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Gang Leader for a Day
Sociologist Sudhir Venkatesh writes gang Leader for a Day a book that narrates the life of poor people who live in urban areas. Sudhir had researched on the matter concerning drug businesses on the streets in a decade ago. The findings of his research provided crucial information that he used to write the book. He writes the scripture creatively using his first-hand knowledge. The book explains how Sudhir engaged in the study of residents at Taylor’s homes. He learned about poverty life and the lifestyle of gangs in housing schemes that were managed by a Chicago street gang. A leader of the gangs helped him in selecting the most appropriate research strategy, where he was able to explore poverty, drugs, and gangs in Chicago.
Sudhir’s research used a variety of methods to come up with relevant information concerning his areas of interest. His study used obvious participant observation because the individuals engaged knew that he was performing a psychological study. His general research, he used an observation method to learn the lifestyle of the gang members. At some point, he interacted with them to see how they carry out their drug businesses. He also used the interviewing method to record more information about the views of the poor in the streets. When he first interacted with the leader of the gangs, he asked him several questions about his experiences with low-quality life. He then used the naturalistic method when he joined the gangs in their natural setting (Venkatesh, 2008, p20). The techniques helped him to collect data successfully. 
During his research period, Sudhir decided to research about the poverty level and lifestyle of the African American people. At first, he decides to use questionnaires as his primary method of collecting information. During his activities, he finds himself in the territory of the Black Kings. He spends a night with a group of people, where he realizes that he can obtain more information from the group of people. Later, he goes back to the place to learn more about their lifestyle. Before he starts his mission, he meets the JT who was the leader of the gang. He approaches him in a friendly manner, and they develop a friendship. JT introduces Sudhir to the gang where he learns more through observation.
In Sudhir’s research period, he learns that poverty and engagement in criminal gangs result from environmental factors. The opinion of the public is a significant factor that makes an impact on the lives of the poor. He finds out that the residents of Robert Taylor’s houses have some common issues in common, like lack of education. Sudhir meets Mrs. Bailey who plays an important role in society. She shows her concern about education as she tells Sudhir that is children are to be provided with knowledge; the level of poverty would reduce significantly. Mrs. Bailey helps women in searching and providing the basic needs to their families. She states that most low-income families do not afford food regularly.
During the research, Sudhir interviewed Mrs. Bailey and JT to learn more about their incomes. After obtaining their financial information, he succeeded in determining how much the hustlers earned. He then informed them about his research and explained to them about financial affairs. Afterward, JT and Mrs. Bailey went back to the residents and started collecting taxes. Sudhir had ample time with the residents of Robert Taylor’s houses, and he was able to accomplish his research with cooperation from the residents. To summarize his book, Sudhir states that his writing is all about what he studied through observation during his stay with the poor in Chicago neighborhood.



The book captures four concepts according to Sudhir’s narration. The idea of the underclass is brought out through the lifestyle of the poor. The community explained by Sudhir portrays poverty. When he interacts with the gangs, he observes their way of living and realizes that they go through hardships when looking for food and money. Nearly all the people he interacted with depends on food stamps and other forms of donation for survival. Lack of formal jobs makes some people engage in the drug trade (Venkatesh, 2008, p223). Such communities have little or no access to job markets and survive on a small amount of income to feed their families.
Education is the second concept that Sudhir uses in his book. After interacting and interviewing several members of the gang, he realized that most of them were not educated. He provides that uneducated people are more likely to engage in unhealthy businesses like drug selling than educated individuals. People with low levels of education often live in poverty due to lack of qualifications for most forms of employment. When Sudhir interacted with most people who were living in Robert Taylor’s homes, he realized that the highest percentage of residents did not complete elementary school, and a small portion of the total population did not complete studies in elementary school. Therefore, the level of education determines the economic situation of individuals.
Social mobility is the third idea in Sudhir’s book. The essential types of portrayed are upward and downward social mobility. When Sudhir interacted with some gang members, he realized that they were experiencing social mobility upward. They were brought up in poverty, but the drug business raised their living standards high than their previous lifestyles. Some people had improved financial positions due to engagement in some local businesses. However, children who joined school but did not complete their studies were experiencing social mobility downwards. Some were brought up in moderate economic backgrounds but ended up living in Robert Taylor’s houses due to poverty resulting from illiteracy. Among the poor, only a few individuals can elevate on the social ladder.
The idea of children in poverty is the fourth concept in the book. When Sudhir interviewed some people in Robert Tylor’s homes, he found out that children were the most affected by poverty life. Most adults were able to look for manual work to get food and other basic needs. Some individuals were able to relocate from the settlement. However, children remained in poverty and grew up in those houses without ideas on how to relocate. Sudhir noticed that there were low chances for children brought up in poverty to become rich in their future lives. Therefore, children are more likely to suffer longer as a result of poverty than older people. 
Sudhir uses several theories to explain his narrative. Conflict theory is one of the approaches that define the struggles for scarce resources. People living in Robert Tylor’s homes have difficulties in getting the basic needs for their survival. A high number of people depend on food donations from well-wishers. The people fight over the few available resources. The dominant group in society seems to be ganged. When Sudhir was new to the environment, he had to interact and bond with the members of the gang to be accepted in the community. Their leader welcomed Sudhir and guided him through the techniques used for survival. The members of the groups used specific strategies to protect other members of their society.
The second theory used is symbol interaction theory. Sudhir uses this theory to explain the ways of interaction in the community. JT, a leader of the immoral group of individuals, asks Sudhir to observe their way of living and association with each other. That means that there was a specific manner of interaction and some rules that guided their conduct. The relationship that Sudhir observes JT’s behavior as the leader of petty crimes is crucial in the book. When Sudhir takes up JT’s role in managing the people, he learns more about the interaction in the community. Ms. Bailey also shows her role in supporting women in society. The symbol interaction theory is therefore used to explain the relationship between Chicago’s society.
The third theory is the differential association theory. This theory explains the lifestyle and conduct of criminal gangs. The theory indicates that immoral behavior is learned. Criminals are often recruited by individuals with particular types of values. The fact that JT provided information to Sudhir about the group is a symbol of leadership and control among the criminals. T-Bone and Price are examples of individuals who follow the rules provided by immoral leaders for their gains. The two individuals helped JT in managing the drug-business which was an illegal source of income for the gang. Sudhir was allowed to manage the gang after learning their way of life through observation. This proves that criminals’ behaviors are learned.
Structural strain theory was the critical theory that Sudhir used as a base to narrate his experience and observations. The structural strain is the condition where the appreciated goals do not have precise limits. According to the life of the poor in Sudhir’s book, there is a difference between cultural goals acceptable in society, and the correct ways of achieving them. According to lifestyle in Robert Tylor’s settlement, children and young men working hard to achieve educational goals were valuable for the Chicago community. There was also another norm that specified legitimacy, which provided that any form of activities by individuals should not interfere with other people’s way of living (Venkatesh, 2008, p23). People in Chicago community were in a state of confusion in determining the valuable opportunities.


After reading the book Gang Leader For a Day, I learned that most people join immoral behaviors and crimes due to hardships in life such as poverty. Though the media portray the members of such groups as cruel and heartless, I realized that the individuals in the gangs are humans who have no other options of survival other than illegal businesses. JT shows some kindness to Sudhir by guiding him through their lifestyle and giving him a chance to experience the real gang leadership. The attitude of JT is enough to prove that that gang leaders are regular individuals. When the people heard gunshots at Robert Taylor’s houses, Sudhir says that they all showed fear and concern for each other. The reaction shows how vulnerable the gang members are to attacks. 
I also realized that education is crucial for every member of society. The success of individuals is determined by their achievements in academics. If people in Robert Taylor’s houses were educated, they would not suffer from poverty. Children who grow up financially unstable backgrounds are exposed to immorality at tender ages. For example, the young people in the poor community in Chicago were more likely to join the criminal groups due to exposure to evil. Due to the situation in Chicago, it is normal for the residents to engage in illegal businesses. This shows that the government can prevent the level of immorality and the number of criminals in the society by providing quality education and employment opportunities for qualified individuals.
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