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Violence and urban pol i t ics

Urban youth delinquency: Proliferation 

of criminal gangs and neighbourhood 

violence in Dhaka, Bangladesh 

Reazul Haque and Ebney Ayaj Rana

Youth are supposed to be the agents of social change and development in 
a nation. Unimpeded development of today’s youth will foster a country’s 
development in terms of proficient human resources and increased 
national output. On the other hand, misled youth pose potential threats 
that may hamper a nation’s development, thus making it imperative for 
a state to ensure that its youth is guaranteed the conditions necessary to 
promote its positive development. 

There is no universal parameter of age to define youth. The United 
Nations’ General Assembly defined youth as those aged between 15 and 
24, while the age range varies from 12 to 35 in different countries (Hilker 
and Fraser 2009, p 9). For practical purposes, then, youth is better con-
sidered as a transitional stage of life between childhood and adulthood, 
rather than a rigid age group. This transitional stage of life is a period of 
autonomy, when young people experiment with adult roles in the family 
and/or society but do not fully commit to them (World Bank 2007). In 
addition, several heterogeneous constructs, such as gender, class, ethnic-
ity, disability, education and provenance, provide contextual definitions 
of youth (Hilker and Fraser 2009, p 9). For instance, in some societies 
young males, who are believed to pose a potential threat to society, are 
seen as youth, where as young women who are not considered a threat 
therefore are not seen as youth (ibid, p 9). So, while the maturity of a 
male encompasses the stages of boy, youth and man, the maturity of a 
woman only encompasses the stages of girl and woman.

According to the National Youth Policy of Bangladesh from 2003, 
the population aged between 18 and 35 years is considered as youth. In 
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this regard, although one third of its total population is youth, Bang-
ladesh is still far from offering what is needed for their development. 
Although Bangladesh has achieved noticeable economic growth in a 
sustainable trend throughout the last decade, it has been lagging behind 
many developing countries in terms of social and political dimensions 
of development. In addition, rampant incidences of urban crimes and 
violence (notably fraud, larceny, pick-pocketing, snatch-and-grab, armed 
and unarmed robbery, carjacking, rape, murder, burglary and politically 
motivated assaults and homicides) are posing major threats to human 
security and development in the country. The marginalised and poverty-
stricken youth are at an alarming level involved in these violent activities 
through forming criminal gangs which are mushrooming in the country, 
particularly in urban areas.

Nevertheless, youth participation and leadership in social and national 
movements are very conspicuous throughout the nation-building process 
of Bangladesh. The major historical events of the country, such as the 
language movement in 1952, the mass movement in 1969, the libera-
tion war in 1971, and the anti-autocratic movement in 1990 witnessed 
youth in strong roles.

This chapter aims to investigate causes and patterns of criminal activ-
ities committed by urban youth in their neighbourhoods. A survey was 
conducted among the youth of Tejgaon industrial area in Dhaka city, 
employing purposive and snowball sampling methods. Seven males from 
the Tejgaon industrial area, aged between 19 and 27, were interviewed, 
using an unstructured interview method. We use pseudonyms in order 
to keep respondents anonymous. Furthermore, relevant literature has 
been reviewed.

Conceptualising ‘youth criminal gangs’ and ‘neighbourhood violence’

Youth criminal gangs, as mentioned earlier, have no commonly accep-
ted parameter of age range to separate them from other criminal gangs. 
Howell and Decker (1999) considered youth criminal gangs to include 
adolescents and young adults aged 12 to 24 who commit criminal activ-
ities. The term ‘youth criminal gang’ is often used interchangeably with 
‘street gang,’ referring to street-based or neighbourhood youth criminal 
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groups that comprise individuals aged under 24 (Howell and Decker 
1999, p 1). However, it is also argued that ‘street gangs’ may refer to 
both youth and adult criminal gangs (ibid, p 1). Miller (1992, p 21) 
made the following definition of youth criminal gangs that has become 
well-accepted in youth studies literature:

A youth gang is a self-formed association of peers, united by mutual 
interests, with identifiable leadership and internal organization, who act 
collectively or as individuals to achieve specific purposes, including the 
conduct of illegal activity and control of a particular territory, facility 
or enterprise.

This definition encompasses several factors – such as association, common 
interests, leadership and internal organisation – that render the debate 
of a rigid age range rather trivial for the definition of criminal gangs. A 
youth criminal gang may therefore be defined as a group of peers with 
common interests, who commit such crimes as burglary, pick-pocketing, 
rape, snatch-and-grab, homicide etc, either individually or collectively.

The construction of youth criminal gangs may generally be viewed 
from two distinct perspectives: on the one hand, they are viewed as a social 
fact, on the other, as a cultural construct (Jensen 2006, pp 275-276). 
The former perspective investigates the characteristics of criminal gangs 
and the reasons for their involvement in criminal activities. The latter 
explores the dominant discourses and state institutions that categorise 
particular forms of life, and here it is argued, the construction of crimi-
nal gangs as a category does not derive from any public consensus, but 
from the way systems of authority represent and maintain themselves 
(Greenhouse 2003, p 276).

Apart from these two perspectives, Jensen (2006) argues that gangs and 
criminality are co-produced by state institutions such as local government 
and police, ordinary residents of the neighbourhood and young men’s 
practices. Thus, social stereotypes of deviant youth and counterinsurgency 
strategies of the state against the criminal gangs, waging a war on them, 
together lead to an unequal inclusion or differentiated citizenship in the 
neighbourhood (Jensen 2010, p 78). That is, the categorisation of crimi-
nal gangs can be construed not only as social facts or cultural constructs 
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but also as the outcome of regular practices among young people, state 
institutions and neighbourhoods, resulting in a multi-layered and complex 
configuration of social space.

Generally, the concept of ‘neighbourhood’ refers to a specific, 
geographically bounded region that potentially includes the concept of 
‘community’ (Coulton et al 1996). ‘Neighbourhood violence,’ therefore, 
indicates the incidences of violent and criminal activities within the 
community. However, Joy Osofsky (1999) argues that neighbourhood 
violence often correlates with high rates of domestic violence, which – as a 
result – overstate the incidences of violence in the neighbourhood. Thus, 
the difficulty in characterising neighbourhood violence causes significant 
errors in measurement of its patterns and dynamics in society.

The rates of incidence of neighbourhood violence are highest in 
the areas where the number of unemployed or underemployed urban 
youth is high (Hill and Jones1997; Boney-McCoy and Finkelhor 1996; 
Hilker and Fraser 2009).A number of macro-level contextual factors of 
neighbourhood violence have been identified in several studies (Ander-
son 1999; Earls 1994; Speer, Jackson and Peterson 2001), factors such 
as neighbourhood disorganisation, dilapidated and vacant housing and 
physical environment, decreased social support and limited resource 
availability for youth.

Theories of youth engagement in violence and criminal gangs 

There is no singular reason behind youth involvement in criminal gangs. 
Different individuals may join in the same criminal gang for different 
reasons (Weinstein and Humphreys 2008). Youth engagement in violence 
and criminal gangs, therefore, needs to be understood in terms of a specif-
ic, contextual analysis. Despite the limited amount of systematic evidence 
of youth engagement in violence, a number of overarching theories, which 
are broadly based on economic, biological, social and political contexts, 
have emerged in literature. These theories can be categorised into the 
following four perspectives (Hilker and Fraser 2009, p 14). 
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‘Greed’ or ‘opportunity’  

The ‘greed’ or ‘opportunity’ perspective examines what incentives prompt 
the youth to engage in violence and criminal gangs. High potential gain 
from and low opportunity cost of criminal activities instigate the urban 
youth to engage in violence and criminal gangs rather than to seek alter-
native income-earning activities (Urdal 2007). Others argue that urban 
youth are motivated to join criminal activities for both material and non-
material reasons (Weinstein and Francisco 2005; Weinstein and Humph-
reys 2008). Material incentives include access to money, diamonds, drugs 
and other luxury items, while the non-material incentives comprise 
physical and psychological gains such as protection and status.

‘Grievance’  

The ‘grievance’ perspective emphasises the exclusion or marginalisation 
of youth as a cause for them to engage in criminal activities (Hilker and 
Fraser 2009, p 16). Relative deprivation or exclusion of youth from 
economic, political and socio-cultural opportunities is believed to spread 
grievances among young people and make them prone to violent and/
or criminal activities. Economic grievances include poverty, economic 
recession and inequality, while political grievances include lack of demo-
cracy, lack of minority rights or political participation, vindictive political 
activities etc. Socio-cultural grievances comprise lack of language rights, 
destruction of cultural tradition etc. 

Frances Stewart (2008) argues that ‘horizontal inequalities’ (referring 
to inequalities in income, and to social, political or cultural inequality 
between culturally defined groups) are the most important causes for 
youth to engage in violent and criminal activities. The likelihood of violent 
and criminal activities committed by youth to occur is higher in regions 
where socioeconomic horizontal inequalities are high, and especially where 
these inequalities are consistent with political inequalities (Stewart 2002; 
Ostby 2007). In addition, Moser and Rodgers (2005) argue that people, 
especially the youth, become aggrieved at unequal access to employment, 
education, health and basic physical infrastructure. These inequalities 
prompt the youth to engage in different forms of criminal activities, ie 
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economic-related gang violence, politically motivated identity conflict 
and domestic violence. From the ‘grievance’ perspective it is, therefore, 
emphasised that deprivation and marginalisation of youth cause them 
to act in violent ways and commit crimes which, as a result, balloon the 
incidence of neighbourhood violence.

Developmental (biological, psychological) and social perspectives  

Youth involvement in violence and criminal activities may also be 
explained from a biological, psychological and/or social perspective of 
how young people grow up. Literature on criminology and psychology 
emphasises these developmental factors in determining the propensity 
of youth engagement in criminal activities. For instance, Cauffman et al 
(2005) found that psychological factors, such as ‘self-control’, biological 
factors, such as heart rate, and neuropsychological factors, such as var-
ious measures of ‘spatial memory‘ were the significant predictors of an 
individual’s criminal behaviour. In terms of social aspects, Pratt and Cullen 
(2005) argue that an individual may be prone to get involved in violence 
and criminal activities for such social reasons as racial composition of 
population, family disruptions, economic deprivation, incarceration rates 
etc. It is, however, further argued that, the period of ‘youth-hood’ is a 
transitional stage of life, characterised by strong physical and emotional 
transformations that prompt the youth to find their identity and place 
in society (Hilker and Fraser 2009, p 17). Therefore, at this particular 
stage of life, individuals seem to be strongly influenced by peers, and, the 
behaviour of an individual will be determined by the process of socia-
lisation through which he or she grows up. For instance, the emotional 
development of a child, who grows up in a violent neighbourhood will 
often be restricted, resulting in aggressive behaviour, depression, anxiety, 
sleep disturbances, learning problems, truancy etc.  – all factors that may 
impede a proper ‘youth-hood’ development (Aizer 2009, p 275). 

Blocked transition to adulthood  

Literature on criminology and youth studies substantially emphasises the 
problem of a ‘youth crisis’ in many parts of the developing world. This 
problem is understood as a result of a high level of youth discontentment 
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and grievances (Hilker and Fraser 2009, p 18). UNDP (2006) proposes 
that if ‘youth’ is understood as a transitional period, during which an 
individual moves from childhood to adulthood, a ‘ youth crisis’ may be 
defined as a blocked or prolonged state of transition, caused by a complex 
interplay of personal, institutional and macro-economic changes. These 
changes encompass, as Curtain (2001) argues, the setting up of new living 
arrangements, finishing full-time education, forming close stable personal 
relationship resulting in marriage and children, and settling into a stable 
source of livelihood. A disruption of this transition causes individuals to 
end up in a ‘youth crisis’ which, in turn, may prompt them to engage in 
criminal activities. An individual’s transition from childhood to adulthood 
may become distorted by unemployment or underemployment, poor 
educational opportunities, lack of voice, gender constraints etc, and in 
this respect, the ‘blocked transition to adulthood ‘perspective is found 
to overlap with other perspectives discussed above. 

However, the basic argument of all these perspectives remain the same: 
structural exclusion and lack of opportunities for young people substan-
tially block or prolong their transition to adulthood, and as a result, the 
youth suffer frustration and disillusionment leading to an identity crisis, 
and thus become violent and/or get involved in criminal activities (Hilker 
and Fraser 2009, p 19).

Youth criminal gangs and neighbourhood violence in urban Bangladesh  

The incidences of criminal activities in urban areas of Bangladesh, especi-
ally in the metropolis, are alarming. The most frequent criminal activities 
include theft, hijacking, robbery, violence against women, narcotics, 
murder, blackmailing etc. Crime statistics from the Bangladesh Police 
(2012) show that these incidences are increasing: from 130,578 in 2006 
to 162,889 in 2010. As a result, especially the neighbourhoods in low-
income and congested commercial areas experience frequent violence 
and criminal activities. Nevertheless, criminal activities in Bangladesh 
can further be ascribed to the conflict and violence between political 
parties and their vindictive attitudes toward each other. Internal conflicts 
in the political parties also cause such violence, ie political killings and 
injuries. As a result, youth engagement in party politics tends to be highly 
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associated with their engagement in violent activities through forming 
criminal gangs. For instance, statistics show that a number of 158,211 
incidences of political violence, of which incidences of killings are 3,926 
and injuries are 154,285, occurred in Bangladesh during the period from 
2001 to August, 2013 (Odhikar 2014).              

However, in order to determine causes and patterns of criminal activi-
ties committed by urban youth in their neighbourhoods, we, as mentio-
ned earlier, interviewed seven respondents. Among these respondents, 
three lived with their parents. All seven respondents were involved in 
party politics, and none of them had completed their secondary school 
certificate examinations. Five respondents had committed some forms of 
violent activity, such as extortion of money, politically motivated physical 
assault, eve-teasing and motorcycle-hijacking. The main reasons for them 
to join in such violent activities included no employment opportunity, 
poverty and the aspiration to become rich quickly. To explain the causes 
of his involvement in party politics that caused him to do some forms of 
violent activities, Simon, a 26-year-old respondent said:

I have been living in Dhaka since I was 14. My parents live in a village. I 
have one elder brother and three younger sisters. My father was a farmer. 
Although my father was able to manage our daily meals, we were in need 
of cash money. Therefore, I have come to Dhaka to manage a job and 
earn money. Initially, I managed a job at a metal workshop and used to 
get 500 taka per month. While living here, I got acquainted with many 
people and involved in a large peer group. Later on, I joined in the local 
unit of a political party through one of my friends. I used to go to meetings 
and processions of the party with my friends and thus I became known 
to senior local political activists. Now, I feel secure because if I face any 
problem, I let my seniors know and they take care of that issue. Once I 
got arrested for threatening and asking for money from a wealthy busi-
nessman of this area, but I did not have to stay in jail. I am satisfied with 
what I am doing now and I think I could have not been better off than 
my present situation if I did otherwise (authors’ interview, Dhaka, 2013).

The case of this young man indicates that he got involved in violent acti-
vities because of his need for money. The propositions of the ‘greed’ and 
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‘opportunity’ perspectives may explain this case in terms of incentives 
and low opportunity costs. It is common that one continues with an 
activity as long as one gets a better life from that activity. Developmental 
and social perspectives may also be used to explain the behaviour of this 
respondent. He was passing his transitional period of life in an environ-
ment where proper psychological development easily gets blocked. It is 
also clear from his quote that his behaviour was strongly influenced by 
peers with similar socialisation. As a result, his transition from childhood 
to adulthood became thwarted and he suffered a ‘youth crisis.’

Another respondent, Tonmoy, who was 23 years old and addicted to 
drugs, said that he belongs to a peer group that consists of 13 members 
who are also addicted to drugs. He said that his peers provide him with 
narcotics, ie marijuana, to which he has become heavily addicted. He said:

Although I am not engaged in violent activities to a large extent, I know 
who do this kind of activities in this area. I am not from a poor family. 
My father earns nearly 20,000 taka per month. As my parents know 
I am addicted to drugs, they do not give me any money. So I need to 
depend on my friends for managing drugs. A few days ago, some of 
my friends hijacked a motorcycle and then we had a great time. I know 
taking drugs is not good for health, but I cannot refrain from taking it 
(authors’ interview, Dhaka, 2013).

The case of this respondent indicates how developmental and social 
perspectives influence the behaviour of an individual. He knew he was 
going astray, but could not refrain from engaging in these activities, as 
his ‘self-control’ is weak. His situation is further aggravated by such social 
factors as family disruptions and attachment to peers who obviously also 
experience a ‘youth crisis.’

The study also showed that all respondents had some kind of expo-
sure to the use of arms. This made them potentially more harmful to 
society, causing increased incidences of neighbourhood violence. Their 
involvement in party politics was also taking forms that caused them to 
become violent. Three respondents said that they committed physical 
assaults on opposition party members during a period of political turmoil 
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(strikes) in order to draw the attention of their seniors and reach a higher 
position in the party.

However, it is conspicuous that the transitional stages of life of these 
respondents were blocked by structural exclusion or marginalisation, 
which was further aggravated by dysfunctional and unjust economic, 
social, psychological, biological, cultural and political factors. In addition, 
youth engagement in criminal activities in urban areas of Bangladesh can 
also be traced by looking into the relationships between deviant youth, 
state and social institutions. People’s stereotypical attitudes, together 
with the strict counterinsurgency strategies of the state against criminal 
gangs often exacerbate the incidences of criminal activities in the neigh-
bourhoods. It has, therefore, become imperative for the actors on youth 
development to take immediate measures in order to ensure unimpeded 
development of youth in the country.

Conclusion: Policy responses 

The present crisis of youth involvement in urban crimes and violence in 
Bangladesh needs to be addressed through immediate remedial measures. 
Proper policy responses may be grouped according to the following. 

State-level responses

1.  Poverty and income inequality are the most influential factors 
that prompt youth to engage in violent and criminal activities and 
need to be addressed through approaching toward the achievement 
of pro-poor or inclusive growth and egalitarian distribution of 
resources in the country. 

2.  Vocational education and effective training arrangements for youth 
are needed, and employment and entrepreneurship opportunities 
should be streamlined in order to involve youth in income-gene-
rating activities. 

3.  Effective urban planning, governance, criminal justice system and 
policing will strengthen urban safety. The present counterinsur-
gency strategies of the state are ill-reputed, violent and inherently 
political. The political parties have to shun their vindictive agendas.

Vio lence and urban pol i t ics
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Family and community-level responses  

1. The family plays a key role in the socialisation process of an 
individual, and unimpeded development during the transition 
from childhood to adulthood greatly depends on the relationship 
between the individual and other family members. Youth must be 
given space in the family. 

2.  Social capital within a community should be strengthened through 
developing good relationships among residents, rather than stereo-
typical attitudes towards deviant youth. Educational arrangements, 
employment opportunities, cultural and sporting activities and 
strict legal action should be employed to prevent the youth from 
doing misdeeds.

3.  Youth participation should be ensured in community development, 
giving the youth space and opportunity to share views and ideas. 
They should be taught the value of leadership and assisted in their 
personal growth, aware of their roles in community development.    
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