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Building Reality
The Social Construction of Knowledge

ociologists often talk about reality as a social construction. What they mean is that
truth, knowledge, and so on, are discovered, made known, reinforced, and
changed by members of society. As social beings, we respond to our interpretations
and definitions of situations, not to the situations themselves, thereby shaping reality.
How we distinguish fact from fantasy, truth from fiction, myth from reality are not
merely abstract philosophical questions but are very much tied to interpersonal interaction, group membership, culture, history, power, economics, and politics. But not all
of us possess the same ability to define reality. Individuals and groups in positions of
power have the ability to control information, define values, create myths, manipulate
events, and ultimately influence what others take for granted. The mass media are
especially influential in shaping perceptions of reality.
In “The Crack Attack,” Craig Reinarman and Harry Levine show us how the
news media function to create a reality that the public comes to take for granted. They
focus, in particular, on the emergence of “the crack problem” in American society. In
the late 1980s, crack, a cocaine derivative, came to be seen as one of the most evil
scourges on the social landscape. Even today we hear it described with terms like plague
and epidemic. We hear horror stories about crack babies—children born addicted to
the drug—whose lives are marked by emotional, intellectual, and behavioral suffering.
But Reinarman and Levine point out that the terrified public concern over crack—the
reality of the crack problem—is as much a function of media publicity, political
opportunism, and the class, race, and ethnicity of crack users as it is a consequence of
the actual chemical power and physical danger of the substance itself. In this sense,
media representations don’t merely reflect some “objective” reality, they actually help
create it.
Discovering truth and amassing useful knowledge lie at the heart of any academic
discipline. The purpose of a field such as sociology is to provide the public with useful
and accurate information about how society works. This task is typically accomplished
through systematic social research—experiments, field research, unobtrusive research,
and surveys. But gathering trustworthy data from people can be difficult. People sometimes lie or have difficulty recalling past events in their lives. Sometimes the simple fact
of observing people’s behavior changes that behavior. And sometimes the information
needed to answer questions about important, controversial issues is hard to obtain
without raising ethical issues.
Patricia Adler provides an interesting example of how sociologists do research
on controversial topics in “Researching Dealers and Smugglers.” To many people, the
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sellers and users of illegal drugs are a dangerous scourge on American society. Adler was
interested in understanding the upper echelons of the illicit drug trade—a small, secretive group of people condemned by most members of society but understood by few.
Given the illegal and potentially dangerous activities involved, it is unlikely that drug
smugglers would willingly answer questions about their trade on a survey or in an
interview. So Adler and her husband established close friendships with dealers and
smugglers and used a research technique called participant observation to collect
inside information about their activities. Putting oneself in the world of one’s research
subjects can provide rich information, but it can also create serious potential dangers.
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The Crack Attack
Politics and Media in the Crack Scare
Craig Reinarman and Harry G. Levine
(1997)
America discovered crack and overdosed on oratory.

—New York Times
(Editorial, October 4, 1988)
This New York Times editorial had a certain
unintended irony, for “America’s paper of
record” itself had long been one of the leading
orators, supplying a steady stream of the stuff
on which the nation had, as they put it, “overdosed.” Irony aside, the editorial hit the mark.
The use of powder cocaine by affluent people
in music, film, sports, and business had been
common since the 1970s. According to surveys
by the National Institute on Drug Abuse
(NIDA), by 1985, more than twenty-two
million Americans in all social classes and
occupations had reported at least trying
cocaine. Cocaine smoking originated with
“freebasing,” which began increasing by the
late 1970s (see Inciardi, 1987; Siegel, 1982).
Then (as now) most cocaine users bought
cocaine hydrochloride (powder) for intranasal
use (snorting). But by the end of the 1970s,
some users had begun to “cook” powder
cocaine down to crystalline or “base” form for
smoking. All phases of freebasing, from selling
to smoking, took place most often in the privacy of homes and offices of middle-class or
well-to-do users. They typically purchased
cocaine in units of a gram or more costing $80
to $100 a gram. These relatively affluent
“basers” had been discovering the intense rush
of smoking cocaine, as well as the risks, for a
number of years before the term “crack” was

coined. But most such users had a stake in
conventional life. Therefore, when they felt
their cocaine use was too heavy or out of control, they had the incentives and resources to
cut down, quit, or get private treatment.
There was no orgy of media and political
attention in the late 1970s when the prevalence
of cocaine use jumped sharply, or even after
middle-class and upper-class users began to
use heavily, especially when freebasing. Like
the crack users who followed them, basers had
found that this mode of ingesting cocaine produced a much more intense and far shorter
“high” because it delivered more pure cocaine
into the brain far more directly and rapidly
than by snorting. Many basers had found that
crack’s intense, brutally brief rush, combined
with the painful “low” or “down” that immediately followed, produced a powerful desire
immediately to repeat use—to binge (Waldorf
et al., 1991).
Crack’s pharmacological power alone does
not explain the attention it received. In 1986,
politicians and the media focused on crack—
and the drug scare began—when cocaine
smoking became visible among a “dangerous”
group. Crack attracted the attention of politicians and the media because of its downward
mobility to and increased visibility in ghettos
and barrios. The new users were a different
47
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social class, race, and status (Duster, 1970;
Washton and Gold, 1987). Crack was sold in
smaller, cheaper, precooked units, on ghetto
streets, to poorer, younger buyers who were
already seen as a threat (e.g., New York Times,
August 30, 1987; Newsweek, November 23,
1987; Boston Globe, May 18, 1988). Crack
spread cocaine smoking into poor populations
already beset with a cornucopia of troubles
(Wilson, 1987). These people tended to have
fewer bonds to conventional society, less to
lose, and far fewer resources to cope with or
shield themselves from drug-related problems.
The earliest mass media reference to the
new form of cocaine may have been a Los
Angeles Times article in late 1984 (November
25, p. cc1) on the use of cocaine “rocks” in
ghettos and barrios in Los Angeles. By late
1985, the New York Times made the national
media’s first specific reference to “crack” in a
story about three teenagers seeking treatment
for cocaine abuse (November 17, p. B12). At
the start of 1986, crack was known only in a
few impoverished neighborhoods in Los
Angeles, New York, Miami, and perhaps a few
other large cities. . . .

The Frenzy: Cocaine
and Crack in the Public Eye
When two celebrity athletes died in what
news stories called “crack-related deaths” in
the spring of 1986, the media seemed to sense
a potential bonanza. Coverage skyrocketed
and crack became widely known. “Dramatic
footage” of black and Latino men being
carted off in chains, or of police breaking
down crack house doors, became a near
nightly news event. In July 1986 alone, the
three major TV networks offered seventy-four
evening news segments on drugs, half of these
about crack (Diamond et al., 1987; Reeves and
Campbell, 1994). In the months leading up to
the November elections, a handful of national
newspapers and magazines produced roughly

a thousand stories discussing crack (Inciardi,
1987, p. 481; Trebach, 1987, pp. 6–16). Like
the TV networks, leading news magazines
such as Time and Newsweek seemed determined not to be outdone; each devoted five
cover stories to crack and the “drug crisis” in
1986 alone.
In the fall of 1986, the CBS news show 48
Hours aired a heavily promoted documentary
called “48 Hours on Crack Street,” which Dan
Rather previewed on his evening news show:
“Tonight, CBS News takes you to the streets, to
the war zone, for an unusual two hours of
hands-on horror.” Among many shots from
hidden cameras was one of New York Senator
Alphonse D’Amato and then-U.S. Attorney
Rudolf Guiliani, incognito, purchasing crack to
dramatize the brazenness of street corner sales
in the ghetto. All this was good business for
CBS: the program earned the highest Nielsen
rating of any similar news show in the previous
five years—fifteen million viewers (Diamond
et al., 1987, p. 10). Three years later, after poor
ratings nearly killed 48 Hours, the show kicked
off its season with a three-hour special,
“Return to Crack Street.”
The intense media competition for audience shares and advertising dollars spawned
many similar shows. Three days after “48
Hours on Crack Street,” NBC ran its own
prime-time special, “Cocaine Country,” which
suggested that cocaine and crack use had
become pandemic. This was one of dozens of
separate stories on crack and cocaine produced
by NBC alone—an unprecedented fifteen hours
of air time—in the seven months leading up
to the 1986 elections (Diamond et al., 1987;
Hoffman, 1987). By mid-1986, Newsweek
claimed that crack was the biggest story since
Vietnam and Watergate (June 15, p. 15), and
Time soon followed by calling crack “the
Issue of the Year” (September 22, 1986, p. 25).
The words “plague,” “epidemic,” and “crisis”
had become routine. The New York Times,
for example, did a three-part, front-page
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series called “The Crack Plague” (June 24,
1988, p. A1).
The crack scare began in 1986, but it
waned somewhat in 1987 (a nonelection
year). In 1988, drugs returned to the national
stage as stories about the “crack epidemic”
again appeared regularly on front pages and
TV screens (Reeves and Campbell, 1994).
One politician after another reenlisted in
the War on Drugs. In that election year, as in
1986, overwhelming majorities of both houses
of Congress voted for new antidrug laws
with long mandatory prison terms, death
sentences, and large increases in funding
for police and prisons. The annual federal
budget for antidrug efforts surged from less
than $2 billion in 1981 to more than $12
billion in 1993. The budget for the Drug
Enforcement Administration (DEA) quadrupled between 1981 and 1992 (Massing, 1993).
The Bush administration alone spent $45
billion—more than all other presidents since
Nixon combined—mostly for law enforcement
(Horgan, 1993; Office of National Drug
Control Policy, 1992). . . .
An April 1988 ABC News special report
termed crack “a plague” that was “eating away
at the fabric of America.” According to this
documentary, Americans spend “$20 billion a
year on cocaine,” American businesses lose
“$60 billion” a year in productivity because
their workers use drugs, “the educational
system is being undermined” by student drug
use, and “the family” is “disintegrating” in the
face of this “epidemic.” This program did not
give its millions of viewers any evidence to
support such dramatic claims, but it did give
them a powerful vocabulary of attribution:
“drugs,” especially crack, threatened all the
central institutions in American life—families,
communities, schools, businesses, law enforcement, even national sovereignty.
This media frenzy continued into 1989.
Between October 1988 and October 1989, for
example, the Washington Post alone ran 1,565
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stories—28,476 column inches—about the
drug crisis. Even Richard Harwood (1989),
the Post’s own ombudsman, editorialized
against what he called the loss of “a proper
sense of perspective” due to such a “hyperbole
epidemic.” He said that “politicians are doing a
number on people’s heads.” In the fall of 1989,
another major new federal antidrug bill to
further increase drug war funding (S-1233)
began winding its way through Congress. In
September, President Bush’s “drug czar,”
William Bennett, unveiled his comprehensive
battle plan, the National Drug Control Strategy.
His introduction asks, “What . . . accounts for
the intensifying drug-related chaos that we see
every day in our newspapers and on television?
One word explains much of it. That word is
crack. . . . Crack is responsible for the fact that
vast patches of the American urban landscape
are rapidly deteriorating” (The White House,
1989, p. 3, original emphasis). . . .
On September 5, 1989, President Bush,
speaking from the presidential desk in the
Oval Office, announced his plan for achieving
“victory over drugs” in his first major primetime address to the nation, broadcast on all
three national television networks. We want
to focus on this incident as an example of the
way politicians and the media systematically
misinformed and deceived the public in order
to promote the War on Drugs. During the
address, Bush held up to the cameras a clear
plastic bag of crack labeled “EVIDENCE.” He
announced that it was “seized a few days ago in
a park across the street from the White House”
(Washington Post, September 22, 1989, p. A1).
Its contents, Bush said, were “turning our cities
into battle zones and murdering our children.”
The president proclaimed that, because of
crack and other drugs, he would “more than
double” federal assistance to state and local law
enforcement (New York Times, September 6,
1989, p. A11). The next morning the picture of
the president holding a bag of crack was on the
front pages of newspapers across America.
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About two weeks later, the Washington
Post, and then National Public Radio and other
newspapers, discovered how the president of
the United States had obtained his bag of
crack. According to White House and DEA
officials, “the idea of the President holding
up crack was [first] included in some drafts”
of his speech. Bush enthusiastically approved.
A White House aide told the Post that the
president “liked the prop. . . . It drove the point
home.” Bush and his advisors also decided
that the crack should be seized in Lafayette
Park across from the White House so the president could say that crack had become so
pervasive that it was being sold “in front of the
White House” (Isikoff, 1989).
This decision set up a complex chain of
events. White House Communications Director
David Demarst asked Cabinet Affairs Secretary
David Bates to instruct the Justice Department
“to find some crack that fit the description in
the speech.” Bates called Richard Weatherbee,
special assistant to Attorney General Dick
Thornburgh, who then called James Milford,
executive assistant to the DEA chief. Finally,
Milford phoned William McMullen, special
agent in charge of the DEA’s Washington office,
and told him to arrange an undercover crack
buy near the White House because “evidently,
the President wants to show it could be bought
anywhere” (Isikoff, 1989).
Despite their best efforts, the top federal
drug agents were not able to find anyone
selling crack (or any other drug) in Lafayette
Park, or anywhere else in the vicinity of the
White House. Therefore, in order to carry out
their assignment, DEA agents had to entice
someone to come to the park to make the sale.
Apparently, the only person the DEA could
convince was Keith Jackson, an eighteen-yearold African-American high school senior.
McMullan reported that it was difficult
because Jackson “did not even know where
the White House was.” The DEA’s secret tape
recording of the conversation revealed that the

teenager seemed baffled by the request:
“Where the [expletive deleted] is the White
House?” he asked. Therefore, McMullan told
the Post, “we had to manipulate him to get him
down there. It wasn’t easy” (Isikoff, 1989).
The undesirability of selling crack in
Lafayette Park was confirmed by men from
Washington, D.C., imprisoned for drug selling,
and interviewed by National Public Radio. All
agreed that nobody would sell crack there
because, among other reasons, there would
be no customers. The crack-using population
was in Washington’s poor African-American
neighborhoods some distance from the White
House. The Washington Post and other papers
also reported that the undercover DEA agents
had not, after all, actually seized the crack, as
Bush had claimed in his speech. Rather, the
DEA agents purchased it from Jackson for
$2,400 and then let him go.
This incident illustrates how a drug scare
distorts and perverts public knowledge and
policy. The claim that crack was threatening
every neighborhood in America was not based
on evidence; after three years of the scare,
crack remained predominantly in the inner
cities where it began. Instead, this claim
appears to have been based on the symbolic
political value seen by Bush’s speech writers.
When they sought, after the fact, to purchase
their own crack to prove this point, they found
that reality did not match their script. Instead
of changing the script to reflect reality, a series
of high-level officials instructed federal drug
agents to create a reality that would fit the
script. Finally, the president of the United
States displayed the procured prop on national television. Yet, when all this was revealed,
neither politicians nor the media were led to
question the president’s policies or his claims
about crack’s pervasiveness.
As a result of Bush’s performance and all
the other antidrug publicity and propaganda,
in 1988 and 1989, the drug war commanded
more public attention than any other issue.
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The media and politicians’ antidrug crusade
succeeded in making many Americans even
more fearful of crack and other illicit drugs. A
New York Times/CBS News poll has periodically asked Americans to identify “the most
important problem facing this country today.”
In January 1985, 23% answered war or nuclear
war; less than 1% believed the most important
problem was drugs. In September 1989, shortly after the president’s speech and the blizzard
of drug stories that followed, 64% of those
polled believed that drugs were now the most
important problem, and only 1% thought that
war or nuclear war was most important. Even
the New York Times declared in a lead editorial
that this reversal was “incredible” and then
gently suggested that problems like war,
“homelessness and the need to give poor
children a chance in life” should perhaps
be given more attention (September 28, 1989,
p. A26).
A year later, during a lull in antidrug
speeches and coverage, the percentage citing
“drugs” as the nation’s top problem had
dropped to 10%. Noting this “precipitous fall
from a remarkable height,” the Times observed
that an “alliance of Presidents and news directors” shaped public opinion about drugs.
Indeed, once the White House let it be known
that the president would be giving a primetime address on the subject, all three networks
tripled their coverage of drugs in the two
weeks prior to his speech and quadrupled it for
a week afterward (New York Times, September
6, 1990, p. A11; see also Reeves and Campbell,
1994). All this occurred while nearly every
index of drug use was dropping.
The crack scare continued in 1990 and
1991, although with somewhat less media
and political attention. By the beginning of
1992—the last year of the Bush administration—the War on Drugs in general, and the
crack scare in particular, had begun to decline
significantly in prominence and importance.
However, even as the drug war was receiving
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less notice from politicians and the media,
it remained institutionalized, bureaucratically
powerful, and extremely well funded (especially
police, military, and education/propaganda
activities).
From the opening shots in 1986 to
President Bush’s national address in 1989, and
through all the stories about “crack babies” in
1990 and 1991, politicians and the media
depicted crack as supremely evil—the most
important cause of America’s problems. As
recently as February of 1994, a prominent
New York Times journalist repeated the claim
that “An entire generation is being sacrificed to
[crack]” (Staples, 1994). As in all drug scares
since the nineteenth-century crusade against
alcohol, a core feature of drug war discourse is
the routinization of caricature—worst cases
framed as typical cases, the episodic rhetorically
recrafted into the epidemic.

Official Government Evidence
On those rare occasions when politicians and
journalists cited statistical evidence to support
their claims about the prevalence of crack and
other drug use, they usually relied on two basic
sources, both funded by the National Institute
on Drug Abuse. One was the Drug Abuse
Warning Network (DAWN), a monitoring
project set up to survey a sample of hospitals,
crisis and treatment centers, and coroners
across the country about drug-related emergencies and deaths. The other was the National
Household Survey on Drug Abuse among general population households and among young
people. Other data sources existed, but these
usually were either anecdotal, specific to a particular location, or based on a skewed sample.
Therefore, we review what these two NIDA
data sources had to say about crack because
they were the only national data and because
they are still considered by experts and claims
makers to be the most reliable form of
evidence available.
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The Drug Abuse Warning Network
DAWN collects data on a whole series of
drugs—from amphetamine to aspirin—that
might be present in emergencies or fatalities.
These data take the form of “mentions.” A drug
mention is produced when a patient, or someone with a patient, tells attending medical personnel that the patient recently used the drug, or
occasionally, if a blood test shows the presence of
the drug. These data provided perhaps the only
piece of statistical support for the crack scare.
They indicated that cocaine was “mentioned” in
an increasing number of emergency room
episodes in the 1980s. During 1986, as the scare
moved into full swing, there were an estimated
51,600 emergency room episodes in which
cocaine was mentioned (NIDA, 1993a). In subsequent years, the estimated number of such
mentions continued to rise, providing clear
cause for concern. By 1989, for example, the estimated number of emergency room episodes in
which cocaine was mentioned had more than
doubled to 110,000. Although the estimate
dropped sharply in 1990 to 80,400, by 1992, it
had risen again to 119,800 (NIDA, 1993a).
Unfortunately, the meaning of a mention
is ambiguous. In many of these cases, cocaine
was probably incidental to the emergency
room visit. Such episodes included routine
cases in which people went to emergency
rooms, for example, after being injured as passengers in auto accidents and in home accidents. Moreover, in most cases, cocaine was
only one of the drugs in the person’s system;
most people had also been drinking alcohol.
Finally, the DAWN data do not include information about preexisting medical or mental
health conditions that make any drug use, legal
or illegal, more risky. For all these reasons, one
cannot properly infer direct cause from the
estimates of emergency room mentions.
Cocaine did play a causal role in many of these
emergency cases, but no one knows how many
or what proportion of the total they were.

The DAWN data on deaths in which
cocaine was mentioned by medical examiners
also must be closely examined. When the crack
scare got under way in 1986, coroners coded
1,092 deaths as “cocaine related” (NIDA,
1986a), and as crack spread, this number, too,
increased substantially. In 1989, the secretary
of health and human services reported a 20%
decline in both deaths and emergency room
episodes in which cocaine was mentioned, but
both indices rose again in 1991 and 1992. The
1992 DAWN figures showed 3,020 deaths in
which cocaine was mentioned (NIDA, 1992).
But cocaine alone was mentioned in only
a fraction of these deaths; in 1986, for example,
in less than one in five (NIDA, 1986a). In most
of these cases, cocaine had been used with other
drugs, again, most often alcohol. Although any
death is tragic, cocaine’s role in such fatalities
remains ambiguous. “Cocaine related” is not
the same as “cocaine caused,” and “cocainerelated deaths” does not mean “deaths due to
cocaine.” There is little doubt that cocaine
contributes to some significant (but unknown)
percentage of such deaths. But journalists,
politicians, and most of the experts on whom
they relied never acknowledged the ambiguities in the data. Nor did they commonly provide any comparative perspective. For example,
for every one cocaine-related death in the U.S.,
there have been approximately two hundred
tobacco-related deaths and at least fifty
alcohol-related deaths. Seen in this light,
cocaine’s role in mortality and morbidity was
substantially less than media accounts and
political rhetoric implied.
More serious interpretive and empirical
difficulties appeared when the DAWN data were
used to support claims about crack. Despite all
the attention paid to the crack “plague” in 1986,
when crack was allegedly “killing a whole
generation,” the DAWN data contained no
specific information on crack as distinct from
cocaine. In fact, the DAWN data show that in
the vast majority of both emergencies and
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deaths in which cocaine received a mention,
the mode of ingestion of cocaine was not
“smoking” and therefore could not have been
caused by crack. Thus, although it is likely that
crack played a role in some of the emergencies
and deaths in which cocaine was “mentioned,”
the data necessary to attribute them accurately
to crack did not exist.

NIDA Surveys
The NIDA-sponsored surveys of drug use
produce the data that are the statistical basis
of all estimates of the prevalence of cocaine
and other drug use. One of the core claims in
the crack scare was that drug use among
teenagers and young adults was already high
and that it was growing at an alarming rate.
Although politicians and the media often
referred to teen drug use as an “epidemic” or
“plague,” the best official evidence available at
the time did not support such claims. The
National Household Survey on Drug Abuse
surveys over eight thousand randomly selected
households each year. These surveys show that
the number of Americans who had used any
illegal drug in the previous month began to
decline in 1979, and in the early years of the
crack scare, use of drugs, including cocaine,
continued to decline (New York Times,
September 24, 1989, p. A1; Newsweek, February
19, 1990, p. 74). Lifetime prevalence of cocaine
use among young people (the percentage of
those twelve through twenty-five years old
who had “ever” tried it) peaked in 1982, four
years before the scare began, and continued
to decline after that (NIDA, 1991, p. 14). The
sharpest rise in lifetime prevalence among
young adults had taken place between 1972
and 1979; it produced no claims of an epidemic or plague by politicians and journalists
(Johnston et al., 1988; NIDA, 1986b).
In February 1987, NIDA released the
results of its 1986 annual survey of high school
seniors. The New York Times handling of the
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story shows how even the most respectable
media institutions sometimes skew facts about
drug use to fit a story line. In the article’s
“lead,” the Times announced a rise in the
percentage of high school seniors reporting
“daily” use of cocaine. Only later did one learn
that this had risen very slightly and, more
important for evaluating claims of a “plague,”
that daily use among seniors had now reached
0.4%. Daily crack use, even by this fraction of
1% of high school seniors, is surely troubling,
but it hardly constituted a new drug epidemic
or plague. Still later in the story, the Times presented a table showing other declines in
cocaine use by young adults and high school
seniors. Indeed, as the Times noted toward the
end of its piece, virtually all forms of teenage
drug use (including marijuana, LSD, and
heroin) had declined—as they had in previous
years (New York Times, February 24, 1987,
p. A21; cf. Johnston et al., 1988; NIDA, 1991).
Two leading NIDA scholars, reporting in
1986 on the results of the household survey in
Science magazine, wrote that “both annual
prevalence and current prevalence [of all drug
use] among college students and the total sample up to four years after high school has been
relatively stable between 1980 and 1985”
(Kozel and Adams, 1986, p. 973). The director
of NIDA’s high school surveys, Dr. Lloyd
Johnston, made a similar point in 1987: “To
some degree the fad quality of drugs has worn
off ” (New York Times, February 24, 1987,
p. A21). When the findings of the high school
senior survey for 1987 were released, the
survey’s director reported that “the most
important” finding was that cocaine had again
“showed a significant drop in use.” He even
reported a decline in the use of crack (Johnston
et al., 1988).
These reported declines were in keeping
with the general downward trend in drug
use. In the early 1980s, according to the NIDA
surveys, about one in six young Americans had
tried cocaine powder. But between 1986 and
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1987, the proportion of both high school seniors
and young adults who had used cocaine in any
form in the previous year dropped by 20%
(Johnston et al., 1988). Further, two-thirds of
those who had ever tried cocaine had not used
it in the previous month. Although a significant
minority of young people had tried cocaine
powder at some point, the great majority of
them did not continue to use it.
There had been a few signs of increasing
cocaine use. The proportion of youngsters
who reported using cocaine at least once in
the previous month had increased slightly
over the years, although it never exceeded 2%
of all teens in the seven national household
surveys between 1972 and 1985. The 1988
NIDA household survey found an increase in
the number of adult daily users of cocaine,
presumably the group that included crack
addicts. But this group constituted only about
1.3% of those adults who had ever used cocaine.
NIDA also estimated that about 0.5% of the
total U.S. adult population had used cocaine in
the week prior to the survey (NIDA, 1988).
But aside from these few slight increases,
almost all other measures showed that the
trends in official drug use statistics had been
down even before the scare began. . . . The
figures for cocaine use in particular were dropping just as crisis claims were reaching a crescendo, and had dropped still further precisely
when the Bush/Bennett battle plan was being
announced with such fanfare in 1989. Indeed, as
White House officials anonymously admitted a
few weeks after the president’s “bag of crack”
speech, the new plan’s “true goals” were far more
modest than its rhetoric: the Bush plan was
“simply to move the nation ‘a little bit’ beyond
where current trends would put it anyway”
(New York Times, September 24, 1989, p. A1).

National Survey Data on Crack
Tom Brokaw reported on NBC Nightly News
in 1986 (May 23) that crack was “flooding

America” and that it had become “America’s
drug of choice.” His colleagues at the other
networks and in the print media had made
similar claims. An ordinarily competent news
consumer might well have gathered the
impression that crack could be found in
the lockers of most high school students. Yet, at
the time of these press reports, there were no
prevalence statistics at all on crack and no
evidence of any sort showing that smoking
crack had become the preferred mode even of
cocaine use, much less of drug use.
When NIDA released the first official data
on crack a few months later, they still did not
support claims about widespread crack use.
On the contrary, the NIDA survey found that
most cocaine use could not have been crack
because the preferred mode of use for 90% of
cocaine users was “sniffing” rather than smoking (NIDA, 1986a; see also Inciardi, 1987). An
all-but-ignored Drug Enforcement Administration press release issued in August 1986,
during the first hysterical summer of the crack
scare, sought to correct the misperception that
crack use was now the major drug problem in
America. The DEA said, “Crack is currently the
subject of considerable media attention. . . .
The result has been a distortion of the public
perception of the extent of crack use as compared to the use of other drugs. . . . [Crack]
presently appears to be a secondary rather than
primary problem in most areas” (Drug
Enforcement Administration, cited in Diamond
et al., 1987, p. 10; Inciardi, 1987, p. 482).
The first official measures of the prevalence
of teenage crack use began with NIDA’s 1986
high school survey. It found that 4.1% of high
school seniors reported having tried crack (at
least once) in the previous year. This figure
dropped to 3.9% in 1987 and to 3.1% in 1988,
a 25% decline (Johnston et al., 1988; National
Report on Substance Abuse, 1994, p. 3). This
means that at the peak of crack use, 96% of
America’s high school seniors had never tried
crack, much less gone on to more regular use,
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abuse, or addiction. Any drug use among the
young is certainly worrisome, particularly
when in such an intense form as crack.
However, at the start of the crusade to save “a
whole generation” of children from death by
crack in the spring of 1986, the latest official
data showed a national total of eight “cocainerelated” deaths of young people age eighteen
and under for the preceding year (Trebach,
1987, p. 11). There was no way to determine
whether any of these deaths involved crack use
or even if cocaine was in fact the direct cause.
In general, the government’s national
surveys indicate that a substantial minority
of teenagers and young adults experiment
with illicit drugs. But as with other forms
of youthful deviance, most tend to abandon
such behavior as they assume adult roles.
Politicians, the media, and antidrug advertisements often claimed that cocaine is inevitably
addicting but that crack is still worse because
it is “instantaneously addicting.” However,
according to the official national surveys, twothirds of Americans of all ages who had ever
tried cocaine had not used it in the month
prior to the surveys. It is clear that the vast
majority of the more than twenty-two million
Americans who have tried cocaine do not use
it in crack form, do not escalate to regular use,
and do not end up addicted. . . .
In sum, the official evidence on cocaine
and crack available during the crack scare gave
a rather different picture than Americans
received from the media and politicians. The
sharp rise in mentions of cocaine in emergency room episodes and coroners’ reports
did offer cause for concern. But the best official
evidence of drug use never supported the claims
about an “epidemic” or “plague” throughout
America or about “instantaneous addiction.”
Moreover, as media attention to crack was
burgeoning, the actual extent of crack use was
virtually unknown, and most other official
measures of cocaine use were actually decreasing. Once crack use was actually measured, its
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prevalence turned out to be low to start with and
to have declined throughout the scare (National
Report on Substance Abuse, 1994, p. 3).

Crack as an Epidemic and Plague
The empirical evidence on crack use suggests
that politicians and journalists have routinely
used the words “epidemic” and “plague”
imprecisely and rhetorically as words of warning, alarm, and danger. Therefore, on the basis
of press reports, it is difficult to determine if
there was any legitimacy at all in the description of crack use as an epidemic or plague.
Like most other drug researchers and epidemiologists, we have concluded that crack addiction has never been anything but relatively
rare across the great middle strata of the U.S.
population. If the word “epidemic” is used to
mean a disease or diseaselike condition that is
“widespread” or “prevalent,” then there has
never been an epidemic of crack addiction (or
even crack use) among the vast majority of
Americans. Among the urban poor, however,
especially African-American and Latino youth,
heavy crack use has been more common. An
“epidemic of crack use” might be a description of what happened among a distinct
minority of teenagers and young adults from
impoverished urban neighborhoods in the
mid to late 1980s. However, many more people
use tobacco and alcohol heavily than use
cocaine in any form. Alcohol drinking and
tobacco smoking each kills far more people
than all forms of cocaine and heroin use combined. Therefore, “epidemic” would be more
appropriate to describe tobacco and alcohol
use. But politicians and the media have not
talked about tobacco and alcohol use as epidemics or plagues. The word “epidemic” also
can mean a rapidly spreading disease. In this
precise sense as well, in inner-city neighborhoods, crack use may have been epidemic
(spreading rapidly) for a few years among
impoverished young African-Americans and
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Latinos. However, crack use was never spreading
fast or far enough among the general population
to be termed an epidemic there.
“Plague” is even a stronger word than
epidemic. Plague can mean a “deadly contagious
disease,” an epidemic “with great mortality,” or
it can refer to a “pestilence,” an “infestation of
a pest, [e.g.,] a plague of caterpillars.” Crack is
a central nervous system stimulant. Continuous
and frequent use of crack often burns people
out and does them substantial psychological
and physical harm. But even very heavy use
does not usually directly kill users. In this
sense, crack use is not a plague. One could say
that drug dealers were “infesting” some blocks
of some poor neighborhoods in some cities,
that there were pockets of plague in some
specific areas; but that was not how “crack
plague” was used.
When evaluating whether the extent and
dangers of crack use match the claims of
politicians and the media, it is instructive to
compare how other drug use patterns are
discussed. For example, an unusually balanced New York Times story (October 7, 1989,
p. 26) compared crack and alcohol use
among suburban teenagers and focused on
the middle class. The Times reported that,
except for a few “urban pockets” in suburban
counties, “crack and other narcotics are rarely
seen in the suburbs, whether modest or
wealthy.” . . .
The Times also reported that high school
seniors were outdrinking the general adult
population. Compared to 64% of teenagers, only
55% of adults had consumed alcohol in the
last month. Furthermore, teenagers have been
drinking more than adults since at least 1972,
when the surveys began. Even more significant
is the kind of drinking teenagers do—what the
Times called “excessive ‘binge’ drinking”: “More
than a third of the high school seniors had said
that in the last two weeks they had had five or
more drinks in a row.” Drinking is, of course,
the most widespread form of illicit drug use

among high school students. As the Times
explained, on the weekend, “practically every
town has at least one underage party, indoors
or out” and that “fake identification cards,
older siblings, friends, and even parents all
help teenagers obtain” alcohol.
The point we wish to emphasize is that
even though illicit alcohol use was far more
prevalent than cocaine or crack use, and even
though it held substantial risk for alcohol dependence, addiction, drinking-driving deaths,
and other alcohol-related problems, the media
and politicians have not campaigned against
teen drunkenness. Used as a descriptive term
meaning “prevalent,” the word “epidemic” fits
teenage drinking far better than it does teenage
crack use. Although many organizations have
campaigned against drinking and driving by
teenagers, the politicians and media have not
used terms like “epidemic” or “plague” to call
attention to illicit teenage drinking and drunkenness. Unlike the Times articles on crack,
often on the front page, this article on teen
drunkenness was placed in the second section
on a Saturday.
It is also worth noting the unintentionally
ironic mixing of metaphors, or of diagnoses
and remedies, when advocates for the War on
Drugs described crack use as an epidemic or
plague. Although such disease terminology
was used to call attention to the consequences
of crack use, most of the federal government’s
domestic responses have centered on using
police to arrest users. Treatment and prevention have always received a far smaller proportion of total federal antidrug funding than
police and prisons do as a means of handling
the “epidemic.” If crack use is primarily a crime
problem, then terms like “wave” (as in crime
wave) would be more fitting. But if this truly is
an “epidemic”—a widespread disease—then
police and prisons are the wrong remedy, and
the victims of the epidemic should be offered
treatment, public health programs, and social
services. . . .
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The Political Context
of the “Crack Crisis”
If the many claims about an “epidemic” or
“plague” endangering “a whole generation” of
youth were at odds with the best official data,
then what else was animating the new War on
Drugs? In fact, even if all the exaggerated
claims about crack had been true, it would
not explain all the attention crack received.
Poverty, homelessness, auto accidents, handgun
deaths, and environmental hazards are also
widespread, costly, even deadly, but most
politicians and journalists never speak of them
in terms of crisis or plague. Indeed, far more
people were (and still are) injured and killed
every year by domestic violence than by illicit
drugs, but one would never know this from
media reports or political speeches. The existence of government studies suggesting that
crack contributed to the deaths of a small proportion of its users, that an unknown but somewhat larger minority of users became addicted
to it, that its use was related to some forms of
crime, and so on were neither necessary nor
sufficient conditions for all the attention crack
received (Spector and Kitsuse, 1977).
Like other sociologists, historians, and
students of drug law and public policy, we suggest that understanding antidrug campaigns
requires more than evidence of drug abuse and
drug-related problems, which can be found in
almost any period. It requires analyzing these
crusades and scares as phenomena in their
own right and understanding the broader
social, political, and economic circumstances
under which they occur (see, e.g., Bakalar and
Grinspoon, 1984; Brecher, 1972; Duster, 1970;
Gusfield, 1963, 1981; Lindesmith, 1965; Morgan,
1978; Musto, 1973; Rumbarger, 1989). The crack
scare also must be understood in terms of its
political context and its appeal to important
groups within American society. The mass media
and politicians, however, did not talk about
drugs this way. Rather, they decontextualized
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the drama, making it appear as if the story had
no authors aside from dealers and addicts.
Their writing of the crack drama kept abusers,
dealers, crimes, and casualties under spotlights while hiding other important factors in
the shadows. We suggest that over and above
the very real problems some users suffered
with crack, the rise of the New Right and the
competition between political parties in a conservative context contributed significantly to
the making of the crack scare.

The New Right
and Its Moral Ideology
During the post-Watergate rebuilding of the
Republican Party, far right wing political
organizations and fundamentalist Christian
groups set about to impose what they called
“traditional family values” on public policy.
This self-proclaimed “New Right” felt increasingly threatened by the diffusion of modernist
values, behaviors, and cultural practices—
particularly by what they saw as the interconnected forms of 1960s hedonism involved in sex
outside (heterosexual) marriage and consciousness alteration with (illicit) drugs. The New
Right formed a core constituency for Ronald
Reagan, an extreme conservative who had come
to prominence as governor of California in part
by taking a hard line against the new political
movements and cultural practices of the 1960s.
Once he became president in 1981, Reagan
and his appointees attempted to restructure
public policy according to a radically conservative ideology. Through the lens of this ideology, most social problems appeared to be simply
the consequences of individual moral choices
(Ryan, 1976). Programs and research that had
for many years been directed at the social and
structural sources of social problems were systematically defunded in budgets and delegitimated in discourse. Unemployment, poverty,
urban decay, school crises, crime, and all their
attendant forms of human troubles were
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spoken of and acted upon as if they were the
result of individual deviance, immorality, or
weakness. The most basic premise of social
science—that individual choices are influenced by social circumstances—was rejected as
left-wing ideology. Reagan and the New Right
constricted the aperture of attribution for
America’s ills so that only the lone deviant
came into focus. They conceptualized people
in trouble as people who make trouble
(Gusfield, 1985); they made social control
rather than social welfare the organizing axis
of public policy (Reinarman, 1988).
With regard to drug problems, this
conservative ideology is a form of sociological
denial. For the New Right, people did not so
much abuse drugs because they were jobless,
homeless, poor, depressed, or alienated; they
were jobless, homeless, poor, depressed, or
alienated because they were weak, immoral, or
foolish enough to use illicit drugs. For the right
wing, American business productivity was not
lagging because investors spent their capital on
mergers and stock speculation instead of on
new plants and equipment, or for any number
of other economic reasons routinely mentioned in the Wall Street Journal or Business
Week. Rather, conservatives claimed that businesses had difficulty competing partly because
many workers were using drugs. In this view,
U.S. education was in trouble not because it
had suffered demoralizing budget cuts, but
because a “generation” of students was “on
drugs” and their teachers did not “get tough”
with them. The new drug warriors did not see
crime plaguing the ghettos and barrios for all
the reasons it always has, but because of the
influence of a new chemical bogeyman. Crack
was a godsend to the Right. They used it and
the drug issue as an ideological fig leaf to place
over the unsightly urban ills that had increased
markedly under Reagan administration social
and economic policies. “The drug problem”
served conservative politicians as an all-purpose
scapegoat. They could blame an array of

problems on the deviant individuals and then
expand the nets of social control to imprison
those people for causing the problems.
The crack crisis had other, more specific
political uses. Nancy Reagan was a highly
visible antidrug crusader, crisscrossing the
nation to urge schoolchildren to “Just Say No”
to drugs. Mrs. Reagan’s crusade began in 1983
(before crack came into existence) when her
“p.r.-conscious operatives,” as Time magazine called them, convinced her that “seriousminded displays” of “social consciousness”
would “make her appear more caring and less
frivolous.” Such a public relations strategy was
important to Mrs. Reagan. The press had often
criticized her for spending hundreds of thousands of dollars on new china for the White
House, lavish galas for wealthy friends, and
high-fashion evening gowns at a time when
her husband’s economic policies had induced
a sharp recession, raised joblessness to near
Depression-era levels, and cut funding for
virtually all programs for the poor. Time
explained that “the timing and destinations of
her antidrug excursions last year were coordinated with the Reagan-Bush campaign officials
to satisfy their particular political needs”
(Time, January 14, 1985, p. 30). . . .

Political Party Competition
The primary political task facing liberals in the
1980s was to recapture some of the electorate
that had gone over to the Right. Reagan’s
shrewdness in symbolically colonizing “middle
American” fears put Democrats on the defensive. Most Democrats responded by moving to
the right and pouncing upon the drug issue.
Part of the early energy for the drug scare in
the spring and summer of 1986 came from
Democratic candidates trading charges with
their Republican opponents about being “soft
on drugs.” Many candidates challenged each
other to take urine tests as a symbol of
their commitment to a “drug-free America.”

03-Newman Reader.qxd

12/16/03 5:20 PM

Page 59

Chapter 3

One Southern politician even proposed that
candidates’ spouses be tested. A California
senatorial candidate charged his opponent
with being “a noncombatant in the war on
drugs” (San Francisco Chronicle, August 12,
1986, p. 9). By the fall of 1986, increasingly
strident calls for a drug war became so much a
part of candidates’ standard stump speeches
that even conservative columnist William
Safire complained of antidrug “hysteria” and
“narcomania” (New York Times, September 11,
1986, p. A27). Politicians demanded everything from death penalties in North America
to bombing raids in South America.
Crack could not have appeared at a more
opportune political moment. After years of
dull debates on budget balancing, a “hot” issue
had arrived just in time for a crucial election.
In an age of fiscal constraint, when most problems were seen as intractable and most solutions costly, the crack crisis was the one “safe”
issue on which all politicians could take “tough
stands” without losing a single vote or campaign contribution. The legislative results of
the competition to “get tough” included a $2
billion law in 1986, the so-called “Drug-Free
America Act,” which whizzed through the
House (392 to 16) just in time for members
of Congress to go home and tell their
constituents about it. In the heat of the
preelection, antidrug hysteria, the symbolic
value of such spending seemed to dwarf the
deficit worries that had hamstrung other legislation. According to Newsweek, what occurred
was “a can-you-top-this competition” among
“election-bound members of both parties”
seeking tough antidrug amendments. The
1986 drug bill, as Representative David
McCurdy (D-Okla) put it, was “out of control,”
adding through a wry smile, “but of course I’m
for it” (September 22, 1986, p. 39).
The prominence of the drug issue
dropped sharply in both political speeches and
media coverage after the 1986 election, but
returned during the 1988 primaries. Once
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again the crack issue had political utility. One
common observation about the 1988 presidential election campaigns was that there were
no domestic or foreign policy crises looming
on which the two parties could differentiate
themselves. As a New York Times headline put
it: “Drugs as 1988 Issue: Filling a Vacuum”
(May 24, 1988, p. A14). In the 1988 primary
season, candidates of both parties moved to fill
this vacuum in part by drug-baiting their
opponents and attacking them as “soft on
drugs.” In the fall, both Democrats Dukakis
and Bentsen and Republicans Bush and
Quayle claimed that their opponents were soft
on drugs while asserting that their side would
wage a “real War on Drugs.” And, just as they
did before the 1986 election, members of
Congress from both parties overwhelmingly
passed a new, even more strict and costly
antidrug bill.
The antidrug speeches favoring such
expenditures became increasingly transparent
as posturing, even to many of the speakers. For
example, Senator Christopher Dodd (D-Conn)
called the flurry of antidrug amendments a
“feeding frenzy” (New York Times, May 22,
1988, p. E4). An aide to another senator admitted that “everybody was scrambling to get a
piece of the action” (New York Times, May 24,
1988, p. A14). Even President Reagan’s spokesperson, Marlin Fitzwater, told the White
House press corps that “everybody wants to
out-drug each other in terms of political
rhetoric” (Boston Globe, May 18, 1988, p. 4).
But however transparent, such election-year
posturing—magnified by a media hungry for
the readers and ratings that dramatic drug stories bring—enhanced the viability of claims
about the menace of crack far more than any
available empirical evidence could. In the fall
of 1989, Congress finalized yet another major
antidrug bill costing more than the other two
combined. According to research by the
Government Accounting Office, the federal
government spent more than $23 billion on the

03-Newman Reader.qxd

60

PART 1

12/16/03 5:20 PM

♦

Page 60

THE INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIETY

drug war during the Reagan era, three-fourths
of it for law enforcement (Alcoholism and Drug
Abuse Week, 1989, p. 3). . . .
Politicians and the media were forging,
not following, public opinion. The speeches
and stories led the oft-cited poll results, not
the other way around. In 1987, between
elections—when drug problems persisted in
the ghettos and barrios but when the drug
scare was not so enflamed by election rhetoric
and media coverage—only 3 to 5% of those
surveyed picked drugs as our most important problem (New York Times, May 24, 1988,
p. A14). But then again in 1989, immediately
following President Bush’s speech escalating
the drug war, nearly two-thirds of the people
polled identified drugs as America’s most
important problem. When the media and
politicians invoked “public opinion” as the
driving force behind their actions against
crack, they inverted the actual causal sequence
(Edelman, 1964, p. 172).
We argued in the previous section that the
New Right and other conservatives found
ideological utility in the crack scare. In this
section, we have suggested that conservatives
were not the only political group in America
to help foment the scare and to benefit from
it. Liberals and Democrats, too, found in crack
and drugs a means of recapturing Democratic
defectors by appearing more conservative.
And they too found drugs to be a convenient
scapegoat for the worsening conditions in the
inner cities. All this happened at a historical
moment when the Right successfully stigmatized the liberals’ traditional solutions to the
problems of the poor as ineffective and costly.
Thus, in addition to the political capital to be
gained by waging the war, the new chemical
bogeyman afforded politicians across the ideological spectrum both an explanation for
pressing public problems and an excuse for
not proposing the unpopular taxing, spending, or redistributing needed to do something
about them.

The End of the Crack Scare
In the 1980s, the conservative drive to reduce
social spending exacerbated the enduring
problems of impoverished African-American
and Latino city residents. Partly in response, a
minority of the young urban poor turned
either to crack sales as their best shot at the
American Dream and/or to the crack high as
their best shot at a fleeting moment of pleasure. Inner-city churches, community organizations, and parent groups then tried to defend
their children and neighborhoods from drug
dealing and use on the one hand and to lobby
for services and jobs on the other hand. But the
crack scare did not inspire politicians of either
party to address the worsening conditions and
growing needs of the inner-city poor and
working class or to launch a “Marshall Plan for
cities.” In the meantime, the white middle-class
majority viewed with alarm the growing numbers, visibility, and desperation of the urban
poor. And for years many Americans believed
the central fiction of the crack scare: that drug
use was not a symptom of urban decay but one
of its most important causes.
All this gave federal and local authorities
justification for widening the nets of social
control. Of course, the new drug squads did
not reduce the dangerousness of impoverished
urban neighborhoods. But the crack scare did
increase criminal justice system supervision of
the underclass. By 1992, one in four young
African-American males was in jail or prison
or on probation or parole—more than were in
higher education. . . . During the crack scare,
the prison population more than doubled,
largely because of the arrests of drug users and
small dealers. This gave the U.S. the highest
incarceration rate in the world (Currie, 1985;
Irwin and Austin, 1994).
By the end of 1992, however, the crack
scare seemed spent. There are a number of
overlapping reasons for this. Most important
was the failure of the War on Drugs itself.
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Democrats as well as Republicans supported
the War on Drugs, but the Reagan and Bush
administrations initiated and led it, and the
drug war required support from the White
House. George Bush appointed William
Bennett to be a “tough” and extremely high
profile “drug czar” to lead the campaign
against drugs. But Bennett, criticized for his
bombastic style, quit after only eighteen
months (some press accounts referred to it
as the “czar’s abdication”). After that, the Bush
administration downplayed the drug war, and
it hardly figured at all in the presidential
primaries or campaign in 1992. Bill Clinton
said during the campaign that there were no
easy solutions to drug problems and that programs that work only on reducing supply were
doomed to fail. The Clinton administration
eschewed the phrase “War on Drugs,” and Lee
Brown, Clinton’s first top drug official, explicitly rejected the title of drug czar (Reinarman,
1994). After billions of tax dollars had been
spent and millions of young Americans had
been imprisoned, hard-core drug problems
remained. With so little to show for years of
drug war, politicians seemed to discover the
limits of the drug issue as a political weapon.
Moreover, with both parties firmly in favor of
the “get tough” approach, there was no longer
any partisan political advantage to be had.
The news media probably would have
written dramatic stories about the appearance of smokeable cocaine in poor neighborhoods at any time. Television producers have
found that drug stories, especially timely, welladvertised, dramatic ones, often receive high
ratings. But the context of the Reagan-led drug
war encouraged the media to write such pieces.
Conservatives had long complained that the
media had a liberal bias; in the mid-1980s,
drug coverage allowed the media to rebut
such criticism and to establish conservative
credentials (Reeves and Campbell, 1994). As
we have suggested, news coverage of drugs rose
and fell with political initiatives, especially

♦

Building Reality: The Social Construction of Knowledge

61

those coming from the president. Therefore, as
the White House withdrew from the drug
issue, so did the press.
After about 1989, it became increasingly
difficult to sustain the exaggerated claims of
the beginning of the crack scare. The mainstream media began to publish stories critical
of earlier news coverage (though usually not
their own). . . . Newsweek finally admitted in
1990 what it called the “dirty little secret”
about crack that it had concealed in all of
its earlier scare stories: “A lot of people use it
without getting addicted,” and that the anonymous “media” had “hyped instant and total
addiction” (February 19, 1990, pp. 74–75). As
early as 1988, it was clear that crack was not
“destroying a whole generation”; it was not
even spreading beyond the same poverty
context that had long given rise to hard-core
heroin addiction. Moreover, because of the
obvious destructive effects of heavy use, people
in ghettos and barrios had come to view “crack
heads” as even lower in status than winos or
junkies. Even crack dealers preferred powder
cocaine and routinely disparaged crack heads
(Williams, 1989). All of this meant that drugs
in general, and crack in particular, declined in
newsworthiness. Media competition had
fueled the crack scare in its early years, and the
same scramble for dramatic stories guaranteed
that the media would move on to other stories.
By 1992, the crack scare had faded beyond the
media’s horizon of hot new issues.
Finally, the crack scare could recede into
the background partly because it had been
institutionalized. Between 1986 and 1992,
Congress passed and two presidents signed a
series of increasingly harsh antidrug laws.
Federal antidrug funding increased for seven
successive years, and an array of prison and
police programs was established or expanded.
All levels of government, from schools to cities,
counties, and states, established agencies
to warn about crack and other drug problems.
And multimillion-dollar, corporate-sponsored,
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private organizations such as the Partnership
for a Drug-Free America had been established
to continue the crusade.

Conclusion
Smoking crack is a risky way to use an already
potent drug. Despite all the exaggerations,
heavy use of it has made life more difficult for
many people—most of them from impoverished urban neighborhoods. If we agree that
too many families have been touched by drugrelated tragedies, why have we bothered criticizing the crack scare and the War on Drugs? If
even a few people are saved from crack addiction, why should anyone care if this latest drug
scare was in some measure concocted by the
press, politicians, and moral entrepreneurs to
serve their other agendas? Given the damage
that drug abuse can do, what’s the harm in a
little hysteria? . . .
First, we suspect that drug scares do not
work very well to reduce drug problems and
that they may well promote the behavior they
claim to be preventing. For all the repression
successive drug wars have wrought (primarily
upon the poor and the powerless), they have
yet to make a measurable dent in our drug
problems. For example, prompted by the crack
crisis and inspired by the success of patriotic
propaganda in World War II, the Partnership
for a Drug-Free America ran a massive advertising campaign to “unsell drugs.” From 1987
to 1993, the Partnership placed over $1 billion
worth of advertising donated by corporations
and the advertising industry. The Partnership
claims to have had a “measurable impact” by
“accelerating intolerance” to drugs and drug
users. The Partnership claims it “can legitimately
take some of the credit for the 25% decline in
illicit drug usage since our program was
launched” (Hedrick, 1990). However, the association between the Partnership’s antidrug
advertising and the declines in drug use
appears to be spurious. Drug use was declining

well before the Partnership’s founding; taking
credit for what was already happening is a bit
like jumping in front of a parade and then
claiming to have been leading it all along. More
important, drug use increased in the mid 1990s
among precisely those age groups that had
been targeted by Partnership ads, while drug
problems continued throughout their campaign.
Furthermore, Partnership ads scrupulously
avoided any mention of the two forms of drug
use most prevalent among youth: smoking and
drinking. This may have something to do with
the fact that the Partnership for a Drug-Free
America is a partnership between the media
and advertising industries, which make millions from alcohol and tobacco advertising
each year, and with the fact that alcohol and
tobacco companies contribute financially to the
Partnership’s campaign against illicit drugs.
Surely public health education is important,
but there is no evidence that selective antidrug
propaganda and scare tactics have significantly
reduced drug problems.
Indeed, hysterical and exaggerated antidrug
campaigns may have increased drug-related
harm in the U.S. There is the risk that all of
the exaggerated claims made to mobilize the
population for war actually arouse interest
in drug use. In 1986, the New England Journal
of Medicine reported that the frequency of
teenage suicides increases after lurid news
reports and TV shows about them (Gould and
Shaffer, 1986; Phillips and Carstensen, 1986).
Reports about drugs, especially of new and
exotic drugs like crack, may work the same
way. In his classic chapter, “How To Launch
a Nationwide Drug Menace,” Brecher (1972)
shows how exaggerated newspaper reports of
dramatic police raids in 1960 functioned as
advertising for glue sniffing. The arrests of a
handful of sniffers led to anti–glue sniffing
hysteria that actually spread this hitherto
unknown practice across the U.S. In 1986,
the media’s desire for dramatic drug stories
interacted with politicians’ desire for partisan
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advantage and safe election-year issues, so news
about crack spread to every nook and cranny
of the nation far faster than dealers could have
spread word on the street. When the media
and politicians claimed that crack is “the most
addictive substance known to man,” there was
some commonsense obligation to explain why.
Therefore, alongside all the statements about
“instant addiction,” the media also reported
some very intriguing things about crack:
“whole body orgasm,” “better than sex,” and
“cheaper than cocaine.” For TV-raised young
people in the inner city, faced with a dismal
social environment and little economic opportunity, news about such a substance in their
neighborhoods may have functioned as a
massive advertising campaign for crack.
Further, advocates of the crack scare and
the War on Drugs explicitly rejected public
health approaches to drug problems that
conflicted with their ideology. The most striking
and devastating example of this was the total
rejection of syringe distribution programs by
the Reagan and Bush administrations and by
drug warriors such as Congressman Charles
Rangel. People can and do recover from drug
addiction, but no one recovers from AIDS. By
the end of the 1980s, the fastest growing AIDS
population was intravenous drug users. Because
syringes were hard to get, or their possession
criminalized, injectors shared their syringes and
infected each other and their sexual partners
with AIDS. In the early 1980s, activists in a
number of other Western countries had developed syringe distribution and exchange programs to prevent AIDS, and there is by now an
enormous body of evidence that such programs
are effective. But the U.S. government has consistently rejected such “harm reduction” programs on the grounds that they conflict with the
policy of “zero tolerance” for drug use or “send
the wrong message.” As a result, cities such as
Amsterdam, Liverpool, and Sydney, which have
needle exchange programs, have very low or
almost no transmission of AIDS by intravenous
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drug users. In New York City, however, roughly
half the hundreds of thousands of injection
drug users are HIV positive or already have
AIDS. In short, the crack scare and the drug war
policies it fueled will ultimately contribute to
the deaths of tens of thousands of Americans,
including the families, children, and sexual partners of the infected drug users.
Another important harm resulting from
American drug scares is they have routinely
blamed individual immorality and personal
behavior for endemic social and structural problems. In so doing, they diverted attention and
resources away from the underlying sources of
drug abuse and the array of other social ills of
which they are part. One necessary condition
for the emergence of the crack scare (as in previous drug scares) was the linking of drug use
with the problems faced by racial minorities,
the poor, and youth. In the logic of the scare,
whatever economic and social troubles these
people have suffered were due largely to their
drug use. Obscured or forgotten during the
crack scare were all the social and economic
problems that underlie crack abuse—and that
are much more widespread—especially poverty,
unemployment, racism, and the prospects of
life in the permanent underclass.
Democrats denounced the Reagan and
Bush administrations’ hypocrisy in proclaiming
“War on Drugs” while cutting the budgets for
drug treatment, prevention, and research.
However, the Democrats often neglected to
mention an equally important but more politically popular development: the “Just Say No to
Drugs” administrations had, with the help of
many Democrats in Congress, also “just said no”
to virtually every social program aimed at creating alternatives for and improving the lawful life
chances of inner-city youth. These black and
Latino young people were and are the group
with the highest rate of crack abuse. Although
most inner-city youth have always steered clear
of drug abuse, they could not “just say no” to
poverty and unemployment. Dealing drugs,
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after all, was (and still is) accurately perceived by
many poor city kids as the highest-paying job—
straight or criminal—that they are likely to get.
The crack scare, like previous drug scares
and antidrug campaigns, promoted misunderstandings of drug use and abuse, blinded
people to the social sources of many social
problems (including drug problems), and constrained the social policies that might reduce
those problems. It routinely used inflated, misleading rhetoric and falsehoods such as Bush’s
televised account of how he came into possession of a bag of crack. At best, the crack scare
was not good for public health. At worst, by
manipulating and misinforming citizens about
drug use and effects, it perverted social policy
and political democracy.
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THINKING ABOUT THE READING
How does Reinarman and Levine’s article support the contention that reality is a social
construction? Consider the broader implications of their argument: The use of certain
substances becomes a serious social problem not because it is an objectively dangerous
activity but because it receives sufficient media and political attention. What does this
contention suggest about the way social problems and public fears are created and
maintained in society? What does it tell us about our collective need to identify a
scapegoat for our social problems? Why are there such vastly different public attitudes
and legal responses to crack cocaine versus powder cocaine? Can you think of other
situations in which heightened media coverage and political attention have created
widespread public concern and moral outrage where none was warranted? How has
this article affected your views about the “War on Drugs” and the decriminalization of
illegal drugs?
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Patricia A. Adler
(1985)
I strongly believe that investigative field research
(Douglas 1976), with emphasis on direct personal observation, interaction, and experience,
is the only way to acquire accurate knowledge
about deviant behavior. Investigative techniques
are especially necessary for studying groups
such as drug dealers 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 misinformation, and withdraw into
their group. In fact, detailed, scientific information 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 converted to complete
membership in the sub-culture, and my fears
prevented my ever becoming “actively” involved
in their trafficking activities, I was able to assume
a “peripheral” membership role. I became a
member of the dealers’ and smugglers’ social
world and participated in their daily activities
on that basis. . . .

Getting In
When I moved to Southwest County [California]
in the summer of 1974, I had no idea that I
would soon be swept up in a subculture of vast
drug trafficking and unending partying, mixed

with occasional cloak-and-dagger subterfuge.
I had moved to California with my husband,
Peter, to attend graduate school in sociology.
We rented a condominium townhouse near
the beach and started taking classes in the fall.
We had always felt that socializing exclusively
with academicians left us nowhere to escape
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 and
gentle expression. Dave, as he introduced himself, was always dressed rather casually, if not
sloppily, 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
cocaine, 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 unusual 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 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 if he might be dealing in larger quantities.
67
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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, occasionally
extending their parties through the night and
the next day into the following night. Yet
throughout this time we never saw Dave or
any of his friends engage in any activity that
resembled a legitimate job. In most places this
might have evoked community suspicion, but
few of the people we encountered 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 did for 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 since 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.
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
student 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 undergraduate 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
methods class or independent study. . . .
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 visitors. 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 judgments about our
trustworthiness by jointly pursuing those interests and activities 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 marijuana 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 outcome 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 understood 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. 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 significant in forging our entry into
Southwest County’s drug world. From then on
he was open in discussing the nature of his
dealing and smuggling activities with us.
He was, it turned out, a member of a
smuggling crew that was importing a ton of
marijuana weekly and 40 kilos of cocaine every
few months. During that first winter and
spring, we observed Dave at work and also
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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 from any analysis of drug
trafficking that we had read in the sociological
literature because of the amounts they were
dealing and the fact that they were importing
it themselves. We decided that, if it was at
all possible, we would capitalize on this situation, to “opportunistically” (Riemer 1977) take
advantage of our prior expertise and of the
knowledge, entree, and rapport we had already
developed with several key people in this setting. We therefore discussed the idea of doing a
study of the general subculture with Dave and
several 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 collecting their life histories in detail. We conducted a series of taped,
in-depth interviews with an unstructured,
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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
motivations, 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 years until 1980,
when we moved away from the area. After that,
we occasionally 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 networks, types of dealers, secrecy,
trust, paranoia, reputation, the law, occupational mobility, and occupational stratification.
The number of taped interviews 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 respectable 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 arrested and brought to trial for
check-kiting, we helped Jean organize his
defense 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. During Dave’s incarceration, however, Jean
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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 involvement 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
sharing 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 fulltime dealer with no pretensions at legitimate
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 legitimate businesses, vacationed together,
attended their weddings, and cared for their
children. Throughout their relationship with
us, several participants became co-opted to the

researcher’s perspective and actively sought
out instances of behavior which filled holes in
the conceptualizations we were developing.
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
dropping 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 in 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 posture in the research setting.
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As nonparticipants in the business activities
which bound members together into the
group, it was difficult to become fully accepted
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
involvement by forming such relationships
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
otherwise 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’ activities, 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 researcher effects, but it
prevented us from asking some necessary,
probing questions and from tape recording
conversations. We therefore sought, at all times,
to build toward a conversion to the overt role.
We did this by working to develop their trust.

Developing Trust
Like achieving entree, the process of developing
trust with members of unorganized deviant
groups can be slow and difficult. In the absence
of a formal structure separating members from
outsiders, each individual must form his or her
own judgment about whether new persons can
be admitted to their confidence. No gatekeeper
existed to smooth our path to being trusted,
although our key informants acted in this role
whenever they could by providing introductions
and references. In addition, the unorganized
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nature of this group meant that we met people
at different times and were constantly at different levels in our developing relationships with
them. We were thus trusted more by some
people than by others, in part because of their
greater familiarity with us. But as Douglas
(1976) has noted, just because someone knew
us or even liked us did not automatically guarantee that they would trust us.
We actively tried to cultivate the trust of
our respondents by tying them to us with
favors. Small things, like offering the use of our
phone, were followed with bigger favors, like
offering the use of our car, and finally really
meaningful favors, like offering the use of our
home. Here we often trod a thin line, trying to
ensure our personal safety while putting ourselves in enough of a risk position, along with
our research subjects, so that they would trust
us. While we were able to build a “web of trust”
(Douglas 1976) with some members, we found
that trust, in large part, was not a simple status
to attain in the drug world. Johnson (1975) has
pointed out that trust is not a one-time phenomenon, but an ongoing developmental
process. From my experiences in this research I
would add that it cannot be simply assumed to
be a one-way process either, for it can be
diminished, withdrawn, reinstated to varying
degrees, and requestioned at any point. Carey
(1972) and Douglas (1972) have remarked on
this waxing and waning process, but it was
especially pronounced for us because our subjects used large amounts of cocaine over an
extended period of time. This tended to make
them alternately warm and cold to us. We thus
lived through a series of ups and downs with
the people we were trying to cultivate as
research informants.

The Overt Role
After this initial covert phase, we began to feel
that some new people trusted us. We tried to
intuitively feel when the time was right to
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approach them and go overt. We used two
means of approaching people to inform them
that we were involved in a study of dealing and
smuggling: direct and indirect. In some cases
our key informants approached their friends or
connections and, after vouching for our absolute
trustworthiness, convinced these associates to
talk to us. In other instances, we approached
people directly, asking for their help with our
project. We worked our way through a progression with these secondary contacts, first
discussing the dealing scene overtly and later
moving to taped life history interviews. Some
people reacted well to us, but others responded
skittishly, making appointments to do taped
interviews only to break them as the day drew
near, and going through fluctuating stages of
being honest with us or putting up fronts about
their dealing activities. This varied, for some, with
their degree of active involvement in the business. During the times when they had quit dealing, they would tell us about their present and
past activities, but when they became actively
involved again, they would hide it from us.
This progression of covert to overt roles
generated a number of tactical difficulties. The
first was the problem of coming on too fast
and blowing it. Early in the research we had a
dealer’s old lady (we thought) all set up for the
direct approach. We knew many dealers in
common and had discussed many things tangential to dealing with her without actually
mentioning the subject. When we asked her to
do a taped interview of her bohemian lifestyle,
she agreed without hesitation. When the interview began, though, and she found out why we
were interested in her, she balked, gave us a lot
of incoherent jumble, and ended the session as
quickly as possible. Even though she lived only
three houses away we never saw her again. We
tried to move more slowly after that.
A second problem involved simultaneously juggling our overt and covert roles with
different people. This created the danger of
getting our cover blown with people who did

not know about our research (Henslin 1972).
It was very confusing to separate the people
who knew about our study from those who did
not, especially in the minds of our informants.
They would make occasional veiled references
in front of people, especially when loosened
by intoxicants, that made us extremely uncomfortable. We also frequently worried that our
snooping would someday be mistaken for police
tactics. Fortunately, this never happened. . . .

Problems and Issues
Reflecting on the research process, I have isolated a number of issues which I believe merit
additional discussion. These are rooted in
experiences which have the potential for
greater generic applicability.
The first is the effect of drugs on the datagathering process. Carey (1972) has elaborated
on some of the problems he encountered when
trying to interview respondents who used
amphetamines, while Wax (1952, 1957) has
mentioned the difficulty of trying to record
field notes while drinking sake. I found that
marijuana and cocaine had nearly opposite
effects from each other. The latter helped the
interview process, while the former hindered
it. Our attempts to interview respondents who
were stoned on marijuana were unproductive
for a number of reasons. The primary obstacle
was the effects of the drug. Often, people
became confused, sleepy, or involved in eating
to varying degrees. This distracted them from
our purpose. At times, people even simulated
overreactions to marijuana to hide behind the
drug’s supposed disorienting influence and
thereby avoid divulging information. Cocaine,
in contrast, proved to be a research aid. The
drug’s warming and sociable influence opened
people up, diminished their inhibitions, and
generally increased their enthusiasm for both
the interview experience and us.
A second problem I encountered involved
assuming risks while doing research. As I noted
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earlier, dangerous situations are often generic to
research on deviant behavior. We were most
afraid of the people we studied. As Carey (1972),
Henslin (1972), and Whyte (1955) have stated,
members of deviant groups can become hostile
toward a researcher if they think that they are
being treated wrongfully. This could have happened at any time from a simple occurrence,
such as a misunderstanding, or from something
more serious, such as our covert posture being
exposed. Because of the inordinate amount of
drugs they consumed, drug dealers and smugglers were particularly volatile, capable of
becoming malicious toward each other or us
with little warning. They were also likely to
behave erratically owing to the great risks they
faced from the police and other dealers. These
factors made them moody, and they vacillated
between trusting us and being suspicious of us.
At various times we also had to protect our
research tapes. We encountered several threats
to our collection of taped interviews from
people who had granted us these interviews.
This made us anxious, since we had taken great
pains to acquire these tapes and felt strongly
about maintaining confidences entrusted to
us by our informants. When threatened, we
became extremely frightened and shifted the
tapes between different hiding places. We even
ventured forth one rainy night with our tapes
packed in a suitcase to meet a person who was
uninvolved in the research at a secret rendezvous so that he could guard the tapes for us.
We were fearful, lastly, of the police. We
often worried about local police or drug agents
discovering the nature of our study and confiscating or subpoenaing our tapes and field notes.
Sociologists have no privileged relationship with
their subjects that would enable us legally to
withhold evidence from the authorities should
they subpoena it. For this reason we studiously
avoided any publicity about the research, even
holding back on publishing articles in scholarly
journals until we were nearly ready to move
out of the setting. The closest we came to being
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publicly exposed as drug researchers came when
a former sociology graduate student (turned
dealer, we had heard from inside sources) was
arrested at the scene of a cocaine deal. His lawyer
wanted us to testify about the dangers of doing
drug-related research, since he was using his
research status as his defense. Fortunately, the
crisis was averted when his lawyer succeeded in
suppressing evidence and had the case dismissed
before the trial was to have begun. Had we been
exposed, however, our respondents would have
acquired guilt by association through their
friendship with us.
Our fear of the police went beyond our
concern for protecting our research subjects,
however. We risked the danger of arrest ourselves through our own violations of the law.
Many sociologists (Becker 1963; Carey 1972;
Polsky 1969; Whyte 1955) have remarked that
field researchers studying deviance must
inevitably break the law in order to acquire
valid participant observation data. This occurs
in its most innocuous form from having
“guilty knowledge”: information about crimes
that are committed. Being aware of major
dealing and smuggling operations made us an
accessory to their commission, since we failed to
notify the police. We broke the law, secondly,
through our “guilty observations,” by being
present at the scene of a crime and witnessing
its occurrence (see also Carey 1972). We knew
it was possible to get caught in a bust involving
others, yet buying and selling was so pervasive
that to leave every time it occurred would
have been unnatural and highly suspicious.
Sometimes drug transactions even occurred in
our home, especially when Dave was living
there, but we finally had to put a stop to that
because we could not handle the anxiety. Lastly,
we broke the law through our “guilty actions,”
by taking part in illegal behavior ourselves.
Although we never dealt drugs (we were too
scared to be seriously tempted), we consumed
drugs and possessed them in small quantities.
Quite frankly, it would have been impossible
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for a nonuser to have gained access to this
group to gather the data presented here. This
was the minimum involvement necessary to
obtain even the courtesy membership we
achieved. Some kind of illegal action was also
found to be a necessary or helpful component
of the research by Becker (1963), Carey (1972),
Johnson (1975), Polsky (1969), and Whyte (1955).
Another methodological issue arose from
the cultural clash between our research subjects
and ourselves. While other sociologists have
alluded to these kinds of differences (Humphreys
1970, Whyte 1955), few have discussed how
the research relationships affected them. Relationships with research subjects are unique because
they involve a bond of intimacy between
persons who might not ordinarily associate
together, or who might otherwise be no more
than casual friends. When fieldworkers undertake a major project, they commit themselves
to maintaining a long-term relationship with
the people they study. However, as researchers
try to get depth involvement, they are apt
to come across fundamental differences in
character, values, and attitudes between their
subjects and themselves. In our case, we were
most strongly confronted by differences in
present versus future orientations, a desire for
risk versus security, and feelings of spontaneity versus self-discipline. These differences
often caused us great frustration. We repeatedly saw dealers act irrationally, setting themselves up for failure. We wrestled with our
desire to point out their patterns of foolhardy
behavior and offer advice, feeling competing
pulls between our detached, observer role
which advised us not to influence the natural
setting, and our involved, participant role which
called for us to offer friendly help whenever
possible. . . .
The final issue I will discuss involved the
various ethical problems which arose during this
research. Many fieldworkers have encountered
ethical dilemmas or pangs of guilt during the
course of their research experiences (Carey 1972;

Douglas 1976; Humphreys 1970; Johnson
1975; Klockars 1977, 1979; Rochford 1985). The
researchers’ role in the field makes this necessary because they can never fully align themselves with their subjects while maintaining
their identity and personal commitment to the
scientific community. Ethical dilemmas, then,
are directly related to the amount of deception
researchers use in gathering the data, and the
degree to which they have accepted such acts as
necessary and therefore neutralized them.
Throughout the research, we suffered
from the burden of intimacies and confidences. Guarding secrets which had been told
to us during taped interviews was not always
easy or pleasant. Dealers occasionally revealed
things about themselves or others that we had
to pretend not to know when interacting with
their close associates. This sometimes meant
that we had to lie or build elaborate stories to
cover for some people. Their fronts therefore
became our fronts, and we had to weave our
own web of deception to guard their performances. This became especially disturbing
during the writing of the research report, as I
was torn by conflicts between using details to
enrich the data and glossing over descriptions
to guard confidences.
Using the covert research role generated
feelings of guilt, despite the fact that our key
informants deemed it necessary, and thereby
condoned it. Their own covert experiences
were far more deeply entrenched than ours,
being a part of their daily existence with nondrug world members. Despite the universal
presence of covert behavior throughout the
setting, we still felt a sense of betrayal every
time we ran home to write research notes on
observations we had made under the guise of
innocent participants. . . .

Conclusions
The aggressive research strategy I employed
was vital to this study. I could not just walk up
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to strangers and start hanging out with them
as Liebow (1967) did, or be sponsored to a
member of this group by a social service or
reform organization as Whyte (1955) was, and
expect to be accepted, let alone welcomed.
Perhaps such a strategy might have worked
with a group that had nothing to hide, but
I doubt it. Our modern, pluralistic society is
so filled with diverse subcultures whose interests compete or conflict with each other that
each subculture has a set of knowledge which
is reserved exclusively for insiders. In order to
survive and prosper, they do not ordinarily
show this side to just anyone. To obtain the
kind of depth insight and information I
needed, I had to become like the members in
certain ways. They dealt only with people they
knew and trusted, so l had to become known
and trusted before I could reveal my true self
and my research interests. Confronted with
secrecy, danger, hidden alliances, misrepresentations, and unpredictable changes of intent,
I had to use a delicate combination of overt
and covert roles. Throughout, my deliberate
cultivation of the norm of reciprocal exchange
enabled me to trade my friendship for their
knowledge, rather than waiting for the highly
unlikely event that information would be
delivered into my lap. I thus actively built a
web of research contacts, used them to obtain
highly sensitive data, and carefully checked
them out to ensure validity. . . .
Finally, I feel strongly that to ensure
accuracy, research on deviant groups must be
conducted in the settings where it naturally
occurs. As Polsky (1969:115–16) has forcefully
asserted:
This means—there is no getting away from
it—the study of career criminals au natural,
in the field, the study of such criminals as they
normally go about their work and play, the
study of “uncaught” criminals and the study
of others who in the past have been caught
but are not caught at the time you study them.
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. . . Obviously we can no longer afford
the convenient fiction that in studying criminals in their natural habitat, we would discover
nothing really important that could not be
discovered from criminals behind bars.
By studying criminals in their natural habitat
I was able to see them in the full variability and
complexity of their surrounding subculture,
rather than within the artificial environment
of a prison. I was thus able to learn about otherwise inaccessible dimensions of their lives,
observing and analyzing firsthand the nature
of their social organization, social stratification,
lifestyle, and motivation.
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THINKING ABOUT THE READING
Many of the issues sociologists try to understand are phenomena that occur under
highly secretive circumstances. Patricia Adler chose a research method that brought
her and her husband face to face with people involved in serious criminal activities.
Only from this vantage point could they fully understand the social forces at play. What
does she mean when she says researchers want to understand the world of criminals
from their own perspective (p. 67)? Do you think their tactic was ethically justifiable?
Should social researchers be obligated to report criminal activity to the proper authorities, or is it appropriate to conceal such information in the name of scientific inquiry?
Can you think of a better way to acquire accurate information about drug dealers and
smugglers?

