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To Drop A Dime

To drop a dime is a phrase rich in history and cultural significance, often associated with secretive
communication, police reporting, and the underground slang of the past. Over the years, this idiom
has evolved and taken on various meanings depending on context, location, and era. In this
comprehensive guide, we explore the origins, meanings, and contemporary usage of the phrase "to
drop a dime," along with related expressions and cultural references.

Understanding the Meaning of "To Drop a Dime"

Origin and Historical Context
The phrase "to drop a dime" dates back to the early 20th century in the United States, primarily
within the context of crime and law enforcement communication. Its origins are closely tied to the
widespread use of pay phones, which often cost a dime (10 cents) to operate. During the Prohibition
era (1920-1933), criminal organizations and law enforcement agents frequently used pay phones to
communicate secretly. When someone "dropped a dime," it meant they made a phone call, usually to
report illegal activities or provide information to the authorities, often anonymously.

Evolution of the Phrase
Over time, "to drop a dime" extended beyond its literal meaning of making a pay phone call. It came to
symbolize the act of informing on someone, especially to law enforcement—commonly known as
"snitching." The phrase has also been used in various contexts to mean giving confidential information
or betraying someone's trust.

Different Meanings and Usage Contexts

Informing or Snitching
Most commonly, "to drop a dime" refers to revealing information about someone, often in a criminal
or clandestine setting. This usage emphasizes the act of informing authorities about illegal or
suspicious activity. - Example: "He was afraid to drop a dime on his friends, but the police kept
pressing him."

Making a Phone Call
In a literal sense, it means to make a phone call, especially from a pay phone. This usage is more
historical, as pay phones are less common today. - Example: "I had to drop a dime to report the
vandalism."

General Informing or Betrayal
Beyond law enforcement, the phrase can also be used more broadly to indicate sharing confidential
information or betraying someone's trust. - Example: "She dropped a dime on her coworkers about the
project delay."



Historical Significance and Cultural Impact

Prohibition Era and Organized Crime
During Prohibition, the phrase was heavily associated with the underground world of bootlegging and
organized crime. Criminals relied on pay phones to avoid direct contact with law enforcement, and
informants played a crucial role in law enforcement efforts against illegal activities.

Slang and Popular Culture
The phrase "to drop a dime" became ingrained in American slang, especially within urban
communities and among law enforcement officers. It has appeared in numerous movies, TV shows,
and music lyrics, cementing its place in American cultural lexicon. Notable examples include: - Movies
like The Godfather and Goodfellas referencing informants or snitches. - Hip-hop lyrics that often
discuss themes of loyalty and betrayal.

Contemporary Usage and Relevance

Modern Communication and Changes in Language
Today, the phrase "to drop a dime" is somewhat archaic due to the decline of pay phones and the rise
of mobile phones. However, it remains a recognizable idiom, especially in discussions about law
enforcement or street slang. In modern context, "dropping a dime" might also refer to: - Reporting
someone via a smartphone app or social media. - Informing authorities in any form, regardless of the
method.

Related Phrases and Synonyms
The concept of informing or betraying has various expressions across different cultures and
communities:

Snitch1.
Tell on someone2.
Rat out3.
Play snitch4.
Give up the goods5.

Each term carries slightly different connotations but generally revolves around revealing confidential
information or betrayal.

Legal and Ethical Implications

Legal Aspects of Informing
While informing law enforcement can be crucial for justice, it raises ethical questions about loyalty,
community trust, and personal safety. In some communities, being labeled a "snitch" can lead to
ostracism or danger.
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Whistleblowing and Modern Contexts
In contemporary settings, "dropping a dime" can also be akin to whistleblowing—exposing unethical
or illegal practices within organizations or governments. - Example: Employees reporting misconduct
or corruption.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of "To Drop a Dime"

The phrase "to drop a dime" encapsulates a significant part of American slang and cultural history.
From its roots in the Prohibition era to its modern interpretations, it reflects themes of secrecy,
betrayal, and the complex dynamics between law enforcement and citizens. Whether used literally to
describe making a phone call or metaphorically to signify informing on someone, "to drop a dime"
remains a vivid and evocative expression. Understanding this phrase provides insight into American
history, urban slang, and the ongoing dialogue about loyalty and justice. Despite technological
changes diminishing the literal use of pay phones, the idiom endures as a powerful symbol of
disclosure and betrayal.

FAQs About "To Drop a Dime"

1. Is "to drop a dime" always negative?
Not necessarily. While it often implies betrayal or snitching, in some contexts, informing authorities
can be viewed as morally right or necessary, especially in cases involving dangerous crimes.

2. Why is a dime associated with this phrase?
Because pay phones used to cost a dime to operate, and making a call from a pay phone was a quick
way to report something secretly.

3. Has the phrase changed over time?
Yes. While initially tied to pay phones and illegal activities, its usage has broadened to include any act
of informing or revealing information, sometimes without criminal connotations.

4. Are there similar phrases in other languages?
Many cultures have idioms related to informing or betrayal, such as "to sell out" in English or
"balancer" in French. However, the specific imagery of dropping a dime is uniquely American due to
the historical context.

5. Is "to drop a dime" still used today?
While less common now, especially among younger generations, it remains recognizable and is still
used in certain communities or contexts related to law enforcement and street slang. In summary, "to
drop a dime" is a culturally loaded phrase that encapsulates the act of informing, often with
connotations of betrayal. Its roots in the era of pay phones and organized crime give it historical
weight, but its relevance persists in modern language as a vivid metaphor for whistleblowing and
sharing information. Understanding its origins and nuances enriches our grasp of American slang and



societal attitudes toward loyalty and justice.

To drop a dime is a phrase rich in history and layered with cultural significance. Whether used in
everyday conversation, in the context of criminal slang, or within the realm of espionage,
understanding what it means to drop a dime requires delving into its origins, evolution, and various
interpretations. This guide aims to provide a comprehensive exploration of the phrase, exploring its
etymology, usage, and cultural implications.

The Origins and Etymology of "To Drop a Dime"

The phrase to drop a dime is believed to have originated in the United States during the early 20th
century, particularly within urban communities and among law enforcement circles. Its earliest known
usage dates back to the 1930s and 1940s, although the precise origin remains somewhat debated.

Historical Background

Coin Phone Calls: The phrase is thought to be linked to the use of dime-sized coins—10-cent1.
pieces—in payphone calls. Making a phone call required dropping a dime into the slot, symbolizing
the act of communicating information.
Informing Authorities: Over time, dropping a dime came to metaphorically mean informing or2.
snitching on someone, especially in criminal or clandestine contexts. The act of "dropping" the coin
was likened to "dropping" information or turning someone in.

Etymological Theories

Several theories attempt to explain the phrase's origins:

Payphone Usage: As mentioned, the phrase may have stemmed from the practice of dropping a1.
dime into a payphone to make a call, which then extended metaphorically to revealing secrets or
informing authorities.
Police Dime: Historically, police officers sometimes issued "dime pamphlets", small leaflets or2.
notes, which could have contributed to the phrase.
Criminal Slang: In the context of organized crime, "dropping a dime" was a way to signify tipping3.
off law enforcement, often for personal gain or to settle scores.

While the exact origin remains uncertain, what is clear is that the phrase evolved to symbolize
informing on someone.

The Meaning of "To Drop a Dime" in Different Contexts

The phrase to drop a dime can carry various meanings depending on the context—ranging from
innocuous to criminal.

Primary Definition: Informing or Snitching

Most commonly, to drop a dime means to inform law enforcement or authorities about illegal activities
or someone’s wrongdoing. It is often used pejoratively, implying betrayal or disloyalty.

Examples:

"He decided to drop a dime on his friends after they got caught."1.
"You shouldn't drop a dime; loyalty is important."2.

Other Interpretations and Uses

While the primary association is with informing, the phrase can also be used in less serious contexts:
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Providing a tip or piece of information: Sometimes, dropping a dime can simply mean sharing1.
helpful information, not necessarily to authorities.
Making a phone call: Less common today, but it can also refer to making a call, especially a quick,2.
secretive one.
In jazz and music culture: The phrase has been used metaphorically to suggest sharing a secret or3.
revealing something.

Cultural Significance and Usage

In Popular Culture

To drop a dime has been widely depicted in movies, music, and literature, often associated with crime
stories or urban tales.

Films: Classic gangster movies and noir films frequently depict characters "dropping a dime" to law1.
enforcement.
Music: Hip-hop and rap songs have referenced the phrase to discuss betrayal, snitching, or street2.
loyalty.
Literature: Crime novels often explore themes of informants and the ethical dilemmas surrounding3.
dropping a dime.

In Modern Society

Today, the phrase remains embedded in colloquial language, especially within certain communities.
Its usage can be:

Pejorative: Implying betrayal or disloyalty.1.
Casual: Sometimes used jokingly or lightly when sharing secrets or gossip.2.

Examples in Sentences

"If you see something suspicious, don’t drop a dime—that’s not your fight."1.
"He’s known for dropping a dime whenever it suits him."2.
"I’m not going to drop a dime on my friends, no matter what happened."3.

The Ethical and Social Implications

Dropping a dime raises questions about loyalty, morality, and social contracts. In many communities,
especially those with a history of organized crime or street culture, snitching is viewed negatively,
often risking social ostracism or violence.

Ethical Dilemmas

Loyalty vs. Justice: Is it more important to uphold loyalty to friends and community or to uphold the1.
law?
Fear of Retaliation: Informing authorities can lead to dangerous consequences.2.
Moral Justification: Some argue that dropping a dime is necessary to prevent harm or uphold3.
justice.

Cultural Perspectives

In criminal circles: Dropping a dime is often seen as betrayal and can be met with hostility.1.
In law-abiding communities: It is typically viewed as an act of civic responsibility.2.

Modern Variations and Related Phrases



The phrase to drop a dime has spawned related expressions and variations:

"To squeal" – Informing or snitching.1.
"To rat out" – Betraying someone by informing authorities.2.
"To tell on" – Informing on someone, often in a more casual context.3.
"To flip" – Turning state's witness or cooperating with law enforcement.4.

Related Phrases with Similar Meanings

| Phrase | Meaning | Usage Context |

||||

| Drop a dime | To inform authorities or betray secret | Criminal, colloquial |

| Squeal | To inform, often with connotation of betrayal | Informal, criminal circles |

| Rat out | To betray someone to authorities | Informal, colloquial |

| Flip | To become an informant or witness | Legal, criminal context |

The Evolution of the Phrase in Modern Language

While to drop a dime retains its original connotation, modern usage has broadened or softened its
meaning:

In everyday speech: It may be used humorously or lightly to refer to sharing secrets.1.
In legal and official contexts: The phrase is still associated with criminal activity, but official law2.
enforcement uses more precise terminology like "informant" or "whistleblower."

The Role of Media and Popular Culture

Films, TV shows, and music continue to popularize and reinforce the phrase:

Movies like "The Godfather" or "Goodfellas" depict characters "dropping a dime."1.
Music artists reference the phrase to discuss themes of loyalty, betrayal, and street justice.2.

Conclusion

To drop a dime is a multifaceted phrase with deep roots in American slang and culture. Its origins tied
to payphone usage and criminal slang have given way to a broader understanding of informing or
betraying trust. Whether seen as an act of civic responsibility or betrayal, the phrase evokes complex
questions about loyalty, morality, and social norms. Understanding its history and usage enhances our
appreciation of language's evolution and the cultural contexts in which certain expressions thrive.

Final Thoughts

The phrase continues to be relevant in discussions of ethics, loyalty, and justice.1.
Its meaning varies depending on community, context, and intent.2.
Recognizing the phrase's origins enriches our understanding of urban slang and its cultural3.
significance.

By appreciating the nuances of to drop a dime, we gain insight into the social dynamics and histories
embedded within colloquial language, illustrating how words can carry powerful, layered meanings
across generations.
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Questions & Answers About to drop a dime

No Question Answer

1 What does the phrase 'to drop a
dime' mean in slang?

'To drop a dime' is slang for making a tip or reporting
someone to authorities, often by secretly informing the
police.

2 Where did the phrase 'to drop a
dime' originate from?

The phrase originated in the 20th century, particularly in
the context of calling payphone numbers (dimes) to report
information or make tips, especially in urban communities.

3 Is 'to drop a dime' still commonly
used today?

Yes, especially in informal speech, though its usage has
declined with the decline of payphones and changes in
slang.

4 Are there any cultural references
associated with 'to drop a dime'?

Yes, the phrase appears in music, movies, and TV shows,
often depicting themes of informing or whistleblowing,
such as in hip-hop lyrics and crime dramas.

5 Can 'to drop a dime' be used in a
positive context?

Generally, it has negative connotations related to
informing or snitching, but in some contexts, it might be
seen as doing the right thing by reporting wrongdoing.

6 Are there similar phrases to 'to
drop a dime' in other languages
or cultures?

Yes, many cultures have idioms for informing authorities,
such as 'telling on someone' in English, 'balancer une
information' in French, or 'dare un bisbiglio' in Italian,
though the specific idiom 'drop a dime' is uniquely
American slang.

inform, snitch, informant, tip-off, whistleblower, betrayal, tattletale, leak, notify, betray
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