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Abstract

Black middle-class neighborhoods have higher internal poverty rates and are closer to
high-poverty and high-crime areas than white middle-class neighborhoods, which
presents particular challenges to neighborhood social organization. This study uses
ethnographic data from a black middle-class neighborhood in Chicago to explore how
residents manage this ecological context. 1 find that dense social networks fostered by
residential stability facilitate the informal supervision of neighborhood youth and
enhance the activities of formal organizations and institutions. Nevertheless, the
incorporation of gang members and drug dealers into the networks of law-abiding kin
and neighbors thwarts efforts to completely rid the neighborhood of its criminal element.
The conflicting effects of dense networks challenge traditional social organization theory.

The research on African Americans is dominated by inquiries into the lives of the
black poor. Contemporary ethnographies and journalistic descriptions have
thoroughly described deviance, gangs, drugs, intergender relations and sexuality,
stymied aspirations, and family patterns in poor neighborhoods (Dash 1989;
Hagedorn 1988; Kotlowitz 1991; Lemann 1991; MacLeod 1995; Sullivan 1989;
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Williams 1989). Yet, the majority of African Americans are not poor (Billingsley
1992). A significant part of the black experience, namely that of working and
middle-class blacks, remains unexplored. We have little information about what
black middle-class neighborhoods look like and how social life is organized within
them. In the tradition of grounded, sociological community studies (Anderson
1978, 1990; Suttles 1968; Whyte 1943), this article begins to fill this empirical and
theoretical gap using ethnographic data collected in Groveland, a middle-class black
neighborhood in Chicago.!

Groveland is home to one of the top gang leaders and drug dealers in Chicago,
as well as to one of the highest ranking black officials in city government. The
young people who grow up in the neighborhood are as easily introduced to the
gangs and their drug business as they are to the neighborhood political organization.
This article explores how the two co-exist and maintain what residents refer to as
a “quiet neighborhood.” I argue that variables shown to affect neighborhood social
organization — especially residential stability and the strong informal ties that
stability fosters — have not been sufficiently unpacked to illustrate why and how
they help or hinder social organization. In Groveland, stability and dense networks
do not prevent criminal behaviors. Instead, they work to circumscribe the criminal
activity that does exist by holding the neighborhood delinquents within the bonds
of familial and neighborhood associations. There exists a system of interlocking
networks of responsible and deviant residents that sometimes paradoxically, and
always precariously, keeps the peace.

Theories of Social (Dis)organization

Social organization is goal-oriented. Social disorganization is defined as “the inability
of a community structure to realize the common values of its residents and
maintain effective social controls” (Sampson & Wilson 1995:45); hence, social
organization refers to the effective efforts of neighborhood actors toward common
ends. These ends are similar across populations. Regardless of the social class or
racial composition of a neighborhood, most people share a “common goal of living
in an area relatively free from the threat of crime” (Bursik & Grasmick 1993:15).
Moreover, disorder — public drinking, loitering, street harassment, corner drug
selling, vandalism, abandonment, and litter — is neither desired nor condoned in
any kind of neighborhood. There is a consistent, positive relationship between
disorder and neighborhood dissatisfaction, citizen withdrawal, and crime levels
(Skogan 1990). Because proscriptions against crime and disorder are similar across
neighborhoods, including Groveland, the more interesting issues are the types of
neighborhood contexts in which residents enact these values and their
organizational strategies.
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Social (dis)organization theory contends that a neighborhood’s socioeconomic
status is negatively related to ethnic heterogeneity and residential instability, both
of which are positively related to crime (Byrne & Sampson 1986; Shaw & McKay
1942). Heterogeneity and instability work through their negative impact on
informal and formal social control, where social control is defined as “the effort of
the community to regulate itself and the behavior of residents and visitors to the
neighborhood” (Bursik & Grasmick 1993:15). Both heterogeneity and instability
hamper communication, decrease residents’ familiarity with one another, and
decrease their attachment to the neighborhood and its organizations, all important
components of social control. A later reformulation of social organization theory
— the systemic model — also stresses the importance of kin and neighborly ties
for the social control of crime and disorder (Berry & Kasarda 1977; Bursik &
Grasmick 1993; Sampson 1992).

One of the persistent challenges to social organization theory has been the
existence of residentially stable neighborhoods with continuing high rates of crime
(Suttles 1968; Whyte 1943). The systemic model’s explanation for these apparent
anomalies is that, while internally integrated, these neighborhoods lack essential
ties to public forms of social control such as the police, government bureaucrats,
and social service agencies. Low-income neighborhoods also have weak internal
economies and lack sufficient connections to mainstream employment. Finally,
the neighborhood’s low status decreases its bargaining power in securing valuable
city services, further impeding residents’ attempts at social control. Thus, the
disadvantaged social class make-up and the lack of ties to nonneighborhood actors
cancel out whatever internal organization may exist (Bursik & Grasmick 1993;
Guest & Lee 1983; Logan & Molotch 1987; Oliver 1988; Warren 1975).

Stable low-income areas may develop organized criminal subcultures where
the “neighborhood milieu [is] characterized by close bonds between different age-
levels of offenders, and between criminal and conventional elements” (Cloward &
Ohlin 1960:171). In such locales, neighborhood stability can foster the formation
of an alternative opportunity structure based on organized crime, which benefits
both criminal and law-abiding residents. These relationships across the law provided
the basis for organized crime among Irish, Italian, and Jewish immigrants alike
(Tanni 1971, 1974; O’Kane 1992). More recent studies of poor neighborhoods also
find that neighborhood delinquents provide important social and economic
resources to their lawful friends, kin, and neighbors (Jankowski 1991; Sullivan
1989; Venkatesh 1996, 1997). These arrangements mirror the processes described
in this article. However, crime and the subsequent alliances between criminals
and noncriminals develop in these neighborhoods only because of “the pressures
generated by restrictions on legitimate access to success-goals” (Cloward & Ohlin
1960:171). In other words, “Poverty and powerlessness are the root of both
community acceptance of organized crime and recruitment into its networks”
(Tanni 1974:38). It would follow that such pressures do not exist in middle-class
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neighborhoods where residents have the human and social capital to prosper in
the legitimate occupational structure. How, then, can we account for an extensively
organized and visible criminal element in a stable middle-class neighborhood such
as Groveland?

The Unique Black Middle-Class Neighborhood

Groveland is a black neighborhood on the South Side of Chicago with a population
of just under 12,000 residents, over 95% of whom are African American. The
official community area covers approximately 91 square blocks. Ridge Lake Avenue,
a six-lane thoroughfare, cuts through the middle of the neighborhood, and most
residents refer to only the western half as “Groveland” proper, even though the
sections are very similar. The fact that Ridge Lake Avenue separates gang territories
is one explanation for the local understandings of neighborhood boundaries.?

The median family income in Groveland is nearly $40,000 annually, while the
comparable figure for Chicago is just over $30,000. Over 60% of the population
are white-collar workers. The majority of the dwellings are owner-occupied, single-
family brick homes with modest front and back yards; there are very few apartment
buildings. Most residents work diligently to keep the neighborhood clean and their
yards and houses attractive.

There are two public grammar schools, a Catholic grammar school and one
public high school. There are eleven churches in Groveland representing ten
Christian denominations; six of these churches belong to the Groveland Clergy
Association. Within Groveland there is a park — Groveland Park — that is a part
of the Chicago Park District. There are three commercial streets within the
neighborhood reported to be “the busiest predominantly black shopping district in
the state.”

Although there are sizeable physical boundaries on the east and west that enclose
the neighborhood, and somewhat restricted access at the north and south borders,
Groveland is integrally tied to its surrounding neighborhoods. It is a part of a larger
black middle-class population residing on the city’s South Side. Within the official
community area of Groveland is the subdivision Cedarcove where the motto is
“suburban living in the inner city.”

By income and occupational criteria, as well as the American value of home
ownership, Groveland is a middle-class neighborhood, and residents refer to it as
such. Yet Grovelandites are not doctors, lawyers, and corporate executives (Cose
1993). The black class structure is truncated at the high end such that in 1993,
only 18% of black families nationally had incomes over $50,000, whereas 37% of
white families had such incomes (Smith & Horton 1997). The black middle class
resembles the white lower-middle class (Collins 1983; Landry 1987; Wilson 1995).
They are administrative assistants, small business owners, police officers, teachers,



