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HE CODE OF THE STREETS

Elzjah Anderson

Anderson, prof: Issor of sodial sciences at the University of Pennsylvania, is
or of A Place bn the Comer (1978); the award-winning book Streetwise:
Class, and Charge in an Urban Community (7 990), a study of how people
2 in'a poor urbai neighborhood iri Philadelphia; and Code of the Street:

iolence, and the Moral Life of the Inner City ( 1999).
1994 article frdm the Atlantic Monthly complements the essay by William
Vilson. Both wiliters look at the circumstances of the inner-city poor, and
think ‘the causes of Vviolence are 1o be Jound in the connections among
1, racial discrim ation, ar_@éi city neighborhoods. Wilson and Anderson dif-
IWever: i to exa tly ay.contribute. to violence.
5 ' Wwhereas Anderson focuses on

i

read, think alput the two bompeting sets of valyes Anderson describes.
code of the streets and how dokés it lead 10 violence?

etting ithe poor inner-city black community, none is

it of interp'ersonal violence and aggression. It wreaks

aily with. the livgs of community residents and increasingly spills over
b dawiitown and resldentis] middle-class areas. Muggings, burglaries, car-
bd shootings, all of which may leave their victims or

e faflout from rampant drug use and drug trafficking, and
alienation ahd lack of hope for the futuire.
living in such 4n enviroriment places young people at special risk® of
fo aggressive behavior. Although there are often forces in the
which can colinteract the negative influences, by far the most pow-
a strong, loving, “decent” (as inner-city residents put it) family
middle-class values; the despair is pervasive enough-to have

Anderson is ¢are jul net to suggest that ghetto poverty alwaysicauses violerice, He uses
at special risk” tolindicate that ghetto poverty increases the likelthood of violence.

¥
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SPECULATING ABOUT A SOCIAL CRISIS

. spawned an oppositional culture, that of “the streets,” whose norms are often
consciously opposed to those of mainstream society. These two orientations-—
decent and street—socially organize the community, and their coexistence has
important consequences for residents, particularly children growing up in:the
iriner city. Above all, this environment means that even youngsters whose home
lives reflect mainstream values—and the majority of homes in the community
‘do—must be able to handle themselves in a street-oriented environument. :
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 mterpersonal :
public behavior, including violence. The rules prescribe both a proper com-. :

portment and a proper way to respond if challenged. They regulate the useof

violence and so allow those who are inclined to aggression to precipitate vio-
lent encounters in an approved way. The rules have been established and are .
enforced mainly by the street-oriented, but on the streets the distinction - :
between street and decent is often irrelevant; everybody knows that if the rules
are violated, there are penalties. ..

At the heart of .the code is the issue of respect—loosely defined as being. -
treated “right,” or granted the deference one deserves. However, in the trouble- .
some public environment of the inner city, as people increasingly feel buffeted.
by forces beyond their: control, 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 almost.an -

external entity ‘that is hard-won but easily lost, and so- must- constantly be:
guarded. The rules of the code in fact provide a framework for negotiating
respect. The person 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, a measure of respect. With the '
right amount of respect, for instance, he can‘avoid “being bcthered” in public.

If he is bothered, not only may he be in physical danger but he has been dxs- o

graced or “dissed” (disrespected). ..

This hard reality can be traccd to the profound sense of ahenauon from's
mainstream society and its institutions-felt by many poor. iimer-city black:
people, particularly the young. The code:of the streets is actually a cultural . -

adaptation to a profound lack of faith in the police and the judicial system. The
police are most often seen as representing the:dominant white society and not
caring to protect inner-city residents. 'Whei called, they may not respond,

which is one reason many residents feel they must be prepared to take extraor- |
dinary measures to defend themselves and theirloved ones against those who '«
are inclined to aggression. Lack of police accountability has in fact been incor-. =
porated into the status system: the person who is believed capable of “taking . -
care of himself” is accorded a certain deference, which translates into-asense of ..

physical and psychological control. Thus the street code emerges where the !
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- influence of the police bnds and personal responsibility for one’s safety is felt to

_begin. Exacerbated by i iferation of drugs and edsy access to guns, this
volatile situation resulgs ini the ability of the street-oriented minority (or those
who effectively g0 for pad”) to dbminate the public spaces. ..

.| CAMPAIGNING FOR REsPECT

... At-an early age; oftdn even before they start school, children from street-
oriented homésfgravit e to the streets, where they “hang” —socialize with
their peers. Children from these generally permissive homes have a great deal
of latitude and are allo: jed to “1ip and run” up and down the street. They often
come homie from school, put their books down, and go right back out the door.
On school nights eight- nd nine-year-olds remain out until nine or ten o’clock
(and teenagers typicall come'in whenever they want t0). On the sireets they
play in groups that ofte; ¥become the source of their primary social bonds. Chil-
dren from decent homds tend to be more carefully supervised and are thus -
likely to have curfews afd to be taught how to stay out of trouble.

When decent and strdet kids corhe together, akind of social shuffle occurs in
which children have a cl ance to ga either way. Tension builds as a child comes
‘o realize that he must ¢ Joose an ofientation. The kind of home he comes from
nfluences ‘but. does not determine: the way he will ultimately turn out—
Uthough it is unlikely thht 4 child from a thoroughly street-oriented family will
rasily absorb decent valups on the streets. . ..

In the street, throiigh{their play; children pour their individual life experi-
nces into a common knpwledge ppol, affirming, confirming, and elaborating
'n what they have observied in the home and matching their skills against those
fothers. And they learnjto fight. Even small children test one another, push-
1g and shoving and are eady to kit other children over circumstances not to
1eir liking.. © - ok i ]

In addition, younger children witness the disputes of older children, which

re often resolved through cursing and abusive talk, if not aggression or out-

at one child succumbs to the greater physical and
tental abilities of the other. They are also alert and attentive witnesses to the

’rbal and physical fightstof adults, after which they compare notes and share
leir interpretations of th§ event. In'almost every case the victor is the person
ho physically won 'the Itercation',ﬁ and this person often enjoys the esteem
1d respect of onlookers..| . ; -

Those street-oriented aflulés with whom children come in contact— includ- 1o

g mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, boyfriends; cousins, neighbors, and

ends— help them along in forming this understanding by verbalizing the

essages they are getting| through experience: “Watch your back.” “Protect
urself.” “Don’t punk ouk.” “If somebody messes with you, you got to pay
em back.” “If someone flisses you, you got to straighten them out.” Many
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. parents actually impose sanctions if-a'child is not sufficiently aggressive. For
i example;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 didn' raise no punks! Get back out there and whup
" his ass. If you don’t whup his ass, 'll whup your ass when you come home.” Thus

- the child obtains reinforcement for being tough and showing nerve. ...

SELF-IMAGE BASED ON “JUICE”

By the time they are teenagers, most youths have either internalized the code of
“the streets or at least learned the need to comport themselves in accordance
with its rules, which chiefly have to do with interpersonal communication. The
code revolves around the presentation of self. Its basic requirement is the dis-
play of a certain predisposition to violence. Accordingly, one’s bearing must
send the unmistakable if sometimes subtle message to “the next person”.in
. public that one is capable of violence and mayhem when the situation requires
it, that one can take care of oneself.. .. ’ e

Even so, there are no guarantees against challenges; because there are always
people around looking for a fight to increase their share of respect—=or “juice;”
as it is sometimes called 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 “run-
ning buddies,” for him to avenge himself. Otherwise he risks ‘being' “tried”
(challenged) or-“moved on” by any number of others. To maintain his honor hie
must showhe is not someone to be “‘messed with” or “dissed.”....

An‘important aspect of this often violent give-and-take is its zero-sum qual-
ity. That is; the extent to which 6ne person can raise himself up depends-on his
ability to put another person down: This underscores the alienation that per:
meates the inner-city ghetto community. There is a generalized sense that very
little respect is to-be had, and therefore everyone competes to get what affirma-
tion he can of the little that is available: The craving for respect that results.
gives people thin skins. Shows of deference by others can'be highly soothing,
contribuiting to-a sense of securi'ty, comtfort, 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 in¢lina-
tion to be violent, even as a victim. In the wider society people may. not feel
required to retaliate physically after an attack, even though they are aware that
they have been degraded or taken advantage of. They may feel a great need to’
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-defend themslves: duri g an attack, or to behave in such a way as to deter
~-.aggression (mfd dle-classipeople certainly can and do become victims of street:
-1 oriented youtHs), but they are much more likely than street-oriented people to
“feel that they ¢an walk away fram a possible altercation with their self-esteern
actiy. g e ;
. Inimpoverighed innericity black communities, however, Particularly among.
. ‘young males ahd perhapk incréhsingly‘among females, such flight would be
- extremely diffigult. To run away would likely leave one'’s self-esteem in tatters.
- Henee people dften feel cdnstrained not only to stand up and at least attempt to
 resist during a } assault but also to “pay back” —10 seek revenge—after a suc-
. cesstul assaule: I their person: This may include going to get a Weapon or even
- getting relativeq in i

anhood is the widespread belief that one of the most. :
gaining respect is to manifest “nerve.” Nerve is shown when
‘ e valuable the better), “messes

onse, and the background
orated into the concept of

Hack;of fear of dying. Many feel that it is acceptable to.

e principle of respect.- In fact, among the hard-core street-

ritisk of vidlent death may be preferable to being “dissed” by

s who have internalized this attitude and convincingly dis-

‘Playitin their public bearing% are among the most threatening people of all, for
commonly asspimed thatithey fear no man. .. - When others believe this is
gifes one a redl sense of power on the streets. Such credibility

ef-city youths strive to achieve, whether they are decent or

'because of its practical defensive value arid because of the

‘ - The difference between the

the decent youth makes a
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onscious decision to appear tough and manly; in another setting-—with teach-
rs, say, or at his part-time job—he can be polite and deferential: The street- -
iented youth, on the other hand, has made the concept of manhood a partof
-his very identity; he has difficulty manipulating it—it often controls him. ...~

AN OpPOSITIONAL CULTURE .

The attitudes of the wider society are deeply implicated in the code of the streets.

“ Most people in inner-city commulnities are not totally invested in the code, but
the significant minority of hard-core street youths who are have to maintain the
code in order 1o establish reputations, 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—-par-

' ticularly those who through upbringing have become most alienated and those
lacking in strong and conventional social support—experience, feel; and inter-
nalize racist rejection and contempt from mainstream saciety mady - strongly -
encourage them to-express contempt for the more conventional society in turm.:

" In dealing with this contempt and rejection, some youngsters: will consciously &
invest themselves and their considerable mental resoutces in what amounts toan
oppositional culture to preserve themselves and their self-respect. Once they do,
any respect they might be able to garner in the wider system pales in comparison
with the respect available in the local system; thus they oftenrlose interestin even
attempting to negotiate the mainstream system. et ,,

At the same time, many less alienated young blacks have assumed a stieet-20'
oriented demieanor as a way of expressing their blackness while really embrac-
ing a much more moderate way of life; they, too, want a nonviolent setting in.

- which to live and raise a family. These decent people are trying hard to be part of
the mainstreain culture, but the racism, real and perceived, that they encounter
helps 1o 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 comimunity slip back and forth between decent and street behavior.

A'vicious cycle has thus been formed. The hopelessness and ‘alienation
many. ‘young inner-city black men ‘and women feel, largely ‘as a result of
endemic joblessness® and persistent racism, fuels the violence they engage in.
This violence serves to confirm the negative feelings many whites arid:some
middle-class. blacks harbor toward the ghetto poor, further legitimating the
oppositional culture and the code of the streets in the eyes of many poor young
blacks, Unless this cycle is broken, attitudes on both sides will become increas:
ingly entrenched, and the violence, which claims victims black and white, poot
and affbaent, will only escalate. ' : ‘

°endemic joblessness: Joblessness that is permanent rather than just occasional or temporary.




