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Los Niños Del Barrio: Mexican-American Youth Gangs 

Growing up Mexican-American, one is paradoxically awarded with a sense of belonging 

tainted by a more prevalent sense of rejection; the largely unassimilated community of Mexicans 

and Mexican-Americans in Southern California is a product of both Mexican-nationalism and 

feelings of disenfranchisement that are commonly manifested as a rejection of the society that 

they perceive to reject them. This disconnect in identity is prevalent among adolescents of 

Mexican descent, and can be harmful to their psychosocial maturity. A conflicting sense of 

ethnic identity juxtaposed with perceived marginalization, often leads to delinquent gang-related 

behavior among Mexican-American male youths.   

I crossed the border as a mere compound of cells, tissue, and blood in my 18-year-old 

mother’s uterus1; I was her key to a better life in America and a husband tied to her now by 

legality2: a tool3. That is all. Unsurprisingly, I was sent back to Mexico as a young child - for 

convenience4. My mother had had more children and had come to consider me a 4-year-old-
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nuisance5. In hindsight, I do not hold this against her, for my experiences in Cuautitlán, Jalisco - 

a secluded town owned and run primarily by my family – partially constructed my sense of 

identity, or lack thereof 6. I grew up in a large house inhabited solely by the nuisance children of 

my aunts and uncles, sent to Mexico to be forgotten. I was taught right from wrong by my uncles 

- the extent of which concerned which body parts would be amputated as per my wrongdoing. I 

learned how to dance, herd cattle, steal, ride horses, play soccer, and that I was as brown as dirt7; 

I learned what it meant to be Mexican in Mexico and was isolated by my rejection of it. I visited 

my family once every few years sometimes for a weekend sometimes for a month, or six, and 

eventually when I was 13, I was allowed to stay. Disappointingly, the feelings of displacement 

that permeated by existence were not abated by my return to America. At this point in my life I 

knew that I was not a Mexican-Mexican. I also knew that the kids at school assured me that I 

was not American-American either. So, by process of elimination, I was Mexican-American. 

What that meant, exactly, I was yet to find out8.  

 I live in Costa Mesa; an area characterized by the stark juxtaposition of wealthy Newport 

Beach-spillover-White-Americans, and Hispanics (mostly Mexican). This creates a volatile 

social and school environment, in which the “us and them” mentality perpetuates cultural divide 

and incites racism. It was a short two weeks into my freshmen year at Newport Harbor High 

School, when I was involved in my first racially motivated altercation. John, a tall White-

American football player, who knew little of life outside Newport Beach called me a “dirty 

Mexican, Ryan, a tall White-American football player, instructed me to “go home”, and Bryan, a 

																																																								
5 Melted-Together Word 
6 Dash Skewer 
7 Simile	
8 Personalizing Lens, Problem Making 



 Garle 3 

heavy-set White-American football player, rammed me into the wall so hard that the breath was 

knocked out of me9. My self-defense efforts fell shorts. Once they were satisfied with the results 

of their feckless attempt to disparage me, they left me slumped against a wall, angry and 

defeated, wanting to fight back but knowing my efforts were futile10. While many other student 

walked right past me as though I were nothing more than a piece of trash, I was approached by 

some juniors who I knew to claim one of the gangs on my street. They told me if I were to join 

their gang, SMR, that “los gueros ya no se meten contigo” and ensured me that my loyalty would 

be rewarded with protection. I was young, but I knew one thing: loyalty does not exist in my 

world. I politely refused, much to their confusion, and was, for the most part, left alone by the 

gangsters that lived in my neighborhood. Many niños del barrio, however, succumbed to the 

temptation of protection, drugs, money, and a sense of identity; they are either in prison or dead.  

 

 Unfortunately, due to the largely isolated communities of Mexican-Americans in 

California, many youths perceive their place in society to be that of a criminal. Their lack of 

cultural and ethnic identity often causes them to cling to what they do know- societies 

expectations of them. The lack of ethnic identity among Mexican-American youths, is not a 

simple question of genetics and ancestry, but also requires a close look at the social constructs of 

the two groups and the extent to which their non-conformance to either ethnicity causes identity 

displacement (Agius, 132). Unfortunately, many Mexican-American youths who feel rejected by 

American society seek a sense of belonging among a group of like-minded young men: a gang. 

According to the Article “Gang Crisis”, “some law enforcement officials say a youth gang is 

three or more 14-to-24-year-olds associating mainly, if not exclusively, to commit crimes” 
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(Triplett, n.pg). Mexican-American gangs have a long history in America (more specifically in 

California) that spans the last two centuries11. (Gutkind, n.pg) 

 

 In the article12, “The Origins of Mexican American Gangs”, Reubén Martínez discusses 

the sociocultural, socioeconomic, and racial factors that led to the creation of Mexican gangs in 

America. The article suggests that there is a connection between lack of ethnic identity and 

delinquent (gang-related) behaviors among Mexican-American youths. Martínez draws contrast 

between the American cowboy-heroes of the 1800s and the widely disliked Mexican “bandidos” 

who represented “ethnic otherness and conjur[ed] an image of darkness and depravity” 

13(Martinez, n.pg). While many Americans held outlaws – who were often portrayed as valiant 

heroes in the media – in a positive regard, Mexicans who were essentially outlaws in their own 

right, were treated as dangerous criminals (Martínez, n.pg). This contrast, Martínez suggests, is 

perpetuated by the media portrayal of these groups respectively. Martínez expostulates the extent 

to which the lack of ethnic identity and sense of belonging among Mexican-American youths 

incentivizes their searching for a sense of belonging in gangs. There are few Mexican-American 

men who have escaped gang recruitment; Strength-in-numbers is the key to survival.  

 

 While many people associate Mexican-American youths with delinquent behavior and 

gangs, there is seldom consideration as to the societal constructs that perpetuate this behavior. A 

study conducted at Arizona State University explores the joint correlation between the strength 

of ethnic identity and delinquent behavior from a data pool of 300 Mexican-American male 
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juvenile offenders aged 14-22. The study, argues that, “The development of a personal identity, 

including ethnic identity and the beliefs and attitudes that support that identity, is considered an 

important developmental achievement during adolescence and is likely a function of 

psychological maturation.” (Knight et al., 783). The correlation between lack of ethnic identity 

and delinquent behavior among Mexican-American youths is often reduced to an unwitting 

participating in their self-imposed socioeconomic context (Tapia, et al. n.pg.). The motivation to 

join gangs is seemingly superficial: money, drugs, women, guns, and protection. However, 

learned psychosocial behaviors that are a product of lack of cultural identity, and an 

unwillingness to deviate from cultural norms, create an environment that ultimately leads to the 

incarceration, or death of Mexican-American gang affiliated youths.   

  

 Being Mexican-American, to me, signifies a willingness to change, adapt, and advance 

the Mexican-American community vicariously through my own achievements. Many Mexican-

American youths, however, are discouraged by the lack of support provided by American 

institutions; the lack of educational opportunities for Mexican-Americans has historic roots. In 

the movie, “A Struggle For Educational Equality: 1950-1980” Mexican-American interviewees 

provide accounts of their experiences in American high schools, in which they were discouraged 

from taking challenging classes, or applying to college simply because of the color of their skin 

and the corresponding societal expectations (Struggle, n.pg). 

 

 When I was in school my teachers often overlooked me, despite my efforts to learn 

alongside my peers; it was assumed that I would not reciprocate my teachers efforts in the 

classroom. As a result of the lack of educational support at home and school, I found myself in a 
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similar position to a large portion of young Mexican-American youths: a high school dropout, 

sentenced to a life of minimum wage and government entitlements. While this situation often 

results in experiences of institutionalized marginalization and disenfranchisement - which are 

often manifested as a rejection of American culture and a subsequent conflict with one’s ethnic 

identity - I find myself empowered by the prospect of my nonconformance to societies 

expectations of me as a Mexican-American. Joining a gang never occurred to me, maybe because 

of my experiences in Mexico as a child, or the extent to which I witnessed gang-culture 

perpetuating cultural divide and inciting racism in high school, or maybe because, deep-down, I 

knew that while I am neither American-American, nor Mexican-Mexican, the sociocultural 

implications of being Mexican-American are waiting to be redefined.  

 

 Many Mexican-American youths are motivated to join gangs to find a sense of belonging 

in a society that has, in many ways, rejected them. My goal, however, is to work towards a 

community that embraces the bicultural nuances experienced by Mexican-American youths, and 

to create a sociocultural context that not only establishes a sense of belonging and cultural 

appropriation for at-risk youths, but also incentivizes academic, professional, and cultural 

advancement. While many Mexican-American youths succumb to delinquent behaviors as a 

result of a conflicting sense of ethnic identity, and a lack of belonging in society, a non-

conformance to societies’ repressive expectations of Mexican-Americans will ultimately instill a 

sense of purpose and value in the lives of these forgotten youths. The most sagacious advice I 

can offer is to be the change you wish to see in the world14.  
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