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In this revelatory book, Sudhir Venkatesh takes us into Maquis Park, a poor black neighborhood on
Chicago's Southside, to explore the desperate, dangerous, and remarkable ways in which a community
survives. We find there an entire world of unregulated, unreported, and untaxed work, a system of living off
the books that is daily life in the ghetto. From women who clean houses and prepare lunches for the local
hospital to small-scale entrepreneurs like the mechanic who works in an alley; from the preacher who
provides mediation services to the salon owner who rents her store out for gambling parties; and from street
vendors hawking socks and incense to the drug dealing and extortion of the local gang, we come to see how
these activities form the backbone of the ghetto economy.

What emerges are the innumerable ways that these men and women, immersed in their shadowy economic
pursuits, are connected to and reliant upon one another. The underground economy, as Venkatesh's subtle
storytelling reveals, functions as an intricate web, and in the strength of its strands lie the fates of many
Maquis Park residents. The result is a dramatic narrative of individuals at work, and a rich portrait of a
community. But while excavating the efforts of men and women to generate a basic livelihood for
themselves and their families, Off the Books offers a devastating critique of the entrenched poverty that we
so often ignore in America, and reveals how the underground economy is an inevitable response to the
ghetto's appalling isolation from the rest of the country.
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From Reader Review Off the Books: The Underground Economy of
the Urban Poor for online ebook

Ashleigh Summerlin says

Not very well written, redundant, and overly detailed. Then again, it is the authors thesis and culmination of
years of research, so I shouldn't be so harsh

Lobstergirl says

I'll never look at a ghetto the same way again. Much of what sociologist Venkatesh found during his deep
immersion into one of Chicago's south side neighborhoods isn't surprising; what did surprise me was the
degree of symbiosis among the various players in the underground economy. Street hustlers - often homeless
- might hawk merchandise, but also be employed by store owners to hand out flyers, or even to sleep in the
store at night as security. A store owner might provide a ready bathroom to the hustlers who are doing him
favors so that they don't have to defecate in a park, or just a place to store their belongings. Ministers will
help broker short term jobs for the underemployed, but will get a cut in exchange for the "job placement."
And the constant presence of people on the streets, out in public places, is due to the lack of private spaces:
people who have stable places to live, whether they own or rent, often provide a place to sleep for a constant
stream of relatives and friends down on their luck, so privacy inside the home is in very short supply.

A street hustler named Carla told him:

You're going to think this is funny. But if you're poor, you need jail. You really do. That's
where I disappear to. The food is good and it's better in the winter; the people are okay to you,
except for the guards that try to get up in your kootchie. And you get some peace. I mean, you
have to know when to go! You can't go right after [check day] when everyone's in there
because they're drunk. No. You go middle of the week, slow time, get a few days, get rested,
get warm. See, everyone around here does that. That's why we know the cops so well; we see
them all the time. They're like our landlords.

The hustlers often prefer jail to shelters because jail doesn't kick them out at 6 a.m. And jail attendants
sometimes look out for the hustlers. One said, "It's not official policy, but we don't stick these homeless
people who...just need a night to rest. We don't put them in with the rapists, or even burglars...I guess I got a
lot of feeling for these people. They work their tail off, they get arrested, and I know they do things wrong,
but they are just desperate, they just need to survive."

It's not an uplifting read, and Venkatesh's writing style is wordy and repetitive. His favorite word is myriad.

Madeleine says



One of the best books on poverty I've ever read. Venkatesh spends over a year in a small (several blocks)
section of south Chicago learning about the complicated "underground economy"--how drug dealers make
their money, how single mothers negotiate with those drug dealers for economic assistance in exchange for
allowing them to sell drugs on a certain corner, etc. If you've ever wondered how people survive on $203/mo
(the amount of welfare given to a single adult, for example, in Minnesota), read this!

Colleen says

The topic is important (urban poverty) and the book is informative. The degree to which police are complicit
in the underground economy by their simple refusal to interact more with poor communities was an eye
opener. But the book was too long, mostly due to unnecessary wordiness and repetition of arguments--it
should have been about 3/4 or even 1/2 as long as it is. He seems like a good academic writer but doesn't
make the transition to a wider audience very well--it definitely could have used better editing.

Amanda Bivens says

I began this book with great excitement. The first few chapters were engrossing. However by the time I made
my way to the chapter on gang contribution, I felt the information was becoming circular. No new insight
was gained because everything had been laid out in pieces within previous chapters. I did thoroughly enjoy
the part about pastoral contributions to the underground economy and overall found the work to be
fascinating and refreshingly unsentimental.

Misha says

I'll try not to repeat what the other reviewers have already said and
just express my opinion on the book.

It is sad but all too true that the poor seldom speak for
themselves. And even though they may live a few blocks away, it
requires a prolonged ethnographic study like Venkatesh's to get
the picture of their daily lives and economic relations.

And the picture he paints is indeed fascinating. Sterile academic
words like "gang activity" or "narcotics" that Venkatesh uses contrast
with the stark reality and the daily struggle that the urban
downtrodden have to lead. This is probably the single most important
reason to read this book. The book provides a comprehensive survey to
the twisted economic and social life of the "shady world": there is a
chapter on "soccer moms", on business people on street hustlers, the
preachers and on the street gangs. However, the main feel that I got
for Marquis Park is that of a place of crushing poverty and
despair. The anecdotes and live situations are bizarre yet possess
their own underlying logic: a gang leader as a person to turn to to
mediate conflicts; a garage owner paying his mechanics with used radio



equipment instead of cash; a church leader "placing" his parishioners
into the homes of the affluent, getting a cut of their wages and then
"rotating" them to make sure they do not lose their dependence on him;
the small business owners fostering relationships with each other
through small loans to secure against tough economic circumstance; the
same business owners are afraid to operate outside the ghetto because
the operating environment is so insecure and the relationships inside
the community provide the meager support in case of hard times. It is
breathtaking how the residents of Marquis Park completely gave up on
the safety net of the modern state and, as in primitive societies,
rely on their children to provide care and support in their old age.

The author's sympathy towards his subjects shows often in the book and
make it a far more pleasurable read. However, this comes with a lot
of effort on the reader's part. Venkatesh writing style is circular
and repetitive. The book starts from the death of the gang leader and
ends with it. This would be a nice narrative device if it were not for
mind-numbing continuous retreading over the same thoughts, ideas and
facts. And it is not that Venkatesh repeats himself word-for-word but
he just goes over the same territory and re-references or re-stresses
or reiterates ad nauseam. At some point I started treating the books
as a primary source --- a witness account rather than a synthetic
scholarly work. Another major complaint is the scatterbrain treatment
of the material. With all the repetition, some of the important
economic background and the history of the formation of the ghetto is
tucked in somewhere in the middle of the book. For example, the ghetto
got so poor because most of the blue color jobs that the ghetto
residents used to be able to get were shipped overseas. This fact is
mentioned offhandedly in the introduction of one of the middle
chapters.

Another major annoyance is the lack of numbers and statistics in the
book. How difficult was it to state what the number of people in
Marquis Park was? How many of them actually migrate out of it? It
seems that there is a constant outflow of people. What is their
average income? How does it compare to the other American inner
cities? What are the economic dynamics of it? They have become poorer
in the last twenty years, but by how much? The author claims there is
no adequate policing. How many policemen are there per resident? How
does it compare to other parts of the city? The author claims there is
overcrowding. How many square feet are there per resident? and so on.
At last it would not have hurt this book to provide some sort of an
idea of what is required to better the lot of the residents of Marquis
Park.

Anya Weber says



I'll admit that I only read about the first half of this book. It's a fascinating topic: the underground,
unreported, illegal commerce that goes on in the inner city. And Venkatesh definitely knows his subject; he
spent about a decade getting to know this one Chicago ghetto community, and I completely trust his stats and
judgments about how people there make ends meet.

Unfortunately, Venkatesh's writing style is a bit pompous at times, and he throws in scholarly terminology
when it's not really needed. He also paraphrases himself and others in an irritating way, rather than reporting
speech directly. I'm sure that sometimes he does this to preserve the anonymity of his subjects, but it feels a
bit stiff.

I kept comparing this book to Mitchell Duneier's vastly more lovable "Sidewalk," which is about homeless
people in NYC who support themselves by selling books and magazines (illegally) on the sidewalk. I loved
that book, and was completely fascinated all the way through, so I'd recommend that one over "Off the
Books" for a good layperson's guide to inner city economies.

Kate says

Living in and around Chicago for almost my entire life, I was particularly interested in what Venkatesh had
to say about the inner city experience here. He did not disappoint. Venkatesh uncovers a world that is barely
visible in the evening news reports of murder, drugs and meyhem in neighborhoods like Garfield Park and
Englewood. I now completely understand why people living in these communities are so hesitant to
implicate the murderers in their midst. I understand now how clergy became entangled in the edges of crime,
and when and how the gangs became more violent. This is a book about under the table economics, yes. But
it is also a book about a community's survival in a world where its members are most unwelcome.
Economics is just one strand in a web of community relationships, inadequate policing, addictions, violence
and compromised social services. The final chapter ties together all of the actors whose livings were
described in earlier chapters. It is a brilliant piece of academic writing. Remarkable work.

Megan says

Venkatesh has masterfully produced what is both effective and persuasive in his work “Off the Books: The
Underground Economy of the Urban Poor.” It is effective in that he captures the essence of a plighted people
and place, and persuasive because some kind of personal change will be experienced in the range of time
before the book is read to after it is finished. He shows that there is good, there is bad, and there is ugly
existing in Maquis Park, just like every other neighborhood across the United States. In this way, Venkatesh
indicate a contradiction throughout the book, which is how this Chicago neighborhood is both its own
separate entity unlike any other, as well as a place not much different than certain areas of urban poor and
that mirrors those in existence across the nation. Without any available opposition, the argument is that he
has accomplished what he intended: an insightful overview and persuasive analyzed study of an
impoverished Chicago underground neighborhood that operates by its own rules and yields its own particular
series of events.

The book takes place in Maquis Park, a Southside neighborhood of Chicago which is predominantly black
and impoverished. Over a span of years, the author compiles what he learns from community members,
including some examined history and experiences as he interacts with the population he is studying. These



accounts are personal, they are real, and they are raw—a snippet of obscene language will serve as a
reminder. These stories elicit authentic attitude and feelings from within the characters. The reader
remembers that these are factual people, and in effect, the reader should have an emotional response or at
least some kind of empathy. The author is careful to not sugarcoat nor exaggerate his findings, which proves
the interpersonal collected data to be as accurate as possible given the circumstances. As you read, you
undergo smooth transitions between the present moment and past happenings, which work to purposefully
link a connection of the past to the present and future. The personal stories start and end with a gang leader,
Big Cat, and symbolize the fate of a Maquis Park member. This could also be the fate of someone else, or it
could be a wake-up call to reevaluate and adjust life choices. This is not to say that everyone who lives in
Maquis Park is unhappy in their current situations. Some do fine and are content, but others struggle day
after day. Big Cat, although gang affiliated, wanted to support the community by giving back. This was
somehow part of the gang code and a vision he had to improve life in Maquis Park. Unfortunately, Big Cat’s
decisions ultimately led to his own fatality: gang related conflict took his life. One of the social stratification
problems that is explored is how this cycle cannot break and, so, consequently repeats itself. Through
unexplainable chances or constructive decisions, or rather the combination of the two, a select number of
Maquis Park’s members pull themselves out of the ghetto into a new life which exists away from the
previous. But those who are not as fortunate stay entrenched in the location and all it provides, creating this
place that is entirely deprived and relatively homogeneous.

Venkatesh effectively transports us to a Midwestern world of the urban poor. He presents to us many
individuals who lead unique lives, but which are all united by ties to the underground economy where the
neighborhood’s isolation causes its industry to go unregulated, untaxed, and undocumented. Some have no
choice but to participate in unofficial transactions, but others choose to profit through it, weigh the potential
benefits with risks, and assume the danger of being caught. Certain candidates who are in terribly worse off
situations actually hope for police intervention to take them to refuge. The example the author gives is the
homeless who are especially disadvantaged and would rather spend a few nights in jail so that they will
receive rest versus dealing with a rule that forces them out of shelters in the morning to search for
employment. Well-known in the community is Pastor Wilkins, a pastor, leader, and supporter; as is Leroy, an
auto shop entrepreneur who accepts payments of used electronics in exchange for his services. For survival,
the underground economy depends upon the life source of its people, or the strength of ties that the
community hold with one another, and the author uses Jesse Jefferson’s words to explain. These read: “Our
business is never just about making money, it’s about community relations at the same time” (143). One
person’s transaction has a ripple effect that will inevitably touch many others who are connected through a
web, knowingly or unknowingly. The author demonstrates just how integrated all parts of the community are
through the examination of Big Cat’s gang. I myself, on the topic of gangs, immediately think up a definition
which includes a group far separate from and unrelated to the community, but the author defeats this type of
thought with his own evidence and findings that prove this to be incorrect. It is learned that the gang
members are just as much part of the community as everyone else! Big Cat is even included in the agreed
upon meetings that are carried out toward the end of the book before his death.

Venkatesh always gives us at least two sides to every point, analysis, story, or encounter. By doing so, he
persuades the reader to break his or her own biases in favor of adopting a fresh outlook on the subject at
hand. There is the pastor who helps mediate conflict, but who also charges the mediated for his time and
position of power. And there is Big Cat—head rank of a gang—who frequently participates in unlawful
doings, yet, in addition to, takes care of his community by donating funds to various programs and orders his
subordinates to safely watch children who hang out in the parks. One can certainly appreciate Venkatesh’s
objectiveness, a key element in writing a piece such as his. He does not take us into this hush world to prove
its existence of right or wrong, just as he does not claim its innocence nor deny the evident corruption. An
essential part of the author’s success in the study stems from an advantage he has, his background, which



labels him as neither friend nor foe. He is the perfect observer, a neutral character in a game known as the
underground. He is not feared, just as he is not revered, except when it comes to his provision of mediation.
Racially he does not blend in as an African American, however, neither does he stand out as a Caucasian.
Thus, he as the impeccable viewer is able to collect his data without problem.

The author exposes us to an inside world which most of us are not familiar with or may hold prejudice
against. After finishing the book, I felt I was divided or on much more of a middle ground between seeing
this place with both an angelic and a devilish composition. In the beginning, he starts with a clear separation
for the sides of activity—licit and illicit. He argues that even though licit exchanges may be breaking the
law, they are logical and not heinous. A trade of services such as childcare for homemade food helps care for
a child and feed someone who is hungry—there is no danger and no one is harmed. He contrasts this to the
illicit side, where many experience disturbance and are harmed as a result. Prostitutes illegally earn money to
survive, but, in doing so, are physically assaulted and run the high risk of imprisonment. Homeless groups in
other cities who are caught loitering may be in trouble with the police, but the homeless in Maquis Park are
seen as a vulnerable source of cheap labor, such that many small business owners use them to sleep in their
shops as low-cost security or work part time as discounted employees. Even though its legality is missing,
still again this trade off benefits both the struggling homeless population as well as the community’s needy
business owners. The author beautifully reveals symbiotic relationships one after another in a quest to
highlight the interconnectedness that drives people through their difficulties to the side of victory. The
legality that is missing affects the entire community and almost everyone is a part of it in one way or another.
One might reason pastors would be immune to what is known as the “shady world”, but they are just as
much active in it as anyone without a religious title. They may even have more relations with shady
members, since most of them believe in counseling all people and, as a result, regularly interact with gang
members. Those like Pastor Wilkins who allow funerals for slain gang members usually receive monetary
contribution as a thanks for their offered service. There is one main street of shops where Venkatesh learns
that over seventy-percent of workers are informally employed, which would include the previously
mentioned homeless working as employees. People, he says, do not want “real” work since they are
comfortable being locked into the community with the social support of these personal networks they are
provided with. Again, even though it is not legal, more money can be made if payment forms alternate to
other goods. Like Leroy receives electronics, he can sell them for higher prices to someone and increase his
profits so that he can continue to run his auto business. Sometimes in kind services are supplemented if
someone cannot pay back the money which they were lent, and if this is done, the person avoids ruining a
relationship by not paying anything at all. There is more cleverness than one might imagine when it comes to
being part of the underground and making money. Venkatesh becomes familiar enough to learn that street
hustlers have to negotiate public space with others before they execute their moneymaking talents and
strategies, while gang members collect “street taxes” from shop owners and others who they can intimidate
and extort money from.

The people of the underground continue to function as they have for so long. They do want change, but they
must first victor over steep adversity in order to attain it. They have lived disadvantaged in such a system for
long enough that it has become a default way of life, what children grow into, and what adults wish to escape
but mostly do not seem to. Venkatesh briefly mentions the feminization of poverty in the ghetto, but I feel
does not analyze it as deeply as other major aspects. This book’s central topic is not feminization
specifically, though I would have liked to have read more about it; his accounts seem to focus almost entirely
on adult men and not on youth and not majorly on women. After giving accounts, he offers solutions to the
black struggle he observes. He suggests government subsidy form that would spur business growth in the
area. He tells of the Fish Tank analogy for life in the ghetto that teaches no matter who you are, you are
relying on someone else. Unfortunately, blacks are the least likely to acquire loans, while other ethnic
minorities are more likely. This is just one disadvantage that calls for government subsidy. As for



government intervention, that is critically needed as well. Although police are a legal authority, their
presence when required is missing in the ghetto, which is why Venkatesh tells us that other prominent
community figures substitute themselves by stepping into that role. Pastor Wilkins works in close relation to
Big Cat, the Black Kings gang leader, not because he respects gang life, but since he knows that the police
are unable to be effective in stopping it. Communal activities like such demonstrate that strong collective
action is the community’s strongest weapon against hardship, and we only know this because of Venkatesh’s
well-done gathering of insight.

When I first obtained my copy and discovered the book’s total length, I assumed surely that there would be
heavy repetition within its many pages, enough to create craziness while I read. And to be honest, there was
repetition that evoked boredom as I struggled to finish one of the middle chapters. I understand repetition is
needed to get a point across and to heavily support it, but it sometimes generated tiredness and slowed down
my pace as I read. It made me want to get through the book quicker and speed up the process. Yet, it felt like
I was not getting anywhere, like there was even more to read than before. It was as if I had been sucked into
a form of book limbo where movement did not occur as usual, and I’ll admit—that felt strange. That put me
off the middle of the book since I had lost momentum. It was a steady start, a weak middle, and a sturdy end
for me and my interest level, like an inverted bell curve. Maybe it was all psychological, because there were
only a small number of chapters but they were expansive in size. However, by the end of the book, I was
surprised to find it more enjoyable than I had originally anticipated. As a whole, this book does exactly what
you want it to. It does not aimlessly give countless personal accounts like one may blindly prepare for, it
instead correctly uses firsthand information to augment support for its arguments. It stays on focus and then
brings in the scholarly analysis when necessary. It also awakens one, if he or she is not already awoken, to
the world of social stratification. The people who live in Maquis Park do not immigrate there, they are born
into it without a choice or desire. For those who wish to move out to go on and have a better life, most
cannot afford to and so they do not exit from the community. As a reader, the book has certainly made me
grateful for what I have been born into and fortunate to have. It brings an awareness to this sense of injustice
and people who are forced to live unfair lives: kids of prostitutes, kids whose fathers are incarcerated, kids at
schools that do not have adequate resources, kids who do not receive the attention and role models they
deserve and look for each in the form of gang life. Besides a variety of countless other cases, there are
women who prostitute themselves to support their dependents and men who deal drugs so that they can eat.
Many will argue that they need to get real jobs and abide by the law, but those who make that argument have
no true comprehension of what discrimination these people face. It seems obvious enough that it should not
be said, but the ghetto is—as we have learned—a place unlike most that subsists on its own set of means. If
one should learn anything from this book it is an understanding that neighborhoods similar to Maquis Park
exist the only way that they know—through undying methods and techniques of the shady world. If we are to
mend these depleted neighborhoods in restoration, we will not be successful simply by halting these affairs.
Arresting drug dealers here and there does not stop the drugs from finding their way into the hands of the
people, basically, because this responsive approach fails and there will always be other drug dealers to carry
on the task. Instead of being reactive we must be proactive with regards to fighting such a battle, and this
means implementing policy that targets the root of the problem, not just the effects. Like pulling a weed from
a garden, it cannot be picked from the top or it will continue growing. It is more difficult, but it must be
extracted completely from the root.

In regards to audience appreciation: I would recommend this to my Sociology friends, but not my regular
friends. This is specific subject matter with great depth of research and discovery. It illustrates what is
problematic, and it certainly is not uplifting, though it may generate inspiration. Lovers or members of
sociology and its realm, I think most of all, would appreciate this work for its quality, regardless of minor
personal disfavors.



Mike Morita says

Freakonomics is a huge bestseller, the successful collaboration of an economist and a journalist (Levitt &
Dubner). This book screams for such a collaboration.

Off the Books: The Underground Economy of the Urban Poor is authored by an economist and colleague of
the better known Levitt, and explores similar "real-world" economics that the public is now familiar with.
The author entered Chicago's tough area and, after gaining the trust of the locals, began to observe the
interrelated economic activities therein.

This book is fascinating, both the author's experience and his observations are stories worthy of retelling, but
the writing style dooms the content. It is obvious that the author writes mostly journal articles. The dry,
factual retelling lacks flow and keeps the reader at arms length as an observer rather than a participant in the
action.

If you are comfortable with an academic style, this book is quite interesting, and I would recommend it. If
you want to be engrossed & entertained, however, reread Freakonomics.

Eric says

I'm not really sure why so many Goodreaders were expecting a Harvard University Press' publication of a
qualitative study of illicit economies to be targeted for the reading level of The da Vinci Code... Let's be
clear, this is the publication of a multi-year survey by an academic on an academic press.

And it's an incredibly important study. Most scholarly output on the urban poor draws either from statistical
estimates of activity or on political polemics disguised as original research. This is a frustrating book in that
the intricate networks of interdependence defy simple solutions. The ideological solutions from either end of
the American spectrum, developed for the self-congratulation of their adherents, don't address the issues that
actually perpetuate the cycles of poverty.

Some have criticized the writing as being overly redundant and this is a fair criticism, particularly the
penultimate chapter "Our Gang" which seemed to succumb to repeating the same points over and over. If
Venkatesh didn't have sufficient material for a whole chapter, he should have dispersed his material on the
gang (more precisely, the community's attempts to mediate the conflicts created by the gang) throughout the
other chapters or expanded its scope to include more information on the official policing of the
neighborhood.

However, that doesn't change the fact that this is the best book I've read this year. I've learned more about
poverty, Chicago, and even my neighbors, from this volume than I have in all my reading to date.

James says

Probably the best account I've seen of life in the slums.



The author tells interesting stories about how welfare mothers "manage the household".
Getting a few dollars here, there, and anywhere to pay the bills.

Every adult who lives in the home is expected to contribute,
either money, a car, services, something.
Even grandparents have explicit mandatory contributions.

One woman kicked her grandfather out of the home six times for up to a month because he was not putting in
his share.

The author repeats the words family members use to refer to each other,
bitch, n****r, and other expletives are used to refer to grandparents or granddaughters.
A gritty look at the poor underbelly of Amerika.

One thing that surprised me was the fact that the ministers are as predatory as anyone else in the community.

They help find work for people and demand 10% of the wage in return.
To prevent people from not paying them for long term work,
they shuffle the workers around.

A person might work a week or two at one place then be replaced by someone else. They in turn move on to
another job.
Even if a worker thinks they might have a long term position,
the worry that the employer may move, lose his job, or divorce,
keeps them in line.

Preachers may tell people to forgive others,
but when it comes to their 10%, they never forget or forgive.

Like their white brethren, they are also sexual predators.

The author is from India, so the people don't look at him as either white or black.
So he is given a more intimate view of the subjects lives than someone who is identified as being either one
of us or one of them.

Holly Wood says

In the early nineties while researching the Robert Taylor Homes project complex located in Chicago’s
Southside, Sudhir Venkatesh felt compelled to confront the popular notion that the ghetto constituted
something of an economic doldrums; instead, he spent many years embedding himself within the complex
underground economy of a nearby neighborhood, Marquis Park, familiarizing himself with its participants,
its codes and its volatility. In this way, he fashions himself a story-teller of sorts, illustrating for the reader
the day-to-day lives of those scraping out meager dollars in a variety ways not captured by traditional income
studies, from illicit in-home catering services to extortion to prostitution.



As a researcher, Venkatesh credits his South Asian racial background for his ability to negotiate a liminal
identity within the community, belonging neither inside nor outside. Over time, residents came to trust
Venkatesh with their stories and dealings and sometimes relied on his seemingly “disinterested” involvement
in mediating disputes. Venkatesh primarily relied on observation, watching agreements and transactions
taking place throughout Marquis Park. He offers that he sometimes engaged individuals in formal interviews.
From the text, it seems he employed this strategy to elicit meaning-making from participating actors, such as
tracking down gang-leader Big Cat to document his perspective on his territorilizing of Homans Park despite
the vocalized objections from the community (70). He claims to have avoided direct participation
observation where possible, but in his words: “If I was going to stand in that world, I had to wear something
other than observer’s attire” (xvi).

As a student of William Julius Wilson, Venkatesh is seeking to describe the effects of social isolation on
Marquis Park. However, where Wilson focuses on the structural changes which work to create the modern
ghetto, Venkatesh argues that the complex underground economy he observes exists as a response to this
structural alienation. However, he dismisses the notion that it is irrational or passively chaotic, but instead
details how social actors and organizations actively contest one another to regulate its flow—like any other
economic system. With this in mind, he organized his study around five specific groups operating in Marquis
Park: the “home workers” (such as Marlene and Eunice), the entrepreneurs, the hustlers, the preachers and
the gang. Venkatesh’s analysis describes how each group confronts the others in order to carve out a living
from the underground economy and the perceptions, tactics and strategies that actors employ during these
struggles Venkatesh is often able to capture with striking detail. As a scholar, Venkatesh should be
commended for his skillful ability to depict the complexity of a power arena often underappreciated by
researchers.

One general but nevertheless significant criticism of this study might be its over-description of “juicier”
elements of the underground economy, leaving the reader to misguidedly believe that there is no one earning
a lawful income in the ghetto. Venkatesh might have improved the validity of his study had he included an
additional chapter documenting how Marquis Park’s “law-abiding” income-earners navigate the
underground economy and its above-mentioned actors. The emphasis on drama overshadowed reality and
helped contribute to stereotypes many embedded researchers don't agree exist to quite the extent that
Venkatesh describes.

Emily says

Off the Books is still a book for the lay reader but it is clearly a deep dive into the economics and sociology
of the urban ghetto. The book explores how various actors in the ghetto economy work with each other from
people just trying to get by to prostitutes, pimps, street preachers, homeless, local business owners, itinerant
hustlers, and gang members selling crack on local sidewalks.

On the good side, it is peppered throughout with very specific examples and excerpts of interviews and
conversations with local residents. This makes the book an extremely interesting read for the large bulk of it,
since it is much easier to identify with the ghetto ecosystem from the point of view of people instead of
numbers and tables. On the bad side, the book does occasionally veer into the gutter of academic talk where
it rambles for a while. Some of these sections are skimmable but some are not so occasionally the book bogs
down.



All in all, a very good, interesting read. Not a particularly fast read, but a very interesting read nonetheless.

Steve says

While Off the Books can be a little dry at times, it was still an interesting look into daily life for the urban
poor on Chicago's South Side. Some of it was what I was expecting (pimps, hos, drugs, and gangs) but a lot
of it was news to me (a homeless guy with a thriving auto repair practice).

What was particularly interesting was that the book covered events from the late nineties up until 2004, so a
lot of what was discussed is fairly recent history.

Venkatesh has a tendency to hammer a point home so hard that it becomes redundant, but for the most part I
found his commentary both insightful and enlightening. Just be prepared for some sections to drag on.

READ IT IF: you like sociology and you are comfortable with academic non-fiction.

SKIP IT IF: you need a "juicy" story to drive the book forward and keep your interest; most of this book is
about things (situations, neighborhoods, and politics) and not stories ("oh no he didn't!").


