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THE HEAVYSET UNDERCOVER POLICEMAN pushed me 
across the ice-cream counter, spreading my legs and poking me 
around the groin. As he came dangerously close to the bulge in 
my right pocket I hissed in his ear, ''It's a tape recorder.'' He 
snapped backward, releasing his grip on my neck, whispering a 
barely audible, ''Sorry.'' Apparently he thought I was an 
undercover cop from another department. Before I could get a 
close look at him, he had left the bodega, a grocery store-cum-
numbers joint. 

After almost five years of living in a tenement apartment in East 
Harlem with my family, I have learned how to deal with the 
police officers who regularly stop me in the course of my work. I 
am an ethnographer conducting long-term, participant-
observation research on street culture in the underground 
economy. I spend long hours, night and day, in crack houses and 
on drug-copping corners, observing, befriending and 
interviewing street dealers, addicts and anyone else who will 
pause to talk with me. It is unusual work, to say the least, 
difficult for outsiders to appreciate, perhaps most particularly 
the police, who cannot fathom why anyone would immerse 
himself in the heart of the drug culture if not for the drugs. 

 
Once I made the mistake of trying to explain my work to two 
patrolmen, both white, who stopped me late at night and angrily 
said, ''Go buy your drugs in a white neighborhood, and get the 
hell off these streets, white boy.'' I had barely uttered, ''No, you 
don't understand, I don't use drugs. I am a professor . . .'' when I 
was called ''dirty white scum,'' and threatened with a booking in 
the precinct if I didn't ''shut up and get out of here right this 
minute.'' 

The night in the bodega I did what I had learned to do when 
being frisked - stare at the ground, avoid eye contact and 



mumble obsequiously, ''Yes, sir,'' whenever appropriate. This 
encounter was an easy one. I hadn't even had (Continued on 
Page 60) to say, ''Thank you, sir,'' and I was not publicly cursed. 
As soon as the officer was out of earshot, I was able to focus back 
on my work. 

In an effort to display trust and establish a better rapport, I told 
Jesus - the street dealer and crack addict I happened to be 
interviewing that night - to grab the change from my $10 bill 
from the cashier as I hurried to leave. At the doorway, however, I 
was blocked by a thin teen-ager named Bennie, who pushed me 
aside and lunged at the loose dollar bills in Jesus' hand. 

''That's my money now, Jesus; give it to me,'' Bennie shouted. I 
started to shout back: ''Hey! What are you talking about? That's 
my money!'' But one look at Bennie's contorted face and 
narrowed eyes stopped me. Jesus muttered ''Be careful - my man 
is dusted,'' but it was unnecessary. I was ready to give up the 
eight bills - and more if I had to -to avoid any out-of-control 
violence from an angry mugger high on angel dust. 

Jesus went through the motions of confronting Bennie, to whom 
he really did owe money. First he was gentle. Staring into 
Bennie's face, which was two inches from his own, he pulled at 
the fistful of bills and said: ''Yo, Bennie, chill out. I know how 
much I owe you. I'll take care of you tomorrow. This ain't my 
money. Please don't take this money.'' Then he tried a harsher 
tack: ''I told you this ain't my money; Get off of it! It ain't my 
money!'' Bennie just got tougher. He knew Jesus was a coward. 
He yanked at the bills, hissing about the $60 still owed him. They 
had been selling marijuana together for several weeks on the 
corner next to the bodega, and during a bust a week earlier, the 
police had confiscated their supply. Bennie wanted Jesus to 
make good on his share. He knew that Jesus would not fight 
back. As the bills began to rip, Jesus finally let go, looking back at 
me sheepishly. 

As we stepped out the door of the bodega, Bennie kept yelling at 
Jesus about the $60. Then he let out a whistle, and a dented 



Vega came roaring down the block. It careered to the curb and 
cut us off. A young man in the passenger seat tried to open his 
door and jump onto the sidewalk before the car stopped, but he 
fell on his face in the gutter. He jumped back to his feet, and 
stood, unsteadily. His nose was bleeding. He was waving a 
baseball bat in his right hand. 

The driver, who was steadier - apparently not as high as his 
companion - had also rushed out of the car and was running at 
us. Bennie called out that all was ''cool,'' that he already had the 
money; and they slowed down, walking toward us with puffed 
backs, the one with the baseball bat resting it on his shoulder. 

Frightened, I jumped back to the bodega door, trying to figure 
out where to run and what to do, but Jesus had to stand firm. 
This was the corner he worked; those were his former partners. 
They surrounded him, shouting about the money, and began 
kicking him and hitting him with the bat. Jesus still did not turn 
and run; instead he jumped up and down, prancing sideways 
along the sidewalk toward the corner on the main avenue. He 
was hoping his new colleagues at the bogus botanica, a shop that 
ostensibly sold herbal potions and spiritual items, around the 
corner, to whom he was steering crack customers, might catch 
sight of what was happening. He was knocked down twice before 
reaching the corner. Then the two men backed away, walking 
back to the Vega with deliberate slowness, pretending not to 
notice me. They had not seen the policeman search me, and they 
evidently did not think it wise to pick a fight with an unknown 
''white boy'' who was just the right age to be an undercover. 
Obviously nervous, they pulled at Bennie's elbow to hustle him 
into the car. Then they drove off, leaving rubber at the curb. 

By the time I caught up with Jesus, half a block down the avenue, 
he was telling the story to his cousin. A woman in her late 20's, 
dressed ''butch'' in a long-sleeved jean jacket, she was on her way 
to the botanica crack house. Her emaciated face and long sleeves 
made it likely she was a coke mainliner. She was waving her 
skinny arms and stamping on the ground, whining hoarsely at 
Jesus, telling him he couldn't just run off like that; that he had to 



''go down swinging like a man''; that he couldn't just let people 
chase him around; that he had to show them who's who. Now 
what did he expect to do? Where was he going to work? Finally, 
she said she needed the money she had lent him the day before 
to buy a new supply of marijuana - he had spent it on crack 
instead - and that she was disgusted with him. 

At the crack/botanica house, we told our story to Julio and 
Papito, who were on duty selling that night. Julio jumped up 
excitedly, calling out: ''What street was that on? Come on, we can 
still catch them. How many were they?'' I said we should just 
forget about it; revenge wasn't worth it. And Papito looked at me 
disgustedly, sitting back down on the milk crate in front of the 
botanica's door. Julio, whom I knew better, jumped up in front of 
me, raising his voice to berate me. ''Man, you still think like a 
blanquito,'' he said. A half-dozen spectators - some of them 
empty-pocketed, ''thirsty'' crack addicts, but most of them sharp-
dressed teen-age girls competing for Papito's and Julio's 
attentions - snickered at me. 

To regain some minimal respect, I turned on Jesus, telling him 
he owed me the $8 Bennie had stolen, and ordering him to 
empty his pockets. Grinning, he pulled out a dollar and promised 
he would come by tomorrow with seven more. He told me not to 
worry; he would pay me back first. Of course, I knew he would 
not. He knew that I was one of the few individuals on the street 
even softer than he. 

At this point, seeing my feeble attempt, Julio, making sure I saw 
what he was doing, dropped a vial of crack in Jesus's shirt pocket 
in payment for the half dozen customers he had steered to the 
crack house that evening. I was supposed to grab the vial - worth 
$5 - from Jesus's pocket as partial compensation for the seven he 
still owed me. But I could not bring myself to rip Jesus's shirt 
pocket open, knowing that Jesus was ''thirsty'' to smoke and 
might get violent with me. 

A few minutes later, Papito and Julio told everyone it was time to 
close shop. It was 12:30, and they had to turn in the evening's 



receipts to their boss. They pulled down the metal gates over the 
botanica's entrance, eager to leave work and get on with an 
evening of partying. 

UNLIKE THE CRACK DEAL-ers and addicts that I hang out with 
and interview, the vast majority of the residents of East Harlem 
are honest and hard-working. It is a struggle to live there, and 
they struggle honorably. Nevertheless, to many, especially the 
young, the underground economy beckons seductively as the 
ultimate ''equal opportunity employer.'' The rate of 
unemployment for Harlem youth is at least twice the citywide 
rate of 8.1 percent, and the economic incentive to participate in 
the burgeoning crack economy is overwhelming. 

The individuals ''successfully'' pursuing careers in the ''crack 
economy'' or any other facet of the underground economy are no 
longer ''exploitable'' by legal society. They speak with anger at 
their former low wages and bad treatment. They make fun of 
friends and acquaintances - many of whom come to buy drugs 
from them - who are still employed in factories or in service jobs. 

Most of the people I have met are proud that they are not being 
exploited by ''the White Man.'' All of them have, at one time or 
another, held the jobs - delivery boys, supermarket baggers, 
hospital orderlies -that are objectively recognized as among the 
least desirable in American society. They see the illegal, 
underground economy as not only offering superior wages, but 
also a more dignified workplace. 

For example, Julio's last legal job before selling crack was as a 
messenger for a magazine. He had become addicted to crack and 
began selling off his possessions to pay for his habit. Finally he 
was thrown out by his wife, who had just given birth to his son. 
He quit his 10-hour-a-day messenger job in favor of stealing car 
radios for a couple of hours at night in the same neighborhoods 
where he had been delivering messages. After a close encounter 
with the police, Julio, who is 26 years old, begged his cousin for a 
job in his crack house. The sense of responsibility, success and 
prestige that selling crack gave him enabled him to kick his crack 



habit and substitute for it a considerably less expensive powder 
cocaine and alcohol habit. 

JULIO'S GIRLFRIEND JACKIE also sells crack. Her husband 
used to own the botanica crack site, but he is now ''upstate,'' 
serving two to five years for his second conviction for selling 
cocaine and possessing firearms. Two nights before he was 
scheduled to go to jail, as he was closing down the botanica, 
Jackie, who was eight months' pregnant at the time, shot him in 
the stomach in front of all his workers. She was furious because 
instead of leaving money for her before beginning his jail 
sentence, he had been running around spending thousands of 
dollars on young women and bragging about it. 

Ten months later, Jackie, at 32, was doing much better, 
especially following the problem-free delivery of her fifth 
daughter. Her husband's cousin, who had taken over the crack 
franchise at the botanica while her husband was in jail, had 
witnessed the shoot-out, and had been impressed by Jackie's 
aggressiveness; shortly after the birth of her daughter, he hired 
her to sell ''twenties of rock'' -$20 foils of cocaine - at his other 
sales point in the neighborhood, a candy store. 

Not everyone shared his feelings, however. Shortly after her 
husband's hospitalization and jailing, Jackie took up with Julio, 
and she told Rose, a 15-year-old former girlfriend of his, to stop 
hanging around the crack house - or else. I was there one evening 
when Rose was discussing this threat with a crowd hanging out 
around the crack house. Someone was warning Rose that Jackie 
meant business, when Aida, the seller on shift at the crack house 
that evening looked up from the pink blanket she was knitting for 
the baby she was pregnant with and called out: ''Big deal! 
Anybody can buy a gun. You just stay here, Rose. You can come 
visit me any time you want. That woman's just nasty. She can't 
tell me or you or anyone else what to do here. She don't own the 
place.'' 

Rose did, indeed, keep coming back, even after another of her ex-
boyfriends, who claimed he still loved her, threatened to kill 



Julio and then commit suicide if she kept hanging out at the 
crack house at night. He showed up a few days later with two big 
friends, but by then Julio had gathered a group of his own for 
protection, and the would-be assailants just kept walking. Julio 
was exasperated with the whole issue; he had lost interest in 
Rose after he had gotten her pregnant, and they had argued 
heatedly when he refused to pay for her abortion. 

REGULAR DISPLAYS OF violence are necessary for success in 
the underground economy - especially the street-level drug-
dealing world. Violence is essential for maintaining credibility 
and for preventing rip-offs by colleagues, customers and 
intruders. Thus behavior that appears irrationally violent and 
self-destructive to the middle- or working-class outsider can be 
interpreted, according to the logic of the underground economy, 
as judicious public relations. 

This can be clearly seen in the events described at the outset of 
this article. Jesus and I were mugged because he had a 
reputation for being a coward and because I had been publicly 
unmasked as not being an undercover cop - hence, safe to attack. 
Jesus had tried to minimize the damage to his ability to sell on 
that corner by not turning and running. Nevertheless, the 
admonishments of his cousin just minutes later could not have 
been clearer: Jesus was not going to be upwardly mobile in the 
underground economy. Where was he going to work after such a 
public humiliation? 

Employers or new entrepreneurs in the underground economy 
are looking for people with experience that proves their capacity 
for effective violence - Jackie's being hired to sell cocaine by the 
man who witnessed her shooting her husband is an example. 
Papito had a ''bionic leg.'' He had been shot through the thigh in 
a previous crack confrontation, and his leg had been successfully 
rebuilt, leaving him with a pronounced limp. He frequently 
referred to his rebuilt limb in conversation; it was a source of 
pride and credibility for him. He was considered an effective 
crack dealer. 



For the owner of the crack house, the ability of his employees to 
face up to the possibility of violence is crucial; stickups of dealing 
dens are common. During my time there, the botanica was held 
up twice. Julio was on duty both times. He admitted that he had 
been very nervous when robbers held a gun to his temple and 
asked for money and crack. Nevertheless, not only did he 
withhold some of the money and crack, kept hidden inside a 
hollowed-out statue of a saint, but he also later exaggerated to 
his boss the amount that had been stolen; he pocketed the 
difference himself. 

The possibility of being held up was constantly on Julio's mind. 
When more than two people walked into the botanica at once, he 
would stiffen, as if expecting them to pull out weapons. Once he 
told me he was nervous about a cousin of his who had started 
hanging out at the crack house, feigning friendship. Julio 
suspected him of being in the process of casing the place for a 
future stickup. 

Several times I asked crack dealers or robbers to explain how 
they were able to trust their partners in crime. In each case, I was 
told: ''What do you mean how do I trust him? You should ask 
how does he trust me!'' 

They were claiming, I believe, that they are not dependent upon 
trust because they are tough enough to command respect and 
enforce all contracts they enter into. Ruthlessness is their 
security. 

My failure to display a propensity for violence cost me, in several 
instances, the respect of the crack sellers. This was evident when 
I turned down Julio and Papito's offer to search out the three 
men who mugged Jesus and me. Julio was genuinely 
disappointed that I was not someone with common sense and 
self-respect. 

His reaction was a setback for my research. In the few weeks 
prior to getting mugged, I had established a routine for tape 
recording life-history interviews. After Julio closed the botanica, 
we would go back to Jackie's apartment to babysit her children 



and her husband's grandfather, a 65-year-old alcoholic. 
Babysitting involved sending one of the children out for beer, 
keeping the grandfather from drinking any hard liquor, shouting 
at the young children if they quarreled, playing with the 9-
month-old. Eventually I would follow Julio and whoever else had 
come with us from the crack house into the bedroom, to keep 
talking to them as they ground up and snorted cocaine. At this 
point I could comfortably take out my tape recorder, and they 
would dictate chapters for my book, competing for my attention 
and for space on the tape. By daybreak, Jackie had usually 
returned from work with fresh coke for Julio to snort. He would 
then sleep from mid-morning until mid-afternoon, careful to 
arrive on time for the evening shift - 3 P.M. to 12:30 A.M. - at the 
botanica crack house. 

INNER-CITY STREET violence is not limited solely to drug 
sellers or to street criminals; to a certain extent, anyone living in 
the neighborhood who wants to maintain a sense of autonomy - 
i.e., who does not go outdoors during daylight hours only - finds 
it useful to participate, at least passively, in some corner of the 
culture of terror. I overheard the story of a boy whose mother 
had told him never to fight. Not long into the school year a 
classmate mugged him, stealing his midafternoon snack and 
pocket money. The child quickly developed a reputation as a 
weakling. During the ensuing weeks, he lost his snack and money 
daily until finally he complained to his mother. Her response was 
to berate him: ''What's the matter with you? Can't you fight 
back?'' 

Anyone who is frequently out on the street will be exposed to the 
violence of the underground economy, even if he does not 
participate in it. In the first 13 months I spent in Spanish Harlem 
I witnessed: 

A deadly shooting, outside my window, of the mother of a 3-year-
old child, by an assailant wielding a sawed-off shotgun. 

A bombing and a machine-gunning of a numbers joint, once 
again within view of my apartment window. 



A shoot-out and police-car chase in front of a pizza parlor where 
I happened to be eating a snack. 

The aftermath of the firebombing of a heroin house. 

A dozen screaming, clothes-ripping fights. 

Almost daily exposure to broken-down human beings, some of 
them in fits of crack-induced paranoia, some suffering from 
delirium tremens, and others in unidentifiable pathological fits 
screaming and shouting insults to all around them. 

Perhaps the most poignant expression of the pervasiveness of the 
culture of terror was the comment made to me by a 13-year-old 
boy in the course of an otherwise innocuous conversation about 
how his mother's pregnancy was going. He told me he hoped his 
mother would give birth to a boy ''because girls are too easy to 
rape.'' 

BASED ON MY EX-perience, I believe the assertion of the 
culture-of-poverty theorists that the poor have been badly 
socialized and do not share mainstream values is wrong. On the 
contrary, ambitious, energetic, inner-city youths are attracted to 
the underground economy precisely because they believe in the 
rags-to-riches American dream. Like many in the mainstream, 
they are frantically trying to get their piece of the pie as fast as 
possible. In fact, they follow the traditional model for upward 
mobility: aggressively setting themselves up as private 
entrepreneurs. Without stretching the point too much, they can 
be seen in conventional terms as rugged individualists on an 
unpredictable frontier where fortune, fame and destruction are 
all just around the corner. 

Consider the example of Indio, an ambitious young crack dealer 
who, while he was high on angel dust, shot his brother in the 
spine and paralyzed him for life in a battle over sales rights. His 
brother now works for him, selling on crutches. Meanwhile, the 
shooting has cemented Indio's reputation, and his workers are 
awesomely disciplined. Indio reaffirms this symbolically by 
periodically walking his turf with a $3,000 gold chain and 



nameplate hanging around his neck. 

Many of the street dealers claim to be strictly utilitarian in their 
involvement with the drugs they sell, and disdain their clients 
despite the fact that usually, like Indio, they have alcohol and 
powder-cocaine habits themselves. They refer to their 
merchandise as ''this garbage'' and openly deride addicts as they 
arrive with fistfuls of money. Papito used to chant at his regular 
customers: ''Keep on killing yourself. Bring me that money. 
Smoke yourself to death. Make me rich.'' Though the average 
street seller is employed by the owner of a sales point for whom 
he has to maintain regular hours, meet sales quotas and be 
subject to being fired, the street seller has a great deal of 
autonomy and power in his schedule. His boss comes once or 
twice a shift to drop off drugs and pick up money, or else sends a 
young messenger. Because of the money and drugs passing 
through their hands, sellers are often surrounded by a bevy of 
''thirsty'' friends and hangers-on - frequently teen-age girls - 
willing to run errands, pay attention to conversations, lend 
support in arguments and fights and provide sexual favors upon 
demand. In fact, even youths who do not use drugs will hang out 
and try to befriend the dealer, just to be privy to the excitement 
of people coming and going, copping and hanging. 

The ultimate expression of success is opulence without visible 
means of support. There is plenty of proof of this on the street as 
teen-age crack dealers drive by in white Suzuki jeeps and middle-
aged cocaine tycoons speed around in well-waxed Lincoln 
Continentals or Mercedes-Benzes. Anyone can aspire to be one of 
the ubiquitous sellers, perched on mountain bikes with beepers 
on their belts. In fact, many youths not particularly active in the 
drug trade wear beepers, just pretending to be big time. 

The feeling of self-worth that the street-level dealer's life style 
offers cannot be underestimated. A former manager of a coke-
shooting gallery who had employed a network of a half-dozen 
sellers, lookouts and security guards before he was jailed, 
explained to me that the best memories of his drug-dealing days 
were of the respect he received from people on the street. After 



his release, he became a clerk in a Wall Street brokerage concern, 
determined, he said, not to return to street life. But he recalled 
that, as a dealer, when he drove up in one of his cars to pick up 
the day's receipts, a bevy of attentive men and women would run 
to open the door for him and engage him in polite small talk. 
Others would offer to clean his car. He would invite a half-dozen 
friends and acquaintances out to dinner in expensive restaurants 
almost every night. Jokingly, he also noted that his shooting 
gallery had enabled his wife and two children to get off welfare. 

A CASUAL STROLL through Spanish Harlem exposes one to 
legions of emaciated coke and crack addicts. Many will be 
begging for their next vial; others will be ''petro'' or ''bugging out'' 
- i.e., high, intensely paranoid, shying from everyone around 
them - shivering, mumbling agitatedly to themselves, with their 
eyes wide open and jaws tense. If the stroller should happen 
upon a ''copping corner'' it will look like a street fair, especially 
late at night - cars driving by, people coming and going, doors of 
buildings opening and closing, people hanging out all over. Most 
likely a hail of whistles and shouts will accompany the stroller's 
arrival as the lookouts warn those ''pitching'' the drugs that a 
potential undercover is on the scene. 

Anthropologists have developed a concept known as ''conjugated 
oppression'' -whereby ethnic discrimination interacts with class 
exploitation to produce a perception in its victims of inescapable 
oppression. I have come to believe that this begins to explain why 
hordes of crack heads continue to fry their brains and burn up 
their bodies. 

Substance abuse in general, and crack in particular, offers the 
equivalent of a born-again metamorphosis. Instantaneously, the 
user is transformed from an unemployed, depressed high school 
dropout, despised by the world - and secretly convinced that his 
failure is due to his own inherent stupidity and disorganization. 
There is a rush of heart-palpitating pleasure, followed by a jaw-
gnashing crash and wide-eyed alertness that provides his life 
with concrete purpose: Get more crack - fast! 



After almost five years living in and out of that world, it is 
impossible not to get depressed, especially when some of the 
emaciated figures I see are women in advanced states of 
pregnancy, mothers dragging screeching toddlers behind them - 
or a former friend broken down on a binge. 

Often, the day after an especially brutal night of fieldwork, I seek 
out the bright-eyed, cheery-faced schoolchildren who fill the 
streets of Harlem after 3:30 each afternoon. I've come to know a 
half dozen of them and have their mothers' permission to take 
them on outings. We'll play ball, take a walk to the East River, 
visit a fancy toy store or a museum downtown. The energy, love 
and dreams of these children stand in stark contrast to the 
desperate substance-abuse and violence that goes on around 
them. I am suddenly filled with the hope that they might survive 
these mean streets - and, for a while at least, I feel better. 

	  


