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● Participants will leave with an understanding of the 
various different meanings for the word “gang”.


● Participants will learn more about the history of 
Black and Latin gang portrayal and how that 
portrayal correlates with Broken Windows policing 
in Black and Latin communities. 


● Participants will engage in discussion on the roles 
that gangs play in our communities. Yes the 
negative elements, but also the very real cultural 
and community gaps that gangs fill. 

Goals and Main Objectives



● The Department of Homeland Security's Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE) defines a Gang as an association of 
three or more individuals.


● Researchers accept the following criteria for classifying groups as 
gangs:

○ The group has three or more members, generally aged 

12-24.

○ Members share an identity, typically linked to a name, and 

often other symbols.

○ Members view themselves as a gang, and they are 

recognized by others as a gang.

○ The group has some permanence and a degree of 

organization.

○ The group is involved in an elevated level of criminal activity.

What is a Gang?



● Social gang: Members are more interested in 
social activities


● Party gang: Members use drug sales to finance 
their own personal use


● Serious delinquent gang: Members engage in 
serious delinquent behavior, but avoid drug 
dealing and usage


● Organized gang: Members are heavily involved 
in criminality and are on the verge of becoming 
a criminal organization

What types of Gangs Exist?



● Gangs, guns and drugs go together.

● Gangs attract only wayward youth.

● Clothing: Wearing clothes of a specific color or 

style associated with a particular gang.

● Hairstyles: Certain hairstyles that are 

considered "gang-related".

● Hand signs: Using specific hand gestures to 

communicate with other gang members.

Stereotypes of Gang life and affiliation



What are some 
stereotypes that come 
to mind when you think 
of Gangs or people 
affiliated with them?



Stereotypes of Gang life and affiliation

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aCEjVC3Dtn8


● Poverty has been found to be a correlate of food 
insecurity and unstable housing, as well as gang 
involvement.

○ Because legal means of income may not be 

accessible to youth joining a gang may appeal to a 
youth in need of money.


● Gang involvement is an attractive means of fulfilling the 
love needs as it allows the youth to have a sense of 
belonging to a group. 

○ Research shows that many gang-involved youth lack 

close ties with their families, friends, and schools

What purpose do Gangs serve in our 
community?



● Joining a gang can increase one’s esteem 
by association. This can give individuals a 
sense of power, which can be attractive to 
those who feel they have been 
marginalized in other aspects of their lives


● Approximately 71% of gang members have 
experienced family violence.

What purpose do Gangs serve in our 
community?



○ Ethnic segregation: Ethnic segregation can also cause 
communal violence. 


○ Lack of cultural understanding: Lack of trust and mutual 
understanding between communities can lead to 
perceptions of threat, harassment, fear, and danger. 


○ Media: Media can be accused of sensationalism and 
spreading rumors as news, which can lead to tension 
and riots. 


○ Lack of economic opportunity: Resource scarcity leads 
to competition and can spur community crime. 

Violence in Our Communities: Why does it 
Happen?



● New York City, like the entire country, has experienced 
declining crime in the past three decades. New York has 
been at the forefront of this trend, boasting crime declines 
of nearly 80% for violent crime between 1990 and 2014.


● Despite claims that gangs are corrupting ever more and 
ever younger youth, the rates of violent crime among 
youth under 18 appears to have declined more 
dramatically than rates for adults during the last decade.


● The prevalence of youth under 18 in gangs is higher in 
smaller cities and rural communities where gang problems 
are less established, compared to larger cities.


Gang Violence: How prevalent is it? 



● What leads to crime within communities?

● Do you believe that communities of color are 

more prone to crime and violence than white 
communities?


● Why do you think we hear more about Black 
and Latin gangs then white supremacist gangs? 


● When you hear that someone is affiliated with a 
gang, what visually comes to mind?

Discussion Slides



MYTH

● A Report by the Office of the Inspector General found that 

Black men make up about 70% of gang members in the New 
York City Police Department’s imagination.

○ Criminologist and youth gang researchers find that 

gang membership is substantially more common among 
white youth than law enforcement statistics estimates, 
with white gang members accounting for 25% or more 
of all gang members.


● White gangs are less covered by the media, and less 
punished – even though (for example) 53% of gang 
members in Mississippi are white

Fact or Myth?: Gangs are only Black and 
Latin communities



● Did you know? Black actors play about two 
thirds of gang members on TV and in the 
movies, way out of proportion to gangs’ racial 
makeup in real life.


● Police and media seized upon those examples 
to demonize associations among Black and 
Latinx people and create a moral panic 
amongst the public that claimed these groups 
were dangerous organized crime syndicates.

Gangs in Media



● The public relies on the media to inform

● them about certain topics.

● The media is often inclined to sensationalize criminal gang 

activity.

○ Film Media plays a vital role in portraying youth gangs as 

social problems within the societies were they are located.

● In a period based study on the portrayal of gang members in 

media, members of the gang all primarily originated from low-
income impoverished neighborhoods.

○ This led the audience to believe that those who resided in 

these communities were bound to be violent and 
delinquent.


Gangs in Visual Media



● The lyrics of gangster rap music are rooted in black history 
and culture. 

○ The music is all about attitudes and distinctions 

between inner-city minority youth and their suburban 
middle-class counterparts in the white community.


● Primary themes of gangster rap music are identified, 
particularly with respect to:

○ glorifying the gang lifestyle and mentality,

○ Violence, 

○ Racism

○ The black male sexual stereotype as a lover

○ Sexist attitudes toward women and homophobia 

towards LGBTQ communities

Gangs in Music



● This history of racial oppression by government 
agencies explains why despite the “socially 
conscious” nature of hip-hop, many hip-hop artists 
often feel the need to glorify the “gangsta” aspect 
of it, for the sake of resisting oppression.


● Throughout the ’70s and ’80s, it was fairly common 
to see the FBI and CIA engaged in investigative 
operations that sought to criminalize black leaders 
who were profoundly influenced by hip-hop.

Gangs in Music



● Not all musical genres that have the attention of 
prosecutors. No focus on Johnny Cash crooning, “I 
shot a man in Reno just to watch him die.”

○ When prosecutors introduce music as 

evidence, it’s rap music.


● One study identified almost 700 cases since the 
late 1980s where rap lyrics have been used as 
evidence, usually against criminal defendants.


● The Restoring Artists Protection Act, the RAP Act, 
is a proposal to limit the use of lyrics in federal 
criminal proceedings.


Criminalization of Rap Music



Criminalization of Rap Music

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HK9CzBn6UEc


● What are some movies you can think of that 
glorify gangs violence?


● What are ways you can think of that media 
portrayal characterizes gangs members as 
violent or evil people?


● Do you believe that law enforcement should 
have the ability to criminalize music artists who 
discuss gang activity in their music?

Discussion Slide



● The theory of Broken Windows policing essentially 
states  that if minor crimes are allowed to happen in a 
neighborhood without recourse, and signs of neglect 
like literal broken windows are visible, then it will lead 
to more disorder and eventually to serious crime.


● Broken Windows policing is a classist justification for 
over policing under resourced and primarily Black 
and Latin communities, and promoting the rhetoric 
that these are the communities where crime is most 
likely to be found. 


What is Broken Windows Policing?



What is Broken Windows Policing?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3pd_ei6r5Zw


● In practice in New York, the theory has been used 
as cover for discriminatory policing and harassment 
of communities of color. 

○ People of color report being surveilled, 

harassed, abused, and punished by police. 

○ Over Policing takes a heavy toll on people. 

They are less likely to trust police or to call 
them when they need help.


● There is no data to suggest that over policing 
lowers crime rates and promotes community safety

Is Broken Windows Policing Effective?



● What does Public Safety safety look like to 
you?


● How have you seen Broken Windows policing 
in your community?


● How do you think Broken Windows Policing 
affects the relationship between law 
enforcement and our communities? 

Discussion Slide



● The gang narrative, however, is essentially the 
same as the narrative used to justify both the 
overuse of stop-and-frisk itself and the racial 
disparities that flowed from stop-and-frisk.


● Rather than requiring actual criminality, each 
narrative turns on two core concepts – place and 
person.


● Police can add nearly anyone who lives in a 
neighborhood that they associate with gang 
activity usually communities of color or public 
housing to a gang database.

Broken Windows Practices and Gangs 
Policing: The Narrative



Broken Windows Practices and Gangs 
Policing

● There's is nothing that requires proof (or even 
reasonable suspicion) of any criminality on the part 
of an individual in order to certify him as a gang 
member or associate. Individuals can be certified 
as gang members or associates, based :

○ appearance, association, location, law 

enforcement “intelligence,” or informants. 

● Due to this, and the fact that there is no 

notification process, its easy to skew inclusion 
towards certain areas and demographics based off 
of prejudice.



● Being a gang member is not a crime. Police who 
aggressively pursue and profile people of color as alleged 
gang members based on who they talk to, who they hang 
out with, and where they live violate their 1st amendment 
rights to freedom of association.


● We need to have spaces for our communities to navigate 
and discuss tensions without law enforcement and 
criminalization. 


● We need to invest in and pump up our communities with 
resources. Communities that have been historically divested 
cannot be expected to heal themselves.


● We must humanize and sensitive ourselves and our 
communities to Gangs and their members.

How can we change this narrative?



● What are other ways we can change this 
narrative?


● Who are the most impacted within our specific 
communities from these conversations?

○ How do we engage them in these 

conversations?

● What resource investments are most necessary 

to prioritize as we move away from over 
policing into less harmful forms of public 
safety?

Discussion Slide



QUESTIONS

Are You in the Gang Database? Use 
this QR code to submit a FOIL request.




● Rap on Trial 

● Guilt by Association: How Police Databases Punish 

Black and LatinX Youth 

● Gangster Rap Music: An Informal Study of Its Message 

and Correlation to the Gang Environment (Book)

● Gang Policing: The Policing: The Post Stop and Frisk 

Justification for Profile Based Policing

● Straight outta film: A Qualitative Media Analysis of the 

Hyper Realities of Youth Gangs

● Shattered: The Continuing, Damaging, and Disparate 

Legacy of Broken Windows Policing in New York City
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