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Q&A: Ryan Gattis on The System 

 
 

Q: How would you describe your new novel, The System? 
 
A: Set in 1993, The System is a multi-choral thriller voiced by twelve narrators—gangsters, 
Sheriffs, lawyers, and more—as two defendants (one guilty, and one innocent) pass through 
every phase of the criminal justice system in post-Riots Los Angeles: from crime, to 
investigation, arrests, detainment, trial, and its immediate aftermath. It is a fast-paced 
journey through an underworld created by humans, for humans.  
 
This novel is the product of the most rigorous research and background study I’ve ever 
undertaken. It took six years to write and changed my life, forcing me to reconsider 
everything I knew about gangs, policing, friendship, family, justice, and the costs—to all of 
us—of mass incarceration. 
 
Q: Can you go into detail about your research? 
 
A: I did hundreds of hours of background interviews with a dozen formerly incarcerated 
individuals about their experiences inside L.A. County’s criminal justice system, and then, I 
went inside myself. I toured seven jails and prisons across Southern California with gang 
specialists, most notably L.A. County’s Men’s Central Jail (MCJ), the North County 
Correctional Facility (NCCF), and the men’s and women’s facilities at Chino Prison. I stood in 
the places my characters stand in the book. I wore a stab vest in Chino Prison and signed an 
indemnity waiver to walk Palm Court—made infamous by American Me—and spoke to its 
prisoners.  
 
I attended a gang conspiracy trial and spoke to the judge and lawyers whenever possible. I 
spent a year with a parole agent. Upon completing the novel, I had a former prosecutor 
(one who tried L.A. gang cases in the same era) review its legal elements. The key to my 
process, of course, is to earn the experience without letting the research weigh down the 
story. My goal was always to let the plot evolve organically from real world obstacles that 
any defendant might face. The result is detailed and deep, but it’s still a thriller. Pace and 
stakes are primary. Always. 
 
Q: So, if you do all this research, why do you write fiction and not non-fiction? 
 
A: I don’t love research, but I love people. The interpersonal, human investigation I do is 
vital to realistic world-building in my novels—especially because I have access to a 
subculture very few will ever see. I’ve been speaking with former Latino gang members in 
South Central L.A. for a decade. Every day, I work to justify their faith in me to tell it like it is 
in my writing. If I wrote non-fiction, many folks would not have spoken to me, because 
telling their stories may put them at prosecutorial risk. What’s more, I am fortunate to know 
and speak to people on all sides (ex-gangsters, Sheriffs, lawyers, and more), and with that 
comes the responsibility of exploring humanity and history from all angles in my work—so 
the reader can decide for him or herself how to feel about the tale. I need the freedom of 
fiction to do justice to that goal. 
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Lastly, I conduct research and background the way I do because I’m still involved in these 
communities. Being honourable and respectful, looking people in the eyes who have lived 
these circumstances is how I got permission in the first place, and it’s how I hold my head up 
now. 
 
Q: Your book is set in ‘93. Is what you write about the criminal justice system still 
applicable? 
 
A: It’s more applicable than ever! What only certain communities knew in 1993—that 
different groups get policed and tried differently—the whole world now knows because of 
coverage on the extrajudicial killings of citizens like George Floyd, and the mass protests for 
criminal justice reform that have swept the United States this year. This is why it’s 
imperative to look back clearly at how we got here. Only then can we enact the changes 
necessary to fix decades of inequality within the system. 
 
Q: Were there any specific writers, musicians, or artists that helped inspire your work on 
The System? 
 
A: Whenever I set a book in a specific time, I immerse myself in that era. TV. Newspapers. 
Everything. Learning about the music they played in the jails in ’93 had me delving in the 
stacks for what would work, so Counting Crows, Meatloaf, and Naughty by Nature feature in 
the book, among others. Beyond that, it was vital to read the work of formerly (or currently) 
incarcerated writers. Of these, Curtis Dawkins and Edward Bunker were the most impactful. 
I also found myself reading Bukowski, who was still alive then, living in San Pedro, and 
actually cameos in the novel. 
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