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James MacKenzie
Peter Smagorinsky

Hello. My name is Pete Smagorinsky. I'm a
reporter for English today magazine on American
trends presently operating out of Chicago. This
month’s topic is the use of marijuana in the
United States and this afternoon I'm going to be
discussing this subject with a graduate student at
the University of Chicago. Our talk will center on
current use of marijuana in the United States,
attitudes towards it and speculation on its future.
0f course, while the views of one person do not
necessarily reflect the views of all Americans, I
think that we can use this person’s opinions as a
barometer for the majority of American’s under
30 years of age who do smoke marijuana.

Pete : To start off the questioning, I think that
our listeners would like to know when exactly
you did start to smoke marijuana.

James : Well, I began when I was in my second
year of college. But most of my friends
started smoking marijuana when they were in
high school, usually around their junior, sen-
ior year. But I know lot of kids who started
when they were in junior high school and
there have even been kids in elementary
school that have been found smoking pot.

Pete : That’s very young — elementary school.
For those listeners who are familiar with ele-
mentary school, that’s students who are
twelve years old and under. Do you think this
is a bad trend that such young people are
starting to smoke pot?

James : Well, it really depends on whether you
look at pot smoking as a good or a bad thing.
I look at it as simply just a way to enjoy
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myself. I smoke pot and it’s very relaxing. It’s
a way to just have a good time and sit back’.
It’s especially nice listening to music. The
problem is though that I can’t smoke very
often because it tends to make me very tired
the next morning and sort of lethargic?. I
don’t want to work that much. I have to
really force myself to get started the next day
doing things. And I think that’s really one of
the big problems with smoking pot. Heavy
users, people that are smoking five or six
times a day, just really don’t care a lot of
times what they’re doing. They tend to just sit
back and let life go by. I guess this would be
the most serious problem too with younger
kids because they start smoking pot and they
get in this habit and it very much retards their
social and their intellectual development.
They keep to themselves. They’re very dis-
tracted in school. It’s hard for them to get
involved, to concentrate enough to do school-
work. So. in that sense I would say, yes it is
bad to a certain degree.
Marijuana smoking, I think, should be treated
very much the same way as alcohol — you
can’t buy it unless you’re eighteen or nine-
teen. Although this doesn’t stop kids from
getting a hold of it, it would at least give some
kind of a more control sort of distribution of
marijuana. As it is now it’s sold on the streets
and it’s probably much easier for anybody to
get hold of® if they want it, and they want to
get hold of it, especially the younger kids.
Pete : Now, in terms of quality control, do you
think that the fact that it would be sold under
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federal supervision would increase the quality
of what is generally purchased?

James : The marijuana that you buy on the
street, you really have no idea what it’s like.
Somebody says, well this is really good stuff
and you pay more for that and then a lot of
times you get stuff that’s just terrible and it’s
even treated a lot of times with other drugs. I
suppose this is one of the big dangers of
marijuana. It’s that it can be treated with
speed® or other drugs like that to give you a
different kind of a high. And if the govern-
ment took over they could get a very uniform
standard for the quality of pot. That would be
a lot better in itself.

The actual cost of marijuana and the price
that you pay for it on the street, the differ-
ence is just enourmous. And the govern-
ment could realize a huge profit and at the
same time destroy one of the largest black
market items in the Country today so that it
would be economically a very sound® kind of
thing to do since it seems as if it is around
here to stay.

Pete : Yes, that’s true. It’s a very peculiar indus-

try in that marijuana is nothing more than a
weed that grows wildly in a lot of areas and
just has these remarkable powers to alter one’s
perception of reality.®

As I understand it if you are in a country such
as Colombia you can purchase one kilo which
is equivalent to two and a half pounds of pot
for perhaps ten dollars but by the time it gets
to the United States it costs 40 to 60 dollars
for just one ounce. This is an incredible
difference in prices. I think that the govern-
ment would be wise really to take a cut of
this.”

Didn’t you say that the reason you smoke it is
to escape reality?

James : Well, it’s really just a way to relax, a way

to enjoy yourself. And the problem is that
there is sort of a separation from reality in the
sense that you tend to want to isolate
yourself. And in that way I guess it is a bad
thing. In a certain sense, you have to be
careful.

Pete : It seems to me then, that if you have
nothing really, no concrete experiences to
relate this removal from reality® to, it can be
bad. If you just have this unreal experience to
relate to, then you are hurting yourself. Is
that what you’re trying to say?
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James : Yes, in a sense, I think you really are.

But again, I think it’s very much like alcohol
or like anything else. You can abuse? it if you
are really not careful about the way you use
it, and the times you use it. You certainly
wouldn’t go drinking before you went into a
lecture or something, or a class. And it’s the
same thing with marijuana. It doesn’t make
sense to do that.

Pete : I agree with you very much there. But

from what I understand from speaking with
you here and from what I've read in the
papers about the great number of young
people who smoke it so often, people who get
up out of bed and smoke a joint first thing,
why do so many people abuse it?

James : Well, I think that originally people start-

ed smoking marijuana because it became very
much a cult thing.!® And in the sixties and
maybe a little bit earlier than that, it was the
kind of-thing that you did if you were really
trying to break away from'! the capitalist
society and all those other terms that came up
in the sixties, and people used it as a way to
identify themselves with a group. And as it
gained in its popularity and gained in its
general use and acceptance, more and more
people started smoking it and it’s the kind of
thing that if you don’t have any direction, if
you don’t have any drives, if you’re not sure
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where you’re going (which is what so many
people in the Country are — they really don’t
know where they are going), marijuana be-
comes an easy escape, an easy way to not have
to worry about where they’re going. And this,
again, I think relates back to the one qualifica-
tion I have with it.

It is an easy way to avoid having to make
decisions, to avoid doing things because you
can smoke it and feel fine and feel fine not
doing anything, and not feel bad that you’re
not doing anything. So that the problem with
heavy smokers is not so much in the mari-
juana, it’s that they sort of, I think,don’t have
a direction anyway and this helps them not
have to come to terms with this and say,
“Well, I'm gonna do something with myself, I
wanna go somewhere.”

Pete : O.K., yes. I think this is certainly true in
the area of middle class whites who are
undergoing this pretty big identity crisis.'?
They’re not quite sure what they are doing.
But how would you account for the fact that
so many people do it, I think the problem is
much more acute!® in the cities where every-
body smokes all the time. You go into an ele-
mentary school these days and just all the
kids, if they don’t smoke it they know what it
is and they know lots of people who do. What
do you think accounts for this excessive use
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in our cities?

James : Well,I think one of the problems is that

in so much of the city there is such great
poverty and the environment they’re in is.s0
ugly. I really can’t say what it’s like myself
because I've never experienced it but I think
that real poverty has to be a very painful thing
in so many ways. And so if they smoke pot
and it sort of relieves that pain, that gives
them an escape from it, then it’s something
that I can see why they want to do it, why
they would do it often.

Pete : Seen in that light, I think it is very under-

standable even though we might not approve
of it, I think we can certainly understand why
it happens.

0.K. Id like to talk about marijuana as it’s
related to law enforcement. It seems that you
read about a lot of pot busts!* in the paper.
But I don’t know if pot is the most dangerous
drug if you even care to call it that. It seems
there are a lot more harmful things that go on
that the law enforcement people should con-
centrate on. Could you expand'® on this?

James : 1 think you’re very right in saying that

they’re spending an awful lot of energy arrest-
ing people who are simply caught smoking
marijuana. It seems what they’re doing is that
they’re trying to get at the source of the
whole thing by picking out the little people
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ten to periods where I've smoked a lot. And

The average life
€Xpectancy of a heroin user, once they start-
ed, is five years. And heroin causes a severe
physical addiction and it’s very, Very expen-
sive. To support a habit, once you've started
taking heroin, it costs a hundred dollars a day
or more.

Pete : Yes, | understand. That’s the price you
pay for the heroin itself, but in order to come
up with that money you've got to stea] several
hundred dollars worth of merchandise.

James : Sure. When you’ve 8ot goods that are

hot,'7 that have been stolen, you can only
ask for whatever anybody’s willing to give
you. And they give you much, much less than
it’s worth. It’s 3 vicious circle where they
get involved in al] this crime, stealing all these
things just trying to get enough for their
“fix”'® and the addiction is very real ang
they can’t help it.
They would even kill their friends. | mean it’s
a very serious kind of thing when you get
down to the heroin users!® who are addicted.
and who are badly addicted. Whereas, mari-
juana has no addiction at all, marijuana is not
an addictive drug.

Pete : I once had a friend who told me that
though pot is not addictive, it’s certainly habit
forming, 20

James : QK. There is a sort of psychological
addiction. You get used to it and thep it’s
hard to stop, but it’s not impossible to stop.
And I've gone through my own phases where
I've smoked almost nothing and then [’ve got-
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I have to step back every once in 2 while and
say, “Wait a minute. How much pot are you
smoking? Is this right?” But even when I was
smoking the most that ] ever smoked, I spent
30 dollars for an ounce and it would last 5
month.

Pete : That’s a very significant thing there.

James : You’d easily spend that much on liquor,
you know, for the same period of time. It’s
not the kind of thing that marijuana smokers
are gonna go out and cause crime to support
their habits because that’s just not trye.

Pete : And from what I understand, marijuana
smokers are very much more introverted?! a5
far as their activities. They’re not destructive,
they prefer to sit and talk among themselves,
listen to music, and do basically harmless
things.

James : Again, that’s true,

Pete : OK. Would you care to provide our
listeners with Some sort of overview on your
opinions about marijuana?

James : Sure. I've really come to the conclusion
that smoking marijuana is not dangerous if jt’s
used in moderation, just ]ike anything else,
you know. You've got to be careful with it.
But they’ve shown in many studies that it’s
not addictive, although it does have some sort
of psychological addiction, that’s something
You can deal with. It’s not harmful in any of
the other ways. So it is not a dangerous drug.
It could be dangerous if you were very heavily
into using it all the time. But that’s more, [
think, a social danger and 2 danger to your
intellectual development than an actual physi-
cal danger.
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