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An-often discussed and omnlpresent feature of the develop-

ment of- soc1ology has been. the 1nterplay of theory. and research
methodology. As new_datafgatherlng technrques.are designed and -
1mplemented new theoretical-issues-are made problematic at -the
same time as old problems become. subject- to empirical treatment.
Conversely, theoretical and conceptual re- orlentatlons -give rlse
to methodologlcal Ainnovation and renovatlon.,'Where access to
data is opened theoretlcal.assessment ls\madenplausible; where
theoretical assessment. is~desired a pressure to gain.acceSS‘to»

data .is generated. One way of conceptuallzlng these 1nterchanges

is in terms of -the relatlonshlp between the organlzed 1ntelll—

gence technlques and the knowledge of 5001al reality that

characterize the~enterprlse.of sociology: at any given point in
time. -Sociology proceeds only on~tbe;neels of its intelligence~
advances.l | | |

L Hlstorlcally the- SOClOlOgy of deviance has- been concerned
:prlmarlly with questlons about..the. dev1ant actor-—hls blography
and .- hlS motives to v1olate social rules.. The ma;or intelligence
sources- have been proverblally unrellable -crime statlstlcs and
interviews w1th dev1ants who have been processed through the -
control system.. Very-llttle-lnformatlon has been.obtained from.
whar.have.been.called uncaught“ dev1ants.2- Methods for.gather—
ing 1nformat10n on deviance and dev1ants in- natural settings |
have been nelther~developed nor-lmplemented. As a result of
this intelligence failurel3 llttle is known about how deviant:
behavior is . organized in soc1ety and , lnter alla, what the:.

determinants and consequences of that organization are. It
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seems clear that the method of field observation is particularly
suited to studies in the organization of deviance.

'Thelpurpose'of thiS3essayAis to discuss- a number- of
central, aspects of an unexploited~information gathering~strategy—-
“passinghas<deviant.“ Passind»differs fron ordinary participant.
observation in that themsociologist.conceals hisfrole'as research-
er from”the-grouo.being.investigated- that is,~he works under-
cover -and he works. at: belng taken for a. participant. . éonventional,
behav1or also .may be explored by pa551ng as .a part1c1pant but
the researcher in the conventional- settlng faces a different. set
of cont1ngenc1es from those which: present themselves in the
dev1ant locale. . In. thlS exploratory dlscu551on we focus upon-
passing as deviant, although some of the-problemsAand tactics
surely apply to passing- in.conventional - settlngs. It~is'our.
contention-that- this-method ellmlnates ‘much of. the data contaml—
natlon and obfuscatlon that often results from the more orthodox
research-technlques. Oof course, as w1th any methodology, a-set
of difficulties and llmltatlons inhere in the- technlque of- pass—
1ng~as;wellp4

Here- the aim. is twofold: - on.the one hand we. outline.some

of thewways.in»which the»social:organization~of-deviance hinders

the- 1nvest1gator who wouldgpass as. a dev1ant part1c1pant _and

on the other hand, .some of the ways by Wthh the soc1al organl—

zation itself.can be moblllzed;by,the investigator in the;

interests, of his research. It follows .that research problems.

of  a pSychological'or logistical nature are omitted: in-this -

presentation. The problems of entrance, exposure, conformity,
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and.access to information are-discussed. - We draw heavily on
our current study of--mixed male and-female-homosexnal‘bars
" ("gay bars") and party life for illustration-ofvthe;techniquer
Reliance upon our own stud§ is coerced largely by the pau01ty
of .earlier research whlch has utilized the- method 0f passing.-
The method~of pas51ng artlculates best, rperhaps solely,=
with subcultural forms of -deviance- rather than w1th relatlvely
atomized deviance or individual. dev1ant acts. Research 51tes
potentlally amenable to this method mlght be unconventional
styles of llfe (e.g., hippies, bohemians, homeless men\);
deviant- occupatlons (pool hustllng,6"pan;handiing),*illegal
passtlmes (gambllng, marljuana smoklng, commer01allzed after—r
hours drlnklng), radlcal groups (rellglous cults,7 extremist
polltlcal organlzatlons, exotic or. esoterlc clubs. such as- fly—
ing saucer watchers or nudlsts), and soc1al control settlngs,
(rehabllltatlve8 or. punltlve organlzatlons) 3 In,contrast'to}
thée more-atomized forms of- dev1ant behav1or,‘suhcultura; devi—*-
ance~provides-a_comparatiyely.routine roundwof'activities\that3
can be located;in~time and space. Flnally, since- subcultural
oroups areiby their nature dependent upon soc1al part1c1patlon
for-their maintenance;they”often may.be.approached“by~out-

siders. 1f ~indeed, they do. not dctively recruit - them.

The Problem. of Entrance .

Deviant groups, .like:conventional- groups; are to alarge
. : * . ’ t .
extent organized-according,to.the social characteristics~off
the participants--their sex, race, age,.soc1al class, educa-

tional attainment, and so on.: Pervading the problem of enterlng
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or making contact -with a deviant- group or enterprise are -con-
siderations of the degree .of  congruence.-.between the- soc1al
traits of . the. 1nvest1gator and those ‘of the- deviants. The-
social: tralts of the researcher Ain- large part determlne the
partlcular groups in whlch he .can attempt to pass; This is
~the flrst pr1nc1ple of passing. |

There are-three. levels at which the researcher‘encounters
a~problemfof entrance: locatlon~ofwa set-of~devlants»mhose.
tralts roughly match those of the observer, adm1ss1on 1nto the
’deV1ants phy51cal settlng, and- acceptance inte- the social net-
work thereln; The permeablllty of these entrance points.varies-
marhedlyxacross.deVLant groups. .For example, the-locatlon-ofw
the. hlpples in -San Franc1sco is, patently not problematlc
although the locatlon of a bookie- jOlnt mlght.well be.. On. thez
other hand, an invitation- to: a hlpple party mlght be dlfflcultu
Vto acqulre just as it may. be no .mean. task- to get beyond the -
door'of;a.bookle-Jolnt‘, |

The«problemsnencountered by the passing researcher at
each level of -entrance into any dev1ant group are .very. s1m11ar-
to those- fac1ng the nov1t1ate dev1ant and, paradox1callyh to
those facing ‘the plalnclothes pollceman. At all.three levels,,
though prlmarlly at the. social- networks -entrance point,-
outsider--be he .a novitiate--deviant, police- offlcer, or .
) soclologlst-—flnds it necessary to cope with a- klnd of. double
closure one confronts around many kinds. of subcultural dev1ance,
to. w1t :one may- galn entrance into- the dev1ant enterprlse only

if -he has had .previous. connectlons with it, but he can: gain- such -
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connections only if he has them. . Hence, me;ely to enter the
unconventional scene is itself a problem. ' This is one case
of how . deviant groups, -unlike many coﬁventional“groups; contain
boundary mechanisms which render theif.social-organizations
relatively inaccessible to non-members. |

Many deviant groups-must‘contfol infermation:pertainingvto.
thémselves -so that itVis,more”er less;unavailable fo outeiders.
The problem met\by;the_passing researcﬁernat-the le&el»of'
locating a deviant group ie predicated upon»tﬁegamount<ofsinfon—'
mation about itself that the deviant groep caé release:  as it
exists in.a mofe or less hostile sociaiaenvironment To-the
degree that an unconventlonal group- malntalns a-covert .or sub
rosa social organlzatlon one tactic, for the - observer is -to-
establlsh contact with-a part1c1pant or-a. non- part1c1pant -who.
has relatlonal\llnkageS;torthe group. In order-to.determine
the,lecale of -illegal after-hours drinking-?lacesA(sometimes
ceiledi"blind pigs"),_foryexample,;one might, frequent taverns
where .there is reason to suspect that- patrons of such places
gather earlier in- the evening. Iﬁ our*caseh in order. to locate .
a gaygblind pig- it'was necessary to~make.centactsqin~a pafticu—
lar gay bar; we have_since¢learned of three~ofwthese establish;
mentstwith,little-difficﬁlty. Such pereons-as»baptenders, bell
hope,»professional»musicians,.street peddlers, taxi>drfvers,-
or even employees of social control agenc1es often can be good. .
intelligence sources on deviant locales in general.

| Once a-locale-is found admittance may. or .may. not- be

granted. It is at -this jpoint that the .need to-pass often
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begins. A researcher may locate the meeting place . of an exotic
cult, for -example, but attendance at one. of its gatherings may-
be. denied unless .he assumes his-passing role, in short, one
must avoid .being cast into a-role'similar teo that of the. sight-
seer at-the gate of a nudist.camp. At the doors of many gay .
bars there stands a. gate*keeper,a‘one of whose functions it is
to keep away unwanted out51ders.' At one gay establishment the-
male -and female of the. research team-stood closest to the door
'while a male companion steod slightly te the rear; here admiss1on
was not attained . At another suchuplace which we-successfully_
entered the two males stood together so as to make the female-
appear,to-be_the hanger—on.“ Likewise, 1t,may;be.necessary to
dress the nart; use the. cosmetlcs, and assume. the "body idiom"9
of the typical participant: - one's personal topography may.
prov1de the first clues- to his deviant. biography and-hence his
deviant credentials..

Once physical admittance is.gained,’the'boundaries:which
are.often most difficult te cross are those-at._ the levelaof the
~group's .informal. social networks. ‘Inside of manyvgayvbars, for
example,’there'are“mechanisms.thatzfundtion;to-siphon;cut
tourists,moutsiders,lor persons who-unknowingly(select a.-homo-
sexual territory——e g.; generally poor. service, perusal of age-
1dentification w1th magnifying glasses, overpriced drlnks, and..
glares or.comments- from, the ."regular" »partiCipants.lO To off—
set these regulative responses\the.passing-researcher,can |
verbally or physically behave in a way which links him“to»the

ongoing patterns.of behavior. The researcher's task-at this .
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point is to feed acceptable information into the informal
intelligence .and counter-intelligence. systems of the deviant
group itself.: A bit of argot-in.one's speech might be helpful
just as sitting with one's hack to the bar-and facing the cus-
tomers is de rigueur in most gay bars. - It should -go unsaid-
that- much of'the.prescribed behavior in a deviant setting is;by;
no means self-evident;. K indeed 1t is this realm that. in part
constitutes what is problematic in the research itself.

The researcher must adapt his tactics to.the social organi-.
zation of . the group itself.: If, let us,say;,the;group.is- |
differentiated -along status lines, such as by race, class, .or.
age, "limits .upon .the researcher's personal alignments are .
nreaetermined. Just as -the social characteristics of the
observer determine which among many deviant groups he can-
study by passing, so do they partially qualify hlm for member—
ship in certain sub-groups and: exclus1on from others. Like
any other SOClal partic1pant the researcher has both alterable:
and unalterable,traits. His-unalterable traits~-his sex, .race,
age, and.physical,appearance—fpredetermine the accessibility
to him of the various pockets within the group structure. -
These traits largely account for how the investigator<is,coded
by the-participants as -a potential contact withinatheir;matrix
of relationships. - | |

Besides the socially meaningful physical traits which he
cannot alter there are the researcher's alterable‘or;biographi—
cal traits, -his social and educational background, his store

of .experiences, .his likes' and dislikes, -his style. of conduct



-8-..

and humor, to name a, few.. In-brief these .traits may be avowed-
by or imputed:to- the researchery,they”may pertain to.-his past,
present or his future. The~researcher attempting-towpass.~
necessarlly alters hls outward llnk to the group: '.he;must,seem,
to-be a part1c1pant. However, 1n order that'hls role playing
be comfortable, .credible, and _censistent we: -suggest  that his -
alterable traits, 'save that: of hlS spurlous identity as a dev1-
ant- not~beaaltered . Thus, dlsgulses are to be av01ded The-.
passlng researcher minimizes personal alteratlon. Foruthe'feW~
susp1c1ous persoens we- have met in the course .of our research
there has been nothlng so-disarming. as our- candld adm1551on

that we happen to be soc1ologlsts.;

The Problem of. Exposure ..

The pass1ng researcher faces -the constant possibility-of-
being found»out. .There is a need for tactics to conceal the..
nature~of;his relationship te the--group. However;”it‘is~our
experience as we practice passing-in.gay circles -that-more"
immediate than' the- problem of belng exposed as researchers.is-
that- of. belng unmasked as "stralght" (non—homosexual) ln the.
typlcal dev1ant group a- stlgma attaches ‘to conventlonallty ”
vis-a-vis.its dlmen51on~of~nonconformlty., Put another way, ”
our 1mpre351on is that in the gay werld far more opprobrlum
would- be mustered toward.a secret heterosexual than toward a
homosexual d01ng undercover research.

In any case,_whlle it is:a s1mple matter to obscure one's
purposes . for paSSLng, successful passing ltself warrants some

conscious maneuvering.: The obv1ous way. to obscure one's’
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purposes is to tell as few outsiders as possible of the study's
existence-and to beg-the confidence-ofuthose-one does inform.
Like: exposure as-a researcher, - furthermore, exposure as a‘con-’
ventlonal necess1tates manlpulatlon of one's external relatlon
to- the group. Here 1t is a matter-: of m1n1m121ng the permeablllty
of the 1nvest1gator S - conventlonallty in hls everyday llfe. An
approprlate tactic is-to max1mlze ‘the.social and phy51cal dlstance~
between the -deviant site and- the researcher s. usual round of
activities., A student of a revolutlonary group, for 1nstance,‘
would do well to av01d belng caught VlSltlng a- stock broker s
office. .- Qulte 11terally, then, . the. pa551ng researcher must .build
a measure of dlfflculty into- hls own. . study—-where -theére is easy.
access for. h1m to the- dev1ants llkew1se there 1s easy access\
for the deviants to him: Although occas1onally this: dlstance
may - stlr some - cur1051ty among the parthlpants as to why: onel
would travel- se far or why one 1s unacqualnted with a- similar
crowd .in- hlS own. locale, we have found thls contlngency to be
easily handled the fear of - Jeopardlzlng one's career,;for
example, is taken as. a perfectly legltlmate excuse. |
The sallence of the- problem of exposure as a- conventlonal
is- somewhat hlgher during fleld trlps than between them, how—
ever. The pa551ng researcher is in an exceedlngly marglnal
51tuatlon, for even 'if he succeeds ln paSSLng as. dev1ant he
- then faces the same problem of: exposure that 1s faced by the/
dev1ants gua dev1ants. In some dev1ant groups the researcher
who seeks to.- pass may be elther taken: for or taken by an - agent

. of social control--the pollce.' Because. there is some ‘marijuana
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use ‘in.the gay:crowd of our. study the participants. show some
concern about_any ambiguous. outsider. lSince the role of the-
undercover. sociologist by no means has been institutionalized.
the only hndercover.role available for imputation is that of
the-policeman.%l"To,an*illegal deviant, what often~is,sus—.
picious about .a "suspicious.person"'is that he‘ﬁay-be‘a social
control-agent. |

| Moreover, where "the deviance is illegal -the passing.
researcher»mayrrdnia risk of arrest. This may be true even
if the}researcher»himself does not‘engage‘inaillegal acts but
is-merely present at a site where such acts occur. Indeed to
a s001ologlst unfamlllar with- ‘this- method .of" research it no.
doubt would appear that - the most serious- problem of exposure
arises when the -passing 1nvestlgator faces the deviants'
expectatlons that he-will: part1c1pate in the - dev1ant behavior
1tself : Of -course this matter loses its 1mportance when the
deviant behav1or 1s~ne1ther~1llegal~nor dlstasteful However,
1t must surely seem that this problem merits attention in a
study such as one.of'homosexuality.i Thus partlclpatlon or
"conformity" in an 1llegal subcultural setting is- 1tself -a

methodological and tactical concern. -

The Problem of:Conformity

Once the-boundaries to.a deviant . site:are forded the,
matter of one's relatlon to the context in the  eyes.of. the
partlclpants is resolved ipso facto.v To a large extent sub-
cultural deviants, ‘like so.many;pollcemen,'phenomenologically,

~divide the social world-into- two categories, the deviant .and
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the -conventional. This tendency is hardly.puzzling,. given that
there'i5~empirioally an- organized bifnrcation between unconven-'
tional and-oonventional-locales. It.is.precisely this organized
blfurcatlon that creates the problem of entrance -and thereby
poses an lntelllgence challenge to. the soc1ologlst with -designs
to pass.l2 | |

A oonsequence~of;the phenomenological aspect of this division
is that,-with entrance-achieved» the-researcher:is~assumed to be
deviant Part1c1pants in the gay world tend- to use two- exhaus—
tive categorles-—gay and stralght A person is orlls ‘not gay, no
category ex1sts for -marginal cases, just as. there is no -mani--
festly\organized locale for~marginal‘cases.ﬁ Hence, 1f:a research—‘
er“has-met-the;entrance requirements for,a>relatively closed gay,
bar or afterehours:party, he is takengto bebqualified on the-
lowest. common~denominator of a gay locale‘ | |

It should be. apparent that this assumptlon of.deviant
orientation-is-of" substantlal tactlcal value  te the researcher:
he need not attempt behav1orally, to establlsh hlS deviant:
1dent1ty by, say, feigning a- homosexual 1nterest An - others.
On: the other hand, of. 1tself thlS ldentlty 1mputatlon does not
prov1de 1mmun1ty to. the problem of dev1ant part1c1patlon

The problem of dev1ant part1c1patlon w1ll take on dlffer—“
ent contours dependlng upon- the type of. unconventlonal behav1or
being 1nvest1gated.‘ The pressures-upon,the researeher-to engage
in llllClt conduct vary across dev1ant groups, so generaliza-4
tlons about- tactlcal responses would very. llkely be ~overdrawn

' 1n view of the state of knowledge of the organlzatlon ‘of -,
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deviance that now obtains in-sociology. - Nevertheless. the
situation.oef- the paSSlng researcher-in.a study of- homosexual
bars and parties .may serve to 1llum1nate -the more general
problem of conformity. ‘

Scrutiny of:the organized.mechanisms-and constraints-that-
frequently operate in gay bars-  lead one to the conclu51on that: .
even..where many of the partic1pants are oriented toward the-
recruitment of sexual partnersls-no one.,is- obliged to accept an
invitation.‘ Moreover, no one.1is’ llkely to . be sub]ect to a
directiapproach w1th manifest;sexual~purposes. Rather,‘the
process .of partner recruitment.is-in .its essentials an inter-
active process that-tends to blur the line between seducer' and
seduced. Through the exchange.of a.varlety of cues the- level
of intiﬁacy is gradually escalated until-either,one party;withf
draws or.the sexual encounter is actualized. It is emphasized
that the .escalation process is a highly-fraéile one,, with the,
exchange of cues- by its nature allow1ng for-a graceful ex1t
by . either or both parties at.any p01nt. In short, gay;approaches—
are 1ndirect. In many. a gay-setting direct approaches aref
taboo;.indeed; they are considered-in~the vocabulary of the-
participants "fruity." For;the researcher the;onlyL albeit
imperative tactic is knowing;the cues, - it,might be added, as
a-moment's -reflection reveals, that-were.it not forlwhatgmight
be called the -rules of approach the gay scene, peopled by.
1ndiv1duals pursuing their sexual- 1nterests as they saw fit
would -take.on the character of: a Hobbe31an-sexual situation.”

That-it is -not, makes passing possible. By definition the-
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organization of. sexual recruitment,--like -any social organizatien,..
implies the possibility of its circumvehtion,. We .venture to say
that*a sociologist is;more.apt to be directly approached by a-
homosexual‘in;a comparatively unorganized setting such as a
public restroom or awpark.bench“than-he is‘at.an established‘gay
scene. It is not- unlikely that organlzed optlons for aveiding
dev1ance are avallable ‘in. other subcultural.settings.

| For .the researcher,’however,'the.problem;of~conformitylin—
.cludeeefacets other than that of dodging.iliicit hehaﬁior.,
Prominent among“these.facets are other constraints.and centrgls
upon behavior that contribute to the-regulative~orderiof sub-
'cqltures,:such;aSArules circumscribing theirelational-system_
and those defining. the proper-centehtuand_styie of cohduct-inj
sociable interaction.x Whehuthe subculture is not productive of.
deviant acts,:whenzrt-involves, for example, an unconventlonal
stylemcf life orhpasstime, the tactics of the: researcher need
only tobrelateutorthese features  of - the sqbcu;turalvorder,;

To theaextentjthat|the eubculture is partially“crgahized
alongtetatusulines so must be theabehaviornof-the researcher
since he is .by dint of. hlS role subject to the same normatlve
constralnts as are the part1c1pants.‘ In good part-this topic
refracts back to that of the- researcher s alterable and unalter-.
able ;traits and thelr 1mpllcat10ns for attachment to one or
another status group. The .concern here is with the: conse-“
quences of such an attachment for-the researcher s behav1or.
Here'is-another case in which the researcher must fellow the.

prescriptions inhering in the group structure. It is assumed .
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that\personal;contaets.between status groups will be mere or
less limited within.and across various subcultures of deviance;.
it follows that the. personal-.contacts. of - the investigator are_
limited accordingly. It is our'impression-thatﬂthe investiga—
tor must.-abandon piansihe~might at first~haye3toiestablish
personal. relationships w1th all of the- partiCipants deSpite
whatever- damage might .seem .to:be done to his intelligence
function." An:illustratien;may be- taken from-one of the bars-
we;ha§e;beenuinvestigating during‘the-courseiof‘our study: In
this bar there exists a~rather~strikinguraciallcleavageAih~
interpersonal contacts such that a partiCipant s associations:
are in general- limited to members of. his own  race.. We have
found as white researchers that part.of our research-role
necessarily.invelves some, though rqr the mest part passive,
diSqrimination against*Negroeswl For us.the choice;mas between-
having :the bqik of-ourwcoﬂtacts;withzwhites-or:Negroes,TSince
a~white,person who- crosses the racial line is stigmatized-as
a "dinge~queen? andicohseQuently;finds himself”ostracired-byL
most, of the white - partiCipants.

Apart .from, the  normative, aSpects of status differentiation,
there is in.any subcommunity some degree of regulation of
general ‘styles of soc1able~1nteraction. There are preferred
topics of conversation,“speeiai vocabularies,-forms of wit-
and humor, modes. of greeting, expected levels of Situational
involvement,14 and the like.: In«the gayﬁbar,"perhaps just
becauseé it .is a har; thelparticipants«seem to.demand:a-high

level .of -fun orientation. or-"gaiety" and sanction overly somber
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friends or associates. Though the passing investigator in the
homosexual world can.-aveid sexual encounters, -he cannot- aveid

being.gay in- this second sense.

The  Problem of Gathering Information.

The major portion of.the discussion thus far has centered
upon some of the-obstacles that maynarise in a_ sociologist's
attempt -to pass-as .deviant.. Several méans.of-overcomingmthesg
obstaéles‘héve*been suggested. . ThefQInevertheless_femain
'problems tﬁat-the researcher faces-as.he seéks éQ,fulfill}his
intelligence functien.. There are .essentially two kindé of infor-
mation thaﬁ a paésiné researcher-musfiprébccupylhimself with
gathéring; taétical informatien. and data,rthé former referring-
'toaﬁhe kind of kndwlgdgewthe researchér ﬁeeds_in;oréer to adapt-
effectively to the‘situation,tthe‘igttef to the-kind~ofﬁknowledge
he needs in oerder to describ@ accuratély the -various diménsiqns
of the .situation that he.makeSgproblemafic in his study.' The
quality‘ofAda£a~gaﬁhered~depends largelywon:themresearchef's
‘successﬂin~adapting to .the situation.

One;available tactic for the:researcher-in his attempt- to
adapt to some deviant .groups and subsequently-to«aéquire know—n
ledge about' them-is. to také~onL openly, -the role of the-
novitiate, - This"may inVQlVe;aﬁ aquai,of total ignorance .about
the deviance. in' question, or mofe_1ikely,jah:avowalhof»ignor-J
ance. about thegdévianceyés it-is carried out .in-a particular
setting, It is difficult te coenceive of:maqy_gneups;‘muchtless_
those with:éomparatively ciésed qultu;g} systgmsi'withou£ip1acgs,

for newcomers eager to beforientéd to the people, customs, and,
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aotivities at hand. . As -the researcher is taught the rudiments
of adaprationrto the -situation he simultaheously has .access to.
information regarding the méthodS'and mecqénisms of socializa—
tion into the- group and- its act1v1t1es, -the status of the
person -being socialized, -and, of: course, some aspects of" the
group to which he is being introduced. Here is one“instaoce~
of _the constant interpenetration between tactlcal 1nformatlon
and data. |

A recognized newcomer.to a deviant subculture .is defined
by the- part1c1pants as.a person in need of tactlcal 1nforma—
tion. . Thus, there "is enormous room for exp101tatlon of this
rolé,by'a-sociologist; By playing the role of the,novitiate
the,reSearcher<ingiVon.thefright to probe. for details per-
toining te the group.. The right,te probe may often be highly
profitable, since mény deviants do a;good'deql;moreWthan~
deviate. The gay,bér is a case in.point: .in.our study we-
have often been struck by how seldom the topic.of homosexual-
ity is:breached.- Rather, more conspiouous'éré,such-tOpios*és;
the music, theftemperature of thefbeer;'newohairoos,Tgﬁ-,
acquaintance's leVol'of;sobriety, etc.,'WHilo homosegoalityi
is, at it were, only- latent in-the.sitdétioﬁi While it .is -
tYpically necessary for one toﬂa%pegr'aSgdeﬁiéqt beforé he-
may- enter an unconventioenal setting, oﬁpe,upon.the-scéne
doviantxproclivity;is:taken-for %raﬁtédfaﬁd;froQQently~more.
pedestrian,concerns,come,to the fore. - ﬁence.tﬁe~limited
right' to. probe granted to the newcomer may:bé.highlyo

propitious.
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Paradoxically, informatién-not infrequently accrues. to the
passing researcher-as.an outcome of mistakes he makes ‘in his:
attempt to adapt to the situation... Through inadvertently vie--
lating rules the ‘-boundaries of ‘acceptable .behavior sometimes
begin to emerge. While the researéher-new to a subcultural
scene almost inevitably violates by accident some rules;  these-
blunderé are guite consistent.with:the rqle.of novitiaté. An
honest plea of ignorance -of group customs, then, is taken as
legitimate in the context. - Moreover, such a plea supplies
another bartial resolution of the préblems of exposure and.
conformity.

The-pfoblem of gathering information involves an element
that .is not present.in most other'methodé'of“social-research,
Ordinarily the. investigator .or -interviewer can claim sciéntific
neutrality and assure the.respondent that-any'information he
divulgeé will be kept confidential. ™ This-claim of coufse can-
not be made by a researcher passing as deviant. Therefore, :
norms that define certain topics as taboo for the participants
also define limits of . .inquiry for the researcher..  The investi-
gator passing as a religious cultiét, for example, might well
find it off limits to.ask fellow club members whether or not-
they have.ever-been. under psychiatric care. On the other
hand, - that a given -topic is taboo -is itself a kind of data
for the student of.subcultural processes.

Finally, because. the passing observer,; like any-partici--
pant, is tied into a more or.less bounded segment of the
larger group--assuming it is large enough to be differentiated-- .

his intelligence capability is grounded in the structure of the-
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group he studies. This grounding affects the gathering of infor-
mation in at least two respects.  First, his observational
nexus or purview of the larger group is‘a function of the extent
to which there are interchanges between the sub-group in which

he is located and other sub-groups within the setting. Where a
groué is differentiated by age, for example, and the age statuses
have minimal contact with one another, the -researcher-gathers
only a modicum of data about the activities of age groups - other
than his own. ' Secondly, the researcher's opportunity for orally
transmitted information in personal contacts is limited by the:
same features of the structure he confronts. .In_a word, ‘the
knowledge the researchef acquires through the method of passing
reflects the social organization of the subculture he.éelects

for study. .

Final Remarks .

The foregoing has centered upon .the operationalization of
a. method for the study of subcultures of deviance. Although
much of this discussion is equally-applicable to passing in
conventional groups, ‘it seems that there is a need to considgr
separately deviant groups as contexts for passing in view:of
the covert nature that is, perforce, characteristic of groups
whose organization bears the ‘imprint of social control.. In
this sense, .the process of -social control has created an intel-
ligence problem for. the sociology. of deviance.

Nonetheless, one argument against passing holds there- are
inherent methodological hazards involved 'in the technique. It

is said that because the researcher is seeming rather than being
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a participant, and because at some level of consciousness this
is perceived by the auﬁhentic.participants, the behavior in
direct response to him that he sees and ﬁhe attitudes he hears
are not sufficiently natural-to meet scientific standards.;s‘
While there is no doubt a basis for -this-argument in some
instances of passing it seems highly unlikely that this bias
would sully the data of the passing researcher more than would
be the case in which an interviewer-admits his affiliation.with
the conventional world. It is not clear to us why-a deviant
would alter his behavior more for a SQSpected intruder- than- for
an-obvious intruder. . Indeed, from this point of view, it seems-
that the argument set forth against. passing becomes, in its
implications, an - argument in favor of passing.

Furfhermore, even assﬁming a basis for the argument, it is.
not necessarily the case that subtle distortiqns*in,inter—'
personal interaction would affect .the data of every researcher.’
A student of social organization finds that the "subtle distor-..
tion" argument underestimates the strength and tenacity of
patterns of organized behavior. We would find -the suggestion
far fetched, for examplel that'our;presence,gavezrise to the
rules of sexual approach or the racial cleavages we have
encountered. -

Apart from questions of validity, this method rather
dramatically raises certain ethical issues. This .problem in
the social control of sociology. is not examined here. We em-
brace as a justification for passing as deviant the richness and
reliability of information to which this.ﬁethod-alone opens

16
access.
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It should be.evident from the foregoing that passing effers
the researcher a special kind of intellectual~exci£ement as well"
as -advantages from a~methodologicai—sﬁandpeint.a The researcher
who. ventures out to pass as devianﬁ'finds that many. of the solu-
tions' to methodological and praghatic problems in the field are
concomitantly.of interest to his analysis.. Here is a brand .of"

sociology where. theory and action are poignantly. joined..
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FOOTNOTES
See Albert D. Biderman and Albert J. Reiss, Jr., "On Explor-
ing the 'Dark Figure' of Crime," The Annals, forthcoming

issue (November, 1967), for an application.of the intelli-

gence perspective to the study of crime.

Ned Polsky, Hustlers, Beats, and Others, Chicago: The Aldine

Publishing Co., 1967, pp. 117-149.

Some roots of intelligence failure in organizations are

systematically presented in Harold L. Wilensky, Organization-

al Intelligence: Knowledge and Policy in. Government and

Industry, New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1967, pp. 175-178.
Wilensky's otherwise useful analysis suffers from his lack
of appreciation of the enormous and paradoxical dependency
of intelligence agents (or "contact men") on the very

environments about which they seek to gather information.

We emphasize that passing as deviant is but one among various
direct means of gathering information on the social organi-

zation of deviance. As we see it, there are four basic

possibilities:
Situational Identity of Researcher
Disguised Undisguised
o Passing Participant
Situational Participant observation
Behavior '
of Unobstrusive Interviewing
Researcher Non- .
Participant observation or Fhe use
of informants
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A recent example of participant observation in the study of -

the organization of neighborhood gangs is Gerald D. Suttles, .

Taylor Street: 1Identity and Conduct in an Urban,Slum{'
(tentative title), Chicago: Uniﬁersity_of Chicago Press,
forthéoming. By unobtrusive observation we mean field work"
in.thch the investigator. takes up a position or role in or-
near the deviant .setting but does not attempt to appear as-
a participant. This technique<is rafely.used_but.one instance -
of it iSUSherfi Cavan, "Interaction,in-Home'Territories,"

Berkeley Journal of Sociology, 8(1963), pp. 17-32; part of

the. time Cavan worked as a barmaid to facilitate observétion;
of a gay bar. An example of the interview ds a means to

organizational data is Albert J. Reiss, Jr.;_"The Social

Integration of Queers and Peers," Social Problems,; 9(1961),

pp. 102-120.

Nels Anderson, The Hobo: The Sociology of the Homeless Man, -

Chicago: -University of Chicago Press, 1923.° In this-
classic study the investigator was able to benefit from his

own experiences as .a participant in a deviant style of life. -

Some of Polsky's research on hustling bordered on passing,

op. cit., pp. 41-116.

'Passing as a potential convert was involved in a study of -

an.unconventional religious group--John. Lofland, Doomsday
Cult, Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice—Hall, Inc.,’

1966.
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See William C. Caudill, et al., "Social Structure.and~Inter-'

action Processes on a Psychiatric Ward," Amerlcan Journal  of -

Orthopsychlatry, 22(1952), PP. 314-334:

Erving Goffman, Behavior in Public,Elaces: Notes on the

Social Organization of Gatherings, New York: The Free Press,

1963, pp. 33-35.
Sherri Cavan, op. cit,

On .' 51mulat10n of reallty" by plalnclothes pollcemen see

Lawrence P. Tiffany, Donald M. McIntyre, Jr., and Daniel L

Rotenberg, Detect10n»of Crlme, Boston: Little, Brown,and
Co., 1967, Part III, "Encouragement ahd Entrapment." When
the police officer cannot simulate réality, i.e;,.pass as-
déviant, as in the case of nachtics-eﬁfo:cemenﬁ, he must -
de&elop informants. A sociologist interested in the organi-
zation of heroin use would proBably have to_follbw the..
police e#ample. We trust it.is self-evident that there are
other»forms of subcultural_deviance-besides heroin use for

which the possibility of.passing is ruled out.

It should be pointed out that homosexual partner- recruitment
occurs in a variety of settings. . For an ingenious solution
to the problem of conformity by a disguised researcher -
studying_public restrooms where homosexuals'recfuit partners,
see R. A. . Laud Humphreys, "They Meet in Tearooms: A Pre-
liminary Study of Participants in Homosexual Encounters,"
paper read at the meetings of the Society for the. Study of

Social Problems, San Francisco, August, 1967.
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It should be pointed out, -as persons who- have patronized

gay bars are well aware, that gay bars-vary in the functions
they serve for the participanté; whether -as -settings for
non-sexual contact among friends at one extreme or as meet-
ing places for sexual liaisons at the other. Most gay bars
probably fall somewhere between these twé extremés.‘ A

discussion of this topic may be found in Sherri Cavan,.

Liquor License: An Ethnography of Bar Behavior, Chicago:

Aldine Publishing Co., 1966.
Situational involvement is. insightfully discussed in Goffman,
op. cit., pp. 35-79.

A position like this is taken in Kai T. Erikson, "A Comment:

Social Problems, 14

(1967) , pp. 366-373.

For one ethical argument.against disguised observation under

all circumstances,. see Erikson, ibid.



