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Abstract

Gang culture and gangsterism among Indian youth has become very popular in the country
over the past few years. This study attempts to describe the effect of family structure on the
Indian youths who are involved in gangsterism. The study employs an inductive approach
based on a combination of subjectivism and interpretivist philosophies in a qualitative
research (semi structured, face to face individual interview guide). The findings showed that
the family has direct and incredible influences to initiate them into crime. Their childhood and
family background, their current family relationships, and associations between background
or family characteristics are being the main factor. The failure to provide proper
communication and a concrete family structure tremendously increases the ratio of
youngsters engaging in gangsterism. The data for this study were collected from the Indian
youths’ those are already members of gangs and practice gangsterism.

Keywords: Indian Youth, Family Structure, Gang, Gangsterism

Introduction

Gangsterism is a global phenomenon. It is a culture that belongs to a group of criminals. These
groups are known as gangs. Gangs are a group of individuals who share common identity and
involve in criminal activities. Most of the gang members tend to be young adults. Involvement
of adolescent in gangs are increasing to an alarming level. These gang members are known
for being hardened law breakers with little to no regard for human life (Parkinson, 2016).
Gangs are getting to be more predominant, progressively savage, and more modern in their
crime. In Malaysia, the gang related activities came to public attention since 2013 after Bukit
Aman revealed about the gangsterism acts in Malaysia. The assassination cases, armed gang
robberies, gang fight and drug related activities became a regular coverage of social media
and official news.

The involvement of young children especially school going children and drop out
youths being in gang and actively involving in gang activities increased to an alarming level
where they need to be given serious attention. Statistics provided by the Ministry of Home
Affairs shows that the Indian community has the highest rate of gangsterism among the ethnic
group in Malaysia (Shankar, 2019). In 2017, 52 teenagers age between 15 to18 has been
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charged for involving in unlawful activities. 42 of them are school students, 9 school dropout
and 1 college student (Mohd, 2017). These teenagers were celebrating the anniversary of
Gang 24 in four school compounds. Not many researches and studies has been done about
gangs and gangsterism in Malaysia. There are some studies that has been done to highlight
the factors that cause the youngsters to join gang. The general factors are usually highlighted
in cases like this but the primary cause is not revealed in depth. Therefore this study is
focusing on family structure and how it affects youth to involve themselves in gangsterism.

This study sought to explore the family structure and the involvement of youths in
gangs. Families are one of the most grounded mingling powers throughout everyday life.
Adults in the family teach children to have acceptable behaviour, to have respect on everyone
and delay gratification. At the same time the adults in the family also can be a wrong example
for children to adapt wrong attitude and behaviour unknowingly as they believe the adults in
the families are always looked upon as role models.

In spite of the fact that there are a few compelling variable that cause one to turn into
a criminal, the fundamental classification is the family. Family functioning, effect of family
interruption and single parents are known as the primary classes that could lead to delinquent
conduct due to the exposure of the children to unhealthy relationships that they have come
across. Family is a group of one or more parent and their children living together as a unit.
These people are related by blood or by marriage, residing in the same house. According to
Merriam Webster (2012), family defined as the basic unit in society traditionally consisting of
two parents rearing their children. The family has been a basic component for youngster
improvement and as a deciding variable for kids' ensuing inclusion in wrongdoing.

Structural of a family is the characteristics of the family members such as those who
share a place of residence, or who are related through blood ties or legal contracts. According
to Census Bureau (1990), family structure is defined as a householder and one or more other
persons living in the same household who are related to the householder by birth, marriage
or adoption. In traditional families, husband will be the breadwinner, wife as a homemaker
and living with their children. Dual earner families, single parent and remarried families are
also called traditional families. The traditional families have their responsibilities such as
intimacy and affection, security, childbearing and child-rearing (Suzanne K, 1998). In addition,
the role of traditional family is to assure social interaction between family members,
providing physical needs and care, providing resources, maintaining morale and motivation
and relating to external society and its institution.

John Broadus Watson, American psychologist who popularized the scientific Theory
of Behaviourism explained that passive children can be moulded by controlling stimulus-
response association. Parents are in the main position to mould their children’s behaviour.
Children easily can be taught to become a responsible human. Decision making is one of the
skill that children need to learn. Parents have to give opportunities to their children in oreder
for them to make their choice and also learn to accept the consequences of the choices.
Children on the other hand, need their parent’s guidance and advice to succeed in their tasks.

Family plays an important role to teach and nurture children with norms and values.
Respect, fairness, compassion and responsibility are part of norms that are copied from the
family members and are also instilled in children. The knowledge of life that they learn from
their family especially their parents, will guarantee the children’s lifestyle in future. When a
parent fails or misses their responsibility towards children’s development, this is the situation
which will encourage their young children to adapt a lifestyle which will lead them to a wrong
path as they don’t have proper guidance. Parents who instil antisocial attitudes and behaviour
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in their children encourages such attitudes which may persist into adulthood (Chaffin et al,
2004). This kind of family is called a dysfunction family.

This study focuses on the family structure of the Malaysian Indian youth who are
already being gang members. This study also aims to understand how the family structure
contributes how one choses their life path and future.

Methodology

The research design that used to do this study was qualitative research. This study aimed to
extract the contribution of their family that be the main cause for the youth get involve in
gangsterism. This study used purposeful sampling, which involved identifying informants who
can give the most comprehensive and also knowledgeable. The study used semi structured
interview. The open ended interview questions were used to obtain the information. Ten
informants involved in this study. All the informants are Indian youth. The information that
gathered from their experience as ex-gangster will be more reliable and valid. The informants
were adolescence age between 16 -19 years old boys. They were dropped from schools and
didn’t complete their secondary school certificate.

These informants are currently going through rehabilitation process from a local
rehabilitation centre. Informants were recruited by the centre based on the record,
confession and observation on physical. Informants came forward voluntarily to share their
experience. Their data and information were being confidential to take care of the betterment
of the informants.

Findings

The finding from this study shows that all the ten informants are from dysfunction family. Five
of them are from single parents where their father has left the family and mother has to raise
the children on her own. Three informants are from two parent family and another two
informants are from step family.

Table 1: Basic Information about the Families of the Informants

Num Informant Age Father Mother Siblings
1. K 17 Yes Yes 8
2. T 18 No Yes 6
3. N 16 Yes Yes 4
4, R 17 Yes Yes 3
5. G 16 Yes Step 5
6. L 17 No Yes 4
7. S 17 No Yes 5
8. A 18 No Yes 3
9. B 19 Step Yes 5
10. C 19 No Yes 4

Table 1 shows the basic information about the families of the informants. Informant T, L, S, A
and C are from single parent. The number of family members is average 4. Informants K, N
and R from two parents and informant G and B are from step family. The family structure of
these informants is mixed. Single parent, step family and two parent families. The in depth
interview and discussion identified that the relationship between parent and children is cold.
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The findings from the interview indicates that three of them have parents who are
likely to understand their needs and two informants expressed their dissatisfactory feeling
towards their parents restriction and five more informants feel that their parents don’t really
bother about their activities with friends and gave them all the freedom without proper
guidance.

Informants K, N and R are from two parent families. They are living with their biological
parents. It is understood that the parents of these informants rarely spend their time with the
children. The communication between parents and children is very basic and does not show
proper attention and care for them to guide them or advise them about their actions and
decisions.

“K” is from a very poor family. His father is an alcoholic and an abusive person. He
doesn’t show any responsibility towards family and children. “K” is the eldest child of 8
siblings. He is the bread winner of the family. He was doing a part time job in a firm while
studying. But to one extend he was not able to continue his studies. He stopped schooling
after his PT3 exam. His mother was taking care of the children on her own. He spent most of
his nights with friends because his house is too small and unable to accommodate everyone.
When he got to know friends from gangs, he decided to join them. He started to earn money
illegally as it was an easier way for him to get money without education.

Informant N is from a poor family. Both his parents are working. The income is not
enough to support the family therefore his father has to do dual job. He hardly meets his
father. Most of his communication is only with his mother. His mother is also working and
unable to spend time with him and other children too. According to N, most of his leisure
hours are spent with his peer group. That is how he got involve in gangsterism.

Informant R has both parents. They both are working. Mother is a kindergarten
teacher and father is a police officer. Financially they are stable but both his parents are very
strict towards him. It is not easy for him to get anything he wants to do. He feels very caged
as he does not have the freedom to make his life decisions. He did not have a chance to be
with his friends. So he used his school hours to be with his friends. He started lying to his
parents to spend time with his friends. Sometimes, he will skip his classes and go out with his
friends. Gradually he joined gangs to have more fun with group of friends. He also started to
earn money from the gangs which made him feel this is an easier path.

Informants T, L, S, A and C are from single parent. All the five of them only have a
mother. Informant T’s father died of illness, S’s father died of accident. Informants L, A and
C’s father left the family. For a single parent especially mother, taking care of the children is
a great challenge. The number of children in each family shows the responsibilities of the
parent are higher. Providing proper food, shelter and fulfil other physiology needs could be
beyond their ability. Since there is no father in the family, children lost the love of another
parent. It affected them and they started to seek love outside the family. Their mother is not
able to give attention fully as she will have to work to support the family, thus the attention
and care shown upon her children are much lesser. Children who don’t get enough attention
tend to take the wrong path in life due to the freedom of making their own choice regardless,
positive or negative as there is no one to guide them.

Informant G and B are from step family. G’s mother died when he was only 5 years
old. He is the third child in the family. He has two elder brothers and two younger sisters. His
father worked as a rubber tapper with only few hundred ringgit as monthly income. His elder
brothers were staying with his grandparents. G was living with his father and step mother. He
was going to school until form two. Later, he ran away from the house and stayed with his
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grandparents. Grandparents were not strict and he started to join his friends who were
already gang members.

B is also from a step family. His mother married to his step father when B was 10 years
old. They have four children and B always felt left out in the family. He spent his childhood at
his grandparent’s house. His uncles are gang members and he gradually got to know friends
who are also gang members and joined gang at the age of 16 due to the exposure at a young
age.

Even though the informants are from different backgrounds and family structure yet
they have joined gangs. The common factor between them is because they did not get full
attention and love from their loved ones.

Discussion

Child development includes emotional, intellectual, social and physical aspects, and the family
is the foundation of development. Family structure plays an important role in the formation
of children by providing a sense of security and developing children's values and abilities
(Rosemary, 2019).

Based on the study, it is evident that adolescents from a dysfunctional family do not
show a positive progress in their childhood. The relationship between a changed family
structure and a child’s behaviour has more effects compared to a child that has a negative
behaviour from the start. Family plays a major role in shaping the child’s personality and
interest. A family is commonly known as the backbone of a family and holds the responsibility
to shape the child’s future (Cashen, 2019).

This study has also shown how when a change occurs in a family structure, the
outcome of the child in that particular family also changes. The different structures of a
dysfunctional family, results in poor outcome of the child. The family structure defines and
moulds the child’s personality and behaviour, thus this study found significant relationships
changes when a family structure is changed in a negative way.

According Alisha (2013), adolescents from two biological parent families were less
likely to participate in crime compared to youth from single parent. This is probably because
two parent families have more moral values that are positive compared to other family types.
In this study, from ten informants, only three are from two parent family. Children with two
parents are better placed to avoid some of the “growing up disaster”. Wardle (2004), claim
that children need a stable marriage between their mother and father to be able to enjoy the
best preparation and opportunities for life success and happiness.

There are also two parent families who produce delinquent children. These families
are more likely to have irresponsible parents who neglect children’s welfare. For children, the
family is the major source of companionship, affection and reassurance. When parent fail to
occupy these to their children, it encourages the children to become a delinquent. Children
from this kind of background will feel emotionally insecure (Akinyi, 2015).

The informant K from two parent families had high level violence in his family. His
father is an alcoholic who abuses his mother and children. He does not have any affection
towards his family. This attitude pushed K to find job and help his mother to support his
family. According to K, he even joined gang to gain money. Even though he knew it is wrong
but he had no other choice.

The other informant N is living with his both biological parent yet he joined gangs
because he feels that he did not get the love and attention that he wants. Poverty drives his
parent to work extra to earn money for the family. His parents were working whole day and
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they were not able to find time to spend with their children. He did not get a chance to enjoy
his life as he wanted. However, he joined gangs in order to try to fulfil his needs. According to
Birckhead (2012), inability to afford certain basic commodities such as food and clothing, has
significantly contributed to juvenile delinquency.

Informant R, is different from the other two parent family members. His parents are
educated and financially stable. But their attitude towards his children is more towards
authoritarian. He did whatever he wants and makes him happy without his parent’s
knowledge. For that he skipped his classes, joined wrong friends and finally ran out of his
house and joined gang. Birckhead (2012), did mention that parent who is an authoritarian,
control their children excessively. Their communication with the children is more of a way.
Their harsh orders and harsh words deprived the children of their freedom to express
themselves. The suppression of freedom of speech and lack of love encouraged children to
rebel against their parents, flee their families, and enter criminal lives.

Adolescents from single parent are most likely to lose a lot of values as a family.
Children who experience family breakdown in all its forms are twice likely to have behavioural
problems, perform less well in school, suffer from depression and turn on drugs, smoking and
heavy drinking (Van de Weijer, 2015). Single parent could be father or mother without spouse.
The single parent situation could occur due to divorce, death or separation. When a parent is
single, they have to take care of his or her children, the burden is likely doubled compared to
two parent family. Parents need to do double job in order to support the family. The stress
level and pressure is definitely higher than normal parent. Children from this broken family
are more likely to suffer from impaired psychological development and be at increased risk
of being violent.

The finding from this study has proven that from ten informants, five of them are from
single parent family. These informants are left alone because the parent has to spend more
time to earn money to support the family. This open a wide opportunity for the children to
mix with wrong friends. They are always finding easier ways to earn money. These children
do not know the dangers of being in gang because they get the full support from their seniors
in the gang.

Some of their parents are just uninvolved in their growth and life. They emotionally
have distant themselves from their children and show very little almost to none care and love
towards them, provide little supervision, intentionally avoid their children. These parents
have very few expectations, never attend school events and are always too overwhelmed by
their own problems. (Hearne, 2015)

Children from single parent also may not get enough love and attention that they
should get. According Malaysian police personnel (Shankar, 2019) parents who were not
attentive and who did not discipline children for their wrongdoings were cited as the main
reasons behind the involvement of teenagers in gangs.

The informants did mention that they have no one at home to spend time and to
understand them more. They do not get a chance to share their happy or sad moments. The
informants also agree that they are seeking appreciation and praise for what they have done
but their parents are not attentive. Parents only want them to study but their other skills and
talent are not noticed. But this situation does not only happen in single parent family but also
in two parent and step families as well.

When a lone parent begins living with, or marries, another lone parent, a stepfamily
is formed. Stepfamilies can be formed in a variety of ways, with men and women entering as
stepparents or biological parents. For some, becoming a stepparent is their first taste of
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parental and conjugal life and for others, it is their second. “A married or common-law couple
residing in the same household with at least one step child who is the biological or adopted
child of one parent but not the other parent” is the generic term for step family. A blended
family is a subset of a step family, and it refers to families with children who do not have the
same biological parents (Heather, 2001)

When it comes to step family, for Malaysian Indian community, living with step family
is not easy in many step families, the children will be sent to their grandparent’s house or the
children themselves moved to grandparent’s house. There are grandparents who give regular
daily care to grandchildren. This category is where parents leave their children away and pick
them up later. This is because it is not very acceptable in many families and not a norm as
part of the Indian community tradition.

“Living-with” grandparents, who reside with a grandchild but do not have legal
custody. This is the most common where grandchildren live with grandparents without legal
custody. Usually the grandchild lives in the grandparent’s home, which provide regular daily,
care for long-term. Grandparents who take the responsibility to take care of grandchildren
are called “grandfamilies” which relative take over primary responsibility for raising a child
from parents (Divya, 2021).

Grandchildren come with common stress. Taking care of the children in every aspect
makes them feel tired at an old age. Grandparents usually anticipate later life as a time to
enjoy the privileges of grandchildren without many responsibilities. Taking care of
grandchildren as living with may cause inconvenience where these grandparents need to
adjust their life planning to support them.

Some grandparents, who are not able to cope the new life style and responsibility, do
not involve much in grandchildren’s lives. As the grandchildren grow, they are given freedom
to do what they want. Grandparents are more in need to support in caring their own physical
and emotional health (Divya, 2021).

Informant G and B grew up in grandparent’s house. They were given full freedom and
are pampered by their grandparents. The freedom they have in grandparent’s house leads
them to join with the wrong group of friends. These friendships influence them to join gang
later. Informant B, has an advantage to join gang since his uncle is also gang member. When
B is with his uncle, he is surrounded by his uncle’s friends. This situation makes B to feel that
gangsterism is a common among adults. He was not aware of the seriousness as his family
member is also a gang member.

Conclusion

This study was to explore the family structure of the ex-gangsters who are in rehabilitation
centre. As the study emphasize in depth investigation in a small number communities, the
purpose of these studies is not generalization of the finding. Appropriately there are no claims
that the information from this study will mirror the experience of all the gangsters in Malaysia.
The present study relies on the experience of the informants who were ex-gangster members.
The data is consisting of the individuals’ experiences, perceptions and thoughts. Therefore
the experience of the informants is biased by their situation and the way they experience and
observe the events.

Based on the finding the ratio 5:10 of the youth who involves in gangsterism are from
single parent family. 3:10 ratio of the informants is from two parent dysfunction families, and
step family with ratio 2:10. The implications from these findings may suggest that the
relationship between family structure and involvement of youth or children into gangsterism
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has to be given importance. Parents should be given awareness of the impact of their family
structure towards their children’s development and emotional support. Parents also need to
be educated of their responsibility to protect their children from getting involved into criminal
act as they have the full responsibility to guide their children and their future.

Children especially youth need more guidance to shape their behaviour and attitude.
Importance of education need to be taught regardless of how their families are structured.
School as the second family needs to play an important role to educate these children. Even
though school cannot do much to change their family structure but they can create awareness
in children about education and morale values. Counsellors in school can guide the children
to make the right choice and decision before they come out with wrong decision. Children
should know the way to adapt the situation and move forward with positive attitudes.
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