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nomena in their own right and understanding the broader social, politica]
and economic circumstances under which they occur. The crack scare gl
must be understood in terms of its political context and its appeal to impor-
tant groups within American society. The mass media and politicians, how.
ever, did not talk about drugs this way. Rather, they decontextualized the
drama, making it appear as if the story had no authors aside from dealers anq
addicts. Their writing of the crack drama kept abusers, dealers, Crimes, and
casualties under spotlights while hiding other important factors in the shad-
ows. We suggest that over and above the very real problems some users gyf.
fered with crack, the rise of the New Right and the competition between
political parties in a conservative context contributed significantly to the mak-

ing of the crack scare.

THE NEW RIGHT AND ITS MORAL IDEOLOGY
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Once he became president in 1981, Reagan and his appointees attempted
to restructure public policy according to a radically conservative ideology.
Through the lens of this ideology, most social problems appeared to be sim-
ply the consequences of individual moral choices. Programs and research that
had for many years been directed at the social and structural sources of social
problems were systematically defunded in budgets and delegitimated in dis-
course. Unemployment, poverty, urban decay, school crises, crime, and all
their attendant forms of human troubles were spoken of and acted upon as
it they were the result of individual deviance. immorality, or weakness. The
most basic premise of social science—that individual choices are influenced
by social circumstances—was rejected as left-wing ideology. . . .

With regard to drug problems, this conservative ideology is a form of soci-
ological denial. For the New Right, people did not so much abuse drugs because
they were jobless, homeless, poor, depressed, or alienated: they were jobless.
homeless, poor, depressed, or alienated because they were weak, immoral, Of
toolish enough to use illicit drugs. For the right wing, American business pro-
ductivity was not lagging because investors spent their capital on mergers and
stock speculation instead of on new plants and equipment, or for any nuft”
ber of other economic reasons routinely mentioned in the Wall Street ] ournd! _
or Business Week. Rather, conservatives claimed that businesses had difﬁculg
competing partly because many workers were using drugs. In this view, U




imprison those people for causing the problems.
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Fo'r the Reagan administration and the Right, America’s drug problems
functioned as opportunities for the imposition of an old moral agenda in the
guise of a new social concern. Moreover, the remedies that followed from this
view were in perfect harmony with “traditional family values"—individual
moral discipline and abstinence, combined with police and prisons for those
who indulged. Such remedies avoided all questions about the economic and
political sources of and solutions to America’s social problems. The Reagan
administration preached this ideology from the highest platiorms in the land
and transformed public policy in its image. It made a most hospitable con-

text for a new drug scare.

POLITICAL PARTY COMPETITION
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e columnist William Salire complajp, d

of antidrug “hysteria’ and “narcogania.” Polllt;:anrsa ij:r;lrlaréiic:he;emhing
from death penalties in North America to bombing N Mericy

Crack could not have appeared at a more OPF};DI' u! P ) c(l:a liﬂomént_
After years of dull debates on budget balanC.IHS, i DeR. s ha arrived jyg
in time for a crucial election. In an age of f15(?a1 constraint, when mos‘t .Prob-
lems were seen as intractable and most solutions costly,“ the crack crisig Was
the one “safe” issue on which all politicians c01j11d take tou'gh .f,tands” with.
out losing a single vote or campaign contribution. The_ legislative results of
the competition to “get tough” included a $2 billion law in 1986, the so-ca]leq
“Drug-Free America Act,” which whizzed through the H(?use (392 to 16) just
in time for members of Congress to go home and tell their constituents about
it. In the heat of the preelection, antidrug hysteria, the symbolic value of sych
spending seemed to dwarf the deficit worries that had hamstrung other leg-
islation. According .0 Newsweek, what occurred was “a can-you-top-this com-
petition” among “election-bound members of both parties™ seeking tough
antidrug amendments. The 1986 drug bill, as Representative David McCurdy
(D-Okla) put it, was “out of control,” adding through a wry smile, “but of
course I'm for it.”

servatly
stump speeches that even con
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As we mentioned earlier, in opinion polls in 1986, 1988. and 1989, more
people picked “drugs” as the “most important problem facing the country’
than any other public issue. Politicians and the press frequently cited such
poll results as the reason for their speeches and stories. For example, the New
York Times titled one story “The People’s Concern: [llegal Drugs Are an Issue
No Politician Can Resist” (May 22, 1988, p. E4). That title got it half right;
politicians couldn’t resist playing the drug issue, but the drug issue wasn't s
much “The People’s Concern” until they did. The reporter rightly noted that
the 1988 election campaign would ‘Tesemble a shoving match” over “who can

nerable to accusations of being ‘soft.’ Byt then he falsely attributed this phe-
nomenon to the citizenry: “The politicians were reflecting the concerns of therr
constituents.” He also quoted an aide to then—Vice President Bush saying the
same thing: “Voters have made this an issue.”

Politicians and the media were Jorging, not tollowing, public opinion. The
speeches and stories led the oft-cited poll results, not the other way around‘
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rc anfl media coverage—only 3 to 5% of those surveyed picked drugs as our
most important problem (New York Times, May 24, 1988, p. Al4). But then

again in 1989, immediately following President Bush’s speech escalating the
drug war, nearly two-thirds of the people polled identified drugs as America’s
most important problem. When the media and politicians invoked “public

opinion” as the driving force behind their actions against crack, they inverted
the actual causal sequence.
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THE END OF THE CRACK SCARE

In the 1980s, the conservative drive to reduce social spending exacerbated
the enduring problems ot impoverished African-American and Latino city res-
idents. Partly in response, a minority of the young urban poor turned either
to crack sales as their best shot at the American Dream and/or to the crack
high as their best shot at a fleeting moment of pleasure. Inner-city churches,
community organizations, and parent groups then tried to defend their chil-
dren and neighborhoods from drug dealing and use on the one hand and to
lobby for services and jobs on the other hand. But the crack scare did not
inspire politicians of either party to address the worsening conditions and
growing needs of the inner-city poor and working class or to launch a
“Marshall Plan for cities.” In the meantime, the white middle-class majority
viewed with alarm the growing numbers, visibility, and desperation of the
urban poor. And for years many Americans believed the central fiction of the
crack scare: that drug use was not a symptom of urban decay but one of its

most important causes.

All this gave federal and local authorities justification for widening the nets
of social control. Of course, the new drug squads did not reduce the dan-
gerousness of impoverished urban neighborhoods. But the crack scare did
increase criminal justice system supervision of the underclass. By 1992, (?ne
in four young African-American males was in jail or .prison or on probation
or parole—more than were In higher education. During the crack scare, the
prison population more than doubled, largely because of the arrests of drgg
users and small dealers. This gave the U.>. the highest incarceration rate in

the world.
By the end of 1992, however, the ¢

number of overlapping reasons for this.
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War on Drugs itself. Democrats as well as REPUbli_Cén? supported [}_13 War o,
Drigs but tie Reagan and Bush administrations initiated and led it, a4 the

drug war required support from the White Ho.use. GEfJI‘g“e Bush 4PPointe(
William Bennett to be a “tough” and extremely high protile “drug czar” lead

the campaign against drugs. But Bennett, criticized for his bombastic Style.

quit after only eighteen months (some P gccogntsdrefeneld Lo it as the
“czar’s abdication”). After that, the Bush administration downplayed the drug

war, and it hardly figured at all in the presidential primaries or Campaigy i,
1992. Bill Clinton said during the campaign that there were n_o €asy solutions
to drug problems and that programs that work only on reducing supply were
doomed to fail. The Clinton administration eschewed the phrase “War
Drugs,” and Lee Brown, Clinton’s first top drug official, explicitly rejected i,
title of drug czar. After billions of tax dollars had been spent and millions o
young Americans had been imprisoned, hard-core drug problems remaineq
With so little to show for years of drug war, politicians seemed to discoyer
the limits of the drug issue as a political weapon. Moreover, with both pat-
ties firmly in favor of the “get tough” approach, there was no longer any par-
tisan political advantage to be had.

The news media probably would have written dramatic stories about the
appearance of smokeable cocaine in poor neighborhoods at any time.
Television producers have found that drug stories, especially timely, well-
advertised, dramatic ones, often receive high ratings. But the context of the
Reagan-led drug war encouraged the media to write such pieces. Conservatives
had long complained that the media had a liberal bias; in the mid-1980s, drug
coverage allowed the media to rebut such criticism and to establish conser-
vative credentials. As we have suggested, news coverage of drugs rose and fell
with political initiatives, especially those coming from the president. Theretore,
as the White House withdrew from the drug issue, so did the press.

* k%

CONCLUSION

Smoking crack is a risky way to use ap already potent drug. Despite all the

exaggerations, heavy use of it has made life more difficult for many people—
most of them from impoverished urban neighborhoods. If we agree that to°
many lamilies have been touched by drug-related tragedies, why have ¥¢
bothered criticizing the crack scare and the War on Drugs? If even a few peo°
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ple are saved from crack addiction. why should anyone care if this

| latest drug
scare was In some measure concocted by

| the press, politicians, and moral
entrepreneurs to serve their other agendas? Given the damage that drug abuse

can do, what’s the harm in a little hysteria? Much of this book addresses that
i. question, but there are a few points that can be mentioned here.

g First, we suspect that drug scares do not work very well to reduce drug
1 problems and that they may well promote the behavior they claim to be pre-
s venting. For all the repression successive drug wars have wrought (primarily
'E upon the poor and the powerless), they have yet to make a measurable dent
. in our drug problems. For example, prompted by the crack crisis and inspired

by the success of patriotic propaganda in World War II, the Partnership for
: a Drug-Free America ran a massive advertising campaign to “unsell drugs.”

From 1987 to 1993, the Partnership placed over $1 billion worth of adver-

tising donated by corporations and the advertising industry. The Partnership
claims to have had a “measurable impact” by “accelerating intolerance” to

drugs and drug users. The Partnership claims it “can legitimately take some

[ of the credit for the 25% decline in illicit drug usage since our program was

' launched.” However, the association between the Partnership’s antidrug adver-
X ~ tising and the declines in drug use appears to be spurious. Drug use was
4 declining well before the Partnership’s founding; taking credit for what was
I already happening is a bit like jumping in front of a parade and then claim-
. ing to have been leading it all along. More 1mportant, drug use increased in
" the mid-1990s among precisely those age groups that had been targeted. by
T Partnership ads, while drug problems continued throughout their campaign.
5 Furthermore, Partnership ads scrupulously avoided any mention of the two
g forms of drug use most prevalent among youth: smoking and drinking. This
s may have something to do with the fact that the Partnership for a Drug-Free

edia and advertising industries, which

America is a partnership between the m |
o advertising each year, and with the

make millions from alcohol and tobacc
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fact that alcohol and tobacco companies contribute financially to the

Partnership’s campaign against illicit drugs. Surely pub}u: health education 1:1

important, but there is no evidence that selective antidrug propaganda an
. scare tactics have significantly reduced drug problems. hame | 1
v ampaigns may have increase

- d exaggerated antidrug ¢
indeed, hysterica’ and ex265 here is the risk that all of the exaggerated

o | of Medicine reported that the fre-
drug use. In 1986, the New England Journd Of o TV shows
quency of teenage suicides Imcreases after lurid news reports

about them. Reports about drugs, especially of new and exotic drugs like
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crack, may work the same way. In his classic . . . “How To Launch a Nation
Wide,Drug Menace.” [Edward] Brecher shows how exaggerated newspaper

reports of dramatic police raids in 1960 functioned ais ladvel‘l‘i?;‘ng tor glue
sniffing. The arrests of a handful ot sniffers led t-o anti-glue snitting hysey;,
that actually spread this hitherto unknown practice acrqss the US In 1986
the media’s desire for dramatic drug stories interacted with politicians’ desip,
for partisan advantage and safe election-year issues, SO NEWs about crack
spread to every nook and cranny of the nation far fasteI: lfh‘an deal.ers could
have spread word on the street. When the media and politicians claimed thg
crack is “the most addictive substance known to man,” there was some cop,-
monsense obligation to explain why. Therefore, alongside all the statemen;s
about “instant addiction,” the media also reported some very intriguing things
about crack: “whole body orgasm,” “better than sex,” and “cheaper thap
cocaine.” For TV-raised young people in the inner city, faced with a dismg]
social environment and little economic opportunity, news about such a sub-
stance in their neighborhoods may have functioned as a massive advertising
campaign for crack.

Further, advocates of the crack scare and the War on Drugs explicitly

rejected public health approaches to drug problems that conflicted with their
ideology. The most striking and devastating example of this was the total rejec-

tion of syringe distribution programs by the Reagan and Bush administrations
and by drug warriors such as Congressman Charles Rangel. People can and

do recover from drug addiction, but no one recovers from AIDS, By the end
of the 1980s, the fastest growing AIDS population was intravenous drug users.
Because syringes were hard to get, or their possession criminalized, injectors
shared their syringes and infected each other and their sexual partners with
AIDS. In the early 1980s, activists in a number of other Western countries
had developed syringe distribution and exchange programs to prevent AIDS,

and there is by now an enormous body of evidence that such programs are
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Another important harm resulting from American drug scares is they have
routinely blamed individual immorality and personal behavior for endemic
social and structural problems. In so doing, they diverted attention and
resources away trom the underlying sources of drug abuse and the array of
other social ills of which they are part. One necessary condition for the emer-
gence of the crack scare (as in previous drug scares) was the linking of drug
use with the problems taced by racial minorities, the poor, and youth. In the
logic of the scare, whatever economic and social troubles these people have

suffered were due largely to their drug use. Obscured or forgotten during the
crack scare were all the social and economic problems that underlie crack

abuse—and that are much more widespread—especially poverty, unemploy-
ment, racism, and the prospects of life in the permanent underclass.

Democrats denounced the Reagan and Bush administrations’ hypocrisy in
proclaiming “War on Drugs” while cutting the budgets for drug treatment,
prevention, and research. However, the Democrats often neglected to men-
tion an equally important but more politically popular development: the “Just
Say No To Drugs” administrations had, with the help ot many Democrats in
Congress, also “just said no” to virtually every social program aimed at cre-
ating alternatives for and improving the lawful life chances of inner-city youth.
These black and Latino young people were and are the group with the high-
est rate of crack abuse. Although, most inner-city youth have always steered
clear of drug abuse, they could not “just say no” to poverty and unemploy-
ment. Dealing drugs, after all, was (and still is) accurately perceived by many
poor city kids as the highest-paying job—straight or criminal—that they are
likely to get.

The crack scare, like previous drug scares and antidrug campaigns, pro-
moted misunderstandings of drug use and abuse, blinded people to the social
sources of many social problems (including drug problems), and constrained
the social policies that might reduce those problems. It routinely used intlated,
misleading rhetoric and falsehoods such as Bush’s televised account of how
he came into possession of a bag of crack. At best, the crack scare was not

good for public health. At worst, by manipulating and misintorming citizens
about drug use and effects, it perverted social policy and political democracy.

g UL ]

~ QUESTIONS

L. During the war on drugs, how did the news media and politicians con-
struct the crack problem in the United States? Pay close attention to the
particular words and images that these claimsmakers used.
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2. In referring to data about alcohol use, how do the aulbors make the cagp
that the words “epidemic’ and “plague’ presented an image of the crack

" | o
problem that went significantly beyond the statistics:
o the authors, how did the social construction of crack as 5

3. According t | _
societal danger reinforce a prevalent set of beliels about the

monumental
causes of our society’s greatest problems?

4. Why is it significant that the media and politicians portrayed the war on
drugs as a response to public opinion polls and yet data indicate that the
drug war itself was instrumental in shaping the strong public outcry against

crack?

5 What do the authors mean when they argue that the media and politicians
“decontextualized the [crack attack] drama, making it appear as if the story
had no authors aside from dealers and addicts?”

6. Search for a recent news article about a drug that is currently causing pub-
lic alarm, such as Ecstasy, crystal meth, or heroin. Which claimsmakers

are playing leading roles in the construction of this harm? How do their
claims compare with the harms attributed to crack during the 1980s?
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