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1 Introduction. From Gangs to (Trans)Gangs: American Routes 

Carles Feixa  
 
 

1.1 Summary 

 
This text is a roadmap or travel guide that introduces the study of street gangs and youth 
groups in four cities and countries of the Americas. Current gang organizational forms 
and also their imaginaries are fundamentally an American product of the 20th century. 
Gangs emerged in the United States during the first half of the century. Then in the last 
quarter of the century they expanded through different Latin American countries, 
mixing with pre-existing local realities. The American imaginary of gangs then went on 
to colonize the world in an irreversible process of globalization that generated a large 
diversity of hybrid models. This introduction presents the cases of Chicago, Santiago de 
Cuba, San Salvador and Medellín, as a preface to the following descriptions of the state 
of the art of the different countries written by local TRANSGANG1 researchers. The 
conclusion compares the processes of transnationalism from above, from below and 
multidirectional transnationalism, which have emerged from the globalization of gangs. 
 

1.2 From the gang... 

 
Gangs flourish on the frontier (…). Gangs are gangs, wherever they are found. They 
represent a specific type or variety of society, and one thing that is particularly interesting 
about them is the fact that they are, in respect to their organization, so elementary, and in 
respect to their origin, so spontaneous.  
 

(Park, Editor’s preface in Thrasher, 1927, p. ix) 
 
Gangs – both their organizational form and their contemporary iconography and 
symbolism – are an American invention: first of North America, then of Central 
America and the Caribbean, and finally of South America. From the Americas – in the 
plural, to avoid identifying only with the United States – the culture and imaginary of 
gangs spread to Europe, where they mixed with previously existing subcultural youth 
street traditions, the result of migration processes and their own urbanization modalities, 
and from there to the rest of the world, in an irreversible process of gang globalization 
(Hagedorn, 2008).  

                                                 
1 TRANSGANG is a research project funded by the European Research Council (ERC) within the 
framework of the European Union's HORIZON 2020 Research and Innovation program, which collects 
ethnographic data on the daily lives of street youth groups in twelve cities around the world.  
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The gang model on which this organizational form and imaginary are based is not too 
far from the model studied by Frederic Thrasher (1927/2021) in his seminal study of the 
famous 1313 Chicago gangs in the 1920s, almost exactly a century ago. His mentor, 
Robert Park, linked this gang model to the notion of the border (geographical and 
moral) and considered it to be a universal and widely spread concept. These are 
"elementary" and "spontaneous" gangs (the two adjectives that Park highlights), 
territorial, predominantly masculine, ethnically based, connected with the streets, an 
alternative socialization space to the family and school, prone to violence, and linked 
peripherally or centrally to crime. These gangs are profusely portrayed by cinema and 
the media, persecuted and punished by the "right hand" of the State (the security forces 
and bodies as well as criminal justice), addressed and monitored by the "left hand" of 
the State (educators and social workers, welfare services) and by NGOs, and researched 
by a sector of criminology and other branches of the social sciences. There is even a 
bio-psychological science that can be called "gangology", an academic field that has 
also undergone, and continues to undergo, the aforementioned processes of 
Americanization. 
 
Significantly, the gang imaginary was the first to spread, especially through Hollywood 
cinema, which invented the subgenre of "gangster films" at the same time that the 
Chicago school legitimized the study of "gangs". In the same year that Thrasher's book 
was published, what is considered the first gangster film in the history of cinema was 
released: Underworld (von Sternberg, 1927). In one of the central dialogues of the film 
there is a conversation between the leader of the gang (Bull Weed) and his advisor 
(Rolls Royce), in which reference is made to an atavistic past of gangs during the 
barbaric invasions:2 
 

Rolls Royce: Attila the Hun at the gates of Rome 
Bull Weed: Who's Attila? The leader of a gang of Italians? 
Rolls Royce: You were born two thousand years late. Today you won't get away with it. 
Bull Weed: They'll never catch me! 
Rolls Royce: What can I do to help you? 
Bull Weed: Help me? Nobody helps me! I help others!  

 
Compare the above passage with the following quote from The Gang:  
 

The broad expanse of gangland with its intricate tribal and intertribal relationships is 
medieval and feudal in its organization rather than modern and urban. The hang-out of the 
gang is its castle and the center of a feudal estate which it guards most jealously. Gang 
leaders hold sway like barons of old, watchful of invaders and ready to swoop down upon 
the lands of rivals and carry off booty or prisoners or to inflict punishment upon their 
enemies. Sometimes their followers become roving, lawless bands, prowling over a large 
territory and victimizing the community. 

 
(Thrasher, 1927, p. 6) 

                                                 
2 I aknowledge Jordi Balló for this quote.   



TRANSGANG Working Papers 7.1      Youth Street Groups in the Americas 
                                            
   
 

7 
 

 
In the 1930s – after the crack of '29 – the gangster subgenre triumphed and became a 
typical American product: in three years, more than 70 films were released, among 
which we can highlight The Public Enemy (Wellman, 1931), Scarface (Hawks, 1932) 
and especially Angels with dirty faces (Curtiz, 1938). After the Second World War, the 
theme evolved through the film subgenre of young rebels, starting with two classic 
films, The Wild One (Benedeck, 1953) and Rebel without a cause (Ray, 1955), and 
culminating with the gang musical film subgenre, from West Side Story (Wise, 1961; 
Spielberg, 2021) to Grease (Kleiser, 1978).3 
 
Following the cinematographic imaginary, the gang culture and organizational forms 
also arrived through the transnational migratory processes of the second half of the 20th 
century, and especially of the beginning of the 21st, coming from the Caribbean and 
Latin America. With globalization, the mass media and the new multidirectional 
transnational migration processes, both the culture and the American imaginary of 
gangs colonized the world. In parallel with this cultural Americanization, was the 
Americanization of security policies and gang legislation. Thanks to the advice given by 
the FBI and other American police agencies, there was a generalization of criminal 
"punitive" policies, the war on drugs, attempts to link gangs with terrorism (leftist, 
fascist or Islamic), and the intervention of private transnational security agencies, all of 
which, through lawfare or prisonfare, were used to justify converting the Welfare State 
into a neoliberal Criminal State (Feixa et al., 2019; Rodgers & Baird, 2016; Wacquant, 
2013).  
 
This introduction takes up one of the central questions of the TRANSGANG project: to 
what extent is the North American gang model in force in other parts of the world? We 
aim to answer this based on the background papers provided by the local researchers of 
the project in the four selected American cities and countries, which are central or 
peripheral enclaves of the map of Gangland or Bandolandia4, and which we have 
renamed as Motherland (Chicago), Backland (Santiago de Cuba), Maraland (San 
Salvador) and Parcheland (Medellín). In each case, we present the context (the 
historical and geographical framework of youth street groups), the text (the specificities 
of the real existing gang model beyond the gang imaginaries), and the intertextuality 
(the problems, limits and gaps in the knowledge produced about them). Finally, we 
point out the elements that are common to the different cases, highlighting the 
transnational connections that emerge, and their effects on the redefinition of gangs in 
the global era.5 

                                                 
3 See Doherty, 1988; Cousins, 2004/2021; Ventura, 2019; Feixa, 2022a. 
4 The Spanish translation of Thrasher's “gangland” concept (Thrasher, 1927/2021, p. 63). 
5 In addition to the Background Papers that are published below, and the bibliography consulted, this 
introduction has taken into account the ethnographic visits made to Chicago (March 2022), San Salvador 
(May-June 2022), Santiago de Cuba (April 2018) and Medellín (November 2019 and April 2022), by 
myself, by TRANSGANG researchers, and accompanied by local TRANSGANG researchers in these 
cities.  
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1.3 Motherland 

 
… more often than not, it is the violence, inequality, social injustice, and systematic racism 
that exists in society as a whole, which serves as the reason gangs are formed. Many of 
these gangs are formed because the individuals coming together are looking to create a safe 
space in a hostile environment. While their existence may eventually travel down a road of 
criminal activity, it is but one lane on the highway of their existence. There are other lanes 
paved with nothing more than a desire to express pride in their culture, heritage, family, 
community, and themselves.  

 
(Ross in this publication, p. 59) 

      
William, a local researcher in Chicago, picks us up early in the morning to accompany us 
for two days on our visit to the city. He is not an academic, but rather someone who comes 
from the youth street groups themselves: his mother belonged to the Young Lords, an old 
gang that in the 60s evolved into a social movement similar to the Panthers,  and he became 
a member of the ALKQN6 at a very young age. We begin the tour in the "black belt" of 
Chicago, located on the South Side, a superlative world example of racial segregation. We 
stopped first at the corner of E67th Street and Blackstone Ave., the place where the Black P 
originated. Stones was a typical African-American street gang that tried to become a 
"nation" (a cultural organization twinned by hip-hop) but was boycotted and persecuted by 
the police, forcing many of its members to take refuge in the small drug trade to survive. 
The appearance of the neighbourhood has little in common with the suburbs we know in 
Latin American cities: despite some graffiti, here there is greater cleanliness, green spaces 
and basic services, and the houses are austere but dignified. Only the poor maintenance of 
the buildings, or even the abandonment of some, betrays the marginality of the population 
that inhabits this sector of the city; marginality that corresponds, however, to an invisible 
social and racial gap: the deep segregation that has marked the South Side since its origins. 
William points out to us that in the streets we do not see anyone who is not black, and if we 
got out of the car in which he accompanies us, we would immediately arouse suspicions as 
non-black people. The tour continues to an imposing mosque (Mosque Maryam) acquired 
in 1972 by Elijah Muhammad as the headquarters of the Nation of Islam, the famous 
organization created by Wallace Farad Muhamad in which Malcolm X was a militant, who 
in the 60s led many African-American gangs towards militant religion.  
We then head to Little Village, the Mexican neighbourhood also located on the South Side. 
Imperceptibly, when crossing a street we crossed the border between the landscape of 
African-American black teak and Mexican brunettes, and the restaurants, shops, flags and 
decorations of the houses show the Mexican origin of most of the inhabitants. We stand on 
a vacant block, where William shows us the memorial built by the community in memory 
of Adam Toledo, the young man of Mexican origin murdered by the police exactly a year 
ago. It was news worldwide because it happened shortly after the murder of George Floyd. 
William tells us what the media didn't say: Adam was a member of the Latin Kings, who 
were fighting the Twenty Four (the 24th Street Gang) that day. He was with a cousin of his 
running away from the other gang, both armed, and when they saw the police they threw 
the guns. Adam raised his hands, but it was not enough: the police shot him because they 
felt threatened, as the police usually do in Chicago without ever being charged for what 
they do, which was what also happened in this case. The memorial is located on the 

                                                 
6 The Almighty Latin King and Queen Nation, commonly referred to as the Latin Kings.      
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esplanade of the parking lot where the shooting took place and the testimonials are placed 
at three different points: a) the fence of wooden planks that delimits the land on its right (on 
the other side of which runs an alley that leads to the main street); b) the gate of metal bars 
that separates it from the sidewalk of the main street; and c) an altar made at the foot of a 
post, right in the corner between the street and the alley. About twenty flowers made of 
aluminium foil hang from the bars of the metal gate. Next to it there is a banner that reads 
“ADAM DESERVED TO LIVE ABOLISH POLICE” 
 

(Field Diary, Ethnographic Visit to Chicago, March 29, 2022) 
 
In the beginning it was Chicago. The windy city is the motherland not only of one of the 
youth street groups that we research in the TRANSGANG project, the Latin Kings & 
Queens, but also of gang researchers, the "gangologists". Before they are initiated, Latin 
Kings and Queens from all over the world learn that Chicago is the Motherland, even 
though the literature they read comes from New York and has been translated into 
Spanglish in Guayaquil, Madrid or Barcelona. In addition to reciting the precepts of the 
Latin King Bible, they memorize the names of the Chicago leaders who founded the 
Nation and the places where it originated: the Puerto Rican neighbourhood in Lincoln 
Park and Humboldt Park and the Mexican neighbourhood called Little Village. 
Although most have never stepped, and will never step, foot in Chicago, they feel that 
this city is like the original paradise, the mythical land. The kings and queens of 
Chicago take pride in this legacy and know that its seeds flourish in other parts of the 
world today, although they do not act as leaders of a world movement, whether political 
or criminal, nor do they feel responsible for what happens outside of Chicago. It is 
similar for the “gangologists”: after reading the many studies on gangs in Chicago, 
from Thrasher's classic monograph (1927/2020) to the contemporary contributions of 
authors like Hagedorn (2008), we need to visit the city to fulfil the rite of passage that 
serves as confirmation in our community: we have to walk in the Loop and the South 
Side of Chicago.  
 
In his seminal study, much more quoted than read, Thrasher portrayed the geography of 
Gangland, comparing it with primitive and feudal societies, societies without a State or 
with an absent State, organized on an ethnic or clan basis, building invisible borders on 
whose margins the gang lives, sometimes becoming guardians of the neighbourhood’s 
security, as a kind of border police, a small-scale metaphor of the socio-cultural 
diversity of the city as a whole or of the social fears embedded in the community. In his 
book of 1927, the author states that there were 1313 gangs in Chicago, although the 
census of them is not clear. They were predominantly white or of European origin, 
composed of about 25,000 members, especially boys of the second generation of 
European immigrants. He highlighted the Irish, whose dens or meeting places he 
represented on the famous map of Gangland, which illustrates the cover of our recent 
Spanish translation of the book (Thrasher, 1927/2021). William Ross, in his state of the 
art on contemporary Chicago, cites data from the Chicago Crime Commission (CCC, 
2018), which identifies 59 active street gangs and 2,000 semi-autonomous gangs, with 
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an approximate membership of 100,000 individuals (Ross, 2023, p. 43). While the 
number of gangs, including semi-autonomous ones, has grown by approximately 33%, 
the number of members has increased fourfold in a century. If we consider that the 
populations of Chicago, without counting its metropolitan area, in 1920 and 2020 are 
similar (about 2.7 million inhabitants, according to census data), it can be deduced that 
the demographic dimensions of the phenomenon are limited; however, instead of 
decreasing, it has grown: in the 1920s, gangs represented 1% of the population, while in 
2020 they represent approximately 4%. However, it is problematic to define what is 
meant by a gang and what is meant by membership. 
 
The 1927 study included pre-Mafia organizations such as the Black Hand Society, small 
criminal groups, street gangs, sports clubs and even groups of friends converted into 
sections of the YMCA (Young Men Christian Association) or boy scouts. In the list of 
gang names, the names of streets or neighbourhoods predominate, although there are 
also, among many others, interesting examples like Apaches, Alley Rats of the Round 
Table, Bandits, Beaners, Bloody Broomsticks, Boundary, Indios Comanches, Coons 
from Lake Street, Cowboys, Dirty Sheiks, Greasers, Holy Terrors, Hoodlums, 
Murderers, Ratters, and Secret Six. It is surprising the continuity over time of some of 
these gangs, for example, the Dead Rabbits and the Five Points were already cited in 
the classic novel Gangs of New York (Asbury, 1927/2001), which inspired Scorsese's 
famous film. The gang Forty Two (for 42nd Street in Chicago) is still going to this day, 
since it is one of the "Latin gangs" that, in addition to the capital of Illinois and other 
American cities, we can also find in Guayaquil and Barcelona. The most significant 
change, however, is that today most are not decentralized local or corner gangs or 
independent feudal gangs, according to Thrasher's metaphor, but are grouped into major 
federated gangs, present in several enclaves of the city (the 59 groups that the CCC 
study cites), which in turn are confederated in the two major allied supergangs that 
constitute the peculiarity of Chicago – People and Folks – analysed by Hagedorn in a 
classic and brilliant book (Hagedorn, 1998). This division transcends racial boundaries 
and cleaves the city with an invisible boundary, whose origin can be interpreted as 
something functional to the drug market, but also as a defensive strategy against the 
violent and often arbitrary anti-gang policies carried out by the Chicago police. The 
division of Chicago between the respective areas of the supergangs People and Folks 
continues to exert a powerful influence on the collective imagination, despite the fact 
that it has lost force (Hagedorn, 2008).  
 
In any case, the three main gangs at present, cited both in the CCC report and in Ross's 
study – the Gangster Disciples, the Latin Kings and the Black P-Stones – did not exist 
in Thrasher’s time. The three originated in the 1950s and 1960s, within the Afro-
descendant and Hispanic communities, which were a minority in the 1920s but are 
dominant today. They emerged in the streets as a reaction to police abuses and as a 
strategy of neighbourhood defence against outsiders. They grew up in jails, and were 
connected to the civil rights movement in the late 1960s and early 1970s and, after the 
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1980s, to the Hip-Hop movement. Infiltrated and intensely persecuted by the Chicago 
Police Department (CPD) and the FBI, all of them are now heavily conditioned by the 
hegemony of the drug market and by the anti-narcotics war waged by the United States 
government: “While the social climate of the 1960s provided a higher level of political 
awareness, social consciousness, and community participation around issues of social 
justice and progress, the route travelled by the above-mentioned gangs quickly became 
a criminal activity” (Ross, 2023, p. 44).  
 
The evolution of anti-gang legislation, its arbitrary application by the police, whose 
abuses almost always go unpunished, and the central role played by the prison system in 
the spread of gang culture (the city is full of prisons for adults, young people and 
women, which generate their own economy), far from reducing or redirecting this 
criminal drift, seem to have made it an endemic. In addition to the mistrust of the 
second of the five rights that the police must recite before conducting any interrogation, 
"Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law", this legislation is 
based on the principle of double punishment: being a member of a gang alone is not 
punishable, but, if you commit a crime, gang membership doubles the punishment. 
However, what has had the greatest impact on the transnationalization of gang culture 
has been the Immigration Responsibility Law and Illegal Immigration Reform Act of 
1996, which generalized the use of mass deportations, reducing from 5 to 1 year the 
sentences for a "serious crime" that justified the deportation of a person from another 
country, even though they had spent most of their life in the United States and did not 
have any relations with the country of origin. This significantly increased the number of 
deportations and led to certain gangs being implanted in other Latin American 
countries, as happened with the Latin Kings & Queens, founded in Ecuador in the 1990s 
by kings from New York and Chicago. This process also brought about the two most 
dangerous "gangs" of today, which we will analyse later in the chapter on El Salvador: 
the Mara Salvatrucha and Pandilla 18 (Sánchez-García et al., 2019; Ross, 2023; 
Hagedorn, 2008).  
 
In the last decade, two films about Chicago give a different view of gangs: Chi-Raq 
(Lee, 2015), a play on words between the name of the city and the war in Iraq, recovers 
the myth of Lysistrata and proposes a sex strike as a strategy to stop the war between 
gangs in the gentrification-stricken South Side of Chicago; and Judas and the Black 
Messiah (King, 2021), which is a biopic centred on the real story of Fred Hampton, one 
of the leaders of the Chicago Black Panthers, who tried to unite all gangs in the late 
1960s to fight for civil rights and denounce police harassment. He was murdered by the 
police in 1971. His house in Chicago is still a place of pilgrimage, as we had the 
opportunity to see during our ethnographic visit to the city, accompanied by a leader of 
the Latin Kings, one of the gangs born in Chicago, engaged in Hampton’s rainbow 
coalition, and present today all over the world. At that time, the Latin Kings were 
politicized with the help of the Latin version of the Black Panthers: the Young Lords. 
Today Black Panthers and Latin Kings are rival gangs in Barcelona.  
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There are several factors specific to Chicago that explain the permanence of the gangs 
as an element of their ecosystem. First, the migratory processes that incessantly 
attracted populations from all over the world since the beginnings of the city, first from 
Europe, then slaves and descendants of black and Asian slaves and, finally, Hispanic 
and Latino populations originating from the Caribbean or from Central and South 
America. The gangs welcomed the newcomers and provided a shelter for the children 
and grandchildren of immigrants. Second, the introduction of the dry law in the 1920s 
and the consolidation of the Italian mafia, and other ethnic mafias, in the 1930s, which 
led to the evolution of the street-corner gangs studied by Thrasher towards more stable, 
larger groups linked to crime. Third, the ethnic and racial segregation investigated in the 
early studies of the Chicago sociological school and institutionalized after World War 
II, in an alliance between corrupt local administrations and real estate market forces. 
Nowhere else in the world are racial boundaries so clear. Any visitor can see them when 
they visit the neighbourhoods by metro or car and perceive the monochrome colour of 
the residents’ skin, a phenomenon that has its maximum expression in the Black and 
Latin South Side. This corresponds to the colour of the gangs that dominate each 
district, and wearing the wrong coloured clothes in a given neighbourhood can result in 
death. Fourth, the gentrification processes that took place after the 1960s, which 
displaced poor or ethnic minority inhabitants to more marginal and violent locations. 
Fifth, the crisis of the industrial economy and the emergence of a service and 
information economy, for which young people from minorities were not prepared. 
Sixth, and finally, the mythology about Chicago gangs disseminated by the cinema, and 
today by gangsta rap, and the power of attraction that "malismo" [evil] exerts on 
adolescents with limited educational and employment expectations, and who experience 
the stigma of racial discrimination every day.  
 
The result of all this is that violence today stains the landscape of Chicago, to the point 
that it has become naturalized.7 To address this situation, different harm reduction 
programmes have been carried out in recent decades, the most famous of which was 
called CeaseFire (Main & Esposito, 2017). Although these programmes have had a 
certain success and have served to foster coexistence among communities, the main 
criticisms allude to the fact that they have focused more on combating statistics for 
reducing homicides than on combating the culture of violence and its structural causes. 
If Chicago continues to be the Motherland, it is because it continues to fascinate 
immigrants and visitors from all over the world, but above all because it has become a 
cyber homeland, as we will see later.  
 

                                                 
7 For example, a Chicago Tribune article of August 22, 2020 cited up to 20 firearm incidents that 
occurred during the previous day, resulting in 3 deaths and 21 injuries (Ross, 2023, p. 54). 
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Figure 1-1: Memorial of Adam Toledo. Little Village, Chicago. 
Source: Montserrat Iniesta, 2022.  

 

1.4 Backland 
 
In Cuba, a pandilla is understood vox populi as a collective with criminal connotations, 
while, another close Hispanic term, banda, although it can also be understood as 
synonymous with gangs, is less common with this meaningful purpose and commonly 
designates medium or wide format musical groups; for example, the municipal concert 
band or the band of some popular musician.  
 

(Lavielle, 2023, p. 65).  
 

My arrival in Santiago de Cuba has been bumpy. In Havana, where I participated in the 
International Congress of Research on Youth, held in the same congress hall where Fidel 
Castro gave his speeches before the central committee of the Communist Party, I visited 
Calle G [G Street], the stage of the urban Havana tribes, a mixture of subcultures that can 
be found in any Western city with very local groups, such as the "mickies" and the 
"reparteros", which show the effects of the "special period", the time of restrictions after the 
fall of the Berlin wall that still affects the country. The airplane has been delayed without 
warning due to difficulties in the supply of fuel. I am received by the local researcher from 
Santiago, Ligia, whom I met three years ago at the same congress, when she presented her 
research on reggaeton on the island. She tells me that the trap music style is now in fashion, 
which has arrived through the extensive communication between Cubans who have 
emigrated to the United States and those who have stayed on the island. The trap scene is 
underground but tolerated. Its protagonists are not attached to the image of the post-
revolutionary “new man”, but they are also not persecuted like other subcultures such as the 
Rastafari (Ligia intends to study both groups, in addition to Rockers).  
The next day I present the project at the Universidad de Oriente, and the classic debate on 
whether or not there are gangs in Cuba is repeated. I ask them about the Island of Youth, 
the islet that was an old prison and which the Revolution renamed with the intention of 
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repopulating it with young people who represented the ideal of the “new man”, product of 
the revolution. Two teachers tell me that they lived on the Isle of Youth, whose capital is 
Nueva Gerona, during its formative stage and that the atmosphere was of a perpetual youth 
camp, with the arrival of young refugees from the wars of Angola and Mozambique, and 
advisers from the former German Democratic Republic, but that it went downhill after the 
fall of the Berlin Wall. In the evening Ligia and her partner accompany me through the old 
district of Santiago, where we visit the famous Bacardi rum distillery, evoking the ancient 
colonial heritage that connects the city with Catalonia. We talked about the effects of 
Obama's recent visit, and about the rafters who see emigration as the only hope. The new 
generations are restless and express their discomfort through music and dance. [This was 
confirmed in 2021 during the street protests in which young people played a leading role].  
 

(Field diary, Ethnographic Visit to Santiago de Cuba, April 30, 2018) 
 
Santiago de Cuba may be at the opposite extreme to Chicago, not only due to the socio-
political context that determines life in the two cities – from post-industrial capitalism to 
post-Soviet communism – but also because, while Chicago seems to be the world 
capital of gangs, in the Caribbean country, gangs – known in Cuba as pandillas – 
theoretically do not exist, although musical bands proliferate.8 From a Western 
perspective, Cuba can be seen as the backland of the United States in three ways: 
because it is only 90 miles from the North American coast and receives a lot of 
economic and cultural impact from there; because it is the cradle of immigrants who 
moved to American cities after the Second World War – some of whom participated in 
forming the Latin gangs of Chicago – and those who now want to emigrate; and because 
it is the place where the USA projects and sometimes carries out its most hidden 
desires. It was a place of fun and vice before the 1959 revolution, and a place of 
political opposition, economic blockade and prison enclaves outside the United States 
after that.  
 
According to the official rhetoric of the Cuban regime, Cuba “does not harbour gangs”, 
that is, there are no structured criminal collectives (the term bandas is reserved in the 
Caribbean country for musical groups) only isolated criminal acts. This may be due to 
the desire to create the “new man” advocated by socialism, and which is based on the 
social and racial equality of all citizens, to close the doors to large-scale drug 
trafficking, to the prohibition of the possession and sale of firearms, and to State 
systems for the rehabilitation and reform of young people who have committed crimes. 
According to international organizations, Cuba has one of the lowest crime rates in the 
world, including one of the lowest homicide rates. Although there are no independent 
sources of information to verify these data, if we consider a broader definition of what 
is a gang, such as that advocated by the TRANSGANG project, which understands a 
gang as a process within a continuum that includes both criminal groups and youth 
cultures, passing through informal youth groups of a hybrid nature, we can find 

                                                 
8 The term banda -the Spanish translation of gang -has two meanings: criminal group and music group.  
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modalities similar to those that occur in the rest of the American countries (Feixa et al., 
2019; Lavielle, 2023).  
 
The Cuban revolution of 1959 was led by young people with beards – like Che or Fidel 
Castro himself – and therefore young people were, from the beginning, the "favourite 
work" of socialism, with the construction of the post-revolutionary "new man" as a task 
entrusted to the new generations. The way of achieving this objective was the 
responsibility of the new State, through the universalization of formal education 
(through the school and university) and informal education (through the youth 
organizations of the regime, such as the Union of Young Communists and the 
Pioneers); as well as the universalization of employment, by extending the public sector 
and the health sector by making health care public without exclusion. In theory, this 
should ensure that young people have no need to be hanging out on the streets, and so 
the need for gangs disappeared. In the 1960s and 1970s the subcultures and 
countercultures that came to the island were sometimes seen as agents of 
Americanization, capitalism and consumerism, and thus stigmatized. In the 1980s these 
outside cultures merged with some local subcultures, coming to the surface on Calle G, 
an area in the centre of Havana where the “urban tribes” or “informal groups” (a term 
also used in the Soviet Union of perestroika to refer to these subcultures)9 began to 
congregate. This alternative subcultural scene has reached the present. Some of these 
subcultures are comparable with the international emos, rockers, and punks, others are 
indigenous, such as the young reparteros, who are influenced by rap, trap and 
reggaeton, and the mickies, who are dazzled by consumption and pop culture, among 
others. Studies of young people involved in Calle G show that some, such as 
reparteros, belong to disadvantaged groups and have experienced racial prejudices; 
other groups, such as the mickies, fly the banner of consumerism and economic 
distinction; and yet others are associated in the social imaginary with the children of 
political aristocracy, indicating a certain connection between social inequality and 
belonging to informal groups. Their main activity consists in the appropriation of public 
space, thus provoking contrary reactions from the neighbourhood and the police, which 
brings them closer to the traditional street corner gangs. However, at the same time, 
they have become an everyday element of the urban landscape, tolerated as a sign of 
modernization, and have even aroused tourist interest.  
 
In the 1990s, the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the economic support of the 
Soviet Union led to a strong economic crisis, known as the “special period”, which was 
correlated with mass emigration to the United States (the phenomenon of the “balseros” 
[rafters]), the impoverishment of the population and the increase in both economic and 
social informality. With the new millennium, informal youth groups (the Cuban version 
of gangs) became visible beyond Calle G in Havana, as a form of survival, sometimes 
of resistance, but above all a form of musical, aesthetic and cultural creativity that 
                                                 
9 In the Soviet Union during perestroika, gangs and urban tribes were known as ‘neformalniye 
grupirovnik’ (informal groups).  
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grows outside the system. Given the persistence of the crisis, there has also been an 
increase in violence in domestic, school and even institutional settings, with young 
people being both victims and perpetrators, leading to an increase in criminal and 
undisciplined social actions. For example, in 2018 the newspaper Juventud Rebelde, of 
the Young Communists, reported the unusual violent break-in by a group of young 
people into a middle-level school, the consequences of which were slight physical 
damage to some students (Barrios & Labacena, 2018). It may seem anecdotal, but 
events like this have never been reported in Cuba.  
 
Currently, in Santiago de Cuba, the second largest city in the country and one of the 
most geographically distant from the United States, there are several groups that can be 
included somewhere in the continuum of gangs.10 Firstly, there is a group of young 
people in a situation of social disadvantage who have engaged in criminal practices in 
the past and who are participating in a socio-cultural project promoted by the 
neighbourhood organizations of the State, with the aim of social re-inclusion, which, in 
addition to limiting the spontaneous nature of the gangs, explicitly contradicts the 
discourse that denies their existence in Cuba. Secondly, there is a group of young people 
from the urban scene who come together around dance: choreographies that they create 
in which the breakdance of hip-hop is transmuted into reggaeton, into trap and into an 
already widespread reparto (the subgenre of the reggaeton scene now most in vogue in 
Cuba). Sometimes there are ludic competitions between the groups, sometimes violent 
conflicts and, occasionally, the forces of order become involved. Thirdly, the rockers, 
the most legitimate version of youth culture, who take refuge in the production and 
consumption of rock music, creating a marginalized space. Fourthly and lastly, the 
Rastafari, young black adults who love reggae and the Rastafari religion, who dress in 
tricolour necklaces and earrings, loose clothes, woven bags and images of Bob Marley, 
in their religious, philosophical, elite or drela facets (Furé, 2011, cited in Lavielle, 2023, 
p. 73). This last group has the most open conflict with institutions due to the popular 
perception that links them to crime and poorer neighbourhoods, their conflicts with law 
enforcement agents over their ritualized marijuana consumption, and the undeclared 
racism that places them outside the system.  
 
The presence in Cuba of a gang culture comparable (although quite different) to that 
existing elsewhere, implies a challenge to the linking of gangs to extreme neoliberal 
policies (Feixa, Sánchez-García et al., 2019, pp. 12-14; Lavielle, 2023, p. 73). This 
paradox can be explained by the fact that the precarious economic conditions that exist 
on the island and affect the majority of the population coexist with a consumer culture 
that offers gangs as one of its products, with almost no economic cost for the consumer. 

                                                 
10 While Havana looks more to the United States, Santiago looks more to the Caribbean islands, 
historically, geographically and culturally, its Anglophone ties are more with Jamaica. Now, the high 
presence of black people, much more than in other parts of Cuba (although they are not a demographic 
majority), is a typical trait that could be correlated with other American cities, such as New Orleans, or 
Chicago itself (Ligia Lavielle, personal communication).  
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However, these groups also show little-researched underground processes because some 
of the factors that accompany them are migratory processes, generational inequality, 
and social deviation, which also occur in Cuba. Unlike other capitalist countries, 
exclusion and marginality do not necessarily go together in Cuba: while the latter may 
affect the majority of the population due to the material deficit it entails, the former is 
compensated by the universal inclusive education and health platforms offered by the 
State. It remains to be seen whether the ongoing changes on the island – including the 
youth protests that took place in 2021 – will also affect the emergence and spread of 
gangs.  
 

 
Figure 1-2: Graffiti in Cuba. 
Photo: Carles Feixa, 2018.  

 
 

1.5 Maraland 

In three decades, gangs went from being a generational cultural phenomenon to becoming 
organized criminal networks with the capacity of agency in the field of politics, and this is 
due, in large part, to the impact of security policies and the role of political actors. From the 
implementation of repressive strategies there was the expansion and reconfiguration of the 
territories of domination, which became stronger and were reorganized both nationally and 
internationally.  
 

(Chévez, 2023, p. 117)  
 
Yesterday we arrived at San Salvador Airport, where the local researcher, Candy, and her 
colleague Guillermo welcomed us and accompanied us to the hotel. Along the way, they 
told us about the current situation in the country, with an exceptional regime that was 
renewed last Friday and allows the indiscriminate detention of young people, in theory 
gang members, but in reality many are not. We are told that they are now at 35,000 arrests 
in the last two months, overcrowded in already overcrowded prisons, without their families 
knowing where they are. At first the families crowded outside the prisons to find out where 
their children were, but a few days ago they were made to leave. The arrests take place 
without charge, only based on lists of people who were convicted, charged or simply 
arrested at some point. There are also often massive raids for the sake of appearance, for 
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having a tattoo, or for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Apparently the police 
have some quotas to fill, and they mix these lists, their own desires for revenge on people 
who have confronted them, or simply arbitrarily. When we arrive in the city we see a large 
electronic billboard, of which there are many on the roads, in which the government 
proclaims: "We will defeat the gangs". Other smaller paper posters, from the PNC 
(National Civil Police), ask citizens to turn in alleged gang members for a $30 reward 
(which in the country is a lot). In addition to profit, it has fuelled personal revenge of all 
kinds. The communication campaign of the war against gangs will be one of the leitmotifs 
of our ethnographic visit. 
 

(Field Diary, Ethnographic Visit to San Salvador, May 29, 2022) 
 
If Cuba is the counterpoint of the North American culture of gangs, El Salvador is its 
most extreme version, both because of the deportation policy that displaced two gangs 
that emerged in Los Angeles (MS13 and Barrio 18) to San Salvador, and because of the 
exportation of the "mano dura" [hard hand] and "super mano dura" policies, which 
were implemented on the advice of American police and politicians (as well as North 
American and Israeli security companies). It was the 1996 Law, which Ross cites in his 
chapter, which led to the “great leap forward” in the deportation policy, and also to the 
birth of Maraland (modern Gangland), with its centre in San Salvador and 
encompassing three countries of the Central American northern triangle (El Salvador, 
Honduras, Guatemala). All of these countries have experienced similar circumstances: 
declared or low-intensity civil wars, migration to the United States, instability and 
political corruption, high homicide rates, and drug trafficking corridors. A reality 
portrayed in documentaries such as La vida loca (Poveda, 2008), with its tragic end.11 
 
The term mara in El Salvador originally referred to a group of friends without criminal 
connotations, similar to the meaning of the term pandilla in Spain. The maras 
traditionally existed in the neighbourhoods as forms of street sociability; however, 
today this meaning has been displaced by their links to large-scale crime, represented by 
the Mara in capital letters: the Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13). This group emerged in 
California in the 1970s as the alternative formed by young Salvadorans and other 
Central American immigrants to oppose the Pandilla or Barrio 18 (B-18), founded by 
Mexican migrants and which also grouped another sector of Salvadoran migration. The 
13 and 18 are streets in Los Angeles, located in the Latin neighbourhoods where young 
people created their gangs after World War II to oppose the predominance of white and 
Asian youth groups and especially the two great alliances of African-American gangs 
(Crips and Bloods). Thirteen is also the number in the alphabet of the letter M, the 
initial letter of the Mexican Mafia, also known as the M or La Sur, the prison-based 
superstructure that includes different Latin gangs of southern California (Martínez & 
Martínez, 2018; Hagedorn, 2008).  
 

                                                 
11 The film director, Christian Poveda, was killed after the premiere. It is not still not clear if the 
murderers were the maras or there was an involvement of the “deep State”.  
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The historical context is that of the Salvadoran civil war (1980-1992), which fuelled 
emigration to the United States and generated a culture of firearms and violence that, 
after the peace agreements, remained a difficult legacy to bury. Peace involved the 
gradual return of some families from exile, the reintegration of former guerrillas into 
civilian life and the creation of a clandestine market for firearms that had not been 
surrendered. The change in the deportation policy of the United States, in 1996, led to 
the arrival in El Salvador of gang members belonging to two rival groups, and who 
appeared with all the fascination surrounding their symbolism and identity. Arriving 
without roots, they settled in the poor neighbourhoods, where they met former guerrillas 
and young members of the traditional gangs (the non-criminal maras). As the State was 
absent in these territories, the gangs found fertile ground to grow, based on the informal 
economy and criminal activities, without connecting at that time with large-scale drug 
trafficking. The rivalry between MS-13 and B-18 was maintained, which, together with 
a post-war context and the application of extreme neoliberal economic policies, created 
the perfect medium for the transformation of the gangs into criminal organizations. 
Somehow, the conflict between MS-13 and B-18 replaced the civil war that had pitted 
the guerrillas against the government for more than a decade (Cruz, 2006; Nateras, 
2014). 
 
In the first decade of the 21st century, the maras (a term that became generic for 
referring to Central American gangs) settled in many areas of the country, sometimes as 
mutual aid organizations similar to sports supporters (barras bravas), competing with 
the pre-existing student gangs, and in other areas as private security agencies that 
survived through extortion. The spectacular nature of the symbolic elements that 
identified them – tattoos, graffiti, loose clothing, hip-hop – and the prestige and 
protection granted by their membership, led to an increase in followers. However, it was 
above all the policies of the State, governed by the conservative ARENA party, heir to 
the dictatorship, that made these groups the “number one” public enemy, the timely 
scapegoat for all the evils that affected the country (incomplete reconciliation, economic 
crisis, weakness of institutions, corruption, etc.). The advice given by American police 
and security agencies contributed to this, such as that created by Rudolf Giuliani, former 
mayor of New York and currently attorney for Donald Trump, who after promoting 
Operation Corona against the Latin Kings in New York in 1994, created a company to 
advise the Salvadoran government, inspiring what would begin to be known as the 
"mano dura" plan (2003), later completed by the "super mano dura" plan (2006).  
 
The Mano Dura Plan was implemented by President Francisco Flores in 2003. It was 
justified as a temporary measure that would last for six months, with the aim of 
reducing the homicide rate. It consisted of the militarization of public security, massive 
police raids in the neighbourhoods where the gangs had settled, making penalties for 
their members harder, even allowing the detention of individuals based on their physical 
appearance. This was complemented by numerous extrajudicial executions, reported by 
human rights organizations, which in most cases went unpunished. Although the Plan 
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was declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court and did not reduce homicide rates, 
its media management was successful among the population, who were tired of 
suffering the harmful effects of the gangs, which influenced ARENA's victory in the 
2004 elections. The new president, Antonio Saca, promoted a new plan, called Super 
Mano Dura, which increased the penalties, although it also included preventive 
measures (Mano Amiga [Friendly Hand]) and rehabilitation (Mano Extendida 
[Extended Hand]), aimed respectively at young people at risk and deprivation of liberty. 
The outcome of both plans was ambivalent. Not only did they not reduce the homicide 
rate and violence, these actually increased. Although there were more arrests, the 
percentage of convictions did not exceed 20% of the detainees, generating 
overcrowding in prisons that became a new focus of consolidating gangs and 
reinforcing their criminal tendency. However, the plans were a media success, having 
the consensus of the population that the suppression and moral or physical 
extermination of their members was the only way to fight the gangs. Extrajudicial 
executions, the legacy of war, became a recurring practice (Nateras, 2014; Martínez & 
Martínez, 2019).  
 
As a result of this process, at the end of the 1990s in El Salvador there were about 600 
clicas or canchas, terms used respectively by MS-13 and B-18 to designate base groups 
or youth cells based in certain territories. In 2014, the number of these had risen to 
2,000 and they were present in most municipalities of the country, although 
concentrated in the metropolitan area of the capital. It is estimated that at that time there 
were more than 30,000 active gang members, one third of whom were in prison: two 
thirds belonged to MS-13, one third to B-18 and an insignificant proportion to other 
gangs. In 2015 there was a split within B-18, which divided into the Sureños and 
Revolucionarios. There are currently an estimated 60,000 active gang members, and 
200,000 to 500,000 people linked to their families and residential environments. If we 
consider that the population of El Salvador is 6.5 million, these groups represent about 
1% of the population and can represent up to 8% if we include their surroundings. The 
most serious aspect is that in the post-war period the country had more murders than 
during the armed conflict, becoming one of the places with the highest level of 
homicidal violence in the world. According to official data, the peak was reached 
shortly after the end of the war, in 1995 (141.72 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants); it 
fell until the beginning of the Mano Dura policies (47.55 in 2002); it increased again 
until the triumph of the Frente Farabundo Martí de Liberación Nacional - FFMLN 
(70.38 in 2009); then decreased abruptly during the "truce" between the new 
government and the gangs, reaching its minimum (40.10 in 2013). However, it 
increased again after the abrupt end of the truce (105.03 in 2015), then decreased again 
until 2021, reaching its minimum during the new truce promoted by President Bukele 
(19.7 in 2021). But more lethal than the statistics are the psychosocial effects of 
violence, which can be seen in domestic and gender-based violence, in the perception of 
citizen insecurity, and the growing social polarization: "they: the bad guys" versus "we: 
the good guys" (Chévez, 2023, p. 111). 
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Another effect of the process is the profound transformation of the internal structure of 
the gangs, so that a hierarchical model is established with different territorial levels. At 
the base, at the level of each neighbourhood, there are youth street groups called clicas 
(for MS-13) or canchas (for B-18), which control a territory and develop a marked local 
identity. At the second level, urban or regional, there are programas (for MS-13) or 
tribus (for B-18), which act as coordination spaces between various base groups. At the 
top, at the national level, are the leaders or ranfla, usually settled in prisons, which, 
thanks to corruption and impunity, have become centres of training, logistics and 
criminal action. At the international level, there is no structured hierarchical 
organization, although there is an identity attachment to gang culture as a whole, and 
the awareness that it exists in several Central American countries, in the United States, 
and in those countries where there is immigration from this region (such as Spain).12  
 
In 2009, the FFMLN, a left-wing party of former guerrillas, came to power and 
Mauricio Funes assumed the presidency. Without reneging on the anti-gang policy, this 
government sought to implement comprehensive measures by reinforcing prevention 
and offering ways out to gang members. In 2012, a truce was agreed on between the 
two gangs and the government, with the intervention of church representatives and 
NGOs as mediators, which resulted in a radical and short-lived reduction in homicides. 
The adverse reaction of public opinion to these negotiations when revealed by the 
independent online newspaper El Faro led the government to discard the process and 
incriminate the people who had acted as negotiators, which led to a resurgence of 
violence (Tager & Aguilar, 2013). With the arrival of the second leftist government in 
2014, things went backwards even more. They made a public declaration of war against 
the gangs, there was a new militarization of public security, and the legal framework 
was changed so that gangs were considered as terrorist organizations, a reform endorsed 
in 2015 by the Constitutional Chamber, in a historic sentence that considered that "the 
gangs called Mara Salvatrucha or MS-13 and the Pandilla 18 or Mara 18, and any other 
gang or criminal organization that seeks to exercise powers belonging to the scope of 
State sovereignty are terrorists." In addition, "their leaders, members, collaborators, 
apologists and financiers fall within the concept of terrorists in their different groups 
and forms of participation, and regardless of whether such armed groups or criminal 
organizations have political, criminal, economic (extortion), money laundering, drug 
trafficking or other purposes" (quoted in Chévez, 2023, p. 119).  
 
The failure of the truce had important consequences for the maras, for their 
environment, for the State and also at the international level. The maras were 
consolidated as legitimate political actors who could negotiate, the role of their leaders 
or spokespersons was increased, and their hierarchical-military structure was 

                                                 
12 In the case of Spain, however, there is no evidence that this gang organization exists as such, beyond 
some imprisoned gang member, but rather a symbolism that groups of young people of migrant origin try 
to imitate or use as their own. 
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intensified. Since then, they have continued to negotiate secretly with the political 
parties and governors, but no longer to obtain a lasting peace, but rather to obtain short-
term prison benefits. The consequences for the gang environment were that now it 
involved a strong criminalization, without membership or criminal acts being 
distinguished from mere proximity, and without even preserving people and 
organizations that had collaborated in activities related to prevention, reintegration or 
simply research. For its part, the State confirmed the fears that associated the 
negotiation with a risky strategy, and ratified practices such as the use of the "right 
hand" as the only resource. Reducing crime statistics became the supreme objective of 
security policies. At the international level, it consolidated the image of the Central 
American states as failed states, and promoted the tendency to consider gangs as 
criminal and terrorist organizations, justifying exceptional measures and arbitrary 
detentions.  
 
In 2019, a new populist party (GANSA) came to power, led by Nayib Bukele, who 
repeated the same process as his predecessors: an initial demand for a comprehensive 
approach to the phenomenon, combining "direct confrontation" (very similar to the 
Hard Hand policies assigned to the Right Hand of the State) with "opportunities" (very 
similar to the Friendly Hand and Extended Hand programmes, assigned to the Left 
Hand of the State and NGOs). Once again, a secret negotiation with the leaders was 
promoted, with benefits for them in exchange for a significant reduction in homicides, a 
process that ended abruptly in March 2022 when, for unknown reasons, there was a 
series of 87 chain killings during a single weekend that was attributed to the gangs. This 
provoked as a reaction the radical change of president, who went on to order mass 
arrests (20,000 people in a few weeks), impose a state of emergency and propose an 
escalation of punitive legal reforms. The novelty of this process is that, in addition to 
persecuting the gangs without making distinctions between the members and the simple 
sympathizers or young people of the environment, it is also aimed at penalizing all the 
journalists, researchers and social workers who have had contact with them or who talk 
about them, such as the journalists of El Faro, who have been objectively reporting on 
the subject for years, in an unprecedented war that, at the time of writing, has an 
unpredictable end.13 
 

                                                 
13 Given the complex socio-political context in which the research has been carried out in El Salvador, it 
has focused on experiences of mediation within prisons or with young people who, after a period of 
imprisonment, have been reintegrated through social and musical projects.  
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Figure 1-3: Blurred graffiti by MS-13 in a location in El Salvador. 

Photo: Montserrat Iniesta, 2022 
 
 

1.6 Parcheland 

 
[In Medellín] gangs are referred to as banda, parche, gallada or combo and are named 
according to the context, territory, form and purpose of coming together. The term banda is 
used for those organized crime-related groups with more closed and clandestine power 
structures. On the contrary, pandillas are more visible and make public demonstrations of 
their power to act. Parche refers to a group of friends, who meet in specific places, and they 
do not necessarily carry out criminal activities. People often use this term to refer to a group 
of young people as a group of poorer-neighbourhood delinquents, as one of the forms of 
stigmatization of poor youth by society.  
 

(Márquez, 2023, p. 132).  
 

We start our last day in Medellín by taking a walk through the Campo de Paz, the beautiful 
cemetery located near our aparthotel. Straight away we are surprised by the numerous 
graves of young people, with photographs and colourful decorations, a gruesome testimony 
of the juvenile scourge that devastated and continues to devastate the city. I can't help but 
think of the difference with our cemeteries, where young people are not among the dead. At 
mid-morning Fulvia visits me to take stock of the ethnographic visit and the project. She 
starts by telling me how hard it has been for her to attend many of the funerals of young 
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people like the ones we have seen in the cemetery. After evaluating the workshop and 
reviewing the material we have, I propose completing the biographical interview that we 
started two and a half years ago, focused on her professional career in youth projects. So we 
started in the 90s, in the crudest time of violence. At the end of that decade, when we met, 
the Corporación Región became a reference of youth policies in Colombia, linking itself to 
the emerging Latin American youth. From 2000, Fulvia became a consultant for several 
local, regional and national youth projects, becoming involved in the transformation of the 
city driven by mayors such as Alonso Salazar. The conversation ends by recounting her 
experience with TRANSGANG, and comparing the current situation with that in the 90s: 
“The project gave me the opportunity to rediscover the city. In the 90s I knew who the 
armed actors were and I could talk to them. Not now. The broad definition of the project of 
what gangs are has helped me to understand that I could work with other groups, but that 
they basically come from the same violent context.” I ask her what it means to go from 
activist, social worker and consultant to researcher, and she confesses that it has been like 
closing a circle, “I started with the gangs and I end up going back to the gangs, but in 
another way. As a researcher, I'm not able to stand back and distance myself. I become like 
a mom. A relationship of affections is established.” At midday we said goodbye and wished 
each other luck with finishing off the project. We will need it.  
 

(Field Diary, Ethnographic Visit to Medellín, April 15, 2022) 
 
If Chicago has been the "motherland" of gangs and "gangology" since the early 20th 
century, Medellín played a similar role at the beginning of the 21st century thanks to or 
despite of a new form of organized crime: large-scale drug trafficking. This present-day 
drug trafficking corresponds to the illegal trafficking of alcohol after the dry law of 
1919 in the USA, which fuelled the growth of the mafia, transferred to the cinematic 
imaginary through two mythical figures: Al Capone (protagonist of the gangster 
subgenre of classic cinema) and Pablo Escobar (protagonist of several recent television 
series). These two cities that have held positions of leadership in global crime statistics, 
with high rates of homicides caused by firearms, with murder by commission and hired 
hitmen. Another common ground is the strong racial, ethnic and class-based urban 
social segregation that exists in both cities, albeit in different forms. However, while 
Chicago seems to have incorporated gang violence as something endemic, Medellín has 
been characterized by promoting innovative urban regeneration and cultural mediation 
programmes, which have managed to bring about a change in its public image in the last 
two decades.  
 
The youth slang of the region of Medellín, Antioquia – called parlache – whose origin 
dates back to the lumfardo linked to the local passion for tango (Gardel died in 
Medellín), is very rich in terminology about youth street groups (Henao & Castañeda, 
2002). The traditional name for them is gallada, which corresponds to what in El 
Salvador were the maras before their criminal drift, and in Spain are pandillas. Settled 
in the poor comunas or districts, which expanded, from the mid-twentieth century, on 
the slopes of the Aburrá valley due to the immigration of peasants displaced by the 
armed conflict, their main purpose was the sociability of the children of migrants and 
having fun, although occasionally they could be involved in small-scale criminal 
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activities. Another local name for them is parche, which refers rather to the place or 
activity of youth interaction in the public space, usually ludic or musical, with the 
subcultural styles of the 1980s and 1990s – from punk to hip-hop – being their most 
visible expression. When these groups evolve into criminal activities or are taken in by 
criminal organizations, they are known as combos, and when this criminal drift is 
legitimized by criminal sentences or by their incorporation into broader structures, they 
become bacrims (or criminal gangs). The term pandilla is used as a generic term, 
including the different types of youth street groups; the term banda predominated in the 
1990s, although its appropriation by drug trafficking groups has led to it becoming 
progressively limited to criminal gangs (Salazar, 1990; Perea, 2007; Perea & Feixa, 
2020; Márquez, 2023; Salazar, Feixa & Márquez, 2022).  
 
According to the newspaper El Colombiano, there were between 119 and 239 combos 
or criminal gangs operating in the city in 2014. Although barely several thousand young 
people belong to them (which represents less than 0.5% of the total population of 
Medellín), the majority of those living in the comunas have been directly or indirectly 
affected by the presence of these groups, because they have occasionally participated in 
their activities, have been victims of their abuses or due to the stigma that is transferred 
to all young people from the same environments or with the same appearance. A study 
carried out by EAFIT University and the Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) and the 
University of Chicago called "Combos in Medellín based on the question: How to solve 
the problem of armed groups and violence in an urban context?" concludes that 

 
Medellín has highly hierarchical organized crime structures, at the base are the combos 
composed mainly of young men, who have a stable internal structure and are limited to 
small, delimited territories, and above them are the gang structures generally composed of 
adults with a long history in organized crime, paramilitary groups or urban militias. The 
activities of the gangs are not always limited to small territories, they extend to other 
regions and departments of the country, their control over territories is exercised through 
the combos (Duncan, 2021, pp. 1-2).  
 

In the preliminary results they state that in Medellín there are about 350 to 400 combos 
and between 15 and 20 bandas, and that combos are constituted by about 20 to 30 
young people and an estimated 7,000 young people are part of them. In some 
neighbourhoods they fulfil functions of the State, including carrying out justice, 
security, and taxation (vacunas); regulating markets of goods and services and 
sometimes monopolizing them, such as the trade of eggs, soda drinks, gas cylinders, 
and alcohol; and controlling activities such as the lottery and informal sales of land, the 
loan of money or the "daily pay"; they even regulate infrastructure works (Ibid., p. 1-2). 
The crime and homicide rates, which placed the city among the most violent in the 
world in the 1990s, gradually decreased after the fall of Pablo Escobar in 1993, and 
especially after the end of clashes with the State after Operation Orion in 2002 (a 
massacre in Comuna 13 perpetrated by military and paramilitary forces under the 
pretext of ending militias and criminal groups). The homicide rate per thousand 
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inhabitants went from being close to 400 in 1990 (leading world statistics) to less than 
25 in 2020. It is worth mentioning that, throughout this period, young people constitute 
approximately half of the victims of homicides, so it can be spoken of as a process of 
juvenicide (Muñoz, 2015; Márquez, 2023; Muñoz & Feixa, 2022). On a regular basis, 
non-aggression pacts are made between criminal gangs as social and human rights 
organizations have revealed. For example, the case in 2013 and then in 2019 in Comuna 
13, when they decided to reach these agreements and divide the territory and its illegal 
markets in a “peaceful” way. The year 2022 was particularly peaceful in the city, 
everything indicates that it was due precisely to a non-aggression pact between criminal 
gangs, who also have an interest in making proposals for agreements and negotiations 
with the new government of Gustavo Petro (Colombian, 2022).  
 
The historical and geographical context of Colombia and Medellín help explain the 
reasons for the establishment and growth of these groups. First, the undeclared civil war 
that ravaged the country from the assassination of liberal politician Jorge Eliécer Gaytán 
(from 1948 to 1958), pitting conservatives and liberals against each other, and 
significantly known as “the Violence”, established a culture of diffuse violence. This 
was consolidated with the emergence of different guerrilla groups, and paramilitary 
organizations promoted by the State itself. Some studies show that the gang members of 
the 1980s were the children or grandchildren of people who had directly experienced 
“The Violence” (Salazar, 1990). Second, and related to the first factor, is the forced 
displacement of inhabitants from rural areas in conflict zones towards the city in the 
1950s and 1960s, where they settled on the margins of the city, generating an urban 
structure populated by marginal comunas with few public services, and prone to 
community self-management but also to conflict and overcrowding. Third, these 
comunas became a transit station for the emerging cocaine trade, which continued the 
traditional smuggling of tobacco and other products. Fourth, the crisis of Medellín's 
industrial economy in the 1970s caused small- and large-scale drug trafficking to 
become the only alternative for survival for many of its inhabitants in the following 
decade. Fifth and last, the absence or remoteness of the State, or its presence exclusively 
as a repressive agent, meant that guerrilla or criminal organizations took its place, 
settling in the territories and becoming references of protection and honour. 
 
In the 1980s, the galladas began to evolve towards bandas, as the writer and future 
mayor of Medellín, Alonso Salazar, related in his book No nacimos pa’ semilla 
(Salazar, 1990). In the 1990s, some of these gangs were co-opted by the real drug 
gangs, and became vigilantes, small-scale drug dealers or mules for transporting drugs. 
It is then that the figure of the hired assassin or hitman (sicario) appeared, a minor and 
therefore imputable, capable of killing and dying for very little money, a tragic reality 
that is portrayed in films such as Rodrigo D no futuro (Gaviria, 1988), and novels such 
as El pelaíto que no duró nada (Gaviria, 1991). The capture and death of Pablo 
Escobar, in 1993, closed this period of extreme violence; however, what happened next 
was the fragmentation of the large criminal structures into multiple groups that settled in 
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the territory and become less visible. The presence of guerrilla organizations or militias, 
which presume to take justice into their own hands through "social cleansing" exercises, 
only increases the violence. Moreover, the massacres perpetrated by the State itself or 
by paramilitary groups, such as Operation Orion that ravaged Comuna 13 in 2002 
(Aricapa, 2017; Montoya, 2021), also increase the violence, and arouse popular 
movements of resistance to violence, such as the truce between gangs that took place at 
that time or the emblematic case of the hip-hop movement for peace, which led to the 
establishment of Casa Kolacho (Feixa, Márquez, Hansen & Castaño, 2022).  
 
The first decade of the new century saw the arrival to the municipal government of a 
Citizen Movement that had emerged from NGOs committed to peace and led by mayors 
such as Sergio Fajardo (2004-2008) and Alonso Salazar (2008-2012), who promoted a 
powerful urban change that included a strong social investment, with some emblematic 
actions such as the metrocable, the library parks, the Connected Living Units (UVA), 
modern structures for citizen meetings, and the Immediate Care Centres (CAI), 
community police units located inside the comunas to bring security to the poor 
inhabitants (but also to expand the panopticon space). At this time, the experience of the 
Youth Clubs was consolidated. These were aimed at attracting vulnerable young people, 
and to supporting their small initiatives. There were 800 clubs throughout the city. It is 
said that since 2000 Youth Clubs have begun to appear in all areas and municipalities as 
a result of the intense work by NGOs and universities of promoting, accompanying, and 
training leaders and youth promoters mainly carried out during the 1990s. As a result of 
these policies, homicide and crime rates are beginning to decrease, although violence 
and social exclusion have not disappeared. 
 
Currently, several types of parches or youth street groups coexist in Medellín, which are 
located at different points in the continuum of the TRANSGANG project. At one 
extreme, we find the combos and bacrims, supra-local organizations that have lost part 
of their self-managed identity and function as real companies (some use the name 
offices). They are led by adult professional criminals, normally located outside the 
comuna, who hire adolescents and young people without training or employment as 
wage soldiers, who are engaged in extortion (vacunas), selling drugs and other cruces 
(criminal acts on demand). At the other extreme, we find youth street groups that have 
evolved towards music bands or cultural intervention projects, which use and celebrate 
the public space as a place for meeting up with others and artistic expression, through 
cinema, theatre, graffiti, music and dance. In addition to the aforementioned case of 
Casa Kolacho, we can cite experiences such as Casa Morada, the Morjuez youth group 
and the Museo de la Memoria Alegre, which brings together young people from the 
comunas who make performances to turn the pain of daily death into a celebration of 
life. Between these two extremes there are multiple groups of a hybrid nature, which 
participate in cultural and community activities, but which may incorporate young 
people who have been victims of situations of violence. This is the case of the group of 
young people of African descent from Comuna 3 called “Utopías empantanadas” 
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[Bogged down Utopias] due to their desire to convert the swampy area where their 
precarious homes are located based on their passion for literature (Márquez, 2023). 
 
The experiences of Casa Kolacho and the Graffitour deserve special attention (Feixa, 
Márquez, Hansen & Castaño, 2022). This house is an art and culture centre located in 
Comuna 13 of Medellín, which opened its doors in 2013. Since then it has become an 
international reference of "artivism" (activism conveyed through art) and hip-hop 
culture, with initiatives of great impact such as the Graffitour (tourist routes through the 
comuna to see graffiti), which, until the pandemic arrived, promoted community 
tourism and the circular economy as a life alternative in this marginal neighbourhood, a 
victim of violence of all kinds. The name is a tribute to a rapper killed in 2009, in the 
war between drug gangs, after the era dominated by Pablo Escobar. The background 
dates back to 2002, when Operation Orion, promoted by President Uribe and executed 
by paramilitaries and law enforcement agents, escalated State violence justified as a 
response to guerrilla attacks, resulting in hundreds of civilians being killed or 
disappearing. In response to this repressive policy, but also to the violence of the 
criminal gangs (the so-called bacrims), the new generations of rappers of the comuna 
united with each other using music and art as weapons against the violence (political, 
structural, every-day, and symbolic violence) present in the neighbourhood, and created, 
as one of the proposals, Casa Kolacho.  
 
The testimony of Jeihhco, one of the promoters of Casa Kolacho, helps us understand 
the context in which the project was born, as a reaction to the violence of the State and 
criminal gangs, and the emergence of the hip-hop culture as a form of "revolution 
without death", which fights violence with the weapons of music and art: 

 
We had also understood many things about what was happening in our neighbourhoods 
from external perspectives that undoubtedly had other energies. We had understood, for 
example, that we lived in a territory that is very persecuted, especially for territorial control, 
because our area is where everything comes out and goes in (smuggling, drugs, weapons), 
coming out and going in by land [by the] Urabá Antioqueño, or [by] the coast [of] our 
Antioquia. So having this whole route under control is important for paramilitaries, 
guerrillas, the State, merchants, traders, and businessmen. That is, everyone wants to have a 
way in that this is controlled by their friends; and that was what happened mainly in 
Comuna 13. (…)  
In 2004 (…) a different local government came into power, a government with citizen 
commitment. Sergio Fajardo at the head with 50 leaders, came together to create this 
movement with the support of social, community, cultural and development organizations; 
people who had worked in the community all their lives and in those years began to work in 
the mayor's office. (…) Medellín began to transform things like becoming a place where 
the secretariat of culture had twice the budget of the Colombian ministry of culture. (…) 
Then in 2004, with all this happening in Medellín, we began to have much more 
confidence, a much better political position. We met and said: we're going to do our protest 
festival again, to say again that we don't want war, that we don't want to get massacred 
again. Then we began to think about that proposal that was initially called Operation Elite 
Hip Hop, which summarized our revolution through education and culture. A 
transformation that said, yes, we want a change as the government said. The paramilitaries 
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themselves wanted to recast some things of the homeland and that's why they made a pact 
in a place called Ralito. And there are many things about this on which we also agreed. And 
then the guerrillas talk to us about revolution for 60 years and we say, of course, we agree; 
there are some changes to be made. From Marquetalia [the origin of the FARC] they have 
been fighting for a few things: but why kidnap, why kill, why make people disappear, why 
recruit, why massacre, why a garbage dump? We don't want this. Yes to revolution, yes to 
change, yes to a new pact for Colombia. But we want that revolution to be without deaths, 
that no one has to die, that we reach a place of enjoyment, a different place, of progress, of 
success, of development. (…) We created our first school, which we call La Camada [The 
Litter], a bit wild, these rappers learning in this concrete jungle; our first litter of rappers 
who want to learn and who want to go out and devour the world, but with a philosophy of 
active non-violence, of revolution without deaths.  
 

(Jeihhco's testimony, interview conducted in July 2021) 
 
The juncture of the pandemic and the 2021 youth protests have been a hard blow for 
Colombian youth. They have had to relocate and rethink their ways of organizing and 
showing resistance; however, new opportunities have also arisen. The protests can be 
understood as a channel to make visible the serious problems that affect Colombian 
youth, but also a way of offering solutions and alternatives to the violence historically 
executed by the State, as well as reinforcing the call for social transformation through 
art, love, peace and a "revolution without deaths".14 
 

 
Figure 1-4: Film workshop in Casa Kolacho, Medellín.  

Photo: Montserrat Iniesta, 2022. 
 

1.7 … to the (trans)gang 

While there always been gangs, today's urbanizing world is producing them faster than ever 
and in myriad forms and shapes. High levels of violence by "nonstate actors" like gangs or 
terrorists have been an unsettling aspect of globalization. The evidence I present in this 

                                                 
14 During the ethnographic visit carried out in April 2022, the young participants in the film workshop      
showed their enthusiasm for political change. It remains to be seen whether the election of the new 
president (which the new generations had a lot to do with) will have an effect on the evolution of the gang 
scene.  
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book leads to the uncomfortable conclusion that gangs are not going away soon, no matter 
what we do.  

(Hagedorn, 2008, p. xxiii).  
 
The gangs in today's Americas are no longer what they were. For better or worse, they 
have become (trans)gangs. Which does not necessarily mean that they are transnational 
gangs in the geographical sense, according to the model of corporations or international 
franchises, or that they behave as compact and centralized structures; in fact, it is even 
possible that some of them have accentuated their local dimension. If American gangs 
are now (trans)gangs it is because they come together in three distinct and 
complementary processes of transnationalization: transnationalism from above; 
transnationalism from below; and multidirectional transnationalism (see Fig. 1-5).15 
 
“Transnationalism from above”, or major transnationalism, includes processes driven 
by the States, international agencies, transnational corporations, and the mass media, in 
response to the global expansion of gangs (Appadurai, 1996; Wacquant, 2009). We will 
highlight five main processes.  
 
1. First, economic and political neoliberalism with the dismantling of the industrial 

economy, which was a labour alternative for young people of the working class or 
migrant origin, and its replacement by an economy of services and information, 
based on laissez-faire, to which these sectors have no access. This coincides with 
the expansion of the drug market as the only alternative to self-employment, and 
also the dismantling of the remains of the welfare state, which has disappeared from 
many marginal enclaves, as shown by the situation in the South Side of Chicago and 
in the comunas of Medellín.  

2. Second, some of these gangs have expanded territorially as a result of deportation 
policies promoted by the United States government since 1996, as evidenced by the 
emblematic case of Salvadoran gangs.  

3. Third, security, intelligence, repressive and police policies, especially hard line 
ones, are nowadays exercised on a global level, using the strategies of lawfare and 
prisonfare promoted by transnational security agencies or by private anti-gang 
advisory agencies.  

4. Fourth, strong urban segregation and gentrification, which expel gang members 
from their original territories and move them to marginal ghettos, where invisible 
borders or new forms of surveillance and control prevent or limit mobility, but at the 
same time promote a criminal economy that relies on large-scale smuggling.  

5. Fifth, the culture and imaginary of the gangs is constructed in a transnational space, 
which originated in Chicago, but also in Medellín and San Salvador, of which the 
television series about gangs or narcos are a by-product, and which even influence 

                                                 
15 Transnationalism means the specific modes of mobility, exchange and emerging identities originating 
in the movement of people, cultural flows, media, technological devices, capital and ideologies 
(Appadurai, 1996). 
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territories far from Western hegemony, such as Cuba, and are transmitted through 
subgenres such as gansta rap.  

 
"Transnationalism from below", or minor transnationalism, includes the processes 
that are initiatives of social actors, whether the gang members themselves, their families 
and social environments, or the non-governmental organizations, formal or informal, 
with which they relate (Lionnet & Shih, 2005; Sassen, 2003). There are five main 
processes.  
 
1. First and foremost, migration is an origin, a context and a possibility for the 

expansion of the gangs themselves, following three complementary directions: 
trans-local (from the countryside to the city or from war zones to refuge areas), 
transnational (from the global south to North America, by land, sea and air), and 
transoceanic (from the Americas to Europe, as a return journey of the original 
journey of Columbus, crossing the Atlantic Ocean).  

2. Second, as a result of these migratory processes, the collaborative economy as an 
alternative or complement to the market economy, based on remittances, the 
informal economy, barter, the non-monetary exchange of goods and services, 
turning the gangs into a supra-family space without borders of mutual support and 
labour insertion.  

3. Third, the transnationalization of gang symbolism and related lifestyles, based on 
personal face-to-face or written exchanges, as well as the dissemination of the 
literature of the largest gangs (that Hagedorn (2008) calls institutionalized gangs), 
on a route from the United States to Europe through Latin America.  

4. Fourth, digital networks, especially social networks, have facilitated the "flow 
space" for contacts, exchanges and decision-making between the different nodes of 
the gangs, but have also generated a transnational "gang branding", as demonstrated 
by the interactions of Latin Kings & Queens from across the seas.  

5. Fifth, hip-hop culture, with its four components (rap music, DJ, breakdance and 
graffiti) and in its different local versions, constitutes the maximum expression of 
the transnational space constructed in the "Latino Atlantic" (Queirolo, 2016), 
counterpart of the "Black Atlantic" (Gilroy, 1993), which has been completed in 
recent times with the transnationalization of reggaeton and trap.  
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Figure 1-5: Transnationalism and Youth Gangs.  
Source: Compiled by the authors.  
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Finally, "multidirectional transnationalism" includes processes of adaptation, 
interaction, opposition and mediation between the transnationalisms from above and 
below, in each of the ten processes reviewed and in any other process involving gangs 
(Hannerz, 2010; Feixa et al., 2022; Feixa, 2022b). We highlight five possible types of 
response.16  
 
1. Firstly, “active consent” involves the conscious participation of gang members or 

their environments in the creation of determined transnational spaces, such as 
corrupt links between State agencies and criminal groups or collaborative projects to 
prevent violence between international agencies, gang leaders and academic actors.  

2. Secondly, “passive acceptance” implies gangs or their members exploiting the 
loopholes left by major transnationalism, such as creating a collaborative informal 
economy or converting ghettos into self-managed protected spaces.  

3. Thirdly, “negotiation” involves different forms of intercultural mediation, such as 
truce attempts, the constitution of gang-based associations and experiences of 
preventive work and rehabilitation with prisoners or ex-prisoners.  

4. Fourthly, “resistance” implies conscious actions to oppose or boycott greater 
transnationalism, such as mutual support networks to overcome barriers to 
emigration or confront “hard hand” policies.  

5. Fifthly, “dissidence” implies gangs converging with broader social movements 
fighting for the rights of minorities, as evidenced by the processes of politicization 
of the Latin Kings and artistic and musical experiences such as Casa Kolacho.  

 
Youth gangs today constitute one of the many faces of globalization (Hagedorn, 2007, 
2008; Hazen & Rodgers, 2014; Fraser & Hagedorn 2018; Melde & Weerman, 2020). 
Despite the persistence of political, police and media discourses aimed at suppressing or 
dismantling them, they always reappear in different guises. Therefore, we can 
legitimately ask ourselves whether the aim should be to end gangs or rather reorient 
their purposes so that they produce less damage to the societies of which they are part as 
well as to their members. The results of the field work carried out in the four cities of 
the Americas, and in the rest of the cities of southern Europe and North Africa, will give 
us some clues so we can answer these questions with a better understanding of the 
causes.  
 
  

                                                 
16 The scheme is an adaptation of that proposed in Feixa (2014), based on the Gramscian notion of 
hegemony.  
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2 The “Motherland”. Gangs born in Chicago, raised outside of 
Illinois, and living overseas 

William “King Mission” Ross 
 
 

2.1 Summary 

 
The gang problem in Chicago, Illinois, is not unique to the city. The violence that stains 
its landscape has spilled over into other states in the US as well as into other countries. 
This paper will identify the socioeconomic conditions that underpin the design, growth 
and expansion of gangs that originated in Chicago but have a global reach. The 
mediation and conflict resolution practices that currently exist in Chicago will also be 
evaluated and their effectiveness measured. It will also be discussed the relationship 
Chicago gang members have with their siblings from organizations outside Chicago. 
 

2.2 Introduction 

 
Gangs in the city of Chicago, Illinois, are not a new phenomenon. Regarded as the 
leading text on the subject, Frederic Thrasher studied the gangs of Chicago for his 
dissertation between 1923 and 1926, subsequently leading to the publication of The 
Gang: A Study of 1,313 Gangs in Chicago (Thrasher, 2013 [1927]). However, almost a 
century later, the ethnographic characteristics of gangs, the socio-economic conditions 
that dominate the neighbourhoods where they exist, the social issues that fuel criminal 
activity, and the criminal acts committed cannot adequately be compartmentalized in 
the information Thrasher provided. Mediation efforts from several community-based 
organizations, as well as Nonprofit and Nongovernmental Organizations, have proven 
successful in generating governmental praise and funding. However, the city continues 
to be plagued by violence on such a level that mass shootings rarely make national 
news. The reach of gangs calling Chicago home, or "the Motherland," has expanded 
outside of the city to a transnational level. Research in the area is always uphill as the 
culture of the city frowns upon the sharing of organizational information with those who 
are not members of the organization or those seeking to research for academic purposes. 
The consensus among the youth (and many elders of the gangs) is that academia works 
with - and for - law enforcement, therefore any information provided will be used 
against them later. 
 

The gang problem that exists in Chicago, Illinois, is one that is not limited to the 
boundaries of the city. The violence that stains the landscape has spilled into other states 
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as well as other countries. This Background Paper will identify socioeconomic 
conditions that set the stage for the conception, growth, and expansion of gangs that 
originate in Chicago, but hold a global reach. The mediation and conflict resolution 
practices that currently exist in Chicago will also be evaluated, as will their 
effectiveness be gauged. The research will speak to the relationship gang members in 
Chicago have with their organizational brethren outside of Chicago. In accordance with 
the guidelines set forth by the TRANSGANG project, perspectives of those who claim 
the streets as their own and those who seek to end the violence that often plagues the 
streets will be presented. The following questions will be answered:  
 

1. Did these organizations exist with a global agenda or was their transnational 
evolution accidental? 

2. How does conflict originating in a city spread to another country?  
3. Can a local organization be effective in resolving conflict or providing 

mediation efforts in a transnational organization? 
 

Through the implementation of six sections specific to the format of the TRANSGANG 
project, the answers to these questions will be sought. Following the introduction, the 
second section (State of the Art: Researching (Trans)Gangs in Chicago) will delve into 
the informal experiences with youth in Chicago as well as organizational 
representatives, where conversations surrounding the effectiveness of mediation efforts 
and conflict resolution initiatives in the city highlight the opinions of those who reside 
in the city. The reason for the informal conversations is not to undermine the scholarly 
process of formal field experience; rather, it is to introduce to the research a candid look 
into the opinions and thoughts of the residents of Chicago. The formal process of 
interviewing, while undoubtedly holding a place in the forthcoming field work, does not 
allow for the same access as simply being in the room with others who are talking 
without worry about how they will be recorded.  
 
The third section (Empowerment, Conflict, and Mediation) will explore the historical 
context behind the organizational conflicts that exist in Chicago as well as how the 
relations in the city extend beyond its borders to other states and other countries. The 
efforts of government funded organizations, non-governmental organizations, 
community-based organizations, community organizers, and church groups will also be 
explored. Mediation efforts will not be limited to outside organizations and the gangs, it 
will also include efforts from within the gangs themselves to situations of conflict both 
within Chicago and without.  
 
The fourth section ((Trans)Gangs in Chicago) will delve into the socio-economic 
conditions that set the stage for the emergence of the gangs that call Chicago home as 
well the conflict that consumes the city. A look will always be taken at how these 
conditions – often specific to the area – have been assumed by others, in contrasting 
landscapes, who have never stepped foot in the city of Chicago. This section will 
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introduce the influence social media has had on the expansion of the gangs and the 
uniform approach, those seeking to engage in mediation efforts, have employed.  
 
The fifth, and final section (Conclusion), will bring all the preceding sections together 
with the understanding that the topic of gangs in Chicago is living and breathing. No 
research could ever be so thorough that it fills all gaps, for the reality is that as society 
changes, grows, progresses, regresses, and is altered; so are the gangs that exist in it. 
The socio-economic conditions surrounding the groups are intertwined in their DNA. 
As such, both will undoubtedly grow together.  
 
I approach this topic not solely as an academic researcher, but also a member of the 
Almighty Latin King and Queen Nation for over 25 years (Mission, 2009). My 
membership is not a source of bias, but rather a light on a perspective often dismissed 
by others in the world of academia. My tenure as a Latin King is a part of who I am. It 
is no more an influence on my research, than being of Puerto Rican descent is. Through 
my membership I have not only met individuals from many organizations and gangs, I 
have established relationships with them. These relationships are carved out of shared 
experiences. The depth of the carvings drowns the written content that is often 
presented by those who seek to paint a complete picture of a group with the ink from 
notes taken while looking in from the outside. One’s inability to see past my affiliation 
and doubt the integrity of the research conducted is not a motivator to be offended, it is 
a testament to their inability to acknowledge the biases that compromise their ability to 
comprehend the complexities of the community. 
 
In 2018, the Young Lords Organization17 celebrated its 50th anniversary at DePaul 
University. Three days of panel discussions allowed for the history to be retold via 
filtered presentations that left out the role gangs like The Almighty Latin King Nation 
played in all of the community victories The Young Lords enjoyed. It was not until I, 
along with another Latin King approached Cha-Cha Jimenez as he exited the restroom 
on the second day, asked directly about the involvement of named elders of the Latin 
Kings, that he stuttered and quickly allowed: “Yeah, yeah… the Kings were down with 
us and important to the movement”, to pass his lips before walking away with haste. 
The climax of the anniversary was an opportunity for the participants to march around 
the community surrounding the campus with signs that read “Free Cha-Cha”, so that 
they could have the experience of protesting with The Young Lords. The actual event 
was a group of 25 individuals standing in front of a boutique taking selfies with former 
Young Lords and putting their fist in the air before checking out the prices of the 
designer purses and t-shirts that the boutique offered. There was no fear of police 
breaking up the crowd and no fear of arrests being made. The revolutionary 
organization known as The Young Lords Organization was being honoured, but it was 
“ok”. Afterall, DePaul University owns the rights to its history and archived records. 
                                                 
17 Sociopolitical organization born in Chicago in 1968, contemporary of the Black Panthers, with the aim 
to defend the civil rights of Latino communities in the US.  
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It cannot be overstated that those conducting ethnographic research should never forget 
that the lives they are researching are still being lived. The project may have a start and 
end date, but its effects on the lives involved will not be limited to grant guidelines or 
contractual protocols. When we sit with someone who shares their organizational 
involvement with us, we must be conscious of the biases we bring to the table. After all, 
the joining of transnational gangs and conflict mediation implies that the latter follows 
the former. While there is enough data to support such a notion, conducting research 
from solely that point causes every interaction to be tainted with assumption. As the 
saying goes: “To the individual with a hammer, everything is a nail.” Imagine – if you 
will – the many directions research focused on why people join groups - including 
gangs in the same light as college fraternities – could go. The greatest obstacle in 
conducting this research in a city such as Chicago is the underlying desire individuals 
hold to be private about the specifics of their involvement in any organization. Please 
make no mistake; this is not an indication that they are not proud of their membership. 
On the contrary, their pride permeates through every facet of their existence. However, 
history has shown them that when strangers ask questions, they do so with a desire to 
confirm their preconceived notions and not learn new ones. They seek validation on 
what they believe to be true while claiming to be searching for the truth. Add to this the 
fact that so many communities are criminalized, and you have an entire society forced 
to become so familiar with the second of the five Miranda Rights that police in the 
United States of America are required to recite prior to any questioning is conducted 
that it is embedded in the forefront of their mind. With every conversation that 
transpires, the second right sounds off like an alarm: “Anything you say can and will be 
used against you in a court of law” (Morrow, n.d.). 
 

2.3 State of the art: researching (Trans)Gangs in Chicago 

 
Chicago is a city of ingenuity, of passion, strength, and resolve. The energy that 
permeates through the city is undeniable. The third-largest city in the United States, 
Chicago is home to many individuals whose name wields power, influence, and stories 
reiterated generation after generation. In 2018, the Chicago Crime Commission (2018) 
estimated a gang population of over 100,000 individuals divided amongst 59 active 
street gangs with 2,000 semi-autonomous ones. The majority of the individuals are cited 
as belonging to the Gangster Disciples, Latin Kings, and Black P-Stones. While these 
three organizations differ in their origins between the 1950s and the 1960s, they each 
share the spark of being ignited by the abuse the African American and Hispanic 
community faced at the hands of the Irish and Italian gangs (Hagedorn, 1998). In this 
paper, the term “gang” will follow definition 1-b and 2 from the Merriam-Webster 
dictionary where it states:  
 

1-b: group of persons working together 
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2: a group of persons having informal and usually close social relations. 
(www.meriam-webster.com) 

 
While the social climate of the 60’s afforded a heightened level of political awareness, 
social consciousness, and community involvement around issues of social justice and 
progression, the route travelled by the gangs mentioned above quickly transitioned to 
one of criminal activity. Here, we see the socioeconomic conditions that come with the 
sectioning of various populations for the formation of ghettos. In these ghettos, we see 
the gang culture thriving to a point where its existence was woven into the community's 
fabric. These are the seeds that would germinate into forests, refusing to be contained 
by zoning barriers, city lines, state limits, or country's borders. 
 
While the existence of these gangs, rooted in Chicago, has reached transnational levels, 
with a following fiercely loyal to the history of Chicago, the history of the organizations 
in Chicago is anything but consistent, easily accessible, and void of inaccuracies. There 
will never exist a resource as sincere as the voice of the people who walk the city streets 
on a daily basis. Because of this, I engaged with the community regularly regarding 
their thoughts and feelings. I also spent time with a wide age range of members of 
various gangs. While there are undeniable differences between how the younger 
members articulate their membership and organizational purpose from the elder 
members, the common ground is found in that all age groups see their membership as a 
defining aspect of their personal existence. They also view conflict – both within the 
organization and without – as a natural occurrence that is not only expected but 
welcomed.  
 
Regarding the task of understanding how individuals who have never left their hood, let 
alone the state, and how they can hold a transnational influence; we find that this 
phenomena is rooted more in the longing those outside of Chicago have to belong to 
something from “The Windy City”, than those who reside in Chicago looking to 
establish a presence outside of the city.  
 
Another addition to the equation of calculating the role conflict plays in the streets of 
Chicago with transnational gangs, are the community based, grass-root, and non-
governmental organizations that provide a wide range of services. During a health fair 
taking place in the Humboldt Park area of the city in February 2020, a self-proclaimed 
community organizer shared their thoughts on why there is so much violence in the 
streets. He said:  
 

These young folks just don’t care. They don’t get it. Know what I mean? They think shit is 
sweet and their lives don’t matter. They don’t understand the pain they leave behind. 
(Community organizer, personal communication, February 8, 2020). 

 
When asked whether the gangs are really to blame or if the root of the violence was 
something else, the response received was: 
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Look…. The gangs are part of it; no doubt. But these drugs are what’s driving the killing. 
Gangs? Shit… we always had gangs and we always will. But them drugs make people want 
to kill. (Community Organizer, personal communication, February 8, 2020). 

 
Communication with the gangs in Chicago echo the community organizer's statement as 
it relates to the role drugs play in the promotion of violence. While the socioeconomic 
conditions present in Chicago and the racial segregation that permeates through the 
landscape of the city has formally been recognized for most of the last century, there is 
an aspect of this narrative that cannot be articulated through the formal language of 
research (Diamond, 2017). The voice of the street leader who is not versed in the 
historical significance of the block he/she is standing on, but is an expert in the 
chronology of blood spilled on it as a result of the wrong colours being worn or a hat 
simply leaning too far to one side, needs to be heard in a volume that is equal or greater 
to the monotone statistics offered by law enforcement. 
 
While the Universal Zulu Nation is a gang not commonly referred to when discussing 
the gangs in Chicago. A gang focused on black Nationalism and the political power of 
Hip-Hop music; their existence was confirmed when I sat with the leadership of a 
chapter in the northside of Chicago. Joined by general members, the leader, who will be 
referred to as “Zulu Leader” explained that the fight for equality has always been 
present in African American and Latino communities. He articulated his point with the 
following:  
 

Brother, the streets have always been a place where we needed to fight to be respected. 
Whether it were white gangs or the police – which is another white gang – the hatred 
against everyone that aint them was always there; feel me? Chicago has that history, like 
New York has it, like other cities have it. That shit is American; feel me? The problem is 
that we start off fighting those who are against us and then we fight each other because we 
turn on ourselves. The drug game touches everyone, bro. Everyone. (Conversation with 
Zulu leader, March 1, 2020). 

 
The Zulu leader went on to explain that he is focusing on using the technology afforded 
to all at this time (internet and social media) to connect with chapters of the 
organization on a global level. When asked what inspires an organization to exist on a 
Transnational level, the answer was simply:  
 

Just cause we don’t live on the same land doesn’t mean the issues that face our people don’t 
live there. Our flag is gonna fly wherever it can bring people together. (Conversation with 
Zulu Leader, March 1, 2020).  

 
Sitting down with members of the Latin Kings provided a similar explanation as to what 
motivated the organization to spread beyond Chicago's boundaries.  
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The crown shines wherever we are because we carry that love in our hearts. Latinos have 
enemies all over the world and so all over the world, they need to have support. That’s 
where we come in. (Conversation with Latin Kings of Chicago, March 2, 2020). 

 
When asked what role drugs play in the expansion of gangs, the Latin Kings answered 
with:  

 
Yo, the shit is in the streets and if it is our streets, we gotta be involved. 

 
Sitting with members of the Gangster Disciples provided a narrative that spoke to the 
history of slavery in the United States and how members of the African American 
community still felt its affects. Conversations with a leader (referred to as GD Leader) 
currently incarcerated under a murder conviction and serving 25 years to life introduced 
the following perspective:  
 

Look, brother; Blacks have always had it rough in this country. Shit, we didn’t ask to be 
here. Yet, we were kidnapped, sold, packed in ships, and brought here to work until we 
died. We were stripped of pride and taught to hate ourselves. That hate grew to a point 
where we hated each other. The killings that happen in the street nowadays is proof that we 
haven’t recovered from that self-hate; ya dig? As for the drugs? Yo, we didn’t bring that 
shit into the hood… it was brought by the government and the mob. Hell yeah, we working 
on getting a piece of that pie. (Conversation with GD Leader March 3, 2020). 

 
Conversations with others ranging from community members to leaders, pastors, 
activists, to organization members and executives all found their way down a road 
where the existence of illegal narcotics proved to be the root of the violence that plagues 
the streets, steals lives, and paints a picture where crime is the primary colour, yet is not 
as ambiguous as some may wish to believe it is. These conversations seem all but muted 
when the topic shifts to mediation. The focus then becomes to address the behaviour of 
individuals, making room for only honourable mentions of the conditions that create the 
behaviour. To understand the role illegal narcotics play in the strengthening of gangs is 
to assume one understands how the gangs expand beyond the border of their city of 
origin. Certainly, documents such as the Texas Gang Threat Assessment (2018), 
perpetuate this assumption with references to connections gangs have to drug cartels 
and explanations of the fact that while threat levels in a specific area may be reduced, 
the national and transnational connections the gangs have ensure that threat levels will 
never be completely eradicated. However, what about the members of these gangs who 
do not engage in criminal activity? What about those who base their membership on 
cultural pride and a commitment to the community?  
 
In a conversation with a former outreach worker (referred to as CF Worker) for 
Chicago-based violence prevention program, “Cease Fire”, the reported narrative of 
mediation and its effectiveness in reducing crime in Chicago was challenged with the 
following:  
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Yeah, we got the numbers to go down. But that was just the numbers. We didn’t really get 
the crime down. We would hire leaders of the gangs and make it very clear what 
neighbourhoods needed to improve. We really didn’t have job security like that, cause we 
had a yearly budget that could be pulled at any time; so we just made sure the numbers 
were where they needed to be. Did we help people? Yeah. Of course, we did. But helping 
people in a situation and helping erase the situation are two different things. (Conversation 
with CF Worker, March 3, 2020). 

 
The reference to budget limitations is found again in an evaluation, funded by the US 
Department of Justice, of CeaseFire-Chicago in 2009. The evaluation also highlights the 
fact that crime in targeted neighbourhoods declined after targeted individuals were 
employed by the initiative (Skogan, Hartnett, Bump, Dubois, 2009).  
 
When speaking with educators in the community, we see the introduction of another 
element to the equation of gang violence and mediation efforts: gentrification. Not all 
share the sentiments of the Chicago resident featured in an article from the Chicago 
Times on February 20, 2020, where he presented the argument that gentrification was 
actually an opportunity for families to find wealth. He briefly acknowledges the issue of 
displacement for low-income families but reiterates that the opportunity to accumulate 
wealth is what should be focused on (Zotti, 2020). Many I spoke with feel that the 
displacement of low-income families altars the integrity of the statistics as they relate to 
crime, gang activity, and mediation efforts.  
 

Sometimes it isn’t that the neighbourhood is getting worse, it is that the overcrowding is 
getting worse. You put more people in the mix and the result is that crime increases. The 
neighbourhood doesn’t get worse, it just looks that way because there are more people. 
(Conversation with teacher of the Antonia Pantoja School, February 25, 2020). 

 
Ultimately, what I have found is that the city of Chicago exists with sharp divides 
within its neighbourhoods. While capable of reaching all corners of the city, gang 
activity tends to stay confined to specific neighbourhoods. Mediation efforts then focus 
on these neighbourhoods and offer statistics that may not provide an accurate picture of 
the city as a whole. The media highlights these areas as “hot spots” and the reputation 
generated expands beyond the city's borders. With social circumstances such as 
gentrification looming in the background and social ills such as police brutality raging, 
the argument that gangs exist to protect the neighbourhood becomes the romantic 
soundtrack that is blasted on a transnational level. Some dance to the tune with positive 
activism and lifelong commitments of community empowerment, while others bop their 
heads as their networks are exploited for criminal gain. 
 
The lens afforded to me by the TRANSGANG project is rather unique as it is a lens 
focused on understanding the lives of the young people who find themselves in gangs 
through their own perspective. The reference to the existence of conflict is rooted in an 
understanding that conflict is present in all and not in a perspective that paints these 
young people as being, themselves, conflicted or enamored with conflict. The project 
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seeks to understand the dynamics of relationships in the world of gangs without the 
biased approach that these young people are wrong for having affiliations to 
organizations known as transnational gangs. An emphasis on the emic meanings of 
terms as per the subjects who will constitute the heart of the research is paramount. We 
are not looking for validation of preconceived notions in the TRANSGANG project. 
Instead, we are looking to articulate the experiences of those who are often 
misinterpreted (Feixa, Sánchez-García et al., 2019). 
 

2.4 Empowerment, Conflict, and Mediation 

 
Much of the ethnographic research available on gangs speaks to a belief that gang 
members seek social approval. A focus is placed on painting the picture that they are 
looking to combat the low self-esteem constructed by poverty and crime, with the 
acceptance and praise from the camaraderie the gang promises (Kontos, Brotherton & 
Barrios, 2003; Brotherton & Barrios, 2004). Carefully articulating that gangs do not 
exist outside of society, but within it, the sub-culture created is one that both maintains 
and challenges that duality (Sheldon, Tracy & Brown, 2000). It is this sub-culture that, 
in my opinion, both fascinates outsiders and alienates the gang members. From my 
experience, the desire for a researcher to tap on the glass of the gang member’s 
experience as if he/she was an exotic fish at the aquarium, quickly fades into a desire to 
call law enforcement if the fish swims to close to the researcher’s waters. In other 
words, gang members are often studied as if they are not citizens living on the same 
streets, shopping in the same stores, and residing in the same tenements as the non-
affiliated. The desire to understand what makes them tick quickly morphs into a need 
that causes the average researcher to forget the neighbour who waves at them in the 
morning while picking up the paper from the driveway may be a gang member. As a 
result, the research always has a hint of “us vs. them.” This is not to say that there have 
not been those who dissect the perspective that all individuals can belong to a gang, and 
by definition provided earlier in this paper, all do. However, the average academic 
resource on the topic of gangs - that I have encountered - seeks to reiterate that while 
the criminal behaviour of the affiliated individuals may be related to social and 
economic disparities, they are still engaging in illegal activities. Eventually, the 
reader/student may subconsciously be convinced that gang membership and crime are 
synonymous. The irony here is that the same individual may not feel as though his/her 
neighbourhood of residence is a criminal cesspool despite the number of arrested 
neighbours. Instead, they may look at those individuals arrested as exceptions to the 
norm. 
 
To understand how gangs in Chicago reached transnational levels, one must begin their 
study on the United States' immigration policies. While MS13 (Mara Salvratucha) is not 
a gang whose origins stem from Chicago, their presence is undoubtedly felt. In their 
existence, we have a gang formed in Los Angeles and provided an opportunity with 
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growth in Central America through deportations. Changes in 1996 set this stage as prior 
to that year, an individual could be deported only if their sentence was five years or 
higher, earning the label of “aggravated felony”. However, the 1996 Illegal Immigration 
Reform and Immigration Responsibility Act (IIRAIRA) substantially reduced the 
amount of time a sentence would need to include to be considered an “aggravated 
felony”. The reduction from five years to one increased the number of deported 
(Johnson, 2006).  
 
When speaking with gang members in Chicago, the segregation previously referenced, 
manifests itself. Diversity in the membership is something that makes cameo 
appearances at best. However, there is one exception to this rule. That exception is in 
the membership that is allowed to serve as the face of the gang. By this, I mean that the 
individuals who will meet and speak about the gang as representatives will always fall 
in line with the ethnic make-up of the gang’s origin. One will meet with an African 
American when meeting with a Gangster Disciples member who is in a position to 
speak on behalf of the gang. One will meet with a Puerto Rican in the North Side of 
Chicago when speaking with the leadership of the Latin Kings and a Mexican when in 
the South Side of Chicago. This dynamic is critical in planning, executing, and 
assessing the effectiveness of mediation efforts within the community. The community 
mirrors the equation of being predominately one thing or the other, with very little 
mixing. The segregation that plagues the streets is appeased by those engaging in 
mediation efforts. A conversation with a self-proclaimed former leader of the Latin 
Kings, who claimed to have worked with Cease Fire said the following during a 
conversation with me: 
 

Look bro, it’s like this: If you Puerto Rican, you aint gonna listen to no Mexican. It just aint 
going to happen. And yo, I know we got King brothers who are Mexican; and King Love to 
them! But they don’t hold no weight in the park (Humboldt Park2). Everybody got their 
lane and they stay in it. That’s just how that shit is in the Chi. So when I would post-up on a 
block to tell the young ones to chill out, they knew what time it was and they knew they 
better listen. (Conversation with LK Leader on March 9, 2020). 

 

In 2019 an article on Chicago’s NPR spoke about the need for Race Equality to be 
addressed in ways that went beyond the mere mention of segregation in the same breath 
as other highlights of the city (Moore, 2019). This article clearly shows that racial 
segregation has a varying level of importance to different populations. Such may seem 
normal for any social issue; however, the article goes on to quote a community activist 
who says that the conversation needs to start happening, and the younger generation 
needs to care. This sheds light on the fact that, to an extent, and in the community's 

                                                 
2 After becoming a part of Chicago in 1869, Humboldt Park became ‘the crown jewel’ of the Park 
District. A home for a multitude of ethnicities since its inception, Puerto Ricans began to add to the 
population of the neighbourhood surrounding the park in the mid-1950s. To date, Humboldt Park serves 
as the epicenter of cultural events and is a focal point in the Chicago community 
(https://www.humboldtparkportal.org/welcome/history-of-humboldt-park/).  

https://www.humboldtparkportal.org/welcome/history-of-humboldt-park/
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perspective, the conversation on Racial Equality in Chicago is not only not happening, 
but the interest to have it is not present.  
 

When looking at the dynamics that exist in mediation: the processes, the goals, and the 
historically effective methods, it is imperative that the social conditions existing outside 
of the desired safe space created by the mediation efforts also be evaluated and taken 
into consideration. The model of using former gang members or individuals with street 
credibility, to serve as authorities in the mediation process between gangs is not unique 
to any specific organization. Nor is it a recent model. However, its effectiveness cannot 
be reached if other leaders in the community do not support them (the former gang 
members or individuals). As Hayden explains in his 2004 publication Street Wars, 
without communal involvement from all levels, the process of mediation and peace for 
gang members cannot truly come to fruition. He states that there is nothing worse than 
gang members coming to the table of peace, willing to put their weapons and problems 
to the side, only to be reminded that nothing but prison awaits them outside of the 
mediation room. Educational and employment opportunities need to be made available 
to the youth who are being accused of not contributing positively to society, if we wish 
them to have a chance at positively contributing (Hayden, 2004). Hayden’s perspective 
is provided with a supporting space within the walls of the TRANSGANG project as the 
methods employed in conducting the ethnographic research is rooted in the 
understanding that locations, ages, and spaces differ from city to city and region to 
region. One cannot assume to know what the needs of those in gangs are unless they 
establish a relationship with them that allows for communication to be sincere and 
thorough. Nor can we assume that the needs of one community will be mirrored in 
another across the globe simply because both communities are regarded as gangs (Feixa 
et al., 2019).  
 
When speaking of transnational gangs, the term community reaches global proportions. 
However, it is the reputation established in the United States of America that sets the 
stage for how the gangs will be received across the globe. This concept is one that, 
while understood by those living in Chicago, is not regarded as being a Chicago 
problem. As such, it does not receive much attention outside of an honorable mention.  
 

What happens outside of Chicago aint a problem for those of us in Chicago. We have our 
own problems here. (Conversation with Community Activist on March 5, 2020). 

 
A constant theme permeated through the conversations with gang members in Chicago 
is that their expansion outside of the State of Illinois was a testament to the gang's 
strength, but not necessarily a responsibility of the gang’s leadership in Chicago. This 
perspective is in direct opposition to the one held by law enforcement when they speak 
to the connection chapters of the gangs outside of Chicago have to the leadership of 
Chicago when criminal activity is engaged in. But what about the members of the gangs 
who have never had any communication with members who reside in Chicago, let alone 
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the leaders? What about those who pledge loyalty to a gang with roots in Chicago, 
despite having never even stepped foot into the United States? Do these Chicago gang 
leaders have a responsibility to them? When a gang is transnational, how does the 
mediation efforts of one location affect another? Can those seeking to provide 
mediation services operate under the belief that their immediate surrounding is the only 
area that will be referenced in the mediation session? How does technology play a role 
in this?  
 
The answers to the above questions are fluid, depending on who is providing the 
answer. In general, what I found in Chicago is that there is a feeling of pride about the 
corners of the globe the gangs have reached among its members, but not a feeling of 
responsibility. An exception to the lack of responsibility is found when discussing 
conflict. Every gang member I spoke with made it clear that if there is a conflict 
between their organization and another organization, that conflict is to be recognized 
anywhere that members find themselves. Again, we see a direct contradiction to the 
position of the gang members and the position of those seeking to engage in mediation 
efforts as the mediators are focused on a specific area with hopes that the positive 
results will spread.  
 
Conversations with former members of CeaseFire and other community initiatives that 
did not have the same notoriety painted a picture of mediation efforts being used for 
financial gain. They spoke to a belief that statistics were only relevant when the 
“powers that be” said they were relevant. If a business in a White neighbourhood had to 
shut down, for even an hour, because of an altercation between alleged gang members, 
the media would go out of their way to emphasize the need for gang violence to be 
addressed. However, if adults beat adolescents in the name of the gang – or even in the 
name of conflict resolution – and the status quo of capitalistic interests are not affected, 
then the media would gladly report that gang violence was being suppressed. The 
instructions to curb violence, given by organizations that receive funding to produce 
results, always carry an undercurrent of “by any means necessary”. Even the lack of 
verification protocols that exist during the hiring process is a testament to that. All one 
has to say is that they are a former member of the gang, a former leader of the gang, or a 
person of influence in the street, and the hiring organization salivates. The reality is that 
what person who left the gang really has sway over members who are still active? The 
individual would be seen as someone who gave up and didn’t want to be in the streets 
anymore. Carrying that label, the question would be raised:  
 

If you don’t want to be in the streets anymore representing the gang, why are you trying to 
be in the streets telling the members what to do as an outsider? (Conversation with group 
containing outreach workers and former CeaseFire members, March 6, 2020).  

 

In 2017, the Chicago Sun Times ran an article where a worker from CeaseFire was 
arrested for illegal possession of a firearm. The worker presented himself as a former 
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gang leader and was hired as what is known as a violence interrupter. However, he still 
maintained ties to the gang and used his position within CeaseFire for his personal 
benefit (Main & Esposito, 2017). During a conversation with a gang leader turned 
pastor (GLTP), the following perspective was added to the equation of ex-gang 
members being hired to do conflict mediation in communities plagued by violence: 
 

On the other side the reason these guys go to these orgs and represent themselves that way 
is because anti-violence workers have become a commodity within the inner cities and 
NFP’s (Non Profit Organizations) that align themselves with the mayor or council members 
to ensure funding for the entire organization continues to flow in. These former members 
have not been prepared to lead an adult responsible life. They are given a salary that just 
gets them above the poverty line and no encouragement or incentive to continue their 
higher education. (Conversation with GLTP, March 8, 2020) 

 
As we focus on the gangs of Chicago, we are once again confronted with the realization 
that they are not limited to Chicago. This city birthed organizations that were raised 
outside of its borders by individuals that would assume parental responsibilities and 
raise concepts constructed in a land that was foreign to them. While technology such as 
social media can easily shoulder a percentage of the blame, the reality is that these 
organizations expanded before the internet did. I reference, again, the role immigration 
law played in this. However, there is something else. While previous research highlights 
the adverse socioeconomic conditions that promote gang membership, simultaneously 
articulating the criminal element as a by-product of broken homes or a lack of positive 
role models (Taylor, 2013), many in these gangs cite pride in their cultural roots and 
ethnic origins (Kontos, Brotherton, and Barrios, 2003). This perspective is often 
underestimated in my opinion. However, the TRANSGANG research team at the 
Pompeu Fabra University in Barcelona has successfully established a protocol that 
seeks to further explore this perspective in the context of young people rising above the 
social constraints of marginalization (Feixa, Sanchez Garcia et al., 2019).  
 
Many of the members I spoke with stated that they joined a gang because they were 
proud of their cultural and ethnic make-up and wanted to protect their community from 
other cultures and ethnicities harassing them. When asked how that eventually 
translated into individuals who share the same cultural and ethnic make-up killing each 
other, the answer pertaining to pride in one’s ethnicity was drowned out by a code of 
“protecting the block”. It is here where we see the doorway to the great mysteries 
surrounding transnational gangs. The doorway carved with questions on how a gang 
with roots in a city that is clear on the fact that respect and turf are the tangible 
manifestations of culture and community, can preach that these things should be 
protected at all costs; yet protection includes killing individuals who share the same 
ethnic make-up and represent the same community. Questions on how conflict can be 
mediated amongst a population that thrives not on peace but on war. Questions on how 
socioeconomic conditions can be exploited to improve the financial bottom-line of 
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organizations that establish business offices in the ghetto, but whose officers are so far 
removed from those zip codes that they appear as foreign countries. 
 
Researching the mediation efforts of individuals and organizations, as they relate to 
gangs, youth, or any other – categorially – at-risk population and/or community, must 
be approached with the understanding that conflict is defined differently by all. As such, 
that which can be regarding as successful resolution and/or mediation of the conflict is 
subjective. More often than not, when we see government funded organizations 
engaging in conflict resolution or mediation efforts in communities that are labelled as 
ghettos. We are finding that the efforts are tailored to specifically desired results that are 
not as simple or clear as eradicating violence and conflict. While presenting themselves 
as existing for the sole benefit of the community, these organizations exist for the 
benefit of those who constitute their funding source. This creates a situation where 
statistics may be manipulated, and practices may sacrifice integrity. Individuals who 
have the necessary connections, or street credibility, to alter the dates and times of when 
certain criminal activity will transpire are often solicited to ensure that a specific 
weekend or date is “crime-free”. This was reiterated numerous times in my 
conversations with community workers who explained that the focus was on making the 
organization look good. The residual good day or two that the community received, as 
they explained, was simply residual. 
 

2.5 (Trans)Gangs in Chicago 

 
The socioeconomic conditions of areas that exist with a high amount of gang activity 
are often cited as being part of the root of what inspires individuals to join gangs. More 
than the average earned income, the conditions speak to educational resources available 
to the people in the community, as well as financial security, and the opinions other 
communities have of the community in question (American Psychological Association, 
2010). When discussing these conditions with a group of young people who represented 
a mix of both gang-affiliated and nongang-affiliated, the consensus was that other 
communities' opinion on their community was the most detrimental. They collectively 
articulated that their opportunities are taken away from them even before they can 
search them out when they are judged based on where they live. Stories were shared of 
jobs denied once they listed their address on the application, and of teachers coming to 
the school already convinced that their lives were at risk because the students were from 
“the hood.” Feelings of being experimented on rather than just taught were expressed. 
These experiences and sentiments are echoed in resources that exist for teachers who 
approach teaching in certain neighbourhoods as a task outside of their regular scope of 
training (Emdin, 2017). 
 
To further saturate the field of ethnographic research with another paper on how low-
income communities are plagued by violence because of the lack of financial resources 
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in their immediate vicinity, and couple it with a connection to the existence of gangs, 
will not only serve to further scratch a surface already scarred, but it will not even add 
depth to the laceration. Instead, my research focuses on the feelings had by the 
community members often examined as lab rats. Tired of being “investigated”, they 
agree to share their experiences on their own terms, highlighting the fact that they do 
not see their communities as being plagued by crime, but rather by circumstance. When 
asked for clarification on the distinction, a young, Puerto Rican student, 17 years of age, 
with self-admitted ties to the Almighty Latin King Nation said:  
 

We do what we have to do to survive. We don’t wake up thinking about destroying our 
community. We wake up thinking about how it is we are going to survive in it. 

 

There is no denying the level of violence that plagues Chicago's streets is both 
astonishing and heart-breaking. One need not engage in vigorous research efforts to find 
examples of crimes involving murder or attempted murder in Chicago. Simply opening 
the newspaper on any given day is likely to provide ample examples. For example, the 
following are excerpts from an article in the Chicago Tribune on Saturday, August 22, 
2020 (William-Harris, 2020): 
 

• Three people are dead and 21 people were wounded in shootings from 6 p.m. Friday to early 
morning Saturday, Chicago police said. 

• The latest homicide happened about 5 a.m. Saturday on the West Side in the South Austin 
neighbourhood. 

• Police said a man was found unresponsive outside in the 100 block of North Mayfield Avenue 
with a gunshot wound to the head. He was taken in critical condition to Loyola University 
Medical Centre in Maywood, where he was pronounced dead. 

• Shortly after 2 a.m., a 33-year-old man was fatally wounded while he was on a porch of a 
residence in the South Chicago neighbourhood in the 8500 block of South Burley Avenue. 

• Shortly before 12:15 a.m., three people were shot, one fatally, in the South Austin 
neighbourhood in the 800 block of North Lorel Avenue. 

• A 37-year-old man and a 42-year-old woman were both shot in the leg, and were both taken to 
Stroger Hospital in fair condition, police said. 

• Shortly before 7:30 a.m., police responded to the 2500 block of South Trumbull Avenue in the 
Little Village neighbourhood and found a 43-year-old man with a gunshot wound to the head 
and multiple wounds to the body.  

• About 6:45 a.m., a 37-year-old man was shot in the Rosemoor neighbourhood on the Far South 
Side, in the 10000 block of South Indiana Avenue. Police said he was shot by his girlfriend 
while he was attempting to climb through an apartment window.  

• About 3:30 a.m., a 20-year-old man was shot while sitting in a parked vehicle in the 3800 block 
of West Roosevelt Road in the Homan Square neighbourhood. Police said someone in a white 
sedan fired shots, striking him in the leg. 

• Shortly before 3 a.m., three people were shot in the 1100 block of South Albany Avenue in the 
Lawndale neighbourhood.  

• Shortly before 2:30 a.m., two people were shot in the South Shore neighbourhood in the 2700 
block of East 75th Street. 

• Shortly before 1:30 a.m., a 29-year-old man and a 39-year-old woman were shot in the 3500 
block of West Douglas Boulevard in the Lawndale neighbourhood.  
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• About 1:15 a.m., a 26-year-old man was shot in the 8600 block off South Loomis Boulevard in 
the Gresham neighbourhood. 

• Shortly after 1 a.m., a 32-year-old man was shot while he was driving in the West Garfield Park 
neighbourhood in the 4300 block of West Van Buren Street.  

• About 11:45 p.m., a man was approached by two males and one female who announced a 
robbery in the 4800 block of West Race Avenue in the South Austin neighbourhood.  

• Shortly before 11:30 a.m., a 25-year-old man was shot while he was standing on a sidewalk in 
the 1100 block of South Richmond Street in the Lawndale neighbourhood.  

• About 11:10 p.m. a 44-year-old man was outside with a group in the 5000 block of South King 
Drive in the Bronzeville neighbourhood when a gunman in black Buick fired shots, striking him 
in the abdomen and arm. 

• About 9:15 p.m., a 30-year-old woman was shot while sitting in a vehicle in the 4900 block of 
South Halsted Street in the Back of the Yards neighbourhood. 

• Shortly after 6 p.m., a 19-year-old man was shot while driving in the 3000 block of West Grand 
Avenue in the Humboldt Park neighbourhood. 

 

To assume that all of these shootings were gang-related is not only ignorant but 
erroneous. However, to understand that all of them are indicative of the decline of value 
in human life and communal coexistence that exists – not just in Chicago, but in many 
cities throughout the United States and beyond – is considered an unfortunate lens in the 
necessary scope with which we examine humanity. 
 
One of the issues I have with Chicago's mediation efforts is that they are rooted in 
getting the young people to leave what they call “gang life”. However, this term in itself 
is problematic. Earlier in this background paper, I articulated what “gang” definition 
will be used in this work. While commonly accepted as a negative, society’s lack of 
articulation or an individual’s inability to understand the multiple meanings of a word 
should not equate an automatic condemnation of another individual or group. All of the 
young people I communicated with admitted to having a conflict with their peers. Many 
admitted to having physical altercations. However, only about half admitted to being 
affiliated with gangs. When asked what they thought of the mediation efforts of 
community-based organizations, school counsellors, religious leaders, and community 
activists, the answers covered a broad spectrum. Some felt that their efforts were futile 
as the individuals trying to mediate were not versed in the street's true events. Others 
felt that the attempts to quell violence in the street were effective for short periods. A 
few thought that the mediation efforts actually exasperated the conflicts between 
individuals and groups. They said that they felt the focus was more on admitting that 
their affiliation was the cause of all of the problems and that the only way to “get better" 
was to leave the gang. However, that created another potential conflict for them because 
they would be seen as weak or not committed to their organizational brethren. Little 
focus was paid on the actual conflict itself. Instead, they focused on the theory of 
conflict that being in a gang brings. Even the youth that was not affiliated were 
considered to be affiliated once they had a conflict. “It’s like they needed everything to 
be gang-related before they cared… like if they only got paid if we were gang-banging”, 
one youth stated to me. 
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My experience showed that mediation efforts tend to approach those they are trying to 
provide a service for in a manner that dismisses the connection they have to the world 
outside of their community. Not even a nod of acknowledgement is made to these 
organizations' transnational existence outside of the disgusted gaze law enforcement 
offers alongside references of criminal enterprises. However, in my travels throughout 
the United States, Spain, Italy, London, Cuba, and The Dominican Republic, I have 
met, and worked with many, who have never committed any crimes and focus 
exclusively on efforts seeking to empower the community. Whether they are feeding the 
homeless, collecting and distributing clothing for those in need, offering classes on 
culture, they are focused on doing all they can to improve their community. Every 
activity they engage in, and every event they hold is done with a pride in their 
organization and a connection to the city that they regard as “The Motherland”.  
 
Resources, such as social media, serve as pseudo umbilical cords from Chicago to cities 
on a transnational level. At times providing the nutrients needed to feed an embryo that 
will be born into a productive member of the global society. At times wrapping around 
the neck and preventing the birth of righteousness and positivity. The instant 
connectivity that the internet and specifically social media provide, serves as a double-
edged sword for transnational gangs. The hunger members have for the origins of their 
organization and their leaders' status creates pains that often inspire them to gorge on 
half-truths and blatant lies. Couple this with the culture of not communicating in 
unsecured areas favoured by elders, the youth are left to a diet of fallacies and empty 
calories that are conjured through tales created by those who were never chefs, but 
claim to be the owners of the ingredients that make the meal of the gang's history, 
purpose, current direction, and directives. However, hope is not lost. Through mediation 
efforts rooted in sincerity and void of judgement, relationships can be forged and 
through them personal experiences may be shared. It is these experiences that will serve 
as the colours that will cover the canvas of our community.  
 
While I did not delve too deeply into the Italian Mafia's existence in Chicago, they are, 
undeniably, a huge component of the city’s history, culture, and traditions (American 
Mafia History, n.d.). I did not include them in the research for a number of reasons. To 
begin with the obvious, the Mafia is not an entity that you simply add as side-dish. 
Their intricacies demand isolated attention. Furthermore, organizations seeking to 
combat gang violence make no mention of the Mafia’s existence, and when naming 
gangs, the Mafia is also absent. In conversations I had with elder gang members, the 
consensus was always – throughout all of the organizations – that the Mafia had a hand 
in everything in Chicago. When asked if that “everything” included the African 
American and Latino gangs, the answer was: “In everything”. 
 
Another element of gang life and conflict resolution not explicitly explored during this 
research is the role played by family members. Referenced briefly in the context of 
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acknowledging the potential for rival gangs to include members that belong to the same 
blood family, it must be understood that the role relatives play is a role worthy of 
specific focus. It is also a role that must be articulated in context. For example, there is 
the role that family members play directly in the gangs' efforts to push their agendas and 
the mediation's efforts to quell violence in the streets. However, there is also the role the 
family members play in the traditional context of family. For example, an individual 
employed by an organization charged with addressing the domestic violence that is 
plaguing a community is not immune to the existence of domestic violence in their own 
life. Their personal experiences have the potential to impact their professional efforts 
negatively. Again, while this is a given, I bring it up because it is too easy to delve into 
the depths of ethnographic research with such intrigue that the basic, commonly shared 
elements of someone’s life are overlooked. Finally, there is the role family members 
unknowingly play in the transnational expansion of the gangs. Parents deciding that 
their children need to leave Chicago because of gang activity consuming their 
community may turn a blind eye to their children’s gang membership. Or they may 
believe that if their child is in a different environment, they will leave the “old ways” 
behind them. History has shown us that such isn’t the case. The end result is that the 
child travels with their experiences and creates a flavour, rooted in Chicago, that 
quickly becomes enticing for others in the area who are interested in tasting something 
new.  
 

2.6  Conclusions 

 
As stated in the introduction, no research on transnational gangs, or the mediation 
efforts employed to combat the conflict that exists internally and externally from the 
organization, will ever fill all gaps on the topic. If anything, more gaps will be 
uncovered through any ethnographic research that is conducted. This is not a testament 
to a lack of thorough investigating or a dismissal of the protocols implemented by 
educational agencies; instead, it is a reminder that the research into people, cultures, 
customs, habits, and mutual differences is research into a living phenomenon. The focus 
of one day will be but an antiquated concept the next. Because of this, the researcher 
must never fall victim to the belief that their work will be the “tell-all” in the field they 
are researching.  
 
Researching transnational gangs' existence must be approached from a perspective that 
does not dismiss the privilege that comes with race and economic resources (Wacquant, 
2008). Where interviews are conducted is just as important as what questions are asked. 
We mustn’t ignore the reality that something as simple as crossing the street holds a 
series of potential outcomes for the Caucasian individual in the khaki pants and the polo 
shirt that are incredibly different from the young man's potential outcomes colour with 
the baggy jeans and the hooded sweatshirt. In what is regarded as the new normal, 
masks and face coverings – once seen as unacceptable in certain established – are now 
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required to be worn by all. Yet for people of colour, compliance with the new ordinance 
brings with it new anxiety as their health may be protected from a virus. Still, their 
mortality is threatened by racist thoughts of those around them and racist tendencies of 
a system that often volunteers to serve an example of hypocrisy (Thomson-DeVeaux & 
Butchireddygari, 2020).  
 
Conducting research in Chicago has required me to step into the mind of an octopus. 
With tentacles far-reaching outside of the city, into other states and countries, the DNA 
of Chicago – like the octopus – is an anomaly. Unlike any other city, the landscape 
shares traits of many other cities, but the windy city's air is unique. Movements that 
have garnered global recognition have begun on streets plagued with violence, 
segregation, and inequality. Speaking with a Latin King in Chicago about the existence 
of their organizational brethren in other states or countries generates remarks of pride, 
detachment, authority, disdain, confusion, and fear. Chests swell with statements like: 
“Well, this is the Motherland and we run things.” However, they then contradict 
themselves with statements like: “Everyone has to run their own house. We can’t tell 
them how to live on their streets.” Ultimately ending the conversation with: “Well, 
Latin Kings are from Chicago. Regardless of where a King is, home is Chicago. They 
are from here, because we are from here, but they need to understand that they just can’t 
show-up here and they will never tell us what to do here.” 
 
At the core of transnational gangs from Chicago, I have found a great attachment to 
theory and a superficial (at best) attachment to the membership. The people outside of 
Chicago have created a mythical land in their mind; A land dipped in their gang’s 
colours and dripping of their gang’s accomplishments. They may be heartbroken to find 
gourmet cafés occupying the street corners whose pavement holds their gang's origin 
stories. They may be more than heartbroken to learn that prior to gentrification taking a 
stronghold of the hood, the hood was never welcoming of outsiders regardless of their 
loyalty to the gang. The currency often accepted when looking to interact with the gang 
members and leaders in Chicago has always been loyalty and submission. Chicagoans 
are not interested in the opinion of anyone who is not from Chicago. An overabundance 
of pride and articulation of that pride, from gang members outside of Chicago to gang 
members in Chicago, is often interpreted as mockery. After all, the belief is that one 
cannot be so proud of something they did not experience or a place where they did not 
live. 
My interactions with members of various gangs in Chicago, coupled with my exposure 
to their transnational brethren, have expanded my understanding of, and appreciation 
for, the different reasons that individuals join these organizations. Each and every 
individual I spoke with expressed their knowledge of the fact that they were not only 
altering their lives by joining an organization that existed with a negative stigma 
vehemently attached to it; they were also transforming the lives of their loved ones. In 
cities like Chicago, it is not uncommon for individuals, who are not directly involved 
with gangs, to pay for gang membership's negative consequences. This statement speaks 
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not only to the loss of life associated with street violence, it also speaks to the loss of 
employment, relationships, and in some cases, even housing. An example of the latter 
was recently exposed to me while in the South Side of Chicago following a community 
event. A vehicle, apartment door, and the side of a building were spray painted with the 
initials “KK” (King Killer). The driver of the Uber I was in explained to me that such 
was common in that part of town. He went on to say that evictions as a result of 
potential gang violence were normal as landlords did not want to risk damage to their 
properties. 
 
My interactions with those employed by organizations that offer conflict mediation 
services caused me to be concerned about how conflict is defined and ultimately 
addressed. I think of the current social conditions we live in and cannot help but see the 
glorification of conflict by specific classes and groups to benefit their agenda. While 
there are situations that prove conflict mediation was successful, I cannot help but 
wonder if the cost for short-term success sets the stage for long-term debt. I think of one 
conversation where a member of the Gangster Disciples shared with me that he held a 
lot of animosity towards one of the gang's former leaders because of a passive stance he 
took against a leader of a rival gang. 
 

Man, look… These fools came after us. They came after us!!! How you gonna tell me that 
we can’t defend ourselves, right? We got our rules and what not, and me and mine were 
about following them. Sat with dude and let him know that we were getting ready to move. 
Only to hear him tell me that we wasn’t authorized to do anything. He told me we wasn’t 
authorized to defend ourselves!! Dude was who he was and so his word was law. We fell 
back. Only to get hit again two weeks later. Shit aint right! Now dude talking about he is 
“retired”. How the hell you retire from reppin’ your hood?! (Conversation with member of 
the Gangster Disciples, May 20, 2020).  

 

When I discussed the incident referenced in my conversation with the Gangster Disciple 
to former outreach workers of CeaseFire, they claimed knowledge of the events. They 
explained that the Gangster Disciple Leader's order was inspired by a directive received 
from the leadership of CeaseFire. The Gangster Disciple leader also worked with 
CeaseFire under the belief that he was a former gang leader. While everyone knew his 
leadership was still active, they supported the story that he was no longer in the gang for 
the purpose of organizational funding. When I asked how an event that sparked 
additional violence and death two weeks after its inception could be regarded as a 
success, the answer I was received was simply: “When we needed there to be peace for 
the funding to be secured, there was peace. Shit popped off again later… well, that’s 
Chicago.” 
 
My interactions with students and non-affiliated youth reminded me that when a group 
is criminalized and that criminalization is fuelled by racism, greed, and a fierce 
commitment to self-preservation while proclaiming community empowerment, the 
reach of the stigma knows no limits. The majority of the male students that I spoke with 
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shared with me that they had all been profiled by law-enforcement as possible gang 
members. While the numbers dropped for the females, the occurrences still took place. 
It was articulated that they (both male and female) do not fear being mistaken for gang 
members by other gang members but fear it from the police. They went on to say that 
they don’t even need to have anything on that could represent a gang on the slightest 
level, for the police to accuse. As they put it: “Skin colour and neighbourhood is all it 
takes to be stopped.” When asked whether they thought mediation efforts were effective 
the opinions represented both ends of the spectrum. When asked if they felt academic 
research was beneficial, the collective response was best summarized by the statement 
of one young man who attends the Roberto Clemente Community Academy of the West 
Town community area of Chicago: “There is always going to be folks that want to read 
about our life and feel some kind of way, because they will never know it themselves. 
The problem is that they don’t understand how they are contributing to it. I watch 
businesses go up on my block, but they bring their own people to work there. They 
come to our hood, push us out, and then try to feel better by reading about how bad our 
lives are. They don’t understand how we see things. They decide we are poor because 
we don’t have what they want, but they also decide that we are not capable or deserving 
of it either.” 
 
Even as the rest of the country breathes in air thick with racial tension and violence, 
Chicago seems almost unfazed. Death is an unfortunate reality in the lives of its 
residents. Gangs and their territories are so clear and constant that even the community 
elders abide by the boundaries visible only to those whose vision has acclimated to life 
in the hood. Short drives in Chicago rival space travel, as one neighbourhood, can differ 
between another in the same way planets and their atmospheres differ from the other 
planets in their galaxy. A city full of remarkable architecture, famous art, and valuable 
history in the growth of the United States of America; Chicago's diversity is muffled by 
the segregation it not only accepts but promotes. Research conducted in Chicago 
follows a protocol constructed by a ruling class whose complexion often feels 
ostracized by such movements as Black Lives Matter. As a result of their exclusion, 
they dismiss the depth of movements that do not roll out a red-carpet welcome. 
 
It must never be forgotten that affiliation to gangs in Chicago, and outside of the city, is 
inspired by a multitude of reasons. Again, I am not interested in further saturating the 
academic community with additional research that explores the existence of 
transnational gangs and the mediation efforts that exist in the community from the 
perspective that the root of their existence is negative. Instead, I want to shed light on 
the fact that more often than not, it is the violence, inequality, social injustice, and 
systematic racism that exists in society as a whole, which serves as the reason gangs are 
formed. Many of these gangs are formed because the individuals coming together are 
looking to create a safe space in a hostile environment. While their existence may 
eventually travel down a road of criminal activity, it is but one lane on the highway of 
their existence. There are other lanes paved with nothing more than a desire to express 
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pride in their culture, heritage, family, community, and themselves. Suppose one cannot 
travel down these lanes via a guided tour of personal experiences, without strapping 
their mind down with biases presented by law-enforcement. In that case, they should not 
even attempt the journey. 
 
Gangs are entities constructed by individuals who share common interests. Conflict is 
the result of opposing perspectives clashing. Neither can exist without humans 
breathing life into them. They are, at best, concepts in, and aspects of human nature. We 
can ask a gang member why they would join an organization with a criminal reputation, 
but we must first ask humanity why it created criminal behaviour. While the later may 
sound absurd, the former will never reach the root because it is but a branch on 
humanity's tree and its construct of society. 
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3 I dance and sing and what ... Cuban references on the study of 
informal youth groups  

Ligia Lavielle Pullés 

 

3.1 Summary 

 
The aim of the following chapter includes a problem: to explore research in Cuba on 
gangs leads to the significant discovery that there is no or very little socio-scientific 
exposure of this research in the knowledge society created on the island. So that the 
issue is approached through an analysis of fields adjoining the subculturalist and post-
subculturalist fields, historically central for interpreting pandillismo [gangsterism].18 
This systematization exposes the current context of Cuba through an analytical platform 
where topics of deviation, youth and collective identities are intertwined. The gaps 
found in it, in relation to the key concepts of the TRANSGANG project, go back to the 
definition of the basic groups as the objects of study that will support future research. 

 

3.2 Introduction 

 
The Cuban archipelago “does not have gangs,” except for that group of four young, 
fantasy characters who dressed the mornings of Cuban children in a national television 
programme of the 90s, which at least three generations still remember as Pocholo and 
his gang. If we are guided by the research reports of study centres, social science theses 
and journalistic articles attached to official State structures in their culture and 
communication, then the statement that serves as an opening for this introduction 
discards completely, from the very beginning, the issue of gangs in Cuba. For example, 
J. Martínez Molina (2016), who serves as a correspondent for the Union of Writers and 
Artists of Cuba19 (UNEAC), argues that in this land there are no structured criminal 
groups, or pandillas, as they are commonly known in Cuba, but rather isolated criminal 
acts.  

It is worth stating, from these first lines and due to the polysemy of the term pandilla 
[gang], that in Cuba, gangs are understood vox populi as a collective with criminal 
connotations. Meanwhile, another nearby Hispanic term, banda, although it can also be 
understood as synonymous with gangs, is less common with this meaningful purpose 

                                                 
18 Cuban term equivalent to gangsterism.  
19 Union of Writers and Artists of Cuba. This is a Cuban non-profit social and cultural organization 
whose main objective is to promote national intellectual works, including artistic ones.   
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and commonly designates medium- or broad-format musical groups; for example, the 
municipal concert band or the band of some popular musician. 

Although deviation is a prolific issue in the Cuban social sciences due to the broad 
spectrum of topics it covers, the analysis of criminal groups is not easily found in the 
structures where scientific knowledge of the country is stored and socialized; that is the 
archives, libraries, newspapers, web pages, or scientific projects or events. This does not 
mean that we should rule out completely the existence of gangs, or studies on them, but 
rather that the scientific knowledge about these groups, if it has been developed, would 
be kept in another structure, which is in charge of social control and Cuban security and 
attached to the legal platform, that is, the police department assigned to the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs.20 

Research within the framework of this structure is not usually socialized (or should not 
be socialized) outside this sector due to national security issues, unlike studies aimed at 
developing the Cuban knowledge society and intellectuality, which are hosted under the 
aegis of universities, research centres, cultural centres, and foundations, among other 
scientific-cultural spaces. Thus, even when reports and approaches to gangs in Cuba 
made by media not affiliated with the official national communication system can be 
found, they are not deeply researched or socialized, and therefore, it becomes practically 
impossible to delimit them referentially. In fact, it makes us question whether these 
groups with criminal connotations really exist in the national territory. 

However, all of this does not lead us to discard the topic. The broad theoretical 
framework of the TRANSGANG Project, and in particular, its arguments on the 
interests and concept of gangs, make it possible to embrace comprehensive conceptions 
about youth communities, and in this way to direct our interest to "informal youth 
groups" who, without necessarily possessing criminological connotations, have in their 
fluid networks of relationships characteristics similar to the conceptual prerogatives of 
the transnational project (Feixa, Sánchez-García et al., 2019, pp. 9, 43). Therefore, it has 
been possible to approach the topic of the project through related research on the 
treatment of disadvantaged young people and communities that share similar identities 
and also the value of otherness. 

Before introducing an analysis that has as a background the current Cuban society, it is 
necessary to look briefly at the national context due to its atypicality in the Caribbean 
and Latin American geopolitical and socio-economic framework. Cuba, an archipelago 
located in the Greater Antilles of the Caribbean Sea, 90 miles from the United States, 
supports and defends a unique socio-political system in the region, as it has been 
socialist and centralized since 1959. This has repercussions due to the primary role 
played by the State, which is the main decision maker of the socio-economic life of all 
                                                 
20 Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Republic of Cuba, the fundamental body for the preservation of 
Cuban citizen security and the establishment of order. One of its main arteries is the National R 
Revolutionary Police (PNR). For more information, see the Cuban encyclopedia on the ECURED 
network.  
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Cubans. This means that the State structures constitute the central foundation of all the 
country's structures, but not private property.  

The decade of the 1990s, marked by the fall of the Berlin Wall, brought the country into 
a very acute economic crisis (popularly referred to as the special period) that had 
repercussions at all levels. The Cuban economy is still failing to recuperate from this 
crisis despite new strategies. One of the results has been the intense migratory flow that 
characterizes Cuban society. At the same time, there have been resulting social 
achievements in the field of education and health, which are both free on the island, 
although they have also been affected by the crisis they are still maintained. These data 
are the basis for understanding the dissimilar problems that the Cuban social literature 
below reveals and that takes as its starting point the poverty and social disadvantage in 
which a considerable number of Cubans live. As will be seen below, this situation has 
led to an increase in violence of adolescents, both within and outside the family, 
directed towards them and also perpetrated by them, as well as to an increase in 
criminal acts in general. 

Contrastingly, but not surprisingly, Cubans have incorporated consumer society into 
their social life. This can be analysed from the prism of an important scholar on 
consumer society, J. Baudrillard (1998 [1970]). The French sociologist described a 
developed consumer society that had previously passed (in what would be an 
evolutionary model) through socioeconomic standards of “primary scarcity” 
(Baudrillard, 1998 [1970], p. 66), to arrive at a society where, after basic needs have 
been met, the production-consumption system systemically reinvents these needs, thus 
moving towards a consumer society (Baudrillard, 1998 [1970], pp. 64-66, 76-80). In 
Cuba there is an overlap or clash between these two apparently distant realities in a 
supposed socio-economic evolutionary state: primary poverty coexists with the 
consumer society, that is, social actors in a state of poverty also need to differentiate or 
distinguish themselves based on the acquisition of consumer goods, either due to the 
need to mark their position in the social space (understood as proposed by Bourdieu 
(1998 [1979], p.17) or to the need to join the communication networks and sociability 
that the consumer society brings with it.  

Therefore, in the approach to the current Cuban reality, two of its most significant 
characteristics must be considered and balanced to find coherence with the project’s 
conceptual guidelines while responding to a reality that is far from the project’s central 
matrices. Although the Cuban socio-political and cultural characteristics have already 
been recognized in the conceptual principle that drives the entire project (Feixa, 
Sánchez-García et al. 2019, p. 68), it is only necessary to delve a little deeper into them 
to find migration and raciality. 

One of the argumentative roots of TRANSGANG is that gangs or informal youth 
groups are generated from social inequality as a result of the extreme application of 
neoliberal policies (Feixa, Sánchez-García et al., 2019, pp. 12-14). Therefore, the 
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positioning in the social space of emigrants and ethnic minority groups explains their 
retreat to peripheral urban areas (physical and meaningful), where informal groups are 
formed. Cuba, however, rather than receiving, has long been a source of emigrants21. In 
fact, this is one of the most remarkable phenomena throughout the national territory, to 
the point that Cuba's relationship with its diaspora is increasingly incorporated into the 
daily life of the social actor and even defines it. It is therefore not possible to refer to 
immigrants as a subaltern and peripheral group in the Cuban context, as it is in first-
world countries.  

Another reality that marks the national territory and also Latin American, is the mixed 
racial characteristics of its population. In the case of Cuba, studies indicate a historical 
mix; however, the popular and daily materialization of racial characteristics is subject to 
phenotypic traits (especially skin colour) and is not an exact variable, although it does 
influence social relations (Manzano, 2016, pp. 158-161; 2017, pp. 135-136). It seems 
ill-advised then to refer in Cuba to people of African descent when the historical racial 
mix, predominantly Spanish and African due to the peculiarities of Hispanic 
colonization, determines practically the entire Cuban population22.  

Hence, it could be inferred that the formation of informal groups does not result from 
ethnic problems. However, this is not entirely true. The popular representation of the 
racial, aimed at phenotypic features, influences problems of racism that still persist in 
Cuban society today and which underly the society at the cultural level; that is, they are 
incorporated into the significance networks of various sectors of the population. 
However, Cuban studies recognize that, among those in greater conditions of 
vulnerability, those people with black and mestizo skin predominate (Zabala Argüelles, 
2009, pp. 76, 193). Hence it is inferred that although racial characteristics based on 
phenotypic features, and mainly on skin colour, do not determine the formation of 
informal groups, they do influence the aesthetic and ethical discourse of some groups as 
well as their community self-representation. For example, the discourse of rappers and 
reggae musicians champions as a socio-musical concept the pride for blackness, which 
is incorporated into their daily lives. 

The reality described has a huge impact on Cuban adolescents and young people, who 
bring with them new paradigms of thought that move the current Cuban society. 
National social researchers, through the scientific prism, attest to this leading role that 
young people play. As we have already highlighted there is a void in the scientific 
agendas on gangs in Cuba; however, below we list the broad fields that have contributed 
to the study of informal youth groups: 

1- Youth Cultures 
2- Non-Youth Cultures and Movements 

                                                 
21 It is particularly important to mention the intense migratory flow in the 1980s that increased with the 
crisis of “los balseros” [rafters] in the 1990s. The rafters were Cuban emigrants who left the country in a 
rustic or industrial means of transport by sea trying to get to the United States. 
22 “He who does not have a congo has a carabali," says the poetry of Cuban Nicolás Guillén. 
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3- Adolescent and youth violence 
4- Juvenile delinquency 
5- Social intervention work with adolescents and young people at a social disadvantage or 

with behaviour problems. 

The following referential analysis considers the Cuban youth most attached to the 
analysis of deviation and youth cultures in order to find the subjects that will become a 
research object from the TRANSGANG perspective. Although the epistemic limitations 
already raised regarding the Cuban knowledge society pose a challenge, the 
systematization carried out makes it easier to understand the empirical enclaves that are 
still unexplored, and in which young subjects can be observed who are grouped 
informally and who have established representative examples of conflict mediation. 
Although these subjects have been the target of Cuban researchers, the key concepts of 
TRANSGANG open a gap of interpretation that brings novelty to this research.  

At this point, the key concepts of the project are becoming clear within the Cuban and 
Santiago context: gangs, informal youth groups, conflicts, conflict mediation and spaces 
in their physical/virtual-symbolic dimensions. The thematic edges discussed below were 
chosen after reviewing the scientific and journalistic literature that brings these concepts 
closer to the analysis of the reality of the island.  

 

3.3 State of the art: Researching (Trans)Gangs in Santiago de Cuba 

 
Sub-culturalism in Cuba 

As recognized by post-subculturalist sociologists as well as the foundations of the 
TRANSGANG project, gang research has its genesis and its first theoretical framework 
in the Chicago school research of the 1920s and 1930s. In this scientific context, F.M. 
Thrasher's research stands out. He studied 1313 gangs from the city of Chicago, which 
led him to develop what has become the most widespread model of gang study, with an 
emphasis on the criminalistic approach. However, not only was urban anthropology 
born with his studies, but also the first analysis models of the subcultural field were 
consolidated. 

Although in Cuba there is a void, or apparent void, of the research on gangs from the 
criminalistic approach, pointed out previously, there are various thematic pathways that 
open up to the subcultural field and to deviation, although the two do not necessarily go 
together. It is worth making a brief overview of the subcultures in Cuba to explain the 
relatively late arrival in this field and its particularities. In the 1960s, in the midst of the 
rise of countercultures, the youth market and the opening of a social thought that would 
transform the world from ways of thinking to ways of conceiving science, Cuba 
embraced a socio-political and economic structure that was far from the capitalist 
model. This culminated in a youth cultural environment that was very different from 
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that of other underdeveloped and developed countries, both in Latin America and 
Europe.  

A. Luke analyses in the first years of the "Revolution" the formation of a culture of 
youth, an ideal of youth based on the model of the "new man"23 and widespread in all 
sectors of the population. Youth was then understood as a synonym for “Revolution” 
(2007, p. 53). At the same time, together with other authors, he notes the existence of a 
large number of young people who, contrary to the political leadership of the country at 
the time, produced and consumed expressions inherent to the countercultures of the 
time. E. J. Castellanos (2005, 2008) and A. Luke (2007) show that expressions from 
counter-cultural ideology fell into the symbolically constructed space of “moral panic” 
and deviation, both with a strong added political burden. Despite the coincidence 
between the hegemonic Cuban political discourse, which permeated the Cuban youth 
generations of the '60s and '70s and the "avant-garde" sense of counter-cultural 
ideology, those young people who incorporated practices and expressions from the 
avant-garde were vulnerable to serious problematizations from the political leadership 
of the country24.  

The aim of this historical preamble is to show why the literature corresponding to the 
subcultural field in Cuba began to develop late, around the year 2007 and 2008. The 
study of youth collectivities has revolved around the following thematic lines: a general 
and historical perspective, collective identities, youth cultures, urban tribes and socio-
musical scenes. Most of the research that incorporates these thematic lines is carried out 
from the capital of the country; therefore, the social and cultural dynamics that they 
describe are characteristic of the Havana social environment, more than the Cuban. Of 
all these thematic lines, we direct our research towards youth cultures and tribes as a 
way of young people socializing and where deviation is most likely to occur.  

Theme on Youth Cultures 

This justifies that the first point of reference for studying informal youth groups in Cuba 
is youth cultures, where the issue of tribes has been included. In this theme, research 
prevails on informal youth groups that meet in the central street of the Cuban capital, 
Havana, called Calle G [G Street]. These groups are conceived as youth cultures as well 
as urban tribes from the perspectives of psychology and qualitative sociology, both 
perspectives with a predominance of the emic approach. It is important to clarify, and 
not as a casual event, that young people have marked the authorship on this thematic 
edge from the beginning. This research brings together the analysis of informal youth 

                                                 
23 The new man is a political social metaphor, an ideal of the social subject that came with the socialist 
socio-political project that was part of the first years of social change in 1959 (Cuban Revolution). First, 
this Marxist concept forms part of Ernesto (Che) Guevara's discourse and then conforms to one of the 
ideals that would accompany the official discourse for youth participation in the construction of a 
socialist system.  
24 For example, some Cuban intellectuals, such as the renowned composer Leo Brower, recognize that in 
those years, having long hair or listening to the Beatles could cause problems for a young man.  
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groups, which highlights a particular interest to feel part not only of a research trend, 
but also of nearby generations, which in turn makes it easier to approach these 
phenomena. 

Within the theme of youth cultures, the theoretical reflections of these young 
researchers, who are mainly from the capital, have the proximity of the Calle G 
phenomenon as a central reference. We can cite the works published in journals aimed 
at youth and culture of N. J. Santana (2011), Y. Pulgarón Garzón (2012), L.M. 
Gutiérrez Domínguez (2013) and Y.B. Sarduy Herrera (2013). In general, these young 
sociologists update the analysis of Cuban society based on reflecting on a subsector 
included within the youth population sector. Reading them, we can understand their 
intentions to place Cuba (or at least its capital) on the map of the culturological debates, 
fundamentally in Latin American, about youth cultures and also within the more general 
framework of youth studies. However, such conceptual approaches do not have a close 
relationship with subcultural classics, hence referents such as the Chicago School or 
subcultural theory, to cite only two examples, go unnoticed. 

Also included within the work on youth cultures and still taking as references the social 
phenomenon of the media production around Calle G, psychologists from the 
University of Havana have provided their interpretation of youth cultures. By describing 
and characterizing the groups of Calle G, M.S. Sóñora and J. Fernández (2009), D. 
Pañellas, C. Riestra, D. Rodriguez and J.E. Torralba (2009) and D. Pañellas (2011) 
presented to readers, in broad strokes, the social phenomenon that every weekend gave 
"spectacular" notoriety to a part of this avenue.  

Unlike the journalistic approaches that also recorded on these leisure events, this work 
team focused on the perspective of the protagonists, while also considering the 
antagonists, that is, neighbours and other people affected by these groups. With this, 
they gave a dual character to the perspective on deviation. On one hand, they presented 
the voices of those young people labelled and self-tagged as emos, mickies, repas, and 
rockers among others, who defended the appropriation of public areas as their symbolic 
spaces. From there they embodied their collective identities in cultural expressions that 
helped them to give meaning to leisure time. However, on the other hand, the 
researchers studied the subjects affected by the practices of these groups. Problems 
included noise, psychotropic substances, music at high volumes, appropriation of space, 
and interference in domestic spaces. The researchers also considered the opinion of law 
enforcement officials, who had different views, both for and against the groups of these 
young people. It is possible to relate the study of this work team to one of the 
dimensions of the TRANSGANG project: conflict mediation. However, their objectives 
corresponded to government prerogatives, so they did not conceive of taking on the role 
of mediators between group leaders and neighbours, despite the possibility to do so. 
Similarly, in my opinion, the study exceeds the use of the emic vision, so that it does not 
manage to interpret the formation of groups from a broader social perspective. In any 
case, the interviews offer clues that make it possible to think about these groups based 
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on the economic determinants that threaten leisure time, and also to understand these 
young people within the social space and to substantiate the sense of exclusion. 

This last scientific prerogative appears explicitly in the works of other researchers, still 
entrenched in the psychosocial analysis of the G Street phenomenon. For example, F. 
Cooppinger (2012) characterizes the informal repa25 style group. By characterizing the 
disruptions in the groups, even with other groups that meet on the avenue, this author 
accentuates the social vulnerability that they signify: many of the repas or reparteros 
have grown up in socially disadvantaged spaces and have experienced racial biases 
(Cooppinger, 2012, pp. 73, 75). Although this research only presents an overview of 
those who build their collective identity based on the repa style, it opens up questions 
about the possible link between social inequality and the formation of styles 
incorporated in informal youth groups. These questions cannot be answered with the 
emic approach; however, they need to be answered in depth to make visible the extent 
to which social conditions have an impact on the shaping of collective identities.  

Similarly, E. Morales Chuco (2010) has already explained how the forms of poverty 
that increased during the special period led to forms of exclusion from leisure spaces. 
Consequently, some young people who were vulnerable to this exclusion reinvented 
these spaces by opting for appropriating public areas and constructing symbolic spaces. 
This author looks at how these informal groups are represented stereotypically by the 
adult world and branded with the marks of marginality (at least in leisure time), marks 
that are more based on disrespect towards the distinctive and eye-catching fashion 
styles, than on the real behaviour of the young people. But what is most relevant, and 
also new in this work, is that the exploration began in Calle G and ended in another 
leisure space, still in the capital, but this time peripheral. 

Themes on non-Youth Cultures and Movements 

Still on the theme of subculturalism and post-subculturalism and close to the study of 
youth cultures, other studies have been carried out in which young people have been 
decentralized from the analysis, but the idea of the collective stands out and is related to 
close identities, shared cultural leisure practices and, when appropriate, lifestyles. 

With these prerogatives, research on the Rastafari culture in Cuba deserves to be 

                                                 
25 The repa or repartero is a visual style that is born from a concept and that has been tacitly expressed in 
music, to the point that a new urban genre has been born and is known as reparto. From an official and 
administrative point of view, in Cuba each of the areas that make up a district is referred to as a reparto, 
which in turn makes up a municipality, the whole of which comprises each of the provinces. This word 
began to be used around the second half of the 21st century to designate those singers, mainly of 
reggaeton, whose scenic projection and musical style were more attached to the idea of the marginal. At 
that time, consumers identified the repartero singer by the use of, among other elements, an aesthetic 
attached to rap, in contrast to other reggaetoneros who took on a more precious type of aesthetic and are 
identified as a mickie. By extension, all their followers or whoever reproduced this projection within their 
own lifestyle were also conceived under this criterion. Currently, as mentioned at the beginning, this 
concept has been expanded and materialized in another genre, within the rhythms that integrate urban 
music. It can be said that it is still defended by performers who choose to sing reggaeton more than rap.  
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mentioned first. Among these studies are the works of S. Furé (2011), M. García Ramos 
(2012), Y. Pulgarón Garzón (2012) and M. E. Orozco (2013), to name just a few. In the 
1970s, due in part to the cultural and political link with the neighbouring island of 
Jamaica, several Cuban (male) subjects began to sympathize with the Rastafari culture, 
adopting the ideological presuppositions and the symbolic universe that defines the 
Rastafari, and thus this culture emerged in Cuba. The studies of the above authors 
examine the peculiarity that the Cuban reality imprints on the Rastafari life experience, 
as individuals and essentially as a community. 

With greater or lesser intensity, these authors explain the different ways in which 
Rastafari in Cuba, seen as a culture or tribe, experience this cultural universe with the 
painful26 mark of stigma and marginalization; both of which are engraved in their 
lifestyles. These studies provide a detailed characterization of their community practices 
(Furé, 2011; García Ramos, 2012, Pulgarón Garzón, 2012), their fundamental cultural 
expressions, such as reggae music (Furé, 2011, pp. 129-131), and even some little 
addressed artistic expressions (Orozco Melgar, 2012). They also display a typology of 
subjects, which may be close, sympathetic, apparent sympathizers or completely 
immersed in the Rastafari world. All this leads to the understanding of this culture not 
as an insurmountable community cultural mosaic, but as an eligible way of being, of 
identifying with each other and of sharing essential and leisure experiences. The 
Rastafari culture in Cuba began to become visible mainly after the 1990s (Pulgarón, 
2013, p. 2), and there is still much to interpret given the changing Cuban reality and 
local differences within Cuba. The work of S. Furé (2011, p. 65) looks at this and 
recalls the importance of Rastafari for the eastern region of the country, especially 
Santiago de Cuba, due to a local citizen identity that has historically been constructed as 
attached to the entire Caribbean area.  

However, several researchers have focused on other cultural formations that can 
surround the youth angle, but often exceed these criteria, and whose epicentre lies in the 
practices of musical production and consumption. Concepts such as the cultural 
movement and the music scene then have an effect. In relation to the first of these, J.C. 
Jiménez (2010) studied Santiago hip hop. Regarding the second concept, we can 
highlight the analysis of the rock music, rapper and trovera scenes of the capital carried 
out by the post-subculturalist J. Borges Triana (2015), as well as the studies of the rap-
reggae and reggaeton scenes by L. Lavielle Pullés (2019). It is noteworthy that when the 
analysis of collectives goes beyond the centrality of youth, the city of Santiago is a 
central reference, and similarly, other non-capital cities become visible.  

Theme on youth violence 

Knowledge of violence against young people, by young people and among young 
people results in a better perception of one of the sources of the conflicts that lead 
young people to gather in peer groups or at least to raise awareness of the social 
                                                 
26 Who suffers grief is in pain. 
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background that makes them vulnerable. The theme of violence therefore deserves to be 
placed on the edge of the central concept of the TRANSGANG project.  

Research on juvenile violence is mainly focused on two aspects: intra-family and school 
violence, both of which are related. The violence that places the young person in the 
framework of criminal activities is analysed in accordance with the subsequent theme. 
Concerning intra-family violence, Morales Chuco (2001) reflected on the social 
conditions that catapult the violent actions of young people. For the author, situations of 
poverty, as well as dysfunctional families, become environments conducive to the 
formation of these behaviours. The topic was expanded by A. Durán (2002), with an in-
depth study on the causes and forms of domestic violence. The author also highlights 
acute economic limitations, which were accentuated during the last decade of the Cuban 
twentieth century due to the crisis called the “special period”, which constituted a 
platform for a change of subjectivities. This is the time of the dark flowering of negative 
social trends, including domestic violence. In summary, A. Durán explains that within 
families and through acts of violence that become naturalized, adolescents and young 
people internalize patriarchal patterns. At the same time, the generational impact 
together with the obvious material limitations that make economic independence 
impossible are expressed in relations to domination manifested cyclically: from adult 
parents over their young or adolescent children and then from the already adult children 
over their elderly parents. 

Family violence influences the school environment, and in turn, the violent socializing 
relationships in the school environment return to the home, forming a cycle. There are 
numerous studies carried out in Santiago de Cuba on the subject. Among them, C. Cala 
and his team interpret the increase in violence in schools, as well as in neighbourhood 
communities in recent years. This is linked to the consequent increase in criminal 
actions and social indiscipline carried out by adolescents and young people as a result of 
the lack of social control and situations of socio-economic vulnerability that start in the 
family environment (Cala and Caraballo, 2017; Caraballo and Real, 2018; Cala and 
Benitez, 2018). Violent acts are taken and legitimized at the household level to be 
incorporated into the school environment, where they are expressed not only in the joint 
adolescent-adolescent interaction but also, although to a lesser degree, teacher-
adolescent relations (Cala and Benitez, 2018). The authors highlight violence as a form 
of survival, also mediated by patriarchal sexist acts learned and reproduced both at 
home and at school. This leads to thinking about complex environments in which 
adolescents and young people not only internalize violence but also use it to make their 
own space in society through their peer groups. The acts of violence described can 
become criminal actions, so they are worth analysing below as another of the issues 
related to the project. 

Theme on adolescent and juvenile crime 

Once again, the condition of material poverty, together with the change in paradigms 
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experienced in the last decade of the twentieth century, constitute the backdrop of the 
increase in criminal actions carried out by young people and adolescents. A. Vega 
(2017) presents a causal relationship in this regard, where adolescents who incur crimes 
usually come from broken homes and are linked to relatives with a criminal record. The 
study also mentions that the most recurrent crimes are robbery with violence, theft, 
injury, homicide and drug trafficking. 

Even so, the country's situation in this regard is unusual in the area, since Cuba is the 
nation with one of the lowest crime rates and, in fact, it is considered the safest country 
in the area according to international organizations (Campoalegre and Portieles, 2013). 
In this regard, it should be added that the structure that provides security in the country 
has worked systematically to prevent the entry and socialization of firearms and hard 
drugs. This fact, in apparent contradiction with previous data on violence, does not 
constitute a paradox if violence is understood from a significant angle more open and 
multifaceted than that of criminal actions, with which it would be both invisible and 
harmful. Returning to the issue, Cuban researchers, generally linked to the Ministry of 
the Internal Affairs, highlight the contributions of the Cuban legal system for its 
treatment of children under 16 years of age, for whom a special section of laws is 
opened that decriminalizes those who are in this age range, or they are sent to special 
educational locations (Campoalegre and Portieles, 2013; Vega, 2017). Similarly, they 
highlight work on crime prevention by police officers and politicians on the island 
(Oramas, 2010). 

However, the lack of scientific and journalistic articles highlighting socialization in 
informal peer groups formed by adolescents linked to criminal actions is symptomatic. 
In official journalistic pages, that is, supported by journalist and government bodies, we 
could find only one reference to the subject. This was a report of an event that occurred 
in 2018, in the newspaper Juventud Rebelde, about the unusual and violent break-in 
carried out by a group of young people into a middle level school, whose consequences 
were slight physical damage to some students (Barrios and Labacena, 2018). This event 
constituted a very unusual occurrence in the Cuban educational system that merited 
such a report in an official Cuban press body. In the independent journalistic instances, 
there are reports on the central theme of the project. Both those who criticize the Cuban 
social system and those who defend it, urge governmental political organizations to 
intervene in preventing and defending against these groups. The truth is, in one way or 
another, and the way this text began, there are no recurrent studies of gangs in Cuba or 
at least, they are not socialized at a massive level.  

Topic on social intervention with adolescents and young people at social 
disadvantage or with behaviour problems: The new edge of conflict mediation 

Some authors go beyond research on adolescents and youth. They create projects and 
strategies for community intervention in neighbourhood and school contexts, whose 
results are then socialized in journals and theses. Authors such as Castillo Suárez (2005) 
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and Romero Fernández and González (2006) choose to work directly with adolescents 
and young people at a social and family disadvantage, as well as with those whose 
socialization relationships make them border on attitudes close to the criminal. Their 
professional work spaces are deployed in the neighbourhood or school and their aim is 
to carry out actions in search of social inclusion.  

One of the common elements implicit in all the articles consulted on these projects was 
the use of group dialogue in order to get young people to speak up, so they feel heard 
and participate in a focus group. Hence, this topic is one of the closest to a mediation 
experience. In these papers, the authors highlight conflicts between these young people 
and members of their neighbourhood communities, as well as with adult relatives. The 
creation and management of projects aimed at opening up conducive channels of 
communication that allow young people at a disadvantage to be heard makes these 
researchers potential mediators. However, it should be noted that they do not highlight 
in their work the intention to mediate in these conflicts, but rather to get people to listen 
to and consider these young people. Likewise, these authors only present the 
conformation and purposes of their projects and strategies, leaving an empty space to 
capture their results. In theory, however, there is a history of work on conflict 
mediation. 

However, in the area of mediation and conflict resolution, Cuba is moving towards 
implementing these practices based on rights and the law. In the current curricula of the 
law degree there are some aspects of alternative law, within which mediation is 
conceived. Similarly, some attorneys-in-fact specialize in this topic. An explicit 
example can be found in the consultation document of the Family Code, placed under 
popular scrutiny since the beginning of the year 2022. In one of its final chapters, the 
mediator appears as a public figure seated on the legal platform. Even within the 
framework of an interdisciplinary stance, Proenza, Oduardo and Aguilera (2011) 
examine the mediation capacity of the social worker and how some civil institutions 
have begun to train mediators.  

However, training in the conflict resolution process has not yet been systematized in 
most disciplines of the social sciences (except in law) and consequently has not taken 
shape in the curricula of degrees or specialties of the social sciences (except in the legal 
sciences). Similarly, mediation has not yet settled into the Cuban social structure. This 
is evidenced by the regularity with which the population goes to a judge to resolve 
conflicts instead of starting with a mediation process, either before going to court or 
with the intention of not going to a judge. For this reason, it is considered that the figure 
of the mediator and their institutional bodies for these purposes is still in the training 
phase. 

In summary: Data provided by the research 

The studies analysed so far provide interesting data that serve as a starting point to find 
our study subjects and interpret them within a set of references.  
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In the first instance, the analysis of Cuban youth groups, especially young people who 
make up youth cultures, has been accentuated in the country's capital, which becomes 
the logical questioning of the emergence and continuity of other groups in other parts of 
the island. The conclusion is that forms of informal youth groups can be as dissimilar as 
young people themselves. In fact, this is in line with the approach of M. Maffesoli on 
finding emotional communities in any space and through any type of practice (such as 
jogging, punk or retro fashion, preppies and street performers (1996 [1988] p. 76)) as 
long as it motivates people in everyday life. The common interests of the subjects allow 
them to create collective empathy. In this sense, any youth group that meets informally 
and regularly creates emotional ties and carries out practices that are not fully accepted 
or recognized can be included.  

On the other hand, the texts analysed show the increase in rates of violence in which 
young people are the protagonists, victims, perpetrators or both at the same time and 
which occur cyclically. Such violence is experienced from various orders, both physical 
and symbolic, and in domestic, community and also institutional spaces. At the same 
time, several Cuban researchers supported by academic and cultural structures have 
developed projects of community intervention to find networks of socialization and 
inclusion, mainly for young people at social disadvantage, but also for young people 
who need to be heard outside adult-centred dependence. 

 

3.4 (Trans)Gangs in Santiago de Cuba 

 
At this point in the text, we can no longer postpone defining the study subjects. The 
previous presentation of the current Cuban reality allows the reader to glimpse the 
complexity and uniqueness that is involved in addressing youth social groups (no longer 
gangs) in Cuba, and specifically, in the city of Santiago.  

Aware of this reality, the current paragraph not only indicates the chosen groups, but, at 
the same time, outlines how these subjects and groups were chosen. The reader will 
then participate in an apparent analytical crossroads of ludic faces where, on the one 
hand, we raise the assumptions established by the TRANSGANG27 project for informal 
youth groups, and on the other, the Cuban Santiago reality is questioned to find these 
references. The flexibility of the selection process should not be underestimated due to 
these assumptions, which do not act as modelled (airtight) criteria but are open and 
elastic and are used to guide the search for groups within a unique contextual 
framework.  

What groups are we talking about? Analysis of the referents based on the 
eligibility of the study subjects in the Santiago context. 

                                                 
27 We used the extended foundations of the project as well as the article on its concepts to find the 
presuppositions that guide the choice of informal youth groups (Feixa, Sánchez-García et al., 2019). 
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The conception of F. Thrasher on gangs (1963 [1926] p. 46) is complemented by that 
provided by the TRANSGANG project (Feixa, 2018, p. 4) of gangs as a continuum, 
where the following elements stand out: a group in which its members are recognized as 
conscious parts of a community, structured, informal and spontaneous (that is, not 
attached to institutions), and united by conflicts. The members collectively carry out 
ludic or violent practices (or both), in a considerable time (from one year). To do this, 
they occupy spaces with which they connect and develop an identity, that is, they relate 
collectively to the space in an emotional way. They may or may not show deviant 
behaviours. The project focuses on groups made up of adolescents and young adults 
belonging to any youth subculture.  

One of the groups considered as an analysis unit is based in the socio-cultural project 
Alta juventud que mira [High-looking youth]. What conceptual elements of the above 
are experienced by the subjects that make up this group? This is a presential group, 
some of whose members, young adults, have in the past engaged in deviant practices 
and are assessed as socially disadvantaged. The group is a form of social reintegration 
based on joint recreational actions (cinema-talks, walks). Recurrence of a space within 
the neighbourhood community for their common practices links them to the space. This 
complies with the youth grouping whose members are recognizable among them, with 
common practices and linked in relation to space. However, the group does not meet 
informally, but owes its space and constitution to institutional premises that unite the 
state structures of the neighbourhood, in accordance with the university, with a view to 
its functioning as a cultural project. Informality and spontaneity are thus ruled out. 
Hence there is a granted, directed, public and State spatial appropriation. In addition, the 
conflicts between these young people and society, which lead them to deviant practices, 
are eliminated from the generation centre that moves the project. In fact, this group is 
founded based on an a priori elimination of these behaviours, in order to project itself 
towards social re-inclusion. It is then considered that this group will not be part of the 
subjects analysed.  

Another group to consider is made up of the young creators of Los Enviados [The 
Envoys]. Each afternoon, 10 to 15 young people who give themselves the name Los 
Enviados meet in a Santiago park known as "El Fuerte"28, characterized by an intense 
social dynamic linked to youth sports and leisure. The group activity that unites them is 
dance: choreographies that they create together in which they transmute the breakdance 
of hip hop with the strong movements with sexual borders of reggaeton, the already 
popular reparto and also trap. The group is formed by both sexes, and most attend the 
same schools and live close to each other. They therefore have a neighbourhood 
identity, which they demonstrate when they have ludic clashes with other Santiago 
dance groups, who in turn represent other neighbourhoods.  

                                                 
28 The towns and cities in Cuba are divided into large subdivisions called repartos. This park is located in 
the Mariana de la Torre district (reparto), towards the southwest of the city. 
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Their dancing practices, in addition to finding support in older young women, are not 
supported in an official institution, despite the fact that they are often present in both 
official institutions, such as schools, and in leisure spaces, and private parties. This 
shows the informal and spontaneous nature of the group. Leadership is distributed 
among some young people, although adults who help with their cohesion and also 
represent leaders alongside managers sometimes participate. This fact expresses a 
possible group structure, albeit simple. It then fulfils the presuppositions of a group that 
is presential, that works spontaneously and informally and appropriates spaces giving 
them collective meanings.  

 

Figure 3-1: Young women from the group Los Enviados during a rehearsal.  
(Photo by the author) 

 

Conflict, in the first instance, is part of fun and leisure, resulting in ludic competitions, 
which can be taken into account as another characteristic. However, as we approach the 
relations that Los Enviados have with other dance groups, conflicting anecdotes stand 
out in which physical violence and occasionally, but rarely, the presence of bladed 
weapons emerge. However, these young people do not appear to come together due to 
conflicts that are rooted in social unrest. Even so, the dances and music that move their 
bodies rhythmically have been the target of controversy as part of a symbolic universe 
based on the musical culture of reggaeton that rewards sex and lasciviousness. In this 
sense, and despite the seduction exerted by these young people when they dance on 
those who regularly attend their rehearsals and presentations, a series of conflicts can be 
observed between the adult-centred society as a constructed and defended system that 
surrounds them and the group in question. It is then concluded that the young people 
who make up Los Enviados have preference to be study subjects of TRANSGANG. 

Now, under what gaze have informal dance groups been observed in this local space? It 
is true that it is not usual to observe groups of "neighbourhood" dancers rehearsing in 
the public space, with the exception of the celebrations of national holidays held at the 
community level, of the comparsas and congas that attract crowds during the months of 
June and July, or of some art instructor training their pupils for some institutional 
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leisure activity. However, video clips, some musical shows or simply parties have 
become propitious scenarios that require the assistance of dancers, preferably young and 
independent. It is then understood that in a year like 2010, an informal youth dance 
group, such as Eminencia Clásica, has reached the public stage in a reggaeton music 
video played at the national television level.       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3-2: Young people from "Los Enviados" dancing with a Santiago reggaeton singer.  
(Frame of a music video circulating through alternative channels) 

 

It will not seem strange that the image constructed of independent dance groups, whose 
specialty is usually devoted to urban dance (rap, reggaeton, trap, electronic merengue), 
adheres to the image of those who create this type of music. In principle, they share the 
independence of creative and socializing practices. Moreover, in a country where most 
of its structures are attached to the State area, the independent, which is never 
completely detached from the governmental sphere, will always be a challenge. It is at 
this point, when a link with private producers begins, as well as independent 
filmmakers. In addition, the bond that unites them all (producers, directors and dancers) 
is made when they share work experiences, where music, dance and audiovisual 
production are fused. A group like Los Enviados often becomes the centre of the lenses 
of the independent cameras when they make a choreography for the music of an urban 
singer of the moment.  

The primary space of this group is the community space. If the choreographic rehearsal 
is usually the most binding and regular practice of the group with a view to 
competitions, then the park “El Fuerte” or any other place they choose to rehearse, for 
example, the streets adjacent to the park, become their most significant spaces. This 
spatiality is immersed in the community of the group, and determines its size. Note that 
the conflict in which they are involved is demarcated in ludic competitions with groups 
from other communities. Los Enviados then become representatives of their 
neighbourhood. So far, there have been no signs of a stigmatic significance that 
characterizes them by virtue of their symbolic link with this space; however, obviously 
a significance relative to space does become explicit. In the same way that the 
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musicians and dancers of the comparsas and congas29 defend the neighbourhood pride 
in the carnival that historically leads them to parade and compete through the streets and 
avenues of Santiago, these young people also feel territorial pride for the community 
space of which they consider themselves a part. Thus, the community space constitutes 
both the primary stage for group formation and the territory that is defended. 

Far from Los Enviados, another group seems to pass regularly and indistinctly from 
dispersion to cohesion and vice versa. Some Saturdays at night, young and not so young 
people with long hair, tattoos that can be seen on their uncovered body, piercings, 
strident and English-speaking rock music, occupy a small central section located in the 
park considered the political and cultural centre of the city, the former colonial Plaza de 
Armas, which has become Parque Céspedes. These young rock music fans constitute 
another group subject for evaluation. While a few years ago, young rockers clustered in 
central park locations could be observed during weekend nights, they are now less 
visible. The dynamics of life and the long history of a collective that perceives itself as 
misunderstood determine its transition between very dispersed and cohesive, between 
the long greying hair of the oldest rockers and the new piercings of the new generations 
of this community. The old generations who began to love rock and the group they 
formed around it, still feel they belong to the collective, but many of its members have 
emigrated or have settled into solid and committed family lives. Indeed, the rock lover 
can be traced over the past 25 years. Older rockers, who talk with nostalgia, allude to a 
time when the stridency of heavy rock was felt more strongly, their group positioned 
itself around this music and a disruptive ideology seemed more fused. 

In any case, the intergenerational dynamic in the same community that seems to be 
dissolving, but still functions as a self-recognized collective, can be considered more 
than a stumbling block, an opportunity for group wealth. Hence it is inferred that these 
young and not so young rockers still recognize themselves as a community that 
identifies itself as such. A group structure is not observed from the preliminary 
empirical position that has served to identify the rockers, and in fact, the lack of 
structuring is consistent with its current dispersion. 

Their conflicts, which are defined in the basic position rockers vs sociocultural system, 
have constituted the propitious ground where the group has germinated, a motivation to 
form a group that even competes with another of its central binders: the musical taste 
for rock. The conflictive stance is also expressed in the irregular use of psychotropic 
substances, with their backs to the legal framework. They regularly meet in the 
aforementioned park, as well as in domestic spaces, and therefore the informal nature of 
their meeting is evident. Due to everything explained above and despite the generational 
mix, the group formation of rockers deserves to be included in the project. 

                                                 
29 The conga is a spontaneous, popular and traditional dance music manifestation, developed since the 
colonial era in Cuba, which moves a large population as observers or active participants. On the other 
hand, the comparsa is a rehearsed choreography, and is observed as shows. 
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How are rockers observed in the outsider's gaze, and how are they observed by the 
media? In Santiago de Cuba, for example, there has been no studies on this group. 
However, in Havana, the above mentioned Calle G has provoked approaches from 
academics and the media, whose proposals circulate throughout the island not only 
through television mass media, but also through alternative channels. Thus we witness a 
dialogue with rockers perceived as part of, or close to, Cuban youth cultures (in plural), 
formed by mickies, repas, emos, etc., and also conditioned by others’ biases, or those 
who cannot attend other leisure spaces and conveniently reinvent their own. However, 
we cannot affirm a solid existence of a Cuban media image of the rock music fan, and 
much less of the group. It has appeared very little on the television screen managed by 
the national communication system, although a few fictional spaces have approached 
them as young adults with a particular musical taste. Other appearances offer the same 
image through reports. The exteriorizing aesthetic marks are the same: piercings, black 
clothing and accessories, long hair, spiked bracelets, and skulls, to name just a few 
elements. In one way or another, either from admiration, respect or suspicion, they are 
observed as the others, the different ones.  

The rockers’ social spaces constitute a faithful extension of their community. In the 
same way that the group is dispersed, diluted and contracted, its leisure spaces, which 
are the primary spaces for group cohesion, appear and disappear from the urban fabric. 
Among so many irregularities and due to the lack of their own space granted by the 
cultural institutions, their spaces allow them some regularity, and the rockers 
themselves recognize their usual space. Although it seems that the disruptive position of 
this group would make it occupy a peripheral political space in the urban plot, it is 
actually the opposite. The epicentre of the aforementioned central Santiago park, known 
by the name of a Cuban martyr, becomes the informal forum that rock lovers 
appropriate with greater or lesser assiduity. They also meet in spaces of the domestic 
sphere, in any area of the city, without an added stigmatic or conspicuous load being 
detected, at least so far.  

The last group to assess for inclusion in the project are the Rastafari. Necklaces and 
tricolour earrings (green, yellow and red), loose clothes, woven bags, Bob Marley 
images are all products marketed in various craft centres and cultural markets. 
However, they are also observed in a concentrated way in reggae lovers and especially 
in Rastafari30. This group has already been studied by Cuban specialists, and this is 
expressed in the references on the subject, with authors who have even highlighted the 
city of Santiago as one of the most prodigious spaces in the development of this culture 
in Cuba. Not only reading about Rastafari, but also observing and dialoguing with some 
members, makes it possible to analyse this group as a collective of high disparity in the 
way of experiencing this culture coming from Jamaica. The Rastafari cannot be 
characterized by a single social type. Hence, S. Furé proposes a typology of Cuban 
                                                 
30 From here we will refer to the Rastafari culture and its members, in a personalized way, in the first 
person of the singular. It is a form commonly used by the exegetes of this culture. See in this regard the 
use of it in S. Furé (2011) and Y. Pulgarón (2013). 
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Rastafari, or what he calls filiations: religious, philosophical, elite and drelas (2011, pp. 
119-120), also visible in the Santiago territory. His contribution cannot be read 
uncritically, and in this sense the point of critical reflection takes effect (García Ramos, 
2012, pp. 117-118; Pulgarón Garzón, 2012, p. 25). In other words, both types of society 
can coexist. Defining the edges between them can be thoughtless or implausible; even 
prejudicial. However, the typology of S. Furé, aware of its empirical risks, offers a 
polyhedral image of Rastafari based on the different ways of experiencing this culture. 
This benefits the theoretical-methodological view to conceive these people as a 
collective that, even with binding features, has conflicts within it. It is then a collective 
that integrates as many social types as can be found, from the Orthodox Rastafari to the 
sympathizer.  

The previous approach to Rastafari in Santiago provides an approximate idea about this 
culture’s form of collectivity. It is characterized by a membership so flexible that the 
subjects apply the norms and ideology of this culture in relation to their own existential 
and individual accommodation of what Rastafari means in their lives, rather than due to 
an empathic link with the peer group. That is, the group does not constitute the matrix 
of the experience of the culture, but rather is a result of it. Hence, phrases like, "If you 
are an anti-colonialist and lead a life of peace, you do not have to be guided by 
something that someone dictated; you live as you are and you must adopt a position in 
front of society and life, God will tell you what you must do."31 

It is then argued that anyone who is close to or completely immersed in the Rastafari 
culture, can be considered a member of this community. The existence of a structure 
can be adjusted in relation to the functions of each member, but it is undeniable that if it 
constitutes such a flexible community, the very existence of a structure is under doubt. 
The informal grouping of those who still recognize each other face-to-face has not yet 
allowed it to be defined. Moreover, the reader must have already noticed the obvious 
non-institutional character of this culture, which is another of the traits of the eligible 
groups. Although it is possible that there are intra-collective conflicts, this is not the 
main source of conflictive problems that this group has. We must remember that this 
culture was born in the 1930s, attached to social and cultural conflicts, as an anti-
colonial reaction, and form of dissent and discomfort. Thus, one of its central 
presuppositions, of individual and collective expression, lies in the position that the 
Rastafari assumes in relation to the dominant culture and the traces of colonialism that 
inevitably permeate Caribbean and Cuban culture; for example, the massive and 
mediatic aesthetic attachment to canons of Western beauty. Added to this is the 
historical conflict that the Rastafari has with agents of the law due to their practices that 
are outside the law (such as the ritualized use of marijuana), but also to the perception 
and self-perception of marginality linked to racial prejudices of which they are targets 
due to their pride for being black. This demonstrates that their community is permeated 
by conflict.  

                                                 
31 Interview conducted with a Santiago Rastafari on 20 March, 2017.  
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Practices that provide group cohesion can be ritual or leisure. Participation in them will 
depend on the way in which each subject incorporates the culture into their own 
experience, needless to say, without social pressures in between. Hence, from listening 
to reggae in a group, to the consumption of cannabis, they carry out group cohesion 
practices that must be read from the individual or collective logic. No less important is 
the question of age. Being a culture that arose and became consolidated on the island 
around the seventies, most of the Rasta from Santiago are close to, or over, 40 years old. 
It is therefore a community characterized by generational diversity, almost similar to 
that formed around rock music, but that tends to be constituted by people who, 
demographically, are no longer young; that is, older people are the majority. As can be 
seen, the Rastafari community in Santiago has practically all the requirements outlined 
above, so it will also be considered in the project. 

If the Rastafari have been linked to marginality from the beginning, it is not surprising 
that, in Cuba today, the collective is still associated with social deviation, the margin, 
the poor neighbourhoods and crime. However, talking about marginal communities in 
Cuba is increasingly complex, since a large part of the Cuban people have material 
deficits (Zabala Argüelles, 2009, pp. 380-383), which are, in fact, part of the structure 
of the system. In addition, thinking about marginality invites us to reflect on social 
classes, the same ones that in Cuba are empirically unavailable due to a class model that 
is completely different from that of the capitalist world. Moreover, broad social 
inclusion in education and health rules out considering exclusion as part of marginality. 
Therefore, we agree with S. Furé (2011, pp. 59-60) that exclusion and marginality are 
not necessarily standardized in Cuba. And yet, the Rastafari in Cuba and Santiago are 
still associated with the margin. 

It cannot be said that this is an image constructed by the media because the general 
attitude of the media, at least in the opinion of this author, has been to turn their back on 
the Rastafari cultural phenomenon. It does not exalt or destroy it, it simply ignores it. 
On the other hand, the popular perception of the Rastafari culture32 links it to crime, 
poor and stereotypically marginal neighbourhoods, cannabis and even the use of a 
folkloric image for profit. However, a more academic image of the Rastafari associated 
with wisdom, faith and love is also visible. In fact, when the Rastafari culture reaches 
the media (in this case alternative), it does so through rap and reggae, the strong pillars 
that have propelled its image, fundamentally the second musical genre, by virtue of the 
consecration of Bob Marley as king of reggae. Although there are no music videos that 
circulate regularly through the media covered by the national system, its musicians and 
filmmakers have managed to place it in the alternative channel of circulation of 

                                                 
32 Being fair with the research, no specific methodological tools have really been applied to unveil the 
popular perception of Rastafari in Santiago de Cuba, with all its nuances. This indicates a need for 
research in this regard. To develop this criterion, the continuous observation of this author was taken into 
account as well as the dialogue held with some Rastafarians. The criterion is also based on the texts of S. 
Furé (2011) and M. García Ramos (2012), especially the first author, who does link Rastafari in Santiago 
de Cuba to a social space attached to marginality. 
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audiovisual content that in Cuba is in wide demand. In this sense, the Rastafari 
community acquires a positive image, because its music of reggae and rap are 
associated with social justice, the care of nature, the exaltation of love and freedom and 
last but not least, opposition to racial prejudices and the collapse of Babylon33.  

The spaces of the Rastafari in the city are associated with the same construction of 
marginality that accompanies them. It even becomes a self-perception of the group 
members, who locate the informal leisure centres of the collective in the community 
spaces historically attached to marginal representations. Once again, the social space 
discussed by Bourdieu (1979) converges with the physical space, reformulating the 
latter as a symbolic space. Santiago areas such as Chicharrones, San Pedrito, and Los 
Hoyos, are places where reggae parties are held, and whose protagonists are, among 
other people, Rastafarians. The configuration of this physical space into a symbolic 
space is accentuated even in the perception of opposing spatial categories, where the 
areas associated with an old bourgeoisie seem to be a bit wild for this type of socio-
musical leisure practices.  

Even so, Manichaeism, the dual nature, must be taken into account when these 
neighbourhoods that Rastafari champions as their own are considered; that is, they must 
be thought of carefully as political spaces as they constitute marginal spaces that reveal 
the subordinate position that defines those who inhabit them. At this point, the 
reflection on marginality in Cuba must be re-visited, where the processes of social 
inclusion have not changed the subjects in certain communities who were previously 
marked by the stigma of marginality. Social mobility, for example, understood only 
from the angle of economic income, can be perceived in both upper and lower class 
distributions. In this case, although the physical-urban and even social limitations that 
characterize stereotypically marginal communities are not ruled out, as they contribute 
to the social construction of the neighbourhood from within, that is, from the self-
perception of marginality of its inhabitants, we insist that these do not constitute true 
criteria for defining them as marginal. Fundamentally, poverty and forms of social 
vulnerability cross society as a whole and with it a good part of its urban structure. In 
this case, the marginal is contained, to a large extent, more in the idea of the margin, 
than in the actual process of marginalization. That they occupy peripheral spaces of the 
urban territory results from their own popular imaginaries on the periphery of which 
they are also part. 

Hence, the location of spaces and the conformation of symbolic spaces cannot be 
analysed uncritically, only under the criterion of the self-perception of these social 
actors. It seems paradoxical, but in these same spaces associated with an old bourgeois 

                                                 
33 Babylon results from an apocopate use of the concept of Babylonia. The Jewish roots of the Rastafari 
culture underpin the synonymy of biblical Babylon, referred to as a place of captivity (in the Old 
Testament) and a symbol of evil (for example, in the apocalypse) with the global evils and those specific 
to the Rastafari. The concept of Babylon is also used in a personalized way to designate those who are 
perceived by the Rastafari as the materialization of such evils. See in this regard S. Furé (2011, 95-97). 
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class, there are two institutions – La Casa del Caribe and La Asociación Hermanos Saíz 
– where Rastafari regularly attend concerts by performers who sympathize with and are 
close to the Rasta ideological world along with rappers and reggae singers. Although 
the formation of a Rasta collective is characterized by its informality and development 
outside the institutional sphere, its participation as an audience in cultural activities, 
convened by cultural centres governed by government logic, should not be ruled out.  

 

Figure 3-3: Concert at Asociación Hermanos Saíz.  
In the last line of the audience we can some men practitioners of Rastafari and sympathizers.  

(Photo: courtesy of Edgar Camacho) 

 

3.5 Empowerment, conflict and mediation 

 
From the east to the west of Cuba, we can speak of a tradition in the practices of social 
intervention, accommodated in scientific research that points to dissimilar fields of 
study, and where community34 cultural work is carried out. The paths of the researchers 
are reflected in the implementation of projects of artistic cultural development and 
others on socially vulnerable subjects, whose aim, as has been well shown in the 
aforementioned work of Castillo Suárez (2005) and Romero Fernández and González 
(2006), has been to create horizontal channels of communication that allow people at a 
disadvantage to speak out. 
If mediation is understood as the "defined and structured process of social intervention, 
for which unquestionably specific formation is necessary" (Feixa, Sánchez-García et. 
al., 2019, p. 46), then our social researchers have bordered on this. Even the premise of 
                                                 
34 Examples include the master's studies in cultural management led by the Centre for Community 
Cultural Development Studies (now the Centre for Cuban and Caribbean Social Studies), which has been 
attached to the Universidad de Oriente from 2004 to the present. 
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conflict resolution has been an underlying maxim that they have incorporated into the 
pursuit of the objectives. However, we have not found specific reports where mediation 
has been carried out as a form of conflict resolution based on the concept and practice, 
that is, the inclusion of a mediator trained in moderating dialogue between opposing 
parties of a group or groups. Finding a mediator who links the opposite sides of the 
conflict raised by the subjects chosen for the study will therefore be a contribution of 
this research. The choice of mediator will depend on the type of conflicts that 
characterize the group, and obviously on the type of group selected. In order to be 
faithful to the logic of this study, the next topic will be the analysis of the different 
positions that the subjects occupy in the conflicts that define the groups that will be 
researched. Consequently, those who can be appointed to the role of mediators will also 
be indicated.  

Visible conflicts, possible mediators 

So far, three collectives have been isolated as a theoretical-methodological route that 
will guide the following incursions into the research of informal youth groups in the 
town of Santiago de Cuba: Los Enviados, Rockers, and Rastafari. Once their conflicts 
have been defined, it will be clear which mediators could be conducive to one of 
TRANSGANG's novel objectives: conflict resolution. Therefore, it is necessary to 
rescue the aforementioned peculiarities of the empirical research and the context that 
serves as a local socio-cultural backdrop.  

It goes without saying that Cuba is a socialist and centralized country, so that very few 
institutions remain outside the State embrace. Consequently, the overwhelming majority 
of actors who can be mediators come from the governmental prism. Taking into account 
these particularities, we point out here the actual or previously conceived conflicts of 
each collective. We also indicate which agents surround the conformation of these 
groups; that is, the members of the group, and those involved with them, and those who 
support opposing or conforming positions. Possible mediators could be located in the 
near future among these people. 

In the case of the informal dance group self-conceived as Los Enviados, their explicit 
conflicts seem to be ludic, but a closer look reveals the emergence of violent conflict 
situations between members of different groups, in which the daily practices of 
deviation of some of these young people stand out. This group’s counterparts are other 
dance groups that represent diverse community spaces, some of which have strong links 
with crime. Invisible conflicts emerge in the face of the sexualization of the dance and 
its no-longer new break with moral norms. This adds another almost invisible conflict 
that places officials from the cultural sector in charge of managing public entertainment 
spaces on the opposing side. So the possible people involved in these ludic 
confrontations are other young people from dance groups, urban musicians and 
independent audiovisual directors who often promote the work of these young people. 
The latter can be valued as possible mediators. They are also connected with the 
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managers of the cultural institutions who run some of the nightclubs where these are 
presented. It is possible that other mediators can be found within the framework of the 
cultural institution. 

The conflict emanating from the informal group formed around rock music constitutes a 
powerful binder rather than a source of intergroup conflict. The obstacle here lies in the 
fact that the discomfort of this group does not have just one name but concerns an entire 
social system connected in various structures and institutions. In any case, the most 
recognized or at least the most underlying discourse on conflicts is the aforementioned 
institutionalism of culture. This is logical because if rock is the pretext or the central 
text of the dissent of these social actors, then the structure that platforms the creation, 
promotion and public consumption of Cuban music is the institution of culture. 
Rockers, therefore, express various negative opinions about the cultural institution. In 
fact, while the media give a positive image of the rocker, these, bringing to hand their 
personal and collective experience could justly and contradictorily feel uncomfortable 
with this construction, which otherwise, if caught in value judgments, is positive. If the 
rocker presents this benign image, then why at least in Santiago de Cuba has it cost 
them frustrations that makes them into a collective? This has been one of the reasonable 
doubts that the intergenerational group has shared for several years and has become the 
subject of conflicting grievances.  

On the other hand, the fact of being constituted as a collective so dispersed and 
detached from any institutional activity, both independent (private) and governmental, 
makes it complicated to identify other social actors that influence or participate 
alongside it without being a fan of rock music. However, the structure of Cuban society 
retreats into neighbourhoods, schools and even religious institutions that border on and 
become observers (some even accentuate the idea of observers) of the leisure activities 
of a group like this. Thus, both the domestic and public space must be connected to 
these structures, from where mediators can also come.  

The conflicts of the Rastafari collective have already been discussed in the previous 
reflection on its image associated with marginality. The opposite side that participates in 
the Rastafari conflict is configured in the concept of Babylon, but this is dispersed in 
colonialist ideologies rather than in people. However, one of the social actors that has 
most attracted the attention of the Cuban Rastafari as a synthesis of Babylon is the 
figure of the police, which embodies, for the aforementioned group, the implementation 
of social prejudices derived from racial prejudices. Although there are no policies that 
rule against the Rasta ideology, except that of cannabis use, when Rastafari are in public 
spaces, without disturbing the public order, they are regularly called to account by the 
laws of order, an attitude that several of these subjects recognize as well as their Cuban 
exegetes (Furé, 2011, p. 61, 96).  

In addition to the above, there is the stance of some representatives of Rastafari, who 
although not necessarily in an open way, react against the producers and consumers of 
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commercialized musical genres, or what for some represents an extension of social ills. 
Binomially, this type of Rasta – not all of them – compares reggae music, as spiritual 
and humanistic, to reggaeton, for example, which they see as hollow and hedonistic. 
Similarly, other members of the collective react to those who, even though they are part 
of the culture, are perceived as "false" Rastas who do it for profit or opportunism. This 
critical opinion of one Rastafarian highlights this, “Others have got involved in this 
movement so they can have a screen".35 Their possible mediators could be the same 
types of actors as in the case of rockers. But in this case, there is the advantage that 
there have been several studies on the cultural group that plays or is immersed in its 
local peculiarity, that is, the Rastafari from Santiago de Cuba. Lately, Cuban cultural 
studies has become interested in the Rastafarians, and its analyses have had a lot of 
nuances; however, this cultural phenomenon is still rich in readings. Therefore, 
researchers on the subject, or people close to them, could be notable mediators.  

3.6 Conclusions 

The TRANSGANG project operates in a geopolitical environment marked by the 
neoliberal system, which becomes a social platform that results in problems that affect 
several vulnerable social sectors, including young people. In such an uncertain context, 
subjects have emerged that motivate carrying out this project, young people who feel 
excluded due to their marginal position within the system come together into groups of 
peers and from there function as a community. The Cuban reality, although immersed 
and to some extent influenced by the global obstacles of the neoliberal system, is 
configured with more certainty from the opposite political pole, that is, a socialist and 
centralized system based on an economic-social structure mainly in the hands of the 
Cuban State. Even from this pole, Cuba has also been the scene of acute social problems 
(similar to those pointed out by the project), so that young people become disenchanted 
and seek like-minded groups or young people adapted to their reality who find strategies 
for redefining their youth identity through these groupings.  
In this context, historically, young people have united to share collectively their 
practices, tastes and identities. In a broad temporal spectrum, groups of rockers and 
Rastafarians have been formed, who, in different symbolic spaces, are examples of two 
informal group forms, which are already intergenerational, from where they experience 
rock music and the Rasta ideology. Currently, young people have also emerged who 
come together to make music and especially to dance. This group experience gives 
meaning to leisure time, and in this case, the group Los Enviados is exemplary. The 
three groups mentioned can form part of the research angle of the TRANSGANG 
project. 

Given the basic differences between each of these groups, it will be more effective if 
three hypotheses are formed respectively. The creation of a general hypothetical idea 
that integrates three such different ways of experiencing the social and cultural world 

                                                 
35 Interview with a Santiago Rastafari on 20 March, 2017. 
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has two investigative dangers. The first would be to turn it into a Procrustean bed, that 
is, by forcing one group’s characteristic elements to fit with and describe the other 
groups’ characteristics. The point of this work is to avoid forced inaccuracies. The 
second danger would be the possibility of emptying some or all of the selected groups 
of meaning. 

Therefore, we have developed three different hypotheses: 

1. The Rastafari culture in Santiago de Cuba was born in the individual experience of 
the Rasta culture, which started the formation of a collective of similar or close ideas. 
The collective (already intergenerational) although usual in the urban social scenario, 
has suffered from prejudiced ideas and an antagonistic relationship with law 
enforcement agents, in part due to their ideas and in part due to the ritual function they 
give to cannabis. Their leisure and religious practices are carried out in spaces that are 
regularly self-conceived as part of the margin, but paradoxically they are also identified 
as centric or are not generally conceived as marginal. 

2. The Rockers in Santiago de Cuba constitute another intergenerational collective 
whose unifying element has been the conflict with the Cuban socio-cultural order, 
understood based on its institutions, especially the Santiago institutions of culture. 

3. Los Enviados are an informal group formed by adolescents and young people 
dedicated to the dance of urban music, who appropriate public spaces for rehearsals and 
represent the pride in their neighbourhood. This pride leads to actions of apparent 
conflict, evident in clashes, sometimes ludic and sometimes of real violence. 
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4 Gang Transitions in El Salvador: A Historical and Generational 
Perspective 

 
Cándida Chévez Reinoza 

 

4.1 Summary 

 
For three decades the maras and pandillas have been consolidated as a parallel power in 
many territories of El Salvador, finding their niche in the young people of the country in 
situations of precariousness, exclusion and marginality. The historical transformation of 
these groups is linked to a failed peace process, the consolidation of a neoliberal 
economic model, the implementation of “hard hand” security policies and the use of this 
gang phenomenon by the State for its own political-economic interests. The official 
voices continue to deny the possibility of generating dialogue and mediation strategies 
in which these groups can participate as key actors in order to find answers to the 
situations of violence that the country is experiencing.  
 

4.2 Introduction 

 
Within the framework of the TRANSGANG research, it is relevant to understand how 
the phenomenon of maras and pandillas has developed in El Salvador from a historical 
and generational perspective, reflecting on the role played by the different actors and 
the actions implemented over three decades. First, we need to recognize the socio-
economic and political conditions that gave rise to the phenomenon and that led 
hundreds of young people to join the ranks of these groups. Second, we need to look at 
how the role played by the actors and the policies implemented have complicated the 
problem, limiting the possibilities of generating alternative forms of mediation that 
could reduce the violence that the country is submerged in. It should be recognized that 
the gangs are not the only actor that generates violence, although they do participate in a 
significant percentage of it.  
 
According to official data from the Ministry of Justice and Public Security of El 
Salvador (2014), it is estimated that at the end of the 1990s there were about 600 
clicas36 or canchas distributed throughout the Salvadoran territory. By September 2014, 
this estimate amounted to more than 2000 areas under the influence of gangs. Of the 
262 municipalities in El Salvador, gangs were present in 214, mainly concentrated in 
the San Salvador Metropolitan Area (AMSS).  

                                                 
36 A clica is the smallest unit in a gang. The gang is made up of several clicas that control the territory.  
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According to data from the National Civil Police, by the end of 1996 there were at least 
20,000 young people in the gangs in El Salvador. In 2014, there were an estimated 
32,310 active gang members in El Salvador: 21,619 of whom were not in prison 
(14,868 from MS; 6,585 from Barrio 18; and 166 from other gangs), and 10,691 were in 
prisons (5,280 from MS; 4,099 from Barrio 18; and 1,312 from other gangs) (Murcia, 
2015). More recent data suggest there are 60,000 active gang members and more than 
200,000 people linked to their environments, including family members and 
collaborators.  
 
The emergence of the phenomenon of maras and pandillas in Central America is 
connected to the influence or consequences of the expansion of neoliberalism and the 
new role of the State in the 1980s and 1990s (Reguillo, 2005). In the case of El 
Salvador, this arrived with force in the 1990s after the signing of the Peace Agreements. 
The State, as proposed by Wacquant (2008), assumed a role of economic regulator, 
reducing and eliminating the Welfare State almost completely. At the same time, the 
State increased the penal state, a transformation favoured by the emergence of this 
figure of the new "public enemy", which arose due to the increased poverty generated 
by the war and also the degradation of the Social State. This change in the role of the 
State was particularly justified with the discourse of "public safety" and "citizen safety". 
This, as stated in the TRANSGANG Concept Paper (CP) (Feixa, Sánchez-García et al., 
2019), allows us to reflect on the "new" role of States, precariousness and poverty as 
vital horizons, as well as the violence that emanates from global readjustments and 
migration processes. 
 
By looking at the last three decades, we can understand the transitions of the gangs in El 
Salvador. This text is divided into five sections. In the first section, the research and 
studies carried out between 1989 and 2019 are reviewed. Based on these findings we 
analyse the feasibility of using the concepts and theoretical framework presented in the 
TRANSGANG project. In the second section on "Empowerment, conflicts and 
mediation processes", we review the management of State strategies for addressing the 
phenomenon of gangs and the experiences of other actors. This shows the importance of 
studying the measurement of conflict from other perspectives and the validity of the 
methodological framework proposed in the project for the case of El Salvador. The third 
section on “Gangs in El Salvador” includes a journey over three decades, from the 
emergence of gangs in the 1990s to the current scenario. This process reflects on the 
transformations and particular characteristics of each generation. In addition, we 
analyse the role played by the actors and the security policies implemented by the State. 
Finally, we present some conclusions as a final evaluation exercise of the dialogue 
between the contextual situation in El Salvador and the theoretical approaches proposed 
in the CP of TRANSGANG in order to assess the possibility of applying this framework 
in El Salvador. 
 



TRANSGANG Working Papers 7.1      Youth Street Groups in the Americas 
                                            
   
 

91 
 

4.3 State of the art: Research into gangs in El Salvador 

 
Research and studies on the maras and pandillas in El Salvador appeared in the late 
1980s and to date there has been a large number of publications on this subject, 
including research, degree theses, articles, and books, among others. This section 
reconstructs an overview from a review of the literature published between 1988 and 
2019. 
 
Early Approaches to the Study of Maras and Pandillas 
 
Since the 1980s, the studies of Martín-Baró (1984, 1989) have discussed the violence in 
the country, the psychosocial impact of war and the impact that war would have on the 
social level if actions of care and reparation to victims were not carried out from public 
policy. The phenomenon of youth gangs in El Salvador began to be addressed in the late 
eighties and early nineties in descriptive studies (Hananía and Velásquez, 1989) and 
diagnoses (Argueta, Caminos, Mancía and Salgado, 1992) that aimed to determine the 
profiles of the young members of these groups, their socializing agents, as well as the 
motivations that had led them to become part of the gang (Portillo, 2012). These groups 
were mainly made up of young men from peripheral urban sectors and in conditions of 
exclusion and poverty. At the methodological level, the use of techniques such as 
surveys, non-participant observation, semi-structured interviews and the application of 
psychological tests prevailed.  
 
However, it was through the press, in 1990, that the issue of gangs was presented to 
Salvadoran society, in an article entitled “The Maras, a new curse appears.” The role of 
the media has been key in the imaginary and narrative that has been created around 
these groups in Salvadoran society. Most of the population began to recognize the issue 
through the media and their discourses, which still continues to have strong implications 
in the stigmatization and negative perceptions towards these groups and everything 
related to them (Santacruz and Concha-Eastman, 2001).  
 
During the nineties there was a good number of research studies carried out in 
universities, mainly in thesis papers that were not published, and therefore they are not 
included in the analysis. However, it is important to mention that as the years 
progressed and the phenomenon transformed, this type of research at the thesis level 
decreased37. The University Institute of Public Opinion (IUDOP, 1996, 1997, 1998) 
carried out various surveys on crime, gangs and young people, which contributed to 
describing and making visible the situation being experienced. The gangs began to be of 
interest to international researchers who travelled to the region to conduct studies on the 

                                                 
37 Studying the phenomenon of gangs and entering the areas under their control over time began to imply 
a risk, especially for young people. The topic mainly became an interest of research centers, national and 
international researchers, NGOs and international organizations.  
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subject. Savenije and Lodewijkx (1998) carried out an observation work in a 
neighbourhood on the outskirts of San Salvador that shows how gang violence had an 
expressive function that served as a pillar of the social identity of the gang members. 
The contribution of international researchers was also recognized from the 
methodological point of view, since they used ethnography to understand the 
phenomenon.  
 

For young people, a mara means above all a group of friends who support each 
other, a kind of family that can always be counted on: to trust and receive trust, to 
belong to something. (Savenije and Lodewijkx, 1998, p. 124) 

 
The gangs became an issue that was not exclusive to El Salvador, but rather shared with 
other Central American countries with whom it also has social, economic and political 
problems in common as well as the formation of these groups (Portillo, 2012). This led 
to an interest in comparative studies in the region (Nuñez, 1996). At the national level, 
Cruz and Portillo (1998) began a series of systematic and participatory studies with the 
direct collaboration of several young gang members and non-governmental 
organizations. These studies no longer focused only on the profiles of gang members, 
but also sought to understand, beyond criminal activities, other elements that seemed to 
be characteristic of gangs: identity, culture and the solidarity that formed within the 
groups. 
 

By re-reading the gained and lost aspects, it can be argued in principle that, in 
psychological terms, the main function of the gang is to provide the young people who 
constitute it with all those elements of which they have been deprived or of which they 
have received a certain deficit during their lifetime. In this sense, what they identify as "the 
gained" and "the lost" can give more explanations about the function and the elements that 
the gang, as a group, provides them (Cruz and Portillo, 1998, p. 70). 

 
By the late 1990s, the topic was of interest to researchers and international 
organizations (Smutt and Miranda, 1998; Savenije and Lodewijkx, 1998) who 
continued to focus on learning about the gangs’ internal dynamics and the motivational 
aspects that young people found in them. Methodologically, greater use was made of 
techniques that allowed complementary information, surveys, structured interviews, 
focus groups, hemerographic review and participant observation to study the 
phenomenon with a qualitative and ecological-community approach (Portillo, 2012).  
 
In general, the 1990s marked the beginning of studies on maras and pandillas in El 
Salvador and Central America. The phenomenon was described through surveys, 
diagnoses and exploratory studies, profiles were created and the motivations or factors 
that promoted the incorporation of young people into these groups were researched. It 
was positioned as an issue of interest to academia, research centres and international 
organizations such as UNICEF, CEPAL and FLACSO. It is very relevant that during 
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this first decade it was possible to work on the subject, establish direct contact with the 
members of the groups and carry out a series of academic field activities without any 
incident or safety problems. There was a strong interest in knowing and understanding 
this phenomenon and based on the findings of these works, very direct 
recommendations were made to public policies and the importance that the State and 
various social actors should give to the issue. In 1998 it was warned that, if social and 
economic measures were not taken, this phenomenon could reach overflow levels in the 
following years. At that time, it was considered a very territorial problem, focused on 
precarious and marginalized neighbourhoods. Among the most representative findings 
of this period is the connection between this phenomenon and migration, precariousness 
and social marginality as a result of the neoliberal economic policies implemented 
during this decade.  
 
Deepening the study of the maras and pandillas for public safety 
 
The second decade (2001-2010) was characterized by the incorporation of public safety 
issues and the impact of the implemented government measures. New actors were 
interested in studying the issue and there was an increase in the number of both national 
and international researchers who studied this phenomenon.  
 
One of the region's significant efforts during this decade to study youth gangs in greater 
depth was made between 2001 and 2006 by social research centres in Guatemala, El 
Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua (ERIC, IDESO, IDIES, IUDOP, NITLAPAN, and 
DIRINPRO). Detailed work was carried out to understand the phenomenon, the profile 
and characteristics of the group, identity practices, motivations, public policies, 
reintegration experiences and civil society participation. Unlike the studies of the 
previous decade, these provided greater depth into the dynamics of the gang and its 
relationship with other actors (Santacruz and Cruz, 2001; Merino, 2001; Castro and 
Carranza, 2001; Sosa and Rocha, 2001). The aim was to provide data and evidence for 
decision-making within a context that was committed to implementing repressive 
measures and "hard hand" policies in the region. At the methodological level, 
researchers used surveys, focus groups, interviews and participant observation. Despite 
still using quantitative techniques, qualitative studies were also initiated to deepen and 
understand some topics that had already been described very clearly (Portillo, 2012).  
 
International organizations, such as PNUD, FLACSO, OPS UNDP and PAHO the Pan 
American Health Organization, financed studies on transforming the violence that the 
country was experiencing, especially given the concern that the phenomenon was 
growing and expanding alarmingly quickly throughout the country (Huezo, 2001; 
Santacruz and Concha-Eastman, 2001; Savenije and Andrade-Eekhoff, 2003). 
 

One of the findings that seems to confirm the above hypothesis is the fact that the 
number of gang members who want to remain active – and, with it, be exposed to 
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some of the practices that pose more risk to themselves and to other citizens – is 
substantially greater now than it was five years ago. (Santacruz and Concha-
Eastman, 2001, p. 113) 

 
The gangs ceased to be small groups, and they had increased their criminal practices 
and territorial control. Some studies focused on the interaction between gangs and civil 
society (Aguilar and Miranda, 2005; FUNDASAL, 2005) and on the gang 
characteristics that became increasingly attractive to young people, as well as on the 
possible scenarios they faced after joining it (Carranza, 2005; Concha-Eastman, 2005; 
Cruz, 2005; Santacruz, 2005; Savenije and Beltrán, 2005). In addition, gangs were 
being studied as transnational organizations in Central America, Mexico and the United 
States (Demoscopy, 2007; Savenije, 2007; USAID, 2006). Other studies, addressed the 
impact of "hard hand" security policies, analysing the counterproductive results these 
generate (Aguilar, 2007; Hume, 2007a, 2007b). 
 

Anti-gang policies, inspired by the doctrine of zero tolerance and the guiding security 
model promoted during the last two government administrations, have shown with 
sufficient empirical evidence their resounding failure. Their improvised, arbitrary and 
illegal nature not only showed a clear inefficiency to control the criminal boom, but also 
generated counterproductive results in terms of safety. (Aguilar, 2007, p. 889) 

 
At the same time, at the international level, the research field on youth gangs and 
cultures was expanded from the line of cultural studies. This was led by European 
(Feixa, 1998, 2006) and Mexican researchers (Valenzuela, Nateras and Reguillo, 2007), 
who had for a long time begun to build a broad theoretical and conceptual framework to 
understand the phenomenon in which young people were the main protagonists.  
 
In 2008 a very important contribution was made by an audiovisual production: "La vida 
loca" a documentary about Pandilla 18 and Mara Salvatrucha. This work was based on 
an ethnographic exercise of the director Christian Poveda, who spent 16 months living 
with members of Pandilla 18. Unlike any material that had been produced before, this 
film sought to reflect another side of the reality of gangs: the human face. However, this 
experience ended in tragedy when the filmmaker was killed by gang members who 
accused him of having betrayed them by transferring information from the gang. 
Although, to date, there are still various hypotheses about the murder of the filmmaker, 
it is clear that this event marked a turning point in the research processes. National 
researchers decided to withdraw from the issue due to fear for their safety, and gangs 
began to distrust researchers and academic processes, closing the spaces for contacting 
them and withdrawing safety guarantees for those dedicated to this field of study. 
 
However, despite the increased risk and violence represented by research on the subject, 
during this decade a large number of studies and documents were generated that 
provided evidence on the complexity of the problem and the urgency of taking 
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prevention and care measures that were different from those currently being carried out 
in the region (Cruz, 2009, 2010; Hume, 2009; INTERPEACE and POLJUVE, 2014; 
Savenije, 2009; Zúñiga, 2008, 2010). 
 
Despite the large number of studies that had been made up to 2010, the situation of 
women within the groups was a little addressed aspect in the Central American context. 
During this decade, a series of studies were carried out that, from a gender perspective, 
addressed the situation of women linked to the gangs, profiles, motivations and violence 
to which they were exposed (IUDOP, 2010; Interpeace, 2014).  
 

The most important difference between men and women entering gangs is that women are 
offered an alternative means of entry: sexual intercourse. This reflects the utilization of 
their body as a space from which men can exercise power and dominion. (Interpeace, 2011, 
p. 28) 

 
The research carried out in this decade focused on analysing the characteristics of the 
groups, the way in which violence determined their internal and external dynamics and 
also the social and community contexts in which these groups emerged. Other social 
actors played a role in promoting initiatives to address and analyse the phenomenon, 
such as transnational networks and their link with the violence experienced in the 
country. Studies on the role and impact of repressive government policies were 
initiated, the cultural and gender perspective was opened up as a possibility for research. 
 
There are some research findings that are relevant for giving continuity to the studies: 
The groups are in constant transition, so it is necessary to update the research to make 
an X-ray of what happens within them. The idea of gangs as transnational groups is 
reinforced. There is a strong influence of government policies implemented in these 
transitions and mutations that the groups undergo; therefore, it is essential to monitor 
the role of social actors and the State. A constant group of researchers in this topic 
should be consolidated, so that "experts" can contribute relevant knowledge. The topic 
began to be studied from various angles, including cultural and youth studies. In 
addition, the gender perspective and the visibility of studies on women in these groups 
becomes an urgent subject for future study, since what is clear from this period is that 
women do not face the same situations as men within the groups, that the dynamics are 
different and therefore it is necessary to also determine what is happening with women.  
 
Approaches from other cultural, aesthetic and narrative perspectives 
  
The third decade (2011-2020) aimed to update the knowledge on the groups, using other 
lines of research, while opening the possibility of a new way of studying the subject. 
Twenty years after its origins and at a historical moment in which gangs have achieved 
territorial control throughout the country, researching the subject represents a certain 
level of risk for the researcher. Therefore, there is only a small group of academics, 
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researchers and journalists who study this phenomenon. In addition, government and 
media management have built an "inhuman" imaginary around these groups in the 
population, so many studies try to turn this around and show the human face of the 
gangs.  
 
It is mainly international researchers who focus their interest on learning more about the 
lives of gangs and their dynamics from an ethnographic perspective, as well as their 
transnational character (Nateras, 2014; Bruneau, Dammert and Skinner, 2011; Zilberg, 
2011; Wolf, 2012a and 2012b). 
 

Faced with the fierce repression they have undergone for years and due to the constant 
harassment to which they are still exposed, apparently and, according to what the oral 
accounts tell, both identity associations are able to recognize that their worst enemy is not 
the gang or the rival gang, but rather the State (Nateras, 2014, p. 283). 

 
With the accumulation of information existing up to now, some efforts have been made 
to construct state of the arts on the issue of gangs (Portillo, 2012; Rodgers and Baird, 
2016). This makes it possible to identify where the research has been concentrated, who 
has studied the topic, with what methodological proposals and the theoretical 
contributions that have been made.  
 
Rodríguez (2012) published a contribution on Latin American public policies in which 
he criticized the approaches and theoretical frameworks from which they are 
researched. At the same time this author recommends: a) Expanding the information 
that is possessed in the different countries to be able to carry out comparative studies. b) 
Making a critical analysis of theoretical approaches and analytical, interpretative and 
methodological perspectives. c) Making wide-ranging longitudinal studies to follow the 
history of the various gangs over time, so as to be able to identify, as accurately as 
possible, the changes that have been recorded, in parallel with the permanencies that 
may occur. d) Recognizing the new forms that these phenomena are taking, studying 
more and in a better way the presence of women in gangs (analysing these issues in 
parallel with a "gender perspective") as well as the appearance of youth gangs in rural 
areas. (e) Studying more systematically the impact of certain institutions and key actors 
in these processes, including, in particular, the police, the judiciary and the media, 
without forgetting to analyse the interrelationship of these phenomena with prison 
dynamics and the presence/absence of the State in the territory. (f) Making a rigorous 
comparative evaluation of the public policies implemented.  
 
In this third decade, gangs were already more strongly linked to organized crime. The 
Penal State and the prison system were at a crossroads due to the overflow of the 
problem, and violence reached its highest levels between 2014 and 2016. Although a 
leftist government has been in power since 2009, the strategies for dealing with the gang 
issue remain the same. The research of this period analyses the new relationships 
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between gangs and organized crime, the State and citizens, as well as the political role 
that has been revealed by the failure of a truce attempt between gangs and the 
government (Cruz, 2014; Gómez, 2013; Hernández, 2015; IUDOP, 2014; Luers, 2014; 
Rodríguez, 2013; Savenije, 2014).  
 
Researchers are interested in updating the topic (Cruz, Rosen, Amaya and Vorobyeva, 
2016; Gomez, 2016; Hernández-Anzora, 2016; Moreno, 2016), showing the 
transformations that have occurred over time, the new recommendations for 
approaching them (Murcia, 2015), and the impact of security policies (Aguilar, 2019; 
Marroquín, Carballo and Anzora, 2018). There continue to be studies that problematize 
the issue and seek to understand its dimensions (Amaya and Martínez, 2014, 2019; 
Hernández, 2015; Meléndez and Bergmann, 2015). Likewise, the policies implemented 
have an impact on the role of women within gangs, which remains a topic of interest for 
research (Estrada, 2017; Tager and Argueta, 2019). 
 
Between 2010 and 2019, a series of studies of a more biographical-narrative nature and 
from investigative journalism were carried out. These aimed to determine the origins of 
the gangs, but at the same time show the human face that is behind this reality (Alarcón, 
2010; Martínez and Guevara, 2011; Martínez, 2015, 2016; Martínez and Martínez, 
2019, Sala Negra de El Faro, 2013; Valencia, 2018). The centre of these proposals is the 
objective to show that there is a story behind each person who enters a gang and the 
story not only has individual character but also a social character. These productions are 
based on gang members' life stories. 
 

Noé believed that his life had been spared, but it wasn't like that. Actually, he never had the 
certainty of being doomed. For years he knew he had compelling reasons to be afraid. They 
took care of themselves with the serenity of those who do not hide because they believe 
themselves unbeatable. He walked like the cheeky handsome boys who think it all depends 
on luck. I walked with the care of those who know the rules of the game and know that an 
ace of the best suit can lose the game in front of a bullet. (Sanz, 2010, p. 49) 

 
Another field of innovation was theatrical research. In 2018, a theatrical play that 
addresses gangs from the perspective of political actors was released for the first time. 
"The Phenomenon" is a satire on the manipulation and use of fear as an instrument to 
obtain power by political actors. The play was presented by the company Teatro del 
Azoro and showed a crude and satirical portrait of the social and political drama that the 
country was experiencing. Also in 2018, for the first time as part of a violence 
prevention project, a comic was produced that narrates the adventures of an ex-gang-
member who has become a superhero. This undoubtedly opens up new possibilities for 
understanding and dialoguing on the different issues that revolve around gangs and on 
the possibilities of transforming their lives. 
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Studies in this decade show that there are different ways of addressing the issue. 
Progress has been made in arriving at new understandings of these groups and their 
transformations in a decade in which violence on the streets has intensified and 
repressive strategies increased as a government response. There was more talk of 
territorial control and the invisible barriers that expose young people to situations of 
stigmatization, criminalization and extermination. Despite being a period in which the 
country was governed by a leftist party, state policy towards the gangs did not change; 
on the contrary, the punitive strategy, the penal state and the narrative of the public 
enemy were strengthened.  
 
Resonances  
 
After reviewing the studies on gangs carried out in El Salvador and Central America, 
several aspects deserve to be highlighted: The first has to do with the lack of connection 
between the studies carried out both inside and outside El Salvador. Portillo (2012) 
highlights that, when numerous articles and bibliographic sources are reviewed, it is 
notorious that many of the preliminary studies are not included. Although this might be 
because some of the works are unpublished and others that are published are not 
disseminated by the organizations. There is a very significant effort in the region to 
build knowledge on the subject; however, it still remains necessary to connect the 
studies and that they can be used in the construction of public policy and social 
intervention actions. 
 
Another important observation is that there is very little official and reliable information 
about gangs not only in El Salvador, but also at the general level in Central America. 
Many of the national statistics underestimate the problem of gangs, making the data 
biased towards the side of officialdom, not collecting data well and incorporating 
incidents of "political interference consistent with the fact that gangs have become 
scapegoats identified as the greatest cause of misery" (Rodgers and Baird, 2016, p. 20). 
 
From these studies, a significant number of findings on gangs are disaggregated not 
only in El Salvador, but also in Central America. A large part of these findings include 
the fact that the phenomenon is linked to the poverty of the neighbourhoods and the 
policies implemented by the State, so that we can talk about an advanced marginality38 
as proposed in the TRANSGANG CP (Feixa, Sánchez-García et al., 2019). 
 

                                                 
38 Idea developed by the French sociologist Loïc Wacquant (2001), as an adaptation to the concept of 
urban marginality through the analysis of the peripheral neighbourhoods of Europe and the United States. 
The idea gives an idea of the social, political, cultural and economic processes that occurred at the end of 
the twentieth century and that are related to the processes of exclusion that are experienced in "advanced 
societies". 
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In addition, the migration issue comes up strongly in two senses: both at the origin of 
the phenomenon, but also at the time of its strengthening and expansion. Gangs become 
local actors that mobilize between the urban, rural and transnational. At the territorial 
level, border areas become evident in the construction of invisible barriers that increase 
the stigmatization and criminalization of young people; in the case of El Salvador this is 
more a factor of social class than ethnicity. Finally, the gender variable is a gap that 
must be explored and researched in depth due to the role that women could play within 
these groups. From these observations, we can take up the concepts and methodological 
framework proposed in the TRANSGANG CP, as a valid framework for studying the 
phenomenon of gangs in El Salvador as well as their processes and forms of mediation 
inside and outside the groups.  
 

4.4 Empowerment, conflict and mediation processes 

 
The State's approach to “gangs” in El Salvador has been based on a punitive strategy, 
which has contributed to strengthening the penal state. At the end of the 1990s, the US 
exported the “Zero Tolerance” model that, at the beginning of the century, turned into 
the “hard hand” and “super hard hand” security policies. These measures increased the 
violence and also the reports of human rights violations by police and military forces, 
especially against young people. This intervention strategy has been socially accepted, 
since the imaginary has been constructed so that a person who is in a gang cannot 
change and therefore only has two options: prison or death. Salvadoran society demands 
repressive measures from the State and applauds them, which represents a great 
challenge: transforming public opinion with respect to gangs. 
 
Parallel to this strategy, the State has made attempts to show interest in a comprehensive 
approach to the gang phenomenon, which has included the social side, insertion and 
attention to the people. However, during three governments, despite this vision being 
included in the policy, it has not been implemented. Considering the State's proposals to 
deal with the gang phenomenon, we are talking about what Wacquant (2011) calls the 
"right hand" and the "left hand" of the State. Recognizing that the first is the one that 
has dominated. The second, more comprehensive vision has failed to make progress and 
has only been given consideration in the religious sphere. In the nineties, it was 
considered that a person could only leave a gang through this path and this became a 
kind of social "safe conduct". The State has made it a priority to include churches, 
mostly evangelical, and their programmes into the different levels of intervention.  
 
The Safe El Salvador Plan, which was the Government's Security Policy between 2014 
and 2019, prioritized five work axes: prevention of violence; control and criminal 
prosecution; rehabilitation and reintegration; care and protection of victims; and 
strengthening of institutions. In the rehabilitation and reintegration axis, one of the 
actions considered was: 
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Provide continuity to the "Metamorphosis" Program, whose main objective is the 
rehabilitation of the male population in El Salvador's prisons by teaching them the Word of 
God and the training for the development of a skill that allows them to become healthy and 
productive people ready to be reintegrated into society (National Council of Citizen 
Security, 2015, p. 59). 

 
The actions of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and civil society organizations 
have remained sperate from the activities of the State. It was not until the last decade in 
which some experiences became more visible and were also presented as an alternative 
for addressing the issue of violence, gangs and social integration processes. These 
experiences are characterized by using other resources, such as art, theatre or music, as 
a possibility for young people from different gangs to meet, transform the relationships 
they have with each other, with their environment, and decide to make an alternative 
life plan. These experiences are poorly systematized and disseminated due to the social 
stigmatization on the subject and the risk it poses to the young people involved, which 
has prevented them from having a greater impact on public policy.  
 
Among the various initiatives and experiences that there are, since 2018 the New Times 
Theatre Association (TNT), the Irreal Theatre Company, the Azoro Theatre and the 
Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) have made a commitment to giving greater 
visibility to the results of their insertion projects through art with young people linked to 
gangs. 
 
These implemented experiences have been characterized by allowing the young people 
involved to become aware of their history, to be reconciled with it, with their families, 
and with society. But they have also influenced the image that society has of the 
phenomenon. Art allows a scenario of encounter and reconciliation for society and 
young people who have been linked to gangs.  
 
The Truce: A Failed Conflict Mediation Experience 
 
In March 2012, a process known as "The Truce" began, which consisted of a mediation 
system with the participation of various social actors, including mayors, religious 
leaders and gang leaders. This process was facilitated by the government and its aims 
included (Luers, 2014): a) To replace the strategy of dismantling the gangs with another 
strategy for inserting them into society; a large part of the 40-60 thousand gang 
members would be willing to abandon crime, if productive insertion spaces were 
opened to them and the ghettos were transformed; b) To develop reintegration with the 
consultation with gangs; c) To achieve that the government takes on two functions: 
facilitate mediation mechanisms and invest in the development of the neighbourhoods. 
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On 8 March, 2012, leaders of the two main gangs operating in El Salvador, MS-13 and 
Barrio 18, established a truce in which they basically agreed to a cessation of hostilities 
between them, committing themselves to reducing the number of homicides. In return, they 
requested the guarantee of rights and improvement in the general conditions of their 
members in prisons. The truce was agreed on and was maintained from the prisons, with the 
participation of the top leaders of the gangs that are in prison (Tager and Aguilar, 2013 p. 
9). 

 
However, these objectives were not accepted by society, and in June 2013, in the midst 
of the electoral campaign, the government disengaged from the truce due to a media 
attack that placed them as "negotiators with criminals", thus putting the electoral results 
at risk. When the new government took up office in June 2014, gangs and mediators 
expressed that they had maintained their commitments to the pacification process and 
demanded that the government return to its role and invest in the transformation of the 
neighbourhoods. However, the new government strongly rejected any process of 
dialogue and publicly declared “a war on gangs”. Under the slogan “Zero dialogue” 
“Zero negotiation”, the FMLN government established a new period of repression 
characterized by a greater presence of military personnel in public security, which led to 
this period being considered by specialists as the period of greatest human rights 
violations in recent years. 
 
The truce publicly marked the division of the views of experts, security and justice 
operators, political actors of diverse affiliations, churches, human rights defenders, 
social organizations and the general public. On one side, there are those who rejected 
the process of dialogue with gangs, considering that all their members are criminals 
who should only be repressed and punished. On the other side, there were more voices 
from human rights organizations that defended the process because it represented a real 
alternative to the problem of gangs and because it had yielded very significant results, 
especially in the reduction of homicides. In the middle were actors who neither rejected 
nor supported the process, since they believed that it had lacked transparency and had 
been constructed without the participation of citizens and social and political 
organizations (Tager and Aguilar, 2013). 
 
The truce significantly decreased the homicide rate, which initially dropped from 12 to 
6 homicides every day. For Luers (2014) this was one of the main errors; that is, the 
government did not take the truce as an opportunity, but only did it to show favourable 
homicide statistics. The government as such never discussed the truce as an element 
within the integral public policy, or public security or much less of social inclusion. 
With the truce and its dialogue mechanisms, mediation and non-violent resolution of 
conflicts, the situation could cool tensions in the communities, neighbourhoods and 
villages most affected by violence, which would allow the government, the churches, 
the private sector to implement a comprehensive social investment plan to reverse social 
exclusion. 
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The gangs face an arduous path to achieve their transformation goals, especially because 
Salvadoran society (particularly the victims of violence) rejects them and fears them, which 
is extremely understandable. In addition, given that extortion continues, as well as other 
forms of violence (although in both cases, to a lesser extent), citizens continue to distrust 
them, as well as the authorities and other social actors (Tager and Aguilar, 2013, p. 29) 

 
For Luers (2014) the only viable way to fight gangs is through intervening in their 
social bases, including them in the productive, social, cultural and democratic life of the 
country. This includes investment in education, infrastructures, basic services, health 
and job creation. This cannot be done as long as a state of war is maintained. This is one 
of the reasons why Luers considers that the different interventions of the State, 
international cooperation, NGOs and Churches, which were carried out for 20 years 
with the aim of prevention, have not had results. From their point of view, gangs and 
their social bases have perceived these actions not as an opportunity for their insertion, 
but as the other hand of the hard hand. Similarly to the civic-military conception that the 
United States implemented in El Salvador in the 1980s, the civic action plans were an 
integral part of the counterinsurgency strategy, and were thus opposed by the guerrillas. 
Gang members react against any civil or social intervention that does not seek 
agreement with them and their communities. They believe that if they do not seek 
agreement with the gangs and their bases, then they seek to weaken and destroy them. 
 
Vásquez and Marroquín (2014) carried out an exploratory study on the narrative of the 
Salvadoran press on the truce between gangs, emphasizing the role of the media in the 
constructed social imaginary.  
 

This exploratory study showed that journalism reproduced the official discourse that 
constructed the gangs as the great enemy of public safety in El Salvador. This discourse has 
been maintained throughout the last three governments and has not changed. In this way, 
issues such as drug trafficking, domestic violence, precariousness in health and education 
and employment opportunities are left out. What is at stake in these narratives is the 
imaginary of fear that feeds the media, while the media feed on fear in a vicious circle that, 
we hope, is possible to break through an exercise of critical reflexivity (Vásquez and 
Marroquín, 2014, p. 96) 

 
This brings El Salvador to a key moment in the history of rethinking its mediation 
strategies with gangs, opening up to the possibility of other perspectives, observing the 
dynamics of mediation within the groups and the leadership characteristics of their 
members, evaluating the experiences implemented by other actors and by other 
countries as a possible alternative for addressing this reality in a different way. It has 
already been shown that the repressive, punitive and penal path does not solve the 
problem; on the contrary, it sharpens it. It becomes a challenge for the State and for the 
other actors to be able to advance in this way, that is why the theoretical-methodological 
framework proposed in the TRANSGANG project responds to the conditions of this 
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reality, representing the possibility of contributing to these new horizons that are still to 
be constructed. 
 

4.5 Gangs in El Salvador  

 
The term pandilla or gang is used to denote a wide range of social forms, from youth 
groups who hang out on street corners, to organized crime associations (Rodgers and 
Baird, 2015). Gangs have existed in El Salvador since the 1970s in the form of small 
cells in typically marginal neighbourhoods and communities located around the centre 
of the capital city, groups of young people who called themselves "mara"39, who came 
together to hang out, consume alcohol and drugs, go to parties and commit minor 
crimes (Murcia, 2015). 
 
However, in the post-war period, these youth gangs lost strength when gangs like Mara 
Salvatrucha (MS) and Barrio 18 arrived on the scene. Both emerged on the streets of 
Los Angeles, United States, and were spaces where many Central American migrants 
found refuge and protection in response to the racial discrimination to which they were 
subjected. During the 1990s, there were two types of gangs: on one hand, student gangs, 
whose members were the student population at the basic and middle levels. And on the 
other hand, street gangs, made up of young people "with a basic sense of group and that 
function as such, usually linked to the exercise of territorial power in neighbourhoods of 
the city" (Santacruz and Concha-Eastman, 2001). After the signing of the Peace 
Agreements in 1992, the maras or pandillas (gangs) became the new actors of violence 
in El Salvador and at the same time the opportunity for the State to create the new 
“public enemy” in peacetime. The gangs had a hierarchical structure: 
 

At their apex is the national leadership or "ranfla", made up of gang members who are 
inside prisons, which have become true centres of training, logistics and criminal action. It 
is known that extortion is directed from prisons and it is decided who will carry it out. At 
the second level are located, at a regional level, the so-called "programas" (in the case of 
the MS) and "tribus" (in the case of the 18), which are organizational systems under which 
several “clicas” are grouped that operate in a certain area or geographical area. Finally, at 
the local level are located the “clicas” (for the MS) and “canchas” (for the 18), which are 
the groups of gang members affiliated to an area and/or an acquired identity. When there 
are several clicas/canchas in the same area, they are called "jenga" and function as 
coordination spaces. (Murcia, 2015, p. 15) 

 
El Salvador is one of the Central American countries with the greatest presence of 
maras, pandillas or gangs. The origin of these organizations with complex structures in 
Central America is associated with a diversity of historical, political and social 
                                                 
39 “Mara” is also the popular name in El Salvador by which any group of young people, friends, 
neighbours, schoolmates or workmates, is known. However, with the pejorative connotation it has 
acquired associated with crime and violence, the term is used less and less. 



TRANSGANG Working Papers 7.1      Youth Street Groups in the Americas 
                                            
   
 

104 
 

conditions; they are characterized by violent and criminal acts, a high level of 
organization that allows them to gain or maintain power and territory, settle scores, 
resolve internal conflicts and obtain economic benefits (Portillo, 2012). Despite not 
having official figures, there are studies, such as Rodríguez and Guillén (2010), which 
indicate that the number of members of these groups ranges between 50,000 and 
100,000 members, most of whom are young men. 
 
The 1990s represented for the country the end of the civil war, the implementation of 
neoliberal economic policies and the emergence of a new social context of violence that 
arose from a peace process that did not consider the reintegration with dignified 
conditions of all the armed forces into civilian life, the return of thousands of 
Salvadorans who had migrated to the United States due to the armed conflict (many of 
them linked in the United States to the gang culture) who returned without a social 
programme from the State that assisted their incorporation. This context became the 
stage for the emergence of a new actor in the violence: the criminal groups the maras 
and pandillas. There was a large presence of young people who began to organize 
themselves around cultural practices similar to those of gangs in the United States as a 
form of internal functioning and criminal practices for obtaining their economic 
resources. However, it is important to recognize that gangs were not a new phenomenon 
in the post-war period but rather that they were transformed due to the different 
contextual factors of that time (Murcia, 2015).  
 
First generation: Migration, post-war and neoliberal policies 
 
The political violence and economic crisis of the seventies and eighties generated 
considerable migration, both internally, from the countryside to the city, and externally, 
especially to the United States. Murcia (2015) reports how many families settled in poor 
neighbourhoods where they faced a difficult situation of exclusion that made them opt 
for protection alternatives against the harassment and discrimination they received from 
other migrants. The history of the rivalry between the MS and Barrio 18 goes back to 
the streets of Los Angeles, where the predominant gang was Pandilla 18, made up of 
Mexican-Americans and which had originated in the 1960s. In this context, the Mara 
Salvatrucha or MS13 emerged, formed by Salvadoran immigrants and also immigrants 
from other Central American countries, as a response to the need for protection. 
 
Twelve years of armed conflict (1980-1992) in El Salvador ended with the signing of 
the Peace Agreements, a process recognized internationally as very successful, but that 
left many gaps for Salvadoran society; peace arrived only half way. The post-war era of 
the 1990s meant the rise in neoliberal policies, which, together with other factors such 
as migration and poverty, increased the level of social inequality, placing a large part of 
the population in conditions of marginalization and exclusion.  
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In 1996, the United States federal government began a strategy of mass deportations of 
young people for their alleged involvement in youth gangs or maras. Many of the 
deportees had lived in the United States almost all their lives and upon returning to their 
country of origin found themselves in a practically alien environment: Central America 
was beginning a process of reconstruction; political violence, poverty and 
unemployment were widespread and the institution was weak.  
 
Far from social policies, these settlements and peripheral territories, marked by poverty, 
began to structure new forms of power and governance outside the "system", structures 
that arose as a resistance to an exclusionary system, and were the way for many to 
continue to exist and survive. However, these structures were characterized by criminal 
acts, death, drugs and links with organized crime. By not finding opportunities for 
reintegration and work, these young deportees, who had an American gang culture style, 
new dress codes and tattoos, progressively gained respect and recognition in their 
territories, which favoured the incorporation of other young people so that the gang 
identity began to change. As the cultural influence of both the MS and the 18 was felt, 
the rivalry between the two also grew, which generated an increase in violence due to 
the territorial disputes and the desire to end the rival gang. While this logic of war was 
developing a few years after peace was signed in El Salvador, the MS and the 18 began 
to organize themselves territorially, supplanting the State in the process. The gangs 
found roots where there was little State presence, local development was deficient and 
there was a weak community social fabric. This lack of authority was largely the result 
of the structural adjustment programmes adopted by the Salvadoran governments in the 
1990s. 
 
But people displaced by the armed conflict also arrived in these territories, ex-fighters 
from the war who had not been included in the reintegration process of the Peace 
Agreements. These were men and women, both from the army and from the guerrillas, 
who bore the pain and wounds of war, and also the poverty in which it had left them. 
People for whom there was never psychological support or a programme of insertion 
into civilian life. What they knew how to do was to shoot a gun and think in terms of 
war. They arrived in these territories with nothing material, but with all the strategic 
knowledge of the war and all the military hierarchical organization structure, which, by 
merging with the gang culture, mutated into highly organized and strategic territorial 
control groups. Various journalistic investigations carried out by the digital newspaper 
El Faro40 show how the life stories of some of the main gang leaders in the 1990s bear 
the imprint of the war.  
 

Hector's memory accounts for a social process of complex interactions between the 
problems of civil war, gangs and migration. The literature of social sciences tends to divide 
these processes into stagnant, fragmenting historical events and the events of the civil war 

                                                 
40 https://www.elfaro.net/.  
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are presented separated from the problem of gangs, and the problem of migration is 
addressed by another separation. Contrary to this tendency, from Hector's testimony, social 
events and processes are linked to a total life process. In the life of this gang member there 
is indissolubly the life of a guerrilla, a soldier, an emigrant and an exile. This gives us an 
overview of the whole social problem (Zúñiga, 2010, p. 62). 

 
Instead of advancing in the consolidation of the State and the democratic transition, the 
post-war era was based on the prescription of market economies, abandoning the 
reconstruction of the social fabric that this period implied, both for those returning from 
the United States and for those returning from the war. As stated by Wacquant (2008), 
neoliberalism was presented as a project that radically transformed the role of the State 
in its economic regulation, reducing the Welfare State and increasing the Penal State. 
The situation of precariousness and marginalization was increasingly evident, especially 
in the capital city. New urban settlements resulting from internal migration began to 
appear in different parts of the city. The Penal State was increasing as a result of the 
criminalization of poverty.  
 
In addition, a new migratory flow was brewing. In this new landscape that tried to call 
itself peace, there were no opportunities for people to develop and build better living 
conditions, so many began to migrate again to the United States, now not because of the 
war but because of the search for better economic conditions for families that aspired to 
the "American dream". This implied that children and adolescents were left under the 
care of relatives (grandparents, aunts and uncles) and even neighbours. So the breakup 
of families was also a factor in this new scenario. 
 
In the post-war era, the country had more murders than during the armed conflict, 
reaching high homicide rates that placed it at the top of the ranking of homicidal 
violence worldwide41. Between 2002 and 2012, the homicide rate per 100,000 
inhabitants reached an average of 55.6, exceeding eight times the world average, which 
reaches 6.9 homicides (Smutt, 2013). Regardless of other forms of violence that 
emerge, gangs are an actor in this violence, but not the only ones. The violence is 
deeply rooted in Salvadoran culture, and is materialized in various forms of expression. 
Martín-Baró (1984) analysed the psychosocial impact of war on Salvadoran society, 
proposing three aspects that would be fundamental for working on social reparation and 
the legacies of the war: 
 

● Violence as a habit and instrumental value in certain situations to achieve a goal.  
● The social polarization that leads to the disqualification of the groups towards opposite 

ends that generates a critical fissure in the framework of coexistence. “they: the bad 
guys” versus “us: the good guys”.  

                                                 
41 In a country of just over six million people, 12 people were killed every day in 2011, and an average of 
14 in the first two months of 2012. 
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● The lie that goes from the corruption of institutions to the intentional deception of the 
public discourse, so society becomes used to institutional bodies being the opposite of 
what they should be. 

 
In this environment of lies, unhinged by social polarization and without grounds for 
being reasonable and rational, one comes to think that violence is the only solution to 
the problem of violence itself. The decades after the war, instead of addressing these 
aspects, deepened them and took them to the depths of society. The gangs were the new 
“they”, the new enemy against whom war and violence had to be waged. Despite the 
fact that at the time of the 1990s it was common to hear about gangs in public opinion, 
the phenomenon remained on the peripheries, of little interest to the State. Some UCA 
studies (Cruz and Portillo, 1998) warned at the time that, if the issue was not addressed 
and approached from a comprehensive public policy perspective, in 20 years’ time the 
situation would be overwhelming. Little attention was paid to the issue. Some 
organizations began to intervene in the territories, especially working from a prevention 
perspective with children and young people, as a measure of containment of the 
problems; but this was not enough. 
 
Second generation: Youth, social inequalities and security policies 
 
Throughout the history of violence in El Salvador, young people have remained at the 
centre of these scenarios, not only because of their youthful condition but also because 
of a series of socio-economic conditions that favour their participation in these actions 
and the limited attention that public policies give to these issues. Gangs are no 
exception, despite not being an exclusively youthful phenomenon, but rather 
intergenerational, the main faces continue to be the young people of neighbourhoods in 
conditions of precariousness, marginality and poverty.  
 
In the previous section, migrants and ex-soldiers are mentioned as the first internal 
actors of gangs; however, this group was expanded and new followers were 
incorporated, mainly by young people. Many of the leaders of the first generation, in 
this second decade already had children, had formed families, but they continued in the 
life and dynamics of the gang, which leads us to reflect on the generations that from 
their birth were already part of a gang environment, girls and boys whose socialization 
process was in the gang. But in addition to this, the implementation of the Penal State 
and security policies meant that many gang leaders were in jail, and although they still 
carried out the strategic planning and gave orders to the gang from the prison, it became 
necessary to always have young people on the streets who continued to carry out 
territorial tasks. Who were these young people and why did gangs become an attractive 
setting for them? 
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Student gangs in San Salvador 
 
Since the time of barras escolares [school bars] in 1959 violent scenes have been 
recorded between school or student groups around basketball sports matches. During 
this year conflicts were recorded between private schools. In the eighties, in violent 
confrontations, private schools had less and less prominence, and were gradually 
displaced by public schools, thus generating a historical rivalry between them and with 
the opposing groups. The conflict moved from the sports fields to the streets (Zelaya, 
2012).  
 
The social conflicts and civil war made the confrontations and clashes of the student 
groups invisible to some extent, but they did not end them. Possibly one of the largest 
confrontations that allows us to understand the subsequent dynamics of inter-
institutional student violence occurred at the beginning of the 1980s between national 
and technical public high schools. At the end of the decade, student rivalry became 
widespread from the sports field to the everyday life of secondary education. 
Confrontations were no longer linked to sport and could occur on any street in the 
capital or in other public places where students came together. With the change in the 
character of the rivalries, the artefacts that were used as weapons also changed, which 
generated the need to create alliances (Savenije and Beltrán, 2007). 
 
Between the 1990s and 2000s, the resurgence of rivalries, which became increasingly 
visible in the streets, where there were constant clashes, forced young people to behave 
more cautiously, and create new forms of protection, and with much more reason if they 
went to a public high school. This was due to the creation of a stereotype or conflicting 
characteristics, such as "opposites", when differentiating between national and technical 
high schools (Zelaya, 2012). Unlike young people in private schools, many of the young 
people in public schools lived in conditions of poverty, exclusion and marginalization. 
Some of them were children of families that had migrated and left them in the care of 
other people. This led to many of the students in public schools becoming a perfect 
source of young people to be incorporated into the gangs. These young people were not 
afraid of violent actions, they needed to protect themselves from "others" and for whom 
being respected and feared by the rest of the people meant a way to survive in their own 
neighbourhoods and in the streets of the capital in general. It is important to mention 
that this type of violence was particular to urban areas and especially to major cities.  
 
However, by this time the phenomenon of the maras had begun to attract much more 
attention from the authorities and the Salvadoran population, so that student gangs 
moved to second place, being almost forgotten by the institutions, authorities and 
academia (Savenije and Beltrán, 2007). No attention was given to fusions that might 
happen. In the same search for alliances, the student gangs began to look to the gangs as 
a form of protection. Being linked to them implied greater fear from the rival, which 
was very attractive for the young people. However, it also began to represent 
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participation in other types of violence, access to economic resources, and above all, 
obtaining respect from their surrounding society; so that young people were gradually 
absorbed into the gang world. Without being an exclusively youth phenomenon, it is 
undoubtedly mostly young people who fill these ranks; however, not just any young 
people, but rather those young people who have limited opportunities, as Reguillo 
(2012) says, disconnected, precarious young people, far from institutions and social 
policies for whom the gang becomes a way of trying to survive, similarly to trying to 
migrate to the United States.  
 
Women and gangs 
 
Gangs since their inception have mostly been constituted by men. However, women are 
present in many ways in the lives of gang members, whether as mothers, sisters, 
girlfriends, friends or gang members. Few studies or research have been carried out that 
include a gender perspective, which has generated a large gap in the knowledge and 
understanding about this area. The role and experience of women associated with gangs 
has always been different from that of men. In the first two decades, although 
quantitatively, the participation of women was much lower and this often led to making 
them invisible; however, we did find women gang members who met the requirements 
to enter and took on a place in the gang. Nevertheless, it is necessary to highlight that 
the motivations of women to enter a gang were different, as well as the experience they 
had inside. Generally, when women entered the gang, despite their young age, their 
lives were already characterized by numerous deprivations, situations of exclusion, 
abuses and violence (Aguilar, 2010). 
 
Some studies (Aguilar, 2010; Interpeace, 2011) agree that some of women’s 
motivations to enter gangs are associated with three factors: dysfunctional relationships 
at the family level, the desire for revenge towards an aggressor and attraction for the 
identity and dynamics of the gang. Among the forms of entering the gang it was 
common to have to undergo a beating or a collective sexual rape, most of the women 
opted for the beating, since this gave them respect within the group. In a testimony from 
an ex-gang member, she said: 
 

The one who gets 13 seconds of beating is respected. They know that the one who has 
endured the 13 seconds, or the 18, is marked by those 13 seconds, the benefit of this is that, 
in the street, she can hit anyone; that woman has voice and vote within the gang. In 
meetings they can speak up perfectly, they have the decision to speak, to propose 
(Interpeace, 2011, p. 27). 

 
The use of the woman's body as a territory to exercise power, control and domination 
has always been present within gangs, but it is also a reflection of the misogynistic 
behaviours and gender violence that is experienced throughout the society. Women’s 
participation has not always been the same, it has evolved over time due to the change 
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in generational leadership and the increase in the prison population and security policies 
that focused on the entire communities where the gangs lived. Contradictorily, the 
younger leaders are more traditional about the role of women, to such an extent that, in 
the third generation, women can no longer be gang members. Their connection is 
through the affective relationship they have with a gang member.  
 

Women continue to play passive roles traditionally assigned to them by the system of 
patriarchal domination; that is, as sexual partners of gang members, raising children, 
cooking for the group, caring for the sick, visiting prisoners and serving as a link between 
the gang (private sphere) and the outside world (public sphere). However, they are also 
used to move things from one place to another: weapons, drugs, money, messages; or they 
become the visible faces to make tax collections in some types of businesses (PNRRS, 
2012, p. 68).  

 
However, the woman's body continues to be used as a form of power and control to 
send a message to the opposing gang. In recent years, an increasingly common assault is 
the rape of women living in opposing gang territories. The woman's body as a “spoils of 
war” in gang rivalry is very complex to study, because fear of the gang means that this 
kind of violence goes unreported. Moreover, complaints against gender violence in the 
affective relationships that are established with gang members (dating, life partner) are 
silenced with death threats. No woman can end an affective relationship without her 
partner deciding, as this can cost her life. Finally, a recent dynamic about women who 
live in communities and are not directly linked to the gang, is to force them to take care 
of the gang children, as a "temporary mother" who can take care of the children in the 
absence of the parents, either because they are in jail, have died or are on the run.  
 
Security policies  
 
Gangs are the result of a complex synergy of factors, both at the family, social, 
community and individual levels, but also of factors associated with political and 
institutional decisions. The repressive response with which the Salvadoran State has 
responded to the phenomenon has also had an impact on its transformation, thus leading 
to a radicalization of groups as a way of protecting themselves and responding to the 
State. The implementation of anti-gang plans, together with the persistence of risk 
factors associated with their generation and reproduction, has led to important changes 
in the dynamics and functioning of the endogroup and accelerated mutation processes 
that academic research had warned of previously (Cruz and Portillo, 1998). 
 

The criminalization and selective persecution of gang members, as well as the 
permanent neglect of the conditions of social exclusion of Salvadoran youth, has 
contributed to generating a large recomposing of its structure, internal organization, 
system of rules and values, aims and objectives of the gang organization, which 
highlights it as a new modality of criminal organization that is generating a 
significant share of violence (Aguilar, 2007, p. 879). 
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In 2003, gangs were identified as a major problem and declared a threat to national 
security. During the previous years, the persecution of gangs had not received more 
State attention and much less public policy. Government actions to address the 
phenomenon during the first decade of the political transition had mainly consisted of 
circumstantial police interventions in poor neighbourhoods or arrests of gang members 
in police operations aimed at combating common crime (Aguilar, 2019). However, what 
would characterize this new phase would be the militarization of public security, which 
meant a setback with respect to the achievements of the Peace Agreement. 
 
The launch of the Plan Mano Dura [Hard Hand Plan] against gangs, by a right-wing 
government led by the ARENA party, marked the beginning of a cycle of repeated 
punitive responses that the Salvadoran State directed against these groups. This 
included measures of police repression, mass arrests and detentions, as well as 
extrajudicial executions, all the materialization of what Wacquant (2011) called the 
"right hand" of the State. All the actions were accompanied by a media management 
that showed violence and repression as the only way to face the problem. These actions 
undoubtedly implied a series of consequences at the society level: a) an increase in 
human rights violations; b) the stigmatization, criminalization and extermination of 
young people for living in certain areas; c) the construction of a social imaginary about 
gangs due to the media accompaniment that the implementation of this plan had; d) the 
manipulation of the gang phenomenon for electoral purposes, since the promise to 
eradicate these groups became a favourable strategy for obtaining votes. For their part, 
gangs showed themselves to be reactive groups faced with the strong presence of police 
or soldiers. In response to security policies, many members left their territories and 
settled in new communities and others deserted their gang and erased their tattoos. 
Others hid or left the country (WOLA, 2006).  
 
In the 2004 elections, the anti-gang campaign proved profitable for the political parties 
and ARENA won again, continuing its predecessor's approach through the Super Hard 
Hand Plan, which, unlike the previous one, also incorporated prevention and 
rehabilitation plans. The two initiatives, Mano Amiga [Friendly Hand] and Mano 
Extended [Extended Hand], were aimed at young people at risk and incarcerated gang 
members. We could read this as the "left hand" of the State proposed by Wacquant 
(2011). However, this did not have a greater incidence due to the low investment and 
implementation failures. The increase in violence led to the continued commitment to a 
police and military presence as the main combat strategy. In recent years, the number of 
arrests has increased significantly, although the percentage of convictions does not 
exceed 20% of the detainees. Despite this, prisons have an overcrowding problem and 
do not have the conditions for allowing the possibility of social reintegration processes 
(Martínez, 2018). 
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Between 2003 and 2006 there was an increase in violence, and the homicide rate 
increased significantly. The rate per 100,000 inhabitants went from 37 per 100,000 
inhabitants to 65. In and from inside prisons, gangs strengthened both their structures 
and their criminal involvement; prisons became another territory under their control 
(Aguilar, 2019). For Hernández (2015), the increase in human rights violations against 
gang members while carrying out anti-gang plans and the social construction of a 
condemned collective identity defined by the label of "enemies of the State", brought 
them together around certain social and political demands, many of which are still in 
force today. The first public news of the maras and gangs organized around a political 
action in which they made requests to the government was recorded in the first decade 
of the 21st century.  
 
Third generation: transnational gangs, organized crime and electoral politics 
 
In three decades, gangs went from being a generational cultural phenomenon to 
becoming organized criminal networks with agency capacity in the field of politics. 
This is due, in large part, to the impact of security policies and the role of political 
actors. From the implementation of repressive strategies there was an expansion and 
reconfiguration of the territories of domination, which gained greater strength and 
reorganization in various territories both nationally and internationally.  
 
Transnational gangs 
 
Both in their origin and in their forms of mobility and expansion over the last three 
decades, Salvadoran gangs have been characterized by their ability to go beyond 
borders. From Central America to the United States, the main gangs (Mara Salvatrucha 
and Barrio 18) have constant communication and regional leaderships that allow them 
to react in a connected way to certain situations, including State persecution. These 
regional leaders have been strengthened by the implemented security policies; their 
members can take refuge in the different territories of the same gang, both nationally 
and internationally.  
 

These groups transcend the boundaries between the local, the national and the international: 
they form transnational networks of groups that are established as local "clicas", united 
under the name and identity of the Mara Salvatrucha (ms or ms-13) or Barrio 18 (18). The 
clicas share certain norms, rules and more or less hierarchical relationships and are 
dispersed in a transnational space (...). The activities of the gangs are initiated and sustained 
by these clicas and their members, and do not stop at national borders. At the local level, 
clicas are semi-autonomous but maintain links and communication with each other. 
However, at the international level they are part of a hierarchical structure whose most 
important leaders reside in the United States and can send orders to local groups (Savenije, 
2007, p. 639).  
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If there is one thing that makes an extreme difference between the phenomenon of 
transnational gangs and other similar groups, it is the way in which gang members join 
the group. It is not a question of membership, of adhering to purely lucrative 
implications or of sharing a political or religious ideology. Transnational gangs exceed 
space, occurring in a place without geographical representation (Moreno, 2016). For 
Savenije (2007) the idea of space is transformed in transnational gangs, so that the 
community where they grew up ceases to be the main reference, and the feel of 
belonging moves to a larger union. That union goes beyond communities and local 
clicas, transcending groups in different neighbourhoods, cities, departments and 
countries. This becomes relevant when we think about policies and strategies for action 
in relation to the gang phenomenon. 
 
New governments, the same security strategies and policies 
 
In 2009, after two decades of right-wing governments, a left-wing government came to 
power, on which there were many expectations of reforming the security issue. Upon its 
arrival to government, the new government recognized the need for a comprehensive 
approach to the issue of crime, including gangs. An interest was shown in promoting in-
depth reforms to professionalize the institutions of the security sector and to include 
new actors to face the issue, including local actors (local governments, institutions, civil 
society organizations, churches, neighbourhood boards, etc.). The proposal to 
comprehensively address the criminal phenomenon, which had constituted an important 
campaign promise, resulted in the formulation of a security policy document with a 
strategic and comprehensive intervention approach. This would later become the 
"Justice, Security and Citizen Coexistence Policy" proposal. This gave signs that the 
government was trying to address the issue by expanding the “left hand” of the State. 
The security policy was developed with a holistic approach and for the first time in the 
post-war period included not only prosecution of crime but also social prevention, 
reintegration and rehabilitation, as well as care for victims of violence. However, this 
was an illusion that quickly vanished and the policy was nothing more than a good 
document. Contrary to what was expected, the leftist government increased the 
participation of the military in public security and generated measures of greater 
repression (Bonilla, 2015).  
 
In 2012, an attempt by the government to negotiate with the gangs was made public, a 
fact that was not well seen by society or by the opposition parties, which led the 
government to deny this process and incriminate the people who had acted as 
"negotiators".42 As mentioned in a previous section, the "truce" was a good initiative 
that was poorly implemented, especially because it lost sight of the main objective of 
solving the problem of gang-related violence and ended up being used for electoral 

                                                 
42 http://www.elfaro.net/es/201602/el_salvador/17981/No-es-cierto-que-tuveconocimiento-de-la-tregua-
Si-el-general-dijo-eso-que-lo-explique-%C3%A9l-MauricioFunes.htm.  

http://www.elfaro.net/es/201602/el_salvador/17981/No-es-cierto-que-tuveconocimiento-de-la-tregua-Si-el-general-dijo-eso-que-lo-explique-%C3%A9l-MauricioFunes.htm
http://www.elfaro.net/es/201602/el_salvador/17981/No-es-cierto-que-tuveconocimiento-de-la-tregua-Si-el-general-dijo-eso-que-lo-explique-%C3%A9l-MauricioFunes.htm
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purposes (Katz and Amaya, 2015). What seemed to be an unprecedented experience 
became another sign of the political parties’ corruption. This generated a new 
transformation in the gangs as they came to recognize the negotiating capacity they 
could have in the political sphere. Hernández (2015) calls this an evolution of the 
"political consciousness" of the groups. This has led them to become actors with a 
political profile in recent years, who resort to the exercise of lethal violence and other 
pressure mechanisms to influence the State.  
 
From that moment, various political parties established direct negotiations with gang 
leaders to benefit electorally, both in votes and in the generation of a psychology of fear 
that leads the population to vote for those who promise security. These agreements, 
made both at the local level and at the national level, with candidates and 
representatives of the political parties, highlighted the gangs as essential political actors 
for achieving power. Aguilar (2019) believes that what all these events generated was to 
provide gangs with political motivations and gave them a greater capacity of agency to 
organize collectively with their families, both to develop emerging protection 
mechanisms, as well as to activate guarantees established in the law to which all citizens 
can resort. 
 
In 2014, with the arrival of the second left-wing government and in an attempt to 
disassociate itself from the actions of the previous government, a public declaration of 
war against the gangs was made, denying any possibility of dialogue and/or negotiation. 
This stance strengthened the military and repressive and punitive measures to address 
this problem. This leftist government strengthened the militarization of public security, 
which resulted in the period with the largest human rights violations by the authorities 
in post-war history.  
 
In 2015, the legal framework and approach to gangs was transformed from criminal 
organizations and organized crime to terrorism. A sentence was passed in which gangs 
would be prosecuted as terrorist organizations. The sentence was signed by the five 
judges of the Constitutional Chamber of the Court and concluded that "the gangs called 
Mara Salvatrucha or MS-13 and Barrio 18 or mara 18, and any other gang or criminal 
organization that seeks to exercise the powers belonging to the scope of State 
sovereignty, are terrorists". In addition, "their leaders, members, collaborators, 
apologists and financiers fall within the concept of terrorists in their different groups 
and forms of participation, and regardless of whether such armed groups or criminal 
organizations have political, criminal, economic (extortion), money laundering, drug 
trafficking or other purposes". This categorization had implications on the work that 
different non-governmental and civil society organizations carried out with the gangs, 
since from the time of this sentence onwards any type of link could be criminalized. 
This closed even more the possibility of extensively managing the phenomenon and of 
any mediation process that could be attempted. The decision to consider gangs as 
terrorists showed the face of the Penal State that had been formed in previous years.  
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The year 2019 saw the arrival of a yet another new government, after 10 years of left-
wing governments, the Gana party (centre-right) began its management, under the 
leadership of Nayib Bukele, the youngest president in its history. He had carried out a 
campaign with a progressive approach where he claimed that he would not repeat 
practices of the past and showed himself as having a great openness to a comprehensive 
approach to the gang phenomenon. However, history was repeated, once this 
government’s management began, the security strategy was announced in two phases. A 
first phase called "direct confrontation", very similar to the hard hand and super hard 
hand policies in which they indicated two main actions: a "Territorial Control Plan" and 
the declaration of a "state of emergency in penal centres". Subsequently, a second stage, 
called "Opportunities", was presented in which it was expected to generate options for 
young people through art and technical training. A unit called "Reconstruction of the 
social fabric" was in charge of this phase involving direct work with the communities. 
 
The strategy initiated by the management of Nayib Bukele (2019-2024) did not have 
any strategies that were different from the past. The prosecution of crime has been the 
priority, along with the militarization of public security in all territories and the 
validation of violence as a resolution strategy. The discourse remains the same, a public 
declaration of war against gangs that are still considered as terrorist organizations. 
Undoubtedly, although the path is still uncertain, the challenges are clear, including the 
work to reconstruct the imaginary about “the gangs” in society and the possibilities of 
building new mediation processes. This must be done through work with state 
institutions, the media, non-governmental organizations, churches and civil society. 
 

4.6 Conclusions  

 
At the end of this tour of the last three decades, which has allowed us to place the El 
Salvador gangs in relation to the theoretical approaches proposed in the TRANSGANG 
CP, we can say that the origin of the El Salvador gangs is not far from the global 
context proposed in the project: the strengthening of a neoliberal State at the root of a 
phenomenon that is mobilized in a circle of precariousness and migration.  
 
Since the nineties, gangs in El Salvador have been groups associated directly with 
criminal actions and territorial control. For the purposes of the TRANSGANG project 
they are considered the groups Mara Salvatrucha and Barrio 18. The El Salvador gangs 
are not exclusively youth gangs, although the vast majority of their members are in this 
age group. The El Salvador gangs have a young and precarious face, in most cases, a 
male face; however, it is important to recognize the participation of women in these 
groups, their roles and the possibility they may have to act as mediators despite not 
having the same conditions as a man within the gang. Being a reflection of society, 
within the gangs, women are subjected to patriarchal and sexist patterns that condition 
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them and give them an unequal position within the structures. For this reason, it is 
considered important for young women to participate as part of the informant group for 
the case of El Salvador.  
 
The media approach to the gangs has contributed to constructing an image of an 
"internal enemy" on which the repressive policies of the State are based, and which the 
population see as positive. Mediation and conflict resolution experiences have not been 
studied in El Salvador, so it is an innovative perspective that can contribute new lines of 
study on gangs. The methodological approach for studies on gangs becomes crucial for 
generating social awareness processes. Qualitative studies and also research using 
narrative techniques have made it possible to obtain a different view on this 
phenomenon. Therefore, the ethnographic methodological approach proposed in the 
TRANSGANG project is appropriate and applicable in the case of El Salvador.  
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5 Bandas, Pandillas, Galladas. Youth street groups in Medellín: 
between crime and coexistence 

Fulvia Márquez Valderrama 
 
 

5.1  Summary 

 
This text presents an initial tour of the definitions and characterizations of bandas, 
pandillas and youth street groups in Medellín (Colombia) in accordance with the 
literature found on the subject. We describe the urban context, which at different times 
in its history has given rise to the violence, conflicts and illegal groups that have shaken 
the city and that have involved several generations of young people from popular 
neighbourhoods. We also discuss some mediation experiences carried out by public and 
private institutions and young people themselves. Finally, we present the current 
regulations and public policies aimed at preventing violence and protecting children, 
adolescents and young people from violent situations and from becoming linked to 
illegal groups that exercise violence and crime in the city. 
  

5.2  Introduction 

 
The purpose of this document is to present the key conceptual, contextual and 
methodological elements of one of the territories defined by the TRANSGANG Project. 
The city of Medellín is part of the three central case studies of "good practices" together 
with Barcelona and Rabat, which will be studied in depth. In the case of Medellín, in 
addition to reviewing the literature on youth street groups, field work will be carried out 
to analyse the personal and social backgrounds as well as subjectivities and identities of 
young people who have been or are currently part of youth street groups. We place 
emphasis on identifying and contributing to mediation and conflict resolution 
experiences generated by the youth groups themselves, by non-governmental 
institutions and by public institutions. 
 
Medellín is part of the TRANSGANG project due to its historical and present context of 
youth street groups and mediation experiences constructed or implemented during the 
last three decades (from the beginning of the 1990s to 2019). These rich and novel 
experiences have been studied very little from perspectives other than criminology, 
violence and security. Public Policy responses have been constructed based on these 
studies more for containment and control, than for prevention, mediation or resolution 
of conflicts between young people, between gangs or between gangs and their 
communities. There is a wide diversity of experiences, since mediation has been 
developed mainly by the communities themselves, as well as youth street groups and 
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social organizations, especially in the period from the mid-1990s. Moreover, many 
mediation experiences have been developed since the 2000s to the present day. The 
changes of government between 2004 and 2015, which emerged from independent 
movements outside the traditional parties, managed to develop, among the public 
institutions and civil society, important experiences of reintegration and mediation with 
young women and men involved in different processes, organizations, networks linked 
to the conflict, crime and consumption of psychoactive substances, and barras bravas, 
among others, which will be discussed further in this text. 
 
For Medellín, as a city, it is important to be part of this study in order to explore, make 
visible, research and understand the transnationalism that has existed for many years in 
terms of migration of young people and gangs between regions and countries of the 
Americas and between Latin America and Europe. In the case of Medellín, there has 
been clear migration to other countries and regions, mainly to North America, and to 
some European countries, mainly Spain and the Netherlands, for the last three decades. 
People emigrate for different reasons, including political reasons, the search for new 
opportunities and drug trafficking. However, there are no studies or analyses of this 
migration, nor of the exchanges and transfers of culture that may have occurred. This 
comparative, transnational study is therefore essential for understanding these processes 
for youth street groups of the city, with and among other groups that are formed or 
result from this migration. In the present project, we also aim to identify the types of 
interaction through social networks. 
 
Based on the literature and academic research, the first chapter looks at the path that the 
conceptualization has taken on the issue of street gangs and youth street groups. Several 
authors show the complexity of risking making definitions, since the boundaries 
between the types of activities they carry out are blurred, and although these groups are 
given the same name, it has different meanings for the authors cited, for the authorities 
and even for the young people themselves.  
 
The second chapter takes a retrospective look at certain aspects and dynamics of the city 
of Medellín that contextualize and identify some of the causal factors of violence and 
the participation of young men and women as victims or perpetrators. It also focuses on 
the processes of growth and modernization, migration, violence, drug trafficking and 
poverty. 
 
The third chapter presents experiences of care, protection and mediation carried out 
with young people from poor neighbourhoods of Medellín by public institutions, NGOs 
and young people themselves. We discuss the conceptual and methodological approach 
to mediation and conflict management proposed by the TRANSGANG project in the 
text elaborated on conceptual and methodological guidelines (Feixa, Sánchez-García et 
al., 2019).  
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In the fourth and final chapter, we make some comments and identify clues to be 
considered in the current research on Medellín, taking into account the historical 
perspective of the social, political and economic conditions that give rise to these 
groups, and to the forced recruitment or volunteering of young people to Illegal Armed 
Groups (IAG). We aim to contribute to strengthening the research on these realities with 
the participation of the young people themselves, in order to develop recommendations 
and proposals to be used to design public policies. 
 

5.3  Researching (trans)gangs in Medellín 

 
Before describing the relevant research on youth street groups in Medellín, we will 
contextualize the situation from a historical perspective to understand the conditions 
that generate the appearance and existence of these groups, as well as the construction 
and development of experiences of mediation, conflict resolution and coexistence by 
youth street groups, youth leaders, civil society institutions, and citizens who 
voluntarily act as mediators for neighbourhood and inter-neighbourhood conflicts 
between young people in youth street groups. 
 
When the United Nations declared 1985 to be the International Youth Year, the 
emergence of urban-popular youth cultures became visible, as it was the crisis period of 
the modernization policies initiated three decades ago. In addition to this, policies of 
global economic adjustment were being implemented that generated greater poverty and 
marginalization of the popular sectors. This gave rise to criminal gangs and groups that 
linked many young people to violence and illegal drug trafficking circuits. This 
significantly determined “…the construction of a new story about young people in the 
country, as well as the implementation of new institutional strategies for the production 
of this subject. To that extent, representations were generated on the youth constituted 
from the relationship violence-vulnerability, which produced its criminalization and 
vulnerabilization" (Quintero, 2005, pp. 96-97). 
 
In Colombia, and particularly in Medellín, the youth issue acquired meaning in the 
midst of the generalized violence that Colombian society was going through in the mid-
eighties, "The critical situation of youth ceased to be a domestic issue and became a 
social issue, it entered the political agenda with the creation of institutional instances 
and some first policy guidelines that were proposed as a central objective: "the 
incorporation without trauma of young people into Colombian society".43 This youth 
issue was initially introduced due to concerns about security and public order. 
 
The need to understand the dynamics, emerging forms of violence and their logics, 
which did not coincide with the original causes and dynamics of long-standing political 
                                                 
43 As stated in the purposes and guidelines of the Presidential Council for Youth, Women and Family 
(1991-1992). 
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violence in studies on violence in Colombia, meant that the youth issue was/is framed in 
studies aimed at understanding these new forms of violence in order to contain and 
prevent them, "which made the transgressive practices of young people and their groups 
understood from a criminal approach, having the effect that the differences and limits 
between conflicts due to identity and those framed in the logics of urban violence were 
diluted" (Pares, 2018, p. 5). 
 
Since the 1980s, with the increase in conflicts in the plural, there was a broad 
production of research that sought to explain what happens in the territories with the 
young people and different actors, giving priority to more criminological views and 
from a security perspective. As María Teresa Uribe states in the prologue to "Mujeres 
de Fuego", "we have been able to keep updated and in detail how many deaths occur 
every day, the accounting is very accurate; they also inform us of the places where they 
died at the hands of their peers and even the weapon they used to take their lives; there 
is no shortage of analytical categories to think about and interpret violence as an object 
of knowledge, to investigate its multicausality and to measure its impacts on the various 
areas of social life" (Uribe, 1993, p. 2). 
  
A good knowledge was obtained about the organization forms through which they act, 
commit crimes, and on the type of criminal structure(s). Researchers, known at the time 
as “violentologists”, were always able to reconstruct in detail the territorialities of the 
conflicts and the statistics of those killed, disappeared, killed in combat, tortured or 
kidnapped. It is even possible to learn about the activities and trades of the victims, their 
ages and sexes, and sometimes even their political and partisan activity. Finally, there is 
knowledge about Colombian violence(s) obtained through research proposals and 
approaches that give a clear account of objectivity, verification, quantification and 
generalization, among others.  
 
Literary and cinematographic productions such as the film Rodrigo D, No futuro 
(Gaviria, 1990), texts such as El pelaito que no duró nada by Víctor Gaviria (1991), as 
well as No nacimos pa’ semilla by Alonso Salazar (1990), reveal the world of young 
people who, in association with gangs, shook the city and Colombia with their reckless 
actions. In addition, "the fact that the majority of ‘killers’ by contract were from 
Medellín confirmed the thesis that the city had been consumed by the desire for profit 
imposed by drug trafficking" (Borrero, 1990, p. 11). These authors also pointed out that 
the conditions of poverty exacerbated by the economic crisis of the 1980s determined 
the ways that these young people from popular sectors sought to survive. However, at 
the same time they showed society from narrative proposals, the young subject linked 
to these dynamics in its crudest dimension, allowing them to enter the immediate and 
structural causes that generated conditions conducive to their participation in what 
others have called illegal circuits of violence and drugs. Although Salazar and Gaviria 
do not propose definitions for combos, bandas, or pandillas, they deliver all the key 
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elements for scholars and social workers to progress in understanding this phenomenon 
in the city. 
 
Reviewing the general literature on youth gangs or street groups produced based on the 
real context and experiences of Medellín, we find some definitions developed by 
academics (1990s) over these last 30 years. These definitions are based on diagnostic 
studies for designing public policies (2005-2017) and some systematized experiences 
carried out by youth groups or by NGOs in the city. In these studies, with very different 
methodological and theoretical orientations, some authors see a simplification of youth 
expressions of various types under the umbrella of the term "gang", placing in this 
definition an accent on primary responsibility for the insecurity generated by homicides 
and other crimes in the city. We also find analyses anchored in more criminological, 
psychological and epidemiological approaches, and others that make more descriptive 
than analytical contributions about mediation experiences carried out by NGOs and 
youth groups. These studies are not reduced to young people being "responsible" for 
violence in the cities, rather they also consider that "gangs" are an expression of 
structural and daily violence, highlighting a diversity of public problems, including 
corruption, drug trafficking, social and political conflicts, social fragmentation, and 
"cultural behaviours", etc. (Ceballos, 2000, p. 387; Márquez, 1999, p. 104; Bosch et al., 
2017, p. 15). 
 
Ceballos (2000), for example, speaks of bandas juveniles [youth gangs], which in other 
studies are given the name of pandillas, which is a more accepted term in Colombia. 
However, in Medellín since the mid-1980s and 1990s, the media, literature, academia 
and even NGOs themselves, have spoken of youth gangs (bandas juveniles). 
Nevertheless, due to their own experience and recognition of everyday life, their 
practices, ways of organizing and acting, they are called “galladas” [galleys] to 
differentiate them from armed groups of hired killers and professional thieves that 
consolidate around cocaine trafficking, and which are recognized as "criminal gangs". 
“The galladas were an urban phenomenon that burst onto the scene in the late 1970s. 
They are a kind of street institutionalization of inventiveness and a youth reaction to the 
pressures of social segregation and to the clogging of normal channels of social 
advancement. They are not criminal organizations in principle; they are models of 
socialization and responses to more or less critical situations of unemployment, 
overcrowding, social exclusion, school obsolescence and consumer culture" (Ceballos, 
2000, p. 387). 
 
Faced with the rapid growth of drug trafficking that led to the increase in the illegal 
drug trade, a large part of the youth galladas were co-opted and put at the service of Los 
Capos [The Bosses], as hitmen and for carrying out violence and drug trafficking. One 
of the first experiences of working with young people was in the 90s in different 
comunas and neighbourhoods of the city, where the highest violence rates were 
concentrated. The Youth Houses Programme showed that some of these houses were 
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formed by young people and groups that called themselves “bandas juveniles” [youth 
gangs]. Precisely what gives rise to some of these Youth Houses are the peace pacts 
between these gangs. The direct approach and the mediation process carried out by 
young people and NGOs such as the Regional Corporation and the Catholic Church, 
allows us to talk about youth groups that meet for defending the territory, socializing, 
and survival due to marginalization and economic, social and cultural exclusion. Their 
initial actions were robberies in the city centre and the consumption of psychoactive 
drugs, but the co-option of some of these groups by drug trafficking and other more 
structured criminal gangs, with a radius of action of a city rather than a neighbourhood, 
generated internal confrontations for achieving the best "businesses" and the greatest 
number of “cruces”.44 Most of these groups were formed by underage, out-of-school 
youths living in informal settlements built by families displaced by violence in other 
municipalities in Antioquia. In the course of the programme they were given the name 
neighbourhood youth groups with the intention of building other perspectives, and 
getting people to look at them differently (Marquez and Ospina, 1999, p. 47-48). 
 
Likewise, in texts such as that of Perea (2007), gangs are referred to as bandas, parches, 
galladas or combos depending on the context, territory, form and purpose of coming 
together in a group. The term banda is used for those organized crime-related groups 
with more closed and clandestine power structures. The pandillas are more visible and 
make public demonstrations of their power to act. Parche refers to a group of friends, 
who meet in specific places, although they do not necessarily carry out criminal 
activities. This term is often used by others to refer to the group as neighbourhood 
delinquents, as one of society’s ways of stigmatizing poor youth. In a sector or territory, 
these different groups can be present simultaneously and there can be connections 
between them in a fluid way between the spontaneous and innocent parche, and the 
members of pandillas, until their participation and "graduation" to the bandas (Perea, 
2007; Rodgers and Baird, 2016). 
 
The role played by the media in shaping and influencing citizens' perceptions of the 
phenomenon of gangs cannot be ignored. For example, an article in the newspaper El 
Tiempo commented on the subject: “they are boys plunged into the bewilderment and 
hopelessness of their own tragedies. Their lives are tainted with harsh stories, tragedies 
and misunderstanding that have dragged them into being seen as a social problem. Their 
reality is woven into the streets of marginalized neighbourhoods… The sad thing is that 
these groups are usually made up of children who are just beginning to know the world, 
from eight to ten years old… The reality of all this is the lack of opportunities for 
education, work and training.” (Barajas, 2001). 
 

                                                 
44 Cruces [Crosses] is an expression that refers to being hired to kill someone, deliver a shipment of 
drugs, kidnap someone or carry out large robberies. 
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The newspaper El País, for example, states that, “the police consider that youth gangs 
have become the main protagonists of common crime in this city. The city assumes this 
‘new’ problem that affects citizen coexistence" (cited by the Ministry of Justice and 
Law, 2017, p. 13).  
 
Similarly, Perea also says, 

 
However, the gang phenomenon is cooked at another price due to the young condition of its 
members: the abyss that opens up is nothing less than that of some boys who have renounced the 
fundamental imaginings of the collective order and who, in return, decide to submit the world to 
their own laws. The gang presence opens a question on the transformations of the conflict in the 
contemporary city: it indicates a cultural texture plagued by actors mobilized by unprecedented 
strategies, including the bizarre attitude of the gang member. (Perea, 2004, p. 2) 

 
There is no consensus around the definition of gangs given their variable nature; 
however, what is clear is that gangs usually inhabit urban areas, belonging to them does 
not always imply a consumption of narcotics and of course not all act under the same 
modus operandi, as stated by some authors like Perea (2004), and Salazarny Jaramillo 
(1992). The perspective proposed by Rodgers and Baird (2016) with respect to street 
gangs and groups of young people, is broader and argues that they include "a wide 
range of social forms, from groups of young people hanging out on street corners, to 
organized crime associations" (Rodgers and Baird, 2016, p. 3). 
 
Finally, in the study carried out by the Ministry of Justice and Law of Colombia (2017) 
on "Youth gangs in Colombia: conceptual approaches, urban expressions and 
possibilities of intervention", after a review of the literature and field work, they 
propose as a concept for analysis and also for the preparation of recommendations that, 
"youth gangs are groups of young people, typically of urban areas, characterized by the 
fragility of socially agreed integration mechanisms (such as work, family or education), 
where young people find their space for identification and survival, while entering into 
relations of cooperation or conflict with similar groups and institutions of the adult 
world” (Ministerio de Justicia y del Derecho, 2017, pp. 33-34). This definition contains 
key features and tensions, including understanding them as a group of young people, in 
a network of social relationships in the neighbourhood environment, who grow 
together, interact, socialize and learn. It also mentions the territorial character; for 
pandillas, territory is a key dimension that defines them and gives them life. The 
definition includes the intergenerational dimension, referring to relationships in which 
they are constituted (state institutions, schools, families, work, etc.) and those that are 
produced by them (links with the adult criminal world, which gives them the possibility 
of action and reproduction).  
 
These media, academic, and social views, held at the beginning (even until today) have 
led to the stigmatization of youth groups, transgressive or not. Due to all these processes 
and dynamics, all youth groups were put at the same level when in fact a large part of 
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them were not linked to violence and crime circuits. However, as early as the 1990s, a 
series of diverse youth dynamics that resist violence could be seen, as plans were made 
from the arts, sports and community to mediate conflicts and generate proposals for 
coexistence. The year 2000 and all that first decade of the 21st century brought with it 
the accumulation of the previous one, "it is a moment of explosion since young people 
are creating groups of young people for young people" (Marquez, 2019, p. 120). This 
author calls this the move from "organizations to collectives", which have collective 
action and the environmental dimension as important axes, and today, with greater 
force, communication networks. 
 
Similarly, social and youth mobilization, peace pacts among gangs, militias and, during 
the years 1994-2005, the processes of reintegration of paramilitaries, which 
simultaneously opened up the possibilities of other perspectives, other studies, new 
practices and the design of policies aimed at young people, have led to another context 
that is more similar to the current one, in which, although it cannot be said that "there is 
no violence" or "that there are no gangs" as we knew them and studied and defined 
them in the 80s and 90s, there are other ways and dynamics through which young 
people are linked to criminal and illegal circuits and structures. 
 
More recently (2015-2018), studies have been carried out in relation to the context of 
transformation and structural strengthening of the Illegal Armed Groups (IAG) and the 
peace process until it was signed. This places us in the post-conflict era and there are 
other challenges and demands in relation to the adolescent and youth population. An 
example is the research carried out by the Secretariat of Youth and the University of 
Antioquia (2015) on "The linkage and use of children and adolescents by IAG", which 
allows us to observe and understand that we are no longer facing the youth gang 
phenomenon we knew and experienced in the 1990s. Today we find a very structured 
criminal organization, called illegal armed groups (IAG), or the so-called criminal 
gangs (bacrim), which manage the illegal drug marketing circuits, charge a tax called a 
vacuna [vaccine] to small neighbourhood businesses and public service transporters, 
and which control territories inside and outside the city. This study suggests that there is 
a difference between forced and compulsory recruitment and voluntary bonding. 
Recruitment involves being and belonging to the illegal group, being subjected to 
training, wearing uniforms, carrying weapons and engaging in criminal acts and 
recruitment of other minors. In voluntary bonding, minors and young people are not 
necessarily part of the organization, it is an indirect and informal secondment, they 
cooperate and provide information, there is an instrumentalization for the purposes of 
these illegal groups and structures (Mayor's Office of Medellín and University of 
Antioquia, 2015, p. 13). In the study results, attention is paid to making an analytical 
reading that goes through a detailed description of the new conflict contexts of the city 
and its neighbourhoods, looking at the daily life and realities experienced by 
adolescents and young people in their family and community environments, 
highlighting factors such as cultural aspects, protection and abandonment, economic 
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and social, abuse and mistreatment. The study also looks at gender, which is hardly 
mentioned in the research of previous decades on these phenomena or in particular on 
young people in relation to violence. 
 
In another study, completed between 2017-201845, called "Young people, informal 
economies and post-conflict", the authors test a comprehensive methodological model, 
that considers alternatives of development and integration for young people immersed 
in contexts of illegal economies and at risk of recruitment or becoming linked to illegal 
markets and activities (Pares, 2018, p. 2). The fundamental premises were achieving a 
successful post-conflict, which provides possibilities to pave the way towards a stable 
and lasting peace for the country, and obtaining an in-depth understanding of the logics 
and dynamics that govern the bonding of adolescents and young people in the illegal 
and criminal markets as well as the structures that generate the violence on which they 
are supported and sustained. This study looks at what factors influence a young person 
who decides to link themselves to illegal markets or armed structures (Ibid., p. 28). The 
strategy focused mainly on using participatory research/action as an epistemological 
approach. They adopted a population and differential approach to take a new look at 
crime from the construction of the young subjects’ life experiences. 
 
Both studies use semi-structured interviews, life stories, focus groups, comparative case 
studies and technical and experiential tools, which allowed them to identify and fill new 
categories with content to understand the phenomenon today. Despite having been 
carried out with a difference of 10 years between them (2005 - 2015), both studies 
obtain the result that one of the main motivations for adolescents and young people to 
enter illegality is related to the family environment, including factors such as domestic 
violence and gender violence. When they have experienced physical, emotional and 
economic abuse, many young people enter illegality seeking to build emotional 
relationships, recognition and the respect necessary to stop this type of violence. In 
addition, the family environment may exert economic pressure when there are many 
children and a high economic dependence on the head of the household. Children are 
often pressured to work from a very early age to contribute to the family income; in 
these groups the young people solve these economic income problems (Márquez, 2019, 
pp. 135-136). 
 
From 2010 onwards, a series of studies were carried out based on theoretical approaches 
to understand urban conflicts from everyday life. These allow "understanding and 
analysing violence in relation to the subjectivities and experiences of individuals who 
have suffered – and suffer – situations of violence in the city" (Piedrahita and Gil, 2017, 
p. 86). Other authors invite us to think of the victims of urban violence and the young 

                                                 
45 This study, carried out by PNUD-UNFPA, Colombia Joven and the Peace & Reconciliation 
Foundation, in six territories of Colombia, including the city of Medellín, is in the process of being 
reviewed for publication. Authorization was requested to be able to cite it in this research (PARES, 
2018). 
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perpetrators based on subjectivities, because "it is a connecting axis that allows us to 
build social reality and understand (it) becoming a political subject" (Tabares, 2011, p. 
17). María Teresa Uribe, an intellectual from Antioquia, tells us in the prologue to the 
book Mujeres de Fuego [Women of Fire] by Alonso Salazar (1993), that: 
 

When one finishes reading this beautiful book, an idea that others find disturbing assaults us; 
how is it possible that in this country of violentologists, criminologists and experts in the 
political sciences, where analyses and interpretations on the subject, both in the academic and 
journalistic media, sprout like mushrooms after the rain, we know so little about what it has 
meant for the men and women of these cloudy times to live together, confront, exercise, control 
or judge violence (...) The stories presented in the form of ‘life stories’ and in oral language, 
which is that of subjectivities and experiences, in which the common mentalities and senses are 
expressed, allow us to give an account – without breaks or discontinuities – of both the national 
macro-history and the daily life of ordinary young women and men to whom these times of war 
and diverse forms of violence have imposed challenges and set traps that were difficult to escape 
given the omnipresence of violence and intolerance, and the weakness of an accomplice State 
that has never managed to be a real factor of order and social organization. (Uribe, in Salazar, 
1993, pp. 13, 16) 

 
Today, from different disciplines, more subjective studies are being carried out, which 
opt for testimony and narration as methodological and political tools, and thus highlight 
the active role of both victims and perpetrators of violence, or people who have some 
type of link to illegal armed circuits and organizations (Tabares, 2011). Through these 
tools, people express their subjective, territorial and temporal dimensions about the way 
they experienced this violence. If these narratives and stories are re related to history, it 
is possible to link them to the broader violence, and thus understand the relationships 
between the micro and the macro. 
 
During the last 15 years, memoires have permeated academic works. From journalism, 
for example, there have been proposals to narrate urban violence in different ways, as 
Patricia Nieto states, "memory as a tool and methodological approach, increasingly and 
strongly unites as a vital part of research, is not owned by a specific field of knowledge, 
but is appropriated by different disciplines and research projects" (cited by Piedrahita & 
Gil, 2017, p. 155). There has also been a growing interest in recognizing other types of 
languages and forms of knowledge production about urban violence, and about youth 
dynamics, linked or not to "Illegal Armed Groups", including graffiti, music 
(particularly rap), photography, and audiovisual productions. There are also more 
creative expressions and narrations about urban conflicts from documentaries and short 
films, which have even become a fundamental way of disseminating the research results 
(Piedrahita and Gil, 2017, p. 157). 
 
These research exercises question and reflect on the place of the research subjects, and 
contribute to reflecting on realities from everyday life. They do this in the knowledge 
production field that has the possibility of developing more horizontal and less harmful 
relationships with the communities, groups and youth subjects with whom they 
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work/will work. Finally, it could be said that academics and social researchers have 
explained the violence in Medellín based on the idea that it is a diverse, complex 
phenomenon that is not reduced to the confrontation between actors (gangs, IAG, 
Paramilitaries, FF.AA. of the State, among others) and with the aim to review learnings, 
variations, permanencies, dynamics of relationship and disputes, as well as the context 
that contains and produces them. The research findings show that the violence in 
Medellín corresponds to particular dynamics related to processes of settlement and 
territorial configuration (waves of migrants and populations displaced by violence), 
which became connected to daily processes. This gives uniqueness to what happens in 
the city and, of course, the readings that can be made about its violence and its 
dynamics of coexistence and resistance. 
 

5.4  Empowerment, conflict and mediation in Medellín 

 
The theoretical text of TRANSGANG considers a gang to be a dynamic cultural 
formation in a context of exclusion and social transformation, which implies the 
presence of five indicators: a) name; b) external label; c) an internal conscience; d) 
ordinary activities; and e) continuity over time for more than one year. Their activities 
as a group can be sports, cultural, recreational, or be related to crime and delinquency. 
Conflict is recognized as an opportunity for social change, progress and problem 
solving and this relates to the dispute or disagreement between two or more people for 
interests, positions or agreement values. Mediation is understood not so much as the 
resolution of conflicts but rather the management of them in the context of social 
intervention, in terms of pedagogical processes and the reconstruction of community 
links, displacing the stigma of social danger (Feixa, Sánchez-García et al., 2019). We 
describe the processes that have been implemented or will be implemented in the city, 
and based on these we can progress in field work that allows us to identify significant 
mediation experiences in relation to their achievements and the obstacles to their 
development. 
 
Although the city has had multiple and diverse mediation processes between young 
people and their communities and families, which emerge in areas, comunas and 
neighbourhoods characterized by poverty and conflict, in this text we will refer to 
certain specific cases that we use to work together in the development of the activities 
of the TRANSGANG project in the city of Medellín. Two of them are carried out by the 
Youth Secretariat of the Mayor's Office of Medellín; another is generated in Comuna 13 
as an initiative of the young people themselves to protect and keep young people away 
from illegal armed groups and from conflicts between gangs and paramilitaries; the 
fourth experience is carried out by a non-government organization with adolescents and 
young people from street groups based on a pedagogical, community and cultural 
proposal. 
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In the city of Medellín, the proposals aimed at youth have appeared from the 1990s 
onwards. The objectives of the proposals are to contain and change negative 
perspectives related to young people as victims and perpetrators of violence, as 
dangerous criminals, and who are at risk and vulnerable. The approach to their realities 
and through different experiences developed by various organizations, mainly NGOs, 
have allowed these perspectives to be transformed and generate diverse youth groups 
and create links. These "interventions" and actions carried out through programmes, 
projects and policies are based on providing assistance and being preventive to 
promotional, socio-cultural and communication where young people gradually acquire 
the ability to make their own proposals based on their own interests and connected to 
more general and altruistic ideas for the defence of the territory, social, political, 
cultural and environmental rights (Marquez, 2019, p. 142). 
 
By the year 2000, we are already talking about a multiplicity and diversity of scenarios 
of action by young people, including diverse expressions, processes of collective action, 
from plurality, from the local, the zonal, the city, students, for peace, and constructing 
memory. This corresponds to a social actor, a transformation actor, a dynamic youth 
subject with potentialities and abilities, in action and permanent dynamics. Many of the 
paradigms of being young are deconstructed, energy is put into diversity and plurality, 
included in it, the emergence and continuity of the presence of youth street groups 
ranging from those who carry out "minor" criminal actions and others who meet for 
diverse activities from sports, artistic, cultural, as well as those groups that are within 
the structures of illegality and crime in the city. 
 
Today we can talk about more consolidated programmes and projects that are based on 
approaches from Sociocultural Animation, the development of life skills and individual 
and collective agency capacity, as well as mediation and conflict management. Among 
them are Youth Clubs and the Youth R Program, carried out by the municipality; the 
Prevention of Street Life of Children and Young people program, carried out by the 
Combos Corporation that develops projects with children, adolescents and women in 
different neighbourhoods of Medellín. And finally, the experience of Cola Kolacho that 
emerged in Comuna 13 on the initiative of young people connected around the culture 
of hip-hop, with the purpose of preventing and protecting young people from armed 
conflict and becoming involved in illegal armed groups that are present in that comuna. 
 
The Youth Clubs programme 
 
The Youth Clubs Programme has gone through different stages in the city, in the 90s 
directed by the Colombian Institute of Family Welfare (ICBF), it began by offering 
lunch in youth canteens and the possibility to do recreational activities to occupy the 
free time of many children and adolescents between 7 and 12 years of age from poor 
neighbourhoods. That first decade was developed more from a care and containment 
approach. Then, in 2005, it began to be implemented by the Mayor's Office of Medellín. 



TRANSGANG Working Papers 7.1      Youth Street Groups in the Americas 
                                            
   
 

133 
 

The structure and focus were changed to make it a key programme for adolescents and 
young people. In 2009, a public policy was approved by the City Council through 
Agreement 083, extending its coverage and the age of the participants to 26, according 
to the age defined by the Youth Law 375 of 1997. At that time, the central objective was 
to expand and create spaces for participation and youth organization within the 
framework of rights, gender equity, and differential attention, prioritizing the training of 
young people as subjects with rights and duties, respectful of difference and who 
contribute to the development of their communities (Mayor’s Office of Medellín, 2015).  
 
Today there are about 800 Youth Clubs in the city. In all the territories where the city is 
most violent, young people are organized based on proposals of life, culture, recreation, 
according to their interests, projects and actions. In this programme a youth group is 
defined as two or more young people who meet with a certain frequency to do 
something with a goal: community, religious, musical, etc. It has been an alternative in 
the areas of greatest conflict "in many places the Youth Clubs legitimize the youth so 
that the combos and bandas do not co-opt them”. The aim is to show and build with 
them different paths other than crime. Carlos Salazar, who coordinated the programme 
until 2015, says that “there are kids that go to the clubs because they have absolutely 
nothing to do. The clubs are leisure shelters, as one boy told me – I keep in the corner, 
over there with my friends. And I'm staying here, doing what I like most. One day I 
asked a girl in a group why do you come to the youth group? And she said, “Oh, man, 
it's to change the routine around here in the neighbourhood”. And I said, “oh yes and 
what is the routine then?” And she said, “oh, to get pregnant”” (Mayor’s Office of 
Medellín, 2015, p. 55). 
 
The Youth R Programme 
 
This programme was another of the key experiences that was created in relation to the 
extreme poverty of many young people, who swell the ranks of labour informality and 
crime, and for whom surviving is a daily task. This programme was for the young 
people who were not accessing the programmes and actions advanced by the 
municipality or even the NGOs. It began in 2015 with the name of Icarus, today it is 
called Joven R [Youth R]. It serves that population who scarcely has any other choice. It 
gives personalized attention to help them learn skills, graduate and connect them with 
technical training institutions such as the National Learning Service (SENA) and other 
study offers. According to the Youth Secretariat, Youth R "is an early prevention 
project and seeks to strengthen the agency capacities of young people in situations of 
social vulnerability, young people in the Adolescent Penal System and post 
institutionalized young people of this system and of the adult penal system of Medellín, 
so that they can make responsible and informed decisions about the future for 
themselves and society" (Mayor's Office of Medellín, 2019, p. 7). This project focuses 
its intervention according to the presence of certain risk factors in the territory of the 
city. These risk factors are: school dropout; adolescent pregnancy; problematic 



TRANSGANG Working Papers 7.1      Youth Street Groups in the Americas 
                                            
   
 

134 
 

consumption of psychoactive substances; domestic violence; child and informal labour; 
sexual exploitation (ESCNNA – Sexual and Commercial Exploitation of Children and 
Adolescents – and trafficking in persons); victims of the armed conflict; territorial 
contexts with a history of violence; and young people in the Adolescent Penal 
Responsibility System. The project's actions are aimed at young people between the 
ages of 14 and 28 who are exposed to some of these risk factors and/or who are part of 
the Adolescent Penal Responsibility System or come from the Adult Penal System. The 
Youth R project analyses where these risk factors are most present, and from there it 
forms the groups of young people thanks to the connection with entities of the 
municipal administration, or with community-based organizations (Mayor's Office of 
Medellín, 2019).  
 
The Combos Corporation 
 
The Combos Educational Corporation, Basic Educational Communities, is a non-profit 
NGO created in 1993, with the purpose of caring for and protecting the population in 
situations of street living and poverty as well as victims of violence, focusing on 
children, adolescents and women. It currently has the Programme for the Prevention of 
Street Life of Children and Young People, through which projects such as 
COMBOCARTE, an educational project for children and young people, are being 
carried out as well as the project "Promotion of rights and prevention of their 
violations".  
 
Comuna 13 
 
Finally, we review the experience of Casa Kolacho of Comuna 13, which has been 
offering young people an alternative to violence and drug trafficking through hip-hop 
culture for a long time now. This comuna has suffered some of the bloodiest violence, 
first with the presence of urban militias that exercised control over the population by 
recruiting their young people for executing violence, then several military operations 
were carried out by the State, in particular the so-called "Operation Orion",46 which left 
approximately 72 people dead and 300 missing. After Orion, the violence continued, but 
was transformed, say some young people connected to Casa Kolacho. While many were 
afraid to speak, there were young people denouncing their pain on the public walls. One 
way to resist so much violence was through music, dancing, and graffiti. In 2004 some 
young people from rap groups made a call to the lovers of hip hop of Comuna 13, which 
was attended by more than 66 young people who began to train in politics, history and 
culture. At that time they stopped making art for art's sake and turned it into a tool for 
transformation and resistance, their founders said at the recent inauguration of a new 
headquarters. 

                                                 
46 Operation carried out by the military and paramilitaries in October 2002 in Comuna 13, under the 
pretext of evicting the guerrilla groups installed there (see Aricapa, 2015; Montoya, 2021).  

https://combosconvoz.org/2019/06/17/proyecto-promocion-de-derechos-y-prevencion-de-sus-vulneraciones/
https://combosconvoz.org/2019/06/17/proyecto-promocion-de-derechos-y-prevencion-de-sus-vulneraciones/
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Comuna 13 of Medellín was one of the most violent in the city. Its young people, tired, 
decided to express with rap, graffiti and break dance that their neighbourhood is more 
than murders and drugs, and for this reason they founded Casa Kolacho. Two decades 
later, this meeting point for artists has given young people an alternative not to fall into 
crime with art as the only weapon. This dream, says Jeihhco, coordinator of Casa 
Kolacho is inspired “by a being of love who inhabited the land of rappers in Comuna 13 
of Medellín and who because of the absurd conflict is no longer with us. One of them is 
Hector Pacheco ‘Kolacho’, who led the cause for art and culture from Hip Hop, in order 
to provide his community with healthy spaces where everyone under the same creed 
would fight for their happiness. This is how Casa Kolacho was born, as a tribute to the 
life of this cultural manager, to the sound of his heart, to the hip hop of his 
neighbourhood" (Hierro, 2016).  
 
Today Casa Kolacho carries out various activities including the "Graffitour", which 
consists of a tour with ten stops where the graffiti murals are located. These murals tell 
the sad stories of Comuna 13 so we can remember and not allow them to happen again, 
and also the life stories and the dreams of its inhabitants. Casa Kolacho has a training 
school in the Hip Hop culture, where graffiti, break dance, and city DJs are taught. 
These significant experiences of the city are proposed not only as mediation and conflict 
management in communities hit by violence and poverty, but also to develop various 
pedagogical actions to keep young people away from the conflicts and illegal groups, 
strengthening their skills and life projects and above all their agency capacity. Casa 
Kolacho and the youth populations that surround it and who are directly involved will 
be an important part of the TRANSGANG project in Medellín.47 
 

5.5  (Trans)gangs in Medellín 

 
A brief retrospective look at some aspects and dynamics of the city of Medellín allows 
us to contextualize and identify some of the causal factors of violence and participation 
in it, either as victims or as perpetrators of some youth sectors of the city. These issues 
are related to the processes of growth and modernization, migration, violence, drug 
trafficking and poverty. 
 
The process of growth of the city began essentially in the 1930s, but it was in the 1950s 
that it accelerated, coinciding with the period that is known in Colombian history as the 
"Violence with capital letters", it was a time of power struggles between conservatives 
and liberals. The migration from the countryside to the city, as a forceful fact from that 
moment on, transformed urban life, and the particular way in which phenomena of 

                                                 
47 See Feixa, Márquez, Hansen & Castaño (2022).  
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urbanization and industrialization coincided in time and space led to the levels of urban 
poverty and violence that have marked several epochs of Medellín's history. 
 
The decades of the 50s and 60s were typical of peripheral migration and territorial 
occupation in Medellín, the peasant population continued to arrive in search of new 
opportunities and fleeing violence in the countryside. Areas such as the north-east and 
central-east were consolidated with the emergence of neighbourhoods and informal 
settlements, which generated spatial and social segregation. It is precisely in these areas 
and their neighbourhoods where expressions and youth groups from the street, gangs, 
combos, galleys and popular militias appeared with force. These settlements on the 
outskirts of the city have succumbed to informality, given the impossibility of accessing 
fixed employment in the city's industries, businesses or services. 
 
The end of the 70s, and much of the 80s, were difficult years, with the bankruptcy of the 
industrial sector, the closure of several industries, among them the textile sector, 
hundreds of workers were expelled to the street, placing the regional economy in crisis 
(Salazar, 2017). This is when the mafia and its excesses were entrenched in the city as a 
contagious disease (Marquez, 2019, p. 57). The rise in drug trafficking, terrorism, 
bombs, clashes between mafia cartels, the murder of political leaders, students, teachers, 
in a "clean-up" as the paramilitaries called it, of communists, rebels, guerrillas, and 
human rights defenders. The atmosphere of the city was getting worse, hundreds of 
students and social leaders had to go into exile or change cities because it was no longer 
safe to live in Medellín (Márquez, 2019, p. 61). At the same time, the city received a 
migrant population mainly due to violence in other regions of Antioquia. They were 
also times when many young people, students, teachers and leaders had to leave for 
other continents, other regions of the country, to save their lives. Others came and went 
loaded with drugs mainly to and from North America. Many young people from the 
lower classes, who, due to their economic conditions, did not get access to higher 
education, were easy prey for drug trafficking to be hired as mules in the illegal drug 
trade. This is an invisible story, not told for reasons of security for some and illegality in 
their actions for others. 
 
Between the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, the country, and 
particularly Medellín, was in a complex political, social and economic situation, which 
moved between paradoxes, where death and life were present, extreme violence, but at 
the same time proposals were being made to overcome these terrible conditions. As a 
society we witnessed the extermination of practically an entire generation of young 
people. Being young generated suspicion, and young people were associated with crime 
and violence. They were seen as victimizers and assassins. The youth gangs, the 
pandillas, aroused generalized perspectives that stigmatized and excluded them. They 
were mainly condemned by those who were in charge of the media and also government 
authorities. It was the decade in which, precisely the visibility that youth acquired was 
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also a problem, like a kind of chaos; although the chaos was society itself (Márquez, 
2019, p. 141).  
 
In these times and in the more recent past the city has coexisted between tensions and 
paradoxes. In the last 20 years, for example, there have been urban, physical and 
infrastructure transformations, reflected in the investment and construction of a series of 
social and public facilities, which had been needed and demanded since the end of the 
last century, including parks, libraries and living units (UVA), modern structures for 
citizens to meet in the different areas of the city. There were interventions to improve 
mobility and quality of life, such as the escalators in Comuna 13 so that its inhabitants 
can access their homes, and the tram, the metro and the different lines that connect them 
with different areas of the city, such as the four metro-cables and the public service 
network called metroplus, among others. All this has led to international recognition in 
relation to architecture and technology and for the city’s public transport, and to be 
known as one of the most innovative cities in the world. However, paradoxically, 
Medellín is one of the most unequal cities in Latin America. Poverty levels and the 
number of displaced and poor people is increasing, despite the various social, economic 
and cultural investments that have been made in the city by recent governments. 
 
Medellin, despite its leadership and high investments in confronting violence, conflicts 
and the presence of illegal armed actors, investing per capita two, five and even ten 
times more than other major cities in the country, although this has moved it from 10th 
place in 2010 to 49th in 2014 among the 50 most violent cities in the world, has still not 
achieved the expected results (Medellín cómo vamos, 2015). Although it is recognized 
that there is little data on the criminal combos or gangs that control neighbourhoods or 
small sectors in Colombia, 119 to 239 criminal combos or gangs have been recorded in 
the city (El Colombiano, Newspaper, 2014). It needs to be considered whether these 
correspond to less organized gangs, that is, whether they are pandillas or simply 
galladas. Unfortunately, criminal structures have not disappeared, but on the contrary 
have been restructured and mutated during this time.  
 
However, the city’s economic interventions in the social, cultural and in security have 
achieved a systematic process of decreasing homicides since 1991, when it had the 
highest peak and was recognized as the most violent city in the world. This decrease has 
also been due to different processes of demobilization of armed actors and peace pacts 
between combos and between combos and the authorities, which show different increase 
and decrease peaks of homicides; however, conflicts are never completely absent. 
Below is a graph depicting these changes. 
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Figure 5-1: Medellín homicide rate 1989-2016.  

Source: Mayor's Office of Medellín, provided by the Youth Observatory, 2018. 
 
 

Period Description 

1985-
1991 

Increase in violence associated with the drug trafficking and hired hitmen phenomena. 

1991-
1994 

Leading role of militias and gangs until the negotiation that led to their demobilization. 

1995-
2005 

Strengthening of the guerrilla and paramilitary presence in the city, re-composition of crime. 

2005-
2008 

Failure of the war urbanization strategy (Operation Orion), demobilization of the Cacique 
Nutibara and Heroes of Granada in 2003 and 2005. Increase in homicides and re-
composition of criminal structures. 

2008-
2013 

Process of re-composition of criminal structures, diffuse violence by criminal combos, 
increase in extortion in the city, slight increase (2008-2009) and subsequent decrease in 
homicide rates in the city.  
In July 2013 a pact was made between Urabeños and La Oficina, which led to control of the 
combos of Medellín and the Metropolitan Area 

2016 On 26 September 2016, the Havana Peace Agreements were signed with the FARC 
guerrillas. 

Figure 5-2: Dynamics of urban violence in Medellín. 
(Source: Luis Felipe Dávila, based on Jaramillo (2011, p. 94) except for the 6th row). 

 

In this city and country, peace is constantly under attack from the economic crisis, the 
recurrent failure of politicians to keep their promises, corruption, criminal violence and 
the existence of death squads, social cleansing groups, and paramilitarism. The 
multicausality of violence(s) can be understood in relation to factors such as: 
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✔ The inequitable distribution of wealth and, consequently, high levels of poverty, 
leading to an unequal income distribution. There is an increasing concentration 
of wealth in only a few hands, while the immense majority of the population are 
in a situation of poverty and extreme poverty living at the periphery of the city. 

✔ The crisis of the city's industrial production, with its consequences of 
unemployment, underemployment and informality, which has made Medellín 
transform its productive vocation in recent decades into a city of services. This 
has generated an increasing informality, mainly in the youth population, an 
increase in the abuse and sexual exploitation of minors through tourism related 
to routes of illegality in consumption, human trafficking, sexual exploitation of 
minors and prostitution.  

✔ The social and cultural inequities that are reflected in the unequal access to 
education (by coverage and quality), to health, to public space, mainly by the 
population in a situation of poverty, marginality, located mainly in the peripheral 
areas of the city.  

✔ Disconnection of civil society, fragmentation of and between social, community, 
political and population expressions that do not manage to construct a 
democratic city project as a common purpose. Unlike the processes that were 
dynamized in the 90s such as the citizens’ reactions and their social 
organizations to the chaos, crisis and violence, in which a series of participatory, 
advisory, and collective construction processes were generated in small 
territories in the city, today there is an absence of participatory processes for 
rethinking, evaluating and rebuilding based on a common purpose. The concern 
of key political sectors in the transformation of Medellín (2004 to 2015), and 
which originated precisely from that social and political interaction that had 
been generated in previous decades, is in the competition for political power, 
again taking on behaviours of traditional parties but without opening the 
necessary spaces for debate, participation or the collective construction of 
proposals that make it possible to generate links, alliances in favour of 
coexistence and democracy in the city.  

 
There is a continuity and increase in the problem of displacement, so that people not 
only arrive in Medellín from other municipalities, but there is also intra-urban 
displacement due to the public order situation in the city. During the first quarter of 
2019, according to the Municipal Office, a total of 331 declarations were registered, 
which is equivalent to 952 people who have had to move from their places of residence. 
The Public Ministry adds that, although these cases have occurred in different 
municipalities of the city, the most displacements have occurred in the comunas 13 (San 
Javier), 7 (Robledo), 16 (Bethlehem) and 1 (Popular). 
 
According to the National Administrative Department of Statistics (DANE), Medellín 
had a population of 2,508,452 inhabitants in 2018, making it the second most populous 
city in Colombia, of which 566,875 thousand people are between 14 and 28 years of 



TRANSGANG Working Papers 7.1      Youth Street Groups in the Americas 
                                            
   
 

140 
 

age, who Colombian legislation defines as young people (Statutory Law 1622, 2013). 
There is an immense diversity in these young people in terms of ethnicities, 
socioeconomic strata, territories in which they live, ways of living in those territories, 
interests, tastes, ways of seeing, understanding and interacting with the world, and of 
evaluating and being in the city. Being young in a city like Medellín is an experience of 
open questions, but also of fears to express; it is an experience of resistance and 
creation, but also of violence and death. In this city, the factors that represent the 
greatest risk for the population in general, in particular young people, in addition to high 
inequality are those related to the low performance in labour and educational indicators. 
These can become important factors when preventing unlawful behaviours among 
young people. Young people leave school due to violence and the existence of invisible 
barriers, prohibition of crossing borders and neighbourhoods, as well as territorial and 
economic precariousness (Medellín Cómo Vamos, 2018).  
 
In fundamental dimensions such as education, Medellín Cómo Vamos highlights the 
increase in the coverage of the Buen Comienzo programme for early childhood (it 
reached 81%) as positive progress. The rate of attendance of students (16-28 years old) 
in higher education programmes has also increased, reaching 45%. However, there has 
been a decline in the gross coverage rate in secondary education (total number of 
enrolled students in the education system) from 74.9% in 2017 to 74.4% in 2018. As 
part of the main conclusions of the report, they point out that in the metropolitan area of 
the Aburrá Valley (composed of ten municipalities, including Medellín) the vulnerable 
population increased (from 18.3% to 19.4%) and the poor also increased (from 3.3% to 
4.2%) between 2017 and 2018. The middle class recorded a decrease in this period from 
67.3% to 65.8%. Piedad Patricia Restrepo, director of Medellín Cómo Vamos, said that 
the metropolitan region has not managed to reduce unemployment among its inhabitants 
and one of the most critical points contemplated in the report is that of youth 
unemployment (18 to 28 years old), located at 17.9% for the city. In this regard, women 
are at a greater disadvantage: for the Aburrá Valley, the unemployment rate for women 
was 6.4 percentage points higher than that of men. In addition, 62.2% of young people 
who do not study or work are women.  
 
Among the recommendations of the Medellín Cómo Vamos report (2018), it highlights 
that the main indicators that the city must strengthen are: equality, access to drinking 
water, employment and security. The report shows the highest peaks in homicides in the 
city, which are due to the processes described above. Despite the decrease over time, of 
the total homicides, young people continue to contribute around 50% of the total. 
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Figure 5-3: Evolution of the homicide rate in Medellín (2003-2018).  

Source: Mayor's Office of Medellín, provided by the Youth Observatory, 2018. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5-4: Evolution of youth and adult homicides.  

Source: Mayor's Office of Medellín, provided by the Youth Observatory, 2018. 
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Now we will discuss the research that was carried out to diagnose, identify, analyse and 
propose alternatives for preventing forced and voluntary recruitment of children, 
adolescents and young people (CAYA). The following graph summarizes the research 
called, "Experiences of young people of Medellín before, during and after belonging to 
an illegal armed group" (Hernández and Alzate, 2005), highlighting some of the factors 
that lead CAYA to become part of IAGs. A total of 59 young people between 14 and 24 
years of age participated in the project, of which 26 had been part of IAG, the others 
(24), 17 men and 7 women, had not been part of these groups, but had shared the same 
spaces and territories. 
 

 
Figure 5-5: Experiences of young people in Medellín with illegal armed groups.  

(Source: Hernández & Alzate, 2005) 
 
The other research carried out by the Mayor's Office of Medellín and the University of 
Antioquia (2015), on the "Recruitment, Linkage and Use of Children and Adolescents 
in Medellín", had the purpose of creating ways for preventing, protecting and caring for 
children and adolescents at risk of being recruited for illegal activities and organizations 
in the aforementioned sectors of the city. These comunas have high levels of 
vulnerability, specifically with regard to the exercise of their economic and social 
rights. In these areas, the low educational levels, the precarious social security coverage 
and the high unemployment rates of the youth population, show a structural problem 
that results in a high propensity for violence and recruitment of young people. 
 
Factors that are still causes of recruitment include the following: 
 

1. The socio-economic situation 
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2. Perception and restriction to mobility: restrictions to mobility do not occur 
continuously and for all people, but rather they are manifested according to the 
dynamics of the conflict in the territory and the type of person, so that young 
people are the most affected because they are the centre of the armed actors (p. 
75). The text illustrates this situation based on one of the narratives, which says, 
"The guys in the neighbourhood came to my house to warn me that I could not 
go through there, that they had to warn me because if I went there they’d show 
me their strength, so I have to make a big detour to get to the house" (Youth 2, 
Comuna 1). 

3. Spaces such as the family, the educational institution, public spaces such as 
canchas, parks as places of violation of rights and recruitment. It has been found 
that educational institutions have gone from being protective environments to 
spaces prone to recruitment, because there are micro-trafficking dynamics at 
schools as well as co-option of children and adolescents to fulfil functions 
typical of criminal practices at the neighbourhood level (informants, transporters 
of weapons and drugs; messengers). Likewise, "sexual violence, domestic 
violence, sexual and child labour exploitation, forced recruitment, threats, 
displacement, teenage pregnancy and electronic crimes" are part of the conflict 
context at the neighbourhood level, since often family members or fathers are 
part of armed groups, which increases the risk of recruitment. In these cases, the 
actual family group becomes the greatest risk for the young person (Ibid. p. 76). 

4. Family pressures on young people to become economic providers: in the 
situation of poverty, large families are pushed to find means of subsistence 
either in labour informality or finding in illegality a means of surviving that is 
close and in some ways well paid (Ibid., p. 82). 

5. Need for affection and spaces of socialization with peers: In a significant 
number of the stories it is stated that, in armed groups, the young people also 
find affection and companionship, faced with the deterioration of family 
relationships and the low control capacity of this area. Armed groups act as a 
kind of substitute and a space for the deployment of various forms of 
relationship and recognition (Ibid., p. 77). 

 
It is important to note that in these same comunas there are youth street groups that we 
could call galladas, made up of adolescents who carry out informal activities around 
music and sports or simply socialize. Due to the context, these galladas, are at 
permanent risk of being co-opted by these illegal groups. There is also the presence of 
social organizations and in particular youth organizations that have emerged with the 
purpose of resisting these dynamics, preventing recruitment and contributing to the 
development of their communities. The Youth Observatory is also present in these 
comunas with two programmes, "Youth Clubs" and "Youth R", which are aimed at this 
particular population.  
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The following map shows the paradoxical dynamics of the city in terms of the presence 
of illegal armed actors in the territories and the presence of youth groups. It can be seen 
that they largely coincide in the most conflictive areas. Currently in the city, the same 
association dynamic can be detected; that is, young people group together based on 
different artistic, sports, educational, environmental, and coexistence proposals in the 
same territories. 
 

 

Figure 5-6: Location of Youth Clubs.  
Source: Mayor's Office of Medellín, provided by the Youth Observatory, 2018. 

 

5.6  Conclusions 

 
The literature reviewed on the subject shows us that most of the methodological 
approaches to understanding what has happened in the city, although they have focused 
on the qualitative, have included statistics to account for the magnitude of the 
phenomena. It is noteworthy that in recent years these more qualitative and narrative 
approaches have become a key reference for obtaining first-hand knowledge of the 
realities, contexts and lives of young subjects, supported by in-depth interviews, social 
maps, youth focus groups, neighbourhood and comuna tours, and memory workshops 
(the quilt of scraps). These are used to understand, based on everyday life and 
subjectivities, the fabric and issues of violence and urban conflicts beyond statistical 
data (Piedrahita and Gil, 2017, p. 155). These approaches dialogue with the conceptual 
and methodological proposal of TRANSGANG.  
 
There are no recent studies on the phenomenon of youth gangs, or more specifically 
youth street groups. The research that has been carried out is related to the risks, causes 
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and characteristics of the forced and voluntary recruitment of children and young people 
of the city, as well as young victims and reintegrated guerrillas and other groups. 
Therefore, the present comparative and transnational study is key for recognizing these 
dynamics of youth street groups, taking into account the context that Colombia is 
currently experiencing in the post-conflict period and its repercussions for its cities and 
the youth population in particular.  
 
In the process of presenting the TRANSGANG project to different institutional actors, 
social organizations and leaders, with the purpose of identifying and defining the 
spaces, groups and young people participating in the research process, three territories 
were initially explored where there are dynamics of violence, but at the same time the 
violence is combined with a large organizational and youth participation dynamic. 
These were characterized and described based on the results of recent research, reports 
and statistics provided by public institutions and informal conversations, as well as 
formal agreement or joint work agreements for developing the TRANSGANG project. 
 
The initial explorations have been carried out in comunas 13, 8 and 1 of the city. 
Comuna 1 or “Popular” is part of Zone 1 located to the north-east of the city, the youth 
population of this comuna reaches 33,557 young people. Most of its neighbourhoods are 
classified within socioeconomic strata one and two, that is, low strata. Comuna 8, or 
“Villa Hermosa”, is part of Zone 3 located in the centre east of the city, similarly a large 
part of its neighbourhoods are strata 1 and 2, the youth population is 36,358. It is the 
location of a large part of the informal settlements inhabited by the displaced population 
that has arrived in the city at different critical moments of the armed conflict in 
Antioquia and Chocó. Comuna 13 or “San Javier”, is part of Zone 4, it has a youth 
population of 35,987, and socioeconomic strata from 1 to 4. It has been another of the 
comunas hit hard by violence, but at the same time it is a territory of very significant 
youth mediation experiences based on art, hip hop culture and different memory and 
training processes constructed by and aimed at families and young people directly 
affected by the violence of illegal armed actors and the State. 
 
On the map we can see the location of these comunas in the north, centre-east, and 
centre-west. 
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Figure 5-7: Map of Medellín by district and comuna. 

Source: Mayor's Office of Medellín, provided by the Youth Observatory, 2018. 
 
It should be noted that the first contacts made in the aforementioned areas were made 
through a Pastor of a Christian church who had been carrying out activities with young 
people close to some illegal armed groups. This, however, was not seen well by the 
leaders of these groups who threatened and pressured the Pastor until he had to leave the 
area. His community transferred him to another sector of the city. This confirms the 
complex and critical situation that some populations, and in particular the young people 
of popular neighbourhoods of Medellín, live in. Therefore, we used the knowledge and 
closeness that some institutions and experiences had with the young people to identify 
and define the territorial spaces and the youth populations with whom the study will be 
carried out in Medellín. We are currently in the process of finalizing agreements to start 
the research work.  
 
In view of the national and even local regulatory and political framework, it should be 
noted that the rights and interests of children, adolescents and young people have been 
recognized in the Constitution as being superior and prevalent, which should guide the 
diversity of criminal justice provisions for this age group. All the revised regulations 
and sentences show the co-responsibility of the State, the family and society in general, 
both for the guarantee of rights, and also the treatment and processes of resocialization 
and reintegration of children, adolescents and young people who are in conflict with the 
Criminal Law (Observatory on the Welfare of Children, 2015). The System of Criminal 
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Responsibility for Adolescents (SRPA) is recognized as a specific and differential 
pedagogical system that has restorative justice as a guiding principle of criminal 
proceedings. The purpose of sanctions in both the SRPA and the Children's Code is 
protection, education and restoration (Art. 176). In addition, it is specialized and takes 
age into account to determine the capacity and responsibility that the minor has in 
becoming an offender (Torres and Rojas, 2013, p. 132) 
 
Finally, in spite of the laws issued under human rights, development and dignity 
approaches, also based on the concept of restorative justice, the Colombian State 
continues to give the leading role to the judicial authorities of the penal system, thus 
limiting other facilitators, such as mediators, the community, social professionals, or 
interdisciplinary teams, among others, in the management of mediation processes, as 
well as restricting the construction of coexistence and justice (Child Welfare 
Observatory, 2015, p. 16).  
 
Despite visible advances in national and local legislation, many proceedings by judges 
continue to be conducted in the field of deprivation of liberty and punishment, and no 
progress has been made in the implementation of joint and coordinated actions by and 
between the institutions that provide coherence in the care, prevention, protection and 
restoration of the rights of young people in cases of transgression and conflict with the 
law, such as in the punishment, restoration and re-establishment of their rights and those 
of the victims. 
 
The policies on children, adolescents and young people in general have a wide range of 
approaches, principles and measures to guarantee the recognition of children, 
adolescents and young people as subjects of rights and duties, and to guarantee the full 
exercise of their citizenship. However, the state of conflict and war that we have 
experienced for more than 50 years, and the violence and exclusions generated by the 
situation of inequality and poverty that a high percentage of the children, adolescents 
and young people of Medellín live in, keep them at risk and violate their rights.  
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5.8 Glossary 
Bacrim: Name given to criminal organizations in Colombia (from BAnda CRIMinal). 
Banda: Informal youth group typical of urban-popular areas, which is characterized by the link to a local 
territory, by a situational leadership, and by the moral solidarity that occurs among its members.  
Casa Kolacho: Cultural centre located in Comuna 13 of Medellín, which promotes work with young 
people using memory and art. 
Combo: Youth street group in Colombia. 
Comuna 13: Territory composed of 23 neighbourhoods of Medellín recognized for the violence of the 
popular militias, the gangs in the 90s and the first decade of 2000, the repression of the army and the 
paramilitaries, but also known for the urban reform, the presence of youth organizations mainly 
connected around art and the Hip-Hop culture, including the Grafitour.  
Comuna: neighbourhood of Medellín. 
Conflict: Conflicts are situations in which two or more people, groups, etc., are in dispute or disagreement 
because their positions, interests, needs or values are not compatible or are perceived as incompatible. In 
our view, conflict allows for social change, progress and problem-solving. 

Cruz: Being hired to kill someone.  
False positives: Young people of popular and peasant extraction who were victims of extrajudicial 
executions in Colombia, falsely accused of belonging to the guerrillas.  
Gallada: Informal group of young people who socialize in the streets.  
Grafitour: Alternative cultural tour in a delimited geographical space, carried out by inhabitants of this 
space. In some comunas of Medellín it is an experience that has had great success, especially in Comuna 
13.  

Youth Street Group: Generic term for any youth street group. 
Hip-Hop: A youth style that developed in the United States in the 1960s, as a result of the interaction 
between Black and Hispanic young people in New York's working-class neighbourhoods. It combines the 
passion for focal activities such as breakdance, skateboarding, graffiti, and rap music, etc. 
Medellín: Colombia's second largest city and capital of the department of Antioquia. It is located in the 
Aburrá Valley, a central region of the Andes Mountain Range in South America. According to the 
National Administrative Department of Statistics, the city had an estimated population of 2.5 million as of 
2017. With a surrounding area that includes nine other cities, the metropolitan area of Medellín is the 
second largest urban agglomeration in Colombia in terms of population and economy, with more than 3.7 
million people.  
Pandilla: Word for “gang” in Spanish. In some countries, like Spain, it does not have a negative meaning 
and designates any group of friends. In other countries, such as Cuba and Ecuador, it designates a 
criminal group. 

Rappers: Youth subculture composed of young people who like rap music. They are part of the broader 
hip-hop subculture, which includes breakdance, graffiti, and other cultural practices.  

Sicario: Hitman for hire. In Colombia in the 90s, this figure was identified with minors from gangs. 

Transnational: Specific forms of mobility, exchange and construction of identities that arise from the 
movement of people and knowledge and that generate new cultural, ideological, and capital dimensions, 
etc., mainly through the media, and technologies. 
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