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Gang Identity as Performance

Rather than containing youth in adult narratives, how might 
we avoid repeating identities? How can we encourage practices 
that do not depend on the intelligibility that dominant (adult) 
narratives presume to be necessary? How might adults come to 
see the identities we and youth adopt as creative rather than as 
evolving copies?

—Susan Talburt

Over the past fifty years, social scientists have increasingly turned 
from essentializing identity as a fixed characteristic to understanding identity 
as fluid, contextual, and shifting. Through dress, mannerisms, and language, 
individuals make and dispute claims to identity based in socially recognized 
categories, and such claims and contestations become the bases for sustain-
ing interaction. Prominent, one might even say the dominant, literatures in 
grappling with the complexity of such topics as gender, race, ethnicity, and 
nationalism all recognize the importance of understanding that these cat-
egories are not fixed, but strategically molded in the ways we present our-
selves, and that they are always subject to the variable interpretations of our 
audience.

Adolescence is especially recognized as a time when one needs to experi-
ment with identity, as the choices one makes in terms of career and family 
may have long-lasting ramifications. Being sorted or sorting oneself into a 
category too soon may lead to future regrets. Even our legal structure recog-
nizes this, providing a separate system for the young so that they need not 
pay too great a price for early mistakes.1

Yet such insights tend to be overlooked when we speak of inner-city youth, 
and especially when we talk about gang members: fear clouds our thinking.2 
When we feel threatened by those commonly referred to as “monsters” or 
“superpredators,” it seems irresponsible or even dangerous to appreciate the 
artful nuances of their ways of performing identity.3

This is unfortunate, for such fear may well play a role in maintaining the 
conditions that lead to the behavior we seek to redress.4 Out of fear arises seg-
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regation, the isolation of the poor into depressing, neglected neighborhoods, 
far from decent jobs, goods, and services.5 Schools, depending primarily on 
local taxes for survival, become run-down and dilapidated.6 The media often 
contribute to such stereotypes, referring to those who must reside in such areas 
as the “underclass” and wildly publicizing freak events such as the “wrong way 
murder.”7 Out of such multiply marginalizing geographies of fear, gangs flour-
ish, but not necessarily for the reasons we think they do.8 Typically, gangs arise 
to meet the many challenges resulting from the neglect of officials;9 they assist 
their families and neighbors to survive.10 As Michael Ungar, an expert on child-
hood resilience, insightfully notes, the characteristics that researchers define 
as providing the capabilities for young people to survive in difficult circum-
stances “are potentially available to some children through deviant pathways 
to health. . . . One need only think of how gangs offer youth a street family, a 
sense of belonging, even hope and opportunities for ‘decisive risk-taking’ that 
impoverished families struggling with addictions and under-funded schools 
may not.”11 This book aims to appreciate such capacities of young people to cre-
ate a lively social world, despite the limitations imposed by a social structure 
that all too often tends to marginalize and criminalize them.12

Perhaps, then, if we look closer, not to ignore the obvious role of struc-
tural forces but to appreciate how people survive despite them, we may begin 
to see beyond our culture of fear, to appreciate young people in the inner 
city just as we appreciate young people anywhere else, for their potential, 
their creativity, their resourcefulness, and yes, even their dangerousness.13 
Inner-city youth are humans after all, with all the wonderful, mysterious, 
and frightening characteristics that we have long come to associate with our 
troubled species.14

Grappling with Identity

Understanding identity is one of the primary agendas of the social sci-
ences, yet the meaning of the term identity is by no means straightforward or 
consensually understood.15 Many scholars distinguish between hard, strong, 
obdurate, fixed versions of identity on one hand and soft, weak, fluid, con-
structionist versions of the concept on the other.16 According to the former, 
common in early anthropological accounts and much contemporary jour-
nalism, identity serves as an explanatory concept. For instance, some have 
posited that achieving a coherent, stable political organization in African 
nations or the Balkans is difficult because of tribalism,17 or women are said 
to follow a set of moral standards that differs from that of men.18 Such depic-
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tions are problematic on a number of grounds. On one hand, such thinking 
is known as a reductionist fallacy, wiping out innumerable individual varia-
tions in order to explain individuals in terms of a category that supposed 
“members” may not even adopt for themselves.19 On the other hand, such 
thinking has been seen as justifying social exclusion and arguments in favor 
of genocide, slavery, war and identity politics in general. As most social sci-
entists know well, “‘Essentialism’ has indeed been vigorously criticized, and 
constructivist gestures now accompany most discussions of ‘identity.’”20

With regard to gangs, the idea “that membership in gangs confers iden-
tity . . . could be the single most common proposition encountered in the 
literature on gangs.”21 Such a version of identity echoes hard, essentializing 
arguments, as much of the literature on gangs evinces a determination to cor-
relate this fixed “identity” with crime and other deleterious outcomes. Such 
an approach overlooks the widespread critique in the social sciences of hard 
versions of identity. Inasmuch as problematizing, constructionist approaches 
to seemingly obdurate characteristics such as gender, race, or nationalism are 
commonplace, practically old hat, the gang literature is by and large behind 
the times. This book makes a case for a soft version of gang identity.22

Below, I first examine some of the problems involved in efforts to essen-
tialize gang identity and then turn to the contradictions of controlling gangs. 
I then briefly explore some of the most influential approaches to soft identity 
in terms of gender, race, ethnicity, and nationalism. Last, I note possibilities 
for conceptualizing gang identity as performance.

Problems with Essentializing Gang Identity

No consensus exists among gang researchers on the proper definition 
of a gang.23 This lack of consensus is primarily due to contrasting research 
agendas, derived from contrasting epistemological stances. On one hand, 
researchers who have conceptualized gangs as a social problem in need of 
social or criminal justice remedies find the determination of gang member-
ship unproblematic. Some note that asking youths, “Are you now or have 
you been a gang member?” is the most powerful and direct measure of gang 
membership.24 Others have noted that “the self-nomination technique is a 
particularly robust measure of gang membership capable of distinguishing 
gang from nongang youth.”25 Such approaches overlook that a respondent’s 
conception of a “gang” may not necessarily match what the researcher has in 
mind.26 Also, gang and group are often used interchangeably, even in contexts 
where the consequences of using one term or the other are dramatic.27
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The question is further complicated in light of the wide variety of gangs. 
Consider the following: “Classification of gangs is a daunting task, and with 
inclusion of other youth collectivities, it is even more so. In addition to diver-
sity and change, youth collectivities come in many forms, which sometimes 
merge and change in other ways: There are drug gangs, or ‘crews’; ‘wilding’ 
groups; milling crowds; smaller networks involved in delinquency; ‘tagger 
crews’; mods, rockers, and soccer hooligans; skinheads and bikers; prison 
gangs; seemingly ad infinitum.”28 Nonetheless, many researchers express an 
urgency regarding the need to define gangs, warning that “it may be extremely 
difficult to develop useful policies and effective programs if two different 
types of groups or their behaviors are identified as the same, or the same 
types of groups and behaviors are regarded as different.”29 Other research-
ers would like a good definition of the term to counter media manipulation 
and sensationalization.30 A third reason for a clear definition concerns the 
gathering of gang statistics. How can we determine an accurate count of gang 
members if we are not sure what we are counting?31

No definitions have yet found success, although Frederic Thrasher made 
a notable contribution with his classic study of Chicago gangs of the 1920s. 
For Thrasher, a gang is “an interstitial group originally formed spontaneously 
and then integrated through conflict.”32 This is a quite economic definition, 
elegantly integrating the social processes that Thrasher analyzed. The group 
is interstitial ecologically, arising in zones of transition where a deteriorating 
housing stock meets struggling industries. Individuals in the group are also 
typically at an interstitial stage in life, struggling out of childhood and into 
adulthood. Thrasher posited that since gangs form spontaneously from play 
groups, all such childhood groups are potential forms of gangs. The key fac-
tor determining the integration of the play group into a gang is contact with 
other groups who express disapproval or opposition, including authority fig-
ures. Thrasher’s conceptualization is enduring, but some find problems with 
this definition in that it seems innocuous, presenting gangs as arising from 
play groups and downplaying their supposed criminal aspects.

Walter Miller attempted to arrive at a definition of gangs through a con-
sensus of troubleshooters, finding six items agreed upon by 85 percent of 309 
teachers, police officers, and community workers who had experience with 
gangs. According to their common opinion, gangs are (1) a self-formed asso-
ciation of peers, (2) bound together by mutual interests, (3) with identifiable 
leadership and (4) well-developed lines of authority, (5) acting in concert, 
and (6) controlling a specific territory.33 Yet the same definition could apply 
to the U.S. Senate, and it overlooks what gangs mean to young people.
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Other researchers argue that defining gangs is actually not important. 
According to Ruth Horowitz, the groups concerned with defining gangs all 
have their own interests and taken-for-granted assumptions and will never 
agree on a definition. Further, definitions tend to focus research in particu-
lar ways, narrowing the topics studied and the questions asked. New con-
ceptions may encourage researchers to refocus the questions and develop 
revised understandings.34

Many of the most useful terms for conceptualizing gangs have been some-
what amorphous. David Matza’s notion of delinquency not as a fixed char-
acteristic but as activity one may “drift” in and out of, and through which 
young people may negotiate their way into adults’ conventional worlds, is a 
useful starting point.35 Lewis Yablonsky’s concept of “near-group” also cap-
tures ambiguity in gangs, emphasizing their “informal, short-lived” quali-
ties.36 Much of the gang literature reifies gangs even while claiming that they 
“lack the structure and corporate capability to coordinate activities effec-
tively,” a finding first proposed nearly fifty years ago.37

Many recent studies have probed how policy and funding objectives of 
social control agents shape definitions of gangs more than anything about 
gangs per se.38 Such policy and funding objectives also shape sociological 
research, resulting in a criminologists’ gang rather than a “gang” as consti-
tuted and understood by members.39

Whether the term is clearly defined or not, the consequences for invok-
ing it are painfully evident. Over the past ten years, most states have passed 
laws explicitly defining “gangs” and “gang members.”40 Persons convicted of 
violating the federal Criminal Street Gangs Statute (1999) can receive a sen-
tence enhancement of up to ten years, and the California Penal Code 1999, 
section 186.22[b][1], states that “actively participating in any criminal street 
gang” can result in jail or a prison sentence. Even researchers who assume 
that a meaningful operationalization of gang membership might be found 
are uneasy with antigang laws and codes. As some gang experts have won-
dered, “Given the lack of consensus about what constitutes gang member-
ship, is it viable to implement policies that subject individuals to criminal 
justice processing due to their alleged gang status?”41

The Contradictions of Control

The rhetorical and legal fiction of gangs is nothing new.42 In 1927, Thrasher 
noted that “the key determinant of the transition into a gang is contact with 
other groups who express disapproval or opposition.”43 Such groups are not 
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necessarily other gangs but may well be individuals in positions of authority. 
The continued repression of gangs through the profiling of gang members in 
schools and in the criminal justice system only makes them stronger.

The criminal justice system helps to constitute gangs in an arduous pro-
cess whose many aspects–police profiling, police record keeping, legal pro-
cessing, imprisonment, release–can be addressed here only briefly. There is 
a need for more grounded studies of the consequences of the bureaucratic 
reification of gang membership for young people.

While considerable scholarly and governmental attention has been 
directed to the widely accepted problem of racial profiling,44 police depart-
ments tend to evince great pride in their efforts toward gang profiling, 
although one would be quite hard-pressed to differentiate the two. Eas-
ily available are assiduously maintained statistics of the Los Angeles Police 
Department, which keeps track of gang-related crime and, until recently, 
maintained precise figures on the number of gangs and gang members, 
broken down by ethnicity. For instance, in January 2006 there were appar-
ently 463 gangs and 38,811 gang members in Los Angeles.45 Always critical to 
keep in mind with such statistics is Becker’s observation of the contradictory 
“double problem” of rule enforcers: to “demonstrate to others that the prob-
lem still exists” while showing that “attempts at enforcement are effective and 
worthwhile.”46

The organizational use of such statistics is the subject of the fascinating 
work of Albert J. Meehan, who shows how police “record keeping practices 
can effectively create and manage” the fiction of gangs, typically to serve 
political ends. As an officer whom Meehan interviewed stated, “This is an 
issue for the mayor, not a real problem for the police.” The “problem” thus 
constituted begins with callers blithely referring to a “gang of teenagers” on 
the corner; if they should instead simply refer to them as a “group,” the dis-
patcher is certain to correct them, asking, “What’s this, a gang?” in order to 
add another hashmark to the tally. Meehan finds that “activities by groups 
the police considered to be ‘real gangs’ did not constitute a significant por-
tion of the incidents handled by the gang car that resulted, nonetheless, in 
‘official’ gang statistics.”47

In one of the few studies of how gang members are legally processed, Zatz 
shows that although gang members were not directly discriminated against 
in the 1,916 court referrals she studied involving 257 boys, gang identity did 
affect other personal, offense, and case characteristics, such as school perfor-
mance, prior record, and complaint type, in court processing. She notes that 
“in particular, complaints calling for immediate detention following arrest 
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significantly increased the rate of movement to more severe outcomes for 
gang boys, but not for their nongang counterparts,” and that gang boys with 
prior referrals also received harsher sanctions.48 While more ethnographic 
work is needed to specify the interactional details of such decisions, the work 
of Alexes Harris on judges’ decisions to waive juveniles to adult criminal 
court reveals that determinations of a juvenile’s “sophistication” are often 
based on his or her purported gang ties.49

While gangs on the street may be situated and contingent, perhaps the 
most lasting and obdurate means by which the state creates gangs is through 
incarceration. Unfortunately, as the U.S. prison system has grown to become 
by far the largest in the world, much of it privatized, ethnographic studies 
of prisons have decreased because of limitations imposed by institutional 
review boards on one hand and enhanced restrictions in prisons on the 
other.50 Especially remarkable is the lack of discussion of the role of prisons in 
shaping gangs in much of the gang literature, when one of the strongest find-
ings of prison studies is that incarceration has effects that contradict its sup-
posed purposes, ensuring that convicts will mature in criminal knowledge, 
contacts, and sophistication.51 Prisons are especially efficacious in ensuring 
the growth of gangs; depended upon as a source of social control, gangs have 
become firmly institutionalized there. Many gangs owe their fruition to the 
prison context, including the Almighty Latin King and Queen Nation and 
the Norteños, or Mexican Mafia.52 At least in California prisons, it is com-
monly acknowledged that gangs perform the role of the police.

Such contradictions of control became glaringly evident in 2004, when 
attorneys representing the inmate Garrison Johnson successfully argued 
before the Supreme Court that California’s practice of segregating prisoners 
by race must pass a rigorous judicial test of strict scrutiny, thereby forcing 
the prison administrators to provide a “compelling reason” for the viola-
tion of equal protection under the Constitution’s Fourteenth Amendment.53 
In response, a number of law review articles and even the Maoist Interna-
tionalist Movement, associated with the Black Panther Party, have argued 
against this decision in favor of segregation for the sake of prisoners’ sur-
vival.54 Gangs in prison have apparently become so integral for social control 
that legitimizing turning back the clock in favor of institutional segregation 
becomes the new standard for political correctness.

Gangs not only maintain order inside prisons but are also integral for 
meeting prisoners’ needs once they leave. A great deal of recent scholarship 
has focused on how social institutions are both disinclined and ill prepared 
to accommodate returning convicts, who typically become concentrated in 
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neighborhoods that already face myriad economic and social disadvantages.55 
Historically, in states such as California convicts faced a “civil death,” lacking 
any civil or property rights upon release, a legal status that some argue is 
returning despite reform movements of the 1940s and 1960s to facilitate rein-
tegration.56 As is often the case, gangs provide a response to such social hope-
lessness, becoming for many a necessary resource for survival. For instance, 
as Greg Scott notes, they help the returnee overcome the “gate fever” he or 
she faces in managing the logistical minutiae of daily life.57 The organization 
of drug markets, “constant across locations, presents a familiar money-mak-
ing venture to the newly released, increasingly desperate and anxious ex-
convict.” One’s gang involvement “often follows one’s participation in crime,” 
acting as a cushion “to soften the blow of repeated incarceration and release.” 
Such a cushion includes modest material gain and the social and psycho-
logical benefits of status, yet ex-convicts risk being exploited by the gang, 
and ties to the gang increase the probability of arrest, negative attention, and 
violent victimization, as well as increasing the challenges of getting a straight 
job. In sum, Scott’s analysis shows how “the contemporary urban street gang 
forms in response to oppression but ultimately reproduces within its ranks 
the oppression it originally sought to ameliorate.”58 Such a statement could 
just as well apply to the state’s efforts to control gang members by returning 
them to prisons where they must reforge their gang ties.59

A banal, commonsense, historically based, and culturally universal finding 
of the social sciences that eludes much of the gang literature is that human 
beings live in groups. The gang literature tends to problematize this, asking 
questions that anyone might address by simply reflecting on personal expe-
rience: Why does one join a gang? What does one do in a gang? How does 
one leave a gang? Only when gangs are demonized do such questions make 
sense. If not for the incorrigible suppositions regarding gangs’ antisocial ten-
dencies, the basic research questions regarding gangs would soon cease to be 
of interest.

There is indeed a strong argument to be made that gangs need not be a 
topic of criminological interest.60 Like human beings or nation-states, gangs 
may forge discord or communitas, commit murder or provide needed assis-
tance, and the gang literature contains the full gamut of such examples. 
If anything might be gleaned from over eighty years of gang research, we 
should learn that the more gangs are repressed, the stronger they become. 
Throughout the mainstream gang literature and the criminal justice system, 
from schools to reentry, the fear and loathing expressed in efforts to repress 
gangs make them all the more attractive for the young person in search of 
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stylistic dissent.61 Tellingly, Foucault’s insights with regard to the hysteria and 
prohibition of children’s onanism can be well applied to contemporary dis-
courses and practices regarding gangs: “The child’s ‘vice’ was not so much 
its enemy as its support; it may have been designated as the evil to be elimi-
nated, but the extraordinary effort that went into the task that was bound to 
fail leads one to suspect that what was demanded of it was to persevere, to 
proliferate to the limits of the visible and the invisible, rather than to disap-
pear for good. Always relying on this support, power advanced, multiplied, 
and branched out, penetrating further into reality at the same pace.”62

The simultaneous repression and expansion of gangs provides yet another 
perverse loop in an ongoing collective spiral of pleasure and power that 
characterizes the violent history of the United States.63 Yet even as our insti-
tutions of social control work to harden gang identity, for many young peo-
ple growing up poor, gang identity is a resource, invoked strategically and 
subject to audience. In other words, gang identity is best conceptualized as 
performance.

Soft Versions of Identity

There are as many soft versions of identities as there are identities, but 
all of them have in common the use of such qualifying adjectives as fluid, 
contextual, and contingent. Ironically, a term initially intended to denote 
sameness has been increasingly turned in on itself.64 In other words, iden-
tity is “a concept—operating ‘under erasure’ in the interval between reversal 
and emergence; an idea that cannot be thought in the old way, but with-
out which certain key questions cannot be thought at all.”65 Hence thinking 
about an identity as a cause for certain behavior, or interpreting a behavior 
as indicative of a certain identity, is highly problematic. As Douglas May-
nard notes, “For one thing, even if people can be abstractly categorized in 
various ways, that does not make their identities automatically relevant for 
direct interaction. Only periodically during conversation do parties enact 
their ‘master’ identities. For another, it is erroneous to assume that because 
of their social identities, parties become involved in patterns of domination 
and subordination.”66

The idea of identity as performance may seem novel, as it is perhaps not 
commonplace, but the concept is not new. In 1959, Erving Goffman showed, 
to the delight of a popular as well as an academic readership, how we self-
consciously manage (or give) the impressions we hope others will have of us, 
even as we give off impressions of which we are not aware. Further, how we 
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perform ourselves has much more to do with where we find ourselves than 
how we define ourselves. As Goffman famously stated, “Not, then, men [sic] 
and their moments. Rather moments and their men.”67 Ethnomethodolo-
gists furthered our understanding of identity by showing, often in painstak-
ing detail, how identity is an accomplishment.68 In the 1960s Harvey Sacks, 
coined the term doing being to allude to such dynamics and provided a 
method to explore such insights through membership categorization analy-
sis.69 Such a method analyzes in technical detail how an invoked category 
for interpreting another person is used to sustain a range of inferences, 
which become the basis for observations and generalizations.70 One of the 
clearest examples of an ethnomethodological approach to identity is found 
in D. Lawrence Wieder’s analysis of “telling the convict code.” Rather than 
using ex-convicts’ supposed identity as such to explain their behavior, as 
is common in sociological studies of “the convict code,” Wieder explored 
how members of a halfway house drew upon the convict code as a resource 
to remind each other of what sort of information should be told to the 
researcher, and how staff drew upon the code to account for their unsuc-
cessful efforts to rehabilitate ex-cons.71

Exploring identity as performance also highlights that aspect of interac-
tion most vital in everyday life but until recently practically absent in aca-
demic texts: the body. Elusive to capture with words, which may reify and 
rigidify that which is felt and taken for granted, the visceral presence of the 
body is marked through clothing, hairstyles, muscles, tattoos, and ways of 
walking and talking, displaying the nuances of identity work. Such practices 
are especially important to consider with regard to gangs, since social control 
agencies such as the police and schools, but especially young people them-
selves, pay special attention to the various ways the body may perform gang 
identity.72 As Dwight Conquergood noted, “Street youth transform them-
selves into the ‘the body of the signifier.’”73

The pioneers of unpacking the practices that constitute identity have been 
scholars of gender. In 1967, Harold Garfinkel published a long chapter in his 
landmark publication Studies in Ethnomethodology, based on extensive inter-
views with a woman named Agnes. Agnes was born with the genitalia of a 
man but managed to pass, throughout the course of her daily affairs, as a 
woman. Twenty years later, Candace West and Donald Zimmerman centered 
their analysis of “doing gender” on Garfinkel’s study of how Agnes made the 
invisible work of producing gender visible. Hence, that someone is born with 
a certain set of genitalia is not sufficient for producing maleness and female-
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ness. As they note, “Rather than as a property of individuals, we conceive of 
gender as an emergent feature of social situations: both as an outcome of and 
a rationale for various social arrangements and as a means of legitimating 
one of the most fundamental divisions of society.”74 Another soft study of 
identity par excellence is Judith Butler’s book Gender Trouble, which posits 
that “there is no primary or original that drag imitates; but gender is a kind 
of imitation for which there is no original.”75 In other words, “There is no 
gender identity behind the expressions of gender; . . . identity is performa-
tively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results.”76 For 
students to understand such insights, a common assignment in many gender 
studies courses is to have the men in the course pull off a believable perfor-
mance as a woman for a day and ask the women in the course to “become 
men” for a day. As students come to terms with the work necessary to practi-
cally achieve a gendered performance, they come to marvel at how such an 
accomplishment is so deeply naturalized as to be unaccountable. Butler helps 
lift the veil from this social illusion.

In terms of race, Michael Omi and Howard Winant developed the con-
cept of “racial formation,” a “sociohistorical process by which racial catego-
ries are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed.”77 In their view, what 
counts as “race” is organized continuously and fluidly through a reciprocity 
between micro and macro social relations. Through political contestation 
at both levels, the practical, lived meaning of the concept is constantly sub-
ject to redefinition. For instance, in her book How Jews Became White Folks, 
Karen Brodkin explores how members of a group that had suffered marked 
discrimination and segregation in the United States came to be accepted, 
“like us,” after World War II, in a way not unlike the Irish or Polish of previ-
ous generations.78 John L. Jackson probes the situated intersection of race, 
class, and place, showing the ways African American identity is performed, 
sometimes inadvertently but often intentionally, in battles over gentrify-
ing Harlem.79 Scholars continue to debate whether “Asian” or “Latino” has 
become “white” and whether black students hold back academically out of a 
fear of appearing “white.”80

Similarly, in studying ethnicity, Joane Nagel notes that it “is best under-
stood as a dynamic, constantly evolving property of both individual iden-
tity and group organization.”81 Such insights echo Michael Moerman, who 
realized that he must stop asking the Lue of Thailand, “Who are the Lue?” 
since such a list was potentially endless. Instead, he focused on “when eth-
nic identification labels are invoked and the consequences of invoking them.” 
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Hence, rather than using ethnicity to explain behavior, Moerman focused on 
how a group of people invoke and share common understandings.82 A defin-
ing statement is provided by Ronald Cohen, who noticed that every attempt 
to define an ethnic group by creating a boundary is artificial and cannot 
account for the many situationed transformations of ethnic identity and/or 
ethnic groups.83 A person will strategically enact and communicate the par-
ticular ethnic identity of the ethnic group that is taken for granted in a given 
moment or context. These enactments are based on the circumstances and 
the audience at the time.84

States play a significant part in maintaining the illusion of difference, and 
hence many scholars have focused on how national identity, often coincident 
with the construction of race and/or ethnicity, is made to seem natural and 
real. Benedict Anderson’s book Imagined Communities is especially promi-
nent in promoting this soft view of identity. It shows how the sense of frater-
nity provided by the idea of “nation” “makes it possible over the past two cen-
turies, for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, as willingly to die 
for such limited imaginings.”85 In particular, recent studies of colonialization 
have focused on systems of classification and categorization, showing how 
rulers’ practices of classifying, naming, and counting affect the politics and 
self-understandings of indigenous populations.86 Another branch of research 
focuses on how censuses foster the idea of a bounded national society, com-
posed of mutually exclusive cultural groups.87 Ironies are often painfully evi-
dent in such official processes, as when the United States barred the Chinese 
from entry under the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 but allowed an excep-
tion for “merchants.”88 Despite such insights, “an understanding of nations as 
real entities continues to inform the study of nationhood and nationalism,” 
even though “the very terms in which it is framed presuppose the existence 
of the entity that is to be defined.”89

Gang Identity as Performance

Gangs might also be seen as small-scale efforts to construct nations, albeit 
extremely tenuous ones whose existence must be stridently affirmed lest they 
wither away, as they inevitably do.90 Yet gang research adamantly attests to 
the existence of an entity that is problematized by its very members. To help 
move this research in a direction that avoids “chasing its explanatory tail,”91 
I will briefly discuss identity and adolescence and then review current work 
and rationales for studying gang identity as performance.
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Identity and Adolescence
Much of the contemporary boom in research on identity might be traced 

to Erik Erikson’s work, which is also a crucial starting point for understand-
ing adolescence. As this life stage is a central time for gang involvement, 
Erikson’s insights are also important for understanding gangs.92 In the late 
1960s, Erikson wrote Identity: Youth and Crisis and characterized identity as 
“a process ‘located’ in the core of the individual and yet also in the core of his 
communal culture, a process which establishes . . . the identity of those two 
identities.”93 Such a focus on identity was one of the pronounced issues of the 
day, since “at the same time, there was a palpable increase in anxiety among 
social scientists about the rise of mass society, with its decline in community, 
the ascendance of anonymous bureaucratic control along with the techno-
logical transformation of human activities, and a consequent rise in prob-
lems of personal definition.”94 Erikson proposed a developmental model of 
human life composed of eight stages. Adolescence was crucial in this model, 
since it was described as typically involving an identity crisis in which an 
individual struggles to find a place for him- or herself in community.95 Such 
a period of ambivalence and unpredictability characterizes the status crisis in 
the transition to adulthood and, if not resolved, may lead to future crises.

Though Erikson helped sensitize the public to difficulties faced by adoles-
cents, many feel that his insights into stages of development have hampered 
thinking about this life stage. Numerous surveys of young people have been 
implemented on the basis of what is termed a “developmental approach,” 
sorting young people into categories deemed “developmentally appropriate” 
or “inappropriate.” Rebecca Raby notes that in such a model “it is difficult to 
take children seriously,” since they are seen, not as active agents, but as “first 
and foremost, an object of analysis that serves as an example of a previously 
established category, and evidence to confirm models.”96 Instead, “Adoles-
cence is marked by a striking fluidity, as a passage in-between, a state of flux 
that defies clear-cut labels.”97 This book will explore how gang identity is also 
strikingly fluid, in that the same young person may explicitly draw upon or 
deny such an identity depending on the circumstance.

Gang Identity as Performance
In ecologies where gangs are active, young people may modulate ways 

of talking, walking, dressing, writing graffiti, wearing makeup, and hiding 
or revealing tattoos, playing with markers of embodied identity to obscure, 
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reveal, or provide contradictory signals on a continuum from gang related 
to non−gang related. Yet few studies of gangs appear hip to these nuances. 
When it comes to understanding gang membership, most of the gang litera-
ture is mired in notions from the 1950s that identity simply is, rather than is 
artfully created and contingent on circumstances and audience. For an alter-
native, we are well advised by scholars of identity who inform us, “We should 
seek to explain the processes and mechanisms through which what has been 
called the ‘political fiction’ of the ‘nation’—or of the ‘ethnic group,’ ‘race,’ or 
other putative ‘identity’—can crystallize, at certain moments, as a powerful, 
compelling reality.”98

Dwight Conquergood pioneered the study of gang identity as perfor-
mance. For four years he lived in “Big Red,” a housing complex dominated 
by gang members, and analyzed gang graffiti, communication, and nation-
alism.99 Through such long-term immersion, he found that “gangs produce 
their identity through complex communication practices that are con-
flictually constituted and proliferated along fabricated borders, cleavages 
between Self and Other. Turf tensions and boundary vigilance both emplot 
and energize the signifying practices of gang culture. The trespass of borders 
and the desecration of symbols, in short, transgressions of the space of the 
Other—both physically and figuratively—are the performative moments of 
gang identity.”100

Norma Mendoza-Denton has also made profound contributions to the 
gang literature, revealing how young women work a gang identity and con-
found notions of femininity through their strategic use of makeup and bodily 
comportment. Building explicitly on Judith Butler’s approach to gender, she 
shows how the cholas she studied “throw into question the very gendered 
category that girls are expected to inhabit.”101 Simultaneously, their embod-
ied performances of gang identity “were inscribed with the traces of conflict: 
assimilation, ethnic pride, covert prestige, and the pride of survival were all 
etched on the surface of their skins, rewritten every morning in the mirror 
with the help of Maybelline, Wet n’ Wild, and Cover Girl.” She traces the 
ways in which such nuances of hair, eyeliner, and lipstick “were crucial to 
members’ identification of each others’ allegiance,” as powerful markers of 
liberation, not social injury.102

One of the most problematic and powerful venues for performing gang 
identity is school; few institutions have been more concerned about gangs, 
and few students attract more concern, since symbolically schools and 
gangs occupy opposite ends of a moral continuum.103 Some analysts, such as 
Kenneth Trump, propose that school staff should be aware of “gang” identi-
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fiers, such as “graffiti, colors, tattoos, handsigns and handshakes, initiations, 
language, and behavior.” Once such behaviors have been identified, school 
officials “should design a program of combined strategies based on strict 
enforcement of disciplinary regulations (such as dress codes) and criminal 
codes; provision of services to intervene with children displaying current 
involvement or interest in gangs; and the use of education and training for 
preventing gang growth in the schools and overall school community.”104 
Such efforts merely multiply the ways in which gang identity can be per-
formed and the occasions for performing it.105 Back in 1964, Carl Werth-
man showed how gang members strategically invoke their street identi-
ties as a form of resistance in classrooms, especially when they interpret 
teachers’ grading practices as arbitrary. The analysis that follows picks up 
from Werthman’s insights, exploring how the combination of a lack of pur-
poseful teaching and the enforcement of arbitrary rules alienates students, 
heightening the possibilities and rewards of performing gang identity.106

To understand the nuanced, strategic, contingent ways in which gang 
identity is performed is not simply a descriptive exercise. Rather, to grapple 
with the ways young people perform gang membership has important conse-
quences, both for recognizing the positive aspects of gangs and for working 
to counter their negative aspects. For one, we might appreciate the strategic 
ways in which marginalized young people are able to create something out 
of nothing, enlivening their space with vibrant social and political possibili-
ties, which may lead to political action and legitimate social and economic 
uplift.107 Alternatively, we might better understand the local interaction ritu-
als that may limit collective efficacy, promote violence, and limit individuals’ 
ability to move freely through neighborhoods in order to see friends, get to 
work, or visit family.108

Setting and Methods

Choices Alternative Academy (CAA) was designed for the baddest of the 
bad: the roughest kids in the toughest neighborhood. Surrounded by two 
twelve-foot-high chain-link fences and two separate security gates through 
which one must be buzzed in, CAA is a small inner-city alternative school 
for young people aged fourteen to twenty-one who have dropped out of 
school for sixty days or more, in a six−census tract area with some of the 
highest crime and poverty in the western United States. As I stood on CAA’s 
street with a community organizer, he told me, “At least six of the houses on 
this block are crack houses.”
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Initially, I was introduced to the school to survey students’ school-to-work 
transition, and later I chose it as a setting where I could spend a sustained 
period of time with young people and be of service to them.109 Built from a 
combination of federal and local funding, CAA was located in a large, highly 
populous, diverse county. The school served approximately two hundred stu-
dents, roughly half of whom attended on any day. About one-third of the 
students were on probation, and about thirty were parents, whose children 
were cared for at the child care facility attached to the school. Mirroring the 
demographics of the neighborhood, roughly half the students were Latino, 
half were African American, and some were from Asian Pacific islands such 
as Samoa or Central American countries such as Belize. Students who were 
sent there often had histories involving violence, drug use, truancy, dropping 
out of school, and teen pregnancy.

Over a four-year period I spent my time in the school hanging out in the 
classroom and on the yard, tutoring, playing basketball, playing games like 
chess and dominoes, and talking. I waited in line for food and ate with stu-
dents, often blending into their classrooms passively.110 On only one or two 
occasions I took jottings in the field, as when I sat in the front office and a 
notepad seemed to show the office staff that I was keeping busy. I wrote exten-
sive field notes on the evening of each day’s observations, following practices 
handed down by Robert Emerson, Rachel Fretz, and Linda Shaw.111 The appen-
dix further explores the tensions of managing relations with both students and 
teachers, African Americans and Latinos, young men and young women.

Table 1 compares mean values of some characteristics of the six primary 
census tracts served by CAA to the same data for the city, county, and state in 
which these tracts were located. Note that CAA also received many students 
from outside its target area who had been transferred or expelled or were 
simply looking for a place to complete their high school education. As we 
see from the table, the median household income in the census tracts served 
by CAA was roughly half the median household income for the city, state, 
and county. The census tract with the highest median income for households 
with children was located furthest from CAA, while CAA was situated in the 
census tract with the lowest median income for households with children. 
This census tract, from which CAA took many of its students, also was the 
only one with a lower median income for households with children than for 
all households. Also, fewer than 50 percent of residents had graduated from 
high school and fewer than 5 percent had graduated from college in these 
census tracts, far below the city, county, and state percentages. Of gradu-
ates, most went on to work as white-collar professionals in government or 
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social programs.112 According to the local police department, the area around 
CAA ongoingly experienced the highest percent of “gang-related crime” in 
the city, measured at 14.3 percent of all gang crime in the city in the year 
before the school was built. One of the CAA census tracts charted the largest 
increase in violent crime in the city between 1980 and 1988, at 92.2 percent.113 
All the students there had experience with gangs, and many were still heavily 
involved with them.

Alternative schools differ markedly from typical U.S. high schools. There 
are no athletic teams, band, cheerleaders, or lockers, and students have no 
real opportunity to develop status or prestige from school involvements.114 
Many students at CAA had been transferred there for frequent episodes 
of fighting and violence, although others had been transferred for dealing 
drugs, and others were simply dropouts from traditional high schools who 
sought out CAA as a means to achieve a high school diploma. Hence, many 
students were troubled and attended the school only temporarily. Alternative 
schools such as CAA are an increasingly common response to school safety 
concerns. Many policy makers advocate such settings as an alternative to 
expelling students, thereby balancing the rights of violent students to receive 
a free education with the rights of all students to a safe environment.115

After a number of weeks in the setting, I began to conduct interviews with 
students away from their classrooms. Eventually, I came to interview forty-
six students, six repeatedly, plus eleven of twelve teachers, two administra-

Ta b l e  1 .  Demographic Characteristics of CAA Target Area, 2002 

 Census Tracts Served by CAA City County State
Median income $20,490 $39,012 $44,109 $49,955
State rank 3rd % 31st % 57th %
National rank 8th % 52nd % 81st %

Median income, 
 households with 
 children $26,821 $56,257 $59,520 $66,476
State rank 5th % 45th % 61st %
National rank 9th % 62nd % 81st %

High school grads 42.2% 67% 70% 76.2%
College grads 3% 22.9% 22.3% 23.4%
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tors, one security guard, and a community activist. Those who were under 
eighteen needed to secure parental permission prior to being interviewed. 
I chose the young people I interviewed on the basis of a number of criteria, 
seeking a racial/ethnic balance that would mirror the neighborhood and rep-
resent variation along the continuum from gangbanger to nongangbanger, 
nonviolent to violent. I also sought to interview students with a variety of 
interests, including those who excelled academically, musically, in sports, or 
mechanically. The range of talents and abilities of young people who have 
been marginalized in educational settings of last resort, such as alternative 
schools and special education programs, is not only remarkable but stun-
ning, as is evident in many of the interviews. I refer to those I interview as 
“consultants,” since I use their accounts as resources to report events I was 
unable to observe firsthand.116 All names of staff, students, schools, and the 
local gang (“Central”) and its gang color are pseudonyms.

Interviews were semistructured, open-ended conversations, lasting 
from one to twelve hours, and were taped and transcribed. Following 
Susan Driver, the aim was to “open up spaces in which to listen for cultur-
ally mediated . . . communications,” to show how “youth themselves are 
continually theorizing identity and power as they struggle to recognize 
and speak themselves through personal and collective discourses.”117 Ses-
sions with young people spanned their life history, covering such topics as 
places the consultant had lived, reasons for moving, descriptions of fights, 
drug use, experiences in school, intimate and familial relationships, hob-
bies, and experiences with gangs.118 Interviews were often highly emotional 
and could be therapeutic for both myself and my consultant.119 As Driver 
notes, “Being given the opportunity to name and share difficult experi-
ences within a research context enables [young people] to reflect and to 
construct their own identities while getting feedback and support.”120 Tran-
scripts were provided for consultants when possible, checked for accuracy, 
and used as the basis for further questions.

My initial stated interest was in how young people deal with violence, but 
my deeper aim was to “[pay] attention to creative initiatives of youth as a 
starting point . . . [as a] useful way to decenter adult authoritative knowl-
edge away from institutionally bound methods, following the lead of youth 
to affirm the mediums, communicative styles, and social arenas connected 
to their everyday worlds of experience.”121 I coded and analyzed data accord-
ing to the traditions of grounded theory and analytic induction, developing 
over four hundred inductive categories that I managed through the program 
Ethnograph.122
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The tales in this book are cumulative, with the analysis building from 
chapter to chapter. Still, one may wish to read the Appendix first in order to 
gain a fuller sense of the setting, the research process, and some of the indi-
viduals involved. The book is divided into two parts. The first part explores 
the ecological backdrop that provides a venue and motivation for the perfor-
mance of gang identity, and the second part presents my consultants’ vari-
able ways of presenting the self with regard to gangs and violence. In the 
first part, I explore how young people struggle to resist powerfully alienating 
routines of school and the often arbitrary imposition of rules at school. The 
second part begins with two chapters on invoking and affiliating with gangs, 
followed by two that probe how young people resist fights and violence. The 
final substantive chapter examines the variable, contingent identity perfor-
mances of one young man who worked as a bureaucrat on a federal jobs 
program while maintaining his gang ties. The conclusion calls for commu-
nity researchers to reclaim the term gangs, recognizing them as a vital part 
of many communities, and for gang researchers to recognize and probe the 
many manifestations of soft versions of gang identity.

Table 2 lists the young people who were interviewed for this study, their 
age at the time of the interview and the year of the interview.

Ta b l e  2 .  Consultants

Pseudonym Ethnicity Age
Angel Latino Nineteen in 2001
Antoine African American Eighteen in 2001
Ben Belizean Eighteen in 1997
Bill African American Eighteen in 1997
Billy African American Eighteen in 2001
Bix Latino Sixteen in 2001
Brad African American Eighteen in 2000
Brian African American Eighteen in 2001
Buck African American Sixteen in 2001
Carlos Latino Eighteen in 1997
Charlie African American Nineteen in 2001
Chris Cherokee/African American Eighteen in 1997
David  African American Eighteen in 1997
Dion Latino Eighteen in 2001
Donald African American Fourteen in 1997

(continued)
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Ta b l e  2 .  Consultants (continued)

Pseudonym Ethnicity Age
Doogan African American Eighteen in 2001
Earl African American Eighteen in 1997
Ernesto Latino Sixteen in 1997
Emily Latina Eighteen in 1997
Eric Latino Nineteen in 1997
Everett African American Eighteen in 2001
Esmeralda Latina Eighteen in 2000
Frank Latino Eighteen in 1997
Jerome African American Eighteen in 2001
Jaime Latino Eighteen in 1997
Joe Latino Sixteen in 1997
Johnnie Samoan Eighteen in 2000
Juan Latino Sixteen in 2001
Ken African American Sixteen in 2001
Lamont African American Eighteen in 2000
Larry African American Eighteen in 1997
Leroi African American Eighteen in 1997
Marco Latino Eighteen in 1997
Maria Latina Eighteen in 2000
Mel Latino Seventeen in 2001
Mikie African American Sixteen in 2001
Oliver Latino Fourteen in 1997
Oscar Latino Nineteen in 2001
Pete Latino Eighteen in 1997
Richard African American Sixteen in 1997
Shawn Belizean Twenty in 1997
Steve Latino Twenty in 1997
Tammy African American Eighteen in 2000
Terry African American Eighteen in 1997
Tim African American Eighteen in 1997
Tom Belizean Eighteen in 2001


