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inside the White House who are willing to write off the black
Democratic vote to look tough to white Republican voters.”

n fairness it must be said that Congress originally meant

to target big-time crack dealers, regardless of race, when
it passed the original law in 1986. That was, after all, when
the euphoria-producing little rocks were just hitting the streets
of American cities and every politician wanted to send some
protective, reassuring message to his or her constituents. But
if racist intent could not be proved then, it must be presumed
now. The law has been tried and found guilty of assault on
the best years of the lives of an outrageously racially skewed
sample of young men. Yet Congress and the President have
openly declared their indifference. Given the demise of Jim
Crow racism, it is hard to imagine a more blatant form of
the modern kind.

It would be reasonable to assume that reports of the actions
by Congress and the President—not to mention the Bureau
of Prisons’ first reactions to the uprisings, which were to have
press releases issued at every prison site emphasizing that
“there is no threat to the community” and to announce shortly
thereafter the removal of the “ringleaders” to isolated maxi-
prisons—would further alienate those entangled in the criminal
justice system. But more concrete and devastating conse-
quences probably await us.

Bills have passed in both the House and Senate—usually
called the STOP legislation for the Stop Turning Out Prison-
ers Act—that would sharply restrict prisoners’ legal remedies
against their keepers, no matter how brutal their treatment
or unconstitutional their environment. Sold as a way to keep
frivolous complaints about prison food and living conditions
out of the courts, these bills in fact would cripple the federal
courts’ ability to protect prisoners’ rights to be free of cruel
and unusual punishment. The legislation would terminate the
consent decrees entered into in many states where successful
prison-condition suits have enabled corrections officials to
demand from legislative bodies the resources to clean up their
act. It would also prevent federal courts from acting quickly
to curb a health or security emergency in the prisons. All that
remains to enact this fiendish law is a conference committee
markup and a presidential signature.

Representatives of prisoners’ rights groups and the defense
bar are expecting the worst (although if Clinton vetoes the ap-
propriations bill that includes the Justice Department, the
STOP legislation will go down, too). “Passage of the STOP
legislation can only . . . guarantee that the Attica uprising
[the rebellion in a New York State prison in 1971 in which
forty-three people were killed] will be a thing of the future as
well as the past,” wrote Alvin Bronstein, executive director of
the National Prison Project of the A.C.L.U., to The New York
Times. And Scott Wallace, special counsel to the National
Legal Aid and Defender Association, says, “Congress is saying
to prisoners, ‘Not only do you get long sentences, but you will
have no rights while you’re there.’

If the prisons blow, though, it won’t be just because the
STOP legislation is the last straw. It will be because for a dec-
ade now sentencing and prison policy have been cutting deeply
into inmates’ fundamental dignity, denying them hope of

finding a better life and becoming better people. Julie Stewart,
president of FAMM, says the inmates they are in touch with—
in both state and federal prisons—are most concerned about
the end of educational opportunities: the chance to take college
courses and the threatened ending of Pell grants to pay for them.

So, are we to witness future uprisings on a larger scale than
we’ve yet seen—or perhaps more passive resistance, civil dis-
obedience like work stoppages and strikes? Has the past dec-
ade’s enormous increase in imprisonment produced a large
enough core of politically aware, well-educated, well-organized
people inside to orchestrate state- or regionwide actions?
Means of communication from prison to prison are much
improved recently: The FAMM newsletter now goes out to
30,000 subscribers, the magazine Prison Life is widely read,
and surely a few of those criminal computer nerds will still
manage to use e-mail. It seems just possible that orchestrated
inmate resistance to injustice in criminal justice will be the
next wave of the civil rights struggle. O
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was forced into crack against my will. When I first

moved to East Harlem—“El Barrio”’—as a newlywed

in the spring of 1985, I was looking for an inexpensive

New York City apartment from which I could write
about the experience of poverty and ethnic segregation in the
heart of one of the most expensive cities in the world. I was
interested in the political economy of inner-city street culture.
I wanted to probe the Achilles’ heel of the richest industrial-
ized nation in the world by documenting how it imposes ra-
cial segregation and economic marginalization on so many
of its Latino/a and African-American citizens.

My original subject was the entire underground (untaxed)
economy, from curbside car repairing and baby-sitting to un-
licensed off-track betting and drug dealing. I had never even
heard of crack when I first arrived in the neighborhood—no
one knew about this particular substance yet, because this
brittle compound of cocaine and baking soda processed into
efficiently smokable pellets was not yet available as a mass-
marketed product. By the end of the year, however, most of
my friends, neighbors and acquaintances had been swept into
the multibillion-dollar crack cyclone: selling it, smoking it,
fretting over it. I followed them, and I watched the murder
rate in the projects opposite my crumbling tenement apart-
ment spiral into one of the highest in Manhattan.
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San Francisco State University. This article is excerpted and
adapted from his new book, In Search of Respect: Selling
Crack in El Barrio (Cambridge University Press).
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But this essay is not about crack, or drugs, per se. Substance
abuse in the inner city is merely a symptom—and a vivid sym-
bol—of deeper dynamics of social marginalization and alien-
ation. Of course, on an immediately visible personal level,
addiction and substance abuse are among the most immedi-
ate, brutal facts shaping daily life on the street. Most impor-
tant, however, the two dozen street dealers and their families

that I befriended were not interested in talking primarily about

drugs. On the contrary, they wanted me to learn all about their
daily struggles for subsistence and dignity at the poverty line.

Through the 1980s and 1990s, slightly more than one in
three families in El Barrio have received public assistance.
Female heads of these impoverished households have to sup-
plement their meager checks in order to keep their children
alive. Many are mothers who make extra money by baby-
sitting their neighbors’ children, or by housekeeping for a pay-
ing boarder. Others may bartend at one of the half-dozen
social clubs and after-hours dancing spots scattered through-
out the neighborhood. Some work “off the books” in their
living rooms as seamstresses for garment contractors. Finally,
many also find themselves obliged to establish amorous re-
lationships with men who are willing to make cash contribu-
tions to their household expenses.

Male income-generating strategies in the underground
economy are more publicly visible. Some men repair cars on
the curb; others wait on stoops for unlicensed construction
subcontractors to pick them up for fly-by-night demolition
jobs or window renovation projects. Many sell “numbers” —
the street’s version of off-track betting. The most visible co-
horts hawk “nickels and dimes” of one illegal drug or another.
They are part of the most robust, multibillion-dollar sector
of the booming underground economy. Cocaine and crack,
in particular during the mid-1980s and through the early 1990s,
followed by heroin in the mid-1990s, have become the fastest-
growing—if not the only—equal-opportunity employers of
men in Harlem. Retail drug sales easily outcompete other in-
come-generating opportunities, whether legal or illegal.

Why should these young men and women take the subway
to work minimum-wage jobs—or even double-minimum-wage
jobs—in downtown offices when they can usually earn more,
at least in the short run, by selling drugs on the street corner
in front of their apartment or schoolyard? In fact, I am always
surprised that so many inner-city men and women remain in
the legal economy and work nine-to-five plus overtime, barely
making ends meet. According to the 1990 Census of East Har-
lem, 48 percent of all males and 35 percent of females over
16 were employed in officially reported jobs, compared with a
citywide average of 64 percent for men and 49 percent for
women. In the census tracts surrounding my apartment, 53 per-
cent of all men over 16 years of age (1,923 out of 3,647) and
28 percent of all women over 16 (1,307 out of 4,626) were
working legally in officially censused jobs. An additional
17 percent of the civilian labor force was unemployed but ac-
tively looking for work, compared with 16 percent for El Bar-
rio as a whole, and 9 percent for all of New York City.

‘If I Was Working Legal ...’
Street dealers tend to brag to outsiders and to themselves
about how much money they make each night. In fact, their

income is almost never as consistently high as they report it
to be. Most street sellers, like my friend Primo (who, along
with other friends and co-workers, allowed me to tape hun-
dreds of hours of conversation with him over five years), are
paid on a piece-rate commission basis. When converted into
an hourly wage, this is often a relatively paltry sum. Accord-
ing to my calculations, the workers in the Game Room crack-
house, for example, averaged slightly less than double the legal
minimum wage—Dbetween 7 and 8 dollars an hour. There were
plenty of exceptional nights, however, when they made up to
ten times minimum wage—and these are the nights they re-
member when they reminisce. They forget about all the other
shifts when they were unable to work because of police raids,
and they certainly do not count as forfeited working hours
the nights they spent in jail. : )
This was brought home to me symbolically one night as
Primo and his co-worker Caesar were shutting down the Game
Room. Caesar unscrewed the fuses in the electrical box to dis-
connect the video games. Primo had finished stashing the left-
over bundles of crack vials inside a hollowed-out live electrical
socket and was counting the night’s thick wad of receipts. I
was struck by how thin the handful of bills was that he sepa-
rated out and folded neatly into his personal billfold. Primo
and Caesar then eagerly lowered the iron riot gates over the
Game Room’s windows and snapped shut the heavy Yale pad-
locks. They were moving with the smooth, hurried gestures
of workers preparing to go home after an honest day’s hard
labor. Marveling at the universality in the body language of
workers rushing at closing time, I felt an urge to compare the
wages paid by this alternative economy. I grabbed Primo’s
wallet out of his back pocket, carefully giving a wide berth
to the fatter wad in his front pocket that represented Ray’s
share of the night’s income-—and that could cost Primo his .
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life if it were waylaid. Unexpectedly, I pulled out fifteen dol-
lars’ worth of food stamps along with two $20 bills. After an
embarrassed giggle, Primo stammered that his mother had
added him to her food-stamp allotment.

Primo: 1 gave my girl, Maria, half of it. I said, ‘“Here, take
it, use it if you need it for whatever.” And then the other half
I still got it in my wallet for emergencies.

Like that, we always got a couple of dollars here and there,
to survive with. Because tonight, straight cash, I only got gar-
bage. Forty dollars! Do you believe that?

At the same time that wages can be relatively low in the

crack economy, working conditions are often inferior to those
in the legal economy. Aside from the obvious dangers of being

shot, or of going to prison, the physical work space of most

crackhouses i§ usually unpleasant. The infrastructure of the
Game Room, for example, was much worse than that of any
legal retail outfit in East Harlem: There was no bathroom, no
running water, no telephone, no heat in the winter and no air
conditioning in the summer. Primo occasionally complained:

~ Everything that you see here [sweeping his arm at the scratched
and dented video games, the walls with peeling paint, the floor
slippery with litter, the filthy windows pasted over with ripped
movie posters] is fucked up. It sucks, man [pointing at the red
40-watt bare bulb hanging from an exposed fixture in the
middle of the room and exuding a sickly twilight}.

Indeed, the only furnishings besides the video games were a
few grimy milk crates and bent aluminum stools. Worse yet,
a smell of urine and vomit usually permeated the locale. For a
few months Primo was able to maintain a rudimentary sound
system, but it was eventually beaten to a pulp during one of
Caesar’s drunken rages. Of course, the deficient infrastruc-
ture was only one part of the depressing working conditions.

Primo: Plus I don’t like to see people fucked up [handing over

three vials to a nervously pacing customer). This is fucked-up

shit. I don’t like this crack dealing. Word up.

[gunshots in the distance] Hear that?

In private, especially in the last few years of my residence,
Primo admitted that he wanted to go back to the legal
economy.

Primo: 1 just fuck up the money here. I rather be legal.
Philippe: But you wouldn’t be the head man on the block
with so many girlfriends.
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Primo: 1 might have women on my dick right now, but I
would be much cooler if [ was working legal. I wouldn’t be
drinking and the coke wouldn’t be there every night.

Plus if I was working legally I would have women on my
dick too, because I would have money.

Philippe: But you make more money here than you could
ever make working legit.

Primo: O.K. So you want the money but you really don’t
want to do the job.

I really hate it, man. Hate it! I hate the people! I hate the
environment! I hate the whole shit, man! But it’s like you get
caught up with it. You do it, and you say, “Ay, fuck it today!”’
Another day, another dollar. [pointing at an emaciated cus-
tomer who was just entering] But I don’t really, really think
that I would have hoped that I can say I'm gonna be richer
one day. I can’t say that. I think about it, but I’'m just living
day to day.

If I was working legal, I wouldn’t be hanging out so much.
I wouldn’t be treating you. {pointing to the 16-ounce can of
Colt 45 in my hand] In a job, you know, my environment
would change . . . totally. *Cause I’d have different friends.
Right after work I’d go out with a co-worker, for lunch, for
dinner. After work I may go home; I’m too tired for hanging
out—I know I gotta work tomorrow.

After working a legal job, I’'m pretty sure I’d be good.

Burned in the FIRE Economy

The problem is that Primo’s good intentions do not lead
anywhere when the only legal jobs he can compete for fail to
provide him with a livable wage. None of the crack dealers
were explicitly conscious of the links between their limited op-
tions in the legal economy, their addiction to drugs and their
dependence on the crack economy for economic survival and
personal dignity. Nevertheless, all of Primo’s colleagues and
employees told stories of rejecting what they considered to be
intolerable working conditions at entry-level jobs.

Most entered the legal labor market at exceptionally young
ages. By the time they were 12, they were bagging and deliver-
ing groceries at the supermarket for tips, stocking beer off the
books in local bodegas or running errands. Before reaching
21, however, virtually none had fulfilled their early childhood
dreams of finding stable, well-paid legal work.

The problem is structural: From the 1950s through the 1980s
second-generation inner-city Puerto Ricans were trapped in
the most vulnerable niche of a factory-based economy that
was rapidly being replaced by service industries. Between 1950
and 1990, the proportion of factory jobs in New York City
decreased approximately threefold at the same time that
service-sector jobs doubled. The Department of City Plan-
ning calculates that more than 800,000 industrial jobs were
lost from the 1960s through the early 1990s, while the total
number of jobs of all categories remained more or less con-
stant at 3.5 million.

Few scholars have noted the cultural dislocations of the new
service economy. These cultural clashes have been most pro-
nounced in the office-work service jobs that have multiplied
because of the dramatic expansion of the finance, real estate
and insurance (FIRE) sector in New York City. Service work
in professional offices is the most dynamic place for ambi-
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tious inner-city youths to find entry-level jobs if they aspire
to upward mobility. Employment as mailroom clerks, photo-
copiers and messengers in the highrise office corridors of the
financial district propels many into a wrenching cultural con-
frontation with the upper-middle-class white world. Obedi-
ence to the norms of highrise, office-corridor culture is in
direct contradiction to street culture’s definitions of personal
dignity—especially for males who are socialized not to accept
public subordination.

Most of the dealers have not completely withdrawn from
the legal ‘economy. On the contrary—they are precariously
perched on its edge. Their poverty remains their only constant
as they alternate between street-level crack dealing and just-
above-minimum-wage legal employment. The working-class
jobs they manage to find are objectively recognized to be
among the least desirable in U.S. society; hence the follow-
ing list of just a few of the jobs held by some of the Game
Room regulars during the years I knew them: unlicensed as-
bestos remover, home attendant, street-corner flier distributor,
deep-fat fry cook and night-shift security guard on the vio-
lent ward at the municipal hospital for the criminally insane.

Most dealers have not withdrawn
from the legal economy; they are
precariously perched on its edge.

The stable factory-worker incomes that might have al-
lowed -Caesar and Primo to support families have largely
disappeared from the inner city. Perhaps if their social net-
work had not been confined to the weakest sector of manu-
facturing in a period of rapid job loss, their teenage working-
class dreams might have stabilized them for long enough
to enable them to adapt to the restructuring of the local econ-
omy. Instead, they find themselves propelled headlong into
an explosive confrontation between their sense of cultural dig-
nity versus the humiliating interpersonal subordination of
service work.

Workers like Caesar and Primo appear inarticulate to their
professional supervisors when they try to imitate the language
of power in the workplace; they stumble pathetically over the
enunciation of unfamiliar words. They cannot decipher the
hastily scribbled instructions—rife with mysterious abbrevi-
ations—that are left for them by harried office managers on
diminutive Post-its. The “common sense” of white-collar work
is foreign to them; they do not, for example, understand the
logic in filing triplicate copies of memos or for postdating in-
voices. When they attempt to improvise or show initiative,
they fail miserably and instead appear inefficient—or even
hostile—for failing to follow “clearly specified” instructions.

In the highrise office buildings of midtown Manhattan or
Wall Street, newly employed inner-city high school dropouts
suddenly realize they look like idiotic buffoons to the men and
women for whom they work. But people like Primo and Cae-
sar have not passively accepted their structural victimization.

On the contrary, by embroiling themselves in the underground
economy and proudly embracing street culture, they are seeking
an alternative to their social marginalization. In the process,
on a daily level, they become the actual agents administering
their own destruction and their community’s suffering.

Both Primo and Caesar experienced deep humiliation and
insecurity in their attempts to penetrate the foreign, hostile
world of highrise office corridors. Primo had bitter memories
of being the mailroom clerk and errand boy at a now-defunct
professional trade magazine. The only time he explicitly ad-
mitted to having experienced racism was when he described
how he was treated at that particular work setting.

Primo: 1 had a prejudiced boss. . . . When she was talking to
people she would say, “He’s illiterate,” as if I was really that
stupid that I couldn’t understand what she was talking about.

So what I did one day—you see they had this big dictionary
right there on the desk, a big heavy motherfucker—so what
I just did was open up the dictionary, and I just looked up the
word, “illiterate.”” And that’s when I saw what she was call-
ing me.

So she’s saying that I’m stupid or something. I’m stupid!
[pointing to himself with both thumbs and making a hulking
face] “He doesn’t know shit.”

In contrast, in the underground economy Primo never had
to risk this kind of threat to his self-worth.

Primo: Ray would never disrespect me that way; he wouldn’t
tell me that because he’s illiterate too, plus I’ve got more ed-
ucation than him. I almost got a G.E.D.

The contemporary street sensitivity to being dissed imme-
diately emerges in these memories of office humiliation. The
machismo of street culture exacerbates the sense of insult ex-
perienced by men because the majority of office supervisors
at the entry level are women. In the lowest recesses of New
York City’s FIRE sector, tens of thousands of messengers,
photocopy machine operators and security guards serving the
Fortune 500 companies are brusquely ordered about by young
white executives—often female—who sometimes make bi-
monthly salaries superior to their underlings’ yearly wages.
The extraordinary wealth of Manhattan’s financial district ex-
acerbates the sense of sexist-racist insult associated with per-
forming just-above-minimum-wage labor.

‘1 Don’t Even Got a Dress Shirt’

Several months earlier, I had watched Primo drop out of
a “motivational training”’ employment program in the base-
ment of his mother’s housing project, run by former heroin
addicts who had just received a multimillion-dollar private
sector grant for their innovative approach to training the “un-
employable.”” Primo felt profoundly disrespected by the pro-
gram, and he focused his discontent on the humiliation he
faced because of his inappropriate wardrobe. The fundamen-
tal philosophy of such motivational job-training programs is
that “these people have an attitude problem.” They take a
boot-camp approach to their unemployed clients, ripping
their self-esteem apart during the first week in order to build
them back up with an epiphanic realization that they want to
find jobs as security guards, messengers and data-input clerks
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in just-above-minimum-wage service-sector positions. The pro-
gram’s highest success rate had been with middle-aged African-
American women who wanted to terminate their relationship
to welfare once their children leave home.

I originally had a “bad attitude” toward the premise of psy-
chologically motivating and manipulating people to accept
boring, poorly paid jobs. At the same time, however, the vio-
lence and self-destruction I was witnessing at the Game Room
was convincing me that it is better to be exploited at work than
to be outside the legal labor market. In any case, I persuaded
Primo and a half-dozen of his Game Room associates to sign
up for the program. Even Caesar was tempted to join.

None of the crack dealers lasted for more than three ses-
sions. Primo was the first to drop out, after the first day. For
several weeks he avoided talking about the experience. I re-
peatedly pressed him to explain why he “just didn’t show up”
at the sessions. Only after repeated badgering on my part did
he finally express the deep sense of shame and vulnerability
he experienced whenever he attempted to venture into the legal
labor market.

Philippe: Yo Primo, listen to me. I worry that there’s some-
thing taking place that you’re not aware of, in terms of your-
. self. Like the coke that you be sniffing all the time; it’s like

every night.

Primo: What do you mean?

Philippe: Like not showing up at the job training: You say
it’s just procrastination, but I’m scared that it’s something
deeper that you’re not dealing with. . . .

Primo: The truth though—listen Felipe—my biggest worry
was the dress code, *cause my gear is limited. I don’t even got
a dress shirt, I only got one pair of shoes, and you can’t wear
sneakers at that program. They wear ties too—don’t they?
Well, I ain’t even got ties—I only got the one you lent me.

I would’ve been there three weeks in the same gear: T-shirt
and jeans. Estoy jodido como un bon! [I’'m all fucked up like
a bum!] ‘

Philippe: What the fuck kinda bullshit excuse are you talk-
ing about? Don’t tell me you were thinking that shit. No one
notices how people are dressed.

Primo: Yo, Felipe, this is for real! Listen to me! l was think-
ing about that shit hard. Hell yeah!

Hell, yes, they would notice if somebody’s wearing a fucked-
up tie and shirt.

I don’t want to be in a program all abochornado [bumlike].
I probably won’t even concentrate, getting dished, like . . .
and being looked at like a sucker. Dirty jeans . . . or like old
jeans, because I would have to wear jeans, 'cause I only got
one slack. Word though! I only got two dress shirts and one
of them is missing buttons.

I didn’t want to tell you about that because it’s like a poor
excuse, but that was the only shit I was really thinking about.
At the time I just said, “Well, I just don’t show up.”

And Felipe, I’m a stupid [very] skinny nigga’. So I have to
be careful how I dress, otherwise people will think I be on the
stem [a crack addict who smokes out of a glass-stem pipe].

Philippe: [nervously} Oh shit. I’m even skinnier than you.
People must think I’m a total drug addict.

Primo: Don’t worry. You’re white.
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