
 

Course Information 

Course Name: The War on Drugs  

Course ID: CJS 361 

Semester: Summer 2021  

Mode: Online 

Instructor Information 

Name: Dr. Tammi Arford 

Email: tarford@umassd.edu 

Phone: 508-910-6943 

Office Hours: Online  

Course Description 

Exploration of the War on Drugs in terms of the structural, historic, and cultural realities within the 

criminalization of drug use. The course examines the social construction of drugs, drug use, and 

addiction. The role of race, nation, gender, and class in shaping public policy, popular culture, law 

enforcement, and societal reactions guides the examination of each of these topics. 

 

Prerequisite:  

Upperclass standing or permission of instructor (45 credits or more) 

 

Course Credits:  

3 

 

Required Materials: 

I will post links to the course material on myCourses. We will use on free, open-access reading material, 

but you may need to purchase streaming access to one or two films (I will post links with options that cost 

only about $3-4 each).  

Course Objectives 

Upon completion of the course, students will be able to: 

 summarize the various biological, psychological, and sociological theories that seek to explain 

drug using behavior, including an understanding of their basic premises, principles, limitations, 

and implications for social policy  

 explain the social and historical context that has shaped American drug laws, including the ways 

that factors such as white supremacy, patriarchy, colonialism, and capitalism are central to the 

historical and contemporary policies and practices used to fight the War on Drugs 

 analyze the relationship between the War on Drugs and the project of American empire building 

 describe social problems associated with, and exacerbated by, America’s War on Drugs, 

including mass incarceration, violence that results from criminalization, poverty and 



homelessness, police targeting of poor people of color, stigmatization of drug use and addiction, 

and how drug policies affect populations differently  

 explain alternative strategies to address drug use and addiction 

 evaluate the ways in which the ideologies promoted through the War on Drugs have affected their 

own understanding of drug use and drug laws 

 

Expectations for Students 

 

Expectations for Electronic Communication 

Please use email *ONLY* when the subject is of a personal and confidential matter. If the question you 

ask is of a nature that even one other person in the course could benefit from the answer, post the question 

in the appropriate discussion board forum (“Ask Questions Here”). 

 

I check my email daily Monday through Friday during normal business hours only. I will do my best to 

reply within 24 hours during the workweek. You *may* get an email reply during the weekend, but that 

would be an exception not the rule. 

 

I will check the discussion forums at least three times a week during the workweek. At times, I will be 

participating in what I hope will be lively discussions, but the majority of the discussion should happen 

amongst students. I will reply to any discussion comment/question directed specifically to me. 

 

Time Considerations 

Students should be prepared to spend a minimum of 12 hours a week on reading and on course 

assignments (the equivalent of 3 hours per week in a full-length semester). While you may feel that there 

is a lot of course material on a weekly basis, remember that in a traditional “live” course you would be 

coming to class for 3 hours and then spending an additional 3-6 hours (at least) outside of class on 

assignments and reading for 15 weeks. In our online course environment, my expectation is that you will 

be spending those 3 “class hours” on your own, working on the concepts that you would usually get in a 

live lecture. Additionally, this is a condensed semester. We have just over 4 weeks to complete a course 

you’d typically take over 15 weeks. Please be sure to budget your time accordingly! 

 

Substantive participation in online discussions should: 

 Add value to the discussion and avoid simply repeating, agreeing with, or answering yes or no to 

peer’s comments 

 Challenge comments in class, including those of the facilitator 

 Ask insightful questions 

 Answer other people’s questions 

 Exemplify a point with reference to a current even, when appropriate 

 Make comments that are relevant to the course content and objectives 

 

Things to keep in mind as you write discussion posts and communicate with other students: 

 Share an experience related to the discussion. Comment on other participants’ experiences that 

relate to the course. 

 Ask others questions about their ideas and experiences that are related to the course. 

 Challenge a point that another participant made in a respectful manner. Offer a different 

perspective on an idea that is being discussed. 

 Give insights gained from assigned readings for the week. If you need more information, ask the 

participants a question about the week's reading. 

 Discuss a work issue that is related to the course or discussion and ask for feedback. 



 Relate how you have applied what you have read, learned or discussed regarding the course to 

your personal and professional life. 

 Share another resource such as Web links, books, videos, etc. that you have used to answer other 

participants’ questions or as you explore the topics of the course. 

 

BELOW IS A SAMPLE COURSE SCHEDULE. WE WILL NOT FOLLOW THIS SCHEDULE 

EXACTLY, BUT WE WILL COVER THE TOPICS INCLUDED HERE. 

SAMPLE COURSE SCHEDULE 

This course schedule is tentative and could change. The instructor reserves the right to make minor 

changes of course material and will give you advanced notice if changes are made. 

 

Unit Start/End Dates Unit Topic Student Responsibilities 

Week 1 

 

*Please note that class begins on 

a Tuesday, but we will follow a 

Mon-Fri weekly schedule after 

this week. 

A History of Drug Laws 

 

 - Race, class, gender, 

colonialism, and capitalism: 

inextricably linked to drug laws 

 

- Drug and gang laws as 

racialized social control 

 

 - Criminalization, surveillance, 

hyper incarceration, and racial 

disparities 

Reading:  

Drug Policy Alliance - Drug 

War Statistics 

 

Dawn Paley - Defining the Drug 

War 

 

Video:  

Jay Z - The War on Drugs: 

From Prohibition to Gold Rush 

The House I live In, a film by 

Eugene Jarecki 

 

Reefer Madness (clip) 

 

Activities:  

War on Drugs Survey  

 

Discussion Board Post and 

Responses 

 

Assessments: 
Reading Questions 

Week 2 

 

Drugs, Drug Use(rs), and 

Addiction  

 

- Addiction and dangerousness 

as justifications for the War on 

Drugs 

 

- Everyday life for people trying 

to survive in a ‘grey zone’ 

created by the drug war 

 

 

Reading:  

Righteous Dopefiend: 

Introduction, Chapter 1, and 

Chapter 3 (Chapter 2 is 

optional) 

 

Video:  

Johann Hari - Discussion of 

book Chasing the Scream 

 

Gabor Mate - Trauma, Healing 

and the Brain 

 

Activity:  



Unit Start/End Dates Unit Topic Student Responsibilities 

Discussion Board Post and 

Responses 

 

Assessment:  
Quiz #1 

Reading Questions 

Week 3 

 

The “Opioid Epidemic” and 

the American Carceral State 

 

- The “Opioid Epidemic” (how 

racial capitalism, economic 

recession, ontological insecurity, 

isolation, and drug laws have 

created the “crisis” and changed 

the prevailing discourse around 

drug use and addiction) 

Reading:  

Donna Murch - How Race Made 

the Opioid Crisis 

 

Max Mishler - Race and the 

First Opium Crisis 

 

Helena Hansen, et al. - The Cure 

Amplifies the Problem 

 

Michael Collins - No Gentler 

War on Drugs 

 

Maia Szalavitz - How the War 

on Drugs Is Hurting Chronic 

Pain Patients 

 

Video:  

Carl Hart - Drugs Aren't the 

Problem: Brain Science & 

Myths about Addiction 

 

 

Activity:  

Discussion Board Post and 

Responses 

 

Assessment:  
Quiz #2 

Reading Questions 

Week 4 

 

Capitalism, Empire, and The 

War on Drugs 

 

 - Drug wars have always been a 

project of Western Imperialism 

 

 - Land grabs, resource 

extraction, dispossession of 

indigenous peoples, and military 

support for anti-leftists 

 

- American drug laws created 

the drug cartels 

Reading:  

Dawn Paley -  

Drug War Capitalism   

Mexico’s Drug War Reforms 

 

Video: 

Plan Colombia/TBD  

 

Activity:  

Discussion Board Post and 

Responses 

 

Assessment:  
Quiz #3 



Unit Start/End Dates Unit Topic Student Responsibilities 

Reading Questions 

Week 5 

 

Alternatives to Waging War 

 

 - Harm reduction, 

decriminalization, and 

legalization 

 

 - Changes to drug policies and 

social change 

Reading:  

Righteous Dopefiend: Chapter 9 

and Conclusion 

 

Video:  

Carl Hart - Drug use for grown-

ups  

 

‘Without the heroin programme 

I’d probably be dead’ – Swiss 

heroin distribution program 

 

Activity:  

Discussion Board Post and 

Responses 

 

Assessment:  
Reflection Paper 

 


