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Changes in Prison Culture: Prison Gangs 
and the Case of the "Pepsi Generation"* 

GEOFFREY HUNT, Institute for Scientific Analysis 

STEPHANIE RIEGEL, Institute for Scientific Analysis 

TOMAS MORALES, Institute for Scientific Analysis 

DAN WALDORF, Institute for Scientific Analysis 

This article examines recent changes in prison life. Information collected from a series of in-depth inter- 
views with a sample of California ex-prisoners suggests an important corrective both to the criminal justice 
literature and to those sociological accounts which have attempted to explain the culture of prison life. The 
interview data reveals that a serious deterioration in the quality of life has taken place inside California prisons, 
and that this change results from influences emanating from within the prison as well as from external factors. 

Since Clemmer (1958) published the Prison Community in 1940, sociologists and criminolo- 
gists have sought to explain the culture of prisons. A key debate in this literature centers on 
the extent to which inmate culture is either a product of the prison environment or an exten- 
sion of external subcultures. Those in the former camp, such as Sykes and Messinger (1977), 
Cloward (1977), and Goffman (1961), have argued that the inmate social system is formed "as 
a reaction to various 'pains of imprisonment' and deprivation inmates suffer in captivity" 
(Leger and Stratton 1977:93). These writers saw the prison as a total institution in which the 
individual, through a series of "status degradation ceremonies," gradually became socialized 
into prison life. Analysts such as Irwin and Cressey (1977) challenged this view of prison life, 
arguing that it tended to underestimate the importance of the culture that convicts brought 
with them from the outside. They identified two dominant subcultures within the prison- 
that of the thief and the convict-both of which had their origins in the outside world. 

Our interview material did not clearly support one or the other of these opposing views 
and instead suggested that other dynamics of prison life were key to understanding inmates' 

experiences. Salient in inmate interviews was a greater degree of turmoil than was common 
to prison life in the past. The reasons for this turmoil were complex and included newly 
formed gangs, changes in prison population demographics, and new developments in prison 
policy, especially in relation to gangs. All these elements coalesced to create an increasingly 
unpredictable world in which prior loyalties, allegiances, and friendships were disrupted. 
Even some of the experienced prisoners from the "old school" were at a loss as to how to 

negotiate this new situation. Existing theories were not helpful in explaining our findings for 
the current dynamics could not be attributed solely to forces emanating from inside the prison 
or outside it. 

* The data for this paper was made possible by funding to the Home Boy Study from the National Institute of Drug 
Abuse (R01 - DA06487), administered by Mario de la Rosa, Ph.D. The authors are grateful to the anonymous Social 
Problems reviewers of this paper. Correspondence to: Hunt, Institute For Scientific Analysis, 2719 Encinal Ave., 
Alameda, CA 94501. 
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The Sample 

The sample was designed to include offenders who had been released from prison. Re- 

spondents lived in the Oakland and San Francisco area and, during 1991 and 1992, were 
located through contacts with ex-convict organizations, education programs, and respondents 
in a street gang study. Using a snowball sampling technique (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981), 
we eventually contacted 39 men, of whom 46 percent (18) identified themselves as gang mem- 
bers, and 38 percent (6) said they were members of street gangs prior to entering prison. The 
ethnic backgrounds of respondents were as follows: 16 Chicanos, 14 African-Americans, 5 
whites, 2 Native Americans, 1 French Creole, and 1 Chilean. The youngest was 19 and the 
oldest 60. 

The vast majority of respondents had long criminal histories and had served several 

prison sentences in many different California state prisons. However, within the interviews 
we concentrated on obtaining information about their last major prison term, which we stipu- 
lated had to have lasted for at least one year. Thirty-eight percent (15) of our sample had been 
convicted for drug related offenses, including selling, distribution, and possession. Robberies 
(21 percent) were the second major category, followed by burglaries (16 percent), and embez- 
zlement (6 percent). Respondents were sent to a wide range of California prisons including 
Avenol, Solano, San Quentin, Tracy, Susanville, Folsom, Soledad, Corcoran, Vacaville, and 
Pelican Bay, and while there, they served a median of 19 months. We used a structured but 
open-ended interview schedule and in addition to asking questions about ethnicity, age, arrest 

history, and the different prisons where they served time, the bulk of our interviews concen- 
trated on knowledge of prison gangs and their perceptions of changes in prison life. 

Because the sample was relatively small, results can not be considered definitive. Never- 
theless, they provide insight not only into contemporary prison life but also into the role of 

gangs. The available literature on gangs, with a few notable exceptions (see Moore 1978; 
Jacobs 1974, 1977), takes a correctional and institutional perspective and consequently has 
made little or no attempt to examine the prisoners' point of view. 

The Established California Prison Gangs 

According to various accounts (Camp and Camp 1985; Davidson 1974; Irwin 1980; Moore 
1978; Porter 1982), the first California prison gang was the Mexican Mafia-a Chicano gang, 
believed to have originated in 1957 in the Dueul Vocational Institution prison. This Chicano 
group began to intimidate other Chicanos from the northern part of the state. The non- 
aligned, predominantly rural Chicanos organized themselves together for protection. They 
initially called themselves "Blooming Flower," but soon changed their name to La Nuestra 
Familia. Like the Mexican Mafia, La Nuestra Familia adopted a military style structure, with 
a general, captains, lieutenants, and soldiers. However, unlike the Mexican Mafia, La Nuestra 
Familia had a written constitution consisting of rules of discipline and conduct. 

The Texas Syndicate, a third Chicano gang, followed the model of the Mexican Mafia and 
La Nuestra Familia and utilized a paramilitary system with a president at its head. Its mem- 
bers are mainly Mexican-American inmates, originally from Texas, who see themselves in 
opposition to the other Chicano groups, especially those from Los Angeles, who they perceive 
as being soft and too "Americanized." 

Both black and white prisoners are also organized. The general view on the origins of the 
Black Guerilla Family (B.G.F.)-the leading black gang-is that it developed as a splinter 
group of the Black Family, an organization reportedly created by George Jackson. The author- 
ities were particularly wary of this group, both because of its revolutionary language and 
reports that its members, unlike those of other gangs, regularly assaulted prison guards. 
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The Aryan Brotherhood-the only white gang identified in California prisons-origi- 
nated in the late 1960s. It is said to be governed by a 3-man commission and a 9-man council 
who recruit from white supremacist and outlawed motorcycle groups. According to prison 
authorities, it is a "Nazi-oriented gang, anti-black [which] adheres to violence to gain prestige 
and compliance to their creed" (Camp and Camp 1985:105).l 

The available sociological literature on older prison gangs is divided on the issue of their 

relationship to street gangs. On the one hand, Moore in discussing Chicano gangs argues that 

they were started by "state-raised youths and 'psychos'" (1978:114) inside the prisons, while 
Jacobson sees them as an extension of street gangs. Although Moore sees the gangs as initially 
prison inspired, she describes a strong symbiotic relationship between the street and the 

prison. In fact, she notes that once the gangs were established inside the prisons, they at- 

tempted to influence the street scene. "The Mafia attempted to use its prison-based organiza- 
tion to move into the narcotics market in East Los Angeles, and also, reputedly, into some 

legitimate pinto-serving community agencies" (1978:115). 

Institutional Attempts to Control the Gangs 

Prison authorities see gangs as highly undesirable and have argued that an increase in 
extortion, intimidation, violence, and drug trafficking can be directly attributed to their rise. 
In responding to prison gangs, the California Department of Corrections (CDC) introduced a 
number of strategies and policies, for example, using "confidential informants," segregating 
gang members in different buildings and prisons, intercepting gang communications, setting 
up task forces to monitor and track gang members, locking up gang leaders in high security 
prisons, and "locking down" entire institutions. These changes were perceived by our respon- 
dents who saw the CDC as increasingly tightening its control over the prison system and the 

gangs. 

Prison Guards 

In spite of the "official" view that gangs should be eradicated, many prison authorities 
hold a more pragmatic view and feel that the gangs have "had little negative impact on the 

regular running of prison operations" (Camp and Camp 1985:xii). Moreover, as Cummins 

(1991) has noted, there is often a considerable discrepancy between the official stance and 
what takes place within particular prisons. This point was emphasized by our respondents 
who portrayed guards' attitudes toward the gangs as complex and devious, and saw the 

guards as often accepting prison gangs and in some cases even encouraging them. In support- 
ing this view, they gave three reasons why guards would allow gangs to develop or continue. 

First, some noted guards' financial incentive to encourage gang behavior. They suggested 
that guards are keen to create "threats to security" which necessitate increased surveillance 
and, consequently, lead to overtime work. 

They have a financial interest in getting overtime.... Anything that was "security" meant that there 
were no restrictions in the budget. So if there are gangs, and there are associations, if there is some 
threat in that focus of security, they make more money (Case 17). 

Others went even further and told us that some guards benefited from gangs' illegal activities. 

1. In addition to these five major groupings, other gangs, including the Vanguards and the Venceremos, are re- 
ferred to in the literature. Today these groups seem to have disappeared altogether or may in some cases have been 

incorporated into other gangs. For a further discussion of California gangs, see Castenedo (1981), Conrad (1978), and a 

report by EMT Associates, Inc. (1985) to the California Department of Corrections. For information on prison gangs in 
other parts of the United States, see Beaird (1986), Buentello (1984), Crist (1986), Fong (1990, 1991), Jacobs (1977), and 
Lane (1989). 
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Well, you know the guards, aren't ... you'd be surprised who the guards affiliated with. Guards 
have friends that's in there. They have their friends outside, you know. Guards '11 bring drugs in. 
Sell 'em. Guards will bring knives in, weapons, food. The guards play a major role (Case 7). 

Not only were guards involved in illegal activities, but the practice was often overlooked 
by other guards. For example, as one respondent philosophically replied in answer to our 
question: "Were individual guards involved in illegal gang activities?" 

Well, I think you have guards that are human beings that... don't really want to do more than they 
have to. So if they see a guard doing something a little shady, it's easy to turn a blind eye because of 
the hassle it would take to pursue it (Case 16). 

Finally, in addition to these financial incentives, some believed that guards encouraged 
gang activities and conflict in order to control the prison inmates more effectively and "keep 
the peace out of prisons" (Case 32). 

They perpetuated the friction because, for instance, what they would do is ... give false information 
to different groups.... Something to put the fear so that then the Latino would prepare himself for a 
conflict.... And so everybody's on point and the next thing you know a fight would break out and 
the shit would come down. So it was to their interest to perpetuate division amongst the inmates so 
that they would be able to better control the institution. Because if you are spending your time 
fighting each other you have no time ... to fight the establishment (Case 34). 

This divide and rule policy was emphasized by many of our respondents and was seen as a 
major contributory factor in prisoner conflicts. 

Jacketing and the Use of Confidential Informants 

According to our respondents, another prison administration tactic was "jacketing"-offi- 
cially noting in a prisoner's file that he was a suspected gang member. Once identified as a 
gang member, a prisoner could be transferred to a high security prison or placed in a special 
housing unit. "Jacketing," which is similar to the "dirty jacket" procedure outlined by David- 
son (1974), was seen by our respondents as a particularly arbitrary process and one in which 
the prisoner had little or no recourse. 

Like I said, if you're a sympathizer you could be easily jacketed as a gang member. You hang around 
with 'em. You might not do nothing. But hang out with 'em. Drive iron with 'em. Go to lunch 
with 'em (Case 1). 

Many respondents felt the process was particularly unfair because it meant that a pris- 
oner could be identified as gang member and "jacketed" purely on the basis of information 
from a confidential informant. Confidential informants or "snitches" supplied intelligence 
information to prison authorities about inmate activities, especially gang-related activities. 

Now let's say you and I are both inmates at San Quentin. And your cellie gets in a fight and gets 
stabbed. So all of a sudden, the Chicano who is a friend of your cellie says that he'll get the boys and 
deal with this. They talk about it but nothing happens. All of a sudden one of the snitches or rats, 
says I think something is cooking, and people are going to make a move to the administration. What 
will happen is that they [the administration] will gaffel up you and me and whoever else you associ- 
ate with and put us all on a bus straight to Pelican Bay. They will say we have confidential reliable 
information that you guys are planning an assault on Billy Bob or his gang.... And you're wonder- 
ing, you've never received a disciplinary infraction. But by God now, information is in your central 
file that you are gang affiliated, that you're involved in gang violence (Case 16). 

Our respondents distinguished between two types of snitching-dry and hard. 

Dry snitching is a guy who will have a conversation with a guard and the guard is just smart 
enough. He'll say you talk to Joe, don't ya? You say, oh, yeah, Joe's a pretty good ol' boy, I heard 
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he's doing drugs but don't believe it. He might smoke a few joints on the yard, but nothing hard. He 

just dry snitched. He indirectly dropped a lug on Joe. And then you got the guy who gets himself in 
a jam and goes out and points out other inmates (Case 16). 

Dry snitching could also refer to a prisoner supplying general information to guards with- 
out implicating anyone by name. This allowed the prisoner to develop a "juice card" or a 
form of credit with the guard. 

A "juice card" is that you have juice [credit] with a particular guard, a lieutenant, a sergeant or 

somebody that is part of staff.... Let's say that somebody is dry snitching. By dry snitching I mean 
that they might come up to their juice man that has a "juice card," let's just say it is a sergeant of the 

yard, and they might go up there and say, "Hey I hear that there is a rumble coming down. I can't 
tell you more than that but some shit is going to come down tonight." So they alert the sergeant 
right. The sergeant tells him, "I owe you one." Now the guy might come up to the sergeant and say, 
"Hey remember you owe me one, hey I got this 115 [infraction] squash it." "Okay I will squash it." 
That is the "juice card" (Case 34). 

Many of our respondents felt there was a growing number of snitches (also see Stojkovic 
1986). A key factor promoting this growth was the pressure exerted by the guards-a point 
denied by the prison authorities in Stojkovic's research. 

Pressure could be applied in a number of ways. First, if for example a prisoner was in a 

high security unit, he often found himself unable to get out unless he "debriefed"; i.e., pro- 
vided information on other gang members. Many respondents felt that this was an impossi- 
ble situation because if they didn't snitch their chances of getting out were minimal. As one 

respondent remarked: 

They [the guards] wanted some information on other people.... So I was put between a rock and a 
hard place. So I decided I would rather do extra time, than ending up saying something I would 
later regret (Case 10). 

Second, if the guards knew that a prisoner was an ex-gang member, they might threaten 
to send him to a particular prison, where he would be attacked by his own ex-gang. 

See there is a lot of guys in there that are drop outs from whatever gang they were in, and they are 
afraid to be sent to a joint where some other tip might be. They even get threatened by staff that if 

they don't cooperate with them they will be sent to either Tracy, or Soledad and they are liable to get 
hit by their own ex-gang, so they cooperate (Case 40). 

However, it would be inaccurate to suggest respondents accused only the prison authori- 

ties, since many also pointed out other developments within the prison system, and especially 
within the prison population, to explain what they described as a deteriorating situation. 

Prison Crowding, the New Gangs, and the "Pepsi Generation" 

Since 1980, the California prison population has increased dramatically from 24,569 to 

97,309 (California Department of Corrections 1991). The net effect of this expansion has been 
severe overcrowding in the prisons. In 1970, prison institutions and camps were slightly un- 
derutilized and the occupancy rate stood at 98 percent. By 1980, they were full, and in 1990, 
the rate had risen dramatically to 180 percent of capacity. Currently, the inmate population 
stands at 91,892, while bed capacity is only 51,013. In order to cope with this overcrowding, 
institutions have been obliged to use all available space, including gymnasiums and 

dayrooms. 
Many respondents graphically described the problems created by this situation and com- 

plained about the deterioration in prison services. However, in talking about prison over- 

crowding, they tended to concentrate more on the changes in the characteristics of the 
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inmates currently arriving. Specifically, they focused on the growth of new gangs, the imma- 

turity of new inmates, and the problems they caused within the prison. Respondents felt this 
change in prison population characteristics had a major effect on day-to-day activities, and 
contributed to the fragmentary nature of prison life. 

The New Gangs 

According to our respondents, although all five of the older gangs still exist, their impor- 
tance has diminished. The reasons for this appear to be twofold. First, many of the older gang 
members have either dropped out, gone undercover, or have been segregated from the rest of 
the prison population. Second, a new crop of gangs has taken center stage. In other words, 
prison authorities' efforts to contain the spread of gangs led, unintentionally, to a vacuum 
within the prison population within which new prison groupings developed. 

Information on these new gangs is relatively limited in comparison with information on 
the older gangs. Thus it is difficult to be precise about their structure and composition. More- 
over, a further complication is whether or not these groups fit current definitions of what 
constitutes a gang. For instance, if we adapt Klein and Maxson's (1989) definition of a street 
gang-community recognition as a group or collectivity, recognition by the group itself as a 
distinct group, and activities which consistently result in negative responses from law enforce- 
ment-then these new groupings constitute gangs if the prison is considered the community. 
However, if we compare them with the Mexican Mafia, La Nuestra Familia, or the Black 
Guerilla Family, which have developed hierarchies or clearly articulated constitutions, they 
constitute instead territorial alliances which demand loyalties and provide security and pro- 
tection. Regardless of whether these groups fit traditional definitions, respondents made it 
clear they had a significant impact on the traditional prison loyalties and allegiances and 
contributed to conflicts amongst the prisoners. 

Chicano and Latino gangs. Among Chicanos, the Nortenos and the Surenos are the most 
important groupings or gangs. These two groups are divided regionally between the North 
and South of California, with Fresno as the dividing line.2 Although regional loyalties were 
also important for the Mexican Mafia and La Nuestra Familia, the regional separation be- 
tween North and South was not as rigid as it is today for Surenos and Nortenos. 

In addition to the Nortenos and the Surenos, two other groups were mentioned-the New 
Structure and the Border Brothers. Our respondents provided differing interpretations of the 
New Structure. For instance, some noted it was a new Chicano group made up of Nortenos 
which started in San Francisco, while others implied it was an offshoot of La Nuestra Familia. 
Opinions differed as to its precise relationship to La Nuestra Familia. 

The Border Brothers are surrounded by less controversy. Their members are from Mex- 
ico, they speak only Spanish and, consequently, keep to themselves. Most of our respondents 
agreed this was a large group constantly increasing in size, and that most members had been 
arrested for trafficking heroin or cocaine. 

Although, there was little disagreement as to the Border Brothers' increasing importance, 
which was partly attributed to their not "claiming territory," there was, nevertheless, some 
dispute as to their impact on the North/South issue. Some respondents saw the Border Broth- 
ers as keeping strictly to themselves. 

The Border Brothers don't want to have anything to do with the Surenos-Nortenos-they keep out of 
that 'cause it's not our fighting and all of that is stupid.... Either you are a Chicano or you're not. 
There is no sense of being separated (Case 3). 

2. There was some disagreement as to the precise dividing line between North and South. Although Fresno was 
often cited, others said Bakersfield was the dividing line. 
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Others predicted that in the future, the Border Brothers will become involved in the conflict 
and will align themselves with the Surenos against the Nortenos. 

It used to be Border Brothers over there and Sureno and Norteno, stay apart from each other.... But 
now what I see that's coming out is that the Border Brothers are starting to claim Trece now.3 What 
I think is going to happen, to the best of my knowledge, is that the Surenos instead of them knockin' 
ass with the Nortenos, they're going to have the Border Brothers lock ass with the Nortenos due to 
the fact that they're South and all that. Maybe in a few years we will see if my prediction is true or 
not (Case 36). 

Black gangs. The Crips, originally a street gang from South Central Los Angeles, is the 

largest of the new black gangs. It is basically a neighborhood group. 

I.: So the Crips is more a neighborhood thing than a racial thing? 
R.: Oh yeah! That's what it stems from. It stems from a neighborhood thing. There's one thing 
about the Grips collectively, their neighborhoods are important factors in their gang structures 

(Case 5). 

The Bloods are the traditional rivals of the Grips. Although, like the Grips, they are a neigh- 
borhood group, they do not attribute the same importance to the neighborhood. 

They're structured geographically in the neighborhood, but it's not as important as it is for the Grips. 
Only in LA is it that important. Bloods from LA, it's important for them but they don't have as many 
neighborhoods as the Grips. But anywhere else in Southern California the neighborhoods are not 
that important. Only in LA (Case 5). 

The 415s is a third black prison gang emerging recently. The group is made up of individ- 
uals living within the 415 San Francisco Bay area telephone code.4 Although the group's 
visibility is high, especially in the Bay area, the organization appears to be loosely structured, 
so much so that one of our respondents suggested that the 415s were more an affiliation rather 

than a gang. 
All of these gangs are said to be producing a significant impact on prison life. Whereas 

previously there were four or five major gangs, today there are nine or ten new groupings, 
each with its own network of alliances and loyalties. These crosscutting and often conflicting 

allegiances have a significant impact on prison life. They produce a confusing, disruptive 
situation for many prisoners and can even produce problems for existing friendships. As one 

Puerto Rican respondent noted, "When I first started going to the joints ... it wasn't as bad to 

associate a guy from the North and the South. It wasn't that big of a deal" (Case 39). But as the 

fragmentation increased and dividing lines became more rigid, this type of friendship was 

much less acceptable. According to many of our respondents, another consequence of frag- 
mentation was an increase in intraethnic conflict, especially amongst the black population. 

Back then there was no Grips, there was no Bloods, or 415s. It is a lot different now. The blacks hit 
the blacks. When the blacks at one time were like the B.G.F. where the blacks would stick together, 
now they are hitting each other, from the Grips, to the Bloods, to the 415, are pretty much all ene- 
mies (Case 39). 

The picture provided by our respondents is one of an increasing splintering of prison 
groupings. Allegiances to particular groups, which had previously seemed relatively en- 

trenched, are now questioned. Friendships developed over long prison terms are now dis- 

rupted, and where previously prisoners made choices about joining a gang, membership has 

3. The term Trece has a number of meanings especially amongst Chicanos in Los Angeles where it refers to "eme," 
or "m" the 13th letter in the Spanish alphabet. "Eme" is also used to describe the Mexican Mafia. 

4. It should be noted that during 1992, telephone area codes in the Bay area were changed to two codes-415 and 
510. The gang's name refers to the period when one code covered the entire Bay area. 
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now become more automatic, especially for Chicanos. Today, what counts is the region of the 
state where the prisoner comes from; if he comes from South of Fresno, he is automatically a 
Sureno, if he is from North of Fresno, he becomes a Norteno. 

Pepsi Generation 

Respondents not only described the conflict arising from the new divisions within the 
prison population, but also attributed this conflict to new prison inmates. They emphasized 
that the new generation of prisoners differed from their generation-in their dress, attitudes, 
and behavior toward other prisoners and the prison authorities. Respondents described them- 
selves as convicts who represented the "old school." 

In my point of view there is what is called the old school.... And the old school goes back to where 
there is traditions and customs, there is this whole thing of holding your mud, and there is some- 
thing you don't violate. For instance you don't snitch, you are a convict in the sense that you go in 
and you know that you are there to do time. And there is two sides. There is the Department of 
Corrections and there is you as the convict (Case 34). 

A convict, in this sense, was very different from the present day "inmate" who they 
described as not having 

a juvenile record or anything like that, and so that when they come in they have no sense of what it 
is to do time.... The inmate goes in there and he goes in not realizing that, so that they are doing 
everybody else's number or expect somebody else to do their number. Which means for instance, 
that if they can get out of something they will go ahead and give somebody up or they will go 
against the code. Say for instance, the food is real bad and the convict would say, look we have to do 
something about this so let's make up a protest about the food and present it to the warden. And the 
convict will go along with it because it is for the betterment of the convicts. The inmate will go and 
go against it because he wants to be a good inmate and, therefore, he is thinking about himself and 
not the whole population (Case 32). 

The prisons were full of younger prisoners who were described disparagingly by our re- 
spondents as "boys trying to become men," and the "Pepsi Generation," defined as 

the young shuck and jive energized generation. The CYA [California Youth Authorityl mentality 
guys in a man's body and muscles can really go out and bang if they want. They are the youngsters 
that want to prove something-how tough and macho and strong they are. This is their whole 
attitude. Very extreme power trip and machismo. The youngsters want to prove something. How 
tough they are. And there is really very little remorse (Case 16). 

According to our respondents, the "Pepsi Generation" went around wearing "their pants 
down below their ass" (Case 40) and showing little or no respect for the older inmates, many 
of whom had long histories of prison life which normally would have provided them with a 
high degree of status. Disrespect was exhibited even in such seemingly small things as the 
way that the younger prisoners approached the older inmates. 

They'll come up and ask you where you are from. I had problems with that. They come with total 
disrespect. It seems like they send the smallest, youngest punk around and he comes and tries to 
jam you. You know, you've been around for a long time, you know, you've got your respect already 
established and you have no business with this bullshit.... And here you have some youngster 
coming in your face, talking about "Hey man, where you from" (Case 2)? 

This view was graphically corroborated by a 38 year old Familia member who described 
the young inmates in the following way: 

They're actors. Put it this way, they're gangsters until their fuckin' wheels fall off.... I'm a gangster 
too. But there is a limitation to everything. See I can be a gangster with class and style and finesse 
and respect. Get respect and get it back. That's my motto, my principle in life. Do unto another as 
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you would like do have done to you. These kids don't have respect for the old timers. They disre- 
spect the old men now (Case 36). 

The "younger generation" was not only criticized for its disrespect, but for its general 
behavior as well. They were seen as needlessly violent and erratic and not "TBYAS"-think- 
ing before you act and speak. 

I think they're more violent. They are more spontaneous. I think they are very spontaneous. They 
certainly don't use TBYAS. I think their motivation is shallower than it was years ago (Case 16). 

Their behavior had the effect of making prison life, in general, more unpredictable, a 
feature many of our respondents disliked. 

They have nothing but younger guys in prison now. And ah, it has just changed. I don't even 
consider it prison now anymore. I think it is just a punishment. It is just a place to go to do time. 
Which now since there are so many children and kids in prison it is hard to do time now. It is not 
like it used to be where you can wake up one morning and know what to expect. But now you 
wake up and you don't know what to expect, anything might happen (Case 12). 

Inmate Culture Reassessed 

Inmate's picture of prison life is of increasing uncertainty and unpredictability; more 
traditional groupings and loyalties are called into question as new groups come to the fore. 
Whereas previously, prisoners believed a clear dividing line existed between convicts and 
authorities, today they see this simple division disintegrating. This occurs because, in their 

attempt to control the spread of prison gangs, authorities introduced a series of measures 
which contained the gangs, but also unexpectedly created a vacuum within the organiza- 
tional structure of the prison population-a vacuum soon filled by new groups. Group mem- 

bership was taken from newer inmates, who, according to our respondents, had not been 
socialized into the convict culture. The dominance of these groups soon led to an environ- 
ment where the rules and codes of behavior were no longer adhered to and even the more 

experienced prisoners felt like newcomers. Moreover, the ability of prisoners to remain 

nonaligned was hampered both by developments amongst the prisoners and by the actions of 
the authorities. For example, a Norteno arrested in the South and sentenced to a southern 

prison would find himself in a very difficult and potentially dangerous situation. 

You'll see some poor northern dude land in a southern pen, they ride on [harass] him. Five, six, 
seven, ten deep. You know, vice versa-some poor southern kid comes to a northern spot and these 
northern kids will do the same thing. They ride deep on them (Case 2). 

Study respondents portrayed prison culture as changing, but the change elements they 
identified were both inside and outside the institution. The available theoretical approaches, 
which have tended to dichotomize the source of change, fail to capture the complexity and 
the interconnectedness of the current situation. Furthermore, the information we received 

produced no conclusive evidence to prove whether or not the street scene determined the 
structure of gangs inside the prison or vice versa. For example, in the case of the Crips and 
the Bloods, at first glance we have a development which supports the approaches of Jacobs 

(1974) and Irwin and Cressey (1977). The Crips and the Bloods originated in the neighbor- 
hoods of Los Angeles and transferred their conflicts into the prison environment. In fact, 
according to one respondent, once in prison, they bury their intragang conflicts in order to 

strengthen their identities as Crips and Bloods. 

Even when they are "out there" they may fight amongst themselves, just over their territory.... But 
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when they get to prison they are wise enough to know, we gotta join collectively to fend off every- 
one else (Case 5). 

However, although the Crips and Bloods fit neatly into Jacobs' perspective, when we 
consider the case of the 415s and the Nortenos and the Surenos, we find their origins fit more 
easily into Cloward's (1977) alternative perspective. According to two accounts, the 415s be- 
gan in prison as a defense group against the threatening behavior of the Bloods and the Crips. 

It [the 415s] got started back in prison. In prison there is a lot of prison gangs ... and they were put 
together a lot. They got LA-gangs like the Bloods and the Crips, and they are putting a lot of 
pressure on the people from the Bay area. And we all got together, we got together and organized 
our own group (Case G189). 

Originally, the Nortenos and Surenos existed neither on the streets nor in the adult pris- 
ons but within the California Youth Authority institutions. Gradually this division spread to 
the adult prisons and soon became powerful enough to disrupt the traditional loyalties of 
more established gangs. Furthermore, in-prison conflicts soon spread to the outside and, ac- 
cording to information from our San Francisco study, Norteno/Sureno conflicts are beginning 
to have a significant impact on the streets. 

Conclusion 

As Irwin (1980) noted over ten years ago, prisons today are in a turmoil. From both the 
Department of Corrections perspective and the interview material, it is clear that the prison 
system is under immense pressures. As the prison population expands and the Department of 
Corrections attempts to find more bed space, the problems within the prisons multiply.5 The 
impact of this situation on the inmates is clear from the interviews-they complain about the 
increased fragmentation and disorganization that they now experience. Life in prison is no 
longer organized but instead is viewed as both capricious and dangerous. 

For many, returning to prison after spending time outside means being confronted by a 
world which they do not understand even though they have been in prison many times 
before. Where once they experienced an orderly culture, today they find a world which oper- 
ates around arbitrary and ad hoc events, and decisions seem to arise not merely from the 
behavior of their fellow prisoners but also from prison authorities' official and unofficial deci- 
sions. Where before they understood the dominant prison divisions-prisoners versus guards 
and black versus white inmates-today they find new clefts and competing allegiances. The 
Chicanos are split not only between the Mexican Mafia and La Nuestra Familia but also North 
versus South. A relatively unified black population is divided into different warring camps of 
Crips, Bloods, and 415s. 

The world portrayed by our respondents is an important corrective both to the criminal 
justice literature, which portrays prison life in very simplistic terms, and to those theoretical 
approaches which attempt to explain prison culture solely in terms of internal or external 
influences. Our interviews have shown that the linkages between street activities and prison 
activities are complex and are the result of developments in both arenas. Therefore, instead of 
attributing primacy to one set of factors as opposed to the other, it may be more useful and 
more accurate to see the culture and organization of prison and street life as inextricably 
intertwined, with lines of influence flowing in both directions. 

5. One can but speculate as to what effect the estimated 5,000 arrests in Los Angeles as a result of recent riots will 
have on the correctional system. 
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