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Confronting Anthropology, Education, and Inner-City Apartheid

PuiLippE BourGois
San Francisco State University

INNER-CITY EXPERIENCES of social marginalization
are enmeshed in ideological murk. Politicians, the me-
dia, the general public, and even inner-city residents
themselves often rely on blame-the-victim, racialized
explanations for the extraordinary concentrations of
poverty at the cores of all of the largest, wealthiest
cities in the United States. Academics divide into
atheoretical camps that pit liberal glorifications of the
poor as structural victims against conservative vilifica-
tions of criminal black men, valueless families, and
promiscuous welfare-bred teenagers. Whether driven
by a liberal humanistic sympathy for the poor or by a
vindictive celebration of concentrated wealth, notions
of inner-city social organization are, for the most part,
elitist projections of class- and race-biased fantasies.

Part of the problem is logistical: class segregation
and racial isolation is so cemented into the fabric of
U.S. society that outsiders cannot access the daily
lives of the very poor. Another reason for the murk lies
in the overwhelming and contradictory nature of ex-
treme urban poverty in the land of plenty. The central-
ity of external structures in constraining social misery
rooted in histories of politics, economics, and cultural
domination hides behind the hypervisibility of the indi-
vidual propagation of terror and violence and its daily
self-administration by inner-city residents against their
neighbors and themselves.

Ethnography in the Inner City

At first sight ethnography, because it requires cross-
class and cross-cultural interaction, offers an exciting
venue for exploring social marginalization and racism.
In practice, however, there are few substantive eth-
nographies of inner-city street life. College-educated
intellectuals are usually too elitist or too frightened to
be capable of treating unemployed, drug-addicted, vio-
lent criminals with the respect and humanity that eth-
nographic methods require for meaningful dialogue to
occur. Not surprisingly, by far the most insightful por-
trayals of social marginalization come from the autobi-

ographies of individuals from the inner city who sur-
vive street life, become upwardly mobile, and gain ac-
cess to the print media, film, or video. This is certainly
the case with the Puerto Rican diaspora in New York
City. Entire literary genres—Nuyorican autobiogra-
phy, poetry, and fiction—have emerged, to portray the
resistance and pathos of second-generation immi-
grants in the inner city.! Perhaps not coincidentally,
postmodern theorists and cultural critics in the 1990s
have explored fiction, self-representation, and dialogic
practice in other social arenas as ways of subverting
cultural anthropology’s colonizing discourses (Maran-
hdo 1990; Visweswaran 1994). In the 1980s, dialogue
was offered as an alternative to the omniscient totaliz-
ing monologues of traditional ethnographies (Page
1988; Tedlock 1983).

The experience of Puerto Ricans in social science
literature is a case in point for illustrating the need to
question grand narratives and to deconstruct ethno-
graphic authority.? Sometimes referred to as “the most
researched but least understood people in the United
States” (G. Lewis 1963, cited in C. Rodriguez 1995),
Puerto Ricans have been the subject of bitter polemics
in social science research on urban poverty. Signifi-
cantly, it is at the intersection of ethnography and lit-
erature that New York-based Puerto Ricans have been
subjected to their most notorious public repre-
sentation as the backdrop for the “culture of poverty”
theory developed by Oscar Lewis (1966) in La Vida. A
literary rendition of thousands of pages of transcrip-
tions of life history interviews with an extended family
of Puerto Ricans whose poverty forced them to mi-
grate to New York City, Lewis’s analysis focuses on
the role of family pathology and individual self-de-
struction to explain the desperate living conditions of
second-generation Puerto Rican rural-to-urban mi-
grants. Despite Lewis’s social democratic political ori-
entation and his personal sympathy for the plight of
the poor, his book is usually interpreted by North
American readers as a blame-the-victim, inferiorizing
narrative.?
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Critical Ethnographies of Education

The academic polemics of the 1970s against Lew-
is’s decontextualized fixation on individual and family
pathology in the Puerto Rican diaspora have dis-
suaded anthropologists from centering ethnographies
around the politically and emotionally charged topic
of inner-city poverty. The rise of postmodernist per-
spectives, with their proliferation of deconstructionist
critiques, has provided greater sophistication to icono-
clastic debunkings of inferiorizing narratives. Unfortu-
nately, however, the often playfully aesthetic empha-
sis on text and the ironic logic of evoking partial truths
has removed most of these ethnographies from politi-
cal, or even social, engagement. The “death of ethnog-
raphy” and the emphasis on fragmented social realities
or on interpreting culture as text make it difficult to
prioritize experiences of injustice and oppression.
Postmodernists treat those of us who believe a pri-
mary goal of anthropology should be to identify the
structuring of inequality—and pain—across race,
class, gender, sexuality, and other power-ridden cate-
gories as naive totalizers. Even the most explicitly sub-
versive postmodernist approaches in cultural studies
allow scholars to retreat with political righteousness
to texts, images, art, architecture, and discourses that
they can access without leaving the safe white public
space of campus libraries, colonial archives, muse-
ums, cyberspace, theaters, popular media, and subur-
ban highway vistas. Their research subject and focus
shields them from having to sustain direct and uncom-
fortable contact with human beings experiencing so-
cial misery across the violent, apartheidlike divides of
the United States. Their politics, like their subjects,
remain textual, removed from drug addicts, street
criminals, angry youths, or any other flesh-and-blood
embodiments of social injustice.

Despite the exoticizing risks inherent to hands-on
ethnographic research, I am convinced that anthro-
pologists should be able to generate a critical debate
around social suffering in urban America because of
their participant-observation methods. The de facto
urban apartheid that prevents intellectuals from con-
fronting social misery in U.S. cities can be bridged
when ethnographers engage in long-term vulnerable
dialogues with participants in the inner city’s under-
ground economy and in its vibrant but violent street
culture. This was the case with ethnographers in edu-
cation departments during the 1970s and 1980s who
began addressing the taboo issues of the agency of
self-destruction in the context of extreme social mar-
ginalization and segregation (see Anderson 1989). Per-
haps educators pioneered this research because
schools represent a relatively safe niche for intellectu-
als to see and talk to the socially marginal. In fact, the

close institutionalized quarters of school buildings
oblige educators to come face-to-face with lumpen
youth for prolonged periods of time whether they
want to or not. The results of such classroom dia-
logues often reproduce hegemonic soliloquies and in-
feriorizing projections. Nevertheless, on the margins
of mainstream pedagogical research—precisely at that
point where anthropology intersects with sociology
via ethnographic methods—critiques of class, racial,
and gender oppression in the United States have be-
gun to bud.

It is impossible to group these “critical ethnogra-
phies” of education into any single theoretical school
as they often critique one another as much as the edu-
cational institutions that they study (Devine in press;
Ellsworth 1989). Nevertheless, most school ethnogra-
phers in the 1970s and 1980s owed much of their criti-
cal perspective to some version of Freirian neo-Marx-
ism or to Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of social
reproduction, especially his concepts of cultural capi-
tal, habitus, and symbolic violence. The earlier analy-
ses of schools tended toward material reductionism
(Bowles and Gintis 1976), but a seminal study by Paul
Willis (1977) of working-class schoolboys in England
set a precedent by arguing that a youth culture of re-
sistance contradictorily buttresses society’s status quo
(see also Foley 1990 and MacLeod 1987). Culture, gen-
der, and agency, consequently, emerged as the central
concerns of critical educational theorists in the 1980s
(Giroux 1988). The particular contribution of U.S.-
based education ethnographies has been to emphasize
the importance of immigration, racism, and sexism in
school culture (Fordham 1993; Gibson and Ogbu
1991). Once again, the rise of postmodern approaches
and cultural criticism has allowed education ethnogra-
phers to draw from such diverse, often contradictory,
theoretical strands as liberation theology, Foucault,
Bakhtin, and Benjamin (Devine in press; Lucas 1995).

A major flaw of most educational ethnographies is
their glamorization of adolescent oppositional styles
as protopolitical resistance. While they restore agency
to social structural victims and note how street cul-
tures of resistance contradictorily shape the oppres-
sion and destruction of vulnerable youths and their
surrounding communities, they also sanitize painful
realities. Youthful street culture may offer an alterna-
tive space for resisting exploitation and for subverting
the ideological insults and hierarchies of mainstream
society, but it is also the site where drugs are pur-
veyed, boys kill one another, infants are battered, and
young women are gang-raped.* At the same time that
street culture represents a creative response to exclu-
sion by creating new forums for dignity, it also guaran-
tees exclusion by requiring its participants to be
semiliterate, expressively aggressive, unexploitable,



and enmeshed in substance abuse and violence (Bour-
gois 1995).

Perhaps the greatest weakness of education eth-
nographies, however, remains their arbitrary focus on
a single institution—the school—and worse yet, the
classroom within the school. Safely denouncing the
hidden curricula of repressive pedagogies, most of the
radical ethnographers fail to venture into hallways,
playgrounds, or the surrounding streets, tenements,
and housing projects. Once again, part of the problem
is rooted in the failure of privileged intellectuals to
confront street culture on its own terms. It is as if
university-trained researchers crave the protective co-
coon of classrooms. Apparently, they have internalized
the class- and culture-based apartheid logics of their
society and they succumb to the physical fear and
emotional insecurity of the inner-city street by fleeing
to safer institutional confines where white public
space is still dominant.

School ethnographies miss the prime movers of
street culture: dropouts. This is an especially grave
omission in the case of Puerto Rican youth in New
York City, where over one-half of Puerto Rican youth
never graduate from high school (ASPIRA 1989). For
example, during the almost four years (late 1980s
through the early 1990s) that I lived on a drug-infested
block in East Harlem, befriending crack dealers, I met
only one male high school graduate living on my
street. The other two dozen or so street-level crack
dealers whose childhood school reminiscences I tape-
recorded were all precocious dropouts—some never
finished sixth grade.

Nevertheless, schools remain the most important
state institution for mediating mainstream society’s re-
lationship to inner-city children. My crack-house con-
versations about past school experiences immediately
revealed that street-bound dropouts learn a great deal
at school—but almost none of it in the classroom. De-
spite the only marginal impact of formal pedagogy in
the youthful socialization of dropouts, their aborted
school experiences play a central role in shaping their
future careers in the underground economy as drug
peddlers, muggers, armed robbers, and single mothers.
Precocious participants in street culture are able to
hone, at the expense of their classmates, the crucial
survival skills they need to excel on the street,
whether those skills be fistfighting, verbal jousting,
gang rape, or strategic cruelty. I never set foot inside a
school or interviewed either teachers or administra-
tors, and only very rarely encountered formally en-
rolled students. Nevertheless 1 consider my crack
dealer conversations to be a school ethnography.

Through editing and contextualizing four and a
half years’ worth of tape-recorded conversations with
crack dealers, I hope to catch some of the humbling
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cacophony that occurs when anthropology confronts
the vexing human quandaries of urban apartheid. By
exploring my emotional relationships with the drug
users and sellers who became my friends and enemies,
I hope to capture some of the contradictory agency
that accompanies structural oppression. Unlike main-
stream deconstructionists, the “betwixt-and-between”
of our voices sounds more to me like the agony that
U.S. society imposes on its most marginal poor youths
of color than the creativity of heteroglosic dialogues. I
have reconstructed these conversations, consequently,
to portray the “everyday violence” (Scheper-Hughes
1992) of class, ethnicity, gender, and ability in the
hope of “facing power” (Wolf 1990) and, most impor-
tantly, denouncing it.

Kindergarten Delinquencies: Confronting
Symbolic Violence

The very first school memories of the crack deal-
ers in my social network were negative. This was cer-
tainly the case with Primo, the manager of the crack
house located next to the tenement where I lived, who
became my closest friend during my residence in East
Harlem:

I hated school. I just hated it. I used to fuck up all the time
in school. Never in my life did I do homework. Never!

The racial denigration of Puerto Rican rural work-
ing-class culture in New York City affects the most
intimate relationships in a toddler’s life as pre-
schoolers distance themselves from their parents’ vul-
nerable ethnicity and class by striving to identify with
the dominant culture engulfing them. Following the
insights of the French Algerian sociologist, Abdel-
malek Sayad (1991: ch. 7), the first delinquency of sec-
ond-generation immigrants in a colonial society is to
refuse to speak their maternal tongue. When the child
begins school, this cultural delinquency is com-
pounded and perhaps inverted when he or she fails to
comply with institutional modes of interaction. If
forms of cultural expression are the basis for the sym-
bolic capital structuring power in any given society,
then one can understand from the perspective of a
new immigrant mother and her second-generation
child the trauma of first contact with the public school
system.

In his kindergarten homeroom, Primo inherited
the instantaneous onus of his mother’s identities: rural
former plantation worker and, now, inner-city sweat-
shop employee. Her functional illiteracy and her in-
ability to communicate with the educational bureauc-
racy made Primo appear problematic to his teachers.
Perhaps right away he had to protect himself by resist-
ing his teachers lest they unconsciously insult or hurt
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him when he made the mistake of trying—but inevita-
bly failing—to please them. No precocious, healthy
five- or six-year-olds can bear to witness the instanta-
neous transformation of their mothers—the authority
figures in their lives—into intimidated objects of ridi-
cule. Worse yet, over the next few years, this hostile,
alien institution seizes control of even the most inti-
mate dimensions of one’s daily life, mediating a
mother’s caresses, criticisms, or beatings. Contradic-
torily, therefore, despite his anxious mother’s admon-
ishments that he respect his teacher and do well in
school, success in the classroom would have betrayed
Primo’s love for his mother. To have obeyed his
teacher and to have liked school would have required
Primo to internalize society’s disrespect for his
mother.

Imagine how Primo must have looked to his
teachers by second grade:

I never wanted to do nothing in class. I never raised my
hand. I would just sit there. . . .  used to wanta really hide.
I was really a shy kid, like, sitting in the back of the class
and like, “Leave me alone.” ... So I started drawing—my
whole table was all decorated—like graffiti.... Some-
times I used to feel fucked up and just started making
noises. They’d throw me out of class.

By embracing street culture, Primo was lashing
back at the symbolic violence of his elementary school
that flailed him for his accent, clothing, body language,
play style, and attention spans. He celebrated his
prowess in the alternative forums for dignity that the
street offers, and he thereby exacerbated any chance
he might have had to be able to function effectively
outside of the inner city’s underground economy:

I use to curse the shit out of my teachers when they
dished me. I was malo—malo malo. . .. Like if the teacher
said, “Shut up!” or something. I'd say, “Fuck you asshole!”
And I was just a little nigga’ back then—maybe seven or
eight years old, like my son, Junior.

The oppositional skills that Primo learned at
school further poisoned his vulnerable relationship
with his mother by upsetting the generational house-
hold hierarchies imported from rural Puerto Rico.
Primo’s early grade school literacy and his under-
standing of educational conventions allowed him to
manipulate his mother and betray her trust. Powerless
before this subversion of the channels of mother-child
authority, Primo’s mother lashed back at him with one
of the only weapons available to an illiterate immi-
grant forced to work long hours in garment district
sweatshops: beatings, distrust, and anger.

My whole first-grade notebook was marked red. But I never
used to tell her nothing so that she would sign it. . . . Then
the teachers told her about the red, and she went like,
“AAAAGGGH!” [flailing both arms in rage].... So then

when they wrote her a letter about my homeworks that
she was supposed to sign, I just traced her signature right
over where it was supposed to be.

Twenty years later, in traditional jibaro style,
Primo urges his nine-year-old son to do well in school
and to obey his teachers; but Junior has already
flunked second grade once.

Violent Interfaces: Family, Institutional, and
Personal

As the manager of a reasonably efficient crack
house, Primo is respected on the street for controlling
his violence and being appropriately firm but flexible.
In contrast, his lookout, Caesar, is feared and mis-
trusted because of his repeated bursts of gratuitous
violence and cruelty. While this provides him with
credibility as a lookout and a bodyguard, it also makes
most people question his sanity—but not enough to
ostracize him.

Caesar’s barely controlled rage and precipitous
violence emerged early in his school career. While
Primo was making disruptive noises, cursing teachers,
or defacing his desk, Caesar was opposing school so
organically that it expressed itself in his very body
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:149):

The teachers used to hate me. They used to say, “He’s big
and mean.” ... I was wild. I was a delinquent [laughing].

As with Primo, a crucial nexus in his alienation
from school was the always tense triangular prism:
parent—child-homeroom teacher. Like Primo, Caesar
is the son of a woman who immigrated as a teenager,
but Caesar’s mother came from an urban shantytown
rather than a rural plantation village and she was more
literate and acculturated. This translated into even
more violent personal disruptions in her life: serial
teenage pregnancies with different men, heroin addic-
tion, and criminality, hence the personal brutalities
punctuating Caesar’s life and his siblings’. His mother
was serving 25 years for murder; his older sister was
fatally stabbed 17 times in their housing project stair-
way; and his younger brother was serving a five-year
sentence in a federal penitentiary for selling automatic
weapons to undercover agents from the Bureau of Al-
cohol, Tobacco, and Firearms. The disarray and vul-
nerability of Caesar’s family translated into institu-
tional dysfunction in his educational career as he was
moved from one extended family member to another:

I don't even remember how many times I changed school.
Six, seven, eight times, ten times. .. . The first move was
to my cousins’ in Connecticut, ‘cause I was getting into
too much trouble in New York. And from there, I went to
Chicago . .. but then I was in trouble with the law. . .. You



