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DRUG POLICY AND PROGRAM 

Stephen R. Shalom 

In this essay. I first try to describe what the basic principles of a drug policy .might 
be like in a go-od society. Then J offer a program on drug.sfor .the left to p·ursue today; 
one that attempts .to be--consistentwith theselprinciples, though constrained by curr~nt 
rea)iti"es.. The utopi~n vision· is not without its uncertainties, but in some respects it is 
less tentative than the programmat_ic· section, a refle.ction of the fact that the drug 
IPr'obl.er-n, like many other problems, may simply not be soluble urJder our present 
system. 

E>rug-s in the Gaod se•ciety 

In a· _good society, many of the most important factors that pro.mote drug abuse in 
the U_njted States tod_ay would not be present 

Crack addiction in p~rticular is· not,orio.usly a product of the desperation of our 
rrmer citie-s: homelessness, worsening poverty, .and ct>"ntinu1ng raci&tn. To ·those whose 
prospects for getting ajob are -so dismal and whose adult life expectancy in the richest 
country on e.arth is bal~w thqt in. Bangladesh, the use of crack or heroin or PCP has a 
certain .appeal. Family disintegratiGn also: breeds drug a.bu$e, and though family 
probfems. ha\fe· many·so.urces, the ·curi;ent Depress•ion-le¥el economic conditions in 
urban Amerjca· are surely s major cause. 1 

Anqther factor that encourages· drug abuse among peopre of all income levels is 
altenation. A society that merely provided for its citizens' economic well-being could 
still be abysmally alien:ating. Being forced to defer to the whi'ms of bos-ses or an all­
~nowi.ng Central Committee,, to perform mlndless work, or to adhere to narr:ow cu·Itu(al 
norms:. these g~nerat~ alier'iation. A good ·society would have to give-people 
substantial control .over their lives, oppbrtunities ta engage in creative work, and 
div~rs·e e:ulturel options. In a society that did these thi'ng_s, the temptations of drug 
abu$e woufd be minimal. 

This· is not to say. that no one would be unhappy. There will always be 
unrequited love, frustrated p.etsonal goals, iHness, ana death. But the number of 
dep"tessed p.eople in a decent .soei'ety would b·e far less than today,. and humane mental 
health _services would be available to help de8I with the problems. Th.ose few 
individuals who nonetheless. became drug abusers would be an even smaJler nurnber, 
easily dealt With by the pubric he.alth system, not the crjminal justice system. 

Dru.g .addiction in th.e United States is .also driven by the capitalist profit motfve·. 
Corporations-pushing the drug with the most ·serious public health consequences -
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tobacco, responsible each year for nearly 400,.000 deaths2 
~- spend $1 billion a ye·ar o.n 

direct ·advertising and more than $2 billion on other promotions.3 Ci_gareMe company 
executives maintain that advertising only gets smokers to switch brands, with no effect 
on total safes. But, as ,the· former chairperson of advertising ig1a·nt Mccann-Erickson 
commente.d: "Thi.s is complete and utter ,nonsense. The industry knows i.t is nonsense. I 
am always ~mused by the suggestion that advertising, a functi.on that has been shown 
to increase .consumption of virtually every other product, someh_ow mirac.ulQusJy fa_ils to 
work for tobacco: prod1;1cts. "4 Alcohol, the drug with the· second highest death toll (about 
100,:000 a year). 5 is likewise massively advertised, parti:cuJarfy to young peop:le. In a 
good society where private interes•ts did not benefit from drug addiction, no effort wo1 .. dd 
be rnade to glamorize nicotine: and alcohol. To be sore, a non-capitalist bureaucracy 
mig.ht haV-e .an interest in p.!,.ishing ·drugs orr its own population ·(to pacify th~m or to 
extract money from them}, but a democratically-org~n,zed non-capitalist society would 
have no interest in encouraging its young people to stupefy or kill themselves. 

Some drug addiction may hav:e a biochemical basis: alcoholi.sm, in particular< is 
suspeot~d of havin_g a genetic. component. In the United States 'today I someone who 
might have such a preufspo_sitioh but yet. Who would like an occasio.nal high or· conviv.iaJ 
entertainment has no legal options. The choices. are either to fore·go these pleasures 
entirely or risk the very real and Yf~ry serious dangers of :alcoholfsm, If. thi:s person us.ed 
marijuana fi:ir the occasi.onal high., there would be, cJear benefits to the individual. .( and to 
society in t~rms o.f le$s ch(onic illness, less :violence, and so on). A sode'ty'that 
provide.ct drug opti.ons would have fewer oases of biologically caused addiction. 

ln the contemporary Un1.ted States there: is a strong comporienf of our culture 
that opposes pleasure. We can see this particulafly in many of the exi.sting sex 
eduoation programs that emphasize abstinence. Abstinence, it is sa'id, is the only way 
to be safe from Al[)$, pregnancy, and other dangers. But. if these health concerns were 
the real motive, tather than a hostility to pleasure, why not teach students how lo 
masturb.ate?6 Likewfse, there ·are real dangers to· drugs. Some are inherently hatrnfuJ, 
~ome are harmful onry if misused or ab.used. A good so.oiety would warn people about 
,the. first categorry anq educate pe'.ople how to properly use those: in t.he second. 
Pl.easure is ,goo:d, 

Yes, dru_g high.s are artificial. But' aside from se:x and Uster:tir:tQ to whale songs, 
watching the s.unset, and eating alfalfa sprouts, most pleasures ·are artificiaL ·Re.ading 
a cheap, .novel. or w.atching ·a rnovie - the·se aren)t real they are escapes from reality 
and they are pleasurabJe. If someone spent all day at the. movies, seven days a week, 
this· would be a problem. Asid.e from the fact that the individual would b.e unable to. 
perform his o( her fair share of work1 thi·s sort of movie obsession woul.d preclude 
experiencing other $O.rts: ·of pJeasures. But th.ere is n·othin.g wrong with going to an 
occasional film, artificial though it may be; in fact denyjhg q.neself any such ple.as.ures 
(that 1s1 being a wo.rkahoJic) may itself be-harmful. Drug-1nduced pleas.u·~es are no 
different. 
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.Alth.ough martjuana is a far more benign substance than alcQhol and nicotine, it 
is not without its dangers (smo.kirtg if1 ·tor ex~mple, is bad for the lungs). ·1n .a ·good 
society; a -society committed to furthering ple.asurable opportunifi.es for i.ts citizens, 
research woukl continuaHy be· 'done on finding -safer ·drugs and safer ways of using 
them. 

At .the same time that American culture displays .a hostility to pleasure; ther~ is 
the contrad•ictory: value .of ple.as'ing oneself regardless of the social consequences. 
Indeed( thrs is tn some s.ense the fundamental value of -capitalism: ca_pital.ism wo.rks 
only if most peop.,le are thoroughly se'lf-'fegarding, ObUviou:s to the suffering their actions 
may ca·use tti others. In a good society people will not be· saints, .b.ut the thrust of 
d~cent economic and political syst~ms would be td make us take, account of ·others, to 
se·e that our fates are intertwined, that if our neighbor suffers, ·we will be hL!rt too. 
Education in the contemporary United States aimed at convincing peopl.e that they 
sh0uld be so:ciafly. responsible in their s.exual and drug-taking act_iv1ti~s is h.i'ndered by 
the ·faot that such respons:ibility runs Gaunter to the prevailing ethic of selfishness (and 
sexism) reinforced in all o.tber spheres ,of life. Being told n·ot to drink and drive by the 
likes of George Bush ·or drug ezars WiHiam Bennett and Bob Martinez i-s not Jikely to be 
very compel.ling. On the other hand, a soeiety th.at tries to promote· socially resp0nsible 
behavfor ,n all realms will have a rn1Jch better ch~nce -of discouraging anti-so'Cial dn.19 
behavior. 

Wduld all drug.s be legal iii a good. society? To ban a drug because it might be 
misused seems. as foolish as banning baseball bats because they might We do ban 
chain saws without safety guards becau·$e the social benefit of unguarded ehain saws 
is negligib1e whiJe the risks of accident are high. We .need, then, to weigh the potential 
benefits of the drug against the l.ikelihoed of misuse. It would make sense to ban drugs 
that uncoMtr©llably-or l.inpredictaoly led to anti-social behavior. Alcohol can (and does) 
leap fO viol~-n~e, but r:nost drinkers can regul~te their 'intake to avoid violent behavior. 
Hypothetically, there might be a .drug that leads to vi·olen:t behavior whose ·intake 
cannot be t~gulated becau~se. its ,effe.cts are random or incompletely understood. (PCP 
is apparently' such a drug_.) Drugs that cause direct socjEd harrn should be illegal. 

What if tne high provided py sl,lch a drug were ·so exqu'isite that people wanted 
to use it ,despite the harmful social Gonsequences? Perhap:5 we toul.d se.t up rub.bar 
rooms for' people. who wa·nted to go berserk for a few hours. Otherwise we should have 
no more ptobfem with outlawing 'the drug than we would witn outlawfng rape or other 
·sodially harmful activities that may ,give pleasure to some. • 

What about drugs that are harmfu·1 only·to the user? In a good society, for 
reasons given above (the lack of poverty and alienation, the lack of glamofizing 
adv~rtisemerlts, th~ ~yailab.ilityof $afer:a1ternatives)1 the number of people who·would 
want to use such. dru_gs would not be large. But ·thete might be some, and they ou,ght to 
be legally allowed to do so. Public health education ought 'to discourage such use oust 
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as we try to. dis.co.u.r:age the ,eating ,of foods high in cholesterol) and every supp'l:>rt 
service ougnt to be avaHable to help people break· fheir' habit ( as they ar:e not available 
today). But ultimately i.f s'Ome enjoy the· activity ·enough de.spite the harm it may :cause, 
they should b~ ~s free. to pursue it as they are to skydive. 

The distinction between things 1hat harm only the user and those that hurt 
society is a startdci(d distinction in pofitical theory. The rise of the welfare state, 
however, has made the distinction somewhat unclear. Since tax money pays for th~ 
health care .of the very ·poor, i.t can .be ijrguea that anything the poor do to their own 
health affects all of society. On: one Jevel1 this claim is corre'Ct, and maniy {if not all) 
things that.are said to· be :s.imply private decisions in fact hijve .social consequences .. 
But should thi'$ give society a say in those "private" decjsions? In a society With a 
socialist e.conomy, everything anyone does will have s:ocial irnplications., but we will 
have to be careful not to allowthis to become the basis for author1zing society to 
dominate everyone's private life.. A good society ought to value diversity, and this 
means that people will have to be allowed to .choose to do what others,. even a majority, 
judge 'to be inadvisable. 

The relatJve roles of the individual and society in making decisions ought to be 
proportionar to the c'Onsequences of the d.ecis•ion on ea.ch. Thus, even though my 
,eating habits may have .a social impact On terms qf my u.ltimate health .care co,sts or my 
work productivity) ~hey affect me fat more and the decisions ought to be essenttally 
mine. S.ociety ought to provide ihformafion 0n the repercussions of my actions on 
myself ana on society, and sometime.s :ought to urge one partjcufar behavior rather than 
another, but ulfimately r must have the right to decide. In so.me situations society might 
ban particular uses of a drug that have· a substantial. social impact (say, smoking 
cigarettes 'irJ ·a restaurarit), •While. discouraging but permitting private use. 

U.nderthese prirt(;_iples, marijuana, heroin and. other opiates, hallucinogen~, 
nicotine, alcohol, and poss.ibly cocaine7' would b.e lega'I. :Only thos.e drugs which 
caused direct social harm (probabty· PCP~ po.ssibly crack1 among oth.e.rs) wouJd be 
banned. Ofth.e legal drugs, those that could not be used safely (clgarettes and, when 
serious studies are undertake·n, maybe others )'would be .strongly discouraged, with 
support to help e:no addiction. ·For those that c:ould be i;Jsed s·afely, education woul.d 
emphasize how to do so. 

Two complex i.ssues remain to be .considered, What about taking drugs during 
pregnancy: is: this a private or a publrc matter? And ·wh-at about children~ should most 
dru·g$ be legal for them as well? 

On the first matter, it is crucial to keep in :rrund ·that mpthers want to h:ave healthy 
babies. The reasons why a pregnant. woman mig_ht nevertheless continue taking drugs 
that are harmful to her fetus are some combination of ignorance and addicti'on. In the 
U.S. today, where. so ma·ny wome.rt are without adequate prenatal c.are•, fgnorance is 
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widespread .. Jn addition, war on drugs rhetoric makes many people skeptfcal of 
.government-provide.d. health advice. Pres.umably-, theS:e would not be problems in a 
decent society. In the case of addiction, most women are enough in control to· realize 
that they need tre.atment. for the. sake of their babies. In fhe U.S., however, (to quote 
from a study by 'the U. S-. Gen~ral -Atcoun'Ung Office) '•demand for drug treatm~nt 
uniquely designed for pregnant women exceeds supply." Th_e "I-ack of adequate 
treatment capacity and approprfate services is the primary barrier to treatment 'for many 
women.' ' Women reported waiting as long as I:t mi=inth t_o get into treatment, which 
means an additional month of harm to the fetu:s,.13 Th'is too; one woul_d hope, would not 
be a problem in a decent society. 

Mi9ht there be a woman in_ a good society, neitne( addicted nor ignorant, but just 
so. into plea~ure that she values her high over the health of her fetus? If so, it rs hard to 
inta@ine that •she wouldn't have gotten an abortion given that motherhood is likeJy to 
interfere with her pleasure for far more than nine months. In any event, if one is 
concerned about t_he health cf the baby ( as one owght to tJe }1 it is clear that the criminal 
justice system is not the appropriate mechanism for dealing with the problem. To quote 
the GAO. again: ·•criminal pro.secution of worneh with drug-exposed 'infants, while rare, 
has occurred, and has. created fear of prosecution among preg_nant women, 
d_iscouraging them from seeking treatment.'19

• 

Children and drugs is a more complicated issue. Some distinctions between 
adul_ts. and children are not ba.s_ed safely Qr., adult hypocrisy: a mind-alt-ering substance 
has more. deleteriot,1S· effects on some.one still. trying to establish her or his identity than 
bn an. adult; 1.ikewise, adole-scents' view of their own invulnerabflity makes them less 
we.II-suited to judging the pros and cons of an action. wfth long~term consequenoe.s 
(wtiich is why many societies have to·und that teenagers rnak~ such good cannon 
foqder). These characteristics are probably natural developmental traits of 
adolesoent:s, rather ·than a proquGt of growing up in an aHenating ·society-., t.houg_h one 
can't be sure. On· the other hand., as cigarette advertisers have long been aware, the 
surest way to ;en.courage .kids to do something is to teJI them that they can't, while 
aduJts can. In 1975, a marketing research report prepared for the tobacco gi~nt Brown 
·& WIiiiamson gave this advice on reaching young smokers: "Present the cigarette as 
one of a few Initiations into the adult world ... part of the nticit pleasure category of 
pr-odqcts· and activities.''10 A reasonable polfey might be to prohibit children frorn taking 
drugs that are rarely used, since without the constantexa:mple of adult usage (and 
without advertisiJilg) there wouldn't be much temptation to break the law. For'freque·nuy 
used drugs (.say alcohol .or marljuana) it probab_ty makes more sense to permit their u,se. 
while working to establish strong cultural norms" ·on what are appropriate use levels at 
different a.ges. This may -seem a utopian solu.ticm, but given that 85% of high school 
students use alcohol illegally, 11 prohibition obviously-has its drawbacks a.s"·welL 

A Program for To.day 
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1n some respects. drugs are a s.ide issue in ,America today. No drug po.Gey, no 
rnatt.ev how ingenio.us, ·is. fjkefy to be ·effective ·as l:ong .as the governrn~nt r:efLJses to 
attend to. the urgent socfal agenda. Studies report that most drug treatmernt programs, 
for exam·ple:, have a very row success r~Je, but 'that the, best-predictor .of trea'tment 
succe.ss i•s whether the. -addict has a job. 12 This s.houldnrt be surprising. ·1f people are 
driv~n to abuse drugs by the hopele-ssness of-their lives, a treatmer,t program that 
returns addicts to the same hopeless life i_sn't g6ing to work. On fhe other hand., if 
Amerrcan· society were· to funnel massive resources inlo serving human needs, the drug 
problem would becqme much less ser'i.ous almost reg,ardless of the p·articular drug 
poHcy followed. So why does .drug policy matter? 

It matters because the current war on drugs makes the prospects ·for adqressing 
the soci.al ag_enda ev:en more remote. 

* The war on drugs diverts us from the real prob.terns. Much of the $1 0 billion . . 
a year in direct drug war co·sts have not been added to· the budget, but 
taken out of .other programs: immigrant a$si_stance, -the Economic 
DeveJop~ent Administration, public housing subsidies, and juvenile 
justice.13 

* The drug war -strengthens those .instiluUon.s in American society most 
antithetical to· the necessary sociaJ agenda -- the police, the prisons, the 
military, and organized crime. Government funds have poured into ths 
first two, a·nd expected cuts in the defense budget have been slowed 
us.ing the rationale of the drug wa( According to the Presidentiaf 
C.ommission on Organized Crime, the· drug trade is the mob's main s.ource 
of revenue. 14 "There's nd question/'· declared -a U.S. lawyer for the 
Medellin drug cartel,, "the U.S. crackdown is good for business.''i s 

* The drug war forces, addiets. to Sllpport their habits by crimes that make th_e 
cities more dang~rous ar:,d te·ss livable. B.usin'esses that might provide 
jobs and investment, and dedie_ated teachers and resi_dents with skills that 
might- have. contributed to th.e community have been frightened away. 

* The drug war puts .the blame for the nation'.s ills on the poor artd the dark­
skinned, reducing .still furthe·r society's· c.oncern for their plight. 

* The drug war furthers the spread of AIDS, whib.h is currently decimating inner 
cities. Clean .needle exchang~es could help even whil•e drugs remain 
illegal, but criminalization keeps .addicts from health services and forces 
ma_n_y into prostitution, both of Which -spread HlV infection. 

* And the drug war condemns to the wasteland .of jail or the asocial morass of 
drug trafficking a Whole generatfQn of young peopl·e who might her p the 
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co.untry re.ord.er its prioriUes:. It is e.stimated that io1·Washington D.C., one 
quarter of the black male-pop.u'lati.on will b.e· involved with drug selling 
bet.ore their 30th bjrthday 16 

• 

If the war on drugs could wprk -- th·at- is, if it could sucoeed in ridding the co.untry 
of the .. scourge of drug abuse - some mrght argu.e that .etespfte its exGesses and 
overbl'own rhetoric it de.serves our support. Some go even further and suggest that we 
haven't really tried serious repres.siori yet as a solution to the drug probJem. 17 But 
widespre.ad use of the death pena:lty has failed to stop drug_ abuse in Malaysia 18 or 
.Khomeini's lran. 19 The ·stri.ctest narcoHcs 1.egjs-latlon in the United States was the 
Rod~efeUer Drug Law of the earl.y 197'0s w:iih high mandatory min.imum sent.ences, 
includ1ng life imprisonment for se'lling or possessing mone than a fraction of an ounce of 
heroin, even for 16 year· olds.26 As one study summarized the results; "So far as we 
can tell, it caused essentially no decrease in heroin activity, but did lead tG a drop in 
the nutnber of heroin offenders .arrested and convicted, a considerable increase in the 
court and correctional resour(;es necessary to process those apprehended, an.d a 
significant increase in .the overcrowding of the ·state's prison system. "21 

The1 current level of drug repre'Ssion in the United States has overwhelmed ·the 
criminal. justice. system. What the American Bar Association -called "extraordinary" 
efforts. to arrest and pros:ecute drug offenders. have not contro'lled the dn.,ig problem, btJt 
have overburdened the police, the courts, the prisons, and the probation system, 22 

Three quartets of a million people are arrested each year on drug charges, the majority 
of them solely for possessi.on, usually of marijuana.23 ln Florida under former Governor 
a·nd now drog czar Bob ·Martinez, a toug_h drug Jaw with mandatory minimum sentences 
forced the state to telease murderers from prison early ·to r:nake rool)1 for the drug 
offenders.24 With an incarceration rate second only to South Afrj.ca in the indu.strialized 
world, the U.S .. has not reduced its drug problem~ arid indeed the pris;on system its.elf is 
swirnniin~ i.ril illicit drugs. 25 

Going after the.small time .drug dealers and u.sers not only overwhelms the 
crimina.l justice system:, b.ut it encourages r.ampant po.lice ;corruption and infringements 
upon civil liberties. Since drug dealing is a crime wit.h no cm:nplamant, the discretion of 
indtvidual police officers determines whether an arrest is made, a snuation that breeds 
brrbery and extortion. Ad.ditio·nal.ly, t.he la Gk of ·a cdmplainant means {hat pol ice: need to 
use undercover operations, informersf and fntrLJJsive surveillance, all of Which are 
r.sadily abus_ed?~· The: alternative strate:gy -- that of just going_ after Mr. Big -- is e_qually 
futile. Mr: Btg (it's never Ms. ·Big) ·is. io fact easily replac~d, and oft$ntirnes it is his 
repfacement wh0 supplie:s police with the ,evidence.27 Given :the job prospects in the 
inner dtie.s, the conviction pf a drug dealer, rather than serving as a deterrent, is like an 
advertisement for a replacement.28 

Nor are the prospects for the drug war' .any mqre prormsing on the borders or in 
foreign countries where illicit drugs are grown and processed - even if we ignore the 
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U.S. com_pficity in the drug trade when it -s~rved Wc}shingtor:(s larger political agenda in 
lndochinat Cenlral America, or elsewhere.29 

,Almost every U.S. officia_l who has thought about :the problem at all hes 
concluded that it is (r:npos·sible to interdict drugs crossing the U.S. border.30 The U.$. 
cqast Une i$ 90,000 mile-s long, and 600 vessels, 700 private· air.craft, 1,:200 commercial 
flights, 2.0,00.0 ccmtainersr 25,000' mot9r vehicles, and 800,000 people enter the country 
e.ach day.31 As the Bush administration acknowledged, tJ:,ougn witbout drawing the • 
obvious conclusion: "Every ti'me we cti•srupt or ~lose ·a particular trafficking route, we 
have found that tr~ffickers resort to other smug:gling tactics that are even more difficult 
to detect.n32 A Penta-gon~s~onsored study of the prospects for more effective 
interdiction concluded that ''in_terdiction probably cannot much further reduce the 
.availability of c0cai•ne and marijuana. 11

;3~ Ma•rijuana, because of rts gre.ater bulk, is 
easier to -stop at the border, but the. reswlt .of interdiction efforts has been to stimulate 
domestic-cuTti'vatio:n of.marijuana· (one .quarter is now home-grown), whfle:encouraging 
many smugglers to turn to eocaine, which is more easily .concealed and transported.34 

If the United State$ is unable lo suppress the· growing of ma•rijuana within its own 
terri.tory, it will hav.e even more difficult eradic~ting th~ coca pl.ant or opium poppy in 
Third World countries.35 Moreover, even if we were -able to totally destroy foreig·n coca 
and opium. crbps, synthetic drugs, With probably mofe dangerous side effects, could 
easily be produced in clandestine U.S. Jabotatories.36 In short, repression --whether at 
home or abroad -- cannot solve the drug problem. 

One funGlamentaJ flaw in current drug policy is that it de.nies the distinction 
between drug use and drug abuse. But the distinction is a real one. Evidence shows 
that a majority of heroin users are not ;:tddicts, 37 and that occasional users are able. to 
take i,t for pleasure with few negative side effec:ts. 38

• Crack has been portrayed in the 
meclfa as instantly addrctiv~- ("Us•ing it even once can make a persbn orave cocain~ for 
as long as fhey live." ·Peter Jennin_gs exclaimed oni ''Wo(ld NewsTonight.'-'69

) ln fact, it 
takes a few months of .smoking ·crack to become addicted.Ao The official guess is that 
:20~25% of c:ocafne users Will became chronic abosers.41 This is not to say th~l heroin 
or cocaine are harmle·ss. But occaslonal use. causes. neglJgible harm to society1 and 
the harm to th·e ·inctividual is generally far les_s than that caused by sr:,ending time in Jail, 
g:eftirtg a ·criminal record, or losing one's job. 

By enco:urag'ing the view that the crucial line i.s• between z.ero use and use, 
instead_ ~f between use and abuse,. current policy is ill-equipped to cooftont the real 
problems, There is, for example, a real ·probl·em witb predatory crime, but reducing the 
number of pet>ple who occasionally use drugs will not affect its incidence at all. 42 ·sy 
criminalizing all drug use, social s·anctions that might keep moderate users fr.om abu.se 
are replac.ed by a criminal milieu which discourage·s moderation.43 Current drug 
education is inevitably h_andic.app'ed by the fa.ct that whatever information is taught, the 
mess.age ultimately is zero tolerance. 44 The result is that false ·information is often 



taught, with predictable: results. As a .Bus.h :administration official acknowledged: ''tf {he 
kid$ find out yo(i_re lying_, thei lf fh tnkyou're lyrt1g about other things· too''45 (which they 
are·, but not ab0.ut the fad that oraek addiction '.is bad for you). 

Government officials have spoken optimisNcally of their progJie.ss in. the war on 
drugs. "fhere ·ate goed reasons to -doubt their numbers·-~ the most accurate, data show 
hard-Gore cocaine users to be four 'ti.me.s as numeroas as the administration cl·aims4

•
6
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but even on thi3ir awn tertns1 aamrni'sfrij.tion fi.glJre.s provld~ no cause f©r S.afi.sfactitm. 
T-h~y show imat the number .of people who rep.orted using cocalne: at least once in the 
lasl year d'eclined nearly fifty percent from 1 ·985 ·to 1990, but that those r.ep·orting daily 
eocaJne 1use inqreased 37'¼ .• 47 "The first g._oal of our strrate·gy,'' declared WHUa;m 
Bennett,. "is to: red~ce. the number of Amerf cans who choose to use drugs,. "48 By 
administration frg_ure-s, this :first goal was met, yet the problem has gotten worse. 

·What is the alternative to the current war on drugs? Our first priority, to repeat, 
m.ust be to µtge the flJflding of human needs: providing· jobs, education, arid h.ealth 

• ' 

care, But as part of a,,ur program, we, must oall for the controlled legalization of drugs, 
at least of marijuan·a and the opiates. 

Some right-Wingers have'·urged uncontrolled legalization, letting the free market 
do what it will. Under thts mode·!, d)i.Jgs wm.1Jd be freely avail~J;:,1.e ano widely 
adverti'sed\ just a.s cfgarettes and alcohol are now49 A left-wing drug policy .can have 
no iHusions about the fre:e market. Not only must we oppos.e -the, free. m:arket for 
currently illegal drugs, we ougbt to opp.ose it: for cigarettes and alcohol as weJI. We 
ought to call for an end to all drug advertis•ing and all drug pushing·, (The drug pusher 
is. a myth When it c:orr,es to HHc.it drug~, .because t;he, i.11.egaJ. market is too wn.stab'le and 
the dangers of dealing with strangers too great for drug sellers to give away free 
samples.50 But in the legal market cigarette companies give out free samples, n.ot to 
mention p~3ters and prize:s,) 

hJ fact, the tmfy way to really end drug advertrsin,g: an.d promoting is to 
nationalize the-alcohol and .tobacco companies. This. may seem extreme as a p1ankin 
a 15>ro·gram for today, l:>ut the rec.ore£ of the cfgare.tte cotnpg,nies shoul.d .heJp us ,convince 
oyr fellow ·citizen$ that such a step .fs necessary. Clgarette ads invarfab.ly feature 
beauUful models in ord:ert0, make smoking more ;glamorctus .. Oritras appealed to the: 
companies' social eonsciene.e and asked them to stoµ th'i's prijctiee. the T ob.acco 
Institute re~pond:ed, "What do. they want us to wse for a model, a hobo wearing, a torn 
ra·incoa:t and standing in -thmt of a porno store? We, h_ijye a p.rodwcl to sell.'151 Wh.ert 
cigarette ads were barred from T\iin the U.S., the tobacco companies started 
sponsoring sp0rting events, thereby getting their brand name cfisp·layed on tne screen 
for hours at a 'time. fn Belgium, when cI9.arette ad:s were restrict~d, Marlboro 
advertised its matches and lighters, which just happened to use the same mode~s, th.e 
same· cowbot and horse., and the sam.e fog,o as: its cigarettes.52 
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The problem is not just that ads glamorize harmful substances., but that the 
economic .clout of th~ cigarette:.companies creates strong in.centtves for those 
.depend.ent 0n advertising revenues not to offend their sponsors. A ·1982 study by the 
Ameriean Cou:ncir orJ Science and Health, for example, found that magazines that ran a 
lot of .ci.garette ads -.J among them Cosmopolitan, Mademoiselle, -and Ms. -- te.nded to 
underplay the health risks of cigarettes in :their .articles.53

; Newsweek eve·n had a ·cover 
story on the causes of cancer without a section on cigarettes.&4 Today, even a 
cigarette ad ban wouldn't- give the media the 'Coutage to tell the truth about smoking, 
because the tobacco comp.anies have .become diversified: Philip Morris, for example, 
now owns General Foods· and eontr01s· its advertising budget. ~5 Thus, a few years ago 
Readers-Digest (Which has always-refuse·d cigarette· ads) rejected a supplement by the 
American Heart Association for fe·ar of offending the food company advertisers wh1ch 
were owned by tobacco firms. 56 

B:an_s on cigarette ads have been shown to cut smoking (not so much among 
established .smokers, but among new smok~rs ). 51 If we. nationalize the tobacco 
.ct>mpani.es, we cafrl pr.event them from getting around the ban, and th.e smoking 
reductlo11 should be even greatet. This iS the same model that ought -to be followed fot 
alcbhoJ and. other d(ugs as well. 

To. b·e sare, governments -can and do behave just as irresponsib.ly as private 
tirm.s. 58 Taiwan, for example, calls its government-produced cigarette '·'Long-Ufe."59 In 
the U.S., government advertising for government-run lotteries has probably created 
more s.etf-destructive gamblers than the numbers racket ever did. Many states have 
used the lottery as. a way to balance the budget in lieu .of raising taxes, judging this to 
be the most politically acceptable way to generate futids, To prevent this sort of thing, 
we :should demand that the nationaHzed drug .company be run under the office of the 
Sur-geon General, With all proceeds earmarked exclusively for treating pro.blem.s df drug 
abuse. 

Alo(19 With c_ontrolled legaHzation there must be massive funding of education 
and treatment pmgr.ams. This does not exist today:. Leaving asi.de for the moment 'the 
futility of the "Just Say Noll ~ppro~ch to drug education, only one state in fifty has be,en 
given. enough funds to deHver what the Bush administration considers an effective .drug 
'edu.c_ation mess.age fo, all of its students. A majority of slates don't have enou_gh fu,nds 
lo teach even one fhjrd of their students.60 The· administration tfaims that. fifty percent 
of all drug a8dicts cQuld be helped by t~eatment, y.et fewer than .half of- these have 
received tre.atment. 61 New York City, With Ii tensed treatment c~pacity for 42,000: orug 
abus·etsr has an estimated 550, QOO addicts. 62 A .study by the U . .S. General Accounting 
Otrtce found that in five of ejght cities studied there were lengthy waiting Hsts fo:r 
treatment; 1n Atlanta the Wail-was a year, with many receiViog inadequ.ate or even no 
treatment at .alf. 63 In prison, fewer than one out of seven addiets receive:d treatment; in 
1989 alone,. 3:6. million criminal drug users were releas.ed without receivtng treajrnent.64 

Onley one s.Qhool system in the entire Gountry (Little Rock) hopes to provide full 
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ins.uranc.e for drug and alcohol abuse treatment to all •its students; tliljs is to be paicl f_or 
not out of govemrner:il f~nds but from pdvate contributions:, which so far have covered 
only a quarter of the .costs. 65 

Some bemocr:ats have prop.osed sharply incre.asing spending on education and 
treatment while· keeping drugs illega.J. The.re is no cilpupt. that this would be .a great 
improvetn.ent over the exi.Sting war on drug_s1 but many of the ne,gative features. of 
current poHcy would remain. 

First, treatment 'is likely toi be less effective under conditiolilS of criminalization. 
Mention has· already been made of how arresti(l'.g pregnant women frightens many away 
from tre~tmen.t. Fear pf punishment has caused others as well to shun medical 
assistance. Len Bias1 the young, basketball player who overdosed, died bec~use his 
friends, scared ofthe polic.~ .. waited until after hfs third sefzure b.etore calling an 
ambularioe.66 

Secbnd, mar)Y of th~ most serious medical emergencies resulting from drug use 
are actually conse:quenc.es of the illegality of drugs rather than inhet~nt properties of 
the drugs. On the street, drugs ar~ ad.ult~rated, subjecting users to potentially toxic 
substances -and making it impossible to know the exact dose one is taking. st 

More fundamentally, however, treatment and education are unlikely to be very 
.s·uccessful without massive reinvestment in our cities. And that re1nvest_ment is unlikely 
as tong as the drug war rages. If we persist in criminalizing so many of our urban 
yo.uth, who will employ them? How can a teacher or parent convince young people-to 
work hard when drug.dealers are the successful role models?68 

Drug ijddiction doesn't u.sual-ly turn I.aw abJding citizens into criminals, but there 
is no do·ubt that addiction inprea:ses the crime rate·, not becau!5e .of the pharmacological 
prop~rUes .of the drugs, but because of their price.69 (A crack addict typically ·needs· 
$1,000 a week.)70 And it is the ctime, far more than the drug a_buse itself, that makes 
our urban centers ~o unlivable .. As .Kurt Schmoke, the· Afr.i·c-an-American mayor of 
Baltirri~re, put h.: 11lt ls very ·easy f0r people f1ivin,g in oommuniHes where dn.igs are not a 
problem (:and tho.se are becoming few!3r ,all th~ time) to argue that drug-related violence 
cannot justifry decrimioafization, But if you h:ave to live with that violence day in and d~.y 
out -- as. miHions of people in large urban are~s do -- and live in terror of being gunned 
down! robbs(!l or assaJJlted, or .having theJ,same :occLJr to one of your loved ones, you 
soon start wanting resu_lts. "71 

Th.e otug war, by fueling or.ganized crime, police corrupUon, and violations of 
civil libertie:s, sets b.ack the· ·progressive movement$ that m~st be mobifized to bring 
about social justice.. The mob in the United States has not established de-ath squads to 
use, ~gainst the left as have the narco-traffickers in Colombia, but it does provide the 
thugs and corrupt union leaders ·who debifitate the labor movement. Police forces are 
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never on 'the side of progre-s.sive poMtics, bu_t wf despread corruption mpke-s them even 
les.s susceptible to- public contro.1. And outrageous laws-'\'/i~lating cJvil liberti_es have 
been enacted WithouJ much protest becaus.e they hc:tve been .aimed .at evil .drug dealers, 
but can always be used against anyone with unpopular vi~ws . 

. As long as this drug war continues, the underlyjng· social roots of addicfion are 
not likely to ibe addre:ssed. 

Controlled L~galization in Practice 

Aoy policy of controll.ed leg_alization has to decide how currently illegal drugs 
woutd be made avijijab.le. If drugs were· sold Jne~pensively, then there would be the· 
danger that many new users and new abu.sers would purohas$ it. On the other hand, if 
drugs were made expensive (using the additional proceeds t-o fund treatment programs 
.and the like) then.addicts would stiU need to tum.to. crime to support theJr habits (and 
they wouldn't even have their usual option of d£1ug~dealing to make some. money).. 

A two-tiered approach would ~e-em to _make the most sense. Addicts should be 
able to _get affordable drugs at: gQ:vernment supported cli_nics, while recreational users­
should have to pay· high prices. The idea here is to minimtze the ince:ntive to ·crime 
amon:g the former group1 Whi_le discouraging too freque·nt use among the. latter. Drugs 
whose abuse does not t.ead to crime .(ma11ijuana, for ~xample) would only have a 
recreaUonal price. Recreational prices would be proportional to the hatm of the drug as 
a way fo encourage use .of the less h_armful altemative. For example, because of its 
greater dangers to society and to the individu~I. alcohol would be priced higher than 
marijuana. 72 

Addicts would not simply be handed. their fix and sent on their way. They would 
need fo meet with doctors and s.ocial workers vvho w0uld try to determjne the best 
s-trate_gy. for the, 1 ndividual addict For some-, graduaHy weaning would make serrtse; for 
others methadone mainten_,ance· or heroin maintenance; and lor still' others every ~ffort 
would 1be made to is.wit_ch them to a safer drug or means of administratid_n. For all, 
treatmenJwouldbe offered and µrg~d. :(And the left would have to keep reminding the 
public that for treatment to really work, there musl be-full employment.) To really· to. 
thejr job, these clinics woult! have to provide the full r:ange of medi.cal and social 
serrvices to addicts, se-rvices that of course we should demand for all citizens. l.n the 
Netherl.ands., where her.om _use is ille.gal but treated as a public health not a law 
enforcement problem, some 60-80% of drug addicts -are estimated to. be in touch with 
health and welfare instifufrons.73 This makes addiction a far less damaging condition 
both for -society and for th_e addict. 

One problem ·with a two:..tiered system rs leakage: addicts who get their drugs at 
the cheaper price may try to, sell th~m to others, undercuttin'g the recreatlonal price. To 
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do thi,s, of course, the addictwouJd have ~o forego taking the drug birn- or herself, 
which is something addi.ct_s tend not to li.ke to· do. But some: addi'Cts, presumably, woolo 
be able to dupe the doctors into believing they need. more than they actually do. Thi.s 
would create an 'illicit market of sorrts, but, as one expert on drugs and crime has not~d. 
it would li_kely resemble the current i.llicft market tor amphetamines and tranquilizer.s, 
which presents ·fewer organized-crime problems than does the current system...74 

Moreover, people who want to. use ille.gal. d_rugs today have no choice but to break the 
law; urtder controlled legalization the temptations to l·aw.,breaking (buying on the illicit 
market) would be less powerful since one can Still get the drug legally, though at a 
higher price. • 

There would be less danger that o.rga.ni~ed crime would undercut the 
recre.afional pri.ce. Although addicts are· not a majority .of drug users1 they use a 
disproportionate. sha_re of drugs. So once they- are rembv~d from the market, the 
dema-nd for drugs shoulci decline consJderably, and this reduced demand would make it 
hard fm drug traffi'Ckfng o-rgaoizations to maintain profits at prices much below those of 
the _governmenl In addition, users:would likJ31y be wi'lling to· pay more for assurances of 
qualiiy controJ, just as prescription drug ab_us-ers today seem to be willing to pay for the 
s·ecurity of the brand. n.a:me. 

"The bigg_e:st question raised by any system 'Of legali:z:ation is what would happen 
to the number of drug ad<iiicts? Some el:a.1m thaf the :number would swell to 60 million or 
even half -the adult population of the United States. 75 There are good reasons to 
believe that these dire predictions -are wholly unwarranted. 

The critical question, it must be kept in mind, is not th.e number of drug users, 
but the number qf abµsers. And 'even then some of fho,se who become drug abusers 
may switch from alcohol or nicotine abuse, which might be more harmful.76 (In the late 
19th ~ntury, opiete_s were c;onsjdered by doc1ors to be a u5eful 5ubstitute to get 
a'lcohoHcs,,off alcohoJ.7.7 In the -other direction, China's much heralded success at 
dealing with opium add,1etion may not have been: such ·~ public health triumph,: two­
thirds of Chinese men now smoke cfgaretjes, whfch is. predicted to have a devastating 
impact on China's mortality .rate in coming years. 78

) 

Und.er le:galfzation, the recreatld.nal price of drugs might wel.1 be more than the 
current illegal price. Even so,. sinc.e .the drug would be.far safer and one·wouldn't have 
to risk arrest ·or, more Importantly, the ·dangers !S5f travelfing into high crime areas1 one 
would ex;pect the number of users to .go up."79 But there i's no fixed relationship between 
the li1umber of users -and the number of abusers, (As noted above, current U.S. poHoy 
might well have the effect of reducing fh~ former while increasing. the latter.) 
Pr.esurnably, those wh9 are most m~ely lo -abuse. drugs are those who are willing to use 
today when 'it ls illegal; put another way, tho,s~ who now avoid drug use beoaus~ of the 
various d.ange.rs of the illegal d(ug market are le·ss likely than current us.ers to become 
abl!Jsers. 80 Thu-s, we would expect the number of al:>users under lega'lizatio.n not .to rise 
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proportJonately nearly as much as· the number of users. 

S.0me use drugs preeisety because it is an mega.I activity: it i.s a way to e,xpress 
disdain for sacral convention and rejection of s_ociety's values, Few addicts deJerti"iine 
to be·corne abusers: it won't happen to them,. they believe,. sd they can flaunt social 
mores by living on the 'wild. side. But i'f the social. norm became .opposition to ~bus~ 
rather th~n use, much of the appeal would be lo.st. 

·Where u&e is not shunned, social conventions often develop that h_~rp people 
avoid abuse .. ·This ·;snot invariaply the case: France, for-many years, had extremely 
hig_h levels of soci_a·1 drinking combined with one of the worfd's worst alcoholism 
problems.81 But France al.so did.negHgible alcohol education. ln;:fact,. there were no 
raws c1gainst drunk driving until. 1-962, 82 and when the govemrnent belatedly trred to 
warn against the dang·ers of at_cohol abuse, the powerful wine lobby took out ads 
declaring "WaJer is for frogs." But pl,lblic health efforts are apparently finafly beginning 
Jo take effect 83 So to promote 'the. development ·0f social nonils encouraging 
mQder,atien, under con.trolled Le_galization massive .edu_cation against drug abuse, wourd 
be undertaken. And the educaJibi'l would .have a level of credi.bilit-y ra.cking in the zero 
toler:ance messag~s of' nicotine-addicted WHHarn Bennett1 

84 in the exhortations ,by 
White Hoµse-endorsed "Just-Say-No" officials that we turn in drug-using family 
members to the police, 6~ or 1n the· ·••pleasure· is sin" sermons delivered from pulpits and 
government offices, 

In those places Where._marijuana has been decriminalized. (Alaska, Oregon for a 
time, the Netherland$, etc. )1 studies show no disc:emible effect on the number of users 
or the frequency of use. 86 On: the other hand, the record for- heroin. decriminalization 
has not been very encouraging1 .but.it js important fo· see how the policies that have 
b:een tried have dfffe.red from controlled legalization. 

'.Br'ita1·n u-sed to allow cloctors to prescribe heroin to addjcts; in th_e late· 1960s the 
law was 'ch·anged so th~j .oniy special clinic.s could do so. The heroin probt·ern 
remained quite. minimal until the 1-980s, when the number of addicts grew rapidly. But 
tl')(a new addicts were in no way a result .of the clinics (in fact, .the number of clinic 
patients Who were being maintained on heroin in the mjd-eightie.s was under 20087

) . 

The new addicts were people for wt,orn heroin had be,en treated exactly the same way 
as 'it is in the U:S; , that is, ,twas t0'ta'lly illegal for them and was smuggled into the 
country. 88 Additi_anally, the 1.ess. dangere>us: d(l.19 marijuana has always. been illegal in 
Bri.tainJ and indeed the bulk of the British law enfor.cement e:ffort has been aimed a't lh'.ls 
drug rather than heroin.89 Finally, it should be noted that the (ise ·1n addiction in Britain 
co'incid.e.~ With the disintegration of the British welfare state .under Thatcher, and the 
heroin addiction is correlated with high levels of unempfoyment. 90 Even so, the Br,ti$h 
addiction rate is sUII_ about a tenth that of the United .States. 91 

Some Europ~an countries have decrimJnalized possession of small amounts of 
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drugs for personal use, while still going after, the drug 'dealers. 92 Such a policy has the 
major advantag,e of not turning a large. fr~ction of the population into criminals, but it 
has other seri.ous drawbacks. Because selling is ill.egal, qwalily control is absent and 
overdoses are common; org_anized erime conti"n'l11es to reap the profits; and, since 
prices are high, addicts mus.f still steal to support their habits. In addition, th·e poHcy 
seems oft~n ·not to: have been .combined with a comprehe11sive-pro:gram of drug 
education and treatment·. In ;:my event the drug education messag~ 1s obscured by the 
policy: instead of the· crucial distinction being use versus mi_su.se, it becomes defined as: 
personal use versus selling (a dfffioult distinction to sustain morally gi:ve·n that t.hose 
who personally use need sellers). 

The Netherlands has permitted the sare of cannabis jn coffee houses and, while 
herdin is illegal, the government emphasizes harm redu_ction in its handling of hard 
drugs.. Ifs tnarjjuana use rate is below that of the U.. S. and its heroin addicfi.on rate i,g 
typical for Western Europe and lower than in the United Stat~sf even though it is 
·;nfl.ated by the inclusi-on of foreigners -attracted by the more tolerant Dutch attitude. ~3 

More importantly, the harm to society and to the addict from drug cte·pendence is f.ar 
less in the Netherlands than ih the U.S·.: the spread of HIV .infecti_on ha~ levell.ed off due 
to ne,edle exchanges; instead of being 'forced lo be outlaws, addicts are given a 
government-subsidized union to advocate for their rights; and the police reluctance to 
.use informers and underc:over operations has kept the level of violence down~94 

If controlled legatizatfon were to drasU0_ally ihcrease the level of drug abuse in 
the inner .cities, which have already suffered so .d_isproporUonately from the ravag~s of 
drugs1 there might be good reason fo reject the legalization option. But the risks of 
such a policy are actually far less in the urban areas than elsewhere. Those who want 
to use drugs in these areas today don't have any p(bblem in finding a dealer, th_ey are 
not deterred by the dangers of traveling to a dangero·us neighborhood since they 
·e\lready live there; they are nqf det~tred by law enforcement. officials. b'ecausa the police 
are s.o in:effective 1n preventing ghetto crime and are h~ld in such low regard by ghetto 
resident~·,95 And. the temptations in the form of the financially successful drug deal~r 
-are extremely p~werfuL In short, tho:se who wanl t0 use drugs· .are largely doing so. 
Likewis-e, those in the inner cities who despite thefr poverty are sufficiently obedient to 
the law to refrain from drug us.e 'today are likely to respect other relevant authorities 
who would :continue to warn _agprnst the dangers of drug abuse: parents., teachers, 
relig'ious· Jead~rs, or political organi'.zers. 

So far,, the jssue of COGajne, and espe~ially crack,, has been ignored. The effects 
of craek are ·stilf not very well understbod: the extent to which 'it may cause violence, 
the dangers of unpredictable overd.o$es, the• degree to which one can function at a job 
while addicted. Until more is known about it, it probably .makes sense to keep crack 
illegal. It might seem that this just leaves the biggest ·problem unto·uched. B.ut first, the 
l_ega'1zation of other drug_s· may s_h_ift some crack users to less harm'ful .alternatives. 
Seaond, ,the dang~rs of leaving crack illegal -- the continued crime, etc. -- are no worse 
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than the situatroh tqday..: A~ our knowledge about crack increases, arter weive ha"d 
som~ experience-with le.gal mar,ju•ana cmd.·op1at~, an informed dec'ision could be made 
on crack. 

Some other obj!3Cfions to legalization po.int to· the gr.eat~r d~r,gers of family 
vi.olence, reGktess drivin_g, or re.ckle.ss operation <:jf s1..1bways and so .on. If people abuse 
their f~milies ordriv$ reqkfessl-y or mug someone because of drug misuse, these 
aclian$ of course would still be itlegal under drug leg~lizatjon. Tho.se. who committed 
such, actions would be subject to .criminal sanction and, where appropriate·, could be 
.given the option of treatment a_s ~n alternative to punishment. The .ettectfveness of 
such co~rdve tre_atment is debatable, but in any ev~nt H can be just as available under 
Jegalization as· it i•s today. lns.µri_ng the safety of our .subways by random urine te.sts is 
n.ot only highfy objectionable on grounds of invas'ion of priv~cy._ but 1s not very effective. 
If tbe goar is to have: subway drivers (or other machine operators) whose reaction time 
'is sufficiently quick_ to' maintajn safety, then tests of reaction should be given. (One 
might have to play an.d win a little Nintendo-l'ike. gar:ne before being able to turn on the 
motor.) This would prevent th,ose who were irnpaire·d for s.ome non-drug related reason 
(say, exhaustiory): from endangeri'ng the publtc, and, if hooked up to the ignition of 
automobiles, such. a device would .assure f~r more traffic safety than laws on a-rbitrary 
alcohol blood content ·1evels whose effects vary from individual -to individu_al and which 
are difficult to enforce. 

It would be wrong to suggest that c0ntrolled legalization would not involve 
problems. One-,of :the incen.tive·s to maturing out of addictiort. is the hassle of 
malntaining one's habit, an incentfye that would be lessened under legalization.96 

Some right-wingers would try to use the· availability of dangerous drugs as an excuse to 
dismantle the. Food and Drug Administration and other regulatory agencies.97 An 
.increase .in the num_b.er of .addicts on the :public charge might undero;11ne support for the 
welfare sy,stem.9.8 And, finally, large numbers of people W.ould -.still be driven by pov~rty, 
misery, .and aHeflafion to throw (away their liyes on drug$. 

These are r.e.al problems.. But no .solution to the ·drug problem can b~ more t.hao 
a palliative under capitalism. The problems from contrnutng the drug war, however, are 
ever:, more serious. Controlled leg:afjzalio11 alone won~t end the drug crisis. But it may 
make it sUghtly easier to undertak,e the massive reconstruction of Americc1n socrety that 
is .so desperately nee~ed. 
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