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Williamsburg, Brooklyn
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Williamsburg, Brooklyn 

• October 1987 evening ‘shooting gallery’
• Rent safe space, injecting equipment 
• Drugs brought in, then injected
• 2 Hispanic men, 2 Hispanic women
• Injecting speedballs, appalling hygiene
• Life changing experience 
• Became interested inequality + illicit drugs
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Porto Allegre, Brazil
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• Prohibition opium smoking
• International Opium Commission 1909
• Declaration War Against Drugs 1971
• AIDS, Bronx, 1980s
• Drug cultivation, production
• Drug trafficking organisations
• Rat Park
• Prevalence drug use vs inequality
• Conclusions
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Prohibition opium smoking:

• Opium smoking banned late 19 th C
– Australia (SA, Vic, NSW)

– Canada (BC)
– USA (California)

– Only Chinese smoking opium on goldfields
– Racism critical development, maintenance drug 

prohibition 
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International Opium Commission:

• China positive trade balance 18 th C

• British East India Co began producing opium colonia l 
India, transporting to China

• 2 Opium wars 1840, 1858

• Lead to 1909 International Opium Commission convene d 
by USA – start global drug prohibition

• Evolved under League Nations, then UN ���� global drug 
prohibition   
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Racism, drug prohibition:

‘There are 100,000 marijuana smokers in the US and most 
are Negroes, Hispanics, Filipinos and entertainers.  Their 
Satanic music, jazz and swing, result from marijuan a use. 
This marijuana causes white women to seek sexual 
relations with Negroes, entertainers and any others ’
Henry Anslinger, U. S. Federal Bureau of Narcotics 
Commissioner, 1937
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Racism, drug prohibition: 2
• Opium anti Chinese
• Cannabis anti Mexican
• Cocaine anti black

• Cannabis arrests New York City 2008
population arrested cannabis rate

• blacks 26% 54% 7
• Latinos 27% 33% 4
• Whites 35% <10% 1

NYC Levine
http://www.alternet.org/drugreporter/141866/the_epi demic_of_pot_arrests_in_new_york_city/?page=entire

• Cannabis arrests ‘provide young, mostly low-income blacks, 
Latinos & whites with a head start for unemployment  and prison’
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Declaration War Against Drugs:

June 1971 Nixon declares War Against Drugs
‘Look, we understood we couldn't make it illegal 
to be young or poor or black in the United States, 
but we could criminalize their common pleasure. 
We understood that drugs were not the health 
problem we were making them out to be, but it 
was such a perfect issue for the Nixon White 
House that we couldn't resist it.’
John Ehrlichman: Dan Baum ‘Smoke and Mirrors’
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War Against Drugs: race

‘[President Nixon] emphasised that you have 
to face the facts that the whole problem is 
really the blacks. The key is to devise a 
system that recognises that while not 
appearing to’.

H.R.Haldeman to his diary

‘Smoke and Mirrors.’ Dan Baum, 1996
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Drugs, prejudice: 1

May 26, 1971, 10:03 am Oval Office 
Richard Nixon
‘Now, this is one thing I want. I want a 

Goddamn strong statement on marijuana. 
Can I get that out of this sonofabitching, uh, 
Domestic Council?"

HR Haldeman
‘Sure.’
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Drugs, prejudice: 2

RN: ‘I mean one on marijuana that just 
tears the ass out of them. …You know it's 
a funny thing, every one of the bastards 
that are out for legalizing marijuana is 
Jewish. What the Christ is the matter with 
the Jews, Bob, what is the matter with 
them? I suppose it's because most of 
them are psychiatrists’
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War Against Drugs: 

‘I think there is a genuine hypocrisy in all of thi s. 
The people in the federal government are just 
kidding themselves and kidding the people when 
they say we have mounted a massive war on 
narcotics when they know darned well that that 
the massive war that they have mounted on 
narcotics is only going to be effective at the 
margins. If they don’t know it they ought to know 
it.’

John Ehrlichman in ‘Smoke and Mirrors’. Dan Baum. 1996
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War Against Drugs:

‘Narcotics suppression is a very sexy political 
issue. It usually has high media visibility. 
Parents who are voters are worried about 
narcotics. They listen to a politician when he 
talks about drug suppression just as they seem 
to tune him out when he makes speeches about 
the energy problem. Therefore the White House 
often wants to be involved in narcotics 
problems even when it doesn’t need to be …..’

John Ehrlichman, 28 July 1976
Testimony to the Senate Subcommitee on Investigatio ns
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Drug cultivation, production, transit:

• Opium, coca from developing countries, 
‘failed states’

• Mainly Afghanistan, Burma, Colombia, 
Peru, Bolivia

• Become ‘narco-states’: difficult 
distinguish trafficker, government 

• Also Mexico, Pakistan
• Grinding poverty, rampant corruption, 

poor government
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Drug cultivation, production, transit:

• Become poor because cultivate, produce, transit 
drugs?

• Or cultivate, produce, transit drugs because 
poor?

• Cold war: cultivation, production countries front 
line communism-anti communism, remote, 
mountainous, breakaway ethnic minorities 

• Subsidy agriculture W Europe, Japan, USA $US 
350 billion/year 
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Inequality among traffickers:

Monthly revenue ($):
• Drug sales 24,800
• Dues 5,100
• Extortionary taxes 2,100
• Total monthly revenue 32,000

Black Disciples, Chicago
Venketash, Levitt
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Costs of doing business ($):

• Wholesale cost of drugs 5,000

• Board of directors fee 5,000
• Mercenary fighters 1,300
• Weapons 300

• Miscellaneous 2,400
• Total monthly non-wage costs       14,000

• Net monthly profit accruing to leader 8,500
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Organisational chart:

• Board of Directors
• Enforcer – Treasurer – Runner
• Officers
• Foot soldiers
• Rank and File
• Top 120 (2.2%) of gang earn 50% of 

income
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Why pay low wages?

‘You got all these niggers below you 
want your job, you dig? So, you know, 
you try to take care of them , but you 
also have to show them you the boss. 
You always have to get yours first, or 
else you really ain’t no leader. If you 
start taking losses, they see you as 
weak as shit.’
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Adverse events index members:

• Number of times arrested 5.9
• Number non-fatal wounds 2.4
• Chance of being killed 1 in 4

(Timber cutter 1 in 200)
• 56% neighbourhood children below poverty 

line (18% national average)
• 5% neighbourhood adults college degree
• 1/3 adult neighbourhood men ever worked
• Neighbourhood median income   $15,000
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Pay scales ($):

• 20 Bosses (1/3 in prison) 500,000 /year

• 100 Leaders 100,000 /year

• 300 Officers 8,400 /year

• 5,000 Foot Soldiers 1,776 /year

• Leaders 66 /hour

• Officers 7 /hour

• Foot Soldiers 3.30 /hour
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Reference:

Sudhir Alladi Venketash, Steven D. Levitt, The 
Financial Activities of an Urban Street Gang, 
Quarterly Journal of Economics 155 (3); 2000; 
755-789.
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Rat Park:

• Bruce Alexander et al 1970s 
• Hypothesis: 

– drugs do not cause addiction

– apparent addiction to opioid drugs laboratory rats 
attributable to living conditions
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Rat Park: 2

• Group CC - isolated laboratory cages, weaned 
22 days, remained caged till 80 days 

• Group PP – ‘Rat Park’ all 80 days
• Group CP - moved laboratory cages ���� ‘Rat 

Park’ at 65 days  
• Group PC - moved ‘Rat Park’ ���� cages at 65 

days of age
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Rat Park: 3
• Caged males drank 19 x > morphine Rat Park males 
• Rat Park rats resisted morphine

• When naloxone added to morphine-laced water, Rat 
Park rats began to drink it 

• Conclusion:

‘severely distressed animals, like severely 
distressed people, will relieve their distress 
pharmacologically if they can’

• Difficulty getting published
• Replicated but never accepted in USA
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‘Addiction is a brain disease’

• US largely determines global approach drugs eg 
Shanghai 1909, Vienna 2009

• US approach biological reductionism ���� world: 
‘addiction is a brain disease’

• DSM ‘Drug Misuse and Abuse’
• NIDA budget research $US 1 billion
• >80% world research illicit drugs
• See drugs as mental health, moral problem, not 

biopsychosocial problem
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Prevalence drug use, inequality:
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Inequality:

• More obesity*
• More mental illness*
• Poorer educational attainment*
• Higher incarceration rate
• Retention death penalty
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Source: Wilkinson, R. G., & Pickett, K. E. (2007). Social Science & Medicine, 65 (9), 1965-1978.

Imprisonment, income inequality, rich countries:
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Source: Wilkinson, R. G., & Pickett, K. E. (2007). Social Science & Medicine, 65 (9), 1965-1978.

Imprisonment, income inequality, USA states,
death penalty:
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Conclusions:

• Inequality critical development, 
maintenance global drug prohibition

• Racism, twin of inequality, ditto
• Global drug prohibition entrenches global, 

domestic inequality
• Global drug prohibition failed, futile: 

��� � production, consumption, range, 
availability, purity, adverse consequences, 
HIV; ��� � price
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Conclusions: 2
• Inequality worsens outcomes drug prohibition, 

other important outcomes
• To ��� � harmful effects illicit drugs:

– reject biological reductionism, US hegemony 
– ��� � inequality
– redefine illicit drugs primarily health, social 

problem, ��� � funding health, social 
• Recognise political difficulties achieving these 

goals


