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Today in our nation's cities, gang behavior is becoming 

a matter of heated community debate, legislative ac· 

tion, media attention, and major social concern. This 

paper discusses an expansion of sociologist Robert 

Merton's Strain Theory in relation to gang behavior with 

an emphasis on patriarchal ideology and powerlessness. 

Specifically, young Chicano/Latino and African Ameri­

can gang members are innovative--by selling drugs, for 

example--not solely because there is blockage to legiti­

mate means to achieve American economic success 

goals, as Merton would argue, but also innovative--by 

demonstrating fighting prowess, and commiting drive­

bys--because our society stresses masculine power: pa­

triarchal ideology. The gang members' need to achieve 

economic success is compounded with their need to 

achieve masculine power in a society which blocks them 

structurally both in relation to their class, and their ra­

cial and ethnic status. 

When c i t ies g rew large enough  to develop slu ms ,  gangs began 
to fo rm .  The he r itage of gang behav ior  i s  pove rty and i ts  ch i l d re n :  abuse ,  
a lcoho l i sm ,  and d rug add ict i on ,  to name a few. Today we a re fac i ng  a 
p rob lem of major  p roport ions i n  o u r  c i t ies .  Gang  membersh i p  is seem­
i ngly g rowi ng w i th  no end i n  s i ght ,  and a be leag ue red nat ion ,  a st rug ­
g l i ng  c i ty, the mother  o f  a gang member  a l l  ask :  Why? There a re p rob­
ab ly several answers and more quest ions .  Th is  paper is  an attempt to 
unde rstand the p rob lem of gang de l i nquency by ut i li z i ng  already exist­
i n g  theory. Robert M e rton ' s  Stra i n  Theory le nds i tself to the d iscuss ion  
of gang de l i nquency; howeve r, t h i s  paper  w i l l  expand on the theory and 
l i n k  it to the powerlessness of you n g  m ino rity males and patr iarcha l  ide-
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o logy. 

Merton's Stra i n  Theory 

Robert Merton 1 in t roduced h i s  Stra i n  Theory as a way of ex­
p l a i n i ng  the deviant behav ior  of adu lts and juven i les. Th is  theory is based 
o n  the assu m pt ion  that Ame rican society p laces a g reat e m phas is  on 
econom ic  s uccess--the only goal fo r which to str ive,2 Whereve r we t u rn ,  
we a re bombarded by messages wh ich "egg u s  on.

'
" They te l l  u s  t o  per­

form we l l  i n  school , to have ambi t ion fo r the future ,  to e m u l ate h e ros and 
h e ro i nes ,  to w in  at  a l l  costs , to " be a l l  that you can be . "  Not j ust the  we l l ­
to-do ,  but  a l l  c lasses of  peop le are equa l ly  expected to p u rs u e  the  cu l ­
t u ra l  goa l  of economic  success. Th i s  goal  is  sa i d  to  be equa l ly ava i lab le 
to a l l .  

Howeve r, M e rton reasoned , t h e  leg i t imate means o f  ach i ev i ng  
the cu ltu ra l  goa l  o f  economic success is not equa l ly  avai lab le to  a l l  peop le .  
Peop le  who l ive i n  the lowe r soc ia l  c lasses do not have an equa l  oppor­
t u n ity to atta i n  the s uccess goa l .  They are,  i n  fact ,  faced wi th  a very real 
d i l e m ma :  soc iety u rges them to succeed , to rea l i ze the economic  suc­
cess goa l ; however, society does not rea l ly g ive t hem the opportun ity to 
reach t h i s  he igh t  of amb it ion .  Accord i ng  to Merto n ,  lowe r c lass peop le  
faced with th i s  d i lemma w i l l  turn to  i l leg i t i mate means to ach i eve the 
s uccess goa l .  They are l i ke ly to turn  to dev iant  and  de l i nq uent behav ior  
due to the stra in  caused by the ve ry rea l  gap between the  d es i re to  
atta in  the economic  success goa l  and the oppo rt u n ity to p u rs u e  the  le ­
g it i mate means to the goal.  

M e rton rea l i zed that not a l l  people wou ld  respond the same way. 
H e  developed a typology of modes of adaptat ion to the d i l emma :  1 )  the 
conformist accepts the goa l  and has access to the inst i tut iona l i zed means ;  
2)  t he  i nnovato r accepts the goal , but be ing b locked from the  means ,  
p u rsues  i l l eg it i mate means ;  3 )  the r itua l ist no l onger  p u rsues  the  goa l  
bu t  dogged ly  ad heres to  the i nst i tut iona l i zed means ;  4) the  retreat i st 
fa i l s  at both leg i t i mate and i l leg it imate means and so essent ia l l y  rejects 
both goa ls  and means and "d rops out , "  i f  you w i l l ;  and 5) the rebe l  re­
jects the economic  success goal and the i nst i tut iona l ized means ,  wh i l e  
c reat i ng  h is/he r  own u n ique goal and  means.3 

The o n ly mode of adaptat ion wh ich  need conce rn us  wi th  re­
spect to gang de l i nq uency is  the i nnovato r who does accept the goal but  
i s  not  g iven the opportun ity to rea l ize the goa l  leg i t imately. Merton 's Stra i n  
Theory, then , has attempted to  dea l  with the phenomenon  o f  deviance 
i n  genera l ,  and the gang member, more �ecif ica l ly. Let us  enter  the 
gang member more fu l ly i nto the equat ion . 

Gangs 

As ment ioned p rev ious ly, gangs began to fo rm in th is country 
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when c it ies became la rge enough  to develop slums. I n  the  early 1 800s,  
b i tte r f i gh t ing  b roke out  between gangs i n  New York C ity and gangs i n  
Boston.5 I n  1 926 ,  Frede r ic Th rashe r pub l i shed h i s  study o f  gangs i n  
Ch icago wh ich revealed that gangs tended t o  develop i n  slu ms where 
youth were l iv i ng  i n  c rowded cond it ions.6 Wi lliam Foote Whyte7 also 
docu mented gang behav io r  i n  one  I talian  ne igh borhood i n  Boston i n  the 
1 930s , f i nd i ng  that  these "corne r  boys " sought p rotect io n ,  status ,  and 
material ass istance with i n  the i r ne ighborhoods. 

In the 1 950s gang behavior  cente red around  defense of terr i ­
tory and p roof of st rength in f i gh t i n g ,  wh i le i n  the 1 960s some gangs 
jo ined i n  the sp i r i t of change and b rotherhood of the t ime ,  worki ng  to 
improve the lot of the i r  own commun it ies.8 Walte r M i lle r9 noted that 
gang behav ior  of the 1 970s was focused i n  slu m areas of the c i t ies ,  that 
there was an i nc rease i n  v iolence aga inst i n n ocent bystanders ,  and that 
there was an i nc rease i n  the use of more soph ist icated weapon ry. 

Wh ile the 1 980s and 1 990s have seen some inc rease i n  gang 
membersh i p  and gang violence , the med ia  often overstate the case ,  as 
noted by Dav id  Hu i z i nga and F in n-Aage Esbensen.  I n  fact , these au­
thors note that the very def i n i t ion  of  "gang"  itself has a p rofound i mpact 
on wh ich youth are cited as among the alleged populat ion of "gang"  
members i n  U.S. c i t ies . 1 0 However, gang v iole nce does seem to be a 
pr imary focus of concern i n  many majo r  c i t ies i n  the count ry. 1 1  Acco rd­
i ng  to Mart in  Sanchez Jankowsk i ,  gangs i n  the 1 980s and 1 990s tend to 
be more soph ist icated. He notes that the lack of job opportun it ies and 
the li m ited social mobi lity ava ilable to poor and worki ng -class youth have 
meant that these youth cont i nue  the i r  i llegal act iv i ty well i nto ad ulthood. 
Further, he  suggests that poo r and worki ng -class youth may emulate 
and learn f rom o rgan ized cr ime u n its who,  wh i le los i ng  the i r hegemon)" 
allow fo r c reative entrep reneu r ial expans ion  i nto the i llegal economy. 1 2  

Gangs i n  th i s  country are p redom inantly composed of Afr ican 
American and Ch icano/Lat ino  youth.1 3  Gang  members are typically 
between the ajes of 1 2  and 2 1 , with peak ages between 1 6  and 1 8  
years of age.1 Gang members tend to come f ro m  the lowe r socioeco­
nomic classes and tend to l ive in the i n n e r  c i t ies and g hetto n e i g h bor­

hood areas of ou r  country 1 5_-often refe rred to as " ' hoods"  and " barrios. " 
These are you n g  peogle who often come f ro m  dysfu nctional ,  abus ive o r  
nonex istent homes.1 6  Gangs have a l ife o f  the i r  own  and they  have 
g rown to become a th reat to you n g  people who must choose to j o i n  or 
suffe r the conseq uences.  Gangs ,  in other words ,  a re made up of youth 
who have ve ry few reasons to commit to a fami ly o r  a society that ,  from 
the i r  perspective, offe rs noth i ng  and d elive rs noth i n g .  These youth be­
come d rug deale rs on  the streets of South Central Los Angeles with l ittle 
hope of escap ing  th is  fate.1 7  I n  othe r  words ,  these youthful gang mem­
be rs become the t rue  i n novato rs i n  M e rton 's  typology o f  adaptat ions.  

M e rton 's  theory has merit i n  i ts d iscuss ion of blocked means to 

1 47 



Explorations in Ethnic Studies Vol .  18, No. 2 

societa l  goa ls .  The gang member is def i n itely blocked from atta i n i n g  the 
societa l  goal  of economic  success 1 8  and has become an  i nnovato r. 
However, Merton ' s  a rg ument is l i m ited i n  scope. Merton def i nes h i s  d i s ­
cuss ion  o f  b locked means to  s uccess goa ls  on ly  i n  terms o f  econom ic  
success goa l s .  Yet , gang members are seek ing  many  d i fferent ki nds  of 
s uccess .  They are seeki ng  s uccess monetar i�, as society asks ,  as wel l 
as success as males i n  a patr iarcha l  society. 9 

O u r  h i g h ly spec ia l i zed and techn ica l ly  advanced soc iety st i l l  
p laces a g reat deal o f  p ressu re on  males to b e  the "b readwin ner, " be 
amb i t ious ,  and ach ieve. Th is  is  yet another success goal wh ich M erton ' s  
theory fa i l s  to out l i ne. I n  o rder to  atta i n  Merton 's  economic success goa l , 
the i nnovative gang member tu rns to d rug deal i ng ,  looti n g ,  p imp i ng  o r  
other i l leg i t i mate means .  I n  o rder t o  attai n  mascu l i ne power--a success 
goal  wh ich  a lso carries g reat weight i n  ou r  society--the i n novative gang 
member seeks to demonstrate some power i n  h i s  a l ready powerless 
state. I t  i s  easy to assu me, then , that these gang members demonst rate 
masc u l i ne power by bei ng  b rave, st rong ,  tough ,  and f iercely advent u r­
ous .  They have no other leg it i mate means of power by soc ieta l  stan ­
dards .  And , contrary to what  A lbert Cohen , another stra i n  t heo rist (see 
Note 4) , m i g ht argue about d iffer ing  lower c lass va l ues , gang members' 
val ues are not so very d i fferent from society's .  In fact , the need fo r you n g  
men t o  ach ieve a n d  exp ress mascu l i ne  power i s  ve� m u c h  part and 
parcel of the A merican way of  l i fe and value system . 0 These you n g  
g a n g  members espouse the m idd le c lass val ue o f  mascu l i ne power b ut 
exh i b i t  it i n  an  exaggerated man ner because they have no soc ia l l y  sanc­
t ioned means of atta i n i ng  the mascu l i ne power goal  i n  any other way. 
Thei r behav ior, then , is exaggerated ly mascu l i ne American and  fo r no 
other reason than that they do  not have the opportun it ies and resou rces 
to "do  i t "  the m idd le c lass way. 

Perhaps by reco g n i z i n g  t h i s  other success goa l - -masc u l i ne 
power--the theo ry can be expanded to tru ly understand the nat u re of 
gang del i nq uency and its hopelessness more fu l ly. M any gang mem­
bers a re b locked from obtai n i ng  economic success goals t h ro u g h  leg i t i ­
mate means ,  but  they are a lso b locked f rom obtai n i ng  masc u l i ne power 
in a patr iarcha l  society and cu l tu re that st resses the st rength , agg res­
s iveness ,  and compet it iveness of men , where males that do  n ot f u l f i l l  
thei r role are h i g h ly censu red . Most young  men i n  th is  society are b ro u g ht 
up  to bel ieve they a re go ing  to be the p rovider--the ach iever- -and th i s  i s  
a goa l  that i s  hard to  atta i n  i n  t he  'hood or  t he  barrio. 

An expans ion  of Merton 's  Stra in  theory, then , m igh t  take i nto 
account  the patr ia rcha l  nat u re of ou r  society and take a look at mascu­
l i ne power ideo logy at work  i n  the barrio and the 'hood. I t  m i g ht a lso 
stress the powerlessness of you n g  men of co lo r  who have h i stor ica l ly  
been exc l uded , den ied access ,  and refused opportun it ies to pa rt ic i pate 
in the American s uccess agenda .  We turn  now to these issues. 
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Patr iarchal Ideo logy and Its Re lationship to Powerlessness 

C h icano Gangs 

Gang members are req u i red to be stro n g ,  tou g h ,  and ready to 
"do or d ie . , , 2 i They know at ve ry you n g  ages ,  whether  t hey are Af rican 
American , Ch icano,  or  Tongan that the i r l ives depend on  the i r  ab i l ity to 
s u rvive in the i r  barrio or 'hood. 

Pat riarcha l  ideo logy among C h icano gang  members is  often 
refe rred to as machismo. The macho male i s  the sole p rov ider  fo r the 
fam i ly ;  he is  the p rotecto r of wife and c h i l d re n ;  h e  i s  dom i nant ,  aggres­
s ive and exu lts in h is physical  and sexual p rowess ;  he  is exaggeratedly 
aggress ive toward women and ch i l d re n ;  he is  the " pants" in the fami ly. 
A l l  of th is  has been said of the macho and of the  machismo eth ic .22 

Howeve r, much research has contested th i s  ste reotyp ical no­
t ion of the Ch icano i n  the fam i l y, assert i ng  that C h icano/a fam i l ies are 
not as patr iarcha l  as common ly  be l ieved , and  stress i ng  that American 
cu l tu re is  genera l ly patr iarcha l  i n  nat u re (li n n  1 975 ,  1 982 ;  Ybarra 1 982 ; 
W i l l i ams 1 990) . 23 Hence ,  ste reotyp ica l  arg u ments about a "cu l ture of 
poverty" that engenders i ntergenerat iona l  machismo are m is lead ing  and 
deny both the patr iarcha l  natu re of American soc iety in genera l ,  and the 
structu ral antecedents--the powerlessness--wh ich  g reat ly contr ibutes to 
the behav ior  of young  male gang members .24 

Maxi ne Baca linn suggests that the macho male i s  not typical 
of Ch icano/a cu l tu re any more than he  is  typ ica l  of American cu l ture .  
She asserts that both  cu l tu res are patria rcha l ,  and  therefo re both can 
enco u rage male dominance:  pat r iarcha l  ideo logy. l i nn  fu rther  states 
that the macho male existent in the C h icano/a fam i ly and cu l tu re can be 
add ressed as ad heri ng  to the machismo eth ic  o n ly to the extent that 
structu ral cond i t ions conf ine  h i m  to such  a ro l e .  She  argues ,  then , that 
the macho male is the natu ral o utg rowth of oppress ive c i rcu mstances. 
She also notes that the "emp has is  on  mascu l i n ity m i g ht stem f rom the 
fact that  a lternative roles and ident ity sources are systematica l ly b locked 

from men i n  certa in  socia l  categories . , , 25 l i nn  stresses that the mascu­
l i ne powe r ideo logy of  machismo i s  a def i n ite react ion to suppress ion  
and  dom i nat ion ,26 contend ing  that if syste ms of "soc ia l  i nequa l ity l i m it 
men 's  access to societa l ly valued resources ,  they w i l l  contr ibute to sexual 
strat i f icat io n . , , 27 This is  eas i l y  a refe rence to the gang member, whose 
youth i s  spent in the ghetto and who l ives out th i s  exagge rated mascu­
l i n e  ro l e ,  because " man hood takes on  g reate r importance for those who 
do  not have access to socia l ly valued ro les . , , 28 

A lex Saragoza argues that gangs a rose i n  C h icano/a ne ighbor­
hoods due  to the po l i t ical  and econom ic d i senfranch i se ment  of Ch icano/ 
a fam i l ies .  Gangs became a way of aff i rm ing  man hood den ied by the 
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la rger society. Accord i n g  to Saragoza, " the chuco i n  h i s  soc ioeconom ic 
c i rcu mstances cou ld  not afford to h ide ,  so he took refuge  i n  dependent  
re lat ions such  as gangs , , ,29  w i th  a l l  t he i r  attendant postu r i ng  and  em­
phas is  on masc u l i n e  � rowess . 

Moore ,  et a l .  0 a rgue  that Ch icano gangs i n  East Los Ange les  
fo rm a system .  They suggest that " [T]he system is  an aspect o f  the  
i nst i tut iona l izat ion  o f  the gangs and i nst itut iona l izat ion can deve lop  on l y  
when there are long-stand ing  stab le  s l ums . , ,3 1 I n  oth e r  word s ,  these 
gang members are trapped i n  a s ituat ion  of  marked seg regat ion  i nto 
" stab le  s l u ms , "  an  atyp ica l  gang exper ience accord i n g  to years of re­
search .32 Wh i l e  former gang members cou ld escape the g h etto and 
the gang ,  the "Ch icano . . .  moves to another  ne ighborhood i n  t he  l a rge ly  
seg regated Ch icano area o f  Los  Ange les ,  where there is  anothe r  l ong ­
stand i ng  gan g . , , 33 I t  is  a l most i mposs ib le  to  escape th i s  syste m o f  pov­
e rty and its resu ltant gan g .  I t  is  l i tt le wonder, the n ,  that C h icano gangs  
strong ly emphas ize te rrito r ia l i ty: c l a im i ng  a barrio means  to c la im  some 
degree o f  masc u l i n e  power, even if i t  is a s l um . 34 

S im i l a r ly, E r langer35 found  that the Ch icano gang i tse l f ,  in a l l  i ts 
toughness and its so l idar ity, deve lops f rom the estrangement exper i ­
enced by you n g  Ch icanos f rom the larger  society. These you th ,  i n  t u r n ,  
seek  aff i rmat ion from the i r  pee r  g roup  "because t he  pee r g ro u p  is  t he  
mos t  read i l y  ava i lab le  sou rce o f  ident i ty. , , 36 Th is  i s  echoed  i n  Joan  
Moore 's  Going Down to the Barrio: Homeboys and Homegirls in  Change, 
i n  wh ich  she  a rg ues that " la rge r  economic changes"  have the  g reatest 
i mpact on gang members '  behav ior, as opposed to so-ca l led  f lag g i n g  
val u es i n  eth n ic com m u n it ies .37 She notes :  

But  gangs pers ist as young-ad u lt i nst i ­
tut ions i n  a changed society, i n  wh ich 
the labor  market is  not f i l l i ng the needs 
of the t rans it ion f rom adolescence to 
you n g  adu lthood . It i s  not that they a re 
rebe ls ,  rather  that they a re left out of 
the credent ia led , o rdered society.38 

I t  seems c lear from the fo rego ing d iscuss ion that patr iarcha l  i de­
ology, which  took root i n Ch icano gangs and is often refe rred to as ma­
chismo, is an exaggerated b ut obvious demonstrat ion  of ma le  power 
wh ich these young  men a re b locked from attai n i ng  leg i t imate ly. I t  is a lso 
i nte rest ing  to note that not on ly  a re Ch icano gangs act i ng  out  patr iarcha l  
ideo log ies but so a lso are Af r ican American gangs such  as the Cr ips  
and the B loods i n  Los Ange les ,  as we l l  as other  rac ia l/eth n ic gangs na­
t ionwide .  
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Afr ican American and Other  Rac ia l/Ethn ic G roups 

Mart i n  Sanchez Jankowsk i ' s  study of gang members ,  Islands in 

the Street: Gangs and American Urban Society, ranged i n  a rea f rom Los 
Angeles to New York City to Boston and i nc luded African American, Puerto 
R ican , C h icano ,  Dom i n ican , Jamaica n ,  and  Cent ra l  Amer ican gang  
members .  Jankowski a rg ues that gang members a re l i v i ng  i n  an u rban 
society that i nc reas i ng ly labe ls them "sadist ic"  and "v io lent"  c rim i na ls  
when ,  i n  fact , gang behav ior  is  an outgrowth of c ri mogen ic socia l  co nd i ­
t i ons .  As  Sanchez Jan kowski asse rts , 

G a n g  members g row u p  a n d  l i ve i n  
c o m m u n it ies  i n  wh i ch  t h e  soc ioeco­
nomic  env i ro n m e nt has p rod uced a 
g reat dea l  of agg ress ive and  v io len t  
behav ior ;  thus  a g iven  gang member's 
d i sp lay of agg ressive t raits o r  h is i n ­
volvement i n  v io lent exchanges is  not 
necessar i ly  patho log ica l ; rath e r, i t  is 
appropr iate behavior i n  an env i ron ment 
whose socioeconomic  cond i t ions are 
patho log ical . 39 

From her i nterv iews with gang members i n  South Central Los 
Ange les and various  camp co rrect iona l  faci l i t ies , Leon B i ng  notes that it 
was the early C h icano gangs who set the pace fo r gangs in Los Ange­
les .  

I t  was the  cholo homeboy who f i rs t  
wal ked the wa l k  and tal ked the ta lk .  I t  
was the  M ex ican-Ame r ican pachuco 

who i n it iated the emblematic tatoos,  the 
s i g n i ng  with hands,  the wr i t i ng  of leg­
ends on wa l l s .40 

And the C rips and B loods emu lated the i r peers i n  East Los Ange les  
start i ng  i n  1 968 with a h igh  schoo l  k id i n Watts named Raymond Wash ­
i ngto n .  T h e  k i d s  w h o  jo ined these i n it ia l  g a n g  sets and  the myr iads of 
oth e rs that were later  to accu mu late came from " low i ncome,  govern­
ment-subs id ized hous ing  p rojects . , ,4 1  In her i nterv iew with A.C.  Jones ,  
an  ex-gang member  who is  on  staff a t  Camp K i l patr ick (a correct iona l  
camp fo r juven i les i n  Los Ange les) , B ing learns that you n g  k ids i n  South 
Centra l  Los Angeles d id  not have many opport un it ies .  
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What do  you th i n k  happened when that 
kid t he re f i rst began to seek out h i s  
masc u l i n ity? . . .  I f  he l ived i n  any  other  
com m u n ity bu t  Watts there wou l d  be  
leg i t imate ways to express those fee l ­
i ngs .  L i tt le  League .  Pop Warner. But  
if you ' re a b lack k id l i v i ng  i n  Watts those 
opt ions have been removed .42 

A . C .  f u rther  stresses that he has not met a real gangbanger  who comes 
from a " happy, balanced home ,  who 's got a good op in ion  of h i mse lf . , ,43 

At the p resent t ime ,  the B loods and the C rips are the la rgest  
gangs i n  the U n ited States with many jo i n i ng  every day. These gangs  
offe r reassu rance to you n g  men i n  an  i nner  c ity that they d i d  not c reate 
and with i n  which they do not have many alternat ives . They wea r  the  
co lo r, wal k  the wal k, and tal k the  ta l k  to su rvive and to  demonstrate that 
they are somebody. They are f ie rce warr io rs and have the respect and  
love o f  the i r  homeboys.  They a re "down" fo r the i r  se t  and wi l l i n g  to dem­
onstrate b ravery, def iance,  and male strength . As one young  gang mem­
ber  expressed i t :  "Anybody want to  f igh t ,  we can  f i ght .  Anybody want to  
s hoot ,  we can  shoot. Want to  k i l l ,  we can  k i l l .  Whatever. You know what 
I ' m  say in ' ?  Whatever.'

,44 

Clearly, gang members are react i ng  to a world wh ich was c re­
ated fo r them.  Whether  Ch icano,  Af r ican American ,  Puerto R ican ,  o r  o f  
othe r  rac ia l/ethn ic ident it i es ,  these k ids face common cond i t ions  i n  the  
i nner  c i t i es  o f  th i s  nat ion .  They are t ry i ng  to be men w i th  power i n  a 
wor ld  wh ich den ies  them power. 

Conclus ion 

I t  is  important to understand the natu re of  gang de l i nquency i f  
we a re to make any i n roads i nto so lv ing  the p rob lems associated wi th 
gangs .  Most of a l l  th i s  unde rstand i ng  is  an i mportant bas is  f ro m  which 
to fu l ly  understand  the cr imogen ic cond i t ions that p roduce what we refer  
to as the "gan g . "  Th is  paper attempts to l i nk  Merton 's  Stra i n  Theory with 
gang del i nquency th rough  a d iscuss ion of success goals not a l ready 
out l i ned i n  the theo ry. Specif ica l ly, the author  expands the theo ry's imp l i ­
cat ions by  add ress i ng  the s uccess goa l  o f  ma le  power wh i ch  c learly 
exists with i n  a patr iarcha l  Ame rican society. 

Merton a rgues correctly that the b lockage of goa l  asp i rat ions 
wi l l  lead to i n novat ion--c ri me and de l i nquency--to obta i n  societa l  eco­
nomic success goa ls .  However, he  neg lects to def i ne  specif ic goa ls ,  
such as mascu l i ne  power. You n g  gang members '  attempts to obta i n  the 
scarce resou rce of  mascu l i ne power, i n  a society that p laces g reat we ight 
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on the same,  are a lso b locked .  They, i n  t u r n ,  seek to obta i n  th i s  mascu­
l i ne power th rough  othe r  means, so aga i n ,  they i n novate .  They become 
gangbangers who a re w i l l i n g  to "do o r  d i e "  fo r the i r  co lor, te rrito ry, and 
homeboys , and l ive by mascu l i ne  powe r ideo log ies  generated and re i n ­
fo rced by  a patr iarcha l  Ame rican cu lt u re .  

Max i ne  Baca Z i n n  acknow l e d g e s  t h at machismo a m o n g  
Ch icanos does exist .  S h e  acknowledges that "ove r compensato ry mas­
c u l i n i ty, ,45 such as gang behav io r  i s  poss ib ly  ma ladapt ive. Howeve r, 
she  strong ly asserts that male domi nance is a u n iversa l  societal charac­
ter ist ic and ce rta i n ly an Ame rican soc ieta l  characte r ist ic .  She fu rther  
argues that such mascu l i ne power ideo log ies came i nto existence as a 
response to struct u ra l  cond it ions--a response to strat i f ication  and exc lu ­
s ion  o f  Ch icanos--a case that can  s u re ly  be made fo r other  young men 
of  co lor.46 Th is  au thor  wou ld  ag ree and wou ld  suggest that patr iarchy 
is  an American rea l i ty, that young  men of co lor  d emonstrate patr iarchal  
ideo log ical f ramewo rks i n  attempt ing  to l ive u p  to the mascu l i ne  ideal  of 
" b readwin ner" and p rotecto r, that they do  so because they have bought 
i nto American patr iarchy (by any name) ,  and that they demonstrate pa­
tr iarcha l  ideo logy i n  a v io lent and i l lega l  manner  because they are pow­
er less to demonst rate it otherwise .  

Mascu l i ne ro les ,  so obviously apparent i n  the behavior of  youthfu l  
gang members ,  a re everywhere apparent  i n  American society. These 
pat r iarcha l  ro les ,  which emphas ize masc u l i n e  powe r in the fam i l y, the 
commun ity, and the society need reassess i ng .  Pat r iarcha l  va l ues that 
stress mascu l i ne power and strength a re i n h i b i t i n g  to the g rowth of men 
as we l l  as women .  Men and wo men w i l l  be tru ly f ree in o u r  society on ly 
when men and women a re both free . And th is  wi l l  o n ly be poss ib le when 
we b reak the cyc le  demanded by a patr ia rcha l  val ue  system that exerts 
extreme pressu re on males to dom inate and succeed at a l l  costs : a 
va lue  system which is very much rooted i n  Amer ican society. As Sanchez 
Jan kowski states : 

The U n ited States ,  wh ich  often p rides 
i t s e l f  as the bast ion o f  i ndiv idual i s m ,  

has p roduced a pu re form of i ts  own 
i nd iv idua l i sm :  a person of staunch  se lf­
re l iance and se lf-conf idence whose d i ­
rected goals match those o f  t h e  g reater  
soc iety and whose tou g h ness and  de­
f iant  stance cha l lenge a l l  those who 
wou l d  th reaten h im .  I ro n ica l ly, i n  t he  
d ef i a n t  i nd i v i d u a l i s t g a n g  m e m b e r, 
American society has fou nd it d iff icu l t  
to control  i ts  own creat ion . 47 
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Gang behavior does not and wi l l  never ex ist i n  a vac u u m .  The 
i nc idents i n  Los Ange les  i n  recent years po in t  to extremely p ress ing  p rob­
lems in  the inner  c i t ies of th i s  country. U nt i l  we are ready to get ser ious 
about p revent i ng gangs f rom the g round  u p-- Iook i ng  at  st ruct u ra l  cond i ­
t ions  i n  t h is society i nc l ud ing  i nst i tut iona l  d iscrim inat ion and p rej ud ice-­
the scenes re lated i n  Leon B ing 's 00 or Die wi l l  be p layed out  in  oth e r  
American c i t ies where no o n e  h a s  taken the t i m e  t o  add ress t h e  c ruc ia l  
i ssues .  

A gang member i n  South  Centra l  descr ibed Los Ange les  to Leon 
B i ng  i n  the fo l lowing  words :  " i t  i s  a 'b lack ho le ' - - the peop le  he re j ust get 
swa l l owed u p  by i t . ' ,48 B i ng  comments that these are the words of a 
n i neteen year  o ld .  Th is  statement is te l l i n g  because it reveals much  of 
what is go ing  on  i n  ou r  nat ion 's  c i t ies .  And on ly we can dec ide o u r  c i t ies '  
fut u re cou rse .  
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