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Excerpts from Alice Goffman’s 2009 American Sociological Review article  
and from her book, “On the Run.” 

 

 

From Goffman’s 2009 ASR article (“On the Run: Wanted Men in a Philadelphia Ghetto”, American 
Sociological Review 2009 74: 339). This describes how she got started with the research and how she 
gained access. In other parts of the book, she notes how she would sometimes claim to be the cousin of 
one of the main figures she talks about so she could see him in the hospital and other places. 

FIELDWORK, THE 6TH STREET BOYS, AND NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT 

When I was an undergraduate at the University of Pennsylvania, I tutored a high school student, Aisha 
(names of people and streets are fictitious). I began to get to know some of her friends and neighbors, and 
in the fall of 2002 I moved into an apartment in the poor to working-class Black neighborhood in which 
she lived. At this point, Aisha’s mother had begun referring to me as her “other daughter” and Aisha and I 
became “sisters” (Anderson 1978; Stack 1974). When Aisha’s cousin Ronny, age 15, came home from a 
juvenile detention center, Aisha and I started hanging out with him in a neighborhood about 10 minutes 
away called 6th Street. Ronny introduced me to Mike, who was 21, a year older than I was. When Mike’s 
best friend Chuck, age 18, came home from county jail, we began hanging out with him too. 

When I first started spending time with Ronny and Mike on 6th Street, their neighbors and relatives 
remarked on my whiteness and asked me to account for my presence. Ronny introduced me as Aisha’s 
“sister,” and I mentioned that I lived nearby. After a few months, Mike decided to “take me under his 
wing” and began referring to me as “sis.” Bit by bit, other young men in the group started introducing me 
to others as their cousin or as a “homie” who “goes way back.” 

The five blocks known as 6th Street are 93 percent Black, according to a survey of residents that Chuck 
and I conducted in 2007. At the busiest intersection, men and boys stand outside offering bootleg CDs 
and DVDs, stolen goods, and food to drivers and passersby. The main commercial street includes a bullet-
proofed Chinese food store selling fried chicken wings, “loosie” cigarettes, condoms, baby food, and 
glassines for smoking crack. The street also includes a check-cashing store, hair dresser, payday loan 
store, Crown Fried Chicken restaurant, and a pawnshop. On the next block, a Puerto Rican family runs a 
corner grocery. 

Of the 217 households surveyed, roughly one fourth received housing vouchers. In all but two 
households, members reported receiving some type of government assistance in the past three years. The 
neighborhood also contains many people who make their living as teachers, bus drivers, parole officers, 
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health care workers, and so on. Aisha’s neighbors commonly referred to the area of 6th Street as “nice 
and quiet,” and a place they would move if they had enough money. 

Chuck, Mike, and Ronny were part of a loose group of about 15 young men who grew up around 6th 
Street and were joined by the fact that they were, for the most part, unemployed and trying to make it 
outside of the formal economy. They occasionally referred to their group as “the 6th Street Boys” when 
distinguishing themselves from other street-corner groups, and five of them had “6th Street” tattooed on 
their arms. Among the 15 young men, eight were 18 or 19 years old when I met them, four were in their 
early 20s, and one was age 23. Ronny was 14 and Reggie was 15. Six years later, Mike was the only one 
to have graduated from high school. Alex worked steadily in his father’s heating and air-conditioning 
repair shop, and four others occasionally found seasonal construction jobs or low-skilled jobs at places 
like Taco Bell and McDonald’s. By 2002, the crack trade was in decline, as it was in other parts of the 
country (Jacobs 1999). Seven of the young men worked intermittently as low-level crack dealers; others 
sold marijuana, Wet (PCP and/or embalming fluid), or pills like Xanax. Some of the men occasionally 
made money by robbing other drug dealers. One earned his keep by exotic dancing and offering sex to 
women. 

All but two of the young men lived with female relatives, although about half got evicted and slept on 
other people’s couches or on the streets for months or years at a time. Anthony slept in an abandoned 
truck on 6th Street for most of the time I knew him, although Chuck later let him sleep in his basement or 
got the women he was seeing to let Anthony sleep on the floor when Chuck spent the night. 

Between January 2002 and August 2003, I conducted intensive observation “on the block,” spending 
most of my waking hours hanging out on Chuck’s back porch steps, or along the alley way between his 
block and Mike’s block, or on the corner across from the convenience store. In the colder months, we 
were usually indoors at Chuck’s and a few other houses in the area. I also went along to lawyers’ offices, 
court, the probation and parole office, the hospital, and local bars and parties. By 2004, some of the young 
men were in county jails and state prisons; for the next four years I spent between two and six days a 
week on 6th street and roughly one day a week visiting members of the group in jail and prison. I also 
kept in touch by phone and through letters. 

The young men agreed to let me take field notes for the purpose of one day publishing the material, but I 
generally did not ask direct questions and most of what is contained here comes from observations I made 
or conversations I heard. Over the course of this research I also interviewed two lawyers, a district 
attorney, three probation officers, two police officers, and a federal district court judge. 
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Excerpts from Alice Goffman’s 2009 ASR piece (starting p. 353, Discussion). This 
outlines some of her key findings. 

 
The presence of the criminal justice system in the lives of the poor cannot simply be measured by the 
number of people sent to prison or the number who return home with felony convictions. Systems of 
policing and supervision that accompanied the rise in imprisonment have fostered a climate of 
fear and suspicion in poor communities—a climate in which family members and friends are 
pressured to inform on one another and young men live as suspects and fugitives, with the daily 
fear of confinement. 
 
The police and the courts become dangerous to interact with, as does showing up to work or 
going to places like hospitals. Instead of a safe place to sleep, eat, and find acceptance and 
support, mothers’ homes are transformed into a “last known address,” one of the first places the 
police will look for them. Close relatives, friends, and neighbors become potential informants. 
 
One strategy for coping with these risks is to avoid dangerous places, people, and interactions 
entirely. A young man thus does not attend the birth of his child, nor seek medical help when he 
is badly beaten. He avoids the police and the courts, even if it means using violence when he is 
injured or becoming the target of others who are looking for someone to rob. 
 
A second strategy is to cultivate unpredictability—to remain secretive and to “dip and dodge.” To 
ensure that those close to him will not inform on him, a young man comes and goes in irregular and 
unpredictable ways, 
 
Whatever the strategy, a man finds that as long as he is at risk of confinement, staying out of prison and 
participating in institutions like family, work, and friendship become contradictory goals; doing one 
reduces his chance of achieving the other. Staying out of jail becomes aligned not with upstanding, 
respectable action, but with being an even shadier character. 
 
I found that family members living with a relative or boyfriend with a warrant out for his arrest 
are caught between three difficult lines of action: allowing him to stay in their homes and placing 
their own safety and security in jeopardy, casting him out, or betraying him by turning him in to 
the police. 
 
More surprisingly, the system of low-level warrants and court supervision has the unintended 
consequence of becoming a resource for women and relatives who, possessing more legal 
legitimacy, can use it to control their partners and kin. Girlfriends, neighbors, and family 
members threaten to call the police on young men to “keep them in line,” 
 
Young men also turn their wanted status into a resource by using it to account for shortcomings 
or failures that may have occurred anyway. Because being wanted is understood by 6th Street 
residents to be deeply constraining, young men with little income, education, or job prospects 
can call on their wanted status to save face and to assuage the guilt of failing as a father, 
romantic partner, or employed person. 
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Excerpts from Alice Goffman’s On the Run: FUGITIVE LIFE IN AN AMERICAN 
CITY (Paperback Edition, 2014, University of Chicago Press). This may be the 
most controversial section of her book. It raises concerns about her ethics and her 
going native; and even made one critic question whether she might be an accessory 
to attempted murder. 
 
pp. 253 – In the summer of 2007, a tragedy rocked the 6th Street community and altered the lives of the 
6th Street Boys, as well as my own… Around ten o'clock on a Wednesday night, Mike phoned me with 
the news that Chuck had been shot in the head outside the Chinese takeout store. [Chuck soon died] 
 
p. 262-263. After most of the extra cops had left the neighborhood, the hunt was on to find the man who 
had killed Chuck. Since Tim had seen the shooter from only a few feet away, many knew the man's name 
and the guys he hung out with. But the man had gone deep underground-nobody could figure out where 
he was hiding. As Reggie berated his boys each day from jail- what they weren't doing, how slow they 
were to avenge his brother's murder, what he would do if he were home- the 6th Street Boys acquired 
more and more guns, gearing up for what they assumed would be coming: part three of the 4th Street 
War. 
 
Many nights, Mike and Steve drove around looking for the shooter, the guys who were part of his crew, 
or women connected to them who might be able to provide a good lead. On a few of these nights, Mike 
had nobody to ride along with him, so I volunteered . We started out around 3:00 a.m., with Mike in the 
passenger seat, his hand on his Glock as he directed me around the area… 
 
One night Mike thought he saw a 4th Street guy walk into a Chinese restaurant. He tucked his gun in his 
jeans, got out of the car, and hid in the adjacent alleyway. I waited in the car with the engine running, 
ready to speed off as soon as Mike ran back and got inside. But when the man came out with his food, 
Mike seemed to think this wasn't the man he'd thought it was. He walked back to the car and we drove on. 
 
… I don't believe that I got into the car with Mike because I wanted to learn firsthand about violence, or 
even because I wanted to prove myself loyal or brave. I got into the car because, like Mike and Reggie, I 
wanted Chuck's killer to die. 
 
Perhaps Chuck's death had broken something inside me. I stopped seeing the man who shot him as a man 
who, like the men I knew, was jobless and trying to make it at the bottom rung of a shrinking drug trade 
while dodging the police. I didn't care whether this man had believed his life was threatened when he 
came upon Chuck outside the Chinese takeout store, or felt that he couldn't afford to back down. I simply 
wanted him to pay for what he'd done, for what he'd taken away from us. 
 
Looking back, I'm glad that I learned what it feels like to want a man to die-not simply to understand the 
desire for vengeance in others, but to feel it in my bones, at an emotional level eclipsing my own reason 
or sense of right and wrong. But to go out looking for this man, in a car with someone holding a gun? At 
the time and certainly in retrospect, my desire for vengeance scared me, more than the shootings I'd 
witnessed, more even than my ongoing fears for Mike's and Tim's safety, and certainly more than any 
fears for my own. [THE END] 
 


