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Ethnicity and Habitus

In everyday interaction, the Edgewater homeless were forced to commingle intensely across
ethniclines. African-Americans, whites, and Latinos shared and competed for the same lim-
ited resources—public space, income, and drugs. It might seem reasonable to suppose that
physical addiction to drugs to the point of indigence would override the social distinctions
that drive ordinary life and reduce people to a common human denominator. But the home-
less on Edgewater Boulevard were deeply divided along racialized lines, and their hostility
was exacerbated by their physical proximity.

In the 1990s and 2000s, San Francisco was an ethnically diverse city by U.S. standards.
Its visible multiculturalism, however, was shallow. We developed the term intimate apartheid
to convey the involuntary and predictable manner in which sharply delineated segregation
and conflict impose themselves at the level of the everyday practices driven by habitus (Bour-
gois and Schonberg 2007). Intimate apartheid manifests itself explicitly in the special de-
marcations the Edgewater homeless drew between blacks and whites in their encampments.
It also operates at the preconscious level, expressing itself as embodied emotions, attitudes,
and ways of acting that reinforce distinctions, which in turn become misrecognized as nat-
ural racial attributes.

On one level, cultural difference and ethnic style are expressions of creative diversity. They
frequently express resistance to subordination and assert dignity and self-respect (see Bour-
gois 2003b:8-11, 17; see also MacLeod 1987; Willis 1981). In the United States, however,
cultural symbols carry a double-edged power valence that can have devastating implications
for the socially vulnerable, especially the poor. What we call the ethnic components to habi-
tus have emerged in the United States out of a history of slavery, racism, and socioeconomic
inequality. They manifest themselves through everyday practices that enforce social hier-
archies and constrain the life choices of large categories of vulnerable people, who become
identified in an essentialized manner as “races” or “cultural groups.” Ethnic components
to habitus thereby become a strategic cog in the logic of symbolic violence that legitimizes
and administers ethnic hierarchy, fuels racism, and obscures economic inequality.

Ethnographic and especially photographic documentation of ethnic habitus risks inad-
vertently reifying the racist stereotypes that we aim to critique through the lens of fieldwork.
To expose and analyze coercive cultural distinctions in the United States, one needs to ex-
amine misrecognition in action among individuals because these routine interactions cre-
ate the “common sense” that justifies conflict and subordination as if it were inherent in
the essence of “race” or “culture.”

In everyday practice, as Jeft’s photographs document, individuals do not consistently be-
have in racially dichotomous ways. Segregation is frequently violated, and many individu-
als purposefully transgress ethnic practices. Al, for example, did not move into the white
camp when he returned to Edgewater Boulevard after renovating his parents’ house in the
suburbs. Instead, he slept under the I-beam, curled up between Sonny, Carter, Tina, and
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Stretch, a conspicuous white body in a now all-black scene. He also traveled regularly to Third
Street, the main thoroughfare in the African-American neighborhood of Hunters Point,
where crack was cheaper. His behavior was considered unusual by the African-Americans,
but, for the most part, they welcomed him. He was dismissed by all the whites as a bizarre
and embarrassing person. Nickie, for example, was genuinely befuddled: “I just don’t
know. . . . Aljustlikes to be with blacks.” Felix was more aggressive: “Al likes the crack, and
crack’s around niggers.” Felix conveniently ignored the inconsistency that he often binged
on crack. Al referred to himself as having “black friends” but continued to treat racism against
African-Americans as self-evident and acceptable. On one occasion, he used the epithet “nig-
ger” in front of Sonny, provoking an awkward silence rather than the violent response we
expected.

Early childhood socialization processes tend to generate many of the most durable di-
mensions of habitus. Al had grown up in the Potrero housing projects, a dozen blocks east
of Edgewater Boulevard. “We were the only white family in the whole place, surrounded by
niggers. I ran with the Medallions [a local African-American gang].” This background may
have been the reason why he violated intimate apartheid with such ease. Sonny had belonged
to another teenage gang, which fought with the Medallions. He would reminisce with Al
about their famous childhood acquaintance in the Potrero projects, retired football star O.].
Simpson, whose prolonged televised trial for the murder of his ex-wife and her friend took
place during the early months of our fieldwork. The reactions of the Edgewater homeless
to Simpson’s acquittal underlined the racialized divisions that existed all across the United
States. National surveys revealed that whites were convinced that O.]. was guilty, whereas
most African-Americans declared him innocent (CNN 1995s). Significantly, Al defended O.].,
claiming that “he was framed.” This assertion did not stop Al from quipping, however, that
Simpson’s murdered ex-wife deserved her fate: “She’s nothin’ but white trash! After all, she
married a nigger, didn’t she?”

Al purchased a dilapidated 1979 Volvo station wagon with the money he earned reno-
vating his parents’ garage and invited Sonny to “move in” with him. They slept side by side
on the folded-down bucket seats and became inseparable running partners. They eventu-
ally upgraded to a late 1970s Ford pickup truck outfitted with a camper shell, which was
given to Al by a racist white construction worker, who told him, “I been watching you be-
cause I been wanting to give this camper to a good, hardworking white man. We white guys
gotta stick together out here.” At the time Al had been alone, pushing a shopping cart full
of aluminum cans in front of the tool rental outlet on Edgewater Boulevard where he and
Sonny sometimes stole tools from the backs of customers’ pickup trucks. When recount-
ing the story in front of Sonny, Al joked that he had responded, “Thanks. That’s mighty
white of you.”

The cross-ethnic running partnership of Sonny and Al was the subject of hostile gossip

on the boulevard. On one occasion, Sal engineered a confrontation between the two men,
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as if to prove the impossibility of companionship between blacks and whites. Sal, who was Sonny reversed the moral valence on theft:

Chicano, portrayed Al as a feminized loser for partnering with an African-American: . . .
P Y P & I bust my ass late at night—three, four o'clock in the morning—and take a chance on a bur-

Why does Al stay with such a nigger’s nigger like Sonny? He must like that dick in his ass. He
needs to get that big black dick out of his mouth, because whenever I see Al, he complains
and complains about Sonny. And Sonny is one punk-ass typical nigger.

When I first started dealing, Sonny would let me fix in the camper in the morning and I was
giving him a taste each time. He told me it was his camper, and that Al was only sleeping in
it. He told me to be quiet because he didn't want me to wake Al up. He didn’'t want to have to
turn Al on to a taste of my dope.

Then one day I bumped into Al, and he told me that it wasn’t Sonny’s camper, but his camper.
He asked me what time I would be coming by the next morning and told me, “I'll pretend I'm
asleep, like the other mornings. Then you can ask him whose camper it is.”

So I come over the next morning. And I ask Sonny, “Whose camper is this?”

And Sonny says, “Shhh, don’'t wake Al.”

And I ask him again.

And he says, “It’s my camper.”

And then Al gets up and says, “You fuckin’ nigger. It ain’t your camper.”

And Sonny says, “It’s Al's and mine.”

And Al says, “No, nigger. It's my camper.”

And I tell Al, “I'm going to turn on the owner of this camper.” And I give Al a big taste and
tell him, “Don’t give Sonny none of this. If you do, I'll never give you a taste again.”

And so Al did it. A big hit, while Sonny just sat there.

Like all running partners in the gray zone of Edgewater Boulevard, Al and Sonny fre-
quently traded accusations of injecting heroin “on the sneak-tip [secretly].” Sonny, for ex-

ample, complained:

I don’t wanna hurt Al’s feelings and shit. But goddamn! He don’t seem to care about nobody
else’s. Yesterday he come back and bring me some dope already mixed and in an outfit [sy-
ringe]. And tell me, “That’s half of the bag.”

I tell him, “That’s a sign of greed. Because when I get a bag, I bring it to the house [patting
the seat of the camper]. I mix it on up in front of you. I even it up in front of you. And here
you are bringing me shit that’s already in the rig and I don't know what the fuck it is. It’s prob-
ably just a cotton.”

He got a spot right here [patting the seat again]. He should mix the shit up in his own little
house.

Al saw things differently:

I give half of everything to Sonny. But Sonny just sits around and begs for dope. This morn-
ing I gave Sonny forty units. And he just sat around and watched me load up my buggy [super-
market shopping cart].

And Sonny doesn’t work. Only goes around looking for what he can steal. That’s why the
cops are around here all the time now.
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glary to make sure we have dope in the morning. And all he has got is a little cardboard to re-
cycle. He go and cash it in and don’t come back to fix with me. Playing his fuckin’ games.

He wanna tell people that “Yeah, me and Sonny, we cool. We always split our shit. We ain’t
like the rest of them. We don’t go behind each other’s back. Doin’ this and doin’ that.” But all
the time that’s what he’s doing. He’s not really lying to me—he’s lyin’ to his self.

Despite their bickering, Al and Sonny enjoyed one another’s company and were often
publicly affectionate. Sonny took great pleasure in his heroin highs and was prone to over-
dosing. Immediately after injecting, he often fell into a heavy nod of euphoric relaxation or
else became hyperenergized and “tweaked” in eccentric ways, such as shadowboxing furi-
ously until collapsing, or twirling himself around a signpost, oblivious to the world around
him. Alindulged Sonny’s ecstatic displays by watching over him carefully to prevent Sonny

from injuring himself:

Al: [his arm over Sonny’s shoulder] I had to take care of my pal Sonny yesterday. He was in a
different world. I called him back to our world a couple of times, you know.
Sonny: [nodding and hugging Al] I could have hurt myself bad, man.
Al: T go like this [pounding his chest]. Then, boom! He comes back from a different world,
man.
Sonny: I'm tellin’ you, man. I nodded straight off into the fire [pointing to the candle on the
camper’s Formica counter]. My hair was burning and shit.
Al: That’s why [ stay with him. I don’t go nowhere.
Sonny: Yeah. Lord have mercy! We a close-knit thing, man. We watching out for each other and
shit. When I get a bag, I bring it to the house, and I mix it on up in front of you [patting Al on
the shoulder]. And Al too. If we divided, then we ain’t caring nothing about each other.

This morning, when Al went to pick up his welfare check, he went sicker than a mother-
fucker. But I didn’t go, you know, because I had to make sure we had some dope.

And I got it, and I finished mixing it up and everything, and I ride down there to bring it to
him, you know, at the welfare building. And I said, “You ain’t got to worry about being dopesick
no more.” And I handed him the rig right then and there.

Al: T was happy to see Sonny! [ went straight to the McDonald’s [bathroom] and fixed.

Al and Sonny could not, of course, escape the logic of the gray zone and frequently be-
trayed one another. Nevertheless, by Edgewater Boulevard standards, they maintained a
friendship of exceptional solidarity that violated the patterns of intimate apartheid, to every-

one’s discomfort and surprise.





