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OVERACHIEVEMENT IN THE UNDERGROUND ECONOMY:
THE LIFE STORY OF A PUERTO RICAN STICK-UP ARTIST IN EAST HARLEM

Philippe Bourgois, San Francisco State University

ABSTRACT

The life stary of an

employment counselor in East Harlem debunks the immigrant American dream of
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the contradictions of individual agency and achievement in the context of structural marginalization in the
underground economy and street cutture. The opportunity structure available to sscond generation inner-city youth
inthe United States often channels overachievers into destructive behavior.

INTRODUCTION

“If  could be standing here in front of you
today, any one of you can make it out there.
You just gotta set your mind to it.” Waving his
amms at the chipping paint on the cinderblocks
and the exposed pipes criss-crossing the ceil-
ing of his cramped basement classroom, Tito
Ortega, a trainer at a motivational achieve-
ment employment organization, is a charis-
matic survivor from East Harlem’s streets. He
desperately believes the dream of individual-
istic achievement that is promoted by the low-
budget non-profit job training program where
he had been working for over a year since his
release from 10 yearsin prison atthe time | met
him in the early 1980s.. Crammed into the
basement of the primarily Puerto Rican hous-
ing project where he grew up, Tito and his
colleagues treat their work as would mission-
aries. The fundamental philosophy of these
kinds of motivational job training programs is
that “...these people have an attitude prob-
lem.” Through a boot camp approach, they rip
apart the already fragile self-esteem of their
unemployed—ofien depressed and anxious—
clients, in order to reconstruct them with an
epiphenal realization thatthey wanttofind jobs
as security guards, messengers, and data
input clerks in just-above-minimum-wage ser-
vice sector positions. -

Of course Tito is not telling the truth. He
is not a realistic role model. He is not a run-of-
the-mill survivor from violent inner-city streets.
Most people in his classroom will not “make it”
in New York City’s legal labor market no matter
how much they want to, or how good their atti-
tude is. Most of his students are second- or
third- generation descendants of African Ameri-
can and Puerto Rican rural immigrants who
now find themselves excluded fromthe precar-
ious working class niches formerly occupied
by their parents. In fact, Tito himself was just

barely holding on to his own tenuous grasp on
legal employment, despite the fact that he has
always been an overachieving workaholic.
The global restructuring of New York City's
service- and finance-based my is no
longer offering the working poor the hope of
stable, unionized factory employment (Rodri-
guez 1989; Wacquant 1985; Wilson 1996).
Those productionjobs have disappeared over-
seas where labor is cheaper. As second gen-
eration American-bom youths, Tno'g clients
are not exploitable enough to be able to com-
pete with the new rural immigrants from Asia,
Latin America, and Africa—many of whom are
undocumented—who are increasingly filling
the lowest wage service-sector positions of
New York’s restructured labor market (Sassen-
Koob 1986).

| met Tito when we were both 31 years-
old. | lived across the street from his housing
project for almost 5 years in the late 1980s and
early 1990s where | was conducting partici-
pant-observation among a network of street
dealers at the height of the crack epidemic. We
tape-recorded our conversations, which | pre-
sent here in edited, contextualized form, not
because Tito’s life history is typical of inner-
city youth, but on the contrary, because his re-
markable exceptionalism as an over-achiever
reveals the extraordinary structural constraints
that destroy the lives of smart, energetic Puerto
Rican men in El Barrio, New York. Method-
ologically, my relationship with Tito is that of a
participant-observer with a lang-term personal
(as close to organic as possibie) relationship
to his community and social network. | did not
use a formal interview protocol; on the con-
trary, | purposefully engaged in the anthropo-
logical technique of initiating open-ended con-
versations in a relaxed, friendly setting. This
enabled his life story to emerge more organi-
cally from our everyday interactions rather
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than from a more selfconsciously manipula-
tive and power-ridden presentation of self
(Bourgois 1995). The life story presented in
this story, consequently, is actuaily an edited
combination of over a half-dozen conversa-
tions spanning a two-year time frame.
Through Tito’s life story, the central
contradictions of U.S. ideology, which legiti-
mizes poverty and inequality through a psy-
chologically reductionist, blame-the-victim
bias, become apparent (MacLeod 1995).
Throughouthisyouth the more Tito tried to

seize control of his life and grab a piece ofthe

American Pie, the more he was drawn into self-
destruction and community havoc. On a deeper
theoretical level, Tito’s life story allows us to
explore the problematic relationship between
structure and agency (Giddens 1984), be-
cause the conditions of extreme oppression
shaping his life arficulate with his exceptional
charisma, to demonstrate the unintended con-

of individual achievement. Popular

sequerices _
culture inthe United States, with its overarching
onindividual achievement, is clearly
refracted in how Tito excsiled in street culture
: and its thriving criminal economy.
brilliant, articutate man, Tito has never
beenapassivovncﬁmofmesh'ucturesofeco-
nomic exploitation and racial oppression that
shape dalily fife in the U.S. inner city. On the
contrary, he has always been an active victim
and an effective victimizer. Building on Merton's
(1994) concept of social structure and anomie
(Ctoward, Ohlin 1960) and more recent devel-
opmeénts in cultural reproduction theory at the
interfaces of anthropology, education, and
gender studies (Foley 1990; Fordham 1996;
Macl.eod 1995; Messerschmidt 1993; Willis
1981) | wanttoillustrate the dynamics whereby
Tito's exceptional agency propelied himinto a
nightmare of destruction. Precisely because
he was ambitious, worked hard, persevered,
and excelled at wthmg he did during his
youth, Tito became an agent of violence,
crime, substance abuse, personal suffering,
and community destruction. He pursued ag-
gressively and faithfully a dominant script for
becoming a successful male. Following Merton,
‘itis the intematization of the American Dream
under structural conditions of adversity in the
inner city which spawns a thriving under-
ground economy administered through every-
day violence.

GANG LIFE
Predictably, in the early 1970s Tito
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immersed himself with all his energy into New
York City's gang life in early adolescence. His
peer group and his opportunities for emotional
and material reward were rooted in the uni-
verse of street gangs that controlled public
youth space in his neighborhood (Moore, Vigil,
Levy 1995; Sanchez-Jancowski 1991; Taylor
1990; Vigil 1988). He began, harmlessly
enough, with the alktoo-human search for
public recognition within his immediate com-
munity:

" Mywhole experience withfucking up on the
streets started when | started defacing the sub-
ways as an adolescent: hangin’ outlate; writin’
on .
Mytag was JT 115——youknow. Everybody
knew me by my tag name. And | felt good about
that. And everybody said, “Oh shit, that's JT"
{pointing atan imaginary subway train going by].

I started getting a little oider and that's when
| started noticing about a tendency within me—
youknow. Because instead of buying a magic
marksr—you understan’ what 'm sayin'—{ would
take it offof somebody—you know. And that's
howmy reputstion started. | stopped the graffiti
thing and | wentinto gang-bustin’.

Gang life offered Tito a platform from
which to develop his leadership skills. His ini-
tial motivation to become organically involved
was to avoid victimization without having to re-
treat from public space and social interaction.

| had the fear of going out of my block to
anotherblock by myseifbecause | didntwantto
getmy asskicked by anothergang. You under-
stand where I'm coming from?

Because back in them days a man would
measure his manhood by how he used his
hands. [Absentmindedly flexing his biceps] So
what!did was | stertedmy owngang. lwas really
good with my hands. See how itworks... iwas
inthe boxing team.

Sowhat | did was, ali the guys that | knew;
thatifekt comfortable with; that | knew i couid tell
whattodo; butwhoweren'tpunks... Soalithese
guys who diin'twantme to beatthem up, right,
bscame the Court Jesters—righthere inthe pro-
jects. We controlied this building.

| was the self-prociaimed president. | col-
lected dues. | did allthatby myself'cause lwant-
edto putmyseifinthe positionwhere | couki feel
in power, you understand what 'm saying?

Andwe became pretty big. We became pop-
ularwith the girts. And we had our colors on our
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jackets—doin’ our littie thing—mostiy fighting.

DRUG DEALING

Tito was still too young during those
early years of gang fighting to use drugs. In
fact he was disgusted by them, recognizing
their destructiveness on his older peers.

| stayed away from drugs atthattime. iknew
what they was doin'. I'm fairly intelligent, so |
came up with this assessment that there's so
many dope fisnds in the world today because
ﬂ\ehiyhnswmdm good. I realized why almy
‘friends became addictedto it. Imean, the high
isgreat. Later| shotheroin onetime, and i can't
even explainit,man.
- \Well anyway, | wantedto be productive, you
know, | wanted to be agood kid. Soithought, |
had a choice: Either | can be addicted to heroin
and look like my dope fiend friends; or I canget
out of it right then and there and that's what |
chosetodo.

Iwasn’tgonna let my decision-making pro-
cess be affected by any kind of mind-altering
substance. | was having fun—-bad fun, you
understand?—butin aclean sense.

‘It was merely a question of time, how-
ever, before the logic of the undergroundecon-
omy’s most powerful money-making industry
overwhelmed Tito. Being ambitious, he threw
his lot in with the only growing equal opportu-
nity employer for males in the U.S. inner city.

Butthen we started fike dealing drugs. Not
dope (heroin], just reefer. Because dope [heroin]
was still something that you stayed away from.
* Sothashitike reafly progressed, and | start-
ed seiling reefar right from my house with my
mother, my sisters, and everybody living there.
Poopbmcommhmyhouubefonmby
evenwentto schoolto buy a bag of reefer off me,
and things of that nature.

Andthat's where it all started forme. imean
that shit progressed, because at school | was
dressing a little better than the next guy. The
nextguywas a nerd, and iwas cool. | had alithe
pretty giris.

Iwas intelligent as far as education was con-
cermed, but | was dealing with peer pressure.

Thefallout frombeing a successful street
dealer is to become eventually a substance
abuser. Indeed, it is rare for street dealers not
to use thair product (Bourgois 1995; Dunlap
1992; Williams 1989).
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Two ofthe guys thatwas down with my gang
was smoking reefer. And | seen them. That's
like the first time | started fucking with drugs. |
smoked reefer. | started smoking reefer, reefer,
reefer.

itstarted progressing. Youknow inthe gang
situation we started finding ourseives in posi-
tions where we had 1o fight rival gangs, you.
know. And before | can like throw my nerves up
tofight somebody in another rival gang, iwould
havetobefuckedup, youknowwhat 'msaying?
Solwouldn'tfeel the pain, ok?

And | would win the fight and then I'd feel
really good about myself, so then | would get
high, youknow, as a prize.

| started noticing that | had this like violent
tendency withinme, man. Lknewone day that it
was going to like put me behind bars; you under-
stand what'm saying?

| started progressing in the get-high, really
fucking up man. | started drinking wine. And
wine aiso made me wild. | started noticing a lot
of viclentsht withinme. That's how come | don’t
drinkwinetoday.

CRIME, VIOLENCE, AND THE
UNDERGROUND ECONOMY -

Selling drugs, getting high, and gang-
banging were not enough for Tito. He was
more ambitious, a classic Horatio Alger in
Merton’s sociological model of social structure
and anomie:

1 wanted better for myself, but you know, |
wasn't going to sacrifice the time. | didn't want
towork because | feit| deserved to be out there
with my friends so | started stioking-up.

My first experience ever in stickin’ anybody
upwas a Yellow Cab. | usedto take the subway
downtown ‘til like 14th Street, jump inthe cab
with a loaded pistol, tell the cab to drop me off at
120th Street and Park Avenue. And then putthe
fuckin' guntothe cabbie’s head, to take his ittie
bit of chump change and cut out. | did that shit
like fuckin’ 20 times in a row all by myse¥.

itwas a personal thing. it was really fucked
up because my father at that time was a cab
driver.

You see, my father came from Puerto Rico
with this iron fist type of rules and reguiations, *|
whistie and you come up here or | kickin' your
ass.” Buthe always had this fearthatsomebody
would get in his cab and rob him; yet ittie did he
know | was robbin’ his colieagues atthe time.

He whipped me hard afl the time. i mean, |
could be inthe park and he whisties and | come
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in aminute late and have my ass whipped. And
tknow it. So why come in a minute late at 6:00
when | can get the same ass whippin’ at 12°
o'clock at night? That's the kind of logic that |
used back then for stayin’ in the streets,

Stick-up artists occupy the most dan-
gerous, but high profit, niche. of the under-
ground economy. One has to be skilled "and
have heart” to survive .in this occupation for
any length of time. indeed, before expanding
into becoming the leader of a band of armed
robbers specializing in assaulting drug deal-
ers, Tito honed his skills in high school. The
institution that was supposed to be educating
Tito was s0 out of control that it really did teach
him vocational career skills that rendered him
more successful later in life:

My thing was guns; as a matter of fact, | got
thrown out of Samuel Gompers vocational high
schoolfor pulling a handgun on some people. |
was about 15. iputthegun inthe teacher’s face.
But before the security guards and stuff came
| ran down the stairs and out the back.

But! reallywasn't officially terminated from
the school. ldidn't goback. Butno other school
would acceptmebecause they didn'tknowwho
the fuck | was, because they stil had all my
school records on file at my old school, and |
coukin'tgo back.

ttried & number of schools. A lot of vocation-
alschoois, Westinghouse, Chelsea, Benjamin
Franklin, Julia Richman. They wouldn'ttake me.

Sowhathappened was this, man: | falsified
some documentation, and | made a fake L.D.,
and | hung out at Richman.

Practicaily all of East Harlem went to Julia
Richman. | spant2years inRichman. | swearto
God! Back and forth, in classes and everything.
Theythought lwas a fuckin’ nodarstwontbut
they neverhad me onfile.

Omdaylmmmbmm.m\was
abunch of morence—Bilack kids—and they were
shooting dice, and | was strapped. | had agun
onme. Soisaid, “Fuck thatshit! [snapping his
fingers)i'mgonna gobackin, and 'mgonna rob
all these motherfuckers.” it was kinda winter
time, and so! bought one ofthose skicaps from
afriend of mine, and ripped some holes foreyes.

1toldmy friend, “Don't let nobody in." | went
back in the bathroomwith that shiton and | stuck
all ofthem up-took the dice and everything.

Istarted my own crapgamein the schoolyard
outbackwiththemoney iook fromthesedudes
that was in the bathroom shootin’ dice, 20
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minutes ago.

Like any ambitious son of immigrants in
America, Tito was determined to seize a piece
of the pie. He was not unrealistic, however,
about what institutional pathways were open
to him for upward mobility. Like so many
peopiein the United States—richand poor—he
invested a large part of his energy into a
materialistic commodity fetishism.

tknew wasn'tgoing to graduate from Rich-
man. Don'tgetmewrong, lwanted tobe produc-
tive. | wanted to be a standup guy, but it just
didn'twork outthatway. lended upbeing a stick-
up kid with no high school diploma or nothing.

{mean, | had the potential to be very, very,
veiygood. Whatever itis | setmy mind on doing,
| passess the tools to do it. I'm meticulous,
articulate; I'mpunctual.

- Butlliked being young with a lot of money in
my pocket, you know. | liked wearin' fancy
clothes; | liked drivin’ a new car. | liked my
reputation.

Thisiswhati'mtaking aboutwhen|saylam
aproduct of my community: You see aguy driv-
ing aMaxima, and youwant aMaxima—Did you
know i drive a Maxima now?

It's like if you see a guy standing on the
-comer with 2 gokd chain, what incentive do you
have to ever want to go to work legal? If your
neighborcanpullin, in one day, what'm making
in 40 hours of work week. And he can wake up
at 12 in the afternoon. What's the incentive?

I gottired of fuckin' making chump change
with the cabs, | started getting greedy. So i did
a stickup of a numbers spot. | did it by mysetf.
| fucked up because it was in Manhattan and
everybody heard aboutit. People were saying,
“This young Kid got a lot of spunk.”

Lucky me that | didn't rob ‘'em formuch and
the motherfuckers didn’t come looking for me.

Butwhat did happen was | said to myself, |
gotto puttogethera crew. So one day Isatdown
with a coupia’ guys and they said yeah.

We fucked our firstjob up and we didn’t get
nothing out of it. So then we come up with this
suggestion, “Let’s rob drug dealers who don't
know whowe are.” You know what I'm sayin’?
“tbeats motherfuckers chasing us forblocks.”

That's what happened. We started robbin’
drug dealers in the Bronx. We was stickin’ up
corporations. | wouldn't walk in a place with a
loaded handgun knowing there’s four or five
guys inside with guns too. So my thing was toget
inside information from dissatisfied workers
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andthencatchthe agency offguard like a sneak
attack situation.

Nobody ever seen my face. Nobody knew

. who the fuck we was. We always used masks
andfootbali jerseys. Eachjersey hadanumber
on it. They were see-through fishnet jerseys.
We called each other by the number. We never
calied nobody by their names.

lused towak into a building with a duffelbag
fultof 45 automatics and a sawed-off shotgun—

- understand? Nobogy knew who the helli was.
tkepta footbaltheimet on top. Everybody figured
I was carrying my football equipment.

Andme and my crew neverwalked in togeth-
ar. We didn't even take the elevator together.

Two used to go up the stairs; one go this
way, one gothatway; one take that elevator; the
otheronetake thatelevator. Depending on the
floor we'd meet two floors below, you know.
Everybody put the masks on, and catch the
people off guard.

You know how many peopie | caught off
guard?[smiling] One that | rememberreal, real
good, was one ofthe biggest spots inthe Bronx.
'mnot even going toname the name because
| don't want it to go public. They might still be
lookin' forme. Fmtalkin' about one ofthe biggest
distributors in the Bronx. They had a set up of
video cameras and walkie-takies.

1talked o a coupla’ guys whoworked at the
being shafted. Sowhat happened was they got
me all the information as far as what time the
place was open; whatkeys openwhat, what lock
is this; what lock is that; the back way out; the
frontway out; you knowwhatI'mtryin‘to say...

This conversation, which | was tape-
recording in my tenement living room opposite
Tito's high-rise housing project, was inter-
rupted by automatic weapon gunfire. The dis-
tracting noise, however, prompted Tito to reel
off a series of accounts of particularly grisly
hold-ups:

1did one drug spotone day, where they work-
ed out of two apartments, A and B. They was
sellin’ drugs out of the apartment B, and the
family lived in apartmentA.

| had my information wrong and | went into
thewrong apartment.

{ hadthe whole family there. | had the grand-
mother, the mother, the son, thenephew, every-
body tied up. And I couldn't find the drugs so |
hadto grabthe mother. This lady was soloyal to
her husband, who owned the place, thati had to
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putadaggerto herneck and actually drawblood
before she wouid teli me where the drugs were
at

| probably would have killed her. | had a nasty
reputation, and | had to get what| wanted at that
twasn'ttill | drew bloodthat she gaveme the
keys to the next apartment. Okay, then inside
the next apartment, while we was packin’ shit
up, there speopleknodcin‘enudoor wantin’
to buy drugs.

So | started lettin’ ‘emin; tyan emup; and
takin’theirmoney, theirjewelky, andeverything.
This was right across the street fromthe police
precinct, in broad dayfight; mu-oommem
noon, in a housing project.

lhwsﬁ&wmalovuﬁncly Bmok
yn, Bronx, Manhattan, Queens. Wewould trade
information. | evenknow guys that tried to stick
my organization up.

| reminded myself that Tito was only a
teenager during this eventful money-making
period of his life and | asked him how he man-
aged to trust the fetiow members of his stick-
up crew. | expected to hear a classic gang
fitany about solidarity—the kindof al-
most touchy-faely love/bonding that gang
members in Califomia or the Southwest revel
in communicating to outsiders. | was wrong.
Tito did not trust his crew. He controlled them
through violent intimidation. indeed, the extra-
ordinary levels of interpersonal violence on
inner-city streets which appear to be expres-
sions: of psychopathological dysfunction to
outside observers are, in fact, functional in the
criminal economy. Public displays of brutality
are away of investing in one’s human capital—
building one's credibility—when one seeks up-
ward mobility in the underground economy
(Bourgois 1989):

Theywere a ot oider than me. if you can be-
lieve it, | was about 15—, 16—atthe time. And
these guys were in their early 20’s. But | gave
them the attitude that | had nothing to lose.

igave up the sense that Iwas a little mentally
disturbed, you understand what 'msayin’. The
things that! did, not everybody wouid do. it got
towhere | just about chopped off a guy’s hand
for a fucking diamond ring.

Sometimes | don't know what it is with me,
but | intimidate psople. As a matter of fact, it's
suiprising that we can sit here and talk because
mostpeople are Lo a//y intimidated when they
don’tknow me personally.
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I dothings spontaneously. My biggest asset
is | canbe dangerous when | smile [grinning at
mewidely]. And people don'tknowthat. Solcan
laugh and stiltfuck you over atthe sametime. A
lotta people consider me tobe crazy.

So | left them to believe that | was a little
crazy, so, you know...what | said went. They

neverdisrespecidd me. | had anasty reputation.

SUBSTANCE ABUSE AND SELF-
A side effect of being efficient at mobiliz-
ing violence and excelling as & leader in the
underground economy is that one falls prey to
the ideology of “respect”. Tito. was not able to
do anything productive with his ilticitly gener-
ated money besides cultivate a street reputa-
toon Hismivemfotexedﬁngwford\annel-

streets and his gang/crew-bounded network of
friends.

+ |iked being a stick-up artistbecause itgave
'me a reputation. { had money but nobody knew
where | was getting my money from.

Iwas livingwithmymotherinthe projects but
lused up alithatmoney. s obvious thati wasn't
renlly mentally business orientated. None of us
werebecause ifwe had beenwe’d probably be
ontop of the World today.

{'d come tothe park with a stack of money in
my pocket and 'd see 15 of my friends sittin’
down doin’ nothing. I'd say, “Come on, let's go
to the movies.” I'd pay for sl the cabs, the
movies and then cocaine and reefer. We was
smokin' pounds of reefer.

Tito was a workaholic and deeply re-.
his mother asmuch as heresented his -

father. In another setting he might not have
ended up so violent on the street. He desper-
ately wanted his mother to recognize him as
hard-working, but he was also determined to
devefop the skills necessary for success inthe
underground economy.

Buti neverwanted mymothertobelieve that
Iwas actually doing the things that she heard |
was doin’ 80 | got a job working atLa Marketa
fuil-time, 40 hours a week.

Butiwouldn'tieave my house withoutagun.
Wheneverybody was gone, used tobring out
the big Webester dictionary—that it took my father
18 months 1o pay for—and putt atthe end of the
hatt; and | usedto sit at the 8therend; and f used
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to shootthe gun.
That'swhat!woulddo. That's how!usedto
deal with my free time.

Since he excelled at everything withi
his reach and had too much energy to keep ¢
the streets, it was only a question of time b
fore Tito began abusing the drugs that floo
U.S. inner cities. Youths embracing street cu
ture often bond with one another around drug:
it is almost impossible to escape them. Drug
are so accessible they become normalized-
almost a rite of passage. For example, even
the time of this conversation, some doze
years after the fact, Tito could not resist bein
proud of the unpredictable wildness of h
drug-abusing days. it was aimost as if the e
tent of his self-punishment through drugs we
proof to him of his superior mind and body.

| did favors for people. They owed me, but |
didn’t want money, because | had just got a
stack of money, so my compensation was, !
wantyoutogiveme get-high”. They usedtogive
meget-high.

| was on cocaine and then lwas introduced
to angel dust. | don't know what the fuck at-
tracted me to that shit, man. | started abusing
angeldustand | became very violent.

| don't know what it is with me physically.
Biologically, I'm supposed to be fuckin' dead!
With afi this shit that | done to myself, youknow.

Imean, 'm31 years okd and | drank as much
iquoras anybody else outthere. I'mtakin’ sbout
drinking bum-fucking cheap wine, from 8 o'clock
inthe moming, man, to 12 midnight, for fuckin’
years in a row!

Butmy insides feel great. | don’tknowwhat
the fuck they look like. But they feel great.

| smoked so much fuckin' dust; | sniffed so
much cocaine thatmy nose is supposedto have
holes in it and my brain is supposed to have
melled.

Butit's not. | feel great.

Mainstream U.S. society easily dismis
es Tito as an abnormal psychopath. This kit
of nomalizing psychological reductionist i
terpretation however, obfuscates the soci
processes that produce Tito’s violence ar
self destruction. He was simply pursuing h
realistic options to their logical extreme
Through his violence and substance abuse |
was living up to his fullest potential within ti
universe of his street-bounded logic, commu
sense, and personal community:
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Icanactually gobackto the nightwhen | kil-
ed this guy, because I'll neverforget it. It's what
1did ten years in jail for.

i really didn'thave no reason for doing it, be-
cause| had already aimostbeat the fuckin’ dude
todeath. There was no reason forme to put four
orfive slugsin him. But| did itanyway, because
i wanted to do it. | was high on angei dust.

He had robbed me eariier that evening. He
put a double sawed-off shotgun to my face. |
was seffing a bunch of cocaine and t had awhole
bunch of jeweiry and he took it all.

| saw him later that night when | wentto the
bodega [corner grocery store] to get my girl a
fuckin' Three Musketeers candy bar. He started
running. | chased him. | stopped him. { had him
againstthewail.

Ibeatthe shit out of this kid. Notwith my fists
butwith a handgun. i mean | hitwiththe gun in
his fuckin' face about 20 different times.

The kid was on his knees begging. The
motherfuckerwas crawiing away frommewhen
I shothim fivetimes. So | diin't realty havetodo
it
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| used to catch motherfuckers in the bath-

roomwhenthey just came fromavisitand | knew
they had drugs up their ass. | used to put a
motherfuckin’ home-made shank [knife) in

" peoples’ fuckin' necks while they was shittin’ so
they could shit theirdrugs out. Right therein the
gym bathroomwith the fuckin’ population of 200
thing.

My thing was like, man, if | can get-over in
here where I'mguarded 24 hours aday, they'l
never catchme in New York.

| stabbed motherfuckers. | sliced mother-
fuckers. The only thing | didn’t do was kili any
motherfuckers

| even took one of the men | stabbed to the
infimary. They iocked me up in the box—which
is considered solitary confinement—for investi-
gation, as far as that stabbing is concemed. But
| had a witness that said | didntdo it

Unlike most inmates Tito changed his
life direction in prison. First he had to quit
drugs.

PRISON

Since the 1970s (1973-1993) the size of
the U.S. prison population has increased ten-
fold (Melossi, Lettiere 1997; Tonry 1895). In-
deed, since the end of the Cold War, what
could be called a “criminal industrial complex”
has emerged as the primary recipient of gov-
emment subsidy in the United States. With the
whittling away of the already rickety social
waelfare safety net in the United States, and its
replacement by a wellfunded police drag net,
public policy has focused on criminalizing
poverty. Prisons have become a primary so-
cializing institution for mcreasmgly large co-
horts of inner-city males.!

Prison didn't slow me down. At first, | just
leamned to be a better criminal. | was doin’ the
same thing in jail that | was doin’ in the streets:
i had a bunch of assholes following me; and |
wouid tell them to rob this guy, orthatguy for his
sneskers——just so | could wearthem. Or, "l iike
that shirt his girifriend brought him. Take his
shirti” Or, “This guy just came offthe visit, man,
hegota’ ass fulla’ drugs: Take himto the bath-
room and make him shit. Take his drugs.”

iwas all about worrying about how clean my
sneakers were, and if my pants were sewed,
and ironed, and pressed correctly. My shirtwas
pressed to impress...who? A bunch of nobod-
jes.

When | was incarcerated | did even more
drugs than what i was doing outon the street be-
cause | was holding people up—! had a crewin
there too—and my giriwas bringing me cocaine.
Ibecame addicted to cocaine when |was incar-
cerated.

Injail, you smuggle drugs in balloons which
you swallow and then shitthem out. Oneday, |
wasinthe roomwith mygirl, and she had
brought soms loose cocaine along with three
balloon-fuls.

| snortedthe loose cocaine inthe back ofthe
visiting room and then | coukin't swallow the bal-
loons when it came time to lsave 0 | stufied ‘em

Soas soon as i wentbacktomycellisaton
the toilet and let the | out. Butiwas al-
ready so fuckin’ high thati flushed the toilet by
mistake.

That's when | knew | was hooked, because
| stuck my matherfuckin' hand up to here [point-
ing to his shoulder] in that tollet bow.

| mean, that's when it actually hit me and |
knew | had to do something thatwouid change
my life. | had fo make adecision. Imean, "What
the fuck are you doin’, man? You got haif your
fuckin’ am stuck in the tollet bowl. You're
fucked. You have to make a decision: either
m@obmwwﬂmﬂmb

Soldecidedto start going to drug programs.
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In away, jailworked out forme.

Tito was lucky that he had access to
education in prison;

Imetupwiththis guywhowas alotoiderthan
me. He's already been in there ks 15years. He
told me, “You got leadership quaities. You goin’
tobe in here forever if you don'ttake advantage
oftheir college program™—they'd given me three
extrayears for extortion. “Get a high school di-
ploma. | been keepin’ myeyeonyou.”

Atfirst | was like, “Why you'keepin’ an eye
onme? You a faggot or something?”

Butthen, | listened. Hetold me, *i got alithis
education undermy beltin here. Youtoo canuse
it to your advantage. I'm not even going to go
home. | wish | could give you everything |
leamed.”

Finalty, |came to the conclusion thatincar-
cerationisn'tthe answerbecause 'sboring and
1knew I'd be going back inwhen went out—just
be arevolving door if didn’t teke advantage of
the education they had to offerinjail.

Igotmy G.E.D. and | went to college.

One of the crucial steps in Tito's “re-
form” was overcoming the fear of losing re-
spect in street culture by violating the norms of
mascufinity (Connell 1987; Jefferson, Carlen
1996; Messerschmidt 1993):

At first, the bad thing was that all the guys
thatwas goingto college, they had this reputs-
tion that they were all fucking geeks, or some-
thing, and | didn't want to fitinto that category;
didn’t want to be a sucker; didn't wanttobe a
geek.

INADEQUATE SOLUTIONS

immediately upon his release from prison
Tito returned to the underground economy. He
felt like he practically had no choice and went
into drug dealing, marketing his own brand of
heroin:

Whatreally scared me was when | did come
back home, it was like | never skipped abeat. |
was back in the streets in two seconds.

1weant out there with this jaithouse attitude
and mentality. You know, the badass in the
neigliborhood, attracting people forallthewrong
romumlmuzodonedayitmm:o
getme killed in no time.

I'’knaw | possessed the tools that a lot of
people don't possess. | have a high school

diploma, some college, a sense of purpose, a lot
ofexperience, butl was hindered because of my
past criminal history. | had this big wall blocking
infrontofme. ljust couldn‘tgetthroughthe wall.

i tried to muscle in selling dope onthat corn-
eor[gesturing out the window]. | put outmy own
label. | had my own stamp and everything: Ab-
soiute—thatwas mybrand name. itwas a joint
venture. | putout a ounce ofdope on the street.
1lost a lot of money.

Then | realized | could've fell back into snif-
fing cocaine and shitiike that. | realized one day
itwas going to getme killed in notime. | had my
back againstthe wall.

it was really a completely whole different
atmosphere on the streets thanwhat it used to
be. Al my oid contacts were nobody. itwas a
whole newworid outthere. R was all crack—that
goddamndrug.

There's no more seif-respect. Today know-
ing how to use your hands is not even a deter-
minating factor. Nobody wants o fight with their
hands nomore. You get a fifteen-year-old kid
pullin’ out a gun on you for lookin' at him the
wrongway.

Puts fearin my heartbecause | don'twantto
be killed by no fifteen-year-oki kid because of
theway {looked athim. Alotofthe kids can'tgive
you no answer why they put a gun to a guy’s
head. They doin’ it for pleasure to them.

Put it this way, the streets changed me the
second time around. | had no ilea they was go-
ing to be this wild. Case in point: that kid last
week, man, pulied out a gun on four Nttie kids,
shotthem inthe head. ‘Cause of what? ‘Cause
of disrespect. There's not thatmuch disrespect
left in the world. And | already knew what this
kind of future entalls: institutions, institutions,
and institutions.

The best thing that happened to me then,
was lwaked in here [opening his arms and smil-
ing at the cramped cinderblock basement of-
fice.}i gotthis ke sense of belonging because
they [pointing to the director of the program at a
desk in the far comer of the office) generally
havebeenthrough the things that been through.

Sothey satme down. We talked. They look-
ed atwhatihad to offer. They didn'tgiveme this
runaround bulishit story because of my past and
things of that nature. They felt that | did have
something to offer. They decided it was fike,
“Yo, what's more best foryou is to give back into
your community due to the fact that you was
bormand raised here, and this is your past.”

‘They got me ajob as a counselor in a drug
treatment program. Thatwas the bestthing that
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ever happened to me. | became a supervisor
overthere; practically ranthe program. Butthen
{became discontentwith . They nevergave me
no pay raise. | felt | was being used.

So after a year and some change, | came
back over here and they hired me as a job
counselor and now | been a year here.

The institution that was giving meaning
to Tito's life by aflowing him to help people like
himself could not overcome the structural
marginalization of its community. Ironically,
much of their counseling work serves to legiti-
mize U.S. blame-the-victim ideology. Building
on Foucault (1963, 1980) we can understand
this well-meaning, socially liberal, self-help
(up-by-your-bootstraps) institution as a front
line administrator of the “normalizing gaze®
that forces the socially marginal to confess
and intemalize their deficiencies. The boot-
camp-style harangues of the job training semi-
nars where each individual confesses his or
her powerlessness in front of unemployment
serves to discipline recaicitrant workers into
accepting boring, low-paid service jobs. Those
who resist and/or drop out of the program are
often sufficiently humiliated by the confession-
al forum of the job training seminars to suspect
that they really are poor and unemployed be-
cause of their own individual shor!oomings

It is easy to critique the premise of psy-
chologically motivating—or even manipulating
—desperately poor people to accept their sub-
ordination in inadequately remunerated entry-
level labor markets. The problem, however, is
to develop an altemative in the short-term, or
even in the long-run, that provides structurally
oppnssedpeoplemmmeopponunityto exer-
cise their agency productively. Despite the
emancipatory faith of theorists and practitio-
ners in the field of critical pedagogy (Elisworth
1989), educational institutions are not a real-
istic forum for addressing the overwhelming
problems faced by the crack dealers, addicts,
and gang bangers taking refuge on inner city
streets—especially when the number of chil-
dren living in poverty doubled from 1968-1994
(Business Week 1994; Rainwater 1994). While
the notion of building one’s cultural capital
(Bourdieu, Wacquant 1992) with determined
hard work—i.e., obtaining a GED or leaming
how to dress and manipulate eye contact dur-
ing a job interview—is appealing, this subsi-
dized up-by-your-bootstraps approach will
never get drug dealers off of inner-city streets
so0 long as the real value of the minimum wage
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continues to decline and income gaps widen

. (San Francisco Chronicle 1996; United Na-

tions Development Program 1996). In fact,
failing at these motivational achievement pro-
grams reconfirms the contradictory celebratory
rejection of mainstream society-tinged with a
profound sense of self-blame--and individual
failure that most addicts and criminals already
carry in their hearts.

Tito's ongoing tenuous survrval in the
legal world is a case in point of the intermaliza-
tion of these larger structural dynamics. He
represents a bast-case scenario 6f the poten-

tial of individual 3 and up-by-your-boot-
straps recove!y his mofivation, ex-
citement, and i , however, he remains

proudlytramdimheprogeds He still lives in
his mother's high rise apartment on a comer

that is famous for being a hub for wholesaling
angel dust. Most of his adolescent friends are
either dead, in jail, or making large sums of
money selling drugs. Meanwhile he eams
legal "chump change” as a “motivationaltrain-
er” charged with persuading: the neighbors
and youths on hig block to accept poorly-paid
service-sector jobs in the white world down-
town.

Indeed, Tito's hold 6n legal stabilny has
proved not only personally painful, but also
tenuous. Despite insisting—orperhaps because
of insisting—that, 'Nothing stops me from get-
tmgwhatlwant Tity spiraled eveéry few
months ‘on weekend-long binges of alcohol
and interpersonal violence, usuauypmdplta-
ted by arguments with hus lover or by run-ins
with disrespectful . He would
return to work hung-over, orwnhafresh black
eye—but on time—on Monday momingsto ha-
rangue boot-camp-style the unempiloyed men
and women in his basement class-
room, reproducing the All-American Hié: “Any
one of you can make it out there. You just gotta
believe in yourself.” indeed, tragically, as this
article goes to press Tito continues to live the
All-American lie. He was finally fired from his
job for his ongoing alcoholism and substance
abuse and is recycling himself tiwough the
criminal justice system. )
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