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Abstract 

 

Gang Reppin’: Revolutionizing Resistance- Critical Discourse 

Analysis of Colors, American Me & Straight Outta Compton   

 

Kathy Isabel Mariscal, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor: Noah De Lissovoy and Luis Urrieta Jr.  

 
 This thesis aims to unpack the discourse of Black and Latinx1 gangs in popular 

film. The (mis)representation of Black and Latinxs in films has damaging implications 

for how they are perceived and understood in discourse, education, and in knowledge 

production. I build from Critical Race Feminism, which is an intersectional and race-

gendered feminist lens that is needed in theorizing and unpacking traditional malestream 

gang discourse. Critical discourse analysis guides the methodology used to discuss the 

implications of the following three films: Colors (1988), American me (1992), and 

Straight Outta Compton (2015). By using popular film and critical media analysis as 

tools, there is a possibility to (re)define and understand gang resistance with hopes to 

decolonize existing discourses. 

 

                                                   
1 Latinx is used to encompass the diaspora of Latinidad by not operating under gender binaries or 
fragmenting identities to male/female gender only.  
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Resumen de abstracta:  

 Esta tesis se dirige a deshacer el discurso de pandillas Latinxs y Afroamericanxs. 

La mala representación de Latinxs y Afroamericanxs en películas tiene implicaciones 

dañinas en como son percibidos y comprendidos en discursos, educación, y en la 

producción de conocimientos.  Desarrollo mi tesis por medio de Critical Race Feminsim, 

un lente feminista interseccional y de acuerdo al genero y raza (race-gendered) que es 

necesario en teorizar y deshacer el discurso tradicional (malestream) de pandillas. El 

análisis de discurso critico guía la metodología utilizada en tratar las implicaciones de las 

siguientes tres películas: Colors (1988), American Me (1992), and Straight Outta 

Compton (2015). En utilizar películas populares como herramientas, hay una posibilidad 

para (re) definir y comprender la resistencia de pandillas con esperanzas de descolonizar 

discursos existentes.   
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CHAPTER 1: Discourses, Power & Gangs   

I am aware that this thesis may only be interesting for those interested in “gang” 

work. I would like to start off by saying that this project implicates us all regardless of 

what field we are in. This project is about us all and how we partake in creating, 

learning, and unlearning the politics of identity. Most people know about gangs, or have 

seen gangs in television, and in order to work with those images and realities we must be 

willing to engage with them through a social justice lens. Finding the language to write, 

feel, and think through this project has been a journey of working with community. This 

project started from a place of pain and loss. I used to not understand what it meant to 

implicate and engage with gangs because they weren’t an abstract thing to me, they are 

real people who are a part of this project, and real communities are affected. This project 

is about power, production, and the creating of gang culture. It is about implications, 

consequences, and the (mis)representation of Black and Brown bodies in gang culture.  

INTRODUCTION  

 Through an analysis of popular films which take as their focus gang culture and 

experience, I will be discussing traditional discourse reproduced on gang culture and 

experience. Media culture is accessible to audiences beyond academics and it serves as a 

pedagogical tool to inform and teach broad audiences (Kellner & Share, 2007). Media 

culture is what is produced by mass media and is available to most audiences through 

television, newspapers, film, and radio. Film teaches others about real people, places, and 
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experiences to represent some reality (in the case of this study: gangsters, certain areas of 

Los Angeles, and gang culture). Media is governed by ideology –no experience is neutral 

and thus the discourse that has fed the construction of the gangster is political (Cormack, 

1992). The media messages of the following films: Colors (1988), American me (1992), 

and Straight Outta Compton (2015) function off of presumed practices, thoughts, 

artifacts, and beliefs of gang culture in Los Angeles county. There is no neutrality to 

gangs' purpose and experience and thus, this thesis aims to speak from multiple 

positionalities of gang resistance. Multiple positionalities of gang resistance mean that 

this thesis will outline possibilities, and complexities from different theories and 

perspectives. There is no concrete way to answer or explain gang discourse, but I will 

engage with traditional gang discourse that has been created and manufactured in the 

academy and in film.  

Gangs serve a purpose- they function, they work, they organize, they unite, and 

they survive while sustaining themselves. Along this thesis writing journey, I will 

propose questions that I do not have answers to but that are important in guiding me 

throughout this project.  Gangs are communities within communities. Are gangs a 

response to the structures of inequality? Are gangs about respect and recognition? 

Different scholars take on different approaches to understanding gangs and thus their 

questions vary and differ. Gangs are a support system, and organize around certain 

principles (Alonso, 2004). There are systems at play and these systems are doing what 

they were meant to do-fail while serving some communities (read: systems such as 

schools, government, employment opportunities, etc., which are not serving communities 
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of color in equitable ways) (Anyon, 1997; Darling-Hammond, 2007; Gandara & 

Contreras, 2009; Lipman, 2004).  However, characterizing the gang experience as a 

response to structural inequality issues is a disservice to gangs because if that was the 

case, then gangs would be eradicated and/or destroyed simply by “fixing” structures (and 

to want to eradicate gangs would be an outside project, meaning someone else doing this 

to them). The idea that gangs are a response to structural inequality issues also positions 

gangs in a place where their identity has been scripted for them. Others scripting gang 

identity takes the agency out of the gang experience and the agency out of the choices 

gangs make, which may not be the case.  

 Michael Carlie (2002) uses Maslow’s understanding of human needs to try and 

understand what gangs are seeking to attain by using the following guidelines: 

physiological, safety, social, esteem, and self actualization2 (Carlie 2002; McLeod, 2007). 

Maslow’s understanding of self needs is important because it positions the lens at the 

individual level, which is another way of not focusing solely on an experience shaped by 

exclusively structural factors (Maslow, 1943). However, we need to dig deeper to 

complexify our understanding of gangs. Carlie (2002) argues that racial and ethnic 

discrimination are one of the causes of gang formation. I agree that race and 

discrimination are linked to gang experience, however, in this thesis, I argue that there is 

a process of racialization of gang discourse, which means that gang phenomenon has 

been racialized in knowledge production, theories, and our way of understanding gangs.  

                                                   
2 Maslow’s hierarchy of needs can be found here: http://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html 
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Omi and Winant define racialization “as the extension of racial meaning to a previously 

racially unclassified relationship, social practice or group” (1986, p.111). Racialization 

results with gangs being implicated and synonymous with Black and Brown, the poor and 

the ghetto. However, racialization is not enough to unpack gang discourse rooted in a 

space of resistance, of the oppressed, and of intersectional complexities  

The experience of gangs is rooted in knowledge. There is cultural capital to 

gangs. Gangs are self-reliant. Can I define gang experience? I am not sure I can do that. 

However, there are many scholars who have created work on gang experience (see: 

Moore &Vigil, 1987; Peak, 2013; Alleyne & Wood, 2012; Ball & Curry, 1995; Boyle, 

1992). However, there is no “one” gang, yet media has scripted one. Gang identity is 

constructed under certain assumptions that most gangs are composed of Black and Latinx 

males who live in poor cities and who organize around crime (Carlie, 2002). A critical 

race-gendered analysis is needed to engage with a dominant hegemonic male discourse in 

gang experience. Critical Race Feminist Scholars are challenging the neglect of a critical 

gender analysis and shifting the focus to African American female gang involvement and 

their roles (Wing & Willis 1999).  

Critical race feminism allows us to deconstruct what is portrayed as neutral 

discourse and it opens space for us to challenge discourse. The discourse on gang culture, 

experience, and being is implicated with film and the (mis) representation of gangs in 

film. Gangs are no longer just in the community, they have become mainstream 

phenomenons, a part of a bigger project of media and popular culture. Gangs are now 
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accessible to the public through film. I use this analysis as a guide to understand what is 

happening with gangs in film.  

 There are hegemonic forces that have led to gang romanticization and 

fetishization in film but it does not reflect reality in a way that is rooted with community 

(see Chilisa, 2011 for work rooted with/in community). Film is a visual narrative basing 

its storyline off of what makes the most money and it embodies others’ experiences 

through outsider’s lens (Valdez & Halley, 199). The gangster identity is often associated 

with Black and Latinx racialized presence of violence, crime, and deviance and which 

presents itself in film discourse (Rios, 2008). The gangster is constructed alongside drug 

discourses (Alleyne & Wood, 2012; Ball & Curry, 1995; Boyle, 1992; Carson-DeWitt, 

2003; Short, 1974). By definition, gangs have been limited to a particular identity. Gang 

definitions have been beneficial to policing agencies, Hollywood exploitation, and it has 

transpired into a common sense narrative (Gramsci, 1971) of gang culture. Gangs are 

portrayed in film through a single story: they are portrayed as men of color in an urban 

neighborhoods committing violence.  

The three films were chosen purposefully because of the context the films take 

place in and the narratives they chose to represent3. Colors (1988) is a film that represents 

both Black and Latinx gangs through the perspective of the police. American Me (1992) 

portrays Latinx and Chicanx gangs in Los Angeles and in a CA prison through the 

perspective of a gang leader. Straight Outta Compton (2015) is not a film about gangsters 

or gangs in Los Angeles, but rather the gang experience as implicated through rap. Using 

                                                   
3 Film summaries will be expanded upon in film analysis section.  
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a media analysis approach gives us access to visual representations of artifacts that are 

representative of social and political context (Kellner & Share, 2005). The goal of this 

thesis is to center the gang experience from a transformative and social justice lens.  

I am using popular film to unpack the implications of gang discourse. I am doing 

this project in education because I believe in the power of education to teach, learn, 

dismantle, and challenge. Film is a perfect example of how one can learn and teach 

through images and representations rooted in discourse. Furthermore, film serves as a 

powerful pedagogy. Film is useful for the following reasons 1) it can be treated as a text 

in the classroom, 2) film connects gangs and education explicitly by teaching about gangs 

through representations, and 3) because more work is needed to unpack the educational 

experience of gang youth in schools and their relationship to schools. Film analysis 

allows me to address where gangs are situated in the community and how films implicate 

school through the (lack of) presence of schools. Most academic work on gangs is not 

done through the educational field; for the most part gang research can be found in 

sociology, anthropology, economics, and criminal/juvenile studies and I argue that it is 

not by coincidence. Gangs are positioned as deviants, criminal organizations, social 

outcasts and thus research and film erases gangs from schools. Meaning that most gang 

research is not done in schools, most movies about gangsters do not portray gangs in 

schools, and gang presence in schools is treated as a negative practice. Why do we4 

represent and talk about the gangster in the way that we do? Who gets to portray 

                                                   
4 “We” will be used to imply that we are all a part of the system. I am partaking in this project through the 
University.  
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gangsters literally and metaphorically? How is the gangster constructed? What context is 

shaping gang discourse?   

Scholars, researchers, and policy makers to name a few people, entities, and 

institutions have benefited from gang persistence, prevention, scholarship, and work. 

Academics have taken on the quest of gang research and have concluded their reasons as 

to why youth join gangs as well as what gangs are5.  Most of the work on gangs defines 

an experience of gang culture (Alleyne & Wood, 2012; Moore & Vigil, 1987). Academic 

scholarship has represented a gang experience as one-dimensional when in fact it is 

complex; consequently, many have misrepresented a gang experience and culture. Gangs 

are often seen as groups that are lacking family, parents, identities, resources, structure or 

positive role models. Scholars argue that youth join gangs because they lack structure in 

their life or family (Arthur & Erickson, 1992; Boyle, 1992; Burnett & Walz, 1994; D. 

Vigil, 2002). Scholarship is needed so that researchers problematize the idea that gangs 

are lacking. The onus and the blame is placed on the gang member for not fitting in on 

what is considered a traditional structure such as school or for feeling isolated from 

belonging to a “scripted” identity.  

Gangs are understood to be the “result of urban decay, poverty, discrimination, 

family disorganization, cultural differences, social class resentments, and dislocation” 

(Arthur & Erickson, 1992, p.1). Scholarship is needed to challenge the racialization and 

criminalization of gangs. Furthermore, film analysis opens the possibility to challenge 

dominant misrepresentations. By analyzing film, I can analyze discourse. Discourse is 

                                                   
5 Reasons will be discussed in the literature review of gang definitions.  
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“language as a form of social action, as a functioning form of social action embedded in 

the totality of social processes” (Jaworski and Coupland in Cap & Okolska, 2013, p. 76). 

Language is created and it means something- the word “gang” has meaning, and the 

meaning is constructed in discourse. By speaking about gangs, I aim to co-learn and co-

create as I state what I see in the films.  

This thesis uses popular film to challenge representations of gangs as deviants, 

criminals, and their organizations as deficit. Popular film is a powerful education tool that 

produces discourse through its images and language. Colors (1988), American Me 

(1992), and Straight Outta Compton (2015) are three different films, yet they have a 

common narrative of gangs: against police, killing children, Black and Brown males, 

territorial, and dangerous. Gangs are not isolated “organizations” meaning that they have 

practices that others do too, they have experiences that others do too, and they are built 

on beliefs that create culture. There are systems in place that allow for resistance, in 

particular for cholos6, yet it is not as scripted as one would be led to believe.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

1)   How does a racialized gang discourse manifest itself in popular film?  

2)   How do popular media construct gang discourses around violence, males, and 

race? 

3)   How can a Chicana feminist race-gendered epistemology challenge the dominant 

(mis)representations of gang identity?  

                                                   
6 Cholo- is Spanish word for “thug/gangster” that will only be translated in this footnote. 
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SIGNIFICANCE 

The representation of communities in films is political. Films present complex 

narratives but without the contextualization they can potentially do a lot of damage. 

There is often an understanding of institutions and then there is an understanding of 

individuals. Sometimes, we put the two concepts together by considering how structural 

issues (the macro) affects the day to day (the micro) of communities of color. Often 

times, communities of color are only understood through normalizing whiteness as the 

default. Thus, Latinxs and Black communities become the “others”, the “margins”, and 

politically the minorities (Guevara-Cruz, 2015). Communities of color are often stripped 

of their agency in deciding what they stand for and what they want to do in film 

narratives and plots. Therefore, historical background that contextualize the context of 

the United States, films, gangs, Black and Latinxs, is necessary to shift the understanding 

of mainstream traditional discourse.  
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework   

 Being mindful about my positionality and where I stand in the project is 

something I am always grappling with. There is this common practice in academia of 

studying “other” people. I am a Chicana from South Central L.A who is invested in my 

community. It is a struggle to have to read about it here in the academy through other 

peoples work but this has also motivated me to engage in this project.  

BACKGROUND  

In order to understand gangs, gangsters, and gang youth, we must discuss, 

unpack, challenge, add to, and resist our understanding of gangs. Many have an idea of 

what a gangster is and this idea tends to be racialized, gendered, classed, and rooted in 

masculinity, and deviance (Brotherton, 2008a; Garot & Katz, 2003; Moore & Vigil, 

1987; Rios, 2008; Sanchez-Jankowski, 2003; D. Vigil, 2002). One must not generalize or 

misrepresent an identity/culture/group by assuming that they all entail a similar 

experience or that certain characteristics speak to only them as a one-dimensional 

individual or community (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003). Researchers must complexify the 

identity of the individual and the group when thinking about gangster lived experiences 

and realities (Philip, Way, Garcia, Schuler-Brown, & Navarro, 2013); thus, it is important 

to understand how gangs came to be defined and understood in text (academic literature, 

scholarship and research). Many are concerned as to why gangs form, why people join 

gangs, and why they are still in existence. The answers are complex and I will engage 
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with those answers through the work of scholars and academics and the literature that is 

produced by them (Vigil, 2002; Rios, 2008; Thrasher, 1927; Carlie, 2002; Brotherton, 

2008). Most of the scholarship on gangs, centers around “why people join gangs or on 

defining what gangs are?” However, asking the questions about “why people join gangs 

and what gangs are” do not engage in the complexities of discourse. I am more interested 

in the logic and systems and theories that go into building and manufacturing gang 

discourse rooted in power relations.   

LITERATURE REVIEW  

There are dire implications to the social construction of the Black and Latinx 

gangster. The discourse defining and limiting gang youth experience is rooted in a 

traditional definition of gang discourse. The purpose of this literature review is to explore 

1) the definition of gangs and the importance of context, 2) explore the role of popular 

film in the construction of the gangster, and 3) malestream discourse that shapes gang 

discourse. Popular film will be at the center of analysis in the methodology section 

through a critical discourse analysis of media. The construction of the gangster in popular 

film transpires and seeps into family, schools, stereotypes, lived realities and vice versa. 

This work is important and it implicates us all.  

1.   Definition of Gangs  

The gang is an interstitial group originally formed spontaneously, and then 

integrated through conflict. It is characterized by the following types of behavior: 
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meeting face to face, milling movement through space as a unit, conflict and 

planning. The result of this collective behavior is the development of tradition, 

unreflective internal structure, esprit de corps, solidarity, morale, group 

awareness, and attachment to local territory. (Thrasher, p. 57, 1927) 

Thrasher’s definition is pivotal to our understanding of gangs. The literature that is built 

in the academy in response to Thrashers’ legacy of gang work and definitions continues 

to limit and fragment gang culture through its limited characterizations of gang 

experience. Scholars argue that gangs’ definitions are useful because it assists prevention 

and intervention programs that assist policy makers in creating rules that will govern 

society (Esbensen et al., 2001). The need for dominant structures to create definitions 

about gangs and then using them is not a project that is being done in collaboration with 

gangs. In fact, it is the aim and goal to get rid of gangs and gang definitions become 

useful to policing agencies. Definitions are powerful in creating representations of gangs 

that are one-dimensional which can be oppressive. 

Definitions create a one-dimensional lens. According to Reid, “the term 

‘gangster’ refers to any individual or group who uses illegal means such as extortion, 

burglary, gambling, pimping and drug dealing as their means of financial support. A 

gangster may be a free-floating criminal or a member of organized crime” (1993, p. 143). 

Thus, based on this definition of a gangster a gangster is inherently criminal and/or 

deviant to society. This positions the gangster as one with opposing values and morals 

and even more so as a threat to common sense discourse of rules, behavior, supported by 

the social contract (Streicher, 2011). The definition of the gangster has arguably led to 
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(mis)representation of gangs. It is complex, some gangsters will not fit the definition of 

gangs, and the definition may not be open enough to encompass fluidity and a changing 

context of gangs.  

There are very specific characteristics to gang identity that are used to identify the 

embodiment of the gangster. These characteristics have been identified, “street gangs, 

which are typically composed of individuals who share a gang name, symbols or signs, 

geographic territory, a regular meeting pattern, and an ongoing organized course of 

criminal activities.” (Peak, 2013, p. 178-182).  A definition by nature sets the standard 

from which we then categorize and classify gangs for purposes of policing (Esbensen et. 

al.,2001). The construction of definitions of gangs as organizations that foster illegality 

sustain the construction of “illegality,” which benefits the sustainment of laws, law 

enforcement, and policing (for more information read De Genova, 2004). The gangster is 

understood as someone who fosters criminal behavior. Therefore, we must continue 

finding and creating the language to understand the complexities of gangs, such as with 

the young gangster. Most sources agree that gang members are about 15-24 years in age. 

(Peak, 2013). If not, the gangster will continue to be targeted by several law enforcement 

agencies, which really means a target to Black and Brown communities. There is a 

United States code used to identify gangs in court to then proceed with appropriate 

punishment according to the law (Peak, 2013).  

It is almost always presumed that gangs are male, thus the scholarship becomes 

normalized as male, written about males, and written by males. If and when, womxn are 

considered, it is in a subsection of gang scholarship. They are not included in the 
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traditional definition of gangs. Using existing literature on gangs makes it hard to write 

about gender because it is assumed that gender only applies to womxn and not to males. 

However, instead of wanting to integrate gender into gang discourse, I pull from Wing & 

Willis (1999), whom have outlined gender roles in gangs. Wing & Willis (1999) outline 

Black womxn in the gang realm with two different categories with four different roles 

each: 

(1) Women as gang members and (2) women that affect gang members. 

The first category: (1) females who are members of female gangs, (2) females’ 

auxiliaries to male gangs, (3) females in sexually integrated gangs, and (4) 

females who are not actual gang members but want to be. In the second category: 

(1) girlfriends and wives of male gang members, (2) mothers of gang member’s 

children, (3) blood relatives of gang members, and (4) concerned women in a 

gang affected community (1999, p.4) 

  
Wing & Willis (1999) definition is important to gang scholarship. It also shows that gang 

definitions have made it hard to speak about gender in a way that it has not made it hard 

to speak/call out race. Hagedorn’s definition “of gangs… is an amorphous one: they are 

simply alienated groups socialized by the streets or prisons, not conventional institutions” 

(2008, p. 31). Definitions are implicated in discourse. Thus, the definitions we build from 

and use to unpack gang discourse in this thesis must be critical so that I do not continue 

to build from deficit and malestream work.   
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LOS ANGELES HISTORY 
The following sections: East Los Angeles, Compton, South Central & The Politics 

of Los Angeles are all subheadings of Los Angeles History. Context of gangs is 

important, as well as the geography associated with gangs (Massood, 1996). The making 

of ghettos and urban neighborhoods has impacted how we have come to understand 

South Central L.A & East L.A, and Compton, California in dominant discourse. Ghettos 

are made. Urban neighborhoods as we know them are also constructed, made and 

sustained. Massey and Denton’s (1993) understanding of American Apartheid: 

Segregation and the Making of the Underclass, contextualizes ghetto by what it means to 

different audiences. For example, “to some observers it simply means a black residential 

area; to others it connotes an area that is not only black but very poor and plagued by a 

host of social and economic problems” (Massey & Denton, 1993, p.18). However, 

Massey and Denton (1993) argue that white communities were purposeful and involved 

in shaping access and opportunity to Black communities since the early 1900s when the 

South was changing, while people were moving North, and while urban cities were being 

created. Segregation and the legalization of segregation left a lasting impact that has 

evolved into what we now know of as ghettos and urban neighborhoods. The legal 

system was involved in the process of ghettoization as well as in the making of urban 

neighborhoods (Walkowitz & Bender, 2009).  Thrasher’s study of gangs was conducted 

in Chicago because of the conditions that urban neighborhoods entailed that have allowed 

for the creation of gangs (1927). Most do not know that Los Angeles has a political 

history which includes the making of East L.A, Compton, and South Central L.A.  



 16 

East Los Angeles  
While Mexicans have been a part of the city’s [Los Angeles] history for two 

centuries, they have had their greatest influence in the development of East Los 

Angeles since 1900 (Romo, 2010, vii).  

 The making of East Los Angeles is rooted in Mexican history, which was rooted 

in Sonora culture before the first World War, and has undergone changes with the 

urbanization of L.A (Romo, 2010). Mexican people were around Los Angeles as wealthy 

business owners, and the “mestizos/Indians” lived around the river from 1781 to 1848 

(Romo, 2010). After 1848 (meaning after the U.S war against Mexico and the Treaty of 

Guadalupe-Hidalgo), the relationships between whites and Mexicans changed to ones 

where whites purposefully prohibited access and opportunities to Mexicans (Romo, 

2010). In 1910-1920, when there was a need for labor there were large numbers of 

Mexican migrant workers, but the press constructed Mexicans as “lazy, treacherous half-

breeds prone to violence” (Romo, 2010, p 7). Most histories of space and time that 

include communities of color are associated with urban and/or ghetto as is the Mexican 

population in Los Angeles in the early 1900s. Romo (2010) presents an alternate story to 

the making of East Los Angeles and it is “that the distorted ghetto image of barrios ignore 

the fact that the majority of Mexican immigrants, for reasons of language, kinship and 

folk customs, chose to live together in barrios” (p. 9). This complex argument of making 

Los Angeles and being made by structural factors is complex and not dichotomous, 

meaning Mexicans are also agents that are making their neighborhoods, while structural 
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factors are also invested in making particular conditions through the making of ghettos 

and urban neighborhoods.  

Compton 
 The location of Compton, California in Los Angeles County impacted the 

migration patterns that made the city. Compton was a white-middle class suburb with 

anti-Black sentiments in the early 1950s before it evolved into the community it is today 

(Sides, 2004). According to Sides (2004), the change was largely due to “de jure 

segregation, shifting regional and global labor demand, declining retail sales, and 

changing municipal tax burdens” (p.584). The changes in Compton’s demographics are 

due to the battle against racial covenants in housing (Straus, 2009). This meant that 

people of color were prohibited from buying property in these areas because it was in the 

legal fine print by previous White owners who did not want people of color in their 

neighborhoods also known as racial covenants. Compton’s history of white residents also 

meant that the city had access to equitable schools, however, schools changed once white 

flight occurred (Camarillo, 1971). 1965 was a pivotal moment in shaping Compton, 

California into an all Black neighborhood due to the “Watts Riots” (Straus, 2009).  The 

“Watts riots” are infamously told by a dominant perspective that positions Black 

communities as angry and destructive in destroying their “own” cities (Viorst, 1979). 

However, not enough emphasis is placed on the context of the Watts uprisings where 

communities of color were shedding light on the inequalities that racist structures allowed 

for, such as segregation, and for whites to be treated better. Though Black and Brown 

communities lived in Watts, South Central, and Compton, those cities were not theirs and 
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were not serving their interests. The “Watts riots” are said to have started because of a 

police traffic stop, the response was to send national troops to police the city when the 

issue at the core was police brutality (Viorst, 1979). This caused white flight and white 

backlash, thus changing Compton, California.  

South Central  
South Central, Los Angeles (L.A) is depicted and understood as violent, 

destructive, and a deathly part of Los Angeles (Navarro, 1993). South Central  was 

shaped by migration patterns and white flight (Bergesen & Herman, 1998). White flight 

occurred when the city’s demographics began to change because of migration. These 

practices have a history that is often left out of the the conversation. Migration patterns of 

African Americans in search of employment and fleeing from racism from the South 

shaped South Central since the early 1900s (Tolnay, 2003). Latinxs are an important part 

of the history of Los Angeles who are often positioned in complex ways: protagonist and 

victim, foreigner and native, second class citizens. This has shaped the relationships 

between Latinx and Black communities (Navarro, 1993). There is a rich history of 

uprising where Latinx and Black communities7 have played a role in resisting unfair 

practices caused by institutional racism such as segregation, police brutality, xenophobia, 

inequality and lack of representation (Johnson, Jones, Farrell, & Oliver, 1992). Structures 

of domination, lack of access, and inequality have impacted what we know of South 

                                                   
7 To name a few because there have been other participating communities.  
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Central today. However, this has not come without resistance by people of color8 who 

have fought back and taken ownership in shaping their community with their own 

cultural wealth practices (Davis, 2006).  

The Politics of Los Angeles   
Hollywood, West Los Angeles, and Downtown versus South Central, East Los 

Angeles, and Compton is a popular representation in film and discourse that is created for 

Los Angeles and thus dismisses complexities. Some of the complexities are rooted in 

“resistance to power sharing among historically disenfranchised populations within a 

context of scarcity” (Straus, 2009, p. 507). Los Angeles has a history of political refugee 

communities (Bloemraad, 2006; Fulton, 2001). Some argue that due to racial conflict and 

tension between groups wanting access to structural power, there was a shift into gang 

formation to protect the interest of each group (Straus, 2009). The politics of Los Angeles 

are divided by power lines that are literal such as railroads and highways, access, and a 

history of wealth (Davis, 2006). Cities like “Hollywood (encompassing also the movie 

enclaves in Burbank, Universal City and Culver City) exemplified this growing 

disjuncture between regional economic power and the Downtown oriented elite” (Davis, 

2006, p. 119).  Los Angeles is not open for everyone, metaphorically, physically and 

symbolically. Los Angeles was purposefully divided and segregated to maintain its image 

of sunny California but it destroyed public space (Davis, 2006). 

                                                   
8 Term used to encompass groups in the margins such as African Americans, Latinxs, Southeast Asians, 
Native Americans yet it is relative and dependent on context.   
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2.   ROLE OF FILM IN GANG/RACIAL DISCOURSE 

The films Colors (1988), American me (1992), and Straight Outta Compton 

(2015) are all situated within Los Angels County. In these films, Los Angeles has been 

purposefully separated into Hollywood, West Los Angeles, and Downtown versus South 

Central, Compton, and East Los Angeles. Media is accessible to audiences for 

entertainment purposes but it also teaches (Kellner & Share, 2007).  Film is different 

from text. It not only allows for each person to experience representations and narratives 

differently, but can arguably be more accessible to understand as opposed to text. Film 

constructs facts for others in a very concrete way by what they choose to (mis) represent 

and teach. Films also accommodate to a market and thus exploit capital and knowledge of 

other communities who do not have access to the market (Valdez & Halley, 1999).  

 Gang definitions and discourse have created a visual representation where people 

can identify markers such as clothing, dress style, color of skin, tattoos, hair, and/or 

features that have been associated with the criminal gangster (Decker & Curry, 2000; 

Garot & Katz, 2003). The gang definition has become standard and it represents violence 

that is associated with crime defined by Thrasher (1927) and all of his successors and it is 

evident in media and film. This representation of violence is powerful because as 

represented by the media it causes chaos, dis-order, and harm to communities of color by 

people of color. Meaning that most gangs that are represented in television are 

represented be people of color who are hurting other people of color. Therefore, gangs 

are depicted as self-destructive meaning they hurt themselves and their own community 

members (Gover, Jennings, & Tewksbury, 2009; Papachristos et al., 2013; Stretesky & 
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Pogrebin, 2007). Gang definitions have been beneficial to policing agencies, Hollywood 

exploitation, and it has transpired into a common sense narrative of gang culture 

(Gramsci, 1971). 

Media and Hollywood film have sustained racist representations for entertainment 

purposes at the expense of communities of color.  Yosso’s (2002) piece “Teachers in the 

‘Hood: Hollywood’s Middle-Class Fantasy” challenges the mainstream narratives that 

are reproduced in Hollywood about people of color. Yosso (2002) states in her article, 

“Critical Race: Challenging Deficit Discourse about Chicanas/os,” that media literacy 

reproduces visual micro-aggressions and deficit discourse towards communities of color. 

Yosso (2002) analyzes the images represented in films such as the “Mexican bandit and 

cholo” in relation to deficit theories reproduced in academia. Images of people of color 

are usually negative and racialized, and are represented through micro-aggressions. 

Micro-aggressions “are subtle (verbal, nonverbal, visual) insults of people of color, often 

done automatically or unconsciously” (Yosso, 2002, p.3). An example of one of these 

images is the Mexican as the “bandido or the cholo,” and that is how people understand 

Latinx males. Stereotypes are powerful because they help inform audience members 

about Latinxs in ways that sustain an inferior and subordinate position of their identities 

(Short, 1974; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001; Yosso, 2013; Yosso, Parker, Solorzano, & Lynn, 

2004). This analysis is important for this paper and the connections between film and 

gangsters as they are all inter-connected with the creation of discourse. There is power in 

knowledge production, and power helps shape realities rooted in racism (Brown, 2013).  
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Race, while not the sole element of analysis, has powerful implications for lived 

realities often created by media (Yosso & Garcia, 2010).  An intersectional approach 

however is needed to understand how the media uses class, race, gender, sexuality, 

heterosexism, and nativism to construct a narrative. Yosso and Garcia argue that “the 

treacherous bandido has evolved into a violent cholo in contemporary mainstream 

cinema, while the modernized version of the Latina spitfire and harlot remains hot 

tempered and sexually promiscuous” (Yosso & Garcia, 2010, p.85).  

This thesis aims to study the role of film in gang discourse. Literature like 

“Mapping the Hood: The Genealogy of City Space in Boyz n the Hood and Menace II 

Society (Massood,1996)” is a study on films about gangs but from a lens focused on the 

cities these films are portrayed in, in order to analyze African American experience in the 

inner city. The shaping of the cities by economic depression, segregation, and racial 

discrimination are important factors in helping us understand what happens to people in 

those communities. Furthermore, this piece helps us understand why groups from those 

communities are understood and represented in a particular way (Massood 1996). 

Massood’s argument is a dichotomous one about the hood as a utopia and a dystopia. 

Massood argues that,  

the fact that they are set in Los Angeles further complicates the dual function of 

city space in African American cultural production. What better city which to 

begin analysis of the tension between the real and the imaginary of city 

signification than L.A, a city that was founded upon and has prospered because of 
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the manufacture of reality through the imaginary, both in its own particular self-

image and those images produced in Hollywood? (Massood, 1996, 89).  

Los Angeles, California has a rich and complex history of power. Los Angeles is 

implicated in discourse in complex ways: it is where most films are physically made, 

most films are about Los Angeles, and there is power in creating and shaping Los 

Angeles.  Power that is top-down and that is challenged from the ground up. Power is a 

complex term, process, action, discourse, theory and an ideology. Los Angeles is more 

than a city of rich and poor, and communities of color and white communities. There is a 

need for stronger literature discussing the role of film in producing racialized gang 

discourse in urban contexts. The literature must challenge the dominant ideologies that 

represent people and cultural artifacts through deficit and racist frameworks. Why are 

these films created? What do they teach about gang culture? What do they imply about 

gang culture?  

3.   MALESTREAM DISCOURSE  

 Most of the discourse and research around gang culture and experience is male 

centered (Joe & Chesney-Lind, 1995). Masculinity in film has been normalized under a 

malestream discourse meaning that most of the films that focus on gangs are about males, 

and when womxn are involved in these films they take on particular roles in relation to 

males (for example, the films Colors (Solo & hopper, 1998), American Me (Olmos et. al. 

& Olmos, 1992), and Straight Outta Compton (Cube et. al. & Gray, 2015)).  Neale 

reflects on “men and mainstream cinema” by looking over Laura Mulvey’s work and 
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finds that “she sought to demonstrate the extent to which the psychic mechanisms cinema 

has basically involved are profoundly patriarchal, and the extent to which the images of 

women mainstream film has produced lie at the heart of those mechanisms” (1993, p. 9). 

Malestream discourse is connected to heterosexual masculinity representations that have 

been normalized in film, and these representations become so common that they are 

treated as normal.  

Malestream discourse essentially focuses on males and treats their experience as 

normal in scholarship. Male experience is used as the foundation, the template, and this 

this has followed through to scholarship in gang discourse. Scholars who do gang 

research mostly study males because there are larger numbers of men in gangs; however, 

this argument is one-dimensional and rooted in a malestream discourse (Joe &Chesney-

Lind, 1995). For example, arguing that gangs impact mostly males dismisses Wing & 

Willis’s (1999) scholarship on Black womxn in gangs that acknowledge that womxn are 

always implicated in gangs as well. Scholarship about womxn has been created on 

separate avenues and from different epistemologies/lenses even with gang scholarship 

(Mendoza-Denton, 2014).  

Scholars argue that men join gangs for a variety reasons and thus position men as 

a natural occurrence in gangs (See: Ball & Curry, 1995; Decker & Curry, 2000; Moore & 

Vigil, 1987). An argument against malestream discourse is essential to challenging the 

normalizing of men in gang discourse (Warren, 1989). The literature, scholarship, and 

research has made it so that gangs and men become a normal connection, thus a gender 

analysis is not complicated nor taken. A critical race lens is used to complexify gang 



 25 

discourse, but it still operates under a malestream discourse. This section is needed to 

understand the scholarship that has been presented. Scholarship has made it hard to talk 

about womxn, because there is no space for them, and when there is space it is a sub-

section or different scholarship. However, male scholarship is gendered and thus this 

section highlights the importance of complexifying multiple positionalities in gang 

discourse.  The argument by scholars that men are primarily impacted by gang 

discourses, harsh policing, and violence operates under a gender binary that has not 

accounted for a gendered analysis of resistance, agency, and choice placed on bodies.  

Masculinity is essential to understanding the work of gangs which is often associated 

with Black and Latinx males in scholarship and in film (see: Carlie, 2002). The 

representation of masculinity as “Black supermanliness, however- as it fantasizes a 

unified national virility ready to enforce its will on the world- also desublimates the 

tendency to case Black men as the self-destructing embodiment” (Ross, Belton, Blount, 

Cunningham & Harper, 1998, p. 600). This statement alludes to the fact that 

masculinities are made and that they are constructed on racialized bodies and film is a 

perfect example to see these representations and creations. There are assumptions that 

guide the (re)enforcement of male characteristics that are made hyper-visible when 

studying males of color.  Ferguson (2001) states “African American boys are not 

accorded the masculine dispensation of being ‘naturally’ naughty. Instead the school 

reads their expressions and display of masculine naughtiness as a sign of an inherent 

vicious, insubordinate nature that as a threat to order must be controlled” (p. 87). 

Ferguson’s argument is essential to “inherent” discourse of gangs that becomes common 
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in scholarship and in films, which reproduce a representation of a male that is hyper-

masculine and hyper-visible in violence.  

The performance of masculinity is read as bad, in need for punishment, and it is 

highly targeted on males of color specifically in gang discourse. Kumashiro (1999) states 

that, “U.S Society defines ‘masculine’ or ‘real’ boys as those who constantly demonstrate 

to other males’ aggression, competitiveness, and excellence in a number of arena, 

including athletics and physique” (p. 62).   

Masculinity manifests itself in research by constructing discourses based off logic 

that is presumed normal in a male lens, male patriarchy, and gender binaries (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005). Most studies of gangs are conducted by male scholars and focus 

on men and they tend to have authority and control as to how they position womxn in 

discourse (Hesse-Biber, 2012). The positioning of womxn of color in gangs, gang 

research, and in popular film all entail a similar experience where womxn are understood 

one way and men are understood in another way, thus operating in binaries (Joe & 

Chesney-Lind, 1995). Malestream discourse can be a violent lens when rooted in 

patriarchy and heterosexism, which are two practices that thrive off of the oppression of 

another group.  

This literature review has unpacked the definitions of gangs. These definitions 

have shown us that gang research is understood as violent, masculine, and male and that 

is also what it teaches others through film. Gang research is racialized, and it usually 

focuses on Black and Brown males. Springhall (1998) has made sense of Hollywood film 

and gangster movies through his argument that “the film industry’s love affair with 
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members of criminal gangs was only natural, they were colorful, violent, and charismatic 

men and women, whose law-breaking activities were followed by millions of law-abiding 

Americans” (p.137). However, in order to understand these “exaggerations” and 

productions of “cultural practices” (Springhall, 1998), a discourse analysis is needed to 

historicize the positioning of youth of color bodies.  

All genders are impacted by sexism (hooks, 2000). Scholarship that studies gangs 

and males, and that does not study gender and sexism in understanding males is doing the 

scholarship a disservice. We must challenge what we deem normal or what we come to 

know as traditional especially in discourse and knowledge production. A feminist lens 

allows me to unpack discourse on mainstream culture i.e., malestream culture (Warren, 

1989). Malestream curriculum impacts the positioning of our9 bodies and of our 

epistemologies and thus maintains the subordination of one group over another (Warren, 

1989).  

 Warren (1989) argues “feminists are particularly interested in patriarchal 

conceptual frameworks, conceptual frameworks, in which basic beliefs, values, attitudes 

and assumptions give higher value, prestige, status, or weight to what is deemed 

traditionally identified as male than to what is traditionally identified as female” (p.46). 

Methodology is therefore very important because we seek what we want as researchers 

and if we are operating under existing power structures then we abide by hierarchies in 

place (see: Smith, 1999). The methodologies that researchers have taken to study gang 

experience have helped reproduce some of these malestream ideologies, even if that was 

                                                   
9 Meaning everyone.  



 28 

not their intention. Malestream discourse becomes a practice of privileging masculinity, 

and a gate keeping mechanism (Stanley, 1995).  

Hegemonic masculinity “was understood as the pattern of practice (i.e., things done, 

not just a set of role expectations or an identity) that allowed men’s dominance over 

women to continue” (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 832). A race-gendered feminist 

epistemology allows me to challenge the racialized discourse on gang culture by 

unpacking the hegemonic racialized masculinity embedded in the ideologies shaping 

others understanding of gang experience. A narrative of gang culture is created and it is 

rooted in malestream discourse and hegemonic masculinity. The “logic of a patriarchal 

gender system” (see: Connell, 2007) allows for certain practices and behaviors to become 

normal such as violence, power and authority in gangs because gangs are seen as male 

cultures.  A gang culture that is seen as normative allows for men to subordinate womxn 

and to position themselves above other men- this is similar to hegemonic masculinity 

discourse (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).  

This work is rooted in understanding and honoring lived-experience in film. An 

intersectional race-gendered analysis is needed to understand gangs as portrayed in film. 

There is a presumption of masculinity and maleness attached to this work. It positions 

gender in a particular binary of male versus female. It also positions race as the 

overarching theme of the experience thus leaving out voices, perspectives, and 

experiences. There is a western/colonial discourse that normalizes masculinity in 

dangerous ways. Gang work becomes about studying men and their dangerous, violent, 
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and sexist ways which is problematic because it reproduces a misunderstanding of 

gender. Consequently, we will engage in difference, power, and reflection. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: CRITICAL RACE FEMINISM    

 The 6 tenets of Critical Race Feminism (CRF) are:   

“(1) addressing essentialism and anti-essentialism; (2) the normalization of race and 
racism; (3) addressing interest convergence; (4) dismantling color-blind notions of 
equality; (5) addressing race as a social construction; (6) using storytelling/counter-story 
telling for voices of color” (Berry, 2014, p.6) 
 A Critical Race Feminist approach is needed to disrupt traditional ways of 

knowing and to ask new questions (Hesse-Biber, 2012). In engaging in gang work, and 

any other work, a critical race feminist approach adds complexity and richness to the 

discussion of identity, context, society and oppression, which is not always easily 

explained or understood. Critical Race Feminism is constantly challenging hierarchies, 

power and authority that are rooted in patriarchy, inequality and oppression often left out 

of other conversations when focusing solely on race (V. Smith, 2013).   

Using a feminist approach is more than adding a gender analysis as an important 

part of identity, especially in work that is driven by masculinity and its dominant focus is 

males of color like gangs. A feminist approach is needed because so much of gang work 

has been driven by an understanding of “innate differences” (hooks, 2004) that are 

constructed by masculine ways of knowing. Critical Race Feminism challenges positivist 

ideologies and constructed “neutral” scientific needs to classify, separate and distinguish 

(Hesse-Biber, 2012). There are tensions in this work and the goal is to create a thesis that 

provides space for a liberating dialogue among ideologies. This work is rooted in 
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interconnections also known as intersectionality because it is complex and non-linear, 

multi-dimensional, and it is fluid (Anyon, 1983; Berry, Jay, & Lynn, 2010; Crenshaw, 

1991). 

Often times, a single-axis approach is used to understand people of color, and 

they are understood through existing frameworks that are ill-equipped to represent an 

experience and to challenge those constructions, but critical race feminism is rooted in 

intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991). There is no monolithic Black and/or Latinx 

experience and treating their experiences as such reduces their oppressions to fragments 

of their identities (Harris, as cited in Wing, 2003). The critical approach that Critical 

Race Feminism uses to challenge existing frameworks allows for a transformational 

approach to gangs that reframes the lens used to understand gang experience.  

Gangs have traditionally been understood under a similar and consistent narrative 

in academic texts, governmental response, and film representation (see: literature 

review). The understanding of gangs is rooted in a dichotomous argument: 1) the purpose 

of gangs is one that is scripted on Black and Brown bodies, and 2) on the other hand that 

Black and Brown bodies choose to live the gang life. This contradiction works because it 

places the onus on Black and Brown youth by saying that they chose “self-defeating” life 

outcomes, while on the other hand it positions accountability to structures for inequalities 

with a flawed argument that poverty and class are the issues.  For the following reason, 

critical race feminism (CRF) is used, it is anti-essentialist and it explains complexities 

and contradictions that shape experiences under different systems of domination and 

patriarchy (Wing & Smith, 2005).  CRF as a theory provides an understanding for people 
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of color so that they can name their own epistemologies and methodologies when 

engaging in educational research (Parker & Lynn, 2002). 

 Gang discourse has become an oppressive avenue for understanding people of 

color, not only males of color, because womxn are also positioned in particular ways in 

this discourse some of which will be unpacked in our film analysis. Similarly, to Lorde, 

this framework will not use the master’s tools to dismantle the master’s narrative (Lorde, 

2012). I will use intersectional approaches to understand gang experience as portrayed in 

film. To truly understand and engage in discourse, we must be equipped with tools and 

language. 

Critical Race Feminism is a collective group project(s) by feminist scholars. CRF 

scholars are influenced by Black feminist thought, which is often left out of the race 

conversation in CRT, education conversation, and/or the deemed traditional. Black and 

Chicana feminist scholars engage in the conversation of womxn of color being agents of 

knowledge, which is important in our discussions on discourse (Sandoval, 2000; Berry, 

2014; Chilisa, 201; hooks, 2000; Lorde, 2012; Smith, 2013; Wing, 2003). As a woman of 

color, I am invested in this work. I am not separate from my understanding of gang 

discourse. Gang discourse has power in its knowledge productions of people, culture, and 

identities that must be challenged, contested and revealed. This framework is needed in 

liberating, and action-oriented social justice work that is produced in the academy.  

If I am going to write and disseminate this work, then Linda Tuhiwai Smith is an 

important scholar for the conversation. Smith argues that research is a vantage point of 

the colonized because it is “inextricably linked to European imperialism and colonialism” 
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(1999, p.1). There are practices, knowledges and ways of knowing that should stay out of 

academia because they are sacred to people who often do not get to tell their own stories 

(Smith, 1999). Communities of color are of interest to many and many make profit off of 

this work, but they also often misinterpret and misrepresent communities of color (Yosso, 

2002). Consequently, with this thesis the goal is to create humanizing and liberating ways 

of understanding gang discourse. 

Critical Race Feminism is important to how we can see and name the world 

(Berry, 2014). Womxn of color are agents of knowledge, and agents of change who bring 

a perspective that is often suspect and feared for its powerful implications (Sandoval, 

2000). My Chicana epistemologies challenge discourse, patriarchy, and systems of 

oppression by speaking from a place that is often unacknowledged or unknown to those 

blinded by power, oppression, and fear. It is essential for this work to enter the field of 

education (Berry, 2014).  

 Feminism is a framework that is interconnected to epistemology (ways of 

knowing), methodology (theory of methods) and method (ways of doing) (Sandoval, 

2000). It brings a social justice perspective for people of color who are often made 

invisible or silenced from their experiences of intersectional identities. CRF guides the 

practicality of this work- it is not meant to just be analysis (Wing, 2003). It is social 

justice research that is applied to a real context of gang culture in need of a critical 

perspective both in the academy and in the streets and elsewhere in space and time. This 

work is rooted in Black and Chicana feminist thought (Sandoval, 2000; Berry, 2014; 

Chilisa, 201; hooks, 2000; Lorde, 2012; Smith, 2013; Wing, 2003). Black and Chicana 
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feminist thought honors voice, it is rooted in post-coloniality, activism, struggle, tension, 

agency and from the margins (Sandoval, 2000). This thesis aims to disrupt traditional 

ways of knowing and understanding gangs in film. 
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CHAPTER 3: Methodology of the Oppressed   

 I am guided by social justice. I want to partake in a project that is liberating and 

accessible. Sometimes using existing mechanisms such as the university and the 

discourses it provides can become exclusive. I decided to use what I know to make sense 

of a reality. 

METHODOLOGY: CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS  

Discourse analysis is a way of understanding the world and ways of knowing, 

which are often interpreted through language, text and representations.  Critical discourse 

analysis is “explicit [in its] sociopolitical stance of discourse analysts, and [has] a focus 

on dominance relations by elite groups and institutions as they are being enacted, 

legitimated or otherwise reproduced by text and talk” (van Dijk, p.249, 1993). This 

method will be used to analyze three films: Colors (1988), American Me (1992), and 

Straight Outta Compton (2015). In analyzing film, we study the representation of gang 

culture, which is used to create meaning of gang experience. The films were chosen 

because of the populations they depict: Black, Latinx, and/or both, connection to Los 

Angeles, and most importantly their portrayal of gangs, gang youth, and police.  This 

work is complex and based on the intersections of language, power and ideology 

(Fairclough, 1992).  

Critical discourse analysis studies the role of language in creating and 

understanding text. Johnstone (2008) defines discourse as “both the source of knowledge 
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(people’s generalizations about language are made on the basis of the discourse they 

participate in) and the result of it (people apply what they already know in creating and 

interpreting the new discourse)” (p.3). Thus, people are influenced by traditional ways of 

talking and thinking, which is interconnected with power and knowledge production. 

Discourse analysis is the analysis of ideas, while unpacking the meaning of ideas. Critical 

discourse analysis will be used to understand the language and ideology driving popular 

film because of its access to the public. Critical discourse analysis aims to unpack the 

ideology behind visual representations, and language (Machin & Mayr, 2012).  

Definitions of terms such as power (Popkewitz, 1988), dominance (van Djik, 

1993), and representation (Hall, 1997) are important to the analysis of discourse in 

popular film. Popkewitz contextualizes issues of power as follows: “’who chooses’ but 

the distinctions and differences that are structured in and out of discourse patterns…the 

processes of selection and omission give privilege relations and create fields of power 

through organization of knowledge” (Popkewitz, p.88-89, 1988). Van Djik defines 

dominance as the “exercise of social power by elites, institutions or groups, that results in 

social inequality, including political, cultural, class, ethnic, racial and gender inequality” 

(p, 250, 1993). Hall defines representation as “the production of meaning through 

language” (Hall & others, p. 16, 1997). Through critical discourse analysis, the aim is to 

understand how power relations are reproduced and challenged in popular film through 

dominance and representation.   

Critical discourse analysis is used to study popular film by highlighting the 

connection between the representation of language and the context in society (Rogers, 
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Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui, & Joseph, 2005). Thus, what is chosen in film is 

purposeful and embedded in ideology. Using critical discourse analysis allows me to 

engage with the language, representations, and ideology in film. The Rogers et al. argue 

that “language as a tool mediates relationships of power and privilege in social 

interactions, institutions, and bodies of knowledge” (2005, p.367).  Power takes many 

forms, and though it is often understood to be hierarchical or about access, Popkewitz’ 

definition is important in understanding power, and its multidimensionalities. Language 

(visual, verbal, etc.) reflects the construction of our social world and thus it is not neutral. 

Media representations are embedded with ideologies (Luke, 1995). Critical discourse 

analysis methodology is used in this thesis to understand the complexities of the 

representation of the gangster and its connection to power, the academy, theory, and ways 

of knowing through popular film. Popular film is powerful because it reaches audiences 

beyond the academy. However, this thesis connects the academy (in particular academic 

texts, for example all of the texts in the literature review) to the relationship of popular 

film productions. Films rely on definitions established by laws, structures, and 

institutions, which also circulate in everyday conversation and popular understanding in 

other words discourse.  

Representation is important because it educates, it gives tangible ways of seeing 

and knowing an experience, and in this case it is the gangster experience in popular film. 

Popular film is not neutral, it is guided by power, social inequality, and race relations, 

and most importantly film is an educational tool (Loewen, 1991). These representations 

embody fears concerning issues of poverty and marginalization that reduce the 
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complexity of such issues for purposes of entertainment. Discourse is political and it is 

interconnected with criminal studies when discussing gang culture that simplify 

“individual choice and individual pathology” (Mayr & Machin, 2011).  

The methodology will point out the active choices films take to represent meaning 

through language and visual representation (Machin & Mayr, 2012). Arguably, a gang 

discourse is produced through text and media, which is comprised of its own values, 

identities, culture, and language. Machin & Mayr’s book, How To Do Critical Discourse 

Analysis, is intended for cultural studies audiences that are invested in knowing how 

meaning is created (2012). Thus, this section will also focus and bring in literature from 

Media/Cultural Studies (Kellner & Share, 2007; Kellner & Share; 2005, Kellner, 2003; 

Kellner 2011; Durham & Kellner, 2009). Critical Media Analysis studies context, 

audience and does so through a trans-disciplinarian lens (Kellner & Share, 2007).  

Critical media study analysts argue that films must be studied in their context 

because films are social texts impacted by the conditions in society (Kellner & Share, 

2005). Thus, the literature review in this thesis outlined gang scholarship and discourse 

and its connection to film. The films that are analyzed are treated as texts that are 

representing ideologies. Critical media studies argue that films are about representation 

and how different groups have been represented, thus this gang discourse is racialized. I 

pay attention to the characters and the context in the films while analyzing structures of 

power.  

Critical media studies build from cultural studies, which allow me to study gang 

culture while analyzing the culture of different groups (Kellner & Share, 2007). Media 
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cultural studies “analyz[es] the complex relations between texts, audiences, media, 

industries, politics and sociohistorical context in specific conjunctures” (Hammer & 

Kellner, 2009, p.37). Meaning that while I analyze scenes in film, I historicize those 

scenes. Media is used as an avenue to represent culture and ideology from interests of 

power, and media becomes exclusive to those interests by using deficit and racialized 

discourses of gangs. Media has implications towards economic, cultural, and ideological 

violence. The social construction of crime is an essential component to popular film and 

it has targeted gang populations. 

For the purposes of this study, critical discourse analysis will be used to understand 

the social construction of the gangster through a racialized and gendered experience, 

meaning that I am constantly looking at the intersections of race and gender using a 

critical race feminist lens. My research questions: 1) How does a racialized gang 

discourse manifest itself in popular film? 2)How do popular media construct gang 

discourses around violence, males, and race? 3) How can a Chicana feminist race-

gendered epistemology challenge the dominant (mis)representations of gang identity?  

 guided my search of themes in the films. I watched the films and wrote summaries as I 

followed along the plots. After I watched the three films and analyzed their summaries, I 

picked common themes that were present in all three films that were connected to gang 

discourse. I then picked quotes that made visible the representations of the themes. I 

proceeded to contextualize the themes with the literature review and my theoretical 

framework.  
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 Decolonizing methodologies 

As I continued the process of analyzing I realized that critical discourse analysis 

was using the same tools that privileged power. The language of critical discourse 

analysis is exclusive to the academy and those who understand it. The methods did not 

feel like they were allowing me to de-colonize the ideologies and the language present in 

the films. Critical media studies and cultural studies in education pushed me to ask 

questions that critical discourse analysis was not pushing. For example: what are the 

intentions of the films? Are they a call to action? Are they meant to deter gangs? Or teach 

about gangs? Or glamorize gangs? I decided to seek the language that had pushed me to 

start this project in the first place.  

Alongside my theoretical framework, I have intentions of decolonizing research 

and theory as products of the academy, colonization, imperialism, and othering 

knowledges (Chilisa, 2011). Linda Smith (1999) and Bagele Chilisa (2011) outline the 

strategies of decolonizing research as follows: deconstruction and reconstruction, self-

determination and social justice, ethics, language, internationalization of indigenous 

experiences, history, & critique (p.17-19).  Thus, I will infuse both methodologies of the 

oppressed (Sandoval, 2000) and indigenous methods (Chilisa, 2011) to critical discourse 

analysis because the study of discourse can become inaccessible and hard to understand. I 

will use “I” and incorporate my questions into this thesis. I do not know everything and at 

times, I myself, am confused. I see no need in hiding that. I believe in using “we” to 

discuss how we are all implicated in knowledge production. Methodologies of the 
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oppressed by Chela Sandoval rooted in third world and “other” knowledges guides me in 

shaping this project in non-traditional ways (2000).  

I am guided by an oppositional consciousness that is critical of structures but that 

aims towards social justice and liberation. The academy creates divisions, Sandoval calls 

these apartheids, and it is in bridging fields and going back to decolonization that I find 

that is what I want my analysis to be and do. Thus, this work is post-colonial and 

inclusive of everyday life social actors because it is rooted in experience, and wanting to 

name and understand (Sandoval, 2000).  

Critical race feminism as a framework and third-space methodology can embark 

on a postcolonial indigenous paradigm, and I plan on enacting this in my analysis of film. 

Chilisa (2011) outlines a relational axiology through the four R’s of “relational 

accountability, respectful representation, reciprocal appropriation, and rights and 

regulations during the research process” (p.22). Meaning that the film analysis will be a 

decolonization process of thoughts, theories, ideas and assumptions of gang culture. 

Similar to Chela Sandoval who “resist[s] universalized knowledge, critique Euro-western 

research approaches, and invoke indigenous knowledge systems of the colonized Other to 

inform research methodologies that are inclusive of all knowledge systems and respectful 

of the researched” (Chilisa, 2011, p.24), my aim is to be transformative and move 

towards social justice as I analyze/read/watch/think through popular films. 

 Epistemology driven by indigenous research methodologies builds on the premise 

that knowledge can be truth if it transforms the lives of people by empowering them 

(Chilisa, 2011). There is also room and space for knowledge to be co-created and co-
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constructed under this methodology. The axiology, that I am driven by is also political, 

and rooted in social justice. It allows for alternative ways to write, disseminate 

information, analyze and create themes that are practical and useful in understanding. As 

someone that will write about someone else’s experience, I have an obligation to the 

communities that I write with. Although, critical discourse analysis has an understanding 

of power in one way and it tends to be top-down (van Dijk, 1993), I speak from a 

counter-power and counter-discourse analysis (Chilisa, 2011).  

 I can no longer make sense of discourse under existing discourses. Critical 

discourse analysis does not have enough language. It does not stem from the third world, 

the “others”, and an oppositional consciousness. I use the tools of language provided by 

scholars like Sandoval to help me see and name.  

Selection of Films for Analysis 

 I chose Colors, American Me, and Straight Outta Compton for the following three 

reasons. 1) All three of the films take place in Los Angeles county, and the films 

purposefully chose to represent gangs in particular parts of L.A county: Compton, East 

Los Angeles, and South Central. 2) The films each represent Black and Brown gang 

discourse according to location and according to Black and Brown community relations. 

For example, Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988) is about Black versus Latinx gangs in South 

Central and East L.A, American Me (Olmos et. al., & Olmos, 1992) is about East L.A and 

California prisons, and the film focused on Mexican/Latinx gangs, while Straight Outta 

Compton (Cube et. al., & Gray, 2015) is about the Black experience in Compton, 
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California through the production of rap, which is implicated in gang discourse. 3) The 

context and plot of the films from the 1980s and 1990s is important to compare because 

two of the films are based on “true/biographical” accounts, while another is solely 

“fiction” but they all focused on real locations/places, people, cultures, gangs, and 

discourse.  
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CHAPTER 4: Gangs, Film & (Mis)Representation   

 I chose to analyze film as a method because it allowed me access into the 

“public,” what others were really thinking, saying, and doing on traditional 

mainstream/malestream gang discourse. Using popular film allows me to state what I see 

and contextualize what I see using discourses rooted in intersectionality, Chicana 

Feminism, and race-gendered epistemologies. There are so many ways that I could have 

engaged with this project, but I would like for this analysis to contribute to social justice. 

We are more than what others say we are, and what we say we are. We are constantly in 

a journey of understanding ourselves as communities. We are more than the existing 

structures and their implications, though, we recognize them. We are time and space. We 

are political. We are surviving and living. 

FILM ANALYSIS: COLORS (1988), AMERICAN ME (1992), AND STRAIGHT OUTTA 

COMPTON (2015) 

 The films: Colors (Solo & Hopper,1988), American Me (Olmos, Young & Daniel, 

& Olmos, 1992), and Straight Outta Compton (Cube, Woods-Wright, Alvarez, Gray, 

Bernstein, & Dre, & Gray, 2015) were purposefully chosen for this thesis because of their 

plots. All three films take place in Los Angeles county: Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988) 

particularly portrays East and South Central L.A to position Latinx and Black gangs, 

American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992) takes place in East Los Angeles and in a 

state prison in Folsom, California to portray Mexican gangs, and Straight Outta Compton 
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(Cube et. al. & Gray, 2015) is about rap culture and Black male rappers in Compton’s 

neighborhood. Each film narrates a gang discourse rooted in similar ideology, where the 

storyline varies very little about gangsters destroying communities and being 

synonymous with violence. The films build off of Thrasher’s (1927) definition and logic 

of gangs by positioning the gangs in specific territory battles and as organizations 

fostering crime. These films were purposeful in reproducing a racialized gang discourse 

where the gangsters were either Black and/or Latinx. And if they were not explicitly in 

gangs as some of the members of the film Straight Outta Compton (Cube et. al. & Gray, 

2015) tended to not be, they were implicated because of their neighborhood and race. An 

intersectional and feminist race-gendered approach will guide my understanding of race 

and space in the films. The plots are also similar in that they are depicting the late 1980s 

and early 1990s, even Straight Outta Compton which is a film that was later produced in 

2015 portrays the late 80s and early 90s.  

Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988) is a fictional film that represents communities of 

Los Angeles, and Blue and Red colors that are synonyms for Crips and Bloods. 

According to Dennis Hopper (film producer), the film used real gang members, and 10 

people were killed during the production10. American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992) 

is a semi-autobiographical film, the film states that it is inspired by a true story (meaning 

that the characters are fictional, but based on real people) about a gang in East Los 

Angeles and the Mexican Mafia in prison through the perspective of a gang leader 

                                                   
10 http://articles.sun-sentinel.com/1988-04-17/features/8801240357_1_street-gangs-gang-turf-easy-rider  
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Montoya Santana (role played by Edward James Olmos)11. Straight Outta Compton 

(Cube et. al. & Gray, 2015) is also a biographical account of a rap group from Compton 

centering the experiences of three of the rappers: Eazy E (role played Jason Mitchell), Dr. 

Dre (role played Corey Hawkins), and Ice Cube (role played O’Shea Jackson Jr.). Due to 

the context of the films where most are based on: facts/true stories/real events, on a gang 

discourse, and popular ideology, I will consistently contextualize the meanings of the 

films. This section will begin with a summary and historical background of each of the 

films. I will then proceed to the common themes that connect the films, and this will put 

the films in conversation with one another.  

The following quotes from the films in the summaries and analysis come from 

multiple sources, thus some will have page numbers and others movie times, and others 

will be summaries from my personal notes of watching all three of the films. I have seen 

the films three times from beginning to end, and jotted my own notes of the films such as 

what was said and what I saw. I also purchased the scripts of all three of the films, which 

include the transcriptions of the films12. I have also researched the films and used articles 

written about the films when they were released among other academic sources, such as 

books that reference the films.  

                                                   
11 Some of the people involved in making the film were also murdered, along with Edward James Olmos 
becoming a target of the Mexican mafia. For more info read: http://articles.latimes.com/1993-06-
13/news/mn-2769_1_mexican-mafia 
 
12 Based off of my notes, the transcriptions from the scripts sometimes do not match like when Montoya is 
narrating it is not on the purchased script, but actual conversations are. In Straight Outta Compton, the 
script starts further in the movie plot of the movie that does not match the movie I saw.  
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Summary of Colors:  

Colors was produced in 1988 by Robert Solo and directed by Dennis Hopper. It 

depicts South Central and East Los Angeles gangs and the Los Angeles Police 

Department (LAPD). The film positions cops versus gang members through the narration 

of two protagonist cops: McGavin (role played Sean Penn) and Hodges (role played by 

Robert Duvall), and a few antagonist Black and Latinx gang members: Rocket (role 

played by Don Cheadle) and Frog (role played by Trinidad Silva). Both McGavin and 

Hodges are working for a division created specifically to target the gangs, Community 

Resources Against Street Hoodlums (CRASH). In addition, the LAPD Sheriffs also have 

their own division called Operation Safe Streets (OSS). The film begins with statistics, 

“The combined anti-gang force numbers 250 men and women. In the greater Los Angeles 

area there are over 600 street gangs with almost 70,000 members. Last year there were 

387 gang-related killings” (Solo & Hopper, 1988, 1:01 seconds). The statistics give the 

film a “real” feel as though it is based on facts, and numbers. These numbers depict a 

discourse.  

 Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988) represents two gangs affiliated with the Black 

community: Crips and Bloods, and a “Hispanic” gang: White Fence. The film 

purposefully takes you on a tour of Los Angeles to give the audience context as to what 

L.A entails. There is a representation of mass killings in the film Colors (Solo & Hopper, 

1988) between the Bloods (symbolized by color red) and Crips (symbolized by color 

blue), which is one of the main gangs the cops are trying to get rid of through any means 

necessary: incarceration and/or murder.  
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Historical Background of Colors:  

 Colors (Solo & Hopper,1988), a plot created in the 1980s was produced in a time 

when a discourse of “super-predators” was rampant in media about certain communities 

(read: Black and Latinx, urban neighborhoods, and gangs) (Franzi, 2009). In the 1980s, 

the “war on drugs” also known as a war on people of color, emerged due to the crack 

epidemic (Reinarman & Levine, 2004). The connection between drugs and gangs is 

important because it is a narrative that has been reproduced in media and in academic 

texts, and has been exploited by popular films and the film industry.  

In Los Angeles (today in 2016), there is currently a California division created to 

target gangs called the Gangs and Narcotics Division13, and the Untied States federal 

government has its own called Safe Streets Violent Crime Initiative14. The creation of the 

division is significant to the policing of Black and Brown communities because they 

operate under a single story15: one of violence, death of children, and chaos that attaches 

itself to communities of color. There is an explicit anti-gang sentiment coming from 

police and the federal government. The discourse created is that gangs are dangerous and 

destructive to communities, thus there is a need for police intervention. Communities 

such as South Central, East Los Angeles, and Compton are also treated as unsafe and 

dangerous, and this implicates the people who live there.  

                                                   
13 http://www.lapdonline.org/detective_bureau/content_basic_view/1996 
 
14 https://www.fbi.gov/about-us/investigate/vc_majorthefts/gangs/violent-gangs-task-forces 
 
15 See “The Danger of A Single Story” by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie  https://youtu.be/D9Ihs241zeg 
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Crips (symbolized by color blue) and Bloods (symbolized by color red) are two 

gangs in Los Angeles that represent two different colors and they were purposefully 

portrayed in the film. Before the Crips and Bloods evolved into the community 

organizations that they are today, they were rooted politically with community activism 

(Cureton, 2008). The Crips have a political history and were previously known as 

“Common Revolution in Progress (CRIPS),” where this community got together to fight 

systemic inequities (Cureton, 2008). Bloods used the term “blood” to signify family for 

groups of people that they are related to/got along with even if not “blood” related, thus 

the reference to blood as a community term (Sloan, 2007).  

Summary of American Me:  

The film American Me (1992), similar to Colors (1988), begins with a short blurb. 

American Me’s blurb begins with “The film you are about to see is inspired by a true 

story. The events depicted are strong and brutal, but they occur every day” (Olmos Et. al. 

& Olmos, 1992, 26 seconds). American Me’s (1992) primary context is in a California 

State prison and in East Los Angeles. The film begins in the 1940s when the U.S was at 

“war with itself in Los Angeles (Comment made by Acha to Pedro in the beginning of the 

film, Olmos et. al. & Olmos 1992),” signifying the navy fights against the zoot suits, 

among other implications not represented. American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992) is 

narrated by Montoya Santana, the primary protagonist of the film, also the Mexican-

American mafia/leader/gangster. The film then transitions from the early 1940s to 1959 

when he was 16, and then later to when he was in adult prison which is around the late 
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1980s, early 1990s. Montoya Santana is a gang member from East Los Angeles (La 

Primera).  

One night, JD, Mundo, and Montoya vandalized a store while on the run from 

another gang and were caught and sent to prison. In prison, Montoya started his own 

gang rooted in the Mexican mafia “la eme”. The depiction of gangs in prisons are 

portrayed through the separation of race, meaning Blacks as a whole group, same thing 

for the white community, and the Brown community became la “eme”. Inmates were 

required to pay rent to be safe, and money was made through the sale of drugs. Montoya 

led the gang with his entrepreneurship skills and his principles of unity and leadership. 

When Montoya comes out of prison after serving his time, he tries to control the drug 

trade in East Los Angeles, which is still connected to what goes on in prison. However, 

he ends up in prison again due to a mishap of Lil Puppet (role played by Daniel 

Villareal), where Montoya is later murdered by his gang for not wanting to continue the 

principles of the gang to murder Lil Puppet for his mistake.      

Historical Background of American Me:  

American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992) begins with the zoot suits, which is 

important because the zoot suit is commonly understood as a culture of fashion, a culture 

(implicating a race), a group (social organization), but it has a complex history, and it has 

been distorted and told as a single narrative: the zoot suits riots (Bruns, 2014). The 

connection made in American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992) to the zoot suits is 
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connected to Pachuc@16 culture which is a community of Mexican-Americans (Alvarez, 

2005). To simply state that Pachuc@ culture was a style of dress would simplify and do 

the community an injustice. Pachuc@ culture was a form of resistance and being that 

allowed youth to take ownership in their clothes, a stance against police, and “American” 

culture (Daniels, 2002). The zoot suits are also linked to African-American culture and 

jazz music (Kelley, 2009). Early on, American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992) 

constructs the zoot suit as the origin of working class juvenile delinquency, which leads 

to the connection to gangs because of how the narrative is told in the film. However, in 

1942, a trial known as the “sleepy lagoon,” involved 21 Mexican-Americans who were 

accused of murder, but were targeted by police because they where from the 38th street 

neighborhood and were visible because of their “Pachuc@” style (for more info read: 

http://research.pomona.edu/zootsuit/en/trial/). Communities of color used their own tools 

to defend themselves against whites and racism which is not told when implicating the 

zoot suits and Pachuc@s (Bruns, 2014). 

 A year later in 1943, a racialized incident only known as the zoot suit riots 

involving violent attacks from the Navy and white servicemen towards perceived “zoot-

suit” youth caused an event most people know as the “zoot suits riots” (Bruns, 2014). The 

inclusion of the zoot suits even if unexplained in American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 

1992) is important because it provides a glimpse of history of a racialized gang discourse. 

Mainstream narratives demonize Pachuc@ culture, low-income Mexican-American 

youth, who rebel politics of respectability with their dress and language. However, the 

                                                   
16 Pachuc@ is used to represent both Pachuco and Pachuca culture.  
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history of resistance embedded in zoot suit culture becomes implicated with gang culture 

particularly in Los Angeles, Ca. 

Summary of Straight Outta Compton:  

 Straight Outta Compton (Cube et. al. & Gray, 2015) is a biographical film about 

five rappers from Compton, who launched their career through a group known as N.W.A 

(Niggaz Wit Attitudes). The film was produced by Ice Cube, Tomica Woods- Wright, 

Matt Alvarez, F. Gary Gray, Scott Bernstein, and Dr. Dre and directed by F. Gary Gray. 

There were five rappers involved in the movie and in the group: Eazy E (role played by 

Jason Mitchell), Dr. Dre (role played by Corey Hawkins), Ice Cube (role played by 

O’Shea Jackson Jr.), Dj Yella (role played by Neil Brown Jr.), and Mc Ren (role played 

by Aldis Hodge). For the most part, the film centers on the experiences of Eazy E, Dr. 

Dre and Ice Cube (characters based on real people with those names). Eazy E was the 

only member connected with the Compton Crips gang17 and the drug scene, and this is 

portrayed in the film, but it also shows that he chooses to pursue rapping and thus the 

emphasis is not on gangs. The film begins with a powerful line “You are now about to 

witness the strength of street knowledge,” which is a verse from N.W.A- a song titled 

“Straight Outta Compton18” and a different approach in comparison to Colors (Solo & 

Hopper, 1988) and American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992) and their beginning 

blurbs.  
                                                   
17 http://unitedgangs.com/2013/08/09/eazy-e/ 
 
18 https://youtu.be/v9V3d9_TGzk 
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The film begins by following the three characters: Eazy E, Dr. Dre, and Ice Cube. 

Eazy E heads to a house in Compton to discuss a drug trade that was not going well, then 

they hear a whistle signifying that the police are on their way (no ordinary police search, 

it was military gear that destroyed a house, like SWAT), and Eazy E escapes. Dr. Dre is 

listening to beats when his mom comes into his room and pushes him to get a job and to 

own a company so that he can take care of the bills and his baby, but Dr. Dre leaves 

home because he feels like his mom does not understand that he wants to be a rapper not 

“sit on a cubicle.” Ice Cube is on a school bus writing verses and poetry when his peers 

throw up gang signs to a car next to the bus causing the men in the car to stop and enter 

the bus to “school” the kids about gangs. The three rappers get together and decide that 

they want to create a label that Eazy E can help fund, “Ruthless,” while Dre does the 

beats and Ice Cube does the verses. Jerry Heller approaches Eazy E as he is picking up 

his records and tells him that he can manage the group to make it big. The film then 

proceeds with the rise of the group and the conflicts and tensions that occurred between 

the rappers. Ice Cube left the group due to contract issues with Jerry Heller. Dr. Dre 

eventually started his own label and left “Ruthless”. Eazy E struggled to keep “Ruthless” 

going, but the film ends with no concrete resolution among the group and with Eazy E’s 

death.  

Historical Background of Straight Outta Compton (2015): 

  N.W.A launched a career through rap music with language that reflected their 

reality, their communities, and their experiences as Black men in Compton, Ca. For 



 53 

example, some of their songs focused on police brutality and harassment towards their 

communities and they attracted a lot of press over it. The rappers signed a deal with Jerry 

Heller, a white music manager, who mostly dealt with Eazy E (presumably because he 

contributed the money to launch off the group). However, Jerry Heller caused many 

tensions and the relationships between the rappers diminished due to Heller’s 

embezzlement and greedy nature with the contract. Ice Cube went solo, Dr. Dre partnered 

with Suge Knight, and Eazy E stayed with Ruthless records for a while. However, the 

movie ended with Eazy E’s death due to HIV/AIDS.  

 The 1980s was a pivotal time in history in the United States for communities of 

color because though it is “post” civil rights movements, jobs are being moved overseas, 

Ronald Reagan is president who implemented policies that cut the spending on programs 

that could potentially support communities of color, there is violent white backlash 

towards communities of color, and mass-incarceration boomed (for more info read: 

Amistad Digital Resources, “The Future in the Present” (Marable, n.d.). The conservative 

public policy in the 1980s was fueled by governmental intervention as though it was 

finding ways to punish and oppress communities of color (Walters, 2003). Thus, the 

conditions that were lived in the 1980s were a new form of slavery as argued by Feagin 

(1986) through the manifestations of internal colonialism and the lack of access to 

citizenship rights by the Black community. All of this is occurring and impacting the 

experience of Compton’s Black community and the male rappers, Eazy E, Dr. Dre and 

Ice Cube, whom give us a glimpse as to how they navigate this in Straight Outta 

Compton (Cube et. al. & Gray, 2015).   
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THEMES: COLORS, AMERICAN ME & STRAIGHT OUTTA COMPTON:  
Based on the three films, the following themes arose, 1) Resistance, 2) Police 

Brutality, and 3) Community Representation. The films’ narratives engage with gang 

discourse and the (mis)representation of gangs. 1) Resistance was chosen to show how 

characters in the film used their agency to challenge traditional deficit discourse on 

representation. 2) Police Brutality arose in all of the films in very particular ways. Colors 

(Solo & Hopper, 1988) was told from a police perspective, whom often abused their 

authority but normalized violence. In American Me (Olmos et. al, & Olmos, 1992) police 

brutality manifested itself in the form of prisons and incarceration. In Straight Outta 

Compton (Cube et. al & Gray, 2015), there were explicit moments where the police 

targeted Black men violently because of their race. 3) Community representation made it 

evident that communities are represented from a dominant mainstream way in popular 

film, but that films also show pivotal moments of agency and resistance within 

communities. Each of the films portrayed communities of color in particular ways, 

however, I chose to analyze scenes that represented community in particular ways so that 

I could contextualize the history. Each theme will begin with analysis of how it was 

represented in each film beginning with Colors, then with American Me and concluding 

with Straight Outta Compton.  

1.   Resistance  

 In this section the theme of resistance is analyzed in the context of the films and 

how certain scenes in the film were acts of resistance whether intentional or not. 
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Resistance is complex. Resistance theory and action, praxis, is the root of this master’s 

thesis. Resistance is often misunderstood. Resistance is often positioned as fighting back, 

opposing something, self-conforming, self-defeatist, and very few times revolutionary 

and transformative. Resistance can always be transformative, it just depends on who you 

are rooting for and what you are trying to transform. Transformational resistance as a 

theoretical construct guides our discussion on resistance (Solórzano & Bernal, 2001). The 

following definitions are essential to my understanding of resistance:  

Reactionary behavior: the first type of oppositional behavior is not a form of 

resistance because the student lacks both a critique of her or his oppressive 

conditions and is not motivated by social justice.  

Self-defeating resistance: refers to students who may have some critique of their 

oppressive social conditions but are not motivated by an interest in social justice.  

Conformist resistance: refers to the oppositional behavior of students who are 

motivated by a need for social justice yet hold no critique of the systems of 

oppression.  

Transformational resistance: refers to student behavior that illustrates both a 

critique of oppression and a desire for social justice. (Solórzano & Bernal, 2001, 

p.318-319). 

Resistance, however, can always be moving towards something even if it is not social 

justice. In other words, resistance works and functions in complex ways, for example, 

silence is a form of resistance as well as speaking up, it just depends on which we want to 

value.  Furthermore, Hall states, “our material interests and our bodies can be called to 
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account and are differently implicated, depending on how meaning is given and taken, 

constructed and interpreted in different situations” (1997, p. 10). Understanding 

resistance in the context of this thesis is understanding the context of communities 

implicated, which are gangs, Black and Latinx communities, and Los Angeles 

communities. However, these communities are complex and multi-dimensional because 

there are communities within communities and thus we cannot generalize communities. 

Lastly, some of the complexities in understanding resistance within communities is to 

acknowledge that some communities did not choose to be talked about/researched in 

films.  

In Colors (Solo & Hopper,1988), Ron (role played by Randy Brooks)- cop who was 

formally involved in gangs asks the Latinxs gangsters, 

 “what the fuck do I do with you guys?” Frog replies “what do you mean, 

what do you do? You don’t do nothing, vato. You got your job. You happy man. 

You can tell them you were here. who told you to come by anyways?” Ron 

answers, “Hodges.” Bird (role played by Gerardo Mejia) states “What’s Hodges 

know? Fuck Hodges! Where’s Hodges from, anyway? These are my homeboys, 

vato. Our homeys is all we got! I love them and they love me! Mi barrio es 

primero! Do I walk away from that? How man? For what? Tell me! No way…” 

(Schiffer, 1987, p.50).  

 As is evident in the scene above with Frog and Bird challenge Ron as an outsider 

for coming into their space and telling them what he thinks they should do. Frog and Bird 

assert their purpose in gangs and gang involvement. Frog tells Ron to do his job and that 
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they [referring to the Latinx gangsters] will continue to do theirs. A critical analysis of 

gangs would unpack the racialization of brown bodies in gangs, especially in films. 

Communities of color have often built their own institutions, organizations, and gangs 

have been a part of this process. Gangs and friendship can be a process of self-affirmation 

like other groups such as fraternities/sororities and police, but it is often understood as a 

dichotomous process of self-destruction or self-affirmation when the groups being built 

are not aligned with “traditional” institutions. Because for many the “the gang was a 

product of the broken family and lower class culture, stressing reputation, status and 

masculinity that were disconnected and unaffected by the middle class measuring rod” 

(Alonso, 2004, p.661). We need a more complex analysis of gangs and our 

misunderstanding of them. This scene hints at the complexities and lack of understanding 

from outsiders who want to come into gangsters lives. Frog and Bird challenge Ron who 

is trying to “lure” them out of gangs by coming into their space. Frog and Bird let Ron 

know that they are doing just fine and that they know what they are doing. There is a 

discourse that is common that states that youth join gangs because they are in need of a 

family and that they receive love with their friends. Often times, we position low-income 

youth with certain characteristics/needs and the language reproduces a discourse that 

positions Latinxs choices and actions as deficit in film. This scene points out that Ron 

and Frog may not be in need of family but that they are a community of “homeboys” and 

that their communities are important to them.  

In American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992), the storyline continues with young 

Montoya (role played Panchito Gomez) initiating young Mundo (role played by Richard 
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Coca) into the gang. In this scene, when J.D and Montoya are about to initiate Mundo 

into the gang, they let him know “when we were kids, belonging felt good. But having 

respect, pues that feels even better.” Montoya states “La primera lives through us ese. 

Gives to us. It is us. We make it, ese. We don’t fake it, we just take it, cuz its la primera 

(Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1991, p. 16). The young Latinxs here were arguing that gaining 

respect, building family, and belonging felt good which is what they stood for as a 

community. Community is what the youth were demanding, and this is significant to our 

understanding of gangs and the choices they made to survive. The lesson that the film is 

suggesting is that J.D and Montoya are representing a gang: furthermore, they are 

standing for something. Gangs are commonly represented to stand for something. For 

example, Colors argued that Black and Latinx gangs stood for colors red and blue and 

that they were willing to die for these colors. However, Montoya and J.D let us know that 

they are standing for principles of respect and that it is up to them as a gang to live to 

these principles and give back to the gang. This is important because “gaining” status and 

gaining respect are often used synonymous.   

In another scene later in American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992), JD states”  

“That’s what it is, brother, taking care of business. You know, with your head, 

you’re looking at the big revolution… I’m not into all that but the thing I have 

picked up on is what the the whole thing is about. When you get down to it, the 

revolution, this one and every other one, it’s about one thing, man, the bread” 

(Schiffer, 1991, p. 44).  
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In this scene, JD tells Montoya that Montoya has the skills ready for the revolution. 

However, JD points out that most revolutions are about the bread- literally the bread 

would mean food, but the bread is also another term for money. The film, American Me, 

alludes to the power that Montoya gained through his leadership and entrepreneurship 

skills in establishing the Mexican mafia in prisons. But the film also positions Montoya 

as bad because this “revolution” was fueled through violence, drugs, and the destruction 

of communities of color.  Unpacking how different communities survive and negotiate 

their positionality, such as the police, the government, and gangs is essential to 

understand the complexities of this film. For example, without an analysis of capitalism, 

the privatization of property, and the exchange for goods our understanding of gangs will 

be reductionist in films and the “bread” metaphor would not be understood. Because 

gangs are often positioned as criminal organizations we do not see them as anything else. 

American Me, therefore, offers a dichotomous and ambiguous representation of Montoya. 

The dichotomous argument is that he is a good business man, but that he is also a bad 

man for hurting communities. However, this film is ambiguous because unlike other 

films, Montoya engages in a relationship, which humanizes him, but also makes him 

cold, violent, and heart-less.   

In Straight Outta Compton, the plot was a reflection of reality, for example, the 

policing of voice, dress, style, and music. After the incident with the police in Torrance, 

Ca studio, a song titled “fuck the police” was written. N.W.A was advised not to play the 

song in a concert in Detroit by the FBI because according to the FBI, the song was 

violent towards the police. The rappers refused to listen to the police, but the police 
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stopped their concert and arrested them. The plot of the film shows a narrative of constant 

police harassment towards the rappers, Black men, and their communities. Resistance to 

the police by N.W.A was purposeful and intentional to resist their orders and their 

constant harassment towards their communities. Power, specifically legal power like the 

police, assumes that it can script for others their agency. This means that the police 

believed that by demanding N.W.A not to sing “fuck the police,” that N.W.A would 

comply. Well, this did not work for the N.W.A rappers and they used resistance to fight 

the police orders and to represent their experience through their music.  

Another critical moment in the film is the Rodney King incident playing on 

national television (Cube et. al., & Gray, 2015). Ice cube is being interviewed by a 

reporter who asks Ice Cube about the presumed violence his music represents and incites, 

and Ice Cube responds to the journalist that he too is a journalist reporting what is going 

on in his community like the implications of the Rodney King Incident. The film then 

shows blue and red bandanas uniting in Rodney King uprisings to show unity.  The acts 

of resistance in Straight Outta Compton (Cube et. al., & Gray, 2015) are crucial in 

helping us understand the implications of Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988) and American 

Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992) in gang discourse. The narratives of Colors and 

American Me are not explicit in showing gang experience from a resistance standpoint. 

While, Straight Outta Compton is purposeful in contextualizing communities and their 

experiences with larger structures such as the music industry and the police. The 

difference in plots in Colors and American Me is that they do not complexify social 

realities. They follow a single story discourse of gangs and communities of color, and the 
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story is not very positive. American Me and Colors both mention the Italian gangs, white 

fence gang and the use of language (lingo like ruca, ese, hayna, colors) is all the same. 

The use or selling of drugs occurs in all three films. Sex is usually violent or depicted 

through rape.  Colors and American Me attempt to show how gangs are destructive for 

youth and society without calling out the institutions and systems that creates 

inequalities.    

An intersectional lens is needed to understand identity, performance, 

representation, and resistance not just through a race lens because gender goes 

unquestioned in all of the films. All of the films were explicitly about male discourse, 

meaning males in gangs, while women were on the side as nurtures, caregivers, and 

hyper-sexual beings. We need an analysis of intersectional positionalities: sexuality, 

class, nationality, religion, ethnicity, documentation status, etc. to help contextualize the 

manifestations of resistance and the normalization of male discourse. There is a lack of 

reflection and complexity in gang scholarship and research that can allow us to move 

forward from where the films Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988), American Me (Olmos et. 

al., & Olmos, 1992), and Straight Outta Compton (Cube et. al., & Gray, 2015) left off.  

Though two of the films were based on true stories, American Me & Straight Outta 

Compton, they lacked intersectional lenses. Public discourse on gang involvement is 

based on the assumptions that gangsters are criminals, deviants, self-defeating and self-

destructive. The films operated under mainstream mechanisms that did not point to the 

institutionalization of oppression towards communities of color. The experiences of all of 

the characters that embody a Black and/or Latinx identity should be explored to 
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understand how intersectionality impacts resistant acts and choices (Crenshaw, 1991). 

Robinson, Urrieta, and Counts (2014) argue that there are multiple causes that lead to the 

choices that the characters make in the film and that we can make sense of, if we study 

micro and macro systems.  

2.   Police Brutality  

In Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988), the film is premised upon the institutionalization of 

the LAPD crime division, CRASH, in partnership with the Sheriffs Division. Officer 

Melendez (role played by Rudy Ramos) begins by introducing the division to the new 

cops,  

welcome to flying CRASH. They finally noticed the gangs. Some white kids must 

have gotten hurt. We got over fifty-thousand gang bangers out there and you 

twenty-four new men. You guys have all dealt with gangs before, but the 

difference with FLYING crash is…you’ll target two or three gangs apiece and 

track these assholes all over town. … Listen we want a uniformed presence out on 

the street. They’re flying their colors and were flying ours Continues… They’ve 

got Uzi’s. They’ve got shot guns. They’re taking the neighborhoods down. Were 

bleeding from open wounds (Schiffer, p. 3, 1987).  

In this scene, Officer Melendez is introducing CRASH to the new police officers. 

Melendez states that officers will target two or three gangs “a piece,” meaning that it is 

the police’s job to fight gangs (Solo & Hopper, 1998). Officer Melendez is giving the 

police force permission to target gangs. He is creating a divide between cops and 
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gangsters letting the other officers know that they are not on the same team as gangs. 

Melendez is saying that gangs are dangerous and armed, and that is something only the 

police can be.  

 Melendez’s comment “some white kids must have gotten hurt” and that is why 

“they” [white people] noticed the gangs is alluding to the government, taking interest in 

anti-gang movements because some white kids may have gotten hurt. However, this line 

alludes to “white” interests stating that when white people get hurt, action is taken upon. 

The notion of white interests is indicative of race relations at the time, also known as 

interest convergence19. The response by Officer Melendez to white kids getting hurt is to 

police the community and make police presence known, and these are the direct orders 

from the division. The racism evident in this scene acknowledges that white lives are 

valued more than Brown and Black, and this is important analysis for us to criticize 

police intentions, even though this is not explicitly told to us that it is racist. Racist 

intentions are often masked because they are embedded in institutions as normal 

phenomena. The film is premised upon the institutionalization of the police, and it 

believes that the police is doing its job in targeting gangs. The film points to gangs being 

the cause of violence and destruction of life, and this narrative will drive the plot of 

Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988). Colors also creates a dichotomous way to understand 

police and gangs by positioning them against each other.  

                                                   
19 See Derrick Bell: Bell Jr, D. A. (1979). Brown v. Board of Education and the interest-
convergence dilemma. Harv. L. Rev., 93, 518. 
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In Colors, the police were treated as individuals through a more humanizing lens, 

meaning that they were allowed to carry guns and make their presence known in the 

communities and were not seen as violent. The police were supported by the division, 

CRASH, therefore it made “sense” for them to go into the community and fight the 

“violence” and gun presence with more gun presence. Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988) was 

told from the perspective of the police and it was not very critical of the police. There 

were two white cops as the protagonists Hodge (veteran cop who was supposed to have 

done his time in the “ghetto” but was still not removed from that duty) and McGavin 

(new cop), and together they work towards an anti-gang project.  

There were many instances where the police as a unit abused their authority to 

make a clear distinction between cops’ values and rules and gangsters’ values and rules. 

McGavin is an example of police brutality that manifested itself through acts of an 

individual cop. McGavin treats gangsters as inferior and asserts his power as an officer of 

the LAPD. McGavin told Hodges that his goal was to arrest gangsters for any offense he 

could so it could stay on their record (Solo & Hopper, 1988). McGavin used violence to 

engage with gang members by assaulting them whenever he had the chance to stop them 

in routine traffic stops or when he was policing the community (Solo & Hopper, 1988). 

For example, McGavin violently choked a young Black man who he believed had 

swallowed drugs when he went after him on an arrest so that he can spit the drugs out and 

arrest the young Black man on a drug charge. McGavin also spray painted the face of a 

young Latinx man that he caught tagging on a wall to teach the kid a lesson that he 

should not tag again.  
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Colors plot outlines McGavin’s actions through the “a few bad apples” argument, 

which is often heard when discussing police brutality and violence towards communities 

of color. This means that police brutality in the film is justified as isolated incidents that 

occur by cops to communities of color because of the violence present in communities of 

color. Therefore, if the police actions are violent or racist it is a result of a few bad cops 

not the system. The film Colors (Solo & Hopper,1988), simplifies an analysis of police 

brutality by positioning a good cop (Hodges) and a bad cop (McGavin) who are fighting 

under the same police system for the same cause: gang elimination, but through different 

methods. Without the contextualization of power, difference, and the “other” then police 

brutality becomes a small occurrence and a normalization in everyday life as seen in 

Straight Outta Compton (Cube et. al., & Gray, 2015). The film Colors normalizes 

violence towards Black and Latinx gangsters by showing that there are two ways to target 

gangs, McGavin’s and Hodge’s way. McGavin who is violent justifies his actions by 

saying that he is dealing with violent individuals who need violent responses. While, 

McGavin argues that infiltrating gangs by getting to know them and doing favors for each 

other is the best method to get them “off” the streets.  

In American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992), police brutality manifested itself 

differently. In the beginning of the film, Navy officers violently raped Esperanza (role 

played by Vira Montes)- Montoya’s mom, and they also violently beat Latinx/ 

Pachuc@s/zoot suits. In this scene, the violence is physical and sexual. The navy officers 

raped Esperanza in front of her partner and friends, and her friends could do nothing to 

defend her because they were outnumbered and being beaten. Even if Esperanza Santana 
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and Pedro Santana (Montoya’s parents) were not outnumbered, it would have been 

individuals fighting against an institutionalized system, the navy, whom has full support 

of the United States government.  

In American Me (Olmos et. al, & Olmos, 1992), the theme of police brutality comes 

up through the institutionalization and consequences of prisons. The beginning of the 

film starts with prison gates closing, and officers instructing inmates what to do. This 

scene is alluding to Montoya being booked in prison for his criminal offense. The content 

is explicit:  

Ain't nobody talking when I’m talking fellas so shut the fuck up. Grab your items 

and place on the envelope as I call them off: empty wallet, legal paperwork. First 

three out of the tank. Make a single file line on the bench. Let’s go. Open your 

mouth and stick out your tongue. Move your ears, flap yours fingers, and hands 

above your head. Move those fingers! Look down, lift your nut****, turn around, 

one foot at a time, pick it up and wiggle your toes, bend over, grab your ass and 

spread your cheeks and give me two good coughs (Orders by officer not shown, 

Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992, 26 seconds-2 minutes). 

In this scene, Montoya is being processed by a prison guard. The officer is explicit with 

his orders to scan inmate’s bodies and make sure they enter the correctional facility 

without any items: presumed items are drugs. One can sense a process of dehumanization 

that occurs when one is being booked for prison. The scene shows the authority the 

officer has over the inmates by instructing them to be silent because only he can talk. The 

story plot has not developed yet (the plot was not linear- it was being narrated by 
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Montoya who would go back and forth between incidents). JD, Mundo and Montoya all 

grew up in a prison, which is a reality shaped by the laws and police but that is depicted 

in the film as “poor” choices the youth made that led them to prison. The lives of JD, 

Mundo, and Montoya are portrayed through their incarceration secluding them from life 

outside of prison. As shown in the film, JD, Mundo, and Montoya, were all incarcerated 

for a long time for vandalism, even though they were young kids, without the proper 

legal support or legal representation. The film’s response is complex. It positions JD, 

Mundo and Montoya at fault for their choices and for following a gang life, while 

Montoya later tells Julie that he had no support which alludes to a lack of institutional 

support. One can see that there is a lack of support from institutions because so many of 

them are absent, for example, schools are eliminated from the movie though JD, Mundo, 

and Montoya were teens. The film does foreground prisons as a consequence to gang life. 

Prisons are not glamorized in the film, but they are also shown to be the way they are 

because of the people who are imprisoned and that can be destructive to communities of 

color. It builds on the ideas of hyper-masculinity and violence.  

In the beginning of Montoya’s time in prison, he is raped, and this is portrayed as a 

common occurrence, but because Montoya defended himself by killing the young man 

who raped him, it gave Montoya prestige status. In the film, there are harsh brutalities 

portrayed in prisons such as rape, segregation between races, and a sense of self that is 

confined by four prison walls. Racial divisions are portrayed as a must to survive in 

American Me, where communities can only connect with their race: Black Guerrilla 

family, Aryan Family, and La Eme (Mexican Mafia) (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992). 
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Further analysis is needed on the conditions in prison systems which are kept secret and 

hidden from the public but that American Me challenged by portraying taboo subjects. 

Prisons and incarceration are a form of police brutality that is structural. Most audiences 

are unaware of what goes on in prisons unless they themselves have been to prison or 

know someone in prison. Most prisons are created under conditions that exclude and 

isolate them from society. Access into prisons is limited. Prisons have become profitable 

corporations, which have truly impacted their purpose because they have become a 

source of cheap labor. American Me can possibly trigger curiosity to prisons which can 

shed light to the conditions lived by the inmates.  

While, police brutality is apparent in Straight Outta Compton (Cube et. al. & Gray, 

2015) through the racist acts of police officers that are highlighted and consistent 

throughout the film in the following scenes. Ice Cube is coming out of the house where 

Dre is staying and headed to his own house when Ice Cube is stopped by the police. The 

cops grab him and throw him to the floor without any cause. The cop then proceeds to 

say, “This is LAPD, I am the only gangster. Where the rocks at? …Do you really want to 

be here?” Someone in the community replies, “where do you want them to go? This is 

their community.” (Cube et. al. & Gray, 2015). This scene is crucial to highlighting 

police brutality because it is violent and it dehumanizes the Black body. It also shows 

how police specifically target Black males. This scene also operates under assumptions 

that Black males are gangsters, drug dealers, and that they make the community bad, in 

this instance the community is Compton, California. Police brutality is normalized as an 

everyday occurrence in Compton, California, which really locates Black males in a 
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specific place, it shows them as not belonging there, but if not there, then where should 

they be?  In another instance, there was a fight between Dre’s brother and another 

individual and the cops stopped by when they saw a crowd gathered in the parking lot. 

Cops said “clear this parking lot. You can’t just stand here. Get the fuck home.” Dre 

replies, “I am home!”, and the cop responds with, “If you don’t start walking…” Dre 

replies, “Or what?” The cop violently pushes him and says, “Stop resisting boy.” Dre is 

then incarcerated. Eazy E bails him out of jail and asks, “What they lock you up for?” 

and Dre says, “I was literally just standing.”  (Cube et. al, & Gray, 2015). Both of these 

scenes were highlighted in the film, but were not contextualized. The film shows several 

isolated incidents where Eazy E is chased by the police, Ice Cube is arrested by police, 

and Dre is incarcerated by the police.  

When N.W.A was recording in a studio in Torrance, California and the rappers 

stepped outside for a bit to check in on Dre, the cops stopped them. The cops said, “You 

niggas lost?” and N.W.A replies, “We are working here.” Cops reply, “Get on the 

ground…trying to check these bangers” (Cube et. al. & Gray, 2015). N.W.A members 

were constantly targeted for their dress style, for being male, and for living in their 

communities. In these scenes it is clear that the cops are not working with communities. 

They are policing communities and making it possible to mundanely target and arrest 

people of color on every day basis. All of the films had police presence. All of the films 

had police arresting and targeting males of color that were deemed to be involved with 

gangs. Similar to Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988), the police brutality that occurs in 

Straight Outta Compton is treated as individual acts by police officers. It does this 
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because the films do not contextualize that police brutality occurs under a system of 

structural inequalities that reproduce oppression. In the previous scenes, the police are 

making the characters feel unwelcomed in their own communities, but they particularly 

do this to Blacks and Latinxs, and it becomes worse when these groups are profiled as 

gangsters as seen in the film.  

Due to the legal powers of the police and the institutionalization of violence through 

the police, we need to understand how police brutality functions in the films and in 

communities like Los Angeles. In popular culture, there are embedded ideologies that 

manifest themselves in media representations of urban communities. These 

representations of urban communities become synonymous with crime and cause fears 

concerning issues of poverty and marginalization (Mayr and Machin, 2011). Popular film 

creates dangerous representations due to their lack of adequate analysis of complex issues 

such as police brutality. For example, Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988) portrays cops 

targeting gangs in urban areas; however, in Colors, the police officers use violence to 

target communities of color and then normalize such actions because of the urban 

conditions that are being created and distributed. Urban conditions in Colors imply that 

communities are violent, and prone to crime. Therefore, one must question the motives of 

the films and the purposeful representation of cops with a “justice” purpose, and gangs 

with a “destructive” intention.  

Analysis of police brutality will help us contextualize the films in more detail. The 

police targeting the Black body is an example of institutional racism meaning racial 

police brutality is not a coincidence. Thus, further analysis is needed to understand the 
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effects of police brutality. All too often, “individual choice and individual pathology” are 

positioned as the discourse of crime, fear and the need for justifying police intervention 

(Mayr & Machin, 2011). The response to crime and “individual pathology” is the police 

in communities like Compton, South Central, and East Los Angeles. A race-gendered 

analysis from an intersectional Chicana feminist perspective is necessary to challenge the 

“inherent” or assumed aspect of males and masculinity within gangs, which then 

proceeds to depict males as violent.  This calls for an analysis on the discourse of gangs 

that presumes that gangs are male, violent, and criminal based.  

According to Alex Alonso (2004), gang formation in the 1940s and in the 1970s is 

linked to the following: “residential segregation, police brutality, and racially motivated 

violence” while, after the 1960s the “assassination of many national and local LA 

activists created a breeding ground for gang formation in the 1970s” (p.659). This 

analysis points to police brutality as the cause of gangs. Due to “racial intimidation, 

school and residential segregation, extreme marginalization and racial exclusion from 

mainstream LA,” gang formation has been possible (Alonso, 2004, p.659). This is 

important because without an intersectional analysis of the images that are reproduced 

one does not question how systems of domination are portrayed in the films.  

3.   Community Representation  

 Stuart Hall (1997) teaches us that in the process of representation there is 1) its 

constructed meaning and 2) the effects of such constructed meaning. Furthermore, there 

are effects of the representations of these communities: gangs, Latinxs and Black 
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communities, and Los Angeles. We must ask ourselves, what discourse is used to 

represent communities of color in popular film? I plan to complexify the politics of 

performance and representation of gangsters, Black and Latinxs, and Los Angeles. Thus, 

I chose to focus on how communities are represented in the films.  

In Colors, the two protagonist cops were white, and the rest of the characters in the 

film were predominantly Black and Latinx male gangsters (Solo & Hopper, 1988). The 

narrative that was created about the South Central and East L.A community was about 

chaos and violence, specifically implicating Los Angeles, Black and Latinxs, gangs. 

Often times, Colors, referred to communities in South Central and East L.A as the 

“jungle”. There were very few times were community were allowed to represent 

themselves and what they stood for or believed in. Most of the times, Colors, followed a 

narrative of murder, drugs, and very little voice or agency from the community (Solo & 

Hopper, 1988). In this instance in the film, Officer Reed in what looks like a community 

meeting states,  

Our community has kids out there…. who are dying…over colors. I mean, 

actually dying, over red or blue! we need you decent people to testify when you 

see something out there! We are outnumbered. Out gunned… Harold (community 

member) replies, why the hell do you think were here? Cause we’re fed up!... But 

the po-lice will never get anywhere…when you shake people down—shine the 

light in our eyes –treat all of us like criminals—because where we live! Right in 

front of our kids!!! (Schiffer, 1987, p.95).  
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The LAPD and Officer Reed are telling community members that there is a serious 

problem of gangs in the communities that is causing deaths and violence. Additionally, 

Officer Reed is telling community members to testify because police have not been 

successful in targeting gangs. The response from the community member, Harold, is 

important because it is not a direct response to Officer Reed, but it is letting Officer Reed 

know that the community is aware about their own community but that the police is also 

a problem in the community. Community members call out the police and their 

racialization and criminalization of community members. The film’s representation is 

complex. It shows that the police officers are attempting to portray a representation of the 

community as violent and destructive, but the community does not fully agree. Harold 

challenges Officer Reed by letting him know that the police are also an issue in the 

community. The police are targeting and racializing criminals to be Black and/or Brown. 

This is the only scene where this happens and it is contradictory to most of the messages 

shown in Colors, however it was not the emphasis of the film.  

 In American Me, Montoya is portrayed as an individual who made his own 

choices in the film. However, his role is indicative of the community he is from. The 

representation of this community member is important to understand communities of 

color, males of color, Latinxs in prison and/or in East Los Angeles. In American Me, 

Montoya States “the choices we made to survive got Mundo, JD, and me 10 to 25.” 

(Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 1992). The film quickly transitions to when Montoya is 16 and 

representing his gang in East L.A. Soon after, JD (role played by William Forsythe), 

Mundo (role played by Pepe Serna), and Montoya end up in prison and grow up in 
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prison. It is important to further elaborate on gang discourse that does not allow youth to 

be youth, in this case youth are growing up in prisons. Through a racialized gang 

discourse, youth of color are dehumanized and treated as adults to place the onus of 

choices on them as individuals. Here the film represents Mundo, JD, and Montoya at 

fault for making bad choices in their community so they end up in prison.  

  Montoya later explains his situation to Julie,  

“sometimes your whole life can be changed by one second of being in the wrong 

place at the wrong time” Julie replies, “couldn’t you have gotten lawyers to help 

you?” Montoya responds, “I didn’t know, I didn’t have any money. I was a 

kid…fifteen. My first day in juvie I got into a little chingaso, started getting 

schooled right away…” Julie responds, “you never went to school….” Montoya 

responds, “I didn’t have a choice. I had to feed myself… history, politics, 

biographies, anything I could get a hold of to make me think. Made me think 

about something more than just myself. About la raza, the revolution, the 

movimiento, inside, that’s your life, you know…we made life better for our 

people in the pintas” (Olmos, 1991, p. 57) 

This scene encompasses lots of different situations in Montoya’s life that allude to 

different positionalities. Identity and position are complex and Montoya tries to make 

sense of all of this for the first time when asked by Julie in an intimate setting. Unlike in 

Colors, where McGavin was humanized as a person by having a relationship with a 

Latina from the barrio, in American Me, Montoya is also impacted by a Latina from the 

barrio but in very different way. It is almost as though the Black and Latinx characters 
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are not allowed to have healthy relationships with others. Films do not treat people of 

color as “normal”. The first context is that Montoya was in the wrong place at the wrong 

time and that his life changed in an instant without him having ever planned it to end up 

the way it did. The second is that there were no lawyers to support or help advocate for 

his life. Montoya talks about not knowing and about not having any money. He also talks 

about just being a kid. He says that he got into a “chingazo” alluding to the rape and 

talking about how he quickly learned what prison is by being “schooled”. Julie builds on 

that and asks about “school” and formal education. Montoya talks about educating 

himself and learning about his roots, a revolution, but at the same time making conditions 

better in prisons by creating his organization and his structure in the prison rooted in the 

Mexican Mafia.   

This scene between Montoya and Julie allows us to politicize the notion of choice. 

Choice is often simplified to an act that we all have- we all have access to choices, and 

thus our life outcomes are due to our choices, however, this idea is embedded in the 

discourse that negates the complexities of the roles of systems and the conditions they 

foster that impact choices. The politicization of choice then becomes crucial in 

understanding communities of color. Montoya’s incarceration was not a choice, it was 

impacted by choices, but it is complex and this representation is important for our 

understanding of communities of color and how they are (mis) represented. Here, is one 

of the only scenes where Montoya is reflective about his journey into prison. He reflects 

on his community, his choices, and what he did to survive. Montoya made the conditions 

better for his community in prison, which is important because he labels them as a 
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movement- a revolution for the raza, and this is what makes communities complex. 

Communities within communities and the agency that is often negated and removed from 

people of color has led to a misunderstanding of gangs in films and in gang discourse.   

Community representation in Straight Outta Compton emphasized police brutality 

towards communities of color. In Straight Outta Compton (2015), N.W.A chose to play 

the song “fuck the police” in a Detroit concert against the wishes of the FBI. The FBI 

made it explicit to the rappers of NWA in the film that they cannot sing a song in concert 

that is against the police. The rappers were all arrested for not following the orders of the 

FBI. Soon after, the group participated in a press conference where Ice Cube states, “We 

did not incite a riot… it is a snapshot of how people feel… our art is a reflection of our 

reality” (Cube et. al. & Gray, 2015). This scene is pivotal in teaching us the 

misrepresentation of community agency and efforts. N.W.A was inspired, according to 

the film, to write the song “Fuck The Police” as mentioned earlier after the Torrance 

incident of racialization and police brutality towards their communities. Though the 

police are often given the authority to express their opinions about communities of color 

and to dictate what the community can or cannot do, N.W.A rappers were not granted the 

same choice. Thus, the rappers chose to represent in the film how their communities felt 

by telling the police “fuck the police”. Straight Outta Compton portrayed a more 

assertive representation of community as compared to the other films because it was 

about rap. Rap, gangster rap, and music was a way for N.W.A to voice and express what 

was going on in their communities. N.W.A was hyper-critical of the experiences of Black 

males in Compton, California. Straight Outta Compton was based on a true story, and it 
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was semi-autobiographical, and unlike American Me that only focused on Montoya and 

was also based on a true story, Straight Outta Compton analyzed the complex lives of 

several individuals from the same community by honoring their voice and experience.  

In Straight Outta Compton (Cube et. al., & Gray, 2015), when N.W.A first began 

they wrote their lyrics and created the beats for their music but they found an outside 

group to sing their music (it is insinuated that they picked an outside group because the 

outside group had better voices and were more representable20). However, the outside 

group did not agree to rap for N.W.A due to the content of the lyrics and a 

misunderstanding of the language that N.W.A provided them. N.W.A rappers are 

frustrated because they say the language is what they know and that it makes sense to use 

the language to represent their reality (Cube et. al., & Gray, 2015). N.W.A decides to rap 

themselves- Eazy E, Dr. Dre, Ice Cube, Mc Ren and Dj Yella. The politics of rap and 

voice are crucial in understanding the resistance used by the rappers to engage with their 

communities and their realities. The politics of performance and representation are 

connected to the outside group not wanting to represent what N.W.A stood for because 

they were not familiar nor did they understand Compton and where N.W.A was coming 

from. For many, the politics of representation are reduced to identity of Blackness. 

However, the performance of politics, and the performance of being in a particular space 

as Black men from Compton, Ca is much more political in films and in real life. In this 

instance in the film, two Black rap groups are positioned as dichotomous where one 

group is hood while the other is respectable. N.W.A’s style and dress resembled gang 
                                                   
20 Politics of respectability 
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culture and that was attributed to be violent and not respectable. Being Black is multi-

dimensional meaning that Blackness is not the same thing for all communities in Los 

Angeles. Furthermore, Straight Outta Compton, focused on the implications of Black 

males who understood their way of life because they were from Compton.  

Furthermore, it is treated as normative that gangsta rap is sexist, homophobic, and 

for some it is violent. But it can also be transformative, and act of resistance, and an act 

of affirmation for communities who live and grow in the margins. There is a boundary 

that is sometimes crossed when stereotypes and negativity portray reality and the 

arguments that rappers in particular have to make to justify their positionality21. But 

sometimes this misunderstanding comes from the outsides gaze, and most of the time the 

focus is on how this music appeals to white middle class youth.  

The films, Colors (Solo & Hopper, 1988), American Me (Olmos et. al. & Olmos, 

1992), and Straight Outta Compton (Cube et. al. & Gray, 2015) are very purposeful in 

what they teach others about communities by positioning them.  All three films begin 

with introductions that cause fear like the sound of helicopters, police sirens, cell blocks 

in prisons, and guards demanding prisoners to move. In Colors and American Me there is 

no presence of schools, while when there is, it is a brief violent incident in Straight Outta 

Compton with a school bus. The lack of schools and/or violence near schools happens in 

all three films and that creates a feel of fear for particular communities. The films take on 

intentional noises, images, music, and lighting. The use of images in what we choose to 

                                                   
21 I am not condoning violence or justifying it. I am engaging in complexities which is risky and 
dangerous. 
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represent in film is important because we are in need of possibilities and complexities in 

order to understand communities and the representation of communities. The relationship 

between Latinx and Black characters and their family is non-existent. These are all 

problematic representations that should not be normal because they misrepresent 

communities. We have enough deficit views that have reduced communities of color to 

single issues and single identities, for example, heterosexuality is normalized in all three 

films. 

Hall states, “language, then, is the property of neither the sender nor the receiver 

of meanings. It is the shared cultural ‘space’ in which the production of meaning through 

language- that is, representation- takes place” (1997, p.10).  Hall is implying that 

language and representation go hand in hand. Representation is a process that is fueled by 

language. Language can be a shared process of creating, but film makes this complex. 

The choices that films have made to represent communities of color is pivotal to 

understanding the purpose of this thesis, whether it is moments where communities are 

grouped as one, or whether the emphasis was on one individual, or whether the emphasis 

was on how communities responded to the conditions present they each played a role in 

unpacking discourse. Communities voice’ and representation have often been left out of 

films, popular media, the industry, and dominant discourse and when communities are 

represented, they are exploited and used by mainstream traditional structures in deficit 

ways. There are a few moments in all three films where this happens and I chose to focus 

on them, but they make sense with analysis. There is a lack of understanding of 

communities of color in the media because they are reduced to a discourse of deficit 
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stereotypes. However, this comes from a lack of understanding of the systems and from a 

lack of understanding within communities. But as communities of color, most of the 

times others come in uninvited (others translates to: researchers, media, Hollywood 

exploitation, etc.). 
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CHAPTER 5: Conclusion-Revolutionizing Resistance   

CONCLUSION  

This thesis aimed to answer the following research questions: 1) How does a 

racialized gang discourse manifest itself in popular film? 2) How do popular media 

construct gang discourses around males, violence, and race? 3) How can a Chicana 

feminist race-gendered epistemology challenge the (mis)representation of gang identity? 

The films allowed me to engage with discourse on representations that led me to complex 

answers, which means that to study films means to study realities, knowledge production, 

and to historicize representations of real communities. Discourse on gangs is racialized to 

Black and Brown bodies, mostly male bodies, but I learned that gender is a verb. Gender 

is constantly being constructed and performed through the politics of identity (Munoz, 

1999). I challenge discourse and meaning-making by arguing that reason/logic is 

gendered. In other words, truth and knowledge are not neutral because knowledge is 

created and power is at the center (De Lissovoy, 2012).  Through a Chicana critical race 

feminist approach, my goal was to analyze the films’ narratives and plot through a 

decolonizing lens, but instead I was led to a project of revolutionizing resistance through 

gang reppin (representation). I learned through writing this thesis and by analyzing the 

films that gang reppin could be understood through a counter-narrative. The counter-

narrative is a historical approach that politicizes their role in resistance and their 

existence. I argue this because the theory behind representation is not always made in 
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explicit connections but there are always theoretical assumptions. Resistance is a tool that 

is used by communities of color to survive that film often does not exemplify. 

Resistance and gang discourse are connected. The films allowed us access into 

public discourse on gangs. Gangs in films were operating under certain assumptions and 

histories, but they allowed me to think about discourse of gangs in knowledge production 

in films, the academy, and in communities like Los Angeles. What if we were to (re) 

envision gangs as active agents strategically using violence as a resource due to their 

identity politics (Streicher, 2011)? Gangs are a form of resistance. Gangs are a form of 

community resistance to oppressive structures and as long as oppressive structures are 

involved in communities of color there will be a response. However, resistance also 

teaches us that gangs do not only exist in response to something. Gangs also have agency 

in existing from a space of resistance because they want to, because they stand for 

something, because they are an organization that chooses not to participate in the legality 

of existing power systems. Gangs choose not to engage in existing power systems 

perhaps because of their lived histories as communities of color.  

Discourse on gangs is often not studied in the field of education, which has 

prevented many from understanding, knowing, and engaging with gang educational 

experience. However, gangs in film creates an avenue that connects discourse to 

education because theory and realities are interconnected in discourse. Discourses play a 

role in our learning processes as well as our teaching processes. Discourse has practical 

implications in film making. Discourse is the understanding of meaning, and the 

importance that meaning creates (Van Djik, 1993). Critical discourse analysis argues that 
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meaning and knowledge are sociopolitical and that discourse is implicated in creating 

social realities. In this thesis, critical discourse analysis is used to unpack the language 

used to represent gangs, and Black and Latinx communities in films. This project is about 

education and gangs in so many ways. Education is a political economy that responds to 

social systems because it serves systems of power (Luke, 1995).  For example, there is 

power in films teaching others about communities through representation. Furthermore, 

the power of education is in its ability to function in transformative and liberatory ways, 

which is necessary to engage in this project and take on a social justice humanizing lens.  

A social justice humanizing lens aims to dismantle oppression and move towards 

humanizing ways of living (Freire, 1970). Education isn’t just happening to others, it is 

constantly co-created and shared (Urrieta, 2007). Education is a collaborative process that 

manifests itself in different avenues such as film, the classroom, at home, in discourse, 

and in communities. All too often there is an act of unwarranted scripture, someone else 

has taken the liberty to classify others. My hope is to engage in a more humanizing aspect 

of research by being rooted in social justice, transformation, and intersectionality that 

honors and engages with life experiences (Freire, 1970). One that honors the multi-

dimensionality of gangsters in films and in discourse. Location to me is so important 

because it matters and that is why I chose films in Los Angeles County.  

The importance of using film lies in “what we understand is the result of an 

encounter between our own experience, how we interpret representations, and how the 

interpreter understands herself or himself” (Valdez & Halley, 1999, p.287). Film is a 

powerful tool that teaches. Film is rooted in popular narratives and discourses that have 
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created misrepresentations. Discourse in the academy and film are connected, meaning 

that analyzing film and text are two powerful ways to understand the construction of 

meaning (Kellner, 2003). Popular film industry has a story that sells. Racist and 

oppressive images are normalized for entertainment in film because they are rooted in 

everyday discourses of the world they are produced from meaning that they reflect their 

societal context. Visual images in films are powerful, and representations of inequalities 

are powerful because they are often subtle (Hall, 1997).  

Critical race theorists, Huber and Solórzano (2015), analyze the visual 

microaggressions in film that have reproduced the image of the Mexican bandit. The 

argument is that visual images in film are violent and that they are racialized (Huber & 

Solórzano, 2015). Film allows for communities to see themselves through the eyes of 

others and all too often Black and Brown communities do not see themselves positively. 

There is power in words and language that the analysis of discourse alone did not allow 

me to point out and name (De Lissovoy, 2008). Sometimes violence is subtle and it is 

hidden in ideology. Film can teach perceptions and that is a powerful tool.  

There is a lack of understanding of friendships, communities, and the role that 

gangs play in communities of color because the choices made by communities of color 

are often demonized and portrayed as violent. Though the films taught in limited ways 

about gangs, they did not contextualize the context of gangs in the United States. 

Segregation and immigration after World War II impacted Black communities (Alonso, 

2004). White people would get together, though they were not called gangs, they were 

motivated by racial hatred and would violently attack Black communities (Alonso, 2004). 
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Communities of color would get together, very politically, and fight white communities 

and police brutality in return. Communities of color would create alliances to show unity 

in common experience as communities of color. This analysis is important to 

contextualize crime, which is often depicted as natural. Crime is understood in isolation 

and in deviance without contextualization.  

The context of film is important. One, however, only understands gang discourse 

through a “common sense” (Gramsci, 1971) narrative that represents government 

ideology and interests, which has commonly been used to demonize gangs. Colors (Solo 

& Hopper, 1988) is told from the perspective of the police. Systems like the LAPD are 

embedded in violence and are an enactment of white supremacy. The history of the 

LAPD relations with the community has been based on unequal relations of power, but 

the dominant portrayal was of violent Black and Brown bodies. LAPD has historically 

targeted Black and Latinx bodies.  It is not just one cop who has his ways, like McGavin, 

it is a system that was created with specific targets on mind.  The powers of the United 

States government are embedded in their laws, agencies, and they have specific interests- 

to protect the United States government. Historically, Black communities have been 

excluded from accessing U.S government due to the legacy of the enslavement of Black 

bodies and to the racist laws that have been kept and reenacted; laws like Jim Crow laws, 

limited access to voting, naturalization laws etc. Latinxs, in particular Mexican-

Americans, have also been purposefully excluded as second-class citizens after the Treaty 

of Guadalupe-Hidalgo that came about from the U.S war against Mexico in 1846 (Brown 

& Urrieta, 2010). The violence towards communities of color manifests itself in day-to-
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day violent acts through the support of systems like the U.S government. There is a lack 

of conversation of COINTELPRO22, a federal government initiative that destroyed 

communities of color movements in the 1960s and 1970s by targeting leaders, efforts, 

and work of activists fighting for social justice. United States government is implicit in 

the conditions that it fosters in prisons, but that is not explicitly shown in the film. 

Arguably, the film American Me (Olmos et. al., & Olmos, 1992) is told from the 

perspective of Montoya. According to Valdez & Halley (1999), American Me (Olmos et. 

al., & Olmos, 1992) was supposed to discourage gang involvement, but some argued that 

it glamorized gangs. American Me shows that there is no positive collaboration across 

racial groups in gang discourse. Race relations impact the relationship between Black and 

Latinxs in communities in Los Angeles and in prisons. In American Me, we learned that 

prisons deny freedoms and they have the legal power to forcibly confine individuals into 

a location where they give up most of their rights. Also, prisons as a legal system are 

used to punish, confine, and reform individuals and with this they fostered hostile spaces 

for inmates to live in American Me (1992).  The New Jim Crow by Michelle Alexander 

(2010) gives an in-depth analysis about how mass-incarceration is the new Jim Crow 

targeting Black men through the “war on drugs” into prison system. American Me 

challenges mainstream narratives by giving the perspective of Montoya which humanizes 

                                                   
22 http://search.freedomarchives.org/search.php?view_collection=150 & https://vimeo.com/15930463 
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him just enough to portray him as a leader. However, it portrays him as a leader that 

harmed the community and in essence his ways were not to be respected.  

Straight Outta Compton through its plot insinuated the politics of rap.  Some of 

the complexities of gangsta rap and film are due to access to “public space” in the 

“industry,”23 and the becoming of mainstream products which fuels capitalism. The 

power of capitalism is entrenched in the politics of making and living in the United States 

as well as across the world. Often times, the story is no longer told from a community’s 

perspective24 (Cube et. al. & Gray, 2015). In Straight Outta Compton film, two of the 

previous rappers of N.W.A were involved in the film making, to make explicit the life 

realities of capitalist “Amerikkka (Ice Cube’s words)25” by putting race at the forefront of 

experience. However, an intersectional lens is needed to understand the complexities of 

the Black community in Compton. This means that a critical story was told about the 

complexities of Black rappers in Compton, but that this story is historical, sociological, 

economical, gendered, and racialized among so many other lenses that could be used to 

unpack the normalization of violence. One must complexify our understanding of 

violence, sex, and misogyny that are often implicated with gangster culture and the Black 

communities.  

The films show that violence is normal. They have also operated under gender 

binaries. Womxn are not inherently passive and men inherently aggressive as is shown in 

                                                   
23 industrialization, market, economy. 
24 Consequently, we must all be careful when telling and retelling stories. 
25 https://youtu.be/blrwIyzPL-M 
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the films. Hegemonic masculinity has manifested itself as a normal phenomenon in 

representation and discourse on gangs (Alonso, 2004). United States and the “West” are 

crucial in our understanding of normal and tradition. In particularly for people of color, 

they have positioned men in gangs as “undomesticated males” (Brotherton, 2008). The 

three films made the connection that males and gangs were synonymous in a way that 

Black and Latinx and urban were too.  Do we accept masculinity where we want it to be 

like in armies? But not in non-state actors like gangs? What is masculine? Does one 

choose to be a man? Are gangsters the only actors with actual autonomy and agency in 

the making of cities?  

Thrashers definition (1927) of gangs is important to the colonial project. Where 

did Thrasher get his language? How was he informed? How did he come 

to those conclusions?  After all, Western research is a manifestation of the colonial 

project. What is the colonial legacy in gang experience? Colonial and Western 

constructions of deviants and others who are historically positioned as “thugs” can help 

contextualize Thrasher’s work on gangs in 1927 in the first place. Masculinity is a 

colonial project.  Popular culture, not sure who made culture popular, but the naming of 

such project has had implications for those involved in it, sometimes without a choice 

(YouDell, 2006).    

Critical Race Feminism along with methodologies of the oppressed have allowed 

for me to engage in the disruption of traditional ways of knowing and to ask new 

questions (Hesse-Biber, 2012; Sandoval, 2000; Wing, 2003). I challenge hierarchies, 

power, and authority. I challenge knowledge that excludes. There are struggles to writing, 
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thinking, and feeling. There are struggles to being both in the inside and outside of 

experience. There is agency in writing, (re) telling, remembering, feeling, and sharing 

(Flores, 2011; Guevara-Cruz, 2015). My Chicana feminist lens is more than a gender 

analysis, it is an epistemology, axiology, ontology and way of being (Sandoval, 2000). 

This thesis challenges acts of violence that have disempowered communities of color. 

Science has paved a way for inequality, racism, sexism, oppression, through its methods, 

research and needs to classify (Smith, 1999). There is a lot that is left out of gang 

discourse. Most researchers operate in dualities and binaries that mimic patriarchy. We 

must interrogate, disrupt and question the traditional and what we deem normal. There 

are tensions in this work and I try to work through them with dialogue. There is fluidity 

and possibility in the interconnections of intersectionality. Critical race feminists are 

concerned with practice not just theory. Work like this must have practical implications, 

which is why this lens is purposeful in being multi-disciplinarian.   

IMPLICATIONS 

Why are films about Latinxs and Black gangs produced? Who is the industry 

trying to entertain?  These films have an economic benefit to some, but are a cultural and 

ideological act of violence towards others (Luke, 1995). Discourse is important because it 

creates, produces, and sustains ideas (Van Djik, 1993). Inequalities are reproduced 

through these ideas and mechanisms (YouDell, 2006). Film is not about words and texts, 

there are real visual images that accompany these films that have implications (Kellner, 

2003). The films portray a deficit narrative of low-income young men of color who are 
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gangsters - what does this say about class, gender and race? Discourse in popular film has 

reproduced and sustained a script of teenage students in gangs. There is more that is 

being taught through film like the representation of anger, violence, fights, and chaos that 

portrays urban communities of color and particular males in specific roles. The storyline 

of Hollywood film is that young men are perpetrators and have no morals (Yosso, 2002). 

Youth of color are portrayed to be quick to defy authority, thus they “choose” to live in 

chaos. Acts of resistance are often noted as self-defeating and conformist reactions to 

dominant oppressive systems (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). There is a race, class and 

gendered approach to representing students in a particular manner of dress, etiquette, talk, 

and most importantly character in film. Consequently, a natural reaction to chaos is order 

and policing that often comes in actual consequences: police in schools, zero-tolerance 

policies, and rules and regulations that run schools like prisons.  The narrative that 

because gang youth and youth of color are often unsupervised, they act out, and commit 

crimes because they have no direction is rooted in a deficit discourse of crime and 

poverty (Hagedorn, 2008). 

Building from the findings in this work, I learn that education should be rooted in 

the practice of praxis- reflection and action. Educators and researchers should not be two 

separate entities, therefore building from this work entails for us all to re-think defiance, 

resistance, and choices when making sense of discourses of power. We all operate under 

discourses of power that impact our lives in unique ways depending on our 

positionalities. Discourses are complex and they require dialogue, un-learning, 

challenging, resisting, unpacking, and collaboration when discussion Black and Latinx 
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gang communities in Los Angeles and elsewhere. We must all work together towards 

liberatory ways of knowing and learning that can lead to transformational resistance and 

a critical consciousness (Freire, 1970). For gangs, Black and Latinx communities, and 

certain pockets of Los Angeles, we learn that their experience has been significant to the 

making of the United States of America.  

Films will always teach, even if it wasn’t their intention, and their intention was 

comedy or sci-fi or romance. A film does not have to be a documentary to be 

informational and they should not be treated like they teach in isolation of power and/or 

oppression. We must always be critical of what is privileged in film and what is being 

used in film that sustains oppression. Consumption of film reaches large audiences and 

most will engage with what they learn in one way or another. There is an economy to the 

market of film (Reid, 1993). Thus, we must use film to engage in work with students and 

communities to unpack representation and to become actors of our own representations. 

When we consume film we have the power to consume deficit views that we were not 

taught to recognize. For example, film teaches us that gang characteristics are easily 

reproduced and categorized and we must ask ourselves why these images are created. 

Critical theorists, Huber and Solórzano (2015), argue that macro-aggressions are rooted 

in ideology that is driven by white supremacy. Therefore, there is power in perceptions 

and in the internalization of them because films can encourage certain behaviors (Huber 

& Solórzano, 2015).  

The patterns in the film show us that we are all implicated regardless of where we 

are because we all create discourse. We participate in the realities that we live in, for 



 92 

example, as a Chicana I may not understand a white experience but I know that to be 

white is to have a separate reality in the United States. We are implicated as teachers who 

work with students and who learn from film. We are implicated in how we teach and 

what we teach. We are implicated in the work that we reproduce and in what we say and 

in what we leave out to represent others. This thesis is about misrepresentation because it 

matters because we teach the politics of respectability as if they are a normal 

phenomenon but what we teach to respect, honor, and understand is not neutral. The 

power of what we make normative in our writing and in our thought benefits and 

excludes particular systems. There is power in becoming and in creating. I ask that we 

engage in social justice transformative thought and action to empower communities of 

color. This thesis interrogated practices that are deemed normal in film. I encourage all to 

engage with counter-narratives (Yosso, 2013). I believe that ethnic studies in schools can 

begin the process of unlearning and re-learning history if done from a social justice and 

humanizing lens and practice (Flores, 2011; Freire, 1970). We should encourage students 

to participate in knowledge production by engaging with film. We should use film as a 

starting point to teach refusals of citizenship, politics, and ways of knowing. Films can 

become a practical tool to learn, re-create, and un-do discourse.  

This thesis is more than a thesis, it is a project, a life’s work. As a Chicana from 

South Central Los Angeles, who no longer lives there, I will always have a part of South 

Central in me. The language in this thesis is a compilation of words that have helped me 

name and understand experiences. All too often, we get caught up in the idea that we only 

do work in our field or in our topic of interest. Well I challenge that. The academy is such 
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an exclusive space with words that only people here understand even though they are 

often attempting to explain words that do not belong here. Communities work is 

everyone’s work, everyone is implicated, but sometimes some of us have more access 

than others. We should all feel implicated when doing work that speaks, lives, and 

represents others’ experiences. Film can be more accessible than language in the 

academy but it can be just as problematic. 
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