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Glossary

Theoretical explanatory terms

Bonding social capital – exclusive, integrative and clannish, binds groups together and helps them to get by

Bridging social capital – essentially inclusive, bringing diverse people together and helping them to get on in society

Challengers – those occupying less privileged positions in the social field who may be disadvantaged by the status quo, relative to the incumbents, and thus may only wield slight influence over operations in the field.

Doxa – the conventional wisdom operating within a field

Field – a social terrain or structured social space where actors, with varying resources, engage in individual or collective strategic action to obtain some scarce resource or goal

Habitus – early socialisation of social conditions that over time have been internalised into a series of mental and bodily dispositions which then govern our actions

House advantage – a gambling term that denotes the predictable long-term advantage to the casino (house)

Incumbents – those who are already settled in the social field and enjoy positions of power; they seek to retain this advantage and to keep the favourable status quo

Independent operators – someone who is not affiliated to any specific gang but is criminally active and known to all gangs within the social field

Illusio – a shared principle or general acceptance (specific to the field itself) that the field goals are worth pursing in the first place

Network – a social grouping of connections and relationships

Proximate fields – fields that are linked but not geographically connected

Repertoire – the stock of specialised skills of a person or group

Sanction – a threatened or actual penalty for disobeying rules. While these are largely negative, they may on occasion be positive

Social field – see field

SNS – social networking sites

Strategic action field – a unit of collective action with a constructed social order whereby actors interact competitively but with a shared understanding of rules, goals, logic and legitimate action (see also field)

Strategic actor – someone operating within a social field or strategic action field

Gang terms

Baby mother – a young woman who has a child outside of marriage (may also mean single mother or previous girlfriend)

Badman – a notorious gang member who is generally considered dangerous

Beef – an argument/fight or ongoing conflict/vendetta

Blind moves – to engage in any action or business without being fully informed of all the current circumstances or current information on the issue

Boy(ed) – an insult referring to the individual as a boy (boi). This term also has connotations from the days of slavery as someone with no power who can be ordered about

Bredrin’ – (brethren) a close companion, family or friend

Bruv – (brother) close friend but a commonly used term similar to pal or mate

Chicken cash – loose change which young people use to buy take-away food

Cook house – a place, often a domestic house, where drugs are boiled down and ‘stretched’ or cut in order to increase the quantity and dilute the quality. Such work involves dealing in kilos and considerable amounts of cash will be on the premises

Country – the provinces outside London (see going up country)

Deal – to sell illegal drugs

Dry snitching – to inadvertently or indirectly provide information about someone to a person in authority or to another person who is not privy to the information

Elders – a senior gang member

Endz – neighbourhood; also one’s own local neighbourhood

Falling – see slidin’

Fam (family) – close friend or buddy

Feds (federal agent) – the police

Fishing for strays – a hunting mission conducted by a gang for individual rivals who are isolated and alone on rival or disputed turf

Floater – an ‘independent operator’ who can move or ‘float’ between gangs without being affiliated to any specific gang

Going up country – out of London to the provinces, i.e. taking a consignment of drugs to another town or location

Honey trap – where a young woman is used to set up a young man, usually a rival gang member

Hood pass – an informal validation or permission to enter an area

Line up – sexual activity with one person after another

Link(ing)- a casual sexual partner; offering regular sexual contact with another person

Macs – machine guns

ManDem – group of men/fellow gang members

Moist – soft, weak (indicating ripe for victimisation)

NFA – no further action (police term)

Olders – a gang member, probably in late teens, who had previously been a younger but not advanced

Playa’ (player) – someone who is an active participant in gang life

Rep (representation) – to represent an area, gang or person

Rollin on a job – accompanying others on a job

Runners – those who help to sell drugs and run between the dealer and the buyer

Screwing – deliberately holding the stare of another individual without looking away; a dirty look

Set-up – to use guile or deceit to place someone is a dangerous or difficult situation

Shank(ed) – a knife/to be stabbed

Shotting – selling drugs illegally on the street	

Sket – derogatory insult for a young women with a perceived sexual reputation; a slut

Slidin’ – to suffer a decline in one’s respect and status

Slippin’ – (to slip down an alleyway) to enter an area or neighbourhood that is not one’s own

Snitch(in’) – an informer, or grass; considered a traitor

Squeeze, the – a provocative and pre-emptive street encounter in the form of a direct challenge or confrontation

Steaming – where a large group of boys or gang members will run through a train/bus/market/shopping centre robbing or assaulting people as they go. A fast and frightening event that is over in seconds.

Stripes – acquired peer respect for achivements

Tinnies – young gang members aged 8-12

Wannabees – young people who emulate gang members’ behaviours and attitudes

Wasteman – dispensable, unconnected, useless

Wifey – a serious girlfriend who is considered marriage material

Youngers – a young or subordinate gang member





TWO

Academic gangland

During the past ten or 15 years, the UK has witnessed an increase in street gang culture and the emergence of violent urban street gangs which are active in a small number of urban areas. This phenomenon includes recent changes in gang composition (increased organisation with ever-younger affiliates staying in the gang longer), (Pitts, 2008b; Densley, 2013), presentation (links to the drug economy and so-called ‘postcode beefs’) (Pitts, 2008b; Densley, 2013) and a concurrent upswing of serious and seemingly chaotic gang-related violence (Centre for Social Justice, 2009). This phenomenon has brought sensationalist media headlines and dissensus among academics as to gang organisation, membership, behaviours and even their existence.

In the US, a similar situation was reported where a ‘major escalation’ of youth gang problems was experienced from 1970 to 2000 (Miller, W., 2001). A striking feature of this growth was the emergence of gangs in smaller towns and cities, from 1970 when fewer than 300 cities reported youth gang problems to 1998 when more than 2,500 US towns and cities reported youth gang problems.

John Hagedorn gives life to Miller’s dramatic quantification by narrating the gang renaissance in the US in the 1980s (Hagedorn, 1998) followed by its subsequent ‘institutionalisation’ and ‘globalisation’ (Hagedorn, 2007, 2008). Located in ‘abstract spaces’, and emanating from ‘local histories of economic restructuring and community defeat’, Hagedorn situates the modern global gang as ‘organisations of the socially excluded simultaneously occupying the spaces of both prison and ghetto’ (Hagedorn, 2007, p 25). Academics now report that membership of violent street gangs is on the rise globally (St Cyr and Decker, 2003; Decker and Weerman, 2005; Salageav et al, 2005; Weerman and Decker, 2005; Hagedorn, 2008).

The identification of this phenomenon has precipitated recent academic studies on both sides of the Atlantic, highlighting divergent perspectives between contemporary gang research in the UK and the US, while raising questions about the applicability of US research to the UK. Though informative, and largely contextual, this growing body of work illuminates the limitations of current research, raising many unanswered questions. While in the UK academics have queried the very existence of street gangs (Goldson, 2011), contemporary US research has shifted focus to singular aspects of street gangs: definitions (Klein, 1971, 2006); Chicano gangs (Moore, 1978); gang formation and causality (Spergel, 1995); risk factors (Thornberry, 1998); levels of organisation (Decker et al, 2008); increasing levels of membership (Decker et al, 1998); the multiple marginality of immigrant communities (Vigil, 2002; 2010)1; and globalisation and institutionalisation (Hagedorn, 1998).

Though often a crowded discipline, I suggest that gang research has yet to fully embrace the explanatory value of sociological concepts such as habitus and social field analysis (Bourdieu, 1990). I intend to now rectify this omission and add to this academic landscape using these sociological approaches as the theoretical underpinning of my own research. Before detailing my contribution, I first wish to review the alternative perspectives that are most recognisable to the contemporary debate on gangs. It is possible to consider the UK discourse on gangs either historically, theoretically or thematically. I begin this excursion into academic gangland by grouping UK theoretical perspectives on gangs. I follow this with an analysis of several research themes indicating areas of consensus, while highlighting research debates and gaps.

UK gang research

Youth gangs are not new to the UK (Patrick, 1973; Pearson, 1983; Davies, 1998). Traditional studies of UK gang and youth groups have often undertaken an ethnographic case-study approach (Patrick, 1973), focusing on intergenerational territorially based traditions or sub-cultures (Downes, 1966; Parker, 1974). The rich and expressive sub-cultural tribal groupings emergent in the UK in the second half of the 20th century, (zoot suiters, rockers, greasers, beatniks, mods, hippies, skins, suedeheads, boot boys, soul boys, New Romantics, New Wavers, goths, ravers, EMOs, skater punks) seldom ever found expression as gangs, but emerged as rebellious adolescent breaks from parental conventionality via their focus on art, music and fashion. Any violence generated here (mostly through alcohol and tribal contest) was recreational. Such groupings emerged from the street (as forms of youth or street-style), but they were not of the street, nor oriented towards it, and thus differ considerably from the contemporary violent street gangs that are the subject of this book.

While youth sub-cultural expression dominated thinking on youth group offending for the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at Birmingham University, Willmott (1966) argued that more serious offending was related to excitement and group identity. Such work pre-empted the current vogue of cultural criminology (Katz, 1988; Presdee, 2000; Hayward, 2004).

Whereas American sub-cultural theorists focused on gangs and delinquent behaviours, UK sub-cultural studies questioned their extent and sought to locate UK debates within UK class-based structures, a discourse complicated by lack of a universal definition of gangs and a paucity of UK research resulting in overreliance on US theoretical concepts. This was further complicated by the plethora of UK sub-cultural groups and a sensible reluctance to view such groups as gangs. This, however, was to change.

From the late 1990s, increased UK media discussion generated highly politicised debate as to the existence of street gangs in the UK and the applicability of US terminology to this emergent issue. Around the millennium, reports began to emerge in the UK, largely from local youth workers and practitioners, of an increased prevalence of a more violent form of street gang, often linked to drug markets and street robbery, utilising high levels of violence involving knives and firearms. Such issues first surfaced in Manchester (termed ‘Gunchester’ by the press). Authorities responded with Operation Crome and in 2001 the creation of the Manchester Multi-Agency Gang Strategy. Regionally, violent street gangs were becoming the subject of academic study (Mares, 2001; Bullock and Tilley, 2002; Shropshire and McFarquhar, 2002; Bennett and Holloway, 2004), leading to research by Aldridge and colleagues (2008) funded by the Economic and Social Research Council.

For some, these activities indicated an evolution of group offending and serious youth violence (Pitts, 2008b; Toy, 2008), with the groups involved and their targeted use of violence emerging, not from youth culture, music and fashion, but from blocked opportunities, multiple deprivation, poverty and links to ongoing criminal activities, such as drug dealing. Others viewed this as the ‘dramatic rediscovery of the gang’ (Hallsworth, 2013).

In London, however, the increasing emergence of violent street gangs and their propensity for weaponised violence was largely overlooked by academics, leaving the media to frame the debate. When academics did catch up with events, both nationally and in London, the debate was all but truncated by claims that violent street gangs were nothing more than a product of media moral panic (Hallsworth and Young, 2004). Such contributions, while claiming to be ‘getting real about gangs’, simply denied the realties on the ground, now increasingly presenting to partnership practitioners in London. Overwhelmingly, London practitioners viewed these emergent violent street gangs as UK home-grown and not simply US imports. However, calls by some academics not to evoke US cultural references usually had the effect of doing just that, thus confusing the debate even further.

In the absence of any leading academic research, key gang-affected London boroughs established the Five Borough Alliance in London.2 This was followed by flurry of activity from government agencies: the Home Office (2006), which offered a controversial and largely discredited definition; the Youth Justice Board (Young et al, 2007), which articulated a labelling theory position warning of the danger of ‘talking up’ gangs (preferring the term ‘peer group offending’); the methodologically questionable Communities That Care (2005), which reported on their extensive quantitative schools survey that found low levels of gang affiliation and thus offered little clarity. This activity was followed by the government’s flagship initiative, Tackling Knives and Serious Youth Violence Action Programme, which was unable to attribute falls in serious youth violence over four years to its extensive activities (Home Office, 2011). Since this somewhat faltering start to study and conceptualise the emergent phenomenon of violent street gangs involved in drug markets and often fatal weaponised violence, a contemporary UK gang discourse has begun to emerge, albeit one shaped by these early perspectives.
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