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Robert Emerson. Contemporary Field Research: Perspectives and Formulations.

Part I. The Code as Told by Residents

Summary:

Telling The Convict Code recounts the research conducted by D. Lawrence Wieder on heroine addicts in a half-way house recovery facility as a condition of parole.  The study outlines the difficulties Wieder faced due to his lack of experience in the field and the inherent difficulties of working in a subculture with a strict code of disobedience and resistance of cooperation with established the established institution. The convict code included strict adherence to the following principles:

1. Do not snitch

2. Do not cop out (admit that you have done anything illegal or against the house rules)

3. Do not take advantage of other residents

4. Share what you have

5. Help other residents

6. Do not mess with other residents’ interests

7. Do not trust the staff – staff is heat

8. Show your loyalty to the residents

Pertaining to the residents:
· The code ensured to some extent the protection of the residents

· The code was a formal obligation amongst the residents, which was openly discussed amongst the residents

· The code carried a lot of weight because it was the same code as the one that is observed in prisons and many of the residents believed that they would eventually return to prison.  If they violated the code in the half-way house they would face reprisals in prison or on the street 
· Once understood, the code provided barriers for the researcher and the respondent

· Residents did not feel they could afford to trust the researcher

· Residents Had nothing to gain by trusting the researcher

· Violation of the code made you a kiss a@$, or a snitch 

Challenges to the researcher:
· Entering the half-way-house as an outsider seen with suspicion from the eyes of residents

· Deciphering the boundaries of the convict code

· Establishing himself as an insider with the residents while maintaining a professional relationship with his coworkers

· Setting himself apart from other workers

· Protecting the confidentiality of respondents 

· Protecting the wellbeing of residents by respecting their obligations to the code

· Understanding when information was being provided and to what extent it was useful

Part II.

The Code as Told by Staff

Wieder observes that residents had taught the code to staff who in turn used it in describing, interpreting, explaining and finding the character of resident conduct.  Staff employed the code in relating to each other, devising strategies for halfway house management, and in the logic of their own actions and decisions.  The code enabled staff to rationalize the behavior of residents, in so much as residents sought goals dictated by the code (i.e. disruptive resident behavior helped residents to oppose the staff and remain loyal to each other).  Wieder notes that in “telling the code,” staff showcased a variety social science concepts, including: rule-governed action, goal-directed action, the distinction between the intended and unintended outcomes of action, the distinction between normatively required and normatively optional means of achieving amorally valued end, roles, role-bound behaviors and definition of the situation.  All of these conceptions and the staff’s “telling of the code” colored the staff’s environment.  

Also interesting is how the code rendered the environment trans-situational and non-situation specific.  This means that resident actions were interpreted as recurrent and completely defined by the code, which allowed staff to “avoid” interpretations as specific or nuanced.  By “telling the code,” staff often perceived resident actions as beyond their control.  Consequently, the code stripped resident words and actions of substance; staff interpreted resident behavior as a mere function of the code

Part III. Persuasive and Reflexive Formulation: The Code as About and a Part of the Setting
· Code as “oral tradition” , employed to instruct outsiders as to the organized character of what they have observed
· Code explains behavior patterns, residents are  morally constrained to behave in certain way
· Code not just description of life in halfway house, was reflexive in nature
· Multi-formulated and Multi-consequential in immediate interaction and as an aspect of the social organization of the half-way house
“You know I won’t snitch”

Multi-formulated: 
A. Told what just happened  (asked  me to snitch)

B. Formulated what the resident was doing in saying that phrase

C. Formulated the resident’s motives  (morally inappropriate to snitch)

D. Formulated the immediate role  relationship between staff and resident  

Multi-Consequential:

A. negatively sanctioned conduct of staff

B. Terminated conversation

C. Left staff without information they were looking for

D. Alluded to the consequences for him if he snitched

