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Researching Dealers
and Smugglers

PATRICIA A. ADLER

Adler offers limpse of what it is like to carry out participant observation research
with/a deviant groupin this description of her study of upper-level drug traffickers. This
natural_history-carefully explains the process used in field research, the relationships
formed with setting members, and the feelings researchers experience. We see that when
researchers place themselves inside a deviant world, it can profoundly affect them as well
as cause them serious potential dangers, but we also see that only from this vantage
point can they fully comprehend the forces at play in deviant worlds. This article offers
readers a greater understanding of some of the research roles, research concerns, and prob-
lems and issues that may arise in field research.

strongly believe that investigative field research (Douglas 1976), with em-
phasis on direct personal observation, interaction, and experience, is the
only way to acquire accurate knowledge about deviant behavior. Investiga-
tive techniques are especially necessary for studying groups such as drug deal-
ers and smugglers because the highly illegal nature of their occupation makes
them secretive, deceitful, mistrustful, and paranoid. To insulate themselves
from the straight world, they construct multiple false fronts, offer lies and mis-
information, and withdraw into their group. In fact, detailed, scientific infor-
mation about upper-level drug dealers and smugglers is lacking precisely
because of the difficulty sociological researchers have had in penetrating into
their midst. As a result, the only way I could possibly get close enough to these
individuals to discover what they were doing and to understand their world
from their perspectives (Blumer 1969) was to take a membership role in the
setting. While my different values and goals precluded my becoming con-
verted to complete membership in the subculture, and my fears prevented my
ever becoming “actively” involved in their trafficking activities, I was able to
assume a “peripheral” membership role (Adler and Adler 1987). I became a
member of the dealers’ and smugglers’ social world and participated in their
daily activities on that basis. In this chapter, I discuss how I gained access to
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CHAPTER 13 RESEARCHING DEALERS AND SMUGGLERS

this group, established research relations with members, and how personally
involved I became in their activities.

GETTING IN

When I moved to Southwest County [California] in the summer of 1974, 1
had no idea that I would soon be swept up in a subculture of vast drug traf- / P 'n;g
Jost

ficking and unending partying, mixed with occasional cloak-and-daggersub? = ..

@ had moved to California with my husband, Peter, to attend graduate QS\C(:,PL i
“¥chool in sociology. We rented a condominium town house near the beach 3 0oyl
and started taking classes in the fall. We had always felt that socializing exclu- & “ZW

sively with academicians left us nowhere to gscape from our work, so we tried
to meet people in the nearby community{One of the first friends we made
was our closest neighbor, a fellow in his late twenties with a tall, hulking frame
ind gentle expressias he introduced himself, was always dressed
mther casually, if notfloppily, in T-shirts and jeans. He spent most of his time
hanging out or walking on the beach with a variety of friends who visited his
house, and taking care of his two young boys, who lived alternately with him
and his estranged wife. He also went out of town a lot. We started spending
much of our free time over at his house, talking, playing board games late into
the night, and smoking marijuana together, We were glad to find someone
from whom we could buy marijuana in this new place, since we did not know
too many people. He also began treating us to a fairly regular supply of co-
¢aine, which was a thrill because this was a drug we could rarely afford on our
student budgets. We noticed right away, however, that there was something
wnusual about his use and knowledge of drugs: while he always had a plentiful

supply and was fairly expert about marijuana and cocaine, when we tried to P r—QA/ ~C0L_-
buy a small bag of marijuana from him he had little idea of the going price.

This incongruity piqued our curiosity and raised suspicion. We wondered 1 V"\’/

he might be dealing in larger quantities. Keeping our suspicions to ourselves,
we began observing Dave’s activities a little more closely. Most of his friends
were in their late twenties and early thirties and, judging by their lifestyles and

automobiles, rather wealthy. They came and left his house at all hours, occa-
slonally extending their parties through the night and the next day into the

following night. Yet throughout this time we ave ora is—
friends engage in any activity that resembled § legitimate jobAn most places
this might have evoked community suspicion, W of the people we en-

gountered in Southwest County seemed to hold traditionally structured jobs.
Dave, in fact, had no visible means of financial support. When we asked him
what he dtdfor a living, he said something vague about being a real estate
speculator, and we let it go at that. We never voiced our suspicions directly
tince he chose not to broach the subject with us.

We did discuss the subject with our mentor, Jack Douglas, however. He
was excited by the prospect that we might be living among a group of big
dealers, and urged us to follow our instincts and develop leads into the group.
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PART IIl STUDYING DEVIANCE

He knew that the local area was rife with drug trafficking, since he had begun
a life history case study of two drug dealers with another graduate student
several years previously. That earlier study was aborted when the graduate stu-
dent quit school, but Jack still had many hours of taped interviews he had
conducted with them, as well as an interview that he had done with an un-
dergraduate student who had known the two dealers independently, to serve
as a cross—check on their accounts. He therefore encouraged us to become
friendlier with Dave and his friends. We decided that if anything did develop
out of our observations of Dave, it might make a nice paper for a field meth-
ods class or independent study.

r interests and background made us well suited to study drug dealing.
¢ had already done research in the field of drugs. As undergraduates at
ashington University we had participated in a nationally funded project on
urban heroin use (see Cummins et al. 1972). Qur role in the study involved
using fieldwork techniques to investigate the extent of heroin use and distrib-
ution in St. Louls In talkmg with heroin users, dealers, and rehabilitation per-

be generally nondeviant. This outlook was partially etched by our 1960s-
formed attitudes, as we had first been introduced to drug use in an environ-
ment of communal friendship, sharing, and counterculture ideology. It also
partially reflected the widespread acceptance accorded to marijuana and co-
caine use in the surrounding local culturur age (mid-twenties at the
start of the study) and general appearance gave us compatibility with most of
the people we were observing.

We thus watched Dave and continued to develop our friendship with him.
We also watched his friends and got to know a few of his more regular visi-
tors. We continued to build friendly relations by doing, quite naturally, what
Becker (1963), Polsky (1969), and Douglas (1972) had advocated for the early
stages of field research: we gave them a chance to know us and form judg-
ments about our trustworthiness by jointly pursuing those interests and activi-
ties which we had in common.

Then one day something happened which forced a breakthrough in the
research. Dave had two guys visiting him from out of town and, after snorting
quite a bit of cocaine, they turned their conversation to a trip they had just
made from Mexico, where they piloted a load of marijnana back across the
border in a small plane. Dave made a few efforts to shift the conversation to
another subject, telling them to “button their lips,” but they apparently
thought that he was joking. They thought that anybody as close to Dave as
we seemed to be undoubtedly knew the nature of his business. They made
further allusions to his involvement in the operation and discussed the out-
come of the sale. We could feel the wave of tension and awkwardness from
Dave when this conversation began, as he looked toward us to see if we un-
derstood the implications of what was being said, but then he just shrugged it
off as done. Later, after the two guys left, he discussed with us what happened.
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He admitted to us that he was a member of a smuggling crew and a major
marijuana dealer on the side. He said that he knew he could trust us, but that
it was his practice to say as little as possible to outsiders about his activities.
This inadvertent slip, and Dave’s subsequent opening up, were highly signifi-
cant in forging our entry into Southwest County’s drug world. From then on -&m(@/
he was open 1n discussing the nature of his dealing and smuggling activities

. Cok
with us. C{:?/’P\S’
He was, it turned out, a member of a smuggling crew that was importing 7 /(V\ ?
a ton of marijuana weekly and 40 kilos of cocaine every few months. During ra 5

that first winter and spring, we observed Dave at work and also got to know
the other members of his crew, including Ben, the smuggler himself. Ben was
also very tall and broad shouldered, but his long black hair, now flecked with
gray, bespoke his earlier membership in the hippie subculture. A large physical
stature, we observed, was common to most of the male participants involved
in this drug community. The women also had a unifying physical trait: they
were extremely attractive and stylishly dressed. This included Dave’s ex-wife,
Jean, with whom he reconciled during the spring. We therefore became
friendly with Jean and through her met a number of women (“dope chicks™)
who hung around the dealers and smugglers. As we continued to gain the
friendship of Dave and Jean’s associates we were progressively admitted into
their inner circle and apprised of each person’s dealing or smuggling role.
Once we realized the scope of Ben’s and his associates’ activities, we saw
the enormous research potential in studying them. This scene was different if/l/\ﬁ

capitalize on this situation, to “opportunistically” (Riemer 1977) take advan- ¢ //fn/vl"‘"? FV
tage of our prior expertise and of the knowledge, entrée, and rapport we had
already developed with several key people in this setting. We therefore dfe=
cussed the idea of doing a study of the general subculture with Dave and sev-
eral of his closest friends (now becoming our friends). We assured them of the
anonymity, confidentiality, and innocuousness of our work. They were happy
to reciprocate our friendship by being of help to our professional careers. In
fact, they basked in the subsequent attention we gave their lives.

We began by turning first Dave, then others, into key informants and col- clzj,'/_e 3
lecting their life histories in detail. We conducted a series of taped, in-depth
interviews with an unstructured, open-ended format. We questioned them
about such topics as their backgrounds, their recruitment into the occupation,
the stages of their dealing careers, their relations with others, their motiva-
tions, their lifestyle, and their general impressions about the community as a
whole.

We continued to do taped interviews with key informants for the next six

ears until 1980, when we moved away from the area. After that, we occa~

sionally did follow-up interviews when we returned for vacation visits. These
later interviews focused on recording the continuing unfolding of events and
included detailed probing into specific conceptual areas, such as dealing
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networks, types of dealers, secrecy, trust, paranoia, reputation, the law, occu-
pational mobility, and occupational stratification. The number of taped inter-
views we did with each key informant varied, ranging between 10 and
30 hours of discussion.

Our relationship with Dave and the others thus took on an added
dimension—the research relationship. As Douglas (1976), Henslin (1972), and
Wax (1952) have noted, research relationships involve some form of mutual
exchange. In our case, we offered everything that friendship could entail. We
did routine favors for them in the course of our everyday lives, offered them
insights and advice about their lives from the perspective of our more re-
spectable position, wrote letters on their behalf to the authorities when they
got in trouble, testified as character witnesses at their non-drug-related trials,
and loaned them money when they were down and out. When Dave was ar-
rested and brought to trial for check-kiting, we helped Jean organize his de-
fense and raise the money to pay his fines. We spelled her in taking care of the
children so that she could work on his behalf. When he was eventually sent to
the state prison we maintained close ties with her and discussed our mutual
efforts to buoy Dave up and secure his release. We also visited him in jail. Dur-
ing Dave’s incarceration, however, Jean was courted by an old boyfriend and
gave up her reconciliation with Dave. This proved to be another significant
turning point in our research because, desperate for money, Jean looked up
Dave’s old dealing connections and went into the business herself. She did not
stay with these marijuana dealers and smugglers for long, but soon moved into
the cocaine business. Over the next several years her experiences in the world
of cocaine dealing brought us into contact with a different group of people.
While these people knew Dave and his associates (this was very common in
the Southwest County dealing and smuggling community), they did not deal
with them directly. We were thus able to gain access to a much wider and
more diverse range of subjects than we would have had she not branched out
on her own.

Dave’s eventual release from prison three months later brought our in-
volvement in the research to an even deeper level. He was broke and had
nowhere to go. When he showed up on our doorstep, we took him in. We
offered to let him stay with us until he was back on his feet again and could
afford a place of his own. He lived with us for seven months, intimately shar-
ing his daily experiences with us. During this time we witnessed, firsthand,
his transformation from a scared ex-con who would never break the law again
to a hard-working legitimate employee who only dealt to get money for his
children’s Christmas presents, to a full-time dealer with no pretensions at le-
gitimate work. Both his process of changing attitudes and the community’s
gradual reacceptance of him proved very revealing.

We socialized with Dave, Jean, and other members of Southwest County’s
dealing and smuggling community on a near-daily basis, especially during the
first four years of the research (before we had a child). We worked in their le-

gitimate businesses, vacationed together, attended their weddings, and cared
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for their children. Throughout their relationship with us, several participants
became co-opted to the researcher’s perspective' and actively sought out in-
stances of behavior which filled holes in the conceptualizations we were de-
veloping. Dave, for one, became so intrigued by our conceptual dilemmas
that he undertook a “natural experiment” entirely on his own, offering an
unlimited supply of drugs to a lower-level dealer to see if he could work up to
higher levels of dealing, and what factors would enhance or impinge upon his
upward mobility.

In addition to helping us directly through their own experiences, our key
informants aided us in widening our circle of contacts. For instance, they let us
know when someone in whom we might be interested was planning on drop-
ping by, vouching for our trustworthiness and reliability as friends who could
be included in business conversations. Several times we were even awakened in
the night by phone calls informing us that someone had dropped by for a visit,
should we want to “casually” drop over too. We rubbed the sleep from our
eyes, dressed, and walked or drove over, feeling like sleuths out of a television
series. We thus were able to snowball, through the active efforts of our key
informants;” into an expanded study population. This was supplemented by
our own efforts to cast a research net and befriend other dealers, moving from
contact to contact slowly and carefully through the domino effect.

THE COVERT ROLE

The highly illegal nature of dealing 1n illicit drugs and dealers’ and smugglers'
general level of suspicion made the adoption of an overt research role highly
sensitive and problematic. In discussing this issue with our key informants,
they all agreed that we should be extremely discreet (for both our sakes and
theirs). We carefully approached new individuals before we admitted that we
were studying them. With many of these people, then, we took a covert pos-
ture in the research setting. As nonparticipants in the business activities which
bound members together into the group, it was difficult to become fully ac-
cepted as peers. We therefore tried to establish some sort of peripheral, social
membership in the general crowd, where we could be accepted as “wise”
(Goffman 1963) individuals and granted a courtesy membership. This seemed
an attainable goal, since we had begun our involyement by forming such rela-
tionships with our key informants. By being introduced to others in this wise
rather than overt role, we were able to interact with people who would other-
wise have shied away from us, Adopting a courtesy membership caused us to
bear a courtesy stigma,’ however, and we suffered since we, at times, had to
disguise the nature of our research from both lay outsiders and academicians.
In our overt posture we showed interest in dealers’ and smugglers’ activi-
tics, encouraged them to talk about themselves (within limits, so as to avoid
acting like narcs), and ran home to write field notes. This role offered us the
advantage of gaining access to unapproachable people while avoiding




