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Robert J. Duran opens his latest book The Gang Paradox: Inequalities 
and Miracles on the U.S.-Mexico Border with an account of his shock at 
hearing a faith-based Hispanic gang expert demonizing borderland 
Hispanic gangs and laying the blame for their existence on the 
shortcomings of gang members and their families. The remainder of the 
book is an effort to debunk this widely shared and alarmist approach to 
such gangs; explore the role of Hispanic law enforcement officers in the 
criminalization of Hispanic youth; document the resiliency of borderland 
Hispanics; offer solutions to the problems of Hispanic youth along the 
U.S.-Mexico border; and understand how a Hispanic man could partake 
in the public denigration of Hispanic gang members and their families. In 
attempting to attain these goals, Duran draws upon data collected over a 
10 year period in Southern New Mexico and West Texas: data derived 
from personal observations, community focus groups and interviews, 
examination of government documents and newspaper archives, and the 
findings of undergraduate student research projects. 

With regard to the alarmist approach to borderland Hispanic gangs, 
Duran begins with the observation that this approach is rooted in the 
derogation of people native to that region which began with their 
colonization and which has been exacerbated by both prohibition and the 
war on drugs with their attendant cross-border trafficking. He goes on to 
note that our perception of the prevalence and criminality of borderland 
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Hispanic gangs is grossly distorted by the inherent difficulty of defining 
gangs (as opposed to both more and less problematic affiliations) 
coupled with our reliance on less than credible sources of information on 
the topic: most importantly law enforcement agencies with their lack of 
research training and their fiscal incentives to exaggerate the ubiquity 
and criminality of gangs. Based upon his more methodical and objective 
analysis of borderland Hispanic gang activity, Duran concludes that most 
of the groups that are considered to be criminal gangs are (and always 
have been) little more than identifiable collections of young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds who experience marginalization by an 
ethnocentric and increasingly draconian school system as well as 
criminalization by a discriminatory criminal justice process in which 
youth of Mexican descent are overrepresented at every punitive stage 
compared to white youth – collections that are best understood in terms 
of cultural resistance and ordinary youthful mischief. As such, he asserts, 
“gangs along the U.S.-Mexico border region of Southern New Mexico 
and West Texas do not exert a profound negative influence” (p. 242). 

With regard to the role of Hispanic law enforcement officers in the 
criminalization of Hispanic youth, Duran begins by noting that such 
officers oftentimes constitute sizeable minorities, if not majorities, in the 
law enforcement agencies active in the region and yet racial and ethnic 
inequalities persist. Duran explores this apparent organizational paradox 
through extensive interviews with law enforcement officers of diverse 
identities and finds that not only do these officers categorically deny that 
race and ethnicity have anything to do with their treatment of youth, they 
frequently express great concern for Hispanic youth and the social 
conditions that lead to their high levels of surveillance, arrest, and 
incarceration. In fact, he found these officers to be both interested in 
addressing those conditions and profoundly frustrated with the lack of 
resources at their disposal for accomplishing this goal. And while many 
of their accounts of the problems of Hispanic youth are somewhat 
disparaging of such youth and their families, he refrains from accusing 
these officers of outright bigotry. Rather, he suggests that they are simply 
well-intended citizens trying to do their jobs in a system based upon what 
he later refers to as “racialized social control that serves to enhance 
inequality” (p. 222). In the end, Duran’s exploration of the role of law 
enforcement officers in general, and Hispanic law enforcement officers 
in particular, in the criminalization of Hispanic youth led him to the 
realization that “identifying a moral high ground in terms of which 
groups or individuals were bad and which ones were good was 
impossible in a world made up of shades of gray” (p. 156). 



Theory in Action 

187 

With regard to the resiliency of borderland Hispanics, Duran cites a 
number of what he calls “empirical miracles”. Among the miracles he 
identifies are their relatively low levels of criminal gang activity 
compared with other U.S. communities; their surprisingly high rates of 
educational and labor market success; their unwavering commitment to 
family, work, and religion; and their desire to assimilate despite their 
ongoing marginalization. These observations are fittingly supplemented 
by accounts of his conversations with two Latina women who have 
achieved success in the U.S. despite the many cultural and structural 
obstacles they encountered along the way. 

With regard to viable solutions to the problems of Hispanic youth 
along the U.S.-Mexico border, Duran presents suggestions derived from 
his students, community practitioners, and his own experiences as a 
scholar and community member. His gleaning of student research 
projects generated a litany of potential solutions focused on increased 
access to employment for adults and increased recreational opportunities 
for youth, both in schools and in the larger community. His interviews 
with community practitioners generated similar suggestions along with 
calls for more inter-agency cooperation and the exploration of 
alternatives to criminalization, including diversionary drug programs and 
restorative justice forums. Duran endorses all of these suggestions and 
adds that instilling cultural consciousness is vital to ameliorating the 
legacy of colonization in the Southwest. 

Finally, with regard to how a Hispanic man could partake in the public 
denigration of Hispanic gang members and their families, Duran draws 
upon his years of research on borderland Hispanic gangs and the context 
in which they emerge and concludes that the actions of this man are 
rooted in his acceptance of a colonialist ideology. Acceptance of this 
ideology is not peculiar to this individual in Duran’s opinion as he 
elsewhere notes its impact on many borderland Hispanics who, rather 
than challenge their marginalized status, instead “debated among 
themselves about how they needed to work harder and not blame 
society” (p. 189). This all too common (in his view) acceptance of 
colonialist ideology is the basis for Duran’s aforementioned insistence 
that instilling cultural consciousness is vital to ameliorating the problems 
of borderland Hispanics. 

The Gang Paradox: Inequalities and Miracles on the U.S.-Mexico 
Border has been lauded for its contribution to changing the narrative on 
borderland Hispanic gangs, and rightfully so. It should also be lauded, in 
my opinion, for its generally balanced treatment of borderland denizens. 
Such treatment is especially evident in two instances. 
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First, the balanced treatment of borderland denizens is evident in 
Duran’s portrayal of the communities in which Hispanic gangs emerge. 
Specifically, it is evident in his insistence that gangs and other social 
problems do not define Hispanic communities along the U.S.-Mexico 
border. I found Duran’s account of the “empirical miracles” he observed 
during his research to be a welcome and much needed counterbalance to 
the accounts one frequently encounters not only in the media, but in 
scholarly works as well. In fact, I found it quite refreshing to come away 
from a scholarly work on a marginalized population without the 
impression that its communities have been reduced to little more than 
drug and violence infested wastelands. And while I understand the need 
for scholars to address the devastation wrought on marginalized 
communities by our social practices and the impulse to do so forcefully, I 
think it is important that we also reveal the humanity that survives such 
devastation; lest we inadvertently participate in the widespread 
maligning of those communities. It has been my experience that the 
overwhelming majority of people in even the most marginalized of 
populations live their lives with remarkable resolve, and I commend 
Robert J. Duran for making the resiliency of borderland Hispanics a 
central component of his narrative. 

Second, the balanced treatment of borderland denizens is evident in 
Duran’s portrayal of law enforcement officers and their role in the 
criminalization of Hispanic youth. That is, it is evident in his suggestion 
that the complicity of such officers (including Hispanics) in this process 
results from a combination of the limited opportunities available to 
borderland Hispanic youth and the context in which borderland law 
enforcement officers operate rather than from the moral shortcomings of 
those officers. I found it encouraging to read a scholarly work on the role 
of law enforcement in the perpetuation of racial and ethnic inequality 
that did not (however implicitly) portray law enforcement officers as 
either racists or sycophants. I found this encouraging not because I 
categorically support law enforcement agencies and their personnel (my 
political leanings being decidedly anarchist), but because I find the 
wholesale censure of any group to be at odds with both my personal 
experience and my sociological understanding of the world. I therefore 
commend Robert J. Duran for choosing morally engaged social science 
over reductionist moralizing. 

Despite my recognition of the many merits of The Gang Paradox: 
Inequalities and Miracles on the U.S.-Mexico Border, I did find some 
aspects of this book mildly disconcerting. Not so disconcerting that they 
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detract from the overall value of this work, but disconcerting 
nonetheless. Those aspects are as follows. 

First, I find Duran’s conclusion that borderland Hispanic gangs do not 
exert a profound negative influence to be unwarranted. I find this 
conclusion unwarranted because even if Duran is correct in asserting that 
most of what are deemed borderland “gangs” are simply collections of 
disadvantaged youth rebelling against their marginalization and engaged 
in ordinary mischief at worst (and I am convinced that he is), the pages 
of this book are filled with references to gang-related killings 
nonetheless. So much so that among the notes provided at the end of this 
book is one commemorating specific murder victims and positing that “it 
would be empowering to have the names of everyone taken too soon by 
violence” (p. 260). This being the case, and while I appreciate Duran’s 
attempt to change the narrative on borderland Hispanic gangs, I find his 
inclination to diminish the impact of all such gangs to be troublingly 
gratuitous. 

Second, I find Duran’s account of the criminalization of borderland 
Hispanic youth to be regrettably one-dimensional. I find this account to 
be regrettably one-dimensional in that while it is clear that such youth are 
criminalized at a higher rate than white youth and that this has something 
to do with race and ethnicity, it is also clear that this might have 
something to do with class as well. After all, we are talking about the 
criminalization rates of poor Hispanic youth compared to those of much 
more affluent white youth. The relative impoverishment of Hispanic 
youth in this context is important because there is simply too much 
evidence that class is an important determinate of experiences with the 
criminal justice system for it not to be a major consideration in any 
treatment of the criminalization process. Specifically, research suggests 
that members of the underclass, regardless of race or ethnicity, are more 
likely than members of the middle and upper-classes to be perceived as a 
threat (Petit & Western, 2004); to be scrutinized by the police (Mauer & 
Huling, 1995); and to be sent to prison (Western & Wildeman, 2009). 
Perhaps the most telling evidence of the importance of class in the 
criminalization process is the fact that when Western & Wildeman 
(2009) explored the impact of mass incarceration on different 
populations, they found that “in the period of the prison boom, class 
inequality in incarceration clearly increased, but racial inequality did 
not” (p. 231). None of this suggests that race and ethnicity are 
unimportant. It does, however, suggest that these categories might be 
especially important when they intersect with underclass status as has 
been noted by many of our most prominent contemporary commentators 
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on race and ethnicity (Bonilla-Silva, 1997; Davis, 2007; hooks, 2000; 
Wilson, 1978). To be fair, Duran repeatedly acknowledges the underclass 
status of the Hispanic youth under consideration and its impact on their 
life chances. Nevertheless, I find myself lamenting the absence of 
explicit attention to intersectionality and its relevance for understanding 
the system of racialized social control he alluded to as the ultimate 
culprit in the criminalization of Hispanic youth. 

Finally, I am not entirely comfortable with Duran’s conclusion that the 
willingness of a Hispanic man to partake in the public denigration of 
Hispanic youth and their families is simply a result of his having 
accepted a colonialist ideology. This might well be the case. However, 
before I would accept this explanation of the origins of his worldview – 
and the worldviews of the other borderland Hispanics that Duran accords 
similar treatment – I would have to know why we should expect all such 
Hispanics to adhere to the same worldview in the first place. Are there 
not differences (class, status, religion, political ideology) among 
borderland Hispanics just as there are among other populations? Might 
not these differences contribute to the existence of multiple worldviews 
among this population, some of which tend toward the conservative and 
judgmental? Might not Linger (2002) be correct in asserting that rather 
than being surprised at the absence of intra-group empathy among people 
who share ethnicity “we should perhaps rather be surprised at our 
(anthropologists) continued tendency to group people under ethnic 
rubrics, to imagine that such conventional rubrics carry substantial 
weight, and be puzzled when they do not” (p. 500)? Might not Martes 
(2002) be justified in questioning the legitimacy of assuming “that it is 
the responsibility of so-called ethnic minorities to attach themselves to 
their cultural and national roots, while no such assumption is made in 
connection with the descendants of European immigrants” (p. 500)? I 
don’t pretend to know the answers to these questions. I do, however, 
know that they warrant consideration. I also know that Duran’s 
inattention to the implications of these questions for how we go about 
understanding the worldviews of borderland Hispanics left me with the 
uneasy feeling that he might have rushed to a less than generous 
judgment of this man and some of his brethren. Hence, my discomfort 
with this aspect of his narrative. 

While my concerns about the preceding issues are real, they pale in 
comparison to my respect for Duran’s contributions to contextualizing 
borderland Hispanic gangs and the hysteria surrounding them; nuancing 
our understanding of the role of law enforcement officers in general, and 
Hispanic law enforcement officers in particular, in the criminalization of 
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Hispanic youth; demonstrating the vibrancy of Hispanic communities 
along the U.S.-Mexico border; and generating community-based 
solutions to the problems of such communities. Therefore, I highly 
recommend The Gang Paradox: Inequalities and Miracles on the U.S.-
Mexico Border as an essential resource not only for scholars interested in 
borderland Hispanic gangs, but for anyone interested in furthering their 
understanding of the challenges and triumphs of Hispanic communities 
along the U.S.-Mexico border. 
 
REFERENCES 
 
Bonilla-Silva, E. 1997. “Rethinking Racism: Toward a Structural 

Interpretation.” American Sociological Review, 62(3), 465-480. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2657316 

Davis, A. 2007. “Racial Fairness in the Criminal Justice System: The Role 
of the Prosecutor.” Columbia Human Rights Law Review, 39(1), 202-232. 

hooks, b. 2000. Where We Stand: Class Matters. New York: Routledge. 
Linger, D. T. 2002. “Comment on: U.S. Immigration Officers of Mexican 

Ancestry as Mexican Americans, Citizens, and Immigration Police, by 
Josiah McC. Heyman. Current Anthropology, 43(3), 499-500. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/339527 

Martes, A. C. B. 2002. “Comment on: U.S. Immigration Officers of 
Mexican Ancestry as Mexican Americans, Citizens, and Immigration 
Police, by Josiah McC. Heyman.” Current Anthropology, 43(3), 500-501. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/339527 

Mauer, M. & Huling, T. 1995. Young Black Americans and the Criminal 
Justice System: Five Years Later. Washington, DC: The Sentencing 
Project. 

Petit, B. & Western, B. 2004. “Mass Imprisonment and the Life-Course: 
Race and Class Inequality in U.S. Incarceration.” American Sociological 
Review, 69(2), 151-169. https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240406900201 

Western, B. & Wildeman, C. 2009. “The Black Family and Mass 
Incarceration.” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, 621(1), 221-242. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716208324850 

Wildeman, C. 2009. Parental Imprisonment, the Prison Boom, and the 
Concentration of Childhood Disadvantage. Demography, 46(2), 265-280. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/dem.0.0052 

Wilson, W. J. 1978. The Declining Significance of Race. Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press. 

  



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (GRACoL2006_Coated1v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /RelativeColorimetric
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 1
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (GRACoL2006_Coated1v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU ([Based on 'Lulu'] Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for Lulu's printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 4.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName (GRACoL2006_Coated1v2)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [1200 1200]
  /PageSize [432.000 648.000]
>> setpagedevice


