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bhang, or charas, is not religiously or socially tabooed to
anywhere near the sarne extent and is actually frequently
prescribed in religious practice and social custom. In short, the
status of marihuana in relation to aJcohol tends to he the
opposite of what it is in Western society. 100

Members of the lower castes drank a concoction Imown as bhang, which was made from the

leaves and stems of the plant, blended with milk and various spices. From ancient times,

hoth religious and social gatherings featured blumg as part of the refreshments offered guests,

whereas use of alcohol was very Iimited, confined mainly to those lower castes for whom it

was not expressly forbidden. Khwaja Hasan offers sorne clarification on this point:

This does not Mean that there is no use of alcohol among
Hindus. It only indicates a differential in cultural and religious
orientation toward these two groups of intoxicants. Alcohol in
any form is absolutely prohibited to the Brahman, the highest
varna in the Hindu caste system.... It is believed tbat the god
Shiva (al5O known as Shan/car) was very fond of hemp drugs,
(and1 it was due to this religious association that Brahmans and
Bhagats did not abstain from using these drugs while they
abhorred alcoholic drinks. 101

The widespread use of 'hemp drugs' in India - primarily in the form of bhang. ganja

(the dried tlowering tops of cultivated femaJe plants, usually smoked) and charas (hashish) -

would become a concern to the British colonial rulers in the nineteenth century. A

commission was thus established to examine the situation, and in 1894, the British Govemor

of India' s Repon ofthe Indian Hemp Drugs Commission J893-1894 was issued. To this day,

it remains one of the most extensive studies of cannabis use as sociO-cultural phenomenon.

As for its conclusions regarding the social impact of cannabis use, these were almost entirely

100 Alfred R. Lindesmith, PhD., introduction, Solomon xxvi .

101 Hasan 238-239.
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positive:

It has been clearly established that the occasional use of hemp in
moderate doses May he beneficial; but this use may be regarded
as medicinal in character.... In regard to the physical effects~

the Commisssion have come to the conclusion that the moderate
use of hemp drugs is practically attended by no evil results at
ail .... In respect to the alleged mental effects of the drugs~ ...
the moderate use of hemp drugs produces no injurious effects on
the mind.... In regard to the moral effects of the drugs~ ... their
moderate use produces no moral injury whatsoever. ... for all
practical purposes il may he laid down that there is linle or no
connection between the use of hemp drugs and crime. 102

From ancient India and China and thereabouts~ the spread of cannabis use in various

manifestations was extensive~ graduai yet persistent. Its use as an intoxicant~ much Iike in

the Hindu culture of India~ would spread throughout the Istamic cultures of the Middle East

largely as a result of religious restrictions on the use of alcohol~ and by about 1000 A.O. it

was weil established in the Islamic world. Many references to cannabis~ intoxicant use can

he found in Arabian literature. The Arab influence was considerable~ and would bring

cannabis use to Africa (primarily north of the Sahara) and the Mediterranean~ but it was a

nomadic Indo-European people~ the Scythians~ who wouId he the primary agents of the

spread of cannabis use - particularly its use as an intoxicant in ritual - throughout much of the

üld World.

Sweet Kaneh Bos",

The tirst reference in Western Iiterature to the ritual use of cannabis cao he found in

the work of the Greek historian Herodotus in the fifth century B.C. Herodotus describes the

102 Repon of the Indian Hemp Drugs Commission., 1893-4., Ch. XIII~ 263-4~ quoted in
Ginsberg 192.
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funeral rites of the Scythians, which involved purgation by intoxication. Intoxication was

achieved by roasting cannabis seeds on beated stones inside a tent, prOOucing a thick veil of

smoke, which was inhaled. The effect of such a method of intoxication was a sort of

"cannabis sweat lodge"I03:

.'. they sit round in a circle; and ... by inbaling the fumes of the
buming fruit that has been thrown on, they become intoxicated
by the OOor, just as the Greeks do by wine; and ... the more
fruit that is thrown on the more intoxicated they become, until
tbey rise up to dance and betake themselves to singing. 106

The history of cannabis, in Western terms, thus begios with Herodotus' accounts of the

Scythian rituals, but as Benet points out, the Scythians, who are generally credited with

introducing cannabis and its ritual use to Europe and much of Asia, "participated in both

trade and wars alongside the ancient Semites for at least one millenium before Herodotus

encountered them". 105 The Semites' relationship with the Scythians (the ancient Semites knew

the Scythians as the Ashkenaz) is a crucial one, for the Old Testament serves as one of the

oldest and most important written source materials for "tracing the history of hemp in terms

of cultural contacts ... In the original Hebrew text of the Old Testament there are references

ta hemp, both as incense, which was an integral part of religious celebration, and as an

intoxicant" . 106

103 McKenna 152.

104 Herodotus, Works, H. Cary, trans. (London: George Bell and Sons, 1901), Book 1,
Chapter 202.

lOS Benet 41 .

106 Benet 40. (See, for example, Song of Solomon 4: 14, lsaiah 43 :24, Jeremiah 6:20,
Ezekiel 27: 19, in which the original Hebrew kaneh or kaneh bosm have been variously
translated [erroneously, according to Benet) into English as "calamus" or "sweet cane".)
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The Dld Testament provides a valuable resource in determining something of the route

and means of diffusion of cannabis in ancient times. According to Rubin and Benet~ the Old

Testament reveals that cannabis was among the goods and precious spices transported by

caravans through Palestine, along sorne of the MOst vital trade routes of the ancient world,

linking Europe~ Asia and Africa. ft also gives an indication as to the degree to which

cannahis was generally accepted, in both sacred and secular form, amongst the various

cultures of the ancient Near East. Us sacred, ritual use in this cORtext is of particular

interest, for while the history of cannabis in its industrial hernp applications is relatively well­

documented, less critical attention bas been paid to its ancient use as euphoriant and

intoxicant. Benet points out that the Scythjans~ generally regarded as being the primary

agents of cannabis' diffusion from its Near Eastern origins through much of Europe and Asia,

"apparently did not use hernp for manufactures such as weaving and rope-making ... rrather~ 1

they were the ones to introduce the natives [of Europe and Asial to the ritual use of the plant

and the ... pleasures to he derived from il. "1177

From the paths of the merchant caravans, and along the routes of the mobile and

warlike Scythians' raids into the fartlung territories of the Caucasus to the north, and

westward into Europe, the cultivation of hemp, as weil as sorne of the customs and rituals

associated with its use, followed. Reminiscent of the Scythians' ritual use of cannabis in

funeral rites such as those described by Herodotus, severaI cultures of Eastern Europe

adopted the use of cannabis - primarily in the form of hemp seed - in funeral purification

ceremonies. The harvesting of hemp was also marked by religious and magical rituaJs,

107 Benet 42.
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revealing many Eastern European cultures' consideration of the plant as sacred. IOI Though

sorne of these cerernonies~ particularly those in which the plant was burned or in sorne way

ingested, might reasonably be assumed to have involved sorne measure of intoxication~ as

might its use in European folk medicine~ cannabis~ intoxicant properties were not widely

recognized in Europe ~ and the extent to which cannabis-as-euphoriant was familiar is the

matter of sorne dispute amongst researchers. It is generally accepted~ however~ !hat by the

Renaissance., the plant was widely cultivated throughout much of Europe for its fibre.

(Competition in the hemp textile industry of the time~ for example, was such that "Henry

VIII reportedly required its cultivation by English fanners. "109)

Thus., by the Renaissance, the marihuana complex, primarily through its 'hemp

stream', had displaced the ganja complex as the dominant mode of cannabis use in Europe.

And while the ganja complex, which had never widely taken hold in mainstream European

society, would not he entirely supplanted by the utilization of cannabis for the production of

hemp fibre, it would he dwarfed by this mode of utilization. The use of cannabis for

intoxication would Iikewise come to be characterized less through folk ritual tban by its use

in 'psychedelïc' experimentation by a small cultural elite.

Hasheesh Ealers

Despite earlier extensive contacts - both commercial and cultural - between Eur0Peans

and Eastern cultures, the introduction of the psychoactive use of cannabis ta Europe,

108 See Benet and Rubin~ et al. for detailed descriptions of the sacred rituals of hemp
planting and harvesting in various Eastern European cultures.

109 Bonnie and Whitebread 2.
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according to most of the literature, can only he attributed with any measure of cenainty to

soldiers of Napoleon's annies retuming from Egypt in the nineteenth century. The

Napoleonic soldiers imported cannabis, mainly in the fonn of hashish, to Europe despite the

fact that the French colonial forces had themselves tried, unsuccessfully, to end the practice

of using cannabis for the purpose of intoxication among its mainly lower-class Egyptian

devotees. Somewhat ironically, this tum of events 100 to an interesting sort of class inversion

in experimentation with cannabis intoxication among Europeans newly introduced to the drug:

"the curiosity of the occidental elite had thereby been wbetted; and the previously passive

awareness of cannabis' properties witbin the medical community was now augmented by the

more acute interest of Europe's intellectuals and international traveling set" .110 Here was the

genesis of one aspect of wbat Vera Rubin descrihes as the ' marihuana complex', the second

stream of cannabis use, in which cannabis was utilized, primarily by a small number of

members of the middle- and upper-classes, in the pursuit of 'psychedelic' experiences.

As alluded to in the preceding quote, during the flCSt half of the nineteenth century

leading physicians in France and England had reportOO positively on the therapeutic effects of

hashish, and cannabis in general. Coupled with certain social and cultural phenomena of the

day. experimentation with hashish would become something of a fad, esPeCially in the

Parisian artistic community. Interest in opium and the opium tincture, laudanum, was

already weil established even amongst the upper classes. Neither opium or hashish were yet

controlled substances, and at (east partly because of their association with the higher social

strata, no stigmatization was attached to their use. Rather, this lack of stigmatization,

\\0 Bonnie and Whitebread 2.
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combined with the contemporary European society~s predilection for "Romanticism~

Orientomania, and a fascination with psychology and the paranormal" and further motivated

by "the extravagant tales of travelers conceming narcotic raptures and vistas of ttanscendental

ecstasy" ~ served to create a climate in whicb "daring and unconventionaJ souls" couId explore

what Baudelaire described as the ~Paradis Artificier produced by hashish intoxication. III

Most notable among the European devotees of hashish was the Club des Haschischins ~ a

group of French writers, visual artists, and various bobemians which met weekly al the Hotel

Luzan in Paris and wrote eothusiastically of their experiences with the drug. Amoog its

members were such prominent artists as Charles Baudelaire, Alexandre Dumas, Honoré de

Balzac, and Victor Hugo. But despite the enthusiasm of the artists of the Club des

Haschischins~ no general interest in or widespread knowledge of the psychoactive properties

of cannabis would develop in Europe, at least until weil iota the twentieth ceotury.

Dld Planl,N~wWorld

A similar pattern of cannabis dispersion would emerge in Nonh America, in which the

cultivation of hemp for commercial purposes initially dominated, followed by the emergence,

on a much smaller scale, of the use of canoabis as therapeutic agent and as an intoxicant.

Europeans were primarily responsible for introducing the plant ioto the New World, frrst by

the Spaniards into South and Central America in the sixteenth century, and subsequently by

the French and English - on a much larger scale - to North America, through the importation

of hemp seed for the purpose of growing cannabis for fibre. Cannabis' North American

III McKenna 158-159.
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history began with its experimental cultivation in Nova Francia (now Nova Scotia) in 1606 by

one Louis Hebert, apothecary to Samuel de Champlain. [t reached American shores as early

as 1611 with the Jamestown settlers' importation of cannabis seeds from Europe for the

cultivation of hemp fibre. Hemp would become, and continue to he, a major crop in the

United States weil into the nineteenth century, but as cheaper foreign hemp fibre began to

dominate the world market~ medicinal applications of cannabis hegan to outstrip its textile

manifestations in prominence in the North American marketplace.

As Dr. Lester Grinspoon attests, more tban one hundred articles promoting the

therapeutic benefits of cannabis preparations appeared in American scientific and medical

joumals between 1839 and 1900. Il2 In 1870, il was included for the first lime in the U.S.

Pharmacopoeia, and by this lime pbarmaceutical preparations of cannabis were widely

available in local pharmacies. Tbere is no convincing evidence of the use of therapeutic

cannabis preparations for intoxication by the general public in the U.S., and yet, much like in

Europe, a certain coterie of individuals whose interest was piqued by tales of the reveries of

hashish intoxication did emerge in small literary circles, here apparently influenced primarily

by "the example of English opium habitués such as Coleridge and DeQuincey" .113

Works such as Fitz Hugh LudJow's The Hashish Eater: Being Passagesfrom the life

ofa Pythagorean, publisbed in 1857, and "The Vision of Hashish" and "The Hashish Eater",

attributed to Bayard Taylor and publisbed anonymously in Pumam's Monrhly in 1854 and

1856, echoed those of the European bohemians whom they 50ught to emulate. Theyattracted

112 G . "M' sed Oppo "? "198nnspoon, IS rtunlbes. ..., .

113 McKenna 160.
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less attention than the Europeans. arousing little contemporary interest. but they would begin

an American tradition, as Terence McKenna describes it, of "phanno-picaresque literature

that would find later practitioners in William Burroughs and Hunter S. Thompson". 114 Yet

apart frOID the euphorie experiences of hashish intoxication described by a few artists, the

practice of eating or smoking cannabis products would not occur on any significant scale in

North America until the twentieth century. Bonnie and Whitebread present a persuasive

argument for the theory that widespread use of cannabis as intoxicant ("lfSt emerged in the

Americas in the late sixteenth century with the African slave trade in Brazil. Citing marked

similarities in practices surrounding cannabis use between 8razilians and West Africans, they

contend that, "It seems likely that the conjunction of expansive slave trade, Spanish mobility,

intensive commercial activity, and tobacco-smoking gradually iotroduced the practice of

smoking cannabis throughout the West Indies and Central America. "115

Cucarachas and MarijlUJn~ros

Whatever the case may he, it is cenain that the practice of smoking marijuana had

reached Mexico by at least 1880, and ils use as an intoxicant was widespread there by the end

of the nineteenth century. Use of the drug was popular primarily amongst Mexico's lower

classes, who were referred to derogatorily by the upper classes as 'marijuaneros' (apparently

regardless of whether they used the drug, of course). A popular Mexican folk song of the

day, still widely familiar DOW, alludes to the reputation of Pancho Villa's soldiers' taste for

Il4 McKenna 163.

115 Bonnie and Whitebread 4-5.
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marijuana, describing a cockroach's refusai to march without it: "La cucaracha, la

cucaracha/ Ya no puede caminarl Porque no tïene, porque no tienel Marijuana que fumar".

Significantly, "Mexican authorities, even more c1ass-eonscious than their American

counterpans, were particularly apprehensive about its use in the anny, fearing it might

contaminate the upPer classes. "116 This notion of contamination makes the central image of

the cockroach in La Cucaracha one worth noting: a MOst durable, persistent and pervasive

insect, associated with dirt and unclean environments, even PeStilence in general. The

cockroach, thus 'Ioaded with meaning', itself a signifier, of infection, contamination and

disease, would in tum, through such association, come to signify the marijuana user as

something to be feared and held in contempt.

Such characterizations of the soldiers, most of whom carne from Mexico's lower

classes, were a key element of the ways by which marijuana use would come to be signified

within a hegemonic discourse, as retlected in Bonnie and Whitebread's description of the role

of c1ass-consciousness in the establishment of a sort of social foundation for the later

prohibition of marijuana: "Class consciousness was a recurrent element in marihuana

prohibition even in its infancy. Mexican-American patricians appealed to sentiments of Negro

inferiority, and European-American officiais appealed to sentiments of Mexican inferiority" .117

The image of the marijuana-intoxicated cockroach resonates with one of the earliest popular

significations, on both sides of the Mexican-American border, of marijuana as the "killer

weed". This is made evident in Jerome Himmelsteins' elucidation of the process -

116 Bonnie and Whitebread 35.

117 Bonnie and Whitebread 36.
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reminiscent of Barthes' conception of the process by which myth transforms history into

nature - by which "perceptions of the drug ... were shaped decisively by the social locus of

use"l1!:

The 'killer weed' image originated in New Orleans and the
Southwest, where marihuana was associated with Mexican
laborers and other lower-class groups. These groups were
perceived to he criminal and violent, and thus marihuana gained
a reputation for creating crime and violence. Because these using
groups were a1so socially disreputable and distant from the
mainstream of society, marihuana was perceived as an •alien'
and inirnical force. 115 alleged spread to youth, therefore,
appeared as an ' infection' .119

Such signification of marijuana and ils users in Mexico and southwestern states would

ultimately, as will be demonstrated in the chapter to follow, have a greater influence upon

popular North American beliefs and government policies regarding marijuana and its users

than would either the rnundane circumstances of its actual use by Mexicans or the effects of

the drug itself:

Marihuana-smoking was probably a casual adjunct to life in the
Mexican comrnunity - a relaxant, a folk rernedy for headaches, a
mild euphoriant cheaply obtained for two cigarettes a dollar. But
within the Mexican community, marihuana had also achieved a
potent folklore status which spread to the Americans more
quickly than did the drug. l20

As has been notOO by several authors in drug literature, there is sorne degree of

uncertainty surrounding the circumstances by which marijuana as intoxicant was introduced to

any significant portion of the American (and subsequently, Canaman) public. While the first

Ils Himmelstein 14].

119 Himmelstein 141.

120 Bonnie and Whitebread 33.
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cultivation of cannabis in the U.S., for industrial purposes, as noted earlier, had been

"practically simultaneous with the founding of the early American colonies" 121 , it was not

until the early twentieth century that the plant's psychoactive properties appear to have been

'discovered' by any significant portion of the American public. As the evidence is somewhat

lacking, one cao only speculate as to the likelihood of American hemp growers' knowledge

or awareness of the psycboactive properties of the plant they cultivated (Iikewise, for those

who used pharmaceutical cannabis preparations).

Thus, popular 'recreationar use of the substance in the United States cao only he

assumed - with any significant measure of certainty - to roughJy paraJlel the introduction of

the plant material rollOO in cigarette form. And the general consensus within the literature is

that the smoking of 'reefers' (or marijuana 'cigarettes', more commonJy referred to today as

'joints') was tirst popularized in America in the frrst: decade of the twentieth century by

itinerant Mexican workers who had emigrated to southem and southwestem states, as weil as

hy dockworkers, most of them Black or Mexican, in New Orleans, where much cannabis

round its way ioto the United States. l22 The spread of marijuana use throughout the United

States would he steady and persistent, though not widely dispersed throughout the general

population:

Marihuana use was ootOO amoog Mexican populations in Texas
in the 1910s and eventually throughout the West and Southwest
and as far north as Chicago in the 19205. The drug spread to
poor blacks in the 19205, tirst in New Orleans and later
throughout the South and North. ft was used by both black and

121 Grinspoon, Marihuana Reconsidered, 14.

122 Grinspoon, Marihuana Reconsidered, 14.
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white jazz musicians by the 19305 and bad spread to the beat
culture of New York and San Francisco and to some inlellectual
and artistic groups by the 19505.123

Yet while the smoking of marijuana would thus he îmnly (and, il would seem, permanently)

established in practice in the U.S. by the early 19205, its use would remain "concentraled

among marginal social groups" until as lale as the 1960s. 124

Concentration of use, in social lerms, appeared to he largely responsible for the fact

that the debut of marijuana smoking in the United Stales "did not cause a great deal of

consternation" at frrst; as Grinspoon and Bakalar propose, marijuana initially attracted little

popular attention "perbaps because il was used almost exclusively by minority groups. "125

Yet for sorne Americans at the lime, particularly those Whites who had been established for

sorne time in the southem stales, the itineranl Mexicans who came to America in search of a

better Iife broughl with them more conspicuous 'cargo' than just marijuana, and thus:

When marihuana use seeped across the [American) border early
in the twentieth century. the ooly prerequisite to its prohibition
was official notice. The effects of the drug were irrelevant: it
was used by a voiceless immigrant group associaled with
antisocial hebavior in general and violent crimes in particular; it
was enshrouded in legend - from East and West; and it appeared
just after a wave of pharmaceutical and alcohol prohibitions had
washed over a haphazard system of distribution. Given the
contemporary social context from 1915 to 1930, marihuana
prohibition was a foregone conclusion and, indeed, was
supported by a latent public consensus. l26

123 Himmelstein 22.

124 Jerome L. Himmelstein, The Slrange Career ofMarihuana: Poülics and Ideology of
Drug Control in America (Westpon, Cf: Greenwood Press, 1983) 22.

125 Grinspoon, Marihuana Reconsidered, 15.

t:!6 Bonnie and Whitebread 295.
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Marijuana would become somewhat emblematic of the 'social baggage' described in the

ahove quotation. 115 association with minority groups, as it tums out - despite these groups'

relatively low profile, and despite hemp's historical significance as an imponant American

cash crop and recognition of the plant's therapeutic potential - would eventually prove to he a

crucial factor in effcctively SPelling the "dramatic end of America's unsuPervised romance

with [ndian hemp and its produc15" .127

127 Grinspoon, Marihuana Reconsidered, Il.
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Harry J. and The Mighty Mezz: Marijuana, Jazz, and Reefer Madness

Dreamed abOUI a reefer five foot long
The migJuy mez:z but not too strong.
You 'li be high bUI no! for long
Ifyou 're a viper

Clf You're a Viper', 1938)

While the use of marijuana as intoxicant in the United States and Canada had begun as

early as the tum of the century in some southern states, and medicinal use as early as 1839, it

would not be made illegal in the li.S. until 1937 (though local ordinances prohibiting its use

did exist in sorne areas of southem and southwestem states prior to this time). Interestingly,

in Canada, "there are no reliable accounts of the non-medical use of cannabis ... which

predate the 1930s"; in fact, there was little public awareness of marijuana in Canada, let

alone concem, al the time. 121 And yet, just one year after the 1922 publication of a book by

Edmonton juvenile court judge and magistrate Emily Murphy, entitled The Black Candie, in

which the author devotes a rather colourful chapter to "Marijuana - the new menace",

legislators in Ottawa, intluenced by Murphy's rhetoric, would make marijuana illegal in

Canada - "without any scientific evidence or sense of public urgency, and without any

explanatory or rationalizing discussion in Parliament" .129 It was included (as "Indian hemp")

in the Schedule of the Opium and Narcotic Drug Act of 1923, and its legal status in Canada

has remained vinually unchanged ever since.

Given the extent to which the continuing state of prohibition bas been called into

128 Green and Miller 498.

129 Green and Miller 498.
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question in the 1990s, its justification increasingly challenged within the court systems, the

relevance of that historical period in which its use was tirst prohibited is self-evident. An

examination of cannabis!marijuana's considerably broad cultural history also reveals some

notable affinities hetween the situation vis-a-vis marijuana in the 19205 through the 1940s in

particular, and today' s circumstances. And these parallels are in many ways more resonant

with, more relevant to, the zeitgeist of the 1990s than are the 1960s. Any such comparisons

are of course a highly subjective matter, and open to a very wide range of interpretations, but

at any rate, comparisons with the 1960s, as argued earlier, have been made ad nauseum, and

little in the way of a fresh perspective may he expected from such analogy.

What is of special interest in comparing the status of marijuana today to that of the

earl ier part of this century is the manner in which, in each era, that status may he

characterized as essentially one in flux. Just as the issues of decriminalizationllegalization

and medicinal use of marijuana now figure prominently in contemporary debate over the

drug, the debates surrounding marijuana in and about the 1920s and 305 were becoming

increasingly concemed with the implementation of control over and restriction of its use, both

medicinal and (especially) as intoxicant. Thus, an examination of what 1 here describe as

marijuana's jazz era, juxtaposed with our contemporary situation in the subsequent,

concluding chapter, May offer a revealing perspective on certain fundamental aspects of the

struggles between subcultural and hegemonic discourses.

Barthes declared that "everything, in everyday life, is dependent on the representation

which the bourgeoisie lias and makes us have of the relations between man and the world ft • 130

130 Barthes 152.
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As argued earlier, the prohibition of marijuana may he seen as not 50 much an exercise of

control over the substance itself - the signifier - as what it is made to represent - the

signified. The political struggles over marijuana prohibition, the somewhat conspicuous

challenges to the legitimacy of that prohibition, offer striking examples which aptly illustrate

Stuart Hall's observations on the relative mutability of hegemony: "Hegemony ... is not

universaJ and 'given' to the continuing rule of a particular class. It bas to be won,

reproduced, sustained. Hegemony is, as Gramsci said, a 'moving equilibrium' containing

relations of forces favourable or unfavourable to this or that tendency" .131

Within the context of this thesis, with respect to marijuana prohibition as a

manifestation of hegemonic power, the means by which hegemony has heen 'won,

reproduced, and sustained' has been characterized essentially as a struggle over discourse -

what Hebdige describes as "a sttuggle within signification: a struggle for possession of the

sign". i32 An examination of the origins of marijuana prohibition, and in particular the pan:

which the jazz community played (or rather, were made to play) in its establishment, reveals

an exercise in hegemony which clearly reflects Dick Hebdige's definition (quoting, in part,

Stuart Hall) of the term hegemony itself:

. .. a situation in which a provisional alliance of cenain social
groups cao exert 'total social authority' over other subordinate
groups, not simply by coercion or by the direct imposition of
ruling ideas, but by 'winning and sbaping consent so that the
power of the dominant classes appears both legitimate and
natural'. . .. subordinate groups are, if not controlled; then at

131 Stuart Hall et al., Resistance Through Rituals (London: Hutchinson, 1976), quoted
in Hebdige 16.

132 Hebdige 17.
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least contained within an ideological space which does nol seem
al ail 'ideological': whicb instead appears to he permanent and
,Raturai', to lie outside history, 10 he beyond historical
inlerests. 133

Jazz artists were 'ideologically contained' within a cultural space in which marijuana

was an integral element of subcultural expression; the political implications of this seem as

profound, al least in retrospect~ as the sense of the inevitability of marijuana prohibition at

the tum of the century mentioned in the preceding chapter. A certain cultural hegemony was

perceived to be under attack in this jazz era, and no wonder, given the ways in which both

jazz and marijuana were, as will he demonstrated, signified within the popular culture of the

time. Hebdige's observations on how the nature of subcultural style expresses a certain

threal, or al least resistance, 10 the order of hegemony is especially telling, and shall infonn

our reading of the significance of marijuana use in the early jazz community al and around

the time of the inception of the legal prohibition of marijuana wbich continues to this day:

Style in subculture is '" pregnant with significance. Its
transformations go 'against nature', interrupting the process of
,normalization'. As such, they are gestures, movements towards
a speech which offends the 'sHent majority', wbich challenges
the principle of unity and cohesion, which contradicts the myth
of consensus. 1}4

Doobie Brolh~rs

In a recenl article in Time, author Christopher John Farley declares that "Once again,

pop music is going to pot. "135 In the 1990s, marijuana has seen a resurgence in its popular

133 Hebdige 15-16.

134 Hebdige 18.

m Christopher John Farley, "Hello Again, Mary Jane," Time 13 June 1993: 56.
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profile in North America, resulting in a great deal of media attention. Much of this attention

has been engendered by the increasing number of open references to the drug in much

popular music, hip-hop and rap in particular. Artists such as Cypress Hill, Snoop Doggy

Dog, and Dr. Ore have received the most attention, having been the most openly vocal

supporters of marijuana's many perceived benefits (not the least of which, of course, is

simply getting high). Cypress Hill has even been labelled by Rolling Stone as "The Disciples

of Pot n
• 136

Most media accounts appear to view this phenomenon in terms of being simply a new

twist on the old refrain of 'sex, drugs and rock 'n' roll', and as such, most attempts to

contextualize the new fashionahility of marijuana do so via reference to the heady times of

the 196Os' counterculture. Farley, for example, observes that "To baby boomers, today's

marijuana music may seem just another reworked '60s social trend that was created by their

generation If. 137 Such, it would seem, is the typical view of most mainstream media pundits, if

one takes their accounts of the marijuana 'phenomenon' at face value. Farley, to his credit,

acknowledges that the trend, in fact, has a distinct precedent in early jazz music, as is pointed

out to him by Steve Bloom, music editor of High Times. Il'

Marijuana has, in fact, been closely associated with popular music for most of the

twentieth century. Today, it is most c10sely associated with hip-hop and rap; in the 1960s

and 70s, with rock music. Much earlier, beginning in the 19205, marijuana was commonly

136 Rob Tannenbaum, "The Disciples of Pot, " Rolling Stone 28 May 1992: 31.

137 Farley 56.

138 Farley 56.
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associated with jazz music and its practitioners. The use of marijuana as an intoxicant in the

United States was at the time, for the most pan, restricted to Mexican workers, poor blacks,

and jazz musician5 - ail socially marginalized groups - yet despite the general public's relative

Jack of familiarity with the drug, many popular images of marijuana and marijuana users

were in circulation throughout the popular culture of the day _ Perhaps because of the

marginal status of the typical marijuana user of the time, most if not ail of those images

which caught the public's imagination could only he described as heing essentially negative.

Then, much like today, there was a widely-felt sense tbat traditional values, the

'bedrock of civilized society', were under attack. And then, as now, much of this cultural

anxiety was focused upon the perceived tbreat of both drugs and popular music. As such,

any and ail matters remotely associated with both drugs and music were the subject of much

popular attention. Through various means of disseminatioo, whether the news and

entertainment media, govemmental policies and initiatives, public education, or the 'popular

imagination', around both marijuana and jazz music there developed many popular images,

the legacies of which remain to this day. As the histories of both jazz music and marijuana

in the United States reveal, each has played a significant role in the ways in which the other

has been popularly conceived within North American culture.

The ways in which the histories of jazz and marijuana would become intertwined are

reflective of the ways in which POpular discourse about marijuana and drugs in general had

begun, in North America, around the tum of the century, to refract, scatter and multiply.

What had previously developed as a relatively unitary discourse on drugs such as marijuana,

concerned primarily with the substance itself and its direct physiological effects 00 the user,
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had begun to become entangled with other much broader social concems~ such as the racial

and cultural anxieties alluded 10 al the end of the preceding chapter. And whereas~ until as

late as the 1920s~ marijuana use "was a local issue - albeit a very minor one - in various pans

of the IU.S.)"139, by the 1930s, the newly created V.S. Federal Bureau of Nareotics saw fit to

sieze upon local coneerns~ and attempted 10 procure a popular national consensus on the

'evils' of marijuana. The bureau would ultimately play

. .. a dominant role in shaping public beliefs and state poliey
concerning marihuana. ft effectively defined what was true about
the drug and how it should he handled. When the bureau argued
in the mid-1930s that marihuana had become a menace ooly
recently, its assenion was repeated, often verbatim, in most
public discussions. l40

The bureau's influence was such, in fact, that "most discussions of marihuana bore the mark

of the bureau. "14l

White this situation May clearly be viewed as an example of hegemonic authority, it

must be kept in mind that "the FBN ... did not wholly creale the marihuana issue"; as

demonstrated in the previous chapter, a popular discourse in which marijuana was signjfied as

the 'killer weed' was already relatively weil established in certain southem regions of the

U.S. Thus, the engagement with the marijuana issue by the bureau might weil he described

by what Foucault (in his characterization of the breakdown and multiplication of sexual

discourses since the eighteenth century) refers to as "a regulated and polymorphous incitement

139 Himmelstein 138.

140 Himmelstein 137.

141 Himmelstein 138.
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to discourse"I-l2. For while the FBN did indeed wield a sort of hegemonic authority over

popular characterizations and perceptions of marijuana users~ for example, as the case of the

early jazz community's involvement with marijuana will demonstrate, "consensus can he

fractured, challenged, overruled, and resistance to the groups in dominance cannot always he

lightly dismissed or automatically incorporated. "143 Thus, in the discursive intersecting of

hegemony and subculture, of bureaucrats, jazz artists and marijuana,

we are dealing Jess with a discourse .. than with a multiplicity
of discourses produced by a whole series of mechanisms
operating in different institutions.... So it is not simply in terms
of a continuai extension that we must speak of this discursive
growth; it should he seen, rather, as a dispersion of centers from
which discourses emanated, a diversification of their forms, and
the complex deployment of the network connecting them. l44

Jingo

Despite a relative lack of popular attention given to marijuana in the first decades of

this century (particularly in comparison to alcohol and to a lesser degree cocaine and opium),

certain prominent popular stereotypes had nonetheless emerged with respect to the 'typicaJ'

characteristics and behaviour of marijuana users. These sterotypes, connecting marijuana use

and Mexican laborers, blacks, and various lower-class groups with violence, "developed in

the Southwest and New Orleans in the 19105 and 19205", according to Jerome Himmelstein,

and subsequently "made [theirl way into the federal bureaucracy through clear avenues of

142 Foucault, "The Repressive Hypothesis" ~ 315.

143 Hebdige 16-17.

144 Foucault, "The Repressive Hypothesis", 315.
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diffusion and from there into the national media. "14S Dy the late 1930s, a popular image of

marijuana as 'k.iller weed' had become well-established, and with the concurrent development

of a certain consensus amongst local anti-drug crusaders throughout the U.S. regarding the

nature of the marijuana 'menace', the legal prohibition of marijuana was enacted:

... as a result of the increase of marihuana smoking in the
southern states during the 1920's, the United States Federal
Bureau of Narcotics, under the direction of Commissioner H.l.
Anslinger, conducted a campaign against cannabis that resulted
in the Marihuana Tax Act of 1937 ... Although the Tax Act was
styled as a revenue-producing measure, it prohibited use of
cannabis as an intoxicant and effectively circumscribed the
,legitimate, industrial uses of the plant.l«i

Yet the end of the United States' 'unsupervised romance' with hemp/marijuana, in 1937, in

fact marked only the conclusion of the initial stages of what would later be described

(officially and unofficially) as a 'war', on both illicit drugs and associated 'drug cultures'.

Popular rnusic's place upon the 'battlegrounds' of these wars on drugs and drug cultures was

(and always has been - first with jazz, most recenlly with rap, hip-bop and other popular

music forms) central and integral. By the end of the 19305, perhaps most prominent amongst

those subcultures and cultural forms most commonJy associated with drugs such as marijuana

was jazz.

The association of marijuana with Mexican-American fann laboureTS, poor blacks, and

(primarily black) 'bohemian' jazz musicians was, according to several authors, a centtal

factor in its prohibition. In Pipe Dream Blues: Racism and the War on Drugs, Clarence

14S Himmelstein 54.

146 Grinspoon, Marihuana Reconsidered, Il.
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Lusane makes an extensive and convincing argument for the position that~ after World War I~

.. the war against marijuana _._ became a vehicle for attacks on the Black community";

"Hysterical newspaper headlines and radio broadcasts blamed marijuana-intoxicated Blacks

and Mexicans for many heinous crimes they c1aimed were being committed against

Whites. "147 He suggests that., "Linking sex, race, and drugs seem(ed] to touch the deepest

nerves of the American people"; to that might be added the significance of linking music _I~

Music, drugs~ and race~ then as now, were often the focus of considerable cultural anxiety, al

the centre of what was perceived by some as a rising tide of degeneration characterized hy

increasing assaults upon so..called traditional values.

Sorne popular images of jazz which had begun to circulate amidst a rising tempest of

mainstream concern regarding the increasing popularity of this relatively new musical form

were strikingly evocative of, and often explicitly linked to, stereotypes of drug-crazed Blacks

and Hispanics. These characterizations of jazz subculture could he seen to suggest that "the

most primitive anxieties conceming the sacred distinction between nature and culture can be

summoned up by the emergence of such a groUp"t49, for

. .. suhcultures express forbidden conlents (consciousness of
c1ass, consciousness of difference) in forbidden forms
(transgressions of sartorial and behavioural codes, law breaking,
etc.). They are profane aniculations, and they are often and
significantly defined as ~unnatural'. [.50

147 Clarence Lusane, Pipe Dream Blues: Racism and the War on Drugs (Boston: South
End Press, 1991) 36, 37.

!48 Lusane 37.

149 Hebdige 92 .

ISO Hebdige 91-92_
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Neil Leonard, in Jazz and the White Americans, quotes a New York physician of the time,

who 'explained' that,

Jazz music causes drunkenness ... [by sending) a continuous
whirl of impressionable stimulations to the brain, producing
thoughts and imaginations which overpower the will. Reason and
retlection are lost and the actions of the persons are directed by
the stronger animal passions. m

The doctor's description of the 'evils' of jazz music is striking in its use of metaphors which

are commonly associated with anti-drug as weil as racial hysteria - those of the loss or lack of

human will and reason, and the debasement and savagery of the subject. Such tangentiaJ

connections are of course typical of the manifestation of popular fears and prejudices, and as

such typified much of the anti-marijuana and anti-jazz sentiments of the period. As Harry

Shapiro concisely describes it in Waiting for the Man, "Mexicans were blamed for

introducing the drug into America, but musicians were cited as the plague carriers, those who

spread the disease and infected dean-eut white kids. "IS2

Muggles

Thus, jazz musicians, not surprisingly, were among the MOst prominent targets of the

largely racial anti-marijuana campaigns beginning in the 1920s. In 1931, Louis Armstrong

was arrested in Los Angeles, a victim of such a campaign; charged with possession of

marijuana, he served nine days in jail, was tried, and was released with a six-month

ISI Dr. E. Elliot Rawlings, Jazz (New York:Whieman and McBride, 19?) 137-38; see
also New York Times, 12 Feb. 1922, 1.; qtd. in Neil Leonard, Jazz and the White Americans:
The Acceptance ofa New An Form (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962) 33.

lS2 Harry Shapiro, Waiting for the Man: The Story ofDrugs and PopuJar Music (New
York: Quartet Books, 1988) 46.
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suspended sentence. As Lusane notes, Armstrong had just one year earlier recorded

"Muggles", a song about marijuana. 1'3 According to Shapiro, Armstrong's arrest, which

attracted a great deal of media attention, was something of a watershed moment in terms of

the American govemment's response to marijuana, for it was around that time that it began to

re-assess its official position (il didn't really have one) with respect to the status of the drug,

and thus to shift its strategy:

Up until then, appeals from state legislators and moral crusaders
had been ignored. The appointrnent of a new Commisioner of
Narcotic Drugs and the reorganization of narcotics law
enforcement heralded the stan of a new era in Federal drug
policy.ISt

This new era in drug policy, largely shaped as it was by the drug hysteria which had

preceded il, also signalled the crystallisation of cenain mythologies which surrounded jazz

music, for as Shapiro argues, "The drug connection was centtal to the creation of the jazz

(and later, rock) musicians as outlaw figures. From the earliest expressions of concem about

marijuana, musicians (had been] implicated. "IS5 This implication, and indeed even the

creation of outlaws, were not simply abstract notions, but rather were explicitly manifest in

the response to jazz music and its practitioners and devotees by the American federal drug

authorities.

The post of Commisioner of Narcotic Drugs with the U .S. Federal Bureau of

Narcotics had just been created in 1930 - the year before Armstrong's arrest. Appointed to

15J Lusane 36.

1S4 Shapiro 48.

15S Shapiro 47.
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the position was Harry Jacob Anslinger~ previously Assistant Commissioner with the Federal

Prohibition Bureau, and a career diplomat. Anslinger wouId hold the post for the next thiny-

two years, and by vinually ail accounts would wield enormous influence over the course of

popular conceptions of illicit drugs and drug use, even to this day. AnslingeT~s motives and

tactics are the subject of sorne debate, but few dispute the significance of his role in the

orchestration of various anti-marijuana campaigns natioDwide over severa] decades. He was~

argues Howard Becker, Iittle more, really, than "an entrepreneur whose initiative and

enterprise overcame public apathy and indifference. "1'6 Yet his reputation~ if one is to accept

most accounts of him at face value, is one of a rather ruthless political man who pursued his

initiatives with zealous fervor. Shapiro maintains that Anslinger engaged in rather heavy-

handed political manipulation, motivated by "a single-minded devotion to the greateT glory of

his department and to the moral crusade against drugs ft • t57

Though Anslinger employed various tactics over time in the crusade against

marijuana, at sorne times even suddenly changing strategies entirely, certain of his prejudices

regarding the nature of the perceived drug ,menace' appear rather clear. Clarence Lusane

reveals that "Anslinger's hatred of people of color was legendary. In official memos to his

staff, he would refer to a black person as a 'ginger-eolored nigger. '''151 And among those

upon whom Anslinger chose to focus blame for the drug menace were of course jazz

musicians:

\56 Howard S. Becker, Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology ofDeviance (New York:
Free Press, (963) 135.

157 Shapiro 49.

158 Lusane 38.
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Anslinger hated the way jazz anists boldly defied social and
cultural values he held dear. Inter-racial sex~ drug use~ and
bohemian Iifestyles were taboos that directly contradicted the
conservative social and political views of Anslinger ... He
testified before a southern-eontrolled Congress that ~coloreds
with big Iips lured White women with jazz and marijuana. ~159

Besides their bohemian lifestyles~ jazz musicians ~ public visibility offered the publicity-

hungry Anslinger an opportunity to "extract the maximum exposure for the minimum effort.

This became known as the ~star-bust syndrome~. "160 According 10 Shapiro, Anslinger had~

since the early 19305, maintained a special file 00 musicians~ detailing~ among other thiogs,

arrests of artists for possession and/or trafficking of marijuana - ail carefully noted "[iln order

to estahlish musicians as 'public enemies~".161 This file~ according to Lusane, eventually

"included jazz greats such as Duke Ellington~ Thelonius Monk~ Dizzie Gillespie, Cab

Calloway, and Count Basie. Even White performers who were close to Blacks, such as

Jackie Gleason, Milton Berle, and Kate Smith, came under his scrutiny. "162

With the aid of the media, often given as it was to sensationalist scare-mongering

regarding the evils of illicit drugs and the drug scene (parroting - often verbatim, according

to Becker - the Federal Bureau of Narcotics~ "questionable statistics and atrocity stories"I63),

Anslinger' s federal bureaucracy effectively created something of a "musicians' •pogrom ~ " .1'-'"

159 Lusane 38.

160 Shapiro 54.

161 Shapiro 54.

162 Lusane 38.

163 Becker 138.

164 Shapiro 55.
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This 'pogrom', alas, was essentially a failure. Despite the influence it appears to have had in

fuelling cenain popular antipathy towards jazz music and its practitioners9 and bohemian jazz

lifestyles in particular, only one 'star-bust', in fact, was ever achieved. The 'capture' of

drummer Gene Krupa in San Francisco9 for possession of marijuana and involvement of a

minor in the unlawful transportation of narcotics (he had a bellhop receive his illicit package

in the lobby of the hotel at which he was staying and deliver it to bis room)9 occurred in

1943, six years after its use was made illegal nationwide by the Marijuana Tax Act9 and a

decade after Anslinger had begun to closely monitor the jazz ' heathens'. But while the jazz

pogrom was a failure at the level of political policy, it must he seen as contributing

successfully to the dominant mythologies surrounding drug use - specifically, that the use of

drugs such as marijuana was inexplicably linked to delinquency and criminal activity9 and a

life of vice in general.

Vipers

The implication of musicians - jazz musicians in particular - in the concem over

marijuana is hardly surprising, or for that matter even unwarranted, for the connections were

obvious and real. As both Shapiro and Lusane point out, from the twenties through the

thirties ("the first heyday of songs about drugS"t65) and weil ioto the fonies, many songs

containing varyingly explicit references to illicit drugs and the 'drug scene' were recorded,

directed primarily at the black or 'race9 radio-listening audience:

From well-known anists such as Cab Calloway, Bessie Smith,
Fletcher Henderson, and Leadbelly to hundreds of unknowns,

16.5 Shapiro 39.
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they joyfully and woefully sang about getting higb on 'reefer'
(marijuana), 'dope' (heroin), and 'caine' (cocaine).I66

According to Shapiro, the drug most often referred to in drug-reference 50ngs of the lime,

usually by its many slang names (gage, mezz, moota, muggles, reefer, tea, etc.), was

marijuana. Its effects were celebrated and its users mythologized:

The early 'viper' [marijuana user) songs paid bornage to the new
,social hero·. the man who brought the stuff tbat people relied
on to make their rent parties go witb a swing. This was no evil
mobster or sinister pusher, but a man Iike Mezz Mezzrow,
regarded with affection and respect. He provided a public
service in a city like New York where marijuana bad an
enormous impact, for not only was it the jazz capital of the
thirties, but there were no local ordinances against marijuana
smoking. 167

The notion of the new social hero retlects a central aspect of the subcultural aesthetic

and philosophy of much of the jazz music of the twenties and thirties, and in tum much of

the public concem about the significance and intluence of jazz culture within a rapidly

changing, even volatile, American society. The new social hero, sucb as those who provided

the vipers with their ' stash'. or the jazz artists who defied conventional style, 50ught to stand

out againsl what were considered traditional values. Thus, the pattern of jazz music's

acceptance by those who would embrace il in the 1920s was largely characterized by

rebellion, for, as Neil Leonard puts it, "those who embraced its undiluted forms bad broken

wholeheartedly with a large number of traditionaI values"; in its relative infancy (and

beyond), "Jazz had a strong appeal for those with ... rebellious inclinations. "161 Marijuana,

166 Lusane 36.

167 Shapiro 39-40.

168 Leonard 52, 54.
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in turn, was emblematic of that rebellion.

Given marijuana's already well-established association by the 1920s with blacks - and

bohemian jazz anists in particular - mis sense of rebellion, and its inherent threats, would be

especially potent for Many whileS - for sorne, perhaps too potent, as Dick Hebdige points out:

There is a well-documented tradition of miscegenation in jazz.
. .. As the music fed into mainstream popular culture during the
20s and 30s, it tended to become bowdlerized, drained of
surplus eroticism, and any hint of anger or recrimination blown
along the 'hot' Iines was delicately refined into inoffensive Right
club sound. White swing represents the climax of this process:
innocuous, generally unobtrusive, possessing a broad appeal, it
was a laundered product which contained none of the subversive
connotations of its original sources. l69

To this characterization of white swing it might be added that the use of marijuana and other

illicit drugs was, if not entirely nonexistent, removed from view. The white laundered

product, at least at the level of appearances, contained none of its original sources' subversive

'inspiralions' and manifestations either.

The hysteria which characterized cenain popular and institutional responses to

marijuana essentially served as a lightning rod for those, like the young new jazz artists, who

wished to defy convention and flaunt their contempt for established social mores. 170 Leonard

169 Hebdige 47.

170 Dr. Lester Grinspoon describes the typical effects of the American Federal Bureau
of Narcotics' alannist marijuana education programs, for example, thusly:

.. , the result may be that the concemed uninformed now become
the alarmed misinformed. Students who hear about such
educational programs scoff and are derisive. Rather than
facilitating dialogue between young people and their parents on
the subject of marihuana, this kind of 'education' merely serves
to widen the affective and substantive gaps.

(Grinspoon, Marihuana Reconsidered, 327.)
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suggests that ft Among those young whites of the twenties who either ignored or were in open

revoIt against traditional values, the new jazz musicians were the most rebellious."171 And

amongst these rebels, he contends, the most rebellious was one Milton 'Mezz' Mezzrow:

.. For him jazz was sacred, and his rejection of traditional standards was so vehement that he

self-consciously gave up his lies with the white world and moved into a Negro

community. "172 Mezzrow, it should he added, was (and perhaps still is) the quintessential

personification of the intimate and complex relationsbip between marijuana and popuJar

music.

Meu.

"He was white, he was Jewish, and he became the archetypal hip musician of the Jazz

Age, the tirst White Negro. "17J He was 'Mezz' Mezzrow, a clarinetist and saxopbonist from

Chicago and chief among those jazz musicians implicated in the concem over marijuana ­

best remembered not for bis musicianship but rather for bis particular social status within the

jazz world. Mezzrow's status, bis 'arcbetypal hipness', was certainly Jess the resuJt of his

musical talents, which Many critics considered somewhat limited, than his involvement with

marijuana, for which he was famous. Mezzrow always had access to the best quality

marijuana, and quickly developed sucb a reputatioD for providing the best that his name

became synonymous with quality reefer.

111 Leonard 55.

172 Leonard 55 .

113 Shapiro 26.
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[n 1933, Mezzrow was even approached by a radio booking agent who was interested

in forming a company to sell "Mezzrow's special type of marijuana cigarette", but it was not

to be, for, as Lester Grinspoon relates, "Perhaps anticipating the impending prohibition of the

drug, Mezzrow declined, tbus foreclosing what might have been an interesting and possibly

quite significant chapter in the history of marihuana in the United States. "174 Mezzrow

describes the extent to which he was implicated in the 'scene':

New words came into being ... : the mezz and the mighty mezz,
referring, 1 blush to say, to me and to the tea bath; mezz.roll, 10

describe the kind of fat, well-packed and clean cigarette 1 used
to roll ... ; the hard-cunin' mezz and the righteous bush. Some
of those phrases really found a permanent place in Harlemese,
and even crept out to color American slang in general. 1 was
knocked out the other day when 1 picked up a copy of Cab
Calloway's Hipster's DictiolUJry and found mezz defmed tbere as
'anything supreme, genuine'; and in Dan Burley's Original
Handbook of Harlem Jive the same word is defined as meaning
'lopS, sincere' p7.5

As notOO earlier, and made c1early evident by the preceding quote, Mezzrow was

regarded with a great deal of respect and affection within the jazz world. By his own

account, in his autobiography Really the Blues, he was "the most popular man in Harlem" .116

This was of great importance to Mezzrow, who, despite his open rebelliousness, obviously

highly valued a sense of community. The community to which Mezzrow aspired and in

which he felt most 'at home' was essentially defined by two fundamental aspects; il was

174 Grinspoon, Marihuana Reconsidered, 15.

175 Milton Mezzrow and Bernard Wolfe, Really the Blues (New York: Random House,
1946) rpt. in John Sttausbaugh and Donald Blaise, eds. 7 The Drug User - Documents: J~
/960 (New York: Blast Books, 1990) 132.

176 Mezzrow and Wolfe, rpt. in Strausbaugh and Blaise 132.
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'Negro' and it was jazz. And his place within thal community was, in tum, largely

established and defined by marijuana:

,Just think how many cats you can make happy,' they kept
saying. Defore 1 knew it, 1 was standing on The Corner pushing
gauge. Only 1 did no pushing. 1 just stood under the Tree of
Hope, my pokes full up, and the cats came and went, and 50 did
ail my golden-leaf. In

Marijuana was Mezzrow's passport 10 a world, a community, in which and to which, he was

constantly reminded, he did not belong. Mezzrow's quality marijuana effectively became his

means of establishing a sense of kinship with the black jazz musicians whose lifestyles he

strove 10 emulale, and 10 whose culture he yearned to belong. His reputation for providing

the hest of a highly valued commodity - with its inherent pleasures - made him, a Jewish jazz

artist frOID the Northwest Side of Chicago living and working in Harlem, the quintessential

Outsider; he was an [nsider - "supreme, genuine", "tops, sincere" - in a world of Outsiders.

Gauge

If marijuana was somehow something of a passport, a means of engagement for

Mezzrow in the 'alien' Promised Land of Harlem, the language of the particular cultural

landscape into which he had boldly ventured was jazz. Mezzrow's own hip 'jive' reveals the

degree to which this was fully manifest in the lived experiences of a jazz community which

struggled for full, free expression, and to define its own meanings against cultural tides of

fear and repression: "Their jazz was ... collectively improvised nose-thumbing al ail pillars of

ail communities, one big syncopated Bronx cheer for the righteous squares everywhere. Jazz

In Mezzrow and Wolfe rpt. in Strausbaugh and Blaise 132.
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was the only language they could find to preach their fire-eating message. "171

Jazz was the dialect of rebellion, and this rebellion pervaded almost every aspect of

the jazz community's experience and expression. Jazz anists such as Mezz Mezzrow seemed

to be searching for means of assertion, of both engaging with and responding to the society

which largely rejected them; as Hoagy Carmichael put it, "(Jazzl said what we wanted 10 say

though what that was we might not know. "179 And for many like Mezzrow, marijuana had

become a means of •saying' what they meant, of accessing an emotion and spirit within them

that compelled them to "preacb their fire-eating message" when they played:

... my bead buzzed like a loudspeaker. 1 found 1 was slurring
much better and putting just the right feeling ioto my phrases - 1
was really coming 00.... There wasn't any struggle; it was ail
made-to..order and suddenly there wasn't a sour note or a
discord in the world that could bother me. 1 began to feel very
happy and sure of myself. With my loaded horn 1 could take ail
the fist-swingiog, evil things in the world and bring them
together in perfect harmony, spreading peace and joy and
relaxation to all the keyed-up and punchy people everywhere. 1
began to preach my milleniums on my horn, leading ail the
sinners on to glory. 110

Marijuana was thus an integral element of the process, mucb like that described by

Hebdige, wherein style such as that expressed through Mezzrow's music and his lifestyle, is

loaded with meaning:

this process begins with a crime against the natural order,
though ... the deviation may seem slight indeed.... But il ends
in the construction of a style, in a gesture of defiance or
contempt, in a smile or a sneer. It signais a Refusai.... [Tlhese

178 Mezzrow and Wolfe quoted in Leonard 56.

179 Hoagy Carmichael, New York Times, 14 April 1926, 15, rpt. in Leonard 56.

180 Mezzrow and Wolfe rpt. in Strausbaugh and Blaise 127.
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gestures have a meaning, ... have some subversive value, even
if, in the final anaIysis, they are ... just so much graffiti on a
prison wall. tll

The characterization of such forms of expression as graffiti is not meant to suggest that they

are not worthy of our attention - quite the contrary, for indeed, "graffiti cao make fascinating

reading. They draw attention to themselves. They are an expression both of impotence and a

kind of power - the power to disfigure" .112 Indeed, this apparent paradox, the rather uneasy

coexistence of both impotence and power represented in subcultural expression, is al the heart

of the subcultural defiance of marijuana prohibition. For it is through the struggles between

the discourses of both the culturally marginalized and hegemonic institutions over accepted

meanings - the "possession of the sign"llJ - which determine the ways in which such an act as

the smoking of marijuana is perceived or understood in society. And it is thus through its

significations that the status of marijuana and its users - legal and social - shall ultimately (or

rather, perpetually, for there is no permanence, of course, in such things) he determined.

181 Hebdige 3.

1&2 Hebdige 3 .

183 Hebdige 17.
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Conclusion

Blunt/Chronic/Sea of Green: Marijuana Signification and the Legacy of
Prohibition

"Whar if we made whear illegal like marijuana? ... Just think: whear growing between the
corn rows, a greenhouse behind every fannhouse, wheat parches stashed back in the hUis,
wheat berries in 1 lb. ziplocks, wheat at /O,fXXJ% profit; the small fanner on his fret; the
bureaucrats offhis back. . .. But jinally. a use for ail these four wheelers on the back roads al

night. Secret air strips. Whear dealers. "114

The phrase '( didn't inhale' has DOW long since taken on a life of its own. Bill

Clinton's utterance has become a familiar catchphrase among the soundbites of the popular

American political culture, right up there with Reagan's political tough-guy/Dirty Harry

invocation, "Go ahead - Make my day"; MondaJe's "Where's the Bee!"?" fast-food/political

integrity reference; and Bush's snarling come-on, "Read my lips; no new taxes!". The

degree to which it is lampooned and derided, however, suggests that it should perhaps more

appropriately be compared to Nixon's defiant declaration, "( am not a crook!" Indeed,

Clinton's admission of experimentation with marijuana but insistence that he "did not inhale"

has become, in North American popular culture, somewhat emblematic of the Clinton

presidency, and a recurring staple of late night talk show monologues and lightweight

political commentary. But it has also become, for sorne, emblematic of a hegemonic

discourse on illicit drugs in NOM America which bas increasingly, especially in the 19905,

been called into question by a number of di~;parate interests pursuing as Many varied agendas.

Though Clinton 's claim that he didn't inhale is widely ridiculed and lampooned, it is perhaps

18-1 Joey Tranchina, "A Modest Proposai on the Plight of the American Farmer", High
Times, April 1993, no. 212, 30.
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a more apt retlection of the popular mythologies of drug use upon which we tend to depend.

and on which much of our relevant popular discourse is based. than we might care to admit.

For haven't we ail, to varying degrees. at sorne time or another. felt compelled to deny our

own use of - or even reliance upon - drugs in one form or another?

[ allude here, of course, to the very slippery signification of the term •drugs' itself

and the many varied ways in which various drugs are signified within discourse. For we, of

course, ail use drugs; the drugs which we choose to use tend to depend largely on how we

interpret. as individuals, the ways in which they are variously signified, and thus the effects

or henetits which we presume to obtain from them. So. as Avital Ronell argues, "Clearly it

is as preposterous to he 'for' drugs as it is to take up a position 'against' drugs. Provisionally

they may he comprehended as master objects of considerable libidinal investment, whose

essence still remains to he detennined ft .115 And she funher hints at the enormous intellectual

and phiJosophical challenge which .drugs' thus present:

Drugs resist conceptual arrest. No one has thought to define
them in their essence, which is not to say 'they' do not existe On
the contrary. Everywhere dispensed. in one form or another.
their strength lies in their virtual and fugitive patterns. They do
not close forces with an extemal enemy (the easy way out) but
have a secret communications network with the internalized
demon. Something is beaming out signais, calling drugs home. 186

Perhaps it was 'the intemalized demon' which Bill Clinton was seeking to disavow in denying

that he had ever inhaled; more likely it was sorne sort of "external enemy (the easy way out)"

with which he would admit no consort. One must remember that here was a man who was

1&5 RaneH 50.

!86 Ranell 51.
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seeking the highest political office in the nation, and America was (and still is) a nation al

war, engaged hoth Iiterally (through various interdiction strategies) and figuratively (through

myth and discourse) in the 'war on drugs·.

The symbolism of America's declared strategy for dealing with 'the drug problem' is

striking and c1ear; drugs are signified as the eoemy, a c1ear threat to the nation. Though the

term 'war on drugs' May beg the question of which drugs are subject to the war effon. no

such clarification is deemed necessary, given the American history of drug use, the

development of licit and illicit classifications for various drugs, and anti-drug campaigns

which have already established and mythically defined the enemy. For, as Barthes explains,

n Mythical speech is made of a material which has already been worked on so as to malee it

suitahle for communication: it is because ail the materials of myth ... presuppose a signifying

consciousness, that one can reason about them while discounting their substance". 187 Thus,

for example, while few Americans May he aware of the anti-marijuana jazz musician

.pogroms' of the 19305, the legacy of the mythical significations which characterized such

campaigns perseveres within the sign systems which support such hegemonic exercises as the

'war on drugs'. And, in the 'war on drugs', as in any war, to consort with the enemy is of

course the worst possible offence. Whether marijuana might reasonably be eXPected today to

conjure up the notion of a dreaded enemy is disputable, regardless of even its most extreme

historical significations within a hysterical hegemonic discourse. But it is a drug nonetheless

- an illicit drug -, and one, it might he added, whose contemporary American legal

187 Barthes 119.
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classification is more restrictive than even cocaine and morphine. lU

Boo

The "dramatic end of America's unsupervised romance with Indian hemp and its

products "189 at the tum of the twentieth century would he punctuated far more dramatically

within just a few decades than surely could bave been envisioned at the time~ marijuana being

ultimately targetted and enveloped as it was in the declaration and mobilization of war - the

war. that is~ on drugs. And yet~ just as the prohibition of marijuana was earlier characterized

as heing inevitable~ considering the significations which were carried with it across the

Mexican border and into Gulf of Mexico pons of the southem states~ marijuana ~s

significations - regardless of the drug's properties or effccts - have made it a 'naturar enemy

of a cultural hegemony. For,

Under the impacted signifier of drugs, America is fighting a war
against a number of felt intrusions. They have to do mostly with
the drift and contagion of a foreign suhstance, or of what is
revealed as foreign (even if it should he homegrown). Like any
good parasite, drugs travel both inside and outside of the
boundaries of a narcissistically defended politics. 19O

At the very least, Bill Clinton's apparently humble - but ultimately self-serving - 'confession'

and the public's apparently surprised reaction, followed by a general sentiment of scom

regarding Clinton's handling of the matter, reveal American society's anxiety~ uncertainty~

and confusion around the subject of illicit drug use. Marijuana in particular has appeared ta

188 "Cocaine and morphine (Schedule Il drugs) are legally available as medicines;
marihuana is not. .. (Grinspoon, ttMissed Opponunities" ... ", 204.)

189 Grinspoon, Marihuana Reconsidered, Il .

190 RonelJ 50-51.
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engender widely contlicting and cootradictory views regarding its proper place in North

American society. Though perhaps seen by Many as a rather benign act of rebellion, the

smoking of marijuana nonetheless continues to signify a sort of administration of foreign

contagion such as that addressed by RoneH. Much of the debate surrounding marijuana, as

argued earlier, retlects such a dichotomy, focussing on differences of opinion regarding issues

of personal liberty and effects on hea1th, but as Bonnie and Whitebread point out,

neither philosophy nor science have been shapers of drug policy;
instead, the central influence on govemment action has been the
social context - political, economic, and cultural. Amorphous
social forces, peculiar to time and place, have shaped both the
drug-using behavior of individuals and groups and the wider
social response to that behavior. 191

Yet while these social forces may indeed be specific to a particular time and place,

they continue ta resonate beyond their particular contexts. It is a central contention of this

thesis that marijuana's prohibition within a contemporary context depends largely on a

hegemonic mythology which is firmly rooted in the origins of marijuana prohibition earlier

this century. And this hegemonic discourse has (arguably) been, if not impervious to the

myriad of .amorphous social forces' which have subsequently come into play in the

intervening decades, not substantially transformed by them. Prohibition discourse, centred 00

what has been referred to in sorne circles as "the punitive paradigm", had, by the 1990s,

come to effectively dominate the terms of debate over marijuana and illicit drugs in general:

Although battles over how to define and confront America's
drug problem have continued throughout the century, the past
illuminates an imponant characteristic of these struggles: the
arena of politicai struggle was progressively narrowed,

191 Bonnie and Whitebread 294.
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particularly early in the century, as successive rounds of conflict
consolidated elements of the punitive paradigm.. ,. Dy the late
1930s the previously open question of how to deal with
marijuana ... was closed .... The central drug-POlicy question by
the 1950s was how tough to make punitive sanctions in order to
eliminate supply and use. The challenges of the 1960s and 1970s
demonstrated that the dominant punitive paradigm was by no
means monolithic. Powerful forces could still he mobilized to
challenge sorne of its basic assumptions. But substantial reform
was exceedingly difficult. . _. The marijuana challenge was a
more frontal assault on the assumptions of the paradigm ... (but)
by the 1970s the principle of prohibition was deeply rooted, and
the legalizers were deflected. l92

The suggestion that the state of prohibition has been a dominant aspect through which

discourses surrounding marijuana and its use and users have historically been defined or

circumscribed might lend sorne credence to Allen Ginsberg's contention that marijuana

prohibition may be viewed as a cultural 13000. Within the context of Ginsberg's

characterization of marijuana prohibition as a cultural taboo, the act of inhaling marijuana

smoke takes on a me13phorical significance heyond that of the mere physical ingestion of a

substance. The experience of inhaling marijuana smoke has been largely stripped of its

historical and cultural contexts - few observers or marijuana smokers themselves, for

example, are likely to hear the echoes of the funeral rites of the ancient ScYthians or the

wailing of Mezz Mezzrow's hemp-fueled clarinet as they take 'hits from the bong'. Yet

traces of this history linger today in much of the official and POpular resPQnses to marijuana

use, and might even he said to he an essential component in maintaining marijuana's illicit

status. Legitimate concems regarding the negative health effects of cannabis use fail to

192 Eva Bertram et al., Drug War Polities: The Priee ofDeniai (Berkeley: UC Press,
1996) 100-101.
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adequately justify or explain the criminalization of the cannabis user; sorne of the punitive

measures meted out to users~ by cenain American jurisdictions in particular~ rnay only he

reasonably explained by reference to the manifestations of cultural anxiety represented by -

and rooted in - the racially and class-biased anti-marijuana campaigns of the pasto

What Allen Ginsberg was essentially arguing was that the criminalization of marijuana

is to a large degree - if not entirely - based on SPeCious and disingenuous political reasoning.

Marijuana prohibition is, in its essence~ the product not of judicial concems about law and

order, or concems for public health and safety, but rather is a manifestation of the cultural

anxiety of a North American 'culture-at-Iarge' concemed about perceived violations of

established morality or values. (t is in this respect that Ginsberg characterizes what he views

as the marijuana prohibition laboo as being arbitrary and of a cultural nature. As Bonnie and

Whitebread argue,

Decades of classification as a narcotic, the presumptive
immorality attaching to felonious conduct, and the implication of
addiction~ crime, and insanity (havel instilled in the public
consciousness a fear of marihuana unjustified by the
demonstrable effects of its use. But that fear, and its
codification by law, is an integral part of the present social
context, and it cannot he ignored in either shaping or predicting
policy.193

Inhaling, in effect, signifies a certain moral, philosophicaJ and cultural engagement with

subcultural or counterculture elernents (or at least certain subcultural/countercultural

sensibilities), and, conversely, a certain rejection~ or at least re-evaluation, of estahlishment

mores and values. That many politicians thus might weil have been motivated by fear and

19] Bonnie and Whitebread 294-295.
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anxiety should come as no surprise, if Ginsberg's description of the effecls of the marijuana

'high' has any ment:

And the key, the paradoxical key to this bizarre impasse of
awareness is precisely that the marijuana consciousness is one
that, ever so gently, shifts the center of attention from habituai
shallow purely verbal guidelines and repetitive secondhand
ideological interpretations of experience to more direct. slower.
absorbing. occasionally microscopically minute. engagement
wirh sensing phenomena during the high moments or hours after
one has smoked. l94

Riglueous Bush

To inhale marijuana smoke, in effect, is to engage with the Other. to identify with the

disenfranchised, the marginalized, and thus to question the authority, to subvert the

hierarchy, of the establishment, of the hegemonic culture-at-Iarge. To inhale marijuana

smoke, then, according to Ginsberg, is to violate 13h00 - to violate the sanctity of the mind

and body, and establishment values -, sullied by the dirt, the stigma, of the inhaled

substance, the ingested Other. The key to Ginsberg's argument regarding the somewhat

mystifying perseverance of marijuana prohibition may he found retlected in Freud's

ohservation that "these prohibitions ... have appeared at sorne time or other and must now be

retained on account of an unconquerable anxiety. An external threat of punishment is

superfluous, because an inner certainty (a conscience) exists that violation will be followed by

unbearable disaster. "19~ Vet as Ginsberg himself argues, no such certainty necessarily exists,

nor does such a sense of dreadful foreboding baunt the 'typical' marijuana user:

194Ginsberg 184-185.

195 Freud 37.
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the vast majority ail over the world, who have smoked the
several breaths necessary to feel the effect, adjust to the
strangely familiar sensation of Time slow-down, and explore this
new space thru natural curiosity ... in short, for those who have
made the only objective test, a vast majority of satisfied
smokers. l96

Thus, while an element of taboo may weil inhere in the prohibition of marijuana, it is but one

aspect of the many significations which have historically been attached to marijuana, its use

and its users.

Ginsberg's provocative cbaracterization of marijuana prohibition, though it points up

an essential aspect of one way in which marijuana has come to be signitïed .. nonetheless

misses the mark somewhat. For while, as has been demonstrated, marijuana prohibition

indeed bears sorne resemblance to a taboo.. Ginsberg's characterization fails to adequately

account for the varied ways in which it bas always .. and continues to he, signified outside of

culturally hegemonic discourses. Ginsberg is perhaps contlating marijuana"s legal status with

its status as the object of myth, effectively suggesting that its mYthification is circumscribed

or even defined by its legal prohibition. But as Roland Barthes makes clear,

Myth is not defined by the object of its message, but by the way
in which it utters this message: there are formai Iimils to myth,
there are no 'substantial' ones.... Every object in the world cao
pass from a closed, silent existence to an oral state, open to
appropriation by society, for there is no law, whether natural or
not, which fomids talking about things. 197

The prohibition of marijuana has historically, to sorne degree, effectively Iimited the

parameters of debate on various issues conceming its use, and has dominated much of the

196 Ginsberg 185.

197 Barthes 117-118.
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discourse which has surrounded marijuana, yet it has in no way simply defined the

signification of marijuana, nor precluded oppositional 'readings' of those significations or

even oppositional significations themselves.

While marijuana prohibition, particularly in ils origins earlier this century, might weil

he characterized as being part of an attempt to rnYthically construct marijuana as being

signitïed by taboo, thus 'branding' ils users as 13000, it must he kept in mind that such a

process, regardless of the relative power of hegemony to produce meaning, is not resistant to

breakdown, to what Hebdige described as "the objections and contradictions which hinder the

closing of the circuit between sign and object, product and reproduction". 1911 Neither is the

process in any way permanent, for .. Hegemony is, as Gramsci said, a ' moving equilibrium'

containing relations of forces favourable or unfavourable to this or that tendeDcy" .199 Thus,

the ways in which hegemony responds to subculture May change considerably over tïme,

depending on various factors and circumstances, as is retlected in Hebdige's characterization

of suhculture: "those subordinate groups ... who are altemately dismissed, denounced and

canonized; treated al different tirnes as threats to public order and as harmless buffoons" .200

So while marijuana prohibition has endured DOW for sorne tïme, retlecting the relative power

of a cultural hegemony to affect the legal status, and in tum the social status, of the substance

and its users, this is not entirely reflected in a particular signification, as suggested by

Ginsberg.

198 Hebdige 17.

199 Barthes 16.

200 Hehdige 2.
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Marijuana smokers, whether they identify themselves as pan of the mainstream or

counterculture or otherwise, effectively engage in a process of subcultural refusai or defiance.

As defined by Dick Hebdige, and cited in the previous chapter,

." this process begins with a crime against the natural arder,
though ... the deviation May seem slight indeed - ... But it ends

in the construction of a style, in a gesture of defiance or
contempt, in a smile or a sneer. It signais a RefusaI. 20\

Inhaling marijuana smoke has indeed been portrayed, in North American society in particular,

as 'a crime against the natural order', and no wonder, perhaps, for as Ginsberg's editor puts

it, "the consciousness-expanding effects of the herb constitute a reality kick."202 The notion

of Reality - whatever that might imply - taking it where il counts, being subject to the knocks

of "altered states' of consciousness, is perhaps what originally moved American and Canadian

legislators to prohibit marijuana in the tïrst place. This is not to suggest, however, that the

institution of marijuana prohibition was necessarily motivated by any real concem about

citizens" mental health, though such rationalizations have been proffered. Rather, marijuana

prohibition has served primarily as a means of control exercised by a hegemonic structure

unduly threatened by the 'spectre' of alien influences, of Othemess, in a white European

dominated society. And Othemess was perhaps no more clearly signified than by the notion

of the "natura!' mind in an altered state of consciousness, the result of inhaling a substance

indelibly linked to the likes of Old World peasants, itinerant Mexican farm workers, black

jazz musicians.

20\ Hebdige 3 .

202 Ginsberg 184.



•

•

100

Canned Goods

While the sort of good kick al reality produced by 'the consciousness-expanding

effects of the herh' might require actual ingestion of the drug, it would appear - as Mr.

Clinton could attest - that any sort of association with marijuana essentially constitutes a

defiance of a cultural hegemony, for marijuana is inextricably linked with counterculture,

Othemess. the margins and fringes of society. Today, for example, this is often reflected in

the association between marijuana and hip-hop music; as one journalist put it, "A pail of

smoke hangs over the hip-hop nation al the moment - but these days it's buming cannabis

that' s in the air, masking the smell of spent gunpowder that people have come to expect" .203

Yet despite the fact that marijuana is often popularly associated now with hip-hoppers, and

(more commonly) hippies, Deadheads, and '60s dropouts, Bill Clinton's experimentation with

marijuana hardly sets him apart from the general American - or Canadian - populace, for

despite marijuana's continuing illicit status, millions of Canadians and Americans have

themselves inhaled.

And, opposition to the prohibition of marijuana continues to grow.204 Though caUs for

the decriminalization and/or legalization of marijuana have been heard since at least the

196Os, in the 1990s the debates over marijuana's legal status have been increasingly waged in

mainstream forums. An increasing number of constituencies have also jumped into the fray.

And despite (perhaps to a large degree because oj) its illicit status, marijuana has attained a

20) Joseph Gallivan, "Living on the Blunt Edge", The Independenr, 23 Sept. 1993, 18.

204 For example, ft A national survey tound that 69 per cent of Canadians believed that
our CUITent cannabis laws are overly harsh (Health Canada, 1995) ft. ARF, 5.
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certain hip cachet in the 1990s. Perhaps most significantly, marijuana has also re-emerged in

the public consciousness, the plant's symmetrical, serrated leaf as familiar a cultural icon,

perhaps, as the 'golden arches' or a peace symbol. The pot leaf can be seen everywhere,

emblazoned upon hats and t-shirts and various items of c1othing. Increasingly open and

invariably embracing, even celebratory, references to it can he heard in contemporary popular

music, hip-hop in particular. Hemp clothing and accessories are increasingly stocked by

trendy clothing stores and a growing number of specialty shops. And perhaps most telling,

voters in two American states (Califomia and Arizona) recently voted in favor of legalîzing

marijuana for medical use. The rumblings of decriminalization and legalization supporters

grow ever louder, emanating from more and more perspectives, representing increasingly

disparate agendas and causes.

The 'pro-pot movement', such as it is, is concemed primarily with reforming

govemment drug policies and rescheduling marijuana's legal drug status. Today, this is

pursued largely on two fronts: the eco-hemp and the marijuana-for-medicine movements.

'Hemp awareness' activists seek to promote the ecological benefits of the marijuana plant as a

source of fuel, fibre, and food; and similarly, medical marijuana proponents seek legal

reforms such that marijuana's medicinal properties might he more extensively researched and

utilized in the treatrnent of cancer chemotherapy patients and people with AlOS, multiple

sclerosis, glaucoma, and other illnesses. The pro-pot movement has undergone a cenain

legitimization of its enterprise by association with elements of the medical and

environmentalist establishments. The marijuana cause has traditionally eamed whatever sense

of popular legitimacy it has had, at least in Canada in the U.S., primarily by virtue of the
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sheer nurnhers of those who have at sorne time or another inhaled. And as increasing

nurnbers of people of a wide variety of social and cultural backgrounds inhale in the literaI

sense~ so too does the metaphorical act of inhaling, the engagement with marijuana culture,

and with drug issues, and the embrace of marijuana's potential benefits, become incTeasingly

resonant within contemporary society. But while increasing numbers of people have chosen

ta inhale, the degree to which the public and govemments are prepared to accept or tolerate

marijuana use is anybody's guess. Conflicting signais abound.

Despite the fact that millions of North Americans have used marijuana, there cao he

no doubt that the stigma retlected in much of its historical significations remains attached to

the act of inhaling, as is retlected in Bill Clinton's now infamous qualification of his

'admission'. Though the POpular Reagan-era slogan/admonition to 'just say no~ has likewise

been widely ridiculed, it would appear that it nonetheless has similarly informed the dominant

mythologies and hegemonic discourses on illicit drug use. For, despite OUT apparent disdain

for such discursive strategies of denial with respect to drugs, there remains a certain

inclination in popular discourse towards, if not silence, certainly a reluctance to 'come clean',

to face the ways in which we as individuals are implicated in the ways in which the

consumption of illicit substances are retlected through discourse and representation. The

public's apparent apathy concerning Clinton's actual experimentation with marijuana might

weil indicate a possible transformation in how marijuana use signifies today within popular

culture. Foucault's observations on the implications of silence in discourse are teHing:

Silence itself - the things one declines to say, or is forbidden to
name; the discretion that is required between different speakers ­
is less the absolute limit of discourse, the other side from which
it is separated by a strict boundary, than an element that
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functions alongside the things said, with them and in relation to
them within overall strategies. There is no binary division to he
made between what one says and what one does not say; we
must try to deterrnine the different ways of not saying such
things, how those who cao and those who cannot speak of them
are distributed, which type of discourse is authorized, or which
form of discretion is required in either case. There is not one but
many silences, and they are an integral part of the strategies that
underlie and perrneate discourses. lOS

Was Clinton merely hedging his bels, somehow sensing that things could go either way'! Was

he opening the door to reform, or closing it to meaningful discussion? Conventional views

about marijuana, and indeed drugs in general, have been increasingly challenged in

mainstream debate; considerable changes to public policy concerning marijuana in particular

DOW seem entirely possible, even probable, in the not-too-distant future. Based on the

strange twists and tums of various discourses on marijuana and North American govemments'

drug policies of the past, however, whether this means Iiberalization or increased restrictions

remains to he seen .

205 Foucault, "The Repressive HyPOthesis", 309-310.
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Boy, she's really frantic, the wi/des! chick in town
She hlows her gage, jlies in a rage
Sweet Marijuana Brown
ln her vic/ory garden the seeds grow aIL around
She plants, you dig, she's jlipped her wig
Sweet Marijuana Brown
She don 'r know where she's going. she don'/ care where she 's been
BUl every time you rake her out, she 's bound to take JOu in.
Boy, that gal means trouble. you ought to put her down
Get hep, take care, look OUf, beware ofSweer Marijuana Brown.

CSweet Marijuana Brown', 1945)
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