The Rutgers Series in Childhood Studies

The Rutgers Series in Childhood Studies is dedicated to increas-
ing our understanding of children and childhoods, past and pres-
ent, throughout the world. Children’s voices and experiences
are central. Authors come from 3 variety of fields, including
anthropology, criminal justice, history, literature, psychology,
religion, and sociology. The books in this sertes are intended
for students, scholars, practitioners, and those who formulate
policies that affect children’s everyday lives and futures.

Edited by My Bluebond-Langner, Distinguished Professor
of Anthropology, Rutgers University, Camden, and founding

director of the Rutgers University Center for Children and
Childhood Studies

Advisory Board
Joan Jacobs Brumberg, Cornell University
Perzi Klass, New York University
Jill Korbin, Case Western Reserve University
Bambi Schiefflin, New York University

Enid Schildkraut, American Museum of Natural History
and Museum for African Art

Between Good
and Ghetto

AFRICAN AMERICAN GIRLS
AND INNER-CITY VIOLENCE

NikkrI JoNEs

RuUrGErs UNIVERSITY PRrESS
New Brunswick, New Jersey, and London




eInin{ ay1 10
adoy pup paIvys sa11018 211 10f 2pnInvis YIIm

EDTIAMY JO $33R1S PR3N B LI PAIMIDEINUBIA
npe-siaBinrssardsaBing, s:dny s o 1no 1ISIA

“sae] 1yBuidon g ny Aq paugap
st asn ey, st uonigiyold sigs o1 uondasxe Ajue sy '6608—4S880 [N
‘Aemeleastd ‘anuaay Iy 2240 (01 ‘sse1q Atszsasupy s198I0%] 198U
asea[d “1oysiqnd sy woy uomsriiad usNLM IMOITM wAsAs feAdIIal
puz 3Ze1035 wonRULOIUT AUE A 20 [EIULYIST IC IMUONIID SULIW Aur
Aq 20 mzoy Aue wr pazimn 10 paonpordss aq Aew Jooq swp 30 12ed opN

paAasal siyds Iy

souof BHIN 49 10T & 1SIAdoD

‘Areaqr] ysnug a1 woy
J[GE[IEAE SL YOOQ ST 10] P10 uoneqng-ur-Suidoerey) ysnug v

8920006002 TTP—LLO9G.6805T SOE
0102 99fonN'+91IY
ML |

"SRIEIG PANUM)-——I0UIOLA PUE UIPIH[D ¢ "SUOUIPUOD [BI20S
——S[118 TEDLIOWIY UBDLYY "¢  'SAIEIS PArU}—salId Jauu] °|
(soded e : qd) G-S19F—CC18—0-8L6

NgSsI—{zaded e : 19400p12Y) 85 199—GCTR—0—9/6 NESI
"Xapui pue soou2:3)91 Eomyderdonqiq sapnpug

(s21pms poOUPTID UL 531135 ST98INTy)— o -d
's2uo{ BYNIN / S0UIJOLA
A2 13unr pue spid ueduzwy uediny ;- onoyd pue pood usamiag
TN ‘sauof
VIV(] NOILYSHIENJ-NISONIDOIVIVY) SSTIONOD) 30 Agvads]

QN
22F

SN

-

g

kY



150 BETwEEN GOOD AND GHETTO

“safe”—that is, once she is somehow insulated from the imme-
diate threat—she may use other resources, including situational
avoidance, to manage a violent relationship. Attempts to invert
the power dynamic that characterizes an abusive relationship,
even when such attempts are only marginally successful, allow
some young women to régain a sense of power and control in
a setting where they often feel as though they have very little
of either,

Conclusion

THE OTHER SiDE OF THE CRISIS

MRrs. CARTER 1S A MIDDLE-AGED MOTHER
whose teenaged son, a burly young high school football player,
was in a fight in his public Philadelphia high school. Her son’s
troubles, however, are dwarfed by those of his teenaged sister,
who recently gave birth to a baby boy. Mrs. Carter is especially
concerned with getting her daughter to realize that mothers
“have certain responsibilities.” She tells her daughter that “being
a mother is doing what you got to do,” which often requires
some sacrifice. Mrs. Carter recalls the sacrifices she made for her
own children. “I've had all types of jobs,” she tells me. “ve
been called out of my name [verbally disrespected] many times,”
she says as she recounts some of her struggles to maintain her
dignity at work. She encountered racism when she worked at
Philadelphia’s naval base, and as a2 McDonald’s employee, she
“had people cuss me out. Retail sales. Telemarketing. People get
mad, cuss you out.” Now that her children are almost grown,
Mrs. Carter is “going back to school for medical billing,” she
says. She is looking forward to a job that involves little or no
face-to-face interaction with others. “Now, I'll be done with
people,” she tells me. “I'll be behind the curcain.”

Mirs. Carter’s desire to be “behind the curtain,” to retreat to
the back regions of social life, represents a local knowledge
about her own vulnerability in public settings and in certain
interpersonal interactions. Her disclosure also reveals that using
the strategy of situational avoidance is likely to extend beyond
the adolescent years for poor, urban Black women. Her wish
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154 BrrwesN GooDp anD GHETTO

maintaining a tough front and of demonstrating nerve in social
interactions. They accept as a fact of life that “sometimes you
got to fight.” For these gitls, adolescent fears of violating tradi-
tional expectations regarding what it means to be feminine are
at times trumped by concerns for personal safety and survival.

The stories of girls in this book also reveal a deep concern
with survival projects that specifically reflect their class, race,
and physical position within the inner city.® The use of aggres-
sion and violence by young women in the inner city is some-
times modulated by girls’ desires to meet expectations of
appropriate femininity—perceptions that are deeply racialized.
For example, a teenaged girl’s desire to become a particular fype
of girl or woman—a good or pretty girl, for example, instead of
a gitl whom others evaluate as ghetto—can influence the degree
to which she willingly takes part in physical battles. Girls’
attempts to reconcile the gendered dilemmas that emerge from
these situated survival projects sometimes reflect and sometimes
resist traditional, dominant views of femininity and locally based
expectations of Black feminine respectability.

Inner—city girls are cognizant of the code of the street as a
system of accountability in the same way they understand gen-
der expectations. African American, inner-city girls must rec-
oncile the dilemmas and contradictions they encounter while
navigating potentially dangerous settings. Girls like Takeya and
Danielle, for example, are committed to behaving in ways that
others evaluate as good, yet they also come to believe that they
must present a tough demeanor and be ready to fight, if neces-
sary. At the same time, these girls will rely heavily on strategies
of situational avoidance or relational isolation to minimize their
involvement in potential mterpersonal battles. Girls with repu-
tations as mmﬁﬂmm work the code of the street in ways that
directly and often deliberately challenge both traditional and
local expectations regarding femininity. Girl fighters may have
realized early on that the value placed on their particular set of
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physical attributes may grant them a status as an outsider, and
they may use this identity as a resource to challenge the rela-
tional and geographical restrictions that good girls often place
on themselves. Some girls may embrace the identity of 2
“ghetto chick”—for example, she may be ready to fight “all the
time”—in order to ensure freedom, mobility, and protection in
a setting where she knows that her safety is never guaranteed.

In developing survival strategies that work for them, these
girls embrace, challenge, reinforce, reflect, and contradict ele-
ments of mainstream and local masculinity and femininity. Their
adolescent lives are characterized by this fluidity between and
within the competing and controlling expectations of good
and ghetto. The 2ccounts provided by Terrie, a self-disclosed
violent person, and Danielle, a self-disclosed punk, and girls like
them, reveal that African American teenaged gitls coming of age
in distressed urban areas are engaged in 2 racialized, classed, and
gendered form of code-switching {Anderson 1999). From this
negotiation of overlapping and, at times, contradictory survival
and gender projects emerges new forms of femininity that
encourage and even allow girls to use physical aggression when
appropriate without sacrificing any and all claims to a respectable
feminine identity. Learning when and how to move back and
forth between good and ghetto is essential to their struggle for
survival in the most troubled inner-city neighborhoods.

The structural and cultural context of inner-city life,
including the rules and expectations embedded in the code of
the street, exacerbates the problem of intimate violence in the
lives of inner-city girls. Young men with few resources to enact
mainstream notions of masculinity outside of their intimate
relations find broad culeural acceptance for keeping the young
women in their lives subservient with force, if necessary.
Amber’s story illustrates how the desire to be loved and to make

. a family outweighs her concem for ending a violent relation-

ship. Her story also illuminates the pressing challenges facing
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gender plays an important role in shaping adolescents’ experi-
ence with violence;

This book contrbutes to this developing literature on
African American, inner-city girls’ experiences with violence
outside of purely criminalized or delinquent contexts. Placing
young Black women and girls at the center of more research
projects in urban sociology would also help to correct what is
ultimately a dangerously misinformed and potentially dehn-
manizing academic tendency to talk about race primarily
through studies of crime, delinquency, or deviance. This book
extends Ladner’s tradition of inquiry by starting with a basic
assumption that inner-city young women and girls are normal,
albeit poorer, and thus more vulnerable than their middle-class
counterparts. To be sure, the circumstances of life for the girls
whose stories are featured in this book differ greatly from those
of the girls described in Tomorrow’s Tomorrow. Poor, Black girls
today are coming of age under economic and social conditions
that are far harsher than those experienced by past generations.®
We have much to learn from their struggle for survival in these
settings.

As I talked with and listened to young inner-city residents, I
saw the heavy burden they carry reflected in their eyes anid in the
way they carried themselves. I heard it in their voices. Why is it
that inner-city girls must struggle so hard simply to survive?
What can we do to make everyday life easier? When I asked
my respondents what help they thought they needed, they
responded with pleas that highlight how structural circumstances
shape their experiences. These young people saw clearly that the
violence in their lives was related, in some way, to their own
economic and social isolation. The recent national catastrophe
of Hurricane Katrina dramatically revealed the need for serious
domestic policy to reduce the economic isolation of the nation’s
poorest citizens from mainstream American life and opportuni-

ties. There is a serious need for occupational opportunities in the
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inner city that provide steady work. A job is more than a pay-
check; it is also critical to the development of one’s sense of self-
worth and connection to the rest of the world. Industry has
nmmmn@&@. abandoned a population of workers of color in many
large cities across the country. We are in need of national and
H\e\mmu efforts that bring work back to these areas and to the lves of

/these inner-city residents who are struggling not only to survive
/ but also to maintain their sense of dignity.

The existence of decent work opportunities and improved
housing conditions would likely influence the culture of inner-

city neighborhoods in a way that could reduce the lethal vio-
Yence that currently characterizes much of inner-city life. Such

opportunities would make the easy money image of the drug
Q.mww, less appealing to the young people who are recruited into
the mw,wu,m every year. Their involvement in low-level drug traf-
ficking w,wm.ﬁmm the fact that many of these young men, and
w:nnmm&smﬂw girls and women, will have contacts with the juve-
nile or criminal justice system, which will further isolate them
from mainstream work and positive life opportunities.

In addition to providing attractive alternatives for inner-
city adolescents who might otherwise be recruited to sell drugs,
we must end the war on drugs, which is effectively a war on
young Black men and, increasingly women. I believe that with
the wisdom of hindsight, more than one scholar will conclude
that the tough-on-crime drug laws of the late-twentieth cen-
tury were uncivilized and crudely veiled versions of the Black

- Codes that sold Black men, women, and children into the con-

vict lease system in the early part of the twentieth century. This
war with no winners has snared great numbers of young people,
channeled them into secure detention facilities, jails, and pris-
ons, and then spit them back into the most distressed urban
neighborhoods in the country. This cycling into and out of
the harsh culture of dominance and violence that exists behind
prison walls has disrupted and damaged family and social networks,
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collective survival and an almost obsessive concern with one’s
own survival. This mentality reflects and reproduces divisive
racialized gender dynamics. It encourages young women to
trust no one. Such a perspective, especially if it is developed
early in life, has the potential to shape girls’ relationships into
early adulthood and beyond.

I also feel an anger that I know is familiar to these girls, and
to other Black women across the country, regardless of their class
position or the shade of their skin. Despite all of the advances
made over the last century, survival remains a struggle for many
Black women in America, but especially for poor, Black inner-
ciey girls. Life will continue to be a struggle for these girls unsil
we come together and fight back with the lessons learned from

their stories. If T have learned anything from my years of -

researching and writing this book, it is that the battle for respect,
dignity, and positive life chances is not one these girls should
have to fight on their own.

APPENDIX: A REFLECTION ON FIELD
RESEARCH AND THE POLITICS OF
REPRESENTATION

“THINGS ARE NOT GOING TO CHANGE,” Tracey says firmly from
the front seat of Stephanie’s emerald green Honda Civic sedan.
Tracey is only twenty-two, but her sense of maturity makes her
seem older. She has made similar pronouncements during the
three years [ have known her, but this time she is exhausted and
unusually emphatic, and both emotions come through clearly in
this proclamation. Stephanie, who until recently was Tracey’s
boss, but is now just her friend, counters, as she has done many
times before, “But Nikki can represent it to them in their lan-
guage.” Almost immediately, Tracey releases a short puff of air
through her lips, rolls her eyes upward, and tumns toward the
window on her right. In the past, I have freely inserted myself
mto this familiar exchange. Today, I listen intently, but in
silence. I do not want to wake Tracey’s two-year-old daughter,
who has fallen asleep on my shoulder. I am also tired. As we
pull up to the univessity, where Stephanie is going to drop me
oft before delivering Tracey and her daughter to their West
Philadelphia home, Tracey reaches a decision. “I’m out,” she
says, relinquishing her part in a struggle that she no longer con-
siders her own: “Ya'll will have me end up fighting, and they’d
[the project directors] be like, ‘Look, I told you we was right,””
Tracey makes this final declaration as she, Stephanie, and T are
on our way back from a shared lunch at a chain restaurant sev—
eral miles away from the inner-city neighborhoods where we
had spent so many hours together, meeting with young people
who had been shot, stabbed, or injured, either during a fight in
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166 Appendix

in turn, myself~—to others? In this appendix, I reflect critically
on my experience as a light-skinned Black woman and doctoral
candidate in her mid-twenties who was studying girls’ fights.
I focus this reflection on what I think of as the authenticity tests
that T encountered during the first few months of the project,
when much of my time was spent familiarizing myself with a
group of intervention counselors who would facilitate my initial
access to the teenaged girls and boys who are featured in this
book. I reflect on the various challenges that emerged during
my interactions with these counselors. T consider, as well, my
relationship to the academy and the racialized and gendered
dilemmas that I encountered, from the process of getting in to
writing up this research.

Onx GETTING IN, AUTHENTICITY, AND REPRESENTATION

In zlmost any sort of ethnographic endeavor, the feld
researcher occupies a strange position. She belongs and doesn’t
belong at the same time, and necessarily so. She is the “Simmelian
stranger,” that peculiar individual who is in the group, but not
fully part of it; she is here today but may be gone tomorrow
(Simmel 1971, 143). In occupying this position, the field
researcher is open to certain confessions from her respondents,
confidences that likely would not have been shared i the
researcher had been a permanent member of the group. In my
research, these confessional-like sessions sometimes ended in
tears, as the strong, Black woman before me broke down. These
episodes revealed what other girls and women I encountered and
interviewed may not have stated explicitly on their own or in
response to a survey question: even the toughest Black women
and girls endure a tremendous amount of stress. They are, as
I heard repeatedly over the years, “tired.”

It was not only my position as a stranger that allowed or
encouraged my respondents to open up to me in this way. In a
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racialized society such as ours, the stranger’s skin color (and
gender, class, sexual identity, and so on) influences and adds
meaning to every social interaction. A sense of commonality,
even trust, must be present before a person is likely to expose
her or his vulnerability to a relative stranger, that is, to reveal
what otherwise lingers in the back regions of one’s life. How
can such a trust develop in a matter of moments? How can this
trust emerge in a setting where even the idea of trust is so tenu-
ous? At these moments, it seemed to me, skin color and gender
symbolized trust, connection, and solidarity. The Black women
and girls I interviewed seemed to recognize that I was posi-
tioned in between their world and Whiteness~—the de facto race
of many of the social service institutions in their lives—and the
combination of that distance and closeness, 2s signified by skin
color and gender, helped to create 2 space where some teenaged
girls felt they could share far more than they normally would
with a wﬁ&os they did not know very well. It is here, in this
shared intimacy of the field research experience, where I devel-
oped my perspective as an observant participant in—and of—

the struggle that teenaged girls confronted in their everyday
lives (Anderson 2001).F

THE INTERVENTION TEAM

Before gaining access to the backstage moments of inner-city
girls’ lives, I first had to negotiate and pass the many tests
presented by members of the violence reduction program’s
intervention counseling team. Understanding the unique orga-
nizational and raced position of the team members requires first
understanding something about the makeup and mission of the
VRP. The program was developed by a group of doctors in
response to their and their colleagues’ frustration with the
revolving door phenomenon: the constant flow of victims of
youth violence in and out of the hospital’s EMErgency rooms.
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a good deal of energy trying to categorize me. To them, T rep-
resented a special case: a Ph.D. student at an Ivy League univer-
sity who was also a2 Black woman. In their efforts to place me,
Tracey and others paid attention to how I spoke, the type of
clothes 1 wore, and how I reacted to stories told about other
counselors or members of the research team. Tracey’s retelling
of an encounter Diana, the only White counselor on the proj-
ect, had had in the field, for example, helped her to evaluate my
level of experience with the people in Philadelphia’s inner-city
neighborhoods.

I heard the story during a field visit in West Philadelphia.
Tracey asked me if [ had had a chance to go on a visit with
Diana. I told her that I hadn’t, but that I planned to accompany
her soon. Tracey predicted that Diana would like me: “She’ll be
so happy [to have company]-—she gets so nervous.” When I
asked Tracey what she meant, she responded with the following
story. At the end of a recent visit Diana had made to the home
of a program participant, the mother had walked Diana to the
front door, said good-bye, and then added, “Be careful.”
“Be careful” or “be safe” are standard farewells used by people
in the neighborhood. These types of farewells implicitly
acknowledge the potential threats of the street, but they are not
intended as warnings of immediate danger. Diana, however,
took this good-bye as 2 warning. “You know how people say,
‘Be careful’” when you leave their house? Well, she took
them seriously.” According to Tracey, when Diana came back
to the office, she told the other counselors that this interaction
had made her very nervous. Next time she went on a visit,
Diana announced, Stephanie or Tracey had to come with her.
I langhed as I listened to the story.

In recounting this anecdote, Tracey made clear Diana’s dif-
ference from the other members of the team. In addition, with
the comment that I would “know how people say, ‘Be care-
ful,’” Tracey signaled that she assumed that I had access to the
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same type of knowledge that she did, and that I too would find
Diana’s concern comic. By laughing at the story, [ verified this
assumption. If T had not shared in Tracey’s understanding of the
situation, I would have seemed as ignorant of local life as Diana,
If Tracey had concluded that I was more like Diana, and that |
lacked the real-life experience the counselors valued over the
book knowledge implied by my academic pedigree, then I
would have likely been distanced from the group. In that case,
my access to backstage conversations, neighborhood settings,
and the young people whose stories would inform my project
would have been quite limited,

During these first few months, each interaction with Tracey
was a potential test of my familiarity with inner-city life. One
such test of my street knowledge quickly became a running joke
that strengthened my relationship with the team, especially
Stephanie and Tracey. This test took place in a car when Tracey,
Stephanie, Jimmy, and I were on the way to a home wisit,
During the ride, Tracey began to joke about how she was not
going to be able to pay her rent that month, and so she planned
to throw a house party. She would charge admission at the door
to raise money for the rent. She paused before getting into the
details of her plan and tumed toward the back seat to address
me. Using the deliberate speech of someone translating a foreign
language, she began to explain to me what she meant by house

-party. Before she finished her definition, I interrupted, exclaim-

ing, “I know what a goddamned house party is!” Everyone
erupted in laughter. In a momentary lull, Tracey apologized for
her assumption of my ignorsance. Stephanie announced, “*She’s
not Dianal” With obvious glee, Jimmy said, “Oh, we are having
too much fun.” Someone suggested I become an intervention
counselor and we continued to-laugh and joke about this until
we arrived at the scheduled home visit.

My knowing the meaning of the term house party revealed
information about me that was particularly important to these
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174 Appendix

Own DEeEcENCY aND DIVERSITY

On that afternoon in the car when Tracey concluded, “Things
are not going to change,” both she and I were a bit tired of this
representational dance. While I had proven my solidarity with
her and her worldview, she did not necessarily believe that I
would be able to effectively challenge or change the seemingly
intractable ignorance of others who had much more power than
she did. Tracey firmly believed that time and resources were
regularly wasted because other people were unable or unwilling
to recognize the diversity that existed within the inner—city
community. “They think that all kids are alike,” was how she
frequently summed up her frustration. Once, as she and I were
driving through her West Philadelphia neighborhood, return-
ing from a farewell lunch for one of the intervention coun-
selors, she addressed this subject at greater length. 1 often made
use of times like this to test my working hypotheses about how
young people negotiate conflict and violence in the inner-city
setting. [ suspect that Tracey always knew what I was doing, but
she would listen patiently and offer her assessments or critiques,
largely without reservation.

That afternoon, I offered the following observation for
Tracey’s consideration: “It seems like there is 2s a tension
between the directors of this research project and the interven-
tion counselors.” At first, Tracey makes no response. Her exas-
peration Is unmistakable, but the enormity of her frustration
leaves her momentarily tongue-tied. Finally, she bursts out
loudly, “All of these kids are not the same!” It is not until we
near her home that Tracey finally reveals that the “real” reason
the doctors cannot understand the existence of diversity in the
population is, and “she hates to say the word,” prejudice. The
same lack of an in-depth understanding also informs how they
think about the violence that occurs in the neighborhoods. T ask
Tracey if she thinks the doctors’ misperceptions represent a
fundamental lack of understanding about fights, in particular,
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about their seriousness and their consequences. “Oh yes! You
get into a fight and they think your life is over. And don’t get
into one fight and have come from a single-parent family—then
you going to be a serial killer.”

Tracey and I continue to talk about prejudice and stereo-
aﬁmnw as we approach her house. “Like that street there,” I say,
pointing to a typical block off Baltimore Avenue as a way to test
Tracey’s assertions, “they will think that everyone on that block

' is the same, when actually there is a diversity of people there.”

Tracey nods in silent affirmation.

“If you know,” I add, “you know.”

“And the same is true in the suburbs,” she notes before
challenging the necessity of insider knowledge as a basis for
knowing one’s fellow human beings: “Even if you don’t know,
you should know.”

It is this inability of others to understand and to view Black
people as something other than a monelithic mass of similarly
situated human beings that frustrated Tracey from the begin-
ning of the project to this day in the car. This frustration, of
course, is quite familiar to Black scholars. Patricia Hill Collins
describes what may be the roots of Tracey’s frustration in Black
Sexual Politics (2004): “Racial segregation, however, has created
large numbers of white Americans who lack sustained, personal
experience with African Americans. This group routinely must
be convinced of Black humanity, a task that requires that they
jettison racial stereotypes and leam to see and value Blacks as
individuals” (2004, 15).

Although Tracey’s knowledge of the diversity in the target
population is informed by her understanding of her own com-
munity, observers less directly involved have reached similar
conclusions. Nearly every rigorous ethnographic observation of
the ghetto, slum, or inner-city community has recognized the
existence of social systems based on hierarchical classification
schemes. Three of the most notable discussions of the local
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178 Appendix

may ask questions about poor women'’s mothering choices in an
attemnpt to hook the more conservative policy makers and vot-
ers among us. While this may be an effective storytelling strat-
egy (the continuing attacks on poor mothers and women of
color make this presumed effectiveness questionable, however),
assurning 2 veil of ignorance seems to result in an end almost
diametrically opposed to what most liberal or progressive
researchers intend their work to achieve. Many scholars aim to
move their readers from a state of ignorance to one of enlight-
enment with the hope that once enlightenment is reached poli-
cymakers or voters or other benevolent stakeholders will do the
right thing. However, adopting an ideological framework,
especially one that is inherently racist and misogynistic, in an
attempt to enlighten those with the power to effect change
can—and, I would argue, often does—have the effect of mak-
ing the others under study more unintelligible than they ever
really were. Such a storytelling strategy may produce sympathy
for a particular group; it is much less likely to evoke empathy—
a deep and shared understanding of the lived experiences of
others.

Mitchell Duneier describes the style of storytelling that
I allude to here in his award-winning Slim’s Table: “Sociology,
like many disciplines today, is constituted of some scholars who
tend to function as politically correct stereotype guardians,
They say, “You are guilty of carrying around an unenlightened,
negative image of blacks. But you can depend upon me, in my
innocence and enlightenment, to set you straight’” (1992, 138).
Duneier traces his own racial enlightenment to classic field stud-
ies of Black life (he cites Drake and Cayton’s Black Metropolis,
Elliot Liebow’s Tally’s Corner, Ulf Hannerz’s Soulside, and Elijah
Anderson’s A Place on the Comer and Streetwise, among others).
“In discussing the urban ethnographic tradition,” he writes, “I
immediately recall how much more enlightened I felt after some
of my own gross stereotypes about blacks were transcended
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through an encounter with these works” (139). Duneier’s hon-
est disclosure and critique reveal the importance of interrogating
the assumptions and perspectives that we bring to our research.
I came to my research with a set of assumptions and presump-
tions that influenced how I went about my work and, ulti-
mately, how I represented this work. Some of these initial
assumptions were challenged. Yet, it is important to distinguish
between everyday assumptions and feigned or willfil ignorance.
In light of Duneier’s analysis, I cannot honestly say that I began
my research from either ignorance or innocence.

In contrast to the perspective apparent in many popular
ethnographic works on Black populations, I began this research
confident that the humanity of Black people was not a subject
for debate. Like Tracey, I know of the diversity within the
Black community and I have some appreciation of the lived
implications of these differences. Patricia Hill Collins makes a
similar point in Black Sexual Politics, where she writes, “For me,
evidence for the humanity of Black people lies in the beauty of
Black individualism. In all of my work, this has been my starting
point, not my destination” (emphasis mine; 2004, 153).

I am sure that well-intentioned scholars think that they are
indeed brezking down stereotypes and humanizing their
subjects by telling ethnographic tales in this way, that is, by
translating the lives of “others” in a way that makes them
understandable to some other—and this is the real paradox—
better educated and more privileged yet still ignorant group of
people. However, I wonder if in taking this approach, scholars
participate in the kind of dehumanization they are trying to
challenge. One could argue, for example, that taking up the task
of proving one group’s humanity to another group is just as
dehumanizing as questioning that clim to humanity at all.
Ultimately, what such an approach tells us is the all too familiar
story about the position and politics of a particular researcher
and her public audience. It does not deliver the story.
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