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Abstract This article revisits the framework which Buentello et al. (Prison J 71(2): 3–
14, 1991) created to describe the development of inmate solidarity groups into prison
gangs in the Texas Department of Corrections. Interviews with current and former
prison gang members in Texas, Arizona, and Illinois augment the current published
literature on prison gangs in California. This article argues that the responses which
prison administrations make to prisoners’ social orders are not static and have, in some
cases, caused vertically configured groups to evolve into horizontally configured
groups. These structural changes in prison gangs affect the gangs’ ability to affect
control in the criminal underworld outside prison. Accordingly, although the challenges
which prison administrations present to vertically developed social orders within prison
may improve the administrations’ control within the prison walls, they may effectively
decrease criminal-led social control on the street, leading to an increase in street-level
violence.
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Introduction

To date, the majority of research undertaken, by academics and practitioners alike, on
Bprison gangs,^ formally known as Bsecurity threat groups,^ focuses on vertically
organized groups (Buentello et al. 1991; Fleisher and Decker 2001; Fong 1990;
Orlando-Morningstar 1997; Pyrooz et al. 2011; Skarbek 2014). The model of prison
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gang development proposed by Buentello et al. (1991) suggests that prisoners form
inmate solidarity groups to provide support mechanisms that operate via collective
action within the prison protection racket market and may (or may not) evolve into
prison gangs which, in addition to solidarity between members, sometimes engage in
criminal activities both within prisons and on the streets.

Drawing on extensive fieldwork in Texas, Arizona, and Illinois, this article builds
upon the Buentello et al. (1991) framework by suggesting that three theoretical
contestations to existing prisoner-run protection rackets in prison ought to be consid-
ered: full administrative intervention to reassert control over inmate life; protection
monopoly breaking; and partial administrative intervention. The last of these
contestations has resulted in horizontally configured prison gangs, an organization
type that must be incorporated for an updated Buentello et al. (1991) model. By using
collective behavior that avoids vertical organization, these horizontal gangs are ar-
ranged in a flatter and less formal manner compared to the traditional vertically
organized groups. As Bsurvival units^ (Elias 1978), horizontal gangs continue to extract
the benefits that were once enjoyed only by vertical gangs while minimizing prison
authorities’ ability to suppress them. Moreover, the rise of horizontal gangs appears to
affect life beyond the prison walls, where it seems to be a destabilizing force in the
social order of the street, which, historically, has been affected by the leadership of
strong vertical gangs (Fleisher and Decker 2001; Skarbek 2014). In sum, this article
theorizes that the responses prison administrators make to the social order that exists
within medium- to high-security prisons in the United States with relatively high
general populations affect the ability of prison gangs to influence the criminal under-
world on the street.

This article proceeds as follows: first, it discusses the methodological considerations
of accessing and evaluating prison gangs; second, it describes the protection market in
prison and the actors who are involved in it; third, it examines the development and
evolution of vertical organizations, using the Barrio Azteca prison gang as a represen-
tative example; fourth, it assesses shifts in control that can occur in the prison protection
market; fifth, it illustrates the development and evolution of horizontal organizations,
focusing on the Tango gangs of Texas and the People and Folks federations of Chicago;
and, finally, it considers the implications the rise of horizontal organizations has for the
social order of the underworld beyond prison walls.

Methods

This research was undertaken as part of a larger project that examined the role of
Mexican drug trafficking organizations in the United States in three sites that were
particularly targeted by alarmist rhetoric: The El Paso, Texas/ Ciudad Juárez, Chihua-
hua metropolitan area; Phoenix, Arizona; and Chicago, Illinois. Shortly after entering
the field, however, it became apparent that prison gangs played a large role in the drug
trade in the El Paso borderlands. Accordingly, I expanded the initial project to examine
prison gangs in each site.

These sites are relevant to the study of prison gangs. El Paso is the home of Barrio
Azteca, one of the most significant prison gangs in Texas, as well as Chuco Tango,
which is one of the branches of the quickly emerging horizontally structured Btango^
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prison gangs (Tapia et al. 2014; Texas Department of Public Safety 2015). Arizona is a
state with long established security threat groups that have a history of behaving
violently (Fischer 2001). Chicago, Illinois, is a city with a long history of gangs,
including the Gangster Disciples, the Vice Lords, the Black P. Stones, and the Latin
Kings, among many others (Hagedorn 2006). By drawing on data from these three sites
plus existing research on the California prison system, this article compares relatively
large-populated prison systems with significant prison gangs. Moreover, it compares
administrative (non)responses to prison gangs.

Gaining access to prisons can be a difficult endeavor (Skarbek 2014), with some of
the most illuminating research coming from those who have either worked in prisons or
been incarcerated (Buentello et al. 1991; Fong 1990; Fong and Buentello 1991; Irwin
1980). Rather than attempting to gain the views of prison personnel, due to difficulty in
accessing them, I opted to develop a Bhistory from below^ (Thompson 1966), whereby
I focused on the perspectives of those at the bottom of the social ladder in the context of
prisons: the inmates.

To gain access to former prison inmates in the states of my field sites, I used
traditional snowball and chain referral methods (Heckathorn 2002; Wright et al.
1992) whereby I identified or was introduced to gatekeepers by academics and
practitioners who operated in my sites. The gatekeepers, often people who worked in
harm reduction or violence mitigation, introduced me to potential respondents who
were current and former prisoners and, usually, members or associates of prison gangs.
In addition, I recruited three situational respondents, whom I met by frequenting places
and interacting with people where I worked and lived. Twenty-one of the 23 people
recruited and interviewed using these traditional methods self-identified as prison gang
members or gang associates.

To broaden my sample, I used Craigslist, an online classified ads service, to recruit
individuals who had been incarcerated in state prisons. (A full, detailed account of the
methods employed is recounted elsewhere (Gundur 2017).) The use of the classified ads
resulted in 39 respondents who self-identified themselves as former inmates, 28 of
which self-identified as prison gang members. Thirty-seven of the 39 respondents did
not know another respondent. Two of the 37 knew each other and had seen the ad while
surfing online together. I further verified individuals’ self-identifications by asking them
technical questions relating to the inmate classification procedure they would have gone
through as inmates (Decker et al. 2014). Thirty-three of these respondents self-identified
as prison gang members or associates, with four (two women and two men) identifying
themselves as nuetrons or solanos, that is neutral inmates. Additionally, I avoided the
risks of having respondents being coached for the remuneration offered, as experienced
by Cromwell and Olson (1991), by avoiding chains longer than two links and by
prioritizing varied recruitment rather than relying on the same sites and groups.

In total, I interviewed 64 individuals, seven women and 57 men, who had been
incarcerated in a prison setting in Texas, Arizona, Illinois, California, and Chihuahua,
Mexico. The respondents represented different gangs, neighborhoods, and social cir-
cles, with at least 20 street gangs and 12 prison gangs represented among the sample.
Additionally, all inmates had served time in local county jails and state prisons; a
minority had also served time in federal prisons. Accordingly, this research looks at
jails and state prisons only. Moreover, given the relative lack of women in the sample
(n = 7), I am not comfortable extending the analysis of this article to women’s prisons in
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these sites. Consequently, this article focuses on the US experiences of men’s prisons
and prison social order, and therefore relies on the accounts of a subset of 53 men who
had served time in Texas, Arizona, Illinois, and California. Of these 53 men, 51 of them
had served time in medium security settings or above, up to and including solitary
confinement, and reported either participating directly in or being subjected to inmate
prison politics. Table 1 shows a breakdown of recruitment type and race by location.

All quotations used within this article are representative of views expressed by a
plurality of the inmates of the represented geographical region.

Thirteen of the 16 respondents in El Paso were Hispanic, which is consistent with
the demographics of the area which is 82% Hispanic (U.S. Census Bureau 2016).
Comparing response rates to prison demographics is unhelpful because, overall, whites,
African Americans, and Hispanics represent approximately equal proportions of in-
mates in Texas (Texas Department of Criminal Justice 2017). However, given El Paso’s
demographics, it likely sends more Hispanics than other ethnic groups to prison.

Twelve of the 18 respondents in Phoenix were Hispanic; three were white; three
were black, and one was Native American. This sample over-represents Hispanic
inmates, in comparison to prison proportions (40:40:14:6; Hispanic: African American:
White: Native American), but reflects prison gang membership rates (Arizona Criminal
Justice Commission 2016; Arizona Department of Corrections 2017).

Chicago respondents included a significantly higher proportion of African American
respondents – nine of the 17 respondents – which again echoes the state’s inmate
demographics, where 57% of the prison population is African American while 30% is
white and 13% is Hispanic (The Illinois Department of Corrections 2017).

Across the whole sample, the majority of gangs surveyed had primarily Hispanic
membership. Accordingly, the patterns of behavior and organization are not necessarily
generalizable to other ethnic gangs, though similarities did exist between the Tangos,
the horizontally configured gangs in Texas, and the Chicago gangs, which did not
always share the same racial and ethnic make-up. Additionally, this research focuses on
states with relatively large prisons and prison populations, meaning that it makes no
claim to describe dynamics in states not surveyed, particularly those with smaller and
less diverse populations. It is fundamentally a study of context and may not be
transferable to other contexts but provides a basis on how researchers might examine
similar phenomena in divergent contexts (Edwards and Hughes 2005; Sampson 2012).

Overall, this research surveyed individuals who had been convicted of different
crimes, served time in different prisons, were incarcerated at different times (from the
late 1970s through 2013) and for varying lengths of time, were part of different social

Table 1 Demographics of respondents who served time in medium security carceral settings and methods of
their recruitment

Online Traditional Hispanic White African-American Other

Texas (n = 16) 8 8 13 3 0 0

Arizona (n = 18) 8 10 12 3 2 1

Chicago (n = 17) 12 5 7 1 9 0

Total N = 51 28 23 32 7 11 1
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networks in and out of prison, and had different roles within those networks. The
diversity of respondents allowed me to triangulate the data by comparing the claims
made by my respondents against each other. In short, it became clear that the experi-
ences regarding social control within medium and high security prisons were consistent
within each state, with the overwhelming majority of respondents in each geographical
location recounting similar processes, policies, and dynamics in their carceral narra-
tives, though certain characteristics of social control within prison seemed to evolve
over time and not necessarily in the same way in each context.

In addition to the former inmates, across the three sites, I interviewed 15 members of
law enforcement, who had specific knowledge of the involvement security threat
groups had in the street and the impact of prison bosses on street politics. The accounts
these individuals provided, generally, supported the accounts given by the former
inmates. In addition, I have drawn on published research on the California prison
system (Dooley et al. 2014; Irwin 1980; Skarbek 2010, 2011, 2014; Trammell 2012).
All respondents have been anonymized except for the late José Raúl Rivera Fierro,
whose role as the founder of the Barrio Azteca prison gang made anonymizing him not
possible. Rivera’s quotes within are from extensive interviews with the author preced-
ing his death.

Prison protection markets

The evolution of inmate solidarity groups

As every former inmate who had served time in a medium security prison or higher told
me, it is impossible to avoid the Bpolitics^ of prison, by which they mean the social
control regimes established by the inmates themselves and not by the prison adminis-
tration. Upon entry, modern day inmates have three options: remain neutral, that is, in
prisoner parlance, become a neutron or a solano, which obligates them to respect the
social order while having few, if any, collective benefits from it; find religion, which
allows them to follow their God and not be obligated to do anything considered
immoral, such as fighting or breaking prison regulations; or, most commonly, become
part of inmate society by joining a group that promises to underwrite their rights vis-à-
vis other inmates, while obligating its members to behave in accordance to the rules of
the organization. Whatever option inmates choose, they are socialized into the cultural
expectations of prison, that is the Bconvict code^ (Trammell 2012). The development of
inmate groups within the prison protection market is first systematically described in
the literature by Buentello et al. (1991, p. 7), whose framework explains the organiza-
tional evolution that solidarity groups take in order to become security threat groups.

According to the Buentello et al. model of the evolutionary process of inmate
solidarity groups, after entering prison, new inmates may join a Bclique,^ which is
essentially a friendship group that provides the inmates with a sense of belonging
without typically imposing any rules or requirements for membership. The relation-
ships formed and fostered in cliques are the basis upon which members can further
engage in collective behavior (Thrasher 1927 [1963]). In time, these cliques may
evolve into Bprotection groups,^ which impose simple rules of membership with the
primary goal of providing protection to their members, such as fending off attacks from

Trends Organ Crim



other groups, coalescing during riots, or establishing rights for their members vis-à-vis
the other inmates. Small scale cliques may escape the gaze of prison staff; however,
prison staff may identify protection groups as potential threats. Later, protection groups
may evolve into Bpredator groups,^ with increased barriers to entry. These groups are
willing to use violence to underwrite or expand their market share of the protection
market and exhibit strong, though informal, leadership. Finally, predator groups may
evolve into full-fledged Bprison gangs,^ which have formalized rules, defined goals,
hierarchical leadership, and lifelong membership. At every intermediate stage of the
model, Buentello et al. state that a group can either maintain its status or disband.

The Buentello et al. model is an accurate description of the evolution of prison gangs
as observed through the late 1990s in Texas and likely echoes the formation of prisoner
social orders in prison systems with large general populations in the United States and
possibly elsewhere. To an extent, the Buentello et al. model also describes the historical
development of inmate groups in Illinois. However, it needs to be corrected to reflect
that, generally speaking, while intermediate inmate solidarity groups typically exist
only within a specific prison, prison gangs have a systemic existence throughout the
state penitentiary system. Prison gangs are not merely an organization with a unitary
presence but an organization with a networked presence that expands to other prisons
and the free world. Additionally, the model needs to be revisited because it neither
explains the circumstances which encourage the initial formation of vertical groups nor
predicts the state interdictions of vertical leadership.

Members of the public may assume that the state maintains effective control over
inmates’ social affairs within the walls of a jail or prison.1 However, this notion has
been historically tenuous in large prison systems, such as those of California and Texas.
In the California and Texas prison systems, inmates created and managed their own
social control regimes within their prisons, often with the implicit or explicit encour-
agement of the prison administration, who effectively cede control over the majority of
the internal affairs of inmates (DiIulio 1990; Irwin 1980; Skarbek 2014), thus allowing
the inmates to dictate the terms of the protection racket market within the prison walls.

The birth of the prison protection racket: The California and Texas examples

The contemporary protection racket market within prisons has its roots in the racial
tensions that characterized American society for much of the twentieth century (and, to
some extent, still characterizes American inmate society). Former inmate John Irwin
describes the institutional racism present in the California prison system in the 1940s
and 50s, the BBig House Era,^ when nonwhite inmates were Bkept in their place^ by
white inmates and white prison guards (Irwin 1980, p. 9), thus maintaining the social
order and control regime as desired by the prison administrators (DiIulio 1990). In the
1960s and 70s, Texas likewise had an inmate-managed control regime. However, this
system was not predicated upon race. Instead, in the Texan Bbuilding tender system,^
prison administrators recruited intimidating inmates and allocated control of certain

1 Jail refers to a county lockup where individuals are held upon arrest, on remand, and for short sentences.
Prison refers to state or federal lockup where individuals are held upon sentencing of a crime, typically longer
than 12 months. The developments described within this article occurred in state prisons, except where
otherwise noted.
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areas of the prison to each (DiIulio 1990; Ekland-Olson 1986). These inmate guards
became known as Bturnkeys^ because they literally had the keys needed to open and
close the cell and corridor doors of the prisons.

Inmate-based social control regimes allowed prison administrators to keep relatively
small guard staffs, while still having a degree of social control within the prison walls,
even if prison administration staff did not directly administer the conditions of that
control (Ekland-Olson 1986; Irwin 1980; Marquart and Crouch 1984). Moreover,
prison administrators allowed prison governance, that is the provision of protection
and services (Fukuyama 2013), to be managed by the inmates themselves. The white
inmates of California’s Big House Era and the turnkeys of Texas’ Building Tender Era
made and enforced the rules of day-to-day governance of the prison. Prison adminis-
trators were relatively hands-off, thus allowing these privileged inmates to establish and
enforce their own norms. This arrangement allowed for the prison administration-
favored inmate groups to enjoy a virtual monopoly in the protection markets in prisons.

However, over time, these monopolies were challenged and broken. In California,
starting in the 1950s, the nonwhite inmate population began to increase significantly
(Irwin 1980). In turn, these nonwhite inmates began to unify themselves along self-
segregated identity groups, typically by geographic origin and/or race, as a means to
contest the white dominance within the prison. The resulting groups of black, Chicano,
and Tejano inmates enjoyed the advantages of collective action by forming solidarity
groups that allowed them to nudge into the protection market of the California prison
system (Irwin 1980).

The most notable California-based groups which were formed in the mid to late
1950s and which still exist today include the Mexican Mafia, made up of southern
Californian Chicanos; la Nuestra Familia, made up of northern Californian Chicanos;
and the Texas Syndicate (TS), made up of Tejanos (Hunt et al. 1993; Orlando-
Morningstar 1997). The 1960s saw the rise of the Black Guerrilla Family as well as
the Arian Brotherhood in the California prison system (Hunt et al. 1993). The forma-
tion of these two groups indicates that the prison protection market in California was
contestable at the time: within the prison system, no monopoly on protection, whether
by the prison administration or an inmate organization, existed.

The Texas prison system, unlike California, did have a monopoly in the protection
market via the turnkeys. But that ended in 1981 when United States District Court
Judge William Wayne Justice declared the building tender system in Texas illegal.
Judge Justice gave Texas two years in which to find an alternative to the tender system
(Justice 1981). Since the prison administration was woefully underprepared to reassert
control without the aid of the inmate guards, an intensely competitive protection market
within the prisons emerged and gave rise to several new security threat groups (Fong
1990). However, the organizations which emerged in both California and Texas did not
immediately become mature prison gangs. The ability of an inmate solidarity group to
develop a market share within the protection market that is large enough to engage in
the governance processes of a prison is not immediately achievable.

Nonetheless, the circumstances that allowed these solidarity groups to form were
similar and are likely to echo similar developments of prisoner solidarity groups in
other large penitentiary systems: the monopolies of the previous dominant holders of
protection were broken, and the state did not or could not fill that gap efficiently, thus
allowing the prison’s protection racket market to become newly competitive. It is
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notable that, at this time, neither the prison administration nor any existing groups had
sufficient control within the protection market to prevent new prisoner solidarity groups
from forming. As a result, vertical organizations emerged. Leaders organized and led
their peers in collective action designed to contest threats they might face from the
prison administration or other prisoners. Using their position at the top, founding
leaders nearly always instituted a hierarchical command structure, with leadership to
be replaced via promotion from the ranks below (Fleisher and Decker 2001).

Voids in the protection market: 1980s Texas as an example

Judge Justice’s decision that rendered the building tender system unlawful created a
control deficit for prison administrators since the turnkeys could no longer fulfil the
security guard role. Moreover, without the turnkeys, the Texas Department of Correc-
tions (TDC) lost the insider intelligence that allowed them to monitor prison develop-
ments (Fong 1990). In addition, the security staff shortages were compounded by the
inexperience of the newly hired guards who did not know how to control the inmates
effectively; both inmates and guards felt that the balance of power, or the ability to
affect control within the prison walls, had shifted into the inmate’s favor (Ekland-Olson
1986).

BAs soon as [… the TDC] had to get rid of the building tenders, it caught the Prison
Administration with their pants down because they weren’t expecting it. […] During
that transition period, all hell broke loose,^ José Rivera Fierro recalled. BIt started in
1983. It [continued for] about two years. [The TDC] had to train a bunch of guards.
[…] They just needed bodies in uniform. They were inexperienced [and] guards were
getting beat up.^

The inability of prison administrators or the existing inmate groups to control the
inmate population was evident in 1984 and 1985 when inmate homicides, the majority
of which were gang related (Fong 1990), were at a rate that Bwas well ahead of all other
[prison] systems [and] more than double the number (twelve) of the previous two high
years, 1981 and 1982^ (Burman 2012; Ekland-Olson 1986, p. 392). The lack of
effective control also provided an opening for new solidarity groups to form without
facing consequences from the existing order.

Though the Texas Syndicate existed long before this turmoil began, it did not
effectively fill the control void left by the dissolution of the building tender system.
The first Hispanic group to appear after the TS in the 1980s was the (Texas) Mexican
Mafia, also referred to as the Mexikanemi or the Eme, not to be confused with
organizations in California, Arizona, and elsewhere that bear the same name (Texas
Department of Public Safety 2007). According to Rivera Fierro, the Eme and the TS
initially coexisted. As the prison system transitioned out of the building tender system,
instability in the social order of the prison systems developed. Consequently, Hispanics
needed unity amongst themselves to counter black inmates, with whom they had
frequent conflicts.

By 1985, within the Texas prison system, at least eight security threat groups
existed, each formed along racial and ethnic lines and each with a hierarchical structure
(Fong 1990); together, along with a now more experienced prison staff, the prison
gangs re-established an effective social order within the prison walls. This order
remained throughout the latter half of the decade. As a result, the chaotic scenes of
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inter-racial conflict that characterized 1983, 1984, and 1985 dissipated. However, the
peace between the Eme and the TS ended in 1985 when a dispute over the prison drug
trade triggered a war between the two groups.

BThe Texas Syndicate went to the [upstart] Mexican Mafia at the Darrington Unit
[where the Eme were selling marihuana to the other inmates] and told them, ‘You know
what? We want a cut. You got to pay taxes,’^ Rivera Fierro recalled. BNow, the TS
thought [the Eme would] be scared of them, that they were just going to lay down. But
the Eme were no punks either. They were standup, too; they were somebody to be
reckoned with.^

Violence escalated between the Eme and the TS, now two of the largest inmate
groups, which behaved as the prison gangs of the Buentello et al. model. This growth
brought them the unwanted attention of the prison administration. The prison guards
responded by isolating everyone they could identify as leaders of those organizations
into administrative segregation (Fleisher and Decker 2001). With leadership and
membership reduced in numbers, both the TS and the Eme needed to recruit new
followers who would replenish the ranks and strive to dominate the Texas penitentiary
system amongst Hispanic inmates. In their efforts to recruit, both the TS and the Eme
relaxed their entry requirements. For their part, the boys of El Paso, including José
Rivera Fierro, who was serving his time in the Coffield Unit, remained mostly neutral,
respecting each organization, in part because they had friends in both. Eventually, the
TS and the Eme, in an effort to coerce participation in their groups, began to ask the El
Pasoans to pick a side.

The birth of an inmate solidarity group and its evolution into a prison gang:
The barrio Azteca

The idea to start a carrucha, Ba ride,^ an inmate group specifically for the El Paso and
Juárez inmates, occurred to José Rivera Fierro while talking with his friend Benny
Acosta. Neither Rivera Fierro nor his fellow El Pasoans wanted to be part of the
bloodbath emerging between the Eme and the TS, so Rivera Fierro decided to formalize
an organization which would provide an organizational structure, other than the
established Hispanic prison gangs, that El Paso and Juárez inmates could join. The
El Paso and Juárez inmates had good relationships among themselves because their two
cities are one metropolitan area separated by an international border. Moreover, many
of them had families on either side of that border and shared a cultural history. A
structured organization would preclude other groups from recruiting El Paso and Juárez
inmates.

The diminutive Rivera Fierro, a self-described goof and, at the time, drug addict,
was well liked by his peers. Consequently, in 1984, when he summoned his fellow El
Paso and Juárez inmates to a brief meeting, he was able to establish the Barrio Azteca,
initially a solidarity group with a rough hierarchical order, with himself at the top and
four or five captains beneath him. The other members were Bput on the ride^ as
Bsoldiers,^ emulating the structure of the other established inmate organizations in
prison. To that end, it was racially exclusive, meaning that only Hispanic inmates could
join, respecting the long-standing racial order of prison. Yet, Bthere was no blood in,
blood out [to join],^ Rivera Fierro explained. Membership was informal: BThere was
just, yeah, ‘I’m in the gang,’ just by saying it.^ Rivera Fierro described the initial
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objectives of Barrio Azteca as twofold. First, Barrio Azteca would provide solidarity
for the new Hispanic inmates from El Paso and Juárez by sharing hygiene products and
introducing them to the norms of prison upon entering the prison system. Second,
Barrio Azteca would ensure that the group would not coerced to be part of or be
victimized by the other prison gangs.

Respondents from the El Paso Police Department and the El Paso DEA both
identified Barrio Azteca as existing as a Bprison gang^ from 1987; however, from
Rivera Fierro’s account, it appears that Barrio Azteca formed as a solidarity group at
least two years prior to that date, echoing the evolution as suggested by Buentello et al.
(1991). Over the course of approximately five years, Barrio Azteca slowly evolved into
a predatory group that preyed on other startup groups, such as the Mexicles which
Rivera Fierro described as Ban upstart [solidarity] group [made up of men from Juárez].
They formed because we alienated and shunned them when they wouldn’t join [Barrio
Azteca]2^. After Rivera Fierro was released from prison and ceased to be involved in
the gang’s leadership, the new leaders led Barrio Azteca to become a full-fledged prison
gang that used its growing share of the protection market to expand its illicit enterprise
into running protection and drugs in the free world. The gang operated protection as a
Bshelter against danger,^ which functions as a double-edged commodity in that on is
either part of a party that provides it or a danger because one is being extorted by that
party (Tilly 1985).

Over the course of the next 15 years, Barrio Azteca became one of the most
significant security threat groups in the Texas prison system. Until 2015, it was rated
as a Btier one^ organization, the likes of which Bpose the greatest gang threat to Texas
due to their relationships with Mexican cartels, large membership numbers, high levels
of transnational criminal activity, and organizational effectiveness^ (Texas Department
of Public Safety 2014, p. 2; 2015).

According to former inmates, even though the gang did not dominate every prison in
which it had a presence, Barrio Azteca was able to hold a strong position within prison
politics throughout the Texas prison system. Respondents’ accounts of Barrio Azteca’s
strength behind bars varied depending on the ratio of El Paso-based inmates in the
prison where they were incarcerated. For instance, Luke, a man who had spent time in a
prison dominated by south Texas inmates, recounted that, in his prison, although Barrio
Azteca was not as powerful as the Eme and the Texas Syndicate, it was not completely
overrun by those other security threat groups. To that end, Barrio Azteca performed
well in prisons where its members were historically sent, thus allowing it to recruit and
expand its membership throughout the Texas prison system, while creating a network.
Along with its prison expansion, Barrio Azteca expanded its presence in the under-
world in El Paso and Juárez.

Politics of the free World’s underworld

Vertical prison gangs, like Barrio Azteca, are able to develop the necessary capital within
prison that is required to control two additional arenas: county jails and the free world’s
underworld. Economist David Skarbek’s (2010, 2011, 2014) work looks at the

2 The Mexicles later became Barrio Azteca’s mortal enemies in the war that claimed the lives of thousands in
Juárez (Bowden 2010).
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implications of prison politics on the street, principally in the Californian context. What
my respondents recounted, in both Texas and Arizona, where vertical groups have been
the norm for at least the past three decades, paralleled Skarbek’s findings. In short, vertical
groups have clear interests that expand to the street: the authority and control they
maintain within prison are paramount given the likelihood that an offender or an
offender’s associate eventually will end up in prison and be subjected to the whims of
the controlling groups in prison. To that end, it is clear that the prison protection market,
while initially negotiated within prison walls, extends to the outside world where it aids
releasedmembers not only to emulate organized criminal organizations but also to expand
into other criminal enterprises (Fleisher and Decker 2001; Gambetta 1993; Reuter 1983).

Charlie, a gang sergeant for the El Paso Police Department, recounted how Barrio
Azteca began to manage criminal entrepreneurship in El Paso, shortly after its first
members were released from prison in the late 1980s:

[Once Barrio Azteca established a presence on the street, they started to open] up
stores, or what they would call tiendas in Spanish. These were individuals or
actual businesses that sell narcotics in the streets of El Paso, and they charge a tax,
or what they call a cuota, [on dealers who want to be] selling within the Barrio
Azteca turf. If these individuals refused to pay, there would be threats of violence,
violence, or even the taking of property in lieu of money for them to start paying
this cuota. If [the Barrio Azteca] succeeded in having these people pay this tax,
the Barrio Azteca would in turn start supplying them with narcotics. They were
bringing those narcotics in from Juarez, Mexico.

In addition to using the social and organizational capital developed within prison to
advance criminal goals in the free world, the presence of the organization extended to
the county jails. As a result, Barrio Azteca could institute certain rules of its own. For
example, Barrio Azteca effectively curtailed drive-by shootings by issuing a standing
Bgreen light^ or order which required that any person who entered jail on suspicion of a
drive-by would be administered a beating. This rule, among others, was designed to
minimize risk of capture by law enforcement, increase receipts, and entrench and
expand criminal rackets.

Shifting control in the protection market

Challenges to a prison society’s status quo and the organizations which underpin it may
occur over time. This article theorizes that there are theoretically three types of control
shifts that may occur: full administrative intervention; protection monopoly breaking;
and partial administrative intervention. All shifts result in the dominant providers of
protection within the carceral setting to reduce challenges to their position within the
existing order.

Full administrative intervention

The first control shift type, full administrative intervention into the social order of
prison, occurs when the prison administration successfully eliminates the inmate-
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controlled social order. A fully successful intervention would occur if the prison
administration were to re-monopolize protection within the prison. Such a change
could be imagined if, for example, in the unlikely event, a standard prison were
converted into single cell administrative segregation units. No inmate solidarity groups
would be allowed to exist. Without any known examples, it is difficult to predict what
the effects on the streets could be, but it could be postulated that the streets would echo
what occurs in a partial administrative intervention, which results in organizational
decay in the free world, which we shall consider later.

Monopoly breaking and splintering

The second control shift type, monopoly breaking, occurs when the dominant holder of
protection either loses or cedes control over the social control regime of the prison. The
dominant holder may be the prison administration, as we have seen in the previous
discussion of the Californian and Texan penitentiary systems, or an existing inmate
group which cedes power to some group other than the prison administration. The
monopoly may be lost either due to external pressures, such as Judge Justice’s decree,
or due to internal challenges, such as internal strife within an existing organization,
resulting in an organization’s splintering.

An example of splintering occurred in the early 1980s in the Arizona prison system
when the Arizona Mexican Mafia faced internal challenges which led to the group’s
splintering into the BOld Eme^ and the BNew Eme^ (Fischer 2001). To this day, the two
organizations maintain enmity. However, both organizations maintained their
vertically-organized leadership structures, which helped to ensure that startups could
not take hold, and transplants, that is gangs that came into the system because members
from other states were being incarcerated in Arizona, could not gain a foothold in the
protection market. Nonetheless, according to multiple respondents, the New Eme came
to dominate Hispanic prison life, causing the Old Eme to become a small organization,
populated largely by older members who are serving long sentences, often in admin-
istrative segregation.

Today, the New Eme faces another split. Linus, a man who chose to stay unaffiliated
while serving his time in prison, described the current state of affairs3 as follows:

The New Mexican Mafia, they put a stop to a lot of the Old Mexican Mafia rules
and [no more raping and killing people in prison] was one of them. And a lot of the
OldMexicanMafia used to bully the youngsters. The youngsters took over. There’s
more youngsters than OGs4 now. So, these youngsters put a stop to it. There’s a
New Eme. They said, BNo more.^ […] Now the youngsters are bullying the OGs,
you know; but in a certain way. They don’t go around beating them up or nothing;
but they let them know, BThis is our shit. You kick back and you follow our rules.^

3 To avoid confusion, I have kept Linus’ quote unchanged. However, the Old MexicanMafia he refers to is the
New Mexican Mafia of ‘81. The New Mexican Mafia, as Linus refers to it, is a faction that has split from the
New Mexican Mafia of ‘81.
4 OGs are BOriginal Gangsters,^ sometimes referred to as veteranos (veterans), members who are regarded to
be part of an older generation.
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In short, the status quo that had been established more than 30 years ago was being
challenged from within the organization, threatening another split which would result in
a new vertical organization, thereby repeating history.

These developments have affected the dynamics of the street as well. Lil G, a
member of the New Eme, explained that high-ranking members (carnales) of the
New Eme who were part of a different faction attempted to tax him in the free world:
BMe and my uncle, we had our own dope house. But the other carnales, they tried to
tax us. You know what I mean? But it didn’t work. It didn’t work. A couple of people
got killed.^ Nevertheless, street violence has not escalated to massive proportions;
instead, how drugs are sold has changed, making the business more anonymous and
difficult to tax. Eddie, a member of the New Eme, described the currently favored drug
delivery system and how street gangs are not even worth controlling anymore:

[Gangs are] dead, man. They’re nothing. We [the New Eme] don’t use them to
sell drugs. They’re not even left around to sell for us. […] There’s a driver system
now. I will have a series of drivers who deliver for me. My drivers aren’t going to
know who I am. How does that happen? Let’s say I know you and I trust you. Ok,
I’m giving the drugs to you and then you know your cousin and you trust him.
You give him the drugs and he delivers. He gets phone calls with directions.
There are spots, they change. The directions would be, BGet the pick up at this
spot and drop it off over there.^ That’s how it would work for longer deliveries.
The driver’s number would be changed every 2 months, maybe sooner.

In effect, ceteris paribus, splintering affects violence in the street, given the need to
compete over territory and control over illicit enterprise. However, as the illicit market
drives the utility of street gangs down and keeps drug dealing from public view, the
capacity for rival factions to tax each other becomes diminished, due to the anonymization
of the process, thus reducing the likelihood of violent street-level conflict.

Partial administrative intervention and the opening for horizontal groups

The third, and final, control shift type is the partial administrative intervention. This
policy involves correctly identifying vertical prison gang leadership and placing these
individuals into solitary confinement, as has been the case in Texas, where the prison
administration targeted the leadership of vertical prison gangs like Barrio Azteca.
Emiliano, a former soldier for Barrio Azteca, commented on this phenomenon:

[The prison administration targets all of] us – like [Barrio] Azteca, Mexican
Mafia, [Texas] Syndicate, La Razon Ida, Pistoleros, all them – [the prison
administrators] lock us up. So, it’s only in the whole unit you probably have
ten or fifteen members out in [general] population. The rest of us are locked
down.

With its leadership in solitary confinement, the control that Barrio Azteca once
exhibited in prisons and in jails diminished. Although he may have embellished the
importance of his own gang, Bradley, a Gangster Disciple (GD), described the current
control structure in terms recounted by several others:
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Barrio Azteca ain’t shit in prison. They don’t have nothing. They think they used
to run the county jail, but they don’t anymore. In the county jail here, it’s
segregated. You’re Barrio Azteca out here, they’re gonna put you in C Unit.
Right now, Chuco Tango and GD run the Annex. They find out you’re Barrio
Azteca over in Sanchez, the state jail here, ooh-wee, I’m sorry to hear that!
Actually, statewide across prisons, I’ve heard this time and time again – [if]
you’re Barrio Azteca, you’re getting put in lockdown.

The targeting of gang leadership also occurred in Illinois, where prison officials
managed to charge known prison gang leaders with Federal crimes and, upon winning
convictions, transferred these individuals to a Federal facility where they serve what are
effectively life sentences in solitary confinement. Such has been the case for former
Chicago gang leaders Jeff Fort, Larry Hoover, Gino Colón, and Augustin Zambrano,
among others, who have been convicted on Federal criminal charges.

Successful and consistent targeting of gang leadership results in the inability of vertical
organizations to maintain healthy leadership because they are unable to convince lower
members to ascend the leadership ranks and take charge of the organization. Clancy, a
former commander in the Chicago Police Department, described how, in the past, gang
leaders could make credible threats to keep their gangs on the street in order:

It used to be like that. The Jeff Forts of the world. The guy we’re still talking
about 20 years [later]; these guys have been out … How long has Jeff Fort been
out of commission? Gino Colón, Gino’s been in jail for 25 years. He’s the head of
Latin Kings, Northside Latin Kings. We’re still talking about those same guys
because no one is really stepping up. No, you wouldn’t want to be that guy; you
don’t want to be Bthe guy^ because you’re going to get targeted. Not only by law
enforcement but other gang members.

While, undoubtedly, there are clandestine leaders who attempt to manage the
organization’s interests, their need to be invisible to gang intelligence officers curbs
their ability to engage effectively and to maintain the group’s numbers through fresh
recruitment. While these administrative measures do not eradicate gangs completely,
they do decrease the gang’s share of the prison protection market. To that end, a
sustained and consistent targeting of any and all gang leadership within prison indicates
to potential leaders of upstart groups that eventually they will find themselves placed in
solitary confinement for the rest of their natural lives. This outcome appears to have a
deterrent effect for individuals wanting to become powerful leadership figures given the
lack of vertical, upstart groups that have come onto the prison scene in Illinois and
Texas over the past 15 years or more.

Instead, in response to leadership targeting, horizontally configured groups have
emerged to compete for a share of the protection market, supplanting the dominant
vertical groups of before and protecting members from being targets of law enforce-
ment operations and opposing gangs. Horizontally configured groups may have come
into their own to compete with vertical groups, may have splintered from existing
groups, or may have converted from a vertical structure as a survival strategy.

In Texas, these groups are collectively known as Tangos, a slang term for one’s
home (Tapia et al. 2014). According to the Texas Department of Public Safety Texas
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Gang Threat Assessments, the Tango cliques are the largest and most rapidly growing
Bprison gangs^ in Texas, collectively totaling more than 15,000 members across all sets
(Texas Department of Public Safety 2013, 2014, 2015). The Texas Department of
Public Safety, however, does not indicate whether these 15,000 members are of the
same gang, working in concert; in fact, many of these cliques may even have conflicts
with one another.

My respondents indicated that the Tangos were the result of dissatisfaction with the
rules imposed by the established gangs as well as the implausibility of establishing a
competing vertical group. The various Tango cliques were able to attract members
because of their Black of delineated hierarchy, lack of constitution/by-laws, no ‘blood-
in, blood-out’ mandate^ and the ability to return to their street gangs upon release from
custody (Texas Department of Public Safety 2015, p. 35). Their primary role is to
provide protection. Joey, a member of Chuco Tango, one of the many Texas Tangos,
described his responsibility to his fellow Chuco Tango members as follows: BI’m going
to back him up regardless of whatever, and we’re going to fix shit between us; even if
he’s fucking up, I’m going to back him up.^

Likewise, in Illinois, the existing People and Folk federations evolved from vertical
into horizontal groups within prison once their leadership was systematically targeted
by the state. Although the original reasons for the formation of the People and Folk
federations are unclear, older gang members described a pattern of splintering and
creating competing groups from the 1970s. One such gang member, Doc, evoked the
religious metaphor of the fall of Lucifer: BFolks and Peoples: it all started off as one.
There was always one. Then you had one person that wanted more than what he was
given. He wasn’t satisfied. Just like God and the Devil.^

Membership within a federation appears to be primarily a function of being incar-
cerated and the need for protection while incarcerated and holds little importance in the
street. Just as in Texas, protection is important for Illinois inmates. Many feel they have
no choice but to join an inmate group given the severe disadvantages of attempting to do
one’s time unaffiliated. Jay, a former GD from Chicago who was a member of the Folk
Nation when incarcerated, noted that, if an inmate were a neutron, that is unaffiliated,

you got treated like crap. You got stolen from. People took your food, took your
clothes. You didn’t have no protection. You was on your own. […] If me and my
group of friends decided to push you around today, then we could push you
around today because ain’t no one gonna help and stop you.

In other words, joining a group meant joining a Bsurvival unit,^ a group that is able to
attack enemies and defend against them, operating with much the same logic as that
used by a nation-state (Elias 1978).

In both the Illinois and Texas cases, the horizontal groups behave as a cross between
what Buentello et al. (1991) describe as Bpredator groups^ and Bprison gangs,^
exhibiting characteristics of both. Horizontal groups act as predator groups in that they
have some rules of conduct and will engage in intimidation and retaliation. They act as
prison gangs in part because they have well-defined goals – primarily, to provide
protection for their members and to eliminate undesirables – and in part because they
have an extensive membership, which extends throughout the prison system (Texas
Department of Public Safety 2015).
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However, horizontal groups stand apart from vertical groups in that they are flatter in
structure which allows them to survive even when their leadership is targeted. These
organizations appear to have two tiers of involvement. At the top is leadership, which
attempts to maintain a low-key presence and may act as mediators in times of conflict
with other groups. Frank, a Juárez based gang member affiliated with Chuco Tango,
described the role one of the leaders played in standing up to the Barrio Azteca status
quo:

There was no charge, but the head of the Chuco Tango, some guy they called
Vargas, he was the head of us, and he had a meeting with the Barrio Azteca and
he told them, BYou know what? From this day on, we’re not going to take orders
from you. We are [operating in] our separate ways. We’re not affiliated with you
in any way at all.^

Vargas was stabbed after that stand, and Frank was unsure who the next de facto leader
was.

Under the leadership committee, the rest of the Tango is on a relatively even footing,
undertaking social control based on availability and proximity to a situation. For
instance, Joey, another Chuco Tango member, noted that when a person wanted to join
or leave Chuco Tango, he would get Bchecked out. […] It’s just three homeboys look at
you right away,^ meaning that members of the gang evaluate the qualifications for
entry or the reasons for departure.

Frank and Joey’s explanations of the group’s dynamics illustrate two points. First,
members enjoy relative equality among themselves and few, if any, Byard bosses^
emerge. When they do, dominant figures appear to have the respect of their peers, but
do not seem to institute hierarchy. Accordingly, it is nearly impossible for prison
administrators, short of subjecting the entire prison population to solitary confinement,
to break a horizontal group. Second, decisions are often made collectively; decisions on
who should be included, excluded, and disciplined are done by a group of members
who are in proximity to the situation and who are acting on behalf of the entire unit.
Consequently, horizontal groups are effective in engaging in collective action, resulting
in a maximization of protection within the prison walls while minimizing the threat of
having any one member put into solitary confinement.

However, membership in a horizontal group is distinct from vertical groups because
even as the group becomes a mature gang within the prison system, lifelong allegiance
is not required nor expected (Texas Department of Public Safety 2015). Moreover, once
an inmate is released back into the free world, he not only is free to represent his own
street gang without fear of reprisal from his prison associates but also has no obligations
to his prison gang and its members be they inside or outside prison.

With membership not necessarily transferring its obligations to the street, as would
be the case with a vertical group, the protection that horizontal organizations enjoy in
prison does not extend to the street and, from what I could observe, did not translate
into the underpinnings of illicit enterprise in the free world. For example, the most
recently released inmates I interviewed agreed that Barrio Azteca no longer has control
over county jails and most prisons. Moreover, its visibility has diminished as a matter
of strategy to reduce unwanted law enforcement attention. Nonetheless, Barrio Azteca
remains a driving force in the narcotics trade in the Paso del Norte corridor. It is
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possible, however, that the inability of Barrio Azteca to build its ranks via prison, as it
has done historically, will force it to fundamentally change how it recruits new
members, if it is to survive in the same capacity that it currently does.

In Chicago, where vertical prison hierarchy has long since eroded, there is little
consistent cooperation among street gangs; no one has been able to unite the factions
under a united front, even within themselves. Officer Banner, a Chicago policeman
who works in primarily blighted, African-American parts of the city with high gang
activity, described the current situation:

The black gangs are becoming increasingly flat organizations. It’s a function of
how small the gangs are becoming. Yes, there are historic animosities between
groups such as the BDs [Black Disciples] and the GDs. But that’s not how
conflicts are necessarily drawn today. The [news]paper might report that there
are 30,000 GDs, and the reader presumes that there are 30,000 unified members.
But the truth is that some of these gang members are friends with one another, but
many are not. There are 600+ gang factions of 50 to 250 individuals, and they
mostly beef with5 each other at a neighborhood level.

In short, the violent conflicts which continue to affect Chicago negatively today are
the result of the number of factions that exist. There are few, if any, standing orders that
come from the prisons to dictate the actions of a given faction. In fact, many warring
groups may even be part of the same faction but only cooperate when incarcerated; the
social control that vertical groups can exert on the streets is not a typical characteristic
of horizontal groups, meaning that while prison authorities may have more relative
control in prisons, policing bodies may have to deal with more fractionalized criminal
groups competing in the free world. Whether this outcome will occur in other areas,
such as major Texas cities, where vertical groups are losing their control, remains to be
seen.

Conclusion

In this article, I have shown that the social order in prisons is a function of a protection
market. When the state cedes control, historically vertical prison gangs have formed to
fill that void. I have expanded on the Buentello et al. (1991) framework by illustrating
the set of circumstances that lead to gang development, exhibiting the various types of
control shifts that can occur within the prison protection market. To that end, the social
organization of prison groups has changed as they have adapted to and been affected by
social control interventions by the state and competing groups. These new horizontal
groups are flatter, more loosely coupled, and less formally constituted, which makes
controlling them, both from outside and from within, almost paradoxically more
difficult. Because they have a reach that expands throughout a prison system, these
horizontal groups are not merely solidarity groups which fall on the existing Buentello
el al. spectrum. Nevertheless, it appears that the Breach^ of these new groups is more
constrained in terms of the street politics of drug dealing and violence, meaning that the

5 To beef with someone is to be in conflict with that person.
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social control traditionally affected on the street by vertically configured prison gangs
may decay over time, resulting in an increase in violence, as is the case in Chicago.

Given that horizontal groups are relatively new in the American penal system, and
that this study, like most to date which have examined prison gangs, has a clear
geographical limitation, the generalizability of what is being observed may be limited
(Jacobs 1979). Nonetheless, this research indicates that there is a need to examine the
emergence of horizontal prison gangs and their impact over time on the social order of
prison and on the social order of the criminal underworlds that many of their members
return to upon being released from prison.
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