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REVIEWS

BOOK REVIEW
Urban Legends: Gang Identity in the Post-Industrial City
Alistair Fraser (2015) Oxford University Press
Reviewed by Gerry Mooney
‘GANGS’ of different kinds
and forms have long preoccupied
criminology and criminal justice. The
activities of gangs the world over has
generated something of an industry
in terms of research, studies, books,
papers, film and it is also evident in
popular literature and, of course, in
crime fiction. Stories of gangs and
their cultures, criminality and costs to
society are a staple for the newspaper
media also. While there is a growing
literature devoted to the study of
gangs on a global scale, from which
comparative studies can offer some
insights, the detailed study of the
gang phenomenon in a particular
national and urban context continues
to offer a hugely valuable contribution
to our understanding of gangs, their
emergence, behaviours and impacts.
Glasgow has long been associated
with gangs of different shapes and
kinds. Since the late nineteenth century,
gangs have occupied a particular
position within the urban narratives
that characterise the city. Fraser’s
study focuses on the specificities of
youth gangs in the Glasgow context.
He is by no means the first researcher
to do so but he goes beyond other
literature in exploring why it is that in
Glasgow, a city which has been widely
represented as having been ‘remade’
or ‘regenerated’ since the 1980s, youth
gangs continue to be prevalent. In
particular Fraser seeks to explain the
persistence of gangs in the context of
‘post-industrial’ Glasgow. In the past
it was the ‘no mean city’ image of
Glasgow which dominated studies of
the city, as a place of slums, squalor,
unemployment, poverty and urban
decay of multiple and diverse kinds.
The term ‘post-industrial’ is used here
to depict a modern city that is based on
services such as tourism and retail.
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In order to make sense of the
Glasgow gang phenomenon, the central
argument made by Fraser is that this
can only be achieved by uncovering
local meanings and by highlighting
the specificities of the urban context,
a context shaped by history and by
attempts to remake the city in recent
times. There are five distinctive
features of Glasgow that are central to
uncovering the persistence of gangs:
long term and significant inequalities;
territorial identity; violent masculinity;
‘neighbourhood nationalism’ (territorial
inclusiveness) and economies of crime
and justice.
Fraser seeks to illustrate these
dimensions in his study of the
‘Langview’ scheme in Glasgow. Here
his ethnographic research offers
us rich insights into the formation
and reproduction of gangs while
also drawing on Bourdieu and other
sociologists to understand the
significance of place and space in the
daily lives of those young people drawn
into gang membership. The emergence
of strong territorial based subcultures
effectively inoculate some of the more
deprived areas of the city from the
wider post-industrial restructuring.
In other places, however, some of the
young appear to have adapted to the
‘new’ Glasgow in finding employment
and a route out of deprived areas. This
illustrates also that gang membership is
fluid, and that cycles of gang prevalence
and activity in part reflect the wider
shifts in the city.
This is a powerful account of the
lives of those involved in youth gangs.
The approach deployed by Fraser has
enormous resonance and usefulness
beyond the Glasgow context. His
emphasis on the importance of
understanding the local context, and
local meanings, is hugely significant.

There is little that I would challenge
in relation to the overall approach and
account offered by Fraser. However,
I would question his use of the term
‘post-industrial’. Here it is deployed much
more as a description of economic and
employment change but the notion of
post industrialism itself carries other
baggage about shifts in the class nature
of cities and national contexts. The
persistence of class based inequalities in
Glasgow, arguably the most proletarian
of all UK cities during the twentieth
century, has not diminished but is
reflected in new waves of urban ‘renewal’
that seek to ‘transform’ local areas by
the wholesale demolition, decanting
and dispersal of some of the most
disadvantaged populations. Glasgow has
been here before of course, in different
periods in the past. That the city’s
landscape, class geographies and social
organisation continue to be unmade and
remade points to the need to maintain
a focus on the changing local context.
Fraser has offered us some valuable ways
in which this can be done.
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