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Wass Hannin’ Blood?


BRRRRNG, BRRRRNG, BRRRRNG.  Dashaun “Jiwe” Morris picks up his phone as he rubs the sleep away from his eyes at 2:37 A.M. and hears “‘Sooo Woop, yo, we caught dis Brab’” (Morris 147).  Morris, who is also known by his homees as Machete, has yet another literally life-altering decision to make.  As the co-leader of his set, does he let the crab live or die?  After thinking the situation over, he tells E and Dough to let the Crip go, the ultimate sign of gang disrespect.  Morris then puts his phone down and goes back to sleep, resting up for yet another violent day in his life as a Blood.


Despite the vicious nature of today’s street war between the Crips and Bloods, the first African American gangs that were formed in Los Angeles did not have violent intentions.  In fact, the first black gangs were a peaceful byproduct of the racist decision to prevent blacks from joining the Boy Scouts.  However, as tension between the white and black communities grew in the 1950s and 1960s, the black community became more violent, culminating in the militancy of the Black Panthers (Peralta and Whitaker).  CAN I ASSUME THE AUDIENCE KNOWS THE BLACK PANTHERS?  In 1969, following the Black Panthers’ lead, Raymond Washington and Stanley Tookie Williams III formed a gang that would later become the Crips.  The formation of this new gang then prompted the Piru Street Boys to join with other smaller gangs in 1972 to form the Bloods for protection.  The Bloods became a national gang in 1993, when members of the Rikers Island New York jail formed the United Blood Nation, bringing the UBN to the streets when any of their members were released on parole (Barnhart).


Today, membership in either the Crips or the Bloods is usually based on where a potential member lives.  If someone is born into a Crip controlled area, then, for all practical purposes, that person can only join the Crips.  The converse is true for future members of the Bloods as well.  Gang members themselves recognize that geography is the primary determinant of their membership.  As Big Girch, a member of the Santana Blocc Crips, states with regard to membership in either the Crips or the Bloods, “our destiny is chosen for us”.  (Peralta and Whitaker).  The Bloods’ membership, however, is not so strictly circumscribed by geography since they became a national gang.  As long as a person can swear he or she has no allegiance to any other gang, is willing to hate the Crips until death, and is ready to prove his or her worthiness for membership by participating in Blood initiation rituals, anyone can aspire to become a Blood gang member.  The most common initiation ritual is a “beat in,” during which a prospective member is beaten by current Blood members for a specified length of time.  Other initiation rituals include armed robbery, drive-by shootings, assault, and the murder of innocent civilians.  Two non-violent rituals are being “blessed in,” a ceremony in which a potential member’s reputation as violent on the streets is acknowledged as credible, and being “sexed in,” a ritual usually reserved for female inductees in which they must consent to having sex with many gang members, some of whom may be HIV positive (Walker).  There are also a number of gang initiation hoaxes, many of which are rumors about the time and place that above actions will occur.  Despite being rumors, these hoaxes still cause great fear among many law abiding citizens, especially inner city high school students who fear being targeted as a potential victim of a Blood initiation ritual (Queally and Juri).


As a national gang with a constant influx of new inductees, the Bloods have no national leadership hierarchy.  Instead, there are thousands of different sets, all of whom can legitimately claim to be Bloods (Sullivan).  While there is a national leadership void, there is a limited sense of hierarchy in the entire Bloods organization in that younger members call the older Bloods’ members “OG’s” or “Original Gangsters,” a term of respect which commends the older members for continuing to survive such a violent lifestyle (Barnhart).  Because of the OG’s revered status, the younger Bloods’ members are particularly eager to have older members pass down their knowledge of gang activities.  Thus, no prior gang knowledge is required to be initiated into the Bloods.  Instead, the Bloods’ provide their young members with “on the job training,” tutoring them in all disciplines from style to how to beat up and/or shoot Crips to dealing drugs (Peralta and Whitaker).  With the correct style and a vicious nature, some “lucky” members might even the opportunity to grow into a leader of their particular set or area as Jiwe Morris did (Morris).


Dressing correctly is a vital aspect of being in the Bloods as it identifies one as a Blood member to rival gangs and even more importantly to one’s fellow gang members.  The two most traditional ways to represent the Bloods stylistically is by wearing the color red and by getting certain tattoos.  The color red stands for blood, with some Blood sets known for wearing burnt orange or brown to represent dried blood (Walker).  Furthermore, tattoos can represent an affiliation with the Bloods as a whole or a certain Blood set or area.  Common tattoos include M.O.B., three triangle marks, a five pointed star, and a five pointed crown.  Blood members often claim that M.O.B. means “Money Over Bitches” or “My Only Brother,” but to a real Blood member, this tattoo means “Member of Blood.”  The three triangle marks, called Dog Paws, are often found between the index finger and thumb and can be burned or tattooed onto the skin.  Finally, the Bloods tend to imbue the number five with importance, accounting for their obsession with the five pointed star and crown tattoos (Barnhart).

While wearing red and displaying certain tattoos is an easy way to identify oneself as a Blood to fellow members, the Bloods soon discovered that the police could also use these indicators to recognize gang members.  Therefore, in an attempt to prevent themselves from being easily identified by the police, the Bloods now also use a system of hand signs as a silent language with which to communicate their allegiance with fellow gang members.  Common hand signs include the spelling of blood, CK, which stands for “Crip Killer,” and P, which honors the “Piru Street Boys,” with one’s fingers (Walker).  The main purpose of dressing like a Blood is to represent one’s set and to be respected on the streets, which means instilling fear into those who see you (Peralta and Whitaker).


While the Bloods still represent their sets and fight against the Crips, their main activity today is selling drugs.  To accomplish this task, they may align themselves with other gangs, even the hated Crips, but after the drug sale is complete, the alliances often end quickly (Barnhart).  The Bloods frequently use violence against the Crips, not only because the Crips are their enemies, but also to protect their drug markets.  Furthermore, the Bloods’ violence against the police is often an effort to debilitate drug enforcement units in order to protect their drug trade (Sullivan).  In order to control the Bloods’ and other gangs’ actions, the police have fought a war on drugs for decades.  Using websites such as www.corrections.com (Barnhart) and www.gangsorus.com (Walker) as guidelines, police attempt to identify gang members and arrest them if they are participating in an illegal action.  Websites such as these give important information, such as common dress and typical handwriting, about not only the Bloods, but also many other popular gangs so that law enforcement officers are better able to serve their communities.  Furthermore, with the Bloods posting incriminating evidence on social networking sites such as Twitter, Facebook, and MySpace, the police are able to build networks of known Bloods and use this information to arrest them (“Use of Twitter,”).


Ironically, while society in general disproves of gang culture and applauds the police for incarcerating gang members, both gangs and legal community groups arise from similar human needs, the need for love, community, and protection.  To Bloods, their peers are not violent gangbangers; instead they are family who will go to great lengths to protect one another (Morris 219-221).  A father’s love for his son is rivaled by an OG’s love for the young Blood that he has helped raise.  Just as the African Americans of the ‘50s and ‘60s united in groups to protect themselves from the discrimination rampant in society as a whole, so, too, do today’s African Americans born on Piru Street or in other Blood dominated neighborhoods (Peralta and Whitaker).  However, while the Bloods share similar core values with legally acceptable groups, their methods of manifesting and strengthening these values is illegal and, therefore, ultimately detrimental for their own culture and society as a whole.


The Bloods’ and other gangs’ drug dealing and its attendant violence have a huge negative social effect on inner city African American culture.  Over the past twenty years, there have been over fifteen thousand gang related deaths, mostly males, in LA County alone.  These deaths spawn a vicious cycle of gang membership as dead members must be replaced immediately with new gang members who will act as drug dealers.  Additionally, with seventy percent of black babies born to single mothers according to the New York Times, these fatherless children are ripe for gang member influences.  While Blood members shoulder many of the responsibilities of providing these children with food, clothing, and shelter, they are also able to pass on their gang culture to these future Bloods.  This cycle is perpetuated as young boys who found a home in the gang, attract other fatherless sons like themselves, mentoring them and teaching them to sell drugs and kill recklessly.  Human life loses its value as it is only a gunshot away from ending.

Furthermore, while attempting to mitigate the effects of inner city gang life by arresting gang members, the police may unwittingly contribute to the gang cycle.  Arresting a gang member can have two unforeseen consequences:  leaving young boys adrift and even more likely to turn to gangs for a place to belong and be mentored as well as rendering the arrested individual essentially unemployable.  (Peralta and Whitaker).  In fact, according to the 2003 Bureau of Chestershireport, twenty eight percent of all African American men are arrested or sent to prison in their lifetime, a number that is certainly inflated by the number of black gang members who are sent to prison.  Unable to find work because of multiple arrests, inner city African Americans fall right back into the gang life of selling drugs to make money (Peralta and Whitaker).

Likewise, the Bloods and other gangs have negatively affected the general population, both economically and socially.  Between 2002 and 2004, the federal government spent an average of $11,467,800,000 per year to police drug sales and usage in the United States (United States. Office of National Drug Control Policy 45).  While not all of this money was expended on the Bloods’ drug sales, this figure is still represents a staggeringly high monetary expenditure of dollars that could be put to more positive use.  Through taxes, the federal government collects and then spends some of the hard earned money of the general population to quell the sale of illegal drugs, including those sold by the Bloods.  Additionally, the Bloods and gangs in general negatively impact society as a whole.  As was previously mentioned, times of potential gang initiations instill fear in the hearts of many Americans because of the use of innocent citizens as targets (Queally and Juri).  Furthermore, the federal government’s “War on Drugs” has had the unintended effect of inflaming those African Americans in gangs who tend to view this “war” as a direct attack on the only means they have available to support their families.  In 1992, this feeling of being personally attacked culminated in a gang rebellion as the Bloods and Crips joined together to cause havoc in the streets of L.A.  The resulting deaths of many innocent civilians and extensive damage to stores and other buildings only served to highlight the ultimate dysfunction of gangs (Peralta and Whitaker).  Despite providing a feeling of family and protection within their own communities, the Bloods and other gangs are detrimental to inner city culture and to the general population as a whole.


Some former gang members have acknowledged this fact and are providing alternative lifestyles to young children and current gang members.  Grassroots programs, such as Unity One, led by gang interventionist Bo Taylor, and Amer-I-Can, led by NFL Hall of Famer Jim Brown, teach the youth about the perils of gangs and try to teach gang members that there is more to life than the superficiality of hating another person because of the color that he or she wears or where he or she lives.  Despite their venerable causes, almost all of these programs’ impacts are limited as they are exclusively privately funded, receiving neither state nor federal funding.  Despite their limited impact, however, the former gang members who have traded the risky gang life as a Blood or a Crip for the risky life of gang interventionists, are to be lauded for their efforts in this worthwhile cause.


Jiwe Morris has woken up, but this time it is not after instructing his fellow Blood members to spare the life of a young African American rival gang member.  This time he has woken up for the final time in the Delaware Correctional Center after being convicted of conspiracy and riot.  He has taken a hard look at the role that the Bloods played in his life from the friendships that he made as a gang member to the multiple arrests that caused his expulsion from Delaware State University and killed his dreams of playing in the NFL.  His conclusion is that “there is no such thing as a gang LIFESTYLE.  The reality is that bangin’ is SUICIDAL” (Morris 203-204).  This reality is one that is lived each day by thousands of dispirited individuals who have found a home in the Bloods or other gangs throughout the United States.  As a society it is incumbent upon us to offer a positive place for all individuals to belong, with an eye toward breaking the gang cycle.
