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Drug use as a ‘practice of the self’: is there any place for an
‘ethics of moderation’ in contemporary drug policy?
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Abstract

This paper offers a series of critical interrogations of the principles and practice of harm minimisation. This critique draws from Michel
Foucault’s account of ethics, pleasure and moderation in pointing to some significant gaps and conceptual problems within Australia’s National
Drug Strategy. I argue that this strategy has had only indirect impacts upon theways in whichillicit drugs are consumed in Australia, and
on the behaviour of individual users. Part of this problem lies in the ways in which the cultures and the contexts of illicit drug use have
been conceptualised within contemporary drug policy. Following Foucault, I argue that drug use ought to be conceptualised as a distinctive
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practice of the self’. I argue further that Foucault’s work on pleasure and ethics offers important new ways of understanding the
ature of drug use for young people, as well as providing new conceptual bases for the design and delivery of harm minimisation
ithin those settings and contexts in which drug use takes place.
2004 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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In order to reduce the harms caused by drugs in society,
it is necessary to accommodate drug use in less harmful
ways, to promote the development of social norms, values
and beliefs that foster abstinence or moderate use, and to
create alternatives that can replace the role of drugs in
people’s lives.

Durrant and Thakker (2003: 248)

Like many nations, Australia has experienced a perva-
ive increase in the frequency and prevalence of illicit drug
se in recent decades, particularly within youth populations
seeAIHW, 2002; Durrant and Thakker, 2003). This shift
as prompted governments, welfare and treatment agencies,
mong other organisations, to develop systematic programme
nd policy responses to the ‘problem’ of illicit drug use. In
ustralia, these responses have been organised and deployed
ccording to the principles and practice of ‘harm minimi-
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sation’ (seeRohl, 2000). Harm minimisation emerged
Australia in the early 1980s in response to the HIV/AI
epidemic, and was quickly adopted as the conceptua
philosophical basis of the Hawke Government’s Natio
Campaign Against Drug Abuse (NCADA) (ibid.). Desp
changes in government, and the increasingly vituper
rhetorical debates which have surrounded this policy, h
minimisation continues to underpin Australia’s drug po
position. It is a policy that is praised by many for its ‘pr
matic and humane’ approach to illicit drug use, just as
condemned by others as a duplicitous retreat in the ‘wa
drugs’ (seeDurrant and Thakker, 2003: 243–247). Many o
these debates are concerned with the philosophical and
claims underpinning harm minimisation policies; much
attention has been focused on assessing the extent to
harm minimisation remains relevant for those individu
who consume illicit substances.

This paper addresses this issue in assessing the ef
and appropriateness of harm minimisation policies in A
tralia. In the course of developing this critique, I will a
examine the potential relevance of contemporary socia
955-3959/$ – see front matter © 2004 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
oi:10.1016/j.drugpo.2004.06.010
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ory in providing new ways of thinking about illicit drug use
and new ways of planning effective responses to the harms
associated with this use. I would argue that such theory repre-
sents an under utilised resource in the design and delivery of
drug policies and programmes. More specifically, the paper
turns in later sections to consider the work of French thinker
Michel Foucault, particularly his final writings on ‘practices
of the self’, ethics, moderation and pleasure. I argue that
this material offers important new ways of understanding the
changing nature of drug use for young people, as well as pro-
viding new conceptual bases for the design and delivery of
harm minimisation strategies within those settings and con-
texts in which drug use takes place. Indeed, Foucault’s work
on ethics and the ‘use of pleasure’ gives rise to a series of
critiques of contemporary drug policy and the ways in which
it tends to privilege the ‘problem’ of harms whilst eliding
the consideration of pleasure. I conclude that contemporary
polices and strategies must find ways of accommodating the
exigencies of pleasure in planning and implementing more ef-
fective responses to the problems associated with illicit drug
use.

Changing patterns of drug use: enduring policy
responses
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(seeHamilton, King, & Ritter, 2004; MCDS, 2001). Despite
these resources, clearly articulated policy objectives, and reg-
ular evaluation, progress has been incremental and often in-
consistent (see alsoDurrant & Thakker, 2003; Rohl, 2000).
Nonetheless, Australian drug policy has proven remarkably
resilient and adaptive in this period. Even the change of Fed-
eral government in 1996 saw piecemeal, rather than compre-
hensive, change (Fitzgerald & Sewards, 2002). This is not
to ignore or gloss over the changes that have occurred in
Australian drug policy in the last two decades, only to ac-
knowledge that harm minimisation has been retained as the
foundation, or conceptual basis, of public policy in this time
(see alsoRoche & Evans, 2000: 149–151).

So what have been the principal features of Australian pol-
icy in this period? Harm minimisation as it has been defined
in Australian policy and legislation is typically understood
to comprise three distinct branches or components: demand
reduction, supply reduction and harm reduction (seeMCDS,
2001). Demand reduction strategies have primarily involved a
range of drug prevention efforts, including drug education in
schools and community ‘social marketing’ campaigns, aimed
at bringing about a broad reduction in the consumption, and
thus demand for, illicit drugs in the Australian community
(seeICD, 2003). Such strategies are premised on the notion
that the provision of expert and scientifically rigorous in-
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Australian responses to the problems associated wit
se of illicit drugs have typically prioritised a reduction

he consumption and availability of illicit substances in
ommunity (seeHamilton, 2004; Wodak and Moore, 200).
vailable epidemiological evidence would suggest that
fforts have met with limited success. Indeed, evidence
ests that the use of illicit drugs such as cannabis,
hetamines, ecstasy and cocaine has increased in Austr

he last 20 years, particularly among young Australians
IHW, 2002; MCDS, 2001). Arguably the most authoritativ
f Australian studies of young people’s drug use is the A

ralian Institute of Health and Welfare’s (AIHW)National
rug Strategy Household Survey. The most recent surve
as conducted in 2001 and was administered in just u
7,000 households (seeAIHW, 2002). The 2001 Survey re
orts that just over half of all Australians aged between 14
9 years have tried an illicit substance of some kind in

ifetime, with around 31% of persons in this cohort repor
recent use’ (use ‘in the last 12 months’) (AIHW, 2002: 36).
his report also suggests that, with the possible excepti
annabis, illicit drug use is more common in youth coh
han was the case 10 or 20 years ago, and that this u
eginning at an earlier age.

It is no doubt for these reasons that illicit drug use
ecome a key concern for governments in Australia a

evels (seeMCDS, 2001). As such, the Australian Commo
ealth Government allocates on average AUS$ 80 mi
er year to its illicit drug strategy, generally through a
f law enforcement, treatment and prevention efforts,

he various state governments allocating many millions m
ormation will lead individuals to modify their drug use b
aviour as they become more aware of the risks and ‘dan
f illicit drug use and (naturally) choose to avoid them (
ietze, 1998). In schools, this information has been delive

o young people through an array of sophisticated drug
cation programs, each targeted at different age group
ear levels (seeBallard, Gillespie, & Irwin, 1994). Experts
isagree as to the overall effectiveness of these approa
lthough there appears to be some consensus that drug

ion hassome impacton young people’s drug use behavio
hen done in an ‘integrated, sensitive and cohesive ma

Midford, Munro, McBride, Snow, & Ladzinski, 2002: 367).
However, it is widely acknowledged that prevention

orts outside of education settings are much more fra
seeLenton, 1996). In Australia, governments have conc
rated these efforts on social marketing campaigns. T
ampaigns have been conducted in and through the mas
ia and typically seek to raise awareness of the risks
arms associated with illicit drug use in the hope that this
ncourage a reduction in drug consumption. AsMcDonald,
oche, Durbridge, and Skinner (2003)note, demand redu

ion of this kind focuses on the importance of knowled
ttitudes and values as key determinants of behaviour

hought that the shift in attitudes and values that deman
uction is aimed at engendering is later translated into a
ensurate shift in behaviour. However, this neat equati

omewhat compromised by the realisation that knowle
ttitudes and behaviour are often contradictory and unce

n that people often behave in ways that they know to be p
ematic or ‘risky’. The smoking of tobacco is a good exam
seeWhite, Hill, Siahpush, & Bobevski, 2003). It is for this
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reason that governments and other agencies have found it
very difficult to measure the efficacy of specific demand re-
duction strategies (seeRohl, 2000). This might also explain
why demand reduction efforts account for only a small pro-
portion of the state’s illicit drug budget (seeWodak & Moore,
2002).

The lion’s share of this budget is devoted to supply reduc-
tion efforts, with some 80% of government outlays being allo-
cated in this fashion (Wodak & Moore, 2002). Australian sup-
ply reduction strategies have in recent decades emphasised
interdiction including law enforcement, customs and border
protection and street policing (MCDS, 2001). Authorities
have thus sought to apprehend the criminal networks that or-
ganise the manufacturing and importation of illicit substances
into the country, as well as reinforcing existing border pro-
tection measures. Domestic law enforcement agencies have
also sought to cooperate more effectively with other inter-
national law enforcement bodies in order to further disman-
tle international manufacturing and supply networks. Despite
regular seizures and the occasional ‘big bust’, it is generally
acknowledged (even among law enforcement agencies) that
interdiction accounts for only 10–20% of all substances and
materials imported into Australia (seeSutton & James, 2000;
Wodak & Moore, 2002). It is also interesting to note that
in recent years law enforcement agencies in Australia have
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The persistently controversial nature of harm reduction
debates in Australia is indicative of the broader difficulties
that have been associated with reaching any kind of con-
sensus regarding the most appropriate drug policy aims and
programme methods in Australia. This kind of fundamental
disagreement is reflected in almost all of the major drug policy
evaluations and reviews that have been completed in Australia
in the last two decades (seeFitzgerald & Sewards, 2002). Yet,
as I have noted, very few assessments of drug policies and
programmes in this country have attempted to ascertain the
efficacy and appropriateness of such strategies for those in-
dividuals who consume illicit substances. AsWodak (2000)
notes, ‘consumer groups’ have been largely excluded from
the public policy process in Australia, and so programmes
have not always been appropriate to their needs. Indeed, one
might argue that the vast majority of drug policies and pro-
grammes in Australia fail to adequately address the needs
of illicit drug users because they largely miss their target.
What I mean by this is that the majority of drug programmes
in Australia are targeted not at the level of individual use,
but rather at the level of manufacturing and supply, and/or
research and training. In 1997, the United Nations Interna-
tional Drug Control Program reported that of Australia’s total
drug policy budget, 84% is devoted to law enforcement, 6%
to treatment services and the remaining 10% to research and
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hifted the focus of their efforts from ‘end users’ to ‘mid
ier’ suppliers and international organised crime, purport
n an effort to reduce costs and pressures in the crimina
ice system (seeKutin & Alberti, 2004: 149). Those indi
idual users who come into contact with the criminal jus
ystem are now increasingly handled through ‘diversion
rograms including treatment and counselling services,

freeing up’ the courts to consider those charged with c
nal supply, manufacturing and importation offenses (Kutin

Alberti, 2004: 149–154).
The third tier of the National Drug Strategy is harm

uction. As noted, this component has provoked endu
ontroversy, not least for its apparent shift of emphasis a
rom use reduction (seeCrosbie, 2000). In a widely endorse
efinition, Lenton and Single (1998)suggest that harm r
uction takes as its singular aim the reduction of the ha
ssociated with the use of illicit drugs, rather than, nece

ly, the reduction or elimination of drug use in society. In t
ense, drug use is itself understood as less of a concer
he specific harms and problems that sometimes arise
hat use. For many adherents, harm reduction is regard

more pragmatic and realistic approach to drug polic
hat it recognises that drug use is never likely to be el
ated from society. Hence, policy should focus on rende

his drug use as ‘safe’ as possible, whilst directing atten
o dependent and problematic drug use rather than soc
ecreational use (seeWodak & Moore, 2002). This position
s reflected in the various programs and strategies tha
elivered in Australia under the aegis of harm reduction
s needle and syringe programmes (NSPs) and meth
aintenance treatment (seeLintzeris & Spry-Bailey, 2004).
revention (cited inWodak, 2000: 184). There is no eviden
o suggest that these ratios have changed much in the
ening years.

From this budget breakdown one might deduce that
olicy directly impacts upon individual drug users in th
istinct ways; law enforcement, treatment and preven
s has been noted, law enforcement has in recent years
ore concerned with disrupting the criminal networks

ponsible for the manufacture and importation of illicit s
tances, than with individual drug users, though this is
o suggest that the law is now indifferent to personal
see alsoRohl, 2000: 129). It remains true, however, th
he vast majority of individual drug users never come
ontact with the criminal justice system, particularly th
hose use might be described as intermittent or recrea

seeSutton and James, 2000; VCDPC, 2003). In this sense
he state’s harm minimisation efforts as they relate to
nforcement have only indirect impacts on most individ
ho consume illicit drugs. Moreover, it does little to ac
lly change theways in whichindividuals consume the
ubstances. Treatment, on the other hand, is directly
erned with intervening in the lives of individual drug us
ut even then, it has been estimated that fewer than
f users ever present for treatment (seeHRSCFCA, 2003
CDPC, 2003). Again, the vast majority of users fall ou
ide of the web of harm minimisation services and so fa
erive any real benefits from such efforts. Until such t
s an individual comes into contact with law enforcem
nd/or treatment services, s/he is essentially ‘invisible
overnments and other agencies and so is his or her dru
ehaviour.
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The same might be said of prevention efforts. Whilst far
more individuals have some experience of prevention pro-
grammes given the prevalence of drug education in schools
and the reach of social marketing campaigns, with the ex-
ception of this social marketing, most individuals experience
such programmes well before they make the transition into il-
licit drug use. Despite wide discrepancies between the states,
most individuals in Australia receive drug education in pri-
mary school and in the first years of secondary school (see
Midford et al., 2002). Hence most individuals have already
finished with their drug education by the time they reach 14
or 15 years of age. Evidence indicates that illicit drug use is
rare in these cohorts (seeAIHW, 2002). Available research
also suggests that drug education has a limited ‘lifespan’ in
its impact on a student’s attitudes and behaviour. It is for
this reason that most experts recommend that students re-
ceive ‘booster’ or refresher courses in later years (seeBallard
et al., 1994). This also suggests however that school based
drug education has only limited impacts on individual drug
taking decisions in later years, particularly once an individual
enters their twenties. Whilst such individuals are the focus of
much prevention focused social marketing, there is very little
evidence to suggest that these strategies have much impact on
drug use behaviours (seeHamilton et al., 2004). Once again,
one might argue that existing harm minimisation efforts do
l llicit
s

erns
t Aus-
t the
w set-
t SPs
h sers
t g in-
j -
f IDS
a y low
l at’
o no-
v Aus-
t -
a ion of
H ral
c harm
r ple
( ,
s ues o
N s’ for
i been
s licit
s trans-
l hes
t n of
i ctant
t e the
w s.

The ‘gap’ between prevention and treatment: what is
drug policy missing?

I would argue that the reason for this failure lies largely
in the policy ‘gap’ that exists between prevention and treat-
ment programmes in Australia. This gap is manifest in the
dearth of drug programmes and strategies that actually ad-
dress drug use in those settings and contexts within which
this behaviour takes place. Harm minimisation as it is cur-
rently configured in Australia treats drug use behaviours at
the margins. It addresses drug use at the two extreme ends
of the drug use spectrum. At the one end of this spectrum,
prevention efforts target those individuals for whom drug use
is, in the main, not yet a feature of their lives. At the other
end of the spectrum, treatment efforts are targeted at those
individuals whose drug use has become problematic and/or
chaotic. Yet what programmes and services exist for those
individuals who fall in between these two extremes—what
fills this gap? What exists for the vast majority of existing
drug users once prevention has failed, and before treatment
is considered? At present there exists a range of NSPs, perva-
sive though arguably ineffective social marketing campaigns,
a small number of outreach treatment and referral services, as
well as limited community initiatives such as peer education
strategies and other community mobilisation efforts.
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ubstances in Australia.

The one significant exception to this argument conc
he success of NSPs. Indeed, this is one area in which
ralian drug policy has directly focused on transforming
ays in which specific substances are used in specific

ings. There is now much evidence to suggest that N
ave been instrumental in encouraging injecting drug u

o change their injecting practices, and to avoid sharin
ecting equipment in particular (seeCDHA, 2002). Such ef
orts have in turn ensured that the transmission of HIV/A
mong injecting drug users has remained at remarkabl

evels in Australia (ibid.). However, it is precisely this ‘thre
f HIV/AIDS that has underscored the trialing of more in
ative and controversial harm reduction approaches in
ralia. AsRoche and Evans (2000)report, the political imper
tives associated with the need to prevent the transmiss
IV/AIDS in this country have generally outweighed mo
oncerns regarding the ‘dangerous messages’ different
eduction efforts might send to ‘vulnerable’ young peo
see alsoLintzeris & Spry-Bailey, 2004: 206–207). And so
ome consensus has been achieved regarding the virt
SP strategies and the promotion of ‘safer use guideline

njecting drug users. The fact that these strategies have
o successful in changing the ways in which different il
ubstances are injected in Australia has not, however,
ated into wider support for similarly innovative approac
o the use of other illicit substances. With the exceptio
njecting drug use, Australian authorities have been relu
o countenance strategies that involve attempts to chang
ays in which people actually consume illicit substance
f

In other words, harm minimisation programs have l
o offer the vast majority of drug users in Australia beca
n a sense, harm minimisation is not targeted at such pe
f like most drug users, one’s use is social or recreatio
nd one doesn’t arouse the interests of law enforceme

horities or treatment services, then essentially one is le
ne’s own devices in this country, irrespective of how ha

ul or problematic this drug use may be at present or in
uture. I would argue that such a scenario represents a
re of political will and policy imagination. I would argu

urther that the problem lies at root in the very conceptua
ion of harm minimisation. It should not be surprising th
olicy that concerns itself almost exclusively with the ha
ssociated with illicit drug use should find it so difficult
ddress the concerns of more than a small minority of
sers. The failure here lies in the failure to conceive of d
se in more heterogeneous and dynamic ways. For it
uable that drug use is at least as concerned with ple
s it is with harms, and yet contemporary Australian d
olicy has no way of accommodating this distinction. If
ccepts for a moment that the majority of illicit drug us
re attracted to this behaviour because of the subjectiv
erience of pleasure that is associated with it – and the
mple evidence to support this contention (seeBecker, 1965
eenan, 2004; O’Malley & Valverde, 2004; Zinberg, 1984) –

hen it is clear that drug policy needs to address this asp
rug use in addition to the issue of harms and risks. I w
rgue that harm minimisation will remain indifferent to
oncerns of most individuals who consume illicit substan
ntil it is able to conceive of this issue of pleasure. Drug

cy must also be able to recognise the shifting cultures
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contexts of drug use behaviours in better understanding the
relationship between pleasure and harms, benefits and costs
as they impact on the use of illicit substances. I would argue
further that contemporary social theory, and Foucault’s work
in particular, affords a way of rethinking these issues in pro-
viding new conceptual bases for the design and delivery of
harm minimisation strategies.

Practices of the self: ethics and the use of pleasure

In the second volume of theHistory of SexualityFoucault
turns to consider a range of classical ‘practices of the self’,
what the Greeks calledaskesisor ‘self-fashioning’ (Foucault,
1985: 72–77). Foucault became interested in such practices
through the development of his broader genealogical study
of subjectivation and the ‘government of individualisation’,
with a particular interest in the ways in which individuals
come to shape the experience of subjectivity through the
self-regulation of personal conduct—through the practice of
ethics (seeFoucault, 1983: 210–213; 1988). Foucault argues
that such a transformative ethics is established according to
specific ‘practices of the self’; those ‘intentional and volun-
tary actions by which men not only set themselves rules of
conduct, but also seek to transform themselves, to change
t .
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character, was expected to exercise self restraint and moder-
ation at all times as a way of demonstrating this nobility of
character. In exercising this moderation, an individual might
also make of his character, his very identity, a work of art, a
thing of great beauty (seeFoucault, 1985: 53–61).

The moderation of pleasure was thus oriented towards
three specific goals. To begin with, moderation was regarded
as a distinct practice of the self, as an ethic. It was understood
as a means by which the individual might be able to transform
themselves in the creation of a more noble character and a
more beautiful life. It was also thought that such a practice
enhanced one’s reputation and the status and esteem of one’s
family. In turn, moderation was practiced as a means of avoid-
ing excess in the experience of pleasure. The Greeks regarded
excess and indulgence as great dangers, linked to all manner
of harms and misfortune from poor physical health through
to disruptions in one’s family life and misfortune in one’s
business dealings (seeFoucault, 1985: 20–22). Moderation
was thus recommended as a way of ensuring the health of
oneself and one’s family. Finally, moderation was practiced
by the Greeks in order to enhance or intensify the experience
of pleasure. The moderation of pleasure was, in this way, con-
sidered of great functional utility. For if the individual could
come to moderate the frequency of those acts that brought
one pleasure, such as sexual intercourse or the consumption
o y to
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hemselves in their singular being’ (Foucault, 1985: 10–11)
oucault describes these ethical practices as specific
f existence’, as the means by which individuals com
stablish for themselves a distinctive individual identity
ubjectivity. Whilst Foucault acknowledges the existenc
uch practices in modern societies, he stresses that thes
ave not been formally organised into a distinct social th
r political philosophy. In contrast, the Ancient Greeks
oted considerable attention to the various ‘arts of existe
eveloping a rich literary tradition. Foucault examines
rincipal figures in this tradition in the second volume of
istory of Sexuality.
Foucault argues that much can be learned from the an

reeks. Although he rejects many of the specific prac
ssociated with the Greek’s personal ethics, Foucault a

hat theprinciple of self-fashioning, what he calls an eth
f the self, is worthy of contemporary revival (seeFoucault
988). For the Greeks, this principle of self-fashioning w
rounded in a set of norms and codes pertaining to ple
nd the practice of moderation. In contrast to the Chris

radition, the ancient Greeks did not regard pleasure as s
ow sinful; rather the Greeks were concerned with the wa
hich pleasure waspracticed and experienced. This related

o the experience of all kinds of pleasures including thos
ociated with sexual relations, with eating and drinking, w
he maintenance of one’s household and one’s persona
ngs with friends and acquaintances (Foucault, 1985). The
reeks stressed that such pleasures ought to be moder

he interests of ‘right and proper conduct’ (Foucault, 1985:
4). Moderation was in this way, thought to be the hallmar
xemplary character. The noble man, the man of honou
’

n

f one’s favourite wine or food, then one was also likel
nhance or intensify the experience of that pleasure on
arer occasions in which it occurred. The Greeks beli
hat one’s tolerance for pleasure grew in direct proportio
he frequency of its experience, and so one ought to mod
ne’s pleasure in order to retain an appreciation of inten

flow’ and nuance (seeFoucault, 1985).
The Greeks practiced this moderation through the de

ent of various practices of the self. Each practice requ
he regulation of one’s personal conduct in the developm
f a unique ‘ethics of the self’. The most distinctive pract
lement of this ethics was the setting of personal limits
eed, this setting of limits was the principal means by w

he moreethical ‘use of pleasure’ was to be enacted. Wh
he Greeks made some attempt to codify a set of mora
criptions pertaining to the use of pleasure, such prescrip
id not obtain the force of law and hence it was left to in
iduals to determine for themselves how this use of plea
ught to bepracticed(seeFoucault, 1985). If the ‘proper’
se of pleasure required the exercising of moderation
elf-control, then each individual was required to define
recise personal limits of this moderation and the mean
hich such limits were to be maintained. The Greeks re
ised the idiosyncratic nature of pleasure and so the
hilosophers and moralists of the age set out to provide
nce as to how an individual might come to establish pers
ules of conduct in the practice of moderation (seeFoucault
985).

Foucault was in this way primarily interested in theprinci-
les and practiceof Ancient Greek ethics, particularly tho
rovisions relating to the ethical fashioning of one’s cond
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and identity. Foucault regarded these principles as an effec-
tive antidote to the normalisation of morals and ethics in our
own time (seeFoucault, 1988). However, I would argue that
the ancients also have much to offer us today in the ways in
which they managed the experience of pleasure. Rather than
regulate the experience of pleasure through legislative fiat or
punitive sanction, the Greeks attempted to foster a culture of
moderation that saw limit setting raised to the virtue of an
ethic. Significantly, this ethic had significant benefits for the
individual in that it was designed to bring to that individual
nobility of character and the intensification of one’s plea-
sures. Moderation was never understood as a virtue in and
of itself: it was a practical means of improving one’s life—a
true art of existence. I would argue that such a conceptual-
isation might provide a way of rethinking Australian drug
policy.

Drug use as a practice of the self: moderation and
limits

The ancient Greeks understood that the experience of plea-
sure is always shadowed by the antinomies of moderation
and excess. Recognising that the balance of these tensions
is a matter of personal determination, the Greeks sought to
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This approach also acknowledges the realities of drug use
in contemporary societies. AsWalton (2002)stresses, drug
use is an innately private experience, comprising a mix of
pleasures and risks, highs and harms. Whilst drug use almost
always takes place within a social context, it is also a matter of
personal conduct, of choice and compulsion. In this respect,
drug use might itself be described as a distinctive ‘practice
of the self’. Drug policy should thus seek to influence the
nature of this conduct in entrenching the principles of mod-
eration and self-restraint. Clearly such practices already exist
in many youth cultures and so contemporary policy should
seek to harness and reinforce these practices. Yet, the gap
that exists in Australia’s drug policy regime between pre-
vention and treatment largely precludes such interventions.
Indeed, existing policies have no way of accommodating the
more moderate and/or responsible use of illicit substances.
No doubt some will demur that there can be no level of re-
sponsible use of illicit substances. Yet this approach has only
ensured that governments have been largely ineffective in
shaping the culture of illicit drug use in Australia whilst do-
ing little to prevent their use. Drug policy must therefore find
more effective ways of shaping the private conduct of individ-
uals. I would argue that Foucault provides a way of thinking
through these new approaches.

Following Foucault, drug policy ought to be concerned
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ultivate aculture of moderation and self-restraint. In o
wn time, governments have resorted to the machine
he state in prohibiting the experience of those pleas
eemed too unruly, disruptive or unpredictable (seeWalton,
002). Whilst matters of sexual and corporeal express
f lifestyle and identity, have been largely decriminalise
ecent decades, the use of (most) drugs for pleasure i
rmly prohibited. This is despite the fact that prohibition
ailed to prevent the pervasive use of such drugs, and
rguably increased the array of risks and harms asso
ith their consumption (seeDavenport-Hines, 2002; Du
003b; Walton, 2002). StuartWalton (2002)argues that thi

ailure is the result of the difficulties associated with the
slative regulation of private conduct. Being largely un
orceable, such laws rely on the maintenance of a suppo
oral consensus; once this moral consensus breaks
nforcement becomes progressively more difficult. I wo
rgue that this is precisely what has happened in Aus

n relation to the use of illicit substances. Particularly wit
outh cultures, the taboos proscribing illicit drug use h
een steadily eroded such that drug use has become ‘c
lly normalised’, with many young people regarding the
f illicit substances as yet another leisure activity (seeDuff,
003a; Parker, Aldridge, & Measham, 1998). In such a cli
ate, drug policy ought to move from the prohibition of

o the management of use. Without this attempt to inter
n the culture of illicit drug use, the patterns and prevale
f use will be left to the vicissitudes of particular cultu
nd contexts. It is not clear that moderation and the m
esponsible ‘use of pleasure’ are always valued within t
ultures.
,

ith limits and moderation in the fostering of a culture of
ponsible use. This should serve as an effective mea
educing the harms associated with the use of illicit
tances, whilst also working to overcome the pervasiv
ifference to drug policies and strategies that exists in m
outh cultures (seeClark, Scott, & Cook, 2003: 38–41). Fo
ome, this setting of limits will involve complete abstinen
or others it will involve abstaining from certain substan
hilst enjoying others in moderation. The great benefit
ore Foucauldian approach to this problem lies in the re
ition of the benefits of moderation. Typically, governm
ponsored harm minimisation and prevention strategies
rise moderation and abstinence as inherently ‘proper
irtuous. Perhaps one might have more success in prom
uch moderation if one were also to identify its benefits
oucault points out, moderation permits the intensificatio
leasure on those rarer occasions in which it is experie
o effectively moderate one’s drug use is thus to ensure
ach remaining episode of use is more distinct and ple
ble. Such moderation is also clearly an effective harm

misation strategy in its own right. Moderation might in th
espects be recommended not only as a virtue in itsel
lso for the practical benefits it delivers. This is also lik

o render such policies and programmes more relevant
eeds of individual drug users and thus more effectiv
olicy.

This work should also seek to build upon the more ‘sp
aneous’ expressions of moderation and ‘controlled’ d
se that exist in many youth cultures. As many researc
ave acknowledged (seeLupton & Tulloch, 2002; Moore,
993; O’Malley & Valverde, 2004; Zinberg, 1984), much
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drug use takes place within distinct social settings or ‘lo-
cales’ which feature an array of specific norms and conven-
tions that work to encourage moderation through discour-
aging excessive consumption.Slavin (2004)argues that no-
tions of ‘messy’ or uncontrolled drug use are condemned
in many drug using peer groups as the province of inexpe-
rienced and/or irresponsible users. In this sense, consider-
able cultural and social cachet is attached to the cultivation
of more refined and controlled personal habits—in the abil-
ity to ‘handle’ one’s drug use (see alsoMeasham, Aldridge,
& Parker, 2001: 124–129). That said, the typical focus of
many of these social norms is the desire to avoid the em-
barrassment or social stigma associated with ‘messy’ drug
use, with getting ‘out of it’, rather than the more direct
valorisation of moderation in the use of pleasure. It does,
nonetheless, suggest that the grounds for a practice of mod-
eration and active limit-setting already exist in many youth
cultures and across many diverse settings. Furthermore, it
suggests that a policy that might promote the moderation of
use as a way of both intensifying the pleasures associated
with that drug use as well as ameliorating the more ‘messy’
or undesirable consequences of this use has considerable
merit.

In closing, this paper has sought to canvas the value of
a more Foucauldian appreciation of pleasure and ethics in
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organisations RaveSafe, Enlighten and the Pt’Chang Non-
Violence Group. Each organisation remains ‘grass-roots’ and
peer driven, and is committed to reducing the harms associ-
ated with young people’s use of illicit substances through the
provision of ‘honest, non-judgmental’ information and ed-
ucation (seeVCDPC, 2003). These organisations primarily
offer out-reach services to young people in those settings in
which they consume illicit substances, with clubs and raves
being common sites of operation. Importantly, each organi-
sation is managed and staffed by volunteers and peers and is
widely respected among young people who use illicit drugs
for a non-judgmental and pragmatic approach to harm re-
duction (seeVCDPC, 2003: 217–229). It is also worth not-
ing that these organisations share a commitment to the safer
use of illicit substances through the dissemination of safer
use guidelines and other innovative harm reduction strate-
gies (seeVCDPC, 2004: 682–687). It is for these reasons
that I believe such organisations have much to offer in the
development of an ethics of moderation in the use of il-
licit substances. For each organisation might quite readily
be pressed into the service of a much broader push to encour-
age a more Foucauldian ‘use of pleasure’ in the consump-
tion of illicit substances across a range of diverse settings.
The challenge remains to find ways of funding these bod-
ies to ensure that their efforts are more effective and endur-
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onceptual or theoretical than practical or programmatic
ext step in the development of this line of argument m
oncern the manner in which these ethical principles m
e implemented and/or operationalised. How in other w
ight theory be brought into practice? In thinking about
roblem, I would argue that drug prevention and harm m

misation programmes ought to be implemented within th
ontexts and settings in which drug use takes places
er to influence the nature and conduct of that drug
oucault’s work suggests that such a cultural transform
ight be possible through closer attention to an ethic
oderation. This will require new types of information a
eer education strategies in specific ‘drug use settings’
s bars and nightclubs, the workplace, schools and uni

ies. This might involve the development of more effec
peer to peer’ education and information strategies in w
he practical benefits of moderation might be communic
o young people in a way that resonates with their own e
iences. Following Foucault, these strategies ought to em
ise the manner in which the practice of moderation migh
ance the experience of pleasure whilst potentially redu
arms. This work should also go some way towards shi

he broader culture of drug use in ways that valorise m
oderate use whilst cautioning against excess. Moreo

trategy that focuses on the ‘responsible use’ of illicit s
tances, in contrast to the idealism of prohibition, is argu
more pragmatic and appropriate response to the ‘prob
f illicit drug use in Australian society.

A model of such strategies might be discerned in
ork of the Australian peer education and harm reduc
ng.

onclusions: reconfiguring Australian drug policy

I have argued that the principal failing of Australia’s
sting drug policy regime lies in its ineffectiveness in sh
ng the ways in which most individuals consume illicit s
tances. Whilst law enforcement may from time to time
act upon the availability of certain substances in certai
ions, and some successes have been achieved in ch

he behaviours of injecting drug users, most illicit drug u
ave been left to determine their own cultures and norm
onsumption. Yet shouldn’t these cultures of use be the f
f the state’s efforts? Harm minimisation arguably imp
omeattempt to shape the culture and the context of il
rug use in that such a policy is explicitly aimed at reduc
armful patterns of drug use in Australian society. This
ests, in turn, that drug policies should concern thems
ith the limits of moderation, and the ways in which illi
rugs are consumed. However, the gap that exists in

ralia’s drug policy settings between prevention and treatm
fforts has ensured that the culture of drug use in Aust
as been only indirectly fashioned by the state and its i
rug strategies. In short, Australian drug policy has no
f conceptualising the shifting patterns and cultures of il
rug use, and thus has been unable to conceive of wa
hich these cultures might be transformed. This is a si

cant failing.
I have also argued that this conceptual lacuna migh

orrected through the development of a robust and dyn
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theory of ethics, pleasure and limits. The origin of this lacuna
lies in the inability or unwillingness to acknowledge the real-
ity of the pleasures associated with the consumption of illicit
drugs. In focusing solely on the nature of risks and harms,
and the means of their prevention, drug policy effectively
misunderstands the culture and the context of illicit drug use.
This is not for a moment to suggest that the emphasis on
harm minimisation is misguided, indeed, it is vital; it is only
to argue that a focus on harms must be wedded to an appre-
ciation of pleasure and the ways in which harms, risks and
pleasures are entwined in any experience of illicit drug use.
To understand and accommodate these complex interactions
is to provide a conceptual framework adequate to the task of
designing and implementing good policy. I would argue that
Foucault’s work on the ‘use of pleasure’ might provide this
conceptual framework. The challenge now becomes finding
ways of operationalising this model within the broad frame-
work of Australian drug policy.

References

Australian Institute of Health Welfare (AIHW). (2002).2001 National
Drug Strategy Household Survey: Detailed findings. Canberra: Aus-

B -
.

B ce

C g
ugs
Ag-

C
alia:

C s? In
n

D of

D r drug
s.),
:

D the
s

D risk

D ral

F -
onal

F rey-
nd

F of

Foucault, M. (1988). Technologies of the self. In L. Martin, H. Gutman,
& P. Hutton (Eds.),Technologies of the self: A seminar with Michel
Foucault. London: Tavistock.

Hamilton, M. (2004). Preventing drug related harm. In M. Hamilton, T.
King, & A. Ritter (Eds.),Drug use in Australia: Preventing harm
(2nd ed.). Melbourne: Oxford University Press.

Hamilton, M., King, T., & Ritter, A. (Eds.). (2004).Drug use in Australia:
Preventing harm(2nd ed.). Melbourne: Oxford University Press.

House of Representatives Standing Committee on Families and Commu-
nity Affairs (HRSCFCA). (2003).Road to recovery; report on the
inquiry into substance abuse in Australian communities. Canberra:
AGPS.

Intergovernmental Committee on Drugs (ICD). (2003).Towards a pre-
vention agenda for the National Drug Strategy 2004 and beyond.
Canberra: AGPS.

Keenan, M. (2004). The social context of drug use. In M. Hamilton, T.
King, & A. Ritter (Eds.),Drug use in Australia: Preventing harm
(2nd ed.). Melbourne: Oxford University Press.

Kutin, J., & Alberti, S. (2004). Law enforcement and harm minimi-
sation. In M. Hamilton, T. King, & A. Ritter (Eds.),Drug use in
Australia: Preventing harm(2nd ed.). Melbourne: Oxford University
Press.

Lenton, S. (1996). The essence of prevention. In C. Wilkinson & B.
Saunders (Eds.),Perspectives on addiction: Making sense of the is-
sues. Perth: William Montgomery Press.

Lenton, S., & Single, E. (1998). The definition of harm reduction.Drug
and Alcohol Review, 17(2), 213–220.

Lintzeris, N., & Spry-Bailey, P. (2004). Harm reduction with problem
users. In M. Hamilton, T. King, & A. Ritter (Eds.),Drug use in
Australia: Preventing harm(2nd ed.). Melbourne: Oxford University

L ks:

M ,
-

M
rugs
on

M 2).

M
:

M out-
use.

O The
ump-

P -

R lk, &
ns

R s, P.
ew

S dney.

S bility.
-

ty
tralian Institute of Health and Welfare.
allard, R., Gillespie, A., & Irwin, R. (1994).Principles for drug edu
cation in schools. Belconnen, ACT: University of Canberra Press

ecker, H. (Ed.). (1965).Outsiders: Studies in the sociology of devian.
New York: Free Press.

lark, G., Scott, N., & Cook, S. (2003).Formative research with youn
Australians to assist in the development of the National Illicit Dr
Campaign. Canberra: Commonwealth Department of Health and
ing.

ommonwealth Department of Health and Ageing (CDHA). (2002).Re-
turn on Investment in Needle and Syringe Programs in Austr
Report. Canberra: AGPS.

rosbie, D. (2000). The National Drug Strategy: A safe set of word
G. Stokes, P. Chalk, & K. Gillen (Eds.),Drugs and democracy: I
search of new directions. Melbourne: Melbourne University Press.

avenport-Hines, R. (2002).The pursuit of oblivion: A global history
narcotics. London: WW Norton and Company.

ietze, P. (1998). Strategies for the prevention on alcohol and othe
related harm. In M. Hamilton, A. Kellehear, & G. Rumbold (Ed
Drug use in Australia: A harm minimisation approach. Melbourne
Oxford University Press.

uff, C. (2003a). Drugs and youth culture: Is Australia experiencing
‘normalisation’ of adolescent drug use?The Journal of Youth Studie,
6(4), 433–447.

uff, C. (2003b). The importance of culture and context: Rethinking
and risk management in young drug-using population.Health Risk
and Society, 5(3), 285–300.

urrant, R., & Thakker, J. (2003).Substance use and abuse: Cultu
and historical perspectives. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

itzgerald, J., & Sewards, T. (2002).Drug policy: The Australian ap
proach (ANCD research paper no. 5). Canberra: Australian Nati
Council on Drugs.

oucault, M. (1983). Afterword: The subject and power. In H. D
fus & P. Rabinow (Eds.),Michel Foucault: Beyond structuralism a
hermeneutics(2nd ed.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

oucault, M. (1985).The history of sexuality, volume two: The use
pleasure. London: Penguin.
Press.
upton, D., & Tulloch, J. (2002). Life would be pretty dull without ris

Voluntary risk-taking and its pleasures.Health Risk and Society, 4(2),
113–124.

easham, F., Aldridge, J., & Parker, H. (2001).Dancing on drugs: Risk
health and hedonism in the British Club scene. London: Free Asso
ciation Books.

cDonald, J., Roche, A., Durbridge, M., & Skinner, N. (2003).Peer
education: From evidence to practice (an alcohol and other d
primer). Adelaide: National Centre for Education and Training
Addiction.

idford, R., Munro, G., McBride, N., Snow, P., & Ladzinski, U. (200
Principles that underpin effective drug education.Journal of Drug
Education, 32(4), 363–368.

inisterial Council on Drug Strategy (MCDS). (2001).National action
plan on illicit drugs: 2001–2002–2003. Background paper. Canberra
Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care.

oore, D. (1993). Social controls, harm reduction and interactive
reach: The public health implications of an ethnography of drug
Australian Journal of Public Health, 17(1), 58–67.

’Malley, P., & Valverde, M. (2004). Pleasure, freedom and drugs:
uses of pleasure in liberal governance of drug and alcohol cons
tion. Sociology, 38(1), 25–42.

arker, H., Aldridge, J., & Measham, F. (1998).Illegal leisure: The nor
malization of adolescent drug use. London: Routledge.

oche, A., & Evans, K. (2000). Harm reduction. In G. Stokes, P. Cha
K. Gillen (Eds.),Drugs and democracy: In search of new directio.
Melbourne: Melbourne University Press.

ohl, T. (2000). Evaluating the National Drug Strategy. In G. Stoke
Chalk, & K. Gillen (Eds.),Drugs and democracy: In search of n
directions. Melbourne: Melbourne University Press.

lavin, S. (2004). Drugs, space, and sociality in a gay nightclub in Sy
Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 33(3), 265–295.

utton, A., & James, S. (2000). Law enforcement and accounta
In G. Stokes, P. Chalk, & K. Gillen (Eds.),Drugs and democ
racy: In search of new directions. Melbourne: Melbourne Universi
Press.



C. Duff / International Journal of Drug Policy 15 (2004) 385–393 393

Victorian Drugs and Crime Prevention Committee (VCDPC). (2003).In-
quiry into amphetamine and party drug use in Victoria: Discussion
paper. Melbourne: Parliament of Victoria.

Victorian Drugs and Crime Prevention Committee (VCDPC). (2004).In-
quiry into amphetamine and party drug use in Victoria: Final report.
Melbourne: Parliament of Victoria.

Walton, S. (2002).Out of it: A cultural history of intoxication. London:
Penguin.

White, V., Hill, D., Siahpush, M., & Bobevski, I. (2003). How has the
prevalence of cigarette smoking among Australian adults changed?

Trends in smoking prevalence between 1980 and 2001.Tobacco Con-
trol 2003, 12(Suppl. II), ii67–ii74.

Wodak, A. (2000). Developing more effective responses. In G.
Stokes, P. Chalk, & K. Gillen (Eds.),Drugs and democracy:
In search of new directions. Melbourne: Melbourne University
Press.

Wodak, A., & Moore, T. (2002).Modernising Australia’s drug policy.
Sydney: University of New South Wales Press.

Zinberg, N. (1984).Drug, set, setting: The basis for controlled intoxicant
use. New Haven: Yale University Press.


	Drug use as a 'practice of the self': is there any place for an 'ethics of moderation' in contemporary drug policy?
	Changing patterns of drug use: enduring policy responses
	The 'gap' between prevention and treatment: what is drug policy missing?

	Practices of the self: ethics and the use of pleasure
	Drug use as a practice of the self: moderation and limits
	Conclusions: reconfiguring Australian drug policy
	References


