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ABSTRACT.

Objective.

Drug trafficking seems to be

both prevalent and associated with considerable morbid
ity and mortality among inner-city African-American
males. Survey data has indicated the possible importance
of economic need in the rapid emergence of drug traf
ficking in this population. In the present study, an
historical-cultural approach is used to examine this eco
nomic relationship further and to explore the role that
drug trafficking plays in a society that has permitted its
successful and rapid growth.
MetiJOdoloKlj.

Data were obtained from interviews of

approximately 600 African-Americans residing in inner
city neighborhoods in Washjngton, DC and Baltimore
during

nine

drug-

and

acquired

immunodeficiency

syndrome-related studies conducted over 4 years.
J�es"lts aud conclusions.

From the perspective of the

study participants, the need to provide economic support
for one's family as welJ as to ach.ieve some sense of status,
respect, and reputation among one's peers are two core

Quantitative survey data indicate that, beyond liv
ing in areas with high rates of drug trafficking and/or
violence and associating with friends and family
members who engage in these activities,. certain per
ceptions also seem to be associated with an increased
risk of engaging in drug trafficking. Specifically, at
titudes toward employment and the legal system
seem to be highly correlated with drug trafficking: the
perceptions that it is important to earn money, that
drug trafficking is the only way a youth can make
money, and that being arrested is respected among
one's peers. ''>-5 Although such data provide some in
sight into the phenomenon of drug trafficking, they
still do not permit a comprehensive understanding of
the role that drug trafficking plays in the local culture
and thus would not necessarily lead to the develop
ment of successhLi intervention strategies.

constructs of masculine identity in the United States. The
historical and worsening inequities in access to eco

THE BIG MAN-UTILE MAN COMPLEX

nomic resources and power by African-American males

Rather than restricting our analyses to current and
local urban neighborhoods we believe that an en
hanced understanding of the role of drug trafficking
in society can be obtained by examining the phenom
enon in an historical and cross-cultural context. By
clarifying the societal "niche" that drug trafficking
fills, we may gain a greater understanding of how and
why this practice has grown so rapidly among
African-American adolescents and young adults.
[n a series of newspaper articles i.n 1989, young,
incarcerated inner-city drug traffickers were quoted
as articulating sentiments such as: the desire to be a
"big" man; initiating fights to demonstrate "strength"
and to develop a "reputation"; establishing one's
reputation, gaining respect, and reaching a level of
"bigness" (elevated social status) after gaining pos
session of a gun; and, having to use the gun as a way
of maintaining one's reputation, respect, and social
status. These words seemed very similar to those
noted by the senior author (T.L.W.) while conducting
ethnographic research in the 1970s in a small sugar
cane town in Jamaica. In this Jamaican town, "little
men" (low in socioeconomic status) often talked of
becoming "big" by establishing a "reputation"
through the exhibition of masculine "strength" char
acterized by demonstrating "gamesmanship" skills in
such behaviors as seducing women through sweet
tal.k,. paternity, winning at games such as donlinoes
and cards, and in such phYSical activities as wrestling
or boxing, or drinking rum. "Reputationally" strong
men were also those who were tough, exhibiting such
authOrity-defying behavior as "raising hell" or "buck
ing the masse" (a slave period metaphor expressed in

are viewed as significantly reducing the opportunity for
economic success through more social or legal enter
prises.

Pursuit

of

nonmainstream

activities

(such as

drug trafficking) is perceived as offering an opportun.ity
for economic advancement and for establishing a power
base for individuals who have been denied access to
mainstream opportunities. Pediatrics 1994;93:1050-1054;
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economics,
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THE PROBLEM

Drug trafficking is increasing in prevalence and
seems to be highly correlated with the increase in vio
lence witnessed during the past decade.' Homicide is
currently the leading cause of death of young African
American males between the ages of 15 and 34' Fur
ther, drug trafficking seems to be associated with
other high-risk behaviors.' These observations lead to
an important public health question: Why is drug traf
ficking and related violence prevalent among young
African-American males at this time?
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contell'lpOrary times by defying a "bigger" or more
powerful man).....
Reputational and respectability attributes were
analyzed as two categories of masculine strength in
this Jamaican context. Respectable masculine strength
induded such attributes as legal marriage, maintain
ing an economically and sexually stable home, dem
onstrating superior intellect through "taLking pretty"
(speaking standard English rather than dialect), and
worldly knowledge. Little men had limited resources
and therelore they had a difficult time achieving at
tributes 01 respectability.
Whitehead came to believe that a similar gender
construct might be functioning arnong US urban,
African-American drug traffickersY,JO There are his
torical parallels between the two study areas: these
include long periods of plantation slavery and per
sistent poverty from post elnancipation to the present
day, and perceptions of lower status vis-a-vis the En
glish and Ellro-Americans in both Jamaicans and
African-Americans. During the 1970s, drug traflick
ing was widely rumored on the island as the vehicle
by which recently arrived big men had achieved their
economic status. Finally, just as violence emerged as
a major problem in the United States during the past
decade, violence was perceived by Jamaicans to be
racking the island during the mid-1970s. Further
more, historically, there was a continual flow of
people and products between Jamaica and North
America, and the North Am,erican consumers were a
primary market for Jamaican drugs, "ganja" or mari
juana during the 1960s and 1970s, and crack cocaine
through the 1980s. In the present paper, seeking to
understand the rapid emergence of drug trafficking
among low-income, urban African-American men,
we examine the concepts of respectabHity, responsi
bility, access to money, and drug trafficking.
METHODOLOGY
This paper is based on data collected since 1989 from nine drug
or acquired immunodeficiency disease syndromL'-rcJated ethno
graphic studies conducted in Bnltimorc and Washington, DC b y
the Cultural Systems Analysis Group, an applied research and
technical assistance unit of the Department of Anthropology at the
UniverSity of Maryland, College Park.
1111:' methodology of data collection has included open-ended,
group. and ethnographic interviews, Clnd full neighborhood eth
nographies. Subjects have included young Africnn-American male
and female clients of clinics for sexually transmitted disease. Af
rican-Americans living with HIV in Baltimore, outreach workers
and other staff who provide prevention and human immunodefi
ciency virus care services to inner-city neighborhoods, vice police
men, young drug traffickers, and African-American youth and
adult inner-city residents of Washingtun, DC rind Baltimore.
Through these studies CulturaJ Systems Analysis Group staff and
associates have interviewed more than 600 men ,lIld women re
siding in the Baltimore-Washington metropolitan areas. Because
this paper focuses more on the social marginality of African
American men, the data from male interviews was utilized to (I
greater extent. The ages of the males we interviewed ranged from
10 through 49 years, with most between 14 and 29 years.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Economic Capacity as a Core Attribute of Ideal
Masculinity in the United States

In both Baltimore and Washington, DC, adoles
cents and young adult men responded to our ques
tions about drug selling, their neighborhoods, and

their family and peer relationships with discussions
concerning issues of employment for African
American adolescents and yOWlg men. During an in
terview, a 17-year-old who had been involved in drug
trafficking described both his and his lather's Wlem
ployment status, "... if your parents ain't no big time
money makers, and you know, you see people with
clothes and stull, you know, with new stuff all the
time, and you know you want stull like that, but you
know you ain't old enough to get no job, first thing
you gonna do, well the lirst thing I done was try and
sell drugs...my father didn't have no job...."
Historically, inadequate employment opportuni
ties are well documented to have contributed to the
social marginality among African-American men in
the United States. 11,e classic urba.n ethnographies
of the 1960s and 1970s"- 15 all reported on the social
marginality and perceived loss of sense of respect
ability among lower i.ncome AfricaJl-American
males. These undesirable outcomes were attributed
to chronic employment difficulties. More recent
work has documented the same.I6-18 As a conse
quence of employment and economic dilficulties,
low-income, African-American men have often per
ceived "hustling" as a viable path toward achieving
econom..ic needs, social respectability, and a sense of
self as a man.
Historically, patterns of enslavement, racism, and
economic inequality have limited opportunities of
African-Africans to participate in the economic struc
ture of mainstream society. During the antebellum
period, although the master had control over all the
slave's life chances, including his or her labor, the
slave utilized every aspect of his or her enviromnent
to supplement the lood provided by the master." [n
post-slavery years, in both rural and urban settings,
mainstream society, often backed by Jim Crow laws,
limited employment opportunities of AIrican-Ameri
cans to low-paying manual labor, or so caUed "negro
work". As African-American men and women mi
grated north to the large industrial cities, they laced
a fragile employment market coupled with racism
and violence, so that, even when individuals obtained
employment, they were the first to loose their posi
tions du.ring economic downturns.2o During the
1980s, urban economies were suflering from a de
creased tax base. The political climate of privatization
and conservative ideology further damaged an al
,,
ready precarious "safety net. 21 African-AIllerican
men were loosing their positions in industries that
during the 1960s had allowed men with a high school
education or less to aflord the trappings 01 a middle
class lamily. The contextual and historical anteced
ents to life for African-Americans in the 1990s is con
ceptualized by a life-long street hustler when he
stated: "All black men in the United States (U.S.) have
to know how to hustle. 'Cause a nigger will always be
seen as a nigger ...Hustling has been the only way that
black men have been able to make it in America."
For low-income, African-American men in US cities
during the 1980s and early 1990s, the achievement of
respectability was farther away than ever, as young
men were presented with less opportwlity lor enter
ing the middle class than the partial opening available
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to their fathers. Lnto this period of declining economic
opportunity, duriJ1g the mid 1980s entered crack co
caine as a vehicle for the young African-American
man to achieve respectability through his hustling
skills (vide infra).
"Hustling" and Other Male Work in the
American CultUIal Context

Our male study participants beUeved that African
American men have always had to hustle to make it
econornicaUy in America and to have respect. Study
participants defined "hustling" as a complex of
money-making activities including: (1) the willing
ness to work long hours; (2) holding multiple em
ployment situations; (3) taking risks which have the
potential for yielding maximum economic returns for
mjnimum effort of input; and (4) in scarce economjc
environments, the willingness to take advantage of
whatever economic opportunities are available in that
environment, some of which may be defined as illegal
by the wider society.They also strongly believed that
all American men must hustle if they want to make it
economically-unless they are born wealthy. They
believed that white men "rip people off" and engage
in both legal and illegal hustling for much more
money than do Nrican-Americans; but, whereas
African-American men are likely to be jailed for hus
tUng, white men are rewarded, even for illegal hus
tling. These sentiments may be best summarized by
the following comments:
•

•

•

". . . every man in America hustles if he want to be
something. Not to hustle is un-American."
"Those hustling on Wall Street and Capitol
Hill . . . we are no different from the Boeskys, the
Oliver Norths, the George Bushes . ..they all
hustle ... "
"Hustling is American . . . just that I got less room
and less money to hustle as the white boy. While
[only have two blocks in Southeast Washington to
do my business he has the whole world".

Participants in our research perceived that this willingness to hustle, to work long hours to achieve the
Amerkan drea.m of economic security, is a value
shared by all segments of American society. YOlll1g
African-American drug traffickers may be viewed as
demonstrating a version of the "American work
ethic. " Ln a recent study by the Rand Corporation of
drug traffickers in Washington, DC," two thirds of
those interviewed stated that drug trafficking was a
second job. On their primary or legal jobs, the men's
median income was $7.00 per hour or about $800.00
per month; these respondents stated that selling
drugs part-tinle they made up to $30.00 per hour or
as much as $24 000.00 per year. They compared their
work with that of professionals who perform lucra
tive consulting on the side.
For both the drug trafficker and the professional
consultant, hustling is a means of enhancing their eco
nom..ic status. For urban, low-income, African
American men, however, legal means of securing eco
nomic status and seCluity are limited by the decline
of job opportunities in urban areas and continued pat
terns of discrinlination in the job market.2J.2� Because
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yOW1g drug traffickers do not see themselves as djf
ferent from any other entrepreneur, they explain their
activities as simply "business," and themselves as
"smaU businessmen. " Thus their decisions on certain
actions cannot be based on emotional factors, but
should be understood in terms of what makes "good
business sense." They show genuine concern about
the impact of drugs and guns on their own commu
nities, but say they are not the ones who bring in the
drugs, and there is nothing that they can do to stop
importation of drugs. Moreover, drug and gun traf
ficking are the only means left for them to be able to
take care of their families. They view themselves as
the "small fish" in the world economic sea of drug
traffickillg and gun smuggling. Thus, a young man
of 22 reflected on his ownership of a gun: "Hey, I
got a gun that call do more damage than the next
guy. .. like George Bush who showed he had a
bigger gun than Saddam Hussein."
Ou.r study participants interpret the difference be
tween themselves and white hustlers as a hmction of:
(1) differences in accessibility to economic, political,
and social resources; (2) differences in opportunities
for discretion; (3) entrenched racial prejudice and dis
crimination patterns that maintain the differences to
access; and, (4) social and linguistic structures that
reproduce and maintain all of the above and contrib
ute to these young men's cognitive structuring of
drug selling. in sumnlary, their argument seems to be
as follows: All American male children historically
have been socialized to hustle by American institu
tions, from traditional family and scho01 systems to
current mass media productions. However, there
have been marked racial differences created in the
accessibility to opportllnities for successful hustling.
Yet, the values are the same, whether they are th�
values of the African-American street hustler in
southeast Washington, DC or the corporate executive.
The difference is how, where, when, and with whom,
the behavior resulting from the value is expressed.
Inaccessibility to resources contribute to the street
hustler being relegated to a playing field of a few city
blocks, whereas, according to our study participants,
the corporate executive plays any place in the world
that economic opportunities become available.
Reporting in the Washingtoll Post (january
13,1991:Cl), McCall commented that in urban
America where there has been an ongoing decline in
employment opportunities, the drug trade has be
come the inner city's answer to capitalism and "the
American Dream." He quotes an attorney, Johnny
Morrison, from his hometown of Portsmouth VA:
"The d rug trade is one of the few places where young,
uneducated blacks can say, I am the boss. This is Illy
corporation."
One of the ways that human groups create and rec
reate a sense of cultural, ethnic, class, racial, and gen
der boundaries is through the use of language25 and
the differential meanings attached to semantic catego
ries. Ideofiol101 (linguistic and cognitive) structures act
to maintain a sense of a moral difference beh"v'een
African-American and whites at the same tinle that
African-Americans have less access to economic re
sources and opportunities for legal hustling. Thus the

term "hustling" is usually associated with African
Americans, and given socially negative connotations
such as cheating, exhibiting criminal behavior, or hav
ing attributes of antisocial or low moral behavior. Suc
cessful mainstream corporate executives, expressing
behaviors that at some levels are very similar to those
of street hustlers, are conducting the socially valued
"competing successfully."
CRACK! A Vehicle for Reconciling a Long
Fragmented Gender Self

In human societies, one's personal identity is highly
influenced by society's ideal gender definitions' The
concept of "fragmentation of the gender self" is a ref
erence to the idea that both reputationa] and respect
ability attributes are part of the cultural ideal of mas
culinity in America, but that respectability traits have
long been denied to African-American men in
America, leaving their sense of gender self frag
mented. Because of the dependence of respectability
on a man's economic capabilities, the reconciliation of
the gender self for African-American men is depend
ent on providing economic opportunities that will
"make a man feel like a man."
As discussed earlier, during the 1970s and '1980s,
economic opportwlities for most inner-city, African
American men declined. Not only were there fewer
opportunities for mainstream employment, but there
were fewer opportunities for both legal and illegal
huStlUlg. The latter improved with the increased
popularity of crack cocaine that American cities began
to experience Ul the early 1980s.
Crack became very marketable in the lower income
inner-city communities by the mid-1980s because it
was very inexpensive to make.2b Being inexpensive to
make, it was also inexpensive to sell, and could be
produced i.n much less expensive unHs than other
drugs. Thus, in some cities, a unit of crack could be
obtained for as little as three dollars'7.1B The low cost
of crack units made it very accessible to poor popu
lations," and the method of producing it could mean
a return to the street hustler of sixty dollars on twenty
dollars of cocaine. Moreover, the drug is said to pro
duce an intense euphoric high, which is short lived (3
to 5 minutes), followed by a strong cravulg to regain
the high'7
Such properties also expanded the possibilities of
illegal hustles beyond simply the selling of the drug.
For example, the low lUlit prices, powerful, short
lived highs, and strong cravings to repeat the high,
have given rise to expanded and new forms of com
mercial sex.Poor women with little more to exchange
for the drugs than sex have been drawn iJltO the com
mercial sex industry once they are hooked on the
drug'O Because of the strong smell of the drug, violent
attacks on the streets, or the threat of policemen, have
resulted in the proliferation of "crack houses" some
tinles being sought as safe havens for acquiring and
using the drug, and in so.me cases a place for sex
for-drug exchanges. Such factors have given rise to
different types of crack houses operatillg in some cit
ies, which offer varied types of services. Other illegal
hustles spawned by the crack epidemic are jobs in the
organizational stnlctures of sliccessfu.1 crack dealers,

people who rob crack users and dealers, burglaries,
etc.26.29.31 In summary, the crack epidemic increased
the illegal opportwlities for hustling in the umer city,
as legal possibilities for economic income declined
during the 1980s. It provided an alternative for men
to enhance their economic status, and thus to achieve
the American masculine ideal. The cocaine epidelnic
gave rise to the "Yo Guy."
In the Baltimore discussion groups in U,e late 1980s,
the "Yo Guy" was defined as a young man who wore
expensive gold chains around his neck, designer
name brand sweat suits and sneakers. These symbols
of money and power may change over time, and may
often vary between dties, and even between neigh
borhoods. However, the symbolic association be
tween type of clothing, drug trafficking, money, de
fiance, and risk taking is particularly potent.
PartiCipants suggest that a non-Yo is at a disadvan
tage in the male game of sexual competition, particu
larly in seeking a woman's affection, when a Yo is
arolUld:
Young girls go (or that type IYo'sl. they figure he got
money, they can get Jordache pants, Calvin Klein. leather
�'tckets, gold. The way they use monies they don', have mon·
ies to 5<lW, they have money to buy $95 shoes, or they have to
buy the gold rings for $120 or whatever, so its all material,
everything is clearly mnteri.li. So girls might say, 'well his
Illaterial is going to be my material', it's basically what might
attract them.
The ... INon·YoJ he ... spends his money thinking re.
sponSible, a girl can't get no money out of him, she rolled out,
if he (lin', going to spend it on her, she don't want to be with
him, she don't want to share, she just wants the guy to do [pay
forI everything.

Nor is it simply the reputational success that drug
trafficking brings a young African-American male,
but also the core respectability attribute of a man's
ability to provide economically for his family. Young
adolescents may need to provide resources for hisl
her family, andlor provide drugs to family members.
As one YOWlg woman stated; And some [drug deal
ers] just they either take care of theirself or take care
of like their family. Like if some got children, take care
of their kids ... And you don't want to see your par
ents out there trying to do whatever they can to get
drugs. So, you try to take care of them or you try to
support their habit, or help them."
In his classic ethnographic s!tldy of young drug
traffickers in New York City, Terry Williams'7 ob
served that most of the large quantity of money that
14-year-old Max made in 5 years was sent back to his
family in the Dominican Republic.This rush by young
men to take on the adult role of economic provider has
also been observed in the Caribbean7 and in US rural
settings.'" Young African-American boys learn very
early from family and society that respect and status
come in response to his earning capacity and his abil
ity to provide his for family. The role played by illicit
drug trafficking in accelerating this "rush to man
hood" for the African-American boy is exemplified i.n
a statement from a young man who had sold drugs
and had spent tiOle in jail for it; "When they took me
off to jail, J did feel good that I had bought stuff so that
my iamily was taken care of."
The reconciliation between the fragmented mascu
line respectability and reputational attributes is best
U
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embodied in this statement made during a focus
group interview with a young adult (late 205) drug
seller in Baltimore, who wore an expensive leather
coat, gold chains, and had three gold teeth in front of
his mouth with one of his initials on eadl:
Look m,lIl, two years ago, I didn't have anything, I couldn't
buy anything, couldn't get a woman ... and my family
thought that I was worthless. Now, I h.we clothes, money,
cars, and women living in 20 different houses, I provide for
them. They don't have to turn to nolxxly else. J did it all
myself. And nobody messes with me! You know why? Be
cnuse I have scratch Imoneyl."

SUMMARY

Quantitative surveys have indicated the impor
tance of economic factors in the rapidly expanding
role of drug trafficking among low-income, urban,
African-American male adolescents.1.3.2J.32 These find
ings have been both validated and placed in an
historical-cultural perspective in the current analysis.
Within an historical pattern for African-Americans
of limited access to education and jobs, in the 1980s
large urban centers i.n the United States experienced
an accelerated decline in resources as industries
moved either out of the United States and/or into
outlying suburban areas. illegal economic resources
thus became increasi.ngly important both as a means
for meeting needs and as a means of (re)creating gen
der identity for many lower income, African
American males. With the arrival of crack cocaine, the
field of drug trafficking enabled enterprising young
African-American men to engage in the 19805-19905
arena of power, entrepreneurship, and consun1ptjon.
Young men who engaged in drug trafficking were
able to contribute to their reputational status, as well
as their respectability, because they were able to pro
vide for their families, at the same time as they were
increasing their status and reputation "on the street."
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