Moral reformer: Oliver Cromwell clamped
down on drunkenness, immorality and
other sinful activities as Britain's Lord
Protector in-the 17th century-

Are the days of hedonistic consumerism coming to an end?
And will this trigger a revival of puritan-style attitudes to
drug use? Mike Hough on a future where self control
could be the high.

From the 1970s onwards, UK criminologists - including myself
- have tended to take for granted that the post-war upward
trend in crime was a permanent fixture. To my knowledge,
very few of us anticipated the sharp downturn that started in
the mid-1990s. As a discipline, we took our time to assemble
cogent explanations for the fall in crime. Being caught out in
this way sensitises you to the possibility of the unexpected.

Of course history tells us that trends in the consumption of
both illegal and legal drugs are far from stable. There was a
sea change in societal attitudes to alcohol between 1870 and
1914, leading to low levels of consumption compared to
mainland Europe.

The trend, which persisted until well into the post-war
period, was brought about by complex interactions between
cultural shifts associated with the temperance movements,
organised religion and political initiatives, most obviously the
alcohol provisions in the 1914 Defence of the Realm Act. More
recently, smoking behaviour has changed dramatically. In
1948, four out of five men smoked. Now the figure is around
one in four.

So, what will happen to illicit drug use? Futurologists would
approach this question by identifying the key drivers of
patterns of drug use, and assessing how these drivers are
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likely to change. It strikes me that the key issues we have to
look at to help predict future trends around drug use are: our
cultural orientation towards hedonistic consumption; forms of
regulation and control of drug use; the strains between social
groups, levels of poverty and the size of income disparities;
and the technologies of drug production.

The cultures of industrialised societies are increasingly
consumerist ones, in that people tend to draw identity from
their success as hedonistic consumers. The consumption of
alcohol and illicit drugs forms one strand of this consumerist
culture. Are there reasons to predict a change from the current
trajectory? I can think of several.

The first is climate change, which now serves as a constant
reproach to our consumerist lifestyles. We know that seeking
pleasure — and identity - through consumption is
unsustainable. The second is that the heavy-drinking
generations of ‘work-hard play hard’ young adults will, with
ageing, start to encounter the health problems associated
mainly with heavy drinking but also with the use of other
drugs. These two factors could interact to generate a
significant puritan backlash in which a change in orientation
towards alcohol would spill over to drug use. Getting
bladdered, getting off your face, might rapidly become as




stigmatising as owning a Chelsea tractor. In other words, the
tendency to wish for control over risk — whether health risks
or environmental risks - may overwhelm the tendency to
hedonistic consumerism. Pure fantasy? Possibly, but alcohol
consumption fell for the second year running in 2006 - and
the cannabis trend is in the same direction.

The last 30 years have told us that youth culture — and the
place within youth culture for alcohol and illicit drugs - is
only partly shaped by policing. However, when state
intervention is taking the same direction as cultural change,
there can be large effects. I have already mentioned the
changes in alcohol consumption in the late 19th Century, and
the post-war move away from smoking. Another example can
be found in the marked change in public attitudes towards
drink driving since the 70s: formal policing and other forms of
state regulation are very relevant to patterns and attitudes to
drug consumption. But this can only happen if significant
cultural change results in a more sympathetic and receptive
climate.
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Under such circumstances other forms of state control
through education and advertising might also achieve a
greater impact. A further and possibly more potent driver
might emerge in the shape of drug testing technologies
available to employers and other organisations that can
exercise control over individuals’ lives. We would do well,
however, to ask ourselves how comfortable we would actually
find such a precautionary and controlled world.

Even if the overall cultural trajectory of industrialised
societies is in the direction of precautionary control of risks,
one can predict some counter-balancing trends. We have
enjoyed over a decade of economic prosperity and stability,
and this tends to make us forget about the strains that
economic chaos created towards the end of the Thatcher era.
If the economy hits another bumpy patch - and there are
plenty of reasons for fearing this at present — there may be
marked effects on drug consumption. Those at the margins of
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society, excluded from the mainstream, may be less ready — or
less able — to embrace the cautiously healthy lifestyles of the
affluent. Poverty — whether relative or absolute — and the
recourse to the use of alcohol and drugs have long gone
together.

Other things being equal, I would expect income disparity
to be a predictor of levels of drug and alcohol use. A rising
economic divide ought to go hand in hand with high levels of
drug and alcohol consumption amongst the ‘have nots’ in very
unequal societies. If this is right, then a key issue in predicting
Britain’s drug futures is whether the country has the capacity
- and political will - to contain income inequalities. This could
be a difficult challenge in the face of the increasing
competition from the burgeoning Chinese and Indian
economies.

Finally, drug futures will necessarily be shaped by changes
in the technologies of drug production and consumption.
Twenty-five years ago, few envisaged that by the turn of the
century much of the country’s cannabis would be domestically
cultivated or that smoking crack would be one of the primary
ways of ingesting cocaine.

Two possibilities can be identified. The first is that new, and
more attractive, stimulants or opiates will be synthesised,
adding to the range and volume of drug consumption. The
second is that cognition-enhancing drugs become widely
available. The lens through which most of us examine drugs
and alcohol shows us that use of mood-altering drugs is a
‘zero sum game’. Short-term pleasure is followed by long-term
pain. What if the new generation of cognition enhancing drugs
provide us with the means of improving mental function
without a downstream cost? If such drugs become available,
this might revolutionise our entire orientation to recreational
drug use.

And what of legalisation? Surely this is the biggest
potential shaper of our drug futures, you may think. My own
view is that the legal framework for the control of currently
illicit drugs might well be overhauled if industrialised societies
go down the path of healthy lifestyles in a ‘greener’ world. If
on the other hand, the global economy drives us towards
highly unequal forms of income distribution, we may find
ourselves in a high crime, high drugs society in which the
political room for manoeuvre is minimal.

Mike Hough is director of the Institute for Criminal Policy
Research
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