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SOME ASPECTS OF YOUTHFUL IDENTITY
MANAGEMENT IN A PARAMARIBO CREOLE

NEIGHBORHOOD

This paper aims to explore some central aspects of identity management and
status maintenance among a group of lower-income Surinamese youth (14-22
years of age) in their urban Paramaribo neighborhoods. Attention will focus
on 'streetcorner', specific contexts where boys and young men, with
individual style and 'flair', act out public dramas that are supportive of
reputations which they perceive to be unvalued or unrecognized by persons of
more 'respectable' society. Style, in this case, cannot be seen in isolation from
the groups' position in, relation to and perception of the terrain of national
urban society. In lower-income Paramaribo, these factors are complicated by
the young men's age and class position and the complex patterns of continuity
and dysjuncture between youth sub-culture and the traditional parent culture
of which they are still a part.

Wilson, in his controversial tour de force Ooö
'1973), sets out two counterpoised concepts, 'reputation' and
respectability', which he claims, and I think convincingly,

underlay many of the social facts we observe as the Caribbean
reality. Generalizing from data gathered in the English-
speaking Negro society of Providencia off the coast of Colom-
bia, Wilson goes on to identity strains and cleavages between
reputation-based value systems and those premised on respect-
ability in the colonial Caribbean context. Indeed, Wilson
(1973: 219) describes it thus: '. . . a precariously balanced
tensile structure of relationships between antithetical systems.
On the one hand there is the imposed, alien structure of
domination premised on inequality and stratification, while
facing it is the autochthonous structure premised on differentia-
tion and equality . . . Neither structure is independent of the
other and what is unique about the Caribbean social system is
the dynamic dialectic between them.'
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2 GARY BRANA-SHUTE

For Wilson, respect is the summation of the colonial experi-
ence, a system of values derived from and ultimately supporting
a system of status and prestige based on European somatic
norms and lofty social and economic privilege. Reputation, and
the acquisition and maintenance of it, stands in opposition and
works as an indigenous levelling device. In Mintz's foreword to
OaZMrt//cs (1973: vi) one finds:'. . . reputation depends upon
individual achievement measured by, and against, the perfor-
mance of one's peers. Because reputation is a solution to the
scarcity of respectability, its realization may sometimes involve
acts which, in the view of the 'respectable', are antisocial, ille-
gal, or characteristic of those who are poor and illiterate.'

I should like here to apply some of Wilson's principles and
suggestions to some material gathered in Paramaribo,
Suriname. I also wish to go a step further and incorporate a
number of Goffman's (1957 and 1959) axioms into the discus-
sion. What follows will deal with the individual and the group
— the interplay of individual and collective feelings within
certain constraints and opportunities — and how performances
undertaken by persons serve to define their 'front' which, in
turn, regularly functions to define the situation for those who
participate (Goffman 1959: 32). In this setting, I shall later des-
cribe it as the economics of the theater, when an individual
presents himself before others, his performance will tend to
incorporate and reinforce the values held by the group or sub-
culture of which he is a part.

It will be the chore here to link the concepts of reputation and
respectability to streetcorner settings where individuals, in the
context of their face-to-face groups, act out daily dramas
supportive of their presence in the world.

The streets of Paramaribo crackle with activity and are alive
with people going about the daily concerns of their everyday
lives. In the city center, around the government square and
especially the central market, the volume of human traffic and
accompanying sounds, smells and sensations are at first
disorienting, if not discomforting. If, possessed of a few ob-
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YOUTHFUL IDENTITY MANAGEMENT IN PARAMARIBO 3

servational skills, the cultural alien chooses to linger,' he will,
over time, detect reappearing patterns of activity and certain
complexes of seemingly 'structured' behavior. In this case, for
the city dwelling Creole (Afro-Surinamer), traffic flow will take
on regular spatial and temporal dimensions with, perhaps, adult
women departing their residential neighborhoods at dawn, first
to the market, later to pay bills at various government sub-
offices, thence on to house and yard to prepare victuals and, in
the evening hours after a chat on the stoop with kith and kin, an
excursion to a club meeting or religious ceremony. Adult men,
when and if employed, leave the neighborhood to work their
various shifts and later return to spend time with their peer
groups at the streetcorner shop. School age children, from low-
income families, do not have to venture far to their neighbor-
hood elementary schools and, if not present there, can usually
be found helping mother harvest subsistence crops on a plot
outside the city, running errands for infirm relatives or enjoying
their truantcy fishing in a secluded canal. Teenagers, mostly
boys and young men, who have not continued on with secon-
dary education or pursued the limited job opportunities open to
them, can be seen lounging on the corners of the neighborhood,
seemingly doing nothing and having nothing to do. The 'on the
streets' behavior of the urban Afro-Surinamer can, after
elementary observation, be identified and anticipated.*

A fairly systematic outline of the bare bones of lower-income
Creole social behavior in time and space is readily assessable,
including such complexes as kin groups, households, neighbor-
hood cliques and peer groups, settlement patterns, life cycle
associated behavior and the outlines of ritual procedures. This
has been the traditional strength of social anthropology and the
table of contents to any standard monograph attests to the
richness of data this ethnographic technique yields.

The observer, however, will also come away with certain sub-
jective feelings about the people with whom he has spent time
and will often attempt to capture the nuances of his experience
by assessing his hosts with such descriptive phrases as 'warm',
'aggressive', 'rude', 'terribly polite', 'immoral', 'diffident',
'genuine', and the like in order to put some personal meaning
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4 GARY BRANA-SHUTE

into his scientific observations.' What usually results is that the
observer tries to capture the 'style' of his hosts by exploring
their self-image and reactions to situations and events.

I am interested in style too and in the following want to ten-
tatively explore some elements of style acted out, carefully and
systematically, by a group of young men — 14 to about 22 — in
a lower-income Creole neighborhood in Paramaribo, Suri-
name.'' What follows is highly speculative and is based more on
intuition and corroborative literature than on empirical
evidence; at best it is a series of questions that will serve as the
basis for future research.

Many of the young men found regularly on the streetcorners
and in the backyards like to think of themselves as 'movers' or
'hustlers' f/iosse/aarsj and carefully cultivate the image of the
cavalier, devil-may-care, bon vivant. They dress to the hilt with
platform shoes, gold chains and billowy flowered shirts. With
cigarette clasped between the third and fourth fingers of one
hand and self-consciously mopping the brow with a handker-
chief held in the other, they stage set and reinact dramas of their
personal making. The streetcorner pose is a temporary one and
like most young men anywhere the fellows in Paramaribo are
experimenting with roles and identities available to them in a
period of life that lodges them ambiguously between childhood
and adulthood. On the streetcorner stage one is old at 25 and
must by then begin to participate in other activities and develop
different commitments.

The hustler or mover posture is important for teenagers of the
lower-classes because it influences the way in which the future is
envisioned and planned. Hustling, and the styles and activities
associated with it, is often a symbolic model for a set of
meanings in which the young perceive and plan the course of
their lives and which they use to assess and evaluate acts of the
public order. It also influences the way others, most important
those of loftier status, will perceive and treat them — the scorn
of middle-class school teachers, ambivalence of the employer,
suspicion of the police, patronage of politicians or the crass
exploitation of the commercial world peddling its fads and
fashions.
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YOUTHFUL IDENTITY MANAGEMENT IN PARAMARIBO 5

The hustler posture and the battery of techniques and values
associated with it figure significantly in the resources a person
draws upon to create his style, which in turn is so important for
life on the streets.' Style and presentation of self in the various
settings in which one participates is reflected in the ways people
communicate — how they stand, move, walk, talk and dress.
These performances may become an indigenous language of the
streets and the skilled actor demonstrates his virtuosity by the
manipulation of language and persons so as to enable him to
maximize material goods and states of mind. These symbolic
postures may also be a rejection of the career goals that 'others'
set as normative and worthy of reward.

Needs are many and money and the acquisition of it are
certainly important ones. Yet, these priorities are only part of a
larger configuration in which one plays out a personalized
drama of the self. The accomplished actor is performance
oriented and through his skills and luck anything is possible — a
laugh at someone else's expense, a transaction promising to
bring ready wealth or the pure aesthetic of entertainment. The
sky is the limit. Under these circumstances to be an 'operator' is
a widely held virtue that stems from the belief that nothing is as
it appears and that the success one enjoys is the result of guile,
luck, loquacity or having the right connections.' Cleverness
f/rom^ oftens becomes the basis of one's self-esteem and must
frequently be reinforced by performing acts of great skill or
daring.^ <

OH //ie Corner
In the area of Paramaribo where I made earlier investiga-

tions,* the streets and their corners present a setting where men
and boys congregate in public forums to pass time.' At most of
these locations there is a w/nAre/ or a shop, which provides a
background setting for collective activities underway (Brana-
Shute, G. 1976a). These shops and their public forefronts are
arenas where men and those soon to become men compete with
one another in various proofs of their mascultinity, where they
seek to display and to acquire their reputations and maintain
status amongst their peers.
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6 GARY BRANA-SHUTE

Adult men — over 22 or so — sit inside the shop, their
sanctuary between the somewhat unsure worlds of unemploy-
ment and the many households in which they participate as part-
time members. The younger men, however, are still officially
without jobs and are full-time residents of their consanguineal
households. Virtually all of the older boys have girlfriends
whom they 'visit' but it will not be until adulthood that they
move away from their consanguineal households and establish
cohabitation arrangements with other women. These domestic
arrangements, coupled with beginning a career in the lower
echelons of the occupational hierarchy, will later launch them
into the adult male peer groups that regularly gather inside the
shop. However, during their youthful years the young men
prefer the streetcorner which, unlike the house and yard where
they feel themselves to be constained by the daily routine of
'women's work', represents freedom and autonomy. On the
corner one can be a 'man among men', a feeling that is so
critical for the type of identity for which young men strive.
Within the peer groups one not only experiments with roles
and identities but learns the importance of being a 'some-
body', recognized in terms of some personal attribute.'"

A 'respectable' livelihood is difficult for most of the young
men to come by and regularly they are dependent on
consanguineal kin for shelter, food and spending money." The
strategy for securing cash is complex and one manipulates a
number of techniques. Foremost is a reliance on uterine kin —
mothers, aunts, grandmothers, older sister — who themselves
are involved in a complex redistribution of moneys.

The women are usually nurturent, even when funds are low,
and release money after initial cajoling and game playing. True
feelings of affection are masked by aggressive c(/wr/ (hissing or
sucking the teeth; known elsewhere as 'chupes'), disparaging re-
marks about the boy's character and pastimes (though remarks
about his 'bad' nature are often 'good'; the example coming to
mind being vryposf/g or cheeky) and references to the lazy
nature of today's youth. Adult males, currently or formally
household members, and neighborhood shop regulars, are
usually approached in the same fashion, usually on or
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shortly after payday. Money and prestations (an occasional pair
of shoes or a second-hand bicycle) sometimes reach the boys
from the many political intermediaries who represent national
political parties in the various neighborhoods. Though these
party functionaries regularly solicit the support of older women
who organize party cells ̂ 7o//7/e/:eA:ern>(Brana-Shute, R. 1976)
they extend patronage to the young as well."

Many of the young men, semi-literate and unskilled, find
career goals circumscribed from the start, and they perceive the
occupational hierarchy of the national cash economy as a sys-
tem designed to defeat them. Working towards the role of
'family breadwinner' and progressing through the ranks of
career are strategies not considered significant by most. To
supplement their meager incomes the fellows are gently
predatory and an unguarded radio, tape-cassette, camera and
the like will not go unnoticed. Nevertheless, nothing of great
value is stolen and the rewards are converted quickly into items
of conspicuous consumption — clothes, shoes, food, jewelry,
gambling and so forth. Resources, legally and illegally
obtained, are pooled and the young men share in the largesse
and luck of one another.

The few jobs available to the boys are spurned with the sharp
indictment that one would rather '£a/? c/jen' (cut sugar cane; a
rather powerful remark in an ex-slave society) than be involved
in such a demeaning pursuit of livelihood.'* High paying jobs
with the American and Dutch controlled aluminium plants are
fantisized but more regularly they muse over the 'respectability'
of a leisurely government bureaucracy position where they
could deal with their countrymen from positions of visibility
and influence while adorned in 'w//te em/?/ /jango </Ö5' (white
shirt and tie). Positions, incidentally, which are held in some
distain by many lower-class Surinames if they themselves are
not in them. Civil servants in the lower ranks who act out their
minor roles with flamboyance and a sence of great importance
are said to have/lé/nomm'(high handed manners)."

Those young men who try heir hand at the few jobs open to
them are often disappointed and become the brunt of lively
lampoon wielded deftly by their streetcorner brethren. Two
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vingnettes come to mind.
One young man (18 years old) decided to try his luck on the

job market and, for extremely low wages, apprenticed himself
to an auto mechanic. He was the talk of the corner. Returning
after his first day's work in greasy, torn clothes, dirt under his
fingernails and residue from the day's labor in his 'afro' now a
shambles, he was met by peals of laughter and ridicule from the
sparkling young men (and worse, women) on the corner. One
remark that greeted him was: ToeAroe HO Area Afertgre;' literally,
'Look at the shitty Negro.' He quit his job and confided to me
later that he did not mind being a /oefoe&o/ (errand boy or
/oo/?/o/ige> outside the neighborhood, but it shamed him
mightily when he had to return to his peers. Besides, he missed
the good fun and the life to which he was accustomed. Until he
quit his job he was extremely upset and irritable." At his age
he would have a few more years of streetcorner freedom before
mating and residential circumstances force him to reconsider
and seek any available position.

In another vein, I recall the day I invited one of the young men
to share a beer with me and we happily repaired to the shop. I sat
down and, after a moment, inquired why he was still standing.
He replied that he had only one pair of good pants — which he
was wearing — and that they were just pressed. If he sat down
they would wrinkle and would not look sharp frrapoe/ He
explained that if he was careful he could keep the pants in near
perfect condition for a week. Obviously, there is an emphasis on
the need to be 'clean' while on the corner (and it is called as
much in slang: Arne/ĵ .

I am left with the impression that as a group the young men
obtain a better livelihood through mutual cooperation and
redistribution than if each of them were working individually
and dependent on their own fragile and erratic linkage with the
occupational hierarchy. Also, one could not aspire to the
leisured identity sought by the group if occupied daily in a
menial position as streetsweeper or box-packer. Although the
streetcorner aristocrat may have only one or two material items
— a new pair of multicolored platform shoes or a cigarette
lighter — to support his reputation, these few items become an
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YOUTHFUL IDENTITY MANAGEMENT IN PARAMARIBO 9

existential part of self and provide the young man with a peer
group status and 'somebodyness', the equivalent of which
would be unobtainable downtown.

Downtown and neighborhood pose ambivalent oppositions
and the young men recognize some very real social and spacial
boundaries between their neighborhood and the central busi-
ness district. They rarely go downtown to patronize the cafes,
restaurants, discos and highly visible places of youthful
congregation. Better off and better educated youth spend their
time 'downtown'. Students, the idle offspring of prosperous
families, and those with free time can be seen hob-nobbing with
recent returnees from the Netherlands. The young men,
standing outside the w/rtfce/, are much more confortable in their
neighborhood with its safe places, faces and expectations. In
downtown Paramaribo they are nobodies.

Life, within the social and ideological constraints in which the
boys live, often turns out to be a 'game'. I think the view that one
cannot achieve wealth by working (and thus respectability) was
part of the conventional wisdom of the peer group and in its place
they substituted schemes and strategies. Their planning did not
involve a continuous, linear, gradual series of actions that
culminate in the probable acquisition of a calculated goal but,
rather, a discontinuous pattern that required the engineer to
develop an intuition and style to gain an opportune position so
that he could suddenly seize his goal at the critical and fleeting
moment. In this game plan, the use of magic, usually charms
and ritual washings, is given serious consideration; the most
popular one is the öoArra o/?o (literally, open the white man), a
charm designed to positively influence those of loftier status to
act in your favor (Brana-Shute, G. 1976b).

In this environment the ideology of hustling and the hustler
are important." Regularly, one may try and mount a hustle
and, depending on virtuosity and skill in manipulating ima-
gery and relationships (the 'mark'; Polsky 1967), may or
may not succeed. The person is a player and although force may
occasionally be employed in obtaining his designs, guile,
trickery, intuition and loquacity — a virtual avalanche of words
— are the preferred techniques. '* The boys practice time-honor-
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10 GARY BRANA-SHUTE

ed techniques in manipulating from their positions of weakness.
Even thieves, when confronted with the necessity to use physical
force, resort to little more than a crack over the victim's head with
a stick. The use of knives is limited and firearms almost non-exis-
tent.

The hustler's daily routines of sociability require a steady
feedback of sounds (usually grunts of acknowledgement),
explosive laughter and earsplitting cf/un, all of which influence
the nature of the continuing drama. The presentation is received
by the group and if they respond positively they enhance the
speaker's reputation; to do otherwise is to negate the actor's
scenario, question his identity and certainly cause him to leave
(temporarily) indignant and insulted, commenting derisively
on the nature of mankind. The ability to 'talk' therefore —
including storytelling, arguing and trading insults — is a highly
cultivated art (Abrahams 1970). The talking also permits the
boys to express their feelings and ideas through a street argot
rich in imagery and metaphor in a manner which endorses and
supports their activities."

The English word 'action' is regularly used to describe
potentially exciting and rewarding circumstances. Through an
alchemy of slickness and guile, the ability to size up the mark or
the opposition, the hustler can achieve an almost magical
omnipotence. Action also implies movement for the sheer sake
of moving and checking things out, though in most cases it is
difficult to detect what concrete accomplishments obtain other
than simply arriving on the scene in a new terrain and departing
just as swiftly. The Sranan Tongo verb 'to go' fgo> is used to
describe many real or imaginary situations of intense activity
and movement.

Arriving on the corner or an appointed place the young men
greet each other with an explosive 'Fa' (shorten version of Fa
yoerfe/Fay'oe fa«; roughly, How's it going). The newly arrived
usually responds with /I e go (It's going) and continues on to
address the greeting not only as a salutation but also as an
inquiry for news of his experiences, feelings and gripes
accumulated since the last encounter. In this situation it is
incumbent on the newly arrived to 'g/ /on' (tell a story). 'Fa',
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then, is a query and is quite similar to Lieber's (1976)
experiences in Port-of-Spain, Trinidad where:

'. . . limers always see the social world as problematic. Not
very embedded in exact routines, and constantly reexamining
the texture of the social terrain they inhabit to assess its poten-
tial for themselves, they tend to be keen observers of social
scenes. The standard proletarian greeting in the streets of Port-
of-Spain, 'Yo! Whaappenin'; tends to be more than an empty
formality. It is a call for information, a signal to expand
perspectives jointly and to match assessments of commonly
encountered situations . . . ' (26).

In this group setting a special sense of time, unbridled by
clocks and work schedules, develops. One's place in time be-
comes fixed in the present. The young men, lounging, chatting,
arguing or staring are not waiting for something to happen, it is
happening, and a person perceives himself as one who gives
meaning to time and not as one who is merely a powerless
spectator.

In one way or another, these things all involve a man's
reputation. Even at their age, spawning offspring with a num-
ber of women, is a sign of strength of both body and spirit.™
Tangible items lend dignity as do the subjective skills of talking.
All these qualities are translated into 'power' Â:röc/j//V and 'ex-
perience' fortdro/em; the experience by which someone knows
something personally). Wilson has pointed out: '. . . this sense
of a man's strength is the foundation of his reputation, that
constellation of qualities by which he achieves a place in the
world of other's, where he is an equal and unique person. A
man's reputation in the stimulus of other people's respect for
him, and a concern of respect, for one's good name, is always
smoldering . . . reputation stipulates the minimum requirements
for adult manhood'(1973:150).

The young men live very close to the surface of their skins and
real or imagined challenges to their manly image prick their
sensibilities quickly. The gap between calm and breakdown is
infinitesimal and the young men can switch from one to another
so fast that it is often impossible to predict what is happening. A
wrong word, a push, a glance, an imagined slight and the young
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man could likely explode in rage or tears, or, retreat in anger or
shame. At times, in the face of problems where the hustler
posture fails to succeed as a functional solution, the cultivation
of 'reputation' is bitter harvest indeed.

Reputations are earned and involve the acquisition of a
battery of skills or personalized symbols associated with the
self. Nicknames ftz/v' of/ or iron heart) alluding to virtues or
characteristics are quite common. Such activities are shared in
enthusiastically by the boys and provide a setting where they
obtain satisfactions by participating in a common subculture.
The activities, so mundane to a casual observer, are highly valued
and are organized so as to support the perceptions and the roles
underpinning the boys' activities. The streetcorner interactions
are, I would guess, highly integrated rituals of 'communitas'
(Turner 1969 and Kaiser 1970).

The corner is auspiciously located at the intersection of two
neighborhood arteries, and watching traffic often becomes the
major topic of conversation and discussion. Honda motor-
cycles, flashy American cars and the black sedans of bureau-
crats add both mystery and action to the boy's vague
ideas of the 'highlife'. They can also look at the squalid
conditions of their neighborhood and with resignation at family
and neighbors trouping home on foot or on a crowded 'wild
bus'. Consequently, the young men are in a position to project
themselves into two quite different situations.*'

More than visual images link the boys to other sectors of
society. Church participation by many lower income Creoles
places some boys in intense and enthusiastic contact with other
'value clusters'." Sports clubs fapor/ veremg/rtgert> are regularly
attended and apart from playing soccer on official teams and in
loose auxiliaries patterned after what the older men do, the young
men sometimes use the club with its bar, gaming rooms and high-
ly visible balcony overhanging the major neighborhood tho-
roughfare, as a gathering place. Off-duty schoolteachers, police-
man and prosperous young government employees, all enjoying
the last youthful blush of their 'sporting image' ^sport mow; a
widely used Caribbean term that includes sexual appetites and
vitality), congregate for drinking and storytelling. Labor union
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YOUTHFUL IDENTITY MANAGEMENT IN PARAMARIBO 13

managers and politicians regularly stop by to pass time and
make contacts. In this 'off-duty' atmosphere, the club func-
tions as a 'medium of credibility' (Manning 1974) and the young
men are at a vantage point for watching closely and talking
with those in positions of enviable influence. Quite often a
bright or clever boy will be tapped by a higher-up and find him-
self privy to, if not material rewards, at least the prestige of
being affiliated with an older man (20-40ish) who has made it
while still being 'one of the boys'. The boys are aware of this and
act to catch the attention of club members. A Surinamese
version of the saying 'Master's eye makes the horse grow fat'
fMtfsra a/ e meA:/ ma5ra Aroiv /o/oe> is used to describe such
auspicious encounters."

Some Co/7s/Gtera//o/7.s'
One more aspect of lower-status Paramaribo youth culture

deserves attention." The huge body of literature on the Afro-
American family suggests, sometimes tacitly, sometimes
explicitly, that for poorer black males 'home' is a place where
his inadaquacies are thrown into high relief and where he is
often assailed with humiliation and ridicule by 'women'."
However, these tensions, in whatever form they may exist, do
not adaquately explain why, for Paramaribo Creoles at any
rate, young men spend so much of their time 'on the streets' and
in 'public places'. If one assumes they should be other places,
doing other things, at other times, with other people, the slip to
a mildly deviant interpretation of their behavior is easy to fall
into. Misguided propriety may suggest that 'acceptable' leisure
time activities with male groups should be scheduled and
routinized on the order of Thursday night jam sessions, or
bowling, or drinking bouts or whatever. The fellows on the
corner are then victimized by one or another perspective. Either
they are shiftless, lazy of irresponsible ne'er-do-wells or they
have, because of unhappy and blatantly exploitative historical
circumstances in various forms still extant, developed modes of
adaption that do not 'function' in their (and others') interests.

In a broader sense, I think that the boys and young men on the
corner are attempting to resolve some of the social, economic
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and political difficulties that confront them, through subcultural
constructs of their own making. As suggested earlier, the boys'
style cannot be seen in isolation from their position in, relation
to and perception of the terrain of larger society. In lower
income Paramaribo these factors are complicated by the young
men's age and the complex patterns of continuity and dysjunc-
ture between youth subculture and the traditional Atengre (Afro-
Surinamese) parent culture of which they are still a part. For
those soon to be adults, it is at the intersection between the
parent culture and the mediating institutions of larger national
society that these youth subcultures — especially the street-
corner one — emerge.

However, there is a dilemma here, because there is no real,
enduring 'subcultural' solution to the hustler's unemployment,
educational disadvantage, jobs without futures and low pay.
Though their activities 'solve' immediate problems in a tempo-
rary way, the concrete social and material circumstances of the
society that they inhabit remains the same."

Yet, many of the activities undertaken by the young men are a
good deal more than simply 'ideological'. Their constructs
involve the winning of real, measurable goals: space in the city
or neighborhood in which to operate, time tables for leisure and
recreation, identification of key occasions for social interac-
tion, the routinization of preferred in-group activities with cer-
tain things done and not done, the selection of various social
relationships that support their identity as a group rather than a
collection of individuals and, above all, make them feel like
'somebodies' in a society that is likely to regard them as pro-
blems. This, I must confess, sounds like a summary of my
conclusions; sadly, for me, it is nothing better than a working
statement of my assumptions. I shall, however, based on my
research experience with adult males in Paramaribo go one step
further and disclose another, this time historical, set of assup-
tions.

Caribbean, and Surinamese, history has been oppressive and
the majority of West Indians are victimized by institutions and
sets of relationships that crystallized long ago. Given the
organization of societies in which they live, I suggested that the
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YOUTHFUL IDENTITY MANAGEMENT IN PARAMARIBO 15

young men may have no where else to go than the corner. But,
the activities that go on while the young men act out their dra-
mas are brought about by individual persons sharing their
experiences in a forum they create, imbue with texture and bring
to life. Though social circumstances may have directed them
towards the corner and set off this geographical and social point
for 'lower-status young men' it is they themselves who make the
experience worth tasting and create situations in which they
choose to exist.

The acquisition of status and livelihood and the relationship
of that process to a workable identity system has always been
problematic in colonial societies." The relationship between
class, color and cultural orientation has lead to certain tensions
in the Caribbean, and the young men's choices of how best to
deal with the conflict are crucial aspects of the behavior found
in Paramaribo and, indeed, many parts of the Caribbean today.

Thanks are due Frank Bovenkerk, Rosemary Brana-Shute, Lodewijk Brunt and
Bonno Thoden van Velzen for their comments on earlier drafts of this paper. Any
infelicities as may occur remain the sole responsibility of the author.
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NOTES

1. These 'cultural aliens' can also be members of the society of which the 'cultural'
behavior under observation is a part. In the case of the Caribbean area as a whole,
these perins would most often be made up of the educated and wealthier Euro-
oriented types. In the case of 'plural societies' (De Pres 1967), aliens could also include
other ethnic groups. However, there is not a one-to-one correspondence between
higher socioeconomic status (or different ethnicty) and lack of familiarity with
folkways since many of 'higher' position have their familial roots in the urban lower-
classes or have consciously begun to reexplore their traditional Caribbean heritage.

2. There are many ethnic groups living in Suriname leading most students of this
society to make reference to its social and cultural pluralism. In a national population
of roughly 380,000, one finds 118,500 Creoles, 142,000 East Indians, 59,000 Indone-
sians, 40,000 Bush Negroes of all tribes, 10,000 Amerindians, 6,000 Chinese and a
fairly standard Caribbean array of smaller groups. In 1971 about 45.6 percent of the
population lived in and closeby Paramaribo, the only city. Recent population shifts
and migration to the Netherlands make it difficult to state with precision what
proportion each ethnic group now makes of the urban population (Bovenkerk 1976,
and Lamur 1973).

3. These remarks often refer to the political and economic inclinations of certain
groups. However, I am interested here only in the personal flair with which people
execute their 'roles' within an institutional context.

4. From 1954 to 1975 Suriname was an autonomous part of the Kingdom of the
Netherlands. Since November, 1975 the country has been a Republic.

5. I shall be drawing heavily on the material presented by Goffman (1957 and 1959).

6. Mintz & Price (1976), in a sensitive discussion of the development of Afro-Ameri-
can culture, point to the traditional framework in which the elaboration of qualities is
appreciated: 'Within the strict limits set by the conditions of slavery; Afro-Americans
learned to put a premium on innovation and individual creativity; there was always a
place for fads and fashions; 'something new' (within certain aesthetic limits, of
course) became something to be celebrated, copied and elaborated . . . " (26). And:
'Early on, then, the slaves were elaborating upon ways in which they could be
individuals — a particular sense of humor, certain skill or type of knowledge, even a
distinctive way of walking or talking, or some sartorial detail, like the cock of a hat or
the use of a cane' ^26 .̂

7. Smartness or shrewdness, the intuitive ability to size up an individual or a situation
swiftly in one's own interests, is an appreciated quality throughout Creole Suriname
and cuts across class boundaries. It is a complement to be referred to as V4 e Arom,
öo/', 'He's clever, man'. However, in the circumstances within which the young men
live, their A:om extends little further that the present and is used as a strategy to capture
small scale and short term goals. The Aroni politician, on the other hand, can
manipulate his 'streetcorner image' (usually in public forums) and capture votes
launching him to high position.
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8. De Bruijne includes up-to-date socioeconomic data on Paramaribo in his
sociogeographical study (1976).

9. In the english-speaking Caribbean this is known as 'liming'. It is a widespread term
that means hanging out on the the streetcorner. It would seem that one is doing
nothing and has nothing to do, when in fact, one is 'doing' a great deal.

10. Erikson (1968) discusses more profound aspects of this.

11. None of the 20 or so young men referred to went past the sixth grade in public
schools. They have no officially recognized skills and their knowledge of Dutch, the
official language of the country, is limited.

12. I have dealt with these short- and long-term redistributive networks, among adult,
sexually active males and females, elsewhere (Brana-Shute 1976a and 1978).

13. My earlier work in Paramaribo (1972-1973) did not cover this aspect of neigh-
borhood social organization and limited itself to adult males. I was generously
supported by both the Foreign Area Fellowship Agency and the National Science
Foundation. Future research plans call for the ethnographic exploration of the
subject of this paper.

14. 'Afap cAen' is used to refer to undesireable activities as well as persons who are
unattractive or hold little promise of reward or excitement. One with a reputation of
paltry distinction would be referred to by the boys as V! e Arqp c/ie/i' (He cuts cane).

15. Much like Arom', there is a spill over of 'streetcorner' style into the bureaucracy.
Those who capture clerical or managerial positions can be identified by the special
attention they pay to the execution of their tasks. For more 'respectable' civial ser-
vants, from life styles different from the young men, the fellow's insistence on pulling
out and dusting off chairs for those about to alight, continuously offering coffee and
cigarettes during a conversation or greeting the visiting specialist with a patch work
avalanche of technical terms on a topic of which they know little, is common. The
capstone of this style is when one overestimates his power and position.

16. For traditional Afro-Surinamers, social problems and their accompanying
anxieties often result in severe 'spiritual' problems — psychosomatic trauma — that
can only be resolved through supernatural means and magical treatment by ritual
specialists fftonoeman/ These illnesses are referred to as Wengre s/eAr/e' (Blackman's
illness) as opposed to 'rforra s/eAr/e' (doctor's illness; misfortunes that respond to
European medicine). See Brana-Shute, G. 1976b; Brana-Shute & Brana-Shute 1977;
Wooding, 1972 and Herskovits & Herskovits 1936.

17. Biervliet (1975), in a discussion of young unemployed Surinamers on the streets of
Amsterdam, describes them as playing out 'restricted role patterns' and lists some of
their occupational adaptations (hawker, peddler, pusher, cardplayer, pimp, thief,
etc.). Outward trappings of such roles include a self-consciously confident manner,
stylish clothing, and eloquence among other things. Above all, one never, ever loses
his'cool'or control of a situation. See Miller 1958 and Valentine 1968.
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18. The content and style of the pan-Caribbean 'spider stories' fa/i«msi ron> are not lost
on me. In Suriname, anansi the spider, the capricious trickster, obtains his ends from
tiger, elephant and öaArra (white man) alike by making fools of them. Physical
strength, formal education, recognized morals and ethics and direct (European style)
confrontation are considered inappropriate (and rather naieve) strategies by fia'
/4nans/ (brother spider).

19. To be a good talker is, of course, also a culture trait that crosses ethnic and class
lines. Thus speech making and toasting are valued arts in Suriname and the man who
is a good 'talker' usually gathers a substantial following. See Abrahams 1970.

20. The young men like to think that this too is a con. Most women will tell you that it
is a two-way street. I have no informalion on the female complement of this gaming
procedure.

21. American movies of the 'Kung Foo' and 'Black gangster' genre also serve the
same function and allow the boys to project themselves into desireable positions.

22. I have no information on why some boys and young men who choose the church
going route do not participate in the streetcorner comraderie. It is my impression that
these boys come from the more 'respectable' neighborhood families with a father
(either their own or a permanent step-father) around the house. Boys from more
prosperous families also affect the hustler posture (mostly clothing) but do not
participate in the daily round of status maintenance activities.

23. See Voorhoeve & Lichtveld (1975) for examples of the richness and creativity of
Sranan Tongo.

24. Again, style spill over connects the two poles. Very much like the middle-class
youth of Jamaica who affect certain postures of the Ras Tafari without 'truly
believing', middle class youth in Paramaribo pick up on what they think are attach-
ments to the 'bad' boy or man image. The exploitation of sub-cultural style by the
dominant culture has two opposed effects. There is first a heavy commercial invest-
ment in the world youth inhabit and all the hard sell of fashions and other
paraphanalia. On the other hand, there is the habit of using style characteristics as
convenient stereotypes to identify and indicate groups regarded as anti-social.

25. The most balanced and clear statement of this process if still that of Liebow
(1967).

26. It should be remembered that the fact that these men live, in their ideology, an
imaginary relationship to the conditions of their existence is not something peculiar or
limited to them or to the sub-culture in which they participate. See Rubin Zavalloni
(1969) for Trinidad and Tobago, Smith (1965) for Jamaica and Doelwijt (1971) for
additional material on Suriname.

27. See Kruijer 1977 and De Bruijne 1976.
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