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Abstract 

This  research is based on twenty-four in terviews with 
r ep r e sen t a t i ve s  of d i f f e r e n t  agencies i n  Manitoba ( including criminal  
j u s t i c e ,  inner -c i ty  schools ,  s o c i a l  s e rv i ce s  and community groups) whose 
job i t  is  t o  in tervene i n  the  l i v e s  of gang women. In  depth in terviews 
explored the d i f fe rences  and similarities among var ious  agency members i n  
t e m s  of t h e i r  experiences with, understandings o f ,  and responses t o  gang 
women. These second hand accounts o f  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  con t r i bu t e  
t o  the  important  task of  making t he  fernale gang member more v i s i b l e  by 
giving u s  a b e t t e r  understanding of the ma te r i a l  condit ions surrounding 
female gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  This research a l s o  explores how agency 
r ep re sen t a t i ve s  make sense  of 'gang women' and 'female violence.  ' I n  
making s ense  of t h i s  i s s u e ,  do they l oca t e  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  a 
s t r u c t u r a l  context ,  cons t ruc t ing  t he  women a s  ' ~ u r v i v o r s , ~  as s tud i e s  
which have contextual ized female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  would advise? Or, do 
they reflect popular s t e reo types  found i n  t h e  media and t r a d i t i o n a l  
criminology which cons t ruc t  'gang woment a s  'mad and/or b a d l ?  By 
c r i t i c a l l y  assess ing how these  agencies dea l  wi th  gang women and by 
unpacking t h e  various d i scourses  surrounding gender and v io lence ,  t h i s  
research i d e n t i f i e s  p o l i c y  impl icat ions  which can inform s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  
responding t o  gang women. I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h i s  r esea rch  suggests  knowledge 
and resource  shar ing amongst the var ious  agencies  who corne i n t o  contact  
with gang vomen. We must a l s o  address t he  f a c t  t h a t ,  cu r r en t l y ,  a l 1  of 
t he  gang s t r a t e g i e s  and programs i n  Manitoba a r e  created wi th  t he  male 
gang member i n  mind. Fur ther ,  we must provide a l t e r n a t i v e s  and choices 
fo r  gang women by listening to them and what thev  desc r ibe  a s  t h e i r  needs. 



1 d e d i c a t e  t h i s  research t o  a l 1  gang women, i n  the  hopes t h a t  i t  w i l l  
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Introduction 

J e f f  Giles vas  a 'good guy, ' a mode1 c i t i z e n .  Four days a f t e r  

Christmas, 1997 he had h i s  f a c e  b l o m  o f f  wi th  a shotgun. He was on ly  

twenty-two. H e  had been t ry ing  t o  g e t  the l i c e n s e  p l a t e  number of a van 

dr iven  by robbers who held up the  s t o r e  t h a t  J e f f  worked a t  i n  Winnipeg, 

h n i t o b a .  Four gang members were l a t e r  charged. One of them vas a woman. 

On November 1 4 ,  1997 Reena Virk was savagely  beaten t o  death. She 

was kicked and beaten s o  badly her  neck and back were broken. One veek 

l a t e r  her  body was found i n  a suburban park  i n  t he  peaceful  community of 

Saanich,  B r i t i s h  Columbia. Eight teenagers  were l a t e r  charged. Seven of 

them were g i r l s .  

These are not t h e  on ly  cases .  Consider the following: 

- On July  2 ,  1997, a woman died a f t e r  being shot  i n  t h e  head a t  he r  
home i n  Bouchervil le,  Que., fol lowing he r  50th b i r t hday  Party. Her 
daughter, 17 ,  was charged with f i r s t  degree murder. 
- On March 10, 1997, a 70-year-old grandmother d i ed  a f t e r  being 
stabbed repea ted ly  i n  t h e  head and neck wi th  a k i t chen  kn i f e  a t  he r  
home i n  Buckingham, Que. The woman's 13-year-old granddaughter was 
charged with second-degree murder. 
- I n  February, 1996, a 14-year-old Winnipeg g i r l  a l l eged ly  
a s sau l t ed  a 16-year-old g i r l .  P o l i c e  Say she was at tempting t o  
coerce t he  o lde r  t een  i n t o  p r o s t i t u t i o n .  
- I n  December, 1995, Alexis Boni l la ,  a 17-year-old pimp who belonged 
t o  the  Lat ino Assassins gang, was ambushed, beaten and drowned i n  a 
creek i n  Burnaby, B .C. Three g i r l s  were charged -- two were 1 4 ,  the 
t h i r d  1 6 .  Two pleaded g u i l t y  t o  second-degree murder. The t h i r d  
t e en  was acqu i t t ed .  
- On Oct. 26, 1995, Sylvain  Leduc, 17,  and t h r ee  o t h e r  teenagers 
were abducted by members of Ottawa's Ace Crew gang and confined i n  
a Nepean, Ont., apartment. Leduc was t o r t u r e d  t o  death;  the o t h e r s  
survived . One woman, then 17, was charged w i  t h  f i r s t - deg ree  murder. 
Three a d u l t s  a l s o  f ace  t h e  same charge. Three teenage gang members, 
meanwhile, have a l ready  been convicted of l e s s e r  charges ,  including 
kidnapping and a s s a u l t .  (Chisholm, 1997:lSj  

Reading media r epo r t s  about even ts  such as t he se  has generated 

considerable  p u b l i c  unease. There is a s ense  t h a t  female violence and 

g i r l s '  involvement i n  gangs a r e  not  on ly  on the increase ,  they a r e  now 
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worse than  ever. Indeed, female violence and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  have 

a t t a i n e d  the s t a t u s  o f  a pressing s o c i a l  issw, one which demands 

explanat ion and response. This is  e spec i a l l y  t h e  case i n  t h e  c i t y  of 

Winnipeg, where pub l ic  concern around street gangs has reached an al1 time 

high i n  r e cen t  years.  

There a r e  many d i f f e r e n t  ways t o  understand the  i s s u e  of  female 

violence and gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  and many subsequent cons t ruc t ions  of ' gang 

women.' For ins tance ,  media r e p o r t s  suggest  t h a t  gang women represent a 

new brand of female o f fender ;  v i c i o u s ,  v io l en t  and more r u t h l e s s  than the 

boys. Many of these  r e p o r t s  imply t h a t  the woments movement i s  t o  blame 

(Joe and Chesney-Lind, 1995 : 409 ; S c h i s s e l ,  1997 : 44-45 ) . Criminological 

research has t r a d i t i o n a l l y  mentioned females on ly  i n  t e m  of t h e i r  ro le  

i n  f u l f i l l i n g  t h e  needs of male gang members, a t  once s i l enc i ng  and 

sexua l iz ing  them (Cohen, 1955; S h o r t ,  1968; Thrasher ,  1927) . According t o  

these  accounts ,  gang women a r e  cons t ruc ted  a s  pe r i phe ra l  sex objects  o r  

maladjusted tomboys . I n  c o n t r a s t ,  f emin i s t  r esea rch  which contextual izes  

female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  l o c a t e s  gang involvement i n  t e m s  of t he  ro le  

which s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  (such as c l a s s  and race)  play i n  the 

decis ion t o  a f f i l i a t e  w i th  gangs (Campbell, 1984; Joe  and Chesney-Lind, 

1995; Quicker ,  1984). These studies cons t ruc t  gang women a s  individuals  

whose choices  and o p p o r t u n i t i e s  a r e  cons t ra ined  and contoured by 

s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  i n  t h e i r  lives. 

One o ther  s i t e  f o r  t h e  gene ra t i on  of p a r t i c u l a r  understandings of  

female v io lence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  is  t h e  various agencies [ including 

cr iminal  j u s t i c e ,  i nne r - c i  t y  schools  , s o c i a l  s e r v i c e s  and community 

groupsj whose mandate it is t o  i n t e rvene  i n t o  the l i v e s  of gang women. 
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Given the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  encountered i n  accesçing g i r l s  and women who a r e  

involved i n  v iolence and gang a c t i v i t i e s ,  such agencies o f f e r  an important  

source of information f o r  l ea rn ing  about gang women. Agency 

represen ta t ives  can provide 'second hand1 accounts o f  the  n a t u r e  and 

e x t e n t  of female violence and gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  As ' f r o n t  l i n e  ' workers,  

t hey  a r e  a l s o  the ones charged with t h e  task of  responding t o  t h i s  

' p r e s s ing  s o c i a l  i s sue . '  A s  such, they  a r e  key p l aye r s  i n  the  formation 

and implementation of s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  address ing t h e  i s s u e .  

The purpose of t h i s  research is t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  t h e  unders tandings  of 

female violence and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  h e l d  by agency r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  who 

a r e  engaged i n  t h e  work of responding t o  t h i s  ' p ress ing  s o c i a l  i s s u e . '  In 

depth q u a l i t a t i v e  interviews a r e  used t o  explore  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s t  

experiences with, understandings o f ,  and responses t o  gang women. These 

respondents can provide u s  w i th  a b e t t e r  understanding of t h e  material 

condi t ions  assoc ia ted  with female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  t hose  condi t ions  which 

i l l umina t e  the l i v e s  o f  gang women and the nature and e x t e n t  of their gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n .  A second ob j ec t i ve  of  t h i s  research i s  t o  examine the  

d i f f e r e n t  d i scurs ive  condi t ions  a s soc i a t ed  wi th  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  

the language used t o  desc r ibe  gang women by d i f f e r e n t  respondents i n  

dif f erent agencies which r e f  Lects t h e i r  assttmp tions o f  and subsequent 

cons t ruc t ions  of 'gang women.' Ris tock and Penne11 (1996:114) de f ine  

d i s cou r se  a s  ''a set of assumptions, s o c i a l l y  shared and o f t e n  unconscious, 

r e f l e c t e d  i n  language, t h a t  pos i t i ons  people who speak wi th in  them and 

frames knowledgeœw By c r i t i c a l l y  looking a t  @J the respondents t a l k  

about  gang women - the  language they use and t he  i deo log i e s  they adhere  t o  

- we can uncover how they understand o r  make sense of  'gang women.' Their 
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assumptions about 'gang women' and where they loca te  t h e  'problemf o f  

female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  reveal how they c o n s t r u c t  'female gang members.' 

Nicola Gavey (1989) suggests  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  many d i f f e r e n t  d i scourses  

which o f  f e r  dif f e r e n t  meanings and d i f  f e r e n t  ways of understanding the  

world. They a l s o  o f f e r  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  in t h i s  case  gang women, d i f f e r e n t  

subiect p o s i t i o n s .  ''These p o s i t i o n s ,  o r  ' p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  ' f o r  c o n s t i t u t i n g  

sub j e c t i v i t y  ( i d e n t i t i e s ,  behaviourç , unders tandings  of  the world)  Vary i n  

terms of the  power they o f f e r  i n d i v i d u a l s "  (Gavey, l989:464).  This  

r esea rch  ques t ions :  How do respondents who work wi th  gang women c o n s t r u c t  

them? How much power o r  agency do t h e y  accord t o  gang women? How do 

those  who work with gang women understand them? Given that 'violencef and 

'gang a f f i l i a t i o n '  have typical ly  been defined as 'male behaviours , '  t o  

what e x t e n t  are t h e  accounts o f f e r e d  'gendered '  ? If so ,  what l i m i t a t i o n s  

o r  r e s t r i c t i o n s  does t h i s  impose on e f f o r t s  t o  respond e f f e c t i v e l y  t o  t h e  

i s s u e  of  female v io lence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n ?  



Chapter One 

Research Context: Constructing Female  Gang Members 

The purpose o f  t h i s  chapter  is  t o  provide a con tex t  f o r  the resea tch  

p r o j e c t  by explor ing the various cons t ruc t ions  o f  'gang womenf which have 

appeared i n  media accounts ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  c r imino log ica l  research and more 

recent  f emin i s t  work. Media accounts provide one of  the  most important  

sources o f  information from which pub l i c  know'ledge of gang women is 

constructed. For t h i s  reason, a t t e n t i o n  t o  the ways i n  which t h e  media 

cons t ruc t  female v io l ence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i s  warranted.  Criminology, 

given its mandate t o  study and explain the causes  of cr iminal  behaviour, 

o f f e r s  another  p o t e n t i a l  source o f  information.  Nevertheless,  as w e  w i l l  

soon see, much of the focus o f  c r iminofog is t s  ha s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been on 

male o f fenders .  Women have been l a r g e l y  i n v i s i b l e  and, when t hey  do corne 

i n t o  view, a r e  s t u d i e d  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e i r  subservience t o  men- I n  

recent y e a r s ,  however, feminis t  r esea rchers  have developed a more women- 

centred approach. I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h e r e  e x i s t s  a growing body of  

q u a l i t a t i v e  research which con tex tua l i zes  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  drawing 

a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  s t r u c t u r a l  r e a l i t i e s  in f luenc ing  womenfs ' cho i ce s '  t o  

a f f i l i a t e  wi th  a gang. 

1. The Media: Popular  R e ~ r e s e n t a t i o n s  of Female Gang Members 

The media a r e  ins t rumental  i n  shaping p u b l i c  percept ions  and f e a r  of 

youth gangs. The dramat ic  i n c r e a s e  i n  media coverage about  gangs 

ampl i f ies  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  images of gang members and i n t e n s i f i e s  p u b l i c  f e a r  

of street gangs. I n  fact, media coverage p lays  a n  enormous p a r t  in the 



c u l t i v a t i o n  of  moral p a n i c s .  Moore (1993:29) suggests :  

A good name f o r  the i n t e r s e c t i o n  of  s t e r e o t y p e  and crime wave is 
'moral p a n i c . '  Moral pan ics  b u i l d  on e x i s t i n g  cleavages i n  the  
s o c i e t y  - cleavages  of race and class. In  t h e  case of gangs, they 
build on f e a r  and ignorance  of  what is  happening i n  t h e  i n n e r  c i t y .  

The potency of media d e p i c t i o n s  lies i n  t h e i r  power t o  s impl i fy ,  

g e n e r a l i z e  and s e n s a t i o n a l i z e  gang a c t i v i t y .  Fas io lo  and Leckie (1993) 

conducted a c o n t e n t  a n a l y s i s  of  Canadian media coverage of  gangs from J u l y  

1, 1992 t o  October 31, 1992. They found t h a t  the  mass media magnified t h e  

gang problem. Violent  o f f e n c e s  were h igh l igh ted  and al1 types of  gangs 

were l inked t o  mul t ip le  c r imes .  They concluded t h a t :  

The media 's  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  [of  gangs] c e n t r e s  on p o r t r a y a l s  t h a t  
dep ic t  gangs as be ing  a modern phenomenon, widespread, and a threat 
to  society. The media 's  focus ,  meanwhile, tends towards 
accentuat ing polarization, p a r t i c u l a r l y  along e t h n i c  l i n e s .  Through 
magnif i c a t i o n  and s i m p l i f i c a t i o n ,  t h e s e  messages are conveyed t o  the 
media consumer. ( F a s i o l o  and Leckie,  1993:22) 

Media r e p o r t s  are o f t e n  "highly exaggerated and based more on anecdo ta l ,  

r a t h e r  than s c i e n t i f i c ,  evidence' '  (Shelden e t  a l . ,  1997:3) .  Not only  do 

exaggerated accounts i n c r e a s e  t h e  p u b l i c î  s f e a r  of  crime, they  a r e  

p o l i t i c a l  - they  b u i l d  on e x i s t i n g  s t e reo types  and t ens ions  wi th in  

s o c i e t y .  "The f e a r  of crime i n  genera l  ( inc lud ing  gang crime) has been 

l i n k e d  t o  p o l i  t i c a l  phenomena t h a t  are r e l a t e d  t o  e t h n i c  heterogenei  t y  and 

s o c i a l  change r a t h e r  t h a n  t o  crime i t s e l f w  (Shelden e t  al . ,  1997:4).  A t  

d i f f e r e n t  times i n  h i s t o r y ,  e t h n i c  groups have been t a r g e t e d  and presented 

as a th rea ten ing  and d e s t r u c t i v e  f o r c e  i n  soc ie ty .  "E thn ic i ty ,  race and 

s u b c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  have been found t o  p lay  major r o l e s  i n  the 

promotion of  t h e  p u b l i c ' s  fear of crimew (Shelden e t  a l .  , l997:4).  Media 

accounts  and t h e  consequent  public conception of gangs c a p i t a l i z e  on t h e  

f a c t  t h a t  t h e s e  'out  of c o n t r o l î  youth gangs are composed of minor i ty  



youth l i v i n g  i n  decaying urban a r e a s .  I n  t h e  United States: 

Our preoccupation w i t h  youth  gangs almost e x c l u s i v e l y  t a r g e t s  
African-American and Hispan ic  gangs; bo th  are r e f l e c t i o n s  of e t h n i c  
minori ty groups that the dominant class has perceived t o  be the  most 
threatening t o  s o c i a l  s o l i d a r i t y .  (Shelden e t  a l . ,  19973) 

The 1980s sav a re-discovery  of media i n t e r e s t  i n  gangs .' There vas 

a dramat ic  e s c a l a t i o n  o f  media coverage of youth gang a c t i v i t i e s ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  i n  American i n n e r  cities (Shelden e t  al., 1997:3).  For 

i n s t a n c e ,  The Reed Nexis Database accessed t h e  files of major newspapers 

and magazines, t a b u l a t i n g  t h e  number of gang-related a r t i c l e s .  I n  1983, 

t h i r t y - s i x  a r t i c l e s  were gang- re la ted .  I n  1988 and 1992, t h e  number o f  

gang-related articles i n c r e a s e d  t o  249 and 686, r e spec t ive ly .  I n  1994, 

t h e  number of gang-related a r t i c l e s  sky-rocketed t o  1,313 (Shelden e t  a l .  , 

1997: 3 ) .  Moore ( 1993 :29) states t h a t  t h e  moral panic regarding gangs 

a r o s e  i n  the 1980s, in p a r t ,  due t o  the inc reas ing  a n x i e t y  about  

m i n o r i t i e s .  "The r e a l  problems of minor i ty  youth and a p o s s i b l e  

underc lass  a r e  e f f e c t i v e l y  symbolized t o  t h e  genera l  p u b l i c  by t h e  moral 

pan ic  about youth gangsw (Moore, 1993:29). The increased media coverage 

and subsequent p u b l i c  f e a r  o f  e t h n i c  gangs i n  C a l i f o r n i a  i n  t h e  1980s 

r e s u l t e d  i n  a deluge of changes i n  pub l i c  p o l i c y  and l e g i s l a t i o n  t o  ' g e t  

tough' on gangs (Jackson and Rudman, 1993)-  Whether o r  not t h e  ' t h r e a t r  

was t h a t  immediate i s  open t o  specu la t ion .  A s  s t a t e d  by F a s i o l o  and 

Youth have been forming gangs ç i n c e  t h e  beginning of Cime. For 
i n s t a n c e ,  r epor t s  i n d i c a t e  that even i n  t h e  1 4 t h  and 1 5 t h  c e n t u r i e s ,  
c i t i z e n s  i n  London were concerned and f e l t  ' t e r r o r i z e d l  by organized gangs 
(Shelden e t  a l . ,  1997:2) .  Girls have been involved i n  gangs f o r  decades 
(Chesney-Lind, 1997:57). The media c a p i t a l i z e s  on gang a c t i v i t y  when it 
is  s o c i a l l y  and p o l i t i c a l l y  advantageous t o  t h e i r  pub l i c  appea l .  



Leckie ( 1993 : 23 ) : 

The concern w i th  t he  widespread presence of gangs genera tes  a "moral 
panic"  t h a t ,  paradoxical ly ,  may do more t o  spur  the  growth o f  gangs 
than a c t u a l l y  combat what may n o t  even be a s e r i ous  problem t o  begin 
w i  t h .  

Shelden and h i s  co l l eagues  (1997:14) problematize t h e  very d e f i n i t i o n  of 

'gangs, ' suggesting t h a t  it may be  r a c i a l l y  b iased.  'Gang' becomes a code 

word f o r  race. They make t h e  fol lowing point:  

If t h r ee  o r  f ou r  w h i t e  youths spend a considerable  amount of  time 
t oge the r ,  occas iona l ly  commit crimes toge ther ,  and are o f t e n  seen 
wearing the  k inds  of c lo thes  t y p i c a l  of ado lescen t s  i n  gene ra l  and 
some gangs i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  are t h e y  considered a gang? We suspec t  
t h a t  the average white c i t i z e n  (and many p o l i c e  o f f i c e r s )  would 
respond t o  this group d i f f e r e n t l y  than i f  they  saw a group of t h r ee  
o r  four  African-American teenagers  hanging out  t oge the r  ( f o r  
example, a t  a shopping mall). Perhaps t h i s  is one reason why most 
o f f i c i a 1  es t imates  o f  gangs and gang members t e l l  us that less than 
10 percent  a r e  white and t he  ma jo r i t y  a r e  African-American o r  some 
o t h e r  minor i ty  group. (Shelden e t  a l . ,  1997:14) 

To expand on t h i s  p o i n t ,  what makes a group a 'gangT ? Margina l i za t ion ,  

pover ty ,  d e t e r i o r a t e d  inner  c i t y  cond i t ions ,  and l imi ted  op t i ons  f o ç t e r  

gangs (Shelden e t  a l . ,  1997).  Beyond t h i s ,  what r o l e  do s t r u c t u r a l  

i n e q u a l i t i e s  p lay i n  t he  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of gangs? In o the r  words, do 

racism and c lass ism p lay  a p a r t  i n  t h e  l a b e l l i n g  and s t i gma t i za t i on  of a 

group as a 'gang'? 

In Winnipeg, the  t a r g e t  gtoup is Aboriginals .  Only Native gangs a r e  

c o n s i s t e n t l y  depic ted a s  a t h r e a t  t o  soc i e ty .  As Schisse l  (1997 : 59-60] 

notes : 

Like  a l 1  moral panics ,  however, t he  t a r g e t s  of the community's 
c o l l e c t i v e  h o s t i l i t y  were marginal ized,  i nne r  c i t y ,  e t h n i c a l l y  
i d e n t i f i a b l e  youth. Ul t imate ly ,  *'gangw becomes a r a c i s t  code word 
i n  t h e  media t o  r e f e r  t o  Aboriginal  and immigrant k id s .  

This  moral panic is exacerbated when women enter the equat ion.  

Media r ep r e sen t a t i ons  of gang women blow t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  o u t  of 



proportion,  c r e a t i n g  a moral panic about t h e s e  'new' f e u l e  of  fenders .  

Indeed, t h e  media are on ly  i n t e r e s t ed  i n  female gang a c t i v i t y  i f  i t  is a 

pa r t i cu l a ry  s e r i o u s  o r  ? e v i l '  a c t  ( Joe  and Chesney-Lind, 1995 : 4 O 9 )  . If it 

does not cap ture  an audience,  the re  is v i r t u a l  s i l e n c e  surrounding female 

gang members. Often,  media depic t ions  exaggerate  woments involvement i n  

criminal  a c t i v i t i e s ,  warning about t h e i r  i nc r ea sed  aggression and their 

immorality. Consider t h e  following head l ines :  

Gfrl gang members more violemt tirmr boys, 
espem agme 

(Globo and neif nitro oaitlon, nœciibar 14, 1 9 9 4 z u 4 )  

Female te- turaing to a l m e  at twice the rate 
o f  young -les 

(Torumta Star. August 12, 1995:Cl) 

Critical condition: womea on the edge of 
violence 

The '90's uol~an: fndependent, coazpetitive and 
vf oleat 

Girl-Gang V i o l e n c e  A l a m a  Experts 
(Globo and Weil, Sep+- 12- 1995:AS) 

Fas io lo  and Leckie  (1993:23) comment on t h e  power of head l ines  and 

t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  s e n s a t i o n a l i z e  events:  ''They t end  t o  b e  presented t o  t h e  

publ ic  i n  such a way that incites f e a r  and anxiety. Headlines a r e  t h e  

most conspicuous means by which t h e  media u se s  language t o  convey 

messages. '' The f a c t  t h a t  many people j u s t  'skim' t h e  headlines , without  

c r i t i c a l l y  reading the a r t i c l e ,  makes them al1 t h a t  more powerful  i n  



shaping pub l i c  opinion about vomen i n  gangs, and feed ing  publ ic  f e a r  about 

such behaviour . Only that information which is 'shocking' is 

sensa t iona l ized ,  usua l ly  i n  t he  context  of exemplifying t h e  'new' brand of 

young women, implying t h a t  our s o c i e t y  has l o s t  c o n t r o l  of them and 

i n d i r e c t l y  po in t ing  a f i n g e r  a t  the women's movement. 

The 'shady s i d e '  of the women's movement has been implicated f o r  t he  

perceived increase  i n  female criminal a c t i v i t y  and aggress ion.  Sch i s se l ,  

i n  h i s  book Blaminn Children:  Youth Crime, Moral Panics and the P o l i t i c s  

of Hate (1997), draws a t t e n t i o n  t o  s eve ra l  a r t i c l e s  which condemn the  

women s movement and blame ' equa l i t y l  f o r  women ' s i nc r ea sed  involvement i n  

crime and t h e i r  increased violence.  One cover s t o r y  a r t i c l e  c i t ed  i n  h i s  

book is t i t l e d  "Killer Girls," and inc ludes  a ske t ch  o f  a g i r l  holding up 

a gun. The in t roduc t ion  t o  t he  a r t i c l e  reads: 

Girls, it used t o  b e  sa id ,  were made o f  s u g a r  and sp ice .  Not 
anymore. The l a t e s t  crop of teenage g i r l s  can be as  v i o l e n t ,  
mal ic ious  and downright e v i l  as t h e  boys. I n  f a c t ,  t h e y f r e  leading 
t h e  explosion i n  youth crime. I t f s  an unexpected byproduct of t he  
f emin i s t  push f o r  equa l i t y  . . . . Modern women may have no one t o  
blame but themselves, however. Girls a f t e r  a l l ,  are only following 
t h e i r  forernothers* l e ad  i n  s e i z i n g  t h e  torch o f  t h e  1970's femin is t  
c u l t s  of androgyny and victimhood and to rqu ing  i t  up t o  new 
extremes. And a s  they abandon t r a d i t i o n a l  feminine domains f o r  
once-masculine a r enas  l i k e  commerce and p o l i t i c s ,  they  a r e  
i nc r ea s ing ly  emulating l e s s  savory male models -- such a s  murderers 
and maimers. (Alber ta  Report, J u l y  31, 19%: 1 & 24 ;  as c i t e d  i n  
Sch i s se l ,  1997:44-45) 

The b e l i e f  t h a t  women's emancipation would l e a d  t o  an increase  i n  

t h e i r  c r i m i n a l i t y  is f a r  from novel. Since the 1800s c r iminolog is t s  

warned a g a i n s t  t he  emancipation of women and t he  r e s u l t i n g  crime wave of 

female o f fenders  t h a t  it would bring (Chesney-~ind,  l986:79). In  the  19th  

century i t  waç presurned t h a t  women could never b e  equa l  and, consequently, 

any a t t empts  a t  l i b e r a t i o n  would merely f r u s t r a t e  them and cause them t o  



become del inquent  (Heidensohn, 1985:154). 

The f i r s t  e x p l i c i t  a r t i c u l a t i o n  of t he  ' l i b e r a t i o n  hypothesis '  is 

c r ed i t ed  t o  Freda Adler, who published S i s t e r s  i n  C r i m e  i n  1975. Adler 

argued t h a t  t he  1960s feminist movement allowed womea t o  achieve formal 

equa l i t y  and l e g a l  r i g h t s  wi th  r e spec t  t o  men, c au t i on ing  t h a t  t h i s  

equa l i t y  would lead t o  an i nc r ea se  i n  female c r i m i n a l i t y  (Adler ,  l975:24). 

mile Adler was not  the  f i r s t  t o  a s s e r t  that women's emancipation would 

lead t o  an inc rease  i n  female c r im ina l i t y ,  the media and the  pub l ic  

embraced h e r  conclusions, and t ab lo id s  c r i e d  ou t  how woments l i b e r a t i o n  

was t o  blame f o r  t he  i n c r e a s e  i n  female crime (Gavigan, 1993:221-222; 

Leonard, 1982:9). 

The ' l i b e r a t i o n  hypothes is '  remains popular  and continues t o  

permeate cr iminological  thought ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  f a c t  that r e s ea r ch  f a i l s  t o  

support  i t  (Chesney-Lind, 1986: 83; Gavigan, 1993 : 221 ) . I n  r e a i i t y ,  

con tex tua l i za t ion  of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  from their s tandpoint ,  

con t r ad i c t s  t he  l i b e r a t i o n  hypothesis .  Joe  and Chesney-Lind (1995:414) 

a s s e r t  t h a t  no accounts confirm the  media dep i c t i on  o f  gang women as 

hyper-violent ,  amoral women. The ' l i b e r a t i o n  hypo the s i s '  assumes that 

women have achieved e q u a l i t y  with men, t h a t  they have 'made it, ' t h a t  

women's e q u a l i t y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  men i s  a f a i t  accompli (Naf f ine ,  l987:89). 

This i s  simply not the ca se .  Female offenders ,  i n  gene ra l ,  are under- 

educated, unemployed or  employed a t  temporary par t -  t i m e ,  low-skil led jobs,  

and l i v i n g  i n  poverty (Chesney-Lind, 1986:81; Gavigan, 1993:224; 

Heidensohn, 1985:190; Johnson and Rodgers, 1993:98), Rather than women's 

emancipation explaining t h e  inc rease  i n  female o f fend ing ,  f emin i s t s  po in t  

t o  the  ' f emin iza t ion  of  pover ty l  (Comack, 1996:168; Naff ine ,  1987:98). 



Chesney-Lind (1997:57) d i scusses  t h e  media's c u r r e n t  i n t e r e s t  i n  

female offending, and t h e  subsequent r e v i s i t i n g  o f  t h e  l i b e r a t i o n  

hypothesis .  As opposed t o  t h e  white middle c l a s s  offender  of the  1970s, 

female offenders o f  the  '90s a r e  cons t ruc ted  as v i o l e n t  Aboriginals ( i n  

Canada) , and Af rican-American o r  Hispanic  teenagers ( i n  t h e  United 

S t a t e s ) .  

. . . . [GJirls and women have always engaged i n  more v i o l e n t  behaviour 
than t he  s te reo type  of women supports ;  g i r l s  have alço been i n  gangs 
f o r  decades. The pe r iod i c  media rediscouery of these f a c t s ,  then,  
must b e  se rv ing  o ther  p o l i t i c a l  purposes .... In  s h o r t ,  t h i s  most 
t ecen t  womenls "crime wavew appears t o  b e  a c u l t u r a l  at tempt t o  
reframe t h e  problems of racism and sexism i n  s o c i e t y .  As young 
wornen are demonized by the media, t h e i r  genuine problems can be  
marginalized and ignored. (Chesney-Lind, 1997:57) 

The indictment o f  t he  women's movement as i n c i t i n g  female deviance f a i l s  

a n a l y t i c  s c ru t i ny  and r e f l e c t s  how researchers  and s o c i e t y  i n  general  view 

womenls deviance d i f f e r e n t l y  from men's deviance.  Female involvement in 

gangs i s  net a r e f l e c t i o n  of t h e i r  inc reased  equa l i t y  nor t h e i r  de s i r e  t o  

b e  more like men. This  dep ic t ion  o f  women is  informed by s e x i ç t  

s t e r eo types ,  a t r a d i t i o n  of androcen t r ic  research ,  t he  conservat ive  f e a r  

of woment s I i b e r a t i o n ,  and a general  'moral pan i c t  about female offending.  

This i s  no t  t o  deny that the  ma jo r i t y  of gang members are from 

e t h n i c a l l y  marginalized groups, nor t h a t  female gang members may be 

i nc r ea s ing ly  v i o l e n t .  The problem a t  hand i s  the  way t h a t   the^ a r e  

cons t ruc ted  and t h e  lack of s t r u c t u r a l  a n a l y s i s  i n  the  media po r t r aya l s  of 

gang members - female o r  male. For example, e t h n i c  groups a r e  

disproportionatelymarginalized, economically disadvantaged, and l i v i n g  i n  

d e t e r i o r a t i n g  inner -c i ty  communities (LaPra i r i e ,  1993) .  Media 

cons t ruc t ions  , however, o f t e n  omit t h i s  information and merely mention 

t h a t  t h e  gang members a r e  Aboriginal ,  f o r  example. This l eads  the  general  



p u b l i c  t o  make t h e i r  own conclusions  as  t o  why t h e  major i ty  of gang 

memberç a r e  from an e t h n i c  minority.  I n  t h i s  manner, media 

represen ta t ions  b u i l d  on e x i ç t i n g  r a c i s t  (and s e x i s t )  a t t i t u d e s  held by 

many members of s o c i e t y .  

Grounded i n  s e x i s t ,  r a c i s t  and c l a s s i s t  assumptions, t h e  media 

cons t ruc t s  gang women a s  hyper-violent  and aggress ive  products of t h e  

womenls l i b e r a t i o n  movement. 

Girls l p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  gangs,  which has been t h e  subj ect of in tense  
media i n t e r e s t ,  c e r t a i n l y  needs t o  be pLaced within  t h e  context  of 
t h e  l i v e s  of g i r l s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  young women of c o l o r  on t h e  
economic and p o l i t i c a l  margins. Gi r l  gang life is  c e r t a i n l y  not an 
expression of " l ibe ra t ion , ' '  bu t  ins tead  reflects the  a t tempts  of 
young women t o  cope with a bleak and harsh present  a s  w e l l  a s  a 
dismal fu tu r e .  ( Joe  and Chesney-Lind, 1995:428) 

Sta t ed  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  t h e  media decontextual izes  crime and a t t a cks  those who 

a r e  a l ready  disempowered and marginalized ( S c h i s s e l ,  1997:Sl). I n  order  

t o  b e t t e r  understand female v io l ence  and g i r l s '  involvement i n  gangs, we 

must go beyond t h e  s te reo types  presented i n  the media dep ic t ions .  A 

second p o t e n t i a l  source  of informat ion about 'gang women' is t h a t  of 

cr iminological  accounts of woments involvement i n  gangs. However, l i k e  

media dep ic t ions ,  t h e  academic t r a d i t i o n  i s  r i f e  w i t h  s te reo types .  

II. Construction of  G a n ~  Women: The Academic T rad i t i on  

As with  cr iminological  research  i n  g e n e r a l ,  t h e  overwhelming 

major i ty  of gang research cont inues  t o  render  women i n v i s i b l e .  

Discussions of female offenders  a r e  t y p i c a l l y  premised on s t e r e o t y p i c a l  

no t ions  of femin in i ty  and s e x i s t  r o l e  expec ta t ions  . Fernale o f  fenders,  

a l ready  vulnerable t o  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  dep ic t ions ,  are fu r the r  marginalized 

when t h e i r  a c t i ons  are gang -a i f i l i a t ed .  



Few phenomena s tudied by soc i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  a r e  a s  e a s i l y  ç tereotyped 
a s  gang violence . . . Usually research is a cu re  f o r  popular  
s te reo types ,  b u t  gang research is  d i f f e r e n t .  Much of i t  does not  
seem t o  cure any of t h e  mistaken notions.  Often t h e  typ ica l  methods 
and t heo r i e s  applied t o  the  çtudy of gangs simply b u t t r e s s  t h e  
s te reo types .  (Moore, 1993:27) 

Female gang members, i f  considered,  have been viewed by male researchers ,  

using a male-centred perspec t ive ,  i n  tenns of t h e i r  roles i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  

male gang members. When approached from t h i s  pe r spec t i ve ,  female gang 

involvement is sexualized and over-simplified. As Campbell (1990:166) 

notes  : 

I n  e a r l y  v r i t i n g s  g i r l s  were defined s o l e l y  i n  terms of t h e i r  
i n t e rpe r sona l  and s t r u c t u r a l  r e l a t i ons  t o  male gang members. They 
were a l s o  described through th ree  l ayers  of p o t e n t i a l  d i s t o r t i o n :  
t h e i r  r o l e s  were described by male gang members t o  male researchers  
and i n t e rp re t ed  by male academics. 

Most of t h e  research on women i n  gangs has  focused on t h e i r  

secondary s t a t u s  t o  men o r  a s  sex ob jec t s  f o r  men (Campbell, 1990:166; 

Molidor, l996:252). ''Girl members t yp i ca l l y  a r e  por t rayed  a s  maladjusted 

tomboys o r  sexual  cha t te1  who, i n  e i t h e r  case, a r e  no more than mere 

appendages t o  boy members of t h e  gangw (Joe  and Cheçney-Lind, 1995:412). 

Their  deviance is usual ly  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  psychological  problems o r  t h e i r  

inappropr ia te  sex-role behaviour, s p e c i f i c a l l y  t h e i r  presumed 

'prorniscuity'  (Campbell, 1987:451). 

I n  h i s  c l a s s i c  s tudy of gangs, Thrasher ( 1 9 2 7 )  devoted t h r e e  

qua r t e r s  of a page t o  suggest  t h a t  the re  were s o  few a l l - g i r l  gangs t h a t  

they were b a s i c a l l y  non-existent .  He commented on g i r l s  who a f f i l i a t e  

wi th  male gangs: "Such a girl i s  probably a tomboy i n  t h e  neighborhood. 

She dares  t o  fol low anywhere and she i s  il1 a t  ease  w i th  those of her own 

sex  who have become c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  ferninine" (Thrasher,  1963:158). 

Eventually,  however, t he se  women assume t h e i r  ' c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  



feminine' r o l e s .  The reader  ge t s  t h e  sense  t h a t  i f  a woman a f f i l i a t e s  

with a gang, i t  is a temporary a b e r r a t i o n  and she w i l l  even tua l ly  corne t o  

he r  senses and assume he r  ' n a t u r a l '  feminine ro le .  "They took t h e  ro l e s  

of boys u n t i l  they began t o  vear t h e i r  h a i r  up and p u t  on long s k i r t s "  

(Thrasher,  1963:161). The maladjusted tomboy cornes t o  h e r  senses .  

Cohen (1955) t akes  g r e a t  i n t e r e s t  i n  the  supposed promiscuity of 

g i r l s  who a f f i l i a t e  wi th  gangs.2 According t o  Cohen, women use  t h e i r  

s exua l i t y  t o  'wint d a t e s  because t h e i r  primary concern i n  l i f e  is t o  

Cohen (1955:144-147) goes t o  g r ea t  l eng ths  t o  desc r ibe  the 

d e l i c a t e  balance t h a t  women must main ta in  between sexual  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  

and sexual  a c c e s s i b i l i t y .  Consequently, woments deviance is pr imar i ly  

sexual  i n  nature .  It is  fundamentally d i f f e r e n t  from male deviance. 

While male delinquency i s  ' v e r s a t i l e , '  female delinquency i s  

' s pec i a l i z ed ' :  'Tt c o n s i s t s  overwhelmingly of sexual  delinquency o r  of 

involvement i n  s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  ' sp i11  over '  i n t o  overt  

sexua l i ty"  (Cohen, 1955:144). Cohen i s  n o t  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  any o t h e r  r o l e  

o r  a c t i v i t i e s  engaged i n  by t he  women. Women's a f f i l i a t i o n  with gangs is 

seen s o l e l y  i n  terms of the sexual  r o l e  they  f u l f i l  f o r  male gang members. 

Cloward and Ohl in ' s  ( 1960 )  c l a s s i c  work, Delinquency and O ~ p o r t u n i t v  

- A Theorv of Delinouent Gangs, virtually ignored women. Their  only 

While p r o s t i t u t i o n  is o f t e n  a pa r t  of gang l i f e ,  it iç not a 
r e f l e c t i o n  of  gang wornenfs 'loosel a t t i t u d e s .  Rather, p r o s t i t u t i o n  is  one 
of  t he  only ways i n  which women i n  these circwnstances can ob t a in  money. 
Lt i s  a logical means of çurv iva l  (Chesney-Lind and Shelden, 1 9 9 2 : 3 7 - 4 2 ) .  

To Cohen's c r e d i t ,  he does recognize  that theçe a r e  no t  i nna t e  
'feminine d e s i r e s 1  but ,  r a t h e r ,  s o c i a l l y  proscribed r o l e s .  I n  the 1950s, 
a womanls master s t a t u s  was i n  f a c t  dependent on he r  ma r i t a l  s t a t u s .  My 
po in t  i s  t h a t  Cohen, a product  of h i s  c u l t u r a l  tirne, mentions women onlw 
i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e i r  s e x u a l i t y  and concern with t he  opposi te  sex.  
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mention of women is i n  reference t o  problems associated wi th  female- 

centred househo~ds.  Ln 1960 the New York City Youth Board published 

R e a c h i n ~  the Fight ine .  Gang. This t h t e e  hundred page document explored 

gang formation, s t ruc tu re ,  and a c t i v i t i e s  i n  depth. One paragraph 

mentioned women and commented only on t h e i r  a u x i l i a r y  s t a t u s  t o  male gangs 

[New York City Youth Board, 1960:32). 

Short (1968)  suggested t h a t  women jo ined  gangs becguse they  v e r e  

less a t t r a c t i v e  and more social ly inadequate than those who d i d  not j o i n  

gangs. Short and Strodtbeck (1965:242) descr ibed the  gang girls as  

follows: "The g i r l s  a re  not,  by and l a rge ,  a t t r a c t i v e  b y  conventional 

s tandards  e i t h e r  wi th  respect  t o  physical  appearance or  behaviour." No 

mention i s  made of  the  ' a t t r a c t i v e n e s s '  of t h e  male gang members. Shor t  

and Strodtbeck ( 1 9 6 5 : 2 4 2 )  go on t o  discuss  how some programs attempted t o  

teach t h e  g i r l s  how t o  dress ,  walk and Wear make-up. They comment t h a t  

t h e  r e s u l t s  were o f t en  'grotesque'  y e t  t comica l . r  Throughout the  e n t i r e  

book, t he  g i r l s  a r e  only discussed i n  tenus  of their  s e x u a l i t y ,  with a 

p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e i r  supposed promiscuity and any subsequent 

' i l l e g i t i m a t e '  b i r t h s .  

I n  sum, t h e  majori ty of t r a d i t i o n a l  criminological  research on ly  

mentions women i n  terms of how they  f u l f i l  t h e  male gang members' needs - 
phys ica l ly ,  sexually and/or ernotionally. This construct ion of female gang 

members is incomplete and d i s t o r t e d ;  the women are sexual ized and 

s i l enced  . 



III. Feminist Reçearch: Contextual iz inn Female Gang A f f i l i a t i o n  

I n  t he  l a s t  two decades f emïn i s t  c r imino log i s t s  have pointed t o  the  

i n v i s i b i l i  t y  of women within cr imino log ica l  li terature and c r i  t i c i z e d  t he  

t r a d i t i o n  of and rocen t r i c  r e s ea r ch  which, when addressing female 

offenders ,  decontextual ized and s exua l i z ed  t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  (Gelsthorpe,  

1989; Heidensohn, 1985; Naffine; 1987; Smart, 1976) .  With respec t  t o  gang 

women s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  r e c e n t  research i n  the United S t a t e s  cons t ruc t s  a very 

d i f f e r e n t  p i c t u r e  of  gang women than  t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  repor ted i n  

androcentr ic  research and i n  t he  media. L t  i l l umina t e s  the womenrs l ives 

both i n s i d e  and o u t s i d e  of t he  gang from t h e i r  own perspec t ives .  Rather 

than charac te r iz ing  female gang members as hyper-violent ,  angry, l i b e r a t e d  

and promiscuous, t h e s e  q u a l i t a t i v e  s t u d i e s  draw a t t e n t i o n  t o  s t r u c t u r a l  

condit ions which i n f l uence  these  women's l i v e s .  

For ins tance ,  Anne Campbell (1984) spent  two yea r s  a s  a p a r t i c i p a n t  

observer wi th  t h r ee  female gangs i n  New York Ci ty .  From 1979 t o  1981 she 

u t i l i z e d  q u a l i t a t i v e  resea rch  methods of p a r t i c i p a n t  observation and i n  

depth in terviews t o  exp lore  the  l i v e s  o f  these  gang women. Notably, she 

S t a t e s  t h a t  " these  young women a r e  s t igmat ized  by e t h n i c i t y  and poverty a s  

well a s  gender'' (Campbell, 1987:463). They a r e  u sua l l y  unemployed, not  

a t t end ing  school,  have no money, and have l i t t le access  t o  r e c r ea t i ona l  

resources (Campbell, 1990:176). Gang women t y p i c a l l y  corne from 

dysfunct ional ,  o f t e n  abusive ,  f a m i l i e s .  They witness paren ta l  domestic 

violence,  divorce and remarriage.  Their  home Lives a r e  charac te r ized  by 

family breakdown, v i o l e n t  childhoods,  abusive and a l coho l i c  pa ren t s  

(Campbell, 1990; 1 9 9 3 ) .  Their neighbourhoods a r e  t y p i c a l l y  v i o l e n t ,  

plagued with high crime r a t e s ,  pover ty ,  and a lcohol /drug abuse (Campbell, 



L987:459; 1993:135). The predominant reason women gave f o r  j o i n i n g  the 

gang is f o r  p r o t e c t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  from r i v a l  gangs (Campbell, 1987 : 459). 

I n  add i t ion ,  Campbell's r e sea rch  çuggests  t h a t  gang g i r l s  hold  very 

conservative not ions  o f  f emin in i ty .  Female of fenders ,  g e n e r a l l y ,  do not  

adhere t o  femin i s t  va lues .  Rather,  they  hold more t r a d i t i o n a l  and 

conservat ive  sex- ro le  views than non-criminal women (Alder,  1992:267; 

Chesney-Lind, 1986:85; Chunn and Gavigan, 1991:289; Gavigan, 1993:224; 

Naff i n e ,  1987 : 101) . Libera ted  women are a c t u a l l y  less de l inquen t .  

Campbell (1990:180) observed dur ing h e r  in terviews:  ''Whén both sexes  are 

p resen t ,  t h e  g i r l s  tend t o  remain q u i e t ,  allowing t h e  boys t o  do most of 

t h e  talking. ' '  The men view women as mere sexual  p roper ty ,  i n  need o f  

dominance and c o n t r o l .  

Once an e x c l u s i v e  romantic r e l a t i o n s h i p  had been e s t a b l i s h e d ,  t h e  
male would f e e l  f r e e  t o  e x e r t  c o n t r o l  over he r  p u b l i c  behaviour and 
demeanour . . . . During t h e  summer, t h e  boys would no t  a l l o v  t h e i r  
g i r l f r i e n d s  t o  Wear s h o r t s  o r  low cu t  T - s h i r t s  on t h e  Street. 
(Campbell, 1987:461) 

This hatdly sounds l i k e  ' l i b e r a t e d '  women. 

As p rev ious ly  o u t l i n e d ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  research equa tes  female 

delinquency wi th  sexua l  promiscuity.  Campbell's f ind ings  suggest  

otherwise. While some segments i n  s o c i e t y  have made headway i n  

challenging t h e  sexua l  double-standard,  t h i s  i s  not t h e  case  f o r  most of 

t h e  working c l a s s  popula t ion (Campbell, 1982: 145). S e r i a l  monogamy is the  

enforced norm, a s  the women c o n t t o l  and monitor each o t h e r ' s  sexual  

behaviour (cf .  Lees, 1997) .  "Gang g i r l s  e x e r t  sttong normative c o n t r o l  

over one a n o t h e r ' s  s e x u a l i t y ,  a s  do working-class g i r l s  genera l ly ' '  

(Campbell, 1990:179). They b e l i e v e  a woman should b e  completely l o y a l  t o  

h e r  'man.' I n f i d e l i t y  i s  always t h e  l o t h e r  womants fauitl because men 

cannot 'help it,' nor a r e  they expected t o  (Campbell, L987:462). 



Chesney-Lind and Shelden (1992) in temiewed  t e n  young women i n  t h e  

j u v e n i l e  j u s t i c e  system. I n  d i r e c t  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  I i b e r a t i o n  hypo thes i s ,  

a l 1  of them expressed v e r y  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  views of  m a s c u l i n i t y  and 

femin in i ty  . One woman who a s p i r e d  t o  be - a ' housewif el commented : "1 

t h i n k  women belong in the k i t chen .  I n  my opinion,  1 don? th ink  women a r e  

supposed t o  work [ f o r  wagesl ..." (Chesney-Lind and Shelden, 1992:173). 

Rather  than l i b e r a t e d  a s p i r a t i o n s ,  t h e s e  young women espoused c o n s e r v a t i v e  

and t r a d i t i o n a l  gender ro le  p recep t s .  Female gangs have a low s t a t u s  i n  

t h e  gang world. Women who are involved i n  CO-ed gangs, o r  e x c l u s i v e l y  

female gangs a f f i l i a t e d  wi th  male gangs, a r e  cons idered  u t t e r l y  

subordinate  (Chesney-Lind and Shelden, 1992:46). 

Joe and Chesney-Lind (1995) conducted i n  depth in te rv iews  with self- 

i d e n t i f i e d  gang members i n  Hawaii. T h i r t e e n  of these  gang members were 

g i r l s .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  t h e  au thors  sugges t  t h a t  e x p l o r a t i o n  of t h e  s o c i a l  

con tex t  of gang a f f i l i a t i o n  p o i n t s  t o  t h e  i n t a n g i b l e  b e n e f i t s  t h a t  gang 

membership provides for  t h e s e  youth: 

One of t h e  major conclus ions  one draws from l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e s e  young 
women and men i s  t h a t  t h e  gang is a haven f o r  coping w i t h  t h e  many 
problems they encounter  i n  their everyday l i f e  i n  marginal ized  
communities .... On t h e  broades t  l e v e l ,  both t h e  g i r l s  and boys are 
growing up i n  communities racked by poverty,  racism, and r a p i d  
populat ion growth . . . . Clear ly ,  f o r  both males and females,  the gang 
provides a needed s o c i a l  o u t l e t  and a t o n i c  f o r  t h e  boredom o f  low- 
income l i f e .  ( J o e  and Chesney-Lind, 1995:426-427) 

According t o  Joe  and Chesney-Lind, under condi t ions  of pover ty ,  v i o l e n t  

neighbourhoods, and dys func t iona l  and o f t e n  abusive home l i v e s ,  t h e  gang 

t a k e s  on t h e  r o l e  of  a ' s u r r o g a t e  f a m i l y . '  The gang provides  s u p p o r t ,  

solace, and p r o t e c t i o n .  'lMany of  the impulses t h a t  propel  youth  i n t o  

gangs a r e  p rosoc ia l  and unders tandable  - t h e  need f o r  s a f e t y ,  s e c u r i t y ,  

and a sense of purpose and belongingfr  (Joe and Chesney-Lind 1995 : 4 2 8 ) .  I n  

a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  gang o f f e r s  lsomething t o  do1 i n  communities racked wi th  
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poverty and few r ec r ea t i ona l  resources.  Poverty t r a n s l a t e s  i n t o  l i m i t e d  

oppo r tun i t i e s ,  few c a r e e r  opt ions ,  and no marketable s k i l l s  ( Joe  and 

Chesney-Lind, 1995:413). Being poor means being bored; gangs provide a 

s o c i a l  o u t l e t  ( Joe  and Chesney-Lind, 1995:419). Al ienat ion from t h e  

mainstream is p a r t  of  t h e  boredorn. The gang l i f e s t y l e  and a c t i v i t i e s  

o f f e r  some excitement, something t o  do and t a l k  about  t o  counter their 

boredom. 

Two o t h e r  recent  s t u d i e s  a l s o  point t o  the in t ang ib l e  b e n e f i t s  

derived from gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  Mary Harris (1994) conducted in te rv iews  

with  twenty-one present  and former female gang members i n  t h e  San Fernando 

Valley of Los Angeles. She found tbat  the gang provides  support and a 

' sense  of belongingt f o r  t h e s e  women. The gang serves as a s o c i a l i z a t i o n  

veh ic le  which o f f e r s  companionship, develops noms ,  and en fo rce s  

sanct ions .  Again, the  gang, f o r  t he se  young women, becomes a s u r r o g a t e  

family. 

Molidor (1996)  conducted i n  depth in te rv iews  with f i f t e e n  female 

gang members i n  a r e s i d e n t i a l  t reatment f a c i l i t y  i n  Texas. When asked ~ h y  

they joined t h e  gang, two themes emerged: (1) the  sense of family t h a t  t h e  

gang provides and ( 2 )  t h e  f ee l i ng  of power, i n  terms of respect  and 

pro tec t ion .  Congruent with t he  s t u d i e s  discussed previously ,  Molidor 

found t h a t  these  women came from economically marginalized and 

dysfunct ional  families. "Ln add i t ion ,  the major i ty  of the young wornen's 

neighbourhoods were r i fe  with  pover ty ,  a lcohol  and drug use and 

d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  and gang violencew (Molidor,  1996 : 253) . These women 

pr imar i ly  corne from impoverished i n n e r - c i t y  communities, wi th  economic 

r e s t r a i n t s  permeating the i n s t i t u t i o n s  t hey  encounter.  Their  schools are 
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overburdened and underç ta f fed ,  a l lowing  f o r  ' a t  r i s k '  k i d s  t o  f a 1 1  through 

the c r a c k s  (Molidor,  1996:255). Gang vomen a r e  under-educated, o f t e n  a t  

l e a s t  two years  beh ind  t h e i r  pee rç  (Molidor, 1996 : 252). 

These s t u d i e s  sugges t  t h a t  gang women are economic and s o c i a l  

v i c t i m s  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  system because of t h e i r  race, c l a s s  and gender 

(Campbell, 1990:173). They a r e  a l s o  o f t e n  v i c t i m s  of v i o l e n c e  and crime 

i n  t h e i r  homes and communities. Vic t imiza t ion  and  abuse are predominant 

themes of t h e  women's l i v e s ,  b e  i t  from fami ly  members, acquaintances  o r  

s t r a n g e r s .  There is  l i t t l e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  and s t r u c t u r a l  s u p p o r t ,  c r e a t i n g  

a d i smal  p r e s e n t  and  a despondent f u t u r e .  The gang o f f e r s  p r o t e c t i o n ,  

accep tance  and s a f e t y  from the  r o u t i n e  v io lence  a t  home, a t  schoo l  and on 

t h e  Street (Campbell, 1993: 136; Chesney-Lind and Shelden, 1992 :49 ; H a r r i s ,  

1994:293; Molidor, 1996:254). 

By l o c a t i n g  the women i n  their s t r u c t u r a l  context ,  female gangs 

emerge as a c o l l e c t i v i t y  of p e e r s  t h a t  i s  n o t  always cr iminogenic  i n  

n a t u r e .  Like t h e i r  male c o u n t e r p a r t s ,  females j o i n  gangs p r i m a r i l y  f o r  

t h e  f a m i l i a l  s u p p o r t  and the  p r o t e c t i o n  they p r o v i d e  (Campbell, 1990 : 175 ; 

H a r r i s ,  1994:293; J o e  and Chesney-Lind, 1995:413; Molidor, 1996:254).  As 

s tated by Chesney-Lind and Shelden ( 1992 : 49 ) , t h e  gang p rov ides  '' the 

s k i l l s  t o  su rv ive  i n  t h e i r  harsh communities w h i l e  afso a l lowing  them t o  

escape ,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  a while, f rom t h e  f u t u r e  bear ing  down upon them." 

Following t h i s ,  a f f i l i a t i o n  with t h e  gang e x e m p l i f i e s  a coping s t r a t e g y ,  

no t  l i b e r a t i o n .  Fa r  from being Libera ted ,  t h e s e  women f a c e  a b leak  

f u t u r e .  Over 80% of these  women w i l l  raise c h i l d r e n  a l o n e  and t h e  

m a j o r i t y  w i l l  l i v e  on welfare  (Campbell, 1990: 182). 



I V .  Discussion: Const ruct ions  of Female Gang Members 

A s  t h e  preceding discuss ion i l l u s t r a t e s ,  t h e r e  a r e  many d i f f e r e n t  

vays t o  cons t ruc t ,  o r  rnake sense  o f ,  'gang womenl and 'fernale v io lence . '  

The various cons t ruc t ions  depend on t h e  preconceptions involved,  t he  

motivations f o r  r epo r t i ng  , and the  na tu r e  of t h e  experiences w i  t h  ' gang 

women.' Driven by t h e  p r o f i t  motive, t h e  media have a vested i n t e r e s t  i n  

sensa t iona l iz ing  events  and cap t iva t ing  an audience. Further t o  t h i s ,  t h e  

media have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been g u i l t y  of  genera t ing  pub l ic  a n x i e t y  and 

moral panics .  With few except ions ,  t h e  mainstream media have a l s o  played 

on c o n s e ~ a t i v e  i deo log i e s ,  of ten  s e x i s t ,  r a c i s t  and c l a s s i s t  i n  na tu re .  

A s  such, female gang members a r e  t y p i c a l l y  cons t ruc ted  a s  t h e  e v i l ,  

v io len t ,  male-like p roduc t s  of the women's movement. 

Trad i t iona l  c r imino log ica l  r esea rch  cons t ruc t s  a s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  

p ic tu re  of t he  'gang woman. ' She is  t y p i c a l l y  i n v i s i b l e ,  always 

per ipheral ,  and viewed pr imar i ly  a s  an ob j ec t  f u l f i l l i n g  male gang 

members' needs. This i s  cons i s ten t  w i th  t he  and rocen t r i c  na tu r e  of most 

criminological  research . 
Feminist c r im ino log i s t s  have begun t o  chal lenge and rocen t r i c  

theor ies  and rnethodologies. Research which t akes  women a s  t h e  s t a r t i n g  

point  cons t ruc t s  a very  d i f f e r e n t  p i c t u r e  than those  depic ted i n  t h e  media 

and t r a d i t i o n a l  criminology. These s t u d i e s  l o c a t e  female gang members i n  

tems of t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  r e a l i t i e s  which have an impact on t h e i r  l i v e s .  As 

a r e su l t ,  a more complete picture of gang women emerges. Far from being 

' l ibe ra ted  l and ' promiscuous , these s t u d i e s  c o n s t r u c t  gang women a s  poor , 

under-educated, under-employed, o f ten  of a minor i ty  race ,  and l i v i n g  i n  

de t e r i o r a t i ng  i nne r - c i t y  condi t ions .  Furthetmore, t he se  s t u d i e s  suggest  
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t h a t  t he se  women hold quite consemat ive  notions o f  ' f emin in i ty '  and know 

' a  womants p lace . '  

Many Canadians have increasing become concerned about  'gang 

problems' i n  t h e i r  i n n e r  c i t i e s .  Winnipeg, Manitoba has made n a t i o n a l  

headlines wi th  respec t  t o  i ts  'gang p r o b l e m ~ . ~  Despi te  media a t t e n t i o n  

and pub l ic  anx ie ty ,  t h e r e  remains l i t t l e  academic r e sea r ch  on street gangs 

i n  Canada. The overwhelming major i ty  o f  gang research  emanates from the  

United S t a t e s ,  w i th  only  a handful of  Canadian Reports ( s e e ,  f o r  example: 

Correct ional  Service Canada, 1995 & 1996; Fasiolo 6 Leckie, 1993; Gordon, 

1994; Mathews, 1992 & 1998). Not only  do we need t o  know more about 

female gang members, w e  need t o  know more about female gang members i n  

Canada. What condi t ions  do they l i v e  i n ?  What are t h e i r  demographics? 

ühy do they  j o i n  the gangs and what gang a c t i v i t i e s  do they engage i n ?  

How is gender nego t ia ted  wi th in  t he  gang? The preceding d i s cus s ion ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  reçearch emerging out of  feminis t  criminology,  d e l i n e a t e s  

some of t h e  mate r ia l  cond i t i ons  surrounding female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  t h e  

United States.  What are  the mate r ia l  condi t ions  surrounding female gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  Manitoba, Canada? The preceding discuss ion  a l s o  r a i s e s  

another ques t ion .  There a r e  d i f f e r e n t  cons t ruc t ions  of female v io l ence  

and gang women emanating from media, t r a d i t i o n a l  criminology and f e m i n i s t  

sources. The quest ion remains:  How do those  i nd iv idua l s  who have d i r e c t  

con tac t  w i th  nann members cons t ruc t  gang women? Do the se  cons t ruc t i ons  

Vary from media and academic accounts? Do they Vary between t h e  agenc ies  

themselves? Do respondentsl  const ruct ions  of gang women i n f l uence  t h e i r  

i n t e rven t i on  s t r a t e g i e s ?  

Feminis ts  have po in ted  t o  the  gendered na tu re  o f  the  l e g a l  syçtem 



and the cr iminal  j u s t i c e  system i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  P a r t  of t h e  power t h a t  t he  

c r imina l  j u s t i c e  system embodies is  t h e  power t o  d e f i n e .  Raf te r  

( 1 9 9 0 : 3 8 4 )  suggests t h a t  gender-re la ted v a r i a b l e s  a f f e c t  both how 

of f ende r s  a r e  conçtructed and the treatment they r ece ive  by cr iminal  

j u s t i c e  personnel.  Similar ly ,  Worrall  (1990)  argues  t h a t  c r i m i n a l  j u s t i c e  

agen ts  opera te  wi th  gendered no t i ons  of ' t y p i c a l l  offences  and ' t y p i c a l l  

o f f ende r s .  I n  a s tudy of females who s e x u a l l y  abuse c h i l d r e n ,  Nelson 

(1994 : 75 ) notes t h a t  po l ice  responses a r e  g r e a t l y  a f f e c t e d  by gender 

cons t ruc t i ons  and t h e  gender appropr ia teness  o f  t he  a c t :  

Inasmuch a s  po l ice  may u t i l i z e  gender schemas t o  a s s e s s  t h e  
se r iousness  of an a l l e g a t i o n  and t h e  appropr ia teness  of  case  
r e so lu t i on  they may, i n  t h e  realm of  s exua l  o f fenses  committed by 
females,  e f f e c t i v e l y  r ede f ine  t he  ope ra t i ve  l e g a l i t y  o f  t h e  cr iminal  
l a w .  

How, t hen ,  do cr iminal  j u s t i c e  agencies  d e f i n e  t h e  'problem' o f  female 

gang a f f i l i a t i o n ?  Are their  responses t o ,  and cons t ruc t ions  o f ,  female 

v io lence  and gang women gendered? I f  so, do those  cons t ruc t i ons  d i f f e r  

from o t h e r  agencies whose mandates bring them i n t o  c o n t a c t  w i th  gang 

women? To what e x t e n t  do t he  cons t ruc t i ons  of  these v a r i o u s  agencies 

co inc ide  with o r  d iverge from the media, t r a d i t i o n a l  c r imino log i ca l  and 

feminis t cr iminological  accounts?  What impl ica t ions  do var ious  

cons t ruc t i ons  hold f o r  the t rea tment  of and response t o  gang women? 

On t h e  ba s i s  of  t he  above d i scuss ion ,  a nwiber of l i n e s  of inqu i ry  

become ev iden t .  First, drawing from the  f emin i s t  l i t e r a t u r e ,  it would 

appear t h a t ,  i n  o rde r  t o  f u l l y  understand t h e  s i t u a t i o n  of female violence 

and gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  a t t e n t i o n  must be  d i r e c t e d  toward t h e  con tex t  i n  

which gang women f i n d  themselves; t h a t  i s ,  t h e i r  mate r ia l  and s t r u c t u r a l  

condi t ions .  Second, given t h a t  gendered no t i ons  of crime and violence 
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e x i s t  i n  our Socie ty ,  what are the discursive condi t ions  surrounding 

female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ?  Hov do those  r ep re sen t a t i ve s  who work with gang 

women understand or cons t ruc t  them? Third, t h e  const ruct ions  held by 

agency r ep re sen t a t i ve s  d i r e c t l y  t r a n s l a t e  i n t o  how they tespond t o  female 

gang memberç. In  o t h e r  words, w e  must examine t h e  impl ica t ions  of the 

cons t ruc t ions  of  ' gang womenl which inform the s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  response. 

Subsequent chapters  w i l l  i l lumina te  t he  ma te r i a l  and d i scurs ive  condi t ions  

surrounding female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  and exp lo re  what t hose  condi t ions  

mean i n  tenns of responding t o  female gang members. Before doing so,  

however, t h e  methodology which informs t h i s  s t u d y  must b e  c l a r i f i e d .  This 

will b e  t h e  sub jec t  of  the  next  chap te r .  



Chapter Tvo 

Methodology 

1. Research Goals and Design 

T h i s  research is based on in te rv iews  with r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of va r ious  

agencies who, i n  t he  course  of t h e i r  work, come i n t o  con tac t  wi th  gang 

women. I t  explores  t h e  experiences that they have wi th  gang women and hov 

they understand o r  make çense of those  exper iences .  Representa t ives  of 

d i f f e r e n t  agencies and o rgan iza t ions  were asked a standard set of 

questions de l inea ted  i n  the in terview guide (See: Appendix A ) .  

The ob j ec t i ve  of  the research is three-fold .  First, through second- 

band accounts ,  t h i s  r e s ea r ch  w i l l  i l l umina t e  t h e  e x t e n t  and na tu r e  of 

female gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  Who a r e  these women/girls? Why a r e  they 

invoived i n  gangs? How involved a r e  they i n  gang-re la ted a c t i v i t i e s ?  How 

v io len t  a r e  they? What ma te r i a l  cond i t ions  have a n  impact on t h e i r  l i v e s  

and in f luence  t h e i r  ' cho i ce t  t o  j o in  a gang? 

A second ob j ec t i ve  o f  t h i s  r esea rch  is t o  unpack the  var ious  

dîscourses  informing t h e  ways i n  which these agency r ep re sen t a t i ve s  dea l  

with gang women. How do they make sense of 'gang women' and ' femaie 

violence '  ? The var ious  agencies come i n t o  con t ac t  wi th  gang women for 

d i f f e r e n t  reasons,  raay have d i f  f e r e n t  exper iences  w i t h  gang women, and may 

have d i  f f e r e n t  assump t i o n s  and agendas t h a t  i n f l uence  how respondents make 

sense of 'female gang a f f i l i a t i o n . '  Fur ther ,  g iven t h a t  crime, gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n  and violence have t y p i c a l l y  been def ined  as 'male1 behaviours,  

how do they  understand females who engage i n  these a c t i v i t i e s ?  To what 

extent  a r e  t h e i r  cons t ruc t i ons  of 'gang women' premised on s t e r e o t y p i c a l  



and s e x i s  t assumptions? 

F ina l l y ,  exploring t h e  d i scourses  around gang women a l lows  f o r  a 

cons idera t ion  of the  impl ica t ions  o f  those cons t ruc t i ons  i n  terms of 

responding t o  gang women. What does it mean i f  t hose  who work with gang 

women cons t ruc t  them a s  %ad' women or  u l t r a - e v i l ?  How do those 

cons t ruc t i ons  t r a n s l a t e  i n t o  t h e i r  responses t o  t h e s e  young women? Uhat 

does the  const ruct ion of  gang women a s  ' o t he r t  suggest  f o r  response 

s t r a t e g i e s ?  ühat a r e  t h e  response recommendations o f  respondents who, 

l i k e  femin i s t  c r imino log i s t s  , Locate gang women i n  tenns  of s t r u c t u r a l  

i n e q u a l i t i e s  which have an impact on t h e i r  l i v e s ?  Important ly ,  t h i s  

research quest ions  how t h e  perspec t ives  on gang women inform t h e  ways i n  

which agency r ep re sen t a t i ve s  respond t o  t h i s  compelling s o c i a l  i s s u e .  

IL. Research S i t e  and Samgle 

Winnipeg, Manitoba has developed a repu ta t ion  as t h e  'gang c a p i t a l '  

o f  Canada. The gang-related k i l l i n g  of Beeper Spence i n  1995, t he  

Headingly Correct ional  I n s t i t u t i o n  Rio t  i n  1996, and t h e  f a t a l  shoo t ing  of 

Jeff Gi les  i n  1997 brought the 'gang i s s u e '  i n t o  t h e  p u b l i c  forum and gave 

Winnipeg na t i ona l  a t t e n t i o n .  The Winnipeg community has  responded t o  this  

i s s u e  by implementing çeve ra l  i n i t i a t i v e s .  The Winnipeg Po l i c e  Serv ice  

developed a spec ia l i zed  'Gang Unit '  i n  19%. Since  1997, t h e  Gang 

Prevention Coordinator oversees  rnonthly meetings of  the Inter-Agency Gang 

Coa l i t i on ,  which c o n s i s t s  of var ious  community agenc i e s  i n  the c i t y  who 

d i s cus s  t h e i r  knowledge of and responses t o  the 'gang i s s u e . '  Beginning 

i n  1997, t h e  co r r ec t i ona l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i n  t h e  province  responded by 

c r e a t i n g  t he  pos i t ion  of 'Gang Coordinator '  wi th in  each i n s t i t u t i o n .  The 



in tense  concern over t h e  r i s e  i n  gang a c t i v i t y  i n  Winnipeg makes t h e  need 

for  t h i ç  research  a l 1  t h e  more p r e s s ing .  Fur ther ,  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  women 

have been involved i n  many of t h e  gang-re la ted crimes,  bea t ings  and 

murders f u r t h e r  accentuates  t he  need t o  know more about  'gang women.' 

There a r e  a range o f  o rgan i za t i ons ,  agencies and ind iv idua lç  whose 

work b r i n g s  them i n t o  con t ac t  wi th  gang women. Twenty-four i n  depth  

in te rv iews  with  agency r ep re sen t a t i ve s  form the  b a s i ç  of  t h i s  research .  4 

I n  s e l e c t i n g  t h e  sample, 1 sought t o  get  a broad range of respondents who 

come i n t o  con tac t  with gang women f o r  d i f f e r e n t  reasonç.  In  p a r t i c u l a r ,  

1 considered t h e  primarv job mandates o f  t he  d i f f e r e n t  agencies and t he  

reasons they were coming i n t o  con t ac t  w i th  gang women. 1 crea ted  t h r e e  

occupat ional  groups based on t h e s e  c r i t e r i a :  ( 1 ) Criminal J u s t i c e  

agencies;  ( 2 )  Social  Serv ices ;  ( 3 )  Community Based agencies.  I then 

purposively  sampled t he  respondents i n  t h e  following manner: 

1. Criminal J u s t i c e  - This group is comprised of e leven i nd iv idua l s  

who d e a l  with female gang members i n  c o n f l i c t  wi th  t h e  law (Winnipeg 

P o l i c e  Service S t r e e t  Gang Un i t ;  Probat ion Services  and Adult 

Cor rec t ions  with t h e  Manitoba Department of  J u s t i c e ;  Manitoba Youth 

Cent re ;  Portage Cor rec t iona l  I n s t i t u t i o n ;  Winnipeg Remand C e n t r e ) .  

The primary mandate o f  these  agenc ies  is t o  d e t e c t ,  c o n t r o l  and 

moni tor  ind iv idua l s  i n  c o n f l i c t  w i th  t h e  l a w ;  

I n  t o t a l ,  1 conducted twenty-six i n  depth interviews.  TWO 
in te rv iews  were omitted from a n a l y s i s  because t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  f e l t  they 
did no t  have any exper ience wi th  gang members. I n  one case ,  t h e  
respondent who worked i n  a group home suggested that she  d i d  not come i n t o  
contact  w i th  any gang women. I n  t h e  o t h e r  case,  one in terview with two 
respondents from an 'ou t reach l  agency had such limi ted con tac t  wi t h  
c l i e n t s  gene ra l l y ,  they fe l t  they c o u l d n f t  make any conclusive  s ta tements  
about t h o s e  t h a t  may o r  may not be gang a f f i l i a t e d .  For t h e  purposes of 
t h i s  research pro jec t ,  then ,  the  sample s i z e  is twenty-four.  
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2 .  Socia l  Services - Six ind iv idua l s  work i n  government and s o c i a l  

se rv ice  agencies ( ind iv idua l s  vho work i n  i nne r - c i t y  ' a t - r i s k '  

schools;  Child and Family Services ;  MacDonald Youth Services;  S t r e e t  

Gang Prevention) make up t h i s  group. The primary mandate of t he se  

agencieç is t o  manage and provide s o c i a l  s e r v i c e s  and guidance t o  

high r i s k  youth; 

3. Community Based - This group c o n s i s t s  of  f i v e  ind iv idua l s  work 

i n  community and abor iginal  o rgan iza t ions  i n  con tac t  wi th  gang 

members (Rossbrook House; Native Al l iance;  Ma Mawi Wi C h i  I t a t a  

Centre; Inner Ci ty  Youth Alive;  Weetamah Sa lva t i on  Army). The 

primary mandate of these  agencies  is t o  empower and provide 

a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  marginalized and high-r isk  i nd iv idua l s ,  o f ten  youth. 

The gender d i s t r i b u t i o n  was equally disbursed between women and men 

across  the  sample, with twelve female and twelve male respondents i n  

t o t a l .  The major i ty  of individuals  f e l l  wi thin  the  age  bracket  of  t h i r t y  

t o  th i r ty -n ine  years of age. In  t o t a l ,  seven o f  t he  twenty-four 

respondents described t h e i r  e thn ic  o r i g i n  as Aboriginal .  One o f  t he se  

respondents was from the  Criminal J u s t i c e  group, two were from the  Soc i a l  

Services group, and four  were from the Community Based group. Two 

respondents chose not t o t  spec i fy  t h e i r  e t hn i c  i d e n t i t y .  One was from 

the  Criminal J u s t i c e  group and the other was from the Community Based 

group. The average education l eve l  was Grade 1 2  with some a d d i t i o n a l  

t r a in ing  courses. When asked about a s p e c t s  of t h e i r  'personal  h i s t o r y t  

which may have prepared them for dea l i ng  with gangs,  many of  the  

respondents c i t e d  var ious  occupational  t r a i n i n g  courses .  S ix  of t h e  



30 

respondents,  t h r e e  from t h e  S o c i a l  Services  group and t h r e e  from t h e  

Community Based group , desc r ibed  persona1 h i s t o r i e s  which gave them f i r s  t 

band' knowledge of t h e  'Street world . '  The m a j o r i t y  of respondents agreed 

t h a t ,  i n  terms o f  t h e i r  occupa t iona l  d u t i e s ,  the r e a l i t y  of t h e  'gang 

problem' i n  Manitoba only  emerged th ree  t o  f i v e  years  ago. 

The fundamental d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  respondents is tha t  t h e  

agencies  they work f o r  corne i n t o  contact  w i t h  gang wornen f o r  d i f f e r e n t  

reasons and, preswnably, have d i f f e r e n t  b a s i c  assumptions and agendas with 

r e s p e c t  t o  deal ing w i t h  gangs. Accordingly, one would expect  t h a t  they 

w i l l  have d i f f e r e n t  conceptions o f ,  and s t r a t e g i e s  f o r ,  dea l ing  with gang 

women. Theçe d i f f e r e n t  assumptions may be formed because o f :  (1) 

d i f f e r e n t  i d e o l o g i c a l  s t a r t i n g  po in t s ;  ( 2 )  d i f f e r e n t  o rgan iza t iona l  

mandates; ( 3 )  d i f f e r e n t  s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  d e a l i n g  with gangs; ( 4 )  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l s  wi th in  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  agencies d i f f e r  i n  t h e i r  personal  

o r i e n t a t i o n ,  t r a i n i n g  and assumptions about gangs and gang women; and ( 5 )  

d i f f e r e n t  exposure t o  and exper iences  with gang women, so t h a t  respondents 

get t o  know female gang rnembers i n  a d i f f e r e n t  way. For i n s t a n c e ,  we may 

expect  t h a t  c o r r e c t i o n a l  o f f i c e r s  adhere t o  a more con t ro l -o r i en ted ,  

p u n i t i v e  approach which, i n  t u r n ,  in f luences  how they respond t o  and 

understand gang women. Native o rgan iza t ions ,  on the o t h e r  hand, may 

respond t o  gang members i n  a more empathetic manner with t h e  goal of 

empowerment . 
The d i f f e r e n t  agencies  come i n t o  c o n t a c t  wi th  gang women f o r  

d i f f e r e n t  reasons and,  consequently,  may a t t r a c t  gang women w i t h  different 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  and l i f e  h i s t o r i e s .  A s  such, t h e  broad sample ensured 

t h a t  the research covered a d i v e r s e  range of the p o s s i b l e  mate r i a l  
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condi t ions  associa ted wi th  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  those  condi t ions  which 

i l l umina t e  t he  l i v e s  of gang women and the nature  and extent of t h e i r  gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n .  The sample a l s o  allowed f o r  t he  opportuni ty  t o  examine the  

d i f f e r e n t  d i scurs ive  condi t ions  associated with fernale gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  

t h e  language used t o  descr ibe  gang women by d i f f e r e n t  respondents i n  

d i f f e r e n t  agencies which reflects their asçumptions o f  and subsequent 

cons t ruc t ions  of 'gang women.' 

ILI. Research Quest ions  

The in terview schedule (See: Appendix A )  was broken down i n t o  four  

main sec t ions :  (1) the  na ture  o f  t h e  respondents'  work; ( 2 )  t h e i r  

exposure t o  and experiences with gang women; ( 3 )  t h e i r  unders tandings  of 

gang women; and ( 4 )  t h e i r  responses t o  gangs and gang women, 

1) Nature of Respondents' Work 

In t h i s  s ec t i on  of t he  in te rv iew,  1 wanted t o  f i n d  ou t  why and under 

what circumstances the  var ious  respondents  corne i n t o  con t ac t  w i th  gang 

women. For example, what i s  t h e i r  job mandate? How do they i d e n t i f y  gang 

membetç? What is t h e i r  d e f i n i t i o n  of  ' gang' and how is 'gang a f f i l i a t i o n '  

determined? What is the  o r g a n i z a t i o n t s  b a s i c  ç t r a t egy  f o r  dea l i ng  with 

gangs and gang women? T h i s  gave m e  a general  sense of t h e  va r ious  

agencies '  approaches toward, and exposure t o ,  gang members g e n e r a l l y  and 

female gang members s p e c i f i c a l l y .  
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2 )  Respondents' Exposure to, and Experiences with, Gang Women 

I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  of t h e  interview, 1 wanted t o  know about the  n a t u r e  

o f  the  respondents '  experiences with female gang members. What do t hey  

know about gang women because of  t h e i r  direct experiences? How many gang 

women do they  dea l  with? What i s  t he  r a t i o  of female t o  male gang 

members? What mate r ia l  condi t ions  do respondents descr ibe  a s  surrounding 

female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ?  What a r e  the  demographics of t he  gang women they  

come i n t o  con t ac t  with? ü h a t  a c t i v i t i e s ,  l e g a l  a s  well  a s  i l l e g a l ,  have 

the respondents heard of gang women engaging i n ?  What do t he  respondents 

Say about  t h e  'gang h ie ra rchy t  and t he  r o l e s  and s t a t u s  of women within 

the  gang? I n  add i t i on ,  respondents were asked t h e i r  opinions on whether 

o r  not 'gang womenf appear t o  be r e f l e c t i v e  o f  a 'new' female c r imina l .  

This sec t ion  of  t he  in te rv iew y i e ld s  some basic  information, a l b e i t  

second-hand, regarding t he  demographics and a c t i v i t i e s  of t h e  female gang 

members t h e  respondents come i n t o  contact  wi th .  

3 )  Respondents' Understandings / Construct ions  of Gang Women 

I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n ,  1 d i r e c t l y  asked respondents about t h e i r  ' t h e o r i e s '  

of Eemale gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and female v io lence .  1 left these  ques t ions  

very opened-ended i n  o rde r  t o  g ive  space f o r  t h e i r  understandings of  gang 

women t o  emerge. What do t h e i r  ' t h e o r i e s t  sugges t  about t h e i r  underlying 

assumptions about  'gang woment ? I n  t u rn ,  what do thoçe theor ies  and 

assumptions r e f l e c t  about t h e  respondents '  const ruct ion of 'fernale gang 

membersf and t h e i r  loca t ion  o f  t h e  'problemt? While t he  e n t i r e  in te rv iew 

r e f l e c t s  t h e  d i s c u r s i v e  condi t ions  surrounding female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  i n  

t h i s  sec t ion  I purposely set o u t  t o  expose t h e  respondentst cons t ruc t ions  



of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  

4 )  Respondents' S t r a t e g i e s  and Responses t o  Gangs and Gang Women 

Zn t h i s  po r t i on  of the  in terview,  respondents were asked about t h e i r  

s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  responding t o  female gang members. What in t e rven t ion  and 

prevention s t r a t e g i e s  do they suggest  f o r  gang members general ly?  1 a l s o  

asked t he  respondents i f  and why w e  should respond t o  female gang members 

d i f f e r e n t l y .  What do respondents Say about t h e  p o s s i b i l i t v  of l eav ing  the  

gang? Fur the r ,  t h e  answers t o  these quest ions  al low fo r  a d i scourse  

ana lys i s  of  t he  respondents'  recommendations. What are t h e  i m l i c a t i o n s  

of t h e i r  const ruct ions  of 'gang women'? How do t h e i r  cons t ruc t ions  of 

'gang women' in f luence  t h e i r  o v e r a l l  outlook with r e spec t  t o  dea l ing  wi th  

the 'gang problemv genera l ly  and 'gang womenf s p e c i f i c a l l y ?  Do they 

suggest op t imi s t i c  o r  pe s s imi s t i c  outcomes? Do they have hope f o r  t he se  

women? 

I V ,  Data Col lect ion 

Representatives of the  d i f f e r e n t  agencies and organizat ions  were 

i n i t i a l l y  contacted by mail t o  inform them of t he  nature  of the  s tudy  and 

my d e s i r e  t o  in te rv iew them (See: Appendix B ) .  The letter ind ica ted  t h a t  

1 would telephone them within  a week t a  request  t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  the  

p ro jec t  and t o  set up an in te rv iew time. 1 subsequently met wi th  t h e  

respondents a t  an agreed upon date and time. Twenty-four o f  the  

interviews took p l a c e  a t  t he  respondents'  work es tabl ishments  and two 

interviews took p l a c e  i n  persona1 res idences .  Interviews ranged i n  

durat ion from 4 5  minutes t o  j u s t  over two hours. Al1 of t h e  r e spmden t s  



34 

consented t o  having t h e  interviews audio-taped, and many f e l t  cornfortable 

enough with me t o  t u r n  o f f  the tape  recorder  and share informat ion 'off  

the record. '  

1 began each in te rv iew by thanking them f o r  t h e i r  t i m e ,  and 

intruducing myself and t h e  research p r o j e c t .  1 out l ined  the measures t ha t  

1 would take ta  maintain anonymity and con f iden t i a l i t y ,  assur ing  them tha t  

1 would be the only person to  hear  t h e i r  taped interviews.  1 then 

explained the  research requirements o f  informed consent and requested 

t h e i r  s igna ture  on t h e  consent form (See: Appendix C) . The consent forms 

do not request a f u l l  p r i n t e d  name, on ly  a s ignature .  The consent form 

i d e n t i f i e s  myself and the research p r o j e c t ,  de l inea tes  t he  measures taken 

t o  ensure anonymity and c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y ,  and provides t he  phone numbers of 

myself, my advisor ,  and the  Sociology Department. Two copies of t h e  

consent form were s igned by t h e  respondent as well a s  myself. One copy 

was for  them and the  o t h e r  f o r  me. 1 assured the  reçpondents t h a t  the 

signed consent forms would be  kept i n  a separate  locked f i l e ,  untraceable  

t o  individual in terviews,  and tha t  1 would dest roy al1 of t h e  consent 

f o m s  upon completion of the research p ro j ec t .  

Following the  interviews,  1 made general notes  i n  my journa l ,  

r e f l ec t i ng  on each in te rv iew i n  genera l .  How d i d  t h e  in te rv iew 'feel'? 

What were my thoughts on t he  content? How were the i n t e rpe r sona l  dynamics 

between t h e  respondent and myself? The journal enabled m e  t o  keep a 

record of the  many ' i n s i g h t s t  t h a t  occurred during the  da t a  gather ing 

process t h a t  1 may have forgo t ten  i f  no t  wr i t t en  down immediately. No 

matter  how much I disagreed with a respondent 's  opinion,  1 always 

appreciated and respected t h e i r  commitment t o  the  i s sue .  For example, I 



was perplexed by t h e  way one woman conçtructed gang women a s  pseudo-men 

and e v i l  by-products o f  t he  womenrs movement. Yet, while i n  her o f f i c e ,  

she took phone-calls and 1 saw h e r  i n t e r a c t i n g  with  and responding t o  

c l i e n t e l e .  She was a s i n c e r e ,  cons idera te ,  empathetic, good person.  She 

did h e r  job well and gave 100% of h e r s e l f .  Journal  wr i t i ng  not  only 

heLped m e  t o  make sense  of  some of  my own f e e l i n g s  with r e s p e c t  t o  the  

respondents and t he  da t a  gather ing process ,  it kept  me focused on the  

ob j e c t i v e s  of the r e sea rch  - 

V .  Data Analvsis 

1 began my data ana lys i s  wi th  t h e  cons tan t  comparative method. 

Kirby and McKenna (1989:128-129) explain:  

The schema i l l u s t r a t e s  an a n a l y s i s  which is based on dynamic 
r e l a t i onsh ips  between da ta ,  between ca t ego r i e s  and t h e  changing 
l i n k s  between ca t ego r i e s .  P a r t  of  the dynamic i s  c r ea t ed  by the 
r e s e a r c h e r f s  e f f o r t s  t o  simultaneously l i v e  with the d a t a  and make 
sense  of t he  data .  During t h i s  time, t he  researcher cons t an t ly  
r e f l e c t s  on bo th  the data  and t h e  process of analyzing i t .  I n  t h i s  
way, ana lys i s  emerges from t h e  information a t  hand. The o t h e r  p a r t  
o f  t h e  dynamic is c rea t ed  by t h e  r e s e a r c h e r f s  constant moving, back 
and fo r th ,  between d a t a  and concepts,  and between ind iv idua l  ideas  
and research explanat ions  i n  o rde r  t o  f u l l y  descr ibe  and expla in  
what is being researched.  This keeps t he  researcher cons t an t ly  
v i g i l a n t  f o r  new understandings a t  a l 1  a n a l y t i c a l  po in t s .  

1 first made mult iple  photocopies of each t ranscr ibed  interview,  secur ing  

t h e  o r i g i n a l  in terview t r a n s c r i p t s  i n  a s epa ra t e  f i l e .  1 then proceeded 

to  read and re-read t h e  interviews,  t ak ing  note of var ious  themes emerging 

from t h e  da t a .  1 had a l r eady  made some prel iminary notes of emerging 

themes whi le  t r ansc r ib ing  t h e  interviews.  

I n  t ry ing  t o  manage t h e  data ,  I was cons tan t ly  confronted wi th  t he  

i s sue  of t r y ing  t o  d i s c e r n  ' ob j ec t i ve '  f a c t s  about gang women, from what 

were r s u b j e c t i v e f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  about gang women, So o f t e n ,  1 f e l t  
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f r u s t r a t e d  and uncer ta in  about howto manage and presen t  the  data.  1 even 

noticed t h a t ,  as I was doing my initial analysis and t r y i n g  t o  make some 

sense of t he  mate r ia l  condi t ions ,  and a s  1 grouped the  da ta ,  drew 

connections, and started organizing t h e  data by themes, 1 almost l o s t  

s i g h t  of  t he  d i s cu r s ive  underpinnings i n  my despera te  at tempts t o  p r e sen t  

t he  facts . ' Then, vhen L went back t o  the trançcripts , it seemed t h a t  

everything was permeated wi th  sub j ec t i v i t y  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  and t h e r e  

were, i n  f a c t ,  no Vacts.' Could 1 Say anything with confidence? 1 was 

constant ly  confronted with t r y i n g  to  decide what 1 should present i n  t h e  

'mater ia l  a n a l y s i s  ' and what belonged i n  a ' d i scourse  analysis  . For 

example, how should 1 manage the  'mot ivat ionsf  f o r  gang involvement? On 

t h e  one hand, t h e r e  are p a r t i c u l a r  mate r ia l  condi t ions  which a l 1  o f  the 

respondents, and a h i s t o ry  of academic research,  sugges t  ( f o r  example, a 

s t rong  mot ivat ing f a c t o r  i s  t h e  sense of familyt that the gang provides)  . 

On the  o ther  hand, o ther  fmot ivat ions '  t h a t  were suggested c l e a r l y  needed 

t o  be analyzed ' d i s cu r s ive ly f  ( f o r  example, females join gangs f o r  

emotional reasons  while males jo in  gangs f o r  socioeconomic reasons). 

Another i s s u e  t h a t  comes t o  l i g h t  i s  my own t h e o r e t i c a l  posi t ioning and 

r e f l e x i v i t y .  My own personal  experiences,  i n t e l l e c t u a l  t r a in ing ,  and 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  also influenced the  management of the data. Ristock (1998) 

suggests t h a t  a l 1  th ree  of these  i s sues  must be addressed wi thin  t h e  

research.  

Not on ly  should we i d e n t i f y  mate r ia l  and d i s c u r s i v e  condit ions,  but 

w e  must i d e n t i f y  ourselves ,  ou r  researcher  pos i t ion .  I n  discuss ing h e r  

research on l e s b i a n  abuse, Ristock (1998:333; emphasis mine) suggests:  

It i s  no t  a disregard f o r  the  l ived  experience of  l esb ians  and gays ,  
b u t  a commitment t o  i t ,  t h a t  pushes boundaries around ca tegor ies  and 



t u r n s  them i n s i d e  out ,  showing that ' f i nd ings '  a r e  never nea t  and 
t i d y  f a c t s  t h a t  w e  can p resen t  unproblematically.  1 f i n d  i n  the 
materfal t a l e  a way of recognizing t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s '  va luable  
con t r i bu t i on  t o  the production of knowledge about  l e sb ian  abuse, i n  
t h e  discursive tale a  way of pushing t he  limits of understandings 
a v a i l a b l e  t o  us, and i n  the  reflexive tale  a much-needed check on 
t h e  sub j e c t i v i t y  behind the  academic resea rch .  

R is tock ' s  a r t i c l e  vas p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n f l u e n t i a l  i n  helping me t o  

resolve my data management difemma. It helped me t o  understand my 

d i f f i c u l t y  i n  t r y i n g  t o  separate  the 'ma te r ia l '  from the l d i s c u r s i v e '  

cond i t ions ,  and reaff i rmed t h a t  my d i f f i c u l t i e s  were 'normal' and 

necessary . There are grey areas between m a t e r i a l  and d i s cu r s ive  

condi t ions .  We mus t push the boundaries and cha l lenge  assump t i o n s  t h a t  

research is 'nea t  and t i d y .  ' Rather,  knowledge is  p o l i t i c a l .  We must 

recognize t h e  s t r u c t u r a l ,  ideo log ica l ,  and persona1 in f luences  involved i n  

the process  of ' knowledge production. ' 

1 p re sen t  t he  d a t a  i n  th ree  s ec t i ons :  (1) a n a l y ç i s  of t h e  ma t e r i a l  

condi t ions  surrounding female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ;  ( 2  ) ana lys i s  of the 

d i s cu r s ive  condi t ions  surrounding f e u l e  gang a f f i l i a t i o n ;  and ( 3 )  

analyçis  of how the  respondentst  response s t r a t e g i e s  are guided by t h e i r  

understandings of female gang members. I n  o t h e r  words, what a r e  t he  

impl icat ions  of the va r i ous  cons t ruc t ions  of 'gang women' i n  terms of how 

these  f r o n t - l i n e  workers respond t o  them? 

I n  terms of managing t h e  'ma t e r i a l  cond i t i ons '  a spec t  of t h e  

research,  1 used the in terview guide  as a  t empla te  t o  organize  the 

presen ta t ion  of the d a t a .  The in te rv iew guide (See: Appendix A )  c o n s i s t s  

of p a r t i c u l a r  s ec t i ons  that 1 used t o  broadly s i t u a t e  t h e  various themes; 

fo r  example, ''What a r e  the demographics of the gang women they corne i n t o  

contact  wi th?"  and Wha t  a c t i v i t i e s  do they know of the gang vomen 



p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n?"  Once 1 made note of apparent  themes, L then went back 

t o  the i n t e rv i ew  t r a n s c r i p t s ,  c u t t i n g  and grouping v a r i o u s  ' s n ippe t s '  and 

quo ta t ions  i n t o  t h e  themes. 1 a l s o  ensured t h a t  each quo ta t ion  was coded 

s o  t h a t  1 could  t r a c e  i t  back to  the  o r i g i n a l  in te rv iew.  1 then c ross -  

referenced t h e  themes and developed main ca t ego r i e s ,  identifying common 

p rope r t i e s  amongst t h e  va r i ous  themes. I also noted d i sc repanc ies  i n  t h e  

da t a  and seemingly incongruent themes. I n  t h i s  manner, 1 was a b l e  t o  

ga ther  some b a s i c  informat ion regarding t h e  l i v e s  o f  female gang members 

and t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  gang. 

In  o r d e r  t o  analyze t h e  ' d i s cu r s ive  condi t ions ,  * 1 began with c l e an ,  

unmarked t r a n s c r i p t s -  1 began drawing ' hu r r i cane  c h a r t s '  of themes t h a t  

were emerging. A s  descr ibed by  Kitby and McKenna (1989:146-147): 

One s t r a t e g y  f o r  understanding l i n k s  between ca t ego r i e s  uses  an 
approach c a l l e d  hu r r i c ane  thinking.  The r e s e a r c h  ques t i on  i s  
w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  c e n t r e  o f  a page. This is t h e  'eye o f  t h e  
hu r r i c ane . '  Category names on l i t t l e  cards a r e  moved about t h e  page 
u n t i l  those  which have t h e  s t r onges t  ties remain c l o s e s t  t o  t h e  
c e n t r e  and those w i th  l e s s  obvious or  weaker t i e s  sit a t  a 
d i s t a n c e .  Then l i n e s  ( l i nkages )  a r e  drawn between each category and 
t he  c e n t r e ,  with da rke r  l i n e s  denoting s t r o n g e r  l i n k s .  Af t e r  
r epea t i ng  t h i s  process s eve ra l  times, a r e s ea r che r  who knows t h e  
da t a  we l l  w i l l  be a b l e  t o  see p a t t e r n s  of r e l a t i o n s  which, a t  l e a s t  
temporar i ly ,  w i l l  d e s c r i b e  the  da ta .  

1 noticed t h a t  t h e r e  were d i f f e r e n t  t heo r i e s  about * female violence,  ' both  

i t s  incidence and its ' causes .  ' Also, t h e r e  were d i f  f e r e n t  t h e o r i e s  on 

what motivated women t o  j o i n  gangs.  Af te r  sy s t ema t i ca l l y  working and re-  

working t h e  hur r icane  c h a r t s ,  1 began t o  n o t i c e  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  

cons t ruc t ions  of 'gang women* were emerging. S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  1 not iced  t h a t  

t h e  respondents used p a r t i c u l a r  language t o  desc r ibe  'gang women.' The 

manner i n  which they spoke o f  female gang members o f t e n  r e f l e c t e d  deeper  

assumptions and cons t ruc t ions  o f  'gang women. ' After doing more hu r r i c ane  
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th ink ing ,  and themat ical ly  organizing t h e  emerging c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  gang 

women, 1 d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  two d i f f e r e n t  cons t ruc t ions  of 'gang women.' In 

fac t ,  t he se  construct ions  have a h i s t o r y  i n  t e m s  of hov female of fenders  

have been understood; t h a t  i s ,  they are congruent with t h e  cons t ruc t ions  

discussed i n  t h e  previous chapter .  

All research e n t a i l s  an element of r e sea rche r  bias and 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  which n e c e s s i t a t e s  c r i t i c a l  r e f l e x i v i t y  on t h e  p a r t  o f  the 

researcher .  I n  order t o  address t h e  validity o r  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  my 

a n a l y s i s ,  1 made sure  t h a t  al1 of t he  respondents'  vo i ce s  were heard.  1 

also re-read t h e  t r a n s c r i p t s  many times and ensured t h a t  t h e  respondents' 

connnents were not  taken o u t  of context .  As previously  mentioned, 1 kept 

a sepa ra t e  j ou rna l  which served as  a record  of my thoughts  and asswnptions 

throughout the research process  - a running Log of  my 'conceptual  baggage' 

(Kirby and McKenna, 1989:32). Ristock (1998:310) has c a l l e d  a t t e n t i o n  t o  

t h e  need f o r  t h e  researcher  t o  loca te  o r  s i t u a t e  h e r s e l f  i n  t h e  r e sea rch  

process .  This requires both a persona1 and a t h e o r e t i c a l  r e f l e x i v i t y .  1 

w i l l  now outline my own personal  history a s  w e l l  as t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  

t h e o r e t i c a l  pos i t i on  which 1 br ing  t o  t h e  sub jec t  matter. 

My own persona1 h i s t o r y  g r ea t l y  inf luences  n o t  on ly  my i n t e r e s t  i n  

gang women b u t ,  a l so ,  the way 1 understand them. While 1 do not share  t h e  

i n e q u a l i t i e s  and experiences of being Aboriginal  i n  a racist soc ie ty ,  1 do 

s h a r e  o the r  demographics cons i s t en t  wi th  t h a t  of a 'typical' female gang 

member. 1 grew up on the  'wrong s i d e  o f  t h e  tracks,'  r a i s e d  by a s ing le  

mother i n  subsidized housing. 1 began running away a t  the  age of 

four teen.  By t h e  age of s i x t e e n ,  1 had q u i t  school,  was r en t i ng  a shack 

of my own, and l ived  next door t o  b ikers  . . . . 1 have knowledge of ' t h e  
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street. ' While my experiences have pr imari ly  been with biker gangs, a 

c l o s e  r e l a t i v e  o f  mine worked the 'Lou t r a ck t  f o r  one of the  street gangs 

i n  Winnipeg. Given rny own his to ry ,  1 approach t h e  i s s u e  of fernale gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t l y  than someone who gtew up i n  a middle c l a s s  

fami ly  and went s t r a i g h t  i n to  un ive r s i t y .  1 know the 'codes of 

behaviour , '  t h e  s t r e e t  subcul ture ,  t o  a la rge  ex t en t .  1 have i n t ima te  

knowledge of how women a r e  t rea ted  w i t h i n  biker gangs. 1 know what it i s  

l i k e  t o  grow up very poor. However, my empathetic a b i l i t y  ends thexe. 1 

engaged i n  many ' s t r e e t  a c t i v i t i e s ,  ' bu t  1 waç never i n i t i a t e d  i n t o  a 

gang. 1 never p ros t i t u t ed .  A s  1 mentioned before,  1 have n o t  su f f e r ed  

r a c i a l  d i sc r imina t ion ,  nor the  sys  t ema t i c  history of abuse and family 

d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  t h a t  many Aboriginal women face. 

As a s o c i a l i s t  f e m i n i ~ t , ~  my academic t r a i n i n g  alertç me to the 

s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  those inf luenced by p a t r i a r c h a l  

domination i n  a  c a p i t a l i s t  soc ie ty ,  which inf luence and cons t ra in  womenls 

lives . Pat r ia rchy  , the  soc i a l  and s t r u c t u r a l  condition of male 

domination, cornes i n  d i f f e r e n t  forms and varies h i s t o r i c a l l y  and 

c u l t u r a l l y .  I n  our pa t r i a r cha l  c a p i t a l i s t  society, women are t h e  

underc lass  (Radosh, 1990:126). Put s imply,  i n  a  c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i e t y  paid 

labour  ( read:  men's labour)  i s  valued whi le  unpaid labour (read:  women's 

l abour )  is  devalued. The s t a t e ,  i n s t i t u t i o n s  , and dominant i deo log i e s  

Feminiçts ,  genera l ly ,  a t tempt  t o  explain,  understand and de- 
c o n s t r u c t  womenfs oppression i n  soc i e ty .  There a r e  many d i f f e r e n t  th reads  
of thought wi th in  feminis t  d iscourse  ( f o r  example, liberal feminism, 
Marxist  feminism, r ad i ca l  feminism, and s o c i a l i s t  feminism) , They have 
been exp l i ca t ed  elsewhere, however , and de l inea t ion  is  not  necessary f o r  
t h e  purpose o f  t h i s  thesis tsee Tong, 1989; DeKeseredy and Schwartz, 
1996 ) . 



serve t o  t e i n fo r ce  and perpetuate  p t r i e r c h y . (  Women uho choose not  t o  

be dependent on men, more of ten  than not ,  face pover ty .  

As a r e s u l t ,  women are bo th  economically and psychologically 
dependent upon men. Moreover, womenfs i n e q u a l i t y  is perpetuated not 
only  inside t h e  family but a l s o  outs ide ,  i n  t h e  workplace, where 
many work a t  so-called pink-ghetto jobs, o f t e n  part- t ime,  f o r  much 
less pay than men i n  comparable pos i t i ons .  (Chunn and Gavigan, 
1991: 291-292) 

The ' f emin iza t ion  of pover ty '  could well expla in  womenls pa r t i c i pa t i on  i n  

p rope r ty  crime. "Clear ly ,  s h o p l i f t i n g ,  welfare f raud ,  and p r o s t i t u t i o n  

a r e  r a t i o n a l  a c t s  front t h e  pe rspec t ive  of economically marginal women who 

want t o  feed t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  and keep t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  together' '  (Chunn and 

Gavigan, 1991:292). Women who work ou t s ide  t h e  home most o f t e n  work a 

'double  day' (Heidensohn, 1985:189). Fur themore ,  t h e  jobs t h a t  a r e  

a v a i l a b l e  t o  most women a r e  largely ghet to ized - ' p ink c o l l a r  work' with, 

more o f t e n  than not ,  a  male superv i sor .  Again, women are lower on the 

h i e r a r chy ,  wi th  men con t ro l l i ng  t h e i r  behaviour a t  home and a t  work. 

Consequently, women, t o  varying degrees, experience s t r u c t u r a l  

i n e q u a l i t i e s  because of t h e i r  gender. Women of co lou r  and/or low economic 

s t a t u s  experience f u r t h e r  rnarginalizat ion and a l i e n a t i o n .  H i s t o r i c a l l y ,  

however, s o c i a l i s t  f emin i s t  thought has  failed t o  adequately address  the  

s t r u c t u r a l  condi t ions  of racism and t h e  social h i ç t o r y  of colonial ism. 

Comack (1996 : 30-31) recognizes t he  cu r r en t  ' shortcomings ' of s o c i a l i s  t 

feminist theory,  y e t  argues t h a t  the approach remains a useful  s t a r t i n g  

Many feminis ts  contend tha t  t h e  s t a t e  s e r v e s  t o  con t ro l  women and 
maintain pa t r i a r chy  (Chesney-Lind, 1986:78; Gavigan, 1993:216), of ten  
r e in fo r c ing  t h e i r  i n f e r i o r  pos i t ion  i n  soc i e ty  through soc i a l  p o l i c i e s  
maintaining t h e  economic dependency of  women (Heidensohn, 1985:190). This 
issue has been discussed extensively elsewhere. See:  Curr ie  and Maclean, 
1992; Kle in ,  1981; and Sn ider ,  1994.  



poin t  f o r  ana lys i s  of the  s t r u c t u r a l  condi t ions  which in f luence  women's 

law v io la t ions :  

Nevertheless, s o c i a l i s t  feminism is no t  without its shortcomings. 
Although it has located c l a s s  and gender i n  t h e  spheres of 
production and reproduction,  i t  has not c l a r i f i e d  how other  forms 
of  inequa l i ty  and d i f f e r ence  are t o  be s i t u a t e d  w i th in  t h e  s o c i a l i s t  
feminis t  problematic.  Ln particular, the ex is tence  and perpetuation 
of r a c i a l  h i e r a r ch i e s  and r a c i a l i z e d  understandings t h a t  p r i o r i z e  
Caucasians over people of colour  - including indigenous and so- 
ca l l ed  ' t h i r d  worldt  populat ions  who have suf fe red  under colonialism 
and imperialism - has no t  been adequately incorporated wi thin  
s o c i a l i s t  f emin i s t  t h e o r e t i c a l  frameworks ... 1 would argue t h a t  we 
cannot l o se  s i g h t  of the r o l e  t h a t  s t r u c t u r e s  l i k e  capi ta l ism,  
pa t r i a rchy ,  colonia l ism and imperial ism play i n  condit ioning and 
l im i t i ng  t h e  choices t h a t  i nd iv idua l s  make a s  they  go about t h e i r  
d a i l y  l i v e s .  I n  o ther  words, while w e  need t o  acknowledge t h a t  
individualç  possess power and make choices,  s o c i a l  power i s  
unevenly d i s t r i b u t e d  along a number of d i f f e r e n t  axes - most 
notably,  of c l a s s ,  gender, and race.  

m i l e  recognizing its l i m i t a t i o n s ,  s o c i a l i s t  feminism remains a valuable 

a n a l y t i c a l  tool  f o r  understanding t h e  ' s o c i a l  placement' of female gang 

members . 
While L d id  my best t o  let  themes 'emerge from t h e  da t a , '  I 

acknowledge tha t  my ' conceptual baggage' and academic pe r spec t i ve  ' groundl 

my research and in f luence  how 1 cons t ruc t  gang women. I n  t h e  feminis t  

t r a d i t i o n ,  1 loca t e  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  terms of  s t r u c t u r a l  

i n e q u a l i t i e s  which have an impact on women' s l i v e s .  1 cons t ruc t  female 

gang members as surv ivors ,  r e ac t i ng  t o  their  s i t u a t i o n s  a s  b e s t  they can. 

1 want t o  c l a r i f y  a t  t h i s  po in t  t h a t  1 do no t  cons t ruc t  t he se  women a s  

innocent and/or h e l p l e s s  victirns. 1 recognize t h a t  t h e s e  women f i nd  

themselves i n  p a r t i c u l a r l y  d i shear ten ing  condi t ions  conducive t o  violence 

and gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  This does no t  s t r i p  them of agency and cu lpab i l i t y .  

My perspect ive  and my motivations fo r  conducting the research a r e  

p o l i t i c a l .  1 do no t  d a i m  t o  be 'va lue  free.' Nor do 1 claim t o  approach 
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the issue ' ~ b j e c t i v e l y . ~  This is impossible. Consequently, my analyçis 

o f  the discursive conditions was influenced by my conceptual baggage. 

Similarly, 1 approached the implications of the various constructions of  

gang women from a particular persona1 and theoretical position. In 

recognition of rny 'b ias , '  1 present rny analysis  o f  the research data. In 

particular, L will discuss how the constructions o f  'gang womenf translate  

into particular responses t o  female gang memberç. 

The following chapter w i l l  i l luminate the material conditions which 

have an impact on female gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  According to  the respondents 

in this  study, this is  what they describe as the nature and extent of  

female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  Winnipeg, Manitoba. 



Chepter Threc 

Material Conditions of Pemale Gang Affi l iation 

The purpose of t h i s  chapter i s  t o  shed l i g h t  on t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

and a c t i v i t i e s  of female gang members i n  Winnipeg, Manitoba. A t  the 

ou tse t ,  i t  i s  important t o  note t h a t  t he  information presented here  

der ives  from second band accounts of t h e  na ture  and e x t e n t  of female gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n ,  and t h a t  the variouç respondents cons t ruc t  'gang women' 

d i f  fe ren t ly .  Consequently, the line between o b j e c t i v e  ' f a c t  ' and 

sub jec t ive  ' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n '  of ten becomes blurred.  While analyzing the  

da t a  L was cons tan t ly  confronted with t r y i n g  dismantle what was ' r e a l '  - 

what waç the 'Truth '  - from what was merely sub jec t ive  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  and 

based more on personal  opinion o r  hunches than what was t h e  ' r e a l i t y f  i n  

t he  gang. What could 1 çay w i t h  confidence? How could 1 separate 

discurs ive  condi t ions  ( t h e  sub jec t ive  understandings and cons t ruc t ions  of 

female gang members) from what t h e  respondents s a i d  about the  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of female gang members and t h e  mate r ia l  condi t ions  which 

have an impact on t h e i r  l i v e s ?  The r e l a t i onsh ip  between sub i ec t i ve lv  

understandinq female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and ob iec t ive lv  recounting i t  i s  a 

d i a l e c t i c a l  one. S ta ted  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  t h e  way t h a t  t h e  respondents 

understand o r  'constructt gang women ( d i s c u r s i v e  condi t ions )  may a l s o  have 

some bearing on how they descr ibe  the  n a t u r e  and ex t en t  of  female gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n  (ma te r i a l  cond i t i ons ) .  Never theless ,  i t  i s  the l a t t e r  which 

w i l l  be  t h e  focus of t h i s  chapter. The discuss ion begins with a 

demographic p r o f i l e  of t h e  type of 'gang womanf with whom respondents corne 

i n t o  contact .  From there ,  1 w i l l  d e l i nea t e  what respondents suggest  about 



t h e  b a s i c  mot ivat ions  f o r  gang involvement, the gang hierarchy and 

s t r u c t u r e ,  and t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  and citcumstances o f  e x i t i n g  t h e  gang. I n  

the  subsequent c h a p t e r ,  1 will address t h e  d i s c u r s i v e  condi t ions  

surrounding fernale gang a f f i l i a t i o n ;  the s u b j e c t i v e  understandings which 

in f luence  how t h e  respondents c o n s t r u c t  gang women. 

I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  d e f i n e  and measure t h e  a c t u a l  number of  gang 

members genera l ly .  D e f i n i t i o n s  of  what c o n s t i t u t e s  a gang member Vary. 

A Correct ional  O f f i c e r  re layed t h e  f o l l o v i n g  d e f i n i t i o n  of 'gang1: 

A group of i n d i v i d u a l s  who c o l l a b o r a t e  t o g e t h e r  f o r  a n t i - s o c i a l  
reasons.  Genera l ly ,  [ t h e y ]  have a l e a d e r  o r  l eaders ,  Wear colours ,  
c e r t a i n  types  o f  c l o t h e s ,  t a t t o o s ,  brands o r  o t h e r  i d e n t i f y i n g  marks 
on t h e i r  bodies .  [They] may use c e r t a i n  types  of h a i r s t y l e s  and 
communicate though t h e  use  of s i g n a l s  and gra f i t i  on w a l l s ,  
s t r e e t s ,  schoo l  work and school proper ty .  (C58:26) 5 

The Criminal I n t e l l i g e n c e  S e r v i c e  of  Canada (CISC) and the Winnipeg Po l ice  

Service  incorpora te  t h e  commission of  an i l l e g a l  a c t  i n  t h e i r  d e f i n i t i o n  

of a  'gang':  

A group of persons  consor t ing  toge the r ,  on a formal o r  informal 
b a ç i s ,  t o  engage i n  unlawful a c t i v i t y .  (RiverEast  School Division / 
Continuing Education, 1996) 

The majority of t h e  agencies involved i n  t h i s  s tudy  did  no t  have an 

e x p l i c i t  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  a 'gang, '  bu t  u t i l i z e d  var ious  o b j e c t i v e  and 

s u b j e c t i v e  c r i t e r i a  t o  determine gang membership o r  a f f i l i a t i o n .  The 

s tandards  u t i l i z e d  by t h e  Winnipeg Po l ice  S e r v i c e  were t h e  most 

The no ta t ion  used t o  i d e n t i f y  each respondent  f i r ç t  p r e s e n t s  t h e i r  
occupational  group, then t h e i r  in te rv iew number, followed by the  page 
number o f  t h e i r  i n d i v i d u a l  i n t e r v i e w  t r a n s c r i p t  . For example, t h e  
no ta t ion  of 'CJ8 : 26 l s i g n i f i e s  t h a t  t h i s  respondent  was t h e  e igh th  
in terview categor ized i n  t h e  Criminal  J u s t i c e  occupat ional  group. This 
p a r t i c u l a r  quote fe l l  on the  twenty-six page of t h a t  in terview t r a n s c r i p t .  



' ob j ec t i ve '  : 

We have a s ix  po in t  [set o f ]  c r i t e r i a  t h a t  we devised  t h a t  vas 
es tab l i shed  by t he  Criminal  I n t e l l i gence  Service  of  Canada t h a t  a r e  
based i n  Ottawa and the c r i t e r i a  [ a r e ]  an  a t t empt  t o  ob j ec t i ve ly  
i d e n t i f y  people a s  e i  t h e r  assoc ia tes  o r  v e r i f i e d  members . That 
being s a i d ,  t he  c r i t e r i a  s t i l l  o f t e n  has t o  be i n t e rp re t ed  
sub j ec t i ve ly  . . . ( C J 1 :  4 )  

The National Po l i ce  Gang Criteria a r e  as  follows: 

An ind iv idua l  is  i d e n t i f i e d  as  a gang member i f  th ree  of the 
following s i x  po in t  c r i t e r i a  a r e  met: 

1. involved i n  a gang motivated crime ( i . e .  f o r  t h e  support o f ,  
p ro tec t ion  o f ,  o r  enhancement of the  gang) ;  
2 .  i d e n t i f i e d  a s  a gang member by a r e l i a b l e  source  of information 
(i.e., p o l i c e ,  schools ,  probation s e r v i c e s ,  known gang members, 
p reven ta t ive  çecu r i t y  f i l e ) ;  
3. observed as soc i a t i on  w i t h  gang members; 
4 .  acknowledged gang membership; 
5. cour t  r u l e s  the subject is a gang member; and/or 
6 .  common and/or symbolic gang i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o r  paraphernal ia  
(RivetEast  School Divis ion  / Continuing Education, 1996) .  

Di f fe ren t  c r i t e r i a  de s igna t e  an ind iv idua l  as  a gang ' a s soc i a t e '  or 

a gang 'memberl: 

For a gang member t o  be  considered an a s s o c i a t e  he or  she  may on ly  
have t o  meet one of t h e  s i x  c r i t e r i a .  For a gang member t o  b e  
considered a v e r i f i e d  member, they have t o  have [ c r i t e r i o n  number] 
four which, i n  the  c r i t e r i a ,  is  involvement i n  a gang motivated 
crime, a s  well as any two o the r  of  the remaining f i v e  c r i t e r i a .  
(CJ1:4) 

Other agencies  use more ' sub j ec t i ve r  s tandards  t o  i d e n t i f y  gang 

members, such a s  informal e x p e r i e n t i a l  knowledge and ' hunches' - they ' can 

j u s t  t e l l . '  Typical ly ,  respondentç s a i d  t h a t  t h e y  considered 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  and def in ing  f ea tu r e s  t h a t  are known t o  be gang 

a f f i l i a t e d ,  a s  w e l l  a s  persona1 hunches and second hand information.  One 

respondent suggests :  

Therets  c e r t a i n  th ings  you look for  i n  a person. T h e r e t s  c e r t a i n  
th ings ,  c e r t a i n  t a t t o o s ,  c e r t a i n  colours t h a t  they  Wear, tha t  vil1 
i d e n t i f y  them a s  gang members. Certain ways t h a t  t h e y r l l  even hang 
up a telephone t h a t  w i l l  i d e n t i f y  them a s  a gang member. Plus, they  



flash s igna l s  . . . [Slome of t he  s i gns  they may f l a s h ,  wi thout  you 
knowing t h a t  they're flashing a s ign .  You can t e l l  by ha ixcu t s .  
You can t e l l  by d i f f e r e n t ,  va r ious  thingç. (CJ7:2) 

Each gang has i ts own d i s t i ngu i sh ing  a t t i r e  o r  ' co lou r s ' :  

You just  got to look f o r  t he  rag,  whatever rag t h e y ' r e  flying; red ,  
blue,  black,  gold.  They a l 1  have t h e i r  d i f f e r e n t  co lours .  The 
Adidas t rack  s u i t s  t h a t  a r e  two s i z e s  too big.  Usually y o u t l l  s e e  
the Sisterhood wearing t h a t ,  b lack  with white s t r i p e s .  I.P. Wear 
t h a t  as wel l ,  both male and female. (CJ7:21) 

The problems with def i n i n g  'gangf and iden t i fy ing  gang members have 

been recognized and deba ted  s i nce  t h e  study of gangs began. Indeed,  

r a r e l y  is t h e r e  a consensus or the  exac t  same s tandards  app l ied  t o  t h e  

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of gangs. Methodologically speaking, t h i s  compounds 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  studying t h e  phenomenon of gangs. This  s i t u a t i o n  is  

exacerbated when we t r y  t o  es t imate  t h e  number of female gang members. 

This  is  because 'gang a f f i l i a t i o n '  is  considered t o  be a male behaviour.  

Women have r a r e l y  been l a b e l  l ed  as gang 'members , ' even when t h e i r  gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n  is r e l a t i v e l y  obvious. One respondent expla ins  t he  p o l i c y  a t  

her agency: 

1 th ink  i t  goes back t o  people talking about femaies and males 
d i f f e r e n t l y .  A male t h a t ' s  a c t i n g  up i s  gang a f f i l i a t e d ,  gang 
involved . . . Very rarely would someone r e f e t  a youth t o  m e ,  and, 
l e t ' s  say her name was Tara. 'Tara i s  heavily involved wi th  I.P.' 
o r  'Tara is  an 1. P.  member . ' You don' t hear t h a t  . You hear ' Tara t  s 
boyfriend is  L . P .  ' It ' s connections,  i t ' s  a f f i l i a t i o n s  w i th  t h e  
g i r l s .  You r a r e ly  h e a r  someone say, ' So  and so  is  a gang member ' 
when it cornes to  females ,  a t  l e a s t  with the youth. 'Theyf re  going 
out  wi th  a gang member. Or, it seems t o  be explained t h a t  t h e y ' r e  
hooked up through family connections o r  something l i k e  t h a t ,  b u t  you 
d o n ' t  hear  them s a y  that they are t h i s  or  they are t h a t .  So, w e  
would o f t e n  document t h a t  a s ,  'So and s o r s  a f f i l i a t e d  with Deuce, '  
but  not necessar i ly  document them as a gang member ... And n o t  t o  
Say t h e r e ' s  not female gang members, because there is.  But I d o n f t  
th ink f r v e  ever had a teenage g i r l  described t o  me as an actual gang 
member. And maybe they a r e  a gang member, but  i t l s  never been 
brought t o  my a t t e n t i o n  that way. ( S S 1 4 : 7 )  

With t h i s  s a id ,  e s t i m a t e s  i n  Manitoba a r e  t h a t  from 10% t o  50% of 



a l l  gang members a r e  female. Some Community Based agencies s e r v i c e  

c l i e n t e l e  who are almost  exclusively gang assoc ia ted .  For example, i f  a l1 

the  c l i e n t s  a r e  from a poor a r e a  of the i nne r  c i t y  o r  North End i n  

Winnipeg, chances are t h a t  the m a j o r i t y  of them w i l l  have gang t i e s  i n  

some way. If h a l f  of t h a t  c l i e n t e l e  i s  female, the  respondent then 

çuggests t h a t  ha l f  of t h e  gang popula t ion  t h a t  they  corne i n t o  c o n t a c t  wi th  

is female.  Consequently, not only  does t he  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of female gang 

members depend on the agencyts p a r t i c u l a r  strategy f o r  i d e n t i f y i n g  gang 

members and ind iv idua l  s u b j e c t i v i t i e s ,  but a l s o  the c l i e n t e l e  t h a t  t h e  

p a r t i c u l a r  agency cornes i n t o  con tac t  wi th .  One respondent working i n  a 

Communi t y  Based organ iza t ion  found t h a t  there were ju s  t as many f e u l e  

gang members as male. I n  f a c t ,  o u t  of t he  youth she worked wi th ,  

p ropor t iona te ly  more women were involved i n  gangs. 

And i n  t h a t  r a t i o  [of females that she works wi th ] ,  in a yea r ,  ou t  
of a hundred, 1 would Say 80% are involved [ i n  gangs] , t o  some 
degree . . . So, i n  terms of a ra t io ,  I think thereps a little b i t  
lesser boys, l i k e  70% a r e  involved. So, i t t s  l e s s  than the females 
.... (CB20:8) 

Another Community Based respondent sugges t s  t h a t  the  overwhelming ma jo r i t y  

of females she  works wi th  are gang a f f i l i a t e d :  

So, 1 think throughout the week . . . a t  l e a s t  75% o r  80% a r e  gang 
a f f i l i a t e d .  Yeah, i t t s  t he  minority of girls who aren't gang 
a f f i l i a t e d  with gangs. (CB22:5) 

However, according t o  respondents working for  the Winnipeg Po l i c e  Serv ice  

and Probat ion Serv ices ,  only  14% t o  25% of  al1  gang members are female. 

Those respondents who vork i n  Manitoba's  Correct ional  I n s t i t u t i o n s  

(Portage Correct ional  I n s t i t u t i o n ,  Remand Centre,  and Manitoba Youth 

Centre)  e s t ima t e  t h a t  only 10% of a l 1  gang members are female, wi th  t h e  

number of females who a r e  gang members varying,  a t  any given t i m e ,  from 



20% t o  50% of t h e  female inmate populat ion.  

II. C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of Gang Women in Manitoba 

The c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of t h e  ' t y p i c a l t  female gang member, as 

described by those  who work with them, o f f e r  a p i c t u r e  o f  a woman vhose 

l i f e  is constrained and contoured by s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  of r a c e ,  

c l a s s  and gender. In  t h i s  sense,  female gang members are not  t h a t  

d i f f e r e n t  from female offenders  gene ra l l y  (Car len ,  1988; Chunn and 

Gavigan, 1991). An exp lora t ion  of t he  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of femaie gang 

members p o i n t s  t o  what is lacking i n  t h e i r  l ives ,  which o f ten  t r a n s l a t e s  

i n to  t h e i r  mot ivat ions  for  jo ining a gang in o rde r  t o  have thoçe needs 

met. 

1) Female Gang Members and Poverty 

The female gang member is  t y p i c a l l y  young, s i n g l e ,  unemployed and 

undereducated. The age of female gang memberç ranges from as young as 

eleven yea r s  o l d  t o  the l a t e  t h i r t i e s .  One respondent d iscusses  t h e  age 

range o f  female gang members who have corne i n t o  con t ac t  with the law and 

have subsequent ly  been incarcera ted:  

Younger than most female offenders.  Probably comparable age t o  the 
male gang members. A t  least the ones werve run i n t o .  You're 
dea l i ng  wi th  two s epa ra t e  populat ions.  If y o u t r e  dealing with  t h e  
youth popula t ion,  we t r e  probably picking up gang members around 14, 
15 yea r s  o ld .  They a r e  firmly c o m i t t e d  by 1 6 ,  1 7 ,  18 years  o l d .  
In  the a d u l t  system, it's between t h e  s o r t  of 18 t o  22 years  o l d .  
Whereas, o t h e r  inmates t h a t  we have i n  the system, some of  them may 
be i n  t h a t  age range, but  they tend t o  be a l i t t l e  bit o l d e r  than  
that. (CJ3:18) 

Another respondent suggests  t h a t  the  overwhelming majority of j u v e n i l e  



of fenders  i n  the Manitoba Youth Centre a r e  gang a f f i l i a t e d :  

Most o f  t h e  j u v e n i l e s  coming o u t  o f  t h e  [Manitoba Youth] Centre are 
gang a f f i l i a t e d ,  u n f o r t u n a t e l y  ... They have a major  problem t h e r e .  
We c a l 1  i t  t h e  ' c r i b ,  ' o r  t h e  b i r t h i n g  ground, o f  gang members a t  
t h e  Manitoba Youth Centre .  (CJ12:5) 

Gang women most o f t e n  l i v e  i n  extreme c o n d i t i o n s  o f  poverty.  Low 

socioeconomic s t a t u s  t y p i c a l l y  involves  l i v i n g  i n  d e t e r i o r a t i n g  inner  c i t y  

neighbourhoods c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by pover ty  and high crime r a t e s .  The 

respondents  i n  t h i s  s tudy  suggest t h a t  female gang members l i v e  i n  t h e  

i n n e r  c o t e  of Winnipeg; t h e  North End and C e n t r a l  areas. 

2 )  Female Gang Members and School 

Inner  c i t y  cond i t ions  u s u a l l y  e n t a i l  s choo l s  t h a t  a r e  u n d e r s t a f f e d  

and overburdened, al lowing f o r  ' a t  r i s k '  k i d s  t o  fa11 through t h e  c racks .  

A l o t  of them donf t f i n i s h  school .  A l o t .  1 would Say 80% . . . A 
l o t  o f  them a r e  f a i l i n g  a l o t  of t h e i r  s u b j e c t s .  O r ,  a l o t  of them 
have dropped o u t .  And they're on ly ,  l i k e ,  16 [ y e a r s  o l d ] .  A l o t  o f  
them f i n d  i t  r e a l  hard t o  c o n c e n t r a t e  i n  school .  And a l o t  of them 
d o n ' t  r e a l l y  g e t  a l o t  o f  he lp  from t h e i r  p a r e n t s  a f t e r  schoo l  
because t h e  pa ren t s  a r e n ' t  home ... (CB22:21) 

What are t h e  schools  doing t o  respond t o  t h i s ?  Kicking them o u t .  
1 know s o  many kids  who are shopping f o r  schoo l s .  Although, by law, 
t h e y ' r e  supposed t o  be i n  school. And, by Law, a school  c a n f  t 
r e j e c t  a kid. But they  do, you know? So we've g o t  a i l  t hese  k i d s ,  
wefve g o t  s p e c i a l  schoo l  programs popping up a l1  o v e r  t h e  city, 
t r y i n g  t o  respond t o  k i d s  not  be ing i n  school .  Kids a r e n ' t  busy. 
Kids a r e n ' t  a c t i v e .  ( S S 1 4 : 2 2 )  

I n  f a c t ,  t h e  gang a c t i v e l y  d i scourages  any involvement o r  

a s p i r a t i o n s  w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  school ing .  

They're  t h e  a t  r i s k  k i d s  i n  schoo l .  The ones t h a t  d o n ' t  show up. 
Attendance is  poor. A l o t  of them g e t  kicked o u t  o f  school .  Some 
might commit cr imes,  l i k e  a s s a u l t s ,  i n  schools. I n t e l l e c t u a l l y  they 
can hand le  i t ,  i t f s  just t h e  s o c i a l  c i r cums tances .  The gang life 
p lays  a p a r t  i n  i t ,  too .  (CJ6:ll) 



They do very poorly i n  school.  1 th ink t he  whole p r o f i l e  of a gang 
member is s o c i a l l y  disadvantaged, from poor areas  of  town, very 
l i t t l e  hope o r  very  slim hope of continuing t h e i r  education or 
completing t h e i r  education. Very l i t t l e  hope of gaining employment 
a t  some point  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  o r ,  i f  they do, of having s ign i f i can t  
ongoing employment . The same i s  f o r  females a s  f o r  males. So, they 
a r e  general ly  undereducated or  no t  educated a t  all. And they are  
unsk i l l ed .  And, they  a r e  s o c i a l l y  and monetari ly disadvantaged. 
(CJ1:16) 

Gang g i r l s  are typ i ca l l y  two to  t h r e e  years  behind t h e i r  cohort i n  school. 

Their average education l e v e l  i s  j un io r  high (grade 7 o r  8 ) .  According t o  

the  major i ty  of respondents i n  t h i s  study, it would be very rare t o  come 

across a gang member who had achieved a grade 10 education l e v e l .  The 

majori ty o f  gang g i r l s  end up being kicked ou t  of school ,  u sua l ly  f o r  gang 

r e l a t ed  inc iden ts  and chronic  truancy. Echoing t h i s  theme, when I asked 

one respondent about the t yp i ca l  educat ion l eve l ,  she  rep l ied :  

Probably grade e i g h t .  That would be t he  average. They probably 
dropped out when t h e y t r e  15, 16 ,  whatever. Most of them would have 
f a i l e d  a lot up u n t i l  t h a t  age,  and then j u s t  dropped o u t  t o t a l l y .  
(CJ4: 16) 

3 )  Family Backgrounds of Feule Gang Members 

A l 1  of the respondents i n  t h e  study suggested t ha t  female gang 

rnembers endured h o r r i b l e  home l i v e s .  

They* ve been abused. They come from poor çocioeconomic s i t u a t i o n s ,  
an abnormal home l i f e ,  neglected,  sexually, phys ica l ly  abused, 
unwanted, f e l t  t h a t  nobody cared f o r  them ... (CJ8:S) 

Things a t  home a r e  no t  s t ab l e .  And i t ' s  no t  a l 1  because, uh, 1 knw 
a l o t  of the  noms and dads. They're not bad people. I t 's  j u s t ,  
they were Young themçelves when they had t h e i r  k ids .  Theyfre 
t o t a l l y ,  uh, there's no job. They werenvt a b l e  t o  s t a y  together .  
So, t h e y t r e  l i v ing  a p a r t ,  you know? Just a l o t  of chaos. And 
l i t t l e  g i r l s  taking care of t h e i r  sisters a t  Il years o ld .  As soon 
as  they  g e t  o l d  enough t o  break loose from having t h a t  kinda s tu f f  
imposed on them, they break loose.  A l o t  of g i r l s ,  t h e y t r e  l i k e  9 
o r  1 0 ,  and t h e y q r e  taking care of 2 o r  3 bro thers  and s i s t e r s .  
(CB21: 13) 



The gang women are t y p i c a l l y  exposed t o  parents  and 

severe  a l c o h o l  and drug problems. Many of the 
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extended family with 

girls have s u f f e r e d  

physica l  and sexual  abuse by family members. I n  f a c t ,  the  m a j o r i t y  of 

them have a h i s t o r y  of  abuse - emotional ,  p h y s i c a l ,  and sexual. As 

ch i ld ren ,  t h e s e  g i r l s  are neglected.  They grow up with a  l a c k  of 

supervis ion,  a t t e n t i o n  and love. Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  t h e r e  a r e  no p o s i t i v e  

r o l e  rnodels i n  t h e i r  l i v e s .  

A l o t  o f  times t h e r e  i s  a lcoho l  and drug abusive fami l i e s ,  phys ica l  
abuse,  sexual abuse. 1 don ' t  want t o  g e n e r a l i z e  t h a t ,  b u t  t h a t ' s  
o f t e n  the case. 1 have a l o t  of young women now, t h e i r  moms are 
s t i l l  addic ted  t o  coke, you know. There ' s  s o  much coke on the 
streets right now, that t h e i r  momps are s t r u g g l i n g  with t r y i n g  t o  
g e t  o f f  the s t u f f .  So, t h e y l r e  unable t o  he lp  t h e i r  daughters ,  you 
know, be  t h e r e  f o r  them. (CB20:19) 

Another respondent d e s c r i b e s  a similar scenario: 

The backgrounds of them would b e  j u s t  like any o t h e r  p o t e n t i a l  gang 
member. They have problems a t  home. They corne from a s i n g l e  parent  
family .  They have problems w i t h  academic s k i l l s  i n  school.  They 
smoke. They d r ink .  Their p a r e n t s  dr ink.  The i r  parents  may have 
a lcoho l  and drug problems. They haven ' t  been brought up i n  a home 
where t h e y l v e  been taught r e a l l y  s t rong  v a l u e s ,  and s t r o n g ,  you 
know, b e l i e f s ,  i n  t h e  home. So, a l 1  those t h i n g s  r e a l l y  p l a y  a real 
roLe i n  onef s a b i l i t y  t o  s t a y  away from t h a t  kind of l i f e s t y l e .  
(CE23 : 9 ) 

Fur the r ,  i n  Winnipeg, gangs have reached third genera t ion s t a t u s .  

This ,  i n  t u r n ,  means t h a t  young women are exposed t o  gang a f f i l i a t i o n  from 

very e a r l y  on i n  their l ives  and, f o r  many, gang l i f e  is 'normal. '  

Generat ional  gang involvement usually means t h a t  t h e  ch i ld ren  o f  gang 

members a r e  ' b l essed '  i n t o  t h e  gang - and t h e  n e x t  genera t ion o f  'gang 

bab ies l  i s  born. 



4 )  F m l e  Gang Members and Racial  Marginal iza t ion 

The overwhelming major i ty  of i d e n t i f i e d  female gang members (as well. 

a s  male) in Winnipeg a r e  Aboriginal .  One respondent,  whi le  desc r ib ing  t he  

demographics o f  female gang members, p o i n t s  t o  the  fact that  many of them 

a r e  Aboriginal : 

Most of them come from s i n g l e  parent fami l i es ,  rnother only. Most o f  
them come from lower class background. Nost o f  them come from the  
inner  c i t y  a reas  of  Winnipeg. A large numbet of tbem are  
Aboriginal.  (C53 : 28 ) 

A l o t  of  them are Aboriginal .  Yeah, t h e  ones t h a t  1 work with, 
almost a l 1  o f  them that 1 work wi th  a r e  Aboriginal .  (CJ6:7) 

Estimates range from 60% t o  98% of a l1  female gang members being 

Aboriginal ,  depending on the  agency and what a rea  of the c i t y  i s  involved.  

For example, a Community Based agency which s p e c i f i c a l l y  services an 

Aboriginal popula t ion r e p o r t s  that over 90% of  gang members a r e  

Aboriginal .  Another agency whose mandate i s  t o  service youth who have 

been ordered by t h e  cour t  t o  do c o m u n i t y  service o r d e r s  f CSO's) r e p o r t s  

t h a t ,  while t h e  major i ty  of gang members a r e  Aboriginal ,  a s u b s t a n t i a l  

number of White youth a r e  i nc r ea s ing ly  involved i n  gangs. 

The Winnipeg Pol ice  Serv ice  r e p o r t s  a higher percentage o f  female 

gang members being Aboriginal ,  compared t o  the percentage of Aboriginal  

male gang members. 

The composition o f  s t r e e t  gangs i n  Winnipeg, gene ra l l y ,  is about 
75% Aboriginal .  Perhaps it is h ighe r  r i g h t  now. With females, i t ' s  
a t  l e a s t  tha t ,  and 1 would Say probably  q u i t e  a b i t  higher.  It'd 
probably be c lo se r  t o  85% Aboriginal .  (CJ1:14)  

Overall ,  female gang members, like t h e i r  male counte rpar t s ,  

r epresen t  the impoverished, marginalized and a l i e n a t e d  segment of s o c i e t y .  

Gang women a r e  ind iv idua l s  without power i n  ou t  s o c i e t y .  A s  t h e  nex t  

s e c t i o n  of t h i s  chap te r  o u t l i n e s ,  the  gang provides  them w i t h  the  sense  of 



acceptance and power t h a t  i s  missing from t h e i r  l i v e s .  As descr ibed by 

one respondent, they have l i t t l e  hope i n  achieving o r  accomplishing much 

more. Another respondent r e p l i e d  t o  rny quest ion,  ''mat do you know of the  

background of these  women?" : 

Speaking f o r  t h e  major i ty ,  t h e y t  d b e  Aboriginal women. Probably 
from broken homes and lower s o c i a l  c l a s s .  Probably very l i t t l e  
family s t r u c t u r e ,  o r  if there  is, no family suppor t  . . . Probably low 
self-esteem. No hope f o r  a future. No hope and opportunity f o r  the  
fu ture .  I t f s  very sad when you meet with  l i t t l e  kids who are seven 
o r  e i g h t  years o l d  and you Say t o  them, 'What do you want t o  be when 
you grow up?' and they Say, '1 never  thought about i t . '  I t t s  very 
sad. (SS18:9) 

III. Motivations for Gang Involvement 

The gang provides t h e s e  women w i t h  the  th ings  they  lack i n  t h e i r  

l i v e s  - a sense  of power, purpose and acceptance.  The 'sense of familyt 

provided v i t h i n  the  gang is  one of t h e  major motivations t o  gang 

involvement. 

People j o i n  gangs f o r  s a f e t y ,  acceptance.  L t t  s p r e t t y  much expected 
of  them, too .  Wefre hearing about  a l o t  of k i d s  who a r e  second, 
t h i r d  genera t ion  a l r eady ,  and t hose  a r e  the  k i d s  w i t h  very,  very 
bard core  ties. You know, t h e i r  brothers are involved. Um, 
pro tec t ion .  Their needs a r e n f t  g e t t i n g  met a t  home. F inanc ia l ly ,  
theylre being reimbursed by being i n  a gang. 1t s t a r t ç  o u t  r ea l  
f i n e  and dandy. The kids doesn1 t have any money. A l 1  of a sudden, 
somebody i s  buying them a l 1  t h e s e  c l o t h e s  and g iv ing  them a l 1  these 
things.  And then,  a l1  of a sudden, t h e  i nd iv idua l  has t o  pay the  
gang back by doing t h i s  o r  t h a t  o r  t h e  o ther  th ing .  So they ge t  a 
l o t  of th ings  t h a t  t h e y f r e  not getting from soc ie ty .  Theytre 
ge t t i ng  needs met t h a t  we're n o t  meeting, pa r en t s  a r e n ' t  meeting, 
schools a r e n f t  meeting. So, yeah,  t h a t f s  why they j o i n  gangs. 
(SS14:lS) 

The k ids  t h a t  a r e  coming from dysfunc t iona l  f a m i l i e s ,  what t h e y f r e  
doing is seeking o u t  another  family. Although gangs a r e  
dysfunct ional  f a m i l i e s  as well, bu t ,  a t  least they f e e l  t h a t  they 
may have a L i t t l e  more con t ro l .  A t  l e a s t  t h e  care is  there .  
( C J l O :  10) 



They jo in  t he  gangs f o r  all the  th ings  t h a t  they d o n f t  have, th ings  
t h a t  they a r e  lacking. The major i ty  of  t h e  k ids  t h a t  get i n t o  gangs 
have l i t t l e  o r  no family l i f e .  No suppor t  a t  home. O r  anywhere, 1 
guess.  They needed t o  be needed and wanted. Their support  and 
comfort seemed t o  come from the  k i d s  on t h e  S t r e e t .  (CJ12: 16) 

Other respondents agree.  The gang f i l l s  c e r t a i n  needs. I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  

t h e  gang makes t h e  women (and men) f e e l  a sense  of belonging,  purpose, 

l i k e  they have a ' familyf backing them i n  a harsh world. Consider t h e  

fol lowing comments: 

. . . . [Tl hey s t a r t  very Young, i n  their e a r l y  teens ,  and they  want t o  
b e  cool .  And t ha t  s p a r t  of  it. But they have no one saying, no 
one giving them s tandards .  1 t h ink  t h a t t s  where it mostly cornes 
from. They haven f t  go t  anybody giving them proper gu ide l ines  ... 
[Tl hey haven t got t h e  Love and t h e  nur tur ing t h a t  they  need a t  
home* So, t h e y l r e  looking f o r  it  somewhere e l s e .  The i r  gangs a r e  
t h e i r  ' familyf  , t h e i r  ' b r o s r  . . . They d o n ' t  f e e l  l i k e  they belong 
anywhere. So i t  gives  them t h a t  s ense  of belonging, t h a t  family. 
And you ' l l  hea r  t h a t  from the  g i r l s ,  'This is my fami ly . '  (CJ13:6) 

1 th ink t h e r e f ç  t h a t  whole idea  of needing t o  be connected up, and 
f e e l i n g  l i ke  you have a l o t  of  suppor t ,  p r o t e c t i o n ,  and a 
replacement f o r  family. 1 r e a l l y  do be l i eve  t ha t  t he  ones t h a t  a r e  
i n  there, r e a l l y  have r e a l l y  uns t ruc tu red ,  r e a l l y  o u t  of con t ro l ,  
childhoods from the  beginning, from the  g e t  go, and r e a l l y  a r e  
searching to  f i nd  somebody t h a t  can p r o t e c t  them, o r  t h a t  can make 
them have a sense  of fami ly  o r  belonging. That ' s  one a spec t  of i t .  
( C J 4  : 23) 

You look a t  some of  t h e s e  houses where they [gangs] have t h e i r  
p a r t i e s .  Every kind of dope you can imagine. Booze j u s t  flowing 
through ... [Alnd i t ' s  l i k e ,  ' W e f L L  be your family. We can provide 
you with a roof .  Look a t  t h e  good time wet re having.  No onef s 
being judgmental here .  You know, we can p ro t ec t  you i f  you l re  
g e t t i n g  hass led going t o  school .  O r  whatever, wa i t ing  a t  the  bus- 
s t o p .  You can ca l1  your buddies over  and we ' ll t ake  c a r e  of t h a t  
fo r  you . ' So i t s t h a t  same way , you know, ' We can give you, we can 
give you, and suppor t  you, and w e  ' 11 take  care  of you, and your 
pa r en t s  wont t .  Or t h e s e  k ids  have gone through e i g h t  t r i l l i o n  
f o s t e r  homes and they wouldnf t t r u s t  an a d u l t  within 30 miles of  
them. A l 1  of sudden t hey f  ve got t h e s e  peers  that are  going ' Oh, 
come on, we l i k e  you. We l i k e  you t h e  way you a r e .  And you can do 
some s t u f f  f o r  us .  And Look what we'll  g ive  you back. And one big  
happy family. ' You hear  t h a t  a l o t ,  l i k e  theyfve  [gangs] replaced 
f ami l i e s .  (CJll:18) 



2 )  Recruitment o f  t he  Vulnerable 

The gang r e c r u i t s  those vho a r e  vulnerable,  o f f e r i ng  them 

acceptance,  s e c u r i  t y  , fun, money, power and i n s t a n t  g r a t i f i c a t i o n .  

Broken homes, f a t he r  [and] mother ou t  d r ink ing ,  don' t ca re ,  um, k ids  
o u t  on the  s t r e e t  a t  an  e a r l y  age, 8 ,  9 ,  10  years o ld .  They're 
influenced by t h e  people t h a t  they think ca r e  about them, t h e  gang 
members, t h e  people around them, the  k i d s  on the street, who t r y  t o  
help th-, keep them o u t  o f  t roub le ,  keep them from g e t t i n g  bea t  up. 
So, bas i ca l l y ,  i t  t u rn s  o u t  t o  be an I.O.U. type of  deal .  'For 
saving your l i f e ,  you owe m e  t h i s  much . ' 1 t ' s a never ending 
c i r c l e ,  is what i t  is .  (CJ7:6) 

Young, marginalized and a l i e n a t e d  youth a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  vulnerable  and 

su scep t i b l e  t o  gangs. 

With youths, they donf t have t o  be  c r im ina l s  before t hey ' r e  taken 
i n t o  the gangs. The gangs w i l l  t u r n  them i n t o  cr iminals  . They just 
have to  b e  impressionable.  They j u s t  have t o  be manipulatable and, 
uh, vulnerable ,  and t h a t t  s [the gang) t h e i r  l i f e  l i n e .  They have s o  
much access t o  i t  i n  t h e  s choo l s .  They have so much access t o  i t  i n  
t h e  s t r e e t ,  t h e  l oca l  bang ou t ,  t he  [Manitoba] Youth Centre, the  
shopping mal l s ,  7-11 ... we have k id s  t h a t  a r e  5 and 6 t e l l i n g  us 
what gang they want t o  j o i n  when they grow up.  I t f s  not a good 
th ing .  And by 8 t o  11, uh, t h e y ' r e  a l r e a d y  tha t  way ... by 12 ,  13 
t h e y ' r e  sworn gang members. (CJ1:43) 

This respondent desc r ibes  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  e f f e c t i v e  recruitment s t ra tegy :  

T t ' s  very common for us t o  be  out  on p a t r o l  and su rve i l l ance ,  i n  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h i s  has happened many times, and t o  see a l a r g e  
limousine d r i v ing  down, le t ' s  Say S e l k i r k  Avenue i n  t h e  North End, 
and watch t h e  limousine, and i n  the  back are 3 or  4 gang members, 
o f t e n  times teenagers.  Youth gang members who l eg i t ima t e ly  rented 
t h e  limousine. And, i n  t h e  back with them are 3 or 4 p r o s t i t u t e s ,  
no doubt l i q u o r ,  no doubt drugs .  So t h ey  have a b i g  par ty  i n  t h e  
back of t h e  limousine t h a t  t h e y t v e  paid  f o r .  What welve  seen happen 
is t h a t  they'  11 p u l l  up be s ide  a 13,  1 4  yea r  o l d  guy o r  g i r l  walking 
down the street and what t h e y l r e  saying t o  t ha t  person i s ,  i s ,  ' I f  
you jo in  t h e  gang, you can have t h i s  tomorrow. Ride i n  the  back of 
t h i s  limousine. Party with us. Lots of money, anything you want. 
Have a g r e a t  tirne. J o i n  t h e  gang and you can have t h i s  tomorrow.' 
Now, we, on t h e  other hand, symbol ical ly  are saying, 'No, no, don1 t 
do t h a t ,  go t o  school. Work real, real hard for  f i v e  d o l l a r s  an 
hour. Someday when you g r adua t e  you can be working a t  a p lace  t h a t  
w i l l  pay you minimum vage.' Now, if therets no s i g n i f i c a n t  moral 
programming that 's taken p l a c e  a t  t h a t  home t h a t ' s  going t o  let them 
know that t h i s  is bad, t h i s  is not bad. What choice would you make? 
I n s t a n t  g r a t i f i c a t i o n ,  t o t a l  acceptance,  and t o t a l  independence, or  



working l i k e  c r a z y  f o r  nothing?  That ' s  s o r t  o f ,  t o  s i m p l i f y  t h i n g s ,  
what wevre up a g a i n s t  a l o t  o f  t h e  time. And t h a t  is n o t  an 
i s o l a t e d  t h i n g .  Limousines, e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  summer time, a r e  the 
v e h i c l e  o f  c h o i c e  f o r  gang members. ühen theyt re n o t  s t e a l i n g  cars, 
t h e y  l i k e  t o  r e n t  l imo 's  and d r i v e  around i n  them. Welve had them 
cas ing  p l a c e s  for B & E t  s and robber ie s  i n  Limousines, you know. 
(CJ1:33) 

Another respondent ,  working i n  C o r r e c t i o n s ,  d e s c r i b e s  the  same 

recrui tment  s t r a t e g y  and its powerful  mot iva t ing  in f luence :  

1 d o n l t  know i f  y o u t r e  aware of  th i s ,  b u t  t h e  Deuce have t h e  
tendency t o  r i d e  around t h e  c i t y  of Winnipeg r i g h t  now i n  s t r e t c h  
l imos.  Young guys going around i n  s t r e t c h  l imos,  g i r l s  i n  t h e  back 
seat, open l i q u o r ,  so  on and s o  f o r t h .  I t v  s l i k e  an army r e c r u i t i n g  
p o s t e r .  And t h e y  d r i v e  tbrough these  neighbourhoods and they Say,  
'Heh, t h i s  i s  my l i f e .  Howls your l i f e ? '  You know? And i f  you add 
on top  of  t h a t ,  pa ren t s  t h a t  are, you know, second genera t ion ,  t h i r d  
genera t ion  i n n e r  c i t y  core type  of  t h i n g  o r  j u s t  o f f  r e s e r v e  coming 
i n t o  Winnipeg, no s u p p o r t s ,  no n o t h i n g ,  l i v i n g  i n  tenuous  
neighbourhoods, and so on and s o  f o r t h .  And youfve  g o t  poor peop le  
sometimes making some b a s i c  d e c i s i o n s  as t o  how P m  going t o  s u r v i v e  
t h i s  week, how' s my k i d  go ing  t o  s u r v i v e ,  how can 1 g e t  him [sic ] t o  
school  and back,  and s o  on and s o  f o r t h .  The gang becomes a v i a b l e  
a l t e r n a t i v e .  So, you have t h o s e  kinds o f  dynamics o p e r a t i n g  w i t h i n  
t h e  i n n e r  c o r e .  (CJ3:29) 

Runaways a r e  p a r t i c u l a r f  y vu lne rab le .  One respondent  who works for Chi l d  

and Family Serv ices  comments: 

And what happens t o  our k i d s  when the  go on t h e  run  is  not good. 
I t ' s  horrendous what happens t o  our k i d s  when they go on the  run. 
There a r e  people  out  there who p rey  on them, big  tirne. (SS15:13) 

Other times, they  j o i n  the  gang f o r  s h e a r  p r o t e c t i o n :  

A l o t  o f  t h o ç e  people a r e n t t  t h e r e  by c h o i c e ,  t h e y ' r e  t h e r e  f o r  
n e c e s s i t y .  They do it t o  be s a f e  too.  To be s a f e  from the gangs, 
t h e y  have t o  j o i n  them. (SS19:4) 

I t ' s  a l s o  p r o t e c t i o n .  I t ' s  p r o t e c t i o n  as  w e l l .  Because t h e r e ' s  
c e r t a i n  a r e a s  o f  t h e  c i t y  that are s p e c i f i c a l l y  c e r t a i n  gangs. And, 
a l o t  of peop le  j u s t  j o i n  gangs,  not  because  t h e y t r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
d e l i n q u e n t l y  o r i e n t e d ,  except-  t h a t  vhen y o u r r e  walking down the 
Street, you want t o  have a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  people t h a t  are out  
t h e r e .  You d o n r t  want your  c l o t h e s  being s t o l e n .  You want some 
p r o t e c t i o n .  E s p e c i a l l y  i f  t h e r e v s  o t h e r  gangs coming around, t o o .  
You want them t o  know t h a t  you g o t  back up, too.  So, i t ' s  
p r o t e c t i o n .  (CJ10:lO) 



1 know t h e r e ' s  t h i s  l i t t l e  g i r l ,  and h e r e ' s  a c l a s s i c  s t o r y .  This 
l i t t l e  g i r l  came i n t o  town [Winnipeg]. Her family came i n t o  town 
from way up North, from a reçerue.  They had t o  come t o  town because 
a s i b l i n g  requi red  medical in te rvent ion  on a monthly basis. So they 
had t o  move t h e  c i t y  because i t ' s  the on ly  way tha t  they can keep 
t h i s  ch i ld  a l i v e .  So they move i n ,  whole b i g  f a m i l y  cornes down, and 
t h e y t r e  l i v i n g  d o m  i n  the West side somewhere, not too f a r  from 
Health Sciences [Centre] because theyt re t h e r e  a l 1  the  t h e .  And 
t h i s  l i t t l e  one i s ,  f i ke  a s  naive,  and a s  t o t a l l y  unsophisticated as 
anybody could be .  So s h e t s  o u t  there,  and i t ' s  l i k e  s h e t s  g o t  a big 
"VW on her f ace ,  you know, l i k e  victim. 'Corne, here L am. Take 
advantage of me. ' SO, the L.P. [Indian Posse] g i r l s  i n  the 
neighbourhood a r e  j u s t  giving her a heck of a time, j u s t  a l 1  over 
t h i s  kid.  They eventual ly  kidnap her, t he se  o t h e r  g i r l s  from I . P . ,  
keep her  i n  an apartment f o r  t he  weekend. Theylre  bas ica l ly  saying, 
and t h e y l r e  th rea ten ing  her  with al1  kinds of  s t u f f ,  and they want 
her t o  go work f o r  them. You know, t u r n  h e r  ou t  [ t o  hook on the 
streets]. S h e l s  scared t o  death.  Like, she doesnv t ,  shets  got  no 
experience with anything l i k e  t h i s  ... [The] next thing we know, she  
joined Deuce s o  t he  1 .P .  would leave h e r  a lone .  They have t o  do 
t h i s .  Like, f o r  t h i s  kid t o  s a f e l y  walk £rom t h e  moms house t o  the 
bus  s top,  which was probably ten  houses, and wai t  there  t o  catch a 
bus, vas l i k e  a mine f i e l d  i n  Bosnia f o r  h e r  .. . So pro tec t ion  and 
s a f e t y  is a huge motivating f a c t o r ,  1 t h ink ,  f o r  any of these  kids .  
(CJll:34) 

3 )  Expected Gang A f f i l i a t i o n  

I n  many cases ,  gang a f f i l i a t i o n  is  expected, even mandated. One 

respondent recounted a s t o r y  of a g i r l  who fought t h e  peer pressure  t o  

jo in  a gang a s  long as she could. 

The l a t e s t  one t h a t  1 had contac t  with, s h e t s  1 2  years o ld .  She's 
a gang member now. She fought it. She kep t  coming to  me f o r  about 
a month. She fought i t ,  t ry ing  t o  s t ay  away from [the gang]. She 
d i d n ' t  want t o  have anything t o  do with it. Because of her  f r i e n d s ,  
her  family, t h e  s o r t  of l i f e s t y l e ,  whete she  l i ved ,  it was j u s t  a l 1  
around her . And her f r iends  kept saying,  'Oh come on, come on. 
Jo in ,  you got  t o  be p a r t  of  u s . '  She would hang around with  them, 
but she  was never a member. It  was L P .  She was i n  my teen sunday 
school c l a s s  . . . and she kept t ry ing  t o  come, and 1 kept t a l k i n g  t o  
her ,  'Well, howls it going?' And she said, T m  s t a r t i n g  t o  do more 
bad th ings . '  And then she came one Sunday, and she pul led o u t  her 
rag,  and sa id ,  T m  a member. 1 was i n i t i a t e d  i n  over t h e  weekend. ' 



She vas 'jumped i n , r 8  beat up, and s h e  had t o  do something. I'm 
a f r a i d  s h e ' s  going t o  have t o  do a l o t  more. (CB24:S) 

I n  f a c t ,  i n  t h e i r  world, gang involvement is such an expected r o u t e  t o  

fo l low t h a t  anyone who doesn' t j o i n  a gang is suspected of being a ' r a t .  ' 

A ' r a t '  is the negat ive  label of  an r in formant , '  usua l ly  f o r  the  p o l i c e  o r  

o t h e r  such a u t h o r i t i e s .  The impl ica t ion  is t h a t  a ' r a t '  can never  b e  

t r u s t e d .  One respondent, who interviewed a  female gang member f o r  t h i s  

p r o j e c t ,  suggests  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  only  two a l t e r n a t i v e s  i n  the gang 

member's mind: j o i n  the  gang o r  be a r a t .  

(What about çomeone w i th  theçe high r i s k  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  bu t  chose 
not t o  be  i n  a  gang? ) 

From the  gang members po in t  of view, i t l s  e i t h e r  a r a t  o r  an 
informant. (CJ8:23) 

Given the  inner  c i t y  cond i t ions ,  and t h e  predominance o f  gangs, some 

pa ren t s  not  only  t u r n  a  b l i n d  eye t o  t h e i r  child's gang involvement, b u t  

encourage it .  

We have some information t h a t  now suggests  that t h e  Deuce . . . are 
now becoming popular enough ins ide  t h e  inner  core  t h a t  you a c t u a l l y  
have pa r en t s  suggest ing to  kids  t h a t  if they ' re  going t o  j o i n  t h e  
gang, they should j o i n  t h e  Deuce. And when you s t a r t  t o  g e t  t h a t  
kind of a dynamic, when you have p a r e n t s  t e l l i n g  k id s  t o  join gangs, 
because t hey  think that's b e t t e r  p ro tec t ion ,  and, 'Besides,  t h e  
Deuce s h a r e  t h e i r  weal th  a l o t  b e t t e r  than the  I.P. do. The Deuce 
are more soph i s t i c a t ed .  The Deuce have t i e s  wi th  the  Manitoba 
Warriors ...' (CJ3:29) 
. . . . [Tlhey l i v e  above where the  Manitoba Warriors l i v e ,  and t hey '  re 
cons tan t ly  par ty ing.  So they  [Manitoba Warriors] br ing,  l i k e ,  
t hey ' r e  ve ry  good. The g i r l s  Say, 'Because they b r ing  us  money, a s  
a  way of apology. Because nobody could s leep ,  ' s o r t  of th ing .  But 
nobody wants t o  report them because they d o n t t  want those  
consequences. So, t h a t l s  what 1 mean. I t t s  j u s t  so encu l tu ra ted .  
(CB21:9) 

Getting ' jumped i n t  is  another term f o r  ge t t i ng  bea t  i n '  t o  t h e  
gang. This is an i n i t i a t i o n  r i t u a l  involving a spec i f i ed  number of gang 
mernbers who bea t  up t he  ' i n i t i a t e r  f o r  a s p e c i f i e d  amount of time. 



I n  o the t  c a se s ,  t h e  e n t i r e  family i s  gang a f f i l i a t e d  and the  i nd iv idua l  

has no choice  b u t  t o  join.  

I know of s i t u a t i o n s  where i t t s  t h e  mous who were con t ro l l i ng  t h e  
weapons f o r  t h e  gangs. They s t o r ed  the weapons f o r  the  gangs and 
received % e n e f i t s t  f o r  doing so .  (C.J6:14) 

Ln this a r e a ,  [ the gang is] so  family  r e l a t e d .  Like, t h e r e ' s  j u s  t 
l a r g e  groups o f  one family, and l a r g e  groups of ano ther  family, l i k e  
cousins ,  o r  s t e p - s i s t e r s ,  o r  whatever, and t h e y ' r e  al1 i n  t h e  gang 
somehow. It 's l i k e  one b ig  family. I t f  s kinda l i k e  t h i s  network 
th ing.  The i r  brothers  and then t h e i r  s i s t e r s  are [ i n  the  gang], and 
s o  we have some younger g i r l s  t h a t a r e ,  l i k e ,  10 years old ,  t h a t  a r e  
i n  t h i s  family  network of gang s t u f f .  And, t hey ' r e  i n  i t .  (CB22: 4 )  

4 )  Los Angeles Wannabbeets: The Media and Gang Clamorization 

Many respondents commented on the  e f f e c t s  of t h e  media with respect 

t o  d e s e n s i t i z a t i o n  t o  violence.  Another effect that t h e  media have 

propagated bas been exposure t o  and glamorizat ion of t h e  Los Angeles 

s t r e e t  gangs. 'Colours' was t he  f i r s t  and most i n f l u e n t i a l  s t r e e t  gang 

movie t o  date. The powerlessness of marginalized and a l i ena t ed  Black 

youth i n  America is countered by t he  excitement,  the  sense  of family, t h e  

money and the drugs, and the undeniable 'power i n  numbers' which gang 

membership provides  . I t  is  not a f a r  l e ap  t o  pos tu l a t e  t h a t  Canadian 

Aboriginal youth can r e l a t e ,  i n  many ways, t o  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  s o c i o e c o n o ~ c  

marginal iza t ion and a l i ena t i on  experienced by t h e  Black youth i n  t h e  

United S t a t e s .  One respondent commented: 

Yeah, a l o t  of t h e  inf luence t h a t  k id s  i n  Winnipeg r e a c t  t o  is the  
in f luence  from the  S t a t e s ,  as f a r  as what s t r e e t  gangs a r e  do ing  
dom there i n  Los Angeles . . . [Tlhe term '187, ' which you see i n  
t h e i r  g r a f f i t i ,  t h a t  s tands  f o r  t he  Ca l i f o rn i a  Penal  Code s e c t i o n  
fo r  homicide and it's used as a death t h r e a t  between gang members or  
between rival gangs. Cer ta in ly  none o f  t he  gang members he re  i n  
Winnipeg would know what t h e  s ec t i on  f o r  t h e  Criminal Code of Canada 
i s  for homicide. They d o n ' t  know that b u t  they do know the 
Cal i fo rn i a  Penal  Code s ec t i on  f o r  homicide. So, 1 th ink  a l 1  t hose  
th ings  t e l l  you t h a t  there i s  d e f i n i t e l y  an in f luence  from south  of 



t h e  border.  They ge t  i t  through movies. They ge t  i t  through books. 
Many of t h e  gang members w e  arrest high on coke d r iv ing  a  s t o l en  car 
a r e  playing,  a, gangster  rap  i n  s t o l e n  c a r s  i n  a  t ape  recorder they 
brought wi th  thern. So t h e r e ' s  a s t rong  in f luence  from south of t h e  
border. (CJ1:7) 

The same respondent continues: 

1 do know t h a t  here  i n  Winnipeg c e r t a i n l y  t h e  i n f l uence  from the  
S t a t e s  had a  bearing on it  - the  gang s lang,  t h e  way they ' re  
t a lk ing ,  the way they' re walking, t h e  way they ' r e  d r e s s ing .  I t f s  
a l 1  very American, East L.A. gang s t u f f  . . . Theyf re a l 1  playing the  
r o l e .  Their p a t t e r n  of speech w i l l  change. They change t h e i r  
t a lk ing ,  from a s  I f m  t a l k i n g  now, suddenly when t h e r e ' s  more gang 
members p r e sen t  they r e v e r t  t o  what we would consider 'Black t a l k , '  
l i k e  i n  East L.A.  Kind of l i k e  a  speech, l i k e  t h a t  s t r e e t  type o f  
speech t h a t  you see on t.v. and talk shows. It has  no bas i s  i n  
Winnipeg's r e a l i t y .  I t 's  not a  c u l t u r a l  r e a l i t y  here i n  Winnipeg. 
I t ' s  an i n f l uence  from t h e  S t a t e s .  They're us ing the  same 
terminology. Theytre  p u t t i n g  the  same i n f l e c t i o n s  and accents  i n t o  
t h e i r  voices  t h a t  they would see  t he  Black rap musicians o r  gang 
members i n  t h e  t . v .  shows and movies. 

(Women as well?) 

Women a s  w e l l .  They use t h e  s lang and t a l k  the t a l k  t h e  same. The 
gangs a l 1  t r y  and f l a sh  hand s igna l s  and t h ings ,  b u t  ... they don' t  
know what it means, so t h e y W  stand t h e r e  and go through the  
motions, but  i t ' s  meaningless. They just know t h a t ' s  what you're 
supposed t o  do. They see i t  on t .v. I n  t he  gangs d o m  i n  the  
S t a t e s  t h e r e 1 s  a  whole language by hand s i g n s .  Winnipeg gangs a re  
t r y i n g  t o  l e a r n  t h a t ,  b u t  they're way behind i n  that. (CJ1:36) 

The youth gangs t h a t  theyf  r e  s t a r t i n g  [ i n  Manitoba] a r e  based on the  
American exper ience.  Everything t h a t  they  do. The music. The 
c lo th ing .  The names. The s igning.  You know, some of t h e  symbols 
they t a t t o o .  I t f s  a l 1  American. I t f s  no t  l i k e  t hey ' ve  invented 
something new. Theyvve borrowed it.  ( C J l k 4 )  

Youth o f t en  have a g l o r i f i e d  notion of what 'gang l i f e t  i s  a l 1  

about. Our s o c i e t y  glamorizes t h e  whole no t ion  of a  ' r e b e l '  subcul ture .  

A t  t h e  same time, t h e  media p r e sen t s  both a g l o r i f i e d  and s an i t i z ed  

dep ic t ion  of what i t  would be l i k e  t o  be an 'out law gangs te r . '  

1 th ink t h a t  a  l o t  of the k i d s  want t o  s e l f - i d e n t i f y ,  'cause right 
now they see [ t h e  gang] as something nea t  t o  belong to. They d o n f t  
r e a l i z e  t he  dangers.  (SS18:l) 



Do you think,  f o r  moment, theçe kids  would be  ac t ing  l i k e  t h i s ,  i n  
these  kinds of gangs i f  they h a d n t t  been inf luenced by t .v .  and the  
media? 1 d o n f t  r e a l l y  th ink so .  (SS19:13) 

The glamorized notion of ' t h e  gangt promises excitement and parties. Tt 

embodies r ebe l l i on  and counters t h e  boredom experienced by those who are  

a l iena ted  from the  mainstream. 

Yeah, and the  power t h a t  cornes with  it, t h a t  youtre a l 1  dressed  up 
l i k e  them, and you ' re  thought of as a ' gangs t e r . '  ... And one g i r l  
s a i d ,  l i k e ,  she says , l ~ a n e  l i t  s the  parties too.  At home, you 
know, t h e r e f s  nothing.  My momfs a drunk, and s h e l s  always t r y i n g  to  
slice her  up arms, you know. So 1 go away and 1 can access whatever 
drugs 1 want, and drinking and whatever.' And she's says ,  'There's 
always a par ty .  Therefs  always a b i g  patty. Therefs always drugs. 
There 's  always booze. There 's  always food. The re f s  always 
everything.  And t h e y f r e  a lvays  having fun. '  And so  when you think 
of it t h a t  way, how do you r ep l ace  t h a t  for some k i d  who has  nothing 
a t  home . . . So who wouldnf t go t o  where t h e  draw is? Tt's a big 
huge p a r t y  where t h e r e t s  drugs. If youl re  us ing  drugs, i t ' s  f r ee ,  
i t t s  easy,  and the re1ç  people whotve l i ved  a s i m i l a r  l i f e s t y l e ,  so 
that whole peer support .  And she ' s got nothing t o  do with h e r  time. 
Nothing. (CJ4:15) 

5 )  Power: The Ultimate Rush 

Not on ly  does the s e c u r i t y  of ' t h e  gangf provide a  sense of family 

and belonging, but the 'backup of t h e  gang' o f f e r s  t h e  woman an immediate 

sense of p ro t ec t i on  and power. Suddenly, she has the  c lou t  of the  gang 

behind her .  Others f e a r  her .  Considering t h e  abuse h i s t o r i e s  of the 

majori ty of these women, coupled wi th  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  they a r e  s t r u c t u r a l l y  

powerless and a l iena ted  i n  soc i e ty ,  t he  gang provides  immediate and 

tangib le  demonstrations of power. 

And,  unfor tunately ,  you have t h e  gang element i n  t he re ,  and you have 
t he  a t t i t u d e  there ,  you have t h e  whole men ta l i t y  of the gang, and 
i t f s  l i k e ,  'Donlt fuck w i t h  us, because you know, we're bad. We're 
i n  a gang. And i f  you mess with us,  me and my boys o r  my g i r l s  are 
going t o  corne down on you, and wef l l  t ake  c a r e  of you. Like we 

- .- 

Like a l1  other  names uçed in t h i s  t ex t ,  J a n e t  is a pseudonym. 



demand respect,  because we belong to  Indian Posse. '  So, once t h i s  
g i r l ,  who ' s never experienced t h a t  jo ins  t h i s  gang, automatical ly  
her  self-esteem goes up. Because she f e e l s  she's a p a r t  of 
something. Because s h e l s  g e t t i n g  respec t  r i g h t  away. Because 
everybody fears  he r .  Because she ' s part  of t h i s  group now. And, 
nobody w i l l  challenge t h i s  group because t h e y ' r e  i n  fear ,  becauçe 
they l  re scared they ' re  going to g e t  beat up. So they s t ay  away from 
the  group. So, t he  group can go r igh t  through the school,  and 
everybody w i l l  move out of t h e  way, you know. (C823:10) 

These are people who frequently don1t have a l o t  of acceptance i n  
any o the r  part of t h e i r  l i f e  . . . Once you l r e  p a s t  t he  i n i t i a t i o n  
ceremonies, you g e t  t h i s  s o r t  of - i t ' s  not unconditional acceptance 
- b u t  it i s  probably more acceptance than they 've ever had before. 
Probably more pro tec t ion  than they 've ever had before . Ptobably 
more power than they fve  ever had before. The a b i l i t y  t o  make o t h e r  
people scared of you is a huge a t t r a c t i o n  t o  some of these people .  
(CJ3:ZO) 

We, as a soc i e ty ,  have become increas ing ly  desens i t i zed  t o  violence.  

There1s so  much [violence] t h a t  i s  acceptable i n  soc ie ty ,  you know, 
with videos and movies, 'gangsta l rap songs . 1 mean, i t  l s played 
over and over again,  ' k i l l  the mother fucker l and a l 1  t h i s  s t u f f  . . . 
1 d o n T t  know about you, but when 1 was growing up and l i s t e n i n g  t o  
music, 1 would l i s t e n  t o  the  words, and a l o t  of the  words would 
mean something t o  me. So whether you l i k e  i t  o r  not ,  music and 
videos and a l l  t h a t  s tu f f  i s  very i n f l u e n t i a l  on the  kids  .... 
[CB23:13) 

For those who have l i t t l e  o r  no power i n  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  v iolence is 

the most immediately e f f e c t i v e  way of ge t t i ng  it. 

Then another aspect, 1 think, is  t h a t  whole idea  of r e a l l y  wanting 
t o  f e e l ,  you know, some s o r t  of power. That whole idea of fame. 
That whole idea of people looking up t o  you. Having a reputa t ion  of 
being, 'Oh look i t ,  t h a t  guyls  a Deuce. That guyls  an I . P .  O r ,  
t h a t  woman is connected with t he  gang. O r ,  she ' s got a gang guy 
who'ç r e a l l y  cool, and h e l s  g iv ing  her s t u f f . '  T h a t l s  pa r t  of it. 
So that whole idea of fame o r  power or  recogni t ion t h a t  comes with  
it. (CJ4:23) 

Most s ign i f i can t ly ,  the  gang provides t hese  individuals  with 

immediate power. The e a s i e s t  and quickest  way t o  grab power is through 

violence. W e ,  a s  a soc i e ty ,  have become desens i t i zed  t o  violence.  It is 

everywhere. The use of violence i s  seen a s  r a t i o n a l ,  a l eg i t ima te  

response i n  some s i t u a t i o n s  and, therefore ,  condoned i n  some s i t u a t i o n s .  



When asked about t h e i r  t heo r i e s  on why wefre seeing an increaçe ,  one 

respondent said: 

Well, rny persona1 opinions a r e  because of  t h e  p u b l i c i t y  i t  ge t s  from 
t h e  United S t a t e s .  These k id s  s e e  t h e s e  gangs, i n  p a t t i c u l a r  t h e  
Crips and Bloods. I mean t h e se  a r e  Chicano gangs i n  L.A. t h a t  have 
been around s i n c e  t he  ' 3 0 ' s  and t h e  ' 20 ' s .  And t h e s e  kids are 
influenced by t ha t .  They s e e  t h a t .  They want t o  have t he  power. 
They know t h a t  they c a n f t  have i t  i f  they s t a y  i n  school  and do i t  
t h e  ' r i g h t '  way. They f i g u r e  it's jus t  a s  easy t o  go ou t  and g e t  
even more by doing it the  way i n  the S t a t e s ,  by doing i t  l i k e  a 
gang. (CJ7:16) 

I n  t he  end, the gang provides so  much for  these  women t h a t  they do 

no t  see the  negat ives .  When it is  a l 1  they  have, i t  becomes al1 

important .  

1 th ink i n  s p i t e  of the  violence and t h e  negatives,  and t h e  i l l e g a l  
a c t i v i t i e s ,  our  k ids  tend t o  f e e l  a s ense  of  importance, a sense  
t h a t  someone really wants them. And whether i t ' s  f o r  a l 1  these  
awful reasons, itfs s t i l l  t h a t  sense  of worth t h a t  t b i s  group, that 
they see a s  a l 1  powerful, has  an a l l e g i a n c e  t o  them t h a t ,  t h a t ,  t h e  
saddest  part i s  t h a t  t h a t  a l l eg i ance  goes nowhere. When i t  cornes 
d o m  t o  the n i t t y  g r i t t y ,  t h e y f r e  n o t  included a t  a l 1  as an 
individual  ... (SS15:9) 
Another respondent suggests  t h a t  t h e r e  is  a darker unders ide  t o  gang 

l i f e ,  one where t h e  temptations promised do n o t  nece s sa r i l y  mate r ia l i ze .  

.... [ I l t ' s  t h e  l u r e  of t h e  drugs,  the l u r e  of the money, you know, 
i n s t a n t  g r a t i f i c a t i o n  fo r  t h e  money and t h a t ,  and nobody's going t o  
compete with t h a t .  We canf t compete with t h a t .  The sad th ing  i s  
though t h a t  t h e r e t s  only a s e l e c t  few o u t  of  maybe 500 gang members, 
only  a couple a r e  going t o  really reap t h e  benef i t s  o f  being a gang 
member. The r e s t  of them a r e  e i t h e r  going t o  end up dead, 
incarce ra ted ,  addicted t o  drugs o r ,  you know, k i l l e d ,  whatever. 
(CB23 : 1 5 )  

I V .  The Gang Hierarchv: Gang S t r u c t u r e  and O r ~ a n i z a t i o n  

A l i  t h e  respondents agreed t h a t  t h e  Street gangs have a d e f i n i t e  

h ierarchy.  Similar  t o  bureaucrat ic  o rgan i za t i ons  o r  more organized crime 

c o l l e c t i v e s ,  there i s  a chain of command i n  gangs ,  with a few powerful a t  



t h e  top,  fol lowed by v a r i o u s  Levels t w o r k e r s t  underneath.  

I rnean, t h e r e t s  the gang Leaders. And t h e y ,  i n  t u r n ,  have 
' S t r i k e r s t  f o r  them who do a l 1  t h e  d i r t y  work, whether  i t ' s  B & E ' s ,  
d i f f e r e n t  c r imina l  a c t i v i t y ,  s e l l i n g  drugs ,  r e c r u i t i n g  young women 
t o  work t h e  streetç, th ings  l i k e  t h a t .  (CB20:12) 

One o f  t h e  a t t r a c t i o n s ,  one of  the  myths, mot iva t ing  i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  

j o i n  gangs i s  t h e  l u r e  o f  money. In  r e a l i t y ,  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  members of 

t h e  gang r e c e i v e  very l i t t l e  o f  the  proceeds  o f  crime. They a r e  r e q u i r e d  

t o  g ive  i t  t o  t h e  gang, f o r  t h e  good o f  t h e  gang. 

The r e a l i t y  t h a t  Werve seen,  and the r e a l i t y  from t a l k i n g  t o  high- 
ranking gang members, is  t h a t  i t  j u s t  goes i n t o  t h e  h i e r a r c h y t s  
pocket and they spend i t  a s  t h e i r  own. So t h e y t r e  conning t h e i r  own 
gang, i n  r e a l i t y .  The money w i l l  f u n n e l  up through t h e  channels ,  up 
t o  t h e  p r e s i d e n t .  The p res iden t  o f  t h e  gang might p o r t r a y  that h e t s  
c o l l e c t i n g  t h i s  money f o r  the  gang,  t h a t  h e t s  go ing  t o  buy guns,  
h e ' s  going t o  buy t h i s ,  h e t s  going t o  p u t  i t  i n t o  a n  account  s o  tha t  
they have a  defence fund o r  t h a t  k i n d  o f  th ing .  The r e a l i t y  i s  t h a t  
t h a t  h a s n t  t happened, t h a t  h i e r a r c h y  member has s p e n t  t h e  money and 
t h e  gang d o e s n t t  b e n e f i t  from it much. (CJ1:26) 

1) The Continuum of I n d i v i d u a l  Gang Involvement 

There i s  a  continuum of i n d i v i d u a l  involvement w i t h i n  t h e  gang. 

Many of t h e  respondents  s u g g e s t  t h a t  the real 'hard  c o r e 1  members o n l y  

comprise about  10% of t o t a l  gang popu la t ion .  

Theret s a dif f e r e n c e  between gang members who a r e  ' O .G. ' s , which is 
the  o r i g i n a l l y  g a n g s t e r ,  which a r e  t h e  hard c o r e  l e a d e r s ,  i n n e r  
core, i n n e r  core members of t h e  gang, and t h e  o u t e r  group [whos s n o t  
O .  G .  ] . . . The i n n e r  core membership o f  a s t r e e t  gang is  probably  
anywhere between 15% t o  25% of i ts  a c t u a l  membership. We're on ly  
beginning t o  r e a l i z e  some of t h a t  o u r s e l v e s .  The o t h e r  75% t o  85% 
are marginal  members of t h e  gang. They may be  s i t u a t i o n a l  gang 
members. They may be  people who p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  gang c r i m i n a l  
a c t i v i t y ,  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  gang p a r t y i n g ,  b u t  donf t n e c e s s a r i l y  
p a r t i c i p a t e ,  uh, a r e  n o t  heavy dues  paying members, and a r e  n o t  
nonnally a s s o c i a t i n g  w i t h  t h e  gang al1 t h e  time. And there are a l1  
s o r t s  o f  l a y e r s ,  s o r t  o f  i f  you look  a t  a  t r e e ,  s o r t  of t r e e  r i n g s .  
There 's  l o t s  of p e o p l e  t h a t  a r e  on the  o u t s i d e  p e r i p h e r y ,  vho may be 
ca r ry ing  symbols o f  t h e  gang, t a t t o o s  and s o  on and s o  f o r t h ,  but  
t h e i r  involvement with t h e  inner  a c t i v i t i e s  of the  gang itseif are 
very marginal .  (CJ3 : 6 ) 



The pos i t ion  t h a t  an i nd iv idua l  occupies wi thin  the  gang c u l t u r e  depends 

on t h e i r  asc r ibed  ç t a t u s  and achieved s t a t u s .  The ascr ibed  s t a t u s  of 

being female immediately pu t s  an i nd iv idua l  a t  the  lower end of t h e  gang 

hierarchy.  The most r ecu r r en t  theme i n  al1 of the  in terviews was t h a t  

'men r u l e . '  Male domination, o r  t h e  v a r i a b l e  of  'gender, '  d i c t a t e s  t h e  

h i e r a r c h i c a l  arrangement, f i r s t  and foremost,  taking precedent ove r  any 

o t h e r  var iab le .  

Female gang members have novhere near the  s t a t u s  t h a t  a male gang 
member has. You a r e  t a lk ing  about  a world of t r u e  chauvinism. 
(CJ3 :23) 

But, yout re not going t o  have the [Manitoba] Warriors r e c r u i t i n g  
females t o  b e  i n  t h e i r  gangs, i n  t h e  sense t h a t  t he  gang is. You' r e  
not going t o  be a hard core  member of  t h a t  gang. Never going t o .  
Like, y o u f r e  never going t o  be a hard core member of a b ike r  gang. 
1 mean i t ' s  a male dominated h ie ra rchy ,  and they [ g i r l s ]  a r e  going 
t o  b e  a commodity. (CJll:4) 

Youl l l  hear guys c a l l i n g  g i r l s  ' b i t c h '  and 'whore, and a l1  t h a t  
kinda s t u f f .  Theyfre  j u s t  saying i t  almost l i k e  i t f s  an accep tab le  
word. And 1 have t o  t h ink  t h a t  t h a t  t r ans l a t e s  i n t o  t h e  way t h a t  
they would t r e a t  them a t  the  gang l e v e l .  So, b u t  I'm s u r e  t h a t  
they ' re  Lower on t h e  hierarchy i n  t h a t  way. Theyf re  t h e  o n e ' s  who 
a r e  p r o s t i t u t i n g .  They' r e  t h e  ones who ge t  thrown around. (CB21: I I )  

2 )  Evolution of Gangs: Organization and V i s i b i l i t y  

As ind iv idua l  gangs evolve,  they become more organized.  Their  

h i e r a r c h i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  becomes more rigid. They begin t o  s anc t i on  

p a r t i c u l a r  crimes and not  o t h e r s .  And, they seek ou t  o ther  lower s t a t u s  

gangs t o  do t h e  d i r t i e r ,  ' runner '  work. 

Well, they have, again  t hey rve  taken on the premises of the b ike r  
gangs, where you have your Pres iden t .  And then you have your War 
Chief underneath your Pres iden t ,  o r  t he  bikers c a l 1  them Sergeant  i n  
A m .  And then youfve  got  your Foot So ld ie r s ,  your f i n a n c i a l  
people, people t h a t  w i l l  take c a r e  of a l l  your money and a l 1  your 
dealings.  Tt b o i l s  down t o  the Foot So ld ie r  who does al1 the d i r t y  
work. So, yeah, t h e r e  is a h ie ra rchy .  They a r e  government-type 
s t ructured.  That goes w i  thout  say ing  . Even though these  Street 



gangs a r e n f t  as w e l l  organized,  I guess  t h a t f s  t o  our b e n e f i t ,  as 
they could be.  They have some form o f  organizat ion,  and t h e y t r e  no t  
j u s t  running loose,  a l 1  of them. They a l 1  have t o  answer t o  
somebody. (CJ7:12) 

1 asked one respondent i f  t h e  street gangs had any ties with the  b i k e r  

gangs : 

No, bu t  they respect  the b ike r  gangs. Like, when they [Hel ls  Angels 
biker gang] came i n  t h i s  s u e r ,  they  j u s t  moved i n  t he  North end.  
So, itts 1 . P .  [Lndian Posse] t e r r i t o r y ,  but they donv t back- ta lk  
them. J u s t  because, 1 th ink ,  of the s t o r i e s  t h a t  go around about  
the Hells Angels and s t u f f .  And, that t h e y r r e  j u s t  r e a l l y ,  r e a l l y  
hard core .  So t h e r e  's  a çense l i k e  . . . ' That 's a real hard co re  
gang. You would never mess with them.' (C322:17) 

I n  t h e  world of  organized crime,  s t r e e t  gangs are a t  the bottom o f  t h e  

pecking o rder .  

The Warriors r i g h t  now are q u i t e  concerned with q u a l i t y  not  q u a n t i t y  
i n  t h e i r  gang. So, two years  ago you would have seen the Warriors  
r e c ru i t i ng  just a s  agg re s s ive ly  a s  t h e  Indian Posse t o  ge t  n u b e r s .  
Now you f i n d  t h e  Warriors kicking people  ou t ,  because t h e y f r e  more 
i n t e r e s t e d  i n  higher q u a l i t y  members who can keep t h e i r  mouths s h u t ,  
who w i l l  fo l low the  d i r e c t i o n s  from t h e  leadership  e x p l i c i t l y .  And, 
you know, you s o r t  of  have t h i s  s e t t l i n g  ou t  of the c r imina l  
l i f e s t y i e .  A t  the top o f  t h e  food cha in  i n  crime i n  t h i s  c i t y  are 
the  b iker  gangs, e s s en t i a l ' l y  . . . You would not  find a Los Bravos 
s e l l i n g  you drugs i n  a washroom. You would not  f i n d  a Los Bravos 
stewing n i cke l  dea l s .  You would n o t  f i n d  a Los Bravos doing an 
armed robbery. You would no t  f i n d  them doing a 0 & E .  That ' s  lower 
food chain  a c t i v i t y .  The s e c r e t  of organized crime, i f  youf re going 
t o  be success fu l ,  is t o  g e t  yoursel f  i n t o  the wholesale end. Big 
volumes. Your f i nge r s  donT t touch t h e  s t u f f  . Somebody s t u p i d e r  
than you, somebody weaker than you touches t h e  s t u f f  and tries t o  
move i t .  That's where t h e  s t r e e t  gangs corne i n  ... So, a couple of 
years ago, t h e  Warriors wouldnr t  have been, the  Warriors were i n t o  
armed robber ies ,  t he  Warriors were i n t o  these  kinds of th ings .  The 
Warr io r t s  a r e  now [pause],  w e v r e  d o m  t o  about 22 i n  custody, from 
probably twice or  t h r e e  times t h a t  number a couple of years  ago. 
Does t h a t  mean the  Warriors have gone s t r a i g h t ?  No. It means the  
Warriors have go t ten  smart .  And t h e  Warriors are d i s t a n c i n g  
themselves from direct street h v e l  c r im ina l  a c t i v i t y .  And they are 
becoming t h e  agents of change, as opposed t o  the change agen ts .  The 
s t r e e t  gangs f i l 1  a n i c e  void f o r  the higher l e v e l  gangs. The 
s t r e e t  gangs provide a l 1  s o r t s  of s t u p i d  people who are i n  f o r  a 
t h r i l l ,  who a r e  prepared t o  t ake  these kinds  of r i s k s ,  and f o r  whom 
inca r ce r a t i on  i s  regarded a s  s o r t  o f  a 'coming of  age , '  you know, 
'paying your dues, ço on and s o  f o r t h .  1 can b e  t r u s t e d ,  L've 
done timef and those kinds  of  th ings .  And the  s t r e e t  gangs form a 



very necessary l i n k  i n  t h a t  chain. If t h e  b ikers  d o n ' t  have 
something l i k e  t h a t ,  o r  i f  t h e  Warriors don1 t have something l i k e  
t h a t ,  t h e  Bravo's  dont t have something l i k e  t h a t  , they have t o  d i r t y  
t h e i r  hands, and t h e  chances a r e ,  they  have t o  do some r e c r u i t i n g  of 
people t h a t  they  may not  b e  a b l e  t o  t r u s t .  ühereas these  s t u p i d  
s t r e e t  gang members w i l l  be s t u p i d  enough t o  t ake  t he  fa11 and not  
r a t .  (CJ3:8) 

Winnipeg provides  t he  unique sample i n  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  

gangs, each a t  d i f f e r e n t  s t ages  of ' evo lu t ion '  and d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l s  of  

organizat ion.  This a l lows  us t o  see  what happens, what changes occur ,  a s  

gangs evolve and become more organized. For example, respondents have 

noticed t h a t ,  a s  i nd iv idua l  gangs evolve they a l s o  a t t empt  t o  become l e s s  

v i s i b l e .  

And t he  f i r s t  t ime we t r i e d  [ resea rch ing  t he  Winnipeg gangs],  i t  was 
an i n t e r e s t i n g  experiment ... as soon as the resea rchers  came i n t o  
the  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  t h e  Indian Posse were q u i t e  e a g e r  t o  speak t o  them, 
and candidly.  The Manitoba Warriors completely shu t  them ou t .  And 
t h a t  was s o r t  o f  a measurement o f  t he  evo lu t i on  of t he  Manitoba 
Warriors, from, i f  you had undertaken a s t udy  l i k e  t h a t  i n  about 
1995 with t h e  Manitoba Warriors, my suggest ion would have been, you 
would have g o t t e n  about t he  same amount of information t h a t  you 
would have g o t t e n  from the Indian Posse. I n  t h e  space of  about a 
year ,  t h e  Warriors had evolved and mutated i n t o  something q u i t e  
d i f  f e r e n t  than they  were . My suggest ion now is probably, every  year 
t h a t  w e  t r y  t o  t h i s  kind of r esea rch ,  i n s i d e  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  it 
w i l l  be more and more d i f f i c u l t  to ge t  s o c i o l o g i c a l  data, un less  
i t t s  pi tched i n  a c e r t a i n  way. P:(02:13) 

Another respondent, who works i n  an inner -c i ty  s choo l ,  suggests  t h a t  t he  

'hard core '  gang members a r e  not as v i s i b l e  as  t h e  Wannabbee's: 

There t s  t he  Wannabbee's and t h e  a s s o c i a t e s ,  and then t h e  gang 
members themselves. The gang members a r e  ve ry ,  l i k e ,  they blend i n .  
The gang members, they r e a l l y ,  1 d o n t t  know, t hey  j u s t  d o n ' t  s t and  
out  a s  much a s  t h e  Wannabbeels, because the  Wannabbee's w i l l  j u s t  do 
anything.  And then i f  t h e y l r e  a t i t l e  o r  gang member a l r e ady ,  
they're not  really able t o  stand out  l i k e  a sore thumb anpore. 
(SS17:2; emphasis mine) 

Also, a s  gang members g e t  o lder ,  they become l e s s  o v e r t  about d i sp l ay ing  



t h e i r  gang membership: 

Well, when y o u f r e  i n  t h e  Manitoba Youth Centre,  i t ' s  no t  t h a t  hard 
t o  count gang members, because young k ids  a r e  s t u p i d  enough t o  t e l l  
you. Often t hey  w i l l  t e l l  you. And they ' r e  proud of i t .  T m  an 
I . P .  I'm a Deuce. L 1 m  t h i s ,  I1m t h a t '  And young k ids  w i l l  
f requent ly  t e l l  you t h a t .  As they g e t  o lder  t hey  a r e  no t  nea r ly  s o  
Liable t o  t e l l  you t h a t  because t hey  understand,  usua l ly  t h e r e ' ç  
some consequence, and they ' r e  n o t  very good consequences. The 
tougher t he  line w e  take with t h e  gangs, t h e  harder i t  is,  
obviously, t o  f i n d  gang members t h a t  we d i d n t t  know were gang 
members before.  And a s  t h e  gangs g e t  more soph i s t i c a t ed ,  some of 
t h i s  very,  ve ry  s o r t  of amateuriçh, naive,  business of o v e r t l y  
displaying your symbols becomes counterproduct ive  t o  you. So, you 
tend t o  become more cove r t  about your symbols. Pou tend t o  become 
more cover t  about your behaviours, and s o  and s o  f o r t h ,  and you t r y  
t o  hide your i d e n t i t y ,  which poses a chal lenge t o  us.  (CJ3:lO) 

3 )  Variation i n  t h e  Degree of Female Subservience 

The degree of female subservience v a r i e s  wi th  each gang. I n  some 

cases ,  t he  women a r en '  t even allowed t o  a t t e n d  t he  meetings,  a s  with b iker  

gangs. In  o ther  c a se s ,  t h e  women may b e  allowed t o  form t h e i r  own 

hierarchy,  t h e i r  own 'gang, ' but t h a t  fernale gang i s  s t i l l  u t t e r l y  

subservient  t o  t he  male gang. 

Some of t he  gangs, Manitoba Warriors a s  an example, females can be 
assoc ia tes  of t h e  Manitoba Warriors. They can c e r t a i n l y  a c t  on 
behalf o r  i n  c o n c e r t  o r  i n  a s soc i a t i on  with the gang, but  i t ' s  a 
very sexist organ i za t i on .  They a r e  no t  allowed t o  be members. They 
can never be members. That ' s  j u s t  t h e  way they a r e  organized.  

( A s  with bike gangs?)  

Right. But t h e  Ind i an  Posse, on t h e  o ther  hand, o r  Deuce females 
can be  f u l l  members. (CJ1:13) 

The l e s s  well-organized gangs do n o t  appear t o  have a s  r i g i d  a 

hierarchy. Women a f f i l i a t e d  wi th  those  gangs appear t o  have more power 

and s t a t u s  than those  i n  the more organized gangs. S t a t e d  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  

women have t he  lowest s t a t u s  i n  biker gangs and appear t o  have t h e  most 



s t a t u s  i n  t h e  l e a s t  organized s t r e e t  gang i n  Winnipeg, the  Ind ian  Posse. 

And 1 donr t know i f  i t  ' s  because i t ' s  less organized i n  terms of t h e  
way b iker  gangs are organized. They're [b ikers ]  ve ry ,  very 
organized i n  terms o f  t he  crime, but  I.P. i s n ' t  f o r  su re .  They're 
no t  a s  organized a group. Deuce is more organized,  so  they  may not  
t r e a t  t h e i r  women w e l l .  They may not  g ive  them any of the power. 
But 1 . P .  c e r t a i n l y  had t h a t  branch of women t h a t  were . . . Deuce 
might t r e a t  t h e i r  women r e a l l y  badly, and see t h e i r  women a s  
p roper ty  o r  something t o  use. And rnaybe I . P .  isn' t t h a t  
soph i s t i c a t ed  o r  organized,  and l e t  the  women have power. (CJ4:lO) 

Another respondent sugges t s :  

But i f  you're i n  t h e  Los Bravos, f o r  example, you w i l l  never  see a 
female a t  a c lub  meeting. Never allowed a t  a club meeting.  No 
mat te r  how, how much power t he  o l d  lady has ,  never ge t  i n t o  a club 
meeting. 1 d o n 1 t  t h i n k  the  Deuce o r  the  1.P. a r e  anywhere nea r  t h a t  
... For  example, t h e  gangs seem t o  be q u i t e  conf ident  t h a t  t he  
femafes can be j u s t  a s  dangerous a s  t h e  males. Werve never 
uncovered any s o r t  of  deç i r e  from t h e  gangs t o  s a y  'O.K. When we 
g e t  i n t o  a f i g h t  wi th  another gang the  males w i l l  be  i n  t h e  f irst  
row, and the  females i n  t he  second row, and s t u f  f . ' There ' s none of 
t h a t .  Like, t h e r e ' s ,  l i k e  1 Say, when i t  cornes t o  r i s k ,  1 donr  t see 
any s i g n  of i t  . . . When i t  cornes t o  t h e  bus ine s s  of t h e  gang, 1 
th ink  t h e  gang becomes very chauv in i s t i c  ... T h a t r s  t h e  b e s t ,  t h e  
best t h a t  a female can hope f o r  ... i s  t o  try t o  lock on t o  one t h e  
higher s t a t u s  members of the  b i k e r  gang, and t o  be accepted as an 
' o l d  lady. '  A t  t h a t  s t a g e  of t h e  game they s o r t  of e x e r c i s e  power, 
you know, l i k e  s o r t  o f  the  former queens would w i th  t h e  k ing ,  t h a t  
type of  th ing.  They have power from the  thrown. They can e x e r c i s e  
i t  through t h e i r  o l d  man. And some of them become f a i r l y  powerful 
wi th in  the  b ike r  gangs. But they never have an  o f f i c i a l  s t a t u s .  
(C33:36) 

4 )  Women and Power: A Separate  Hierarchy? 

While women, i n  gene ra l ,  occupy t h e  lowest s t a t u s  i n  the  s e x i s t  gang 

s t r u c t u r e ,  i t  appears t h a t  t h e r e  is a s epa ra t e  h i e r a r c h y  amongst the  women 

a s  well. I n  t h a t  h i e r a r chy ,  some women have more power and s t a t u s  than 

o thers .  The s t a t u s  t h a t  gang mernbers (female o r  male) a r e  accorded 

depends on both t h e i r  a s c r i bed  and t h e i r  achieved s t a t u s  wi thin  t h e  gang. 

Gender happens t o  be a p a r t i c u l a r l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  asc r ibed  s t a t u s ,  

immediately a l l o t t i n g  you a higher s t a t u ç  i f  you a r e  'male. ' However, the  



asc r ibed  s t a t u s  of  having a family member who is  high up i n  the  gang can 

r a i s e  s t a t u s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  a s  well. One respondent  recounts t h e  power 

he ld  by a woman whose family  was very  high up i n  the gang, consequently 

inc reas ing  h e r  ascr ibed s t a t u s .  

'Cindy' was never anybodyls b i t c h  o r  p r o s t i t u t e  o r  whatever. She 
was v e r y  much, uh, he r  b ro the r  s one o f  t h e  founding guys, s o  why 
would she have a lower s t a t u s ?  They wouldnr t  even a l l o v  h e r  t o  b e  
used o r  beaten by t h o s e  o the r  gang guys. So, she  had some power. 
(CJ4 :  19 )  

According t o  the  respondents,  t h e s e  women who a r e  higher up w i t h i n  

the female h ie ra rchy  t r u l y  f e e l  powerful.  Regardless of t h e  male 

dominance w i t h i n  t h e  gang world,  t h e  women feel t h a t  they have agency and 

power . 
' J a n e t  ' didn  ' t see h e r s e l f  a s  being one of t h e  s l u t s  , o r  whores, 
t h a t  t h e y  had running and doing p r o s t i t u t i o n  and those k inds  o f  
th ings .  She saw h e r s e l f  a s  a l e g i t i n t a t e  member o f  t h a t  group, wi th  
t h i s  e q u a l  power, and s h e  thought she  h e l d  equal  power t o  t h e  males 
i n  t h e  group. Her percep t ion  is  t h a t  s h e  was equal  i n  terms o f  h e r  
power a t  t h a t  time. (CJ4:9) 

O f  t e n ,  t h e s e  powerful women w i t h i n  t h e  s e p a r a t e  female h i e r a r c h y  

appear t o  hold  ve ry  t r a d i t i o n a l  and conse rva t ive  n o t i o n s  of f emin in i ty  and 

mascu l in i ty .  I n  the  eyes of the  female gang members, as well as t h e  

males, t h e  r o l e  of ' p r o s t i t u t e  ' f a l l s  a t  t h e  v e r y  bottom of t h e  h i e r a r c h y ,  

t h e  lowest rung wi th in  t h e  gang. The same respondent  descr ibed a powerful  

woman i n  t h e  gang who held  a very nega t ive  a t t i t u d e  toward other  ' l ower '  

women i n  t h e  gang: 

And [she] d i d n t t  even want t o  be a s s o c i a t e d  with t h a t  l e v e l  o f  
s t a t u s .  She saw them as  b i t c h e s  and whores, and s l u t s  and s t u f f ,  
and l a b e l l e d  them, and saw them a s  being w o r t h l e s s ,  but  saw h e r s e l f  
as powerful .  So, t h e s e  women were not  r espec ted ,  even by t h e  women 
that have some power . . . 'Cause they [gang women with power] see 
themselves a s  being very much p a r a l l e l  t o  t h e  men and, as 1 Say, 
they have no respec t  and no use  f o r  t h e s e  women. They see them a s  
j u s t  be ing  a way of g e t t i n g  money. That was h e r  a t t i t u d e .  (CJ4 :  19) 



Female gang members recruit o t h e r  p r o s t i t u t e s  f o r  t h e  male gang 

members. While women s t i l l  do n o t  receive p r o f i t s  from t h e  sex t r ade ,  

those  who put new g i r l s  on ' t h e  t r a c k '  i n c r e a s e  their s t a t u s  wi th in  the  

gang hierarchy . 
She kidnapped a g i r l  on t h e  streets - they kidnapped h e r  - kept  her  
i n  a c l o s e t  naked, t i e d  up, and b e a t e n  f o r  t h r e e ,  f o u r  days.  And 
h e r  pe rpe tua t ing  t h a t  vioLence on a n o t h e r  k i d ,  ano ther  female and 
[pause] because she wasnft agreeing t o  work t h e  streets f o r  he r .  So 
i t ' s  l i k e  a l i t t l e  h ie ra rchy .  (CB20:13) 

5 )  Female Hiera rch ies  and 'All-Women' Gangs: Power i n  a Male World? 

Respondents d isagreed about  t h e  existence of a l l - f e m a l e  gangs wi th in  

t h e  c i t y .  Most o f  t h e  respondents suggested t h a t  t h e r e  are, c u r r e n t l y ,  no 

'all-womenf street gangs o p e r a t i n g  i n  Manitoba. 

(What about  Ace?) 

Well, t h e  Ace i s  t h e  female e q u i v a l e n t  o f  t h e  Deuce. There are not  
very  many o f  them. '' 

(How many? ) 

[pause] O f f i c i a l l y ?  

(Do they no longer  refer to  themselves as Ace?) 

No. A l o t  o f  the  female Deuce r e f e r  t o  themselves as Deuce. 
O f f i c i a l l y  we had no Ace last  month, a t  a l l .  The female I . P .  r e f e r  
t o  themselves as I . P .  The female Deuce tend to  r e f e r  t o  themselves 
a s  Deuce. There ' s  on ly  a couple o f  girls t h a t  were c a l l i n g  
themselves Ace f o r  any p e r i o d  of tirne. Then, every  so o f t e n  they 
create a name. A name w i l l  corne o u t  o f  t h e  b l u e ,  and wel 11 Say who 
t h e  h e l l  are these  guys and so  on and s o  f o r t h .  And then we go 
chasing them, andwe f i n d  o u t  t h a t  it's a sect, an  L . P .  sect, t h a t l s  
formed o r  something l i k e  t h a t .  (CJ3:30) 

Another respondent agrees  t h a t  few, i f  any,  ' a l l - f e m a l e '  gangs e x i s t  i n  

Manitoba: 

I t  is ,  uh [ s i g h ] ,  the  female, and t h i s  is ano ther  phenornenon 1 c a n ' t  
q u i t e  explain, the females have, i n  Winnipeg, have from time t o  
time at tempted t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e i r  own s tand-a lone gangs. The 



Si s t e rhood  is  one example. Ace is another.  What we see is t h a t  
female gangs a s  a  s e p a r a t e  e n t i t y  donf t l a s t .  They donf t seem t o  b e  
able t o  maintain t h e i r  own separa te  stand-alone gangs. Sisterhood 
t y p i c a l l y  ge t s  reabsorbed back i n t o  t he  Posse. Ace is  t h e  female 
component of the  Deuce gang. But f o r  a l 1  i n t e n t s  and purposes,  most 
o f  t h e  time they f o r g e t  t h a t  and j u s t  r e f e r  t o  themselves a s  Deuces. 
So, aga in ,  i t  cornes up every number of months, al1 of a sudden the 
females g e t  together  and decide t o  form a s t a n d  alone gang, st i l l  i n  
a s s o c i a t i o n  with t h e  male gang, bu t  they want t h e i r  own i d e n t i t y .  
But, i t  j u s t  doesn ' t  l a s t .  1 d o n f t  know why t h a t  is. But, they 
don' t seem to  hold an organizat ion a s  a  stand-alone gang. So, 
c u r r e n t l y ,  yeah, t h e r e  a r e  s t i l l  a  l o t  of g i r l s  c a l l i n g  themselves 
as Aces, but  t h e r e f s  probably, t he  ma jo r i t y  now j u s t  r e f e r  t o  
themselves a s  Deuce. The Sisterhood i s  no t  i n  ex i s t ence  a t  a l l .  
(CJ1:14) 

Another respondent exp la ins :  

It hasnf  t happened he re  ye t .  Theref s no evidence of it . . . The 
gangs a r e  no tor ious ly  t u r f  conscious. And any o the r  gang t ry ing  t o  
set i t s e l f  up i n  I.P. t e r r i t o r y  o r  i n  Deuce t e r r i t o r y ,  and c a l l i n g  
itself something else and throwing t h e i r  tags up on t h e  wall  o r  
whatever,  i s  taking huge r i s k s .  T h a t f s  probably the  answer t o  the 
ques t i on .  You'd have t o  have a gang t h a t  was b i g  enough and s t rong 
enough and tough enough t o  b e  a b l e  t o  back one of t h e s e  ex i s t i ng  
gangs o f f .  And t h a t f s  not an easy th ing t o  do.  (CJ3:31) 

Other  respondents d i s ag ree ,  and suggest  t h a t  ' a l l - female f  gangs do 

e x i s t  w i t h i n  t h e  c i t y .  I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t he  respondents who work i n  the  

p rov inc i a l  co r r ec t i ona l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  repor t  t h a t  t hey  do n o t i c e  'ail- 

fernalef gang a c t i v i t y .  While po l i ce  repor t s  and community agencies 

suggest  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  c u r r e n t l y  no fa l l - femsle '  gangs a c t i v e  i n  the c i t y ,  

a c o r r e c t i o n a l  o f f i c e r  t h i n k s  d i f f e r e n t l y :  

They have t h e i r  own l i t t l e  th ing  going on. With the Ind ian  Posse, 
one of the more popular  gangs i n  t h e  c i t y  here ,  t h e i r  fernale version 
of t h e i r  gang iç c a l l e d  t he  Sis terhood,  and i t ' s  run s t r i c t l y  by 
women, and everything t h a t ' s  done o r  d e a l t  wi th ,  is d e a l t  with 
through t he se  women. So t he  male counte rpar t s  have abso fu t e ly  no 
s a y  i n  i t ,  they j u s t  give t h e  u l t imate  approval o r  den i a l  of  
whatever plans  t he  Sis terhood may have. 

(So you ' re  seeing the  Sisterhood a s  s t i l l  being a c t i v e ? )  

Oh yeah. Oh, t h e y l r e  s t i l l  a c t i v e .  They're q u i t e  a c t i v e ,  a c tua l l y .  
(CJ7:9) 



So what is happening here? Are some respondents 'wrongf? Are they 

using d i f f e r e n t  c r i t e r i a  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  an ' a l l - female f  gang? Or, a r e  

they bo th  r i g h t ?  One p l aus ib l e  suggest ion i s  t h a t  female gang members 

only a l i g n  themselves, independent of  t he  males, when they a re  i n  a ' t o t a l  

i n s t i t u t i o n '  s e t t i ng .  Then, when they g e t  back ont0 t h e  s t r e e t ,  back ont0 

' t u r f  t h a t  is a l ready claimed, s o  t o  speak, they  have no choice b u t  t o  

fa11 under t h e  umbrella and s e c u r i t y  of t h e  male gang. On t he  s t r e e t ,  

p a t r i a r c h a l  and c a p i t a l i s t  tendencies p r e v a i l  - only  those  with resources  

can t h r i v e  on the street. Females gangs have l im i t ed  access  t o  t h e s e  and, 

so ,  have no s taying power. In an all-women environment ( j a i l ) ,  a t  l e a s t  

one a s p e c t  of this equat ion ( p a t r i a r c h y )  i s  missing.  Control  over 

resources  (s ta tus /power)  may s t i l l  e x i s t  i n  j a i l ,  hence, the  a b i l i t y  t o  

enforce s o l i d a r i t y .  Another co r r ec t i ona l  o f f i c e r  comments; 

The guys seem t o  be  more t h e  ones g iv ing  t he  o rders  and t h e  g i r l s  
doing what t hey ' r e  t o ld  . . . And, then,  I t h ink  t h e r e f  s probably  a 
h i e r a r chy  among t h e  g i r l s  as wefl .  You know, j u s t  watching t he  
dynamics on t he  u n i t  t h a t  w e  have, and l i s t e n i n g  t o  what some Say. 
L ike ,  the re  was one women t h a t  w e  had t h a t  was very  s t rong ,  and a l 1  
t h e  o the r  g i r l s  d i d  what she  s a i d ,  kinda th ing.  But 1 t h ink  i n  the 
c m i t y  she would be f a l l i n g  under somebody l i k e  a male o rgan i ze r .  
(CJ9:7) 

T h i s  is obviously ano ther  aspect  of female gang dynamics t h a t  needs 

fu r t he r  exp lora t ion .  

V.  Gang A c t i v i t i e s  of Female Gang Members i n  Manitoba 

1) Mandating Violence 

The gang mandates p a r t i c u l a r  behaviours and a c t i v i t i e s .  There is 

a 'code of e t h i c s f  w i t h i n  t h e  subcu l tu re .  The fundamental t h r ead ,  

interwoven through evervthinp; t h e  gang does,  is t h e  predominance of 

v iolence.  Violence i nc r ea se s  s t a t u s .  Violence i s  a way of  l i f e .  



Violence t r a n s l a t e s  i n to  power. 

You have t o  a l s o  remember t h ô t  i t ' s  a t reacherous  world f o r  gangs.  
When, 1 s a i d  you g e t  c l o s e  t o  uncondi t i o n a l  acceptance,  i t i s n  ' t 
uncondi t ional .  Your l o y a l t y t s  cons t an t l y  being t e s t ed .  Your 
wi l l ingness  t o  do t h ings  f o r  the  gang is cons t an t l y  being t e s t e d .  
Your wi l l ingness  t o  t a k e  pain and s u f f e r i n g  is conçtant ly  being 
t e s t ed .  And t h e r e ' s  a  c e r t a i n  masochism t h a t  f lows with being a 
gang member. (CJ3:21) 

Another respondent sugges ts t h a t  , over  time, v iolence becomes 

desens i t i zed  and minimized. It becomes a ' n o m a l '  means of gaining power 

and some gang members grow t o  enjoy it. 

The longer they've been involved i n  a gang environment, the  use  o f  
violence swings from, a t  t h e  beginning, they u s e  violence because 
they a r e  t o l d  to  o r  have t o ,  t o  even tua l l y ,  they j u s t i f y  i t .  They 
enjoy i t .  So, what wefre deal ing w i th  i s  those t h a t  enjoy i t .  So 
they've crossed t h a t  l i n e  of j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  They're i n s e n s i t i v e .  
(CJ8:Z) 

Another respondent agrees: 

(mat about fun? How rnuch of t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  gang r e l a t e d ?  
What do t h e y  do j u s t  f o r  k i cks? )  

Hmmm. T h a t f s  i n t e r e s t i n g .  You know, a f t e r  a  while,  i f  i t ' s  
hab i tua l ,  then i t  becomes e a s i e r  f o r  them t o  t h i n k ,  'Oh t h a t  one ' s  
p i s s ing  me off, so P m  going t o  bea t  h e r  up. '  So it becomes l i k e  a n  
ongoing t h i n g ,  where they '  re, that's how they deal with  t h e i r  anger ,  
o r  t h e i r  power. So I ' m  no t  r e a l l y  s u r e ,  you know, i f  a f t e r  a whi le ,  
i f  it  is j u s t  f o r  fun.  (CB20:23) 

Fernale gang members have been exposed t o  v io l ence  t h e i r  e n t i r e  

l i v e s .  A s  mentioned e a r l i e r ,  t h e  major i ty  of them have been phys i ca l l y  

and sexual ly  abused. 

And t h i s  [v iolence]  i s  how they obviously ,  how they  use ,  want t o  
maintain power and c o n t r o l  , and [ they]  become i n s e n s i  t i v e  t o  t h e  
damage t h a t  they do t o  o t h e r  people . . . The way we think is  j u s t  
no t ,  i s  just not t he  r e a l i t y  t o  them. Tha t t s  why i t ' s  so hard ,  
because we  corne from, uh, they a r e  an  a l t e r n a t e  l i f e s t y l e  motivated 
by violence,  con t ro l l ed  by violence,  and they become immune t o  t h e  
damage t h a t  i t  does. (CJ8:S) 

Pol ice  and co r r ec t i ona l  o f f i c e r s  i n  t h i s  study r e p o r t  t h a t  female 

gang members t end  t o  be charged with more v i o l e n t  o f f ences  than o t h e r  



female o f fenders  genera l ly .  This i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g ,  given t ha t  female 

gang members have ex tens ive  exposure t o  violence and t h a t  the gang 'code 

of ethics' ce lebra tes  v io lence .  A s  one respondent exp la ins :  

So, vio lence  is a very,  very l a r g e  p a r t  of everything t o  do w i th  
gang l i f e  and because of t ha t ,  1 th ink ,  t o  get back t o  your o r i g i n a l  
ques t ion ,  i f  1 compare a female whofs not a gang member, i d e n t i c a l  
age ,  i d e n t i c a l  area where she grew up, i d e n t i c a l  socioeconomic 
background, the  gang member w i l l  genera l ly  be  much more v i o l e n t ,  
much more prone t o  r e s o r t  t o  v io lence  i n  some fashion t o  r e s o l v e  
whatever c o n f l i c t  she  f inds  h e r s e l f  i n .  (CJ1:20) 

Violence becomes a tnormal'  way t o  respond t o  s i t u a t i o n s .  

More of a con t ro l l i ng ,  t h r ea t en ing ,  under-handed, a l o t  more 
v io lence .  One of t h e  g i r l s  - s h e  j u s t  walked p a s t  somebody on t h e  
stairs, and because she d idn ' t  get ou t  of h e r  way, she punched h e r  
i n  t h e  face  and, What?  1 didn'  t r e a l l y  hit her ,  1 j u s t  punched h e r  
i n  t he  f ace  because she wouldn' t ge t  ou t  of my way.' And t h i s  
g i r l ' s  an I.P. member. Well, 'You c a n f t  do t h a t  because you should  
Say excuse me,' and [she says]  'Well why? She should've j u s t  g o t  
o u t  of my way. Like, 1 r e a l l y  d i d n f t  do any th ing  wrong.' So, n o t  
even,  uh, the  v io lence  i s  minimized. (CJ9:15) 

They w i l l  use v io lence  a s  a f i r s t  a l t e r n a t i v e ,  a s  opposed t o  a l a s t  
a l t e r n a t i v e .  (CJ3 : 6 )  

2 )  Gang I n i t i a t i o n  

AS previously  noted,  violence is a mainstay of gang l i f e -  Plot 

s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  ' i n i t i a t i o n '  i n t o  t he  gang is v i o l e n t  a s  wel l .  

So, f o r  a l 1  gang members, female o r  male, their i n i t i a t i o n  i n t o  t h e  
gang was obviously a very v i o l e n t  th ing.  Tha t ' s  t o  prove that 
you ' r e  s o l i d ,  t h a t  you ' re  tough, t h a t  you can take i t ,  t ha t  y o u ' l l  
s t a n d  up f o r  t he  gang. From t h a t  po in t  forward,  violence is an  
everyday p a r t  of t h e  gang. So r i v a l r i e s  between d i f f e r e n t  gangs a r e  
reso lved  by v io lence .  Much of  t h e i r  c r i m i n a l  a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  
conducted by v io lence  ; armed robber ies  , home invasions ,  drive-by 
shoot ings .  Violence i s  the answer t o  v i r t u a l l y  every question that 
cornes up. (CJ1:N) 

The most comon method of i n i t i a t i o n  is  t o  g e t  'beat in.' This  

involves g e t t i n g  beat  by a s p e c i f i e d  number of gang members f o r  a 

spec i f i ed  per iod of time. For example, ' f ou r  f o r  fiver means t h a t  f o u r  



people b e a t  you for  f i v e  minutes. You cannot c r y  ou t .  You cannot scream. 

You cannot fa11 down. You must endure your bea t i ng  i n  order t o  prove t o  

the gang t h a t  you a r e  s o l i d .  ' One respondent d e s c r i b e s  t h a t  ' t h e  beats  ' 

demons t r a  te  : 

- . . . [ hlow badly you want i n  [ t he  gang]. To s e e  how tough you a re .  
To s e e ,  a l so ,  i f  you can keep your mouth s h u t .  That i f ,  5 o r  6 
o t h e r  g i r l s  bea t  you, s o  you g e t  knocked down, you g e t  kicked you 
g e t  punched. And then,  r i g h t  a f t e r  t h a t ,  t h e y r  ll have b a s i c a l l y  a 
p rocess  where they c lean  you up. They hug you. They accep t  you as  
a p e e r ,  as  an equal .  (CJ2:12) 

When descr ib ing  i n i t i a t i o n  b y  ' g e t t l n g  the  b e a t s ,  ' another respondent 

commented : 

Sometimes they g e t  so  p r e c i s e  t h a t  i f  y o u f r e  knocked unconscious 
they '  ll stop t he  clock and resume once you rega in  consciousness. 
( C J 1 :  18)  

Another way t o  g e t  i n i t i a t e d  is  through a s t aged  f i g h t .  This is 

when the  p o t e n t i a l  i n i t i a t e  must f i g h t  somebody who has a r epu t a t i on  of 

being extremely tough. 

A g i r l  would have t o  go f i g h t  another g i r l  who's considered vety 
tough. The girl be ing  i n i t i a t e d  would have t o  go and s t a r t  the 
f i g h t .  And one g i r l  l a s t  summer was pregnant and, ins tead  of  being 
beaten i n ,  they thought it would be s a f e r  f o r  he r  i f  she went and 
s t a r t e d  a f i g h t  with someone else. 1 d o n r t  know how t h a t  would be 
any s a f e r .  But, t h a t f  s what they  decided would be b e t t e r  i n s t e a d  of 
having,  l i k e ,  e i g h t  people bea t i ng  on her .  (SS14:14) 

There a r e  ea s i e r  ways t o  g e t  i n t o  some gangs. For i n s t ance ,  some 

gangs might only requ i re  t h a t  t h e  i n i t i a t e  commit a crime f o r  the gang or  

r e c r u i t  ano ther  female t o  p r o s t i t u t e  f o r  the  gang. By f a r  the  e a s i e s t  way 

t o  ge t  i n t o  a gang i s  t o  be ' b l e s s e d f  i n .  E s s e n t i a l l y ,  t h i s  is when an 

ind iv idua l  is born i n t o  t h e  gang through t h e i r  gang pa ren t s .  Winnipeg has 

reached t h i r d  generation gang s t a t u s .  



The i n i t i a t i o n  r i t u a l s  Vary with each gang. 

The e a s i e s t  way t o  g e t  i n t o  t h e  1 - P .  i s  t o  be known t o  b e  r e l a t e d  t o  
someone - o r  t o  be s i g n i f i c a n t l y  involved wi th  somebody whofs  a  
prominent I . P .  member . . . It might involve a  bea t  up. They c a l 1  i t  
g e t t i n g  ' t h e  b e a t s . '  It might involve  ge t t i ng  t h e  beats .  It might 
no t .  I t  might, uh, i f  t h e r e t s  enough s t a t u s  with the  I.P., y o u l r e  
s imply i n .  T h a t l s  how uns t ruc tu red  t h a t  gang tends t o  be. (CJ3:24) 

Research i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  has suggested t h a t  women g e t  'sexed 

i n '  t o  t h e  gangs, meaning t h a t  t h e y  have t o  have sex  with a  s p e c i f i e d  

number of male gang members. None o f  t h e  respondents i n  t h i s  s t udy  found 

t h a t  t o  be  t h e  case i n  Manitoba. The only  s i t u a t i o n s  where women a r e  

forced t o  have sex wi th  mul t ip le  male gang members i s  i n  the case of b iker  

gangs. 

Well,  as f o r  most gang i n i t i a t i o n s ,  you have t o  be beaten i n ,  i n  
o r d e r  t o  be a  member. You have t o  survive  a  r a t h e r  b r u t a l  bea t ing  
from f i v e  o r  s i x  o t h e r  gang members o f  t he  f a c t i o n .  And t hey  w i l l  
b e a t  you severe ly .  And you have t o ,  you donf t scream, you don1 t 

c a l l  f o r  he lp ,  you t a k e  your bea t i ng ,  and t h a t  makes you a  member. 

(1s t h a t  [beat - ins]  more comon than ge t t i ng  sexed i n ,  o r  having t o  
p u l l  a  t r a i n ? )  

Well again ,  g e t t i n g  sexed i n ,  o r  pu l l i ng  a  t r a i n ,  youl re going t a  
f i n d  t h a t  t h a t f s  more common wi th  your b iker  a f f i l i a t e d  type  gangs 
... (CJ7:8) 

I t  appears t h a t  g e t t i n g  ' sexed i n f  i s  i n c o r r e c t l y  açsoc ia ted  with 

i n i t i a t i o n .  While, i n  o rder  t o  hang wi th  and pa r t y  with a  b i k e r  gang, 

many women have t o  f p u l l  a t r a i n 1  (have sex with each of t he  b i k e r s  one 

a f t e r  a n o t h e r ) ,  i t  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  i n i t i a t i o n  because women can never  b e  

members. Perhaps t h i s  expla ins  some of t he  confusion surrounding the 

question of women g e t t i n g  'sexed i n '  t o  gangs. 

Recruitment and i n i t i a t i o n  r i t u a l s  a l s o  occur wi th in  the p rov inc i a l  



cor rec t iona l  i n s t i t u t i o n s :  

And a s  
i n s t i  t u t i  
a c t i v e l y  . 

soon a s  they [gang members] h i t  our [ co r r ec t i ona l ]  
.ons , t h ey  would begin t o  r e c r u i t  very  heav i ly ,  r e c r u i t  very 

And we ' re  not  t a l k i n g  recruitment t h a t  was n e c e s s a r i l y  
voluntary  . . . But they would r e c r u i t  a c t i v e l y  and p a r t  o f  t he  
reason was t h a t  t hey  have an animosi ty  t o  each o the r .  Very j ea lous  
of 'turf' with  each other ,  and q u i t e  capable of ins tantaneous  
violence,  and s e r i o u s  violence.  So they began t o  r e c r u i t  non- 
a l igned  inmates i n  a b ig  way. And we would have loca t ions  being 
taken over by t h e  gangs. (CJ3:03) 

Another respondent d i s cus se s  gang recrui tment  i n  j a i l :  

A very powerful,  w e l l  connected, communication system. They 
[ incarce ra ted  female gang members] know f a s t e r  than 1 do whofs 
coming i n ,  why t h e y ' r e  coming i n ,  whether o r  not  they can b e  
t r u s t ed .  There a r e  communications from Portage [Cor rec t iona l  
I n s t i t u t i o n ]  t o  t h e  [Winnipeg] Remand Centre, on who t o  rough up and 
who t o  t e s t .  They ' l l  s t age  g l a d i a t o r  f i g h t s ,  t h e  women. Men w i l l  
do it ~ O O ,  but  wer r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  looking a t  t h e  women- And t he  
g l ad i a to r  f i g h t  i s  t o  prove you ' re  s o l i d ,  t o  show t h a t  you can 
f i g h t ,  t o  do as you ' re  to ld ,  t o  be  an i n i t i a t e  i n .  (CJ8 : l l j  

'Swarm a t t a c k s '  a r e  a common method of  recruitment i n  p r i son .  

A normal p r i son  f i g h t  i s  u s u a l l y  t e r r i b l y  mismatched. O . K . ?  
Uçually one avfully bigger guy and one avfully smaller  guy, o r  a 
couple of b igger  guys and a couple  of smal ler  guys. The gangs 
brought a new dimension of i n t im ida t i on  t o  t h i s ,  and t h i s  was 'swarm 
a t t a c k s ,  where t hey  would corne i n t o  a loca t ion ,  t h e r e  would b e  f i v e  
o r  s i x  gang members, they would chose one a t  a time, the  people t h a t  
they want t o  r e a l l y  in t imida te  or  r e c r u i t  i n t o  t h e  gang, and swarm 
a t t a ck  them. And wi th  the  inmate code genera l ly  being t h a t  ' I f  it  
doesnv t  a f f e c t  me, 1 d o n f t  g e t  i n t o  t h i s  kind of  s t u f f , '  t hey  were 
ab le  t o  take over  a loca t ion  r e l a t i v e l y  quickly .  They would swarm 
3 o r  4 people i n  a row. And, f i n a l l y ,  you end up with now maybe 10 
gang members who a r e  a l 1  committed t o  each o t h e r  f a n a t i c a l l y ,  faced 
up aga in s t  a whole bunch of non-aligned people who r e a l l y  j u s t  
d i d n f t  want t o  ge t  i n t o  t h i s ,  t h ey  j u s t  wanted t o  do ' q u i e t '  time 
[while i nca r ce r a t ed ] .  And i f  you mul t ip ly  t h a t  by loca t ion  a f t e r  
l oca t i on ,  t h i s  g e t s  t o  be quite a c r i t i c a l  mass w i th in  the  
i n s t i t u t i o n .  (CJ3:04) 

3)  I l l e g a l  A c t i v i t i e s  and Gang Li fe  

Not only does t h e  gang mandate v iolence,  i t  a l s o  mandates 

involvement i n  c r imina l  a c t i v i t y .  You have t o  'make your bones , '  



cont r ibu te  t o  t h e  ' p o t . '  This involves i l l e g a l  a c t i v i t i e s .  

Well, 1 mean, youlve go t  t o  prove th ings  t o  your o thers ,  t o  your 
pa r tne r s ,  t o  your gang f r i ends .  Youlve got  t o  prove th ings  even i f  
you l re  j u s t  a f f i l i a t e d .  Youl l l  do anything from, they711 be asked 
t o  do anything from a simple robbery,  t o  murder, t o  rape,  whatever 
i t  takes .  Whatever iç approved o r  looked upon a s  being decent  by 
the  gang. You have t o  make your bones somehow, i n  o rder  t o  hang 
with the  gang, o r  t o  b e  i n  the gang. So, yourve got  t o  be i n t o  t h e  
cr iminal  a c t i v i t y  a spec t  of i t .  (CJ7:7) 

I n  f a c t ,  'doing t imef i n  j a i l  represents  a 'badge of  honourf i n  t h e  gang 

wor Id .  

You know, theyf  11 do t h e i r  s t i n t s  i n  [Manitoba Youth Centre J , and 
t h a t ' s  another p r e s t i g i o u s  thing, i f  you do time. They l e a r n  more 
th ings  i n  t he r e ,  too.  (C320:13) 

The major i ty  o f  respondents i n  t h i s  s tudy  s t a t e d  t h a t  women 

p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  i l l e g a l  gang a c t i v i t i e s  t o  t he  same e x t e n t  as t he  men do, 

including: robbery, a s s a u l t s ,  murder, t h e f t s  ( e s p e c i a l l y  automobi le) ,  

break and e n t e r s ,  drug t r a f f i c k i n g ,  p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  and general  a c t s  of 

violence,  including t h r e a t s  and in t imida t ion .  

They do a l 1  t h e  t h ings  t h a t  t he  guys do. Shop-Lifting, a s s a u l t s ,  
robbery 's ,  B 6t E ' s .  I t ' s  a l 1  p r e t t y  much normal a c t i v i t y  i n  the 
gang. (CJ6:19)  

They' re [female gang members] involved i n  moving drugs, l i k e  I s a i d ,  
1 've given you p i c t u r e s  before i n  terms o f  t hey lve  c e r t a i n l y  been 
involved i n  armed robber ies ,  t h e y l v e  been involved i n  break and 
en t e r s .  They seem t o  be,  uh, t r e a t e d  by, a t  l e a s t  the  two s t r e e t  
gangs, a s  being q u i t e  capable, as being involved i n  the f r o n t  l i n e  
of  crime, t h a t  kind of th ing ,  inc lud ing  heavy s h o t  s t u f f ,  you know, 
playing with weapons and ge t t i ng  i n t o  f i g h t s  and those k inds  of 
th ings .  Theyt re  c e r t a i n l y  not c h a u v i n i s t i c  t o  t h a t  ex ten t ,  i n  terms 
of exposing women t o  r i s k .  No. 1 d o n l t  th ink  t h e r e ' s  any problem 
with t h a t .  I n  terms of exposing women to ,  uh, up t o  and inc lud ing  
gang violence w i th  each other .  No problem wi th  t h a t .  So, i n  al1 
the  r i çky  t h ings ,  t h e  women a r e  given equal foo t ing .  (CJ3:36) 

Robbery i s  t h e  o f f ence  of choice. Robbery is a l 1  t ha t  s t r o n g  a m  
s t u f f  f o r  j a cke t s  and h a t s ,  and sneakers ,  and shaking down kids f o r  
money and whatever. I mean, and t h a t l s  been l i k e  t h a t  f o r  two 
years.  (CJ11:14) 



A l o t  of t h e  muggings t h a t  we have downtown happen t o  be g i r l s .  A 
pack of f o u r  o r  f i v e  o r  e igh t  females a t tack ing  one o r  two o t h e r  
females. A l o t  of times it w i l l  be j u s t  a crime o f  opportunity.  I t  
w i l l  b e  a group t h a t  a r e  involved wi th  a s t r e e t  gang. I t  w i l l  j u s t  
have two young l a d i e s ,  two g i r l s ,  t h a t  theylve decided they want 
t h e i r  j a cke t .  They want t h e i r  purse .  They want t h e i r  money, 
whatever they have. They may want a gold chain-  J u s t  a crime of  
opportunity,  i n  t h a t  those two groups happen t o  c r o s s  paths, and t h e  
one group obviously wants something t h e  other group had, and use  
violence and the  t h r e a t  of violence t o  obtain it. A l o t  of times, 
the  t h r e a t  is  used f i r s t ,  'Give us  your jacket,  g ive  us your pur se  
or whatever' and a l o t  of times they  w i l l  Say no, o r  j u s t  t r y  t o  
ignore them. And then  the next t h ing  they know they  a r e  lswarmed.' 
(CJ2: 15 ) 

Another respondent agrees  t h a t  women a r e  involved i n  t h e  whole spectrum of  

gang a c t i v i t i e s .  

We have females who a r e  involved i n  t h e  whole gamut of c r imina l  
a c t i v i t y  t h a t  gangs l i k e ,  ranging from minor t h e f t s ,  s t o l en  au tos .  
We have females i n  robber ies .  We have females s e l l i n g ,  t r a f f i c k i n g  
drugs . We have females running p r o s t i t u t e s  , other  female 
p r o s t i t u t e s .  We have c e r t a i n l y  had females p re sen t  a t ,  and i n  some 
per ipheral  way, t ak ing  p a r t  i n  drive-by shootings,  and i n  s eve ra l  of 
t h e  gang-related murders t h a t  we've had. (CJ1:21) 

Respondents agree  t h a t  female gang members u t i l i z e  weapons j u s t  as much as 

t h e  male gang members do- 

Same types  of  weapons. Guns, knives ,  c l u b s .  You l l l  f ind women 
car ry  more along t h e  l i n e s  of knives o r  s t r a i g h t  razors  or  guns, 
ra ther  than the  phys i ca l  aspect  of  i t ,  with c lubs  or c h a h s .  
(CJ7:8) 

One respondent suggested t h a t  women, because of t h e i r  lower s t a t u s  i n  t h e  

gang hierarchy, were o f t e n  used a s  ' b a i t ' :  

1 remember being t r a i n e d  on how t o  rob somebody. 1 never d id  i t .  
But they were teaching me what t o  do, and what 1 was t o  do, a s  t h e  
female. They were u s ing  me as b a i t .  And 1 know t h a t  t h e  gangs w i l l  
alwags use t h e  females a s  b a i t ,  e i t h e r  t o  get ano ther  female who's 
going t o  l g e t  i t ,  o r  another male whols going t o  ' g e t  it. l The 
females a r e  being used as b a i t  by t h e  males. And, they always have 
and they always w i l l .  ( S S 1 7 : 4 0 )  

Another respondent s i m i l a r l y  suggests t h a t  t h e  gang takes  advantage of t h e  

fact t ha t  crime and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  a r e  def ined  a s  'male. ' The male gang 



members know t h a t  the females a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  be sea rched  by 

a u t h o r i t i e s ,  such as  t h e  po l ice .  Therefore,  t h e  females a r e  used t o  do 

the  ' m n n e r  work,' o r  c a r r y  the  'goods, '  o r  d r i v e  t h e  car:  

Our information is t h a t  [gang women] w i l l  be  the ones used t o  
e i t h e r ,  hide a weapon, make them c a r r y  a weapon t o  and from a 
s p e c i f i c  loca t ion ,  o r  even t r an spo r t  drugs.  Because, un fo r tuna t e ly ,  
most po l i c e  o f f i c e r s ,  1 t h ink ,  view a male a s  more o f  a l i k e l y  
person t o  commit i l l e g a l  a c t i v i t y ,  c r im ina l  a c t i v i t y .  And a l s o ,  on 
sea rch  i n  general ,  t h ey ' r e  t o l d  t h a t  t h e  most immediate t h r e a t  is a 
male, as opposed to a female . . . [WJithout exception,  most po l ice  
o f f i c e r s  w i l l  pay more a t t e n t i o n  t o  t he  males because t h e y  expect 
them t o  be carrying ou t  the  cr iminal  a c t i v i t y ,  t o  have the weapon, 
t o  have the  drugs o r  whatever e l s e .  (CJ2:3) 

A s  touched on b r i e f l y  i n  t h e  previous s e c t i o n ,  a ' p r o s t i t u t e '  is 

considered t o  be the  lowest  r o l e  i n  t h e  gang, a l b e i t  a l u c r a t i v e  business 

( f o r  t h e  men). A woman's p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  sex  t r ade  depends on her  

s t a t u s  w i th in  the  gang. The female members have d i f f e r i n g  l e v e l s  of 

recogni t ion and s t a t u s  wi th in  t he  gang; a continuum of subservîence,  a 

h ierarchy amongst themselves. While d i f f e r e n t i a l  r o l e s  and s t a t u s e s  a re  

d i s t r i b u t e d  and accorded amongst t h e  women themselves, females s t i l l  

remain subserv ien t  t o  males who con t ro l  and p r o f i t  from the  s e x  t r a d e .  

According t o  t he  respondents i n  t h i s  s t udy ,  not  a l 1  female gang 

members p r o s t i t u t e .  I n  f a c t ,  some quest ion whether o r  not  t h e  m a j o r i t y  of 

p r o s t i t u t e s  a r e  even gang members. Rather than being ac tua l  members, the 

only r o l e  t h a t  t he  gang p l ays  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  is  a s  a pimp. 

(And what about sex? How many of them a r e  hooking, o r  working?) 

1 would Say, t h a t ,  probably around 20% [ a r e  hooking] . Well, [pause] 
well, t h a t v s  kinda h igh  too.  Um, 1 would have t o  Say maybe a l i t t l e  
b i t  lower. A l o t  of those g i r l s  a r e n i t  g i r l f r i e n d s  of gang members. 
A l o t  of  them are j u s t  ' d o m t  with t h a t  group,  and have become kind 
of [pause],  t hey ' r e  j u s t  t he  working g i r l s ,  you know? And, t hey ' r e  
p r e t t y  much add ic ted  t o  t he  cocaine,  which o f  course is con t ro l l ed  
by e i t h e r  the  I.P. o r  the  Warriors.  (CB23:17) 

Predominantly, the  ' h igher  up' female members, who have some power wi thin  



t h e  gang, do not have t o  p r o s t i t u t e .  For example, one respondent 

descr ibes  how one g i r l  achieved a s i g n i f i c a n t  s t a t u s  through her  f i g h t i n g  

a b i l i t i e s  and, consequently,  was a b l e  t o  avoid vorking t h e  s t r e e t .  

And, 1 have ano ther  young g i r l  who has kind  of  r i s e n  [ i n  t he  gang]. 
She never seemed t o  be a l eader  . Shel s ve ry  t imid ,  very shy. Shel s 
1 4  [years  o ld]  now ... but 1 t h i n k  h e r  l e ade r sh ip  q u a l i t y  cornes i n  
t h a t  s h e l s  t h e  one t h a t  does a l 1  t he  f i g h t i n g .  I r v e  heard r e p o r t s  
where s h e l s  taken on s i x  o the r  g i r l s ,  and b e a t  t h e  crap out  o f  them. 
And her  f r i ends  j u s t  stood back, because she's p ro t ec t i ng  he r  
f r i ends .  She has gained such r e spec t  t h a t ,  a s  f a r  a s  1 know, she  
h a s n r t  had t o  do anything l i k e  p r o s t i t u t i o n .  (11:9) 

Some suggest  t h a t  it is more e f f e c t i v e ,  from t h e  male gang membersr p o i n t  

of view, i f  females a t t empt  t o  r e c r u i t  o the r  women t o  work t he  street.  

I f  they  d o n l t  p r o s t i t u t e  themselves, they w i l l  r e c r u i t  young g i r l s  
t o  come work w i th  them, whether by i n t im ida t i on ,  by f e a r ,  o r  j u s t  
shee r  money. The o ld  adage about making a l o t  of money f a s t .  
T h e y r l l  uçual ly ,  most male gang members, w i l l  u sua l l y  send females 
ou t  t o  r e c r u i t  f o r  them, because they f i n d  t h a t  t h e y l l l  g e t  more 
wil l ingness  ou t  o f  young g i r l s  who may n o t  have thought about 
p r o s t i t u t i o n  a s  a p o s s i b i l i t y .  I f  they g e t  o t h e r  g i r l s  t e l l i n g  them 
how g r e a t  it i s  .... (CJ7:9) 
What I 1 v e  not iced i s  t h a t  t h e  male gangs a r e  us ing  g i r l s  t o  f o r c e  
o t h e r  g i r l s  [ i n t o  p r o s t i t u t i o n ] .  P v e  seen  s i t u a t i o n s ,  and come 
ac ro s s  information,  where guys would g e t  g i r l s  t o  go o u t  and 
t h r ea t en  o ther  g i r l s  t o  go on t h e  t r a ck ,  o r  f o r c e  them i n t o  going on 
t h e  t r a ck ,  and s t u f f  like t h a t .  (CJ10:8) 

One respondent noted : 

.... [Tlhe females w i l l  run, w i l l  g ene ra l l y  b e  running younger 1 2 ,  
13, 1 4  year o l d  female Aboriginals  a s  their p r o s t i t u t e s  and 
v ic t imiz ing  them, a s  weLl as g e t t i n g  them hooked on drugs. (CJ1:25) 

While some lchooçel t o  p r o s t i t u t e ,  f o r  o the r s  t h e  exper ience  is f a r  from 

voluntary.  They i n i t i a l l y  f ind t h e  gangs fun and exc i t i ng ,  however, 

things change quickly.  

They w i l l  take a l o t  of new rnembers, l i k e ,  young g i r l s .  And t h e y r  r e  
g i r l f r i e n d s  f i r s t .  And then t h e y l l l  push them o u t  i f  they want t h e  
money. The guys w i l l  j u s t  t o s s  them t o  t h e  wind, kind of t h ing .  
And [ t h e  g i r l s ]  w i l l  have t o  do it, o r  s u f f e r  t h e  consequenceç. And 
t h a t  can be dea th .  You know, t h e  gangs s t a n d  around the re ,  and they  
got t h e i r  guns. I f  they t r y  t o  leave t h a t  street corner wi thout  



going with a ' john , '  t h e r e l l l  be s eve re  punishment, up t o  t he  p o i n t  
of death.  And they know that. Or t h e i r  family  g e t s  a t t acked .  So, 
it  looks i n v i t i n g  a t  f i r s t ,  but  when you g e t  i n  t h e r e ,  i t ' s  not  s o  
i n v i t i n g .  (CB24:9) 

1 th ink  these  k i d s  [young women] a r e  more a t  r i s k  w i th  t h e  o lde r  
guys, ending up a t  a pa r t y .  Some of  t h e s e  young k i d s  end up a t  a 
p a r t y ,  with a l o t  of dope and a l o t  o f  booze, and things g e t  r e a l l y  
wi ld .  And they  end up g e t t i n g  passed around [ sexua l ly ,  from male t o  
male]. And when they wake up t he  nex t  day,  i t ' s  l i k e ,  'Oh my God.' 
1 th ink  you g e t  a l o t  of v i c t im  s t u f f  sti11 happening wi th  some of  
t h e  g i r l s .  They ' re no t  happy a t  home, and they g e t  hooked i n  . . 
I 1 v e  heard t h a t  happening w i th  Warriors s t u f f .  That t hey ,  with t h e  
young g i r l s  t h a t  they g e t ,  and they g e t  them young, l i k e  1 4 ,  and 
t he se  are a d u l t  males . t h e y l r e  a l s o  g e t t i n g  i n t o ,  1 t h i n k  some of  
the  gangs, 1 d o n ' t  know which one it  is, i s  a l s o  g e t t i n g  i n t o  t h e  
k idd i e  porn, so they lve  g o t  t o  be o u t  t h e r e  r e c r u i t i n g  i t  somehow. 
( C J l l :  19 ) 

1 know t h a t  some of  t h e  g i r l s  ' p u l l  t r i c k s  t o  get s t u f f  f o r  t h e  
guys. Like a couple o f  my g i r l s ,  k ind o f ,  through pressure  o r  
whatever, had t o  work t h e  t r a c k  and g e t  money for ' c r a ck '  for t h e  
guys. That happened a l o t  over Christmas, a c t u a f l y .  (CB22:9) 

Another respondent comments; 

Female gang members have been known t o  r e c r u i t  younger females t o  b e  
p r o s t i t u t e s .  

(The woman r e c r u i t e d  t o  be a p r o ç t i t u t e ,  would t h a t  p r o s t i t u t e  have 
any gang t i e s ?  Would çhe know of the gang?)  

Oh s h e l d  probably know damn well who i t  was. And t h a t t s  used t o  
keep the  p r o s t i t u t e  i n  l i n e .  

(Would t h a t  make her  some type of a gang a s s o c i a t e  o r  i s  she j u s t  
t r i c k i n g  f o r  t h e  gang?) 

Not necessa r i ly .  J u s t  t r i c k i n g ,  and on ly  a t  some s t a g e  a t  which she  
dec ides  t h a t  she  wants t o  move up i n  s t a t u s  o r  whatever i t  is. And 
she  maybe makes some i nd i ca t i on  t h a t  she  t h i n k s  she shou ld  be i n  t h e  
gang. And then they would have some k ind  o f  i n i t i a t i o n  r i t u a l  f o r  
he r  . 
(Do t h e  gang women j u s t  r e c r u i t  p r o s t i t u t e s  o r  do they t r i c k  
themselves?) 

They can t r i c k  themselves. They can r e c r u i t  o the r  women t o  do i t .  
It seems t o  be a s t a t u ç  and power t h i n g  t o  do t h a t ,  f o r  them t o  go 
ahead and r e c r u i t .  (CJ3:32) 

I t  appears t h a t  female gang members who r e c r u i t  o t h e r  women t o  



p r o s t i t u t e  for  the  gang increase t h e i r  s t a t u s  by doing so: 

. . . . [Slome of my rea l  hard core g i r l s  i n  the c e n t r a l  area [of 
Winnipeg], t hey ' r e  the ones t h a t  are the  i n i t i a t o r s  now, because 
theylve stepped up a l e v e l  and they have t o  r e c r u i t  g i r l s .  So if 
they can r e c r u i t  10 g i r l s  t o  work the  streets, then t h e y l r e  promoted 
t o  another l e v e l ,  or another  name, you know. (CB20:ll) 

The women who do p r o s t i t u t e  f o r  t he  gang see very l i t t l e  of the  

p r o f i t s .  As mentioned before, men receive t h e  benef i t s  of t h e  sex t rade,  

and the women a r e  given enough t o  j u s t  ba re ly  survive o r ,  t yp i ca l ly ,  the  

ones addicted t o  drugs a r e  simply given t h e i r  next  ' f i x . '  

(Who gets the money, the  gang?) 

Yeah, they g e t  a large po r t i on  of it. O r ,  i f  t h a t  young woman is 
lucky s h e l l l  g e t  10% of it .  Most of them don ' t  ge t  no money, they 
just get ,  uh, i n  re turn t h e y r l l  g e t  drugs o r  a lcohol ,  or new 
clothes ,  th ings l i k e  t ha t .  I t r s  never r e a l l y ,  you know, economic 
gain for  them because t h e y l l l  usual ly  s t a r t  g e t t i n g  addicted t o  
drugs . And they '  11 need more. And they  have t o  keep on doing t h a t ,  
you know? (CB20:ll) 

6 )  Other Gang Ac t iv i t i e s :  'Hanging and Banging with the  Bros' 

Gang members tend to spend t h e  major i ty  of t h e  t h e i r  time with the  

gang. The gang is t h e i r  ' f ami ly '  and they  spend a l 1  of  t h e i r  time 

'hangingr with the  gang o r  being ldownl with  t h e  gang. 

So much of t h e i r  time i s  j u s t  spent,  i n  some form o r  another, i n  
gang-related a c t i v i t y ,  ve ry  l i t t l e  of what we would consider 
'normal1 a c t i v i t y .  I t ' s  a f u l l  time l i f e  for  them. I t ' s  not  
r e a l l y ,  i t ' s  no t  r e a l l y  a 'gang1 t o  them. It is a gang, but i t ' s  
not real'ly, i n  t h e i r  mind, a gang. I t l s  t h e i r  family. And they want 
t o  spend a l 1  t h e i r  time wi th  t h e i r  family,  whatever t h e i r  family 
wants t o  do o r  whatever they  perceive t h a t  t h e i r  family is a l 1  
about, t h a t l s  what they spend t h e i r  time doing. Again, you t a lk  t o  
gang members and t h a t l s  a common thread throughout every gang. I t  
doesn' t  matter what gang it is. I t  doesn1 t matter what age they 
a re .  The constant  f ac to r  is t h a t ,  'The gang i s  my family.  That 's  
my bro, and 1 will die ,  1 w i l l  k i l l  for my bro and he o r  she would 
d i e  for  me. ' That is  t h e i r  family. So i t r  s giving them some sense 
of belonging t o  a family t h a t  t hey ' r e  no t  ge t t i ng  anywhere else. 
And, because of t h a t ,  i t l s  a very in t ense  thing.  (CJ1:22) 



As r e f l ec t ed  i n  t h e i r  low l e v e l s  of educat ional  a t ta inment ,  school  

is s t rong ly  discouraged and, because a l 1  o f  t h e i r  time is  spen t  with t h e  

gang, they a r e  i nev i t ab ly  expe l led  from school t o  become f u r t h e r  

entrenched i n  t h a t  l i f e s t y l e .  

With the  Street gangs, i t ' s  b a s i c a l l y  'No school. This  is the  way 
we make money', which is  u s u a l l y  i l l e g a l .  And you d o n ' t  have much 
freedom t o  do anything else. 'Lf you ' re  no t  with us ,  your a g a i n s t  
u s . '  And i f  somebody's t r y i n g  t o  go t o  school, and t hey ' r e  i n  a 
gang, ' they' re aga in s t  us,  ' you know? If any gang member was t r y i n g  
t o  go t o  school ,  and be what they wanted t o  be, but s t i l l  be I.P. 
[Lndian Posse] o r  [Manitoba] Warrior, they 'd  suspect  t h a t  pe rson ' s  
going t o  rat.  Theylre  going t o  l e a r n  enough t o  r a t ,  o r  do 
something. You know, ' cause  i f  you're no t  with them, pou' r e  a g a i n s t  
them. ' And being with them means, doing t he  things t h a t  they do,  
which is q u i t  school and sel1 drugs. (SSL7:b) 

Other a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t  t he  gang engages i n  a r e  drinking,  doing drugs, and 

f i gh t i ng .  Typically,  they have house p a r t i e s  with endless  suppl ies  o f  

drugs and alcohol.  

. . . . [T]heylre  p r imar i ly  engaged i n  par ty ing ,  and i n  committing 
crimes s o  t h a t  they can g e t  i n t o  the  par ty ing .  Drugs and a lcohol .  
A good, uh, i f  you want t o  understand [what] a p e r f e c t l y ,  t y p i c a l  
Indian Posse crime i s ,  t hey  run out  of funds a t  some po in t  i n  the 
week. They decide t h a t  they e i t h e r  have t o  do a B & E o r  an armed 
robbery somewhere. They f i g u r e  out  t h a t  they need t o  s t e a l  a c a r  i n  
order  t o  be ab le  t o  make a get-away from the  place .  So they go 
s t e a l  a car .  They go and commit t h e  3 & E o r  the  armed robbery. 
They go and Par ty .  And i t  j u s t  r epea t s  i t s e l f  u n t i l  they g e t  
caught. Tha t ' s  a t y p i c a l  Indian Posse crime. (CJ3:32) 

Another common a c t i v i t y  t h a t  gang members engage i n  is  termed ' gang 

banging ' : 

J u s t  everybody hangfing] o u t  together  and somebody walks pa s t  and 
they l i k e  t h e i r  j acke t .  They l i k e  t h e i r  shoes,  jump 'em, beat  them 
up . Rob them of t h e i r  c l o t h i n g ,  b r u t a l i z e  them. ühy? Because t hey  
l i k e  t o  just t e r r i f y  people ,  f o r  t h e i r  sense  of power and be l i e f  i n  
t h e  gang. (CJ1:21) 

While not s p e c i f i c  t o  'gang memberç,' sexual a c t i v i t y  and mu l t i p l e  

pa r tne r s  i s  common within  t h e  gang. Tt is important t o  emphasize, 

however, t h a t  the  high r a t e s  o f  sexual  a c t i v i t y  a r e  not  s p e c i f i c  t o  gang 



members. ühether they a r e  gang a f f i l i a t e d  o r  no t ,  many youth engage i n  

unprotected sex.  Unfortunately,  females a r e  n o t  always i n  a p o s i t i o n  t o  

demand t h a t  p ro t ec t i on  i s  used. Their  p a r t n e r s  demand it, t r i c k s  demand 

it, o r  they a r e  s exua l l y  assau l ted .  STDs and pregnancies a r e  the r e s u l t .  

A l o t  of t h e  k id s  out t h e r e  who a r e  s e x u a l l y  involved, e i t h e r  being 
assau l ted  o r  through p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  whether i t t s  gang involved o r  
no t ,  a r e  not  having p ro t ec t ed  sex. Um, people  who a r e  involved with 
them a r e  demanding t h a t  t hey  no t  Wear p ro t ec t i on .  So, 1 t h ink  i t t  s 
a b ig  i s sue .  (SS15:16) 

While es t imates  of the number o f  female gang members who a r e  g e t t i n g  

pregnant va r i e s ,  the consensus i s  t h a t  the number i s  r i s i n g .  However, 

t h i s  is cons i s t en t  with o the r  women of s i m i l a r  demographics. I n  f a c t ,  

"Manitoba has one o f  the  h ighes t  rates of ado lescen t  pregnancy i n  Canada 

with approximately çeven teenagers  becoming pregnant each day" (Manitoba 

Government News Release,  1998:l). 

1 would Say a t  least probably 50% [ a r e  momf s ]  , would be s a f e  t o  Say. 
And, out  of t h a t  50%, o r  i t  could even be higher,  b u t  1 would Say 
t h a t  almost 100% of those  moms, t h e i r  k i d s  a r e  from gang member 
f a the r s .  ( C M 3  : 16) 

We have a 1 2  year  old male gang member t h a t  we a r r e s t e d  t h i s  year .  
H i s  d a i m  t o  fame i s  t h a t  h e l s  going t o  be a dad twice, two separate 
young g i r l s .  Hers 12 .  (CJ2:7) 

Another respondent d iscusses  a young gang mom: 

One young g i r l ,  she j u ç t  tu rned  20 [ yea r s  o l d ] .  This is  he r  f i f t h  
c h i l d .  And she  has two l i v i n g  with h e r ,  the o the r s  a r e  i n  f o s t e r  
ca re .  (C824:ll) 

Another respondent voices h e r  concerns about  teen pregnancy w i th in  

gangs, and the  impl icat ions  of i n t e r -gene ra t i ona l  gang involvement. 

We have an awful lot of  females i n  t h e  program who a r e  pregnant,  and 
o f t en  ca r ry ing  a gang member's baby ... When the  k i d  i s  born, h e ' l l  
[ s i c ]  probably end up wi th  a r ag  on h i s  head, o r  a l i t t l e  Warr io r ' s  
j acke t  on. L d o n l t  know i f  you've eve r  seen  t h a t ,  b u t  i t l s  r a t h e r  
sca ry ,  see ing  l i t t l e  babies  wearing Warrior  j acke t s .  And what are 
we t a l k ing  a l ready ,  t h a t ' s  a f ou r th  o r  a t h i r d  generat ion Warrior .  
And even if t h a t  kid t r i e s  t o  get o u t ,  i t ' s  everywhere - schools ,  



pee r s ,  family,  s t r e e t  - everywhere. They would have t o  l eave  t h e i r  
whole l i f e  and s t a r t  anew somewhere e l s e  t o  even at tempt t o  g e t  o u t  
of t h a t .  (SS14:8) 

V I .  exit in^ t h e  Gang? 

I t  appears t h a t  the re  a r e  two schools  of thought on t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

of leaving t h e  gang. idhile some respondents sugges t  t h a t  i t  is not  t h a t  

d i f f i c u l t ,  o the r s  exp l a in  t h a t  it i s  impossible. The gang is everywhere. 

' m e n  youl re i n ,  you' r e  i n .  l T t  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  youth because 

they can not  leave t h e  neighbourhood. Now, n o t  on ly  have they l o s t  t h e  

p ro t ec t i on  of t h e i r  gang, but they  have t o  f e a r  t h e i r  gang. 

But our  exper ience has been t h a t  i t  is much e a s i e r  f o r  an a d u l t  t o  
l eave  t h e  gang than  it is f o r  a youth. And p r imar i l y  t h a t  ' s  because 
of t i e s  t o  t h e  physical  l o c a t i o n .  Adul ts  a r e  much more mobile. 
They a r e  c e r t a i n l y  more mobile because t hey  have access t o  veh ic les  
and t h a t  s o r t  of  thing.  They can change t h e  group of people they 
hang ou t  with.  They can change t h e  a reas  t h a t  they hang ou t  i n  very 
e a s i l y .  And, t he r e fo re ,  when they  decide t o  leave the gang, they 
j u s t  c u t  o f f  a l 1  t i e s .  They s t o p  hanging o u t  a t  t h i s  p lace ,  o r  t h a t  
bar ,  o r  with t h i s  group. They go elsewhere.  Often times, they l  11 
a l s o  phys i ca l l y  move t o  ano the r  p a r t  of the c i t y ,  o r  perhaps even 
ou ts ide  of t h e  c i t y ,  and very  succes s fu l l y  d i s t a n c e  themselves from 
a s soc i a t i ng  w i th  the  gang. Youths, unfor tuna te ly ,  a r e  t i e d  t o  a 
s i n g l e  paren t ,  i f  they have one. They' re t i e d  t o  some form of 
family,  however dysfunct ional .  Theylre  t i e d  t o  some physical  
l oca t i on .  For them t o  Say '1 want t o  move from t h e  North End t o  S t .  
James, l o r  whatever . 1 t might be , i t is n o t  something they can do. 
I t l s  whatever t h e i r  family wants.  Their f ami ly  could t o t a l l y  ignore 
whatever 's  happening i n  t h e i r  l i v e s .  Most o f t e n  moçt f ami l i e s  of 
gang members d o n P t  accept t h a t  t h e i r  k i d ' s  a gang member. They 
could have g r a f f i t i  on t h e i r  own wal l s  and t hey  don1 t accep t  it. So 
t he  family may n o t  be w i l l i n g  t o  move, may n o t  be w i l l i ng  t o  do what 
i t  would take f o r  t h a t  c h i l d  t o  succeçs fu l l y  remove himself  [ s i c ]  
from t h e  gang. (CJI:44) 

Other respondents agree  t h a t ,  whi le  poss ib le ,  most i nd iv idua l s  find i t  

very d i f f i c u l t  t o  g e t  ou t  of a gang: 

You may q u i t  t h e  gang, but  y o u l r e  s t i l l  i n  t h e  same neighbourhood. 
And now t h a t  youl r e  i n  t h a t  neighbourhood, no t  only a r e  you not  
p ro tec ted  by your gang, bu t  you lve  got  t o  f e a r  your gang now. So, 
i t ' s  p r e t t y  hard t o  ge t  o u t .  Even though they Say, 'Oh, 1 can 



r e t i r e  a t  any tirne.' Weil, you can,  but i t ' s  always going t o  be 
t he r e  f o r  you. I t ' s always going t o  b e  i n  your face .  And i t can be 
a very  pa infu l  exper ience  t o  q u i t .  (CJ7:19) 

Theyf re  keeping the gang t i e ç  because they have a l o t  of  f r i ends  i n  
t he r e .  And t h a t f s  b a s i c a l l y  t h e i r  environment. Like, you c a n t t  
j u s t  a l 1  of a sudden say ,  'O.K., I'm not going t o  hang around with 
them anymore. 1 have t o  g e t  some new f r i ends . '  I t ' s  very  hard fo r  
some of  the  gang a f f i l i a t e d  youth t o  make f r i ends  with t h e  so- 
c a l l e d  ' s t r a i g h t t  youth t h a t  a r e  going t o  school.  Itfs very  hard. 
The re f s  a b i g  c u l t u r e  c l a s h *  (SS17:24) 

The same respondent d e s c r i b e s  how generat ional  gang involvement can make 

i t  even more d i f f i c u l t :  

....[ E]spec ia l ly  l i v i n g  i n ,  1 guesç,  family that fs  gang a f f i l i a t e d  
too. There t s  a l o t  o f  people who have family who a r e  [gang] 
a f f i l i a t e d  o r  fami ly  who a r e  [gang] members. So, 1 mean, when i t f s  
a l 1  around you, i f  you always have t h a t  inf luence,  you r e a l l y  donf t ,  
you j u s t  don ' t  know how t o  g e t  o u t  of it. You dont t know any 
better. T t ' s  no t  e a s y  f o r  a youth t o  j u s t  say,  ' O . K . ,  I'm no t  going 
t o  have anything t o  do with t h e  gang l i f e .  1 d o n f t  c a r e  i f  my 
sister o r  brother is, and you l i v e  i n  the same house. I f m  going t o  
s t a r t  hanging around wi th  these  people and doing good.' I t ' s  not 
t h a t  easy ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when your family  is involved i n  t h a t .  Your 
family,  unconsciously, i s  going t o  bring you d o n ,  and Say, 'Oh, 
you t r e  miss know i t  a l l ,  nowf, o r  something. L i t t l e  comments like 
t h a t  w i l l  keep t h a t  g i r l  down, from changing he r  l i f e .  (SSl7:25) 

One respondent t e l l s  t h e  s t o r y  of a woman who t r i e d ,  unsuccessful ly ,  t o  

leave the gang l i f e .  

. . . . [H]er f a m i l y t s  a f f i l i a t e d  wi th  t h e  Manitoba Warriors,  and 
everywhere she t u rned  i t  was t he r e .  And she had gone t o  Thompson, 
t o  g e t  away. The s o c i a l  worker bad made the  dec i s ion  t o  send her  t o  
Thompson. And they  [Warriors]  s e n t  a limo t o  Thompson t o  b r ing  her 
back. 1 mean, she  was worth a l o t  o f  money t o  them. And s h e  ended 
up coming back, and back on the  s t r e e t s .  So t h e  power t h a t  these 
guys have, even compared t o  a l 1  Corrections,  Child and Family 
Serv ices ,  Socia l  Work, al1 the  support ive  th ings  t o  compete aga ins t  
t h a t ,  what t h e y l r e  going t o  give he r  24-7 [ 2 4  hours a day, seven 
days a week] versuç what we can do during o f f i c e  hours o r  working 
hours, o r  ' i f  i t ' s  i n  our  mandate,' things l i k e  t h a t .  Gangs o f f e r  
k ids  a l o t .  Whether we determine t h a t  as meaningful stuff o r  not ,  
the  k i d s  do. So t h e y f r e  i n ,  t h e y f r e  i n  it, you know? (SS14:IO) 

Sn many cases,  t h e  on ly  way t o  g e t  out  of the  gang is t o  r e loca t e ,  

t o  completely remove you r se l f  from t h e  geographic a r e a ,  from most of the 



people i n  your l i f e ,  and from a l i f e s t y l e  t h a t  may be a l 1  you have known. 

None of  the  women have ever t o l d  me t h a t  t hey  wanted t o  l e ave  t he  
gang. Not one t h a t  I 1 v e  talked t o  ... One girl I mentioned i t  to ,  
who seems t o  b e  f a i r l y  up i n  the I.P., she  s a i d ,  Weil, how cou ld  1 
do t h a t ?  My whole family is involved. ' I t f s ,  l i k e ,  i n t e r -  
genera t iona l  f o r  he r .  So itf s harder .  So t hen  what do you do? You 
kinda l eave  your fami ly  o r  your f r i e n d s  and j u s t  make a new life i n  
another  province, o r  what? ühich i s  kinda daunting.  Like,  y o u f r e  
19 years  o ld ,  how can  you do t h a t ?  You know? Shef s been i n  j a i l  
f o r  most of he r  t e e n  years,  through MC and f o s t e r  homes and 
everything.  Like, you d o n r t  even have a sense  of yoursel f  y e t ,  t o  
even begin t o  t h ink  how yould rnove t o  another  province f a r  away and 
begin a l i f e .  That 'd  be hard . . . But, no. Not one h a s  r e l e a sed  
t h a t ,  t h a t  they lve  eve r  wanted t o  leave t h e  gang. Some have sa id  
they want t o  make changes i n  t h e i r  l i f e ,  but  t h e  change never seemed 
t o  b e  t h a t  they wanted t o  leave the gang, j u s t  wanted t o  make some 
changes t h a t  th ings  were a l i t t l e  b i t  b e t t e r  f o r  them. More o f  t h e  
men have t o ld  me they  wanted t o  leave t he  gang than any of  the 
women. (CJ9:19) 

Alte rna t ive ly ,  some respondents have found t h a t  i t  i s  no t  a s  

d i f f i c u l t  as people seem t o  th ink.  I n  t h e i r  experience,  i nd iv idua l s  have 

success  f u l l y  l e f  t the gang. 

It's easier now [ f o r  k ids  t o  l eave  the  gangs] than i t  was t h r e e  
years  ago, 1 would Say. Three years  ago, t hey  would be t h r ea t ened .  
Their Life would be threatened,  o r  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  And so you would 
no t i c e  more drive-by shootings and th ings  l i k e  t h a t .  Whereas, now, 
they have t o  e i t h e r  pay a due, money-wise, o r  service-wise .  
(CB20 : 29)  

Another respondent agrees  t h a t  i t  i s  not as d i f f i c u l t  t o  l e a v e  a 

gang a s  most people t h ink .  

1 g o t  t h e  impression t h a t ,  o f t en  t imes,  i t l s  not  a s  d i f f i c u l t  as  
perhaps a r t i c l e s  o r  t h e  media make i t  ou t  t o  be .  That, o f t e n  timeç, 
i f  you a r e  a member i n  good s tanding,  and i f  you can f i nd  2 o t h e r  o r  
so  members who suppor t  you, and you can b r i ng  up t h a t  p roposa l  t o  
the  l e a d e r s  and t h e  management i n  t h e  gang, t h a t  i t  i s n ' t  i n  f a c t  
t h a t  d i f f i c u l t ,  i n  t h a t  sense. If you d o n l t  have any ou t s t and ing  
deb t s ,  o r  any bad r e l a t i onsh ip s  w i th  people wi th in  t h e  gang, f o r  
whatever reason. (SSi5:  1 8 )  

There appears t o  b e  conf l i c t i n g  opinions about  t h e  p o s s i b i l i  t y  o f  l e av ing  



t h e  gang. One tespondent  o f f e r s  the following explanation:  

I t t s  a s  d i f f i c u l t  a s  t h e  pe rson  th inks  it is .  I f  a  person t h i n k s  
i t ' s  going t o  be too  d i f f i c u l t  t o  l eave ,  t h e y l l l  never leave.  I f  
they slowly f a d e  away i n t o  t h e  background, slowly d i s a s s o c i a t e ,  t h e y  
can leave t h e  gang without much of a problem. (SS19:6) 

Ref l e c t i n g  t h e  predominance o f  Aboriginals  i n  gangs, some gangs 

r e spec t  those who l e ave  t he  gang t o  'walk t h e  Red Road.' Some gangs a l l ow  

Aboriginal  members t o  leave i n  o r d e r  t o  exp lore  t h e i r  Aboriginal  r o o t s ,  

t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  c u l t u r e .  

And another t h ing ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n t e r e s t i n g ,  they  cal1 it  t h e  
respec t  t h a t  t h e  Aboriginal  gangs have f o r  Aboriginal c u l t u r e .  And, 
t h a t  i f  you want t o  l e a v e  t he  gang t o  ge t  involved more i n  
Aboriginal c u l t u r e  - you want t o  be a t r a d i t i o n a l  drwmner, you want 
t o  be a t r a d i t i o n a l  dancer - t h a t  i s  h i g h l y  encouraged ... Tha t ' s  
walking t h e  'Red Road.' Tha t ,  i f  you are i n t e r e s t e d  i n  doing t h a t ,  
and you r e a l l y  a r e  committed t o  doing t h a t ,  t h a t  they  w i l l  r e s p e c t  
t h a t .  And t h e y  w i l l  a l low you ou t .  But i t  has t o  be demonstrated 
a s  concrete  o r  then you would be i n  t r oub l e  again .  Bu t  t h e y  
c e r t a i n l y  r e s p e c t  t h a t .  So t h a t f s  good t o  hear.  (SS15:18) 

There l s  a p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t ,  f o r  some of  the gangs, t hey  respect  the 
Indian way o f  l i f e ,  the  c u l t u r a l  way of  l i f e  . . . . i t t s  important t o  
maintain t h a t  a t  a l 1  co s t s  ... They w i l l  be  allowed t o  e x i t ,  s o  t o  
speak. They w i l l  s t i l l  be a f f i l i a t e d ,  but not  i n  t h e  v i o l e n t  life. 
(SS19:6) 

Sometimes a crisis s i t u a t i o n  serves  a s  a c a t a l y s t ,  encouraging 

i nd iv idua l s  t o  l e ave  t h e  gang. For ins tance ,  the  recent  dea th  of a gang 

member shook up some of the  o t h e r  gang members, t o  the  p o i n t  t h a t  t h e y  

were consider ing l e av ing  t he  v i o l e n t  l i f e  of the gang. 

. . . . [ I ] n  November he was stabbed t o  death,  t h r o a t  cu t  and 
everything.  We wanted him t o  s t ay ,  bu t  he went t o  a pa r t y  and 
th ings  broke o u t .  And t h i s  is by his own, h i s  own gang members, you 
know, a t  a  p a r t y ,  a  f i g h t  broke ou t  w i t h i n  the  gang. And t h e  
' f ami ly f  k inda turned on each  other,  t h e i r  so-cal led  family. H e  

went t o  break up a f i g h t ,  and one of them turned on him and s lashed  
h i s  t h roa t  and everything.  So, I spent  t h e  day i n  t h e  hosp i t a l .  H e  
was dying. They couldn ' t  s a v e  him. So you have t h e  p r i v i l e g e  o f  
s i t t i n g  t h e r e  a s  you watch one of  the  young people you worked w i t h  
f o r  7 years  b leed  t o  dea th .  And t r y i n g  t o  deal  wi th  t he  o t h e r  
members, o t h e r  family  members t o  gang members, t o  t h i s  young l ady ,  
how she kep t  say ing ,  ' Joe  w i l l  never know his dad. Joe  w i l l  never  



know h i s  dad.' And Joe vas o n l y  2 years o l d  . . . And some o f  them 
a c t u a l l y  s a id ,  'Maybe 1 better s t a r t  t h ink ing  about vhe re  P m  
going. '  Now, i n  saying t h a t ,  1 çee small  changes. 1 see some of  
t h e  ones  t h a t  were a t  t h a t  party he re  more o f t e n .  If t hey '  re here ,  
t h e y f r e  not  ou t  t h e r e  [on t h e  street].  ( C 8 2 4 : 1 2 )  

As they g e t  o lde r ,  some gang members may leave t h e  gang simply because 

they get s i c k  of t h e  l i f e s t y l e ,  sick o f  watching t h e i r  back, and s i c k  of  

being i n  and o u t  of j a i l .  

Sometimes pregnancy prompts a woman t o  l e ave  t h e  gang. T t  v a r i e s ,  

though, and many o t h e r s  choose t o  r e t a i n  t h e i r  membership s t a t u s .  

1 don' t know i f  motherhood made them want t o  p u l l  out ,  o r  a t t emp t  a t  
l e a s t  t o  t r y  and p u l l  out  of be ing  a s soc i a t ed  with gangs. 1 t h ink  
what made Cindy r e a l l y  t h ink  was when s h e  had a c h i l d  t h a t  was 
k i l l e d  by an I . P .  gang member. And she was l i v ing  wi th  him - i t  
w a s n v t  t h e  f a t h e r  of t h i s  child - she had two l i t t l e  boys. And 1 
d o n t t  know i f  you read about i t  i n  the  papes.  She was a l l e g e d l y  
s l e e p i n g  and t h i s  guy was up w i t h  t h e  kid .  And t h i s  k id  was a c t i n g  
up and s o  he punched i t  t o  d e a t h .  And so a t  t h a t  point  she decided 
t h a t  i f  she e v e r  wanted t o  have the  l i t t l e  one, they took t h e  
youngest  one away from her,  and  she  had t o  r e a l l y  s t r a i g h t e n  h e r  
ac t  and not  have any gang a c t i v i t y .  So f o r  some, it t a k e s  a dea th  
sometimes. And f o r  o thers ,  i t ' s  j u s t  the  whole idea of motherhood, 
and wanting t o  p u l l  away f o r  p r o t e c t i n g  t h e i r  ch i l d .  And f o r  some, 
they  s t a y  r i g h t  i n  i t .  I have one woman who j u s t  l oves  t o  be 
a s s o c i a t e d  with gangs te r s ,  and s h e ' s  r i g h t  i n  t he  th ick  of t h i n g s *  
So 1 d o n f t  know. (CJ4:14) 

Keep i n  mind t h a t  gangs a r e  very s e x i s t ,  these  are  not  equal  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  Almost always, the  woman is  l e f t  t o  r a i s e  t h e  c h i l d  a l l  

a lone . Consequently , in tended o r  not , pregnancy usua l ly  decreaçes  t h e  

womants l e v e l  of  gang a c t i v i t y .  As descr ibed  by one respondent: 

.... [Ulnfor tuna te ly ,  t h e r e t s  a l o t  of cases  of  teenage pregnancy. 
And when t h a t  happens you d o n l t  see t h e i r  lifestyle cont inue i n  t h e  
same manner. Once they tve  had a couple k i d s  and what-not, you tend 
t o  see them slow down o r  t o  go i n t o  a d i f f e r e n t  area  where you have 
some of  them g e t t i n g  involved i n  crime such as drugs o r  working wi th  
o t h e r  drug people,  ge t t i ng  o t h e r  people working for  them. So you 
don ' t  a c t u a l l y  see t h e  con t i nu ing  of a l o t  of  t h e  l i f e s t y l e .  
ühereas  t h e  boys can g e t  t h e  g i r l  pregnant and they can main ta in  
t h e i r  c u r e n t  l i f e s t y l e s .  (CJ5:13) 



Some gang women a c t i v e l y  choose t o  r e t a i n  t h e i r  gang membership. 

These g i r l s  a r e  probably having babies  from t h e  gang members, so 
t h e y ' r e  always going t o  have a connection. But 1 a l so  t h ink ,  f o r  
another  t h ing ,  is having the  c h i l d  may h e l p  them. [ I t ]  may help 
them not  t o  be involved i n  i t .  Like,  this one pregnant g i r l  vas 
doing B f Ers. Now she  has her baby with h e r  al1 the  time. S h e v s  
no t  going t o  be doing 3 & E's anymore. But s h e v s  s t i l l  hooked up 
wi th  a gang member. (SS17:23) 

Some female gang members want t o  bring the baby ' i n t o  t he  family. '  Not 

only is it 'expected'  bu t  the mother be l ieves  i t  t o  b e  s a f e r  f o r  the baby. 

Her th ink ing  is t h a t  he r  baby, who is coming i n t o  a harsh world, w i l l  a t  

l e a s t  have t he  p r o t e c t i o n  of  t he  gang. The same respondent comments t h a t  

if a gang woman has  a baby with her, o t h e r s  are less l i k e l y  t o  want t o  

f i g h t  her :  

The g i r l s  seem t o  feel a sense o f  s ecu r i t y ,  l i k e  t h e y f r e  tougher, 
l i k e  nobody's going t o  beat them up i f  they ' re  pushing a s t r o l l e r .  
And, s o  they  g e t  pregnant, or  t h e y v v e  got t h e i r  baby with them a l 1  
t h e  time. I ' v e  seen g i r l s  who have lots of enemies and have t h a t  
baby with them a t  a l 1  times, you know? So, and you know what? It 
made me r e a l i z e  t h a t ,  1 think,  1 f e l t  the same way when 1 was 
younger. 1 had enemies, and 1 wouldnf t step ou t  of my p l ace  without 
t h e  baby i n  t h e  s t r o l l e r .  'Cause who's going t o  f i g h t  m e  i f  I ' v e  
go t  my baby i n  t he  s t r o l l e r ,  r i g h t ?  If I 've  g o t  my baby s t rapped  t o  
my ches t ,  you know? (SS17:22) 

1 1  Discussion 

The purpose o f  t h i s  chapter  has been t o  give a 'snapshot '  o f  t he  

ma te r i a l  condi t ions  surrounding female gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  Consis tent  with 

f emin i s t  r esearch  on female gang members (and t r a d i t i o n a l  cr iminological  

research on male gang members) , respondents i n  t h i s  s tudy suggest  t h a t  

female gang members come from poor socioeconomic backgrounds, su rv ive  

' dysfunc t iona l  ' childhoods , have suf f e r ed  extensive  abuse,  l i v e  i n  the  

d e t e r i o r a t i n g  i n n e r  c i t y  a r ea s ,  and are  predominantly Aboriginal .  The 

gang s a t i s f i e s  t h e  needs t h a t  t he  women have. The gang provides a sense  
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of family and acceptance, suppl ies  members with money, drugs, and i n s t a n t  

g r a t i f i c a t i o n ,  and gives  these  marginalized,  a l i e n a t e d  and powerless women 

a sense of power within t h e  gang. They know t h e i r  options a r e  l imi ted.  

The comfort,  the  excitement, and the r c l o u t f  of t h e  gang may b e  t h e  best  

they c m  hope for .  Unfortunately,  whi le  females p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  the  same 

gang a c t i v i t i e s  as  the  males, they do n o t  receive t h e  same recogni t ion nor 

the  same s t a t u s .  Again, cons i s t en t  wi th  previous research ,  the  gang world 

i s  a microcosm of male domination and miçogyny. 

The majori ty of respondents a r e  quick t o  po in t  out s t r u c t u r a l  

i n e q u a l i t i e s  of c lasç  and race. What about gender? The poverty-crime 

l i n k  has an extensive h i s t o r y .  Publ ic  awareness about the  ' p l i g h t '  of 

Aboriginal  peoples has been heightened, t o  some degree.  However, ne i ther  

of these  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  (economic and racial  marginal izat ion)  rup ture  our  

t r a d i t i o n a l  const ruct ion of a ' c r im ina l . '  C r i m e ,  violence and gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n  have been synonymous with 'male behaviours. '  This begs the 

question:  How do t h e  respondents i n  thiç s tudy  understand female 

deviance, female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  and female v io lence?  Where do they 

l oca t e  the 'problem' of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ?  Fur ther ,  how do t h e i r  

understandings of 'female gang a f f i l i a t i o n f  in f luence  how they t a l k  about 

and cons t ruc t  'gang womenf? 

The construct ion of female o f f ende r s ,  general ly ,  has a d ishear tening 

h i s t o ry  o f  s t r i pp ing  fernale deviance from i t s  context, and psychologizing 

o r  pathologiz ing the woman. I n  f a c t ,  we  have very  few construct ions  of 

deviant  women ava i lab le  t o  us .  Dominant ideologies  and s tereotypes  l i m i t  
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the Zanguage ve have to fnormalizetlo and ' contextualizef female deviance. 

Gang women are not only 'deviant,' they are 'gang affiliatedf and 

rviolentf - further challenging the 'malenesst of crime. The next chapter 

will analyze the discursive conditions surrounding female gang 

affiliation. Hou do those who work with female gang members speak about 

gang women and their activities? Whât language do they use, and what does 

that Say about how they construct 'gang woment? 

l0 1 use 'normalizer as an antonym to the traditional pathologizingf 
explanations and constructions of female deviance. 



96 

Chapter Four 

Discursive Conditions of Womenfs Violence and Female Gang Affiliation 

Mater ia l  condi t ions  draw our a t t e n t i o n  t o  some aspec t s  of female 

gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  g iving us  a ' snapshot '  of  t he  s t r u c t u r a l  condit ions and 

needs of gang women. Ristock (1998:327) expla ins :  ''The d i scurs ive  t a l e  

t roub les  t h e  amte r i a l  t a l e  i n  viewing exper iences  as s o c i a l  const ruct ions  

and not as e x p l i c i t l y  t r anspa ren t  f a c t . "  Consequently, j u s t  a s  important, 

w e  must examine t he  d i s cu r s ive  condi t ions  which permeate t he  ' desc r ip t i ve  ' 

accounts o f f e r e d  by respondents.  A key assumption of d i scourse  ana ly s i s  

is t h a t  knowledge and language a r e  n o t  n e u t r a l .  A s  s t a t e d  by Gavey 

( 1989 : 4 6 4  : "It is through discourse  t h a t  ma te r i a l  power i s  exercised and 

t h a t  power r e l a t i o n s  a r e  e s t ab l i shed  and perpetuated. ' '  Discourse ana ly s i s  

revea l s  power r e l a t i o n s ,  f o r  example, dominant ideo log ies  influenced by 

the f a c t  t h a t  w e  l i v e  i n  a p a t r i a r c h a l ,  c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i e t y  wi th  a h i s t o r y  

of colonialism. 

Given t ha  t crime, gang involvement, and violence have been t y p i c a l l y  

const ructed a s  'male1 a c t i v i t i e s ,  w e  have very few construct ions  o r  

understandings of female gang members a v a i l a b l e  t o  u s .  Ln other  words, 

t h e r e  are very  l imi ted  discourses  a v a i l a b l e  t o  speak about girls and 

gangs. As o u t l i n e d  i n  Chapter One, t h e  media, t r a d i t i o n a l  criminology, 

and feminis t  criminology discourses  sugges t  p a r t i c u l a r  const ruct ions  o f  

gang women. These discourses  r e f l e c t  d i f f e r e n t  understandings of female 

violence and gang women. What d i scourses  do t he  respondents i n  t h i s  s tudy  

use? What language do t hey  use  t o  e x p l a i n  ' female v io lence '  and 'gang 

women'? Further, as suggested i n  Chapter Two, do respondents cons t ruc t  
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gang women d i f f e r e n t l y  because of t h e i r  occupational  pos i t ion?  Given t h a t  

they corne i n t o  con tac t  wi th  gang women f o r  d i f f e r e n t  reasons and have 

d i f f e r en t  job mandates, do they locate  ' female gang a f f i l i a t i o n '  and 'gang 

women l d i f  f e r en t l y?  

As discussed i n  Chapter Two, by paying c l o s e  a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  

language respondents used t o  descr ibe  female gang members when they 

explained them and t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s ,  a s  well as where they loca ted  the 

' problem' of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  pa t t e rn s  o f  responseç became 

discernable .  Zn p a r t i c u l a r ,  two d i f f e r e n t  const ruct ions  of t h e  'gang 

woman * became evident : ( 1 ) she is 'mad and/or badl ; and ( 2 )  she i s  a 

' survivor . '  

1. Female Gann Members a s  'Mad and/or Bad' 

I n  t h e i r  making sense  of female v io l ence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  some 

of the respondents cons t r u c t  t h e  gang women as  ' mad. ' I n  o ther  words , 

gang women a r e  i r r a t i o n a l ,  over-emotional, and ch i l d - l i ke .  1 use t h e  term 

' madf t o  mean t h a t  gang women a r e  depic ted a s  lacking cogni t ive  s k i l l s  and 

log ica l  reasoning. The gang women a r e  a l s o  constructed as being 'bad. ' 

The women a r e  const ructed a s  ' e v i l ,  ' having no conscience and lacking 

morali ty.  Their  v iolence is f a r  worse than  male v io lence ,  approaching 

barbarianism. These cons t ruc t ions  of f e u l e  gang members as lmad and/or 

badt  t y p i c a l l y  are discussed i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  the ( impl ied)  more ' r a t i o n a l '  

male gang member. Following a long t r a d i t i o n ,  the re fe rence  po in t  is men 

- gang women a r e  ' o the r '  - and womenl s i n f e r i o r i t g  i s  measured with a male 

yardst ick.  There is an i nna t e ,  e s s e n t i a l  ' na tu re '  o f  '~ornen.~ 



1) Understanding Female Violence 

Some cons t ruc t ions  o f  female gang rnembers pa in t  a p i c t u r e  of an 

a t a v i s t i c  c rea tu re ,  capab le  of ' unna tura l l  and horrendous acts of 

b r u t a l i t y .  The v io lence  of female gang members i s  described a s  much worse 

than t ha t  of male gang members . The main po in t  o f  reference is men. Gang 

women a r e  extremely e v i l ,  power hungry, and male-like, yet, a l s o  much 

worse than men. These cons t ruc t i ons  of  gang women as ' bad' accen tua te  t h e  

l ev i l ne s s '  and extteme v ic iousness  of female violence.  Violent  female 

gang members a r e  far worse than male gang members. Fights between female 

gang members are more savage ( ' badl ) and i r r a t i o n a l  ( 'madr ) . There is  

something so  b r u t a l  and v i c i o u s  about female f i g h t i n g ,  i t  breaks a l 1  the 

r u l e s .  Tt i ç  even worse than the behaviour of  animals i n  t h e  animal 

kingdom, the lowest l e v e l  of atavism poss ib le .  

Some of these female gang members w i l l  l a y  l i ck ings  on o t h e r  
females, t h a t  is abso lu t e ly  as ton i sh ing ,  t he  b r u t a l i t y  thatts 
involved. I t  shocks male s t a f f  mernbers t h a t  we have, and I'm 
t a lk ing  veteran s t a f f  members, who have seen vic ious  f i g h t s  between 
males. And P m  n o t  say ing  t h a t  males neces sa r i l y  have any necessary  
code of e t h i c s  with one another  i n  terms of  a beat ing.  And i t ' s  
hard t o  desc r ibe  t h i s  t o  you, but  t h e r e ' s  a po in t  a t  which a f i g h t  
i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n  w i l l  s t op .  When the  o t h e r  i nd iv idua l ' s  d o m  and 
i t ' s  p r e t t y  c l e a r l y  i nd i ca t ed ,  t h i s  is s o r t  o f  t h a t  animal kingdom 
thing,  you know, when t h e r e  i s  t he  wolf-pack, and one guy s o r t  of 
exposes h i s  neck and t h a t ,  and t he  o ther  animals k inda l  s top .  The 
females won1 t s t op .  They w i l l  keep on going,  t h a t  type of th ing.  
(CJ3:27) 

These women r e f l e c t  e v i l n e s s .  They have no conscience.  

Tt's almost a se l f -cen t redness  ... Zt was almost s o r t  of l i k e ,  ' I f  
it pleases  me, 1 see it, l i k e  i t ,  1 take  i t l  kind of  a t t i t u d e .  No 
conscience .,, [Iller types of crimes, and her vic iousness ,  and he r  
power kinds of s t r u g g l e s ,  she  d i d n v t  seem t o  have any kind of  moral 
reasoning a t  a l 1  ..- She t h r i ved  on t he  power. She th r ived  on that 
whole idea of being one of  them ... (CJ4:6) 



Apparently, gang women can be 'mad' and 'badl  a t  t h e  same time. 

You t a l k  t o  any gang guy though, and you ask them, 'What do they 
t h ink  about gang g i r l s ? '  And t h e y ' l l  Say t h a t ,  'Theyrre fucking 
crazy . Theyf re more v io l en t  than t h e  guys . Fuck, you g ive  them a 
gun, you go t ta  watch ou t . '  And guys a r e  more a f r a i d  of them i n  
te- of the  women's violence.  1 th ink  they see them a s  being, i f  
t h e y ' r e  poverful i n  t h e  gang, t h e y ' r e  more v io l en t  and more 
unpredic table ,  and more impulsive, and more s ca ry ,  and more planning 
and cunning. (CJ4:10) 

Rather than recognizing t h a t  women may f e e l  anger and d e s i r e  

'power, '  t h e  following respondent on ly  allows f o r  ' r eac t ionary '  female 

v io lence ,  i n  response t o  being a ' v ic t im. '  Female aggression r e s u l t i n g  

from anger exemplif ies their ' l ack  of  conscience. '  

I t 's  s o r t  of premeditated,  cold,  c a l cu l a t i ng ,  um, no conscience a 
l o t  of times a t t ached  t o  i t .  A l o t  of t h e  v io lence  v e r r e  see ing ,  
i t  ' s j u s t  very, no sense  t o  it, just  because somebody's really 
really pissed off ,  not the idea that theyVre feeling threatened or 
fearful. It 's j u s t  s o r t  of l i k e ,  'You deserve it. You b i t c h .  You 
should g e t  it,' kind of a t t i t u d e .  (CJ4:24; emphasis mine) 

When descr ibing female f i g h t s ,  many of the respondents exclaimed 

t h e i r  'shock' a t  the  u n p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  of  it. The emotional and i r r a t i o n a l  

' n a tu r e '  of women t r a n s l a t e s  i n t o  t h e i r  ' i r r a t i o n a l '  violence.  Women, 

because they a r e  so 'emotional ,  ' hold grudges t h a t  do not make sense .  

Their i r r a t i o n a l i t y  g ives  t h e i r  v iolence an unpred ic tab le  edge. 

(Ln terms of the n a t u r e  of female v io lence ,  how is i t  d i f f e r e n t  from 
t h e  male v io lence?)  

Far more personal .  Like, i t ' s  r e a l l y  persona l .  They g e t  r e a l l y  
involved i n  i t .  1 t h i n k  1 t o l d  you, they ho ld  gmdges f o r  a l o t  
longer .  They're prepared t o  a c t  on those grudges,  t hey ' r e  prepared 
t o  f i g h t  a t  the  drop of  a ha t  . Males have t h e  tendency when they 
become v io l en t ,  o r  t h e y ' r e  going t o  become v i o l e n t ,  t o  give  a bunch 
of s p b o l i c  ges tu res .  You watch those  w i l d l i f e  shows, and i f  you' r e  
f a m i l i a r  with t h e  ges tu res  and those kinds  of t h ings ,  and 
understanding t h a t  t h e  gangs a l r eady  have a f a i r  amount of symbolism 
a t t a ched  t o  them. There w i l l  be a bu i ld  up, o f t e n ,  i f  t h e r e ' s  a 
d i r e c t  confronta t ion,  between male gang members ... Females, i n  Our 
exper ience,  can go t o  violence almost  [ s l aps  hand] l i k e  t h a t  . . . 
they d o n ' t  have a l o t  of these  kinds  of r i t u a l i s t i c ,  r i t u a l i z e d  
behaviours.  And i t ' s  no t  uncommon f o r  us t o  have females engaging 



i n  a f i g h t ,  almost before  a s t a f f  member s eyes .  They don1 t care i f  
Our s taff  are present .  That ' s  what 1 mean i n  terms of the violence 
and t h e  vic iousness  behind some of t h e  v io lence .  You will n o t  g e t  
a male gang member ve ry  of ten t o  take another  gang rnember on when 
one of Our s t a f f  a r e  present t o  wi tness  t h e  t h ing ,  because i tT s 
usua l l y  considered t o  be p r e t t y  counter-productive . Females w i l l  
not  h e s i t a t e .  Female gang members w i l l  not  h e s i t a t e .  Even i f  our  
s t a f f  members a r e  watching them. (CJ3:40) 

Female v io lence  is  unpredic table ,  i r r a t i o n a l ,  and ' counte r -  

productive. '  I n  reference t o  t h e  animal kingdom, another respondent 

descr ibes  how women give  no s igns  of t h e i r  impending a t t a ck :  

.. . . [ T ] h e y t l l  use a gun, t h e y f l l  use a k n i f e ,  t h e y ' l l  use a weapon, 
beer b o t t l e s ,  and they don' t neces sa r i l y  announce t h a t  theyt re going 
t o  s t r i k e  e i t h e r .  Whereas men, you can p r e t t y ,  you know t h e r e t s  
t h a t  s o r t  o f ,  t h e r e ' s  a stand d o m ,  a dance, you can almost t e l l  o r  
whatever. And f o r  some of these  women, i t t s  almost s o r t  of  l i k e ,  
you d o n ' t  know, they l e ap  from a c h a i r  and t h a t .  Or t h e y f l l  smoosh 
up t o  somebody and manipulate and b e  tlovey-dovey,v and then b i t e .  
You see? There 's  no warning sometimes with  the womenfs v io lence .  
And t h a t ' s  what wefre seeing,  is  t h a t  whole i dea  of women a r e  
masters of psychological  v iolence,  1 say, and they use t h e i r  
manipulation,  and they use t h e i r  heads a l o t  i n  order  t o  sort of 
premedi ta te  what t h e y ' r e  going t o  do, but no t  neces sa r i l y  announce 
t h a t  t h e y ' r e  going t o  b i t e .  Ltfs l i k e  t he  poodle t h a t  al1 of a 
sudden b i t e s .  You th ink  i t ' s  a poodle, b u t ,  then you g e t  b i t .  
(CJ4 : 25 ) 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  another  respondent suggests  q u i t e  t he  oppos i te  of 

' unpred ic tab le t  female f i g h t i n g  ' a t  t h e  drop of a h a t . '  Rather ,  he 

suggests t h a t  there are ' cues, ' and t he  v io lence  i ç ,  i n  fact, pred i c t ab l e .  

1 could j u s t  see the  way they were walking, and the express ion,  and 
the a t t i t u d e ,  a very 'stare-down' kinda th ing .  They would s t a r e  
each o t h e r  dom.  You know, a s t i f f  r i g i d  back, shoulders back, 
t r y ing  t o ,  uh, you see  on National Geographic, the p r a i r i e  chickens ,  
puff ing up and showing t h e i r  s t r eng th  or whatever. That's what itrs 
like. (CB24:6) 

m i l e  both o f  t he se  respondents r e f e r  to  n a t u r e  shows and t h e  

p r e c i p i t a t i n g  c l u e s  animals use  i n  f i g h t s ,  they suggest opposite p a t t e r n s  

of t h e  ' n a t u r e '  of female violence t a c t i c s .  

The same respondent then descr ibes  t h e  'suddent and vic ious  n a t u r e  



of  female violence: 

And then, a l 1  of a sudden, f o r  some reason,  one of t h e  g i r l s  got  
i so la ted  from h e r  group. And the  nex t  thing you know, they swarmed 
her.  And they  j u s t  s t a r t e d  t o  do a number on her.  The violence was 
inc red ib le .  1 had l e s s  v io lence  ftom the guys. The guys, one, two 
punches, and 1 Say, l T h a t f s  it. ' And t h e y f l L  s t o p .  The g i r l s ,  1 
had t o  p u l l  them away and everything.  And they were smashing t h i s  
g i r l ' s  face i n t o  a b r i ck  wall, and blood going everywhere, kinda 
thing . . . When the  females come i n ,  t h a t  1 know are involved in 
gangs, o r  a s soc i a t ed  somehow with them, 1 almost send a s i g n a l  t o  my 
s t a f f ,  'Be an alert now.' We watch i t  ve ry  c lose ly ,  much more than 
when the guys come in .  (CB24:7) 

2 )  Understanding Female Gang A f f i l i a t i o n  

Theçe respondents expla in  tha t  women, because of t h e i r  *psychologyl 

(and implied psycho-pathology), j o i n  gangs f o r  d i f f e r e n t  reasons  than men 

do. While men j o i n  f o r  t ang ib le  and socioeconomic reasons,  women j o in  t he  

gang because they are 'needyt and more ' emotional  . ' Women have l i t t l e  

i n t e r e s t  i n  t he  money o r  power t h a t  the  gang provides ,  they  on ly  jo in  the  

gang f o r  ' the sense  of family . ' I n  the procesç , respondents who cons t ruc t  

gang women as 'mad and/or badl l oca t e  the 'problem* of female gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  he r  mind. One respondent sugges t s :  

My personal p i c t u r e  of them r i g h t  now, f o r  whatever i t ' s  worth, is 
these  a r e  inadequate personalities, desperate t o  be accepted,  
desperate t o  belong t o  something .... (CJ3:27; emphasis mine) 

This  respondent sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  ' inadequacyl of t he  ' female  mind' 

exp la ins  why they wi t h s  tand their second-class t rea tment  w i  t h i n  t h e  gang: 

My gut hunch, and thatts a l l  i t  i s ,  for what i t ' s  worth ,  1 think 
the re  a re  d i f f e r e n t  reasons.  1 t h ink  t h e r e  are some d i f f e r e n t  
reasons t h a t  females would j o i n  gangs, as opposed t o  males . . . 1 am 
suspecting t h a t  i f  somebody were t o  look a t  female gang members, 1 
am, 1 would be ,  1 would be reasonably prepared tu wager some heavy 
money t ha t  there a r e  some dynamics going on i n  the  female mind t h a t  
a r e  not  going on i n  the males. And 1% gauging t h a t  on t h e  f a c t  
t h a t ,  notwithstanding t he  second c l a s s  t rea tment  t h a t  t hey  get, they 
have f a r  more of an i n t e n s e  l oya l t y  t o  the gang than  t h e  male 
members, who are presumably ge t t i ng  better treatment, but  who 



d i sp l ay  nowhere near  the l o y a l t y  t o  the gang t h a t  t he  females do. 
(CJ3:38; emphasis mine) 

Rather than exp la in ing  male dominance i n  terms of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  it 

surrounds gang women and i s  a l l  t h a t  they know, ' t h i s  respondent expla ins  

t h a t  it i s  because of  wornen's 'needy' p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  According t o  him, 

they t o l e r a t e  male dominance and make t he  i l l o g i c a l  decis ion t o  j o i n  t h a t  

gang because they are 'needy.' 

What 1 was t r y i n g  t o  ge t  a t  i s  with t h e  f a c t  t h a t  females have such 
low s t a t u s  wi th in  t he  gang, even i f  they  g e t  i n t o  t h e  I.P. by t h i s  
e a sy  road, through a s soc i a t i on  and t e l a t i o n s h i p ,  why they  have t h a t  
kind of l oya l t y  t o  the  gang, when they a r e  t r e a t e d  b a s i c a l l y  like 
s h i t  within the  gang. There was a  couple of crimes 1 aware of  
where t h e i r  r o l e  would be t o  d r i v e  t he  car, t h e  getaway c a r .  Their  
job would be t o  h ide  the  weapons. Their job would be  t o  decoy a  
vic t im.  Their job may be t o  a s s i s t  i n  a bea t ing .  Take p a r t  i n  a  
bea t ing ,  and so  on and so f o r t h .  So, t h e  gang w i l l  tend t o  involve 
them i n  p r e t t y ,  uh, t he  pointed edge of t h e  spear  i n  terms of t he  
commission of t h e  crime. They {gang women] w i l l  have almost no Say 
i n  terms of the  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  t h e  goods from t h a t ,  i n  terms of  
having any s o r t  o f  meaningful Say i n  vhat  crimes are going dom.  . . . 
I t l s  important t o  understand t h a t  t h i s  is primarily an extremely 
s e x i s t  organizat ion.  These guys do not  be l i eve  t h a t  women a r e  on 
the same l eve l  with them, a t  all. O . K . ?  And i f ,  now, a s  1 Say, 
t h i s  i s  s o r t  of an  odd th ing  t o  s ee  t h e  l o y a l t y  t h a t  t h e  females 
show t o  the  gang. When they have abso lu t e ly  no oppor tuni ty  t o  ever 
be  t r e a t e d  a s  s o r t  of an equal .  And where t he  gang f r equen t l y  puts  
them i n  a pos i t i on  where they' re going t o  be the fa11 guy. Or where 
t h e y ' r e  going t o  be used f o r  very  high r i s k  s o r t s  of t h i n g s ,  such 
a s  t r y ing  t o  b r i ng  drugs i n t o  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  such a s  ca r ry ing  a  
concealed weapon t h a t  may have been used i n  t h e  commission of an  
o f fence ,  such as using t h e i r  house a s  a  gang hide-out, such a s  
p u t t i n g  them i n  a pos i t i on  t o  go a f t e r  informants .  Pu t t i ng  them i n  
high r i s k  s i t u a t i o n s  where t h e y ' r e  going t o  t r y  t o  decoy a  v ic t im 
who may be ab le  t o  see the t h ing  being set  up. And guess who h e f s  
going t o  t r y  t o  t a k e  out  f i r s t ?  These are no t ,  these  a r e  no t ,  t h i s  
is no t  the  Barbie and Ken r e l a t i o n s h i p  w e t r e  t a l k ing  about .  You 
know what 1 mean? This  i s n ' t  t h e  l i t t l e  woman s i t t i n g  a t  home type 
o f  thing where t h e  b ig  guy goes o f f  and commits h i s  crime and br ings  
the goodies back and so  on and s o  f o r t h ,  and says ' l e t ' s  go pa r t y  
now,' o r  something l i k e  t h a t .  They a r e  involved i n  a l 1  of what 1, 
t h e  term 1 use is t h e  pointy  edge of t h e  spea r .  Theylre  involved i n  
a l 1  the ,  t h e y f r e  equal enough t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  crimes. 
Sometimes t hey ' r e  ço equal t h a t  t h e y f r e  a c t u a l l y  s e t  up as  being the  
f a11  guy i f  th ings  go dom and t h a t .  And then they  go sea rch ing  f o r  
t h e  weapon, the  t h r e e  guys t h a t  are involved i n  t h e  o f fence  '1 got  
nothing.  ' She s carrying everything . And t h e  way the  law' s 



constructed,  i f  y o u r r e  carrying it, you have a r e a l  good chance o f  
drawing much more time than the  guys are ,  who are doing t h e  offence.  
Not only is she happy with t h a t  ro l e .  She r e l i s h e s  t h a t  r o l e .  
Glhich tells me, y o u w r e  ta lk ing  with some p r e t t y  needy p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  
( C J 3  : 25 ) 

Many respondents e s s e n t i a l i z e  womenfs 'nature.' Because women a r e  

more emotional 'by nature '  than men, they a l so  'buy i n t o  t h e  gang more.' 

Motivated by t h e i r  ' h e a r t s t  and not t h e i r  minds, they  a r e  f a r  more devoted 

and loyal  t o  t h e  gang than the  males. 

1 th ink f o r  the females, i t  j u s t  cames d o m  t o  the di f fe rence  
between male psychology and female psychology ... Theyfre more 
involved with f ami l i e s ,  s t ronger  than guys, and t h a t  explains why 
when they  jo in  a gang- They buy i n t o  i t  more than  t h e  guys do. So, 
1 th ink  t h a t ' s  t h e  g r e a t e s t  f a c t o r .  (CJ1:32) 

Seemingly contradictory,  while females a r e  f a r  more loya l  t o  t h e  

gang than t h e  males, they a l s o  switch t h e i r  a l l eg i ance  more e a s i l y  than do 

the  males. This is  congruent with the s t e r eo typ ica l  no t ion  t h a t  women a r e  

' f i c k l e  . ' Whi le  t h e i r  devotion t o  the  gang i s  in t ense ,  women a l s o  ' change 

t h e i r  minds' and switch t h e i r  a l leg iances  a t  random. 

Getting t o  t h e  female gang members, some of t h e  information we have 
is t h a t  female gang members a r e  by far more devoted t o  t he  gang than 
a male gang member will be. On average, they  tend t o  be  far  more 
devoted t o  the  gang. They tend t o  be far more v ic ious  i n  t h e i r  
confrontat ions  with o the r  gang members ... The f i g h t i n g  tends t o  be 
more v ic ious .  The grudge is held forever. It seems t o  be  held f o r  
a long tirne. The loya l ty  t o  t h e  gang is abso lu t e ly  s o r t  of  
manifested i n  almost everything t h a t  they do. Def ian t ly  loyal  t o  
t h e  gang ... But it i s n ' t  t ha t  hard fo r  an 1-P. [Zndian Posse] t o  
r o l l  over i n t o  being a Deuce. But once they become a Deuce, they 
must h a t e  1 . P .  And y e t ,  i f  t hey ' r e  with fou r  more colleagues i n  
custody, i f  there  a r e n ' t  o ther  gang members around t o  necessar i ly  
make a b ig  deal out  of it, the re  a r e  f a r  more assoc ia t ions ,  i t  
doesn ' t  seem t o  bother them, they w i l l  tend t o  get  along. Males 
d o n t t  do t h a t  very of ten .  Once they switch, once a male switches 
from I . P .  t o  Deuce, t h a t  becomes a blood th ing  t o  them. Never, t o  
never g ive  an I . P .  a chance. The- females, occas iona l ly ,  when they 
switch over ,  do not necessar i ly  c a r r y  t h a t  [ a l l eg i ance ]  unless some 
other gang memberl s presen t ,  another gang member s present ,  then 
it's j u s t  t o t a l  warfare. (CJ3:22) 

The insinuat ion here  is  t h a t  t he re  is a f l i p p a n t  and untrustworthy aspect  



t o  femalesl  i n t ense ly  emotional l o y a l t y  t o  t h e  gang. 

Another respondent suggests t h a t  t h e  only reason women jo in  gangs is 

t o  a t t r a c t  the a t t e n t i o n  of male gang members:  

The females don ' t ,  they don ' t  set out t o  accomplish the same 
things  once they g e t  i n t o  t h e  gang . . . Most of t h e s e  g i r l s  a r e  
t r y ing  t o  a t t r a c t  the a t t e n t i o n  of  a male gang member by 
joining.  (SS16:25) 

Sometimes, t h e  female gang members a r e  cons t ruc ted  a s  mere 

appendages t o  t h e  gang. One respondent sugges t s  t h a t  womenls r o l e  i s  so  

pe r iphe ra l ,  they a r e  b a s i c a l l y  a f f i l i a t e d  just because of t h e i r  

a s soc i a t i on  with a male gang member. I n  f a c t ,  he even hes i t a t ed  t o  call 

them gang members: 

Therels no t  r e a l l y  t h a t  many . . . Maybe j u s t  a couple  of r e a l l y  hard- 
nosed g i r l s  w i t h  bad a t t i t u d e s  . . . 1 know t h a t  t h e r e t  s a l o t  of 
g i r l s  who a r e  down with  Deuce and down with I.P., and 1 guess 
t e chn i ca l l y  you could c a l l  them [ t h e  g i r l s ]  Deuce and cal1 them 1 .P. 
a l s o .  (CB23 : 7 )  

One respondent does not merely imply t h a t  womenls r o l e  is per iphera l  

and i n s i g n i f i c a n t ,  he l ikens  them t o  ch i l d r en ;  

What youtd probably see with them [female gang members] is t h e y l r e  
j u s t  tagging along. You have cases  where, you know, t he  homicides 
and what-not whete people have been k i l l e d  by gang members, u sua l l y  
i n  a l o t  of cases t h e  femaleç a r e  j u s t  obseming  those  cases, o r  
they're watching t h e i r  s i g n i f i c a n t  o t h e r  engage i n  t h e i r  work. 
'Take your k i d  t o  work day , '  1 guess. (CJ5:14) 

Female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  is understood as pe r iphe ra l .  They a r e  motivated 

t o  j o i n  the  gang because they a r e  'needy' and occupy a  marginal ,  ' ch i l d -  

l i k e '  pos i t ion  wi th in  the gang. 

Other respondents suggest  t h a t  women do have some inf luence wi th in  

t h e  gang. 

So t h e r e t s  a s t rong in f luence  from sou th  of t h e  border .  The females 
as 1 Say, f o r  some reason, buy into t h a t  in f luence  more than the men 
do. And they,  t hey l r e  very ded ica ted  t o  the gang. They're very 
much a mainstay as  far as keeping the gang going. When they buy 



i n t o  it they buy i n t o  i t  big, and they keep it going. They keep the  
guys i n t e r e s t e d ,  because t h e y l r e  such a b ig  p a r t  of it. (CJ1:8) 

In  f a c t ,  cons i s t en t  wi th  s te reo types  of womenrs na tu r e ,  these  women a r e  

constructed a s  devious, adept  a t  psychologicalmanipulation. Respondents 

const ruct  gang women a s  manipulative,  conniving, trouble-makers: 

And we have g i r l s  who come i n  and egg some of t h e  guys on. T h e y r l l  
say, 'Buddy o r  whatever i s  p u t t i n g  us  down. If you're a man, come 
on. Get your b ros ,  l e t ' s  go, le t ' s  get him, come on. '  And t h e  guy 
wants nothing t o  do with it. He says  ' I t r s  s t u p i d '  and comments you 
know, ' J u s t  l e t  them shoot their mouth o f f ,  and then wel 11 watch 
them come up and h i t  the  guy i n  t h e  face,  and say,  'Yourre not  a 
man.' And now, t h e  guy has t o  Save face ,  h e ' s  got t o  g e t  up, and I 
got  t o  walk o u t ,  ' cause  he 's  going t o  smack h e r  back, and once he 
h i t s  he r ,  h e r s  committed himself t o  having t o  go defend her  honour 
kinda th ing.  And sometimes it '  s j u s t  a s e t  up, where t hey ' r e  t r y ing  
t o  g e t  t h i s  guy o u t  some place, and t h e y r l l  j u s t  do number on him, 
bea t  him up o r  something. (CB24:7) 

Another respondent p a i n t s  a s imi l a r  p i c t u r e :  

ühat we havenr t  had much of y e t ,  a t  l e a s t  not  provable,  is a female 
p u l l i n g  the  t r i g g e r  i n  a dr ive-by  shooting. They a r e  i n  t h e  car, 
encouraging t h e  male gang member t o  do so. One p a r t i c u l a r  murder, 
the  female was i n  t he  veh ic le ,  a couple of females were i n  the 
veh i c l e ,  where t h e  person a c t u a l l y  k i l l e d  a r i v a l  gang member, very 
much encouraging hirn t o  do s o  before  t he  a c t  and very much showing 
him a f f e c t i o n  and p r i d e  once he  k i l l e d  t h i s  guy i n  f r o n t  of them, 
l i k e ,  'Right on, you did  it f o r  t h e  gang, you ' re  a s tand up guy. '  
Very, very suppor t ive  and encouraging and taking f u l l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  
i n  t h e  p r e s t i g e  and g lory  a f t e r  t h e  murder. But they weren ' t  the 
ones t h a t  pu l led  t h e  t r i g g e r .  ( ~ ~ 1 : 2 1 )  

It  seems t h e  only t i m e  women have ' b r a i n s r  o r  r a t i o n a l  thought i s  f o r  the  

purposes of e v i l .  Their 'badnessV i s  psychologized: 

S h e r s  very b r i g h t .  She could go through un ive r s i t y  and g e t  a 
degree,  no ques t ions  asked. But she' s very devious i n  a l o t  of 
ways, and very manipulative,  ve ry  se l f -cen t red ,  very n a r c i s s i s t i c ,  
and he r  goa l  i n  l i f e  revolves around money. Now t h a t  h e ' s  Cher 
partner who is high up i n  the  gang] i n  j a i l ,  s h e r  s cons tan t ly  t r y ing  
t o  find ways of  c a l l i n g  him up,  and seeing i f  he can cal1 somebody 
up t o  do a job f o r  her i n  o rde r  t o  ge t  some cash ,  because s h e i s  
s t rapped.  Or she '  11 go t o  people,  o t h e r  Warriorr  s ,  and Say '1 need 
t h i s  and t h a t  and the  other  t h i n g l  t o  t r y  t o  set up ways of  g e t t i n g  
h e r s e l f  some cash.  So, i n  t e m s  of who's t he  mind behind t h i s  guy, 
it c e r t a i n l y  i s n ' t  M m ,  i t ' s  h e r .  So 1 d o n r t  know i f  some of t h e  
women a r e  playing those  kinda r o l e s  where, uh, see ,  he took the  



f a l l .  He's i n  Stoney. You see. And 1 know t h a t  she  pushes him t o  
do a h e l l  of a l o t  more than, you know. And s h e l s  t h e  brains  behind 
a l o t  of th ings .  (CJ4:ll) 

Even the  motivating f a c t o r s  f o r  women t o  l e ave  the  gang a r e  

constructed a s  i r r a t i o n a l .  While some of the respondents l o c a t e  the  

'problem' of gangs i n  t h e  f a i l u r e  of mothers t o  rear t h e i r  ch i l d r en  

properly,  o thers  suggested t h a t  t h i s  'materna1 i n s t i n c t '  and d e s i r e  t o  

c a r e  fo r  their c h i l d  is  n o t  l o g i c a l .  Pregnancy and leaving t he  gang t o  

r a i s e  your ch i ld  i n  a s a f e r  atmosphere are not  considered ' l o g i c a l '  

decis ions  . 
Male gang members are not affected by t h a t .  Their  k id s ,  by and 
la rge  they could c a r e  less. They could have a hundred and f i f t y  
k ids  by a hundred and fifty d i f f e r e n t  g i r l s ,  they d o n t t  ca re .  
There's no t i e  t he r e .  But the mother-child t i e  i s  still  t h e r e .  So, 
i t ' s  t h a t  kind of t h ing  t h a t  n i 1 1  a f f e c t  t he  females choice as t o  
leaving the  gang. ühereas a male is more persuaded by a logical 
argument approach. (CJ1:49; emphasis mine) 

The obvious impl icat ion here is t h a t  a female i s  persuaded by i l l o g i c a l  

approaches, such a s  appeal ing t o  her  du ty  a s  a mother. 

This e s sen t i a i i z ed  not ion of 'women' is understood i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  

'normal' male gang behaviour. The woman is  constructed a s  ' o t h e r , '  and 

understood i n  terms of he r  unique ' n a t u r e .  ' This e s s e n t i a l i z e d  view of 

gang women builds on e x i s t i n g  s t e r eo types  of womenls na tu r e  and expected 

sex-role behaviour. I n  the  process,  t h e  gang woman is psychologized - she 

i s  i r r a t i o n a l  (mad) and doubly deviant  ( b a d ) .  

3 )  Nad and/or Bad Women and the  Ev i l s  of Empowerment 

Even when s o c i a l  f a c t o r s  a r e  acknowledged, t hey  a r e  seen i n  t he  

context  of  a ' loosening o f  ( t r a d i t i o n a l )  con t ro l s '  over  women - t he  

'downside1 o r  negative impact of t he  women's l i b e r a t i o n  movement. Some 



respondents suggest  t h a t  the messages o f  ' female empowerment' have c rea ted  

Our s o c i e t a l  problems. The problem is n o t  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e ç ,  but 

r a t h e r ,  a whole generat ion t h a t  is 'gender confused.' 

(Any theo r i e s  on why we're see ing  an increase  i n  female v io l ence? )  

1 th ink  t h a t  f o r  the young ones coming up, I c a l 1  them unisex k ids .  
And i f  you r e a l l y  look a t  them, t h e r e f s  j u ç t  sort of t h i s  vhole 
confusion of gender,  and a real mix o f ,  uh, they donPt dress 
fendnine. They're bulking up, they  t a lk ,  swearing, and t h e i r  
language is Just as masculine. 1 think t ha t  they d o n t t  have a r o l e  
model t h a t  shows them how t o  ga in  power wi thout  doing i t  the 
t r a d i t i o n a l  male vay. They know now, 1 th ink  t h e r e ' s  enough 
messages out  i n  s o c i e t y ,  t h a t  women don1 t have t o  be a doormat. So, 
1 t h ink  the young ones coming up have l i ved  with  probably b e t t e r  
messages than 1 e v e r  d i d  growing up, i n  terms of  'women deserve 
parerr ... 'Sugar and s p i c e  and everything n ice ,  t h a t l s  what l i t t l e  
g i r l s  are made o f '  was t h a t  some of  the  messages t h a t  you were 
given, and women can' t i d e n t i f y  w i  t h  t ha t  [now] . O. K .  , t hen  you 
t e l l  me what you t h i n k  the man is ,  and what the  woman is, who's got  
t h e  most power? And, the women are saying,  'Weil the women a r e  the  
ones wi th  the  power. Oh. What is a man t o  you? ' A  man i s  
somebody with a long pony- ta i l ,  who should look good, probably wonf t 
be a good dad, probably d o e s n f t  earn any money, bu t  a l 1  hers good 
fo r  is  one thing,  and t h a t  ' s sex. ' So, t h i s  is  what we used t o  hear 
men Say a l 1  the  time, about women. 

(Where do you t h ink  t h e y ' r e  g e t t i n g  t h a t  message, because it seems 
t o  counter  womenls e q u a l i t y ,  womenrs l i b e r a t i o n  i n  economic terms, 
a t  l e a s t ,  ha sn ' t  hit pover ty  s t r i c k e n  f ami l i e s? )  

(So how a r e  they g e t t i n g  t h a t  ... Cinte r rup t ion] )  

1 th ink  t h a t ,  1 don' t know how t h e y l r e  ge t t i ng  t h a t ,  i n  tems of 
what maybe media [ a r e ]  p resen t ing  to  them. You know, t h e r e l s  always 
t h a t  message o u t  t h e r e  t h a t  you d o n f t  have t o  be second class 
anymore. I n  te- of  economic, they d o n f t  neces sa r i l y  s ee  
themselves as hard done by ... [ T l h e r e ' s  t h i s  type of woman t h a t T s  
emerging now, and i t ' s  r e a l l y  showing i t s  face  i n  the  unisex g i r l s  
t h a t  a r e  coming up, t h a t  donf t s e e  themselves a s  powerless. They're 
more aggress ive .  They're more t r y i n g  t o  b e  i n  power o r  grabbing 
power i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  ways that the boys have been doing al1 
along. (CJ4:26; emphasis mine) 

Another respondent suggests  that gang women mistakenly see gang 



a f f i l i a t i o n  as  t h e  opportunity t o  ' t ake  over ' :  

And now t h i s  is  t h e i r  oppor tun i ty  t o  rise up and take over  kind o f  
th ing .  But i n  a sense, t h e y r  re st i l l  p a r t  of the  [ p a t r i a r c h a l ]  
syçtem, i n  t h a t  they w i l l  be dominated by t h e  male gangs. (CB24:6) 

One respondent agrees t h a t  soc i e ty  has  l e s s  control  over women 

which, i n  turn ,  exp l a in s  the i n c r e a s e  i n  female aggression.  The gender 

r o l e  p r e sc r ip t i ons  t h a t  held women i n  check no longer  exist. 

Consequently, they have the freedom t o  'be l i k e  boys. '  

It wasn' t viewed by s o c i e t y  t o  be accep tab le  fo r  females t o  be 
involved i n  f i g h t s  pas t  a c e r t a i n  age. SO, t h e r e  were o t h e r  avenues 
f o r  them t o  g e t  t h e i r  aggressions out.  Now, 1 dont t r e a l l y  see  t h a t  
as being t he  case. We dont t have those s o c i e t a l  noms t h a t  a r e  kinda 
keeping people i n  check. It's kinda l i k e  anything, anything goes 
now. They d o n r t  r e a l l y  have anything t h a t  they can go and Say '1 
c a n ' t  do t h a t  because l i t t l e  g i r l s  d o n f t  do t h a t '  .. . And now you 
s e e  a l o t  of t h e  same values t h a t  boys used t o  ge t .  Females are now 
g e t t i n g .  So when a boy was aggress ive  and beat ing o the s  people up, 
he could f i n d  a c e r t a i n  group t h a t  could find t ha t  acceptable .  Now 
i t ' s  the same th ing  fo r  females.  Where it used t o  be  t eas ing  and 
g e t t i n g  o the r  boys t o  go and do t h e i r  dirty work f o r  them. Now 
y o u l l l  have females tha t  a r e  a c t u a l l y  able t o  do t h a t  themselves. 
(CJS: 19) 

The devious gang women can now 'do t h e i r  d i r t y  work l themselves . 
Another respondent cornplains t h a t  t he r e  are no gender con t ro l s  

holding women i n  check anymore. F e u l e  gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and female 

aggress ion can be t r a c e d  t o  womenls ' I i b e r a t i o n . '  

Although i t  does seem t h a t  i t ' s  ge t t i ng  more acceptable ... [Women 
genera l ly ]  seem t o  be a l i t t l e  b i t  more aggress ive .  The females 
t h a t  I ' v e  corne i n t o  contact  with . . . There r e a l l y  doesnl t seem t o  b e  
that much of a d i f fe rence  i n  t h e  sex r o l e s  anymore. You don ' t  
r e a l l y s e e  t h a t .  I t ' s ,  I guess, uh, o n e o f  t h e ,  uh, t h e  b e n e f i t s  of 
l i b e r a t i o n .  I t l s  gone i n t o  t h e  criminal  world. (CJ5:8) 

Rather than t rac ing  it t o  an i n c r e a s e  i n  v io lence  i n  soc i e ty  genera l ly ,  

f o r  example, he points t o  womenFs l i b e r a t i o n  and the f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  is no 

d i f  f e r ence  between the sexes anyrnore. 'L ibe ra t i onq  gives  women the  

freedom t o  a c t  Zike men and, consequently,  b e  as criminal a s  men. 



These 'pseudo-menT do no t  act feminine. These 'bad' women are  no t  

fol lowing t h e i r  p resc r ibed  gender-roles.  

.... [Glirls always played a pass ive ,  t i m i d  r o l e ,  and always s t o o d  
behind t h e  man. And now, i n  t he  ' 9 0 t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  with t h e  g i r l s  
being involved i n  gangs, t oo ,  now. And, then t he  g i r l s  taking on a 
whole new r o l e ,  a s  being aggress ive ,  being v io l en t .  And, pe r sona l l y  
f o r  me, I may be l i v i n g  i n  t h e  dark ages ,  but f o r  me, t h a t f s  a r e a l  
t u r n  off. 1 d o n T t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  care f o r  seeing g i r l s  walking around 
with  a bad ass a t t i t u d e  . . . But for t h e  g i r l s  being v i o l e n t  and 
aggress ive?  Ltls j u s t  n o t  feminine. I t ' s  j u s t  no t ,  i t ' s  no t  
appealing.  I t ' s  not appealing t o  me. I t ' s  a c t u a l l y  a r e a l ,  real  
t u r n  off. 1 don1t like seeing g i r l s  l i k e  t ha t .  (CB23:ll) 

This male respondent, whose job is  t o  help gang members, laments t h a t  t h e  

fernales a r e  no t  ' appea l ing t  t o  him. 

Not only do female gang members a c t  l i k e  pseudo-men, one respondent 

even suggests  t h a t  female gang members phyç io log ica l ly  resemble men: 

So P m  even looking i n  terms of phys io log ica l ly ,  what o r  how a r e  
t he se  women changing? And they  a r e  changing t o  b e  almost g e n e r i c  
looking, compared t o ,  you know, s o r t  o f ,  i n  terms o f ,  but t h i s  is 
no t  everybody, t h e  gang g i r l s  s p e c i f i c a l l y .  Theylre  almost, l i k e  1 
Say, unisex g i r l s .  They look l i k e  the  guys, they ac t  l i k e  t h e  guys ,  
they  t a l k  l i k e  t h e  guys, t h e y ' r e  beefed up l i k e  t h e  guys, and 
toughet than the guys. 

(Beefed up in terms of muscle?) 

Oh yeah. These women a r e  big.  Mmhmmm. (CJ4:29-30) 

Perhaps t h i s  inc reased  'maleness'  even exp la ins  lesbianism? This 

respondent suggests  the p o s s i b i l i t y :  

And then [ t h e r e  are] t he  ones who view themselves a s  having some 
s o r t  of power equal t o  men. But t h e y t r e  a l s o  looking t he  r o l e ,  and 
a c t i n g  t h e  r o l e ,  and maybe thatls why Donna's even ' s e x u a l i t y  
confusedf [homosexual]. 1 d o n t t  know. O r  i s  t h a t  j u s t  t o  g a i n  
power and c o n t r o l ,  with the way men used t o ?  1 don1 t know. (CJ4:29) 

Not only have t h e  messages of female empowerment c rea ted  a 

generation of 'pseudo-men,' b u t  t h e  woments l i b e r a t i o n  movement has a l ç o  

taken women away from t h e i r  r o l e  of r a i s i n g  ch i l d r en .  Women ' s 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  labour force has broken down t h e  fami ly  u n i t .  When 



discuss ing  the 'Tack of parent ing1 problem, rather than framing i t  i n  such 

a way that  holds both the  father and the mother respons ib le ,  t h i s  

respondent only p o i n t s  t h e  f inger  a t  t h e  criminogenic motber. The mother 

is  a t  f a u l t  f o r  not  being there  f o r  her  ch i l d  who, subsequently,  remains 

i n  the gang. 

So, what they '  re going t o  do i s  wind up escaping.  And i t  l s going t o  
be another reason why t h a t  gang menber i s  going t o  cont inue i n  
t he r e .  'Cause they're going t o  look a t ,  you know, that significant 
female that vas supposed t o  be helping them and they c a n ' t  even help 
themselves. So what else do they  have t o  look forward t o ?  (CJ5:17; 
emphasis mine) 

This respondent assumes t h a t  t h e  family  of o r i g i n  f o r  gang members is 

l working parents ,  ' f o r g e t t i n g  h i s  p rev ious  comments t h a t  gang members corne 

from p a r e n t s  who are  t y p i c a l l y  unemployed and on s o c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e .  

And t he  problems seem t o  be ,  um, a lack of supervis ion,  o r  a l ack  of 
inf luence from a parent ,  t h a t  either through them having t o  vork o r  
them choosiag t o  work [pause].  What you see is a k i d  has  t o  r a i s e ,  
r a i s e  h imse l f  [s ic] .  (CJ5:ll; emphasis mine) 

Another respondent , s i m i l a r l y  , fo rge t s  t h a t  j u s t  p r ev ious ly  she 

suggested t h a t  the  pa ren t s  of gang women did not work. 

(Any theor ies  on why [female v io lence  has i nc r ea sed ]? )  

. . . Two working paren ts ,  t ha t ' s  the  whoLe thing,  where t h e r e t s  
çomebody not  t h e r e  t o  talk t o ,  maybe. 1 d o n f t  know. Like,  no one 
t o  work problems through with o r  no one [pause] I mean 1 d o n ' t  know 
[pause] But, 1 just  think i t t  s ,  we've j u s t  changed so much over the  
yea r s ,  P m  a prime example o f  t h a t ,  the  two parent  family .  I t l s  
ve ry  hard t o  c a r e  f o r  your c h i l d r e n  . . . 1 don ' t know , t h a t  ' s jus t 
an opinion. (CJ13:7) 

Adler ' s  inf luence i s  ev iden t  again  - female gang members a r e  benefactors  

of t h e  woments movement. 

So 1 guess i n  the world of e q u a l i t y ,  they 've  achieved t h a t  when it 
cornes t o  v io lence .  It's r i g h t  up there .  (CJ1:39) 



4 )  Discussion: Constructing Women as 'Mad and/or Bad9 

Construct ions  of female gang members as 'nad and/or badl a r e  based 

on t y p i c a l  r o l e  expec ta t ions .  Consis tent  w i th  s o c i e t a l  stereotypes of 

'women's na ture ,  ' the women are descr ibed as f i c k l e  and emotional;  for 

example, they can not  make up t h e i r  mincis, they  a r e  e a s i l y  swayed by t h e i r  

h e a r t s ,  and they switch t h e i r  a l l eg i ances  on a whim. Women lack  r e s t r a i n t  

and r a t i o n a l  thought. They j o in  the gang f o r  'emotionall  r easons ,  a s  

opposed t o  s o c i a l  and s t r u c t u r a l  ones. Accordingly, the underlying 

reasonç f o r  a fernale's gang motivation l i e  i n  h e r  mind, r a the r  than  s o c i a l  

s t r u c t u r a l  condi t ions .  Gang women are depic ted as ch i l d - l i ke  - t h e i r  gang 

a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  p e r i p h e t a l  and inconsequent ia l  - and/or a s  evi1 and 

manipulating - t h e i r  gang a c t i v i t i e s  more b r u t a l  (and l e s s  r a t i o n a l )  than 

men's. 

These cons t ruc t ions  of women r e f l e c t  comonly held  sex-role  

s t e r eo types .  We l i v e  i n  a soc ie ty  i n  which women have p a r t i c u l a r  r o l e s  

which they  should ' n a t u r a l l y '  f i l l .  The containment of aggress ion is a 

female ro l e - spec i f i c  behaviour. Women must con t a in  t h e i r  aggress ion  and 

f ee l i ngs  o f  powerlessness.  Female violence cha l lenges  t r a d i t i o n a l  r o l e  

p r e s c r i p t i o n s  which assume 'female p a s s i v i t y .  ' Any female ' ou tbu r s t s  ' 

have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been pathologized,  l o c a t i n g  the  problem i n  t h e i r  

biolog$' o r  psycholog#2 (Campbell, 1993: 1 4 2 ) .  Women's aggress ion  is 

I n  t h e  1800 s ,  hysterectomies were the heralded ' t r ea tment  ' for  
women ' s hys teria [ read : t h e i r  f r u s t r a t i o n  and anger] (See : Thomas 
Laqueur, 1990:176). Ba the r  than l e g i  t imiz ing  women ' s anger  , the 
'problemat ic '  organ was removed. Keep i n  mind t ha t  e a r l y  hysterectomies 
were extremely dangerous, o f ten  fatal. 

The hysterectomy 'cure1 i s  futther illogical when we cons ider  t h a t  
delinquency is a s soc i a t ed  with   mal en es^.^ Wouldn't a hysterectomy make 
women more 'male'? 



an enigma, a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e i r  ' i r r a t i o n a l i t y '  and/or ' ev i l neçç . '  

Her ac t i ons  are forced i n t o  a masculine mode1 of aggress ion ,  judged 
t o  be  male, and the woman is  seen a s  having v i o l a t e d  not  j u s t  the 
criminal  law bu t  t he  ' n a t u r a l  lawl of proper female behaviour. 
(Campbell, 1993:144) 

One t h e  other  hand, i t  is  ' n a t u r a l '  f o r  men t o  a c t  out .  "This repeats  an 

h i s t o r i c  theme of t h e  t rea tment  o f  women by t h e  cr iminôl  law - women who 

a r e  cr iminals  a r e  viewed a s  c razy  o r  he lp l e s s  o r  both" (Schneider 

1989:85).  In  t h e  process of cons t ruc t ing  gang women a s  'mad and/or bad,' 

t h e  'problem' of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  is i nd iv idua l i z ed  and an 

e s s e n t i a l  'woman' is implied. Rather than l oca t i ng  t h e  problem i n  tems 

of  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i  t i e s  experienced by gang women, they problem is  

l oca t ed  i n  her ' n a tu r e . '  When s o c i e t a l  condi t ions  a r e  acknowledged, the 

women's movement is impl icated - again,  t h e  problem can be t r aced  t o  

women. The women's movement has  resu l t ed  i n  a l ack  of s o c i e t a l  con t ro l ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  though gender n o m ,  over women. Consequently, womenfs 

'freedom' t r a n s l a t e s  i n t o  freedom t o  engage i n  t yp i ca l  'malef  behaviours 

of  gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and v io l ence .  These cons t ruc t ions  of gang women 

sugges t  t h a t  women a r e  i n  need o f  psychological  therapy,  w i th  a p a r t i c u l a r  

emphasis on re - lea rn ing  t h e i r  appropr ia te  'fernininet r o l e s .  The only 

s o c i e t a l  change required,  i d e a l l y ,  would b e  t he  rea f f i rmat ion  of 

p a t r i a r c h a l  c o n t r o l ,  p u t t i n g  women 'back i n  t h e  k i t chen f  and, 

consequently, o u t  of crime. 

'* Male aggresçion t r a n s l a t e s  i n t o  women ' s i n s a n i t y  (Campbell, 
1993:154). For an  i n  depth exp lo r a t i on  of women's deviance being defined 
as 'mad, ' t y p i c a l l y  r e s u l t i n g  i n  t h e i r  committal t o  an  asylum (Ussher, 
1991) .  
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II. Female Gang Members a s  'Survivors '  

Some respondents l o c a t e  femafe gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  terms of t h e  

s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  which have an impact on t h e i r  l i v e s ,  influenced b y  

the womenrs race ,  c l a s s  and gender. These respondents Locate both womenrs 

v io l ence  and t h e i r  gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  b roader  s o c i a l ,  l e g a l  and economic 

f a c t o r s .  Rather than cons t ruc t ing  female gang members as 'o the r '  and 

sugges t ing  t h a t  t h e i r  gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and u se  of  v io lence  are inhe ren t l y  

' d i f f e r e n t r  from male gangmembers', these  respondents sugges t  that female 

and male gang members a c t i v e l y  survive  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  which 

have an  impact on t h e i r  l i v e s .  Recognition is given t o  how those s o c i a l  

factors and material condi t ions  connect with t h e i r  gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and 

their violence.  They suggest  t h a t  e s s e n t i a l i s t  and s t e r e o t y p i c a l  

understandings of women make female v io lence  more no t i c eab l e  and shocking 

than male violence.  They trace female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and violence t o  

the fact  t h a t  v iolence i n  s o c i e t y ,  gene ra l l y ,  has inc reased  and t ha t  the 

gang a c t s  a s  a s o c i a l i z e r  encouraging t h e  use  of v io lence .  They also 

l i n k  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and violence t o  the abuse histories endured 

by many of the women. By l o c a t i n g  the i s s u e  i n  broader s t r u c t u r a l  terms, 

respondents do not  cons t ruc t  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and violence as 

' unna tu r a l '  and psycho-pathological.  Rather ,  they desc r i be  gang women who 

endure  p a r t i c u l a r l y  harsh and ' i r r a t i o n a l '  circumstances.  I n  t h e  process,  

t hey  cons t ruc t  the women a s  ' su rv ivors '  who exerc i se  agency and make 

r a t i o n a l  ' choices '  given the op t ions  they see around them. 

1) Understanding Female Violence 

Women have always had t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t o  be v i o l e n t ,  y e t  'v io lence '  

and 'crime' have been synonymous with 'maleness '  and mascu l in i ty .  I n  

f a c t ,  some respondents po in t  o u t  that one of  the  b igges t  d i f fe rences  



between female and male gang members is the f a c t  t h a t  s o c i e t y  views female 

deviance d i f  f e r e n t l y  f rom male deviance.  Rather than loca t ing  ' f emale 

violence '  i n  terms of h e r  ' increased maleness '  o r  ' i nc reased  e q u a l i t y , '  

some respondents l o c a t e  i t  i n  terms of ' increased prosecut ion. '  One 

respondent po in t s  out :  

We have way more females involved,  and t h e  ques t ion  o f ten  is,  'Are 
girls becoming more v io l en t ?  Are they  becoming more c r im ina l ? '  1 
donf t know i f  t h a t  indeed is true. O r  now, with the new response t o  
crime, and equal oppor tun i ty ,  t h a t  females a r e  j u s t  being processed 
i n  a way t h a t  they weren ' t  processed before .  A group of girls g e t s  
i n t o  some t roub le ,  O .K. Dry your t e a r s  and go on home' . A group of 
boys g e t s  i n t o  t r o u b l e ,  and i t '  s l ike  'Charge th-, charge them, 
charge them.' So 1 th ink people  a r e  being more open t o  charging 
females too,  and t h a t  might account  f o r  females being seen a s  h igh ly  
cr iminal  now. So 1 d o n f t  q u i t e  have my head around t h a t  one e l t h e r  
ye t  ... But, w e  a r e  see ing  females more heavi ly  f i n e d ,  sanc t ioned ,  
sentenced.  (SSl4:5) 

The f a c t  that female violence v i o l a t e s  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  and e s s e n t i a l i s t  

not ions  of 'women's n a t u r e , '  as wel l  a s  t h e  law, makes it  doubly dev i an t  

and a l 1  t he  more shocking. Some respondents  recognize t h a t  vomen, l i k e  

men, have always had t h e  capac i t y  t o  b e  v i o l e n t .  

1 mean t h e  p o t e n t i a l  has always been t he r e .  When you work i n  a 
[ co r r ec t i ona l ]  f a c i l i t y ,  and you g e t  t o  see both males and females 
a t  t h e i r  be s t  and a t  t h e i r  wors t ,  you t e a l i z e  t h a t  the re  r e a l l y  
i ç n ' t  a whole l o t  o f  d i f f e r ence .  Just becauçe a man's a man, o r  a 
woman's a woman. The violence l e v e l  is always t h e r e  i n  both sexes, 
i n  both genders. (CJ7:15) 

Fur ther ,  some respondents p o i n t  t o  t h e  fact t h a t  w e  notice female deviance 

more. One respondent sugges t s  t h a t  t h e r e  has  no t  been a dramatic i n c r e a s e  

i n  female v io lence .  The p o t e n t i a l  has alwavs been t h e r e .  

Yes, g i r l s  have always been capab le  of a c t i ng  o u t  ... The g i r l s  i n  
care have always had issues with v io l ence ,  l i k e  any of  our k ids  i n  
ca re .  (SSIS : 14 ) 



Another respondent o f fe red  t h e  following i n s i g h t :  

1 th ink t h e r e ' s  a b ig  misconception out  i n  the  world, and it bas t o  
do with t he  whole idea of  the  patriarchal çoc ie ty ,  and s t u f f  l i k e  
t ha t ,  t h a t  women a r e  s o  sweet and t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t .  And I be l i eve  
t h a t  women have t h e  p ropens i ty  t o  be v i o l e n t ,  and even more v i o l e n t  
than men. But 1 be l i eve  t h a t r s  because werve been taught no t  t o  
express our anger, s o  it bui lds  up i n s i d e  of  us. And you know, vhen 
[women] let it  go, i t ' s  l i k e  an horrendous re lease .  So L t h ink  i n  
a group, women would b e  more l i k e l y  t o  be ab le  t o  l e t  t h e i r  anger 
go, on a basis,  because t h e r e ' s  suppor t  t he r e ,  and the people accep t  
i t .  So, the re fore ,  the women a r e  learning i t ' s  O.K. t o  be angry,  
i t r s  O.K. t o  v io l en t .  And then p l u s  w i th  the  egging on and peer  
pressure ,  and i f  people a r e  saying t h a t  it'ç a good thing t o  do,  
then it w i l l  happen more and more . . . And with t h e  group, of course ,  
people draw s t r eng th  from groups, and do t h ings  they normally 
wouldnrt  do ... There r s  a l o t  of angry  people ou t  t h e r e  but Z t h ink  
because the  women haven' t been a l l w e d  t o  d i sp l ay  it before,  that 
werre  going t o  n o t i c e  t h e  violence i n  women more. To me i t r s  
normal, but we r r e  [ s o c i e t y ]  going t o  no t i ce  i t  more because w e  
[women] a r e n ' t  supposed t o  be t h a t  way. (SS18:S) 

The following respondent r e j e c t s  b i o l o g i c a l  arguments t h a t  men a r e  

' n a t u r a l l y r  more v i o l e n t  than women. 

1 would Say t h a t  wevre s t a r t i n g  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  females a r e n ' t  
necessa t i ly ,  not  t h e  weaker sex, but  ind iv idua l s  t h a t  a re  Less 
l i k e l y  o r  l e s s  prone t o  violence . . .  The rage i s  t h e r e .  You c a n r t  
just Say t h a t  i t ' s  a male th ing,  t h a t  i t ' s  a l 1  t h e  male hormones. 
( C J 2 :  1 4 )  

Women, l i k e  men, can f e e l  f r u s t r a t i o n  and anger  about t h e i r  powerlessness 

i n  soc i e ty .  

I n  add i t ion  t o  the fact t h a t  we notice female v io l ence  more (and  

perhaps more than male v i o l e n c e ) ,  some respondents  a l s o  p o i n t  t o  t h a t  fact 

that soc ie ty ,  i n  general ,  has become more v i o l e n t  and encourages 

de sens i t i z a t i on .  Consequently, t he r e  a r e  more men and women who use 

vio lence .  

(Therets been a l o t  of t a l k  about female violence i n  the media. 
Would you Say tha t  i t ' s  i nc r ea s ing? )  

Yes. L would Say d e f i n i t e l y  i t r s  increas ing .  But 1 t h ink  a l s o  
people a r e  no t ic ing  more ... But, yeah, 1 think al1 of soc i e ty  is 
becoming more v io l en t ,  Not just the wornen. A s  a  s o c i e t y  becomes 



more v i o l e n t ,  of  course women are going t o  become more v io l en t  t o o  
. . . 1 am a firm be l i eve r  i n  t . v .  and movie v io lence ,  I r e a l l y  
bel ieve t h a t  adds t o  i t .  J u s t ,  i n  t h e  way t h a t  t h e  longer y o u l r e  
exposed t o  i t ,  you j u s t  s t a r t  accepting it as normal and na tu ra l ,  
and there  you go. So it j u s t  becomes a way of life. (SS18:15) 

I f  your re Looking a t  s o c i e t y  i n  general ,  1 th ink t h a t  t h e  g i r l s ,  f o r  
example, i f  you j u s t  watch k id s ,  um, that you see t h e r e l  s a l o t  more 
violence i n  soc i e ty  f o r  a number of reasons.  You can go t o  t . v .  
You can t o  media. And you can go t o  a l 1  kinds of in f luences .  I t ' s  
not  a unique phenomenon that  t h e  female young of fenders  t h a t  we see 
are more vo l en t  than t h e  genera l  population.  You might b e  able  t o  
make t h a t  s ta tement ,  bu t  a 1 th ink the  general  popuLation is  more 
v io l en t  anyway. (CJll:23) 

Further,  l i f e  i n  the gang is very v io l en t .  The gang mandates 

v io lence .  The following respondent recognizes t h e  impact t h a t  t he  v i o l e n t  

'gang l i f e '  has on t h e  women. 

I 1 m  j u s t  n o t i c i n g  more t h e  r e s t r i c t e d  l i f e  t h a t  they have t o  l i v e ,  
i n  terms of 'Oh we cant t go t h e r e ,  because so  and so might be t he r e .  
And i f  so and so sees us.  And if they f i n d  out wbere we f i ve ,  da 
da ,  da da, da da,  and they wrecked t h i s  house, o r  they d id  t h i s '  . . . 
The th r ea t  of  violence,  bu t  a l s o ,  l i k e  we had one f m i l y ,  p a r t  of i t  
ended up g e t t i n g  very involved i n  gangs and ç t u f f .  Well, then that 
house was completely demolished one night  . Regardless, i f  there  was 
a mon living t he r e  o r  n o t .  Just demolish t he  p l ace ,  and then 
theyf r e  out on the  Street s o r t  of thing.  And t h a t  ' s j u s t  a regu la r  
weekend happening s o r t  of th ing .  And thatls d e f i n i t e l y  gang 
r e l a t ed .  (CB21:13) 

Violence i s  a way of l i f e  i n  t h e  gang, f o r  women and men. 

I d o n f t  th ink  t h e r e 1 s  a l o t  of d i f fe rences .  The females tend t a  be 
a s  v io len t  as the males can . . . TheyTre a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  
Theyfre not  j u s t  ind iv idua l s  on the  per iphery . . . [T)hey s o r t  of  
accept t h a t  as p a r t  of the l i f e s t y l e .  Like, v io lence  becomes an  
accepted nom,  a s  p a r t  o f  t h e  l i f e s t y l e .  So, something that, say, 
t h e  average c i t i z e n  would r e a l l y  be taken aback by, t o  them i t l s  
just, 'She deserved it, she had i t  coming t o  h e r l  o r  'He or  she  
looked a t  me t h e  wrong way.' (CJ2:14) 

This respondent suggested t h a t ,  when compared t o  o the r  females of s imi l a r  

demographics, a d i s t ingu ish ing  f e a t u r e  is  t h a t  the gang women are more 



v i o l e n t  . 
1 think your female gang members . . 1 think t h e y ' r e  going t o  be 
more v i o l e n t  than your average female offender .  And t h a t  j u s t  goes 
wi th  the whole street gang s u b c u l t u r e .  Violence is an accepted 
nom.  I t ' s  an i n f l u e n c e .  (CJ2:27). 

Another respondent s u g g e s t s  t h a t ,  perhaps, t h e  p o t e n t i ô l  was always 

t h e r e  and t h e  v iolence  mandated wi th in  t h e  gang ' s e t s  it f r e e . '  

(Do you think w e f  re seeing a new t y p e  of female of fender? I ' m  
wondering about t h e  n a t u r e  of female v io lence ,  has it changed? And 
is  it  d i f f e r e n t  from male v io lence?)  

Well, 1 think i t ' s  the same. When you look a t  t h e  f e m i n i s t  
movement , t he  way i t ' s progresçed,  t he  more our movement p rogresses ,  
t h e  more everybody s tar ts  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  t h e r e ' s  ve ry  s i m i l a r  t h i n g s  
between men and women. And again ,  it ' s jus t t h a t  w e  ' r e  becoming 
aware t h a t  women a r e  capable  of this . . . But 1 t h i n k  also  a s  t h e  
gang a c t i v i t y  i n c r e a s e s  s o  w i l l  t h e  offences  of  women i n c r e a s e .  
Because, i f  the  women a r e  a t  t h e  bottom of  the l a d d e r  of the gang 
s t r u c t u r e ,  the  gang s t r u c t u r e  i s  set up i n  such a way t h a t  t h e  
bottom people  always g e t  the blame. Like t h e  leaders set themselves 
up t o  b e  q u i t e  c l e a r  and f r e e  and t h e i r  hands a r e n v t  d i r t y ,  and more 
and more. And it depends too on t h i n g s  like, i n  p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  are 
they going t o  s t a r t  a r r e s t i n g  more women? What are they going t o  do 
with that? Are our  j a i l s  going t o  be  f i l l e d  with young p r o s t i t u t e s ?  
You know? (SS18:16) 

The gang hierarchy is set up such t h a t  women a r e  o f t e n  the ' f a11  guys.' 

This f u r t h e r  i n c r e a s e s  the v i s i b i l i t y  of f e u l e  v io lence .  

Fur the r ,  t h e  gang s o c i a l i z e s  i ts members t o  ab ide  by a code of 

e t h i c s  which r e q u i r e s  t toughness . '  Rather than  c o n s t r u c t i n g  gang women a s  

' c o l d , '  'evil,' and without  conscience,  some respondents recognize t h a t  

gang women have t o  a c t  ' tough '  and 'unemotional '  t o  s u r v i v e  t h e i r  wor ld .  

Itrs [gang l i f e ]  very ,  ve ry  v i o l e n t ,  you know. Those young women 
get trained t o  have no feat, even o f  a u t h o r i t y  . . . (C820:13; 
emphasis mine) 

One respondent  , r a t h e r  than  c o n s t r u c t i n g  t h e  women as ' e v i l  ' because 

they appear ' c o l d '  and wi thout  conscience,  n o t e s  t h a t  t h e y  cannot show 

emotion w i t h i n  the gang o r  else they would be  viewed a s  weak - tantamount 



t o  su ic ide  i n  t he  gang world. 

Like, bas i ca l ly ,  a l 1  of them can f i g h t .  And they 've been t r a i n e d  
how t o  f i g h t .  Or, they 've had t o  f i g h t  s ince  they 've  been 8 or 9 .  
And s o  they have no problem, um, whenever one g i r l  puts  the o t h e r  
dom, i t ' s  immediately, they go ou t s ide  and want t o  f i g h t  i t  ou t .  
They have, t h a t ' s  how they prove t h e i r  worth t o  t h e i r  o t h e r  
g i r l f r i e n d s .  Like 1 had t o  break up, on one of my s h i f t s ,  L had t o  
break up a fev girl f i g h t s ,  j u s t  because, you know, i t  kinda shows 
t h e i r  toughness t o  t h e  o ther  people around them and s t u f f .  And they 
kinda get respect  from t h e  other  g i r l s ,  and a l s o  the  guys who a r e  
looking, too.  It s j u s t  part of t h e  thing t h a t  you do. They dont t 
shy away from tha t .  I t ' s  accepted. (C822:8) 

In  add i t i on ,  these respondentç recognize t h a t  t h e  abuse h i s t o r i e s  of 

these women inf luence t h e i r  a c t s  of violence.  Rather than expla in ing  

female violence by the  fact t h a t  women a r e  becoming 'pseudo-men,' they 

suggest t h a t  gang women have been expoçed t o  violence and abuse t h e i r  

e n t i r e  l i v e s .  

Theyfre no t  a f r a i d  t o  f i g h t .  Unfortunately, some of them have 
witnessed t h i s  i n  the  home, you know, drunken p a r t i e s ,  wi tnessing 
tha t  a s  k id s ,  too. And so ,  it j u s t ,  t h a t  whole cycle  cont inues .  
But when t h e r e f s  knives and guns involved, t h a t f s ,  t h a t f s  s e t i o u s .  
And t h e r e  's been more of an increase i n  t ha t ,  whether i t  s s t abb ing ,  
or  people having access t o  guns. 1 mean, any one of them can t e l l  
me where t o  purchase a gun, o r  g e t  a gun. So, [pause] they know 
l o t s .  1 d o n ' t  think,  1 th ink  only 2% would ever r e s o r t  t o  t h a t ,  but 
they have the  knowledge of where t o  get  things.  (CB20:27) 

Since a very young age, these women have had t o  learn  t o  f i g h t  i n  o r d e r  t o  

survive.  They l ea rn  t h a t ,  i f  you are ' tough , '  a l l i e s  w i l l  respect  you and 

enemies w i l l  l eave  you alone.  

So, none of them have a problem with being tough o r  show t h e i r  
aggression.  It 's, you kinda do t h a t  t o  demand r e spec t ,  and s o  t h a t  
other  kids don ' t  push you around o r  t r y  t o  manipulate you o r  s t e a l  
s t u f f  from you o r  whatever. I t ' s  j u s t  kinda the way, i t ' s  how you 
s take your t e r r i t o r y .  And a l o t  of them know how t o  f i g h t ,  and 
they ' re  only,  l i k e ,  11 o r  10 ,  you know? (CB22:19) 

One respondent suggests t h a t  many of the a c t s  of violence committed 

by gang women mirror  a c t s  previously committed on them. The gang women 

perpetuate the  abuse they have endured. 
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of my g i r l s  are c a l l e d  Bitch 821 o r  whatever t h e i r  nicknames o r  
names a r e .  Theyf re assoc ia ted .  People know who they a r e  by 
name. And they in t u r n  have t o  recruit o t h e r  young women. 
t h a t ' s  where the  violence is, is t o r t u r e .  It's unrea l .  So, i n  
sense, . . . Like L was mentioning about one of my g i r l s  who 

to r tu r ed  t h i s  o ther  young woman w i t h  hangers, whips,  you know, 
beating her up . . . 
(Hangers? ) 

Hangers . 
(Vaginally? ) 

Yep. Yep. So, t h a t  one, she ' s  i nca rce ra t ed  s t i l l .  And i t ' s  not 
t h a t  1 g i v e  up on them, bu t  t h e r e  is  a certain amount, t h e r e ' s  a 
limit t h a t ,  you know, i f  s h e f s  going t o  continue t o  do t h i s .  Some 
a r e  j u s t  ben t  on, on going a l 1  t h e  way. And you ' re  going t o  f i n d  
them i n  Por tage  [Correct ional  I n s t i t u t e l  a l so .  Some of  them a r e  i n  
there .  I 1 m  s u r e  i f  1 would go and v i s i t ,  I would know a few o f  
them. And i t ' s  sad. 1 mean, i t ' s  sad t h a t  t h e y f v e  had t o  be 
exposed t o  t h a t  kind of v io lence  themselves, and i n  t u r n  perpe tua te  
i t  on o t h e r  young women. So, i t ' s ,  i t ' s  been on t h e  i nc r ea se  in the 
l a s t  t h r e e  years .  (CB20:25) 

So, here ,  t h i s  one respondent r e l a t e s  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  v i o l e n t  a c t  of 

gang women t o r t u r i n g  another woman. Yet, r a t h e r  than cons t t uc t i ng  t he se  

women as ' e v i l ,  ' she f e e l s  %ad. She draws a t t e n t i o n  t o  the fac t  t h a t  

these young women were 'exposed to  t h a t  k ind of violence themselves-' A t  

t h e  same time a s  the respondent recognizes the vic t imiza t ion  of the  gang 

women, she  does n o t  cons t ruc t  t he  women a s  ' v i c t ims  without agency. ' Gang 

women exerc i se  agency, taking on t he  r o l e  o f  t he  pe rpe t r a to r  and claiming 

t h e  power t h a t  goes with it. 

The fol lowing respondent l oca t e s  female violence i n  terms of t h e  

abuse they have endured, and continue t o  endure. The gang women use  

v io l ence  t o  ga in  some power i n  t h e i r  l i v e s .  

You know, t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e y t r e  a c t i n g  ou t  t o  gain some power. 1 
mean, f o r  themselves t o  f e e l ,  um, because theyf  re abused by the  guys 
i n  the gangs.  They ge t  o u t  of t h e i r  home where there' s abuse and 
then they bang around with these  gang guys where t hey  g e t  abused, 
too.  (CJ10: 1 7 )  



They a l s o  recognize the sense  of  f hope l e s snes s l  f e l t  by female gang 

members, acknowledging the  e f f e c t s  of the abuse many gang women have 

endured. I n  considera t ion o f  t h e  c o n s t a n t  exposure t o ,  and i n t ima t e  

experience wi th ,  violence,  some respondentç suggest  t h a t  gang women have 

nothing l e f t  t o  l o s e .  

Those who are a f f i l i a t e d  wi th  the gangs,  t h e i r  crimes seem t o  b e  
e i t h e r  more v io l en t  o r  more r e p e t i t i v e ,  as opposed t o  a f i r s t  t i m e  
offender female who j u s t  g e t s  i n t o  a s c u f f l e  a t  school  f o r  fighting 
o r ,  whatever, a s s au l t .  The ones with t h e  a f f i l i a t i o n  with the  gangs 
are o f t en  more v io len t  and, uh, scarier. Theytre  the ones t h a t  have 
t h a t  lack of fear .  They have that sense  of hopelesçness.  It 
doesnl t tuatter what happens, they  might a s  well  go a l 1  t h e  way with 
t h i s .  (CBZO : 19 ) 

A lea rned  behaviour, the use v io lence  appea r s  t o  o f f e r  t h e  most immediate 

means of gaining power. 

1 think t h a t  i f  you happen t o  be a c h i l d  of co lou r ,  o r  a child, o r  
b a s i c a l l y  c h i l d  of colour ,  dea l ing  w i t h  a l l ,  becoming a young woman, 
and a l 1  those  issues .  And how you ' r e  held back i n  s o c i e t y ,  
general ly .  And then you ' re  k ind  o f  one of t h e  disenfranchised 
groups w i th in  t h a t  . Your chances o f  f e e l i n g  t h a t  you have any power 
i n  your l i f e  o r  any kind of con t ro l  abou t  what ' ç going on around you 
would be slim t o  none, 1 f i g u r e .  You know, so i f  they're ab le  to go 
beat  up on someone, 1 mean 1 lm not condoning t h i s ,  bu t  1 l m  j u s t  
saying,  you can kind go 'Wait, hmm.' You know, this is the one way 
t h a t  they f e e l  t ha t  they [the womenls abusers ]  have some con t ro l  and 
some power. I t ' s  the wrong kind o f  c o n t r o l  and power. But you can 
kind of see, where maybe t h ey rve  made t h a t  leap. That, '1 dont t 
l i k e  i t  when it happens t o  me, bu t ,  1 know i f  1 go ou t  and do it, I 
know t h a t  1 feel that I r m  more powerful  than t h a t  person,  than t h i s  
person below me.' Right. And s o ,  1 might f e e l  a l i t t l e  bit b e t t e r  
about myself, b u t  f o r  a l 1  t h e  wrong reasons  and al1 t h e  wrong ways, 
than i n s  t e ad  of feel ing b e t t e r  about  themselves because they ' ve done 
wel l  a t  something, pe rsona l ly  accomplished something. But they  
d o n r t  know t h a t .  (CJll:24) 

2 )  Understanding Female Gang A f f i l i a t i o n  

Importantly,  some respondents recognize  t h a t  gang women a l s o  feel 

t h e  pa ins  of classism and racism, j u s t  a s  do men. Rather than l oca t i ng  

female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  terms of  their ' n a t u r e , '  such a s  t h e i r  



' d i f f e r e n t '  minds o r  hear t s ,  some respondents recognize t h a t  s t r u c t u r a l  

and s o c i a l  condi t ions ,  such as  poverty and abuse h i s t o r i e s ,  a f f e c t  women 

as w e l l  a s  men. Female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and violence a r e  understood as  

l o g i c a l  responses made by women t rying t o  surv ive  t h e i r  condi t ions  of 

s t r u c t u r a l  i nequa l i t y .  

1 know anybody from whatever socioeconomic c l a s s  could become 
involved i n  gangs. But, 1 think f o r  kids t h a t  maybe d o n f t  have t h e  
oppor tun i t i es ,  t h a t  some of t h e  middle c l a s s  o r  upper middle c l a s s  
k ids  have, a r e  more suscep t ib le .  'Cause t h e y ' r e  the ones that a r e  
hanging ou t  on the  street with no p l a c e  t o  go, nothing t o  do. And, 
you know, maybe people ca r e  about them but  d o n P t  have t h e  f i n a n c i a l  
a b i l i t y  t o  t ake  them t o  dance lessons  o r  t o  soccer games, o r  t o  ge t  
them involved i n  those community t h i n g s .  (CJ9:16) 

A l 1  the  c l a s s i c a l  reasons t ha t  everybody says  , they ' r e  a l 1  t r u e ,  
l i k e  poverty,  abuse, neg lec t .  (CB21:14) 

When asked what motivates k ids ,  gene ra l l y ,  t o  j o i n  gangs, t h e  

following respondent framed her reçponse i n  terms of s t r u c t u r a l  

i n e q u a l i t i e s  which constrained gang members l i v e s ,  both females andmales :  

Oh, t h e r e ' s  s o  many th ings .  Like, e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h i s  a rea  [core  
area of t h e  c i t y ] .  And speaking about Aboriginal people,  s o c i e t y  
has done s o  much t ry ing  t o  ass imi la te  them. And, you know, s t a r t i n g  
r i g h t  back t o  t he  r e s i d e n t i a l  schools.  So, probably r i g h t  back t o  
the reserve system, with them forcing them t o  change t h e i r  l i f e ,  and 
t r y ing  t o  make them i n t o  f a m e r s .  And then the r e s i d e n t i a l  system 
s t r i p p i n g  them of t h e i r  c u l t u r e  and t h e i r  language, and th ings  l i k e  
t h a t .  And r ipp ing  them a p a r t  from t h e i r  family u n i t s ,  s o  they doni t 
even know paren t ing  s k i l l s  .. . [Alnd then because of t h i s  s o c i a l  
a s s i s t ance  system, the  way i t f s  set up. Tt's set up f o r  f a i l u r e .  
I t f s  so hard t o  break ou t  of t ha t  system. Therefore, what choice do 
you have? And then i t  becomes a f a c t  of ' O . K . ,  1 can e i t h e r  work 
r e a l l y  hard and go t o  un ive r s i t y  and g e t  a degree. And, 1 d o n l t  
have the money t o  do t h a t ,  so  Pl1 s t r u g g l e  and be pour. Or, do 1 
go join  t h i s  gang and have some ready cash i n  my pocke t? '  Like, 
immediate, immediate g r a t i f i c a t i o n .  And then, a l s o ,  what 's  
happening is,  1 th ink,  t h i s  iç g e t t i n g  a l i t t l e  p o l i t i c a l ,  but wi th  
t he  new social as s i s t ance  po l icy ,  you ' re  going t o  see  the inc rease  
i n  s t r e e t  gang membership again becauçe t he  new s o c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e  
po l icy  f o r c e s  people, l i k e  s i ng l e  p a r e n t s  o r  paren t s ,  when t h e i r  
k id s  a r e  of  school age, they have t o  go ou t  and ge t  t r a i n i n g  and go 
t o  a job, and things  l i k e  that. Wonderful, but, when y o u l r e  looking 
a t  small r u r a l  c o m u n i t i e s  where t h e r e  is no economic development, 
t h e r e 1 s  no jobs ava i lab le ,  what happens is they have t o  corne t o  t h e  



c i t y  of Winnipeg. So, again ,  t h e y ' r e  taken away from t h e i r  homes, 
t h e i r  fami l ies ,  t h e i r  whole suppor t  system. Pu t  i n t o  the  c i t y  o f  
Winnipeg, where they know nothing.  Therel s no s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  k i d s  . 
Things l i k e  t h a t .  The nom's off  a t  school t r y i n g  t o  get a t r a i n i n g  
program. And then s h e f  ll probably end up i n  a minimum wage job. So 
then she becomes, not  a s o c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e  s ta t is t ic ,  but  a working 
poor s t a t i s t i c ,  which everybody ignores .  And then ,  t h i s  womanls 
kids  are  ou t  t he r e  [on t h e  streets of  Winnipeg]. And s h e ' s  s l a v i n g  
away from 9-5 in a wa i t r e s s ing  job, or  5-12 s l i n g i n g  hash. And 
whols going t o  watch h e r  kids? 'Cause her  f anUly l s  gone. Right? 
Everything j u s t  keeps adding t o  it and adding t o  it. (SS18:13) 

Note t h a t  t h i s  respondent mentions l a c k  of paren t ing  s k i l l s ,  dys func t iona l  

f ami l i e s ,  welfare, immediate g r a t i f i c a t i o n  and s i n g l e  mothers,  among o t h e r  

t h ings .  However, unlike o t h e r  respondents,  she immediately l oca t e s  those  

a spec t s  i n  t e m s  of the  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  of  race, class  and gender 

which create and perpetuate  them. 

Some respondents f rank ly  po in t  t o  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  inequali t ieç 

uniquely  faced by Aboriginal people,  t r a c i n g  gang involvement t o  t h e  

marginal izat ion and a l i e n a t i o n  of Aboriginal  people h i s t o r i c a l l y .  

1 don l t  know the  exac t  demographics bu t  l e t ' s  Say 90% of t he  people  
l i v i n g  i n  pover ty-s t r icken a r e a s ,  such as the core area, are 
Aboriginal. It only  makes sense  t h a t  Aboriginal  people  a r e  going t o  
hang around with Aboriginal  people .  And t h e r e f o r e  t h e  gangs a r e  
going t o  form t h a t  way. ( S S 1 8 : 7 )  

1 see  gangs a s  f i t t i n g  so much, speaking Abor ig ina l ly .  Gangs o f f e r  
s o  much t h a t  i s  missing i n  their home. I t ' s  r e p l a c i n g ,  a s  1 s a i d  
before,  the  lack of family  s t r u c t u r e  and the  l a c k  of belonging and 
a i l  that s t u f f  t h a t t s  missing from t h e  home because o f  200 years  of 
h i s to ry .  Kids are a b l e  t o  ga in  t h a t  wi th in  a gang. And i t ' s  t oo  
bad t ha t  t h a t ' s  t h e  p l ace  i t  has  t o  go. And i t ' s  n o t  t h e  p a r e n t s '  
f a u l t ,  o r  the  f ami ly t s  f a u l t ,  t h a t  t h i s  th ing  has  happened. I t ' s  
been a condit ioning over years. And i t ' s  j u s t  h i s t o r y ,  but  k ids  are 
obviously g e t t i n g  despera te ,  t o  do t h a t .  So, where do you go t o  get 
i t? You go t o  the  f i r s t  and t h e  e a s i e s t  place t o  g e t  it, t o  g e t  a 
sense of  belonging. Everybody needs a sense o f  belonging and i f  
they can get i t  from t h e r e  [the gang], of course  t h e y ' r e  going t o  
go. ( S S l 8  : 19 ) 

Because a l o t  of our  c l i e n t s  a r e  Aboriginal ,  how much does 
r e s iden t i a l  schools impact on t h a t ?  Are we s ee ing ,  and going to 
continue t o  see, t he  awful impact of r e s i d e n t i a l  schools  on the  
Aboriginal population? They l o s t  the a b i l i t y  t a  p a r e n t  when a l1  



those kids were taken o u t -  You c a n ' t  g ive  t ha t  back t o  them. So you 
can ' t expect the generat ion t h a t  ' s parent ing now, they ' r e  i n  t h e i r  
40s, t o  be able  t o  parent ,  because they weren' t  a t  home t o  be 
parented. And t h a t '  s how you l e a r n  r i g h t ?  T t f  s modelled behaviour. 
Learn how t o  parent by watching your parents  do t h a t .  So i f  you ' re  
taken ou t  of t h a t ,  and you only get t o  go home f o r  two months a 
year,  those parents fo rge t  how, t hose  k ids  t h a t  a r e  now adu l t s  wi th  
kids ,  and theyfve  a c t u a l l y  got grandkids now, so  how many 
generations now have we got people  t h a t  d o n f t  know how t o  paren t?  
(CJ11: 25 ) 

Another respondent saw t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  imposed by racism 

as inf luencing no t  only the propensity t o  gang involvement, b u t  a l s o  t he  

v i s i b i l i t y  and detect ion of gang members. She comments: 

1 guess h i s t o r y t ç  shown [pause] t h e  socioeconomic, lack of s e l f -  
esteem, r e s i d e n t i a l  schools . J u s t  s o c i e t y  's racism and p r e j  udism 
[sic] towards Aboriginal  people. I would think the majori ty  of 
noticed s t r e e t  gang members a r e  Aboriginal .  See, 'cause 1 a l s o  know 
t h a t  there's a l o t  of s t r e e t  gangs in the Asian community but  we 
never hear about them . . . And a f r i e n d  of mine t o l d  me, about 20 
years ago, Aboriginal youth gangs s t a r t e d  i n  defence of Asian gangs . . . Within our c i t y ,  Aboriginal gangs formed t o  stop t h e  Asian gangs 
from taking over t h e i r  t e r r i t o r y  [ i n  terms of ' t u r f '  issues over 
drugs, p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  etc.] ... That was how i t  a l 1  s t a r t e d  and came 
t o  l i g h t ,  and become organized or formal. I t  was pro tec t ion .  
( S S l 8  : 6 ] 

Ln Winnipeg, ' s t r e e t  gangs' a r e  synonymous with 'Nat ive  gangs.' The 

i n v i s i b i l i t y  of Asian gangs exempfifies t h i s .  Rarely a r e  they mentioned 

i n  the  media. Police and Corrections s t a t i s t i c s  sugges t  t ha t  t h e i r  

numbers are i n s i g n i f i c a n t -  On t h a t  n o t e ,  another respondent gives  a 

c h i l l i n g  assessment of  Asian gangs: 

.... [T]here l s  Asian gangs here, t oo .  And they ' re  the ones t h a t  a r e  
very organized. And some of my girls have a had a h e l l  o f  a time 
ge t t i ng  ou t  of those p laces ,  and o u t  of the grips of those men. So 
i t t s ,  you know, we a r e  always aware of wha t f s  happening, t r y  t o  be  
aware, s o  t h a t  they, if they end up over there [Vancouver], then 
they g e t  shipped t o  Hong Kong t o  p r o s t i t u t e  over t h e r e  o r  become 
s laves .  So i t  's a whole sex t r ade ,  1: mean the whole thing is crazy,  
you know . . . I would be very cau t ious  and concerned i f  someone 
discloses  t o  me t h a t  they 've  been involved with some Asian gangs. 
They won1 t t e l l  me r i g h t  away, b u t  welve had t o  t ake  o u t  a few g i r l s  
from places t h a t  are Asian run gangs, and they' 11 keep them t h e r e  
fo r  weeks on end t o  p r o s t i t u t e  for them. And they seem t o  l i k e  



young Aboriginal  g i r l s ,  and s o ,  [sigh] 1 d o n ' t  know, those  a r e  the  
ones t h a t  I'm concerned about. They're more high risk t o  be shipped 
t o  Vancouver, and deported wherever. (CB20:25) 

I n  Winnipeg, Asian gangs, however, remain i n v i s i b l e  t o  the  cr iminal  

j u s t i c e  system, as  well a s  t he  ' p u b l i c  eye . '  

Mul t ip le  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  (based on r ace / e thn i c i t y ,  c l a s s  and 

gender) i n t e r a c t  and in te rconnec t ,  c r e a t i n g  condi t ions  of marginal iza t ion,  

a l i ena t i on  and çocioeconomic disadvantage.  

They, unfor tuna te ly ,  a r e  no t  i n  t h e  mainstream. Theyfve s o r t  of 
been excluded. They donf t have a l o t  of op t ions  t o  them. And 
because of t h a t ,  the s t r e e t  gangs are a v i a b l e  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  a l o t  
of  them. They, obviously, have t he  s t r e e t  gang rep lac ing  the 
family ,  i n  a l o t  o f  ways. They' re accepted a s  a peer wi th  ve ry  few 
ques t ions  asked. And even i f  t h e r e  are some negat ive  s anc t i ons  o r  
nega t ive  aspec t s  t o  it, they' ll weigh those out .  Overall they  th ink 
i t ' s  a p o s i t i v e  choice .  (CJ2:4) 

Ln a d d i t i o n ,  gang women often corne fromparticular s o c i a l  cond i t ions  

i n  which t hey  have survived severe abuse.  One tespondent c i t e s  sexual  

abuse, i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  a s  having a huge impact on gang woments behaviour. 

Some o f  them grow up being abused sexua l ly ,  1 be l i eve  most g i r l s  who 
a r e  g e t t i n g  involved i n  the  c r im ina l  aspect  of gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  
Some of  them wonTt .  Some of them w i l l  go hang out  a t  booze cans,  
toke up, d r ink ,  p a r t y  with them, they might f i g h t ,  you know, beat  
somebody up. If t h i s  guy says ,  'Beat  up my x -g i r l f r i end . '  'O.K.', 
s h e f l l  go bea t  he r  up. But they're not doing t h e  weapons, the B & 
E t s ,  and t h e  robbe r i e s .  Right? They're not  doing t h a t .  The ones 
t h a t  a r e  not doing t h a t  a r e  probably r epea t i ng  the  cyc l e ,  but 
th ink ing  of a b e t t e r  life. The ones t h a t  are doing the  crime t h a t  
the  guys a r e  doing,  they '  ve probably  been molested,  sexua l ly  abused 
... 1 do be l i eve  though t h a t  t h e  major i ty  of females probably th ink  
t h a t  t h e r e ' s  g o t  t o  be  something o t h e r  than t h i s  [gang l i f e ] ,  but 
i t ' s  just harder f o r  them t o  leave i f  they tve  been sexua l ly  abused, 
and s u f f e r e d  emot ional ly ,  s p i r i t u a l l y ,  a l 1  t h a t  kind of abuse when 
t h e y r r e  younger. Theylre  the  ones t h a t  a r e  g e t t i n g  involved i n  the 
cr iminal  aspect  of it. (SS17:35) 

The f u t u r e  seems t o  hold so  l i t t l e  f o r  these  women and t h e r e  is a 

sense  of hopelessness .  

So, i n  terms of t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  f i n i s h  school  and g e t  a job and 
support  themselves, t h a t  r e a l i t y  is becoming less and l e s s  ... [I]f 



you Look a t  t h a t ,  what kind blocks  are t h e r e  f o r  some Aboriginal  k id  
whols l i v ing  d o m  on S t e l l a  Walk? You know, you s i t  there and go 
'O.K., i f  you f i n i s h  school and get your grade 12 educat ion,  you r t e  
going t o  get  a job . ' And theyv re gonna go, ' Doing what? 1 can read 
the  paper. 1 can l i s t e n  t o  t h e  news. And what a r e  these other k i d s  
[non-Aboriginal, middle-class]  g e t t i n g ?  Nothing.' There1s  even 
more b a r r i e r s  f o r  those  [gang a f f i l i a t e d ]  k i d s .  (CJ11:12) 

Another respondent comments: 

And 1 t r y  and t a l k  t o  t he  fernales about how they feel about 
something, o r  what they want t o  do. What [ a r e ]  t h e i r  hopes and 
dreams? What kind of workshop do you want? What do you t h ink  can 
b e t t e r  yoursel f?  Like, i n  a workshop I s a i d  t o  the females,  'If a 
hundred d o l l a r s  is t h e  maximum, what do you th ink  you' re vor th?  
And they  Say 'Five d o l l a r s f  o r  ' f i f t y  d o l l a r s .  ' And L Say, 'What do 
you t h ink  you need t o  br ing you r se l f  up t o  a hundred bucks? Because 
everybody can b e  a hundred bucks . ' And they have no answer for 
t h a t .  '1 d o n t t  know.' They j u s t  don ' t  know what t h ey  need. 
( S S U :  26) 

This respondent sugges t s  t h a t  g i r l s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  grow up f ee l i ng  

powerless : 

The struggfe f o r  i d e n t i t y ,  and f o r  independence, f o r  s t and ing  on 
your own two f e e t ,  f o r  feel ing i n  con t ro l  of  your own l i f e ,  o r  a t  
l e a s t  t he  th ings  around you, i n s t e a d  everybody e l ç e  making your 
dec i s ions  fo r  you. It s t a r t ç  when t h e  g i r l s  become teenagers ,  t h a t  
t h e y ' r e  s t r ugg l i ng  wi th  that. It starts when t h e y l r e  small, from 
when t h e y ' r e  get t ing  abused by l i t t l e  boys. You s e e  t h a t  i n  
elementary schools .  The l i t t l e  boys a r e  abusing the l i t t l e  g i r l s ,  
physically-wise,  o r  ve rba l ly .  I t  s t a r t s  when t hey ' r e  smal l .  And 
so by the  time t h e y ' r e  t eenagers ,  you know? And a l s o  not  t o  
mention the  media and t h e  Barbie d o l l s  ... (SS17:27) 

They endure l i f e  i n  the  gang because t hey  feel they have no o t h e r  opt ions .  

1 th ink  t he  females are used as c o u r i e r s ,  and taking drugs i n t o  t h e  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  is another one, c a r r y i n g  the  weapons and that ... [A 
male] S t r e e t  gang member t e l l s  h i s  g i r l f r i e n d ,  'Youlre going t o  
bring t h i s  i n , '  1 d o n t t  th ink  you have much of  a choice .  Like 
t hey ' r e  l i v ing  w i th  them. They do as t h e y ' r e  t o ld  ... [Tlhese 
people [gang women] donT t have a l o t  of resources .  They don' t have 
a l o t  of hope. (CJ2:19) 

Despite the abuse women endure i n  the gang, the  gang a l s o  o f f e r s  them 

pro tec t ion  and a sense o f  power i n  t h e i r  l i v e s .  

1 don ' t  th ink g i r l s  are any d i f f e r e n t  than t h e  guys, wanting 
p ro t ec t i on ,  you know, from o the r  g i r l s .  1 mean, they s t i l l  have the  



same kinda Street beefs and they  want t o  e x e r t  some power of t h e i r  
own. But t he  abuse i s  t h e r e  [ i n  gangs] as wel l .  A l o t  of  times, i f  
you don1 t do what they want you get beat  up . You want t o  ge t  i n ,  
you g e t  beat up. You know, t h e r e ' s  a f a i r  amount of coercion going 
on a l 1  the t i m e .  (CJ10:ll) 

So çhe bas i ca l ly  joined t h e  gang t o  have back-up. And i t ' s  a l 1  
about proving yourself  phys i ca l ly .  1 f i n d  t h a t  a l o t  of girls too,  
t h a t  t h e i r  se l f -es teem is so low, t ha t  they  have to  f e e l  l i k e  they,  
uh, every girl wants t o  f e e l  s t rong  and tough, but i t ' s  i n  t he  wrong 
way. Every g i r l  wants t o  feel power, because they b a s i c a l l y  feel 
l i k e  they have none. So t h e  e a s i e s t  way t o  grab power is t o  put on 
a tough a c t  and j o i n  a gang. You know? Like, 1 uçed t o  r e a l l y  
c rave  power, because 1 used t o  ge t  beaten up a l 1  t h e  time. You know? 
And 1 used t o  f an t a s i ze  about  what 1 could do to  the people t h a t  
were hurt ing me. And t h e  best thing was t o  hang out wi th  bigger  
g i r l s .  (SS17:4) 

The d e s i r e  for power stems not  only from abuse but, a l s o ,  anger. 

Alienated youth a r e  angry. 

A l o t  of youth across  t he  board have l o s t  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y .  They 
d o n l t  f e e l ,  l i k e ,  a sense of s e l f  the way somebody would, Say, i f  
they grew up being to ld  a l 1  t h e  time 'You can do whatever you want, 
you have the p o t e n t i a l  t o  be what ever you want t o  be. ' Like, i f  a 
c h i l d  was hearing t h a t  , they  would always have a sense of s e l f .  But 
some youth don ' t .  And p a r t i c u l a r l y  Native youth. They l o s t  t h e i r  
i d e n t i t y .  This generat ion is  built up anger from many, many things,  
and many, many years .  And, t h i s  is  a r e a l  anger generat ion,  s o  
they 've l o s t  a sense of s e l f .  So t h e y l r e  t ry ing  t o  take  from 
ou t s ide  [themselves], something t o  give them an iden t i t y ,  which is 
colours ,  1. P . ,  o r  a name, 1. P . ,  you know. They' r e  t ry ing  t o  take 
from outs ide t o  t r y  and g ive  them a sense of i d e n t i t y ,  l i k e  'This iç 
who L am1. But r e a l l y  i t ' s  not .  They d o n ' t  understand t h a t  t h e i r  
sense of s e l f  is i n  them, t h e y ' r e  t ry ing  t o  take  from outside, t o  
g ive  them a purpose o r  an i d e n t i t y .  (SS17:7) 

Rather than  suggesting t h a t  these 'angryl gang women are  e v i l  (because 

they are v i o l a t i n g  t r a d i t i o n a l  gender noms which do not  allow f o r  female 

anger ) ,  t he se  respondents recognize t h e  source o f  t h e i r  anger and, i n  so  

doing, v a l i d a t e  i t .  



3 )  Discussion: Constructing Women as 'Survivors* 

Some respondents c o n s t a c t  t he  women a s  ' s u rv ivo r s '  W ~ O ,  i n  

cons idera t ion  of  t h e i r  s o c i a l  and s t r u c t u r a l  condi t ions ,  make the l o g i c a l  
. 

' c ho i ce*  t o  j o i n  a gang. Abuse h i s t o r i e s ,  increased l e g a l  prosecution,  

s o c i e t a l  sex-role s te reo types ,  marg ina l iza t ion  and s o c i e t a l  violence a l 1  

p l ay  a p a r t  i n  mot ivat ing wornen t o  j o i n  gangs and t o  engage i n  v i o l e n t  

behaviour. Theçe respondents suggest  t h a t  gang women su rv ive  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

impoverished cond i t i ons  because of s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  t e su l t i ng  from 

t h e i r  race ,  c l a s s  and gender. They a r e  a l s o  endure v io lence  and crime i n  

t h e i r  homes and communities . There is l i t t l e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  and s t r u c t u r a l  

suppor t ,  c r ea t i ng  a dismal p r e sen t  and a b leak  fu ture .  The gang o f f e r s  

p ro t ec t i on ,  acceptance and s a f e t y  from the rou t i ne  v io lence  a t  home, a t  

school and on t he  s t r e e t .  This i s  cons i s t en t  wi th  femin is t  research which 

con tex tua l izes  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  ( a s  discussed i n  Chapter One), 

l o c a t i n g  their gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and a c t i v i t i e s  i n  terms of s t r u c t u r a l  

i n e q u a l i t i e s  which have an impact on t h e i r  l i v e s .  

The respondents recognize t h a t  women have the  same po t en t i a l  t o  b e  

violent  as men. The respondents exp la in  t h a t  d i sp lays  of  aggression and 

v io lence  a r e  not  i n n a t e l y  'male.' The l i f e  h i s t o r i e s  and condit ions of 

these  women have taught  them t h a t  v iolence 'works. '  I n  o r d e r  t o  surv ive ,  

these  women must be tough. A s  explained by Klein  (1995:111): 

Thus aggress ion ,  which is  s o c i a l i z e d  i n  normal s e t t i n g s  as 
express ive  behaviour - crying,  screaming, stamping of feet, and so  
on - becomes ins t rumental  aggression i n  t h e  gang, v iolence aga in s t  
r i v a l s  and v i c t ims  and aga inç t  fe l low gang members when challenged. 
It follows l o g i c a l l y  that increased male gang v io lence  over the 
years  w i l l  be matched by propor t iona l  i n c r e a s e s - i n  female gang 
violence.  

Gang women can respond t o  their v i o l e n t  surroundings and v ic t imiza t ion  i n  
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one of two ways. They could exhibit expressive aggression, 13 

demonstrative of fear and weakness, which Zeads to further victimization 

or they can act tough, demonstrating instrumental aggression which 

translates into a 'reputation' and enhances survival on the Street. 

Fear and loneliness - in their families, their communities, and 
their schools - are the forces that drive young women toward an 
instrumental view of their aggression . The key to this 
[survival] is the development of a reputation for violence, which 
will ward off opponents. (Campbell, 1993:133) 

The circumstances of a bleak future and rough neighbourhood necessitate 

flexibility in these women1s gender roles. Rather than a voluntary 

women's movement, this is a 'forced emancipation' (Joe and Chesney-Lind, 

1995:414). Gang women need to reconcile surnival skills with the required 

traditional gender-role expectations of lower- and working- class 

communities (Chesney-Lind and Shelden, 1992:83). Acts of instrumental 

aggression do not embody these women's desires to be more 'manly, ' rather, 

they are survival mechanisms. 

By locating these women in their structural context, female gang 

members emerge as survivors of their conditions. Comack ( 1996 ) describes 

'survivingt as a coping strategy. Her research with fernale offenders 

high-lights the connections between their abuse histories and their law 

violations : 

1 have argued that abuse is one of the ways in which women's lives 
are gendered. Gender-based violence is a structural issue, it 
reflects and reinf orces wornenq s inequali ty in society. To this 

l3 Campbell ( 1982 : 137) dif ferentiates betveen instrumental aggression 
(to gain particular ends) and expressive aggression (characterized by 
anger and hostility). Women who act out their aggression (instrumental 
aggression) become 'doubly deviant': they n o t  only violate the law, but 
violate nature. Havever, circumstmces and life experiences dictate the 
expression of instrumental or expressive aggression, not biology 
(Campbell, 1993:126). 



e x t e n t ,  abuse is one mani fes ta t ion  of t he  e x i s t i n g  power imbalances. 
While abusive t e l a t i onçh ips  t a k e  d i f f e r e n t  forms and occur i n  
d i f f e r e n t  con tex t s ,  they u l t ima te ly  b o i l  down t o  issues of power and 
c o n t r o l .  The a b i l i t y  o f  a woman t o  manage t he  problems, d i l e m a s  
and c o n f l i c t s  that abuse generates  w i l l  be verymuch condit ioned and 
contoured by o t h e r  f a c t o r s  i n  her l i f e  s i t u a t i o n s ,  including her 
age ,  he r  race and her  class pos i t i on ing  i n  soc i e ty .  I n  drawing o u t  
t h e  1 inkages between abuse h i s t o r y  and law v i o l a t i o n ,  t he r e fo re  , we 
cônnot lose  s i g h t  of the other  f a c t o r s  r e l a t ed  t o  a  womanlç s o c i a l  
l o c a t i o n .  A t  the same t h e ,  w e  need t o  maintain a  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  
human agency, t h a t  is ,  t o  t he  cho ices  and dec i s ions  each woman has 
made i n  her  s t r u g g l e  t o  deal with  t h e  abuse. (Comack, 1996:82) 

Gang women a c t i v e l y  ' survive ' t h e i r  condi t ions  . Rather than 

cons t ruc t i ng  gang women a s  i r r a t i o n a l  o r  e v i l ,  these respondents  recognize 

t h a t  female gang members a r e  a c t i v e  agen t s ,  a l b e i t  vict imized,14 vho r e a c t  

r a t i o n a l l y  t o  t h e i r  circumstances. Comack (1996 : 101)  descr ibes  

' su rv iv ing '  as a coping s t r a t e g y  u t i l i z e d  by women who endure  p a r t i c u l a r  

circumstances of 'endangement ' :  

For women who have been abused, surv iv ing  is ve ry  much a process.  
Their s t rugg l e  t o  contend with t h e  e f f e c t s  of abuse experiences w i l l  
b e  e s p e c i a l l y  compounded when the abuse i n  t h e i r  l i ve s  is ongoing 
[as with  female gang members]. This  i s  t he  case  for  women who end 
up on t h e  streets. Theçe women have been r e l ega t ed  t o  t h e  margins 
of  soc i e ty .  For them, surviving i s  an alrnost d a i l y  concern, as 
t h e i r  s o c i a l  circumstances p lace  them i n  a  s i t u a t i o n  of  constant  
endangerment. 1 use the term ' s u n i v i n g t  here, therefore, to 
cap tu re  hou the conaections betveen abuse and lav violation become 
intertwined in  a vanan's stniggle t o  l i ve  through and vith her 
endengerment . 

By Locating female v io lence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  termç of  s o c i a l  and 

s t r u c t u r a l  condi t ions ,  t h e s e  respondents cons t ruc t  gang women as r a t i o n a l  

surv ivors  t o  i r r a t i o n a l  condi t ions .  Rather than psychologizing,  

i nd iv idua l i z ing  and, u l t ima te ly ,  d e p o l i t i c i z i n g  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  

these  respondents l o c a t e  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  t e n n s  o f  s t r u c t u r a l  

l4 While women may be vic t imized,  they s t i l l  have agency. I n  
focusing s o l e l y  on t he  v i c t im iza t i on  of women, a s  some f e m i n i s t s  have done 
i n  the  past ,  women a r e  denied agency and the  complex realitieç of t h e i r  
l i v e s  a r e  obscured (Schneider ,  1989:95). 
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condi t ions  of i nequa l i t y  . This construct ion of  gang women sugges ts la rger  

societal changes, as opposed t o  merely l t r e a t i n g '  the problematic 

behaviour of ind iv idua l  'unruly '  women. Consequently, responses t o  

female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  must challenge t h e  s o c i e t a l  condi t ions  of 

i n e q u a l i t y  which have influenced gang womenls choices t o  a f f i l i a t e  with a 

gang and engage i n  v io l en t  behaviour. 

III. Discussion 

Examination of the  d i scu r s ive  condi t ions  surrounding female gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n  points  t o  two d i f f e r e n t  construct ions  of 'gang women' held by 

those  who work with them. Ln the t r a d i t i o n  of androcentr ic  criminological  

research ,  and s e x i s t  and sensa t iona l ized  media construct ions  of  gang 

women, many of t h e  respondents cons t ruc t  the gang women they d e a l t  with a s  

'mad and/or bad. ' Female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  is explained by the  womenls 

psychology, her i r r a t i o n a i i t y ,  h e r  in tense  emotions, and her ch i ld - l i ke  

s t a t u s .  Like t r a d i t i o n a l  cr iminological  cons t ruc t ions  o f  female gang 

members (as discussed i n  Chapter One), gang women a r e  understood a s  

l o t h e r l  - i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e i r  subservience t o  men and the inadequacies of 

' female nature.  ' Respondents a l s o  cons t ruc t  gang women a s  ' bad' women who 

were super-evil ,  and deviat ing from t h e i r  prescr ibed gender roles. 

Consis tent  with media accounts, they  suggest that gang women represented 

a 'newl female offender ,  one more ru th l e s s  than the  males. In  addi t ion ,  

female empowerment is often implicated f o r  t h e  i l l s  of  soc ie ty  genera l ly ,  

such a s  the breakdown of the family,  as well as the increase i n  female 

v io lence  and female gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  These construct ions  have a long 

h i s t o r y  and, apparent ly ,  remain popular. Furthemore, it i s  not 



s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  some respondents'  const ruct ions  should correspond with 

popular media dep ic t ions  of gang women. The media relies on many of  these 

expe r t s  t o  Ieg i t imize  t h e i r  dramatic dep ic t ions  of gang women. 

However, some of the  respondents' comments r e f l e c t  t he  emerging 

f emin i s t  cons t ruc t ion  of female gang members. This view loca t e s  female 

gang involvement i n  terms of t he  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  which have an 

impact on their lives. The women are constructed a s  f su rv ivo r s . '  These 

respondents r e f e r  t o  the  s t r u c t u r a l  condit ions and cons t r a in t s  experienced 

by gang women, i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  drawing a t t e n t i o n  t o  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  

of  c l a s s ,  race  and gender. 

As discussed i n  Chapter Two, given t he  d i f  f erent  occupational 

mandates and exposure t o  gang women, i t  seemed p l aus ib l e  t o  suggest  t h a t  

the respondents may cons t ruc t  gang women d i f f e r e n t l y  because of t h e i r  job 

exper iences .  I n  t o t a l ,  twenty-two interviews a r e  represented i n  t h e  

d i s cou r se  ana ly s i s  . l5 Of t h e  eleven respondents i n  the  Criminal J u s t i c e  

group, seven of them cons t ruc t  gang women as 'mad and/or bad, '  whi le  s i x  

of  them cons t ruc t  gang women a s  ' survivors .  '16 O f  t he  s i x  respondents i n  

t h e  Soc i a l  Services  group, only one of them cons t ruc t s  gang women as 'mad 

and/or bad, '  v h i l e  f i v e  cons t ruc t  gang women as ' su rv ivors . '  Of t he  five 

reçpondents i n  t he  Community Based group, two of them cons t ruc t  gang women 

as 'mad and/or bad, '  while t h r ee  of them cons t ruc t  gang women as 

l5 Two of t he  in terviews were more c r y p t i c ,  and t he r e fo re  leçs 
d i scu r s ive ,  than t h e  o thers .  Both of these  interviews were i n  the 
Criminal Justice group. 

l6 Two Criminal J u s t i c e  interviews included s tatements which 
r e f l e c t e d  both construct ions .  These cont rad ic t ions  w i l l  be discussed i n  
t h e  next  s ec t i on .  
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' s u r v i v o r s  . l 
I n  cons idera t ion  of the small çample s i z e ,  it is impossible t o  

g e n e r a l i z e  from the se  f ind ingç .  S l i g h t l y  more o f  t he  Criminal J u s t i c e  

system respondents construct gang women as %ad and/or bad,' a s  compared 

t o  t hose  who cons t ruc t  gang women as  ' s u r ~ i v o r s . ~  The maiori tv of  Socia l  

Se rv i ce s  respondents cons t ruc t  gang women a s  ' s u rv ivo r s . '  S l i g h t l y  more 

of the Community Based respondents cons t ruc t  gang women as  %u-vivors, ' a s  

compared t o  those who cons t ruc t  gang women a s  'mad and/or bad. ' Zn terms 

o f  gender,  seven of the  twelve  (58%) male respondents i n  t he  study 

construct gang women a s  'mad and/or  bad. ' Only two (20%) of  t he  t en  

female respondents cons t ruc t  gang women as ' mad and/or bad. Both of these  

respondents are i n  t h e  Criminal J u s t i c e  group. Again, with a sample s i z e  

t h i s  small it is d i f f i c u l t  t o  g e n e r a l i z e .  Perhaps, t h e  fact that t h e  only 

fernale respondents t o  cons t ruc t  gang women a s  'mad and/or bad' a r e  

Criminal  J u s t i c e  r ep r e sen t a t i ve s  can be explained by t h e  l a rge r  numher of 

respondents sampled from t h a t  occupat ional  group. Perhaps, more voices 

w i th in  t h e  Criminal J u s t i c e  group allowed f o r  a more complete p i c t u r e  of 

t he  d i s cu r s ive  condi t ions  t o  emerge. While i t  seems s i g n i f i c a n t  that the 

mino t i t y  of female respondents,  and the  major i ty  of male respondents, 

c o n s t r u c t  gang women as 'mad and/or bad, ' i t  remains d i f f i c u l t  t o  Say with 

any confidence t h a t  a respondent ' s  gender predicts their cons t ruc t ion  of 

gang women- S imi l a r l y ,  while t h e  major i ty  (80%) of Socia l  Services  

respondents cons t ruc t  gang women as ' s u r v i v ~ r s , ~  the statement l o s e s  i t s  

potency when we cons ider  t h a t  there a r e  only s i x  respondents in t h a t  

group. 

Nevertheless , t b i s  r e s ea r ch  suggeçts t h a t  the majori t y  o f  Socia l  
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Services r ep re sen t a t i ve s  constmct gang women a s  ' survivors  . ' Could t h e r e  

b e  sornething d i f f e r e n t  i n  t h e i r  t r a in ing?  1s it because they come i n t o  

contact  with gang women f o r  d i f f e r e n t  reasons than those i n  the Criminal 

J u s t i c e  group? These r ep re sen t a t i ve s  a r e  charged with  t h e  taçk o f ,  

general ly ,  providing ' s oc i a l  s e r v i c e s '  t o  ind iv idua ls  (p r imar i l y  youth) 

who may be p o t e n t i a l  o r  poss ib le  gang members. But, how does t h a t  d i f f e r  

from respondents i n  t he  Community Based group? They come i n t o  contact  

with s imi l a r  'high-risk' i nd iv idua l s .  The educat ional  at tainment o f  

respondents i n  both groups is s i m i l a r  . One would expect t h a t  more of the 

Community Based agency r ep re sen t a t i ve s  , who have t h e  mandate of 

empowerment, would construct  gang women a s  ' survivors  , ' than those 

respondents vorking i n  Social  Se rv i ce s ,  whose job mandates prevention, 

guidance and con t ro l  . Do S o c i a l  Services incorporate  more gender- 

awareness i n  t h e i r  organizat ion than  do the Community Based agencies? 

Overal l ,  t he  occupational p o s i t i o n  of respondents does no t  appear t o  

p red ic t  t h e  respondents '  cons t ruc t ion  of gang women. Perhaps t h i s  can be 

p a r t i a l l y  explained by  the f a c t  t h a t  we l i v e  i n  a s o c i e t y  i n  which the 

dominant ideo log ies  r e f l e c t  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of the  p r i v i l e g e d  - those 

pr ivi leged by their class, race and gender. Those dominant ideologies  a r e  

fu r the r  perpetuated and, o f t en ,  embellished by the  media t o  fit i n t o  

s imp l i s t i c  and sensa t iona l ized  s te reo types .  This is compounded by the  

f a c t  that female offenders  have t y p i c a l l y  been i n v i s i b l e .  H i s to r i ca l l y ,  

they have received L i t t l e  a t t e n t i o n  and only a Limited amount of 

(androcentr ic)  knowledge ex is ted  about  them. Consequently, we  have l i t t l e  

knowledge and l im i t ed  discourses  w i t h  which t o  understand and speak about 

gang women. This makes it al1 the e a s i e r  t o  r e s o r t  t o  simplistic, 



pola r ized ,  r i g i d  and s t e r e o t y p i c a l  cons t ruc t ions  of gang women. 

Another cons idera t ion  is the  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  agencies  are 

made up of ind iv idua l s ,  who have t h e i r  own experiences , i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  

and opinions. While the b a s i c  approach of an agency may be puni t ive ,  f o r  

example, i nd iv idua l s  working with in  t h a t  agency may cons t ruc t  the gang 

women a s  ' surv ivors  . ' Other ind iv idua l s  i n  t h e  same agency may l o c a t e  

female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  and cons t ruc t  gang women a s  'mad 

and/or bad.'  Knowledge w i l l  break down t h e  b a r r i e r s  and g ive  us a f u l l e r  

understanding of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  and the s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  

which have an impact on t h e i r  l i v e s .  I t  is individuals  who en fo rce  

o rgan iza t iona l  mandates. This encourages the p o s s i b i l i t y  of change from 

within, from t h e  g r a s s roo t s  up. This i s s u e  w i l l  be explored f u r t h e r  i n  

the  next chapter .  

I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  the  on ly  v a r i a b l e  t h a t  seems t o  in f luence  a 

s t r u c t u r a l  account of female gang involvement is a pe r son r s  own r a c i a l  

s t a t u :  the  only  respondents t o  ernphasize the e f f ec t s  of the  c u l t u r a l  

genocide experienced by Aboriginal  people are Aboriginal themselves. 

Consider the  two d i f f e r e n t  understandings o f  r a c i a l  inequa l i ty :  

1 guess, f o r  us, a s  Aboriginal  people a s  a whole, you know ... 
çeeing t h e  genera t iona l  abuse. Systemic abuse t h a t  w e  s u f f e r e d  
e i t h e r  with the s t a t e ,  l i k e  t h e  churches, r e s iden t i a l  schools.  A l 1  
of that has a d i r e c t ,  direct impact on whatts happening now t o  t h e s e  
k ids  who are teenagers .  And how theyrve been inf luenced by 
grandparents,  and i n  t u r n  t h e i r  pa r en t s .  And, like 1 Say, i t r s  a 
c u l t u r a l  genocide t h a t  has  happened. I t r s  r ea l l y ,  r e a l l y  awful t o  
see.  1 mean, 1 've exper ienced it wi th  my grandparents, and how 1 
was r a i s ed  and things  l i k e  that. But 1 see i t  more now with t h e s e  
kids, and what t h e i r  family ,  what they  t a l k  t o  me about.  And the 
parents s t rugg l ing ,  too.  So i t ' s  a whole in ter-generat ional  abuse  
they've su f f e r ed .  With t h a t ,  al1 t h a t  cornes with  any kind of 
genocide, uh, poverty,  s u i c i d e s ,  dea ths ,  alcoholism, sexual abuse ,  
a l 1  of t h a t .  A l l  t hose  th ings  r e a l l y  has impacted Aboriginal  
famil ies ,  t o  ca r e  f o r  t h e i r  own ch i l d r en  i n  a good way. So, t h a t f s  
what 1 see. The whole process  of assimilation, t o  try and make us 



f i t  i n t o  a mould t h a t  was foreign. (CB20:17) 

This  Aboriginal  respondent i d e n t i f i e s  a h i s t o r y  of colonia l ism and 

c u l t u r a l  genocide as having a huge a f f e c t  on Aboriginal  S t r e e t  gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n .  The following non-Aboriginal respondent understood it 

d i f f e r e n t l y :  

One of t h e  th ings  about s t r e e t  gangs i s  t h a t  from time t o  time 
t h e y ' l l  t r y  and claim, remember t h a t  75% a r e  Aboriginal ,  t h a t  street 
gang ex i s t ence  is t i e d  i n  some way t o  r a c i a l  d i s c r im ina t i on  and t h e  
minor i ty  s t a t u s .  And t h e y l r e  t r y ing  t o  ' r i g h t  t h e  wrongs' of the 
way they 've  been t r e a t ed  for the  l a s t  couple hundred years .  m a t  
s e t  l i e  t o  t h a t  t o  me, and/or I 1 m  not understanding the 
psychological  components o f  i t ,  i s  that then that same group, t h e  
Aboriginal  popula t ion t h a t  belongs t o  street gangs, w i l l  then t u r n  
around and v ic t imize  primarily Aboriginals .  I n so fa r  as s t r e e t  gangs 
a r e  a major concern t o  c i t i z e n s  of Winnipeg, and a f f e c t  t h e i r  l i v e s  
i n  pe r i phe ra l  ways a t  least, t h e  r e a l i t y  of t he  s i t u a t i o n  is t h a t  
99% of  v i o l e n t  behaviour on t h e  p a r t  of street gangs is d i r ec t ed  a t  
other Aboriginals  ... The inter-gang r i v a l r i e s ,  the murders, the 
drive-by shoot ings ,  t h e  vicious bea t i ngs  t h a t  should  have been 
murders - b u t  jus t  through t h e  g race  of God they  survived - a r e  
t y p i c a l l y  Aboriginal  gang member on Aboriginal  r i v a l  gang member. 
Cer ta in ly  t h e r e ' s  varying except ions  t o  t h a t ,  t h e  Chalmer's 
Community Club, the young couple s i t t i n g  i n  the  parking l o t  k i l l e d  
by gang members, unrela ted.  This l a t e s t  supermarket robbery where 
M r .  Gi les  vas  unfor tuna te ly  k i l ï e d .  Therels  c l e a r l y  tragic 
exceptions t o  t h a t .  But, genera l ly ,  the violence i s  gang rnernber 
upon gang member, Aboriginal upon Aboriginal .  So, t o  me, it  's quite 
confusing,  t h e i r  claim, t h a t  p a r t  o f  t he  reason fo r  t h e i r  [ t h e  
gangs] ex i s t ence  is t h i s  ' r i g h t i n g  t h e  wrongs' of  the abuse o f  
Aboriginal  people.  Well, c u r r e n t l y  t hey  a r e  t h e  wors t  enemies o f  
t h e i r  own people t h a t  I could ever  p o s s i b l y  imagine. [CJ1:24) 

This is not  t o  s a y  t h a t  non-Aboriginal respondents d i d  n o t  recognize or 

sympathize with t h e  c u l t u r a l  genocide experienced by Aboriginal  people. 

What was apparent ,  though, was t h a t  t h e  respondents who drew the  most 

a t t e n t i o n  t o  it, and discussed it  i n  the most d e t a i l ,  were Aboriginal .  

Contradic t ions  give l i g h t  t o  a r e a s  of t h e  d i s cu r s ive  condi t ions  t h a t  

deserve f u r t h e r  a n a l y s i s .  We lack a way t o  speak about 'gang women. ' 

But,  t h e r e  has been a ple thora  of  research on t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  condi t ions  

surrounding 'gang men.' Perbaps t h i s  exp l a in s  why some respondents,  on 



the one hand, spoke of s t r u c t u r a l  condi t ions  and, on the  o the r  hand, 

const ructed 'gang women' a s  ' o the r , '  subsequently r e l y i n g  on t r a d i t i o n a l  

s te reo types  of female gang members s p e c i f i c a l l y  and women's ' na tu re '  

general ly .  Two in terviews,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  r e f l e c t e d  con t rad ic to ry  

cons t ruc t ions  of gang women. They were both from t h e  Criminal J u s t i c e  

group. (Again, the  f a c t  t h a t  more con t r ad i c t i ons  were found i n  the 

Criminal J u s t i c e  group could,  perhaps, b e  explained by t he  l a r g e r  nwnber 

of respondents sampled from t h a t  group.)  

Generally,  in terviews with seemingly ' con t r ad i c to ry  d i scourses '  

cons t r u c t e d  gang women a s  ' mad and/or bad. ' For example, respondents 

would o u t l i n e  s t r u c t u r a l  inf luences  when asked about 'gang mot ivat ions '  

then, when asked s p e c i f i c a l l y  about female gang members, they pa in ted  a 

completely d i f f e r e n t  p i c t u r e  - one of a  'mad' woman, f r e e  of any 

s t r u c t u r a l  i nequa l i t i e s .  The following respondent l o c a t e s  the  evolution 

of gangs, and gang motivations genera l ly ,  i n  s t r u c t u r a l  terms. He 

discusses  poor socioeconomic condi t ions ,  the l ack  of opportunity,  and so 

on. However, when discuss ing female gang members s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  he 

suggests t h a t  i t  is f a r  worse when women are involved,  the impl icat ion 

being t h a t  i t  is not ' n a t u r a l . '  In  add i t i on ,  suddenly t he  gang member is  

not loca ted  i n  s t r u c t u r a l  t e m s .  On t h e  contrary ,  t h e  fanale gang member 

'has the world a t  her f e e t . '  

T r ad i t i ona l l y ,  women a r e  viewed a s  ca re -g ivers .  To see a care- 
g i v e r ,  and being a young g i r l ,  a p o t e n t i a l  ca re -g iver ,  a young g i r l ,  
who has t h e  world a t  he r  feet, r e so r t i ng  t o  t h i s  and not ca r ing .  
Having abso lu te ly  no remorse. I t l s  f r i gh t en ing  ... So welre  dea l ing  
wi th  t h e  worst of t he  worst. (CJ8:IO) 

Another respondent predominantly cons t ruc t s  gang women a s  'survivors,'  and 

l a t e r  sugges t s  t h a t  they need some 'good feminis t  t h ink ing . '  However, he r  



f i n a l  comments about female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  were as  follows: 

L d o n ' t  neces sa r i l y  l i k e  working with women, you know? Like i n  a 
co r r ec t i ona l  s e t t i n g ,  because 1 f i n d  tbem more d i f f i c u l t  than men t o  
work with. They have more needs, sometimes, it seemç they, [pause] 
women are more r e l a t i o n s h i p  o r i en t ed  and i f  t h i n g s  don ' t  go w e l l ,  
then they Like t o  talk about it and express t h e i r  f e e l i n g s  and, you 
know, those kinda th ings .  And 1 th ink  i t ' s  j u s t  [pause] s t r o n g e r  i n  
female inmates, it seems. So i t  seems, l i k e  some of t h e  guys Say, 
'Oh they whine more. They complain more.' (CJ9:21) 

An o p t i m i s t i c  way t o  make sense  of some o f  these con t r ad i c t i ons  is 

the  f a c t  t h a t  femin is t s  may have succeeded i n  cha l leng ing  some of the 

s t eceo typ i ca l  and e s s e n t i a l i z e d  no t ions  of 'female of fenders . '  Knowledge 

is  emerging which con tex tua l izes  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  1s it p o s s i b l e  - 
t h a t  t he se  con t r ad i c t i ons  a r e  giving l i g h t  t o  a paradigm s h i f t ?  

The next chap te r  will f u r t h e r  explore  these con t r ad i c to ry  

cons t ruc t ions  and the ir  impl ica t ions .  What do the var ious  cons t ruc t i ons  

of gang women mean? Do they have an inf luence on how respondents deal 

with gang women? What does i t  mean when someone who works wi th  gang women 

cons t ruc t s  them a s  'mad and/or bad l ?  What are the implications when 

respondents psychologize gang women and i n d i v i d u a l i z e  female gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n ?  How does t h a t  a f f e c t  their response t o  t he se  women? Does 

t h a t  cons t ruc t ion  co inc ide  ( o r  n o t )  with their job  mandate? How 

d i f f e r e n t l y  do they approach gang women compared wi th  someone who 

cons t ruc t s  gang women as  ' su rv ivors '  i n  need of op t i ons?  What a r e  the 

impl icat ions  when respondents l o c a t e  female violence and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  

i n  terms of  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  inf luencing and cons t r a in ing  t h e i r  

l i v e s ?  Do they look t o  the mater ia l  condi t ions  (as descr ibed  i n  Chapter 

Three) for an understanding of the  needç of gang women? The respondents 

i n  this study are f r o n t - l i n e  workers dealing d i r e c t l y  with, and responding 

t o ,  female gang members on a d a i l y  bas i s .  For t h i s  reason,  t h e  
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implications of their 'constnictionst deserve further attention, and vil1 

be addressed in the next chapter. 



Chapter Five 

Aaalysis: implications for Responüing t o  Gang Women 

The purpose of this chap te r  i s  t o  cons ide r  the impl ica t ions  which 

t h e  va r ious  cons t ruc t ions  of gang women hold for responding t o  t h e  issues 

of female v io lence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  a t t e n t i o n  w i l l  be  

focused on the ways i n  which these c o n s t r u c t i o n s  in f luence  and/or impede 

Our a b i l i t y  t o  e f f e c t i v e l y  respond t o  this  i ssue .  F i r s t ,  1 w i l l  d e l i n e a t e  

how the var ious  agencies  wi th in  each group (Criminal  J u s t i c e ,  Social 

Serv ices ,  Communi ty Based) c u r r e n t l y  respond t o  gangs, genera l ly ,  and gang 

women, s p e c i f i c a l l y .  1 v i l 1  then draw out t h e  impl ica t ions  of the 

d i f f e r e n t  cons t ruc t ions  of 'gang women' (which also r e f l e c t  where 

respondents l o c a t e  t h e  source  of  'the problemr) i n  terms of how t h e  

ind iv idua l  respondents respond t o  gang women. I n  the concluding s e c t i o n ,  

1 w i l l  develop my own a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  strategies which, i n  my view, have 

the b e s t  p o t e n t i a l  t o  meet the  needs of gang women. 

1. Current  Oraanizat ional  Responses 

I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n ,  1 w i l l  l a y  out  the c u r r e n t  responses t o  gang women 

i n  terms of t h e  different agency mandates and occupat ional  r o l e s  of  the 

respondents 1 in terviewed.  As o u t l i n e d  i n  Chapter  Two, t h e  respondents 

were categor ized i n t o  t h r e e  groups based on t h e i r  occupational  p o s i t i o n :  

(1) Criminal J u s t i c e ;  ( 2 )  Soc ia l  S e r v i c e s ;  and (3 )  Community Based. 



1) Criminal J u s t i c e .  

The Criminal J u s t i c e  group cons i s  t ed  of t h i r t e e n  respondentd7 who 

came i n t o  contact  w i t h  gang women because they are i n  c o n f l i c t  wi th  the 

law. This group c o n s i s t s  of po l i c e  o f f i c e r s ,  p roba t ion  o f f i c e r s ,  and 

co r r ec t i ona l  o f f i c e r s .  

The Winnipeg P o l i c e  Service  bas responded t o  t h e  gang i s s u e  by 

c r ea t i ng  a s epa ra t e  S t r e e t  Gang Unit: 

The S t r e e t  Gang Uni t  is a f i f t e e n  member u n i t  which was c r ea t ed  June 
5 th  of 1995 s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  address the  c r imina l  behaviour of  the 
evolving phenomenon, o r  f a i r l y  evolved phenomenon a t  t h a t  time, 
which was t h e  Winnipeg-based street gangs. The approach t h a t  we 
decided t o  t ake  was zero to le rance  approach t o  cr iminal  behaviour. 
And, by t h a t  , we mean t h a t  we w i l l  a r r e s t ,  t a r g e t  and p rosecu te  gang 
members f o r  any o f fence  ranging from minor highway t r a f f i c  offences  
up t o  t he  gamut, up t o  and inc lud ing  murder, which i s  what we have 
done. Ln o the r  words, t o  send the  message t h a t  we w i l l  n o t  be  
t o l e r a t i n g  any a b e r r a n t  gang behaviour what-so-ever ... We w i l l  not 
abide by and promote behaviour on t h e i r  pa r t  and a l1  steps w i l l  be  
taken t o  suppress ,  which is the terminology w e  u se  now i n  the   OS, 
t o  suppress t h e i r  gang a c t i v i t y .  Wer 11 t a k e  those s t e p s  by 
appropr ia te  t a c t i c a l  operat ions  with ve ry  o v e r t  high p r o f i l e  
v i s i b i l i t y  ope ra t i ons  t o  l e t  them know t h a t  t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  are not 
going unnoticed, unmonitored and unchecked. (CJ1:Z) 

The cor rec t iona l '  i n s t i t u t i o n s  have a l s o  adopted a ' g e t  tough' on 

gangs approach : 

Approximately 1994 and 1995, w e  began t o  see s i g n i f i c a n t  s o r t s  of 
numbers of s t r e e t  gang members e n t e r i n g  our p r i s o n s .  And t he se  were 
q u i t e  a d i f f e r e n t  k e t t l e  of f i s h  than t he  s o r t  of groups t h a t  you 
would g e t  before  . . . And so  t h e r e  was a h i a t u s  per iod where the  
[Correct ional]  Div i s ion  was r e a l l y  t r y ing  t o  f i n d  ou t  e x a c t l y  what 
was t h e  extent of  gang membership, what were t h e  gangs r e a l l y  up t o ,  
what was happening on the  ç t r e e t s  of  Winnipeg, because most people 
r e a l l y  d i d n ' t  understand what was going on. And what was an 
e f f e c t i v e  s t r a t e g y  t o  dea l  with them? Are we t o  t ake  a ve ry  tough 
s tance?  Are w e  t o  s o r t  of take a balanced approach? Should we s o r t  
of c l o se  ouf eyes  and it w i l l  go away, it's j u s t  s o r t  of a short 
tenn phenomenon? That type of t h ing .  And whi le  we were s o r t i n g  our 

- - - -- - - - - 

l7 As diçcussed i n  the  previous Chapter ,  tvo of t h e s e  in te rv iews  were 
q u i t e  c ryp t i c ,  and less d i s cu r s ive ,  than  t he  others .  Consequently, only 
eleven Criminal J u s t i c e  in te rv iews  were analyzed d i s cu r s ive ly .  



s t r a t e g y  out ,  and I think w e  were coming t o  a r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  we 
were going t o  t a k e  a p r e t t y  tough s t a n c e  with the gangs, t h e  
Headingly r i o t  e r u p t s .  l8 (CJ3: 5 ) 

The same respondent d e s c r i b e s  the c u r r e n t  c o r r e c t i o n a l  response: 

We a r e  now more i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  s u b s t r a t a  wi thin  the gangs. We 
a r e  f a r  more i n t e r e s t e d  i n  i nd iv idua l  l eaders ,  and who t h o s e  
ind iv idua l  l e a d e r s  w i l l  be .  We're more i n t e r e s t e d  i n  the 
o tgan iza t iona l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  the gangs r i g h t  now. Wefre i n t e r e s t e d  
i n ,  no t  only whether they '  re evolving,  b u t  how t h e y r r e  evolving,  and 
what causes them t o  evolve .  And w e  w i l l  use t h a t  informat ion,  
p r imar i ly  t o  t r y  t o  d i s r u p t  them. Wefre not  i n  t h e  business  o f  
observing them d i s p a s s i o n a t e l y  . We know exac t l y  where they  corne 
from i n  tenus o f  what t h e i r  s o r t  of  stated aims and objectives a r e  
on t h e  s t r e e t .  We know what their s t a t e d  aims and ob j ec t i ve s  are 
wi th in  the i n s t i t u t i o n  and t h a t .  So this - you shou ldn ' t  cons ider  
our i n t e r e s t  i n  the gangs a benign one. Tha t ' s  no t  t o  Say t h a t  w e  
don ' t  have a p a r t i c u l a r  viewpoint  t h a t  we would l i k e  t o  he lp  a s  many 
gang members o u t  of t h e  gangs as p o s s i b l e ,  t h a t  we wish people would 
never g e t  i n t o  gangs, and we would do anything p o s s i b l e  t o  p a r t n e r  
with o the r  agenc ies  t o  keep k i d s  o u t  of  gangs, and a d u l t s  o u t  o f  
gangs. But organization t o  o rgan i za t i on ,  t h a t  t ype  of t h i n g ,  
t h e r e ' s  no ques t i on  that t h i ç  is an  an imos i ty  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  And w e  
in tend  t o  d i s r u p t  and d i s t u r b  these gangs as mu& as pos s ib l e ,  just 
the  same as one of t h e i r  s t a t e d  aims is  t o  d i s r u p t  u s  as much as 
poss ib le ,  and t o  run an underground economy i n s i d e  our  
[Correct ional]  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  (CJ3:14) 

The Correct ional  Div i s ion  has a l s o  created a new 'Gang Coordinator '  

pos i t ion  wi th in  each of t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n s :  

[W]e have a Gang Coordinator  i n  each o f  one of our I n s t i t u t i o n s .  And 
t h a t  person i s  e i t h e r  f u l l  time o r  p a r t  time involved i n  
interviewing gang members, i d e n t i f y i n g  gang members, and providing 
i n t e l l i g e n c e  in format ion  t o  t h e  Super intendents  . . . We meet a s  a 
committee approximately every  s i x  weeks .... (CJ3:16) 

Probation Se rv i ce s  monitors the female gang members a f t e r  

incarce ra t ion .  Probat ion o f f i c e r s  p repare  pre-sentence r e p o r t s  and meet 

r egu l a r l y  wi th  t h e i r  c l i e n t s ,  making sure they  are obeying t h e i r  

condi t ions  of r e l e a s e  , a t t e n d i n g  any court-ordered programs and, 

On ApriZ 2Sth, 1996 the  'gang problemr wi th in  t h e  c o r r e c t i o n a l  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  came t o  a head when inmates i n  Headingly Cor rec t iona l  
I n s t i t u t i o n  i n ç t i g a t e d  a r i o t .  S t r e e t  gangs, p a r t i c u l a r l y  the Manitoba 
Warriors and the  Indian Posse ,  p layed a s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  i n  the r i o t .  
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genera l ly ,  integrating i n t o  conventional  society. There a re  no programs 

geared t o  respond t o  'gang members , ' specif  i c a l l y .  Probation Services 

t r i e s  t o  ensure t h a t  i t  is a ' n e u t r a l '  agent so  that gang members do not  

encounter r i v a l  gang membets when they  meet with their probat ion officer- 

Probation Services is a neutral t e r r i t o r y  . We discourage them f gang 
members] ftom wearing t h e i r  v c o l o u r s *  here .  Another s t r a t e g y  is t o  
not set up appointnents  on r ival  t u r f .  (CJ4:3) 

I n  general ,  t h e  Criminal J u s t i c e  response t o  gangs is one of 

suppression,  monitoring and con t ro l .  

2 )  Soc i a l  Services  

The group of S o c i a l  Services c o n s i s t s  of s i x  respondents who provide 

d i f f e r e n t  s o c i a l  services t o  potential and p o s s i b l e  gang members. They 

corne i n t o  contact  w i t h  high risk youth, who may o r  may n o t  b e  gang 

members. This  group c o n s i s t s  of respondents who work i n  Chi ld  and Family 

Services ,  MacDonald Youth Services (Community Se rv i ce  Support Program for 

Youth), S t r e e t  Gang Prevention,  and i nne r - c i t y  ' a t - r i s k 1  schools .  

Two interviews were with respondents who worked with Chi ld  and 

Family Serv ices .  They a r e  charged w i th  the task of monitoring youth i n  

group homes or on Independent Living, providing them with l e g i t i m a t e  

oppor tun i t i es  and op t i ons .  

Recently, we've been more involved with t h e  community, and multi- 
systems planning f o r  k ids ,  across departments and wi th in  community 
o rgan iza t ions .  ( S S 1 5 : 2 )  

In 1997 the  municipal ,  p rov inc i a l ,  and federal governments c r e a t e d  

a spec i a l  agency, S t r e e t  Gang Prevention,  geared s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  

unders tanding , responding t o ,  and prevent ing street gangs. In particular , 



it "coordinates se rv ices  f o r  community agencies t o  vork t oge the ru  

(SS19:l). This has r e su l t ed  i n  the Inter-Agency Gang Coal i t ion,  which 

c o n s i s t s  of  d i f f e r e n t  agency r ep re sen t a t i ve s  vho meet monthly t o  d i s c u s s  

how b e s t  to respond tu gangs. 

We've i d e n t i f i e d  t he  reasons why we  th ink  people j o in  gangs, and 
then w e  t r y  and develop prevent ion programs a t  which the  k i d s  w i l l  
g e t  involved i n ,  t o  help  reduce some of the  reasons why they j o i n .  
Like i n a c t i v i t y ,  and lack of family structure and, you know, no roLe 
models, t h ings  l i k e  t h a t .  So, w e  have t o  t r y  and develop programs 
t o  r ep l ace  those th ings  t h a t  a r e  miss ing i n  the i r  l i v e s .  (SS18:3) 

One of the  programs within an inner -c i ty  school i n  Winnipeg p rov ides  

t r a i n i n g  and l i f e  s k i l l s  t o  high r i s k  youth.  The following respondent 

describes some aspects of the program: 

And going along the l i n e s  of [ t h e  school]  goa l s ,  which is ,  'Every 
s tuden t  t h a t  leaves here w i l l  b e  employable, o r  go on t o  o t h e r  
t r a i n i n g  o r  o ther  educat ion.  SO, they're not  saying t h a t  every  
s tudent  is  going t o  graduate.  'Cause they know t h a t f  s not a 
r e a l i t y -  They're just  saying they  w i l l  be more employable, and go 
on t o  employment, educat ion o r  o t h e r  t r a i n ing .  So t h a t f s  the kind 
of stuff that I'm working on, and 1 provide  t r a i n i n g  a s s i s t ance  f o r  
them on t h ings  t ha t  they i d e n t i f y  as a need, o r  t h a t  the  school  
i d e n t i f i e s .  Like, f o r  ins tance ,  t h e y ' l l  t e l l  me t h a t ,  'We want t o  
l ea rn  how t o  a c t  i n  an  in terview.  ' And t he  school  will t e l l  me, 
'You know t h i s  person and t h i s  pe rson ,  1 'rn g e t t i n g  fed up with t h e  
way t h a t  they  t a l k  t o  t hose  t e ache r s . '  So 1'11 Say, 'O.K., l e t ' s  do 
çomething on anger management s k i l l s . '  So i t l s  kinda l i k e ,  l i f e -  
s k i l l s  and pre-employment t r a i n ing ,  and then they work on community 
p r o j e c t s  o r  community job placements throughout the  school yea r .  
They g e t  a pay-cheque every  two weeks . They pick up the i r  mail, and 
they g o t  a pay-cheque. They work f o r  it. (SS17:13) 

Primari ly  t he  r o l e  of S o c i a l  Se rv i ce s  r ~ s p o n d e n t s  is  to  moni tor ,  

manage, and provide  opt ions  to high r i s k  youth.  

3 )  Community Based 

Five of t h e  respondents worked i n  Community Based agencies. These 

respondents worked i n  Rossbrook Houçe, Native Alliance, Ma Mawi W i  Chi 



l ta ta   entre," Inner City Alive,  and Weetamah Salva t ion  Army. A l l  of t h e  

respondents i n  this group stress that  the c e n t r a l  aim of  t h e i r  agency i s  

to  provide a safe place, a neutral t e r r i t o r y .  

We want t o  make i t  a safe place.  We encourage the  k ids  t o  f e e l  
ownership of it. I t ls  t h e i r  neu t r a l ,  s a f e  place.  SO, they p ro t ec t .  
For example, we r a r e ly  have any g r a f f i t i  on our bu i ld ing .  They [ t h e  
kids who go there ]  wonTt al low i t .  (CB24:ll) 

I t l s  fun, you know? We make i t  a s a f e  place f o r  them t o  corne. We 
just play  games and hang ou t .  (CB22:2) 

We give them r i d e s  home. Like, we d r i v e  them home a t  t he  end of the 
night.  And t h a t ,  a c t u a l l y  i n  the  l a s t  five yea r s ,  has been a good 
gang prevent ion activity. Because a l o t  of k id s  a r e  a f r a i d  t o  get 
from po in t  A t o  point  B. I t  l s not so much that t hey l  re ço lazy that 
they c m '  t walk two blocks.  But i t r s  a bad two blocks for them. 
(CB21:8) 

Most of t he se  agencies o f f e r  r e c t e a t i o n a l  a c t i v i t i e s  on week-nights 

and weekends. 

We have a s p o r t s  program i n  the  evenings and weekends. We have 
boxing, t a e  kwon doe, r acke tba l l ,  f l o o r  hockey, whatever they want 
t o  do. A l l  of  the  s p o r t s  are free. (CB23:6) 

Some of  the agencies  also provide a l t e r n a t i v e  educat ional  opportuni t ies :  

We f ind young kids  between t h e  ages of  6 and 1 2  t h a t  f e e l  s tupid i n  
school and don't have their homework done. They g e t  laughed a t  o r  
they feel i n f e r i o r .  They w i l l  jo in a gang, [ so i  t h a t  if you laugh 
a t  th-, t h e  gang cornes a f t e r  you. So that was t h e i r  only way o u t .  
We saw through the Homework Club as a means t h a t  education is  t h e  
way out too.  And i f  we can heLp th-, prepare them for the next  
day of going tu class, they feel confident  i n  t h e  homework o r  f e e l  
confident that they can do their math, t h e i r  reading,  whatever , they  
won1 t join t h e  gangs. And welve seen  an i nc rease  i n  t h e i r  grades 
from where t h e y t r e  bare ly  passing,  l i k e  a 20% i n c r e a s e  is probably 
the average increase  i n  t h e i r  grades. (CB24:3) 

Another respondent descr ibes  how the  agency t r i e s  to he lp  i t s  c l i e n t s  

l9 The three occupational ca tegor ies  are  not d i s c r e t e .  For example, 
M a  Mawi Wi Chi I t a t a  Centre could a l s o  be c l a s s i f i e d  as a Soc ia l  Service  
group. However, 1 have chosen t o  place t h i s  agency in t h e  Community Based 
group because i ts primarv manda t e  i s  the  empowerment of Aboriginal  people. 
This issue i s  addressed i n  more d e t a i l  i n  the f i n a l  chapter. 



The s p i r i t u a l  p a r t ,  we look a t  helping them t o  heal .  A l o t  of these 
young people have major i s s u e s  of anger that stems from other 
thiags. So they want t o  do those th ings.  So, we br ing  them to  
sweat lodges and those  kind of ceremonies. Lt seems t o  speed up the 
hea l ing  process, and they enjoy it. So, i t * s  ge t t i ng  back t o  some 
of  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n s .  And a l o t  of them donr t have any idea 
what t h a t  is, ço w e  slwlp in t roduce them t o  t h a t ,  and explain 
everything,  what everything means and how everyth.ingfs connected t o  
them, and t h e i r  family, and the test of  Creat ion.  (C820:3) 

The primary goal of  these Community Based agencies  i s  t o  empower the 

i nd iv idua l s  who access t h e i r  s e r v i c e s -  They prov ide  various educational 

and t r a i n i n g  oppor tun i t i e s ,  i n  addi t ion  t o  var ious r ec rea t iona l  

a c t i v i t i e s .  

While the  th ree  d i f  f e r e n t  groups each have particular organizat ional  

mandates which inf luence  how they reçpond t o  gangs, they a r e  also composed 

of ind iv idua ls .  The var ious  ways i n  which gang women a r e  conceptualized 

o r  constructed by those profess iona ls  who work with  them d i r e c t l y  

t r a n s l a t e s  i n t o  how they respond t o  gang women. I n  t h i s  sense, what makes 

the various cons t ruc t ions  of gang women a l 1  the more s i g n i f i c a n t  is tha t  

they have very r e a l  implicat ions  i n  terms of how respondents choose t o  

deaL with them. The following sec t ion  w i l l  consider  t h e  ways i n  which t h e  

responses t o  female v io lence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  are guided b y  t he  way 

t h e  respondents cons t ruc t  'gang women.' 

II. Respondin~ t o  'Mad and/or Badr Women 

The construct ion of women a s  'mad and/or badl assumes t h a t  women 

have an u l t imate ly  d i f f e r e n t  ' n a t u r e *  than men. Further , t h i s  

cons t ruc t ion  loca t e s  the i s s u e  of female violence and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  

the ind iv idua l  woman, t y p i c a l l y  her psychological  o r  mental s t a t e ,  ra ther  



than fier s o c i a l - s t r u c t u r a l  c i rcumstances .  One respondent exp la ins  t h a t  

women j o i n  gangs f o r  ernotional reasons,  a s e n s e  o f  family, w t i i l e  men j u i n  

f o r  r a t i o n a l  reasons  , t ang ib le  benef i  ts procured through gang a f f i l i a t i o n  . 
But 1 j u s t  d o n f t  think t h a t  materialistic, material s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  
a s  high on their [female gang members] p r i o r i t y  List. 1 think its 
more emotional ,  a sense o f  belonging,  a sense of family ,  l I f m  i n  
love  with ' kind o f  family. And t o  be honest, and this sounds hokey, 
but  i f  you spend your time watching daytime t a l k  shows, and they 
have gang members on t . v . ,  y o u l l l  a c t u a l l y  see t h a t  a r e  r e f l e c t e d  
d i r e c t l y  he re .  And gang members on t h e  stage - female gang members 
on the s t a g e  - and the fernale is almost un-persuadable about being 
i n  the gang. And o f t e n  times t h e y ' l l  have ex-gang members i n  t h e  
audience or on the pane l ,  t a l k i n g  t o  gang members, and o f t e n  times 
y o u ' l l  see t h e  gang members starting t o  sway, o r  a t  l e a s t  
considering whether i t ' s  good o r  bad t o  belong t o  a gang. Females 
won't listen. It 's  d o m  here ,  it's i n  t h e i r  h e a r t s .  Thepure not 
lfatening vith their ears. The male gang member starts to hear a 
little bit. It doesn ' t  mean h e f s  going t o  leave t h e  gang ... 
(CJ1:48; emphasis mine) 

I t  seems t h a t  a womanls i r r a t i o n a l i t y ,  t h e  fact t h a t  she hears with ber 

h e a r t  and not  her  e a r s ,  deafens h e r  t o  t h e  v o i c e  of reason. Women j u s t  

'won' t  l i s t e n .  l The ' f a c t l  t h a t  women are more emotional (read: leçs 

r a t i o n a l  f than men necessitates a dif f e r e n t  approach f o r  dea l ing  w i  t h  

women. This same respondent suggests we respond t o  women d i f f e r e n t l y ,  

because  they do n o t  th ink  'wi th  t h e i r  mind l :  

. . . . [Tlhe psychology, hrnaan psydmlogy, a d i f f e r e n t  approach i s  
necessary f o r  males versus femaleç. The type  of approach 1 would 
use  f o r  femaleç versus males, things t h a t  w i l l  persuade o r  convince 
o r  a f f e c t  a male, a r e  much d i f f e r e n t ,  1 would say, would not  have 
t h e  same a f f e c t  f o r  a female. You need to appeal t o  d i f f e r e n t  
emotions, d i f f e r e n t  needs,  and d i f f e r e n t  ways t h a t  girls r e a c t  i n  
s i t u a t i o n s  . 1 th ink  it b o i l s  dom t o ,  a s  it does i n  o t h e r  
a s p e c t s ,  where women tend t o  think more with their hearts and t h e i r  
emotions, men tend to  think more vit& their mind. 1 think t h a t  . . . 
maybe exp la ins  why females buy in to  the gang l i f e  so  much more . . . . '' 
(CJ1:46; emphasis mine) 

He suggests  that women 'buy into' gang l i f e  more than males because 

of their ( i r r a t i o n a l )  psychology, wi thout  recogniz ing t h a t  these women 

face more s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  than men and have fewer opt ions  and 



oppor tun i t i e s .  This r e f l e c t s  a long t r a d i t i o n  of viewing male deviance i n  

terms of  socioeconomic condi t ions ,  and l oca t i ng  the  ' sourceT of  female 

deviance i n  her  mind. 

Another respondent suggests  t h a t  gang women, un l ike  gang men, need 

psychological  t rea tment .  

(Do you think programs and agenc ies  should respond t o  male and 
female gang members dif ferently? ) 

Yes. Um, you l r e  going t o  have to look for, a t  t h e  female, and corne 
up with d i f f e r e n t  i dea s  ... What you have is a l o t  of se l f -es teem 
areas, where they are going t o  have t o  bu i ld  up t h e i r  se l f -es teem by 
e i t h e r ,  you know, par ty ing  with t h e  boys the re  and being a p a r t y  
g i r l ,  o r  being an aggress ive  gang member, o r  doing o ther  types  of 
crimes. So, you l r e  going t o  have t o  dea l  with t h a t  d i f f e r e n t l y .  

He continues,  expla ining t h a t  male gang members, on the other  hand, need 

t o  be provided wi th  opt ions:  

Youlre going t o  have t o  work wi th  male gang members i n  a  different 
manner. Youtre not  going t o  b e  a b l e  t o ,  you know, push t h e  same 
buttons wi th  them. Youf re going t o  have t o  make c e r t a i n  op t i ons  
open t o  them. Um, i t l s  j u s t  one of the things you l r e  going t o  have 
t o  look a t  doing. (CJ5:22) 

Simi la r ly ,  another  respondent suggests  t h a t  women need psychological  

therapy,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  they need he lp  wi th  t h e i r  ' r e l a t i o n s h i p  forming 

skills ' : 

1 th ink that  you have t o  go back t o  t h e  reasons t h a t  females j o i n  
these gangs ... [WJe have t o  d e a l  with r e l a t i onsh ip  forming ç k i l l s ,  
r e l a t i onsh ip  development s k i l l s  w i th  teenage g i r l s  and wi th  
elementary school g i r l s ,  s t a r t i n g  a t ,  like, grade 6 ,  and what we 
have t o  do is teach them about male funct ioning,  i n  a much more 
de t a i l ed  way than we d i d  i n  the pas t ,  i n  tems o f ,  how t o  i d e n t i f y  
a healthy funct ioning male i n  your age  group, and how t o  i d e n t i f y  
soue that  a r e  not  funct ioning so well. ( S S 1 6 : 2 4 )  

Even though he recognizes t h a t  the  males may n o t  be ' funct ioning s o  well, ' 

it is the females t h a t  need t h e  therapy.  The r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  lies w i th  the 

gang women wotking on t h e i r  psychological  d e f i c i t ç  so t h a t  they l e a r n  t o  

'choose' b e t t e r  men. 



These cons t ruc t ions  of gang women a l s o  resonate with t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

cr iminological  accounts of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  a s  ou t l i ned  i n  Chapter 

One. Women a r e  per iphera l  members of the  gang. They j o i n  the  gang t o  

'win da t e s t  (Cohen, 1955).  The i r  primary reason fo r  gang a f f i l i a t i o n  is 

t h e  emotional b e n e f i t s .  While gang a f f i l i a t i o n  is ' n a t u r a l f  for men, it 

is no t  f o r  women. 

If you want to  affect change i n  female gang membership, i t ' s  going 
t o  have t o  corne from an  emotional f e e l i n g s  s tance ,  i f  that makes 
sense . . . 1 th ink t h a t ,  a l  though women enj oy the  bene f i t s  of [ t h e  
gang], 1 d o n ' t  think that i t ' s  a natural aspec t  o f  gang l i f e ,  a s  f o r  
t he  males .... (CJ1:47) 
As discussed i n  Chapter Four, those respondents who cons t ruc t  gang 

women as 'mad and/or badf o f t e n  l a y  t he  blame on the shoulders of t h e  

womenls rnovement and the  corresponding l o s s  of social con t ro l  over women, 

l a c k  of Igender nonus, '  and breakdown of t h e  family. One respondent 

t heo r i ze s  tha t  womenfs advancement i n  society has  broken down the  family 

unit, has d i s so lved  s o c i e t a l  checks t h a t  used t o  con t ro l  women, and 

consequently exp l a in s  the  i nc r ea se  i n  female violence.  H e  comments: 

1 ' d  l i k e  t o  see more emphasis on r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  and less on r igh t s  . 
The idea t h a t  you have t h e  r i g h t  t o  go and do al1 these wonderful 
things t o  your body and t o  yourçelf  is al1 g rea t  and dandy i n  a 
pe r f ec t  world, but i n  a r e a l  world you see that t h e y ' r e  not  going t o  
b e  using t h e s e  r i g h t s  t o  do wonderful t h ings .  They're going t o  be 
us ing t he se  r i g h t s  t o  do bad t h ings ,  t o  themselves and t o  o the r s .  
(CJ5 : 20)  

The s o c i e t a l  i s s u e  of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  effectively becomes 

individual ized;  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  l ies i n  the ind iv idua l  gang woman, and 

no t  soc i e ty .  - 
Another respondent c i t e s  s o c i a l  freedoms, not  i n e q u a l i t i e s ,  a s  t h e  

problem: 

So whether you l i k e  i t  o r  no t ,  music and videos and al1 t h a t  s t u f f  
is very i n f l u e n t i a l  on the k i d s ,  and ve have no regu la t ions ,  because 



there's t h e  freedom of speech. And freedom t o  do whatever you want 
i n  t h i s  worLd. Espec ia l ly  here i n  [North] American s o c i e t y ,  and 
i t ' s  gone rampant, i t ' s  out of con t ro l .  (CB23:13) 

Granted, negat ive  media inf luences  t h a t  pe rpe tua te  v io l ence  

d e s e n s i t i z a t i o n  need t o  b e  addressed. Kowever, he impl ica tes  'freedom t o  

do whatever you want' i n  t h e  formation of gangs. The implied response is  

the  r e s t r i c t i o n  of i nd iv idua l  freedoms and an i nc r ea se  i n  s o c i a l  

1 asked another respondent i f  t h e r e  should be  d i f f e r e n t  responses 

and programs t o  address female gang members needs. She r ep l i ed :  

From our  perspect ive ,  we t r e a t  females t he  same aç males, i n  terms 
of holding them accountable.  And 1 th ink  t h a t ' s  important .  When it 
cornes t o  t h e i r  a c t i v i t y ,  everybodyfs d e a l t  wi th  t h e  same. And they 
shou ldn ' t  be  any l e s s  because t h e y f r e  female. (CJ4:35) 

She recommends t h a t  females are 'punished' t h e  same a s  men. Th i s  impl ies  

t h a t  she be l i eves  women do n o t  receive harsh  enough t reatment ;  t h a t  p a r t  

of t h e  problem is t h a t  women have been g e t t i n g  more l e n i e n t  sentences than 

men. I n  o t h e r  words, i f  women want e q u a l i t y ,  they should  have ' e q u a l i t y '  

i n  t h e  eyes of t h e  law as w e l l .  

Another respondent sugges t s  t h a t  gangs a r e  a ' n a t u r a l '  by product of 

an increas ing  population.  The emergence of  gangs has  nothing t o  do with 

poverty,  e t h n i c i t y ,  nor t h e  f a i l u r e  of t h e  community t o  t each  ou t  t o  youth 

i n  need: 

Gang membership is no t  about poverty ... I t ' s  simply because o f  t h e  
populat ion.  See, t h e  gang thing i s ,  i t ' s  n o t  a failure of  t h e  
community t o  reach o u t  t o  the  ch i ld ren .  I t f  s n o t  . . . [Tlhis  i s  not  
an e t h n i c ,  I d o n f t  think t h a t  t h i s  is an e t h n i c  issue e i t h e r .  This 
is  an i s s u e  o f ,  why t h e  kids leave home and go i n t o  the  gangs, 1 
mean, t h a t  's the  bigger p i c tu r e  of t h i s  . This is an i s s u e  of family  
s t r u c t u r e .  This is an issue of family structural breakdown ... We 
simply have more households and, s o  we have more dysfunct ional  
households too.  J u s t  the number of the populat ion t h a t  we deal with 
is  expanding. 1 mean, yeah, youf re going t o  see more female gang 
members now, simply because there  a r e  more females.  (SS16:29) 



If the  emergence of gangs is  ' n a t u r a l , '  then there  is no need t o  demand 

s t r u c t u r a l  change. Gangs, a f t e r  a l l ,  according t o  t h e  previous  

respondent, a r e  not a response t o  s t r u c t u r a l  and mater ia l  condi t ions .  

Ul t imately ,  the  ma jo r i t y  o f  respondents who cons t ruc t  gang women a s  

'nad and/or badf r e f l e c t  a pe s s imi s t i c  a t t i t u d e  regarding t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

o f  changingf these i nd iv idua l  gang women. Not only do they l not l i s t e n ,  ' 

they a r e  i n c o r r i g i b l e .  

If we c a n t t  turn  around t h e  g i r l s ,  t h e  people t ha t  w e  have here  now, 
then we  are going t o  have t o  concentra te  on the next group coming up . . . The group t h a t f  s coming i n  might be just destroyed. I f  they 
d o n l t  want out ,  they wonf t  corne out .  If they want t o  continue i n  
t h i s  l ifes t y l e ,  t hey f  ve gone s o  f a r  over ,  they won l t change. So 
t h e y l l l  burn ou t  before  t h e y l l l  change. And t h a t r s  sad. They ' l l  
e i t h e r  burn out o r  they l  l l  k i l l  themselves . . . Hard core  female gang 
members t h a t  we have here  a r e  incorrigible, vil1 not change, w i l l  
only modify t h e i r  behaviour i f  it suits t h e i r  immediate needs. As 
soon as you walk away o r  go away, they r e so r t  r i g h t  back. (CJ8:24; 
emphasis mine) 

What a r e  you going t o  do, r e l o c a t e  them? Right. The g i r l  doesntt 
have any money o r  job s k i l l s .  What is  she going t o  do when you 
r e l o c a t e  h e t  under your program? S h e t s  going t o  end up on your Main 
S t r e e t  a r ea  back again ,  on welfare .  WhatTs she going t o  do? So 
s h e ' s  probably going t o  f i l t e r  back t o  the  f r iends  t h a t  she knows. 
(CJl3: 9 )  

Other respondents be l i eve  t h a t  s tudying women is of l i t t l e  concern; 

t h e i r  r o l e  is pe r iphe ra l ,  and they a r e  no t  much of a problem. As 

explained by one respondent: 

(O.K. I n  c los ing,  what would you comment about female gang members 
i n  gene ra l ? )  

[pause] Ulm, 1 think t h a t  what you l r e  going t o  probably f i n d w i t h  t h e  
female gang members, i t r s  no t  as [pause] s e t  i n  concrete  a problem 
a s  Say t h e  gang members [male? ] . . . SO, t he  aggressive l e v e l  is a l s o  
less. SO, t h e y  d o n ' t  have the aggress ive  tendencies t h a t  the  males 
have. And they have o the r  th ings  t h a t  wind up bccupying their time. 
Having k i d s ,  having s e v e r a l  ch i ld ren ,  is going to, you know, have 
some f a c t o r s ,  some in f luence  i n  your l i f e .  Youlre no t  going t o  be 
t he  young par ty  g i r l  anynore. (CJ5:23) 



Another respondent agrees :  

1 don1 t know. I 'm not too worr ied  about t h e  female component . L ' m  
no t  worried about  the gang s i t u a t i o n  a t  all. (SS16:32) 

Apparently, gangs are no t  a ' p ress ing  s o c i a l  i s s u e . '  No s o c i a l  change i s  

necessary.  No response s t r a t e g i e s  are  needed. 

For some, however, t he  s i t u a t i o n  would appear  t o  b e  hopeless :  

F d o n ' t  have an answer f o r  t h a t .  We i d e n t i f y  it here t h e  b e s t  we 
can,  bu t  you c a n ' t  s top  i t .  1 don1 t know the  answer t o  t h a t .  1 
think i t ' s  going t o  become q u i t e  the  l i t t l e  c i v i l  war between the 
gang members and [pause] t h a t f s  how 1 t r u l y  f e e l .  I t h i n k  t h e r e t s  
going t o  be bloodshed. 1 think things are going t o  get r e a l l y  
crazy.  1 b e l i e v e  t h a t .  I t ' s  going t o  get ugly, al1 o u t  war. 
(CJ13:8) 

Gangs aren'  t going t o  go away here . They ' re here. They ' re here  
now. Theylre  going t o  s t ay .  (CB23:14). 

111. Respondin~  t o  Women a s  lSurv ivors f  

Respondents who recognized the s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  which have an 

impact on t he se  womenl s l i v e s  suggest very d i f f e r e n t  responses t o  gang 

women. The cons t ruc t ion  of gang women a s  ' s u r v i ~ o r s , ~  who make r a t i o n a l  

choices t o  their ' i r r a t i o n a l l  circumstances,  t r a n s l a t e s  i n t o  response 

s t r a t e g i e s  t h a t  suggest options and a l t e r n a t i v e s  f o r  t he  women. I n  

recogni t ion of the  ma t e r i a l  cond i t ions  r e s u l t i n g  from s t r u c t u r a l  

i n e q u a l i t i e s ,  a s  d i scussed  i n  Chapter Three, these respondents suggest  

oppo r tun i t i e s  and a l t e r n a t i v e s  which would address  gang womenls needs. 

I t h i n k  the re  needs t o  be other a l t e r n a t i v e s .  It j u s t  seems l i k e  
it's a l 1  l i k e  a c y c l e  r i g h t  now. And somehow you have t o  s t o p  t he  
cyc le .  (CB22:20) 

Cive them p o s i t i v e  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  Let them know t h a t  t h e r e 1 s  choices  
i n  l i f e  and t h e y ' r e  responsible  f o r  those cho ices ,  t h a t  you have t o  
p r e sen t  them with l o t s  of cho ices .  Right now 1 don ' t  t h i n k  t h a t  
they have enough choices.  They see themselves a s  i n  a tunnel, of 
s o c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e  programming, whatever it is they ' r e  i n ,  and they 
don1 t see how t o  break out .  So, broaden their experience base, give 



them l o t s  of opportuni ty  and c r e a t e  a hope f o r  them and fo r  t h e i r  
fu tu re .  Build up t h e i r  se l f -es teem and s e l f  confidence so  that they 
know they can t a c k l e  t he  cha l lenges  of l i f e .  And keep them i n  
school-  Very important. (SS18:18) 

One respondent Locates the  educa t iona l  problems experienced by gang 

women i n  terms o f  t h e i r  s t r u c t u r a l  p o s i t i o n .  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  she  points  t o  

condi t ions  resulting from socioeconomic i n e q u a l i t i e s :  

1 th ink  another  th ing  is a lack o f  opportuni ty .  1 th ink they f e e l  
that, i n  a s i t u a t i o n  where t h e r e q s  pover ty ,  t h e r e  i s n l t  t h a t  sense 
of hope, and there  i s n '  t the  oppo r tun i t y  t o  g e t  o u t  of t h a t  system. 
Then, thingç t h a t  g e t  a f f ec t ed  a r e  t h ings  l i k e  involvement i n  school  
programs . . . [These kids] have tremendous d i f  f i c u l t y  i n  school. And 
Our educat ion system, r e a l l y ,  1 mean, we're a l 1  failing these k ids .  
Even Our system is,  i n  terms o f  being f l e x i b l e  enough i n  ou r  
programming and developing resources  that make sense  f o r  them, and 
academics, education is one of them . So they ge t  i n t o  
d i f f i c u l t i e s  and i nev i t ab ly  a r e  booted ou t .  And when you're not  i n  
school, you have a Lot of tinte on your hands. 1 th ink  t h a t  t h a t ' s  
an issue . . . Some of our k ids  [ i n  C h i l d  and Family Services ca r e ]  
are 15 years old and have not  been i n  school  f o r  2 t o  3 years .  
(SS15:6) 

Another respondent comments: 

You have t o  b u i l d  up t h e i r  self-esteern,  and educa t i on ' s  a good p a r t  
of t h a t ,  t o o .  Because i f  they d o n ' t  have an educat ion,  then they 
can ' t  r e a l l y  go anywhere anyway. So, t h e y f r e  p r e t t y  well  s tuck i n  
t h a t  a r e a  and i t ' s  going t o  be s e l f -pe rpe tua t i ng  ... 'Cause i f  you 
can' t provide some kind of hope i n  the community, i f  you c a n ' t  
provide opportuni ty  and s a f e t y ,  then  people a r e  going t o  be i n  
gangs, and they ' se always going t o  be i n  gangs. 1 mean, so it ' s a 
whole big economic th ing ,  a s o c i a l  k ind  of t h ing  too .  So, the re  has 
t o  be programs to  t eacb  s k i l l ç  and l i t e r a c y  . . . ( C J l O  : 1 4 )  

Many of these  respondents empathized w i t h  t h e  ' hopelessness  ' t h a t  gang 

women must f e e l :  

I t ' s  such a b ig  i s sue ,  and such a global kind of th ing.  If you can 
e rase  pover ty ,  o r  s tart  working on t h e  poverty problem, and i f  you 
can do t h a t ,  then you can prov ide  some hope. Kids jo in  gangs 
because t h e y ' r e  hopeless.  I t r s  a sense of hopelessness.  And they 
donf t r e a l l y  ca re  what ' s going t o  happen t o  them, because they can' t 
see  anything fo r  themselves i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  You know? So, t h e r e ' s  
just a sense  of utter hopeleçsness. (CJlO:l6) 

Those who cons t ruc t  gang women as s u w i v o r s  a l s o  t a l k  about the  need 



t o  r e s p e c t  the  womenfs r e a l i t y .  They i n d i c a t e  t h a t  r e a l i s t i c  a l t e r n a t i v e s  

and choices  are needed f o r  t h e s e  women. 

Then youtve got t o  do a n  awful  l o t  of s t u f f  about  t h e  suppor t  piece.  
1 mean, i f  you c a n f t  house them p r o p e r l y ,  they c a n t t  g e t  medical 
he lp ,  o r  t h e y  can l t finish t h e i r  educa t ion ,  then you haven ' t got  
anything. T h e r e f s  no way tha t  y o u f r e  going t o  g e t  these kids out of 
it, wi th  al1 the false and dash of having money, and be a b l e  t o  sel1 
them t h i s ,  u n l e s s  youfve  got something t o  r e p l a c e  t h e  gang piece 
with .  So, i f  t h e r e ' s  no home, t h e r e ' s  no parent t h e t e  al1 the time, 
t h e r e ' s  no food i n  the cupboard, t h e r e '  s nothing good about  where 
they l  re supposed t o  b e .  And the  gang piece i s  t h a t  t h e r e ' s  always 
food around. Everyone always looks good because t h e y f v e  got  the 
money t o  go ou t  and buy the c lo thes  that are cool ,  ' cause  t h a t ' s  
important  when you're a teenager ,  i n  a gang o r  no t .  O r  t h e r e f  s 
always a roof  over  youf re head and it l s always warm, and t h e r e f  s 
always people  there t h a t  say t h e y ' r e  concerned about me. It may not 
n e c e s s a r i l y  be  t r u e ,  b u t  a t  least t h e r e r s  somebody t h e r e .  And 
y o u t r e  going t o  Say t h a t  t h e y  s h o u l d n f t  be there, and they have t o  
go back t o  t h e i r  family? They go, 'Why? Therer  s no one t h e r e  for  
me.' So, whatever y o u l r e  going t o  t r y  and rep lace  t h i s  [the gang] 
wi th ,  i t  b e t t e r  make sense  t o  them. Cause they '  re not  going to  buy 
i n t o  it. T h e y f r e  not  going t o  Say, 'Oh yeah,  I'm going t o  give t h i s  
up, and 1% going t o  work a t  something f o r  $4 an hour. What's the  
p o i n t ?  And how long am 1 going t o  work a t  $4 an hour ,  and am 1 
going to be a b l e  t o  s u r v i v e  on t h a t ? '  No. (CJ11:38) 

Another respondent stresses the importance of listening t o  t h e  gang women, 

l i s t e n i n g  t o  what thev say t h e i r  needs are. 

. . . [Slome of  t h e  programs assume what the  k i d ç  need, and they don t 
incorpora te  o r  c o l l a b o r a t e  w i t b  the youth  i n  terms of t h e i r  needs. 
So, when t h e y  go t o  f i n d i n g  ou t ,  'Why isn't t h i s  program working? 
Why d o n r t  you corne?' 'Weil nobody asked me what 1 needed. Nobody 
t a l k e d  with m e  about what would h e l p  me.' So t h a t l s  another 
c r i t i c a l  piece, t h a t  we go o f f  as adul t  h e l p e r s  half-cocked, i n  
terms of what we think, and what we b e l i e v e ,  and i t  d o e s n ' t  always 
match what t h e  [womenfs] needs a r e .  (SSlS:21) 

A s  discussed i n  Chapter Four,  the respondents  who emphasize r a c i a l  

i n e q u a l i t i e s  and the h i s t o r i c a l  (mis ) t r ea tment  of Abor iginal  people a r e  

t y p i c a l l y  Aboriginal  themselves. I n  t h i ç  c a s e ,  a non-Aboriginal po l i ce  

o f f i c e r ,  uniquely points t o  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  experienced by Abor iginals  



who move t o  t h e  c i t y  from reserves: 

I f  you take  a person from, Say a Northern rese rve ,  that is ,  Say, a  
f ly - in ,  s o  ba s i ca l l y  an i s o l a t e d  community ... [YJou br ing  that 
person from a Northern rese rve ,  i n t o  Winnipeg. 1 would suggest  t h a t  
t ha t  person who has never  seen an e l e v a t o r ,  has never  seen t r a f f i c  
l i g h t s ,  has never r idden  an  e s c a l a t o r ,  never been i n  a l a rge  s t o r e ,  
i s n ' t  any b e t t e r  s u i t e d  t o  l i f e  i n  Winnipeg, which i s n l  t a huge 
urban cen t r e ,  but t o  them would be ,  as a person maybe coming from a 
Bosnia. They're r e a l l y  an  immigrant. Although t h e y ' r e  s t i l l  i n  
t h e i r  country,  they have ... theylve  moved away from a s e t t i n g  t h a t  
they ' re  very  cornfortable wi th ,  t h a t  t hey ' r e  very  knowledgable w i t h ,  
and theyt  r e  put  i n t o  t h i s  s t range  s o c i e t y ,  and this very s t r ange  
c i t y ,  a  very d i f f e r e n t  way of  doing t h ings  here. And again,  without 
the  proper support ,  1 think they ' re  almost  s e t t i n g  themselves up t o  
stumble ... (CJ2:9) 

He suggests  t he  es tabl ishment  of community suppor t  systems s p e c i f i c a l l y  to 

he lp  Aboriginals ad ju s t  t o  urban l i f e :  

1 think you r e a l l y  need somebody t o  be a mentor f o r  them. You need 
someone, another Aboriginal  person would be t he  b e s t ,  a  person t h a t  
i s  ' success fu l l  i n  t h e  urban s e t t i n g ,  a success fu l  mentor t h a t  can 
teach them about Winnipeg, teach them about urban l i f e .  Whether i t  
be j u s t  t he  simple f a c t  o f  taking t h e  k id s  t o  s choo l ,  r e g i s t e r i n g  
them proper ly .  A l 1  t h e  l i t t l e  th ings ,  l i k e  t ak ing  them shopping, 
whether i t  be  Supervalue o r  Safeway o r  whatever, j u s t  t o  s o r t  of  be 
t h e i r  resource person f o r  a while. And 1 know o t h e r  o rgan iza t ions ,  
o r  o ther  groups, do it .  1 know of people  t h a t  have immigrated t o  
Canada from, lets Say, whether it b e  Russia,  o r  a country  l i k e  t h a t ,  
and a l o t  of times t hey  pu t  themselves i n t o  t h a t  c o m u n i t y ,  and a l 1  
of a sudden t he  church i s  a major p l aye r ,  the  youth o rgan iza t ion  is 
a major player. So they  have a l o t  of  people t h a t  they s h a r e  
something i n  common with, t h a t  can c l ima t i z e  them. You could have 
a l o t  of agencies,  I would suggest ,  a  l o t  of agenc ies  a l ready  ou t  
there ,  t h a t  probably could  provide t h a t  s e rv i ce  (CJ2:ll). 

Another respondent suggests  t h a t  many Aboriginals  would respond w e l l  if 

they were given t h e  oppor tun i ty  t o  l ea rn  more about t h e i r  cu l t u r e :  

.... [ A ]  l o t  of them have no t  had an oppor tuni ty  t o  understand and 
be exposed t o  t h e i r  c u l t u r e ,  and t o  f e e l  that s e n s e  o f  p r i d e  i n  
being Aboriginal .  But 1 g e t  the  impression t h a t  t h e  major i ty  of  
them, i f  given t he  oppor tun i ty ,  would r e a l l y  respond p o s i t i v e l y  t o  
t ha t .  (SS15 : 19) 

She fu r t he r  suggests  t h a t  d içmant l ing t h e  'gang rnyths' would be an  



e f f e c t i v e  p reven ta t ive  s t r a t e g y :  

.... [Pl revent ion,  o f  course, i s  the  b e s t  medicine f o r  t h i s  
s i t u a t i o n ,  t h a t  i f  you t a r g e t  v e r y  young k ids ,  and you start  from 
the r e  up t o  address  t h e  i s sue  and t o  teach them about t h e  myths of 
gang involvement. Because, boy, they  j u s t  have those myths about 
you gaining f i n a n c i a l l y ,  and you d o n f t .  Because, u l t ima t e ly ,  i t ' s  
t he  two o r  t h r ee  people  t h a t  c o n t r o l  the  po t  of  money. That t hey ' r e  
reaLly t h e r e  f o r  you, t h e  s i s t e rhood  and t h e  brotherhood, and when 
it comes down t o  the bottom l i n e ,  no t hey ' r e  not .  You're j u s t ,  you 
know, t h e i r  a s s  is  f i r s t ,  be fore  yours. That i t ' s  a l l  powerful.  
Not t r u e .  You don1 t r e a l l y  own anything, you l re  n o t  r e a l l y  
powerful,  y o u f r e  hounded by t h e  po l i c e ,  you end up i n  j a i l ,  and i n  
j a i l  y o u f t e  beaten,  you l r e  offended aga ins t .  So, d i s p e l l i n g  a l 1  
those myths f o r  k i d s  who might be thinking t h a t ,  'Wow. This is 
awesome . This is  cool. ' That ' s t h e  be s t  th ing t o  do, t o  start  from 
t h e r e  and d i s p e l  t hose  myths. (SS15:19) 

I f  young women a r e  o f f e r e d  Legitimate oppor tun i t i e s  and choices ,  and they 

l e a r n  about the  harsh l r e a l i t y l  of l i f e  i n  the  gang, they w i l l  no longer 

perceive  t he  'gang' t o  be the best  op t i on  they have. 

Some respondents a l s o  recognize t h a t ,  while poss ib le ,  i t  t ake s  a l o t  

of  ' hard work' on the  p a r t  of the women t o  leave t he  gang and t o  change 

t h e i r  l i f e s t y l e s  . 
Right now 1 have a young woman who was heavi ly  involved i n  one of 
t h e  gangs i n  t he  North End, and had been on t he  s t r e e t s ,  and been 
through s eve ra l  phys i ca l  a s s a u l t s ,  and sexual  a s s a u l t s .  And, now, 
j u s t  dea l ing  wi th  t e s t i f y i n g  a g a i n s t  a l 1  those  gang members, and 
having t o  be l a b e l l e d  by different systems, whether i t ' s  school  o r  
t he  j u d i c i a l  and c h i l d  welfare system. And she  had a c h i l d  i n  '96 
and had t h e  baby apprehended. Now we're slowly g e t t i n g  back on 
t r a c k  t o  h e r  having t h e  ch i l d  back,  you know, being a 'good nom. ' 
So she ,  t h a t f s  one ca se  t h a t f s  from t h i r t e e n  years old  t o  ~ O W ,  now 
eighteen,  where d i f f e r e n t  l i f e  changes. I ' v e  been with h e r  through 
t h a t  whole process .  So i t ' s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  see .  But i t  takes a l o t  
of hard work on t h e i r  p a r t ,  you know, t o  s t and  t h e i r  ground, and t o  
j u s t  bu i l d  t h e i r  self-esteem and have d i f f e r e n t  opt ions  and choices  
a v a i l a b l e  t o  them. (C820:14) 

I n  response t o  my ques t ion ,  'How d i f f i c u l t  is i t  t o  leave t h e  gang?, ' 

another respondent cand id ly  o f f e r s :  

Ohh. L t  could be impossible f o r  certain people. Tt could be  almost 
a joke f o r  us t o  even suggest  t h a t  a  k id  leave a gang. And 1 th ink 
t h a t  w e  g e t  r e a l l y  cocky i n  our  p rofess ions  and we g e t  so f a r  away 



from S t r e e t  l e v e l ,  and Say, 'What a r e  you doing involved i n  th iç?  
Cet ou t .  C e t  o u t .  ' Like, you know? 'Corne on, you f r e  a b e t t e r  
person than t h a t  . How corne you can l t do i t? 1 don ' t unders t and  how 
you can keep being i n ~ o l v e d . ~  When t h i s  k i d l s  uncle, b r o t h e r ,  
f a t h e r ,  t h e y f r e  a l 1  i n  Stoney, and everyone i n  t h e  community t h a t  
they l i v e  i n ,  including t h e i r  mother, is involved,  everyone t h a t  
they know. And t h a t  we would have the audaci ty  t o  Say, 'Get o u t ,  
walk away. Donl t  g e t  involved1 ... So, 1 t h ink  w e  have t o  b e  
ca r e fu l ,  you know. Don't Say 'Get o u t '  i f  you c a n ' t  t e l l  k i d s  how 
t o  g e t  ou t .  If you c a n ' t  Say, l i k e ,  walk a minute i n  t h e i r  shoes ,  
and go, i f  t h e y ' r e  saying,  'The way 1 l i v e  my l i f e  r i g h t  now, j u s t  
the  way 1 l i v e  my l i f e  r i g h t  now i s  wrong, t h a t  means P d  have t o  
leave my house, l eave  my job, leave my community, leave my p a r t n e r ,  
leave my dog, uh, p o t e n t i a l l y  move t o  another c i t y '  and j u s t  t r y  t o  
put t h a t  i n  your l i f e ,  and imagine doing something l i k e  t h a t .  And 
then go, 'How can 1 t e l l  t h i s  f i f t e e n  year  o l d  t h a t  t h a t ' s  what t hey  
need t o  do? ' So t h e r e ' s  kids t h a t  are i n ,  from our perspec t ive ,  
very, very bad s i t u a t i o n s .  But maybe f o r  t h a t  k id ,  i t f  s t h e  b e s t  
s i t u a t i o n .  Them s t ay ing  i n  the gang might be t h e  s a f e s t  s o l u t i o n .  
Tt's not  what w e  want a s  a soc i e ty .  I t l s  no t  how we want t o  
respond, but i n  some cases  i t ' s  not  t h e  smartes t  th ing  t o  t e l l  a k i d  
t o  ge t  ou t .  You know, y o u r t e  p u t t i n g  them a t  tisk, p o t e n t i a l l y ,  by 
t e l l i n g  them t o  do t h a t .  Or y o u v r e  pushing them fu r the r  i n t o  
despa i r  and hopelessness because they  know they c a n f t .  (SS14:19) 

Typically,  t h e  respondents who recognize t h a t  gang women a r e  

survivors suggest  a s i n c e r e ,  honest, and non-judgmental approach towards 

these  women. 

.... [AJnd they [gang k ids ]  know t h e  kind of work 1 do. Itts non- 
threatening and non-judgmentaf. SO, t h a t ' s  how 1 am with them. 
Otherwise i t  d o e s n l t  work. It j u s t  doesn ' t  work, o therwise .  
Theyl l l  j u s t  high t a i l  i t  out  of your o f f i c e ,  th ink  youl re  a phoney, 
you know. You have t o  b e  s incere ,  honest  with them. I f m  b r u t a l l y  
honest with them ... (CB20:16) 

Fur ther ,  i n  recogni t ion  of the  l i m i t e d  opt ions  and subsequent 

a sp i r a t i ons  of gang women, these  reçpondents suggest  r e a l i s t i c  r o l e  

Nothing bugs me more. Like, i t l s  fine t o  have a doc tor  and a lawyer 
and a teacher  and a l 1  these  ones a s  r o l e  modelç. But, t o  m e  a 
pos i t i ve  role model i s  t h e  man who sweeps t he  streets, r a i s e s  h i ç  
family w e l l ,  goes t o  work and does t h e  best job he can sweeping t h e  
s t r e e t s .  Like, t h a t ' s  a pos i t i ve  r o l e  model. It d o e s n l t h a v e  t o  be  
the  one who's making the $100,000 a year  or  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  educated 
Zawyer o r  anything l i k e  t h a t .  It has t o  be ,  Like r o l e  modelling has  
t o  change away from j u s t  t he  money th ing .  I t  has t o  be everyday 



people, who go and lead  a good l i f e ,  . . . th ings  l i k e  t ha t .  Those 
a r e  t he  r o l e  models of  our  soc ie ty  and ve have t o  s t a r t  p u t t i n g  
those o u t  a s  such, so  t h a t  people f e e l  i t ' s  O.K. t o  do something, 
l i k e ,  whatever i t  i ç ,  a s  long as  you do the b e s t  you can do i n  it. 
(SSl8  : 18 ) 

Another respondent suggests t h e  importance of a r o l e  mode1 t h a t  t h e  gang 

women can r e l a t e  t o ,  somebody who has 'walked the  walk ' :  

They need people t h a t  have been i n  t he  s i t u a t i o n ,  t h a t  can come i n  
and t a l k  t o  them, and you know, Say t h a t ,  T v e  done t h i s .  1 came 
from where you came, and I ' v e  managed t o  do t h i s  . ' And a s  w e l l  , 
they need people t h a t  work here [Correctional I n s t i t u t i o n ]  t h a t  they 
can r e l a t e  t o  as well .  So, t h a t p s ,  they go t  t o  have somebody t h a t  
they can r e l a t e  t o  t h a t ' s  pos i t ive .  And hopeful ly  t h a t  w i l l  be  p a r t  
of breaking t h e  cycle  too ... (CJ10:15) 
Some respondents recognize the  addi t iona l  b a r r i e r s  experienced by 

female gang members i n  a p a t r i a r c h a l  gang and a p a t r i a r c h a l  soc ie ty .  

(Do you t h i n k  there  çhould be d i f f e r e n t  programming f o r  the  males 
and f e m l e s  [ f o r  gang in te rven t ion  and/or p revent ion]?)  

1 think some of i t  could be the  same. [pause] But 1 could see  where 
separate  t h ings  could b e  good, i f  w e '  re looking a t  male gang members 
t h a t  have s o r t  of a more chauvin is t i c  t r a d i t i o n a l  kind of view on 
women and male ro les  i n  çoc ie ty ,  t h a t  i den t i fy ing  some of them, and, 
'No i t ' s  no t  you t h a t  should have t h e  l a s t  word, o r  i t ' s  not the man 
t h a t  should r u l e  the  roos t e r '  , you know? Whether i t ' s  wi th in  a 
gang, o r  whether i t ' s  wi th in  a home. You know, respect  f o r  each 
other .  And the  g i r l s ,  1 think, would b e n e f i t  from some good 
feminis t  th inking.  Yeah, 1 do. J u s t ,  both need self-esteem t o  be  
ra ised.  But 1 think t h e  women need i t  more s o  because you' re not  
only, maybe y o u t r e  coming from a p lace  t h a t  is  ve ry  chauv in i s t i c  o r  
t r a d i t i o n a l ,  but  soc i e ty  is tha tway  a s  well. So, 1 thinkwomen ge t  
s o r t  of t h e  s h i t t i e r  end of  the  stick no mat ter  which end they come 
from. Whereas i t ' s  no t  as strong, 1 don ' t  th ink ,  f o r  the  men. The 
women need t o ,  o r  t h e  g i r l s  need t o  know t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  s t r o n g  
women. And, you know, t h e r e  a re  good r o l e  models t o  follow. They 
j u s t  need some good femin is t  thinking.  (CJ9:17) 

Rather than decrying the women's movement, a s  those who construct  gang 

women a s  'badt do, t h i s  respondent suggests t h a t  t h e  women need some 'good 

femin is t  th inking. '  Further,  she a l so  suggests  t h a t  w e  need t o  work with  

t h e  male gang members, challenging t h e i r  chauv in i s t i c  a t t i t u d e s .  I n  

s h o r t ,  these  respondents recognize t h a t  t he  women a r e  responding t o  



p a r t i c u l a r  l i f e  choices ;  l i f e  cho ices  contoured by s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  

o f  t h e i r  r ace ,  ciasç and gender . They a r e  n o t  ' bad. ' They a r e  not  'mad. ' 

Ignorance has perpetuated t h e  r i g i d  and s e x i s t  cons t ruc t i ons  of female 

gang members. I n  o rder  t o  cha l l enge  t h a t ,  w e  need t o  make women v i s i b l e .  

(Do you have anything t h a t  you would l i k e  t o  add about  female gang 
members gene ra l l y? )  

Well, 1 persona l ly  would l i k e  t o  s e e  more focus on t h e  female gang 
members i n  our  programs. Because, o f  course, since there is more 
males, w e  focus more on t h e  males. But 1 th ink,  w i th  t h e  females 
being t h e  f u t u r e  pa ren t s ,  o r  maybe t hey  a l ready are p a r e n t s ,  w e t r e  
Looking a t  a genera t iona l  i s s u e ,  s i n c e  the  ch i l d r en  a r e  wi th  t he  are  
momts, and th ings  l i k e  that. And t h e  ch i ld ren  a r e  going t o  grow i n  
learned behaviour, which r e a l l y  s c a r e s  me. I t  bo the r s  me. If moms 
are gang members, then the kids a r e  going t o  f a I l  right i n t o  that 
pa t t e rn ,  too.  Espec ia l ly  i f  theyt  re s i n g l e  pa r en t s ,  wi thout  a male 
i n  the  household and t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t .  So I t h i n k  i t ' s  a bigger  
i s sue  f o r  females. And it'ç the  generat ion of tomorrow t h a t  we have 
t o  worry about with t h e  females. ( S S l 8 :  23) 

1 th ink we need t o  know more about femafes ... And 1 t h ink  we need 
t o  know b e t t e r  how t o  respond t o  our  females. Because maybe we're 
responding t o  our females as we do our males, and t h a t l s  n o t  
nece s sa r i l y  t h e  r i g h t  way. Kaybe ve need t o  b e  doing i t  
d i f f e r e n t l y .  And, 1 d o n l t  [know] i f  i t ' s  because they a r e  becoming 
more c r imina l  o r  because w e l  re s t a r t i n g  t o  look a t  them d i f f e r e n t l y  
- or  process  them as males now and, then,  is Our t r e a tmen t  the  same? 
1 'm  not  s u r e .  I 'rn not  s u r e .  1 know I 1 m  concerned about  t h e  teenage 
pregnancy r a t e ,  though. About 70% of t he  g i r l s  i n  our  program a r e  
pregnant o r  have been pregnant,  o r  something. And tha t ' s  ve ry  
alarming. One young l a d y ,  a r e a l  n i c e  g i r l ,  a r e a l  nea t  g i r l ,  
although doeç have a f f i l i a t i o n  because her  pa r t ne r  i s  a gang member , 
j u s t  had a baby i n  December and s h e l s  pregnant aga in .  And s h e ' s  
crushed because she was hoping t o  f i n i s h  school.  S h e l s  1 6 ,  17. Her 
pa r tne r  is 28. Tha t l s  a whole o ther  i s sue .  1 t h i n k  we  need t o  look 
a t  the g i r l s  a l i t t l e  b i t  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  b u t  haven' t  been set  up t o  do 
so ye t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  r ega rd s  t o  the  gangs. ( S S 1 4 : 2 3 )  

The message i s  t h a t  we have t o  explore  and con t ex tua l i z e  the l i v e s  

of t h e s e  women. We have t o  coun te r  the  ignorance t h a t  pe rpe tua tes  t h e  

o b s t r u c t i n g  views of  gang women as  'mad and/or bad. '  I n  the process ,  we 

w i l l  corne t o  a b e t t e r  understanding of t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  c o n s t r a i n t s  and 

m a t e r i a l  cond i t ions  in f luenc ing  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  I n  t u rn ,  t h i s  



w i l l  inform novel s t r a t e g i e s  vhicb uniquely  address  female gang rnembers' 

needs . 
1 don ' t  th ink a l 1  the t rea tment  programs f o r  males, au tomat ica l ly ,  
a r e  appropr ia te  f o r  females. 1 think t h a t ' s  d e f i n i t e l y  a n  
understatement. I would Say t h a t  you def  i n i t e l y  have t o  have people  
t h a t  have knowledge of females, knowledge of fena le  s t r e e t  gangs and 
t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  .... (CJ2:29) 
And they need spec i a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  women themselves- They need 
s p e c i a l  a t t e n t i o n .  They r e a l l y  do. Where they a r e ,  who they a r e ,  
and why t hey ' r e  involved. They need t o  s ee  themselves i n  a 
d i f f e r e n t  way. They need a t a s t e  o f  life where, o r  exper ience ,  a t  
l e a s t  something t h a t f s  p o s i t i v e ,  r a t h e r  than t h e  nega t ive  s t u f f  
they 've  t a s t e d  al1 their l i f e .  (SS19:9) 

Locating female violence and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  terms of t h e  

s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  which have an  impact on these women's l i v e s  

n e c e s s i t a t e s  a s o c i a l  response. These respondents speak of the  need f o r  

t he  whole community t o  ge t  involved t o  meet t h e  needs o f  theçe  women. 

.... [Zlt's a b i g  p ic tu re ,  and it  has  t o  do wi th  s o c i e t y .  Like ,  
eve ryme  has t o  be in it. It c a n ' t  be j u s t  J u s t i c e .  There has t o  
be a pa r tne rsh ip  between educat ion,  hea l th ,  t h e  po l i c e  ... 
[Elverybody has t o  have a p i ece  i n  it. Because no t  one p a r t  o f  i t  is 
going t o  change it  a l l .  And t h a t l s  been proven time and time aga in .  
I t ' s  been, through the American exper ience ,  they've brought a s  many 
people on board a s  they can. And, t h a t  c e r t a i n l y  is  going t o  ho ld  
t r u e  f o r  t he  Canadian exper ience .  You have t o  have everybody on 
board and be w i l l i n g  t o  Say, 'This  i s  a p r i o r i t y  and w e  want t o  do 
something about t h i ç . '  (CJll:39) 

We have t o  give them oppo r tun i t i e s .  T h a t f s  the  bottom l i n e .  The 
key here i s  g e t t i n g  the  community back involved ... The gangs w i l l  
be  a s  s t rong  as t h e  community w i l l  a l low them t o  be.  T h a t l s  t h e  
bottom l i n e .  I f  t he  community' s s t r ong ,  the gangs wonf t b e  strong. 
If t h e  community's weak, t h e  gangs w i l l  be s t rong .  (SS19:8) 

Some of the respondents echo t h e  overwhelming f e e l i n g  o f  

'hopelessness '  t h a t  t hey  suggeçt the gang women f e e l .  Given t h e  magnitude 

of t h e  problem, and t h e  soc i a l  change requ i red ,  some of t h e s e  respondents 

a r e  pess imis  t i c  about e r ad i ca t i ng  t h e  ' gang problem. l 

1 th ink  i t l s  going t o  grow. 1 d o n f t  see it l e s sen ing ,  myself .  
Where, unfor tunate ly ,  because of  Winnipeg's socioeconomic make-up, 



most of our street gang members a r e  Abor ig ina l .  And, i n  f a c t ,  w e t  re 
j u s t  on t h e  f r o n t  end o f  a baby boom t h a t t s  happening i n  t h e  
Aboriginal community. I f ,  as a s o c i e t y ,  i f  w e  d o n l t  g e t  our  a c t  
toge ther ,  and ignore  what w e  could do be fo re  t h a t ,  i t t s  j u s t ,  we 
have t o  g e t  the Aboriginal  community i n t o  the mainstream of  Winnipeg 
soc i e ty ,  s o  t h a t  they have op t ions ,  t h e y  have jobs  ... But,  i f  w e  
d o n ' t  do something about that,  1 would sugges t  t h a t  t he  s i t u a t i o n  
w i l l  get a l o t  worse, 5 o r  10 years  down t h e  road.  1 don1 t be l i eve  
t h a t  we can g e t  r i d  of street gangs. Even i f  w e  have some successes  
... we were a l i t t l e  i s o l a t e d  as f a r  as some of t h e  major American 
ci t ies .  The in f luences  d i d n l  t corne here a s  qu ick-  Now t h a t  i t ' s  
here ,  I don1 t see us g e t t i n g  r i d  of it . W e t  d be very  naive  t o  th ink  
w e  could g e t  r i d  of them. (CJ2:31) 

A c o r r e c t i o n a l  o f f i c e r ,  while recogniz ing what needs t o  b e  done, be l i eve s  

t h a t  i t  is too late .  The problem is too b i g .  

There 's  only  s o  much you can do. No m a t t e r  what agency, whether 
youl r e  Winnipeg Pol ice  Se rv i ce s ,  t o  Co r r ec t i ons ,  t o  John Howard 
Socie ty ,  t o  whatever programs t h a t  a r e  a v a i l a o l e  ou t  t he r e .  I t ' ç ,  
welre  a t  t h e  p o i n t  now where it is t o o  l a t e  t o  t u r n  around. These 
agencies do their be s t  t o  t r y  and d e t e r  and t o  curb gang v io lence .  
And t he r e t  s n o t  much more that any of these agencies cou ld  do t o  
make it better . . . Like 1 Say, gangs are something t h a t  have s t a r t e d  
he r e  now, and we're not  going t o  see the  end of  it. I t  will never 
end. (CJO7  : 18 ) 

1 quest ioned ano ther  respondent,  'What do you t h i n k  about how o the r  

agenc ies  a r e  responding t o  gangs? '  She s i g h e d  and r ep l i ed :  

We11, t o  t e l l  you the  t r u t h ,  I th ink  i t t  s t h e  f lavour  of the month 
r i g h t  now. And everybody t h i n k s  t h a t  t h e r e 1 s  money a v a i l a b l e .  And 
they see  i t  as a ptoblem s o  t h e y ' r e  jumping on the band wagon 
wi thout ,  uh, I th ink  a l o t  o f  peop le  want t o  g e t  involved even 
though they a r e n t t  aware o f  a l l  the  i s s u e s  and th ings  l i k e  t h a t .  1 
d o n l t  l i k e  it when people jump i n  w i thou t  looking a t  it f i r s t ,  o r  
th inking t h a t  t h e y t r e  t h e  expe r t s .  Through coord ina t ion  of 
agencies,  which is p a r t  o f  our  job, h o p e f u l l y  we can l e a r n  t o  work 
together .  But i f  h i s t o r y  r epea t s  i tself,  i t ' s  j u s t  going t o  be, 
' l e t ' s  ge t  t h e  money whi le  we can. ' Like ,  1 r e a l l y  b e l i e v e  t h a t .  
And 1 know t h a t ' s  r e a l l y  c a l l o u s ,  b u t  t h e  money i s  t i g h t .  Every 
organizat ion is  s t rugg l i ng  f o r  funding.  And i f  t h e r e t s  a h o t  t o p i c ,  
and it even f a l l s  loose ly  i n t o  t h e i r  mandate, t h e y t r e  going t o  t r y  
and go f o r  t h a t  buck, because i t l s  t h e i r  s ense  of  s u r v i v a l  a l s o .  
( S S l 8 :  21)  

What is  important t o  keep i n  mind is tha t  t h e s e  respondents feel 

t hope l e s s  ' about the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  s o c i e t a l ,  s t r u c t u r a l  change. They 



recognize t h a t  the t o o t s  of the gang problem l i e  much deeper t han  i n  the 

ind iv idua l  gang womenfs minds. 

Other respondents a r e  more o p t i m i s t i c  about  working t oge the r  and 

a f f e c t i n g  s o c i a l  change. In p a r t i c u l a r ,  t hey  were exci ted about  t he  

p o t e n t i a l  o f  t he  Inter-Agency Gang Coal i t ion:  

Nef ve  go t  hope. Werve got this l ist  of people  here [Inter-Agency 
Gang Coal i t ion] ,  74 people here .  We meet once a month and t a l k  
about these  exac t  t h i  S. What a r e  we doing? How do we do t h i s ?  
Werve done our Path. ' bge knov where we want t o  be, vhere  our 
u top i a  is. Not t h a t  you ever  g e t  t he r e ,  b u t  now we've go t  t h i s  
group of people t h a t ,  we want t o  make things happen. And p a r t  of 
t h a t  i s  ge t t i ng  systems t o  s t op  being so s e c r e t i v e  and s t a r t  working 
t oge the r ,  and s ta r t  doing t he se  th ings .  (SS14:21) 

And wetve formed Intet-agency group t o  t a l k  about what we're going 
t o  do about gangs. We're s t i l l  spinning o u r  wheels a b i t .  But what 
you have t o  do i s  g e t  i n s t i t u t i o n s  working wi th  o ther  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  
and d i f f e r e n t  a r e a s  working together .  (CJ10:lS) 

One respondent suggests t h a t  we need a paradigm s h i f t  i n  terms o f  how 

soc i e ty  views juven i le  offenders ,  genera l ly .  That  is  on the Pa th  agenda 

a s  well :  

The young people a r e  being looked upon as nega t ive ,  and a s  out  of 
c o n t r o l  and unreachable.  Tha t ' s  the message ou t  the re  t h a t  t h e y l r e  
g e t t i n g .  Even i n  t he  [Manitoba] Youth Centre,  I ' v e  t a l k e d  t o  
people ,  and I 1 v e  been t he r e  before ,  and t h e  people a r e  being 
considered and looked a t  as  ' j a i l  guards . '  Before, when I used t o  
go t h e r e ,  they [ j uven i l e s  i n  custody] looked a t  people t h a t  worked 
t h e r e  a s  ' counse l l o r s ,  people who worked with  them to  he lp  them. 
The whole t h i n g ' s  changed. There ' s  been, l i k e ,  a paradigm s h i f t .  
We need a whole new paradigm shift once aga in ,  and i t ' s  going t o  
have t o  s t a r t  i n  the community. Probably r i g b t  here ,  we've done our 
Pathing.  (SS19:9) 

Overa l l ,  these respondents feel o p t i m i s t i c  about the  p o t e n t i a l  of 

gang women. Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  they suggest  t h a t  , i f  given oppor tun i t i es  , 

a l t e r n a t i v e s  and r e spons ib i l i t y ,  t he se  female ' s u rv ivo r s '  cari t u r n  t h e i r  

20 Path is a c t u a l l y  an acronym for Planning A l t e r n a t i v e  Tomorrowç with 
Hope.' The Inter-Agency Gang Coa l i t ion  meetç monthly t o  d i scuss  t h e i r  
Path,  t h e  b e s t  long-tenu and s h o r t - t e m  s t r a t e g i e s  t o  respond t o  gangs. 



l i v e s  around. 

Because a l 1  of them a r e  b r i l l i a n t  k i d s .  1 mean, you have t o  b e  
smart  t o  o rgan ize ,  t o  manipu la te ,  you know? So t h e y ' r e  very g i f t e d  
k i d s .  A l 1  o f  them have been. You know, they've t augh t  m e  many 
th ings ,  good th ings ,  too .  They l re  very  resource fu l .  They know a l 1  
t h e  systems. They know how t o  manipulate t h e  system. And, so ,  i f  
w e  can turn i t  t o  the  p o s i t i v e  s i d e .  1 mean, 1 see those  k ids  now, 
1 know t h e y l r e  going t o  b e  l e a d e r s  i n  t h e  f u t u r e  because t h e y l r e  
g e t t i n g  involved i n  youth counsels  o r  d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s  ... So 
t h a t l s  encouraging, too,  t o  use t h e i r  i n g e n u i t y  and c r e a t i v i t y  f o r  
a more p o s i t i v e  way of b e i n g  f o r  themselves. So, t h e r e 1 s  bope. 
(C820:30) 

I V .  Discussion : Impl ica t ions  and S t r a t e g i e s  f o r  Change 

As discussed i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r ,  respondents i n  t h i s  s t u d y  cons t ruc t  

women a s  'mad and/or  badt or as ' survivors .  ' On the  one hand, those  

respondents who cons t ruc ted  women a s  'mad and/or badl loca ted  t h e  problem 

of female v io lence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  gang women. The 

focus on the 'problem' with t h e  womanls mind, as opposed t o  h e r  

circumstances,  is nothing new: 

Reports on female of fenders  a lmost  i n v a r i a b l y  address themselves t o  
t h e  i s sue  of t h e  mental s ta te  of  t h e i r  s u b j e c t s  . . . . This i s  i n  
sha rp  c o n t r a s t  t o  r e p o r t s  on male o f fenders ,  which i n s t e a d  tend t o  
focus  on t h e  more e x t e r n a l  and mate r i a l  a s p e c t s  of  t h e  o f f e n d e r ' s  
behaviour, biography, and l i f e - s t y l e .  (Al len ,  1987:83) 

Gang 

They 

women a r e  cons t ruc ted  a s  ' emot ional ,?  l i r r a t i o n a l , '  and 'needy. '  

are a l s o  c o n s t r u c t e d  as  ' e v i l , '  'pseudo-men,' who a r e  t h e  negat ive  

by-products of t h e  women's l i b e r a t i o n  movement. An e s s e n t i a l i s t  not ion of  

t h e  'gang womanl is  proposed - s h e  is  a ' d i f f e r e n t r  and ' o t h e r l  by 

' n a t u r e . '  The problem of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  is l o c a t e d  i n  t h e  

womanl s ' nature1 o r  'mind. ' Ln t h e  process ,  t h e  m a t e r i a l  cond i t ions  which 

i n f l u e n c e  wornenls v io lence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  go unaddressed, a s  do 

t h e i r  needs. Female gang members can remain i n v i s i b l e  - they  a r e  no t  
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' r e a l l  o r  ' n a t u r a l '  gang members. There is a general  sense  o f  

' hopelessness ' about  t he  a b i l i t y  t o  ' cure t he se  ' i nco r r i g ib l e '  women. 

Some o f  t he  respondents even suggest  t h a t  t h e r e  is nothing t o  b e  done. 

Others suggest  t h a t  we enforce  s o c i a l  con t ro l  over  women, gene ra l l y  and 

' g e t  tough' on gang women, s p e c i f i c a l l y .  While male gang members need 

'op t ions ,  female gang members need psychological  ' treatment ' ; t h a t  is , 

' r e la t ionsh ip-bu i ld ing  s k i l l s . '  

On the  o t h e r  hand, respondents who cons t ruc t  gang women as  

v s u ~ i v o r s '  l o c a t e  the problem of  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  terms of  

s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  which c r e a t e  p a r t i c u l a r  mater ia l  condi t ions  of  

'endangerment. ' They suggest  t h a t  ve need t o  address  the needs of gang 

women and provide them with op t i ons  and r e a l i s t i c  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  They 

suggest  education,  s k i l l  development, employment oppor tun i t i es ,  r e a l i ç t i c  

r o l e  models, support  f o r  Aboriginals  moving from northern rese rves  t o  

urban a r ea s ,  and programs which chal lenge t r a d i t i o n a l  and c h a u v i n i s t i c  

b e l i e f s  held  by female and male gang members. Importantly,  they  cal1 f o r  

comrnunity involvement and s o c i e t a l  change, r a t h e r  than ' t he r apy t  f o r  

i nd iv idua l  women. 

While many of these  respondents use the same language a s  those  who 

cons t ruc t  gang women as 'mad and/or bad, '  they  l oca t e  t h e  i s sues  

d i f f e r e n t l y .  Rather than conç t ruc t ing  t h e  ind iv idua l  gang women as 

' hopeless  , ' respondents who recognize t ha t  gang women a r e  ' surv ivors  ' 

empathized with t h e  ' hopeLessness' t h a t  gang women must feel. Despite t h e  

many b a r r i e r s  f ac ing  gang women, the respondents have 'hope1 f o r  the gang 

women. They suggest  t h a t ,  i f  g iven  oppor tun i t i es  and choices,  female gang 

members can tu rn  t h e i r  l i v e s  around. Rather t h a n  cons t ruc t ing  the gang 



women a s  'needy, '  they stress t h a t  w e  need t o  l e a r n  more about t h e  ' needs f  

o f  female gang rnembers. Rather than  keeping women i n v i s i b l e  and nega t ing  

their s t r u c t u r a l  exper iences ,  this woman-centred approach po in t s  t o  the 

need make gang women v i s i b l e .  These respondents çtate that we need t o  

e x p l o r e  and c o n t e x t u a l i z e  the l i v e s  of gang women i n  o r d e r  t o  g e t  a  f u l l e r  

unders tanding o f  t h e i r  needs and,  i n  t u r n ,  u s e  t h a t  knowledge t o  implement 

t h e  b e s t  programs and a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  address  those  needs.  I argue t h a t  

i t  is t h e  l a t t e r  approach which holds  t h e  g r e a t e s t  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  

responding t o  female v i o l e n c e  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  

Feminist c r i m i n o l o g i s t s  p o i n t  t o  the need t o  make female o f f e n d e r s  

v i s i b l e ,  and t o  c o n t e x t u a l i z e  t h e i r  a c t s  of v io lence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  

(See: Campbell, 1984, 1987 & 1990; Chesney-Lind, 1989, 1997; Joe and 

Chesney-Lind, 1 9 9 5 ) .  

Feminist cr iminology began a s  a r e a c t i o n ;  the  r e a c t i o n  was a g a i n s t  
an o l d ,  e s t a b l i s h e d  male chauvinism i n  the  academic d i s c i p l i n e .  
Women were e i t h e r  i n v i s i b l e  t o  conventionaf c r i m i n o l o g i s t s  o r  
p resen t  o n l y  a s  p r o s t i t u t e s  o r  marginal  o r  cont ingent  f i g u r e s .  
Fur the r ,  when women were d i scussed  i t  was i n  crude s e x i s t  
s t e r e o t y p e s  which were widely and thought less ly  d isseminated-  
(Heidensohn, 1995:161) 

While f e m i n i s t s  have made some in-roads i n  terms o f  d i smant l ing  

e s s e n t i a l i s t  and s e x i s t  s t e r e o t y p e s  of female o f fenders ,  t h e  femaf e 

o f f e n d e r  o f t e n  remains i n v i s i b l e .  Recently,  t h e r e  has been an i n c r e a s e  i n  

media r e p o r t s  and p u b l i c  unease  concerning a supposed 'new female 

o f fender .  The murder of  Reena Virk by seven g i r l s  i n  1997 shocked t h e  

coun t ry  and seemed t o  lend s u p p o r t  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  women and g i r l s  a r e ,  

indeed,  capable  o f  extreme b r u t a l i t y .  

I n  the a f t e r m a t h  of t h e  Virk murder, commentators and j o u r n a l i s t s  
have n o t  onfy  s e n s t a t i o n a l i z e d  g i r l  v io lence ,  t h e y f v e  made some 
sweeping g e n e r a l i z a t i o n ç  about  a i l  young women. Following long- 
s t and ing  misogynist  t r a d i t i o n s ,  they 've  made t h e  asswnption t h a t  t h e  



behaviour of a few g i r l s  and that increased freedom fo r  women - 
brought about s p e c i f i c a l l y  by feminism - is responsible f o r  the  
supposed rise i n  young women's violence ... Having freed g i r l s  from 
the repress ive  wayç of t h e  past ,  feminism, t h e  theory  goes, has  a l s o  
freed t h e i r  aggress ive natures.  (Nolan, 1998:32 & 3 4 )  

Despite the  l a c k  of research and the lack  of  evidence, many commentators 

continue t o  proclaim the  rise of t h i s  'new female of fender '  (Heidensohn, 

1995:21). Unfortunately, because f e u l e  offenders  have l a rge ly  been 

inv i s ib l e ,  t h e r e  is l i t t l e  evidence t o  r e f u t e  t h e s e  sensat ional ized 

claims.  Chesney-Lind (1993:322) explains:  

.... [TJhese media crime waves [ a r e ]  lodged within the l a r g e r  
s i l ence  about g i r l s ,  t h e i r  problems , and t h e i r  delinquency . For 
t h i s  reason, t h e r e  i s  often l i t t l e  wi th  which t o  r e f u t e  
s e n s a t i o n a l i s t i c  c la ims about g i r l s f  crime. More importantly,  the  
r e l a t i v e  lack  of i n t e r e s t  i n  t h i s  t o p i c  makes it d i f f i c u l t  t o  c r a f t  
an accu ra t e  understanding of g i r l s  and t h e i r  r e l a t i onsh ip  t o  gangs. 

A s  d iscussed i n  previous  chapters,  t he  indictment of the women' s 

movement f o r  t h e  increase  i n  female offending has a long h i s to ry  (See: 

Adler, 1975) . This ' l i b e r a t i o n  t h e s i s t  can be c l a s s i f i e d  as a gender 

theory.  I t  presumes t h a t ,  wi th  ' equa l i ty ,  ' women will have the freedom t o  

a c t  l i k e  men. Further,  i t  presumes t h a t  crime and aggression a r e  

' na tu ra l l y '  male a c t i v i t i e s  and 'unnatural f  female a c t i v i t i e s .  

Gender theory anchors i t s e l f  i n  a discourse  t h a t  views violence and 
aggression a s  ' n a t u r a l '  t o  o r  a def in ing  f e a t u r e  of males and 
fmascul in i ty , '  a view which is biased and s e x i s t .  (Mathews, 1998:4) 

I n  r e a l i t y ,  t h e  expression of  anger and a c t s  of aggress ion a r e  inf luenced 

by soc i a l  f a c t o r s ,  not biology ( c f .  Campbell, 1993).  

I t  is  genera l ly  bel ieved t h a t  boys a r e  more aggress ive  than g i r l s ,  
t h a t  t h e i r  aggression is  more severe,  and t h a t  it  i s  a more s t a b l e  
t r a i t  i n  males. However, s tud ies  o f  ch i ld ren ,  adolescents,  and 
adu l t s  revea l  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  few i f  any r e a l  d i f fe rences  between 
males and females . . . Many people bel ieve anger  is the  ' f u e l f  
dr iving aggression: t h a t  males get angry more o f t e n  than females. 
However, i n  s t u d i e s  using t e s t s  t o  gauge cover t  h o s t i l i t y ,  
i n t e rna l i zed  h o s t i l i t y ,  and aggress ive f e e l i n g s ,  no d i f f e r ence  
between males and females have been found. (Mathews, 1 9 9 8 3 )  



As a soc i e ty ,  we have l imi ted  language with which t o  speak of  women 

a s  c r im ina l ,  gang a f f i l i a t e d ,  o r  v i o l e n t .  We have an  extremely l imi ted  

understanding of women a s  pe rpe t r a to r s .  The only  way we can understand 

female a c t s  of v iolence is t o  suggest  t h a t  they a r e  f a r  worse than men. 

She must b e  'badt  and ' e v i l . '  Or, we cons t ruc t  t h e  woman a s  'mad,' with 

her  i n s a n i  t y  s t r i pp ing  h e r  of  agency and r e spons ib i l i  t y  . These discourses  

f a i l  t o  s c r u t i n i z e  c i rcumstan t ia l  evidence of ' female deviance ' which 

makes the p i c t u r e  grey,  and 'Less d u a l i s t i c .  These e s s e n t i a l i s t  

cons t ruc t ions  of gang women al low no room f o r  circumstances and v a r i a t i o n .  

Mathews ( 1998 :8) expla ins  the problem of 'gender esçen t ia l i sm,  ' and i t s  

in f luence  on how we understand female aggression and violence:  

Gender essent ia l i s rn  presumes t h a t  the re  is  a un i ta ry ,  ' e s s e n t i a l '  
exper ience  of gender, male or  female, t h a t  can be i s o l a t e d  and 
desc r ibed  independently of race ,  c l a s s ,  sexual  o r i e n t a t i o n ,  o r  o ther  
pe rsona l  experiences . . . This is perhaps most apparent  i n  how the  
c u r r e n t  d iscourse  pe r ta in ing  t o  in te rpersona l  v io l ence  and 
aggress ion  por t rays  t h e  sexes. There has been a 'mascu l in iza t ion '  
o f  v io lence  i n  North American s o c i e t y  d e s p i t e  empir ica l  evidence 
t h a t  female v io lence  and aggress ion is  a l s o  a s e r i o u s  s o c i a l  
problem. The i s s u e  of fernale v iolence and aggress ion ha s  become 
l o s t  i n  t he  ' f emin iza t ion t  of v ic t imiza t ion ,  t h a t  i s ,  t h e  tendency 
t o  s e e  females s o l e l y  i n  t he  r o l e  of v i c t im  of v io l ence  o r  
aggress ion .  

Women who do not  f a11  i n t o  t h e  ' v ic t im '  s t a t u ç  bu t ,  r a t h e r ,  

p e r p e t r a t e  v iolence,  a r e  'doubly dev ian t . '  One respondent de sc r i be s  a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  v i o l e n t  a c t  comrnitted by one of he r  c l i e n t s :  

One womn was s o r t  of fed  up wi th  t h i s  boyfriend always being 
j e a lous .  H e  never th rea tened  t o  h u r t  her o r  hit ber o r  whatever,  he 
j u s t  s o r t  of made t h i s  face  t h a t  she was looking a t  ano ther  guy. 
So, she  popped a couple  valium, s a t  on his knee, pretended t o  k i s s  
him up, and then b i t  h i s  l i p  o f f .  So, [pause] and she saw he r se l f  
as t h e  v ic t im i n  t h i s .  She didn'  t see him as being the  v i c t im .  Um, 
and s o  you say, What d id  he do t o  you i n  terms o f ,  what was your 
f e a r  t h a t  he would h u r t  you? And i t  was, 'No, I t m  j u s t  s i c k  and 
t i r e d  of  him always t r y i n g  t o  t e l l  me what t o  do. '  So i t  wasn' t  
even t h e  idea  of feeling vic t imized.  Lt was t h e  idea  of wanting 
power and con t ro l  over  her  s i t u a t i o n  i n  soute way. Wtiy d i d n t t  she 



j u s t  l eave  him? WelL, t h a t  w a s n l t  a n  option.  She j u s t  wanted t o  
teach him a lesson . . . We always s o r t  of p i c t u r e  vomen i n  
s i t u a t i o n s ,  t o  always j u s t  be t r y i n g  t o  ge t  ou t  of v ic t imiza t ion ,  
and wanting t o  hea l ,  and f ee l i ng  h e l p l e s s ,  and those  kinds of things 
... We have t h a t  percept ion t h a t  women a r e  ba s i ca l l y  under 
somebody's thumb, and t ry ing  t o  get up a l 1  t he  time. But werre 
seeing a l o t  of women, t h a t  mmm mnnn [shakes her  head, no way]. 
Theyfve a l ready crossed over. They may go back and f o r t h  i n  
s i t u a t i o n s  where they  have been vic t imized,  but  they a r e  very 
comfortable being t h e  pe rpe t r a to r .  (CJ4:8) 

Yes, t h i s  i s  a v io l en t  a c t .  I t  is h o r r i b l e .  Females do commit extreme 

a c t s  of v io lence ,  and always have. However, i f  w e  l eave  the  a n a l y s i s  

here ,  it quickly  loses  any cons idera t ion  of context .  While t he  man may 

have been t h e  l abe l led  'v ic t im '  i n  t h i s  i n c i d e n t ,  my goa l  i s  t o  ques t ion ,  

t o  rupture ,  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  conceptions of  a polar ized v i s ion  of  t he  

v ic t im/perpe t ra to r  const ruct ion.  The r i g i d  vict im/offender cons t ruc t ion  

a l s o  p resc r ibes  t he  appropr ia te  gender: female victim/male pe rpe t r a to r .  

Women have a long h i s to ty  o f  being (mis)unders tood i n  terms of d u a l i s t i c  

cons t ruc t ions  ( e . g . ,  madonna/whore; v i r g i n / s l u t . )  Limited d i scourses  

o f f e r  us no way t o  understand a woman who breaches the  conception t h a t  she  

must always be  a 'v ic t im. '  Perhaps t h e  man i n  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  i n  add i t i on  

t o  be ing  t he  v ic t im,  a l s o  had some anency. Perhaps, while not  phys i ca l l y  

abusive ,  he was emotionally manipulat ive  and abusive.  No l e s s  a ' v i c t i m , '  

bu t  a ' p l aye r f  i n  the dynamic, context- r idden s i t u a t i o n .  The woman 

exe rc i s e s  anencv a s  a pe rpe t r a to r ,  immediately gaining power over t h e  

s i t u a t i o n  by b i t i n g  o f f  h i s  l i p .  Unpeeling t h e  l ayers  of context  r evea l s  

t h a t  perhaps 'p layers '  t ake  t u rn s  e x e r c i s i n g  agency i n  t h e i r  own ways. 

However, t he  t r a d i t i o n a l  cons t ruc t ion  of 'womanf a s  being a h e l p l e s s  

v i c t i m  only removes the p o s s i b i l i t y  of  cons t ruc t i ng  women as i nd iv idua l s  

wi th  agency who ac t i ve ly  respond t o  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  which they f i n d  



Respondents i n  t h i s  s tudy  who discussed gang women a s  'mad andior  

bad' t yp i ca l l y ,  but  no t  uncommonly, underçtand gang women as t co ld l  and 

'manipulative . ' Schur ( 1983 : 55 ) explains that t h i s  can be t raced t o  

e s s e n t i a l i s t  not ions  of  t h e  ' n a t u r e r  of women: 

There a r e ,  t o  begin w i t h ,  pat terned expectationç regarding t h e  
emotions t h a t  women and men a r e  supposed t o  d i sp lay ,  and even t o  
f ee l .  It is  widely recognized that o u r  gender system incorporates  
assiimptions a s  t o  the emotional q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  a r e  ' n a t u r a l t  t o  t h e  
two sexes . . . I f  a woman does not openly demonstrate s t e r e o t y p i c a l l y  
' feminine qua l i  ties - warmth, nurturance,  supportiveness , and s o  on 
- she i s  l i k e l y  t o  be defined a s  'cold,  ' ' c a l cu l a t i ng ,  ' 
' m a n i p ~ l a t i v e , ~  and 'masculine. '  Correspondingly, her d i r e c t  
d isplay of emotions t h a t  are prized o r  accepted i n  men - such as  
coolness , as se r t i venes s  , aggressiveness , and anger - w i l l  usual ly  b e  
disapproved. Thus women a r e  suscept ible  t o  negative sanct ioning f o r  
severa l  types of emotion n o m  v io l a t i ons .  

A s  such,  female offenders  v i o l a t e  ' na tu ra l '  gender noms. One response t o  

t he se  women has been t o  ' cure '  them by enforcing t h e i r  ' appropr ia te  

domestication1 (Allen,  1987) .  h o t h e r  response has been t o  reaf f i rm 

t r a d i t i o n a l  gendered r o l e  p r e sc r ip t i ons .  Nolan (1998:35) discusses  t h e  

impl icat ions  of  loca t ing  the problem of female violence i n  woments 

increased equali t y :  

Tt's a s h o r t  jump from t h e  [ l i be ra t i on ]  t h e s i s  t h a t  g i r l s  have been 
made more v i o l e n t  by being given more freedom to  concluding t h a t  the 
key t o  stopping t h i s  'dangerous trendt  i s  t o  r e s t r i c t  them once 
again. The r h e t o r i c  o f  panicked urgency surrounding t h i s  supposedly 
' sharply  r i s i n g l  g i r l  violence favours  quick so lu t i ons  over 
progressive ones - t h e  pun i t i ve  over t h e  therapeut ic .  

Feminist d iscourses  contex tua l ize  female a c t s  of v io lence  and gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n .  As such, they l o c a t e  female of fenders  i n  terms o f  s t r u c t u r a l  

i nequa l i  t i e s  which in f luence  t h e i r  ' choices ' of behaviour . In t h e  

process ,  they corne t o  a more complete understanding of t he  'needs' of  

t à e s e  women. Rather than sugges t ing  a more p u n i t i v e  agenda and increased 

s o c i a l  control ,  they poin t  t o  addressing t h e  needs of women by c rea t i ng  



oppor tun i t i e s  and choices  . Importantly, they s t r e s s  t h e  need t o  make gang 

women v i s i b l e  and t o  develop p o l i c i e s  which address the needs of gang 

women. 

Prograrns d i r e c t e d  a t  gangs r a r e l y  consider t h e  spec i a l  needs of 
female members, and t h e  media cont inue t o  be fasc ina ted  by tbese 
women's sexual  exper iences  and t o  perpetuate  t h e  myth of the 'new 
v io lence1  of womenls gangs. I r on i ca l l y ,  t h e  most important  
in f luence  on gang women's f u t u r e  may b e  the dismantl ing of t he  
na t i on ' s  welfare  system i n  the 1990s. This system has supported 
women wi th  ch i l d r en  who want t o  s t a y  out  of t h e  drug marketing 
system and i n  a d d i t i o n  has provided a s i g n i f i c a n t  amount of cash t o  
t h e i r  communities. Its disappearance w i l l  deepen poverty and make 
t h e  fate of gang women ever  more problematic.  (Moore and Hagedorn, 
1996 : 217) 

Unfortunately,  bu t  not su rp r i s i ng ,  not  one of  t h e  agencies i n  t he  

three occupational  groups has implemented programming which s p e c i f i c a l l y  

addresses t h e  needs of female gang members. 

We even o f f e r  employment t r a i n ing .  We have a Carpentry S k i l l s  
program and they even g e t  pa id  whi le  t hey ' r e  i n  t r a i n ing .  

(Are t h e r e  any women i n  i t?)  

No, it's only f o r  t h e  boys. 

(Are their  any programs f o r  the g i r l s ? )  

No. Actuaily,  no. Nothing. ( C 8 2 2 : 2 4 )  

Another respondent d i s cus se s  how much t h e  boys enjoyed playing hockey- 1 

asked him, 'What do t he  g i r l s  do? ' :  

Well, hmmm, t h a t ' s  a good question.  There r e a l l y  i s n ' t  t h a t  much 
programming f o r  the g i r l s .  Itls easy. The guys want t h e i r  floor 
hockey, and they b a s i c a l l y  g e t  involved i n  t h a t .  But t h e  g i r l s ,  
they just s o r t  of hang around and don't have t oo  much t o  do. 

(Why do you th ink t h a t  is?) 

1 d o n l t  know. Old s te reo types .  I t ' s  e a s i e r  t o  s e t  up a gym, g e t  
some guys playing some spo r t s ,  o r  doing some we igh t - l i f t i ng -  
There t s  a l i t t l e  less t h a t  the  g i r l s  can do. (C821:16) 

E a r l i e r  i n  t h i s  chap t e r ,  1 out l ined  t h e  three different occupat ional  
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groups t h a t  the  respondents  were categorized i n t o ,  and the  subsequent 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l  mandates. I n  t h e  previous chap te r ,  1 pointed t o  t h e  f a c t  

t ha t  the  occupat ional  p o s i t i o n  of the respondents d i d  not  p r e d i c t  t h e i r  

const ruct ion of gang women. Consequently, t he  e i g h t  respondents who 

constructed gang women a s  'mad and/or badl could be found i n  each 

occupational group. The twelve respondents who const ructed women a s  

'çurvivors ' could, s i m i l a r l y ,  be found i n  each group. Keeping i n  mind the 

contradic t ions ,  even w i th in  individual  in te rv iews ,  discussed i n  t h i s  

chapter ,  perhaps t h e r e  a r e  more than two cons t ruc t ions  o f  gang women. I n  

o ther  words, the  cons t ruc t i ons  of gang women a s  fmad and/or bad' o r  a s  

'survivorç '  a r e  n o t  d i s c r e t e  ca tegor ies .  While the two cons t ruc t i ons  

i den t i f i ed  i n  t h i s  r e s ea r ch  capture a l o t ,  f u r t h e r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  and a 

l a rger  sample could r e f i n e  them fu r t he r .  I n  terms of the  immediate 

question,  'How do t h e  respondents '  ind iv idua l  cons t ruc t i ons  of gang women 

guide t h e i r  responses t o  gang women wi th in  t h e i r  ç p e c i f i c  job mandate?, ' 

respondents i n  the  Criminal  J u s t i c e  group have t he  mandate t u  c o n t r o l  and 

manage the popula t ion they  d e a l  with. How do respondents who c o n s t r u c t  

women a s  f ç u r v i v o r s ~  respond t o  them, given their job mandate? Do they 

take a s t r i c t l y  p u n i t i v e  s t a n c e  o r  do they  t r y  t o  address  some of t h e  

needs of t he  women a t  t h e  same time a s  they monitor and con t ro l  th-? How 

a r e  w e  t o  understand respondents who cons t ruc t  gang women as Imad and/or 

bad, '  ye t  work i n  a Community Based agency with t he  goa l  of empowerment? 

Do the  women remain i n v i s i b l e ?  Do t h e i r  needs go unaddressed? O r ,  a r e  

they forced i n t o  a ccep t i ng  t h e  ' oppor tun i t i e s f  provided premised on male 

gang membersf needs? 

While i t  could  be argued t h a t  occupat ional  mandates restrict 



ind iv idua l  response s t r a t e g i e s ,  w e  cannot fo rge t  t h a t  i n s t i t u t i o n s  a r e  

made up of ind iv idua l s .  Ind iv idua l s  can a f f e c t  change from within.  Th is  

is p a r t i c u l a r l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  g iven t ha t  respondents who construct  gang 

women as  l s u rv ivo r s  ' a r e  found i n  each occupational  group . A t t i t u d i n a l  

change precedes behavioural change. Knowledge is the  key t o  dismant l ing 

s te reo types  o f  female gang members. I n  t h i s  s tudy,  twelve of twenty-tvo 

respondents const ructed gang women a s  l su rv ivo r s . l  This has t o  be looked 

upon o p t i m i s t i c a l l y .  They, too ,  w i l l  do t h e i r  p a r t  t o  cha l lenge  and break 

d o m  the  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  cons t ruc t ions  of gang women a s  'mad and/or bad. '  

Fur ther  , t he  implementation of  the Inter-Agency Gang Coa l i t i on  promises t o  

provide a b r idge  between the  va r ious  agencies,  promoting knowledge-sharing 

and resoutce-sharing.  The f a c t  t h a t  a l 1  of the  respondents s t a t e  t h a t  

t h e i r  agencies have recen t ly  begun t o  çhare knowledge and resources w i t h  

o t h e r  agencies is an important s t e p .  One Criminal J u s t i c e  respondent who 

cons t ruc t s  gang women a s  'mad and/ o r  badl recognizes t h a t  a s t r i c t l y  

pun i t i ve  approach does not  work. H e  çuggests w e  look t o  t h e  Inter-Agency 

Gang Coa l i t i on  f o r  hope: 

We acknowledged from very  e a r l y  on i n  our  ex i s t ence  t h a t ,  a l though 
what I ' v e  j u s t  described t o  you i s  a very necessary p a r t  of t h e  
t o t a l  approach t o  gang a c t i v i t y  - i n  o t h e r  words, we c a n l t  t o l e r a t e  
gang c r imina l  behaviour, t h e  robber ies ,  t he  k i l l i n g s ,  t he  drive-by 
shoot ings  - t h a t  is no t  going to  be,  i n  and of i t se l f ,  a long t e n n  
answer t o  t h e  s t r e e t  gang problem ... We not iced ve ry  e a r l y  on t h a t  
the  b e t t e r  w e  d id  our job, t h e  higher t h e  population of gang members 
i n  our  I n s t i t u t i o n s  became ... They d i d n l t  drop t b a t  gang i d e n t i t y  
o r  d i s s o c i a t e  themselves from the  gang once t h e y  were i n  t h e  
i n s t i t u t i o n s .  They r e c r u i t e d  from wi th in  so  we ended up having a 
growth of  gang members w i t h i n  t he  I n s t i t u t i o n s .  Simultaneously , 
the re  was increased recrui tment  on t h e  s t r e e t  t o  r ep l ace  t h e i r  ranks  
from those  t h a t  were incarcera ted .  So, ins tead  o f  decreasing o r  
helping the problem t o  reduce,  i n  a c t u a l  f a c t ,  it was probably 
growing, exponent ia l ly  growing, because they t a r g e t  ins ide  and 
ou ts ide .  The gang members t h a t  were inca rce ra t ed  were b a s i c a l l y  
warehoused. They d i d n f t  drop t h e i r  gang a s soc i a t i on .  They d i d n t t  
l ea rn ,  s o  t o  speak, t he  b i g  leçson about when you ' r e  bad you go t o  



j a i l .  Because t h a t ' s  a c t u a l l y  very much p a r t  of t h e i r  l i v e s ,  and 
a c t u a l l y  is p a r t  of  t h e i r  p r ide  and p r e s t i g e .  Being sentenced t o  
j a i l  actually increases their rank i n  t h e  gang. So it wasn ' t  r e a l l y  
reducing gang a c t i v i t y ,  it was varehousing c e r t a i n  members from the  
s t r e e t .  It ' s st i l l  a very necessary func t i on -  We canT  t l e t  them 
run f r e e .  Um, bu t  it ' s not  a n  answer. T t ' s  not a Long term answer. 
I t f s  j u s t  a p a r t  of the puzz le  . . . [WJe have created a pos i t ion  
which we c a l 1  t h e  S t r e e t  Gang Prevention Coordinator and t h a t f s  
funded by the  province,  the f e d e r a l  goverrunent, and the municipal 
goverment .  The idea  of t h a t  funct ion is for him and h i s  a s s i s t a n t  
t o  sea rch  ou t  programs t h a t  have been e f f e c t i v e  i n  o t h e r  urban 
c e n t r e s  t h a t  f a c e  similar problems as  u s  . - 1 th ink t h a t t  s where 
the answer t o  Winnipeg's problem would l i e .  What t h o s e  programs 
v i l 1  be,  1 haven ' t  the f a i n t e s t  idea .  (CJ1:6) 

Another respondent s t r e s s e s  the  importance of  l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  gang 

members and t o  what they i d e n t i f y  a s  t h e i r  needs. 

The emphasis i s  on t he  kids ,  what they want t o  do, what t h e i r  needs 
are,  s o r t  of th ing .  And, we' ve s o r t  of e s t ab l i shed  a l 1  the programs 
based on t ha t .  Et's not l i k e  we set up and s a i d ,  'O.K. Here's the 
programs.' (C021:16) 

We need t o  make women v i s i b l e ,  and p r i o r i t i z e  fernale (as well a s  

male) needs. The f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  agency a l ready  l i s t e n s  t o  what t h e  (male) 

youth de sc r ibe  a s  t h e i r  needs offers hope for  t he  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  l i s t e n i n g  

t o  gang women and what they descr ibe  a s  t h e i r  needs. 

Female gang members are be ing  given more and more a t t e n t i o n .  

Socie ty  must address the roots  of t h e  problem and, thereby, address  the  

needs of t h e  gang women. Such a response would l o c a t e  gang women ' s oeeds 

within  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  of  pover ty ,  racism and s e x i s t  

s t e reo types  about women's 'na ture . '  I n  order t o  'break the c y c l e f  w e  need 

t o  provide opt ions  and a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  gang women. We need t o  provide 

them with ç k i l l s  and education so t h e y  have r e a l  a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  t h e  'gang 

l i f e . '  Gang women a l s o  need non-judgmental encouragement and r e spec t  a s  

' su rv ivors '  o f  i r r a t i o n a l  circumstances.  We, as ind iv idua l s  composing a 

soc i e ty ,  a r e  responsible  f o r  breaking dom t h e  b a r r i e r s  imposed by 



c lass i sm,  racism and sexism. As s ta ted  b y  Mathews (1992:28): 

[We must] recognize that we need to  c l o s e l y  examine our ins t i tut ions  
and profess ional  practices and confront any and al1 structural and 
syst&c paternalism, ethnocentrism, racism, homophobia, and sexism. 



Conclusion 

Recognizing Female Gang Affiliation 

Female v io lence  has generated cons iderab le  pub l i c  a t t e n t i o n  

recen t ly .  In p a r t i c u l a r ,  the i s s u e s  of  female v io l ence f  and ' f e u l e s  i n  

gangs1 have a t t r a c t e d  s i g n i f i c a n t  a t t en t i on .  Unfortunately,  t h e  gang 

women themselves have not. In  f a c t ,  as ou t l i ned  i n  Chapter One, t h e r e  i s  

a dea r t h  of knowledge about female gang rnembers and female violence.  

C r i m e ,  violence and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  are synonymous with 'malef behaviour 

and fmascul in i ty .  ' Female involvement i n  these  acts has been r e l ega t ed  t o  

the  margins and, as  such, female gang members have remained invisible. As 

a s o c i e t y ,  we do not have t he  language t o  understand 'gang women' and a c t s  

of 'fernale violence. '  Typical ly ,  our  only understandings of gang women 

have been premised on androcen t r i c  resea rch  t r a d i t i o n s  and s ensa t i ona l i z ed  

media accounts.  

This  research is  based on twenty-four i n  depth  in te rv iews  with 

respondents whose work b r ings  them i n t o  contact  wi th  female gang members. 

The two ob jec t ives  of t h i s  r esea rch  were: (1) t o  corne t o  a c lose r  

understanding of t he  nature and e x t e n t  of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  through 

second hand accountç; and ( 2 )  t o  examine t h e  d i s cu r s ive  conditions 

surrounding female v io l ence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  - how the respondents  the 

const ructed 'gang women' - and t h e  impl icat ions  i n  terms of  how t h e i r  

understandings of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n s t r u c t  their  responses t o  gang 

women . 
According t o  respondents i n  t h i s  study,  female (and male) gang 

members f i n d  themselves i n  p a r t i c u l a r  material condi t ions .  Consis tent  
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with the feminis t  li t e r a t u r e ,  the mater ia l  condi t ions  descr ibed  by 

respondents p a i n t  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  b leak  p i c tu r e .  Gang women l i v e  i n  dismal 

s i t u a t i o n s ,  contoured by t he  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  of t h e i r  r a c e ,  c l a s s  

and gender. Female gang members come from poor socioeconomic backgrounds, 

charac te r ized  by dyçfunct ional  f ami l i e s  and crime-ridden i n n e r  c i  t y  

communities. The major i ty  of t he se  women a r e  Aboriginal .  They have o f t e n  

endured s eve re  emotional ,  physical and sexual abuse. Often, gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n  is expected,  by t h e i r  pee r s  and, a t  t imes,  t h e i r  family  a s  

well. Gang women a r e  under-educated and have few, i f  any, employment 

s k i l l s .  They lacks  the p o s i t i v e  r o l e  models and encouragement t o  break 

ou t  of the ' cycle.  ' The gang f u l f i l s  p a r t i c u l a r  ' needs , ' and becomes a 

v iab le  op t ion  t o  help them ' survive  ' the condi t ions  of t h e i r  endangerment. 

The gang provides s a f e t y  and p r o t e c t i o n  i n  d e t e r i o r a t i n g  crime-ridden 

inner -c i ty  communities. I t  provides  them with  a sense of  family  and 

purpose. Often, female gang members are vulnerable  - they f e e l  they have 

no opt ions  and no f u t u r e .  The gang o f f e r s  excitement,  money, i n s t a n t  

g r a t i f i c a t i o n ,  and a 'purpose. '  Fur ther ,  t he  ' c l o u t '  of the gang g ives  

these marginalized and a l i ena t ed  women a sense  of  pover i n  t h e i r  l i v e s .  

Many of t he  respondents suggest that gang women must feel a sense  of  

'hopelessness '  about t h e i r  circumstances.  The gang i s  t he  most ptomising 

' opt ion t  they have. 

Much research has been done on gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  po in t i ng  t o  

t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  experienced by the  male gang member. However, 

there is  little information about female gang members. One respondent 



commen ts : 

I t h i n k  what mot iva tes  them, and 1 hea r  it loud and c l e a r ,  and i t ' s  
probably no d i f f e r e n t  f o r  the men, but 1 really donlt knw, is  t h a t  
they need t o  be  needed. ( C J l 3  : 6; emphasis mine) 

As r e f l e c t e d  i n  the  above statement,  t h e  f a c t  t h a t w e  know s o  l i t t l e  about  

female gang members causes  us t o  rely on a s s u m ~ t i o n s  about what w e  t h i n k  

a r e  the  circumstances surrounding female gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  Given t h e  

h i s t o ry  o f  cons t ruc t ing  women a s  'other,' de f in ing  female deviance a s  

'unnatura l ,  ' and l o c a t i n g  the 'ptobleml o f  the female offenders  i n  t h e i r  

'minds/ t h i s  research a l s o  explored how t h e  respondents i n  t h i s  s t udy  

make sense  o f  female gang members who appear  t o  l i v e  i n  t he  same m a t e r i a l  

condi t ions  a s  male gang members. When charged with t he  t a s k  of 

understanding the  ' un ique ly  female1 gang s i t u a t i o n ,  many respondents f e l l  

back on s e x i s t  and p o l a r i z e d  views o f  dev i an t  women a s  'mad and/or bad. '  

The cons t ruc t ions  of ' d e v i a n t l  women as 'mad and/or badl a r e  premised on 

s t e r e o t y p i c a l  and e s s e n t i a l i s t  unders tandings  of  t h e  ' n a tu r e '  of women. 

For these  reasons,  t h e s e  t r a d i t i o n a l  d i s c u r s i v e  foundations,  and t h e i r  

impl ica t ions  i n  terms of  responding t o  gang women, a r e  l i m i t i n g .  

Respondents who c o n s t r u c t  gang women as 'mad and/or bad' l o c a t e  t h e  

'problernf o f  gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  woman, he r  d e f e c t i v e  

tpsychology, '  theteby de f l e c t i ng  a t t e n t i o n  away from the  s t r u c t u r a l  

condi t ions  and s o c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  They suggest  psychological  

t reatment t o  help t heçe  'needyl and ' i n adequa t e f  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  Others 

suggest  t h a t  these  women a r e  e i t h e r  ço p e r i p h e r a l  t o  gangs t h a t  they 

requ i re  no a t t e n t i o n ,  o r  t h a t  they a r e  s o  e v i I  t h a t  they must be 

' con t ro l l ed '  and re - taugh t  t h e i r  ' n a t u r a l l y  feminine '  behaviour. 

Feminist  research which takes women a s  t h e  s t a r t i n g  po in t  cons t ruc t s  
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these women a s  ' s u ~ i v o r s '  of t h e i r  s t r u c t u r a l  condi t ions  of i nequa l i t y .  

Some of  t h e  respondents i n  t h i s  s t udy  recognize that gang women, l i k e  gang 

men, a r e  survivors  o f  s t r u c t u r a l  condi t ions  which o f f e r  few a l t e r n a t i v e s  

and op t ions  t o  the  'gang l i f e s t y l e . '  They l o c a t e  t he  sources of fernale 

gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  terms of ' i r r a t i o n a l '  condi t ions  imposed by soc ie ty ,  

rather than the ' i r r a t i o n a l r  na tu r e  of women. They impl ica te  s o c i a l  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and r e s t r u c t u r i n g  i n  order  t o  address  the needs of gang 

women, a s  i d e n t i f i e d  by t h e  gang women themselves. Fur ther ,  they po in t  t o  

t he  need t o  understand more about gang women and t o  implement s p e c i f i c  

programs which of f e r  a l t e r n a t i v e s  and options f o r  female gang members . 
Currently,  no such programs ex i s t  i n  t h i s  province.  1 have argued,  i n  

Chapter Five,  t ha t  the ' survivor '  const ruct ion o f  gang women o f f e r s  the  

most p o t e n t i a l  for  address ing  the  needs of gang women. This neces s i t a t e s  

t h a t  we make gang women v i s i b l e  and hold the community responsible  fo r  

addressing t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  condi t ions ,  t h e  ' r o o t s t  of the problem, which 

make gangs a viable  op t i on  f o r  these women. 

This research is  an important  s tep  i n  coming t o  a b e t t e r  

understanding of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and female violence.  We now have 

more o f  an understanding of the  l i v e s  of gang women and t h e  mate r ia l  

condi t ions  i n  which t hey  negot ia te  t h e i r  agency and make 'choices '  about 

how bes t  t o  l ive  t h e i r  l i v e s .  We a l s o  have a better understanding of the  

d i scurs ive  condit ions surrounding female gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  The importance 

of the cons t ruc t ions  of gang women held by the respondents lies i n  the 

f a c t  that t h e s e  a r e  ' f r o n t - l i n e '  workers ac t i ve ly  engaged i n  responding t o  

this ' p r e s s ing  s o c i a l  i s s u e '  on a d a i l y  bas is .  Their  s t r a t e g i e s  fo r  

responding t o  gang women a r e  guided by t h e i r  cons t ruc t ions  of gang women 
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as  %ad and/or badf o r  as ' s u r v i v o r ~ . ~  

In t e r e s t i ng ly ,  the occupational pos i t i ons  occupied by respondentç do 

not appear t o  p red i c t  t he  construct ions  of  gang women nor t h e i r  response 

s t r a t e g i e s ,  de sp i t e  d i f f e r i n g  organiza t iona l  mandates. As discussed i n  

Chapter Five, the occupational groups of Criminal J u s t i c e ,  Social  Services 

and Community Based are not discrete groups. A t  times, it was d i f f i c u l t  

t o  decide i n  which occupational group a p a r t i c u l a r  agency r ep re sen t a t i ve  

belonged. For example, MacDonald Youth Services comes i n t o  contac t  with 

gang members who have been i n  c o n f l i c t  with the law through i t s  Fine 

Option Community Serv ice  Option Program. However, 1 c l a s s i f i e d  i t  a s  a 

Social  Services  because its mandate is d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  of the  Winnipeg 

Police Service  o r  t h e  Winnipeg Remand Centre,  f o r  example. Lt is geared 

towards teaching the  youths r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and l i f e  s k i l l s ,  wbile helping 

them complete t h e i r  Community Service  Orders. Tt is 'youth-centredf a s  

opposed t o  fcont ro l -or ien ted . '  Ma Mawi W i  Chi I t a t a  Centre could a l s o  be 

c l a s s i f i e d  as a Social Services  group. However, 1 placed t h i s  agency i n  

the Community Based group because its primarv mandate is the  empowerment 

of Aboriginal people. Another example, two respondents cu r r en t ly  work i n  

Social  Services .  Yet, their understandings of gang women were based on 

t h e i r  previouç experiences i n  different occupational pos i t i ons  (which 1 

c l a s s i f i e d  a s  Criminal Justice). 

Another explanation f o r  t he  f a c t  t h a t  the  respondents'  occupational 

pos i t ion  d i d  not p r e d i c t  t h e i r  cons t ruc t ion  of gang women could b e  t h a t  

o ther  va r i ab l e s ,  no t  addressed i n  t h i s  research,  a l s o  inf luence t h e i r  

understandings of gang women. Respondents speak both persona l ly  and a s  a 

r e f l e c t i o n  of t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  agency mandates and i n s t i t u t i o n a l  
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accul tu ra t ion .  Respondents l i k e l y  have t h e i r  own persona1 exper iences  and 

biases which in f luence  how they implement i n s t i t u t i o n a l  mandates. 

Consequently, some respondentç may speak more as 'key informants l  than as  

'agency r ep re sen t a t i ve s . '  1 asked respondents vhat  thev thought about 

female v io lence  and gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  This makes it  d i f f i c u l t  t o  

d i s t i n g u i s h  how much of  what t h e  respondents'  Say is t h e i r  persona1 

opinion a s  compared t o  t he  ' b e l i e f  systeml perpetuated w i th in  t h e i r  

occupational group. S t a t e d  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  i t  is unclear  as t o  which ' h a t r -  

t h e i r  persona1 o r  occupational - t he  respondents wore during the in terview 

and, a t  d i f f e r e n t  times i n  the  interview,  while answering d i f f e r e n t  

quest ions .  Consequently, we  have t o  be very cau t ious  about ex t r apo la t i ng  

assumptions and conclusions  about t h e  ' cu l t u r e1  and ' b e l i e f  systemt of the  

occupational groups wi th in  which t h e  respondents work. This taises other  

quest ions  a s  t o  t he  var ious  sources from which respondents b u i l d  t h e i r  

cons t ruc t ions  o f  gang women. What personal  experiences do t hey  have which 

might in f luence  how they loca te  t he  i s s u e ?  How do t h e i r  opinions  of  women 

and men, genera l ly ,  in f luence  t h e i r  cons t ruc t ions  of gang women? Further  

explora t ion  is needed t o  understand the complexity o f  d i s cu r s ive  

condi t ions  and t o  i d e n t i f y  other  va r i ab l e s  which in f luence  d i s cu r s ive  

construct ions .  

1 a l s o  want t o  c l a r i f y  t h a t  rny i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of  the two 

construct ions  of  gang women - as 'mad and/or badl or  a s  l sun r ivo r s  ' - does 

not  presume t h a t  t he se  a re  the  only two construct ions  of gang women that 

e x i s t ,  o r  t h a t  t he se  two ca tegor ies  are rnutually exc lus ive .  The 

understandings of gang women held by respondents were, a t  t h e  same time, 

complex and con t r ad i c to ry .  1 do no t  want t o  g ive  t h e  impression t h a t  the  
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two cons t ruc t ions  used t o  manage the d a t a  i n  t h i s  research a r e  d i s c r e t e  

and all-encompassing. The f a c t  t h a t  respondents do no t  e a s i l y  f a11  i n t o  

one o r  the other  d i s cu r s ive  ca t ego r i e s  points  t o  the complexity 

surrounding d i scurs ive  construct ions  of  gang vomen. As discussed i n  

Chapter Five, evidence of both construct ions  - gang women a s  'mad and/or 

badf and gang women as  ' su rv ivors f  - could be  found even within the same 

interview. This leads me t o  suggest t h a t  there  a r e  many other  ways i n  

which gang women can be understood, and t h a t  t h i s  is an area which 

deserves further research.  We need t o  pay more a t t e n t i o n  t o  these complex 

and cont rad ic tory  d i scurs ive  condit ions and hou they opera te .  In add i t i on  

t o  t he  a n a l y t i c a l  l eve l ,  we need t o  understand the impl icat ions  of 

d i scurs ive  condi t ions  and cont rad ic t ions  a t  a practical l eve l .  For 

example, a r e  the respondents aware of t h e i r  own cons t ruc t ions  of gang 

women, as  w e l l  as  any cont rad ic t ions  i n  t h e i r  understandings? Do 

respondents who construct  gang women a s  'mad and/or bad, ' fo r  example, 

recognize t h a t  they assurne a female ' n a t u r e 1  based on s e x i s t  s te reo types ,  

and t h a t  they suggest i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  responses? Do they  recognize t h a t  

o the r s  cons t ruc t  gang women a s  ' su rv ivors ' ?  Do reçpondents who cons t ruc t  

gang women as ' survivors '  recognize i f  t h e y  cont rad ic t  themselves and 

suggest  women a r e  ' i r r a t i o n a l '  and t h a t  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i s  

'unna tura l ' ?  We need t o  s t a r t  t a lk ing  about the ways i n  which female 

violence and gang a f f i l i a t i o n  are understood. W e  need t o  confront  

e s s e n t i a l i s t  and s e x i s t  construct ions  of gang women and encourage 

knowledge which contextual izes  female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and loca tes  i t  i n  

terms of s t r u c t u r a l  condit ions which gang women ' su rv ive . '  

The l a r g e r ,  s o c i e t a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  fo r  address ing female gang 
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a f f i l i a t i o n  r a i s e s  many quest ions  about the p o s s i b i l i t y  of large s c a l e  

s t r u c t u r a l  change. What does it mean t o  hold t he  community responsible  

f o r  encouraging s t r u c t u r a l  change and address ing  s o c i a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s ?  How 

'do-able1 is  t h i s ?  This research po in t s  f o r  t h e  need t o  implement s o c i a l  

programs which o f f e r  oppor tun i t i e s  and a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  those  whose l i v e s  

are inf luenced by s t r u c t u r a l  condi t ions  of i nequa l i t y  - p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  

marginal ized,  a l i e n a t e d  and d i senf ranch ised  youth. The need f o r  these  

s o c i a l  programs and oppor tun i t i e s  is paramount. Unfortunately,  t h e  

c u r r e n t  p o l i t i c a l  agenda appeals t o  conservative ideologies  by advocating 

r e a c t i v e  and pun i t i ve  approacheç which c a l 1  for  increased enforcement 

programs and stricter punishments f o r  young of fenders .  Miller and Cohen 

(1996:16) admonish u s  of the urgency of the s i t u a t i o n :  

Given the p r e sen t  p o l i t i c a l  agenda and power of the  'new r i g h t , '  i t  
seems i n e v i t a b l e  t h a t  s o c i a l  programs will be d r a s t i c a l l y  reduced, 
i f  not  abo l i shed ,  i n  the  near  f u tu r e .  

Given t h a t  address ing s t r u c t u r a l  cond i t ions  has, h i s t o r i c a l l y ,  not  been 

high on t h e  p o l i t i c a l  agenda f o r  helping male gang members, why would we 

expect  responses which advocate s o c i a l  programs f o r  female gang members? 

In  a d d i t i o n  t o  a d i s i n t e g r a t i n g  ' s o c i a l  we l f a r e  n e t '  (and the subsequent 

a f f e c t  on poverty l e v e l s ) ,  t h e  popula t ion o f  marginalized Aboriginals  is 

inc r ea s ing  d ramat ica l ly  i n  Manitoba. The t e e n  pregnancy rate is a l s o  

r i s i n g  dramatically. This makes t h e  need e v e r  more p ress ing  t o  address 

t h e  growing number of ' a t  r i s k '  youth, female and male. 

[We must] recognize t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a l i n k  between t h e  economy and 
f ami l i e s ,  communities, m i n o r i t i e s ,  and youth a t  r i s k .  [We must] 
recognize t h e  need t o  address the r isk,  not the gouth, a s  t h e  
problem. (Mathews, 1992:27) 

This resea rch  suggests  t he  need for  an open d ia logue  amongst respondents 

who a r e  charged with responding t o  t h i s  p r e s s i n g  s o c i a l  i s s u e .  We must 
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a l s o  educate  the  p u b l i c ,  the  media, p o l i t i c i a n s  , and a l 1  p ro f  e s s iona l s  

(w i th in  the p o l i c e  service, within  the schools ,  wi th in  s o c i a l  s e r v i c e  and 

community agencies)  , about t he  roo t  causes o f  gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and the  

p ress ing  need t o  g ive  ' a t  risk' youth oppo r tun i t i e s .  Female gang members 

comprise t h e  fu tu r e  generat ion,  and many of these women w i l l  bear the  

ch i l d r en  of t h e  f u t u r e .  Socie ty  must take responsibility f o r ,  and inveçt  

i n ,  the  fu tu r e s  of t h e s e  women. This e n t a i l s  government funding which 

addressees  t h e  unique needs of impoverished and marginalized youth. They 

need f l e x i b l e  and non-judgemental educat ional  and occupational  t r a in ing .  

They need p o s i t i v e  r e a l i s t i c  r o l e  models who g i v e  them the  encouragement 

and confidence t o  access those oppor tun i t i es  . They need ' l eg i t ima te  ' 

r e c r e a t i o n a l  a c t i v i t i e s  which encourage t h e i r  ovn community involvement 

and r e sponç ib i l i t y .  This ,  too,  w i l l  cha l lenge  s e x i s t ,  r a c i s t ,  and 

c l a s s i s t  s t e reo types  which, h i s t o r i c a l l y ,  have assumed and 'encouragedl 

t h e  l im i t ed  p o t e n t i a l  o f  these ' a t  r i s k '  members o f  soc ie ty .  

An important s t e p  towards chal lenging the e s s e n t i a l i s t  and l imi ted  

cons t ruc t ions  of female gang members i s  knowledge shar ing and resource 

sha r ing  amongst t h e  va r ious  agencyls who respond t o  female gang members. 

A f u r t h e t  ambition of  th i s  research cons i s t s  o f  shar ing  t he  f i n a l  repor t  

wi th  ô11 of t h e  respondents,  with t h e  auspic ious  aim of he lp ing  t o  build 

t h e  bridge between t h e  various agencies represen ted  i n  t h i s  s tudy .  It 

i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  d i s cou r se s  and experiences surrounding female v io l ence  and 

gang a f f i l i a t i o n  i n  ordet t o  enhance knowledge and f a c i l i t a t e  a  cross-  

communication amongst t h e  various ind iv idua l s  who work with gang members. 

I n  t h i s  sense ,  t h i s  research  has t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t o  encourage knowledge 

sharing and resource  shar ing amongst the agenc ies  and ind iv idua lç  
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involved. This research brings us one s t ep  c loser  t o  a b e t t e r  

understanding of gang women, t h e i r  material  conditions and their  needs. 

It a l s o  enlightens us as t o  the discurs ive  conditions surrounding female 

gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  With knowledge, w e  can challenge l imi ted  discourses 

which presuppose tha t  women a r e  'o ther  ' and have an ' i n f e r i o r  nature.  

Knowledge shar ing amongst the various respondents w i l l  encourage 

contextual izat ion of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and, i n  the process, lead t o  

response s t r a t e g i e s  geared t o  meeting the  soc ia l  and s t r u c t u r a l  needs of  

gang women, a s  opposed t o  the psycho-pathological. Consequently, t h i s  

research  is s t r a t e g i c  i n  t h a t  it w i l l  make a tangible contr ibut ion t o  t h e  

d iscourses  concerning gang memberçhip and the policy implications designed 

t o  respond to females involved i n  gangs. Knowledge encourages a t t i t u d i n a l  

change, which precedes behaviourial  change. S t ruc tu ra l  change i s  

incremental. Knowledge can encourage seemingly 'smalll changes amongst 

indiv idual  members of the community whose concrete ac t ions ,  i n  turn,  w i l l  

address  the root  causes of female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and promote s o c i a l  

a c t i o n  from other  members of t h e  community. 

We must challenge the t r a d i t i o n a l  s te reotypica l  and l imi ted  

construct ions of female offenders general ly ,  and gangwomen, spec i f i ca l ly .  

This requires t h a t  we understand and contextualize female gang a f f i l i a t i o n  

from t h e i r  own standpoint.  Or ig ina l ly ,  I had proposed t o  in te rv iew the  

r e a l  ' experts ' on female gang a f f i l i a t i o n ,  t h e  gang women themselves, from 

t h e i r  own standpoint.  However, research of t h i s  nature can be problematic 

and, i n  f a c t ,  dangerous for  both t h e  researcher and the par t ic ipants .  My 

phys ica l  safe ty  became a concern i n  tenns of becoming a t a r g e t  by o ther  

gang members f o r  being privy t o  conf ident ia l  information. The sa fe ty  of  



the gang women waç a concern because of t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t ha t  they 

themselves could become t a r g e t s  f o r  t a lk ing  t o  me, an ou t s ide r .  J u s t  

speaking t o  me could put them i n  danger. Consequently, for t h i s  p r o j e c t ,  

1 e l e c t e d  t o  in te rv iew ind iv idua l s  who work wi th  gang members. mile n o t  

a s  i d e a l  as  speaking with t h e  gang women themselves, they  o f f e r  an 

important  source  of information f o r  l ea rn ing  about gang women. I n  

add i t i on ,  t h i s  research s t r a t e g y  of fe red  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  examining the 

d i s cu r s ive ,  a s  w e l l  as the ma te r i a l ,  condi t ions  surrounding female gang 

a f f i l i a t i o n .  

The important  work of l i s t e n i n g  t o  the  vo ices  of gang women remains 

t o  be done. One respondent, whi le  cons t ruc t ing  t he  women a s  'mad,' s t i l l  

suggests  t h a t  w e  could learn  from l i s t e n i n g  t o  what they have t o  Say: 

There a r e  some dynamics, though, t h a t  are going on w i th  the women 
and w i  t h  t h e  g i r l s ,  t h a t  1 don' t unders tand . . . W i  t h  some of them 
t h e r e  is a pa t t e rn  of r e p e t i t i v e  v i o l e n t  behaviour, r e p e t i t i v e  
ac t i ng  o u t  behaviour, wi th  peaks and va l leys  o f  s o r t  of non- 
conf ron ta t iona l  behaviour. There appears t o  be  a rhythm t o  t h a t ,  
t he r e  appears  t o  be some commonalities t o  tha t .  Tt's happened 
enough times t h a t  there  appears  t o  be a t rend .  The ques t ion  is why? 
ühat  a r e  t h e  dynamics t h a t  precede t he  a c t i n g  out? What a r e  they? 
And we d o n ' t  have enough da t a  r i g h t  now t o  be able  t o  do tha t .  We 
need t o  do some r e a l l y  s t r o n g  focuçed interviewing with those young 
l ad i e s .  1 don ' t know i f  I ' d  c a l 1  them t h a t ,  b u t  we need t o  do some 
focused interviewing with them. We need t o  look a t  t h e  dynamics o f  
t he  s o c i a l  environment t h e y ' r e  i n ,  t o  see whether they were abused, 
whether t h e r e  were p t e c i p i t a t i n g  events t h a t  occur. There a r e  some 
things  t h a t  suggest t o  u s ,  they donr t l i k e  t o  be locked up, t hey  
d o n l t  l i k e  being to ld  what t o  do. But exac t l y  what t h e y ' r e  being 
t o l d  t o  do and those kinds of th ings ,  1 t h ink  thete are things i r i  
t he r e ,  t h a t  do not,  uh, [pounding f i s t  on t a b l e  fo r  each word] t h e r e  
a r e  a s p e c t s  of dealing w i th  female gang members t h a t  are d i f f e r e n t  
than dea l i ng  with [male] gang members. We d o n t t  have a p i c t u r e  o f  
a l 1  of t hose  kinds of t h ings .  I t f s  enough though, f o r  me t o  suggest  
t o  you t h a t  1 think t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  d i f  fe rences .  And i t ' s enough f o r  
me t o  sugges t  t o  you t h a t  1 think t h a t  the d i f f e r ences  a r e  
s i g n i f i c a n t ,  t h a t  t h e y l r e  not sub t l e  d i f fe rences ,  that t h e y t r e  
s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f ferences .  Exactly what those are ,  1 can '  t give you 
t h a t .  (CJ3:42) 

We need to explore how gang women cons t ruc t  themselves, making them 



v i s i b l e  wi th  their own voices:  

1 brought a gang member i n  here,  and interviewed her  fo r  t h i s  
[ in te rv iew] .  Some of the  s t u f f  I couldn ' t  ge t ,  o r  1 d i d n ' t  know. 
So 1 brought a gang member i n  here and interviewed he r ,  and s a i d ,  
'This is  what ' s  going dom.  This g i r l ' s  coming t o  s e e  me. Do you 
want t o  p a r t i c i p a t e ? '  So she gave me most of t h i s  [ information].  
'Are f emale o f f  enders t r e a t ed  d i f f e r e n t l y  within the gang than 
males? ' She t o l d  me, 'Yes. They a r e  subsemien t .  ' She to ld  me 
that this o r i g i n a l  I.P. gang had a female element t o  it. And 
something happened, a murder o r  something happened, and three  of 
them r a t t e d  o u t  on one of the males. And t h a t  destroyed t he  female 
gang s t r u c t u r e  a t  t h a t  time. Absolutely destroyed it . And the  view 
went ou t  t h a t  you c a n f t  t r u s t  a female wi th in  the  gangs, the gang 
s t r u c t u r e .  'Can ' t  t r u s t  'em. They'l1 r a t  on you. Never t r u s t  
them. ' So now, someone l i k e  the  g i r l  t h a t  1 interviewed, who is 
born i n t o  t h i s ,  i s  always s t r i v i n g  t o  maintain t h a t  respec t ,  and 
r e a c t s  s o  v i o l e n t l y  t o  informants, because 'This happened before and 
you reduced my c r e d i b i l i t y  t o  nothing. 1 am nothing. What have 1 
got?  1 have nothing with my family. 1 have no education.  1 'm 
going nowhere's, very  low self-esteem. A l l  1 have is the  gang. 
And, now 1 have no c r e d i b i l i t y  with t he  gang, because you can' t 
t r u s t  them [women] . ' So t o  prove t h e i r  t r u s t ,  they  become more 
v io l en t .  P r e t t y  powerful. (CJ8:14) 

While t h i s  quote from a female gang member leaves  many more quest ions  than 

answers, i t  seems t h a t  she suggests women a r e  subserv ien t .  She a l s o  çeems 

t o  buy i n t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  women a r e  l e s s  than men and can no t  be t r u s t ed .  

Women a r e  always t r y i n g  t o  achieve c r e d i b i l i t y  i n  the  male dominated 

subcu l tu re  of t h e  gang. Women have t o  be tough, they have more t o  prove 

i n  o rder  t o  be t r u s t e d .  This is, however, a l 1  specu la t ion .  We cannot 

know u n t i i  we t a l k  t o  t he  gang women. Another respondent described one 

gang woman who claimed t h a t  she ' chose ' t o  pros t i t u t e  f o r  t h e  gang to  ' do 

her  p a r t '  : 

And t a l k i n g  t o  t h a t  one s p e c i f i c  g i r l ,  she said, 'Yeah, they t r ea t ed  
me very w e l l .  But 1 always wanted t o  go ou t  and p r o s t i t u t e  myself 
because 1 had t o  con t r ibu te  something.' So, she looked upon i t  a s  
çhe was providing something ... (CJ2:22) 

This r a i s e s  important  quest ions  about how the women, themçelves, perceive 

t h e i r  r o l e s  and behaviours wi thin  t he  gang. Fur ther ,  it suggests that 



women e x e r c i s e  agency. They make a c t i v e  cho ices  and d e c i s i o n s  about what 

they vil1 and will not  do. How do these women n e g o t i a t e  their agency and 

s t a t u s  i n  the p a t r i a r c h a l  gang hierarchy? How do they  c o n s t r u c t  

themselves? How do they understand their gang a f f i l i a t i o n  and acts of 

v io lence?  We a l s o  need t o  f i n d  out more about why female gang members 

l e a v e  the  gang. What cond i t ions  m k e  exiting the  gang p o s s i b l e ?  How can 

we create social cond i t ions  which make leaving the gang a v i a b l e  op t ion?  

What 'needs '  do t h e y  suggest  which could he lp  them make safer choices i n  

their l i v e s ?  

These women deserve t o  have their voices heard. We, as a s o c i e t y ,  

must l i s t e n :  

So, it's going t o  take every area. Lt's going t o  take every b i t  of 
s o c i e t y  t o  h e l p  these problems ... You know, i t  t a k e s  a whole 
v i l l a g e  t o  raiçe a c h i l d .  Everyoners g o t  t o  p u l l  t o g e t h e r .  But w e  
havent t been very good a t  that ,  b i s t o r i c a l l y .  So, now, t h i s  [ I n t e r -  
Agency Gang Coal i t ion]  is t h e  s t a r t .  ( S S 1 4 : 2 2 )  



Appenaix A - Interview Schedule 
Respondinn t o  Gann Women i n  Manitoba 

Hi!  Thank you f o r  t ak ing  the time t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  this in terview.  

My name i s  Melanie Nimmo . 1 am a Master's s tuden t  i n  the Department of 

Sociology a t  the Univers i ty  of Manitoba. This research is p a r t  of my 

Master's t h e s i s  which is on female gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  A U  of  the 

informat ion you give me v i l 1  be kept  s t r i c t l y  con f iden t i a l .  Your name, 

and any information that may reveal  your i d e n t i t y ,  v i l1  not be  used in the 

research .  

With your permission, t h i s  in terview v i l 1  be  audio-taped. If  a t  any 

time you would l i k e  t o  t u r n  the  tape-recorder off, the s top  bu t ton  i s  

r i g h t  here .  If you do not want t o  ansver a quest ion you do n o t  have to .  

Your p a r t i c i p a t i o n  is completely voluntary  and you can s top  the in terview 

a t  any t ime.  

A signature of infonned consent i s  required by t he  Department of 

Soc io logy ' s  Ethics  Review Committee. One copy of the consent form i s  for 

you and one is for me. My copy w i l l  be separated from your interview and 

w i l l  be  kept  i n  a locked f i l e  with the other  consent forms. 1 w i l l  

d e s t roy  a l 1  of t he  consent forms and in te rv iew t apes  when t he  p r o j e c t  is 

done. 

[g ive  them the consent form t o  them t o  s i gn ]  

The in terview v i l 1  begin with some basic ques t ions  about what i t  is 

t h a t  you do, and why your vork brings you i n t o  con t ac t  with gang members. 

The interview w i l l  then move on t o  explore your experiences w i th  gang 

women, your understandings of those experiences,  and what you feel are the  

most e f f e c t i v e  responses t o  gang women. Please f e e l  f r e e  t o  e l a b o r a t e  and 
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add questions as you wiçh. My interview guide is flexible. Do you have 

any questions before we begin? 

Nature of Your Work 

a. What is your job title and position? 

probe: What do you do? 

b. Why / how does your job bring you into contact with gang 

members? 

c. What is your organization's basic approach to gangs? 

probe: What is the underlying philosophy or goal? 

i. How would you classify the organization's arrproach/ 

strategv on a continuum with "punitive" at one end and 

"rehabilitativew at the other? 

ii. How would you classify the organization's resoonse on a 

continuum with ''reactive'' at one end and "proactive" at 

the other? 

iii. How would you classify the organization in terms of 

whether it is; government, private, or grassroots? 

d .  Howdoyouident i fygangmembers?  

probes: What is your (and your organization's) 

definition of "gangw and how is "gang affiliation" 

determined? 

e. Do you have programs and/or counsellors in place specifically 

to respond to gang women? 
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2.  Exposure t o  and Bxperiences vith Gang Wmen 

a. How many gang women do you deal  with? ( r a t i o  male:female) 

i. Do you think this number / r a t i o  is approximates t h e  

a c t u a l  r a t i o  o f  male t o  female gang members? That is ,  

due t o  your s p e c i f i c  agency func t ions ,  do you th ink you 

corne i n t o  c o n t a c t  with more o r  l e s s  gang women? 

[ q u a n t i t a t i v e  d i f  f e rence j  

b. Due t o  t h e  s p e c i f i c  n a t u r e  / f u n c t i o n  / mandate of your 

p a r t i c u l a r  agency, do you th ink that your c l i e n t s  (gang 

members g e n e r a l l y  and gang women s p e c i f i c a l l y )  d i f f e r  

q u a l i t a t i v e l y  from those  gang members on t h e  s t r e e t ?  In  o t h e r  

words, do you th ink t h a t  t h e  gang mernbers you d e a l  with a r e  

" typ ica l "  gang members and r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of most gang 

members? 

probe: How rnuch do you t h i n k  you can g e n e r a l i z e  

from the gang members you a r e  i n  c o n t a c t  with t o  

o the r  gang members? 

c. What can you t e l l  me about  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of t h e  gang 

women you deal with? 

i. 

ii. 

iii. 

i v  . 
v. 

How o l d  a r e  they? 

What is t h e i r  e t h n i c  o r i g i n ?  (pe rcen tage?)  

What percentage would you Say are s ing le?  Narried? 

Do many of them have ch i ld ren?  

What would you s a y  the average educat ion l e v e l  i s?  

probe: O f  t hose  who are minors, are they i n  

school o r  have they dropped ou t?  
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vi. What do you know about  the background of t he se  women / 

girls? 

probe: mat was t h e i r  family l i f e  l i k e ?  What 

socioeconomic s t a t u s  do they corne from? 

(1) Do you n o t i c e  any d i f f e r ences  ( i n  terms of 

demographics and persona1 h i s t o r i e s )  between the 

women and men? 

d. What a c t i v i t i e s  have you heard of gang women engaging i n ?  

[hearsay, o r  d i r e c t l y  from t h e  women? J 

i .  What s o r t s  of c r imina l  a c t i v i t i e s  do they engage i n ?  

( e - g . ,  drugs, p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  B&EFs?) 

ii . What s o r t s  of non-criminal a c t i v i t i e s  do they engage i n ?  

probe: What do t hey  do for fun? (e .g . ,  hang ou t  a t  

malls? p a r t y  a t  houses? )  

iii. Are there any d i f f e r e n c e s  between women and men i n  terms 

of the a c t i v i t i e s  t hey  engage i n ?  

e .  How are t h e  gangs organized? 

probes:  1s t h e r e  a hierarchy? I f  SO, how is it 

organized? 

i. What are t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between t h e  women and men? 

ii. Would you Say the  women a r e  independent o r  subservient 

to men, o r  ne i t he r ?  

probe: Why do you th ink t h i s ?  



3 .  Understandings / Constructions of Gang Uomen 

a. Why do you th ink  kids  j o i n  gangs g e n e r a l i y ?  

i. What motivates females  t o  jo in  gangs? 

probes: Would you say t h a t  t h e  r e a s o n s  are 

similar o r  different compared t o  males who j o i n  

gangs ? 

b. Do you t h i n k  female v i o l e n c e  has changed throughout the years? 

i. 

ii. 

iii. 

iv . 

Are you seeing more females committing v i o l e n t  a c t s ?  

Has t h e  n a t u r e  of female v io lence  changed? How is it  

d i f f e r e n t  from, o r  t h e  same as, male violence?  

Do you th ink  we are seeing a ''new'' type o f  female 

o f f  ender?  

probe: If yes, how so? 

Why do you th ink t h i s  is  so? ( t h e o r i e s ? )  

4 .  Responees / Strategies t o  Gangs and Gang Women 

a .  What do you t h i n k  we can do t o  p reven t  kids from jo in ing  

gangs? 

probes:  immediate? long tenu? 

b. What can be done about t h o s e  who are a l r e a d y  involved with  

gangs? What do you th ink  is t h e  best response  / intervention? 

c .  According t o  your exper iences ,  how d i f f i c u l t  do you t h i n k  i t  

i s  t o  l e a v e  / e x i t  the  gang? 
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d.  Do you think there is any way that organizations such as yours 

could make it easier for someone to leave a gang? 

e. Has your organization's approach to gangs changed over time? 

probe: If so, why and with what e f f ec t?  

f. Do you think programs / agencies should address different 

needs for male and female gang members? 

probe: why? 

g. What do you think of the other institutional responses to 

gangs? 

probe: What do you think about how other organizations 

are responding to  gangs? 

i. Do you think that information and resource sharing 

between the various agencies would be worthwhile? 

probe: Why? 1s it possible? 

Concluding Remarks: 

1 would like to thank you very much for your time and honesty. As 

1 said before, 1 promise that your name will never be used. 1s there 

anything you would like to add to what you have to id  me? Do you have any 

questions for me? 



Appendix B - Introductory Letter 
March , 1998 

Respondent name, 
t i t l e ,  
and address.  

ATTENTION: Respondent name 

RE: S t r e e t  Gang Research Project  

Dear : 

My name is Melanie Nimmo and 1 am a Master ' s  s tuden t  i n  the Department o f  
Sociology a t  the Universi ty of Manitoba doing my thesis research  on female 
gang a f f i l i a t i o n .  This research p r o j e c t  involves  in terviews 
(approximately one hour i n  dura t ion)  with r ep re sen t a t i ve s  of d i f  f e r e n t  
agencies  ( inc lud ing  the p o l i c e ,  schools , s o c i a l  services and community 
groups) who corne i n t o  con tac t  with gang members as par t  of  t h e i r  work. 
The research explores  the d i f fe rences  and similarities among var ious  
agency members i n  terms of t h e i r  experiences with, understandings o f ,  and 
responses t o  gang women. 

You have been se lec ted  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  this s tudy  because of your 
p o s i t i o n  a s  .... with ..... I f  you agree  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h i s  
interview, 1 guarantee t h a t  your responses w i l l  be kep t  completely 
con f iden t i a l .  Your name, and any information which may reveal  your 
i d e n t i t y ,  vil1 not appear anywhere i n  t h e  project. Your p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  
t h i s  study is  e n t i r e l y  voluntary.  You may re fuse  t o  answer any quest ions  
and may stop t h e  interview a t  anytime. 

1 hope you decide t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  this  s tudy.  The r e sea rch  w i l l  exp lore  
t h e  experiences which various agency r ep re sen t a t i ve s  have with gang women, 
and w i l l  draw a t t e n t i o n  t o  what they f e e l  a r e  t h e  most e f f e c t i v e  responses 
t o  c u r t a i l  gang involvement. As such, the  f i n a l  pape r  w i l l  produce policy 
impl icat ions  r e l a t e d  t o  cu r r en t  responses t o  gang women. Copies of t h e  
f i n a l  repor t  w i l l  be ava i l ab l e  upon request ,  which 1 hope w i l l  serve as  a 
va luab le  information bridge amangst t he  var ious  agencies .  

If you have any questions o r  concerns, p l ea se  con tac t  m e  a t  201-888-8747. 
1 w i l l  contact  you by phone within t he  next week t o  discuss  your 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h i s  important p ro jec t .  1 thank you i n  advance. 

S incere ly ,  

Melanie Nimmo 
Department of Sociology 
Univers i ty  of  Manitoba 
Winnipeg, Manitoba 
R3T 2N2 



AppendSx C - Consent Form 

This study inves t iga tes  var ious  agency r ep re sen ta t ives '  experiences with,  
understandings o f ,  and responses t o  female gang involvement a s  p a r t  of 
Melanie Nimmo 's t h e s i s  work for her Mastetr s of A r t s  degree.  1 understand 
t h a t  i f  1 agree t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  this s tudy,  my in t e rv i ew w i l l  be  audio- 
taped f o r  l a t e r  t r ansc r ip t ion .  Melanie Nimmo w i l l  b e  t h e  only person t o  
hear t h e  tapes and her advisor ,  Dr. Elizabeth Comack, w i l l  be t h e  only 
o t h e r  person t o  see the t r ansc r ip t ions  of  the  tapes .  The interview tapes  
and consent forms w i l l  be destroyed when the p r o j e c t  i s  done. 

1 understand t h a t  my name, and any information t h a t  raay r evea l  my 
i d e n t i t y ,  vil1 not be used i n  the  research.  Any information 1 give  w i l l  
be kept strictly cunfidential, w i t h  one exception: any information 
r e l a t e d  t o  the  abuse of ch i ldren  must be reported t o  the  appropr ia te  
a u t h o r i t i e s .  

1 understand t h a t  1 do not  have t o  answer a quest ion i f  1 do not want t o  
and t h a t  1 can turn  the tape-recorder o f f  any tirne 1 want t o .  Hy 
pa r t i c ipa t ion  i n  t h i s  in te rv iew is  e n t i r e l y  voluntary and 1 can stop t he  
interview a t  any tirne. 

(Date) 

------------ 
(Date) (Researcher s igna ture  i n  i nk )  

Me lan ie  Nimmo 
Department of Sociology 
University of Manitoba 

------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
I f  you have any quest ions  o r  concerns, p l e a s e  contact  me o r  my 

advisor  (El izabeth Comack) a t  474-9673. 1 w i l l  be done the  project i n  
J u l y  1998 and would b e  happy t o  hear from you t o  give you a copy. Thank 
you very much f o r  l e t t i n g  me interview you. 

This pro jec t  has been approved by t he  Department of Sociology Eth ics  
Review Committee and any cornplaint regarding i t s  procedures may be 
reported t o  the  Head of the Department of Sociology (474-9260) f o r  
r e f e r r a l  t o  the Ethics  Review Committee. 
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