The Watts Gang Treaty: Hidden History and the
Power of Social Movements

William J. Aceves*

On the eve of the 1992 Los Angeles uprising, a small group of gang leaders and
community activists drafted an agreement to curtail violence in south Los Ange-
les. Several gangs in Watts accepted the truce and established a cease-fire
agreement. By most accounts, the 1992 Watts Gang Treaty succeeded in reduc-
ing gang violence in Los Angeles. Local activists attributed the reduction in
shootings to the Treaty. Even law enforcement officials grudgingly recognized
the Treaty’s contribution to reducing gang violence and a corresponding de-
crease in homicides.

The origins of the Watts Gang Treaty can be traced to gang leaders recognizing
that the devastating struggle between rival gangs was analogous to a military
conflict—complete with “no-man’s land,” assault weapons, targeted killings,
and civilian casualties—and, therefore, it required a diplomatic solution. Seek-
ing inspiration from international conflict resolution efforts, gang members
looked to the 1949 Armistice Agreement adopted by Egypt and Israel to end the
Arab-Israeli War. The drafters of the Watts Gang Treaty mirrored the key provi-
sions of the Armistice Agreement, including a cease-fire agreement and other
confidence-building measures. The drafters then built a social movement to sup-
port the Treaty.

This Article examines the origins, impact, and legacy of the Watts Gang Treaty.
It also pursues a prescriptive agenda. It supports the study of hidden history that
runs counter to the common narrative of power and privilege in the United
States. Moreover, this Article argues that social movements can achieve mean-
ingful change even in the face of poverty, violence, and structural racism.
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DEebicaTioN

This Article is dedicated to the Watts community and those individuals
who risked their lives to end the cycle of pain and violence they had endured
for decades. Their creativity and bravery is an inspiration to peacemakers
around the world.

PREFACE

A hidden history lies beneath the common narrative of power and privi-
lege in the United States. This history reflects a world where structural ra-
cism generates poverty, conflict, and subordination. In the realm of hidden
history, there exist compelling, yet overlooked, stories that run counter to
assumptions about race, color, and class. In this realm, marginalized com-
munities can achieve meaningful change as they seek to overcome years of
neglect, decades of discrimination, and centuries of violence. These stories
offer both inspiration and prescription. This is one such story.
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INTRODUCTION

On the eve of the 1992 Los Angeles uprising, a small group of gang'
leaders and local activists drafted an agreement to curtail violence in Watts,
a small community in south Los Angeles. Several gangs accepted the truce
and established a cease-fire agreement. By most accounts, the 1992 Watts
Gang Treaty succeeded in reducing gang violence throughout affected com-
munities, which included the four major housing projects in Watts.? Local
activists attributed the reduction in shootings between gang members to the
Treaty. Even law enforcement officials grudgingly recognized the Treaty’s
contribution to reducing gang violence and a corresponding decrease in
homicides.?

The origins of the Watts Gang Treaty can be traced to gang leaders’
recognition that the devastating struggle between rival gangs was analogous
to a military conflict—complete with “no-man’s land,” assault weapons,
targeted killings, and civilian casualties—and, therefore, it required a diplo-
matic solution.* Seeking inspiration from international conflict resolution ef-
forts, gang members visited several libraries to search for a historical
document that could provide a template for their own agreement. They even-
tually discovered the 1949 Armistice Agreement adopted by Egypt and
Israel to end the Arab-Israeli War.> The Agreement established an armistice
line, prohibited the use of military force, and brokered an exchange of pris-
oners.® Despite mistrust between the two countries, the Agreement held for
several years.

! This Article uses the word “gang” because it is the standard nomenclature in legal and
ethnographic studies.

2 Editorial, The Breeze of Freedom: South-Central Gang Truce Brings a New Liberation to
Law-Abiding Residents, L.A. Times (Aug. 15, 1992), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-
xpm-1992-08-15-me-4770-story.html, archived at https://perma.cc/6VZD-AURN; Seth
Mydans, Gangs Abiding by Cease-Fire in Los Angeles, N.Y. TimEs, July 19, 1992, at Al.

3 Leslie Berger, Police Give Truce Credit for Drop in Gang Killings, L.A. Times (June 17,
1992), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1992-06-17-me-435-story.html, archived at
https://perma.cc/9RP8-RGE6; Andrea Ford & Carla Rivera, Hope Takes Hold as Bloods, Crips
Say Truce is for Real, L.A. Times (May 21, 1992), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-
1992-05-21-mn-325-story.html , archived at https://perma.cc/U27K-2MMF; See Don Terry,
After the Riots: Hope and Fear in Los Angeles as Deadly Gangs Call Truce, N.Y. TimMEs, May
12, 1992, at Al.

4 Telephone Interview with Daude Sherrills, Watts Gang Treaty Activist (July 13, 2021)
[hereinafter D. Sherrills Interview]; Telephone Interview with Twilight Bey, Watts Gang
Treaty Activist (Feb. 28, 2020) [hereinafter Bey Interview]; Telephone Interview with Ageela
Sherrills, Watts Gang Treaty Activist (Oct. 3, 2019) [hereinafter A. Sherrills Interview].

5 Jesse Katz & Andrea Ford, Ex-Gang Members Look to Mideast for a Peace Plan: Truce,
L.A. Times (June 17, 1992), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1992-06-17-me-438-
story.html, archived at https://perma.cc/NOMD-RX4N.

¢ Egyptian-Israeli General Armistice Agreement, Egypt-Isr., Feb. 23, 1949, U.N. Doc. S/
1264/Corr.1. See generally Hilde Henriksen Waage, The Winner Takes All: The 1949 Island of
Rhodes Armistice Negotiations Revisited, 65 MipDLE East J. 279, 302-04 (2011); BENNY
Morris, 1948: A HisTorYy OF THE FIRST ARAB-ISRAELI WAR 375-91 (2008).
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The drafters of the Watts Gang Treaty mirrored the key provisions of
the Armistice Agreement, including a cease-fire arrangement and other con-
fidence-building measures. The Treaty applied to the four main gangs in
Watts. On April 26, 1992, the Watts Gang Treaty took form and entered into
force. The Treaty influenced gang behavior, saved countless lives, and held
for several years despite significant challenges. Its success stemmed from its
development within the Watts community as a social movement. Gang mem-
bers had a personal interest in compliance. They were eventually supported,
not by political leaders, but rather by their own community.

The Watts Gang Treaty also had a profound cultural impact.” It was
referenced in rap music.? It generated radio and television programs.’® It in-
spired poetry.'® It influenced literature and theatre."' It was depicted in docu-
mentaries and movies.'? It gained international prominence.'> Reaching
ubiquity if not absurdity, the Treaty even led to a beer called Watts Truce.'

This Article provides an ethnographic study'> of the origins, impact,
and legacy of the 1992 Watts Gang Treaty. This qualitative methodology
uses an immersive approach to provide rich insight into its subject matter,
highlighting social and cultural norms that might otherwise be overlooked in

7 See infra Pt. IV. See generally KAMRAN AFARY, PERFORMANCE AND ACTIVISM: GRASS-
ROOTS DISCOURSE AFTER THE Los ANGELES REBELLION oF 1992, at 93—-120 (2009).

8 KaMm, Peace Treaty, on NEva AGAIN (Street Knowledge Records & EastWest Records
America 1993); Ice-T, Gotta Lotta Love, on HoME INvasion (Rhyme S$yndicate/Priority
Records 1993). For a detailed study of the relationship between rap and urban culture, see JEFF
CHANG, CaN’t SToP WON'T SToP: A History OF THE Hip-Hor GENERATION (2005). See also
Alex Abramovich, “Can’t Stop Won’t Stop:” A Nation of Millions, N.Y. TimEs (Sept. 4, 2005),
https://www.nytimes.com/2005/09/04/books/review/cant-stop-wont-stop-a-nation-of-mil-
lions.html, archived at https://perma.cc/CT57-BNR7 (reviewing CaN’T STop WON'T STOP).

 Kathy Gronau, Stevie Wonder Takes KJLH to Higher Ground, RADIOGUIDE, https:/
web.archive.org/web/20190218072924/http:/www.radioguide.com/whatsnew/stevie/
stevie.htm.

10 Erin J. Aubry, Gang Truce Inspires Poetry Festival, L.A. Times (May 23, 1993), https://
www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1993-05-23-ci-39025-story.html, archived at https://
perma.cc/Z4A2-CLAD.

1 See ANNA DEVEARE SMITH, TWILIGHT: Los ANGELEs, 1992 (1994).

12 StrRAIGHT OuTttAa ComproN (Universal Pictures 2015); Crips AND BLooDS: MADE IN
AMERICA (The Gang Documentary 2008).

13 See, e.g., Wimess History: Bloods and Crips Truce, BBC (Apr. 15, 2015), https://
www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p02nnvéw, archived at https://perma.cc/W666-YXSL; Message
to the Grassroots: Gang Truce: The International Scene, MEDIA BURN (Nov. 16, 1994), https://
mediaburn.org/video/message-to-the-grassroots-gang-truce-the-international-scene/, archived
at https://perma.cc/CSLH-HFTU.

“The beer was produced by Blood Brothers Brewery in Toronto, Canada. See UN-
TAPPD, https://untappd.com/b/blood-brothers-brewing-watts-truce/2525167 (last visited Sept.
26, 2021), archived at https://perma.cc/EOFE-EJVA (“Named in honour of two rival gangs
coming together for the purpose of peace, this ale is a blend of two of our favourite beers,
Paradise Lost and Torch. Blended together and then heavily dry hopped with classic west coast
‘C’ hops, Paradise Lost gains added bitterness and Brett funk while giving the beer a bright
acidity.”).

15 See generally Sally Engle Merry, New Legal Realism and the Ethnography of Transna-
tional Law, 31 L. & Soc. InQuiry 975, 976-77 (2006); John M. Conley & William M. O’Barr,
Legal Anthropology Comes Home: A Brief History of the Ethnographic Study of Law, 27 Loy.
L.A. L. Rev. 41, 45-46 (1993).
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more traditional legal studies. Such an approach is particularly valuable for
assessing the Watts Gang Treaty, a story infused with racial identity, eco-
nomic inequality, and social conflict.'® However, this study does not rely
solely on first-person accounts, which are often used in ethnographic stud-
ies.!” It relies on various sources, including public records, news reports, and
other published sources to provide an evidence-based account.'®

Part I of this Article places the Watts Gang Treaty in the context of the
poverty, violence, and structural racism that permeated Los Angeles
throughout the twentieth century. It examines the origins of gang culture,
which reflect a sociological response to the conditions affecting many
marginalized communities. Within this culture, the Treaty emerged through a
social movement led by gang members."” In the absence of meaningful sup-
port by public officials, gang members became agents of their own social
change by drafting a self-enforcing peace treaty. Part II assesses both the
immediate and long-term impacts of the Treaty.? Within hours of its adop-
tion, the Treaty’s effectiveness was tested by, and survived, the outbreak of
violence following the April 29, 1992 criminal trial verdict that acquitted
several police officers in the brutal assault of Rodney King.?! Part III consid-
ers the reasons for the Treaty’s success, and its legacy—both in the Watts
community and throughout the United States. The gang truce inspired simi-

16 Cf. KaREN UMEMOTO, THE TRUCE: LESSONS FROM AN L.A. GANG WAR 12 (2006) (pro-
viding an ethnographic study of a gang conflict and truce in west Los Angeles).

7 STEVEN LUBET, INTERROGATING ETHNOGRAPHY: WHY EVIDENCE MATTERS ix—Xx (2018).

8 Jd. at 136-37. Lubet argues that ethnographic studies should pursue accuracy, provide
candor, and offer clear documentation. Cf. EDwARD R. MAGUIRE, WooDprROW WILsON INTL
CTR. FOR ScHOLARS, RESEARCH, THEORY, AND SPECULATION ON GANG TrRucEs (2013) (argu-
ing for evidence-based studies on gang truces).

1 Edward L. Rubin, Passing Through the Door: Social Movement Literature and Legal
Scholarship, 150 U. Pa. L. Rev. 1, 4 (2001) (Social movements can be defined as “coordi-
nated, ideologically based efforts that originate within the social sphere or, in other words, as a
self-conscious effort by previously unorganized individuals resulting in collective action.”).
The study of social movements is an important part of legal scholarship that examines racism,
inequality, and progressive reform. See How SociaAL MOVEMENTS MATTER 4-6 (Marco Gi-
ugni, Doug McAdam & Charles Tilly eds., 1999); Scott L. Cummings, The Puzzle of Social
Movements in American Legal Theory, 64 UCLA L. Rev. 1554, 1556 (2017); Tomiko Brown-
Nagin, Elites, Social Movements, and the Law: The Case of Affirmative Action, 105 CorLum. L.
REv. 1436, 1436 (2005); Reva B. Siegel, Equality Talk: Antisubordination and Anticlassifica-
tion Values in Constitutional Struggles Over Brown, 117 Harv. L. Rev. 1470, 1543 (2004).
See generally Steven W. Bender & Keith Aoki, Seekin’ the Cause: Social Justice Movements
and LatCrit Community, 81 Or. L. Rev. 595 (2002).

20 Part II uses the language of the law of treaties to frame its organizational structure,
including entry into force, implementation, compliance, enforcement, and desuetude. See THE
OxrForD GUIDE TO TREATIES 699, 765 (Duncan B. Hollis ed. 2012).

21 On March 3, 1991, Rodney King was brutally assaulted by several police officers in
Los Angeles after a high-speed car chase. His beating was recorded, and four police officers
were subsequently indicted for excessive use of force. Despite clear evidence, three of the
officers were acquitted and the jury failed to reach a verdict against the fourth officer. See
generally REBEcca RissmaN, RopNEY KiNng anD THE L.A. Riots (2014); GEOGRAPHY OF
RAGE: REMEMBERING THE Los ANGELEs Riots oF 1992 (Jervey Tervalon ed. 2002); Seth
Mydans, Tape of Beating By Police Revives Charges of Racism, N.Y. Times, Mar. 7, 1991, at
Al8.
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lar conciliatory efforts to address the violence that continues to plague many
urban communities throughout the United States.?

Finally, Part IV explores the value of studying hidden history.”? The
stories within hidden history run counter to the common narrative of power
and privilege in the United States.?* They reveal how structural racism crafts
the walls that keep generations in subjugation through racialized policing
and political neglect. Building on earlier scholarship, this Article identifies
the power of social movements and their ability to achieve meaningful
change in the face of such profound inequality and violence.” Understand-
ing the morphology of conflict is essential for building peace in urban com-
munities.”® Because many of these communities remain in crisis, the Watts
Gang Treaty is a story worth telling.”’

22 See infra Pt. 1II(B).

23 In his seminal work on social justice and gang life in Los Angeles, Tom Hayden titled
one chapter of his book, “Hidden Histories.” Tom HAYDEN, STREET WARs: GANGS AND THE
Future of VIoLENCE 153 (2004). The concept of hidden history is often used in scholarship
about color and race in the United States. See, e.g., FaATiMa SHAIK, THE HIDDEN HISTORY OF A
FrREE BLack BroTHERHOOD (2021) (describing the hidden history of free men of color in New
Orleans); Adeel Hassan, The Hidden History of Slavery That Surrounds Us, N.Y. Times (Feb.
29, 2020), https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/29/us/the-hidden-history-of-slavery-that-sur-
rounds-us.html, archived at https://perma.cc/VU79-HHQJ (noting how many sites associated
with slavery and the slave trade remain unmarked); John Kent, The Hidden History of Culver
City Racism, STREETS BLoG (Apr. 5, 2019), https:/la.streetsblog.org/2019/04/05/the-hidden-
history-of-culver-city-racism/, archived at https://perma.cc/GJT8-ZRWY.

% See infra Pt. IV.

2 See generally K. Sabeel Rahman & Jocelyn Simonson, The Institutional Design of Com-
munity Control, 108 CaLiF. L. REv. 679, 679-80 (2020); Amna A. Akbar, Toward a Radical
Imagination of Law, 93 N.Y.U. L. Rev. 405, 405-06 (2018); Sameer M. Ashar, Movement
Lawyers in the Fight for Immigrant Rights, 64 UCLA L. Rev. 1464, 1466—67 (2017); Heather
K. Gerken, Second-Order Diversity, 118 Harv. L. REv. 1099 (2005); Tomiko Brown-Nagin,
The Civil Rights Canon: Above and Below, 123 YaLE L.J. 2698, 2698 (2014); Jack M. Balkin,
How Social Movements Change (or Fail to Change) the Constitution: The Case of the New
Departure, 39 SurrorLk U. L. Rev. 27, 27-30 (2005); Mari J. Matsuda, Looking to the Bottom:
Critical Legal Studies and Reparations, 22 Harv. C.R.-C.L. L. Rev. 323, 34849 (1987).

26 UMEMOTO, supra note 16, at 5. The morphology of conflict describes the emergence
and evolution of conflict over time. See generally Ravi Bhavnani, The Morphology of Urban
Conflict, 5 GLoBAL CHALLENGES (Apr. 2019), https://globalchallenges.ch/issue/5/the-morphol-
ogy-of-urban-conflict/, archived at https://perma.cc/B3PC-A8ZP; Margarita Konaev & John
Spencer, The Era of Urban Warfare is Already Here, FOREIGN PoLy RscH. INsT. (Mar. 21,
2018), https://www.fpri.org/article/2018/03/the-era-of-urban-warfare-is-already-here/,
archived at https://perma.cc/Y24X-MQME; Marion Harroff-Tavel, Violence and Humanita-
rian Action in Urban Areas: New Challenges, New Approaches, 92 INT'L REv. RED CRrOSS
329, 329-31 (2010). It should be noted, however, that gangs also exist in rural communities.
See James C. Howell & Arlen Egley, Jr., Gangs in Small Towns and Rural Counties, NAT'L
YoutH Gang Ctr. 1 (2005); William P. Evans, Carla Fitzgerald, Dan Weigel & Sarah
Chvilicek, Are Rural Gang Members Similar to their Urban Peers? Implications for Rural
Communities, 30 YoutH & SocieTy 267, 267 (1999).

27 Anthony V. Alfieri, Black, Poor, and Gone: Civil Rights Law’s Inner-City Crisis, 54
Harv. C.R.-C.L. L. REv. 629, 633-34, 637 (2019); MitrcHELL DUNEIER, GHETTO: THE INVEN-
TION OF A PLACE, THE HISTORY OF AN IDEA Xi—Xxii (2016); WiLLiaM JuLius WILSON, MORE
THAN JusT RACE: BEING Brack anDp Poor v THE INNER CrTy 25-27 (2009); DoucLas S.
Massey & NANcY A. DENTON, AMERICAN APARTHEID: SEGREGATION AND THE MAKING OF
THE UNDERCLASS 217-18 (1993).
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I. THE ORriciNs OF THE WATTS GANG TREATY

While the Watts Gang Treaty was adopted in 1992, the roots that gave
rise to its birth can be traced back several decades. Gang violence did not
emerge spontaneously in Watts. It was created by racism and segregation,
and nurtured by social, economic, and political neglect.

A. Understanding the Morphology of Conflict in Watts
1. Early History and the Rise of Gang Culture

The community of Watts is located in south Los Angeles.? It was incor-
porated in 1907, and eventually joined the city of Los Angeles in 1926.%
Throughout its early years, the population mirrored the broader
demographics of Southern California in that its citizens were mostly white or
of Mexican ancestry.’® As the area began to grow, a small Black community,
known as “Mudtown,” emerged in the southern portion of Watts.’! The
Black community in Watts expanded in the 1930s and 1940s, reflecting so-
cial and economic developments in the United States.’? Black families mi-
grated from the East, and particularly the Southeast, to escape both
segregation and poverty. They were joined by a small, but growing, Hispanic
population.®® The poet Oshea Luja spoke these words about early Watts:

In the late 1800s, Lotsa Watta was established ten miles east of the
coast.

Nestled ‘tween Compton ‘n Los Angeles.

Outta the South we headed West for opportunity—Brownsville,
Central Avenue, Black ‘n Brown unity.

Downtown Union Station—that mess was segregated.

28 See generally MARYELLEN BELL RaY, THE City OF WATTS, CALIFORNIA, 1907 TO 1926
(1985).

2 See WatTs NEIGHBORHOOD COUNCIL, https://wattsnc.org/history-of-watts (last visited
Sept. 27, 2021), archived at https://perma.cc/2QTX-HF9H.

30 RAY, supra note 28, at 15.

3 d.

32 See DAVID WYATT, FIvE FIRES: RACE, CATASTROPHE, AND THE SHAPING OF CALIFORNIA
210 (1997); see also, WaTTs NEIGHBORHOOD COUNCIL, supra note 29 (“Watts did not become
predominantly black until the 1940’s, as the second Great Migration brought tens of thousands
of migrants from Louisiana, Mississippi and Texas who left segregated states in search of
better opportunities in California. During World War II, the city built several large housing
projects (including Nickerson Gardens, Jordan Downs and Imperial Courts) for the thousands
of new workers in war industries. By the early 1960’s, these projects had become nearly 100
percent black, as whites moved on to new suburbs outside the central city. As industrial jobs
disappeared from the area, the projects housed more poor families than they had initially.”).

33 See Robert J. Lopez, Watts: It Has Been a Battleground for Gutter Politics, An Easy
Source for Exploitable Labor and Ground Zero for a Racial Explosion. Today, Watts Remains
in the Grip of its Troubled Past, the Place That Has “Always Been Left Behind.”, L.A. TIMEs
(July 17, 1994), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1994-07-17-ci-16690-story.html,
archived at https://perma.cc/EFL8-4QG9.
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Last stop for my folks, Mudtown, Watts Station.
Nobody locked doors, and we always gave thanks for livin’.3*

To accommodate its growing population, Los Angeles built several
large housing projects in Watts between 1942 and 1954.3 These public hous-
ing projects, which included Nickerson Gardens, Jordan Downs, Imperial
Courts, and Hacienda Village, would eventually serve a largely Black popu-
lation. Watts soon had the highest concentration of public housing in the
United States west of the Mississippi River.

Poverty and racism gradually overwhelmed the Watts community.?” The
civic vacuum left by political neglect offered few opportunities for residents.
Economic development was sporadic.’® As described in the New York Times,
inequality and violence were evident to residents on a daily basis:*

At first glance, south-central L.A. does not fit the stereotype of a
depressed, predominantly black ghetto. Shaded by tall palms, the
bungalow-like homes are fronted by lawns and a profusion of ole-
ander and bougainvillea and hibiscus. But a closer look reveals the
grim picture of an occupied zone: heavily barred doors and win-
dows; high chain-link fences; walls covered by graffiti indicating
the various gang turfs. Many of the street lamps have been shot
out, and when the sun goes down the darkened streets crawl with
armed children.*

3* Oshea Luja, Historic Watts Ley-lines, https://vimeo.com/214767918, archived at https://
perma.cc/9JAY-GC5X.

3 Glen Creason, CityDig: This 1904 Tract Map is the Beginning of Watts’ Story, L.A.
Maa. (Apr. 22, 2015), https://www.lamag.com/citythinkblog/citydig-this-1904-tract-map-is-
the-beginning-of-watts-story/, archived at https://perma.cc/43WS-ACWU.

36 CHANG, supra note 8, at 308; John Buntin, What Does it Take to Stop Crips and Bloods
from Killing Each Other?, N.Y. Times Mac. (July 10, 2013), https://www.nytimes.com/2013/
07/14/magazine/what-does-it-take-to-stop-crips-and-bloods-from-killing-each-other.html,
archived at https://perma.cc/3PB4-TS97; Sam Slovick, Inside the Nickerson Gardens Projects
with Rapper Jay Rock: “They Can Call Anyone a Terrorist, a Gangbanger, and Put Cameras
in Your Neighborhood,” L.A. WEekLY (Feb. 17, 2011), https://www.laweekly.com/inside-the-
nickerson-gardens-projects-with-rapper-jay-rock-they-can-call-anyone-a-terrorist-a-gangbang
er-and-put-cameras-in-your-neighborhood/, archived at https://perma.cc/2TR7-52TH; See gen-
erally Gregory Christopher Brown, James Diego Vigil & Eric Robert Taylor, The Ghettoization
of Blacks in Los Angeles: The Emergence of Street Gangs, 16 J. AFR. AM. Stup. 209, 216
(2012).

37 See BLACK Los ANGELES: AMERICAN DREAMS AND RaciaL ReaLiTies (Darnell Hunt &
Ana-Christina Ramén eds., 2010); Ron Curran, Malign Neglect, in INsIDE THE L.A. RioTs:
WHAT REALLY HAPPENED—AND WHY 1T WILL HAPPEN AGAaIN 24 (Don Hazen ed.,1992).

3 GERALD HORNE, FIRE Tuis TiME: THE WATTs UPRISING AND THE 1960s 361 (1997).

3 See also WANDA CoLEMAN, THE Rior INSIDE ME: MORE TRiALs & TREMORS 247
(2005).

40 Robert Reinhold, In the Middle of L.A.’s Gang Wars, N.Y. Times Mac. (May 22, 1988),
https://www.nytimes.com/1988/05/22/magazine/in-the-middle-of-la-s-gang-wars.html,
archived at https://perma.cc/QJC2-R3XK.
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The dilapidated conditions in the public housing projects served as an
apt metaphor for the treatment of the Black community by civic leaders.*! As
explained by prominent social activist and California State Senator Tom
Hayden, “[l]ike identical structures that birthed gangs in every northern
city, these projects contained and institutionalized the low-income and wel-
fare classes.”* The 1965 Watts uprising—the first rebellion—began with a
police stop of a Black man and soon escalated.** Anger at pervasive discrim-
ination and economic inequality in the community led to the outbreak of
violence, which eventually resulted in thousands of arrests and dozens of
deaths throughout Los Angeles. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. visited Watts on
August 17, 1965, soon after the violence had subsided. In describing the
uprising, Dr. King observed that “economic deprivation, racial isolation, in-
adequate housing, and general despair” among the Black community formed
“the ready seeds which gave birth to tragic expressions of violence.”* Offi-
cial accounts were far less candid in their assessments. While the McCone
Commission was established by Governor Edmund Brown to investigate the
causes of the Watts uprising, its final report failed to provide a meaningful
review of many structural conditions that contributed to the outbreak of vio-
lence.* The report disregarded racism and dismissed claims of police mis-
conduct.* The recommendations that did address social conditions were
largely ignored.*’

In the absence of economic opportunities and in the face of profound
structural racism, a gang culture began to emerge in south Los Angeles,
including Watts.*® There is no single explanation for gang formation; multi-
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ple factors affect their creation.* To the young residents of the housing
projects, gangs offered community, protection, and financial opportunities.>
They also offered hierarchy, structure, and respect.”’ Gangs were thus a re-
flection of social isolation, economic inequality, and public neglect.> As the
gang-involved population grew, membership and territory became more val-
uable.” Drugs offered a lucrative incentive to protect both membership and
territory.>*

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, gang violence increased in Watts.> In
general, gang culture coincided with the housing projects. The Grape Street
Crips were from Jordan Downs; the PJ Watts Crips were from Imperial
Courts; the Bounty Hunter Bloods were from Nickerson Gardens; and the
Hacienda Village Bloods were from Hacienda Village. Other gangs, such as
the Circle City Pirus, resided in neighboring communities. This typology is
not meant to reflect a monolithic structure in gang culture.* In fact, member-
ship did not always coincide with residency. Moreover, factions (or sets)
often developed within gangs, adding further turmoil and potential for con-
flict.”” In addition, retribution became a common feature of gang culture,
which perpetuated a cycle of violence.’”® By the 1990s, gang violence was
endemic in south Los Angeles, and death was a constant feature in the Watts
community.>
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2. Law Enforcement and the Legal System

The story of Watts cannot be told without reference to the role of law
enforcement and the criminal justice system. To be clear, many police of-
ficers were sincere in their efforts to protect the community.®® They worked
in a conflict zone where gangs were organized and violent, and where gang
violence often led to the injury or death of innocent people. Occasionally,
police were the intended targets of violence. In this challenging environ-
ment, many officers sought to fulfill their motto, “to protect and to serve.”®!
However, other officers pursued a different agenda.®> Motivated by racism
and fueled by unchecked power, they disregarded due process and discarded
civil rights.®* Too often, the culmination of police misconduct was murder,
and the legal system failed to prosecute most of these cases, signaling to
many that Black and Brown lives did not matter.%

Police tactics further undermined community trust.®> Searches occurred
in the absence of probable cause® and arrests were often based on a suspect’s
race. The legal system routinely ignored these due process violations.”” In
the 1980s, military tactics, complete with advanced combat gear, armored
vehicles, and aerial support, became a regular part of policing strategy in
south Los Angeles.®® However, aggressive law enforcement operations only
served to exacerbate tensions in the community.® For example, the Los An-
geles Police Department initiated Operation Hammer in 1987 to use over-
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whelming force to search for criminal activity in the community.”” These
operations led to massive property damage and large-scale arrests but were
really designed “to deliver a strong message to the gangs.””' As described
by Twilight Bey, a former member of the Circle City Pirus, Operation Ham-
mer “would have police roll through the hood and basically beat brothas up.
Brothas were getting slammed every day. Cats were trying to get their lives
together, but how can you do that when you’re constantly being abused

.72 Community members who were innocent and had done nothing
wrong were traumatized by the use of excessive force and humiliated by
public arrests.”

Some gang members argued the police actually benefited from gang
conflict. According to T. Rodgers, who was affiliated with the Black P.
Stones in south Los Angeles, “[w]ithout the warring factions of gangs,
there would be no CRASH [Community Resources Against Street Hood-
lums], there would be no OSS [Operation Safe Streets], which is the county
sheriff’s thing, there would be no gang unit, there would be no specialized
gang unit, there would be no task force.”” Activists also pointed out that
gang conflict was also lucrative for individual officers, who benefitted from
overtime pay.”

The legal system failed the Watts community in other respects. State
and federal officials further isolated and targeted the Black community.”
Government resources were rarely offered to promote economic develop-
ment or to address social problems.”” Instead, criminal legislation seemed
designed to disproportionately target minority groups. In 1988, for example,
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California adopted the Street Terrorism Enforcement and Prevention Act to
impose criminal liability for gang membership.”® The state also authorized
enhanced criminal penalties for acts committed by gang members.” In addi-
tion, Los Angeles began using injunctions to target alleged gang activity,
criminalizing common behavior and imposing guilt by association.®

By the 1980s, the use of crack cocaine had become an epidemic in
urban regions throughout the United States.’! While drug possession was
already criminalized and subject to significant sanctions, the federal Anti-
Drug Abuse Act of 1986 created profound disparities between crack cocaine
and powder cocaine offenses.®? The racial disparity in drug sentencing was
evident, and the Black community suffered disproportionately, both in the
number of convictions and the length of incarceration.®® While these were
national developments, south Los Angeles was on the frontline.®

In sum, poverty, civic neglect, discrimination, and racialized policing
undermined the Watts community’s trust in local government and reinforced
the desire of gangs to address the human toll of gang violence themselves.®

B. Negotiating the Treaty

While many gang members had little interest in peace or compromise,
others realized that conflict did not benefit them or their community.’ They
were motivated to protect family and close friends from indiscriminate
shootings and targeted attacks. They recognized that law enforcement could
not end the violence—if anything, the police were part of the problem.
Within the Black community, there was also a strong desire to protect itself
from destruction.’’ Public events, such as Louis Farrakhan’s 1989 Stop the
Killing Tour, highlighted these concerns and called on the Black community
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to engage in collective action against gang violence.® Various efforts to craft
negotiated agreements appeared in the late 1980s.%° In fact, local ministers,
including the Reverend Charles Mims, Jr. of the Tabernacle of Faith Church
in Watts, organized several gang “summits.”® These meetings involved
members of the Bloods and Crips, and they often highlighted the strong
animosity between the groups.”’ Ad hoc agreements were sometimes made
but they generally did not result in meaningful long-term change.’?

The Watts Gang Treaty was different. It reflected a social movement
with deep roots in the community. Building on prior agreements, it worked
to end gang violence and provide new opportunities to local residents.” It
was an organic process that began through informal meetings in the housing
projects, community centers, and houses of worship. Local activists wanted
to protect their neighbors. Religious leaders sought peace for their congre-
gants and an end to senseless violence. Above all, gang members brought
credibility to the process. They knew each other, and they knew the costs of
continued conflict. Their injuries were not only physical; their psychological
wounds were also profound.™

Several members of the Watts community played a defining role in this
social movement. Daude and Aqeela Sherrills (of the Jordan Downs housing
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project) were early advocates for negotiation.” At one time, both were also
members of the Grape Street Crips. Other important members of the Watts
community involved in the process included Dewayne Holmes and Tony
Bogard (of the Imperial Courts housing project), Don Gordon (of the Jordan
Downs housing project), Twilight Bey, and Anthony Perry (now Rasheed L.
Muhammad).” Significantly, they all had strong connections to local gangs.

While each individual was influenced by his own distinct experiences
with gang culture, they all shared a common desire to end the cycle of vio-
lence that had engulfed the Watts community.”’” Gang violence had killed
family members and wounded close friends. They also recognized that
“Black-on-Black” violence was destroying the Black community from
within.”® To Don Gordon, the reason to pursue a truce was self-evident: “In
1987, I was hit three times with [an] AK, ‘cross the head, the arm and the
leg . . . If them three reasons ain’t good enough to stop gangbanging, I don’t
know what is.”” To Daude Sherrills, the cycle of violence, destruction, and
death had to end for his family to survive.'® His reasoning was straightfor-
ward: “I did this for my kid. . . . I stopped gangbanging because I had a son
being born.”!*!

There was also a desire to develop a unified response against systemic
racism and police abuse in the community. Confronted with decades of con-
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flict, the challenge was finding a way to focus on their common interests.
According to Twilight Bey, the community was searching for a way to es-
cape the gang culture and its perpetual cycle of violence:

We had a lot of hate in our hearts. The hate was rooted in the
dysfunctionalism of our families our schools, communities and the
police. We had all of this hate and nowhere to release it in a posi-
tive way. Our hate would manifest itself in the form of violence.
You could only go that way but for so long.'®

Anthony Perry echoed this belief: “The concern among this town’s gang
members with regard to their self-destructive behavior is what compelled
them to cease their . . . war among themselves.”'* As noted by Dewayne
Holmes, “[t]he natural question became how do we get together but still
have these conflicts.”!™

The leaders of the social movement decided that a peace treaty among
the warring gang factions could offer a path to peace. While their agreement
would focus on Watts, which they saw as “ground zero,” they hoped it
would have an impact throughout Los Angeles.!® According to Ageela Sher-
rills, the Treaty drafters believed if they brought together the four major
housing projects in Watts, they “would create a domino effect for peace
across the city.”!0

The Treaty drafters were supported by a broader group of community
and religious leaders. Former National Football League (“NFL”) player Jim
Brown used his fame and leadership in the Black community to facilitate
conversations through his Amer-I-Can Program, which offered life manage-
ment training and promoted community development.'”” Some of these
meetings were held at his home in Los Angeles.'® On several occasions,
meetings were held at Masjid Al Rasul, a local mosque in Watts.!” The
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19 Id. at 365. American photographer, Joel Sternfeld, memorialized the mosque in a July
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mosque was led by Minister Mujahid Abdul-Karim, who had a long history
of working with the local community in Watts, and who regularly counseled
gang members.'!® During these negotiations, local politicians were conspicu-
ously absent.!!!

These were tense meetings, and participants knew the stakes.''? To build
credibility, key members from each gang had to attend. Twilight Bey noted
the importance of broad representation: “I brought my homeboys from three
different generations, because that’s the way it is out here now. In each gen-
eration you have a man that’s respected and has influence. So in order to
make sure that it gets to every level, you need to bring representatives from
every level.”!3

Daude Sherrills acknowledged the difficulties of bringing gang mem-
bers together: “A lot of brothers didn’t trust the situation. They wanted to
make sure that nobody was going to get ambushed.”!'* His brother, Ageela
Sherrills, echoed these concerns: “[SJome of the meetings were really vola-
tile because, you know, you get killers in the same room, you know, who
have harmed each other and who have, you know, traded bodies. I mean,
you can imagine. You know what I’'m saying. It’s intense.”''> Don Gordon
shared a similar perspective: “We had a lot of problems, because some
brothers weren’t with it. We had people that had killed other people’s cous-
ins, homeboys, and brothers. There was a lot of animosity in bringing about
this peace, because everybody wasn’t down with it.”""® Highlighting the in-
herent tension and mistrust, Bey noted gang members would often bring

One of the most moving photographs I know is also one of the dullest: an empty,
uninteresting-looking room with a brown carpet and beige walls. It comes at the end
of Joel Sternfeld’s book On This Site (1996) . . .The picture I referred to at the
beginning is a kind of a postscript; it comes after the Afterword, after the Acknowl-
edgements etc. The dull room is in the Masjid Al Rasul mosque in Watts, where
members of the Bloods and the Crips, rival Los Angeles gangs, negotiated and
signed a truce on April 26, 1992. In the aftermath of all that has gone before
the promise of this picture is all the more immense for being tentative, provisional. It
offers simple documentary proof of Maxim Gorky’s belief that “Life will always be
bad enough for the desire for something better not to be extinguished in men.”

GEeoFF DYER, WORKING THE Room: Essays aAND REViEws: 1999-2010, at 49-50 (2010) (em-
phasis in original).

19 Kelly, supra note 97, at 44. In September 1992, Minister Abdul-Karim received a
Certificate of Special Recognition from Congresswoman Maxine Waters for his work in
“originating, organizing, supporting and maintaining the Truce.” (on file with author). For a
documentary highlighting the role of the mosque in promoting peace in Watts, see Bloods &
Crips: The Peace Treaty, YouTusk (Oct. 5, 2018), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_inline
>asel6a3VrQ, archived at https://perma.cc/3L9D-MRSS.

1 However, some politicians, such as Congresswoman Maxine Waters and California
State Senator Tom Hayden, did offer their support to the peace process. AFARY, supra note 7,
at 97.

"2 HAYDEN, supra note 23, at 187.

113 Jan & Suan KevaH, supra note 74, at 333 (interview with “Twilight Bey™).
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15 Witness History: Bloods and Crips Truce, BBC (Apr. 15, 2015), https://
www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p02nnvow, archived at https://perma.cc/W666-Y XSL.
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weapons to these meetings: “Sometimes there was so much metal [weap-
onry] that if you melted it down it would become a tanker . . . But it worked
so that eventually there was no need to bring metal to the house.”''” These
in-person meetings proved invaluable. According to Bey:

There [we could see that] this person feels and hurts in the same
way I do, and the only way to stop the pain is to stop hurting each
other. Young men expressed their anger and pain but also ex-
pressed that they would try to communicate. Some of us have
found some of our closest friends to be people from the other
side.!!®

C. Drafting the Treaty

As these meetings advanced, Daude Sherrills met with Anthony Perry
and asked him to draft a document that could be used as an outline for a
gang truce. Sherrills presented a set of notes to Perry that explained their
goal was “to create [a] better environment for children, parents, and for
economic dev[elopement], bringing jobs and business back to the commu-
nity.”!"® Sherrills’s interest in history led him to consider using a treaty as a
template for their work.'? Perry also believed a document drafted in a “mili-
tary format” would be effective because “many youth” needed “military
structure” for discipline.'?! The Treaty would provide an opportunity for
gangs to present themselves “in a unified way, signaling peace.”'?? It would
be drafted specifically for the gangs from the four housing projects in
Watts.!23

To prepare the document, Perry first visited the University of Califor-
nia, Los Angeles.'?* Because he was not a student, he was not allowed access
to the library.'” He then went to the University of Southern California,
where he was able to conduct his research in the Von KleinSmid Center
(“VKC”) Library."? The VKC Library was an ideal research facility be-

17 Beatriz Johnston Herndndez, Gang Truces Have Helped End Violence, in GANGs: Op-
POSING VIEWPOINTS 148—-49 (Laura K. Egendorf ed., 2001).

U8 1d. at 149.

19 MunAMMAD, supra note 103, at 27.
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124 HAYDEN, supra note 23, at 188.

125 Advocates in support of the Treaty, including Twilight Bey, returned to UCLA in 1994
to speak about their work. See Tatiana Botton, Ex-Gang Members Discuss Community Peace,
Daiy Bruiv (Jan. 22, 1995), https://dailybruin.com/1995/01/22/ex-gang-members-discuss-
commun/, archived at https://perma.cc/999H-3KJD.

126 Katz & Ford, supra note 5. In 2020, the University of Southern California removed the
Von KleinSmid name from the building due to his leadership role in the eugenics movement
and his support of forced sterilization. Teresa Watanabe & Tomds Mier, USC Removes Name of
Rufus von KleinSmid, a Eugenics Leader, From Prominent Building, L.A. Times (June 12,
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cause it housed the university’s collection of international legal documents.
With the assistance of library staff, Perry eventually discovered the Egypt-
Israel armistice documents.'?’

These documents proved significant to gang members for two reasons.
First, the Arab-Israeli conflict was an intractable struggle, with countless
casualties on both sides, a description that mirrored the ongoing gang con-
flict in Watts.'”® According to Perry, the Arab-Israeli conflict involved
“fights over land rights, turf, and grudges people just won’t let go,” a char-
acterization that also served as an apt description of the gang conflict.'?
Second, the Arab-Israeli conflict and the conflict in Watts both involved op-
ponents who were connected by land and shared a common heritage. As
Perry noted, “I knew from the Bible and Koran that the Jews and Arabs were
Semitic, they were related, both children of Abraham, it was tribal bloodlet-
ting, and I knew from gang members the same thing, that they were saying,
‘man, he’s my cousin’ about their enemies in another gang.”'3

Anthony Perry holding the draft treaty at the Von KleinSmid Library.'!

2020), https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2020-06-11/usc-removes-name-of-former-
president-rufus-von-kleinsmid-a-supporter-of-eugenics-from-prominent-building, archived at
https://perma.cc/6FHN-BPTM.
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Perry copied the relevant text of the Egypt-Israel Armistice Agreement
by hand.'*?> By using the Armistice Agreement as a template, Perry believed
the Treaty would “take on an official appearance to make the entire world
know Black youth were serious.”'** Perry then shared this draft with Daude
Sherrills, who refined the text to make it applicable to the gang conflict in
Watts.

The Egypt-Israel Armistice Agreement took on even greater meaning
when the drafters discovered its principal architect was Dr. Ralph Bunche,
an American diplomat who worked for the United Nations.'"* More signifi-
cantly, Dr. Bunche was African American, and from Los Angeles. He at-
tended Jefferson High School in Los Angeles, which was only a few miles
from Watts, and then pursued his undergraduate studies at the University of
California, Los Angeles.'> Dr. Bunche was eventually awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize for his work on the Armistice Agreement. To the drafters of the
Watts Gang Treaty, Dr. Bunche’s significance came from his status as a
Black American from Los Angeles “who had grown up in the neighbor-
hood.”’*® This was deeply symbolic. His role in the Armistice Agreement
affirmed their conviction that they were pursuing the right course of
action.'?’

Daude Sherrills titled the document Multi-Peace Treaty-General Armi-
stice Agreement.'*® The preamble began by identifying the key parties to the
agreement.'® It indicated that the named representatives of the parties had
been granted full authority by their respective neighborhoods. The agree-
ment was then divided into four articles.

Echoing the language of the Egypt-Israel Armistice Agreement, Article
I acknowledged the Treaty’s goals were to prevent “the future war-like de-
struction of the parties” and promote “the return to permanent peace in
Watts, California.”'" It stated that “[n]o aggressive actions by the leading
influential neighborhood community leaders will call for attacking another
party.”'¥! It prohibited the planning or threatening of murder. In addition,
Article I indicated that each party had a right to security and freedom from

132 MunamMAD, supra note 103, at 46; Katz & Ford, supra note 5.

133 MuHAMMAD, supra note 103, at 46 (emphasis in original).
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Bunche, L.A. Times (June 24, 1992), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1992-06-24-
me-687-story.html, archived at https://perma.cc/ZJ6]J-W2QC; see also LA Gangs Learn About
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4 Id., art. I(1).
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fear of attack and that this right would be fully respected.'*> To achieve these
goals, the Treaty acknowledged that a cease-fire between the parties was “a
necessary step toward the renewal of peace in Watts, California.”'#3

Article II formally established a general cease-fire between the four
gangs in Watts.'* The language again mirrored the terms of the Egypt-Israel
Armistice Agreement. “No conflict of the land, that is drive-by-shootings
and random slaying or any community representative organizations shall
commit any warlike or hostile acts against the other parties or against inno-
cent civilians in the neighborhoods under the influence of that community
representative.”!%

Article IIT addressed social and economic factors. It recognized the im-
portance of supporting Black businesses, economic development, and the
advancement of educational programs.'*® Accordingly, ‘“no favoritism or
back-stabbing” would be tolerated under the truce.'¥’ In addition, the Treaty
indicated it was not meant to establish, recognize, strengthen, or weaken any
parties existing customs or rights.!4®

Finally, Article IV addressed the rights of non-gang members as well as
several administrative matters. It acknowledged that existing “rules and reg-
ulations” among the gangs had prevented ‘“non-community representatives
and common citizens from crossing the so-called fighting lines or entering
the areas between the lines.”'* Such rules and regulations “shall not be
supported.”!50

With respect to the Treaty’s implementation, the document indicated
that it would replace any existing agreements between the parties.””! The
designated representatives of the four gangs would sign the Treaty.'>> Each
party would receive one copy. Additional copies would be provided to local
groups. The document included four signature lines and noted that the four
representatives would sign in the presence of mediators from the Fruit of
Islam.!s3

2 1d. art. 1(2).
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The Watts Gang Treaty included two annexes, which were also influ-
enced by the Egypt-Israel Armistice Agreement.””* Annex I included a “Plan
of Re-Opening Territory.”'>> This provision used language from Annex I of
the Armistice Agreement, which established a timetable for troop withdraw-
als. It also introduced a new concept—a training facility—that would pro-
vide instructional opportunities for former gang members. Annex II
addressed the termination of “false barriers” in Watts."*® Presumably, the
term “false barriers” referred to the demarcation of gang territory by the
respective gangs.

In addition to the Treaty, Daude Sherrills drafted a separate document,
United Black Community Code, to serve as a code of conduct for gang mem-
bers.'>” The preamble indicated that signatories accepted “the duty to honor,
uphold and defend the spirit of the red, blue and purple, to teach the [B]lack
family its legacy and protracted struggle for freedom and justice.”'*® Several
standards of behavior were identified, including limiting drug and alcohol
consumption and refraining from using derogatory words directed at women
and Black men." The Code also imposed rules of behavior when gang
members traveled outside their territory, such as prohibiting “throwing”
gang signs or wearing provocative clothing.'® In addition, the Code pro-
moted literacy programs, school attendance, voter registration, investment
pools, cultural events, and a food bank.'®' It even proposed the establishment
of a financial hardship fund, which would be created by annual dues of $100
per gang member.'6?

Initially, no official signing ceremony occurred although the Treaty
symbolized the goals of the peace process.'*> Perhaps the defining moment
of the truce process occurred on April 26, 1992, when a group of Grape
Street Crips from the Jordan Downs housing project entered “enemy terri-
tory” in the Imperial Courts housing project, which was the home of the PJ
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Crips.'* Several advocates of the gang truce movement were present, includ-
ing Daude and Ageela Sherrills (of the Jordan Downs housing project) and
Dewayne Holmes and Tony Bogard (of the Imperial Courts housing pro-
ject).'> The senior leaders of the respective gangs entered the local gym to
continue negotiations while the younger members waited outside.!'®® Suspi-
cion soon gave way to conversation. Don Gordon, a member of the Grape
Street Crips, began playing music and other gang members began to social-
ize.'” His memories of that moment reveal how significant this moment was
to the gang community.

When they opened the gym up, it was the most beautiful
thing that you could ever see in your life. It was what we had been
working for. When they opened the gym up, and our big homiez
and their big homiez came out hugging each other, and kissing
each other, all the people started hollering, and everybody just col-
lided. . . . When they came out, everybody just collided. It was on.
It was just beautiful. Talk about power. Talk about strength. Man,
they made a long chain of all hugs and handshakes. !¢

Ageela Sherrills has a similar recollection of that night. As word began
to spread about the burgeoning peace agreement, he recalled “[t]he young
cats from the Imperial Courts, they was like, ‘Man you all wit it? You all wit
the peace?” And we was like, ‘Yeah, we wit it!” 1% At that point, the truce
became reality to Sherrills. “[I]t was like, ‘Fuck it, it’s on?’ People yelling
it, house to house, it was unbelievable, you could see people coming outside,
‘It’s on! The peace treaty is on!’”’!7° The celebration continued through the
night.!”" The next day, gang members from Jordan Downs hosted their coun-
terparts from Nickerson Gardens.!"

On April 28, 1992, a large group from the Watts community drove by
bus to Los Angeles City Hall seeking political support for their peace ef-
forts.!” Their bus transportation had been arranged by Jim Brown through
his Amer-I-Can Program.'” Several members from the truce delegation
spoke during the public comments portion of the Council meeting, including
Ageela Sherrills (Jordan Downs), Dewayne Holmes (Imperial Courts), and
Twilight Bey.!” According to the Council minutes:
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The representatives of the American [Amer-I-Can] Program
stated that the reason for escalated gang and drug related activities
in minority communities was caused by social conditions in the
low-income areas of the City, the significant high school dropout
rate and unemployment. They requested the City’s financial assis-
tance in achieving peace among the various gang members who
have offered to work with the youth in the community to rebuild
their neighborhoods, improve the school system and provide more
jobs for youth.!7

Despite their entreaties, the Council declined to offer meaningful assistance.
Councilwoman Joan Milke Flores, whose district included Watts, en-
couraged the speakers to contact the Community Development Department
and seek assistance in applying for grant funding.'” Aqeela Sherrills recalls
that the Council’s lack of interest in their proposal was evident: they
“ushered us out of there as quickly as they possibly could.”'”

The experience at City Hall reflects the challenges facing this social
movement. Gang leaders recognized the value of political support and the
importance of economic development. Lobbying City Hall was a reasonable
strategy. However, political leaders were skeptical and, ultimately,
unsupportive.

II. EnTRrRY INTO FORCE

The Watts Gang Treaty was now in force. Even without political sup-
port, the Treaty had a significant effect in reducing gang violence in Los
Angeles.'” Indeed, its impact was almost immediate. !

A. Implementation and Impact
1. The Rodney King Assault Trial Verdict
On April 29, 1992, a jury in Simi Valley, California acquitted four
white police officers in the beating of Rodney King.!$! In Watts and through-

out Los Angeles, the jury’s decision was surprising and yet expected. It was
surprising that the legal system would allow such an outcome in a highly
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publicized trial with clear video evidence of guilt.'®> And yet, the outcome
was expected because it simply reaffirmed the experience of the Black com-
munity in the criminal justice system.'s3 This perspective was captured by
Ageela Sherrills:

We felt like our cries for help were falling consistently on deaf
ears, because of this label “gangs” that was put on us. It dehuman-
ized the people behind it, desensitized the public to our plight, so
therefore, regardless of what we said, the system—even though
they saw this video, and we had been complaining about this for
years—still it was like “oh, that’s not happening to folks.”!%

A field coordinator for Community Youth Gang Services in Los Angeles
offered a similar observation. “[W]hen the verdict came in, it was like a
10.0 earthquake that woke everyone up, especially gang members, to the
injustice that is happening to minorities. The verdict helped push the process
together. The across-the-board not-guilty verdict was a real slap in the face,
whether you’re a gang member or Joe Citizen.”!$

The acquittal ignited rage in minority communities throughout Los An-
geles.!' Within forty-five minutes of the verdict’s announcement, protest
groups began to form. The growing anger reflected long and deep-seated
frustration toward the social, economic, legal, and political inequalities that
existed in Watts and throughout Los Angeles.'¥” To community members,
this was not a riot—it was the second uprising, 27 years after the first upris-
ing in Watts.!88
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The first acts of violence appeared in south Los Angeles in the after-
noon. They gradually spread throughout the city. Over the course of four
days, violence and destruction overwhelmed the community. Federal troops
and the National Guard were called to quell the violence. By May 3, 1992,
civil unrest had subsided. However, the human toll was significant. Dozens
of people were killed and thousands were injured.'®® Property damage ex-
ceeded $775 million, and the majority of the destruction occurred in south
Los Angeles.!®

Amid this violence, the nascent gang truce held. During the rebellion,
there were no killings or acts of violence between gang members in Watts.'”!
While at times tenuous, the truce held during its early months.!'”? Drive-by
shootings decreased—from 162 in a six-week period in 1991 to 85 during
that same period in 1992.'%3

2. The Treaty’s Short-Term Impact

Medical records from local hospitals provide further evidence of the
Treaty’s immediate impact.'** According to an emergency room physician at
Martin Luther King, Jr. Hospital in south Los Angeles, Black men were
routinely admitted every week with gunshot wounds before the truce. After
the truce, this changed. “The first week I worked after the riot there was not
a single case of gunshot wound in an African-American male, which is un-
heard of.”'® These observations were reinforced by medical studies, which
concluded, “[t]here was a statistical decrease in the number of gunshot
wound victims treated at King/Drew Medical Center since the Los Angeles
riot.”1% Moreover, the racial distribution of gunshot victims treated at King/
Drew Medical Center further affirmed these findings. Before the Watts
Treaty, the racial distribution of gunshot victims was 50% African American

139 Anjuli Sastry & Karen Grigsby Bates, When LA Erupted in Anger: A Look Back at the
Rodney King Riots, NPR (Apr. 26, 2017), https://www.npr.org/2017/04/26/524744989/when-
la-erupted-in-anger-a-look-back-at-the-rodney-king-riots, archived at perma.cc/EG5G-ZKLR.

1% Thomas S. Mulligan, After the Riots: L.A. Insurance Claims Will Hit $775 Million:
Property, L.A. TiMEs (May 21, 1992), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1992-05-21-
fi-477-story.html, archived at perma.cc/AKHT-JIPN; The Ten Most-Costly Riots in the U.S.,
CHr. TriB. (Nov. 26, 2014), https://www.chicagotribune.com/chi-insurance-civil-unrest-riots-
bix-gfx-20141126-htmlstory.html, archived at perma.cc/JCTV-DCO6W.

! HAYDEN, supra note 23, at 190-91. But see Michele L. Norris & Avis Thomas-Lester,
In LA., Unlikely Peacemakers, WasH. Post (May 23, 1992), https://www.washingtonpost.
com/archive/politics/1992/05/23/in-1a-unlikely-peacemakers/cf5e1c0c-2555-43a6-9d90-
2bc855a36350/, archived at perma.cc/3FHB-U2GS.

192 Seth Mydans, After the Riots: ‘Trial and Error’ in Los Angeles as Gangs Maintain
Truce, N.Y. TimEs, May 18, 1992, at B8; see also FELKER-KANTOR supra note 46, at 240.

193 Cotton, supra note 179, at 443.

194 Id

195 1d.

1% Gary J. Ordog et al., Incidence of Gunshot Wounds at a County Hospital Following the
Los Angeles Riot and a Gang Truce, 34 J. TrRauma 779, 779 (1993). However, the study did
not distinguish between gunshot victims from Watts and other local communities that were
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and 50% Hispanic.'”” After the Treaty was adopted by the predominately
Black gangs in Watts, there were far fewer Black gunshot victims. At this
point, the racial distribution of gunshot victims was 80% Hispanic and only
20% Black.'”® Even the local funeral home in Watts noted the Treaty’s impact
in reducing gang violence.'””

Anecdotal evidence indicates the gang truce had a noticeable impact
throughout the Watts community. Gang members were the first to observe
the Treaty’s impact. Twilight Bey noted that “people can go anywhere they
want” and ‘“children can walk down the streets and play.”?® The Treaty
brought families together, many of whom had been separated because of the
gang conflict. One gang member observed, “that’s when we started to realize
that some of us were kinfolks, and we never even knew it.”?! The Treaty
also brought rivals together. “I started feeling good when I started to see
brothers open up and take other brothers to their parents’ houses. That’s
something way out to do with your rival. To take your rival to your parents’
house. Then we started going places together, going over to each other’s
houses, hanging out all day.”?%

This new freedom of movement extended throughout the community. A
local resident explained that “[nJow it’s quiet, peaceful.”? This resident
felt comfortable allowing her young child to play in her front yard. “I don’t
mind them playing outside now. You can take a walk, water your grass. You
don’t have to worry about anything.”?* Youth teams could now compete
within the Watts Friendship Sports League without fear of indiscriminate
attacks or worrying about their uniform colors. According to a youth coach,
“[w]e’re able to go to Imperial Courts and not fear for our lives. We’re able
to go to Jordan Downs and feel good about playing.”?* Community leaders
also recognized the long-term benefits. Sports teams motivated children and
kept them from becoming involved in the gangs.

While many gang members supported the Treaty, some were initially
skeptical that it would change behavior.?¢ Others were unwilling to accept

Y7 Id. at 779-80.

198 1d.

199 Andrea Ford, Gang Truce Lets Residents Rediscover Their Freedoms, L.A. TIMES (Aug.
14, 1992), https://www .latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1992-08-14-mn-5343-story.html,
archived at https://perma.cc/BB7L-2E3A.

200 Jan & Suan’KevyaH, supra note 74, at 334 (interview with “Twilight Bey™).

201 1d. at 257 (interview with “Leon”).

202 Id

203 Cotton, supra note 179, at 443; Ford, supra note 199.

204 Cotton, supra note 179, at 443.

205 Otto Strong, Gang Truce Brings Youngsters Back to Watts Playgrounds, L.A. TIMEs,
Sept. 27, 1992, at H31.

206 This skepticism extended beyond the gangs. According to a medical official in the L.A.
County Department of Health Services, the truce was unlikely to have a meaningful impact on
gang violence. Cotton, supra note 179, at 443. (They are part of . . . our environment. I find it
hard to believe that they have suddenly shaken hands and we have a Middle East peace truce
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it. One gang member raised such concerns by noting, “I know my homeboys
aren’t going to be with any peace treaty, so I’'m not with it. Man, that ain’t
going to last.”?” Another gang member expressed similar concerns. “I didn’t
really like the [P]eace [T]reaty anyway. If I kill you today, then one of your
homies who’s like 11 or 12 now is gonna remember it, and when he gets
older he’s gonna blow my head off. That’s what’s happening today.”2%

However, other gang members were willing to believe the Treaty could
work. Some even entered “enemy” territory to test the Treaty. As described
by Ronald “Kartoon” Antwine, a prominent member of the Bounty Hunters
gang from Nickerson Gardens, “[o]ne day I said, ‘Let’s find out,” and we all
started walking through the Nickersons, Bloods and Crips. The young ho-
mies were stunned, but they joined in. It was beautiful.”?® A similar experi-
ence was described by another gang member:

I was standing on the other side of the projects, and everybody was
running around saying, “There’s a Crip walking through the neigh-
borhood.” He was with one of the guys from the Villains [a
Blood]. So we were wondering what they were up to. The young-
sters were running around preparing to get the dude. The Crip
stepped to some of the older dudes that were sitting out there,
along with me and a couple of other guys, and he said, “I know
I’m in violation, but I think it’s time for brothers out here to come
to peace. It’s time to stop all of this. If you brothers are going to do
me, go ahead and do me now. Whatever, man, I just feel like it’s
time for somebody to step up and say it’s time to have some peace
over here.?!®

As news of the Treaty spread, trust grew and support extended throughout
the community.?!!

3. The Treaty’s Long-Term Impact

The Treaty’s long-term impact was also significant. Crime statistics re-
veal a pronounced decrease in violence in south Los Angeles.?'? In addition,
gang homicides in Los Angeles County fell during this period, from 803 in

207 Jan & SHAW KEYAH, supra note 74, at 49 (interview with “Red”).
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does [last], but it probably won’t . . . People’s brothers been killed, their mothers, fathers.
There are too many grudges.” Terry, supra note 3, at A21.

209 Krikorian, supra note 208 (interview with “Scrap”).
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(Jan. 26, 1998), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1998-jan-26-me-12251-story.html,
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1992 to 399 in 1998.2"* By 1999, homicides dropped to their lowest levels in
thirteen years.?'* Drive-by shootings by gangs in the city of Los Angeles also
decreased during this period, from 1,548 in 1991 to 1,070 by 1993.2> While
numerous factors contributed to the reduction, criminologists, police offi-
cials, and medical researchers all cited “periodic truces among violent street
gangs” as a contributing factor.?'¢

To be clear, gang violence did not end in Watts. On January 13, 1994,
for example, Tony Bogard was shot and killed at the Imperial Courts hous-
ing project.?'” On January 10, 2004, Aqgeela Sherrills’s son was shot eight
times and killed while visiting home from college.?'® Such individual trage-
dies continued to occur. But the overall reduction in gang deaths was notice-
able.?"” As stated by the police commander overseeing south Los Angeles,
“[t]here’s no question there has been a real decrease in violence among
[Bllack gangs.”?* He pointed to a decrease in drive-by shootings and
murders by Bloods and Crips as two examples. Another L.A. deputy police
chief shared the same view: “Just looking at these statistics, one would have
to feel it is a very positive situation developing. We hope it is going to last
indefinitely, and we’re going to try to do what we can to ensure that it
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Chart%20%202012.pdf, archived at perma.cc/3S4M-DSA9.

214 Id

215 H. Range Hutson et al., Drive-by Shootings by Violent Street Gangs in Los Angeles: A
Five-year Review from 1989 to 1993, 3 Acap. EMERGENCY. MED. 300, 301 (1996).

216 Matt Lait, Homicides in L.A. Drop to Lowest Total in 20 Years, L.A. Times (Dec. 29,
1997), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1997-dec-29-mn-3170-story.html, archived
at perma.cc/73L9-UAHQ. Cf. Shawn Hubler, Homicides in 1992 Set Record for L.A. County,
L.A. Times (Jan. 5, 1993), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1993-01-05-me-819-
story.html, archived at perma.cc/STNQ-2VFK; Hutson, supra note 215, at 302; FELKER-KAN-
TOR, supra note 46, at 240. Other factors included an improving economy and enhanced law
enforcement activities.

27 Lucille Renwick & Jesse Katz, Veteran of Gangs’ War and Peace Dies by Gunfire:
Violence, L.A. Times (Jan. 15, 1994), https://www latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1994-01-15-
mn-12043-story.html, archived at perma.cc/2E9C-NLCB. At the time of his death, Bogard had
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lasts”??! Yet despite their public statements, law enforcement did little to
support the Treaty.???

By its express terms, the Watts Gang Treaty was only applicable to
Watts and the four gangs that had participated in negotiations and agreed to
its provisions. This explains, in part, why the number of gang-related homi-
cides outside of Watts did not fall.??® In fact, gang violence continued in
other communities throughout Los Angeles.??*

However, the Treaty served as inspiration and model to other groups.
As noted by a gang member from Compton, “[t]he truce started in Watts,
then Compton, that’s it, but there were other gangs that were coming to
Watts, because that’s like the Holy Grounds, so you could go over there,
Blood, Crip, or whoever. If you’re down with Black-on-Black unity, then
come on over to the projects.”? Similar truce efforts began to develop in
surrounding areas, including East Los Angeles, Long Beach, Pasadena, and
Santa Ana.?? The truce movement soon extended beyond Southern Califor-
nia into other parts of the state and throughout the country, as reflected in a
1993 gang summit in Kansas City.?”” Such was the goal of the Treaty’s
drafters.
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B.  Compliance and Enforcement
1. Promoting the Treaty

As with any peaceful settlement between countries, “developing a sys-
tem to enforce the truce is a major challenge.”??® Proponents of the Watts
Gang Treaty used several strategies to promote compliance.

Gang truce parties became a key strategy for maintaining the peace.
These parties brought rival gang members, and eventually their families, to-
gether at local parks. Music, food, and sports promoted an atmosphere free
from violence. “Children romped, while their mothers chatted. Football,
baseball and domino games were organized.”?? Music at truce parties was
carefully chosen to minimize offending rival gangs.?

In fact, rap and hip-hop music became an important mechanism for
promoting the Treaty. Some local rappers addressed the Treaty in their mu-
sic, such as the 1993 song, Peace Treaty, by Kam:

Bound by a peace treaty . . .

It’s now or never.

More than ever,

Black people have to stick together.

But yo. Let’s hear it for the Bloods and the Crips.

I gots to admit it, y’all brothers did it.

I just hope it don’t cease.

For the sake of all the homies that’s restin’ in peace.?!

In his song, Gotta Lotta Love, rapper Ice-T sang “[t]he gang truce is on, so
you wear whatever.”??> As a member of the Crips, Ice-T’s lyrics and support
for the Treaty resonated with gang members.?** Such acts of cultural support

228 UMEMOTO, supra note 16, at 166.

222 Marc Lacey & Shawn Hubler, Police, Revelers Clash at Gang Truce Barbecue, L.A.
TiMes (June 8, 1992), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1992-06-08-mn-105-
story.html, archived at https://perma.cc/Y2FG-TG58.
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233 Jee-T referred to the Watts Gang Treaty as “the most dramatic turning point in Ameri-
can history from my perspective.” Ice-T, Forward to Jan & SHAH’KEYAH, supra note 74, at 9.



146 Harvard Civil Rights-Civil Liberties Law Review [Vol. 57

are not surprising.?** There is a long history in Watts and south Los Angeles
of using music and art to address social issues.?®

Gang leaders worked to reduce provocations in other ways. For exam-
ple, certain colors had long been associated with distinct gangs: blue repre-
sented the Crips, and red represented the Bloods.?** These colors served to
identify both friends and enemies. Because of the Treaty, these colors be-
came less provocative, something that local residents observed: “I see them
(gang members) walking together with blue and red rags (bandannas). A few
months ago, whenever you saw a red rag, he was looking for a blue rag to
kill.”#7 Clothing with blue and red colors was distributed at various events
with messages of unity and positive references to the truce.?*® Posters ac-
knowledging the Peace Treaty often referenced the Crips and Bloods and
included both colors and symbols of peace.?”
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Poster acknowledging Watts Gang Treaty.**

Sports also served as an opportunity for community building. Propo-
nents of the Treaty organized football, basketball, and baseball games to
build positive relationships within the community.?*! Each neighborhood
was encouraged to put together athletic teams. These activities gave gang
members an opportunity to develop relationships with their peers in the com-
munity and defuse potential conflicts. Hundreds of people attended these
games.?*?

Various groups within the community supported the gang truce. Long-
standing organizations, such as the Coalition Against Police Abuse and the
Amer-I-Can Program, used their political and community networks to sup-
port the truce.?** Newly established groups also supported the Treaty includ-
ing Community in Support of the Gang Truce, Hands Across Watts, Mothers
Reclaiming Our Children, and Focusing on and Creating Ethnic Solidarity.>*
While these groups were established to promote distinct goals, they each

240 Curt Cramer, The Historic Truce Between the Bloods and Crips in L.A. 1992, THE
Source (Apr. 28, 2015), https://thesource.com/2015/04/28/today-in-hip-hop-history-the-his-
toric-truce-between-the-bloods-and-crips-in-1-a-1992/, archived at https://perma.cc/P223-
L9EQ. The poster incorporates several images and colors that are representative of the partici-
pating gangs. Its reference to April 28, 1992 reflects different perspectives on the effective
date of the Treaty.

241 A, Sherrills Interview, supra note 4; Lacey & Hubler, supra note 229.

242 See AFARY, supra note 7, at 112,

23 Id. at 75, 103.

244 Id. at 76-77, 104, 109, 110.
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recognized the value of supporting the gang truce.”* These groups engaged
in various projects to promote peace. They conducted fundraising cam-
paigns, including car washes and clothing drives.?*® They organized rallies to
generate support for the truce.?’ They engaged in political advocacy.?*® They
held workshops on conflict resolution.?* They even filmed videos to cele-
brate the truce and encourage peace within the community.?°

Many of these events addressed the Treaty as part of a broader social
justice movement. In May 1993, for example, a group of activists inspired
by the gang truce organized a poetry festival, Peace L.A.: The Poetics of a
Gang Truce, to highlight community concerns, including lack of employ-
ment opportunities, limited funding for education, and the failure of the po-
litical process to address local problems.>! Event organizers viewed poetry
as a way to bridge the gap between inspiration and action. According to one
of the organizers, “[t]he gang truce document is far-reaching. It’s a working
piece of art we can act on, help make real. This is a celebration of peace, not
war.”232

The work of Community in Support of the Gang Truce reflected the
broad nature of the community response. Its mandate recognized “the truce
is not just a cessation of gang warfare, but a dynamic militant movement for
social justice.”?3 The group recognized the risks faced by the Treaty’s sup-
porters and their efforts to promote unity among competing gangs. To sup-
port the Treaty, the group developed several programs, including a speaker’s
bureau and a ““grass-roots rumor-control network to counteract misinforma-
tion.”?* The group denounced the mass incarceration of minority youth and
lobbied for jobs.? It called for economic support programs, from the estab-
lishment of neighborhood cooperative zones to funding for local schools and
community programs.>° It targeted labor and religious organizations, social
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clubs, and businesses and promoted a variety of causes, including criminal
justice reform. To further support the Treaty, the organization even drafted a
truce plan for the broader Los Angeles community.?’

In May 1993, Hands Across Watts helped organize the Los Angeles
Gang Peace Summit, which was held to bring together gang members from
throughout the city. As described in the New York Times, it was “part busi-
ness meeting and part motivational seminar.”?® During the conference, a
video by Stanley Tookie Williams, the purported co-founder of the Crips,
was shown to summit attendees. The video was recorded by Williams from
death row in San Quentin with the assistance of Barbara Becnel, a member
of Hands Across Watts. In his recorded remarks, Williams expressed support
for the gang truce movement.?® Williams had previously been skeptical
about the Treaty, but came to recognize that it could succeed.?® He contin-
ued to express support for the truce movement until his execution in 2005.

Local media outlets in Los Angeles offered a valuable forum for pro-
moting the Treaty.?' The KJLH radio station, which was owned by Stevie
Wonder, established a radio show titled Peace Treaty that was hosted by
former gang members.?? The show “provided opportunities for many ordi-
nary African Americans to participate in an ongoing dialogue on the gang
truce movement” and “gave gang members a forum through which they
could initiate truce activities in their local communities.””?%3 In fact, several
gang members noted how the radio program influenced their decision to
support the truce.?* As noted by one gang member, “that program saved a
whole lot of lives.”?* Another gang member observed how the program ‘“al-
lowed us to all come together and talk about changing things.”® Other
Black-owned media, such as The Sentinel newspaper, played an important
role in addressing the social, economic, and political conditions affecting
minority communities in Los Angeles. Given concerns about the mainstream
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media’s depiction of the truce, these alternative media outlets were particu-
larly important.2s’

2. Challenges to the Treaty

Political leaders had mixed reactions to the Treaty.?®® Some politicians
became strong supporters of the gang truce and were sincere advocates.
Congresswoman Maxine Waters endorsed the truce and challenged asser-
tions that the Treaty was ineffective.® To promote similar peace-building
efforts in other parts of Los Angeles, Waters referenced the Treaty as a tem-
plate for gang cooperation. California State Senator Tom Hayden was also a
strong advocate of the Treaty and even hired Dewayne Holmes in 1996 to
work in his Senate office, a reflection of his commitment to support the
treaty drafters.?”

Other politicians were skeptical of the Treaty and reluctant to provide
the gang authors with any credibility. Of course, they celebrated the reduc-
tion in gang violence in Los Angeles. Some even took credit for the reduc-
tion in violence. Local leaders, including the mayor, police chief, and district
attorney attributed this reduction to new legislation and heightened policing
efforts.”’! They cited gang injunctions, curfews, and the state’s adoption of
the three-strikes law in 1994 in support of their claims.?”? Demographic
changes and an improving economy were also offered as explanations.

To the architects of the Treaty, these claims were exaggerated and inac-
curate. Daude Sherrills noted, for example, that politicians “always down-
played the gang truce because they didn’t start it, the gangs did.”?”* Sherrills
added, “[yJou can bet if the mayor or City Council started up the Watts
[Glang [Pleace [T]reaty, you’d be hearing about it every . . . day.”?
Dewayne Holmes emphasized that “the people on the streets” who were “on
the front lines” were overwhelmingly responsible for the decrease in
crime.?”
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Some political leaders expressed concern that gangs would grow in
strength, focus their efforts on criminal activity, and direct their violence at
law enforcement officers.?’® For example, Councilwoman Joan Milke Flores
expressed conditional support for the Treaty, but noted that “if the result is
that you have one larger gang instead of two smaller gangs . . . I'm not so
sure that’s a plus.”?”7 L.A. police officials were more direct: “We received
intelligence well in advance of the [Rodney King] verdict that there would
be certain informal truces among gangs. There is a belief and perception
now that . . . they are directing their efforts towards police.”?’® These allega-
tions were made on several occasions.?”” This dynamic was captured by so-
cial critic Mike Davis: “the police and military occupiers of Los Angeles
give no credence to any peaceful, let alone entrepreneurial, transformation of
L.A.’s black gang cultures. The ecumenical movement of the Crips and
Bloods is their worst imagining: gang violence no longer random but
politicized into a black intifada.”?® Concerns about growing gang power
eventually led to the deployment of crime suppression task forces into the
Watts community, despite fears that such efforts would undermine the
truce.?®!

On several occasions, police used excessive force to break up truce par-
ties, resulting in violence among attendees and numerous arrests. Watts re-
sidents denounced the police intervention, which often occurred with dozens
of police in riot gear supported by helicopters.?®? As noted by one long-time
resident, the parties were a way of uniting the community. Even if they were
loud, “I’d much rather have them doing this than going out and killing each
other.”?* Community activists made similar observations. “If the
gangbangers are serious about what they’re trying to do, they should be sen-
sitive to the residents they’re disturbing . . . But for the police to be insensi-
tive to the gangbangers is also a downer. The way they’re responding doesn’t
do nothing but incite more things to happen.”?%

To many, the heavy-handed manner in which law enforcement re-
sponded was counterproductive. At one truce party, a young resident ob-
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served, “[t]here wasn’t no fighting until the police arrived. . . . They were
ready to fight. People didn’t like getting hit, so they fought back.”?> Such
actions undermined the truce by connecting heightened law enforcement ac-
tivity in the community with the Treaty.?®® When police officers in riot gear
entered the community and disrupted social gatherings, it provoked conflict.
It also perpetuated the existence of a “martial” state in Watts, where re-
sources were allocated to law enforcement operations at the expense of com-
munity building.

The police reaction was not surprising to gang members.?®” They were
convinced law enforcement officials actively opposed the treaty.?® As noted
by one gang activist, the police want to destroy gang unity.?® The police see
the Treaty “as a threat and attempt to crush it because it is out of their
control.”?%

Such aggressive law enforcement tactics stood in stark contrast to the
limited political and economic support offered to the truce movement or
broader efforts to revitalize the Watts community.?' In the aftermath of the
uprising, local leaders and community activists called for economic support
to rebuild destroyed buildings and generate employment opportunities for
local residents. Weeks after the uprising, Mayor Tom Bradley announced the
creation of Rebuild L.A., a non-profit organization that would spearhead
these efforts.””> Heralded with much fanfare, the organization had limited
success in promoting community revitalization.”®> While Rebuild L.A.
worked with several private companies to establish job programs, these ef-
forts did not generate sufficient jobs to create meaningful change in the com-
munity. Critics also pointed out that the primary beneficiaries of Rebuild
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L.A. were politicians and corporations instead of the affected communi-
ties.?* By 1999, Rebuild L.A. ceased operations.

In May 1992, a provocative economic proposal was released in Los
Angeles, although its origins and authors remain unclear.?”> The proposal
called for political leaders to undertake a massive infusion of financial sup-
port into the community, including a $3 billion financial commitment to
rebuilding Los Angeles.”® It highlighted five broad initiatives: (1) a “face-
lift” of the community that would improve structures, buildings, lighting,
landscaping, and sanitation; (2) an education initiative to improve L.A. Uni-
fied schools as well as increased funding for teachers, school supplies, tutor-
ing programs, and financial incentives for students; (3) a law enforcement
program to revise policing; (4) an economic development proposal to en-
courage loans for local businesses; and (5) a human welfare proposal to im-
prove hospitals and health care centers as well as a demand for the wholesale
restructuring of the welfare system.?”’ In return for implementing these de-
mands, the proposal indicated that “the Bloods/Crips Organization” would
undertake to provide financial support for rebuilding Los Angeles.?®® Unsur-
prisingly, the proposal gained little traction. Apart from its cost, the proposal
required city leaders to respond within seventy-two hours along with the
admonition, “[m]eet these demands and the targeting of police officers will
stop!”?” As a result, it was never seriously considered.’®

The lack of meaningful economic support for the Watts Gang Treaty is
one of the most significant failings of political and business leaders. In con-
trast, gang members recognized the importance of economic development.
As noted by a local community activist, “[i]f [we] don’t address the issues
of unemployment and underemployment and poverty, we are inviting (the
warfare) back.”?' In June 1992, for example, Daude Sherrills helped estab-
lish Hands Across Watts as a non-profit organization to promote jobs and
economic opportunities in the community.*> Sherrills noted that “[t]his is
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our first step.”’” Tony Bogard was more direct: “Economics plays a major
role in maintaining the peace. If we had industry and venture capital we
wouldn’t have all the drug selling and robbing that’s going on. Economics is
the key to everything.”’* Other local groups, including the Coalition
Against Police Abuse and Community in Support of the Gang Truce devel-
oped job training programs for local residents, including silk-screening clas-
ses and training on the use of pesticides for pest control.’®

C. Desuetude
1. An Ending

While the truce held in Watts for several years, tensions eventually be-
gan to emerge.’® Given the ebb and flow of conflict, this should be ex-
pected. Gang disputes are similar to other forms of violent conflict, which
also go “through stages of escalation and decline.”*”” Demographic, eco-
nomic, and societal developments also played a significant role in explaining
this fluctuation. The lack of economic opportunities had a profound influ-
ence on the community. As noted by Dewayne Holmes, “[w]e are seeing
people going back to what they used to be doing, the familiar ways of sur-
viving—selling drugs, robbing, gambling, stealing, hustling . . . People do
all sorts of things to live, to survive, to pay their rent and their bills.”3

It is also unsurprising that support for the truce waned as gang leaders
who had been involved in the original negotiations stepped away from their
gang affiliations.’® Agqgeela Sherrills moved to New Jersey and became a
nationally recognized gang violence and community intervention special-
ist.?' In July 2021, he was invited to the White House to meet with President
Biden.’'" Daude Sherrills was instrumental in establishing Hands Across
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Watts and has continued his activism in the community.3'? He is also produc-
ing a documentary on the Treaty.’'3 Twilight Bey eventually moved to
London and used his experiences to address gang conflict in England.?'*
Soon after the Treaty was finalized, Dewayne Holmes was arrested and sen-
tenced to seven years in state prison.>'> Yet even from prison, Holmes urged
the community to support the Treaty: “Watts is the foundation of the Truce
and if it fails so shall every gang that stands with it. 'm asking you to do
whatever you can so that this does not happen. Don’t let everything that we
have worked for be all for nothing. Please! Who among us is listening?”3!
Upon his release, Holmes went to work for California State Senator Tom
Hayden and became a community organizer, including serving as an active
member of Focusing on and Creating Ethnic Solidarity.?'” Unfortunately, not
all the Treaty drafters survived the conflict. Tony Bogard was killed in a
gang-related shooting less than two years after the Treaty was finalized.

As new gang members entered the community, they did not have the
same connections to the Treaty and began to challenge the status quo.?'® The
racial composition in Watts also changed—from a predominantly Black
community to a more diverse population.’’® In addition, economic factors
played a role in the Treaty’s gradual demise. Inequality became even more
pronounced in Los Angeles, placing further pressure on the Treaty. Indeed,
employment opportunities fell drastically in Watts, which lost 55,000 jobs
between 1992 and 1999.3%° Many of the structures destroyed during the 1992
uprising were never rebuilt.’!
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By 2005, news reports indicated that the Treaty had died, although
Ageela Sherrills explained that it simply faded away.??? Unlike its origins in
April 1992, there is no single moment that would clearly reflect the Treaty’s
desuetude. But as described by a former Los Angeles Times reporter, the
change was evident:

The nights of mixing purple, blue and red are over. Gone are the
days when the Grape Street Watts Crips from Jordan Downs (pur-
ple), the Bounty Hunter Bloods from Nickerson Gardens (red) and
the Project, or PJ, Crips from Imperial Courts (blue) could encoun-
ter one another without fear of death . . . So far this year there have
been at least seven killings in and around the projects, dozens of
shootings, a reported 187 violent crimes and, with all that, the ac-
knowledgment that there is no more treaty. Long gone are the joy-
ous parties and rowdy football games that homies from the
projects threw and played together. Gone are the days when a
gangster from the Jordans who had a child with a lady from the
Nickerson could have a lazy Sunday-afternoon barbecue in
peace.’?

2. A Legacy

While the Watts Gang Treaty is no longer in force, its legacy remains.
The Watts community takes great pride in the Treaty. The architects of the
truce view their work as a profound accomplishment. The broader Los An-
geles community celebrates it as well.3*
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Parade celebrating Watts Gang Treaty’®

In April 2012, the Watts community celebrated the twentieth anniver-
sary of the Treaty.’?® At the event, Ageela and Daude Sherrills as well as
other members of the Watts community spoke about the Treaty’s history.
They also addressed its legacy in Watts.’?’ In 2014, Daude Sherrills marked
another anniversary with the following statement on social media:

Today mark the anniversary of the watts Los Angeles truce
between gangs . . . 22 years ago brother and sister came together in
solidarity to address serious issues that affect the lives of family
love[d] one[s] and friends. The 1992 gang truce save so many
lives and launch many social efforts and organization that produce
jobs and a better quality of living. So today salute to all those who
where [sic] active in those days and salute to all those who are
still in the trenches today peace!!3?

On the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Treaty, the community held a
series of panel discussions, film screenings, and other festivities.’?* Videos
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celebrating the Treaty were also produced.*® Reflecting on the anniversary,
Ageela Sherrills acknowledged that gang violence had created a war zone
and that the people living there still suffered from post-traumatic stress dis-
order, hyper vigilance, and vicarious trauma.’*' Because of this, Sherrills ar-
gued it was important for the community to address these harms and
recommit itself to peace.’3

As Watts approaches the thirty-year anniversary of the Treaty, it reflects
a community shaped by racial discrimination, marred by violence, and yet
inspired by hope. There is an optimism and resilience even as poverty
remains.’?

III. REerLEcTIONS ON THE WATTS GANG TREATY

The Watts Gang Treaty was the product of a social movement led by
gang members. As described by Tom Hayden, “[t]he truce was truly a
movement, needing individual steps of courage from the bottom up.”3*
While social movements can encompass a diverse array of groups and is-
sues, the unique origins of this movement and its ability to generate mean-
ingful change within the gang community in Watts merits further
reflection.?*
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A. Understanding the Anatomy of Peace in Watts
1. Credibility

Most significantly, the Treaty was crafted from within the community,
by gang members who had a personal stake in its success. They were moti-
vated to save their own lives and to protect their families and friends.>** The
Treaty’s language reflected a formal structure and hierarchy that gang mem-
bers understood. Moreover, it was explicitly drafted by gang members and
directed at them.®” The Treaty signaled the idea “that black youth were
serious.”?%

Because it had been drafted by their leaders and peers, the truce was
seen as credible by gang members. This basic point was made clear by one
gang member: “[T]he only way this is going to work is if it is an inside job.
It has to be an inside job. Within every hood they have to be peacing with
themselves.”?*® Moreover, the internal hierarchy of gang culture ensured
compliance as senior leaders had the authority to dissuade errant members
inclined to violate the agreement. In fact, the active participation of gang
members in monitoring the Treaty was essential.* According to Daude
Sherrills, “[w]e school those guys that get out and try to be destructive . . .
We educate them on the value of the treaty and of unity. We work at it all the
time. You’ve got to work on the healing.”**' Ageela Sherrills also described
how gang members would enforce the Treaty: “If you get too far out of line,
there’s folks in the neighborhood that will check you.”’3#

2. Socialization

Gang leaders recognized that group socialization was essential for
building trust. Thus, they promoted meetings to bring gang members to-
gether. Larger meetings, such as gang truce parties, complete with picnics
and sports contests, became commonplace.** The consequences of these ef-
forts were pronounced. As described by Ivory Clemons, a gang member liv-

36 A, Sherrills Interview, supra note 4; HAYDEN, supra note 23, at 32-36; RicE, supra
note 41, at 131; ¢f. Fox Butterfield, The Wisdom of Children Who Have Known Too Much,
N.Y. Times (June 8, 1997), https://www.nytimes.com/1997/06/08/weekinreview/the-wisdom-
of-children-who-have-known-too-much.html, archived at https://perma.cc/95DX-AKPN.
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341 Michael Krikorian, Gang Truces All But Forgotten as Homicides Soar, L.A. TiMES
(July 21, 2002), https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2002-jul-21-me-truce2 1 -story.html,
archived at https://perma.cc/837B-FARS.
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events to promote unity between the Bloods and Crips).
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ing in Nickerson Gardens, “[w]e party together every night” and “I
embrace fellas who tried to stab and shoot me.”?* Inviting close family
members to attend these parties sent a clear message of support for the truce.
According to a gang member who supported the Treaty, “[t]hat’s how it has
to go if you’re really about peace.”* When family members and children
began attending, truce parties became ‘“‘indistinguishable from family re-
unions” and the socialization process was firmly in place.’*

3. Symbolism

Symbolism was paramount to every aspect of the Treaty and its success.
Alluding to its origins in the 1949 Egypt-Israel Armistice Agreement, the
Treaty drafters acknowledged the historical parallels between the Arab-Is-
raeli conflict and the experiences of “Black America.”**’ By framing their
efforts through the language of military conflict and diplomacy, the Treaty
drafters generated interest and credibility within the gang community. A
cease-fire agreement structured as a treaty between rival gangs was an obvi-
ous response to a conflict that killed both “combatants” and “civilians.”
More broadly, the Treaty drafters hoped that Black leaders “would one day
get a chance to review the rudimentary principles outlined in every article
and annex of the gang truce” and realize how “serious street organizations
wanted to see a better way of life while they live and not after they die.”**

Perhaps the most powerful symbols of the conflict were the red and
blue colors that many gang members wore as a depiction of their respective
affiliations. Before the Treaty’s adoption, both gang and non-gang members
were often targeted because of the color of their clothing.’* Advocates of the
gang truce reframed these colors as symbols of unity. On some occasions,
gang members would carry both red and blue bandannas.’*® On other occa-
sions, red and blue bandannas were tied together as a symbol of unity and a
reflection of the truce.® According to one gang member, “[t]he little
homiez were going to school tying up red rags and blue rags together, telling

344 Richard Price, On L.A. Streets, Precarious Peace: Gang Unity Faces Tough Test of
Time, USA Topay, May 18, 1992, at A3.

3 Jan & SuAn KevaH, supra note 74, at 50 (interview with “Red”).

36 ArARY, supra note 7, at 80.
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at 188 (interview with “Leibo”); Avishay Artsy, Gang Borders Create Invisible Walls in Los
Angeles, KCRW (Mar. 13, 2018), https://www.kcrw.com/culture/shows/design-and-architec-
ture/gang-borders-create-invisible-walls-in-los-angeles, archived at https://perma.cc/FOKD-
P5GR; Jerome Campbell, Prevalence of Gang Colors Fades, But They Can Still Be Deadly,
L.A. Times (June 6, 2015), https://homicide.latimes.com/post/gang-colors/, archived at https://
perma.cc/83E2-5S8D.

330 Terry, supra note 3, at A21.

31 Ford & Rivera, supra note 3; RicE, supra note 41, at 127.
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the dudes in the schools, ‘this ain’t what it’s about.””352 These colors would
regularly appear in posters and clothing, which served as further evidence to
gang members and the broader community that the Treaty was working.

4. Empowerment and Respect

For decades, Watts had been ignored by civic leaders. Residents felt
isolated, disempowered, and disrespected. The absence of political engage-
ment and economic opportunities created a vacuum.’>® It is not surprising
that gangs would emerge in this environment.

The Treaty served to empower the gangs in a non-violent manner.’>
“We are empowering people who have never been empowered before,”
noted Daude Sherrills.?> Treating gang leaders as community leaders with
obligations to the broader community reframed the manner in which they
viewed their lives. As explained by Aqgeela Sherrills, community members
have “to become public safety experts themselves by policing their own
communities and being responsible for their own neighborhoods.”3> This
realization was painted on a gym wall in the Nickerson Gardens housing
project.

352 Jan & SHAH'KEYAH, supra note 74, at 257 (interview with “Leon”).

353 D. Sherrills Interview, supra note 4; A. Sherrills Interview, supra note 4.

334 Albert R. Marston, Perspective on Gangs: Ripe Time for a Constructive Shift?, L.A.
TiMEs, June 29, 1992, at BS.

35 Dunn, supra note 246.
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StAr (Apr. 29, 2017), www.atlantablackstar.com/2017/04/29/1asting-legacy-1992-watts-gang-
truce/, archived at https://perma.cc/XSF7-37NK.
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OBODY

Mural located in Watts®’

The Treaty offered gang members something that civil society did
not—respect.®® Countless forces marginalized gang members. Police tactics
routinely stripped them of their dignity.* Lack of employment opportunities
prevented them from taking care of themselves and their loved ones. In this
environment, there were no meaningful career prospects. In addition, the
cycle of violence between gang members perpetuated fear and mistrust.>® In
contrast, gang members felt valued under the Treaty.’®' They also felt
respected by their peers.’? This motivated gang members to continue sup-
porting the Treaty.

37 Jordan Downs Transformation by the Decade-1990s, CORNERSTONE THEATER COM-
PANY, (May 16, 2019), https://cornerstonetheater.org/change-series/jordan-downs-transforma-
tion-by-the-decade-1990s/, archived at https://perma.cc/LW55-FZLY. Red and blue colors,
which represented the Bloods and Crips, appear prominently in the mural.

38 Jan & SuaH’KevaH, supra note 74, at 217 (interview with “T. Rodgers”).

39 Id. at 300 (interview with “Q-Bone”).

3% Monica C. Bell, Safety, Friendship, and Dreams, 54 Harv. C.R.-C.L. Rev. 703 (2019).

3! Ford & Rivera, supra note 3.

362 Jan & SuAH KeYAH, supra note 74, at 97 (interview with Don Gordon).
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5. Community Support

The Treaty generated support from local residents, parents, and social
activists.’? Several non-profit organizations with roots in the community
were active in supporting the Treaty. While each organization served differ-
ent constituencies, they shared a common interest in promoting peace. The
Amer-I-Can Program offered leadership development and life-skills training.
Many gang members participated in the Program and viewed it as a path
away from gang life.’* Communities in Support of the Gang Truce had been
formed by community leaders combatting police abuse.’® Mothers Re-
claiming Our Children was established by parents in response to the growing
crisis of incarceration within communities of color.** Hands Across Watts
and Focusing on and Creating Ethnic Solidarity were both created by gang
members to back the truce.’® These organizations supported the Treaty
through various activities, including public advocacy, community events,
workshops on conflict resolution, and promoting employment opportunities.

Religious leaders also played an important role in promoting the Treaty.
Indeed, they were involved from the beginning.’*® The Tabernacle of Faith
Church in Watts was used as a meeting place in the early stages of the peace
process. The Masjid Al Rasul mosque was also an important location for
talks. As described by Jitu Sadiki of the Black Awareness Community De-
velopment Organization, neutral grounds were essential for these
conversations:

In this place, a neutral zone, the guys could cry about their pain,
the loss of loved ones . . . The Imam allowed them to discuss and
work things out for themselves, but when things got sticky, he
would step in and pray about it. Many reminisced about going to
school together when they were little, about the invisible borders
that rose up between them and didn’t allow them to cross that line.
They began to remember the things they did as youngsters.®

363 See Message to the Grassroots: We All Need to Support the Gang Truce, MEDIA BURN
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6. Religion and Spirituality

Religion provided inspiration and a path to redemption.’”® According to
one gang member, the Treaty “was meant to be. This is God’s work. Nobody
else could pull people that had been warring like that together and, at the
spur of the moment, bring about peace. It’s not possible for any one man to
be able to do that. That’s God’s work.”¥! In fact, many gang members were
deeply religious. As explained by Twilight Bey, “[w]e have a strong belief
in God, even though we’re out here doing all of these terrible things, and
going stark out of our minds, a lot of us believe in God.”*”? In describing the
power of religion and spirituality, T. Rogers noted that “[yJou have to ac-
knowledge that there is something greater than you.”3’

To some, there was even a mystical component to the Watts Gang
Treaty. Watts was viewed as the physical and psychological center of Los
Angeles.’”* Ageela Sherrills also noted how the housing projects in Watts
were all connected, akin to ley-lines.’” “One of the things I came to is that
three of the four major housing projects—the Jordan Downs, Imperial
Courts and the Nickerson Gardens—fell in a perfect ninety-degree angle.”’
These connections reinforced his belief in the Treaty as a mechanism for
uniting the distinct groups living in the projects. According to Sherrills,
“Im]y epiphany was if we connected the Jordan Downs and the Nickerson
Gardens, if we brought those two neighborhoods together, we would create a
domino effect for peace all across the country.”””” Oshea Luja also spoke
about these connections in his poem, “Historic Watts Ley-lines:”

Historic Watts Ley-lines Afro Mejicano.
Lotsa Watta gotta rep my.
Marching down Central Ave. in the drum line.

370 D. Sherrills Interview, supra note 4; Jan & SHaR’KeyAH, supra note 74, at 217 (inter-
view with “T. Rodgers”) (“[T]here has to be some form of religion, some spirituality in your
life. You have to acknowledge that there is something greater than you.”).
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373 Id. at 217 (interview with “T. Rodgers”). Anthony Perry connected the Treaty’s origins
to religious inspiration. PERRY, supra note 87, at 16 (“Since one of Black America’s well
known civil rights activist, [sic] Ralph Bunche, negotiated the Egyptian/Israeli agreement of
1949, I wonder if he too realized the truth about what Muhammad of Arabia had developed in
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374 CHANG, supra note 8, at 358.
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No charades Watts parade.
Shout at one time.*"

B. Beyond the Watts Gang Treaty

The Watts Gang Treaty is not the only agreement established between
gangs. Similar truces appeared in other California cities and in other
states.’” Some were inspired by the Watts Gang Treaty.* Others grew inde-
pendently through local efforts. A review of these agreements reveals a
broad diversity within the truce movement. These agreements involved a
multitude of distinct gangs, whose membership varied based on race and
geography.®® Agreements sought to prevent violence between gang mem-
bers, promote economic development, and establish a common front against
racism and discrimination. They reflected the influence of various religious
groups, community organizations, and even politicians.?®?

The active participation of gang members in monitoring agreements be-
came a model for gang intervention programs throughout the country.’
These programs contained several core features. They used former gang
members to monitor conflict in local communities.*** When conflicts arose,
these individuals worked to mediate disputes. Their familiarity with gang
culture gave them credibility and allowed them to navigate the complex rela-
tionships in the gangs.’® Numerous studies highlight the success of this
strategy .8

In June 1994, for example, two gangs in west Los Angeles negotiated a
truce to end a violent conflict.®” The morphology of this conflict mirrored
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Rise in Homicides, L.A. TimEs, Nov. 30, 1997, at B2; Gebe Martinez, Architect of Gang Truce
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Sparks Hope that Peace Talks Are Fruitful, L.A. TimEs, June 15, 1992, at B1.
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the story of the Watts Gang Treaty in several respects. It was a racialized
conflict between two gangs, although V-13 was a predominantly Latino
gang whereas the members of the Shoreline Crips were Black.**® The con-
flict began with individual attacks and retaliatory shootings between the
gangs.’® Both gang members and non-gang members were injured and
killed. The growing death toll led gang members to seek a negotiated solu-
tion. The truce itself was brokered by gang leaders with significant support
from community activists.*° The success of the truce could be measured by
a tangible reduction in gang attacks.' Finally, the truce required active
monitoring, both by gang members and the local community.**

A very different gang truce emerged in Los Angeles in September
1993.33 A series of internal discussions within the leadership of the Mexican
Mafia culminated in a large-scale meeting near downtown Los Angeles
where gang leaders announced a “no drive-by” edict.** As described by the
Los Angeles Times, “[u]lnder the new rules, gangs are still allowed to attack
rivals with whom they have a personal beef, but they have been instructed to
do it face-to-face, taking care not to harm bystanders.”?*> The consequences
for non-compliance were significant, and sanctions would be imposed in jail
or prison if a gang member was arrested for a drive-by shooting.’*® Unlike
other truce efforts, this gang truce appeared to be motivated by strategic
considerations among the gang leadership to consolidate their power and
protect their lucrative drug trade.’”’

In 2000, State Senator Tom Hayden proposed a Blueprint for Gang
Peace that built upon his own experiences working with gang members in
Los Angeles.*® The proposal included five core provisions: (1) the creation

38 Id. at 2.
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¥4 Lopez & Katz, supra note 226; Rodrigo Ribera d’Ebre, The Peace Treaty of Sur 13
Gangs, HUFFINGTON PosT (Nov. 23, 2013), https://www.huffpost.com/entry/the-peace-treaty-
of-sur-13_b_3960279, archived at https://perma.cc/W6SG-VREW.
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of a peace process coordinator; (2) a peace council; (3) violence prevention
projects; (4) education and skill training; and (5) jobs.*” The document re-
flected Hayden’s long-held belief in the importance of working within the
gang community to promote peace.*® It also recognized the essential nature
of economic development.

In 2004, Stanley Tookie Williams released his Protocol for Peace.*!
The Protocol was drafted to serve as a template for gangs seeking to promote
peace and reconciliation.*? Like the Watts Gang Treaty, it was drafted to
appear as a legal document. While it was similar to the Treaty, it also con-
tained additional features. It began with an affirmation:

This word-of-honor agreement binds the aforementioned rival fac-
tions to put aside their differences, be they ideological, political,
religious, philosophical, racial, economical, geographical, crimi-
nal, material, personal and collective retaliation, or any social reli-
ance on violence or murder. This document is an oath of
responsibility for the parties involved to co-exist in peace and rec-
onciliation for the security of their communities, residents and
offspring.*%

Substantively, the Protocol established a cease-fire and the development of
buffer zones between the parties.*** In addition, it called for the formation of
a Peacekeepers and Monitoring Committee that would work to promote
peace and community stability.*> Violations of the Protocol were to result in
fines or community service.*® Each provision of the Protocol was meant to
be signed and dated. The Protocol was eventually used by gangs in Indiana
and New Jersey to develop their own agreements.*"’

Gang violence is not unique to the United States; it exists throughout
the world.*® Agreements between gangs have also developed outside the
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United States.*” In some instances, agreements have even developed be-
tween gangs and law enforcement. The gang crisis in El Salvador reflects
this dynamic.*'® Salvadoran gangs, such as MS-13, first arose in the United
States and were exported to El Salvador through the deportation of gang
members.*'! Eventually, these gangs became a leading cause of violence in
the country. In response, the Salvadoran government entered negotiations
with leaders from the two gangs.*’> An ensuing truce was established in
2012. Initially, the truce led to a significant reduction in gang violence.*'
Reports indicate that the homicide rate in El Salvador dropped by almost
50%.4'* However, there were substantial concerns that the government had
offered concessions to gang leaders that allowed for selective criminal activ-
ity.#> Public pressure led the Salvadoran government to rescind its support
for the truce. In response, homicide rates eventually returned to their pre-
truce levels.*'® Gang truces have also been documented in other countries,
including Honduras, Jamaica, and Trinidad and Tobago.*”

Twenty-eight years after the Watts Gang Treaty, the death of noted so-
cial activist and rapper Nipsey Hussle in south Los Angeles further high-
lights the Treaty’s significance. Hussle was well-regarded within the Black
community because he promoted numerous philanthropic causes while
counseling against gang violence.*'® He had credibility because he had been
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a member of the Rollin’ 60s, a Crips gang. When he was killed on March 31,
2019, local leaders feared reprisal attacks.*'* Such fears were mitigated when
gang members agreed to a cease-fire agreement.** However, negotiators had
to make clear that a cease-fire agreement was not akin to a treaty. As noted
by the Los Angeles Times, “[iln gang culture, the difference between a
cease-fire and a truce is crucial. A truce implies friendship beyond the mere
cessation of violence. Some who are not ready to accept a truce may accept a
cease-fire.”#! This explains why gang members from Watts sought inspira-
tion in a forty-year-old armistice agreement located in a university library
and used it as a template to draft a peace treaty to end their own conflict.*??
They sought hope for a durable peace and a focal point to build a better life.

IV. Tue MeaNING oF HIDDEN HISTORY

Hidden history surrounds us. Its stories reside beneath the common nar-
rative of power and privilege that exists in the world.*® Some stories are
intentionally hidden because they do not align with ideological or political
agendas, or they run counter to assumptions about race, color, or class.***
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Other stories are obscured through ignorance or neglect, unnoticed by those
who record history.*?> While such neglect may be unintentional, it often re-
flects a perspective that is unable to see the world as it really is. Or, in Ralph
Ellison’s words, these stories are “invisible . . . simply because people refuse
to see [them].”’4%¢

Within this hidden history, marginalized communities fight against en-
trenched forces. In their struggles, many of these groups build social move-
ments to challenge the status quo and attack extant subordination. The power
of social movements is well-documented and a rich scholarship chronicles
their role in promoting racial justice and equality.*”” Some movements seek
structural reform at the national level.*?® Other movements seek change in
their local communities.*”® Some social movements are led by lawyers;
others by activists.**

DEN HisTorY oF BLACK ORGANIZING AND WHITE VIOLENCE IN FLORIDA FROM RECONSTRUC-
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The Watts Gang Treaty reveals the hidden history of a unique social
movement—one led by gang members.*' It also reveals the power of private
ordering and its potential role in marginalized communities long isolated
from public law and often ignored by political institutions.*? Private order-
ing involves a set of norms, rules, and institutions that operate outside for-
mal legal systems.*3 Private ordering often develops when political
institutions are unable or unwilling to address societal problems.**

In Watts, gang members drafted a self-enforcing peace treaty to address
the intractable problem of gang violence. Prior to the Treaty’s adoption,
drive-by shootings were rampant throughout south Los Angeles.**® Most of
these attacks could be traced to conflicts between rival gangs. Law enforce-
ment operations did little to stop the violence. In fact, police activity would
often exacerbate tensions in the community.**® Public confidence in law en-
forcement suffered due to racial profiling and the excessive use of force.*’
The failure of political institutions provided gang leaders with an opportu-
nity to develop their own solution to the ongoing conflict. Gang members
researched the Treaty. They drafted its provisions and presented the agree-
ment to their leaders for ratification. Moreover, the Treaty did not rely on
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public officials to monitor or enforce its terms. Instead, compliance was
maintained by the hierarchical structure within each gang and the support of
the broader community, including family, friends, neighbors, religious lead-
ers, musicians, and social activists.*® The Treaty’s development within the
Watts community was essential to its success. As explained by a gang mem-
ber, “[I]t ha[d] to be an inside job.”*®

The Watts story highlights the role of symbolism in the success of so-
cial movements.*® In south Los Angeles, colors—red, blue, and purple—
were often used to self-identify gang affiliation.*' When the treaty was
adopted, colors were used to convey a different message—one of unity.
Gang members would show their support of the treaty by mixing gang colors
together.*? As rapper Ice-T explained in his song, Gotta Lotta Love, “[t]he
gang truce is on, so you wear whatever.”#3

The Treaty itself served as a powerful symbol in Watts. The decision by
gang leaders to use the 1949 Armistice Agreement between Egypt and Israel
as the template for their own agreement was intentional.*** It was informed
by the parallels between the gang conflict in Watts and the Arab-Israeli War,
both of which were seen as intractable and deeply violent.** The connec-
tions between the Armistice Agreement and the Watts Treaty were further
heightened by the pivotal role of Dr. Ralph Bunche.**¢ To gang members, it
established a tangible and direct connection between the Armistice Agree-
ment and the Watts Treaty.

In Watts, the land was symbolic. The four major housing projects—
Jordan Downs, Imperial Courts, Hacienda Village, and Nickerson Gardens—
converged in Watts, which was described by gang members as “Holy
Grounds.”*7 In south Los Angeles, territory had long played a role in gang
conflict.*8 It defined gang membership and established zones of control. The
Treaty acknowledged the importance of land and the need to protect both
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gang members and non-gang members; living in these neighborhoods.*** The
Watts story also reveals how land could be used to transcend gang affilia-
tion. The ley-lines that formed in Watts inspired gang leaders.** The land
gave their movement both meaning and a clear connection to their
community.

To be clear, gangs continued to exist in Watts even after the Treaty’s
adoption. In fact, gang structure was essential for the Treaty’s success be-
cause it gave gang leaders power over their members. Without this structure,
there would be no mechanism, formal or otherwise, to monitor compliance
and promote enforcement in the event of a breach.*! It also empowered
leaders to bring their members together and coalesce around a common
goal.®? Gang members were now “bound by a peace treaty.”*

Studying hidden history acknowledges and celebrates the lives of the
people that reside within its stories. The Watts story conveys agency and
provides a human face to a deeply marginalized community.** Few groups
in American society suffer more from isolation and dehumanization than
gangs.®> The word “gang” itself immediately creates negative images and
assumptions.®® In fact, gang members are keenly aware of this dynamic.*’
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They recognize that they live in a dangerous world and that their members
often contribute to its violence.*® Yet, many gang members seek peace and
stability for themselves, their families, and their communities.** They also
seek respect.*? In Watts, they joined forces to draft a treaty that would end
the “war-like destruction of the parties” and establish a “permanent
peace.”4%!

Finally, the stories in hidden history are valuable because of what they
provide to their communities.*? These stories memorialize a shared struggle
and create a legacy that can be conveyed to future generations. They also
provide a counter-narrative to the dominant perception about marginalized
communities.*?3 There was poverty and violence in south Los Angeles. But
there was also hope as peacemakers sought to build a better life. The writing
of hidden history reflects what Milan Kundera wrote about the struggle of
man against power: it represents “the struggle of memory against forget-
ting.”4* These stories are worth recording because they are worth
remembering.

CONCLUSION

Given the connection between the Watts Gang Treaty and the 1949 Ar-
mistice Agreement between Egypt and Israel, it is unsurprising the gang
truce would confront serious challenges.*%> Seven years after the Egypt-Israel
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Armistice Agreement was signed, the Suez Crisis developed between Egypt
and Israel, leading to Israel’s invasion of the Sinai Peninsula.*® Armed con-
flict between Egypt and Israel also occurred in 1967 and 1973.4 A lasting
peace between Egypt and Israel would take thirty years to achieve and was
not concluded until the Camp David Accords of 1979.4% A key element to
the eventual peace agreement was the U.S. commitment to provide billions
of dollars in financial support to both countries.*®

In his 1950 Nobel Laureate Lecture, Ralph Bunche acknowledged the
strong connection between economic development and lasting peace. To
those “who have known only suffering,” he wrote, peace “must be trans-
lated into bread or rice, shelter, health, and education, as well as freedom
and human dignity—a steadily better life.”#° For peace to be secure, Bunche
argued that the “long-suffering and long-starved, forgotten peoples of the
world, the underprivileged and the undernourished, must begin to realize
without delay the promise of a new day and a new life.”*"!

The Watts Gang Treaty provided such an opportunity for “a new day
and a new life.” While political leaders gave tacit approval to the truce, they
failed to take advantage of the peace. As Dr. King acknowledged when he
visited Watts in 1965 after the first rebellion, “a mere condemnation of vio-
lence is empty without understanding the daily violence that our society in-
flicts upon many of its members.”#> He rightly recognized that “[t]he
violence of poverty and humiliation hurts as intensely as the violence of the
club.”¥® In Watts, limited support by political leaders could not overcome
decades of neglect and continued isolation.#’* Their unwillingness to make
meaningful financial investments in the community prevented the truce from
building a civic infrastructure and generating the economic prosperity neces-
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sary to ensure its permanence.*’”> Relying on gangs alone to solve gang vio-
lence proved unsustainable.

The Watts Gang Treaty reveals the power of localized social move-
ments—even those led by gangs—to achieve meaningful change. However,
it also reveals the limits of such efforts in the absence of political support,
financial investment, and structural change.*’* For a durable peace to be se-
cured, it must be accompanied by economic development, employment op-
portunities, civic infrastructure, and respect.*”” For Watts, this support never
arrived.*’
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HAYDEN, supra note 23, at 50 (“The need for an inner-peace process, led by former gang
members or inmates with street knowledge, respect, and the capacity to be role models, must
be reinforced by a peace movement in civil society demanding economic and social reform.”);
RicE, supra note 41, at 142 (“[Ploverty does not cause gang violence . . . [b]ut it makes a
great petri dish in which violence hides and the violent thrive.”).

477 See Martin Wolk, Father Gregory Boyle Has an Ambitious Plan to Expand Homeboy
Industries, L.A. Times (Dec. 5, 2019), https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/books/
story/2019-12-05/gregory-boyle-barking-to-the-choir-book-club, archived at https://perma.cc/
JKNS8-KVFT (“Homeboy Industries has long been known for Father Gregory Boyle’s slogan,
‘Nothing stops a bullet like a job.””); Henderson & Leng, supra note 422, at 497 (“As long as
society fails to eliminate problems such as poverty, racism, drugs, and social marginalization,
urban youths will find gang membership an attractive, if ultimately illusory, means of achiev-
ing security, self-respect, and a sense of power in an oppressive and threatening
environment.”).

478 Krikorian & Krikorian, supra note 101 (“The only tragedy of the truce was that society
needed to reward [gang members who created it] and didn’t do a damn thing.”).
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