
Most people know that the legal, above-ground economy 
is shadowed by an off-the-books world whose denizens 
may work just as hard, but hide their income and illegal 

activities. Those who work in legal pursuits often sense that their 
underground counterparts hurt them because they do not pay 
taxes, thereby shifting the tax burden onto others. Yet many of the 
lawfully employed periodically venture into the underground 
economy to spend money on counterfeit merchandise (from stolen 
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A second shortcoming is that Venkatesh seems to frequently 
contradict himself throughout the book. In the first chapter, he 
says he is opposed to using survey questions like a journalist, yet 
his actual approach to his subjects was very journalistic: tracking 
down contacts, asking many questions and poking into their lives 
as deeply as possible before they turn him away. And, while he 
claims to be well-known for his objectivity, in the course of the 
narrative he sometimes becomes extremely subjective and 
judgmental, for example with Analise (ch. 2). Some women called 
him rich and white (he is south Asian) and said that he could not 
understand them. They regarded him as too judgmental in 
comparing the rich and poor. The poor needed to rationalize their 
behaviors and justify actions while the rich did not need to justify 
their behaviors;  they simply like/want money and do whatever 
they need to do in order to get it the fastest way. 

Readers’ confidence in the author’s objectivity would be firmer if 
the statistics he cites were backed up with clearer sources. For 
example, he makes the bold claim that the underground economy 
could be anywhere from 20-40% of all economic activity in New 
York City (ch. 6). Obviously, an underground economy is very 
difficult to measure and many demographers and economists have 
argued over its true size. But most scholars seem to agree that 
underground economies in most developing nations can be 40% or 
more of the whole, while in most developed nations like the U.S. it 
is likely 15 percent or less. For Venkatesh to claim a much higher 
percentage for New York, some data, or a clear path to reach the 
data on which he bases such a claim is essential. 

In fact, many economists and sociologists may well wonder why 
he neglected to make more use of their disciplines’ quantitative 
research methods for measuring urban informal economies. 
Perhaps by doing a rigorous side-by-side comparison of the legal, 
documented economy and the unreported and untaxed economy, 
the real loss and true societal costs could be calculated.  Instead 
we have yet another book inviting sensational story lines on 
painful details of a small, if colorful percentage of the population. 
Venkatesh has written a very engaging story, but one whose 
broader relevance is limited by his narrow and idiosyncratic 
research choices. 
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