t get to do that 
like with my real family.  So that’s something I really stuck to, was that value of family, 
what the gangs offered me.”40 

 
 
The need for love can be addressed in many ways, but none seems better than that of mentoring.  

Whether it is the Cub Scout troop run by Saint Paul Police Officer Rich Straka, the Minneapolis 

PAL program headed by Lt. Brett Lindbeck or the after-school literacy programs organized by 

Ramsey County’s Sheriff Bob Fletcher, they all share one common theme; you must pair the boy 

with a man who will play the role of the father.  There are many wonderful females who can 

mentor, but in this context, it is a man’s attention, or the lack thereof, that has produced this 

problem. It is clear from the words of the gang members, that despite the best efforts of Mom, it is 

a man who is needed to help boys become responsible men. 
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POWER, CONTROL AND RESPECT 

 

“I seen the respect and the fear in other people’s eyes.  I got respect!  The 
respect that I wanted.  The respect that I seen myself having.  The respect that I seen my 
older brothers, my uncles, all my other relatives having.41  

 
    The Poet, 18 year old Black American 
    Saint Paul 
 
"The excitement was probably living on the edge.  It was kind of a rush.  And, 

plus I felt pretty powerful.  I got to carry a weapon, I got to carry guns, people were 
scared of me.  Plus, that my life was always on the edge from that day on, since I was 14 
to now.  My life has always been on the edge and I found that to be kind of a rush for me, 
I guess.  People, people know, to watch out.  Not necessarily they’re scared of me, but, 
just the fact that I’m associated with the gang, and the fact that my gang is actually 
crazy.”42 

    Jesse James, 18 year old European American 
    Worthington, Minnesota Latin King 

The primary need that male gangsters describe is the need to have power. Power is generally 

defined as the ability to get work done or to exert force upon others.  Gang members are able to 

get things done, frequently with little or no real effort on their part, as Gavonti noted: 

 
“The power. You have an unbelievable amount of power.  Just with a tattoo on 

your arm, people are scared of you.  It’s like, what the hell?  And plus, we use the news,  
as like our weapon.  Police officers and news media and everything clarify gangs as 
being bad, as being violent.  Well, we use that to our advantage.  Since they’re spreading 
all those rumors, we’ll use that our advantage.  So we can go around walking the streets 
and everybody thinks we’re gonna be violent.  So shit, we can do whatever we want.  
Nobody’s gonna stop us.”43 

 
 
In this excerpt, Gavonti shows a great deal of insight as to how the community at large views and 

responds to gangs.  Gangsters are, therefore, exerting force upon others that can be seen, for 

example, as women cross the street clutching their purses.  The gangster’s power is 

demonstrated when a teacher lets a student come to class “ragged up” (dressed in the gang 

uniform, wearing bandanas and the colors of the gang) and is allowed to roam the halls without a 

challenge.  That power is evident when a squad car drives past a group of gangsters posturing in 

an intimidating fashion and the squad does not stop.  For most gang members, this need is 

described as the feeling of being in control. 
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“I know kids have scared off, I’ve seen it once or twice, that kids have scared off 
cops.  By the cops saying one thing, telling the kids to get over here, [then] there being 
15 to 20 people come walking around the corner at them.  We’d walk down the street 
drinking, doing drugs, selling drugs, playing with guns in our hands an’…they’d drive, 
they wouldn’t stop right away.  They’ll drive up to the end of the block, stop, and then 
either turn the corner or just turn around right there.  A lot of times they don’t just stop 
right there and pull you over.”44 

 
 
When gangsters begin to talk about power, what they generally reference is power as fear.  As 

Doe, a Mankato Blood, told us: 

 
“The younger gangsters, they look up to the gangsters that have made it through 

a lot.  They respect them.  They fear ‘em.  Fear is respect in gangs. In gangs, fear is a 
form of respect.  Fear is a good feeling when you’re in a gang, when somebody fears 
you.  It’s sad man, but that’s the way it is.  [I] think it has to do with getting attention.  
People wanna be known.  People wanna be known as the baddest motherfucker.  I don’t 
know why, man, I can still feel it.  I want people to fear me.  When people fear you, it’s a 
powerful feeling.  It’s got a lot to do with power, man.  People want power. Don’t ask me 
why.  Power, it’s like devil’s candy, man.  The little bit a power the humans get, that’s like 
the devil giving you a little piece of candy, man.”45 

 
 
Power, especially for the young male gangsters, very quickly becomes the reason for their 

affiliation.  Fear and violence rapidly become intertwined with a sense of what is fun.  Soon young 

male gangsters cannot describe a day without some violent, power-inducing episode. 

 

Gang member’s spoke of their need to feel respected and also noted that it is frequently the 

cause of their violent behavior.  As Jake, a Central Avenue Gangster from Faribault, told us: 

 

“We wanted people to fear us, but we called it respect.  But it was fear, so they 
wouldn’t fuck with us.  That any minor people, like people talking down on us or 
something like that, we kick the shit out of ‘em, so everyone be like, “Wow, don’t fuck with 
them guys.”  That was one thing we tried to teach.  We wanted other people to think like, 
“Don’t fuck with them guys.”  A lot a people fear us and, ya know respect us.”46 

 
 
Gang members told us what is considered disrespectful to them.  This is notable since they 

describe how police were disrespectful and could provoke a violent outburst unintentionally. As 

Duke notes: 

                                                           
44 Mike Interview, March 1998 
45 Doe Interview, November 1997 
46 Jake Interview, March 1998 



 28

 “For about a year, I know I did everything I could possibly do to be faithful to the 
GD nation.  Like, somebody be disrespectful to our color, I wouldn’t hesitate, I’d just go 
and take them down.  Like I stood up for my nation.  If somebody were to uncock my hat, 
I’d have to take that person out ‘cause that’s disrespectful, not only to me, to my nation.”47 

 
 
For most adults, this concept of a nation may be difficult to comprehend, but it is a constant that 

many gang members see themselves as soldiers in an undeclared war.  It is a war generally 

between gangs.  Police officers, in the role of peacekeeping troops, are frequently in the middle.  

What is even more difficult to comprehend is the trivial nature of the affronts that serve as acts of 

disrespect for gang members.  Disrespect is described as being on a continuum that ranges from 

“mean mugging” (dirty looks of no specific origin) to violent confrontations that include threats or 

acts of violence.  Among the different forms of “dissing” (disrespecting) that gang members list, 

use of derogatory terms and actions include: 

 

• SLOB  to Blood 

• CRAB  to Crip 

• VICKY LOU to Vice Lord 

• HOOKS  to Vice Lord 

• GLAZED DONUTS to Gangster Disciple 

• Throwing of gang hand signs in downward fashion. 

• Writing the gang graffiti upside down, broken or backward. 

• Crossing out the first letter of the rival gang’s name. 

• Drawing over or crossing out a rival gang’s graffiti. 

• Crossing within the rival gang members personal space without permission, including 

touching. 

• Verbal gang challenges. 

• Wearing of rival’s color in their presence or on their turf. 

• Physical attacks, including simple and aggravated assaults on other gangsters. 

• Physical attacks, including simple and aggravated assaults on other gang member’s families. 

 

For females in the gang, almost any power achieved is from their relationship with their boyfriend, 

children’s father or brother who has rank.  Status and control for female gangsters in male gangs 
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is a function of the power and position of the men to whom they are connected.  This connection 

may be familial, as in the case of Angie, who had older relatives in positions of power within the 

gang.  Or it may be relational, as in the case of Sue, the wife of a gang member, who received 

protection by being W-Loc’s lady.  Sue tells that a group of gangsters came into her work to rob 

the place and explains that once they found out who her husband was, they apparently decided 

against it.  There is a very definite ceiling for women in the world of gangs.  This ceiling is clearly 

defined, is very low and is very firm.  In the flat-structured gangs, without a ladder to climb for 

rank, females sometimes explore the illusion of equal posturing, but with very few success 

stories.  The female gangsters continue to define and justify the female role as subordinate or 

that of support to the males.  As Angie told us: “Mostly, they are used.  But, a few show that 

you’re more, you’re not gonna get put down or be used, that there is some place for you, but not 

very high.  You won’t ever become like a coordinator or anything like that.  You just, either get 

used or have little respect.”48 

Upon first review, it appeared that power could not be a primary need for the females.  However, 

upon closer examination, power is clearly one of the strongest needs for females in gang life, 

even if it is secondary power, having power through the power of the male gangsters.  As Star 

tells us: “I thought that it was cool to be involved with people who had a lot of power, and I 

thought that it was cool that if somebody said something about me, or to me, that I had someone 

who would tell them not to do that.  I thought it was cool that people were getting hurt over me.”49 

 

For generations females who carry “traditional values” have found their power through “their 

man.”  Understanding how power is so critical to the female helps us understand why they 

tolerate so much abuse to maintain power. 

 

The issue of power and respect is a direct response to low self-esteem and self-concept, 

especially for youth raised in poor economic circumstances and minority communities.  Their 

gang experiences are often the first times they felt a sense of their own ability and strength. 

As NeeNee tells us: “The gang just makes me feel like, more powerful than people, like they can’t 

do nothing to me ‘cuz I’m big and bad, like that.  If I don’t feel big and bad, I feel weaker.  Like 
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anybody can do anything to me.  There ain’t nothing I can do back to them.  I would just be weak, 

I’d be nobody.  Just a weak person.”50 

 

Jessy, a Mexican American male from a low-income family in Willmar, tells us that his white 

friends, both female and male, would be stopped and questioned as to why they would spend 

time with him because they weren’t “like him.”  The female friends, in particular, were challenged 

that they could do better than a “Mexican boy” as a friend.  Jessy says it very clearly; that if you 

are not in a position of power you find a way to make yourself respected and powerful: 

 

“I think the rich people feel the same way I feel, if they were in my situation.  I 
would feel the same way as them if I was in their situation.  They might get theirs from 
working hard or having a lot of money, an’ I get mine from doing what I do, whatever I 
have to do to get it, I do.  Well, it’s like I get my respect from being a gangbanger, an’ I 
get my respect like that.  An’, that’s how, I guess that’s how rich people get their way by 
being rich, an’ I’m nor rich.”51 
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CONSIDERATION: 
In looking at the nature of power, respect and control, it seems clear that any successful 

program will need to find ways to recognize and validate the gangster’s efforts.  This 

validation needs to fit within some sort of a value system that the gangster will understand 

and accept.  We have noted that, especially because gangsters see themselves as soldiers, 

some sort of athletic or a martial-art program may be successful in this context.  The police 

PAL programs are a great place to start.  Programs like karate, kick-boxing and boxing 

seem to be very effective at generating a sense of power, respect and control.  Conversely, 

we have also heard from the gangsters that deliberating disrespecting them is not a tactic 

that is particularly effective in gaining their trust or cooperation.  In fact, despite having sent 

numerous gangsters to jail or prison, Deputy Sheriff Bill Snyder was noted by gangsters for 

his fair and respectful approach because it created trust instead of barriers. 
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FREEDOM AND CHOICES 

  

“The gang has a lot of good qualities. It taught me how to stand up for myself.  It 
taught me a lot of business, business trade, ya know.  I could use that when I go to 
college, marketing and everything.  It taught me street smarts.  I’ll be a better and bigger 
man with education, plus I’ll have street smarts.  So I’ll never be nobody’s fool.  Nobody 
will pull anything over me ‘cause I’ll know what’s going on.  I’ll know their game.  It taught 
me how ta commit to something, ya know, how ta, stand up for something that I was 
proud of.  The whole time I though I had God, but now I can stand up for religion. I can 
stand up for my God instead of the gang.  See that’s kinda taking place of the gang, is 
religion.  It just taught me a lot how do be dedicated and how to stand up for myself.”52 

 
      Gavonti, 16 year old Italian American 
      Duluth, MN Gangster Disciple 
 
 
Freedom was the fourth need that the young gangsters identified in our study.  Glasser53 notes 

that most adults crave a certain level of autonomy in our choices and tend to rebel when any form 

of controlling force curtails or limits those choices.  Adults also discuss freedom in terms of an 

absence of government restraint on their liberty.  The candidate Jesse Ventura, who campaigned 

as a Libertarian, won the recent Minnesota governor’s election.  In the case of young anarchists, 

this idea of freedom has been interpreted to mean a total, or near total, lack of form of social 

control on their activities.  Gangsters, it appears, have some element of all of these definitions 

when they use the term. 

 

In Glasser’s54 system, we see freedom referenced as choices, independence, liberty and 

autonomy.  Each of these elements shows up in our gangsters’ descriptions of themselves and in 

their description of what prompted their advent into the gang life.  The reference of freedom, as 

noted earlier, also shows up in the description of the Minnesota gang organizational model.  As 

the Poet said, “Nobody runs the gang, they give you advice, but nobody runs our gang.  We don’t 

have no specific leaders.  We all leaders, no followers in that gang.”55  This is a sentiment that is 

echoed in Shepherd’s description of one of the first Southeast Asian street gangs, when he told 

us: 
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“There is a leader but then everybody calls their own shots.  Because if like, I had 
a problem with somebody else, then I would be the one that had to say, “Let’s go do this, 
let’s go do that,” if I wanted something done about it.”56 

 
 

We encountered the term freedom when speaking to several girl gangsters who talked about the 

gangs as giving them economic freedom.  For young men and women, the financial rewards that 

the gang provides allow for a degree of freedom that most individuals can only dream of.  These 

young people speak of deciding on a whim to go to Los Angeles for a week, to “go hop in a 

bucket” and roll up to Seattle or down to Las Vegas.  As Star said: “’cuz, they got money, ya 

know, they have nice cars, ya know, they have their own houses.  And they have drugs, always, 

ya know, and they got lots of friends an’ nobody messes with them, it just looks like they have 

everything together.”57  KK notes that not only did the gang give her financial freedom, it also 

gave her freedom to act independent at a very young age.  KK says: 

 
“And when I was at home, I never really stayed.  I never even told my mom 

where I was going.  I’d get up one morning and decide to go to Detroit to get drugs, sell 
drugs and I’d go to anywhere I wanted to.  It was like I was grown or something.  
Wherever I wanted to go, what I wanted to do, I wanted to do right then and there.  And I 
never had to listen to nobody ‘cuz I figured I got my own money.  I can go anywhere and 
I’d do it.”58 

 
 
Even the young gangsters, who did not travel themselves, still describe being a witness to the 

freedom of the older homies.  As Jesse James notes: 

 

“We had a lot of rival gangs come down from Long Beach, California and we had 
people come down from Philadelphia and Chicago and Texas and all over the country to 
flush us out.  And at the same time, we’d do the same thing back.  There were some 
people that lived in California and they come down to Worthington.  Every weekend, it 
seemed like was the time when people would come down.  They’d come down little by 
little in the week and then the weekends, it would break out.  So, it was pretty much every 
weekend there was something going on or a big fight or someone getting stabbed or 
someone getting shot at.  Pretty much every weekend, we’d have people come down.”59 

 
 
This sense of freedom from the rules is also noticeable in the gangster non-conformist attitudes 

toward much of what society and their families view and require of them in the form of rules. 
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Young gangsters have adopted clothing, speech patterns, music and language that defies our 

social conventions.  You have but to look at the young gangster’s clothing, the sagging pants 

hung low below the buttocks, the wearing of custodial work clothes as a statement of fashion.  

Tattoos and brands that would have been symbols of servitude now are transformed into 

statements of freedom.  Gangsters are, in fact, frequently very deliberate nonconformists relative 

to society’s norms.  And at the same time, they are the ultimate conformists within the context of 

their gang rules. 

 

In comparison, to defying society’s rules gangsters perform “violations”  (physical beatings) which 

are regularly meted out to those who violate the gang rules.  One of the most common reasons 

for a violation was missing or being routinely late for meetings.  Despite their love of freedom, 

gangsters described thriving in the very structured programs of corrections and failing when there 

was too little structure in the probation system. 

 

In families where there is excessive dysfunction or control, the gang gives these youth the 

freedom to find a new structure to develop their uniqueness.  Unfortunately, as Sad points out, in 

struggling to find their individuality and freedom they usually go too far. 

 

“It’s something for you to do, instead a just being home and be bored and have 
parents on your back all the time.  You rather go through all these hard stuff, where if you 
had to walk all day to get somewhere, you’d rather walk all day instead a sit at home and 
get yelled at.  It makes you feel like you have a choice to do things. You have a choice to 
say whatever, and no one can say anything to you.  When you’re at home you don’t have 
the power to say, “I’m not gonna do this.”  There’s always gonna be someone there to 
say, “No, you can’t.”  But then when you’re in a gang life, you can do whatever.  Breaking 
the law is one of our best things that we do.  You can do whatever, I mean you can stay 
out all night long an’ not have nothing to worry about.  And the power in your own little 
world to do your own little thing.”60 

 
 
For the young minority gangsters, the freedom goes further.  For them, the issue of freedom is 

the freedom to be in an environment where they are respected and appreciated for who they are.  

There is incredible grief and anger when they see their parents dishonored because they do not 

speak in the manner that the majority culture’s teachers and storekeepers do.  When these young 

gangsters see their families and friends being discounted and disrespected routinely, they feel 

their status minimized as they are forced to remain passive in the face of a controlling culture that 
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is not their own.  In tuning to the gang, they are able to experience freedom from the oppression, 

and freedom to be respected for who they are.  They even experience the freedom of power that 

they seldom see their parents having. 

“I just like the respect they give me.  I like the respect.  All I like is respect, and 
respecting my family they [the gang] respect my family, I respect theirs and so forth.  I 
like just to be respectful.  You be respected.  They respect.  I get to go anywhere I want.  
It’s like, it’s my freedom right.  I’m in the Kings, and I got my freedom, but I show them 
respect.”61 

 
 
At thirty years old, W’Loc has developed a realistic perspective; “See, being a gangster, the 

choices that are there for you are basically negative all the way.”62 

 

The concept that choices are so important to gangsters is instructive.  It showed us that 

gangsters need a structure with rules.  Programs that are going to be effective working with 

gangsters need to have standards and rules and penalties for violations.  At the same time, it is 

clear that we must teach gangsters how to live in the ambiguous adult world.  This may be the 

reason that many gangsters who have athletic ability are able to thrive in highly disciplined 

college athletic programs, but fall apart in the professional ranks.  In looking at this issue, it useful 

to consider whether the use of boot camps may be desirable with this population even though we 

know it does not have long-term staying power.  It may be that, unlike the military with its long 

history of transforming young gangsters into productive adults, boot camps may not keep the 

gangsters in a structured program long enough for them to develop new habits.  A serious failure 

of correction, treatment programs and funders is the lack of aftercare programming.  For long-

term changes, we need long-term programming, including continuation of the methodologies that 

gangsters are taught and practice in the primary placement programs after they return to their 

home community. 
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FUN 

“We just used to kick it.  Pile on, fight in the basement, box.  Just all the little fun 
times: smoke chronic, shoot craps.  That was just a normal day, kicking it day.  Almost 
getting shot, laughing and all this and that.  Just kicking it, like little kids.  Always had a 
smile on our face, even though we just got shot at, but still smiling, we got away.  Go right 
back down there, smiling when we go see them.  It was just fun times. The playpen was 
the concrete jungle that we played in.”63 

      The Poet, 18 year old Black American 
      Saint Paul 
 
 
The final need that gang members have identified is the need for fun.  While the general public 

may find gang activity abhorrent, it is clear that there is a mixture of the social, recreational, 

sexual and chemical activities involved in gang life that provide pleasure and enjoyment.  In 

addition, the need for fun has significant cross-over with the other four needs.  Young gangsters 

identify this need for fun as probably the least important of the functions that gangs fulfill in terms 

of why they joined a gang.  This statement must be taken with a healthy suspicion, as we note 

that fun activities are what gang members describe as the most common part of their day-to-day 

life.  As Gavonti notes: 

 

“ And the whole time I was getting drunk and causing trouble with the gang.  
Stealing cars, robbing people, beating people up.  Attempted murder charges.  Gun 
possession, everything.  Drug dealing.  All that.  Just for two weeks and that was just 
because I wanted to have fun and that was the gangster’s way to have fun.  Either deal 
drugs, steal cars, rob people, beat people up, or get a violation.  And that’s the only way 
we could have fun.”64 

 
 
It is important to note that gang members identified that the fun stopped when the criminal/ 

juvenile justice system began to hold them accountable.  Many of the youth we interviewed spoke 

of how they continued to act out as a gangster until they were adjudicated Extended Jurisdiction 

Juvenile (EJJ).  Unfortunately, they told us that this did not happen until after they had been 

arrested n numerous occasions.  Gang life replaces what gang members describe as boring.  As 

Kunta notes: 

 

“It was like [I] didn’t have nobody I knew around here.  No friends.  First persons I 
got close with and was cool with, they was some Vice Lords.  And by looking at them, 
doing the things they was doing was fun.  I fed into what they was doing. Started getting 
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into trouble.  But I liked it ‘cuz at first I didn’t have no friends, nothing.  Just a boring type 
all the time. They was gang banging, but when they was gang banging, it was like having 
fun.  Just gang banging for no reason.  It was like just for fighting ‘cuz there wasn’t 
nothing else to do.  [I’d] play, like starting stuff, being affiliated with stuff like robbing 
people.  Just something to do because there wasn’t nothing else to do. Didn’t have no 
schools.  The recreational things, we didn’t go to them.  We was young, coming up, so 
we just found our own things to get into.65 

 
 
One of the great challenges that gang members presented to us was their view that school was 

inherently boring and therefore something to be avoided or replaced.  What really seems to be 

said is that the structure in school, methods of teaching and curriculum is boring.  However, 

gangsters frequently cite that they return to school to participate in activities that are of a social 

nature.  The gang’s lifestyle, despite being described as being exciting, is, in reality, extremely 

repetitious and has long periods of inactivity interrupted by moments of hyperactivity.  The gang’s 

depiction of what they see as fun is often attributed to those activities that are done to break up 

the monotony of their day-to-day routine. 

 

This day-to-day routine seems all too frequently to involve watching TV, playing video games and 

listening to rap music.  From their description, it is clear that some of these activities feed into the 

gangster’s inflated expectations for life.  They are adolescents with very limited real life 

experience.  It seems that some of them naively believe the hype that gangster movies, and 

especially their music, gives them.  It is not at all uncommon in the lyrics of rap music to have the 

gangster’s life described in terms of limitless wealth, high-end toys like gold jewels, fast or luxury 

cars, unlimited drug use and/or frequent sexual encounters.  In their music, the man is the object 

of all women’s desire and women are slavishly subservient to men’s wishes.  With violence, in the 

musical version, the gangster is always the winner and walks away with impunity.  These 

adolescent fantasies played out to a driving back-beat, and listened to at high decibel levels in an 

unending loop of play-replay on portable CD players.  As Doe told us: 

 

“TV influences it to a larger extent.  TV influenced me.  I could sit an’ watch a 
movie now, and if I feel like I wanna be like that person.  Ya know, I’m fucking 19 and I 
still get these feelings.  It’s like yeah I wanna be able to do that.  Or, music, definitely 
music, man music has got a hell of a lot to do with it.  Rap, listening to rap influenced me 
hugely.  We use to listen to real hard core music.  We’ll, we listened to it too, like Snoop 
Dog.  To us that was weak.  We’d listen to like Gangster Nip, Ghetto Boys.  A course we 
listen to all the Bloods’ music, and different rappers.  We listen to real death, hard core 
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rap.  They were like psychotic, satanic shit is what we listened to.  An’ as a result of that, 
a lot a us were real psychotic.  ‘Cuz we sat an’ listened to this an’ we be like”Hey, if we’re 
like that guy, ain’t nobody gonna fuck with us.”   So we would, we’d stride to be as crazy 
and as bad and hard core as possible.  An’ boy, believe me we got pretty damn psychotic 
and mean.  Hard core.”66 

 
 
There is no evidence that would support the theory that music or video games cause the violent 

episodes of gang life.  There is, however, a belief that there may well be a desensitizing element 

to the experience. 

 

It seems clear that this element of fun is also a component that any successful program would 

need to incorporate if it is to be successful.  Programs such as the Boys and Girls Club and 

GREAT have both recognized this and made it a part of their plans.  We also, however, should 

look at the issue of music and other electronic media as both a factor that needs to be controlled 

and also one that could be used.  We recommend that the access gangsters have to media, 

specifically movies full of violence, disrespect or objectification of females, while in treatment or 

correctional settings, be studied.  It must be noted that many of these movies are PG or PG-13, 

but when adult staff promote or allow the viewing of these movies, they are, in the very least, 

passively endorsing attitudes that support violence. 

 

We should also look at how we can use the media in setting up gangsters for success. 

 

 

 

FUN:  DRUGS AND ALCOHOL ABUSE 

 

Gang activity is frequently illegal activity.  Illegal activity, in this context, refers less to active and 

ongoing criminal enterprise and more to deviant criminal acts.  The use of drugs by gang 

members is one of the constants identified in our interviews.  Drug and alcohol use is interwoven 

into the gang world. The use of drugs starts at an early age and continues unabated. Drug usage 

is so prevalent that it is difficult to imagine how these young people can function.  Gangsters tell 

us that their days begin and end in a state of almost uninterrupted intoxication. As Chris stated: 

 

                                                           
66 Doe Interview, November 1997 
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“The marijuana and stuff, I didn’t, I didn’t really like that.  I smoked it for two to 
three years straight, every day.  It took a lot of money, made me tired.  And the liquor and 
stuff, it was alright.  I didn’t feel as bad as the marijuana.  But, it did make me feel pretty 
good. And, ah, acid and stuff, it was pretty fun.67 

 
 
Alcohol consumption has a wide variety of forms, from drinking Old English to Hennessy or from 

Blue 100 to Dom Perignon.  Surprisingly, the youth we spoke to did not see their alcohol usage 

as a problem, especially since so many have been in chemical dependency assessment or 

treatment.  Their idea that juvenile drug and alcohol use is normal, is seemingly a product of the 

young age at which they began getting high.  They talk about starting to drink as early as eight or 

nine years of age, and thus have been drinking over half their lives already.  As a result of their 

high frequency of drug use, as well as abuse from their parents, many assume this behavior is 

normal fun.  “It’s pretty much like, just friends, I guess.  I don’t know, we usually play basketball or 

else drink.  Liquor, I just drink liquor, that was it, Blue 100 or Old English, stuff like that.”68  

Drinking is clearly behavior that the gangster connects with his/her chosen lifestyle.  As Mike, a 

Vice Lord from Duluth, described himself, “Drinking a 40-ounce, with a rag hanging out of his 

pocket and his hat broke off, sitting on his car.”69 

 

Gangsters also talk about their use of marijuana in a very cavalier manner.  Marijuana usage 

started early and continued uninterrupted into adult life for a large number of the gang members 

we interviewed.  As Quan an 18 year old, Rochester Black Disciple told us: 

 

“Like the first time I ever had some weed, I was like seven years old.  I remember 
it too.  It was on a Christmas day.  And like we was, you might as well say poor, ‘cuz we 
didn’t get nothing for Christmas.  My ma was real depressed and stuff.  She had lit a joint, 
and she was smoking an’ crying an’ stuff.  She was like, “Hell, here go ahead, I ain’t 
gonna hit you, here.”  By me being seven, I didn’t know no better.  Mama telling me to do 
it.  Obviously, it must not be too bad, so no problem.  A little coughing, a little choking like 
I’m about to die.  Then like a couple years [later], around when I turned 13, I started 
smoking weed an’ stuff like that.  I mean I never like ventured away from like smoking 
weed.  ‘Cuz as far as I’m concerned ain’t nothing wrong with smoking weed.  I can see if 
you smoke weed an’ go out and commit a murder or something like that.  You don’t do 
nothing like that off a weed.70 

 
 

                                                           
67 Chris Interview, September 1996 
68 Shawn Interview, March 1998 
69 Mike Interview, March 1998 
70 Quan Interview, July 1998 



 39

Anecdotal information from “Special Education Programs” that have an over-abundance of 
oppositional and defiant students indicates that teachers find these sedated students more 
manageable.  One area that has been instructive is looking at drug usage in the Southeast Asian 
community.  According to community leaders, Hmong youth do not use drugs, but in talking 
Hmong gangsters they contradict this emphatically.  As Sheperd told us: 
 

“[I use] usually Bud.  Once in awhile, take acid. And we drank a lot.  A lot of 
Asian [youth] use drugs.  They don’t show it or they don’t let other people know that they 
do use drugs.  The only people that know they do drugs are the people that do drugs with 
them. 

[They don’t tell professionals] because with some parents, it’s like, in our country, 
it’s legal to grow marijuana and through like past experiences with the older folks, they’ve 
kind of banned drugs.  It’s like a sin to do drugs.  So they’ll really get on you if they find 
out that you do drugs.  ‘Cuz they’ve seen people who are hooked on drugs and their life 
is ruined. 

They [Hmong kids] would say, no, they [don’t do drugs] ‘cuz they don’t want their 
parents to know.  And a lot of parents will just like disown the kid if they find out. 

My parents, they’re petty cool.  It’s like they know they can’t stop me if I wanna 
do it.  So it’s like just as long as you don’t get in trouble or don’t get hurt and please try to 
stop if you can.  ‘Cuz they know that it’s very addictive.  ‘Cuz they’ve seen other people 
and they know how hard it is to quit.  So if you can quit, just quit.  But if you can’t, then 
just make sure you’re at a friend’s house or just don’t get caught.”71 

 
 
Our interviews indicate the Asian youth are using alcohol and marijuana as extensively as all 

other gangsters.  They begin using usually between ages 12 to 14, and some as early as nine 

years old.  As Joe told us, the Hmong gangs in Fresno, California use alcohol weekly and are 

now getting into crank (Methamphetamine) as drug of choice.72  Since trends in California usually 

come to Minnesota, this is an indication of what we can expect to develop here.  We are already 

seeing extensive acid use here in Asian gangs, as well as some crack cocaine use among youth 

here.  We are not seeing these youth in treatment programs.  We would recommend a serious 

evaluation of this situation. 

 

Outstate gangsters report the same type of usage as do those in the cities.  Native gangsters 

living on and off the reservation also speak of alcohol and drug usage as a regular part of the 

gangster’s life.  As Little Joker told us: “Everybody in the gang used drugs.  They’ve used 

shrooms, acid, pipe, some smoke rocks, crystal meth, alcohol, yeah, that’s a main one.  We 

always used that, you get high and then you go out and have fun.”73 

 

                                                           
71 Shepherd Interview, June 1996 
72 Joe Interview, December 1997 
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The gangs did confirm that marijuana and alcohol remain drugs of choice.  But more gangsters 

are moving into crack cocaine and crystal metehamphetamine (crank) addictions.  As Star notes; 

she and others used a virtual pharmacopoeia of drugs that they had assess to through the gangs.  

“Acid, and PCP and opium, and pot, and alcohol, and crank, and mushrooms, and Dexedrine, 

and Ritaline and ecstasy and rush.”74 

 

As in looking at aspects of the media and fun, we must also look at drug abuse issues if we are to 

have any prospect of working successfully with the gangs.  An area that will need to be 

addressed is the training of chemical dependency counselors in addressing gang addiction.  The 

courts already require counseling for poly-substance dependence.  They need to understand the 

dual addictions of poly-substance dependency and the addictive aspects of gang life that create a 

gang dependency.  The courts need to require integrated treatment for both addictions.  We also 

need to look at chemical issues in families as another early warning sign that the children are at 

risk. 

 

Drug and Alcohol Dependency 
 
Because of the extensive physical, psychological, and emotional abuse experienced by 

gangsters, an argument could be made that gang drug and alcohol use, are coping tools used to 

deal with emotions related to the abuse.  Our research indicates that 97 percent of gangsters are 

chemically dependent.  The excessive drug and alcohol use these youth describe is equal to the 

levels among chronic adult addicts. 

 

“I probably smoked like two blunts a day by myself.  An ounce of weed everyday.  
I tried crank once, cocaine once, but I never really got into that, because I just liked 
smoking weed and drinking.  I use to drink when I woke up ‘til I went to sleep.  Like 
maybe a case a beer.”75 

    Amy, age 20 

                                                                                                                                                                             
73 Little Joker Interview, May 1996 
74 Star Interview, October 1997 
75 Amy Interview, November 1998 
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“I’ve used from inhalants to crack to ecstasy to crystal.  All the powders.  I use to 
do crank a lot, but it didn’t do nothing for me, so I started messing with heroin.  And then 
that didn’t do really nothing to me, and then I started shooting up heroin, and then I 
started doing ecstasy, and then, of course, weed.  All kinds of weed, purple crush, all that 
good shit. Everything I’ve done.  I’ve done everything there is to be done.  Hashish, 
everything, everything.  On the eleventh, it was the fourth month.  I’ve been clean four 
months.  That’s the longest I’ve been clean since the age of 12.”76 

 
    Cia, age 16 
 
 
“I usually buy a liter of Hennessy, then I share that with my friends.  An’ it’s 

usually gone by the end of the night.  I got to sleep, get up at three, get ready, then I’ll go 
to work.  I get my money, I come back and have my mom go to the liquor store an’ buy 
my Hennessy and go to my friend’s house across the street and then drink, then go to 
sleep about 3:00 at night.”77  

    Mary J., age 16 
 
 
“I’d drink, every other day I’d drink at least five 40s, but I would smoke a joint or 

maybe up to seven joins a day.  Yeah, that’s how I would hide my problems.”78 
 
    BooBoo, age 30 
 
 
“I’m pretty much a born alcoholic anyway.  I can drink a pint of Hennessy by 

myself.  A 40 ounce and a half or two 22 ounces.  I could smoke a half ounce a weed to a 
ounce a weed myself a day.  It was mostly every day because I had, my life had became, 
um, something I was running from.”79 

    LA, age 24 
 
 
 

 FUN:  SEXUAL PREDATORY BEHAVIOR 
 
 
Fun for male gangsters is connected heavily with sexual activity.  Any activity that brings male 

gangsters into contact with young women, whether the women are gangsters or not, is 

considered fun.  Young gangsters describe their love of the chase, as well as their desire for 

sexual conquest.  One of the reasons for joining the gang is that it provides young men with 

ample opportunities to meet young women.  This sexual pursuit by gangsters crosses all racial 

and cultural lines and is another constant in our look at gangsters. 

                                                           
76 Cia Interview, September 1998 
77 Mary J Interview, October 1998 
78 BooBoo Interview, November 1998 
79 LA Interview, November 1998 
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As Little Joker notes the chase almost always culminates in sexual activity, in some cases 

consensual, but in many cases non-consensual: 

 

“We meet girls and stuff at pow wows and stuff and they hang around with us 
and then they get the idea that we wanna go out with them, but we really don’t.  And then 
they just bring it up.  “Is it all right if we roll with you?  Make us a Queen or something?”  
Then we’re like, “Yeah, we’ll make you a Queen.”  There’s either five or how many ever 
wanna become Queens.  Then we’ll take them back to our house.  You take them in your 
bedroom or on the couch.  In the back or down in the basement.  Wherever.  Then 
whenever they’re done, they’ll come out.  Then whoever is next, they’ll take.  She stays in 
the bedroom.  She don’t come out and then whoever got done with her will come back 
out and then say, “Hey, whoever’s next, go ahead.”  We’ll bust out some Spades at the 
table, shake some craps or sit back and drink and watch satellite or something.”80 

 
 
This issue needs more serious study since it crosses many disciplines.  We can see the need for 

education and treatment for both the abusers and the victims of the abuse.  Since so much of this 

activity involves children ages 12 and up, there are obviously long-term consequences that need 

to be addressed.  The G-line rapes, (gang rapes) and the investigation of the rape and torture of 

the Maple Grove girl, are just, we believe, the tip of the iceberg of the sexual abuse that is carried 

out in the gangs.  All professional, and especially law enforcement, personnel are going to need 

training so that they are better able to recognize the issues involved. 

 

 

FUN:  THE RUSH 

 

Another aspect we see in the element of fun is that fun is connected to have a rush.  This rush 

can come from any of the above activities.  In fact, the term “rush” as used here, we believe is a 

form of adrenaline dump that may be what keeps the gangster going, creating the sense of 

having great physical stamina.  The rush also is what seems to keep the gang member involved 

in gang life long after initial social needs have been met.  The combination of adrenaline rush and 

the power seems to have a synergistic effect on gang members, and continues to provide a 

psychological boost.  Forty Ounce describes his need and the means he used to stay in the eye 

of the storm this way: 

 

                                                           
80 Little Joker Interview, May 1996 
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“Just to get chased for excitement.  A lot, for fun and attention.  For me I couldn’t 
get no positive attention no matter what I did.  I mean, I was really smart in school.  I got 
really good grades.  I was really good athlete, but I couldn’t get attention for that.  
Nothing, nothing I did good, but I got a lot of attention when I did things bad. I always got 
yelled at and people paid attention to me when I did something bad.  So that’s kind of 
why I did the things I did.”81 

 
 
The rush in physical terms, the fight or flight response, is one of the oldest autonomic functions 

providing survival skills throughout evolution.  In this systematic context, the presence of danger 

causes the human mind to recognize that there are two options in any life or death confrontation.  

The body’s response to this is to broadcast urgent messages of arousal along the nerve network.  

Adrenaline (sometimes called epinephrine), corti salol, aldosterone and other hormones pour into 

the bloodstream, mixing a chemical cocktail of alarm that reinforces and prolongs the stress 

reaction.  Certain blood vessels tighten down and others expand as the circulatory system diverts 

blood away from the skin surface, extremities and digestive organs, and channels it to the large 

muscle groups most closely related to the strength and speed.  The heart and lungs work harder 

and faster to rush fresh nutrients to these tissues and clear away waste.  The spleen discharges 

more red blood cells into the bloodstream to increase the oxygen supply.  The liver releases 

stored sugar to increase energy.  Blood pressure leaps.  Muscles tense, especially in the lower 

back, neck and shoulders, staying near the threshold of action in anticipation of movement.  

Sweat glands kick in as the body tries to cool itself.82 

 

In psychological terms, this rush seems to be a short intense period of focused attention that 

keeps you coming back over and over again. 

 

“Once you shoot somebody for the first time and if you can make it to the night 
without snitching and telling on yourself or turning yourself in, it’s on.  The rest of, as long 
as you live, it’s just killing, shooting, whatever then.  Then you wanna go to the certain 
steps.  Ooh, I just wanna burn somebody, cut his head off.  Ya know, you wanna go 
through the certain steps of murder.  Just shooting and stabbing, torturing.  Drag him in 
the car, run him over, anything.  “Cuz you know, that shooting rush.  It’s like a drug.  
Shoot them.  That’s one rush.  You hang them.  See them dangling.  That’s another rush.  
You cut his head off, his arms off, let him bleed to death.  Just a certain high.  High as 
you go. I mean, so many ways you can.”83 

 
 
                                                           
81 Forty-Ounce Interview, January 1997 
82 Remsberg, Charles, The Tactical Edge, North Brook, IL: Calibre Press Inc., 1986, page 22. 
83 Poet Interview, 1996 
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This need to find fun and to experience the rush drives some of the violence that our young 

gangsters describe.  In fact, the need to overcome boredom is one of the primary issues that we 

see these gangsters discussing then they talk about he general violence that they take par in.  

For outstate to the streets of the city, we see gang violence as a function of this need for fun.  The 

following example describes the fun life for a city gangster:  “Wake up.  Get high.  Just go chill out 

‘til something really pop off and if something don’t pop off, you go make something pop off.  

That’s really it.  You get high, make your money, and take anybody else’s stuff who got money.  

By any means necessary.”84 

 

“It was just like all excitement.  I like excitement.  I like to be excited a lot.  Then 
we met up with my friend he, um, gave me some crystal meth so I was all wired on that, 
so.  And, we went in there and we were going to beat up all these hillbillies, but, um, they 
wouldn’t come out of their house.  So I went to the neighbor’s house and we busted out 
the neighbor house’s windows just to do it.  And then right after that we went up to the 
apartment where we hung out, Highland Hills, and there’s these three college guys 
walking out.  And I was just burnt, I was just mad and they just walked in front of my car 
and he put his arms up kind of like, kind of like challenging me and that was it.  My brain 
just snapped.  Then I jumped out of my car, grabbed the lead pipe and I went out at 
them, and three of my friends came out.  They got all scared and I’d see how scared they 
were and these guys were a lot bigger than us.  Then I backhanded one of them, slapped 
one and I pushed the other one and them, um, one called me a name.  I couldn’t 
remember what it was.  He called me a name.  Then he started running and I ran after 
him with a lead pipe.  He was, he was ducking down covering his head while he was 
running.  I couldn’t catch him.  Then when I looked back I seen my other two friends, both 
at the same time punch this dude on both sides of his face, and then he kind of knelt 
down to cover his face and when I seen them punch him, I ran up to the guy and 
smacked him in the back with that pipe and he went down.85 

 
 
Here Forty Ounce is describing, in graphic terms, the need for fun that random violence provided 

him.  It is a rush made up of a mix of testosterone, adrenaline and drugs, all culminating in this 

senseless act of violence.  For Forty Ounce, it is a need he found impossible to resist.  This need 

for a rush is an area that can actually be capitalized on by creating high excitement programming 

activities with gangsters.  High-ropes courses, sports or skydiving are a few examples that could 

be vehicles that allow for team building and reflection while appealing to the gangsters’ need for 

excitement. 

 

 

                                                           
84 Little Man Interview, May 1996 
85 Forty Ounce Interview, January 1997 
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FUN:  SOCIAL POWER 

 

It is a function of this need for social activity that everything from random violence to sexual 

activity takes on the framework of group activity.  Gangsters crave relationships as an extension 

of their need for love, safety, freedom, power and fun.  Fun, for the gangsters, is especially a 

social function as Kunta notes: 

 

“They make it fun.  You could do it with them, that’s what it’s all about.  Then to 
make it fun, you do it with them.  That’s what it’s all about.  ‘Cuz don’t be no fun, nothing 
out here to do, but ‘til you like rob, do something take somebody’s bike, they call the 
police.  Then the police chase you, ya know. That’s fun ‘cuz you get a laugh out of that.  
You go to jail, stay down there like for a day or two.  They let you right back out.  Next 
Friday or Saturday, you’re doing it again.”86 

 
 
 
 
 

“When you first start it’s fun, but ain’t none of it really fun. 
After you start getting time and stuff for it.”87 

                                                           
86 Kunta Interview, June 1995 
87 Jim Interview, October 1995 
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Chapter 3 

GANG ADDICTION 
 

“I said it’s like a drug.  It’s like a rush. It’s, man, I can’t even explain it.  It’s like 
smoking a joint, or drinking a beer.  It just like gets your adrenaline going.  It’s like a big 
rush.  You get all excited.  You get hyped when you’re throwing up your signs and  you’re 
like throwing down somebody else’s sign.  It gets you hyped, like a rush and you’re ready 
ta, represent.”88 

    Amy, 20 year old European & Native American 
      Saint Paul Latin Queen 
 
 

“There is definitely an addiction.  It keep ya coming back, man.  It’s addictive, and 
it is, man.  Even today, I really have no interest to gangs, today.  But, I feel myself, I’ll 
even catch myself slipping back into that, into that, ahh, what do you wanna call it?  
Activities, sometime.  And myself throwing gang signs or something when I’m listenin’ to 
some rap music.  I don’t even wanna be doin it, man, I’ll regret it afterwards. Um, shit, 
yeah.”89 

 
    Doe, 17 year old Irish American 
    Mankato Eastside Blood 

 
 
Our initial project goal was to learn what drove young people to gangs.  In the process of learning 

about the five needs of safety, love, power, freedom and fun that drive young people to join gangs, 

we learned there are several elements that keep young people in the gang life.  These elements 

maintain the gang’s corporate life and its hold on the individual.  Among the elements that we see 

in play are addiction and rituals. 

 

Each of these elements plays a part in the day-to-day life of most gang members.  Individually and 

in concert, they seem to guarantee that the gang lifestyle continues to have a hold on its members.  

The fulfillment of the need for a rush may lead to one of the great drives that keeps the gangsters 

from leaving the gangs, even when some of the other needs have been met. 

 

Throughout the research, gang members articulated facts that led us to conclude that many are 

psychologically addicted to the gang life in general, and the rush in particular.  When we began to 

explore this addiction, several of the gangsters and their families were able to put this into context.  

                                                           
88 Amy Interview, November 1998 
89 Doe Interview, November 1997 
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Of the many who spoke of addiction, probably none were more articulate than Sue, the wife of a 

Crip who told us: 

 

“My husband is addicted to the drama.  He’s as bad as the dope fiend is.  The 
dope dealer and the dope fiend have a lot in common.  Besides the dope, he’s just as 
addicted to the money, as the dope fiend is addicted to the dope.  And, not just the money, 
the power, you can make someone do anything for cocaine.  You can make most people 
do anything to get cocaine, and I mean anything.”90 

 
 
This led us to look for a more precise definition of addiction and for this we were referred to look at 

Craig Nakken91, author of The Addictive Personality.  According to Nakken92, addiction is a 

function of the innate human desire to feel happy and find peace of mind and soul.  At times, 

Nakken93 says, this feeling of happiness slips away as part of the uncontrollable nature cycle of life 

and, with its leaving, the person is left with a sense of sadness and loss.  Addiction can be viewed 

as an attempt to control these uncontrollable cycles. It is, at its base level, an attempt to control 

and fulfill these desires.  Addiction is not a static event, but a progressive and dynamic condition 

that undergoes a development from a definite beginning toward an end point.94 

 

According to Nakken95 the mark of an addict is the acting out of, or involvement with an event or 

object that will lead to the fulfillment of the desire to reach happiness.  An object of addiction could 

be alcohol, for example, or food for the overeater.  For gang members, the events of addiction are 

the gang activities themselves, especially the violent group activities.  The object of addiction are 

the gang accouterments, such as guns and uniforms.  As Gavonti explained it: 

 

“A gang is like a drug.  You’re addicted to it and it’s hard to stop, ya know, I still 
urge for it just for, ‘cuz it’s really lonely not having the gang around, so you urge for it, ya 
know.  You urge for the violence, the blood, everything.  I mean, it might sound sick and it 
might sound demented, but it’s true.  Just having thoughts of malicious behavior and it’s all 
because I’m thriving for the gang.  But my self-discipline is telling me that I don’t need it 
and I’m listening to it.  There are some times though, that I just wanna go out there and 
cause trouble and ya know, hold a gun.”96 

 
                                                           
90 Sue Interview, April 1996 
91 Nakken, Craig, The Addictive Personality, Hazelden Press, 1998 
92 ibid. 
93 ibid. 
94 ibid., Pages 3-4 
95 ibid. 
96 Gavonti Interview, April 
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For the gang addict, acting out is a way to create certain feelings that cause an emotional and 

mental shift that gives the person an illusion of being in control.  W’Loc tells us that being in control 

is part of the power trip that gave him a rush. 

 

“Some of the ways I could get a rush?  On a stick-up.  The control.  If I’m sticking 
somebody up, I’m in total control.  Drug dealing’s the same way.  When you’re dealing 
drugs, you’re in total control of whoever that is that wants that drug.  And that’s power.  
Power alone is a rush.  Ooohh! It’s a high of its own.  So that’s, ya know, it’s the power, 
man.  Yeah, once you got power, boy, it’s amazing.”97 

 
 
The primary difficulty with this illusion is that it substitutes the gang action or gun for any real 

nurturing relationship.  For gang members, this emotional illusion may be a function of the lack of 

parenting and/or proper socialization that gang members have had.  This issue of parenting is one 

of the constants that gang members referred to as we looked at how they came to become 

gangsters. Anthony’s description is fairly typical of these reports as he described his crack-

addicted mother. 

 

“Well, basically it affected me because, it affected me from the beginning, before I 
even knew she was doing it.  Because of the simple fact she was moving around, and 
moving around a lot and I never got the chance to meet no people or stay in one place 
long enough to know nothing or stay in school long enough to learn anything, ya know, 
‘cuz we moved around so much.  My mom’s a runner.  She runs away from her problems 
a lot.  She moved around so much.  That affected me from that young of an age, and the 
men she brought around, you know what I’m saying?  They didn’t affect me in no kinda 
way.  Thy never put hands on my mom.  They know if they did.  But it affected me, just 
affected me.  It affected me schoolwise, mentally.  If affected me in a lot ways.  It showed 
me the streets.  Ya know that my mom had pretty much control under us ‘til she started 
doing drugs and it showed me the streets, you know what I’m saying?  When I didn’t feel 
no love from my mom.  I knew she loved me but, ya know.  My dad was using and my 
mom was using.  So I kinda tried to find a family in the streets.  That’s why I call a lot of 
people my brother and my cousin and stuff like that.  You know what I’m saying?  It 
affected me.”98 

 
 
According to both parents and their children, lack of parenting, lack of stability in the home, drug 

usage, domestic sexual and physical abuse are all part of the litany of conditions that seem to 

propel young people into the gangs. 

 

                                                           
97 W’Loc Interview, January 1998 
98 Anthony Interview, August 1998 
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The gang addiction starts out because of an emotional illusion.  It is an illusion that gang members 

admit intellectually is dysfunctional, but is so entrenched in their mind and feelings that they 

cannot escape it.  Rationally, a gang member will tell counselors that they understand that there 

are clear dangers to being a gang member.  As J Rock, a Minneapolis Vice Lord stated he would 

either spend a long time in prison or be dead by 23.  No other choices existed.  Intellectually, the 

gangster can see the long term picture, but emotionally the Generation X slogan, “I want what I 

want and I want it now,” seems to be the operative value system.99  Gavonti speaks to this when 

he says: 

 

“….when I was running with the gang, I didn’t respect anybody but myself.  I mean 
just because you were in the gang doesn’t mean I have to respect you.  I was really 
selfish.  I was deeply involved with drugs and alcohol, didn’t care for my life, ya know.  
When I was out there banging I could have gotten shot and would feel the relief ‘cuz I 
didn’t wanna live.  I didn’t have nothing to live for.  Before, I always told people, I don’t 
care if I die.  I ain’t scared to die.”100 

 
 
Nakken101 notes that addiction is more than a relationship of convenience.  Healthy individuals use 

objects and events for their convenience.  Addicts, by contrast, use objects and events as an 

emotional crutch, often forgoing other conveniences to satisfy this emotional need.  For example, 

some young people coming from lives of adequate comfort with sufficient money available give up 

these material conveniences to satisfy the emotional needs supplied by gang activity.  The 

emotional crutch is more important, even if it comes with the price of more pain.  Jesse James, a 

Worthington Latin King, is the product of this kind of life, he told us: 

 

“I’ve always had the same mother. She’s always been there for me, but she’s 
always been hard working and busy.  Me and my mom haven’t had a whole lot of quality 
time together growing up.  She’s a really busy woman, working all the time, and she’s 
pulled herself out of working in little factories up to owning a business so she’s always 
been real busy and working her butt off.  So I’ve never had much relationship with my 
mom except for she’s always been there for me.  I think my mom never got to know me 
growing up really, ‘cuz if she would have got to know me, I don’t think I would have been 
able to manipulate her the way I did and the way that I have.  ‘Cuz I could manipulate my 
mom into giving me money for drugs and going to take me to houses to buy them without 
her even knowing it.”102 
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More public examples can be seen in the sporting world where we see professional athletes who 

earn hundreds of thousands of dollars, hanging out with known thugs and trafficking in narcotics 

and cloned cell phones.  As the Alcoholics Anonymous Big Book states, “Remember that we deal 

with alcohol-cunning baffling, powerful.”103  The gang has all these same attributes and has been 

incredibly resistant to most superficial attempts at replacing it. 

 

Addicts treat others and themselves as objects.  Objects are manipulated for the addict’s own 

pleasure.  As they become more addicted, this mind set causes the addict to relate to everyone 

and everything as an object.  For example, a set addict sees the person who they are having an 

affair with as a sexual object first.  Sadly, as the gangster increasingly deals with others as 

objects, the behavior serves to isolate him or her from others.  This distancing then perpetuates 

the need to objectify others further through violent gang activities.  For example, a young affiliate 

may be sent out to commit a murder.  Women are gang raped and discarded.  People, especially 

women, are increasingly viewed more as objects, as Dimples describes: 

 

“But what I stand for and what I was living promotes that.  That women should be 
beaten. That women are objects or bitches or hoes or whatever.  That you don’t need no 
one.  You don’t need your mom.  They (women) were nothing.  I don’t know.  Women 
would like; I’d use them, play them for whatever.  I’ve never really had much respect for 
women.  My mom beat me, I never understood.  I never understood.  I’d throw them 
around sometimes.  I never punched or smacked a woman.  I had a woman burned.  I 
had a girl burned.  She tried to say, one summer, she said I raped her.  Then she left 
town, but she came back for a homecoming football game.  I was sitting there with some 
girls off the reservation and I said, “There’s that bitch.”  I said, “Hurt her.  Hurt her good.”  
And they walked up, tossed pop in her face and they started beating on her.  They tossed 
pop and dirt into her face so she couldn’t see who it was.  They started hitting her.  Then 
they just started her on fire.  Sprayed her down with lighter fluid or whatever and started 
her on fire.  Like that stuff you put in Zippos.  She had some of that and she started her 
on fire."104 

 
 
In the world of the gangster, people are soldiers or civilians.  As objects they are not real people.  

Civilians are shot and the gangster’s response is they shouldn’t have been in the way.  This 

objectification of people, in part, explains that many fights frequently have little or nothing to do 

with the gang and even little to do with the victims.  This makes it possible for the gangster to be 

terribly cavalier in their use of violence.  Older gangsters recalled the good old days when a fight 
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was only with the person who had offended or injured your gang.  Now, older generations report 

that any member of a rival gang will do as a target for retaliatory strike. 

 

Addictive relationships with others are very one sided, as the addict again wants to have their 

needs met first and always.  Tony Montana gave us a fine picture of how, within the context of a 

gangster love affair, there is an element of use and abuse, as he said: 

 

“We macked on females and told ‘em, “if you fuck us, you’ll be a part of us,” an’ 
females fell for it, some were smart and didn’t.  But, they were all bitches.  Like they were 
all sluts and hoes and shit.  There was college boys that were mad at me and my homies 
‘cuz we was fucking they females behind they back.  They didn’t know it.  White girls, I 
had them.  Like them, the adult women, the white ones, yeah, use them to fuck, the 
women, the teenagers just pussy.  Basically whoop their ass and dump on them or some 
shit. ‘Cuz, I had games.  I mean there was some white girls that I fuck at parties, they’ll 
just fuck ‘cuz they was drunk.  But, then there was some that I fucked just ‘cuz.  Some 
like me, and I’m going out, I was fucking with this college female right now, she almost 
graduating and shit, but, I got a relationship with her and shit, but [I’m] still fucking other 
females. 

 
Yeah, [she thinks it’s an exclusive relationship] she look at me as her man and 

she know what I’m involved in and shit.  I ain’t trying to have no lovey dovey relationship 
with her.  No type a shit like that, or talk about let’s get married.  I ain’t with all that shit, 
‘cuz, ya know when I get married it’s like either a Mexican female or a Black female, so I 
ain’t tying ta settle down. I ain’t got no kids yet, so I ain’t trying to settle down with no 
white female.  There ain’t nothing wrong, I mean, some of them are real fine, I mean 
there were some when I was younger that I liked it, but I just ain’t gonna settle down with 
none.”105 

 
 
Another component is that the intensity of the acting out experience is confused with the intimacy 

of the real relationship that they want, but don’t have.  The acting out can be a very intense 

experience for the gang member as it combines a wide variety of sensory components as the 

addict feels excited, shameful and scared, all simultaneously.  In Star’s report of her gang rape 

initiation, she tells us: 

 

“They used me for my sex again, then and, so I got sexed-in by five of their 
members, and during one night, on one bed, and I felt, I was excited because I got to be 
one of them, ya know, I really wanted to be one of them and I was willing to do just about 
anything to be one of them.  An’ then when we got done, I went home and I took at least 
three showers because I felt so dirty.”106 
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THREE STAGES OF THE ADDICTION PROCESS 
 

 
Addition as a process may be divided into three stages.  The first stage is that of internal change.  

The second stage is characterized by lifestyle change.  Finally, life breakdown brings the process 

to a close.  Each of these stages can be seen in the development of our gangsters. 

 

 

ADDICTION STAGE ONE: INTERNAL CHANGE 

 

Long before jails, before the beat-ins, before the rapes and robberies, the gangster has begun 

undergoing internal changes that will forever alter how the gangster interacts with the world.  The 

journey into gang addiction starts with the person experiencing a high, or rush, as we have 

described it.  Within this rush, or high, is a sense that the gangster has control, for the first time 

perhaps.  The rush is an enjoyable and intense experience that is frequently mistaken for 

intimacy or self-esteem.  As W-Loc told us: 

 

“At 30 years old, and I’ve been getting geeked off of that type of thing since I was 
probably about 7. Nope.  I’m addicted to that.  I’m addicted.  So I can’t say I could ever 
get away from that.  No.  If I’m getting away, that means that I’m using some type of 
chemical to get away.  As soon as that chemical’s gone, what am I gonna do then?  So, 
nope.  Never will.  Doing criminal things as far as jacking.  Ah, kidnapping, murders.  
Them things right there give you a rush on its own because of the excitement, the shit’s 
moving so fast.  It goes by so quickly and you’re in control of everything.  But if you lose 
control, all hell will break loose.  All hell with break loose, I’ve seen it.”107 

 
 
Most addicts, according to Nakken108, come from a setting where the natural relationships with 

family, friends, God or a spiritual higher power, the community and themselves have not been 

formed.  These deficiencies are echoed by gangsters, who tell us that early in their gang 

experience they never formed a true bond with their parents. 

 

“Probably earlier on, she (mom) didn’t wanna believe that I was a rotten kid or a 
troublemaker and none of that.  My dad, that I have now, works at the police department 
in Worthington and sometimes I wonder if he'’ starting to want to have a relationship with 
me because he'’ lost relationships with all the cops and all the police in my community 
because they can’t talk about nothing.  They could not talk about anything in front of my 
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dad because I might be involved.  They’ve got pictures of me in the police station with my 
shirt off and tattoos, gang tattoos right there at my dad’s work.  And for my dad to have to 
see my tattoos right there at work and to hear about his kid getting arrested or his kid in 
jail the day before Thanksgiving or his kid doing drive-by shootings, and the other police 
took that all out on my dad and really picked on my dad and didn’t want nothing to do with 
him, ‘cuz they couldn’t trust him ‘cuz they thought my upbringing was his fault.  So I pretty 
much ruined that relationship with my dad, too.  He got sick of it and stopped bailing me 
out of jail, stopped paying for my lawyers.  Stuff like that.  Ended up pretty lonely because 
of the way I behaved.”109 

 
 
Angie, a Latin King from Saint Paul, was able to explain how her acting out with the gang 

provided her with the family experience she craved: 

 

“It was more, ‘cuz I was always with ‘em.  And, usually you’re always with your 
family. I didn’t really like go around saying, “Oh that’s my family.”  They really are my 
family, like my brothers and stuff.  It was like they were there for me all the time, like 
when I needed it. Or, like when my dad was tripping on me, they were there.  They didn’t 
go beat up my dad or nothing, but they were there ta, kinda like help me, but the way 
they helped me wasn’t the best way.   They’d go get me drunk and I’d be happy.  
Otherwise, they weren’t really, a family, ‘cuz I always had my mom there, and my ma was 
there through everything.  She got mixed up in that gang stuff too, ‘cuz she use to go to 
our parties and things like that.  She didn’t really want me there, so when she’d go, I 
wouldn’t be there.  So, she wouldn’t’ really, like know, ‘cuz, she still don’t really know.  
And, I don’t really wanna tell her, because I don’t think she’ll let herself believe it anyway.  
Otherwise, I would like say they were my family all the time.”110 

 
 
Gang members also describe how their early childhood experience in not forming strong, stable 

friendships helped propel them into the gang life. 

 

“I didn’t really get to have no stable friends. I felt like an outcast ‘cuz I was always 
trying to, I was always fitting in.  People always liked me, but I always felt like I didn’t fit in 
‘cuz I was always new or just coming around or not knowing anybody, ya know,  not 
knowing people in school.  Everybody thought I was a troublemaker before they even 
knew who I was ‘cuz I was the new kid on the block.  That’s pretty much all my life, ya 
know.”111 

 
 
Jesse James notes that the gang supplied him with the friendships he lacked as a youth and also 

describes some of the early acting out he was involved in: 
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“After getting jumped in, I felt really accepted.  I don’t know why, but everybody 
was coming around, patting me on the back, ya know, shaking my hand.  Like gang 
handshakes and stuff like that are significant to Latin Kings and stuff like that.  It just felt 
like they really did care.  They were really there for ya to always be there to back you up.  
Kind of like a family, like a mom would always do, like be there for her son or something 
like that.  That’s kind of how I felt at that time.  That they were always gonna be there for 
me.”112 

 
 
This description fits very well with Nakken’s113 premise that the addict discovers that acting out 

causes a relief or allows them to avoid the craving.  This acting out then is repeated as the 

craving keeps reoccurring.  

 

The spiritual need is one that we hear very little about in the literature.  However, is it an 

important need when a gangster attempts to stop banging.  As Nakken114 notes, addicts 

frequently have had no healthy relationship with God or a spiritual higher power. 

 

Most gangsters may have been raised in a religion, but are no longer practicing.  Even in the Vice 

Lords and Latin Kings, where there are significant religious traditions, the gangsters report that 

there is no real spiritual connection.  Gavonti tells us of the GD’s false god: 

“Well, our god was King Hoover.  That was our god.  That was the one and only 
god.  Worship nobody but him.  And our bible is a book of literature, like Ten 
Commandments.  We have 22 laws now.  We had everything, I mean, everything in the 
Bible, we had in literature.  We had our own bible.  Church sermons.  We had functions, 
bible camp, we had picnics.  Everything. Christ, Jesus, the church has their own symbols 
for reincarnation.  Everything like that.  We have six point star, heart, everything.  We 
have our own little symbols for it.  So you can compare gangs to religion a lot, in a lot of 
ways.  Church sells cakes and cookies.  We sell drugs and guns.  The church is 
harassed by activists, we’re harassed by police.  Church has no color, neither do we.”115 

 
 
In place of authentic spirituality, increased acting out fulfills the religious needs of the gangster.  

As Dimples describes: 

 

“It’s like the more lives you take, the more immortal you feel.  It makes you feel 
like God.  I can take your life when I want, I’m God.  I got the power.  I can wipe you off.  I 
can wipe you off, I got that power.  Like talking to them is judgment day, ya know, Like 
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they decide.  It’s up to them. Sometimes it’s used to prove a point.  Sometimes it’s used 
to show power.”116 

 
 
Neither the gangsters we interviewed nor the literature available explain how the gangster and 

the community’s relations affect the gang member’s acting out.  It is clear, however, that 

gangsters play a role in the community and that it is a mistake to assume that this role is always 

negative.  Communities embrace the gang members as their children.  The gangs embrace the 

community as synonymous with their turf. 

 

Nakken117 describes the addictive cycle as beginning when the gangster is in pain and acts out 

for relief.  This pain may be real or figurative; the results of finding themselves out of sync with the 

world around them.  Gangsters speak of the loneliness and boredom that preceded their gang 

life.  “Growing up, I was probably a lonely kid.  I didn’t have a lot of friends and stuff like that.  I 

was probably pretty much an outsider.”118  This pain causes the gangster to feel the need to act 

out.  Several young gangsters described preparing for the day-to-day life of a gangster by 

listening to gangster rap, throwing up gang hand gestures, by putting on or cocking their hats, by 

putting on their gang face.  After a period of preparatory acting, the gangster begins to actively 

engage in the acting out behavior, whether it is looking for a fight, selling dope or putting in some 

work for the gangs.  As Doe told us: 

 

“Yeah, we’d go out an’ look for it, subconsciously.  Sometimes, we’d even 
consciously go out an’ look for it.  We’d just, ya know, we’d be like – yeah, let’s go out 
and find somebody to fuck up, ya know.  We’d get what we’d get out of it, ya know.  A lot 
a times it was just subconsciously, ya know.  In the back a my mind, I’d be thinking – 
yeah, it’s going on, ya know, maybe I’ll get into a fight tonight, that’ll be fun.  Ya know – I 
don’t know.  You get power, do a lot a power from it.  Make someone look real bad, make 
someone look, ya know, like a bitch.”119 

 
 
This causes the gangster to achieve some momentary relief, but all too quickly reality returns and 

the gangsters finds themselves in pain again and the cycle repeats itself.  What is crucial here is 

what Nakken120 describes as the development of an addictive personality.  This personality is 
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crucial to recognize.  It eventually creates an internal environment where even if the gang 

member has stopped gang activity, another addiction may be substituted in its place.  In our 

studies, we have seen the gang become a dual addiction for many youth who were drug addicts 

or alcoholics.  It has been instructive to note that some youth have been able to eliminate 

chemical use from their lives, but still struggle to keep themselves gang-free.  These addicts are 

well prepared for the rules of staying off chemicals and will tell you that they know they can never 

have a drink or smoke a blunt. 

 

Finally, the gangster begins to display the signs of what Nakken121 calls addictive logic and an 

addictive delusional/belief system.  Addictive logic is the formation of the rationalizations for the 

addict’s behavior.  These rationalizations are formed to explain what normal logic would describe 

as self-destructive behavior that the addict/gangster sees as beneficial.  In our research, 

gangsters had a very hard time being able to explain certain behavior, since it ran counter to their 

earlier logic and belief system.  Later, as this logic is employed more regularly, the gangster 

develops a complete belief system to explain the world as compared to reality they confront.  

Face tells for example of the Gangster Disciples 22 Laws of Growth and Development.  He tries 

hard to present these as real rules, but then has to admit that they are rules in work only, since 

the gang, as individuals and as a group, neither practices, nor even tries, to enforce them.  Thus, 

Rule Two that prohibits the use of drugs, is reframed by the gangsters who then say that the gang 

didn’t mean marijuana when they spoke about drugs, because marijuana is a natural substance.  

He then tries, without success, to defend the gang’s trafficking in narcotics since the GD’s 

mission is community growth.  Similarly, he tries to justify the rule against fighting with other 

gangsters in the face of the large number of gang killings that take place.  Finally, several of the 

GDs who spoke of King Hoover’s requirements to get educated, could not explain why their rules 

were not violated, even though they have dropped out of school. 

 

Repeatedly, the gangsters described setting up intricate but hollow systems they used to explain 

their actions.  These gangsters could spin out a very convoluted, though logical explanation for 

almost anything.  When looked at closely, these systems are flawed.  They are based on faulty 

assumptions and the conclusions simply do not follow in reality from the premises stated.  Forty 

Ounce found himself trapped in his own convoluted logic: 
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“Yeah, me and my friend Brian, had this girl where, um, we got her over to our 
house and she was already kind of drunk and I took her upstairs and um, had sex with 
her.  And then went, I made her, I told her to stay there and wait for me and I went 
downstairs and got Brian.  I told him to go up there, and he had sex with her too.  Me and 
Brian we were the ones like that.  We were more of the players, the other guys weren’t all 
that great looking so they didn’t have sex all that often.  But, I mean me and Brian were 
the ones that were, did things like that but never, no group things like all at once.  Like no 
ganging up on the girls, nothing like that.  I don’t know what happened.  I know it wasn’t 
rape because, I don’t know, I guess it could have been.  I don’t know, I guess I kind of 
pimped her is the way LaDonna put it, made it.  But I didn’t force her to have sex with 
him, but if it were, if she wouldn’t have I probably would have made her, forced her, 
scared her into have sex with him or something.”122 

 
 
 

ADDICTION STAGE TWO: LIFESTYLE CHANGE 

 

Once the addictive personality is in place, the behavioral aspects of addiction become more 

obvious.  In the first stage, the addict’s attitude is changed and the gangster’s behavior is 

episodically altered.  In this second stage, the behavior of the gangster is more and more 

frequently changed and a behavioral dependency begins.  A behavioral dependency can be seen 

when a person starts to act out the addictive belief system in a ritualistic manner.  The individual’s 

behavior becomes more and more out of control.  Typical signs of the behavioral dependency 

include: 

 

• The individual starts to lie to others, even when it is easier to tell the truth. 

• The individual starts to blame others knowing others are not to blame. 

• The individual starts to ritualize their behavior. 

• The individual starts to withdraw from others. 

 

 

Crazy Lying  
 
Crazy lying is the act of telling others falsehoods and fabrications even when it is easier to tell the 

truth.  Little Sassy, for example, spun a fascinating tale that was so contradictory and inflated as 
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to be unbelievable.  Yet, as he told the story of his future ascension to be king of a million-man 

army it was clear that he was simply unable to tell the truth, no matter how obvious the lies were.  

Here, he tries to explain how using drugs was and was not against the rules: 

 

“Okay.  As what it says, it says that using drugs to an extent of going.  Like a 
person would say mentally disturbed or something.  Now crack cocaine, we’re not to use 
under no circumstances what for, we can’t even take Tylenol 3, ‘cuz if it showed up and 
they know that we’re using it then you will be cancelled and everybody know what 
canceled mean, and marijuana, ya know that we look at it like that just a plant, ya know, 
you smoke that you get high, but if you abuse it, that when they have to step down and 
put their feet in it, ya know.  And, alcohol, ya know, they have a problem with that to an 
extent, ya know, depending on the behavior and the changes that you go through, but ya 
know, besides that everything else is fine. 

 
“We’re not Black Gangster Disciples we’re only Black Disciples under the Third 

World Gates.  The Gates is sorta like a gate, once you go into this gate this gate is so 
high and so low that you can’t dig or climb over it.  An’, that what those gates mean.  We 
in all 50 states and every state I can guess, because I don’t have my book with me so I 
cant tell you how many people or how many what, but I know we’re a million strong.”123 

 
 
Blaming 
 
Nakken124 talks about addicts blaming everyone and everything else for their misfortune; 

everything that is, except their addiction.  Gangsters blame their parents, friends and even their 

victims for their problems.  It’s as if they see themselves as puppets with little control over their 

own fate.  Even as an adult Brandy still blames her parents for her adolescent acting out. 

 

“We were doing like family counseling; like what’s the problem? And the whole 
problem was mine, ya know.  I was the bad kid, I was the one that started the problems 
and did all the problems, and you get tired of it.  So, I met this guy that was treating me 
nice, ya know, I was big for my age, I looked maybe 14, 15 at 10, and turned into a 
prostitute.”125 

 
 
Sad, a MOD girl, also noted that, “You don’t even feel human no more.  I feel like I was just born 

on this earth just to live a life for my parents.”126 

 
 

                                                           
123 Little Sassy, June 1998 
124 Nakken, Craig, The Addictive Personality, Hazelden Press, 1998 
125 Brandy Interview, November 1998 
126 Sad Interview, September 1998 



 59

Ritualization 
 
Many gangsters gave examples of ritualization of their behavior.  Ritualization in addictive 

behavior is a repetitive personal habit.  A simple ritualistic behavior might be an athlete’s 

superstitious belief that by not changing socks or shaving, or a coach by wearing a special 

sweater or tie for big games will continue a winning streak. The ritualization is individual in nature, 

not a commonly shared ceremony throughout the organization. 

 
“On street slang I find myself using a lot.  I don’t know.  More like being 

announced.  Announcing myself like with a shitty attitude or something, ya know.  Getting 
attention.  The same way I did on the streets.”127 

 
 

The use of street slang here is a form of ritual combat. It is part of the psyching up process that 

the gangster goes through before real violence starts. 

 

Withdrawal 
 
Nakken128 describes how the individual withdraws from support networks their behavior becomes 

more and more dependent on their addiction.  Some gangsters, as they rise in the ranks, become 

more and more isolated from their family, friends and loved ones and even seem to take a step 

back from other gangsters.  These individuals describe this withdrawal as taking the form of an 

attitude that pushes everybody away.  This withdrawal even has its own form of acting out and 

creates a barrier between the gangster and the rest of the world. 

 

“I’ll just have the attitude of you can’t mess with me, you can’t fuck with me 
because I’m me, ya know.  And sometimes I like to carry that around, ya know.  I’ll tell 
people, ya know, you don’t wanna fuck with me, just ask people, you don’t wanna fuck 
with me.  And they’d be like, “who the hell are you?”  It’s like an eye opener because it’s 
like I closed my eyes on everybody else and just thought about me.  I was the most 
important person in the world.  I wasn’t sure.”129 

 
 
Withdrawal is a sign of trouble that is recognized by other gangsters.  As Gavonti notes: 
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“You’ll notice that if another guy starts to exclude himself from his gang or 
anything that he’ll start to get a lot of headaches.  He’ll start to have sick and insane 
thoughts.  And that’s what I’ve been going through for the last four months.  Just having 
thoughts of malicious behavior and it’s all because I’m thriving for the gang.  But, my self-
discipline is telling me that I don’t need it and I’m listening to it.  There are some times 
though, that I just wanna go out there and cause trouble and ya know, hold a gun.”130 

 
ADDICTION STAGE THREE: LIFE BREAKDOWN 

 
 
In the third stage of the addiction process, the addictive personality is in total control.  This 

personality doesn’t care what happens to self or others.  The addictive personality cares only 

about getting high emotionally through acting out.  Nakken131 says it is in this state that the 

addict’s life literally starts to break down under the stresses of almost constant and continuous 

acting out.  This constant acting out is problematic by this point and even the acting out does not 

produce the rush.  It does not product that sense of being in control. 

 

In this stage, Nakken132 also sees the whole fabric of addictive logic breaking down as the 

addictive behavior no longer makes sense even to the addict.  John is an example: 

 

“I don’t know, to me it just seems insane, the lifestyle.  But yet, because I battle 
over this in my head all the time, but it’s also – I don’t know why I want to hold onto it so 
much if it’s so insane.  So, I can’t even come up with the words. And I don’t even 
understand.  Sometimes I ask myself what’s wrong with me?  ‘Cause I want to hold on to 
it so bad.  I want to go.  It’s just a constant struggle. It’s just a big, it’s like a war.”133 

 
 
In this stage, the rituals used to give comfort now just allow them to hang on.  This complicates 

the addict’s life since rituals, by their nature, are not vehicles that allow one to respond to change 

easily.  Therefore, new situations become a nightmare for the gangster.  This forces them more 

and more into the isolation of the gang’s world where the world fits the gangsters delusional view.  

Forty Ounce told us how he experienced this breakdown: 

 

“We were up at Highland, a friend’s apartment and we’re kind of, we were all 
getting drunk and we ran out of money and it was still kind of early and our buzzes were 
wearing off and, whatever, so we wanted more money.  And so we were walking outside 
the apartment, me and a bunch of my friends.  And there was this guy just laying down 
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there in between the two buildings, just passed out.  And we walked up to him, just kind 
of circled him.  My friend had this little, this little wooden baseball bat you get, they’re like, 
it was like a foot and a half long wooden baseball bat.  And I stood up by his head in case 
he got up and my friend reached down and pulled out his walllet out of his pocket and got 
half-way up and the dude reached up and grabbed my friend’s arm and said, “Hey, what 
are you doing?”  And I stomped on his head twice into the ground, he just like, he was 
just laying there and my friend cracked him over the head with that bat and dropped it 
and ran.  And then I, for no reason at all, I picked up that bat and I hit him six or seven 
times.  I just kept beating him in the head with that bat and then we ran into the house 
and split up the money and I like took his wallet for like a souvenir or something. I don’t 
know. 

 
[Interviewer:  How do you feel about it?] Pretty shitty, I mean, I had no reason to 

hit the guy again.  I mean I had no reason, this guy I had never seen him before in my life 
and he never did nothing to me before in his life.  He doesn’t know me.  I don’t know him.  
I don’t know, it was pretty, it was just – I don’t know.  It brings me a lot a pain to thing that 
I was like that.  I could do that to someone.”134 

 
 
For Forty Ounce, this episode of violence was the beginning of his realization that he had to do 

something about his out-of-control behavior.  For Forty Ounce, this violent episode was typical of 

the kind of ritualistic acting out that made him feel in control.  Now, it had become obviously 

irrational, even given the addictive logic that violence equals power equals comfort.  The addict’s 

interactions with the rest of the world become more and more strained, as the acting out 

behaviors push the envelope so far, that even those who want to help re pushed to the breaking 

point. 

 

“But, I think about it, I did it all the time.  All the time I did that to people I didn’t 
even know.  I’d just walk up to them and say, “Are you lipping off to me?” or whatever.  I 
mean for no reason I’d bust them over the head with a beer bottle.  Even people who 
were kind of our friends, if they get in the way of our doing something, just beat them up, 
terribly bad.  But this guy is the one that really hurts me because I never seen him before 
in my life.  Never seen him and he was just out having a good time and he just passed 
out. And he didn’t deserve it.  None of the people I did that to deserve it.  But this guy 
especially didn’t deserve what happened to him and thinking about it, I could have taken 
away someone’s brother, son, somebody’s father, someone’s best friend.  It just hurts me 
that I was like that, I could do something like that, for really no reason.135 

 
 
Physical signs of the breakdown also occur during this stage as the cumulative stress takes its 

toll.  In alcoholism, the liver may start to fail.  Sex addicts may get sexually transmitted diseases. 
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For gangsters, the violence and drugs take their toll.  Sad talks about the accumulated injuries of 

her gang life: 

 

“My ex-boyfriend that passed away, his mom bought me a bus ticket back 
because she knew it was hard for me to stay down there ‘cuz I lived with them, ‘cuz we 
were supposed to get married and we, I don’t know.  I was pregnant at the time too, with 
his kid. And, I couldn’t live down there anymore ‘cuz I lost the baby.  Yeah, ‘cuz I didn’t 
eat.  I was five months pregnant when he passed away.  And, I lost the baby when I was 
in eighth month of pregnancy.  ‘Cuz  I didn’t eat for the last three months of my 
pregnancy.  I didn’t eat, I didn’t sleep.  All I did was eat bananas and drink water.  What 
do I do?  I haven’t done anything, it’s still there. Instead of being mad about my pain and 
taking revenge, I just gotta grow stronger from it.  Every day of my life, I have to live with 
the fact that my best friend is now in a wheelchair and she’s never gonna be able to walk 
again in her life and that my so-called husband is now six feet deep.  The baby that I was 
suppose to carry is now gone.  That is what being a gangster caused me and it, I don’t 
wanna live that life no more.”136 

 
 
While stage three is the last stop in the addiction process, it is still not a static one.  The addict’s 

acting out and the consequences of such behavior continue to become more frequent.  In 

addition, the struggle is exacerbated by the conflict between the increasingly severe 

consequences and a flawed logic system that keeps the addict stuck in a ritualistic behavior 

pattern.  Forty Ounce told us that even after he went through treatment for his drug dependency, 

he still found himself unable to kick the gang habit.  He describes his flawed ritualistic behavior 

patterns: 

 

“It’s hard to forgive myself, but I try not thinking about it.  But, when I do think 
about is, it’s really hard.  But, the longer I go without treating people like that the easier 
it’ll be, I think.  It’s easy for me to think good and act good here in treatment, but how 
knows when I get out and get around people if that’s still going to be like, if I’m still going 
to be like that. 

 
I went to a halfway house for awhile and then I got out and moved up here to the 

east side of St. Paul.  I don’t know, I guess everything was fine for awhile.  I was on top of 
my stuff, just going to meetings, ya know, and not hanging around anybody that uses or 
anything like that.  And then, one of the times that I was down in Mankato, I got  the 
phone number of a friend that lived up here.  He was a really good friend of mine before 
and was in the same, ya know my same set, and then – so I got up here and I called him, 
of course.  Ya know, I knew I probably shouldn’t, but I called him anyways.  And then ya 
know we went out and hung out for awhile and then we just kept hooking up, ya know, we 
just kept hanging out and hanging out and going to parties and stuff.  A lot of parties 
there was drinking and a lot of smoking weed and stuff.  But, ya know, I never used, but it 
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was like I was back in old scenery.  It didn’t bother me for, I mean a good, at least a good 
month, and then I don’t know, and then finally one day it was just kinda, it kinda gradually 
went down, like in my, my attitude …..I didn’t say anything about my gang or nothing like 
that.  I wasn’t talking the language, I wasn’t throwing up the signs, I wasn’t drawing the 
stuff, but then, or listening to the music.  I mean, I still listen to rap, but not like Bloods’ 
tape.  An’ then when I started getting around Little J, it’s like, he had a Bloods’ tape and I 
started listening to that.  And, I think alright that’s alright, and it just came on so, like slow, 
that I didn’t notice it.  I started throwing up the signs, doing the signs and stuff when I’m 
driving down the street, started looking at people like different.  I mean I wasn’t a friendly 
person, ya know, I started looking at people different, ya know, I’d wear my hat cocked 
once in awhile, started wearing more red. 

 
And then finally one day, me and my friend Little J and my roommate and these 

two girls, we went up to Taylor’s Falls and one of the girls there did something to make 
me mad, and I was already in a bad mood, and then I was just so mad and I couldn’t 
remember really what was going through.  Oh, yeah, I remember what was going through 
my head, I wanted to jack somebody.  I just wanted to beat somebody up, so we was in 
the car, so there was a notebook there, I took out a notebook.  I just started scribbling on 
it, all the old stuff I use to write like, ya know, all of our names, our set, ya know, our signs 
and all that, and I just, I looked at it and ya know – “what am I doing” – so I tore it up and 
threw it away.  An’ then when we parked to get something to eat, I got out and I was just 
looking around, it was in a small town.  I started looking for someone to jack. 

 
 And the next day it was like I had a hangover from it, kind of.  ‘Cuz I was 

feeling like, ya know, “What was I doing?”  I was just, and ya know, but then I thought, 
“Ah screw it, ya know, I’m Forty Ounce, ya know, I wasn’t my normal self anymore, I was 
like, “This is who I am, this is who I’m gonna be.”  And then I started going down to 
Mankato a lot more and started hanging around the old friends again and then, it just got, 
ya know, I was the same person I was when I was using, except I wasn’t using.  
Everything else was the same, I even planned a couple drive-bys on the guys that had 
shot at me last time, ‘cuz they all hanging out at this one park and then we went out to 
shoot these guns my friend had one day.  My friend had a .22 and I kept trying to get it 
from him and when I was down in Mankato I had my car and then this girl came down to 
visit me from up here and she had a car and I had it all planned out how I was gonna do 
it.  I was gonna park my car on the highway an then I was gonna get in her car and we 
were gonna drive by, ya know, pull up an then let them come up close enough to me 
where I doesn’t have to like shoot far enough from them…just have them come up and I 
was literally gonna kill them.  And, I was thinking all this.  I was sober, but I was thinking 
all that stuff. 

 
 Thank God I didn’t do it, ya know, but I had it all planned out….and that 

was kinda like my final straw, where I knew I was really just losing my mind…going crazy 
all over again.  It’s a full blown relapse and I know it.  I mean, ‘cuz I was doing everything 
I was doing before when I was using, ya know, like they say …when you relapse you go 
right back to when you were using, and that’s like that’s what happened, but I didn’t use.  
But, I went right back to where I had left off when I stopped using.  I just went right back 
there except I wasn’t using.  It’s like I didn’t have to use.  I’d go to parties and it was like, 
ya know, that was like my way of using, ‘cuz I was back in the scene and everything.  It’s 
like I already relapsed.  I’m already back in the scene.  I got everything I was missing for 
so long and here I am, I just won’t use.  Ya know I thought I was living sober that way, but 
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I just wasn’t happy, ya know, I was doing everything that I was doing before, except the 
drugs, ya know, it was a dry drunk.  Ya know, it’s what they call it at AA.  I just wasn’t 
happy that way, besides seeing myself the same old person, ya know, except without the 
drugs, that wasn’t doing me any good.”137 

 
 
 
Forty Ounce’s story is not only a story of the final meltdown in the third stage of gang addiction, 

but is also typical of how difficult it is for gang members to walk away from this behavior.  It 

should be noted that as Forty Ounce recognized, treating only his chemical addiction, without 

treating gang and violence addiction simply created a formula that led into another blind alley.  

His relapse is also illustrative of how the rituals of gang life, including clothing, hand gestures, 

music and even association and behavior, play a role in propping up the gangsters addiction. 

 
 
 
 
 
   

                                                           
137 Forty Ounce Interview, September 1997 




