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and gang affiliation mirrors the world out-
side.27 Known prison gangs include the Aryan 
Brotherhood, the Bloods, the Crips, La Nuestra 
Familia, the Latin Kings, and the Mexican 
Mafia. Each prison gang has unique character-
istics and histories, and many were first formed 
to ensure protection.

The Aryan Brotherhood is believed to have 
formed in 1967 in California’s San Quentin 
State Prison. Members of the gang are typically 
white supremacists and subscribe to a neo-Nazi 
ideology. These inmates spend their time in 
prison “getting high and getting over.”28 The 
Mexican Mafia was created in the late 1950s 
in California. The racial makeup of the gang is 
Mexican American/Hispanic, and it is known 
as one of the most active gangs in the Federal 
Bureau of Prisons.29 The Mexican Mafia empha-
sizes ethnic solidarity and controls drug traf-
ficking. La Nuestra Familia is the chief rival, and the two gangs are rumored to have a “kill 
on sight relationship.”30 The Black Guerrilla Family (BGF) is believed to be the most politi-
cally oriented prison gang, formed as an antigovernment group. Becoming a member of 
BGF includes taking a death oath of lifetime loyalty to the group.31 The Barrio Aztec gang, 
with an estimated 2,000 members, is believed to be the most violent and active group in 
Texas prisons. Members are linked to the Mexican drug cartels and involved in smuggling, 
arson, extortion, kidnapping, and weapons violations.32

Violence
Violence in prison takes many forms, including inmate on inmate, inmate on guard, 

and guard on inmate. Violence is common and may occur for a number of reasons:

•• understaffing

•• excessive or unreasonable force by correctional officers

•• overcrowding

•• poor living conditions

•• gang activities

•• physical design of the prison

Different types of violence may occur in prison related to fear, anger, acting out, and extor-
tion.33 Fear of violence can result in a prisoner turning the tables and becoming the aggressor 
before being harmed. Anger often occurs when an inmate perceives an injustice of some sort. 
Prisoners also act out in tantrum-like behavior to vent their frustrations. Finally, extortion 
occurs when a violent inmate threatens another inmate to obtain something of value. Prison 
violence includes incidents of bullying, physical and sexual assaults, stabbings, and murder.

Riots occur when violence among inmates is beyond the control of prison staff and 
administration. The Attica Prison riot in 1971, one of the most famous and deadly inci-
dents, lasted 5 days. More than 1,000 inmates held some 40 correctional officers hostage 
while the inmates negotiated for rights and better living conditions. At the time, the prison 
was horribly overcrowded and housed more than 2,000, despite the maximum capacity of 
1,200. Inmates complained, probably rightly so, about being able to shower only once a 
week, allocations of one roll of toilet paper per month, destruction of mail, bug-infested 
food, and abusive treatment. The riot finally ended when New York State Police troopers 
stormed the facility. A total of 39 inmates died and 88 were wounded. On the positive side, 
the riot and events stemming from the tragedy resulted in prison reform.

Gangs in prison are a serious safety risk for inmates and staff. What 

solutions would you propose to control gang activities in prisons?
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