e

11

THE CODE OF THE STREETS

Elijah Anderson
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Of all the problems besetting the poor inner-city
black community, none is more pressing than
that of interpersonal violence and aggression.
It wreaks havoc daily in the lives of community
residents and increasingly spills over into down-
town and residential middle-class areas. Mug-
gings, burglaries, carjackings, and drug-related
shootings, all of which may leave their victims
or innocent bystanders dead, are now common
enough to concern all urban and many subur-
ban residents. The inclination to violence springs
from the circumstances of life among the ghetto
poor—the lack of jobs that pay a living wage,
the stigma of race, the fallout from rampant
drug use and drug trafficking, and the resulting
alienation and lack of hope for the future.
Simply living in such an environment places
young people at special risk of falling victim to
aggressive behavior. Although there are often
forces in the community which can counteract
the negative influences, by far the most power-
ful being a strong, loving, “decent” (as inner-city
residents put it) family committed to middle-
class values, the despair is pervasive enough to
have spawned an oppositional culture, that of
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“the streets,” whose norms are often consciously

opposed to those of mainstream society. Thes

two orientations—decent and street—socially

organize the community, and their coexistence
has important consequences for residents,
particularly children growing up in the inner
city. Above all, this environment means that
even youngsters whose home lives reflect main-
stream values—and the majority of homes in the
community do—must be able to handle them-
selves in a street-oriented environment.

This is because the street culture has
evolved what may be called a code of the
streets, which amounts to a set of informal
rules governing interpersonal public behav-
ior, including violence. The rules prescribe
both a proper comportment and a proper way
to respond if challenged. They regulate the
use of violence and so allow those who ar
inclined to aggression to precipitate yiolent
encounters in an approved way. The rules
have been established and are enforced mainly
by the street-oriented, but on the strects the
distinction between street and decent i often
irrelevant; everybody knows that if the rules
are violated, there are penalties. Knowledge ©!
the code is thus largely defensive; it is titerally
necessary for operating in public. Therefore
even though families with a decency orientd
tion are usually opposed to the values of the
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code, thf‘\' \‘l'l}‘ll1 I:vlucmntl‘\,' encourage their
‘ \_‘hlldt'.t‘l‘l. S mn.uh.mt_\' with it to enable them to
negotiate the mncrfcit'\' environment.

At the heart of ljl_‘tu code is the issue of
Fl‘f‘}‘k"'t“’"““‘*"lf" defined as being treated
“right,” or F,mntud the deference one deserves.
Huwv\'gr, m_thv troublesome public environ-
[}u-nt ut_ﬂ\u inner city, as people increasingly
feel buffeted by forces beyond their con-
trol, what one deserves in the way of respect
becomes more and more problematic and
uncertain. This in turn further opens the issue
of respect to sometimes intense interpersonal
negotiation. In the street culture, especially
among young people, respect is viewed as
Jlmost an external entity that is hard-won
but easily lost, and so must constantly be
guarded. The rules of the code in fact provide
1 framework for negotiating respect. The per-
con whose very appearance—including his
clothing, demeanor, and way of moving—
deters transgressions feels that he possesses,
and may be considered by others to possess,
2 measure of respect. With the right amount
of respect, for instance, he can avoid “being
bothered” in public. If he is bothered, not only
may he be in physical danger but he has been

disgraced or vdissed” (disrespected). Many
of the forms that dissing can take might seem
petty to middle-class people (maintaining
eye contact for too long, for example), but to
those invested in the street code, these action
become serious indications of the o.the‘_r_n- P
son’s intentions. Consequently, Sueh peo
become very sensitive to advances and slig
which could well serve as warnings of i
nent physical confrontation.
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white society and not caring to protect inner-
city residents. When called, they may not
respond, which is one reason many residents
feel they must be prepared to take extraordi-
nary measures to defend themselves and their
loved ones against those who are inclined to
aggression. Lack of police accountability has
in fact been incorporated into the status sys-
tem: the person who is believed capable of
“taking care of himself” is accorded a certain
deference, which translates into a sense of
physical and psychological control. Thus the
street code emerges where the influe '
the police ends and personal resp
for one’s safety is felt to begin. Exa
the proliferation of drugs anc
guns, this volatile si ti
ity of the street-oriel
who effectiVEL g0 101
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tend to be better off financially than their

street-oriented neighbors. They value hard
work and self-reliance and are willing to sac-
rifice for their children. Because they have a
certain amount of faith in mainstream society,
they harbor hopes for a better future for their
children, if not for themselves. Many of them
go to church and take a strong interest in their
children’s schooling. Rather than dwelling on
the real hardships and inequities facing them,
many such decent people, particularly the
increasing number of grandmothers raising
grandchildren, see their difficult situation as a
test from God and derive great support from
their faith and from the church community.
Extremely aware of the problematic and
often dangerous environment in which they
reside, decent parents tend to be strict in their
child-rearing practices, encouraging children
to respect authority and walk a straight moral
line. They have an almost obsessive concern
about trouble of any kind and remind their
children to be on the lookout for people and
situations that might lead to it. At the same
time, they are themselves polite and consider-
ate of others, and teach their children to be the
same way. At home, at work, and in church,
the.y strive hard to maintain a positive mental
attitude and a spirit of cooperation.
So-called street parents, in contrast, often
show a lack of consideration for other people
and have a rather superficial sense of family

and community. Though they may love their

children, many of them are unable to cope

with the physical z.md ?mqti?nal demands
parcnthood, and find it dlff-lcult' to reconci),
their needs with those of their children, Theg,
tamilies, who are more fully invested in g,
code of the streets tha.n Fhe dEC-ent People arg,
may aggressively socialize the}r Chfldren s
it in a normative way. They believe in the code

and judge themselves and others according t,

its values. . o
In fact the overwhelming majority of fami.

lies in the inner-city community try to approx. §
imate the decent-family model, but there are
many others who clearly represent the worst
fears of the decent family. Not only are their
financial resources extremely limited, but
what little they have may easily be misused,
The lives of the street-oriented are often
marked by disorganization. In the most des-
perate circumstances people frequently have
a limited understanding of priorities-and con-
sequences, and so frustrations mount over
bills, food, and, at times, drink, -cigarettes,
and drugs. Some tend toward self-destructive
behavior; many street-oriented women are
crack-addicted (“on the pipe”), alcoholic, or
involved in complicated relationships with
men who abuse them. In addition, the seem-
ing intractability of their situation, caused in
large part by the lack of well-paying jobs and
the persistence of racial discrimination, has
engendered deep-seated bitterness and anger
in many of the most desperate and poorest
blacks, especially young people. The need both
to exercise a measure of control and to lash out
at somebody is often reflected in the adults’
relations with their children. At the least, the
frustrations of persistent poverty shorten the
fuse in such people—contributing to a lack
of patience with anyone, child or adult, who
irritates them. '

In these circumstances a woman-—or a ma
although men are less consistently present i
cquldren’s lives—can be quite aggressiv” with
children, yelling at and striking them fo- "¢
least little infraction of the rules she has set
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! This response teaches children a particul
J ]t-.‘.;,_on. They learn that to solve IE::;I ci:r?cli
s of mtcrpurslonai problem one must guickl
{ resort to hitting or other violent behaviof

“% Actual peace and quiet, and also the appear-

% ance oi calm, respectful children conveyed to
.+ her neighbors and friends, are often what the
jﬁ young mother most desires, but at times she
: will be very aggressive in trying to get them.
i Thus she may be quick to beat her children,
J
1

‘ especially if they defy her law, not because
1 she hates them but because this is the way she
knows to control them. In fact, many street-

" 3 oriented women love their children dearly.

Many mothers in the community subscribe
to the notion that there is a “devil in the boy”
that must be beaten out of him or that socially
“fast girls need to be whupped.” Thus much
of what borders on child abuse in the view of
<ocial authorities is acceptable parental pun-
ishment in the view of these mothers.

Many street-oriented women are sporadic
mothers whose children learn to fend for
themselves when necessary, foraging for
food and money any way they can get it.
The children are sometimes employed by
drug dealers or become addicted themselves.
These children of the street, growing up
with little supervision, are said to “come up
hard.” They often learn to fight at an early
age, sometimes using short-tempered adults
around them as role models. The street-
oriented home may be fraught Wit.h anger,
verbal disputes, physical aggression, and
even mayhem. The children observe tiiese
goings-on, learning the lesson that might

makes right. They quickly learn to hit those
who cross them, and the dog-ea.t-dog men-
tality prevails. In order to survive, to pro-
tect oneself, it is necessary to marshal inner
resources and be ready to deal with adversity
in a hands-on way. In these circumstances

physical prowess takes on great significance.
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In some of the most desperate cases, a street-

oriented mother may simply leave her young
children alone and unattended while she goes
out. The most irresponsible women can be
found at local bars and crack houses, getting
high and socializing with other adults. Some-
times a troubled woman will leave very young
children alone for days at a time. Reports of
crack addicts abandoning their children have
become common in drug-infested inner-city
communities. Neighbors or relatives discover
the abandoned children, often hungry and
distraught over the absence of their mother.
After repeated absences, a friend or relative,
particularly a grandmother, will often step in
to care for the young children, sometimes peti-
tioning the authorities to send her, as guardian
of the children, the mother’s welfare check, if
the mother gets one. By this time, however, the
children may well have learned the first lesson
of the streets: survival itself, let alone respect,
cannot be taken for granted; you have to fight
for your place in the world.

Campaigning for Respect

These realities of inner<ity life are largely
absorbed on the streets. At an early age, often
even before they start school, children from
street-oriented homes gravitate to the streets,
where they “hang"—socialize with their peers.
Children from these generally permissive homes
have a great deal of latitude and are allowed
to “rip and run” up and down the street. They
often come home from school, put their books
down, and go right back out the door. On school
nights eight- and nine-year-olds remain out
until nine or ten o'clock (and teenagers typi-
cally come in whenever they want to). On the
streets they play in groups that often become the
source of their primary social bonds. Children
from decent homes tend to be more carefully
supervised and are thus likely to have curfews
and to be taught how to stay out of trouble.
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W heit divent and street Kids come “‘H"thﬁ'r'
2 hind ot sevial shuttle ocours in which chil-
dren have a chance to go cither way. Ten-
won bulds as a child comes to realize that
he must chonse an orientation. The kind of
home he comes from influences but does not
determune the way he will llltiﬂ'\i\tél_\' -turn
out-—although it is unlikely that a child trom
2 thoroughly strect-oriented family will eas-
ihy absorb decent values on the streets. Youths
whao emuree trom streel-oriented famlhes but
Jdevelop o decency orientation almost .alwa)-rs
learn those values in another setting—in
«hool, in a vouth group, in church. Often it
i~ the result of their involvement with a caring

old head” (adult role model).

In the street, lhmugh their play, children
pour ther individual life experiences into
a common knowledge pool, affirming, con-
fieming, and elaborating on what they have
observed in the home and matching their skills
against those of others, And they learn to fight.
I'ven small children test one another, pushing
and shoving, and are ready to hit other chil-
dren over circumstances not to their liking,
In turn, they are readily hit by other children,
and the child who is toughest prevails. Thus
the violent resolution of disputes, the hitting
and cursing, gains social reinforcement. The
child in effect is initiated into a system that is
really a way of campaigning for respect.

In addition, younger children witness the
disputes of older children, which are often
resolved through cursing and abusive talk, if
not aggression or outright violence. They see
that one child succumbs to the greater physi-

cal and mental abilities of the other. They are
also alert and attentive witnesses to the verbal
and physical fights of adults, after which they
compare notes and share their interpretations
of the event. In almost every case the victor is
the person who physically won the alterca-
tion, and this person often enjoys the esteem
and respect of onlookers. These experiences
reinforce the lessons the children have learned

at home: might makes rig_ht, and toughnes, i
a virtue, white humility is not. In effect g,
learn the social meaning of flghnng. When it j
left virtually uncha]leng(?d, this understangip,
becomes an ever more important part of the
child’s working conception of the world, Over
time the code of the streets becomes refineq,

Those street-oriented adults with whom
children come in contact—including mothers,
fathers, brothers, sisters, boyfriends, cousins,
neighbors, and friends—help them along iy
forming this understanding by verbalizing
the messages they are getting through experi-
ence: “Watch your back.” “Protect yourself”
“Don’t punk out.” “If somebody messes with
you, you got to pay them back.” “If someone
disses you, you got to straighten them out.”
Many parents actually impose sanctions if a
child is not sufficiently aggressive. For exam-
ple, if a child loses a fight and comes home
upset, the parent might respond; “Don’t you
come in here crying that somebody beat you
up; you better get back out there and whup
his ass. I didnt raise no punks! Get back out
there and whup his ass. If you den’t whup his
ass, ['ll whup your ass when you come home.”
Thus the child obtains reinforcement for being
tough and showing nerve.

While fighting, some children cry as though
they are doing something they are ambivalent
about. The fight may be against their wishes,
yet they may feel constrained to fight or face
the consequences—not just from peers but
also from caretakers or parents, who may
administer another beating if they back down
Some adults recall receiving such lessons trom
their own parents and justify repeating them
to their children as a way to toughen them
up. Looking capable of taking care of onesel!
as a form of self-defense is a dominant them®
among both street-oriented and decent a1ul®
who worry about the safety of their childre”
There is thus at times a convergence in th¢”
Child—rearing practices, although the ratier
nales behind them may differ.
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Self-Image Based on “Juice”

By the tune they are teenapers

has e either |ntv:m‘lv‘l'rltft‘tx“l-.:ll::}it,r-:’. oy youths
or at least learmed the need Lt::u::: lhv strcels
wlves in accordance with i port them-
-tth | accordance with its rules, which
chiefly have to do with interpers .
munication. The code rev eeparsonal com-
presentation of self ltsl';:‘(:l\'es aljound th'e
the display of a CEl‘t.ain ‘_,‘t.;-c Tt‘q.u.ll'ement. =
lence. ACﬂ?l‘t‘lingly . }')rtb 15.]:?051t10n to vio-
the unmistakable ’if c.e i must send
sage to “the next per;s?)r:’:e?? e?.lbsl?:) ttllf tmes-
is capable of violence and ma?hem Whaenotr}\le
L : e
Jituation requires it, that one can take care of
oneself. The nature of this communication is
largely determined by the demands of the cir-
cumstances but can include facial expressions,
gait, and verbal expressions—all of which are
geared mainly to deterring aggression. Physi-
cal apprearance, including clothes, jewelry,
and grooming, also plays an important part in
how a person is viewed; to be respected, it is
important to have the right look.
Even so, there are no guarantees against
challenges, because there are always people
around looking for a fight to increase their
share of respect—o0r “juice,” as it is sometimes
calied on the street. Moreover, if a person is
assaulted, it is important, not only in the eyes
of his opponent but also in the eyes of his
“running buddies,” for him to avenge himself.
Otherwise he risks being “tried” (challenged)
or “moved on” by any number of others. To
maintain his honor he must show he is not
someone to be smessed with” or “dissed.”
In general, the person Fnust -”-keep himself
straight” by managing his p0§1t10ﬂ of I:ESPECt
among others; this involves 1N part .hIS sell_f‘-
image, which is shaped by whe}t he thu}ks oth-
ers are thinking of him in relation to his peerlt.;,.
Objects play an jmportant and compll-
cated role in establishing self-image Jackets,
sneakers, gold jewelry, reflect not just a Peg
son’s taste, which tends to be tightly regulate
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among adolescents of all social classes, but
also a willingness to possess things that may
require defending. A boy wearing a fashion-
able, expensive jacket, for example, is vulner-
able to attack by another who covets the jacket
and cither cannot afford to buy one or wants
the added satisfaction of depriving some-
one else of his. However, if the boy forgoes
the desirable jacket and wears one that isn't
“hip,” he runs the risk of being teased and
possibly even assaulted as an unworthy per-
son. To be allowed to hang with certain presti-
gious crowds, a boy must wear a different set
of expensive clothes—sneakers and athletic
suit—every day. Not to be able to do so might
make him appear socially deficient. The youth
comes to covet such items—especially when
he sees easy prey wearing them.

In acquiring valued things, therefore, a per-
son shores up his identity—but since it is an
identity based on having things, it is highly
precarious. This very precariousness gives a
heightened sense of urgency to staying even
with peers, with whom the person is actually
competing. Young men and women who are
able to command respect through their pre-
sentation of self—by allowing their posses-
sions and their body language to speak for
them—may not have to campaign for regard
but may, rather, gain it by the force of their
manner. Those who are unable to command
respect in this way must actively campaign for
it—and are thus particularly alive to slights.

One way of campaigning for status is by
taking the possessions of others. In this con-
text, seemingly ordinary objects can become
trophies imbued with symbolic value that far
exceeds their monetary worth. Possession of
the trophy can symbolize the ability to violate
somebody—to “get in his face,” to take some-
thing of value from him, to “dis” him, and
thus to enhance one’s OWn worth by stealing
someone else’s. The trophy does not have to
be something material. It can be another per-
son's sense of honor, snatched away with a
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detogatory semark, It can be the outcome of
A tight. It van be the imposition of a certain
standard, such as a girl’s getting herselt rec-
agnized as the most beautiful. Material things,
however, tit easily into the pattern. Sneakers,
2 pistol, even somebody else’s girlfriend, can
become a trophy. When a person can take
something from another and then flaunt it, he
gains a certain regard by being the owner, or
the controller. of that thing. But this display
of ownership can then provoke other people
to challenge him. This game of who controls
what is thus constantly being played out on
inner-city streets, and the trophy—extrinsic or
intrinsic, tangible or intangible—identifies the
current winner.

An important aspect of this often violent
give-and-take is its zero-sum quality. That is,
the extent to which one person can raise him-
self up depends on his ability to put another
person down. This underscores the alienation
that permeates the inner-city ghetto commu-
nity. There is a generalized sense that very
little respect is to be had, and therefore every-
onc competes to get what affirmation he
can of the little that is available. The crav-
ing for respect that results gives people thin
skins. Shows of deference by others can be
highly soothing, contributing to a sense of
security, comfort, self-confidence, and self-
respect. Transgressions by others which go
unanswered diminish these feelings and are
believed to encourage further transgressions.
Hence one must be ever vigilant against the
transgressions of others or even appearing as
if transgressions will be tolerated. Among
young people, whose sense of self-esteem is
particularly vulnerable, there is an especially
heightened concern with being disrespected.
Many inner-city young men in particular
crave respect to such a degree that they will
risk their lives to attain and maintain it.

The issue of respect is thus closely tied
to whether a person has an inclination to be
violent, even as a victim. In the wider society

»w

people may not feel required to retaljy,
physically after an attack, even though th(-lj
are aware that they have been degradeq .
taken advantage of. They may fee , gre{:
need to defend themselves during an attackt
or to behave in such a way as to deter aggres.
sion (middle-class people certainly can ang
do become victims of street-oriented youths)
but they are much more likely than streg.
oriented people to feel that they can wq)
away from a possible altercation with the;,
self-esteem intact. Some people may eye,
have the strength of character to flee, withgyy
any thought that their self-respect or esteen
will be diminished.

In impoverished inner-city black commun;.
ties, however, particularly among young males
and perhaps increasingly among females, such
flight would be extremely difficult. To run away
would likely leave one’s self-esteem in tatters.
Hence people often feel constrained not only
to stand up and at least attempt to resist dur-
ing an assault but also to “pay back”—to seek
revenge—after a successful assault on their per-
son. This may include going to get a weapon
or even getting relatives involved. Their very
identity and self-respect, their honor, is often
intricately tied up with the way they perform
on the streets during and after such encounters.
This outlook reflects the circumscribed oppor-
tunities of the inner-city poor. Generally peoplc
outside the ghetto have other ways of gain-
ing status and regard, and thus do not feel s0
dependent on such physical displays. . . -

“Going for Bad”

In the most fearsome youths such a cav™
attitude toward death grows out of @ V¢
limited view of life. Many are uncertain al?‘“,‘f
how long they are going to live and t":lle\f.
they could die violently at any time Tl‘lt\._\r
accept this fate; they live on the edg:: it l‘,
manner conveys the message that pothing
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L7 intimidates them; whatey
_?,_ Er.c...w they maintain their attack—rather
ike a pit bull, whose Spirit many s :
. y such boys
mn__:,:_.m. The ~n_m§o:m:.m:o: of such ﬁm:mnwﬁ.w
§ conforcement. Many m:,mm_”uﬁ Ications for law
v -8 much more concerned gwmﬂ_mswma i
;. about the threat of

. justice” at the hands of a peer than at the
-’} hands of the police. Moreover, many feel not
.. .= only that they have little to lose by going to
_ prison but that they have something to gain.
- The toughening-up one experiences in prison
; can actually enhance one's reputation on the
streets. Hence the system loses influence over

the hard core who are without jobs, with little
perceptible stake in the system. If mainstream
society has done nothing for them, they coun-

ter by making sure it can do nothing fo them.

At the same time, however, a competing

view maintains that true nerve consists in
backing down, walking away from a fight, and

i going on with one’s business. One fights only
i in self-defense. This view emerges from the
“t  decent philosophy that life is precious, and it
i is an important part of the socialization pro-
: cess common in decent homes. It discourages
. violence as the primary means of resolving
5 B disputes and encourages youngsters to accept
© nonviolence and talk as confrontational strate-
. gies. But “if the deal goes down,” mm.:.nmmmmzmm
! is greatly encouraged. When there is enough
positive support for this orientation, m:rmH.S
the home or among one’s peers, then :ouSo.
lence has a chance to prevail. But it ﬁnm.<mnm at
“  the cost of relinquishing a claim to being bad
. and tough, and therefore sets a young peradil
up as at the very Hmmmﬁ. m:m:mﬁwm from mﬂnmmﬂ
oriented peers and quite possibly a target 0

derision or even violence.
Although the nonviolent oa.msﬁ !
overcomes the impulse to strike cm.nr in an
encounter, it does introduce a certain confu-
sion and so can prompt a Emmmcnm.o_" soul-
searching, or even Eomonzm ambivalence.

er turn the encoun-

-
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Did the person back down with his respect
intact or did he back down only to be judged
a “punk”—a person lacking manhood?
Should he or she have acted? Should he or
she have hit the other person in the mouth?
These questions beset many young men and
women during public confrontations. What is
the “right” thing to do? In the quest for honor,
respect, and local status—which few young
people are uninterested in—common sense
most often prevails, which leads many to opt
for the tough approach, enacting their own
particular versions of the display of nerve.
The presentation of oneself as rough and
tough is very often quite acceptable until one
is tested. And then that presentation may help
the person pass the test, because it will cause
fewer questions to be asked about what he
did and why. It is hard for a person to explain
why he lost the fight or why he backed down.
Hence many will strive to appear to “go for
bad,” while hoping they will never be tested.
But when they are tested, the outcome of the
situation may quickly be out of their hands,
as they become wrapped up in the circum-
stances of the moment.

An Oppositional Culture

The attitudes of the wider society are deeply
implicated in the code of the streets. Most peo-
ple in inner-city communities are not totally
invested in the code. But the significant minor-
ity of hard-core street youths who have to
maintain the code in order to establish reputa-
tions because they have—or feel they have—
few other ways to assert themselves. For
these young people the standards of the street
code are the only game in town. The extent to
which some children—particularly those who
through upbringing have become most alien-
ated and those lacking in strong and conven-
tional social support—experience, feel, and
internalize racist rejection and contempt from
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tream society may strongly encourage
to express contempt for the more con-
tional society in turn. In dealing with this
contempt and rejection, some youngsters will
nsciously invest themselves and their con-
lerable mental resources in what amounts
oppositional culture to preserve them-
es and their self-respect. Once they do,
respect they might be able to garner in the
wider system pales in comparison with the
respect available in the local system; thus they
ften lose interest in even attempting to nego-
iate the mainstream system.
\t the same time, many less alienated
oung blacks have assumed a street-oriented
demeanor as a way of expressing their black=
s while really embracing a much more
oderate way of life; they, too, want a nonvio=
ent setting in which to live and raise a fam-
ily. These decent ﬁ.;;u_r. are trying hard to be
part of the mainstream culture, but the racism,

real and perceived, that they encounter helps
to legitimate the oppositional culture. And so
on occasion they adopt street behavior. In fact,
depending on the demands of the situation
many people in the community slip back and
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vicious cycle has thus bee . The
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inner-city black men and women feel, Logel,
as a result of endemic joblessness mﬂm Hu%m?...
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