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Culture and economy in the inner city
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A mugging in Spanish Harlem

The heavy-set, white 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 backwards, releasing
his left hand’s grip on my neck and whispering a barely
audible ‘Sorry’. Apparently, he thought he had clumsily
intercepted an undercover from another department be-
cause before I could get a close look at his face he had
left the bodega grocery-store cum numbers-joint.
Meanwhile, the marijuana sellers stationed in front of
the bodega that Gato and I had just entered to buy 16-
ounce cans of Private Stock (beer), observing that the
undercover had been rough with me when he searched
through my pants, suddenly felt safe and relieved—
finally confident that I was a white drug addict rather
than an undercover.

As we hurried to leave this embarrassing scene we
were blocked by Bennie, an emaciated teenager high on
angel dust who was barging through the door along
with two friends to mug us. I ran to the back of the
bodega but Gato had to stand firmly because this was
the corner he worked, and those were his former
partners. They dragged him onto the sidewalk sur-
rounding him on all sides, shouting about the money he
still owed, and began kicking and hitting him with a
baseball bat. I found out later that Gato owed them for
his share of the supply of marijuana confiscated in a
drug bust last week . . . After we finished telling the
story at the crack/botam'ca1 house where 1 had been
spending most of my evening hours this summer,
Chino, who was on duty selling that night with Julio
(pronounced Jew-Lee-oh), jumped up excitedly calling
out ‘what street was that on? Come on, let’s go, we can
still catch them—How many were they?” 1 quickly
stopped this mobilization for a revenge posse, explain-
ing that it was not worth my time, and that we should
just forget about it. Chino looked at me disgustedly sit-
ting back down on the milk crate in front of the
botanica’s door and turned his face away from me,
shrugging his shoulders. Julio, whom I knew better and
had become quite close to for a number of weeks last
year, jumped up in front of me raising his voice to
berate me for being ‘pussy’. He also sat back down
shortly afterwards feigning exasperated incredulity with
the comment ‘Man you still think like a blanquito’. A
half dozen spectators—some of them empty-pocketed
(‘thirsty!’) crack addicts, but most of them sharply
dressed teenage drug-free girls competing for Chino’s
and Julio’s attentions—giggled and snickered at me.

Culture and material reality

The above extract from sanitized fieldwork notes is
merely a personalized glimpse of the day-to-day strug-
gle for survival and for meaning by the people who
stand behind the extraordinary statistics on inner city
violent crime in the United States.’ These are the same
Puerto Rican residents of Spanish Harlem, New York
City, that Oscar Lewis in La Vida declared to be vic-
tims of a ‘culture of poverty’ enmired in a ‘self-per-

petuating cycle of poverty’ (Lewis 1966: 5). The cul-
ture of poverty concept has been severely criticized for
its internal inconsistencies, its inadequate understanding
of ‘culture’ and ethnicity, its ethnocentric/middle class
bias, its blindness to structural forces, and its blame-
the- victim implications (cf. Leacock ed. 1971, Valen-
tine 1968, Waxman 1977, Stack 1974). Despite the
negative scholarly consensus on Lewis’s theory, the al-
ternative discussions either tend towards economic
reductionism (Ryan 1971, Steinberg 1981, Wilson
1978) or else ultimately minimize the reality of
profound marginalization and destruction—some of it
internalized—that envelop a disproportionate share of
the inner city poor (cf. Stack 1974, Valentine 1978; see
critiques by Maxwell 1988, Wilson 1988). More impor-
tantly, the media, public policy-makers and a large
proportion of inner city residents themselves continue
to subscribe to a popularized blame-the-victim/culture
of poverty concept that has not been adequately
rebutted by scholars.

The inner city residents described in the ethnographic
vignette above are the pariahs of urban industrial US
society. They seek their income and subsequently their
identity and the meaning in their life through what they
perceive to be high-powered careers ‘on the street’.
They partake of ideologies and values and share sym-
bols which form the basis of an ‘inner city street
culture” completely excluded from the mainstream
economy and society but ultimately derived from it.
Most of them have a few direct contacts with non-
inner city residents, and when they do it is usually with
people who are in a position of domination: teachers in
school, bosses, police officers, and later parole or
probation officers.

How can one understand the complicated ideological
dynamic accompanying inner city poverty without fall-
ing into a hopelessly idealistic culture of poverty and
blame-the-victim interpretation? Structural, political
economy reinterpretations of the inner city dynamic
emphasize historical processes of labour migration in
the context of institutionalized ethnic discrimination.
They dissect the structural transformations in the inter-
national economy which are destroying the manufactur-
ing sector in the United States and are swelling the low
wage, low prestige service sector (cf. Davis 1987; Sas-
sen-Koob 1986; Steinberg 1981; Tabb amd Sawers,
eds., 1984; Wilson 1978, 1987). These analyses address
the structural confines of the inner city dynamic but fall
prey to a passive interpretation of human action and
subscribe to a weakly dialectic interpretation of the
relationship between ideological processes and material
reality, or between culture and class.

Although ultimately traceable directly to being
products of international labour migrations in a transna-
tional world economy, street-level inner city residents
are more than merely passive victims of historical
economic transformations or of the institutionalized dis-
crimination of a perverse political and economic sys-
tem. They do not passively accept their fourth-class
citizen fate. They are struggling determinedly—just as
ruthlessly as the railroad and oil robber-barons of the
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Left: children playing in
a city-owned vacant lot
where tenements stood
twelve years ago.

Right: Passers-by posing
in front of abandoned
tenements which have
been vacant for over a
dozen years. The City of
New York is said to be
the biggest landlord of
‘crack houses’ as dealers
and users often establish
themselves in abandoned
structures whose
ownership has reverted to
the municipality.
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previous century and the investment-banker ‘yuppies’
of today—to earn money, demand dignity and lead
meaningful lives. Tragically, it is that very process of
struggle against—yet within—the system which exacer-
bates the trauma of their community and which
destroys hundreds of thousands of lives on the in-
dividual level.

In the day-to-day experience of the street-bound
inner city resident, unemployment and personal anxiety
over the inability to provide one’s family with a mini-
mal standard of living translates itself into intra-com-
munity crime, intra-community drug abuse, intra-com-
munity violence. The objective, structural desperation
of a population without a viable economy, and facing
systematic barriers of ethnic discrimination and
ideological marginalization, becomes charged at the
community level into self-destructive channels,

Most importantly, the ‘personal failure’ of those who
survive on the street is articulated in the idiom of race.
The racism imposed by the larger society becomes in-
ternalized on a personal level. Once again, although the
individuals in the ethnographic fragment at the begin-
ning of this paper are the victims of long-term historical
and structural transformations, they do not analyse their
difficult situation from a political economy perspective.
In their struggle to survive and even to be successful,
they enforce on a day-to-day level the details of the
trauma and cruelty of their lives on the excluded mar-
gins of US urban society.

Cultural reproduction theory

Theorists of education have developed a literature on
processes of social and cultural reproduction which
focus on the ideological domination of the poor and the
working class in the school setting (cf. Giroux 1983).
Although some of the social reproduction approaches
tend towards an economic reductionism or a simple,
mechanical functionalism (cf. Bowles and Gintis 1977),
the more recent variants emphasize the complexity and
contradictory nature of the dynamic of ideological
domination (Willis 1983). There are several eth-
nographies which document how the very process
whereby students resist school, channels them into mar-
ginal roles in the economy for the rest of their lives (cf.
Willis 1977; Macleod 1987). Other ethnographically-
based interpretations emphasize how success for inner
city African-American students requires a rejection of
their ethnic identity and cultural dignity (Fordham
1988).

There is no reason why these theories of cultural
resistance and ideological domination have to be
limited to the institutional school setting. Cultural
reproduction theory has great potential for shedding
light on the interaction between structurally induced
cultural resistance and self-reinforced marginalization at
the street-level in the inner city experience. The
violence, crime and substance abuse plaguing the inner

city can be understood as the manifestations of a ‘cul-
ture of resistance’ to mainstream, white racist, and
economically exclusive society. This ‘culture of
resistance’, however, results in greater oppression and
self-destruction. More concretely, refusing to accept the
outside society’s racist role playing and refusing to ac-
cept low wage, entry-level jobs, translates into high
crime rates, high addiction rates and high intra-com-
munity violence.

Most of the individuals in the above ethnographic
description are proud that they are not being exploited
by ‘the White Man’, but they feel ‘like fucking
assholes’ for being poor. All of them have previously
held numerous jobs in the legal economy in their lives.
Most of them hit the street in their early teens working
odd jobs as delivery boys and baggers in supermarkets
and bodegas. Most of them have held the jobs that are
recognized as among the least desirable in US society.
Virtually all of these street participants have had deeply
negative personal experiences in the minimum-wage
labour market, owing to abusive, exploitative and often
racist bosses or supervisors. They see the illegal, under-
ground economy as not only offering superior wages,
but also a more dignified work place. For example,
Gato had formerly worked for the ASPCA, cleaning out
the gas chambers where stray dogs and cats are killed.
Bennie had been fired six months earlier from a night
shift job as security guard on the violent ward for the
criminally insane on Wards Island; Chino had been
fired a year ago from a job installing high altitude
storm windows on skyscrapers following an accident
which temporarily blinded him in the right eye. Upon
being disabled he discovered that his contractor had
hired him illegally through an arrangement with a cor-
rupt union official who had paid him half the union
wage, pocketing the rest, and who had not taken health
insurance for him. Chino also claimed that his foreman
from Pennsylvania was a ‘Ku Klux Klanner’ and had
been especially abusive to him as he was a black Puerto
Rican. In the process of recovering from the accident,
Chino had become addicted to crack and ended up in
the hospital as a gunshot victim before landing a job at
Papito’s crack house. Julio’s last legal job before sell-
ing crack was as an off-the-books messenger for a
magazine catering to New York yuppies. He had be-
come addicted to crack, began selling possessions from
out of his home and finally was thrown out by his wife
who had just given birth to his son, who carried his
name as Junior the [IIrd, on public assistance. Julio had
quit his messenger job in favour of stealing car radios
for a couple of hours at night in the very same neigh-
bourhood where he had been delivering messages for
ten hour days at just above minimum wage. Neverthe-
less, after a close encounter with the police Julio
begged his cousin for a job selling in his crack house.
Significantly, the sense of responsibility, success and
prestige that selling crack gave him enabled him to kick
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