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consequences of institutionalized neglect and divestment from Black and 
Brown communities: 

• Underfunded, failing schools 
• Criminalization, racialized policing, and state violence  
• Disruption of the social fabric of Black and Brown communities 

through displacement (via gentrification) and mass incarceration  
• Exposure to toxic sites and environmental hazards 
• Substandard housing and access to health care 
• Exclusion from the job market 

Often these youth are blamed for the results of this structural violence—
and this blame has contributed to their imprisonment. Their communities are 
blamed too, as justification for even more oppressive and de-humanizing 
policies which compound to depress their life chances. 
 So ingrained and inescapable is this systemic social exclusion for poor 
Blacks and Chicanos that Cris’s poem ponders if it will even follow them after 
death: 

I wonder if Heaven has a Ghetto 
     and will they let me in?   —Cris G. 

“ t h e  a ss e r t i on  o f  o ur  e x i st e nc e .  W e  a r e  “ t h e  a ss e r t i on  o f  o ur  e x i st e nc e .  W e  a r e  

s o m e b o dy ,  w e  ar e  a  p e o p l e ,  I  a m  a l i v e . ”  s o m e b o dy ,  w e  ar e  a  p e o p l e ,  I  a m  a l i v e . ”    
    —raúlrsalinas, raúlrsalinas and the Jail Machine 

Despite the hard life of the streets—which each young poet acknowledges 
in his writing–they also respect the barrio as their home and they 
acknowledge the ways that it shaped them, making frequent shout-outs to 
their ‘hood:  “Be strong and represent.”   
 The youth allude to the differences in values between their world and 
the dominant one imposed on them–implying that they have been berated 
with not fitting into the dominant norm, yet are fiercely proud of standing up 
for their own way of being: 

    I don’t know how to pray ‘Right’, 
     But I pray my Own Way.   — Cris G. 

It’s Not Too Late 

Growing up around crack houses,  
Dope fiends, and thieves,  

Look at me now: 
Stealing and smoking weed,  

Gettin’ locked up,  
Stressin’ my family, 

Being so selfish,  
 Not caring about anybody around me. 

The things I am doing, 
 The choices I make, 
I look at it now— 
 All the mistakes. 

It’s still not too late. 

I’m only fifteen. 
I can still change my life 
And hope to succeed. 

And if I fail, 
 I’ll try again. 
But even better, 
 No matter what brings me down, 

I’ll be ready for whatever…  
 


