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ABSTRACT
FROM THE GHETTO TO THE JOINT:
A STUDY OF BLACK URBAN
SURVIVAL CRIME IN DETROIT
By

Derek Bower Allen

In general, this study examines factors that contribute
to the issue of black economic survival in urban-industrial
Detroit. Specific emphasis is focused on the role which
crime plays as a survival strategy which some people choose
as a supplement or alternative to mainstream employment
opportunities. A key objective is to investigate such
questions as why people become involved in the underground
economy and what the individual trades in this occupational
network are. Consequently, the role of crime in mainstream
culture, particularly as it has impacted on the black
experience, has been presented.

As the organizing theme, this study explores the
linkages between black urban culture and those available
mainstream survival strategies. An empirical examination of
the structural and environmental factors provide the
foundation of this study. The following areas are addressed
in various detail: the concept of survival crime and
theories of criminology, a cultural history of black labor,
the place of crime within the cultural history of American

society in general and particularly within the black



community, and finally specific examples of survival crime,
individual hustles as well as hustling networks. The core
of this study’s research is rooted in the observations and
interpretations of survival crime by the participants
themselves. Questionnaires and interviews, both individual
and group sessions, with inmates within the Michigan
Department of Corrections were utilized to record. Through
the words of these individuals, there is a melding of the
empirical and anecdotal information.

Survival crime is a multifaceted issue and no single
factor alone explains the scope and totality of survival
crime. It is important to recognize that in the absence of
a simple cause-effect relationship, a multifaceted analysis
is necessary. A conclusion of this study is that
explanations for survival crime include an analysis of the
responsibility of society and the responsibility of
individuals for their actions. Society may determine the
world in which people live, but people make choices as to
how they will interact within that world. 1In conclusion,
the question is not one of the existence of survival crime,

but whether participation in survival crime is inevitable.
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LIST OF NOMENCLATURE

"Comfortable life" refers to a standard of living, or
life style, where people are able to afford the basics --
food, clothing, shelter -- and those material comforts
that satisfy one’s psychological wants and needs. The
level of wealth is not necessarily a key issue, but
rather it is the quality of one’s credit that is vital in
allowing one to experience a comfortable life. The
purchasing of those items is necessary for one’s well-
being, as determined by people themselves and by society
at large.

The term "living wage" refers specifically to the salary
which people receive. A 1living wage will be that amount
to support oneself and/or one’s family.

"Survival strategies" refers to whatever means in which
people become involved that provides them with the
necessities by which they can live -- survive.

"Subsistence rights" addresses the concept that people
have a right to expect a certain standard of living which
is commensurate with the wealth of society as a whole.

It implies that given the capabilities of a society to
provide opportunities to work and enjoy a comfortable
life style, people come to expect to participate in the
mainstream of society and partake in enjoying this
wealth.

"Dead-end job" refers to low wage, menial jobs and to
those jobs which do not provide for either career
advancement or promotion.

"Criminal economy" contains activities which are
considered to be illegal or criminal including theft,
robbery, burglary, handling of stolen goods, etc.

"Informal economy" contains activities which are
considered legal and socially acceptable, but are not
"officially" recognized as such.

"Hidden economy" contains all unofficial activities
considered illegal or extra-legal.
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The "irregular economy" encompasses all economic activity
not located within the mainstream labor market. While
not all of the work in this sector is illegal, it is
generally thought to violate the criminal codes.

"Hustling”™ is a slang term to describe how people make
money. Though it includes activities which are legal,
such as carpentry, trash hauling, etc., no taxes are paid
as all transactions are conducted "under-the-table."
However, when the term hustling is commonly used, it
refers to illegal activities such as dealing drugs,
pimping, shop lifting, etc.

"Street crimes" refers to property crimes, especially
those crimes occurring in the inner cities like theft,
prostitution, drug dealing, robbery, etc.

"Make-it" is a slang term used to describe the ways
people earn money from which they can obtain the
necessities of life.

"World" refers to the immediate environment in which
people live as well as the environments in which their
"work" brings them in contact.

The "industrial reserve army" is a term referring to the
mass of people who are unemployed and are awaiting an
opportunity to join the "ranks" of workers employed in
the mainstream labor market.

"Who one knows" has two primary meanings: one refers to
the class/social circles in which one or one’s family is
associated; the other addresses the "good ol’ boy"
network in which friends or friends of friends receive
preferential treatment in finding work. While the
mainstream claims that this society operates on the basis
of meritocracy, in actuality "who someone knows" is
crucial in getting started in a career or simply finding
work.

"In-kind benefits" refers to monies or services which the
government provides in assuring people a minimum standard
of living. Examples would include unemployment
insurance, welfare, social security and food stamps.

"Meaningful work"™ suggests that the work involved
challenges an individual’s skills, manual or cognitive,
provides an adequate salary, allows for advancement, and
is not repetitive or rote.
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"Subsistence rights" refers to not only those rights
which people have been granted by law or legislative
action, but also those rights which people expect to have
because they are U.S. citizens.

"Survival" refers to both an individual’s biological
needs and those psychological needs, created and
reinforced in part by the mainstream culture.

The "underground economy" refers to those activities
which are illegal, as a violation of the criminal code or
by violating social mores -- norms. Usually this
economic sector is situated in the inner-cities and has
been referred to as the "ghetto economy."

"Casual workers" refers to those individuals who will
work infrequently or periodically by choice only.

"Decent wages" refers to an amount of salary which
enables an individual and/or his family to afford a life
style of comfort, given an acceptable level of
indebtedness.

"Rights" are guaranteed by law, whereas "privileges" are
a result of custom and habit.

"Acceptable deviance" refers to that level of human
behavior which is tolerated by the local community and/or
society at large. This level varies according to various
factors, such as economic and political climate.

"Semi-criminals™ are individuals to whom DuBois referred
because situations outside of an individual’s control
played a role in that individual’s choice of becoming
involved in crime.

"Honest johns," often a prison or criminal sub-cultural
term referring to people who, no matter what life’s
circumstances are, would not consider being involved in
an illegal act.

"Limited aspirations™ suggests that while many Americans
believed that their potential was only limited by their
imagination and hard work, blacks realized that the color
barrier (racism) would only allow them to achieve certain
levels of "success" in society.

The "secondary labor market" is made of jobs which are
menial, dead-end, low paying and low job security. These
jobs stand in opposition to jobs in the manufacturing,
industrial and construction sectors which are high pay,
good job security, demanding/challenging and lead to
advancement, the primary labor market.
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"Penny caps" are quantities of heroin sufficient to
provide one person a high. 1Initially penny-caps sold for
one dollar.

"Running" refers to the activities of a money courier in
the drug business.

"Hit Houses" are places where people can inject heroin or
use other drugs and spend time while they are high.

"China White" and "Mexican Mud" are names for heroin
which are taken from the color of the heroin and general
location of where the drug was grown and processed.

"Hardcore junkies"™ simply refers to a heroin addict who
has a very expensive and debilitating habit.

"Spikes" are the needles used to inject heroin.

"Skin-popping" is a term for injecting heroin to get
high. However, the drug is not injected into the veins,
but simply underneath one’s skin. "Mainlining" means
actually injecting drugs into one’s veins.

"Nod-out" means to become unconscious from the use, or
injection, of drugs.

"Runners" are generally those individuals who collected
the money and bets from people who gambled on the
numbers. Today, this term refers to anyone who collects
money or delivers drugs within an organization.

"Bankers" are the people who serve as accountants for an
illegal business.

"Crazy" refers to a person who may literally have a
mental illness or it is figuratively used to describe a
person who by action or reputation intimidates or scares
others.

"Pistol-whip" means beating someone viciously with a
pistol or some similar object.

"John" is an individual who frequents the services of a
prostitute. It can generally applied to a customer of
illegal sexual services.

"Selling slum" is a term referring to the sale of poor
quality merchandise or merchandise which is a cheap
imitation of a "designer" product.



"Shooting galleries"™ are heroin houses which sell small
quantities of heroin and provide the equipment as well as
place for people to take drugs.

"Short-change artists,™ "short players," "murphy men,"
"Rayfield men," and "three-card mote men" are not only
names for hustlers, but they describe the hustle in which
a person is involved.

A "blind pig" is an establishment which opens after bars
and taverns are closed for business and operate illegally
without a liquor sales license. Some blind pigs may
provide entertainment or also operate gambling on the
premises.

"Hot items" are stolen merchandise.

"Local guy" refers to a merchant who owns and operates a
store within the neighborhood. This operation is small,
often referred to as a "mom and pop" store.

"Boosting" is stealing merchandise in general, but often
from a large department store such as E.L. Hudson’s.

"Hanging paper" means writing checks from accounts
without sufficient funds, but more often writing checks
which have been stolen and are drawn from another’s bank
account.

"Handler"™ is an individual who transports money from one
operation, or from a person selling drugs on the street,
to a central location or the leader of an operation.

"Larceny-by-treachery" refers to "con games."

"Tried-and-true"” hustles refers to those hustles which
are successful and have been performed by an acquaintance
or a notable individual.

"Beasting-off" is a term for robbery by intimidation or
by aggravated assault. Other expressions include the
term "wilding" in which a person or persons randomly
commit the crimes of robbery and some kind of violence on
another (i.e., aggravated assault).

"Jitney" describes the activity where a person will
provide a personal service to another, such as carrying
the groceries home for a person.

"Square Johns" or "Square Janes" are people who do not

break the law, and as a consequence are prey for hustlers
and often do not live a materially comfortable life.
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"Big Ben" is a prison term which refers to a long prison
sentence.

"The life" refers to the activities of hustlers and the
environment in which the hustlers operate.

In prison, one’s "house" is the cell in which an offender
is incarcerated.

"Sho nuf hustling®™ refers to the criminal activities in
which a person is involved.

The expression, "throwing up their hands and doing
nothing, " means that a person or people have given up.

"Hanging on the corner" refers to people, generally
males, who congregate on a street corner to pass the time
away. It is a social event, and the activities in which
a person gets can be legal or illegal.

An "associate" is generally an individual with whom one
hustles, commits crime, or in some cases this refers to
someone’s friend.

"Dog or be dogged" is an expression which is analogous to
the mainstream expression describing life: "It is a dog-
eat-dog world." The underlying theme is that life is a
struggle and often unfair.

The "right side of life" refers to those activities of
individuals which are considered legal. The opposite
would be illegal activities.

"Artillery" refers to a handgun, some kind of firearm.
Today this term also includes semi and fully automatic
weapons.

"Gangster" describes an individual who considers himself
or herself to be a criminal by trade. This individual
makes their living from crime.

"Mack man" is a pimp, and thus "macking women" (and in
some cases men) means having prostitutes working for the
pimp.

"Stick-ups" means armed robbery, generally with a
firearm.

"Slingin’ dope" means selling small quantities of drugs,
from marijuana to cocaine to heroin.
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"Scuffling" means working hard, and can also in some
cases be used in place of the word, "hustling." More
often than not it suggests that the individual involved

is not engaged in illegal activities.

"Running cons" means the actual playing con games on
people as a hustle.
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INTRODUCTION

Rich Man, Poor man,
Beggar Man Thief,
Doctor, Lawyer,
Fireman, Chief
Nursery Rhyme

Invariably, people are asked what they want to do
with their lives, their career aspirations. Though the
above nursery rhyme is more often remembered as American
folklore, it points out that beginning at an early age,
we are asked to speculate about out futures and share our
dreams. Is it to get a job, go to college or enlist in
the service, or pursue a career in law or medicine?
Throughout life, these questions are asked of us and in
turn, we ask them of ourselves.

Questions like those demand that we articulate our
hopes and dreams for the future. Yet, how are our dreams
conceived; what influences affect our lives? From where
do we draw inspiration; who serve as our role models?

For many, role models are found within our families, from
our immediate environment or from "significant others"?
These influences help us to dream of what our future may
be.

People’s futures are in part cultivated by their

parents, often pursuing similar occupations or following
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their recommendations. Other influences include
relatives, teachers or neighbors and finally, one’s
environment, i.e. society. Whether it is the mainstream
or a subculture, its influence is both subtle and direct;
images and symbols of what the society embraces as
desirable and successful influence how people make a
living. No one intentionally wishes to be unsuccessful
in life; in fact all that we do is to achieve that
standard of success which is rooted within our dreams.

Though we all hope that our dreams come true, we are
only "guaranteed" opportunities to dream and to compete.
This competition is both with ourselves to reach our
potentials, but also with people who share dreams, not
unlike our own. If opportunities are not available, then
dreams of future careers may not be fulfilled.
Additionally, other road blocks exist. If an individual
does not possess the required skills of a particular job
or does not have the talent to acquire the necessary job
skills, one’s dreams may never be realized. People’s
expectations also may not be realistic in terms of
existing job/career opportunities. While dreams can come
true for some people, for others their’s is but a dream
deferred.

What happens to a dream deferred? What do people do
when their plans about their futures become impracticable
or unattainable? Though their reactions are numerous,

invariably people formulate secondary, tertiary choices
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or seek alternatives.(ﬂin devising alternatives, people
may redefine their dré&ﬁs and lower their expectations
about the future. People may also pursue other options,
which may be based on -aesthetic- or ethical standards
other than what society sanctions as being acceptable.
Either way, people opt to do that which they perceive as
being "realistic,™ in order to have a "comfortable
1ife."§>

Problems of how people make a living often reflect
limitations in the choices that people have among
existing job opportunities. Not possessing marketable
job skills and not having access to available job
opportunities present problems of securing employment.
Limited access to job opportunities can lead to a lower
quality of life and without marketable job skills, people
are forced to choose among jobs that do not provide a
"living wage."? 1Instead of choosing legitimate or
socially acceptable occupations, people may opt to
participate in socially or personally repugnant
activities such as welfare, or in illegal activities.
Either way, if people are unable to adjust their dreams
or expectations to coincide with available opportunities
their lives can become an American nightmare rather than
an American Dream.

This study will examine the ways people make a
living in American urban society in general and will

specifically address the question of survival strategies
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of the urban blacks. Emphasis will be placed on the role
of crime as a survival strategy, with a case study
centering on black workers in Detroit.(:éjconcern is to
examine why people become involved in crime. People’s
participation in crime can be perceived as an alternative
and/or supplement to mainstream survival strategies3 such
as employment or government assistance. Factors, which
motivate, or "push," people to make the choice of crime,
will be explored as well as those factors which influence
or "pull people into participating in criminal
activities. A key is to examine factors over which
people exercise control and those which control their
lives. In doing so, this study seeks to discern why or
how crime becomes a viable survival option for people,
becoming what I will call "survival crime."

Survival crime represents an option by which people
make a living. For many, crime becomes a survival
strategy of last resorts or it may simply be a skill,
"something they do best." Crime is a way they supplement
their income, a part time job -- moonlighting.
Involvement in crime may represent a situation where
people are desperate and have "nothing to lose" because
they need money. Crime may be a means by which they can
earn self-respect as well as the respect of others.!

In general, survival crime emerges out of the
circumstances in which people live: poverty and a

changing labor market influence on the type of available
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survival options when traditional means for making a
living change or are lost to advances in technology,
plant closings or economic recessions. During these
times, economic conditions become intolerable. "When
people are denied the opportunity to survive and prosper
they always suffer and frequently follow courses of
action which should be unacceptable to us. One course of
action -- not the only one -- is crime."® 1In addition,
when people’s subsistence rights® are violated, people
adapt and resort to alternative survival strategies in
order to regain their lost standard of living, regardless
of their legality or illegality. Rather than work on a
dead-end job,’ people become entangled in the other areas
of economic activity,® such as the irregular economy.’
Their participation indicates an alternative option for
those who may otherwise be unemployed or who may not earn
a living wage. Crime provides people an opportunity to
be "employed," to make a living. It allows people to
enjoy comfortable life style, a quality lifeéj)

w10 survival crime

Often referred to as "hustling,
often is synonymous with what is called "street crime."!
Survival crime achieves a certain end, obtaining the
necessities for living, where the reality of crime in the
streets can often be the reality of human suffering and
personal disaster.!? Armed robbery, robbery, theft,

shoplifting, auto theft, forgery, fraud and narcotics

trafficking are some examples of survival crime.
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Obtaining money and/or property are the objectives of
survival crime. Even during those circumstances when
damage to property occurs or as a result of a struggle
someone gets injured, the prime motive is "taking the
money, " not hurting others. Survival crime consists of
"those activities whose purpose is to extract money or
other valuables from persons or organizations either by
physical force, calculated deception or other illicit
means....""’
Survival crime also encompasses those activities

which are illegal, but not necessarily "unacceptable" in
society, inasmuch as these activities are part of the
overall cultural fabric. "Those activities which involve
the provision of goods and services demanded by at least
some consumers in the ’‘market,’ but are defined as
unlawful for moral, medical, philosophical, psychological
or similar social reasons...so-called ‘victimless
crimes’...are also examples of survival crime."!* Such
"acceptable crimes" include numbers, gambling, boot-
legging, operating "after-hour" houses and prostitution.
These crimes primarily attract a "clientele" for services
rendered. The intended victims of these forms of
survival crime are not people themselves, but rather
their pocketbooks.

(:Ebile survival crime represents this study’s
organizing theme, it represents neither an attempt to

justify people’s participation in crime nor as a theory



7
to explain the nature of crime or criminal behavior.
Instead survival crime offers a perspective through which
people’s involvement in certain crimes may be observed
and interpreted. The concept of "survival" is important
because it separates this perspective of crime from other
theories which seek to explain the cause of crime or
criminal behavior. The term survival establishes
parameters within which survival crime can be understood
and examined{]

What is crime and what constitutes criminal acts and
criminal behavior?(:ire the general concepts of crime
compatible with that of survival crime? Survival crime
attempts to establish linkages between people’s efforts
to earn a living -- "make-it"'* -- and those options from
which people have to choose and the social conditions in
which they live. Survival crime often becomes merely a
way to achieve a specific end: making a living. 1In
opting for one survival strategy over, or as a part-time
occupation to an existing job, survival crime addresses
the relationship that exists between people’s hopes and
dreams and circumstances which define their social
reality. 1In choosing survival crime,'such a choice may
represent an individual initiative by people in response
to their situatioq%}

Survival crime raises questions as to the role crime
plays in the decisions of displaced workers, discouraged

workers, or the unemployed as to how they make a living.
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In addition, survival crime explores why crime is often
perceived by some as the only or the most feasible
strategy for assuring day-to-day survival. Finally, the
influence which the "American Dream" has on people’s
decisions as to how they can make a living is assessed.
As a cultural norm of endless consumerism, the "American
Dream" is that societal thread which runs through the
entire cloth of society, rich and poor, black and white
and male and female. From the perspective of those
involved in survival crime, this study explores how this
phenomena impacts on people’s choice as to what they
choose to do to earn a living.

A study of survival crime also includes an
examination of the impact of racism and the effects which
unemployment and alienation have on people’s choice of
survival options, both real and perceived. This study
explores the linkages between both environmental and
structural factors that shape how people live. For
example, the labor market, technology, and urbanization
reflect and help define a way of life. These facets of
human activity reveal the values and mores of mainstream
culture, and play a part in shaping the way people
interact with each other and with society’s institutions.

Culture plays a vital role in determining what
people choose to do to make a living by impacting on how
people perceive and interpret their world.!® "In the

traditional view, anthropologists have said that culture
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provides human beings with a design for living, a ready-
made set of solutions for human problems so that
individuals in each generation do not have to begin all
over again from scratch."!’ Sociologist I.W. Thomas
suggests that basically, it is not important whether
people’s perceptions of life are real or not, because

ultimately, they are real in their consequences.??



CHAPTER ONE
Survival Crime -- A Perspective on the Relationship
Between Crime and Employment Opportunities

10
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People’s choices determine their lives and their
choices are shaped in part by their perceptions about the
world in which they live. This is due in part to the
influences that history and folklore, one’s family
experiences and the experiences of "significant others"
have on an individual’s life. Different subcultures
within the mainstream culture highlight the symbiotic
relationship between people’s attitudes and behaviors,
and environmental and structural.factors which impact on
their choice of survival strategies, of which crime is
but one.

Any analysis of crime must include an inquiry of
deviance. Deviance is that individual behavior which is
believed to be in violation of the social and legal norms
of society, such as the right to the pursuit of
happiness, the right to free speech or the sanctity of
private ownership. Societal norms regulate human
behavior by defining what is and what is not acceptable
behavior. "A normative system is a living reality, a
cluster of problem-solving individuals and groups, and
its elements are subject to change as new circumstances
and new opportunities alter the relationship between the
system and its master ideal (a culturally defined vision
of what things ’should be’)."'® violators of the
normative code do not choose to abide by, or are unable
to live according to, the values and mores of the

mainstream which represent the collective sentiment about
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how people should behave.

Even though deviance is in part culturally defined,
the laws governing human behavior (social norms) do not
always reflect or recognize changes within the
subcultures of society. Law must be separated from norm
and from custom. "A norm is a rule, more or less overt,
which expresses ‘ought’ aspects of relationships between
human beings. Custom is a body of such norms --
including regular deviations and compromises with norms -
- that is actually followed in practice much of the time.
In law, there is an additional factor of justiciable to
ensure "survival of a system a way of life."!” As a
result, cultural changes are not readily incorporated
into the functional understanding of deviance. People do
not live according to clear cut and unchanging set of
normative standards. As necessary, people’s behaviors
and attitudes adapt to changes within their environment
that impacts on mainstream culture.

Culture is dynamic and as it evolves, attitudes and
beliefs change, becoming increasingly tolerant or
intolerant to people’s behaviors and attitudes. As a
result, what is thought to be deviance during one era
changes accordingly. Because cultural norms are dynamic,
ideas on deviance follow suit. New perceptions of
deviance are often incongruous with many of the previous
tenets of deviance, ensuring continued conflict between

behaviors and social norms which may be cause for the
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perpetuation of deviance.?

Since culture is dynamic and people respond to
change within their environments, conflict within the
social norms will occur. Emile Durkheim observed that by
their very nature, societies produce behaviors associated
with deviance. "Crime is, then, necessary; it is bound
up with the fundamental conditions of all social
life...."? While societies contain varying levels of
crime, it does not necessarily follow that crime merely
represents an aberration within an otherwise sound and
just social arrangement.

Inasmuch as there is no consensus as to a single
cause of crime, criminological theories find refuge
within various and often diverse schools of thought.

Many focus their attention on the responsibility of
individuals for their criminal actions. Others shift the
onus of blame from the individual to the social
structure, mainstream culture or subculture. Other
researchers have turned to the physical or biological
sciences and psychology to explain the cause of crime.
For example, recent research being conducted at Baltimore
University has attempted to measure the testosterone
levels of criminals to determine a predisposition to
criminal/violent behavior.

Scientific explanations of criminal behavior have
been receiving recognition and acceptance within the

field of criminology again.?” These approaches to the
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study of crime have incorporated biological, genetic,
hereditary as well as chemical deficiency analyses in
their research. It has been found that individuals with
criminal histories often possess certain biological or
chemical uniquenesses which serve as indicators
explaining deviance. For example, a chemical imbalance
may increase the likelihood of violent behavior in
certain individuals.

Implications of such studies direct us to the
possibility of predicting who could present a high risk
of deviant behavior -- committing crime. Predictability
as to who may commit crime looms as a positive and
distinctive outcome of such studies. Even though
scientific theories have begun to yield new revelations
about causes for criminal behavior these theories do not
claim to have discovered a single cause of crime.?
Researchers recognize that other factors are involved in
determining criminal behavior. Often, it is the
interplay of both biological and social factors which
impacts on an individual’s behavior.

While scientific explanations have isolated
biological, genetic or chemical deficits as being
connected to criminal behavior, other theorists have
directed their attention elsewhere. Some studies focus
on premises which assign to each individual the
responsibility for their behavior. Some researchers have

concluded that crime stems from the actions and the
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attitudes of people and from the relationships in which
people become involved. For example, primary
associations (the influence of family members, peers and
other role models) impact on people’s behavior. Whether
through imitation, identification or association, learned
behavior comes through close association with others,
shared intimacy of experience.? 1Individuals are
influenced by their relationships with other people,
peers, lovers and "street heroes," and in turn people
tend to conform to and adapt to the prevailing values and
attitudes of the group to which one wishes to belong.

There are theories which suggest that criminal
behavior is "learned," and people are born as criminals.?
Learning crime involves not only the techniques of crime,
but the attitudes, motives and drives encouraging
involvement in crime. Crime may occur as a result of the
interaction between conflicting value systems, that of
the mainstream and of a subgroup. If the reference group
with which one identifies embraces a set of norms and
values which conflict with those of the mainstream, the
likelihood for deviance is heightened. The subculture
does not regulate or define people’s behavior in the same
manner as the mainstream.

Lower class culture, a subculture within the
mainstream, is often characterized by traits such as
"toughness, " "trouble," "smartness," "fate," "excitement"

or "autonomy." These attitudes lead to behavior within
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their social milieu that are tolerated, but in the
mainstream they contribute to violating the law. As a
consequence, crime is often a by-product of the conflict
between those competing culture systems, one by which
people may live and the other which dictates how they
will live.?’® Based upon differing norms than those
reflected within the social and legal codes of the
mainstream, what may be perceived as acceptable within a
subculture may not be by the mainstream. For example,
the cultural basis of the lower class, is believed to be
inherently different than that of the middle class --
often more base and violent in terms of social
interaction. These differences are thought to
precipitate people’s involvement in crime.

The rejection of middle class values has also been
linked to deviance, i.e. crime.?”’ Based on one’s
experiences with mainstream society, rejection may result
in the creation or addition of norms and values to
people’s cultural beliefs where the disadvantaged
individual can succeed, often "turning things on their
head."?® This response tends to be a reaction to their
own failures for not being successful or a reaction
directed towards their personal deficits, limitations or
flaws within one’s character.

The inability of people to become part of the
mainstream or to attain a desired level of success and

social acceptance can prompt them to reject the values
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and norms of the mainstream. Thus, a lack of respect for
authority, i.e. the "law," an unwillingness to conform
and a lack of motivation or initiative exemplify people’s
alienation. The repudiation of the mainstream values can
be easily rationalized. For example, it may be believed
that success is not guaranteed for those who work hard
and diligently. Success, or the lack of it, happens
because someone is lucky or unlucky, that it was fate, or
that a successful life is for "Square Johns."” This helps
people justify and rationalize their beliefs and actions.

Middle class culture may be rejected because its
values are not applicable to all lives.?® This suggests
that the totality of values applicable to life in one
social milieu are not compatible with values regulating
social interaction in another. Conflict can occur when
opposing elements of the two cultures collide and compete
against one another, for example in matters concerning
how people function within society, i.e. make a living.
For what may be necessary to everyday survival in the
streets is often deviance within the mainstream.

(Eye legal system is composed of statutes which
embody the values and mores of mainstream culture, not of
the subculture. Crime often is a by-product of people’s
choices which, though they violate the law, do not
contradict their assessments as to the "appropriate"
reactions within their world. Residence within an

environment which is not fully compatible with the
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prescription of life as defined by the overall value
structure of the mainstream heightens the inevitability
of deviance; crime is the result of a clash of differing
value-belief systems.

Other theories about crime focus on the personal
deficits of individuals. Several focus upon problems of
self-concept.® One’s self-esteem is believed to
determine how one behaves. A negative self-concept or
low self-esteem is believed to promulgate criminal
involvement, while a positive self-concept is a safeguard
against deviance. Experiences of failure, degradation
and alienation tend to reinforce one’s low self-esteem
and this often results in the rejection of a middle class
life style.

Consequences of breaking away from the mainstream
can force people to choose alternative life styles,
reflective of a subculture that serves as a buffer
against the negative effects of low self-esteem.®
Arising from conflicts with conventional ties, low self-
esteem in turn strengthens an individual’s loyalty to the
deviant subculture and thus increases the likelihood of
being involved in crime. Though deviance is linked in
part to subcultures, one’s low self-esteem can be
responsible for criminal behavior.

For others, deviance is an ascribed status acquired
by "labeling" individuals as criminals or outsiders.*

This emphasizes the relationship between deviant
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activities and the organized responses of society to
crime, those which label, identify and control such
deviations from the social and legal norms. Deviance is
perceived to be "a quality conferred" through an
organized social response to what is generally accepted
as deviant behavior. This concept focuses on
explanations of social processes and their consequences
rather than defining what is and is not deviance.
Concern is directed towards the interplay between social
events, reactions of people to their situations, and
responses of mainstream society. "(S)ocial groups create
deviance by making the rules whose infraction constitutes
deviance, and by applying those rules to particular
people and labeling them as outsiders. From this point
of view, deviance is not a quality of the act the person
commits, but rather a consequence of the application by
others of rules and sanctions to an ‘offender.’ The
deviant is one to whom that label has successfully been
applied; deviant behavior is behavior that people so
label."*®

Having been labelled as criminals by the mainstream,
people act accordingly. Their behavior reflects their
interpretation of how society expects them to act. For
example, if someone is referred to, "labelled," as a
pimp, that person’s lifestyle and/or behavior will
correspond to what society stereotypically perceives a

pimp to be, wearing flashy clothes, driving big cars,
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using drugs, or committing violence. The behavior of the
criminal then becomes an act of self-fullfilling
prophecy. "No more self-defeating device could be
discovered than the one society has developed in dealing
with the criminal. It proclaims his career in such loud
and dramatic forms that both he and the community accept
the judgment as a fixed description. He becomes
conscious of himself, as a criminal, and the community
expects him to live up to his reputation, and will not
credit him if he does live up to it."*

While many theories of crime are concerned with
individual responsibility for crime, other studies focus
on the role which society plays. These analyses explain
crime as being a product of the organization and
structure of society, its economic and political systems
as well as the human relations within society. Some
studies suggest that individuals do not possess the power
of self-determination. This suggests that people’s fates
are not controlled by themselves, but rather by the
institutions of society. Edwin Schur concluded that
crime will not be reduced until basic changes in the
structure and quality of American life are made because
many of the problems of crime are the creation of society
itself.?*

The operation of society’s institutions is of
primary importance and concern in contrast to the

imperatives of individuals. Free-will or individual
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choice is subsumed by and subordinate to the forces that
shape the organization of society. Human behavior is
predominantly a process of adaption, reaction. People do
not respond proactively to the conditions in which they
live, but rather they respond reactively, adjusting to
the stresses and pressures which confront them as these
happen. Marxist critiques tend to perceive crime as a
product of class conflict in society. Due to the
inequities of the economic arrangements within society,
capitalism has produced social and material conditions
which are intolerable for those living at the fringes.

Poverty, discrimination, and social disorganization
provide fertile ground for deviance and coupled with the
insatiable desires of material consumption, this can lure
many into crime. On the one hand, Marxists may often
suggest that crime is a choice "forced" upon people. On
the other hand, the choice of crime is believed to be
rooted in individual selfishness and egoistic instincts,
all cultjvated by the culture of capitalism. The Marxist
solution implies that a structural shift to socialism
would eliminate both the material conditions and culture
of capitalism that produces deviance.?®®

Still other theories focus their efforts on the
relationship between people’s aspirations or
expectations, and the opportunities enabling them to
realize their dreams.’’ People’s expectations contain a

vision of a quality of life, which they perceive as being
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