
CHAPTER 6 

Sex, Booze, and 
Drugs 

Before 1914, cocaine was legal in this country. Today it is not. Alcoholic 
beverages are legal in the United States today. From 1920 to 1933, they 
were not. Prostitution is legal in Nevada today. In the other forty-nine 
states, it is not.1 All these goods-sex, booze, and drugs-have at least
one feature in common: The consumption of each brings together a will­
ing seller with a willing buyer, creating an act of mutually beneficial 
exchange (at least in the opinion of the parties involved). Partly because 
of this feature, attempts to proscribe the consumption of these goods 
have met with less than spectacular success and have yielded some 
peculiar patterns of production, distribution, and usage. Let's see why. 

SUPPLY-SIDE ENFORCEMENT 

When the government seeks to prevent voluntary exchange, it must gen­
erally decide whether to go after the seller or the buyer. In most cases 
(and certainly where sex, booze, and drugs are concerned), the govern­
ment targets sellers, because this is where the authorities get the most 
benefit from their enforcement dollars. A cocaine or heroin dealer, even 
a small retail pusher, often supplies many dozens of users each day, as 
did speakeasies (illegal saloons) during Prohibition; a streetwalker may 
service three to ten "tricks" per night. By incarcerating the supplier, the 
police can prevent several, or even several hundred, transactions from 

These statements are not entirely correct. Even today, cocaine may be obtained legally by 
prescription from a physician. Prostitution in Nevada is legal only in counties that have 
chosen to permit it. Finally, some counties in the United States remain "dry," prohibiting 
the sale of beer, wine, and distilled spirits. 
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rose sharply because of the greater purity of the imports. Moreover, the 
"shake-and-bake" method of domestic production that arose after the 
crackdown on cold medicines had an unintended and often fatal con­
sequence. The mixing process often goes wrong, and when it does, the 
ensuing explosion causes horrific and sometimes fatal burns of the head 
and upper torso. Many emergency rooms and hospital burn centers were 
overwhelmed by these casualties. 

Consider also the government's efforts to eliminate the consump­
tion of alcohol during the 1920s and 1930s. They failed so badly that 
the Eighteenth Amendment, which put Prohibition in place, was the first 
(and so far the only) constitutional amendment ever to be repealed. As 
for prostitution, it is reputed to be "the oldest profession" and, by all 
accounts, continues to flourish today. 

The government's inability to halt the consumption of sex, booze, 
or drugs does not mean that its efforts have failed. Indeed, the impact of 
these efforts is manifested in their consequences, ranging from overdose 
deaths to disease-ridden prostitutes. The message instead is that when 
the government attempts to prevent mutually beneficial exchange, even 
its best efforts are unlikely to meet with spectacular success. 


