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“How does it feel to be black and poor? (p.6)” The aforementioned question was one asked by a 

young sociologist, Sudhir Venkatesh, in an attempt to gain more insight into the lives of impoverished 

African Americans in Chicago’s housing projects. While he did not find a direct answer with this specific 

query (nor any warm responses), what he did find was groundbreaking insight while sharing in the lives 

and daily experiences of people who lived there in the early 1990’s.  I will analyze some of his findings 

and claims, in turn providing my take on the issues at hand. 

Venkatesh argues that “people were extremely desperate in the projects” and therefore were 

pushed to operate at the bottom of the social strata (p. 163).  The author included much interesting and 

often disturbing evidence to help support this claim. He observed a notion held by residents of the 

projects that the police and ambulances would just not respond to their calls of distress.  To compensate 

for this, everyday citizens were forced to confide in gang leaders and corrupt building officials when they 

were in need of help (p. 181). To continue, when faced with the issue of survival, female residents often 

prostituted themselves to feed their families, males joined gangs, broke laws, and hustled on the streets of 

Chicago, and children hid from child services to avoid being ripped apart from their parents.  All the 

while, most of the residents argued that they had no chance to advance in “normal” society. 

The above information is extremely shocking and compelling. The author vividly told tales which 

to myself as an objective reader, seemed like horror stories. In my mind, there is no doubt that residents in 

Chicago’s housing projects were at a disadvantage socially, economically, and politically. Many 

individuals were compelled to break away from social normality, steal, bargain, and deal for capital, and 

were threatened to vote in line with local gang factions. Still, I remain skeptical that this was their only 

option.  The author talks about how single mothers struggled to feed their families, but also how no father 

was in their lives either. He noted that 2/3 of fatherless children in the projects had fathers that were in jail 

or had passed away.  This highlights the fact that if parents made more intelligent decisions about 

reproducing, more opportunities would be at hand for not only them, but their children as well. 
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Next, the author asserts that the housing projects in Chicago’s were a “city inside a city” which 

held an independent economical and social make up from the rest of Chicago (p.122).  Venkatesh held 

strong to the prevailing sociological notion that the residents of Chicago’s housing projects were at the 

least a departure from the socio-cultural norm in society. “But housing projects, at least from the outside, 

seemed to be a study in joyless monotony, the buildings clustered tightly together, but set apart from the 

rest of the city, as if they were toxic (p.19).”  Data obtained by sociologists at the University of the 

Chicago maintained that 96% of the people living in these projects, almost exclusively African American, 

were unemployed, however; Venkatesh emphasized that this could not be farther from the truth.  

Through his various interviews, he came to the realization that the majority of residents “worked” 

in some fashion.  Gang leaders commanded a cut from any tenant hustling (odd jobs, fixing cars, ect.), 

and collected heavily from selling tenants and other customers crack cocaine regularly. In return, the gang 

leaders promised to offer their protection to all members of the “community”. Men in the building worked 

off the books so their wives would still receive a welfare check (gang affiliations, construction jobs, 

janitorial work), women who prostituted paid a percentage to building supervisors or gang leaders to use 

abandoned apartments as makeshift brothels, and mostly older women offered to hold day care services, 

sell candy, or make food to turn a profit. Building supervisors then used their political and social 

connections to satisfy tenant complaints, and hand out “charitable” donations from businesses and 

factions around the area. The upper stratosphere of the gang would provide money for after school 

activities for young tenants and also for warm clothing in the winter months.  This type of economy 

worked for the average “citizen” because the housing authorities did not have the funds to successfully 

manage the tenants or property (p. 240). 

I find the whole prospect of this “underground economy” to be incredibly fascinating and I tend 

to agree with Venkantesh’s assertion of its existence. Interviewing a wide variety of people provided the 

author with a grasp on how the community manages to operate. Everyone was heavily invested in the 

economy of the streets.  I do find one fundamental flaw though, an economy headed by corrupt 



4 
 

individuals can exist and work for some time, but I doubt that it could ever last, provide significant 

benefit, or opportunity for advancement for those in the lower echelon. Also, the author fails to mention 

exactly how or the what extent the government tried to help these individuals, or what larger role 

President Clinton’s administration and Mayor Daley played in the operation of these housing high rises. 

Finally, Venkatesh claims that public housing tenants had to deal with two very different types of 

“gangs” in their community which left them morally defeated, in a state of fear, and powerless to 

proactively change their living condition (p. 242).  On one hand residents had to deal with the abusive 

crack dealing gangs that resorted to violence to restore order, on the other they had to deal with corrupt 

police officers intruding their lives at a whim. The author recalls many vivid examples of how gangs 

violently dealt with “unfit” members of the public housing community. What he found most shocking 

however was that police officers, a symbol of protection in his home town, were seen as being worse for 

the residents than the drug lords were. 

Chicago Police knew who gang leaders were, but did not arrest them because they could 

“silently” benefit from their actions. When police knew a gang was throwing a party, they would often 

raid the gathering, collect all jewels, valuables, and money from individuals, and then leave without 

making any arrests. Many non-gang members would frequent these parties.  Furthermore, some police 

even demanded cuts from tenants, much like gang leaders, who were participating in illegal activates they 

were privy to. It was not uncommon for officers in uniform to enter buildings, brutally beat inhabitants, 

and then steal whatever valuables they had on them. According to the author, officers also received kick 

backs from gangs and housing leaders to let the drug operation in their building continue with no 

intervention from law enforcement agents.  Gang leaders even acknowledged the power of the police over 

themselves.  The reasoning behind this was simple; a gang can recover order by retaliating on a rival gang 

or individual, keeping the housing community safe to a degree. Community members were grateful for 

the safety provided to them, but a police officer can arrest whomever he pleases, taking them off the 

streets for good. If all gang membership were seized up by the police, who would the functioning 
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members of the housing community turn to for protection when the police do not even respond to their 

distress calls? 

The prospect of living in this manner leaves me dismayed for all individuals involved. Through 

careful evaluation and consideration, I have determined this last claim to be fundamentally sound and 

entirely depressing. By no stretch of the imagination could I ever believe that all police in Chicago were 

corrupt, but the burden placed on residents of the housing projects seems very overwhelming. Under these 

circumstances even the most law abiding citizens were stuck in an atmosphere in which they could find 

no refuge. The prospect for social change, the freedoms many of us enjoy, and the protection from evil 

were non-existent in the strange world these people found themselves in. One complaint that I have, is 

that much of this information came entirely from residents and not from police officers so bias can be a 

large factor. The author clearly had emotional ties to the subjects he was studying. 

To conclude, Sudhir Venkatesh made many strong points about poor African Americans in the 

housing projects of Chicago. He demonstrated that their disparity led individuals to conduct day to day 

life in a very unconventional manner, although there were some avenues around poverty. Next, the 

sociologist outlined the economic connections these people lived by that were largely unseen even to the 

most trained academic eye, however impractical that economy may have been. Lastly, he highlighted the 

fact that residents in these projects were at yet another rare disadvantage, being controlled by the factions 

of street gangs and unfaithful or unwilling law enforcement officers. While much of his research comes 

from input of the individuals living in these conditions, I can bypass any bias and say that my social 

perspective has changed a great deal from reading his work. 
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 MODEL BOOK REVIEW--updated October 15, 2009 

Students in Professor Scipes' classes-- 

  

This page is presented in two parts:  first, is information about how to do a book review for Professor 

Scipes' classes.  Please read carefully, and follow the instructions.  If you have any questions, please 

see Professor Scipes at first opportunity.  Doing a good book review requires work, and if you have any 

doubts about how to do it or what you need to do a good job, please see Professor Scipes.  I want you 

print out this instructional material, and attach to your book review--this section continues down to my 

name, and I want this entire section printed out and attached to your review.  You do not have to print out 

anything below my name at the end of this section. 

  

However, the second section is a book review that I have done on a book called The Cost of Being Poor:  

A Comparative Study of Life in Poor Urban Neighborhoods in Gary, Indiana. This review was published 

in the Journal of Urban Affairs, a peer-reviewed academic journal.  I put it here so you would have some 

idea of what a good book review should look like:  hopefully, it will inform your book review efforts!  

(The article was published in the Journal of Urban Affairs, Vol. 28, No. 2, 2006: 197-199.) 

  

  

COMMENTS (please read carefully): 

  

The biggest mistake I see in student papers is that they "review" the subject of the book, not the book 

itself.  Think of it this way:  the author is writing about one part of the whole subject, because he/she 

thinks that by providing an in-depth focus on one part of the subject, they can best illuminate the reality of 

the whole subject.  Thus, the author picks and chooses what to focus on and how they think best to write 

about it--the author makes choices about what he/she thinks is most important, and the best way to 

present the subject..  Thus, a review is about how that particular author "covered" that particular 

subject, NOT the subject itself. 

  

The most important thing to remember for a good book review is that you are to evaluate the book on 

its own terms:  does the author adequately support her/his claims that are made in the book?  THIS is the 

focus, NOT whether you like it or not, NOT whether you agree or disagree with the authors' conclusions, 

etc.  

  

  

DOING A GOOD BOOK REVIEW: 
  

To do a good book review, first you have to read the book.  Then write the review. 

  

  

Introductory paragraph: 

  

You should open your paper with an introductory paragraph.  Your introductory paragraph should include 

both a quick overview to the book--this is not the place for details--AND a quick overview of your paper, 

telling your reader how you intend to cover the book in this review.  It should give the reader some idea 

of how your paper "works."  (This is what I call the "Joe Friday" approach:  just the facts, plain and 

simple; no embellishment, no explanations--just the basics.) 

  

  

Body of Paper 
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In the body of your paper, you need to do three things, each which I explain here:  (1) you must identify 

three key claims the author (s) is making about the subject; (2) you must present evidence from that 

provided by the author that supports his/her claim; and (3), you must then evaluate how well the 

evidence supports each claim:  does it do it well, does it do some parts well but not other parts, or 

should the author be shot for killing trees because they haven't provided any evidence (or something 

along those lines)?  

  
BEFORE YOU START ON YOUR CLAIM: 
  
Something that is commonly done by students who try to do a good paper, but which works against them (so you 

shouldn't do it!):  students get too involved in the book--they seek each detail.  You do not have the space in a 

review for this.  First step:  take a step back from the book (perhaps even physically, but definitely psychologically), 

put the book down, and ask yourself:  what are three main issues in the book; just what is the author writing about?  

When you can come up with three main issues, you have the starting point for identifying claims, which is explained 

next. 
  

First, what is a claim, and how do you identify it?  A claim is a creation, something you create.  How do 

you do that?  You want to look for three main issues of the book--identify three important issues.  Now, 

identifying issues is just a start, not the whole thing.  You must transform each issue into a claim.  How 

do you do that?  What you must do to create a claim is to take an issue you've identified and then add the 

ramifications of it:  claim = (issue + ramification).  By "ramification," I mean that you must include why 

the author thinks that issue is important; another way to think about it is to answer the question, "so 

what?" 

  

Let me use an example from a review of Dee Brown's Bury My Heat at Wounded Knee: "The author 

claims that the treaties created by the white men of power were full of deception and empty promises, 

which meant that the Native Americans were at a disadvantage any time they tried to negotiate with 

them."  So, what is the issue, and what is the ramification?  The issue was how the white men of power 

deceived and made empty promises to the Native Americans in any negotiations.  So what?  Well, 

the "ramification" is:  "which meant that the Native  Americans were at a disadvantage" in negotiations; 

that while they thought they were being treated respectfully, they really were being played as fools. 

  

Both the issue and the ramification of it should be in the same sentence.  In other words, the issue and 

ramification together constitute a claim, and they must be in the same sentence.  Once you've done 

this, once you've joined an issue and the ramification together in the same sentence, YOU HAVE 

CREATED A CLAIM. 
  

    Let me divert for a second:  too many students see something published as being definite, for certain; 

damn near gospel--in other words, not questionable.  However, for a review such as this, you need to take 

another approach.  By reviewing a book, you are QUESTIONING whether the author actually did what 

she/he said they were going to do (and hopefully, they did do what they said they were going to do).  To 

indicate this approach in your writing, you should use words like, "The author claims..."; "The author 

argues..."; things like this--NOT "The author states"; "The author proves"; etc. 

  

  

Second:  Once you identify the three main claims, then, for each claim, you must present some of the 

evidence the author uses to support the claim.  NOTE:  The evidence must be to support the entire 

claim, not just one part of it.  Include the strongest evidence provided by the author:  go for the 

intellectual meat of his/her argument, not some minor or tangential point. 
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Third:  After creating each claim, then you must critically evaluate how well the evidence supports the 

claim, or what I call the "strength of the claim":  how well does the evidence provided by the author 

support the overall claim?  You must critically evaluate the strength of EACH claim, not the book 

overall--I want specificity.  In other words, this is YOUR OPINION about how well the author 

provides evidence to support each claim.  This is important:  I don't care if you agree/disagree with the 

author; I don't care if you like/don't like what the author says--that is not important.  You must evaluate 

how well the author's evidence supports EACH claim. 
  

AFTER, and only after, you do this for each claim, and after you evaluate the book as a whole, then you 

can write your personal evaluation of the book.  This is certainly secondary to evaluating the book on its 

own terms.  (This is not needed if you've already written three FULL pages.) 

  

  

Conclusion 

  

And you will end with a conclusion to your review.  This is just a quick "recap" of what you considered 

and what you found, and will provide your overall evaluation of the book. 

  

___ 

  

Again, you are to identify three claims made by the author (and remember, a claim includes an issue AND 

the ramification of it).  For EACH claim, you are to identify the claim; provide evidence from that 

supplied by the author that supports the claim--and a logical argument is not evidence; and then 

evaluate how well the evidence supports the claim.  You can do this as claim-evidence-evaluation, claim-

evidence-evaluation, and claim-evidence-evaluation style, or you can do claim-evidence, claim-evidence, 

and claim-evidence, and then an evaluation after you do this for all three claims.  However, if you use this 

second approach, you CANNOT do a general evaluation for all claims:  you must specifically evaluate 

EACH individual claim. 
  

You might think you are trying to convince me to read/not read the book based on your evaluation of its 

claims and how well they are supported in the book. 

  

If you have any questions, or any doubts as to whether you are doing this correctly or not, please 

see Professor Scipes at first opportunity! 
  

  

MECHANICS OF DOING A GOOD BOOK REVIEW: 
  

Remember, you are to use a cover sheet for your book review.  Put the title (book titles are underlined or 

italicized (no quotation marks), author, publisher and place of publication (i.e., location), and year of 

publication on the cover sheet, and then leave space, and then add your name, course number (with 

section and/or time of day that we meet), and due date of assignment.  Leave a space between book 

material and your own personal information.  Accordingly, you do not put any of this material in the 

body of the review--you have already done that on the cover sheet.  Do not put a page number on the 

cover sheet:  page 1 is the first page of the actual review.  

  

Put your page numbers on the review itself, preferably in the upper right hand corner, and begin with page 

1.  Margins on all four sides should not be more than 1 inch, and you should use 11 point font, preferably 
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Palatino, Times New Roman or something similar.  I expect three FULL pages, at least, although you 

can go to four if you think it is necessary. 

  

Please make sure there is no extra space between paragraphs in a double-spaced paper.  If there is extra 

space, this can usually be turned off by going (in Word) to FORMAT (on top of bar), then Paragraph, and 

then on the paragraph page look for "spacing":  BOTH before and after paragraph spacing should be set to 

0 (zero). 

  

Also, you do NOT need a resource/reference page:  you should put all the details about the book on the 

cover sheet. 

  

If you have any questions, please talk to me as soon as possible--I will do all I can to help you do well.  

That being said, however, you have to take this assignment carefully, evaluate your book critically--don't 

take what the author says as "gospel"; you're evaluating whether he/she delivers on what is claimed will 

be done; think clearly about what you want to write and how you can present it in the clearest manner to 

your audience (in this case, me).  And get it done on time. 

  

Also, that we have an excellent Writing Center on campus, and if you have any concerns about writing 

well, please contact the Writing Center and ask for help.  You want the best paper you can do.  

Remember--I take your work seriously, so you should too:  hand in your best work! 

  

Good luck!  I expect good papers! 

  

  

Kim Scipes 

 

 

 

 

 


