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Abstract

As popular genre of novels predominantly written by African American and Latinx
authors, street fiction is often characterized in terms of the sex, violence, and illicit activities
present in its narratives set in low socioeconomic urban communities across the United States.
Street fiction’s popularity has soared since the early 2000s, and several authors who formerly
self-published their novels and sold them through grassroots channels now sign lucrative
contracts with major publishers. The purpose of this study is to offer a recontextualized
description of street fiction exploring its ideological, political and cultural connections to other
spheres of influence including: the tradition of the American novel, African American literary
history and theories, popular fictions, and hip hop. Using critical discourse analysis and cultural
studies as combined methodologies, I offer a dialogic analysis of three themes present in four
examples of the genre, namely: 1) ambivalence between “straight” lives and “street” lives, 2) the
interplay between constructions of “self” and “other” in street fiction, and 3) the dynamics
between the “real” and the “fantastic” elements in the novels. I offer a concluding analysis of
how the literacy practices surrounding street fiction dovetail with key conversations in the field
of English, including the definition of literature, the relationships among authors, readers and
texts, the purpose of reading and writing fiction, and the notion of books as both cultural artifacts

and commodities.
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Chapter One: Getting Acquainted With Street Fiction

The purpose of this study is to broaden the conceptual lenses through which street fiction is
viewed and to offer an analysis of some of the thematic contradictions that recur in four sample
texts from the genre. As an introduction, I present two encounters with street fiction that framed
my initial explorations of this area of inquiry. The first is a memory of one of the first times my
students’ interests in street fiction came to my attention as a high school English teacher. Since
the recollection I offer here is imperfect and susceptible to “bias” stemming from “distortions
and unconscious influences that are related to current knowledge and beliefs” (Schacter, 2000, p.
120), I present it not as a data, but as a narrative that helps explain my relationship to street
fiction.

The second component of the introduction is an excerpt from a transcript of one session of
a street fiction reading and writing workshop I observed as a student-researcher during the first
year of my doctoral program. During the workshop, I listened and recorded data as teenagers
discussed a street fiction book with a seasoned author, activist and scholar. Taken together, the
memory and transcript capture two of the milestone moments in my ongoing learning about
street fiction. Unlike many street fiction readers who may take up the genre at a younger age, |
was an adult when I first learned about it. As a White woman who grew up in a rural New
England town, and I did not encounter street fiction until I taught high school in an urban setting.
Although my identity and history with the genre situate me as a secondary rather than primary
audience for street fiction texts, I hope this study will offer some insight to readers who may be
interested in learning more about the histories, thematic complexties, and contradictions that

shape the genre.
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From The English Classroom: A Memory

I work at a school situated on a hill near a famous park where tourists snap photos of
quintessentially Victorian row houses. Light streams through the tall windows of my English
classroom as four girls sit at a round, pale blue table chatting over lunches of short order Chinese
food, Popeye’s chicken and biscuits, and deli sandwiches they bought at the restaurants nearest
to the school. My classroom used to be the school library until the funding for such luxuries was
cut in many of the city’s public schools. The architectural remnants of the library make for great
ambiance in an English class, and I count myself lucky to have comfortable tables and chairs, a
floor-to-ceiling bookshelf spanning entire wall, and plenty space for kids to lounge on beanbags
in one corner of the room. I sit at my desk not far away from the girls, but [ am busy grading,
eating my lunch, and checking email in the precious moments between classes. I am vaguely
aware of the content of their conversation—one girl is teasing another about a crush she has on a
boy in her neighborhood. “Shut up!” the girl tells her friend through an embarrassed grin.
Giggles peal through the room.

This was my first teaching job after finishing my credential at a nearby state university,
and I was as eager as | was inexperienced. I was theoretically prepared, but I also knew I still
had a lot to learn. Since students could come to our school from any of the public schools or
youth incarceration centers in the city at any time, I had to be ready to acclimate someone new to
my classroom without notice. I was strong in my convictions that English classrooms can be
transformative, powerful places, and that reading, writing and thinking in response to a wide
variety of texts is essential for personal and professional growth. I was also keenly aware that my
students may not share my convictions since their schooling experiences have differed from

mine. I come to school each day with a sense of possibility and the full force of my degrees and
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privileges behind me. As much as they try to play it off, many of my students come to school
most days feeling the weight of the stigma they carry from attending continuation school. The
reason they first set foot in the door of our school is because the district noted that they are
sufficiently behind in credits to merit being labeled “at risk™ for failing to graduate. They play it
cool, but I know the threat of failure looms large—I can see it in their sullen faces and furrowed
brows when we meet with their parents for academic advising at the end of every quarter. The
relief from this pressure is visible in the students’ tears when they stepped up to shake hands
with the principal and collect their diplomas at every graduation.

Like most urban teachers, I was White and most of my students were not. When it came
to race and ethnicity, many of them checked multiple boxes on forms to most accurately
represent their identities. Most were American. Some immigrated to the U.S. from places like
Columbia, Cambodia, Laos, Russia, Vietnam, the Philippines, Mexico. They lived in
neighborhoods all over the city, and most of their families did their best to keep the kids on track.
A few were in gangs, but this caused little conflict in the school since any affiliations were
always declared to the administration prior to enrollment. The two continuation high schools in
the city coordinated admissions so as to avoid rival groups intersecting at school. School was
school, and students did their best to filter out the things that took place at home or in the
neighborhood while they tried to learn. Some days, this was harder than others. When
someone’s young cousin died in a neighborhood shooting, when someone’s single mom was
evicted from an apartment, or when someone had to leave school early to take care of siblings,
school took a back seat. It had to.

One of the girls turns on the radio that sits at the back of the room. It is set to a local

station that plays mostly hip-hop, and Too Short’s unmistakable voice immediately elicits a sing-
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along from the girls eating lunch. I bob my head and whisper the words of the chorus along with
them. One of them sees me and points. “You know this song? What d’you know about Too
Short?” she asks. “Yeah, I know it,” [ say. “Who doesn’t? It’s on the radio every ten minutes.
What d’you think—I live in a bubble? I do have a life outside of this place, you know,” I say
with a smile. She laughs, looking at me, shaking her head. “What? You think when I go home I
just sit in my rocking chair and knit booties for my cats?” [ say. “That’s exactly what we thought,
Miss!” one girls teases. “You probably going home and baking brownies an’ sh—...stuff, like
Betty Crocker!” says another. We all laugh.

The girls light up and turn their attention to a copy of Sister Souljah’s novel, The Coldest
Winter Ever that Lexi has taken out of her bag. “Did you get to the part where she has the
accident? I still can’t believe she got pregnant by that guy, yo. I would not have let that man
touch me!” said Cleo. “I know, right? But like, my auntie was kinda in the same situation with
one of her boyfriends, and she just could not see how bad he was—she was just hella in love
with him, like she was blind to his problems,” said Kaylah. The girls nod in understanding. They
go on talking about some of the decisions the protagonist makes in the novel, affectionately
critiquing her choices but acknowledging the difficulties she encountered. They evaluated
several characters’ motivations using evidence from the text, swapped personal experiences
relevant to the story, and applied social and historical knowledge to their readings. Lexi turns to
me: “Miss V., you ever read this?” “No. You like it?” [ ask. Lexi nods earnestly. “What’s good
about it?” [ ask. “You gotta read this. This chick be dealin’ with stuff that’s real.”

I listened casually but intently to their impromptu literary analysis. | wondered why it
was so easy for them to talk about this book, and why they might be reluctant to use the same

skills in the context of English class in the very same room, at the very same desks. I knew I
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owed it to them to take Lexi up on her recommendation and read the book.

From a Street Fiction Reading and Writing Workshop: A Transcript

Sofia is an Afro-Latina writer and activist who is also the instructor for a youth workshop
on fiction. She is discussing Esperanza (Espy) and Jesus, two characters in one of her street
fiction novels. Kaia, a student who has just begun to read Sofia’s novel, doesn’t want to see

Jesus come back into Espy’s life. This discussion builds from that starting point.

Sofia:

I call him Jesus [pronounced “hay-soos”]. I don’t correct people when they call
him Jesus because there’s a reason why he’s called Jesus, alright? [Laughs.] [...]
And, um, the question they posed to me as the writer, was um... “Does Jesus
really love Espy?” And my answer was, well, if you’re asking me, you know the
activist, the feminist, [laughs] you know, the...I would have to...even though I'm
the person who created him, right? I would tell you, probably not. And... I don’t
know how far you are in the book, but there is a quote, Espy comes across a quote
by bell hooks where she says love and abuse cannot....coexist.

Kaia:
Oprah says something like that.

Sofia:

Right, she’s probably been reading bell hooks. Um [laughs]. I would like to think
Oprah was reading bell hooks. Um [laughs]. So she, she says love and abuse
cannot coexist. That you know like, there’s a lot of ways, you know we try to
rationalize the coexistence of love and abuse, that he beats her because he loves
her so much and bell hooks is like that is nonsense. [Laughs.] Right? There’s
something else goin’ on there...maybe some real strong feelings, maybe
some...but it’s not love because...she uses M. Scott Peck’s definition of love and
M. Scott Peck was a, was a, uh, psychologist.

Kaia:
I question that though.

Sofia:
Yeah. Uh what? Whether love and abuse can coexist?

Kaia:
Yeah.
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Sofia:

So uh, yeah, and that’s a great debate to have, that’s exactly why I put it in the

book because I wanted to have, I wanted people, especially women to have this

conversation, like what is love and what is it and what isn’t it? And...how much

of what we say is what we’ve been socialized to believe love is is actually to our

detriment, is to somebody else’s advantage...They tell us that this is what love is

because it socializes us to behave in certain ways that suits them, even if it’s not

in our self-interest and that’s one of the things I wanted to use this book to

explore... But! If you were to ask Jesus as a character, as a person or anybody

who is like him, he’s a composite of all kinds of people, he’s an archetype of

some sort (we’ve seen that guy, right)? You couldn’t tell him he doesn’t love

Espy. If you asked Jesus if he loves Espy, he’s like, “I love her down.”

The first memory I shared shows how street fiction caught my attention during my first
year as a teacher at a West Coast alternative school. I thought of myself as a fairly progressive
teacher since I was already using popular texts in my classroom. I taught a unit on the hero’s
journey in Japanese anime using films and series that students brought to the class, used hip-hop
or pop songs to connect to poems or novels we read, and I took students on field trips all over the
city for everything from comedy shows to art festivals. Popular texts were rich enough for study
in their own right, and they encouraged critical thinking when we put them in conversation with
more traditional texts found in the English classroom. Students approached popular texts with
more license and confidence, and the skills they used to think and write about the popular created
a bridge to less familiar texts. In short, I thought I was making all the right pedagogical moves
with popular texts, but street fiction tested the limits of my belief that all texts could be worthy of
study in the English classroom. Could I use these texts featuring sex, violence and criminality in
my classroom? If so, how? Were they “good” enough to read in class? What about the

glamorized consumerism, the stereotyping of black men, the offensive language, the

objectification of Black women? What would I be telling my students (who were predominantly
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people of color from urban neighborhoods) I thought of them if I required them to read street
fiction? Was reading Sister Souljah inferior to reading Shakespeare or Sherman Alexie?
Though I read some of the books students shared and I gave students credit for reading street
fiction novels independently, I wasn’t ready to use them in class. Still, it bothered me that I was
setting these books out of bounds, and the questions about street fiction lingered throughout my
teaching career. Why did students who so voraciously and adeptly read street fiction novels
approach texts like Of Mice and Men with insecurity or reluctance? What could I learn from my
students’ street fiction reading practices that would inform their in-school literate identities?
The transcript I shared is a moment from a street fiction reading and writing workshop |
observed as a research assistant during my doctoral program. The participants had access to a
complex semiotic field to understand the discussion—everything from the street fiction novel
they were reading to Oprah and bell hooks. Their conversation was as philosophical and
sociological as it was literary as they considered the abusive relationship between Espy, the
protagonist, and Jesus, a major character in the novel. Kaia and Sofia use a variety of registers
fluidly as they use language to situate themselves in relationship to the text and each other. This
brief exchange illustrates why I have continued to study street fiction; there is so much to learn
about the way its readers take up the texts, the reasons its authors write it, and the worlds that are
described and created in its pages. Plenty of naysayers and proponents have debated the merits
of the genre, but in this study, I set aside a binary view. Thanks to the young readers of street
fiction I’ve met, I approach the texts in a spirit of critical love and with a sense of pedagogical

possibility.
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What Is Street Fiction?

29 ¢¢

Street fiction, sometimes called “ghetto lit,” “gangsta lit,” “hip-hop lit” or “urban fiction,”
is a thriving literary genre (Hill, Pérez, & Irby, 2008; Marshall, Staples, & Gibson, 2009; Young,
2006). Street fiction is not monolithic; there are a range of messages, voices, authorial intentions
and voices in this cadre of stories. Because street fiction is an umbrella term, it “encompass[es]
genres such as chick lit, lad lit, urban fantasy, speculative fiction, urban erotica (e.g., Zane), and
street lit” (Morris, 2011). The harsh, well-documented realities of urban communities, including
crime, under-education, lack of jobs, poverty, and inadequate housing, thread through the terrain
and are often central to the conflicts faced by the characters (Davis, 2003; Van Orman &
Lyiscott, 2013).

As a starting point for this study, I define street fiction as a category of novels with

29 ¢¢

specific characteristics, including “gritty, uncompromising language,” “sex and extreme
violence,” and plots that take place in urban settings (Marshall et al., 2009). The plots wind
around the lives of characters who are predominantly Black or Latinx youth attempting to meet
the challenges associated with living in economically poor urban communities. Street fiction
stories move quickly; making them feel like movies as they flash back to key moments in the
characters’ lives (Morris, 2011). The geopolitical and imagined space of “the street” is the
central location of all action, and it is almost a character in and of itself in many tales. The
young protagonists in the novels (usually ages “nineteen to twenty-five”’) form identities by
negotiating strong, complex challenges along the lines of race, class, and gender (Morris,
2011). Money, capitalism and commodification play central roles in the texts—characters may

struggle to get money, or they may spend fantastic amounts to buy luxury, brand-name goods

(Baldridge, Connelly, & Van Orman, 2013; Morris, 2011; Marshall et al., 2009). Taken together,
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the aforementioned features of street fiction offer a hint as to why the genre is experiencing
continued growth and popularity among urban youth. Though critics repeatedly flinch at the
graphic sex and violence present in street fiction novels, only noticing or describing the most
salacious moments leads to a reductive view of the genre. In this study, I suggest a revision in
the conceptualization(s) of street fiction to better situate it among its many spheres of influence
including hip-hop, African-American literature and literacies, the tradition of the American novel,
and (African) American film noir.

Without a doubt, street fiction sells. Once a grassroots self-publication phenomenon, the
genre is now a full-fledged industry. Originally, street fiction authors sold their homespun novels
in places like barber shops, churches, hair salons, or even out of the trunks of their cars (Hill et
al., 2008). For instance, Author Teri Woods began selling her street fiction novel True to the
Game in 1998, and she claims she has sold roughly 1.2 million copies since she set foot in the
world of self-publication (North, 2012). K’wan Foye, a street fiction author who has published
more than 20 novels, describes the way his publishing methods have changed: * ‘Initially we
weren't getting [publishing] advances,” Foye recalls. ‘We made our money from our hustle, the
out-of-the-trunk hustle. So when the major publishers came in, they started throwing these
advances like, “Hey, this is what it is: I'll give you six figures if you write two or three books.”
And you're like, “Wow, you're going to give me six figures up front — all mine?” So, off to the
races.” ” (Dreisinger, 2014).

Though one can still walk down 125th Street in Harlem and see the books arranged on
folding tables ready for purchase, one can just as readily find them on the shelves of both local
and nationally franchised bookstores. Hundreds of thousands of street fiction books are sold

each year, and some of the genre’s most celebrated authors, like Vickie Stringer, have contracted
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with major publishing houses to sell their novels under trade labels (Rosen, 2004). While
Stringer’s publications are sold alongside other giants of street fiction under Simon & Schuster’s
Atria imprint, she, like several other street fiction authors, established her own publishing
company. Many librarians and bookstore owners have found a need to cultivate full sections of
street fiction to accommodate the desires of their patrons (Marshall et al. 2009; Morris, 2011;
Dodson, 2004). Publishers and librarians note that libraries often need to order multiple copies of
popular street fiction titles since they are in such high demand (Barnard, 2008). Librarians in
cities, suburbs and rural areas have added street fiction sections to their holdings, and they have
published guides to the genre delineating the different subgenres and niches in an effort to meet
the needs of their readers (Morris, 2011; Zellers, 2013).

Remarkably, the swift street fiction book trade rekindles the relationship among readers,
authors, and booksellers in an age when print literature is experiencing a decline. Black Library
Booksellers, a Boston-based company, noted that Sister Souljah’s Coldest Winter Ever
accounted for 30% of their book sales (Barnard, 2008). Street fiction authors like Renay Jackson
of San Leandro, CA forge partnerships with local booksellers in urban communities to sell their
novels to an eager public. Jackson, who is a custodian at the Oakland Police Department, has
sold more than 35,000 copies of his books at $13 each (Marech, 2003). Though it is difficult to
pin down the exact number of street fiction books sold due to the do-it-yourself production and
distribution methods of many of authors, “industry analysts say they are an increasing part of the
$300 million black book market” (Corley, 2006).

The localized, do-it-yourself nature of street fiction book sales sits in sharp contrast with
financial trends that have forced major bookstores like Borders into bankruptcy (Associated

Press, 2011). Authors in the genre have begun using e-book formats to get their stories into the
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hands of their audiences. There are hundreds of e-books in both the paid and the free “urban
fiction” categories through Amazon, and since they are ranked by popularity, readers can find
top selling/downloaded titles with just a few clicks. For authors like K.C. Blaze whose novel
Your Husband My Man was named a Kindle All-Star for being one of the most downloaded
books in August 2014 (Baruch 2015), the e-book avenue provides a low-cost, far-reaching
platform to connect with new fans. Readers can quickly, easily and discreetly access new street
fiction content, and they don’t even have to pay the full price for a hard-copy books when they
use electronic means to access stories.

Street fiction may seem relatively new, but it can be traced back to the late 1960s and
early 1970s with books like Claude Brown’s Manchild in the Promised Land (1965), Iceberg
Slim’s Pimp. The Story of My Life (1969), Donald Goines’ Dopefiend (1971) and his Kenyatta
series (1974-1975). The progenitors of street fiction featured mainly male protagonists, the
books are currently most popular among young African-American women and Latinas ages 13 to
30, especially those who live in urban areas (Rosen, 2004). We know less about the young men
who read street fiction, but it is clear they comprise a growing portion of the readership (Stovall,
2005). One need only glance at the covers of the newest titles of major street fiction publishing
houses to see that some are likely marketed to young men, others to young women (Baldridge et
al., 2013). Burgeoning street fiction sub-markets continue to emerge; swaths of stories now

target Christian, Muslim, and lesbian, gay, transgender and queer readers (Morris, 2011).

Harsh Words: Street Fiction Controversies
It may go without saying that street fiction matters to the writers who write it and the

readers who read it. But why should scholars or educators concern themselves with it? Street
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fiction is controversial entertainment. In my view, too many people approach street fiction with
dismissive criticism or “polite disregard” that mimic the ways in which African-American
literary productions have historically been discounted by White critics (Van Orman & Lyiscott,
2013). This phenomenon dehumanizes street fiction readers and writers, and it does not attend to
the powerful and problematic contents of the text with any nuance. Furthermore, this dismissal
blinds scholars and educators to a repository of storytelling and meaning-making that may
illuminate certain aspects of Black life in America (Sweeney, 2012). Street fiction raises
important questions about how and why people read, what constitutes “literature,” which kinds
of reading matter, and who gets to make determinations about the worthiness of texts, especially
when it comes to determining which texts merit study in classrooms (Morrell & Duncan-
Andrade, 2000). In this section, I hope to provide a brief overview of the controversy and interest

in street fiction and show why it may be ripe for scholarly attention.

Readers who don’t read? Some of the fuss about street fiction stems from the fact that
the young urban people of color who comprise the majority of the books’ readership overlap
demographically with the population that, due to a variety of social and economic inequities,

historically struggle to succeed in school (Hughes-Hassell & Rodge, 2007; Gibson, 2010). The

ubiquitous, long-standing problem of underserving schools in socioeconomically disadvantaged
urban areas is one of the most important issues facing education today (Kozol, 2005; Ladson-
Billings, 2006). Staggering consequences exist for undereducated, racially and
socioeconomically minoritized youth. According to data on state prisons from the U.S.
Department of Justice, “Blacks are incarcerated at a rate that is 5.1 times that of Whites. [...]

Hispanics are held in state prisons at an average rate of 378 per 100,000, producing a disparity
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ratio of 1.4:1 compared to Whites” (Nellis, 2016).

The aforementioned social problems disproportionately affect people who live in the
same communities as the characters in street fiction novels. Given the high stakes linked to low
literacy levels, educators, parents, and community members are naturally concerned with the
literacies of urban youth. A dominant narrative springing from the grim statistics about the
school-to-prison pipeline suggests that Black and Latinx youth don’t read. As Vickie Stringer
observed: “They thought the average consumer would be young, Black, and they didn’t think we
would spend the money. [...] Most publishers give our communities no credit for reading — but
we’re proving them wrong every day” (Cunningham, 2005). Street fiction reading practices
undoubtedly challenge the myth Stringer describes. A single major street fiction release
routinely sells more than 100,000 copies (Munshi, 2015). Librarians have been quick to embrace
street fiction based on the high demand from their readers, and they have written guides to help
their colleagues understand the various aspects of the genre (Zellers, 2013; Morris, 2011). To
them, all reading is good reading, and they use the features of street fiction that most interest
readers to guide them to other books they will enjoy. Whether or not all of this reading is “good”
for young people is up for debate, and it is my hope that this study will inform future
conversations about street fiction by shedding light on the contexts, themes and tensions within

the genre.

Critical concern. Many critics lament street fiction’s quality, morality, substance, and
place within the African-American literary tradition (Venable, McQuillar, & Mingo, 2004;
Stovall, 2005; Chiles, 2006; Brooks & Savage, 2009). If educators and scholars are to understand

the problems or possibilities inherent in street fiction, it is worth unpacking some of the
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arguments that have taken place over the genre. From the standpoint of craft, critics first point
out that street fiction is often poorly edited with limited vocabulary and plot inconsistencies.
Therefore, it serves as a poor model of writing for its readers. Daniel Marcou, a Minnesota
corrections librarian and owner of the website Streetfiction.org recalls one such editing error that
made him laugh. In one story, a robber was said to have run away with the “lute” instead of the
“loot.” “I still imagine a street thug hauling ass with a medieval stringed instrument,” said
Marcou (Rice, 2009).

When street fiction authors were predominantly self-publishing their books, they
naturally did not have the benefit of professional editorial support (Hill et al., 2008). The quality
of editing and printing of many of the books has become more professional over time, especially
when publishing houses became involved in the process. However, there are still a number of
independently published texts that lack editorial polish, especially with the boom of e-publishing
in recent years. Criticism for the quality of the books has also come from within the genre, and a
number of business have cropped up offering to help new writers edit address language, structure
or content problems in their work. For instance, Mary McBeth of Urban Fiction Editor offers a
wide range of support services for several urban genres. Her most comprehensive package
includes “line editing, content editing and proofreading plus significant content re-writes of up to
20% of [the] entire document when necessary” at a cost of $5.99 per page
(urbanfictioneditor.com). In spite of the trends toward more professional books, poorly edited
street fiction books are still abundant in the marketplace. Readers choose a particular title based
on multiple criteria, not just the quality of the editing. They may look for stories that take place
in the cities they call home, featuring particular types of characters, or offering exciting sex or

action scenes (to name just a few). What remains to be seen is whether readers, as they are met
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with a greater number of books with a more sophisticated look and feel, will favor these books
over less polished ones.

The world inside of street fiction novels can be brutal, and critics fret over the impact
lurid aspects of the books have on their readers. Many worry the books normalize dangerous
sexual relationships, sexual and physical abuse, drug dealing and use, and criminal behavior
(Cox, 2004). In the hands of young people, they argue, these images and attitudes are especially
volatile. Some argue that the characters are flat, stereotypical and unoriginal and that they
present a one-dimensional view of urban Black life (Brooks & Savage, 2009). The proliferation
of the same-old characters and plots in hundreds of novels bothered popular author Omar Tyree
so much, he vowed to completely change the direction of his writing when his publisher told him
that one of his more recent books was not gritty enough for the marketplace (Nix, 2008).
Though some categorize his work as street fiction or urban fiction, Tyree calls his books “urban
classics” and refers to himself an “issues writer” (Watkins, 2007). He explains the new shift in
his writing as follows:

Teri Woods, Vickie Stringer, Nikki Turner, Shannon Holmes, K’wan, and several others,

related to my “urban classics” alone, and they began to match it, writing from their own

sources of hardcore street knowledge. And I can’t knock them for writing their honest
stories. I can’t knock them for wanting to be published. I can’t knock them for earning an
honest living. But after awhile, as dozens of other new writers began to follow in their

footsteps, creating more gold-digging, ghetto girl, gangster love, drug-dealer stories, I

had to seriously ask myself, “Don't we have some other things to write about it?” [...] if

the only way I can earn a living now in African-American adult fiction is to sell my
people the same poison that they've become addicted to, then I quit with my artistic

integrity still intact, while moving on to a more progressive mission. (Nix, 2008)

Since the time of this interview, Tyree has gone on to fulfill his promise to expand his

writing repertoire. He wrote the novel Corrupted, a serial e-book centered on the dark side of

the publishing industry in 2011, and in 2013, he published The Traveler: Welcome to Dubai in
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which his central protagonist Gary Stevens falls in love with a Muslim woman and becomes
entangled in a hostage crisis when a group of radicals hold tourists hostage. The plots and
characters signal an altogether different kind of storytelling than what is currently found in street
fiction.

Alternatively, authors like Wahida Clark (Thugs and the Women Who Love Them, Justify
My Thug) embrace the street fiction label and resist negative characterizations of their work.
Clark began writing street fiction novels when she was in prison, and she has published more
than fourteen books of her own. She also launched her own publishing and printing company, W.
Clark Publishing (Bailey, 2011). “My male and female characters are very strong,” Ms. Clark
said. “The males and the females are college-educated, but they just went down the wrong path
and ended up a thug. But they love hard. They’re providers. They’re sexy. They’re fine. The
women like that. They identify with that. And if they don’t have a brother like the brothers in my
books, they say, ‘I want one just like it.” And the brothers, too” (Sands, 2013). The different
perspectives of Tyree and Clark show the contradictions surrounding the representations of urban
lives and landscapes in street fiction. It also shows two different points of view when it comes to
what authors owe their readers. Tyree implies that as a Black writer he has a responsibility to
bring his readers places beyond the street, whereas Clark’s comments suggest an investment in

investigating the pleasures and complications associated with “thug” life.

Culture clash. Street fiction critics often bemoan the conflation of the genre with
canonical African-American literature and assert that the graphic, violent content in street fiction
distorts the realities of African-American life (Cox, 2004; Griffin, 2004; Chiles, 2006, Brooks, &

Savage, 2009). In one of the most frequently cited critiques, author Nick Chiles wrote an
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opinion piece for the New York Times titled “Their Eyes Were Reading Smut” outlining the
reasons behind the frustration and embarrassment he feels as an African-American author when
he sees his literary efforts sharing shelf space in bookstores with what he calls “pornography for
Black women” (2006). According to Chiles, street fiction titles are “nasty books...pairing off
back in the stockrooms like little paperback rabbits and churning out even more graphic
offspring that make Ralph Ellison books cringe into a dusty corner” (2006). He further cautions
the “purveyors of crassness” (2006) responsible for street fiction to consider their legacy:
That leaves me wondering where we -- writers, publishers, readers, the Black
community—go from here. Is street fiction some passing fad, or does it represent our
future? It's depressing that this noble profession, one that I aspired to as a child from the
moment I first cracked open James Baldwin and Gabriel Garcia Marquez about 30 years
ago, has been reduced by the greed of the publishing industry and the ways of the
American marketplace to a tasteless collection of pornography.
I realize that publishing is a business, but publishers also have a responsibility to balance
street lit with more quality writing. After all, how are we going to explain ourselves to the
next generation of writers and readers who will wonder why they have so little to read of

import and value produced in the early 21st century, why their founts of inspiration are so
parched?

Yet people like Albert Johnson would beg to differ with Chiles. Together, Kejuan
Muchita (also known as Havoc) and Albert Johnson (or Prodigy) are Mobb Deep, a highly
successful East Coast hip-hop group. Johnson spent about ten years crafting a novel, H.N.I.C,,
that partially deals with the three-year prison term he served for gun possession. He says his
writing purpose stems from a desire to teach young people that jail is not “where you want to be,”
and that his voice is more authentic because he “knows the system and how it works” (Dreisinger,
2014). Like many other street fiction authors, he hopes his story will caution others away from
criminal behavior. His philosophy fits well with his publisher, Akashic Books in Brooklyn,

whose motto is “reverse gentrification of the literary world” (Ibid.). This image of subversion

shows how street fiction has the potential to critique the powerful publishing industry where
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African-American authors have often struggled to have their voices heard. (Ibid.). Whether or

not authors and publishers are harnessing this power is part of what I will consider in this study.

Youth Studying Street Fiction: A Foundation

In 2011, I was part of a team of three researchers led by Marc Lamont Hill who studied a
street fiction reading and writing workshop over a period of eleven weeks. The host site, a
literacy/youth development program in New York City, regularly offered workshops centering
on hip-hop, journalism, college preparation, creative writing (including spoken word and poetry)
to urban youth ages 16-22. It reached roughly 15,000 young people annually. The free
workshop was advertised through their network, and anyone who chose to enroll was welcome to
participate.

A member of our research team worked at the site, and she was able to connect us with a
local award-winning street fiction author willing to conduct the workshop. The researchers held
two meetings with the workshop leader (May and June, 2011) to discuss our research goals, and
familiarize ourselves with her plans for the curriculum. She wanted participants to critically
analyze street fiction content and cover imagery, write responses to street fiction texts, and
develop original works of fiction. Picture Me Rollin’ by Black Artemis was the central text used
by the group. I attended the workshop on alternating weeks to observe, capture field notes, and
record videos of each session. The research team met as a team to review and reflect on data on a
bi-weekly basis. I completed independent data analysis of my field notes, memos and videos in
preparation for our meetings.

Some notable obstacles impeded the research. Although they were asked to
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commit to the project in its entirety, several participants were absent from weekly sessions. This
was challenging since the workshop leader sometimes had to backtrack to make sure everyone
could have common ground for discussions and activities, which of course took time away from
her original plans for the session. A core group of five students did attend regularly, and I present
their voices here. The participants had varied interests in street fiction; some were more keen on
writing their own stories than reading and discussing the selected texts. Since the participants
were busy with school and other obligations, it was difficult for some of them to find time to do
the reading the workshop required of them. When they came to weekly sessions without having
read the text, the workshop leader was required to adapt. When the workshop ended in December
2011, we did not get as far with the curriculum as we planned to at the beginning. However, as [
considered the language dynamics of key moments in the workshop using critical discourse
analysis, I noticed multiple discourses at play in the conversations. Using the street fiction novel
as an anchor, participants employed intertexts from a variety of sources to signal their meaning-
making and positions to each other and to the focal text. In the following critical discourse
analysis, I study the range and depth of meaning involved in reading street fiction during this

workshop.

Intertextual moments. Consider the transcript I presented at the beginning of this
chapter where Sofia, the workshop leader, and Kaia, a participant, discuss the choice to
reintroduce the dangerous bad-boy character Jesus into the protagonist’s life in Picture Me
Rollin’. Sofia unabashedly brings many identities to her work with youth—it is part of her
philosophy to do so. Her language in this exchange signals aspects of her personal, professional,

and political selves—she is a teacher, activist, feminist, scholar, writer, and consumer of popular
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culture. Sofia’s words, phrases and syntactical choices reflect the multiplicity that characterizes
her self-representation in this moment. Official and unofficial, personal and professional,
academic and private discourses converge in her comments. Her pedagogical talk is subtly but
clearly marked by her many identities. By moving away from neutrality toward hybridized self-
expression, Sofia opens the door for students to draw upon a range of knowledge sources in their
conversations and writings.

Simply stated, intertextuality exists when one “text” (where the word here means any
stretch of spoken or written language) refers to or points to another “text” (words from what
others have said or written) (Gee, 2011). To meet the semiotic demands of the moment,
participants must follow her from the coexisting texts of an urban fiction novel to Oprah’s talk
show and bell hooks’ writing. They must engage in philosophical thinking that requires them to
question the nature of love from a feminist perspective; must be aware of the biblical allusion
involving the Jesus character; and they must understand how archetypes function in literature.
Finally, they must also grasp what it means to love someone “down.” The richness of the
exchange is defined by the number and variety of texts present in their discourse. Clearly, these
discourses are drawn from bodies of knowledge someone would gather across many lived
contexts—one might learn about biblical references in church, archetypes in English class, and
Oprah from her well-known talk show.

However, a simple awareness of these texts is likely not enough. Texts can mean
something different depending upon the context and the intentions of the speaker—they are not
neutral (Dyson, 2003). In this exchange, participants simultaneously read Sofia’s intonation,
gestures, and other context cues to understand why Sofia “hopes” Oprah reads bell hooks due to

her self-identified position as a feminist, scholar, and activist. Her emphasis on the word “down”
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in the last line of the transcript tells the listener she is not referring to a direction, but rather a
way of loving someone no matter what (as in to “hold someone down” in urban Black vernacular
English). These intersections of texts and identities show how “a variety of texts might be at
play, but several worlds are also intersecting for the person or people involved in the literacy
event...The social world is characterised by multiple membership, it has unresolved
boundaries..." (Barton and Hamilton, 2005, p. 8).

In addition, Sofia expects her audience to be able to fill in the gaps; she nudges them
toward a particular understanding without finishing a thought because she trusts them to close
the gap toward her intention (Gee, 2011). In other words, Sofia reads her participants while they
read her. She does not need to say precisely why she chose the name Jesus for her character; she
trusts that Kaia and the other participants will understand the Christ figure symbol based on her
assessment of her audience. She hints at this meaning through her intonation, facial expression,
and movements, but she does not need to spell it out. What Sofia leaves unsaid indicates a deep
confidence in the young people’s familiarity with the Christ narrative, the concepts of symbolism
and allusion in literature, and the complexities of Jesus’s character. Sofia expects the
participants to follow her multi-faceted line of thinking, and her trust in their comprehension is
validated in the nodding heads, knowing facial expressions, and verbal affirmations of the
audience.

Within this particular community, texts serve almost as a shorthand within the grammar
of the discourse. By grammar here, I do not mean the rigid set of rules we usually associate with
“standard” English. I refer to grammar in the linguistic sense, as a fluid set of norms that guides a
communication (Gee, 2011). Like words in a conversation, a text invoked in a particular context

for a discrete purpose has a specific connotation (Gee, 2011). When a speaker mentions a text,
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the listener needs to quickly draw upon her knowledge of the text and decide how it functions in
the grammar of the situation. The same text could serve a different semiotic purpose at another
moment, so listeners must stay closely attuned to the content and context of the speaker’s
remarks. For an example of this dynamic process, consider how the reference to Ice Cube movies
functions in the following exchange. On this occasion, Jalisa, a participant, relates a work of

street fiction she read to the narrative in Sofia’s novel.

Sofia: [talking about the novel she penned]

But this is about a young woman who...did some time in prison...and like a lot of
young women (this part is factual), like a lot of the young women, like there’s
been a spike in the population, in the female prison population, and a lot of the
women who are, um...getting incarcerated now, tend to be there to protect men.

Kaia:
Shit!

Jalisa:
Wow.

Sofia:

They tend to be there protecting men, like they’re taking the fall for guys, they’re
doin’ the ride or die thing [raises hands and turns wrists]...or, or, um, or they are
there from protecting themselves against men, so they are there because, you
know they were in abusive relationships, the system failed to protect them and
when push comes to shove, they had to protect themselves and [purses lips and
raises hands] and they killed someone. They killed their abusers.

Jalisa:

I read a story like that cause this woman, she ended up going to
jail...because...let me think...she ended up going to jail because like even though
she knew her man was bad, like even though she knew he was bad news she was
so in love with him that she just stuck around. And long story short, he got into
some big trouble, and...she basically took the fall, she was like you know what, I
did it...and like, she thought that he would like have her back but [shaking her
head]...it was just a whole, like roller coaster. And when she was in prison, she
would dream about the day when she would get out and kill him. But then by the
end, she fell in love with this woman, and when she finally got a chance to like go
kill her old man, like they ended up sleeping together cause she fell back into the
trap, and even though supposedly he began to like [raises fingers forming air
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quotes], like—

Sofia:
This sounds like an Ice Cube movie. [Everyone laughs.]

Jalisa:
[Smiles.] Yeah I know like, it was so confusing and I was like wait a minute...you
love him now?

Sofia:
Was it a movie?

Jalisa:
Oh, no it was a book, actually.

Sofia:
Oh, it was a book. Okay.

Jalisa:
Yeah.

Sofia:
But it sounds like—[Laughs.]

Jalisa:
Yeah. Actually I’ll give you the title of it later, but it’s like ...it was just so like...

Sofia:
But I bet you it’s a street lit book.

Jalisa:
Yeah it was. I got it off the street, | was like...but it was just like, wow.

Sofia:
Could you find out what the title is? And maybe the author?

Jalisa:

Yes, um...[raises her hand to her chin in a thinking gesture]...No Love, No Pain,
Sicily.

Sofia:

We should get that. [Laughs.]

Jalisa elaborates the twisted intricacies of the street fiction novel she read, and Sofia
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responds by saying that the plot sounds like an Ice Cube movie. Sofia is also a professional
screenwriter, so she draws on her expertise to set up the relationship between the novel and the
film. However, Sofia also relies on her audience’s knowledge of Ice Cube movies to joke about
the plot of the street fiction novel Jalisa mentions. Rather than listing characteristics of the
storyline Jalisa presents, Sofia uses a textual reference as a kind of portmanteau. Again, she
trusts the audience to understand her specific use of the Ice Cube movie reference without
explication. Furthermore, when Sofia brings Ice Cube movies to the discourse, she knows them
well enough to make a connection to their plots. Sofia’s invocation of Ice Cube, then, is a
maneuver that serves her communication goals and identifies her and her audience as insiders in

relationship to African-American popular culture.

Presence of academic texts in an out-of-school space. Researchers have cautioned
against thinking of academic and out-of-school spaces as worlds with fixed boundaries (Hull &
Schultz, 2002). Some have conceptualized “third spaces” or interstices between these binaries
where cultures, knowledge bases and identities can be leveraged favorably for the individual
(Gonzalez, Moll et al., 1995; Gutiérrez, 2008). 1 was surprised how frequently the school world
seeped in to the context of this supposedly out-of-school space. Jane Austen, Chuck Palahniuk,
Ayn Rand, Brett Easton Ellis, Anth