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Assessing the Problem
Gangs are not unique to this
era, the Hispanic community,
or to South Bend. In the
second half of the nineteenth
century, young immigrant
men of Irish, Italian, German,
and Polish origin gathered in
the streets of their respective
neighborhoods to confront
the overwhelming challenges
of their new lives in the industrialized cities of the Eastern United States. Fr. Cox,
the pastor of Saint Adalbert’s
Catholic Church in South
Bend, Indiana (a region in the
midst of a transition from
mostly Polish immigrants to
mostly Mexican), specifically
remembers a problem with
gangs before Latinos became
a significant portion of the
population. Anthropologist
Malcom Klein defines a gang
as any identifiable group of
youngsters who (a) are generally perceived as a distinct
aggregation of others in a
neighborhood, (b) recognize
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Navarre
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Riley High School

Figure 1: South Bend, Indiana
themselves as a denotable
group (almost invariably with
a group name), and (c) have
been involved in a sufficient
number of delinquent incidents to call forth a consistent negative response from
neighborhood residents and/
or law enforcement agencies.
[2] This definition is not ex-

clusive to low socio-economic
classes, however, an unmistakable correlation between gang
violence and cities exists, specifically the poorest neighborhoods
in those cities, and the immigrant communities who tend to
be located in the poorest
neighborhoods. In this brief we
will discuss how these trends
relate to the Mexican population
in South Bend. Additionally, we
will report on the prevalence of
gangs in South Bend, exploring
themes such as location, ethnic
composition, motivation, popular media’s influence, gang violence, and measures being taken
to help the youth.
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Territories
From the interviews with
Rebecca Ruvalcaba, a South
Bend native and director of
La Casa de Amistad, and
with Sergeant Kendall, the
Riley High School South
Bend Police Department
resource officer, we were
able to deduce how the
locals, police and gangs
divide South Bend into four
sections: Northside, South-

Gang (*indicates graffiti spotted)
Latin Kings
*Westsiders
*Black Gangster Disciples
Latin Disciples
Latin Dragons
Doglife
*Southsiders
Drug Money Boys
1 Love
100%
*Bloods
Vice Lords
Wicked Wild Boys
Animal Thug Mafia

side, Eastside, and
Westside. Figure 1(page 1)
shows this breakdown.
The tan is considered the
Northside, the red is the
Westside, the purple is the
Southside, and the green is
the Eastside. Sergeant
Kendall admitted that this
cardinal breakdown is not
strictly based on longitude
and latitude, rather it is

more representative of the
North, South, East, and
West-most low-income
neighborhoods from which
the majority of police calls
emanate.
During the course of our
project we discovered that
a hierarchical matrix of
gang affiliations exist in
South Bend. This is not
unique to South

Location
Westside
Westside
Westside
Westside
Westside
Southside
Southside
Southside
Southside
Southside
NA
Southside
Southside
Eastside

Bend, as Richard and Carolyn
Block have reported similar
findings in their study of
street gang crime in Chicago
[2]. Though our study was
not exhaustive, focusing primarily on the Westside, we
compiled the following below
list of South Bend gangs that
were mentioned during our
fieldwork:

Evidence of “Black Gangster Disciples”

Ethnic Composition
Ruvalcaba mentioned that
because the Westside is
the most diverse part of
South Bend, composed of
African Americans
(Northern portion), Hispanics (middle portion),
and Caucasions (Southern
portion), (approximately)
the “Westsiders” gang is
ethnically diverse, including members from each of
these groups. This is significant, suggesting that at
least some gangs in South
Bend are rooted in local
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community instead of race
when the two do not correspond. Sergeant Kendall
confirmed this phenomenon when he mentioned
that there were Hispanics
in the Southside gang,
which is in a predominantly African American
region. Though gangs
such as the Black Gangster
Disciples, Latin Kings,
Latin Disciples, and Latin
Dragons would seem to be
exclusively ethnic, the existence of interracial gangs

BEND

such as the Westsiders could
be used to substantiate a
claim that socioeconomic
situation deserves the same
level of exploration as ethnic
marginalization as a fundamental cause of gang membership. The two, ethnic exclusion and low socioeconomic
status, do tend to correspond,
yet the argument would suggest that binding together
with people of common socioeconomic status could provide
the same reward as binding
together with those of the
same ethnicity.
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Mexican Gangs in South Bend
Salvador Moya, a South Bend “Little
Mexico” native and founder of the
Saint Joseph County Boys and Girls
Club’s “Street Smarts” program,
along with Ruvalcaba, also a “Little
Mexico” native, from La Casa De
Amistad, were able to provide us with
a sketch of the Mexican gang situation
on the Westside through sharing
some of their personal experiences
and reflections. Both pointed out
that there have been Mexican gangs
in South Bend since at least when
they were young. Moya, a first generation American, as the majority of Hispanics in the city are [4] said his peers
considered him to be a dork as a
child. He shared that having a single
mother, a focus on school, and a “non
-cool” social perception helped him
avoid getting caught up in the gangs
that his friends found themselves in.
Ruvalcaba echoed these feeling, sharing that she too had strong parents
and a serious interest in extracurricular activities which prevented her
from seeking out the sense of community offered by the gangs. She was
surrounded by friends participating in
the gangs directly or who dated gang
members. Moya, who works with primarily 5th-8th graders living on the
Westside in his “Street Smarts” pro-

gram, said that many of the kids
are born into the gangs, inheriting the culture from older siblings, cousins, and even parents.
Anthropologist Robert Smith
documents this maturation process in his crew to gang model of
Mexican youth incorporation
into gangs in New York City. He
says that, “crews often affiliate
themselves with a gang, with
some crew members later becoming gang members” (Smith,
208). He also says that most
Ticuanense youth, immigrants or
first generation, are in crews
that do not engage in serious
criminal activity[5]. This suggest
that some of the groups listed
above could actually be noncriminal crews. Sergeant Kendall
of Riley High School detailed the
evolution of a specific Southside
group who would fall into this uncertain category. He shared that a
group has persisted in Riley High
School, changing its name subsequently as new generations of siblings and cousins composed its
majority, called “Doglife”, then
“The Brave Squad”, and then
“The Brave Squad Goon”. True to
Smith’s study of the Ticuanense

Graffiti at La Casa De Amistad

“Latin Kings” baseball cap
youth, Sergeant Kendall only suspects this group of petty theft. Evidence
of
youth
enculturation
abounds at Saint Adalbert’s Grade
School, where teachers must cover
their chalkboards at all times due to
the students’ infatuation with gang
graffiti,
notably
that
of
the
“Westsiders” gang. When visiting, it
was apparent that an especially
clever student had succeeded in implanting some gang minutiae on the
board; having written the date, December 3rd, with threes in place of all
the letter “E”’s. After being told of
the regular appearance of the word
“westside” on walls, stalls, and chalkboards, I decided that the threes
were probably meant to suggest
“W”s. Our observation of Mexican
youth being captivated by gangs at
an early age is indicative of a burgeoning problem for the South Bend
community unless additional efforts
are made to steer youth away from
the gang trap.
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Why Do Mexican Youth Join Gangs?
Smith writes, “pandillas [gangs] provide a social
structure of belonging that youth want and need,
but that their parents cannot readily provide.” (Smith, 207) Rob Ramos, former gang
member and founder of Chicago Youth Boxing
Program in Little Village, Chicago, would agree
with Smith. Ramos joined a gang when he was
fifteen years old and attributes this to a lack of
parental supervision, specifically a father figure.
Interestingly Moya and Ruvalcaba felt as though
the presence of strong parental figures in their
lives helped prevent them from joining gangs.
Ramos described his living situation as one which
was financed by his estranged parents working
around the clock, yet were never around to guide
him. This seems to correlate with Smith’s findings.
Ramos also mentioned the lack of available activities in his immediate environment as a child, offering mere boredom as a possible factor in his decision to be part of a gang. Anthropologist Philippe
Bourgois comments on this specific idea in his famous ethnography of a Puerto Rican drug dealing
ring in New York City entitled, In Search of Respect. He writes, “This leads to fluidity in street
culture’s alternative to school - the peer group or
the proto-criminal youth crew- gang- which effectively fills the formal institutional vacuum created
by truancy.“ (Bourgois, 174) This quote would
also seem to stress the importance of the unsupervised after school time for the kids that are still
attending school as well, emphasizing the need for
extracurricular programs targeting all youth.
Chris Matthys, a Biology teacher at Washington
High School in South Bend, reported that truancy
is the biggest problem with his Hispanic students.
Moya, who was never in gangs, and Ramos, who
was a gang member for a number of years, both
believe that the most fundamental factor motivating youth to join gangs is an identity crisis. Moya
believes that children are forced to live in two different worlds, and ultimately they choose one or
the other; one world being the school world, and
the other being the community world. He says
that the community world wins because this is
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where the kids spend the majority of their
time. If the community is dominated by
role models who espouse gang affiliation
then children are more likely to follow this
path.
A thirteen year old 7th grader named
Maria from Saint Adalbert’s Catholic
School is a perfect example of a child succumbing to the gang influence. When
asked about problems with gangs in the
school her teacher shared that Maria had
recently been caught wearing a bandana
with the Westsiders’ colors on her belt and
had written “Westside” in red and black
marker on her fingers. She is frequently
talking about the gang amongst her friends
and is open about her desire to be in the
gang once she goes to high school. Her
teacher suspects that she is sexually active
and that she is responsible for much of the
bathroom graffiti. He also shared that he
has reason to believe that Maria’s father is
a former gang member. However, it is difficult to assert that her family situation has
put her “at risk” for gang association, since
she has two wonderfully committed parents and her older and younger brothers
have remained remarkably above the gang
influence. Ruvalcaba said, “Our kids don’t
have families. Their parents are working
just to survive.” Ramos said, “The lack of
father figures is to blame.” Moya insinuated
that his mother kept him going in the right
direction. In conclusion, our research tends
to support the idea that gangs are a symptom of deteriorating family structure, and
that the children themselves are gradually
indoctrinated into gangs as a result of a
variety of peer pressure which preys especially on the desire for brotherhood and
family.

4

VOLUME

2,

ISSUE

3

PAGE

Media Influence

Tupac Shakour (June 16, 1971– Sept. 13, 1996)

MOB stands for “Member of Bloods”

Ramos shared that at a young age he aspired to be a famous gang
leader. He read books about mafia celebrities like Al Capone, and
even started his own gang. “The guys never took it serious
enough” he said, and only wanted to do trivial disorganized stuff.
Interestingly Smith states that, “Two American movies about
Mexican gangs, American Me and Blood In, Blood Out, released in
1992, have served as templates for how to be Mexican in New
York” (Smith, 207). Media undoubtedly glamorizes gangsters,
gang violence, and their products: gangster rap music and clothes.
Tupac, one of the most famous rappers of all time had a
“MOB” (Member of Bloods) tattoo, similar to the one painted under the railroad tracks on Western Ave, (see picture) on his right
triceps. He was murdered by members of the Bloods’s famous LA
rival gang, the Crips, in 1996. The fact that young Caucasian males
are the largest consumers of gangster rap music suggests that the
flagrantly violent and obscene nature of the music has a universal
attractiveness amongst boys of this age.

“Bloods” gang sign. the fingers spell “BLOOD”
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Measure Being Taken to Help the Youth In South Bend
The above section, “Mexican Gangs in
South Bend,” suggests that unless
something is done to alter the current
situation in which youth are being indoctrinated at a young age into gangs,
South Bend could find itself with a serious long term problem. As we explored the gang situation in the city we
encountered many nondescript afterschool programs as well as the usual
spectrum of school associated extracurricular activities, whose availabilities all help to minimize the time that
kids are spending unsupervised. How-

ever, we did discover two programs focused specifically on providing positive alternatives to joining gangs for South Bend’s youth.
These
included
the
“Street
Smarts” program of the Boys and
Girls Club of Saint Joseph County
and the South Bend Police Department Youth Boxing Program,
hosted by Grace Community Baptist Church. The “Street Smarts”
program is designed to foster
youth dialogue about gangs. The
program meets once a week to

talk about gangs, making good
choices, and warning signs. It is run
by Salvador Moya and is hosted by
Navarre Elementary school on the
Westside. The SBPD Youth Boxing
Program was designed by the current South Bend Police Chief, Chief
Boykins. It has a slogan of “fighting
for a better life” and fosters an active lifestyle, education, and solving
problems domestically rather than
on the streets with violence.

Gym address
Grace Community Baptist Center
749 Harrison Avenue, South Bend, Indiana
46634
Phone: 574-273-4220
Hours:
Mon 5-7 pm

Discontinued Youth Programs
Unfortunately during our studies we were made aware of a downward
trend in government allocation of money for afterschool programs. Ruvalcaba from La Casa De Amistad
mentioned that the mayor’s office will be removing the subsidy currently in place which helps to fund
their afterschool program and several others in the area. She also mentioned that when she was growing up on the Westside there were quite a few youth community outreach programs that no longer exist for non-specific reasons. These include a program that was called “Weed and Seed”, which gave graffiti artists a incentive to paint for the city and a comic book making program. Both of these were run by
the SBPD. Additionally she spoke of vibrant summer sports leagues, that apparently no longer exist,
which included wrestling, softball, and basketball programs that competed against other South Bend
youth centers’ teams. This allowed youth from the various sides of South Bend (Westside, Southside,
Eastside, Northside) a much need opportunity to compete against one another in a structured manner.
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Gang Violence in South Bend
Rob Ramos described initiation into
his gang in its violent entirety. Initiation required the prospective member to traverse a ten yard path lined
on both sides by gang members
armed with crude clubs. The task was
simply to withstand the clubbing on
the way down and back. Ruvalcaba
described watching a young boy she
met in an afterschool program get
initiated outside of La Casa de Amis-

tad. The boy had to lie like a board
across the space between two cars
being driven by the gang members
and hope that they remained close
enough together to support him.
Ruvalcaba and Ramos both said
that they had heard of people being threatened with beatings and
death for betrayal.
The South
Bend Tribune reported on October
27, 2008, “Five shootings in South

Bend on Sunday morning”, and then
another article on November 2, 2008
entitled, “Eighth shooting, 4th murder in South Bend in one week.”
Sergeant Kendell said that four of
these murders were products of an
ongoing territorial dispute between
an
Eastside
gang
known
as
“ATM” (Animal Thug Mafia) and a
Southside gang known as the
“Wicked Wild Boys”.

Graffiti on Western Ave. reads “West Side” and “Fuk South East”
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