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In this book, Jeffrey Lane actualises the reflections on street life in troubled neigh-

bourhoods made by Elijah Anderson in the ‘90s and published in the pathbreaking The 
Code of the Street (1999). Lane reflects on the new challenges in these neighbourhoods 
with the diffusion of Internet 2.0 technologies and with the spread of digital platforms 
such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. These Information and Communications 
Technology (ICT) represent new challenges for the mechanisms of producing identity 
and reputation and belonging to the neighbourhood. Lane’s work fully belongs to ur-
ban studies conducted with an ethnographic approach, well developed by Anderson, 
and with studies on neighbourhood effects, described by Sampson (2012, 2019). Lane 
Lane’s work is inspired by Anerdson’s description of the rules, relationships and mech-
anisms that governed street life between Afro-American gangs twenty years ago, de-
scribing rules, relationships and mechanisms that governed street life between Afro-
American gangs. Lane, however, is more interested on how neighbourhood relations 
change with new technologies, and how different actors, such as gangs, civil associa-
tions and the police, react towards these new challenges. Methodologically, Lane ap-
plies urban studies and ethnographies on both a digital and physical level. The author 
chose a specific neighbourhood of New York, Harlem, due to the massive presence of 
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youth gangs and for the attention given by institutions to this district that is currently 
under the important process of gentrification. The author is one of the gentrifiers. 

Harlem  
Harlem has experienced many changes in the last decades. In particular, the Federal 

State has financed the regeneration of the neighbourhood, which has led in recent 
years to the opening of the first shop run by white people (Zukin et al., 2009). Moreo-
ver, the spread of drug commerce that led Harlem as the capital of drug trafficking in 
the ‘80s and ‘90s has reduced considerably, owing to efficient and well organised po-
lice controls; however, these controls have led to discriminatory policies as the stop 
and frisk controls have been reported to be addressed mostly to Afro-American people. 
Nevertheless, consequences of that period of drug commerce are still visible through 
the uncontrolled spread of guns. War between gangs, which in the past happened to 
control the drug commerce, has been substituted with the fight for control of the terri-
tory, for social reputation and for the building of personal and gang identity, both in a 
digital and physical dimension. Moreover, opportunities are still far below the average 
of other neighbourhoods in New York and in the U.S. (Squires & Kubrin, 2005). The ab-
sence of opportunities has several implications on the formation of social ties, as pow-
erful mechanisms of reproduction or emancipation from troubled situations and con-
texts. 

Jeffrey Lane conducted ethnographic and nethnographic research over five years, 
which involved spending time with and interviewing young people involved in gangs 
and volunteers who help people to flee from gangs. The book reflects on the implica-
tions that digital technologies have on gangs and on the emersion of female characters 
in the fight for power among gangs or in attempts to avoid conflicts. Female interac-
tions to with males in a digital dimension are of particular interest and offer new op-
portunities for safe interactions, considering that in physical contexts there is a lot of 
violence between males and females involved in gangs. The book also analyses the le-
gal implications of posting, sharing and spreading compromised photos, videos and 
messages through digital platforms, and discusses how young people create two dif-
ferent communicative codes in order to be respected by peers, older people and par-
ents and to avoid raising suspicion with the police. Young people are not the only ones 
exploring new possibilities that digital platforms offer as the police officers and judges 
are also using them to their advantage. For this reason, it has been necessary for gang 
members to use different linguistic codes when using these new technologies. 

Among the admirable qualities of Jeffrey Lane’s work emerges the time he spent ob-
serving episodes of street life and reporting emotions, feelings and impressions in his 
notes in a non-rhetoric way giving the reader the full story about his experiences. 
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Moreover, because of the trusting relations that he created with some young people, 
the book contains an analysis of private digital interactions between these young peo-
ple, which enables the reader to access to important moments of discussion, confron-
tation and sharing between peers about what happens in the street and their reflec-
tions on the events their personal identity and how it relates to the public sphere.  

The book is structured as follows: Chapter One describes the roles of females and 
males in their street life and in relation with each other, and how the roles and rela-
tions change through the diffusion of new technologies. The second chapter focuses on 
processes of code switching that young people use on digital platforms in their public 
communication and examines what happens in private chats with peers or adults. In 
the third chapter, Jeffrey Lane presents a key actor, Pastor, involved in associations 
that help young people gain education and work, and examines how his role has 
changed due to the introduction of new technologies. The fourth chapter focuses on 
the strategies that police and law officers adopt to cope with gangs and their use of 
new technologies and discusses how the law interprets the publication of compromis-
ing videos, photos and posts on digital platforms. Finally, Lane portrays some lessons 
that he learnt during his research and provides some lines of interventions for amelio-
rating the lives of young people in problematic neighbourhoods. This review presents 
the most important evidence that this research obtained. 

 
 

Young people towards digital platforms in Harlem  
 
The first chapter of Lane’s book outlines the changes that the spread of internet 

technologies brought to the interactions between males and females in their street life. 
First, digital communication, which enables people to connect with little economic ex-
penditure other than phone calls, has created a safer space of interaction for females 
to deal with males on the street. One of the principal fears of girls dealing with boys is 
the exposure to frequent violence. Digital communication has thus enabled females to 
establish a new communication register, deciding what is acceptable and what it is not 
in a more protected and set way. For example, online interactions can develop in two 
forms: (1) a public interaction on a Facebook or other public social platform profile, 
where it is an observable style of communication and self-representation similar to 
that produced in the physical street, involving posts about belonging to a group or 
neighbourhood; and (2) private communications, such as a private chat, in which the 
discussion is more personal and open, thus allowing the possibility to deepen the 
knowledge about the person with whom you are chatting by discussing expectations, 
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values and suitable behaviours. This private dimension is more protected than previous 
private interactions between males and females on the street because it provides a 
physical barrier, a distance from street eyes that is far from the necessity to defend a 
reputation and public image in front of the group. Digital interactions have also permit-
ted males to exhibit a different behaviour and to emancipate themselves from stereo-
types. Moreover, social media permits many females to make connections and interac-
tions with people from other neighbourhoods, giving them the opportunity to distance 
themselves from the logics of street life that they do not accept and to get to know dif-
ferent contexts. Private digital interactions also have important methodological conse-
quences for researchers because it is now possible to access conversations directly that 
before were only possible through reports and interpretations of the people involved 
in the physical interactions (Markham, 2016). Private safe chat conversations also 
oblige males of the gangs to interact in a different way with females because they 
know that the females have more opportunity to find a better solution outside of the 
neighbourhood. However, it is more difficult for males involved in gangs to get to know 
females from other neighbourhoods because peers would judge negatively the choice 
to chat with someone from another neighbourhood. Through the relations he estab-
lished with the young people being researched, Lane was able to access and analyse 
entire sets of private digital conversations between young people and to ask for inter-
pretations and explications from the people directly involved. Because young people of 
Harlem want to communicate with people outside of their neighbourhoods, the num-
ber of friends they have established on Facebook is, on average, higher rather than in 
other U.S. contexts and the number of contacts they have never met before is signifi-
cantly higher than in other contexts. Connections with people made through social 
media are growing because of Facebook’s usage of geolocalisation systems which sug-
gest people with whom users can make new friendships. Even if important steps to-
wards establishing new contact outside a Harlem neighbourhood have been made by 
young people, especially females, gang members remain highly sceptical towards so-
cialising with people from outside the neighbourhood, and this attitude could cause 
some tensions and violence. 

Nonetheless, technology represents a new threat for young people due to the crea-
tion of fake profiles, denigration campaigns and incitation to violence (Davies et al., 
2015), especially towards females who do not align with the expectations of males. 
Moreover, digital platforms act as resonance chambers for violent events and deviant 
behaviours, such as sharing brawl videos. However, this type of digital public commu-
nication usually draws the attention of associations involved with young people and 
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police officers that have access to more evidence or use the posts to find the perpetra-
tors of these deviant behaviours. 

Finally, females play an important role of connection or mediation between different 
gangs, associations and families, and they are fundamental in avoiding crimes and for 
helping boys to escape from dangerous situations, which they typically do through digi-
tal interactions. However, in this new digital scenario, new gangs are also emerging 
which are sometimes led by females (Brotherton, 2015). These gangs have own behav-
iour rules and codes that indicate an important change in the relationships between 
males and females different from Elijah Anderson’s previous observations. 

The second chapter of Lane’s book is dedicated to the code switching that young 
people of Harlem apply in their digital and physical public communication, but also in 
the private sphere. Digital platforms offer young people a new dimension where it is 
possible to build their own identity (Darvin, 2016). This dimension offers young people 
a place to confirm their appearance on the street or to flee from the narratives and 
processes of identity building deployed on the street. Digital platforms are not easy for 
young people to use because the eyes that observe and control what happens in the 
digital space are far more numerous than on the street and digital communications 
leave traces that are accessible to everyone and are very difficult to erase. Moreover, 
these traces can reach people outside the inner group of friends, such as families or po-
lice officers, who can use this information against the young people. The author anal-
yses how the young people of Harlem react to new challenges posed by new communi-
cation technologies in relation to identity building processes, reputation and the social 
desirability of what is appropriate to be communicated through social media. Lane out-
lines three strategies deployed through digital communication:  

1. differentiation of identity between street and digital life,  
2. affirmation of respectability both on the street and online and of the more pri-

vate work of emancipation from gang life,  
3. increased respectability in both digital and physical contexts.  
Young people who work to build a different identity on social media from their 

street life tend to share their school and professional successes on digital platforms, 
and the positive feedback they receive from associations and family members on digi-
tal platforms encourages them to free themselves from violent environments. These 
people typically to avoid the public narration of street dynamics and they publish only 
the contents that are socially acceptable to older people, parents and associations. An-
other strategy of dealing with identity building on digital platforms involves posting 
photos and videos of violent episodes to maintain their respectability on the street 
while they study and work to escape from these violent environments. However, this 
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strategy is risky and complex because, over time, these young people discover how 
dangerous it is to publish such photos and videos because of trials that implied friends, 
and, even if they erase the posts, the contents could have been observed by employers 
or documented by police officers who could use this material in court years later, thus 
compromising the work they have put in to ensure their emancipation from their pre-
vious street life (Carbone, 2015). The third strategy involves publishing digital contents 
that would help to raise their reputation and respectability on the digital and physical 
street, using both dimensions to boost their communication and identification with 
their gang and their belonging. Balancing their street and digital reputation makes the 
identity construction process of young people involved in deviant environments partic-
ularly difficult, even if it enables them to show something different to diverse audienc-
es should they want to emancipate. The digital dimension is a more complex reality 
from the one that was experienced by young people in the street before the spread of 
digital platforms, however it also gives new opportunities for young people that want 
to emancipate themselves from street life, if it is used wisely.  

 
 

The role of associations through a key actor: Pastor 
 
In the subsequent chapter, Jeffrey Lane portrays Pastor, a street pastor, who is an 

ordained minister active outside the church that is involved helping young people from 
the Harlem neighbourhood. Street pastors are peculiar to this context because they do 
not have a specific church or an institutional role; however, they are well recognised 
and respected in Afro-American communities and viewed as reference figures. Streets 
pastors are hybrid characters, which means that although they bring respect and trust 
to the people they stay with, they do not have any specific privileges or protection to 
offer. Nonetheless, Jeffrey Lane portrays Pastor as a fundamental character because he 
can offer concrete help and the right stimulus to young people that desire to quit crim-
inal street life. Previous literature has outlined the importance of these characters (Ma-
rino, 2017), but with the spread of digital platforms, there are new challenges to reach-
ing out and accessing the young people’s world. Pastor understood quickly the im-
portance of these technologies, and he thus uses digital platforms to ameliorate his 
point of view on street life, using private chats as a safe and constant channel of com-
munication to keep in touch with young people whenever they need him or if they feel 
trapped. Pastor is involved in the difficult work of mediation between young people, 
institutions, police officers, parents – when parents are present – and other volunteers. 
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His capacity of understanding digital communication has enabled him to ameliorate his 
service for young people and to open a new channel of communication. 

However, within associations, the understanding of the role of digital platforms is far 
from fully understood. Pastor is one of the few volunteers that has learnt about the 
new digital communicative dynamics among young people and he is fully committed to 
convincing other volunteers, who usually are not young and tend to be more hesitant, 
to use digital platforms. However, the risk is that these volunteers, who are sceptical 
about new technologies, will only interpret partially and without fully understanding 
what is happening on the street, and so volunteers result less present, less useful and 
far from young people, together with a more complicated affordability from young 
people to contact them, with the difficulty to find a safe, protected and always availa-
ble ways of communication. In this chapter, I found the field notes of the author par-
ticularly interesting because the presence of Pastor enabled him to enter into direct 
contact with young people and see a close-up view of street life by helping Pastor with 
his job. In these notes, it is possible to appreciate the virtues and weaknesses of the 
commitment of the Pastor and enjoy the emotions that the inhabitants, especially the 
young people, and the volunteers feel about the street life. While these notes highlight 
the importance of the presence of church congregations because powerful services 
play a role in neighbourhood control (McRoberts, 2008), in New York, there is a huge 
presence of non-religious associations or services oriented towards helping troubled 
neighbourhoods (Marino, 2017). The presence of various types of associations in depri-
vated neighbourhoods in the U.S.  led also to an important reflextion reflection on 
street units in policies towards young people in Italy (Vitale, 2003).  

What the author also highlights in this chapter, and it represents an important theo-
rical question with methodological implications, is that digital connections are im-
portant but not enough to create mutual trust. For this kind of connection, is necessary 
also a physical one (Baym, 2015). To create a trusted network with young people, Pas-
tor invited them to his office, for dinner, to chat in a café, and he visited them in pris-
on, representing sometimes the only person who cares about them. The digital connec-
tion represents a safe channel in an emergency and offers a way to maintain contact 
when a physical encounter is not possible. In some cases, it is also the first way for Pas-
tor to connect with young people in danger. Moreover, the presence of Pastor on digi-
tal platforms permits him to know directly what is going on in multiple areas of the 
neighbourhood, to mediate when arguments are going on through digital platforms, to 
alert adults that something bad is going to happen in the neighbourhood and dissuade 
young people from becoming involved, and to inform the population of the neighbour-
hood about the events and initiatives that are taking place in the area. Pastor’s com-
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mitment has shown good results thanks to his high availability which enables young 
people to ask for help or a discussion or suggestion whenever needed. His work has 
changed the relationships not only with young people but also with volunteers by con-
vincing them of the importance of digital communication and availability, but it has not 
been easy. Another delicate responsibility of Pastor’s work is helping the families of 
young people who died as a result of street violence. Pastor helps them with spiritual 
and economic assistance and instils a message of peace instead of creating or provok-
ing revenge and other violence. At the same time, he studies the dynamics of violence 
and attempts to stop it; for this reason, he spends time speaking with police officers.  

Lane also describes the weaknesses of Pastor’s work. First, he is unable to stop much 
of the violence, as the violent action is typically moved to another place, away from the 
eyes of Pastor. Second, the presence of Pastor is perceived as ambiguous because the 
young people are conscious that he maintains relationships with police officers and 
that his knowledge of the street dynamics could cause trouble for some of them. 

 
 

Digital strategies to fight street gangs 
 
In the fourth chapter, Jeffrey Lane explains how digital platforms marked a substan-

tial change in investigations around street criminality. Police officers have adopted new 
tools, methods and approaches to find, monitor and prevent street criminality (Patton 
et al., 2017). Investigative forces have been extremely fast in activating a monitoring 
force that could deepen and open new methods of investigation through digital com-
munication, including text, photo and video analysis but also private chats, to find 
more evidence that could be used in trials. These innovations have led police officers to 
new information that before were only accessible after long investigations and field 
observations. Today, this information is easy to access through desk analysis because 
of fake profiles opened by police officers, the tendency for young people to accept 
friend requests from unknown people and to have unprotected online profiles. This 
type of enquiry has important implications for young people and their criminal records: 
a photo that shows intimidatory attitudes or the presence of guns could be a proof for 
starting a trial. However, according to the author, young people could post these pho-
tos to show their strength and retain their street reputation and they do not necessari-
ly mean that these people were involved in criminal acts. Many trials have included 
these kinds of materials even if the photos were unrelated to the crime object of atten-
tion in the trial. Moreover, lawyers usually ask for plea bargains when using this kind of 
proof because it is hard to argue against it. This method of investigating has sometimes 
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undermined the re-educational or job pathways of people that abandoned their previ-
ous criminal gangs, which represents a real threat for young people who are some-
times obliged to appear in photos with gang members to show their belonging to the 
group; in case of denial, such photos could signify violence against them because it 
seems a refusal of belonging to the gang. This is only one of several implications of the 
use of information obtained through the internet in trials and still have not a unambig-
uous interpretation. To understand the importance of this new method of investiga-
tion, Lane reports 198 cases that used materials from digital platforms; in 190 of those, 
the final decision led to a sentence for the person who was charged with an offense. 
However, as Lane does not tell us the rate of condemnation in trials without digital 
content, we cannot make a comparison. Nevertheless, Lane points out that the new 
digital strategy adopted by police officers has led to fewer criminal acts and suggests 
that although it may ruin the lives of people who have left criminal paths behind, given 
their effectiveness, the use of digital materials will continue. Their effectiveness could 
also be due to the speed in which police officers can conduct online investigations and 
have thus been able to identify and catch unprepared gangs. However, young people 
are quickly understanding the risks implied with the public posting of illegal behaviours, 
not only because their families could see them, but also because of the presence of po-
lice officers. This implies that in the future, it could be more difficult for police officers 
to find evidence on digital platforms, despite the inability to clear all traces from the 
web.  

 
 

Lessons and possible interventions  
 
In the last chapter, Jeffrey Lane sums up the salient points that emerged in the book 

about how social media has changed the way young people, associations and police of-
ficers experience the Harlem neighbourhood. The digital dimension represents a fun-
damental place for analysing urban processes and for developing a full understanding 
of the behaviours in the neighbourhood, not only for criminal phenomena but also for 
other events that today develop in the double dimension (digital and physical) and in 
the co-creation of the neighbourhood environment and a sense of belonging. Nowa-
days, our lives contain a digital extension in which we communicate, create and main-
tain relationships, and strategically interact that is no longer possible to ignore (Hay-
thornthwaite & Wellman, 2002). However, whereas the sense of belonging is still an 
urban practice (Blokland, 2017), the digital dimension fosters the loyalty and attach-
ment to a physical place. However, physical connection is still necessary to build a 
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sense of belonging to a place. The digital dimension has numerous implications for re-
searchers: while it is necessary to consider that everything that is published is worthy 
of attention, this does not mean that it will transform into a concrete action in the 
neighbourhood context. In face to face interactions, certain statements are made to 
uphold a reputation, but without the aim of deploying them. However, differently from 
physical communication, statements made on digital platforms remain public for a long 
time and could be used against them. This is particularly true in dangerous contexts 
such as that represented by street gangs. People that previously belonged to such 
gangs have difficulties erasing their past, even if they become fully committed to living 
honourable lives. This represents an important challenge for law and police officers 
that should use their discernment wisely to foster educative and professional pathways 
for young people who want to quit their gang life, trying not to focus solely on repress-
ing menaces that are usually linked to the past.  

Lane offers an important contribution to urban studies in the digital era and offer an 
interesting viewpoint regarding belonging to a digital dimension and neighbourhood. 
Throughout the book, Lane observes and analyses how digital platforms did not imply a 
weaker sense of belonging to the physical dimension of the neighbourhood, but rather 
strengthened the bonds through the possibility of remaining connected with friends 
and getting to know other people as acquaintances. At the same time, the digital di-
mension has offered young people suffering from the dynamics of the physical street 
life the opportunity to get to know people from other neighbourhoods, which before 
was impossible or risky. This innovation has represented a concrete possibility for es-
caping from the gangs, especially for girls.  

Moreover, Lane contributes to urban policy literature some reflections on possible 
lines of interventions in troubled neighbourhoods, as in the case of Harlem. The first 
point that the author highlights is the necessity to invest more money into education 
for people that want to escape from street gangs, as education is still a privilege for too 
few young people. Girls have benefitted most from educational possibilities as being 
emancipatory from being subjected to gangs and from boys. The second line of inter-
vention is the need for more effective strategies for boys and girls to escape from devi-
ant paths and to make them important witnesses for peers. However, such strategies 
could also represent a danger for them as gang members would not appreciate that 
their peers are used as symbols against them. While much has been done on the crimi-
nal repression side, there is still much to do to emphasise the positive experiences of 
young people in the neighbourhood. It is fundamental to give positive feedback to 
young people engaging with educational and professional paths who in many cases 
remain alone, without friends, because they are judged as traitors of street life. More-
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over, educational and professional successes should be used by law officers to overturn 
evidence of past exploits to show the changes the individual has made to their life and 
to valorise their efforts. Finally, according to the author, it is necessary to encourage 
the usage of social media to show stories and choices made by people that have suc-
cessfully abandoned street life, as social media offers a platform through which to 
meet employers who can help them to join the job market and emancipate them from 
their street life.  

 
 

Conclusions 
 
I would like to point out some other considerations. I found the book especially use-

ful for sociologists who want to deepen the relationship between people, spaces and 
digital connections. The book contains innovative reflections that deserve to be read 
not only by specialists but also by a vast public. The book shows how urban processes 
and dynamics have changed with the spread of digital platforms, leading to a new role 
of females in street dynamics (Ruble & Turner, 2000), mechanisms of code-switching in 
digital communication, and new policies adopted by associations and police officers to 
deal with new challenges brought by digital technologies. Moreover, the book shows 
with clarity how the spread of digital platforms does not mean a weaker identification 
and sense of belonging by young people to the neighbourhood (Matthews, 2015), but 
rather how these processes currently deploy on two different levels – digital and physi-
cal – that are in constant interaction. The author also defines crucial challenges and in-
terventions necessary for associations, families, local institutions and police officers to 
deal with street gangs and to offer concrete possibilities for the emancipation of young 
people living in poor neighbourhoods. For sociologists, the author provides appendices 
at the end of the book to deepen the dimensions analysed in each chapter and pre-
sents useful tools enabling other researchers to repeat this type of research in other 
contexts. Doing so will allow the possibility of creating a dialogue between this re-
search and others examine street life and the context of the neighbourhood in the digi-
tal era. 

Last, I consider this book inspiring for European urban contexts, especially where the 
identity processes of young people are still embedded with the context of the street. 
Even if violence and gang affiliation in European contexts is lower than that in the U.S. 
(Klein et al., 2000), young people in many deprived neighbourhoods build their person-
alities and reputations at the street level; thus, an analysis of how these processes are 
now mediated through social media is warranted. 
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