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Rat Park 

T H E R A D I C A L A D D I C T I O N 

E X P E R I M E N T 

In the 1960s and 1970s scientists conducted research into the nature of 

addiction. With animal models, they tried to create and quantify crav-

ing, tolerance, and withdrawal. Some of the more bizarre experiments 

involved injecting an elephant with LSD using a dart gun, and pump-

ing barbiturates directly into the stomachs of cats via an inserted 

catheter. With cocaine alone, overfive hundred experiments are still per-

formed every year, some on monkeys strapped into restraining chairs, 

others on rats, whose nervous system so closely resembles ours that they 

make, ostensibly, reasonable subjects for the study of addiction. Almost 

all animal addiction experiments have focused on, and concluded with, 

the notion that certain substances are irresistible, the proof being the 

animal's choice to self-administer the neurotoxin to the point of death. 

However, Bruce Alexander and coinvestigators Robert Coambs and 

Patricia Hadaway, in 1981, decided to challenge the central premise of 

addiction as illustrated by classic animal experiments. Their hypothesis: 

strapping a monkey into a seat for days on end, and giving it a button 

to push for relief, says nothing about the power of drugs and everything 

about the power of restraints—social, physical, and psychological. Their 

idea was to test the animals in a truly benevolent environment, and to 

see whether addiction was still the inevitable result. If it was, then drugs 

deserved to be demonized. If it wasn't, then perhaps, the researchers 

suggested, the problem was not as much chemical as cultural. 



Ik n o w a j u n k i e . E m m a is her name . At s ix ty- three years old, she is 

a sc ience dean at a small N e w England col lege , and even w h e n 

she's no t in her office, she's stylishly dressed, today in l inen pants and 

a scar f the c o l o r of mer lo t . A few m o n t h s ago, some th ing bad hap-

pened to the bone s in E m m a ' s back . T h e vertebrae, w h i c h snap 

toge ther like Legos , began to loosen and slip. To ease the pressure, she 

wen t under the knife and c a m e up to consciousness wi th a surgical 

seam and o n e b rown bot t le o f O x y C o n t i n , the medic inal disks 

releasing he r to a place wi thou t pain. 

O p i u m , called in olden days the Sacred A n c h o r of Life, the Plant 

o f Joy, M i l k o f Paradise, wr i t ten about by classic G r e e k physicians as 

cu r ing " c h r o n i c headache , epilepsy, apoplexy, tightness of breath, 

co l ic , lilac poison , hardness of the spleen s tone, the troubles to w h i c h 

w o m e n are subject , me lancho ly and all pest i lence." O p i u m , a strange 

substance harvested from the leggy poppy plant wi th its testicular 

pod full o f seed; in n ine t een th -cen tu ry England , nursing w o m e n 

used to b r ew the poppy plant's seeds, dr ink the tea, and quiet their 

fitful infants. O p i u m , possibly the precursor to R i t a l in , the first psy-

cho t rop ic , sold in the streets of s m o k y L o n d o n as "Infant 's 

Q u i e t n e s s " and " M r s . Wins low's S o o t h i n g Syrup 

E m m a Lowry, however, has a different v i e w of the drug. Surgery 

cured the bad bones in he r back but left her wi th "a terr ible depend -

ence . I never m u c h though t about drugs, never m u c h cared for t h e m 

o n e way or the other , but I 'll tell you , I'll never l o o k at a poppy plant 

and think it's pre t ty—never , ever again," she says w h e n I visit he r in 

he r h o m e , a solar-paneled c o n t e m p o r a r y wi th high wh i t e walls. 

Today, E m m a is reading a b o o k by G e o r g e E l io t , talking on the 

p h o n e to he r staff about h i r ing procedures , and in b e t w e e n that, 

telling me her tale. She doesn' t n e e d to tell me really. I can see it, in 

the way, after tw o hours w i thou t a dose, he r b o d y begins to quiver; I 

watch her ease t w o tablets from the bot t le , place t h e m on the pad of 

he r tongue . S h e could , i t seems, no m o r e refuse these pills than a 

plant cou ld deny the sun it tilts toward. 



Hers is a c o m m o n , undisputed story. O u r predecessors may have 

thought op ium an elixir, but we k n o w better , we wi th ou r needles 

g o n e blunt from sharing, ou r col lec t ive nasal cavities collapsing. We 

k n o w drugs are addictive. I f you mainl ine heroin long enough , you 

will develop a taste for it. I f you smoke crack coca ine , you will be 

rushed and rocked and later feel the need for more . We th ink these 

things because the media and the medical establ ishment have repeat-

edly told us i t is so, the i r p r o o f in P E T scans showing brains br ight 

red wi th craving. 

A n d yet, in the end, even p r o o f i tsel f is a cultural const ruct . B r u c e 

Alexander , Ph .D . , a psychologis t w h o lives in Vancouver , Br i t i sh 

C o l u m b i a , wil l tell you this. He has spent his life studying the nature 

of addict ion and has c o m e to the conc lus ion that i t does no t reside in 

the pha rmaco log y of a drug a t all, bu t in the c o m p l e x weave of 

unsupport ive societ ies . A c c o r d i n g to Alexander , there is no such 

thing as a c h e m i c a l that causes addict ion, as, say, anthrax causes pul -

m o n a r y distress. In Alexander 's schema, addict ion is no t a fact, but a 

narrative, and o n e qui te poor ly plot ted. The re fo re , he very m u c h 

doubts the stories o f the E m m a Lowrys , o r the AA converts , o r the 

research by E . M. J e l l i neck , w h o was the first physician to dub a l c o -

hol ism a disease in the 1 9 6 0 s , and the later research by J a m e s Olds 

and Peter Mi lne r , w h o found that animals in cages will c h o o s e 

coca ine over food until they starve to death, b o n e d rodents. Instead, 

Alexander has two stark claims: (1) there is really no th ing " inherent ly 

addict ive" about any drugs, and (2) repeated exposures to even the 

mos t en t ic ing drugs do no t usually lead to problems. 

" T h e vast major i ty of people ," Alexander says, "wi l l use even the 

most addictive substances, and will use t h e m perhaps repeatedly, but 

there i s NO inexorab le progression to hell ." 

His tory may prove h i m right . P r i o r to the t emperance m o v e m e n t , 

w h e n o p i u m was legal, addict ion levels remained at a steady o n e per -

cen t o f the populat ion . Desp i t e the E m m a Lowrys o f the world, 

Alexander can recite studies that support his v i ew like s o m e mus i -

cians play scales, in full c o m m a n d of their keyboards—the study, for 



instance, done fifteen years ago, that showed the vast major i ty of h o s -

pitalized patients exposed to consis tent ly high doses o f m o r p h i n e 

were able to c o m e o f f w i thou t a p rob lem o n c e thei r pain had 

resolved, and the O n t a r i o househo ld survey, w h i c h showed that 

ninety-five percen t o f Onta r ians w h o use c o c a i n e do so less than 

o n c e per m o n t h . In a 1 9 7 4 San Franc i sco study that fol lowed 

twenty-seven regular c o c a i n e users over an e leven-year per iod , all 

respondents remained gainfully employed; on ly one , dur ing the 

decade, had tu rned in to a compuls ive imbiber . E leven of the respon-

dents repor ted they had used their addictive drug daily at s o m e 

point , but were no longer do ing so. Seven of those eleven had 

reduced their c o n s u m p t i on from seven to three grams. A lexande r is 

especially fond of c i t ing the V i e t n a m War as a natural e x p e r i m e n t in 

drug addict ion; n ine ty percent o f the m e n w h o b e c a m e "add ic ted" t o 

heroin on the war fields s topped using o n c e they hit h o m e turf, 

s topped simply and quietly, never to go back to compuls ive use. A n d 

then there's the exce l l en t c rack c o c a i n e survey: a 1 9 9 0 study of 

young A m e r i c a n s w h i c h showed that 5.1 percen t o f t h e m had used 

c rack o n c e in the i r life, but only 0 . 4 pe rcen t had used i t the m o n t h of 

the interview, and less than 0 . 0 5 percen t had used i t twenty or m o r e 

days in the m o n t h of the interview. " T h e r e f o r e , " crows Alexande r to 

me , " i t wou ld seem the mos t addictive drug on earth causes persistent 

addict ion in no m o r e than o n e user in o n e hundred." 

We cou ld go on . T h e r e are still m o r e studies to prove his points, 

and Alexander likes to sound t h e m. In fact, he likes to rant and rave. 

He speaks in a soft vo ice t inged wi th a bi t of Br i t i sh , I think, but 

there is some th ing compuls ive in his talk, his eyes wide and sort of 

startled beh ind their oval glasses, his folded hands t ightening to prove 

a point . " D o y o u use any drugs yourself?" I ask h im, because he 

somet imes seems a little tilted. He says, " W i t h special friends, I use 

acid. I don ' t use it regularly, but it has provided me wi th the o p p o r t u -

ni ty for profound self-understanding." He pauses. I ' m wait ing. 

" O n c e , " he says, " I t o o k some L S D and felt my head was in a 

dragon's mou th , and w h e n I l o o k e d down, my lower b o d y was in 



ano the r beast's m o u t h and I t hough t , 'Okay , I'll j u s t lie down and die.' 

So that's wha t I did. My heart s eemed to stop beat ing. I k n e w not to 

fight the beasts. As soon as I s topped resisting, the monsters turned 

in to a yel low bed of flowers, and I floated away. S i n c e then I have no t 

feared my mortality." 

" H o w long ago was tha t?" I ask h im. 

"Twenty- f ive years ago or so," he says. 

Wel l , I th ink that's a pretty g o o d advert isement for acid. N o t on ly 

does i t break you in to B u d d h i s m faster than you can crack the easiest 

koan, but i t keeps you there wi thout , apparently, m u c h fol low-up. 

I eye h im, warily. As a psychologis t I have worked in substance 

abuse facilities, and I have seen firsthand the powerful chemis t ry of 

craving. I'd like to dismiss Alexander as a pure propagandist, excep t 

there is this problemat ic , delightful, fascinating fact: A lexander has 

facts, in the fo rm of his o w n ingenious exper imen t s , to prove his t h e -

ories and substantiate the studies he so likes to quo te . Y o u can resist 

h im, or you can c o m e wi th h im, here and here and here, to the odd -

est places, w h e re your assumptions die down and in their place, an 

open f i e ld—st range sorts o f flowers, all o f t h e m unexpec t ed . 

B R U C E A L E X A N D E R WAS raised i n " a red, whi te , and b l u e " h o u s e -

hold. His father, an a rmy officer and later an eng inee r for G E , spent 

the last years of his life insisting he be called C o l o n e l Alexander . At 

n ine teen years of age, Alexander , w h o s e early photographs show a 

hear tbreakingly handsome man , mar r i ed a hear tbreakingly beautiful 

w o m a n , and toge the r they m o v e d to a tiny town called O x f o r d , 

O h i o . O x f o r d was often cold , and the O h i o R i v e r made a dull gray 

cut through the tasseled cornfields. T h e marr iage wen t co ld quickly. 

Alexander was studying psychology as an undergraduate at M i a m i 

Univers i ty w h e n he saw Har ry Harlow's famous m o n k e y tapes. " I 

t h o u g h t , ' H e r e is a man w h o is studying the nature of love, and I am 

unlucky in love, so I should seek this man as my m e n t o r . ' " W h i c h he 

did. He wro te Har low a let ter and was invited to Mad i son to study 



for his master's and doctoral degrees. A lexander went , fully expec t ing 

to learn someth ing , or everything, about the ties that b ind. 

He traveled, then, across the land, e x c h a n g i n g o n e co ld state for an 

even co lde r one , a l though he had no idea at the t ime. He arrived at 

Harlow's lab to be immedia te ly assigned to the maternal deprivation 

expe r imen t s , record ing h o w many t imes a day a mother less m o t h e r 

m o n k e y bi t o r o therwise abused he r young. He wa tched the m o n -

keys, but he wa tched still m o r e carefully H a r l o w himself . " H e was a 

terr ible drunk," says Alexander . " H e was always, always in tox ica ted . I 

thought , wha t w o u l d propel a m a n to so absent h i m s e l f from the 

world? I thought about that a lot . I c a m e to Harlow's lab want ing to 

study love, but I w o u n d up con templa t ing addict ion." 

T h e V i e t n a m W a r b roke out . Alexander , n o w divorced, left his 

wife and two toddlers for Canada , because "I b e c a m e radicalized. I 

cou ld no t live in this coun t ry anymore ." Across the border , he signed 

on as an assistant professor at S i m o n Fraser University, and as c h a n c e 

wou ld have it, the psychology depar tmen t assigned h i m to teach a 

course in heroin addict ion, some th in g he k n e w little about . He did 

an internship h i m s e l f at a substance abuse c l in ic in Vancouver , and it 

was there he first began to cons ider addict ion in ways distinctly n o n -

pharmacolog ica l . " I especially r e m e m b e r this o n e patient. He had a 

Chr i s tmas t ime j o b as Santa Claus in a mall . He couldn ' t do his j o b 

unless he was h igh on heroin . He wou ld shoo t up, c l imb in to that red 

Santa Claus cos tume , put on those b lack plastic boo ts , and smile for 

six hours straight. I began to cons ider then that the cur ren t theor ies 

of substance abuse were wrong; that people used, no t because they 

H A D to pharmacological ly , but because the substance was o n e valid 

way of adapting to difficult c i rcumstances ." 

T h i s th ink ing violated the theor ies back then and cont inues to go 

against the theor ies of today, despite the frequent nods c o n t e m p o r a r y 

researchers make t o the impor t ance o f " c o m p l e x factors." R e a d 

e n o u g h c o n t e m p o r a r y convent ional substance abuse literature, and 

you ' l l no t e that i t all starts out wi th an a c k n o w l e d g m e n t that env i -

r o n m e n t plays a role, and then it slides l ickety-spli t in to the inevitable 



lockstep electr ical and chemica l cascades that overtake the human 

brain, the Har low heart . B a c k in the 1 9 5 0 s , there was a lot of very 

compe l l i ng research in to the physiological mechan i sms o f addict ion, 

and that research domina ted the day, and today as well . In 1 9 5 4 , at 

M c G i l l University, t w o young psychologists , J a m e s Olds and Peter 

Mi lner , were the first to discover the fact that a whi te lab rat will 

monomaniaca l ly press a lever to receive electr ical brain stimulation in 

what was thought to be " the reward center ." In several famous varia-

tions of the original Olds and M i l n e r exper imen t , scientists such as 

M. A . Bozar th and R . A . W i s e h o o k e d the animals up to self-injecting 

catheters and let t h e m get high as kites whi le they slowly starved to 

death. T h e s e demonstrat ions ended, quite literally, in bones , bones , 

delicate lattice work, whi t e piping, whiskers. In still another set of 

exper iments , the whi te lab rats would receive an opiate bolus if they 

were wil l ing to cross an electr ical field that delivered severe shocks to 

their padded paws. N o w , a b r i e f digression into the ana tomy of the 

paw. Despi te its leathery feel, its c racked and calloused appearance, an 

animal paw has nearly as many nerve endings as the head of a penis; it 

is sensation packed in pink. A n d yet, the rodents crossed the charged 

field, flinching, squealing, and then collapsed on the o ther side, suck-

ing up their drug through a straw. 

Wel l , this was compe l l i ng ev idence for the pharmaco log ica l power 

of cer tain substances, was i t not? T h i s was compe l l i ng ev idence that 

addict ion is a physiological inevitability. After all, you cou ld replicate 

these exper imen t s in monkeys , and there were human correlates 

everywhere , drifting dow n ou r inner -c i ty streets, r u m m a g i n g in our 

trash. Alexander , however , read the research and was no t conv inced . 

He fol lowed Olds and Milner ' s work . T h e two psychologists were 

get t ing qui te famous; in fact, perhaps they should no t be this story's 

subplot, but its main meat , Olds and M i l n e r ; A lexander was virtually 

u n k n o w n . Olds and M i l n e r dec ided they wanted to locate the brain's 

"pleasure cen te r s " and hypothesized that they existed in the subre t ic-

ular fo rmat ion . T h e y split a rodent skull or two, implanted tiny e l e c -

trodes here and there on a brain no b igger than a bean, appending 



the electrodes first wi th dental glue and later, for stability, wi th t iny 

j e w e l e r screws, and then stepped back to see what wou ld happen. 

Here 's wha t happened: T h e rats appeared to love the small cor t ical 

sizzles. An e lec t rode placed jus t the tiniest bi t to the r ight caused the 

animal to b e c o m e incredibly doci le ; a little bi t to the left and it p rac -

tically panted in pleasure; a little down and it l icked its genitals until 

they were awash in gloss; upward and the appetite expanded expan -

sively. O lds and M i l n e r hypothesized that th roughou t the brain there 

are ho t spots of pleasure, and they proved this by showing that w h e n 

the rats cou ld self-stimulate by pressing a lever that delivered a pulse 

to their exposed brains, they would do so up to six thousand t imes an 

hou r i f the e lec t rode was e m b e d d e d jus t r ight. 

"Just right," i t turns out , was in what 's called the median forebrain 

bundle . T h a t , Olds proudly procla imed, was the pleasure center . I 

myse l f wen t to see this bundle , because , well , pleasure's hard to resist. 

A friend of m i n e w h o works in a rat lab in t roduced me to ano the r 

friend w h o works in a rat lab, and I wa tched a "sacr i f iced" animal's 

men inges be ing pee led back to reveal the coils and rumples o f c o g n i -

t ion, vol i t ion, and there, a few skeins and gray strands, the weave of 

pleasure, surprisingly m o n o t o n e . 

Alexander , m e a n w h i l e , was counse l ing his he ro in abusers, m o s t 

o f t h e m dirt p o o r and disaffected. W h y , A l e x a n d e r w o n d e r e d , i f the 

pleasure c e n t e r is so easily s t imulated by p h a r m a c o l o g i c a l agents , i f 

we are so easily taken over, then w h y do on ly a p o r t i o n of users 

b e c o m e addicts? Ce r t a in l y all o f us are in possession o f the de l i -

c ious bu t sadly p l a i n - l o o k i n g med ian forebrain bundle . A l e x a n d e r 

k n e w w h a t the rest o f the researchers were forget t ing, b a c k then , i n 

t he 1 9 6 0 s and 1 9 7 0 s , w h e n m a n y magazines featured the n e w l y 

found c o u n t r y of pleasure on its cover , the brain aloft, on a b lue 

s tem. A l e x a n d e r k n e w that phys io logica l " f ac t s " exis t in c o m p l e x 

sets o f e m o t i o n a l and socia l c i r cumstances ; p h a r m a c o l o g y i s l inked 

to l uck and weather , c o i n c i d e n c e and pay raises, w h i t e beards and 

plastic presents . He k n e w these things , bu t he had no proof . He 

w a n t e d proof . 



Groups o f psychologists and pharmacologis ts began to hypothesize 

about the nature of drug addict ion, based on the pleasure cen te r 

findings. Drugs , perhaps, are like chemica l e lectrodes. T h e y exc i t e 

that do rman t median forebrain bundle, causing i t to crave m o r e and 

more , the same way scratching a bug bi te only ignites the i tch. 

That ' s the simple explanat ion. B u t it's no t very specific or sc ien-

tific. On a pha rmaco log ica l level, researchers began to c la im an in te r -

esting story. We have in our heads a little pha rmaco log y factory. We 

have endorphins , w h i c h are exact ly l ike opiates, the body's natural 

pain killers; we have dopamine ; we have s e r o t o n i n — w e all k n o w 

about tha t—a drug of ca lm and reason, and, left to its o w n devices, 

the b o d y jus t manufactures these little vials of goodness , in modera te 

amounts , to get us through. However , w h e n we start impor t ing from 

foreign count r ies , taking, say, M e x i c a n dope in to our ba lanced b l o o d 

or Ch i l ean crack still s m o k i n g in its bowl , then ou r b o d y thinks, 

"Okay , let's take a break." We stop producing our o w n natural drugs 

and c o m e to rely on an external source, a k ind of m ixed -u p foreign 

e c o n o m i c pol icy that leaves us depleted in the end, w i thou t internal 

resources. In o the r words, ou r b o d y adapts to the synthet ic input by 

ceasing its own private product ion . T h i s is called, in fancy terms, " the 

neuroadaptive model , " and i t poses, o n c e again, that drugs inevitably 

throw o f f our homeos ta t i c systems and make i t so we must cross dis-

tant borders . 

" B u t , " says Alexander, "let's take the dopamine deplet ion hypothesis. 

Y o u use coca ine enough and your brain stops producing dopamine, so 

you have to take m o r e coca ine , w h i c h exci tes dopamine product ion . 

Let's start wi th that hypothesis. The re ' s no hard ev idence that the 

dopamine deplet ion causes peop le to crave m o r e coca ine . " I decide 

to call in a conservative, the f o r m e r assistant drug czar, a Yale man, 

H e r b Kleber . " O f course there's evidence," he says to me . "Have you 

seen the P E T studies? There ' s definitely dopamine deple t ion in a 

c o c a i n e user's brain and that deple t ion is strongly associated wi th 

increased craving." 

Yes? N o ? M a y b e ? In no o the r segmen t o f psychology do you get, 



perhaps, such conf l ic t ing answers than in drug studies, w h e re polit ics 

and sc ience do no t so m u c h in form as infuse each other . 

" L o o k , " says J o e D u m i t , a professor o f psychology a t M I T . " P E T 

studies can be unreliable. It's easy to create images that l o o k l ike 

they're showing a great change , but those images can be misleading. 

W h o k n o w s ? " D u m i t sighs. S tudying the brain all day sounds hard. 

It's an endless, hopeless exercise in t rying to use the se l f to see beyond 

the self. Jus t give me a glass of wine . 

A L E X A N D E R W A N T E D P R O O F . H e was l iving i n Vancouver , a 

beautiful ci ty edged wi th sea. He observed o the r scientists ' j u n k i e 

rats. T h e y had, in s o m e cases, catheters inserted in to thei r raw shaved 

backs, the i r cages c ramped and dirty. M a y b e here was proof, its bare 

beg innings . A lexande r thought , " I f I l ived like that in a cage, I'd get as 

high as possible too." W h a t w o u l d happen, he wondered , i f he 

removed the cage or, in o the r words, altered the cultural constraints? 

W o u l d the inevi table physiological fact of addict ion stay the same in 

happier surroundings? Alexander wonde red this to h i m s e l f and 

smiled. He has an incredibly sweet smile, two dents of dimples on 

e i ther side of his face, a n i ck in his chin like some strange be ing 

t o u c h e d h i m way back w h e n , in the w o m b . He smiled and thought , 

" R a t park." A n d then he began to bui ld it. 

Instead of a small c ramped cage, Alexander and coinvestigators 

R o b e r t C o a m b s and Patricia Hadaway constructed a two-hundred-

square-foot housing co lony for their whi te Wis te r lab rats. In to this 

space, w h i c h they heated jus t right, they put down delicious cedar 

shavings and all manne r of br ight balls and wheels and tin cans. T h e y 

made sure, as this was to be a c o - e d colony, that there was ample space 

for mating, special space for bir thing, r o o m to roam for the toothy 

males, w a r m nests for the lactating females. T h e n , Alexander, C o a m b s , 

and Hadaway painted the walls of the rats' R i t z Car l ton in j e w e l e d 

greens and saffrons. T h e y painted deciduous trees, mountains r ibboned 

with roads and studded with tiny trees, creeks flowing over smoo th 



stones. T h e y cared little for the actual environmental accuracy of the 

backdrop. Jungles gave way to evergreens; snow mel ted into sand. 

Alexander , C o a m b s , and Hadaway devised a few different e x p e r i -

menta l condi t ions for the rats. O n e they called the Seduc t ion . T h i s 

cond i t i on is predicated on the fact that rats have a sweet t oo th and 

are rarely, i f ever k n o w n , to turn down dessert. In the Seduc t ion c o n -

dit ion, the investigators put s ixteen lab rats in to the fancy rat park 

and kept ano the r s ix teen in the standard laboratory cages, w h e re 

space was c ramped and isolation ex t r eme . B e c a u s e plain m o r p h i n e is 

bit ter, and rats hate bi t terness, the researchers gave bo th sets of rats 

m o r p h i n e - l a c e d water sprinkled with sucrose, at first j u s t a little 

sucrose, but as the days progressed, m o r e and more , until the dr ink 

was a veri table daiquiri of sugary delight, del ivering supposedly i r re -

sistible opioids in an irresistible l iquid. To bo th sets of rats, they also 

gave plain o ld tap water, w h i c h must have l ooked so gray and filmy, 

nex t to the s tocked and g lowing bott les . 

Here's what they found: T h e cramped and isolated caged rats loved 

the morph ine- laced water right from its subtle, sugary start, slurping it 

up and, I imagine, falling down dazed, their pink eyes stoned, their 

miniscule wizened feet waving slowly in the airy air. T h e rat-park resi-

dents, however, resisted dr inking the narcotic solution, no mat ter h o w 

sweet the researchers made it. W h i l e they did occasionally imbibe 

(females m o r e than males), they consistently showed a preference for 

the straight H 2 Q and w h e n the two groups were compared, the caged 

isolated rats drank up to sixteen times more than the park residents, 

clearly a finding of statistical significance. Highly interesting is the fact 

that w h e n the researchers added N a l o x o n e to the morphine- laced 

water in the rat park, the rat-park rats reversed their aversion to the 

narcotic water and drank it. N a l o x o n e is a substance that negates the 

effects of opioids but spares the sugary taste of the conduit . Th i s rather 

stunning finding shows, perhaps most clearly of all, h o w rats, w h e n in a 

"fr iendly" place, will actually avoid anything, heroin included, that 

interrupts their normal social behaviors. T h e rats liked the sweetened 

water, so long as they didn't get stoned. At least in rodents, opiates are 



actually, in favorable situations, distinctly undesirable, wh ich is a far cry 

from our understanding of t hem as inherently tempting. 

We think these results are socially as well as statistically significant. 

If rats in a reasonably normal environment consistently resist opi -

ate drugs, then the "natural affinity" idea is wrong, an overgeneral-

ization of experiments on isolated animals. 

These f indings are compatible with the new "cop ing" interpre-

tation of human opiate addiction if one keeps in mind that rats are 

by nature extremely gregarious, active, curious animals. Solitary 

confinement causes extraordinary psychic distress in human beings 

and is likely to be just as stressful to other sociable species, and 

therefore to elicit extreme forms of coping behavior such as the 

use of powerful analgesics and tranquilizers, in this case morphine . 

It may also be that socially housed rats resist morphine because 

it is such a powerful anesthetic and tranquilizer. As such, it inter-

feres with a rat's (or a person's) ability to play, eat, mate and engage 

in other behaviors which make life rewarding. 

T h e Seduc t ion e x p e r i m e n t showed that there is, in fact, n o t h i n g 

inherently, inexorab ly seducing about opiates, and as such it s tood as 

a real chal lenge to the t emperance mentality, w h i c h rose to p r o m i -

n e n c e in this coun t ry as prohib i t ion laws c a m e in to effect and w h i c h , 

in o n e way or another , weaves and has woven through so m u c h of 

addict ion research. In 1 8 7 3 , a journa l i s t observ ing a t emperance rally 

wrote , " T h e n the ladies, j o i n e d by the spectators, sang, 'Praise G o d 

from w h o m all blessings flow,' whi le l iquors were rolled in to the 

street. Of the w o m e n around, s o m e were crying, a few alternately 

s inging and re turning thanks . . . "You can see that quo te as the barely 

visible fuel beh ind Olds and Milner ' s work , beh ind the cur rent drug 

wars and the scientists w h o support t hem, and beh in d the naysayers, 

like Alexander , w h o have done s o m e ingenious things to refute a 

supersti t ion so en t r enched we don ' t even k n o w we ho ld it. 



T H E E X P E R I M E N T , H O W E V E R , was no t comple te . Alexander, 

C o a m b s , and Hadaway successfully showed that rats will resist even the 

most irresistibly delivered drug if it interferes with the alternatively 

gratifying opportunit ies available to them. However , the research team 

had another question, and this one had to do with addiction already in 

progress. T h e y had tried to start an addiction in the fancy rat resi-

dences, pretty unsuccessfully. T h e opposit ion, however, could easily say, 

"F ine . Give a rat Nautilus equipment and sex twenty-four hours a day 

and it won ' t get high. In the real world, people are more vulnerable, 

and they may begin to use at a bad point in their lives, and once 

they've started an addictive pursuit, they cannot stop. T h e withdrawal is 

so painful, it in and of itself guarantees cont inued use." So to test this 

assumption, the researchers again took two sets of rats and kept o n e set 

in their cages. T h e o ther set they moved to rat park. O v e r the next 

fifty-seven days, wh ich is a good long t ime in heroin t ime, they made 

junk ies out of each and every rodent, giving them no liquid to drink 

excep t the morph ine- laced water. " L o n g enough," writes Alexander, 

" to produce tolerance and physical dependence." 

T h e y then again provided bo th groups with bo th plain and m o r -

phine water. Predictably, the caged group con t inued to partake in the 

morph ine ; the rat-park group, even when already addicted, however, did 

no t choos e the m o r p h i n e solution regularly and in fact decreased 

their m o r p h i n e use, despite withdrawal. T h e implications: addictions 

in progress are no t inexorable . As drug researcher S tanton Peele points 

out , everyone seems to agree that n ico t ine is even m o r e highly addic-

tive than heroin, and yet n inety percent of people w h o start smoking 

quit on their own, w i thou t any "p rogram" or " sponsor" or "profes-

sional help." B u t wha t about withdrawal? Alexander suggests that 

withdrawal may no t be the force we think i t is. " R a t s in rat park 

showed what looked to be some m i n o r withdrawal signs, twitching, 

what have you, but there were n o n e of the myth ic seizures and sweats 

you so often hear about." Wel l , maybe no t for rats, but surely for 

humans, as we have seen i t before ou r very o w n eyes. R e t o r t s 

Alexander , " T h e vast major i ty o f people w h o expe r i ence heroin 



withdrawal have someth ing like a c o m m o n cold . That 's it." His point , 

borne out by his rat-park findings: while withdrawal is real, it is not n e c -

essarily the force our media has descr ibed, wha t wi th the f lagrant f lus 

and deep tissue miseries. A n d m o r e importantly, withdrawal does no t 

consign the user to repeated use, if the rats are any example . Alexander 

says, "I th ink withdrawal, like drugs themselves, is consistently over-

played; it's part of the narrative people have heard about drugs, and so 

cont inue to tell; it's the paradigm by w h i c h drug users interpret what 

may be in fact only discomfort , no t agony. Cer ta in ly the rats did no t 

appear to be in agony. Ne i the r were the V i e t n a m vets or the scores of 

others w h o start, go through withdrawal, and then stop." 

Alexander 's research suggests that addictions are in fact qui te sub-

j e c t to free will . R a t s and humans p ick up the proverbial pipe and 

then put i t back down, no problem. A n d w h e n they don ' t put i t back 

down, it's no t because there's some th ing inherent ly irresistible abou t 

the substance, but because the particular set of c i rcumstances the 

m a m m a l f inds i tsel f in offers no be t te r alternatives than such des t ruc-

tive snacking. Addic t ion in Alexander 's wor ld is a life-style strategy, 

and like all human-cons t ruc t ed strategies, it's malleable to educat ion , 

diversion, opportunity . It's a c h o i c e . 

Alexander r emembers rat park well , even though he's s ix ty - two 

n o w and he did the e x p e r i m e n t over twenty-five years ago. He 

r emember s addict ing his animals and then watching , wait ing, to see 

what wou ld happen. " W e talked about i t all the t ime, over dinner, on 

weekends . My kids c a m e up and m e t the rats, did s o m e data c o l l e c -

t ion. I t was of course t remendously exc i t ing to see all the c o m m o n l y 

held no t ions about addict ion so chal lenged by the rats. I 've had on ly 

o n e g o o d idea in my life," Alexander says, "and that was it. B u t o n e 

g o o d idea, w h o can compla in about tha t?" 

I don ' t hear wistfulness in his vo ice w h e n he utters this s ta tement , 

but maybe someth ing ever so slightly disappointed, even though he 

denies it. T h e fact is, whi le the rat-park study is ex t remely significant 

in its findings, and poses relevant chal lenges to ourselves col lect ively 



and individually, the fact is, no o n e paid m u c h at tent ion, then or now. 

" W e wro te up the findings," Alexander says. " W e wanted t h e m to be 

published in Science and Nature. That ' s where they should have gone . 

B u t the papers were re jec ted . Again and again. I t was disappointing." 

At last a wel l - respected but smaller j o u r n a l , Pharmacology, Biochemistry, 

and Behavior, published the rat-park findings. "It 's a g o o d j ou rna l , " 

Alexander says, " i t has as m u c h credibil i ty as you cou ld ask for, but it's 

no t as widely read. It's, it's pharmacology." 

A L E X A N D E R ' S C A R E E R , wi th its psychosocial slant, remained 

modest , whi le in the mean t ime , b io log ica l paradigms rose to p romi -

nence , spinning o f f still m o r e scientific studies. In the 1 9 7 0 s a 

Stanford researcher, Avram Golds te in , discovered the body's natural 

op ia tes—endorph ins—and speculated that heroin abusers were defi-

cen t in this endogenous substance. He hypothesized that in jec t ing 

addicts wi th endorphins would e l iminate their cravings; the strategy 

failed completely , but it didn't matter. It got g o o d press because it was 

a b io logica l ly based explanat ion in a culture wi th a taste for j u s t such 

explanatory m o d e l s — m o d e l s o f molecu les , models that e s c h e w o r 

even ignore the issues A lexande r cares mos t about : race, class, the 

nuanced circumstances o f our multilayered lives. 

Alexander is angry somet imes . He accuses the b iomed ica l estab-

l ishment o f suppressing impor tan t scientific in format ion about the 

complex i t y of drugtaking for polit ical purposes. After all, i f rat park's 

findings were given their due, we would have to clean up ou r inne r -

city projects and change our policies, funding educat ion over m e d -

icalization. Alexander's critics, however, accuse h i m of distorting 

information in hopes of inflaming a public debate, and be ing the star at 

its center. Th i s according to drug czar Kleber , w h o is proud of his Yale 

educat ion and disdainful o f any research "nor th o f the C o n n e c t i c u t 

R ive r . " Acco rd ing to Kleber 's Ivy League compass, rat park happened 

in the scholarly equivalent of the tundra, w h i c h may be why the drug 



czar says, " W h e n I f irst heard of that Vancouver e x p e r i m e n t , I 

thought i t was ingenious . N o w I th ink i t has all sorts of m e t h o d o l o g -

ical flaws." 

" L i k e w h a t ? " I ask h im. 

"I can' t r emember , " he says. 

"A lexande r says you say addict ion is pret ty m u c h inevitable, that 

exposure leads to addict ion." 

K l e b e r says, "Tha t ' s r idiculous! I never said that and I don ' t th ink 

that." 

" I f you don't think that," I say,"then why aren't you for legalization?" 

"Caffe ine ," he says. " H o w many peop le are addicted to caffeine in 

this c o u n t r y ? " 

" A lot," I say. 

" R o u g h l y twenty-five mil l ion," he says, "and h o w many are 

addicted to n ico t ine? R o u g h l y f i f ty - f ive mi l l ion. A n d h o w many are 

addicted to hero in? T w o mil l ion. T h e m o r e people exposed to a 

drug, the m o r e b e c o m e addicted. N i c o t i n e is easy to get, so we're 

swarming wi th addicts. I f hero in were easy to get , the n u m b e r o f 

addictions wou ld dangerously, dangerously rise." 

A n d yet, Alexander claims that addict ion levels remained steady 

before t emperance , at mere ly o n e percent . He also says that saying 

availability leads to addict ion is l ike saying food leads to obesity, 

w h i c h clearly i t doesn' t in the vast major i ty of cases. 

K l e b e r cont inues . " N o w ," he says, " h o w long would i t take you to 

get a glass of b e e r ? " 

"A minute ," I say, th inking about the mason -g reen bott les we have 

co ld in the fridge. 

" A n d h o w long would i t take you to get a c igare t te?" he asks. 

" T w e n t y minutes ," I say, p ic tur ing the c o n v e n i e n ce store several 

b locks away. 

" R i g h t , " he says. " A n d h o w long," he says, his vo ice dropping, 

"wou ld i t take you to get c o c a i n e ? " 

T h a n k god we ' re on the p h o n e dur ing this conversat ion, because 

my face goes red and my eyes, I feel t h e m flinch. T h e fact is, I cou ld 



get coca ine or its chemica l equivalent in three seconds f lat , a long 

wi th various ha l luc inogenic plants my chemis t ry - lov ing husband has 

found advertised on the In ternet . We ' re a family of pharmacophi les . 

" H o w l o n g ? " he repeats, and is i t my imagina t ion, or do I hear 

someth ing a little threatening in the drug czar's vo ice now, l ike he 

suspects? 

"A long t ime," I say, t o o quickly. "Hour s . Weeks . " 

" S o you see my point ," he says. "Availabili ty increases exposure , 

exposure increases addict ion." 

A n d yet, here I am, as exposed as anyone cou ld possibly be ; we 

have access to poppy straw tea, mag ic molecu les , prescr ibed hydro-

m o r p h o n e , t iny whi te disks, and n o n e of i t interests m e . I have o c c a -

sionally wonde red w h y it is that I have no desire to try the bountiful 

mind-a l te r ing drugs in my midst, whi le my husband, w h o has 

ch ron ic pain, likes to partake. I often w o r r y about my husband, w h o 

no t infrequently sits dow n wi th a cup of tea and two h y d r o m o r -

p h o n e tablets and sips until his pupils turn tiny. I have said to h im, 

"You ' l l soon be hooked , i f you aren't already," and he has said to me , 

be ing a rat-park fan himself , " Y o u k n o w the R E A L research, Lauren. 

I 'm in a colony, no t in a cage." 

IN T H E M E A N T I M E , there are the actual addicts, w h o care no t a 

whi t for the theor ies or the poli t ics, because they are simply suffering 

in thei r skins and want relief. T h e r e is, for instance, E m m a Lowry, 

w h o s e own b o d y tells a tale it is difficult to ignore. W h i l e she, like my 

husband, lives in the human equivalent of rat park, she seems unable 

to ex t r ica te he r se l f from the soft sway of her medic ines . E v e r y t ime 

she tries to cut down he r dose, "Awful things happen. My s tomach 

goes in to spasm." T h e n e x t t ime I visit her, she seems desperate. " N o 

one told me this stuff was T H I S dangerous," she says. S h e has taken 

to using an exac to knife to shave o f f t iny crescents from the pill, 

mak ing i t minute ly smaller each t ime she swallows—a slowly d imin -

ishing do t—in the hopes o f easing herse l f from her h o o k . At the 



same t ime, an O x y C o n t i n scare is r ippling through our country . T h e 

New York Times Magazine wr i tes on its cover " O X Y C O N T I N " and 

everywhere f r ightened pharmacists are put t ing up signs, " N o 

O x y C o n t i n here," in the hopes o f divert ing break-ins . 

I t is no t hard to find ev idence that goes against rat park's c o n c l u -

sions. Weal thy people , w i th all the i r needs me t , are often substance 

abusers, and there is compe l l i ng ev idence that shows the brain's sig-

nificant al terat ion w h e n consis tent ly exposed to opioids or c o c a i n e , 

an al terat ion that very wel l m igh t make free will irrelevant . 

Alexander , of course , has an answer to these ob j ec t i ons : the r i ch are 

as caged by social strife as any of us; the P E T scans of altered brains 

prove on ly cor re la t ion , n o t causat ion. Y o u can listen to Alexander 's 

coun te ra rguments to his cr i t ics , bu t l is tening does n o t h i n g to dispel 

the undeniab le reality that despite wha t A lexande r showed way back 

w h e n , in his pa in ted rodent dreamland, the e x p e r i m e n t has don e l i t -

tle to alter the way we col lec t ively th ink abou t substances and thus, 

to s o m e degree, e x p e r i e n c e them. The re fo r e , wha t makes the e x p e r -

i m e n t great? K l e b e r says, " T h e exper imen t ' s no t great." A lexande r 

h i m s e l f says, " R a t park's no t famous . W h y w o u l d you inc lude it? I t 

has a small cult fo l lowing, but that's it." T rue , rat park may n o t be 

big; ne i the r is S h e r w o o d Anderson 's Winesburg, Ohio or R i c h a r d 

Seltzer 's essay, "Lessons of a Kni fe . " T h o s e works , however , are little 

gems that resonate in ways subtle bu t strong. M o r e importantly , they 

b e c a m e the u n a c k n o w l e d g e d mode l s f rom w h i c h m o r e recognized 

li terature was spun; so it is wi th Alexander ' s rats. His expe r imen t s 

were in part responsible for the famous surveys, c i ted earl ier in this 

chapter , w h i c h showed h o w unl ikely addic t ion i s in the h u m a n p o p -

ulat ion. His e x p e r i m e n t s in part led to intensive studies of c a n c e r 

patients on m o r p h i n e , and the fascinating research that is n o w b e i n g 

don e on the b i o - p s y c h o - s o c i a l differences b e t w e e n using m o r p h i n e 

for pain, w h e r e i t rarely leads to addic t ion ( E m m a exc luded , of 

cour se ) , and using i t for pleasure, w h e r e i t supposedly m o r e often 

leads to t rouble. M o s t important ly, his expe r imen t s were in part 

responsible for an interest ing str ing of w o r k that fol lowed the effects 



o f e n v i r o n m e n t o n h u m a n physiology. I n 1 9 9 6 , research c o n d u c t e d 

in Iran showed that w o m e n l iving in s ingle-family hous ing units had 

significantly h igher fertility rates than w o m e n l iving in mult i family 

units, m e a n i n g fertility goes d o w n as c rowding goes up. Studies of 

prisons have shown that as density increases, so t o o do problems like 

suicide, h o m i c i d e , and illness. H u m a n s in small spaces pe r fo rm far 

worse on tests o f p rob lem solving than do thei r counterpar t s in 

m o r e capacious settings. 

T H E D E C I D E D L Y L U K E W A R M recept ion rat park got may have dis-

appointed Alexander , but no t for long. U n l i k e his teacher, Harlow, 

Alexander does no t appear prone to depression or substance abuse, 

a l though he does m e n t i o n , qui te a few t imes, that he has b e e n 

un lucky in love. T h a t lack of luck , however, didn't s eem to get in the 

way of his con t inued , rather vivacious explorat ions in to the quest ion 

a t hand. R a t park wen t the way of a midlist b o o k , and he jus t kept on 

th inking, planning, j o i n i n g . He j o i n e d the board for the Port land 

H o t e l , a d o w n t o w n Vancouver establishment w h e re HIV-pos i t ive 

addicts can c o m e for c lean needles , a w a r m r o o m , and a way to die in 

dignity. He studied China 's o ld o p i u m dens, whe r e the walls had a 

fine wh i t e sc r im o f p o w d e r c l ing ing to their craggy surface. He 

began to read Plato, " the first psychologist ," even as S i m o n Fraser 

Univers i ty wi thd rew his funding based on rat park's publ ici ty failure. 

Eventually, the university, in c o n j u n c t i on wi th animal rights activists, 

w h o found the rat lab's venti lat ion system inadequate, shut the w h o l e 

thing down, on ly to reopen it mon ths later as a student counse l ing 

s e r v i c e — w i t h o u t a venti lat ion system upgrade. " I t wasn't okay for 

the rats," Alexander says, "bu t for humans it was fine." 

He speaks wi thou t bi t terness , though . Instead, labless and ratless, 

A lexander turned toward history, funneling h imse l f back in to the 

por tholes of the past, l o o k i n g to long- los t cultures for still m o r e clues 

as to h o w addict ion does and doesn' t happen. He was interested to 

f ind that there have b e e n many t imes in human history w h e n addic-



t ion was practically nil: the Canadian Indians, for instance, p r io r to 

assimilation, had a negl igible addict ion rate, as did ou r very o w n 

Bri t i sh brothers before the upheavals o f the Industrial R e v o l u t i o n , 

w h e n people farmed and lived o f f the land and wa tched the m o o n , 

that medic inal disk in the sky. A lexander found that addict ion rates 

seem to g row n o t as drug availability increases, but as human dis loca-

t ion, the inevitable result o f a f ree-market society, b e c o m e s c o m m o n -

place. His theory : a f ree-market socie ty treats its people as products , 

to be uprooted , moved , altered, accord ing to e c o n o m i c need . " A t the 

end o f the 2 0 t h century, for r ich and p o o r alike, j o b s disappear on 

short no t ice , c o m m u n i t i e s are weak and unstable, people rout inely 

change families, occupa t ion , technica l skills, languages, nationalit ies, 

software and ideologies as their lives progress. Pr ices and i n c o m e s are 

no m o r e stable than social life. Even the con t inued viability of crucial 

e c o n o m i c systems is in quest ion. F o r r ich and p o o r alike, dislocation 

plays havoc wi th the delicate in terpenetra t ions of people , society, the 

physical wor ld and spiritual values that are needed to sustain psy-

chosocia l integrat ion." In the absence of these things, says Alexander , 

we, l ike rats in cages, turn to substitutes, no t because the substitutes 

are alluring in and of themselves, but because our c i rcumstances are 

deficient , we w i thou t our gods. 

In the final analysis then, A lexander the renegade is really a tradi-

tionalist in t ie-dye. Years of radical inqui ry have led h i m to this c o n -

servative conc lus ion : wha t matters are the ties that b ind, love, 

affection, and the daily rhythms that rise from these—friendship, 

family, a small plot to work . Weekends he spends on his small island 

farm, wr i t ing in the early morn ings , s t ructur ing a simple life. M a y b e 

here is where he and his opponen t , Kleber , can c o m e together . 

Alexander believes that difficult c i rcumstances lead to addict ion; 

K l e b e r believes i t is exposure to fixed pharmaco log ica l propert ies. 

B u t in the end these different scientists are asking for similar t h ings— 

that the w e b of social structure be beautiful and meaningful , that 

families replace gangs, that tradition provide direct ion in a wasted 

culture. W r i t e s Kleber , " O u r pol ic ies should a im to reduce drug use 



and addict ion to a marginal p h e n o m e n o n . . . . A t its best A m e r i c a 

strives to give all its ci t izens the chance to develop their talents." Says 

Alexander , " W h e n we provide our children wi th her i tage and beliefs 

that b r ing shape to culture, we reduce the l ike l ihood of psy-

chopathology." In the end i t c o m e s down to dignity, and bo th m e n 

bel ieve in it. 

I W I S H I cou ld w e n d my way to a solid ending, but in the study of 

solid substances, everything is, finally, as wavy as an op io id dream. 

A c c o r d i n g to "findings," E m m a Lowry, because she t o o k opiates for 

pain and no t for pleasure, should no t be addicted, but she is. 

A c c o r d i n g to "findings," my husband, w h o has consis tent exposure, 

should be addicted, and he isn't. K l e b e r claims addict ion rates rise 

wi th exposure, and he has the figures to show it; A lexander says if 

that were true, poppy-growing cultures would be addicted cultures, 

and they're not . W h o knows wha t the facts are here. 

In the end, then, I decide to see for myself. Sample size: one . 

Hypothes is : n o n e . I ' m in a cage or a colony, I 'm no t sure w h i c h . My 

house is large, my life g o o d , my human interact ions r i ch and robust, 

but I ' m a f ree-market gal, as dislocated as any in this n e w mi l l en -

n ium, where I have no rel igion, no ex tended family, no god. W h a t I 

do: I take my husband's h y d r o m o r p h o n e pills. I dec ide I'll take t h e m 

for fifty-seven days, like Alexander 's rats, and then see wha t happens 

w h e n I try to stop. 

I swallow two. I swallow three. Sure enough , I get high. I get 

happy. T h e air feels silky, and w h e n I see a seagull in the Target park-

ing lot , I th ink it's the mos t beautiful bird ever, sugar-whi te and 

winged . 

T h r e e days go by. Four . I ' m feeling f ine. I have weeks of regular 

nightly opiate use, o f m o o n i n g a t the m o o n and th ink ing everything 

bo th silly and sweet. D u r i n g the days, I watch myself. Am I l o o k i n g 

forward to my nightly elixir? Am I C R A V I N G it? I watch for signs 

of craving jus t like early in my pregnancy I wa tched for cramps that 



might signal a miscarr iage: there, a little someth ing , oh my god, it's 

happen ing—did I feel that? Was it a twinge? B u t there was no b l o od 

then, and there's n o n e now. My s tomach starts to hurt . F o r m e , the 

m o r p h i n e is l ike a difficult dessert, unpleasant to get down, fun to 

actually digest, but a l together unremarkable . I'd rather have d inner 

wi th a friend than sent imental ize a seagull, in the end. And , after 

four teen days, w h e n I stop abruptly, I am a little c ranky and stuffy in 

my nose, bu t w h o knows , my kid's go t the flu. 

W h a t this little e x p e r i m e n t shows me is (pick o n e ) : 

(a) T h e r e in fact is no th ing inherent ly addictive about m o r p h i n e , 

and the physiological substrates of withdrawal are overplayed. 

(b) As K l e b e r migh t say, I l ack the deficient gene that wou ld 

increase my vulnerabil i ty to addict ion. 

(c) B e c a u s e I did no t p roceed to in jec t ion , w h e r e the high is 

h igher and the median forebrain bundle m o r e intensively 

st imulated, I wasn't really at any risk anyway. 

(d) I do live in a colony, no t a cage . 

(e) N o o n e knows . 

P i c k one , or n o n e . I myse l f have really no idea. I ' m tired now. A n d 

my cor t ica l pleasure centers wil l call me away from this interpretive 

task long before I even get close to comprehens ion ; I wil l be called 

back to my regular life, w h e r e my husband occasional ly needs 

painkillers, w h e r e my house leaks on the left side but is w a r m and 

familiar, w h e r e my child toddles, and the snow falls like la t t icework 

outside my w i n d o w — m y world, imperfect , but g o o d e n o u gh from 

w h e r e I stand now, apart from it, K l e b e r here, A lexander there, myse l f 

in the midst o f their maze. 

IN T H E E N D , I want to see rat park for myself. I want to lie in i t and 

feel its space, smell the pungen t cedar shavings, crispy in my fingers. 

I'd like to feel I ' m in a land, a t ime, as hones t as the Indians before 



they were assimilated, a land, maybe, that has my hand prints in it, 

that grows because I t ended it, erect ears of c o rn splitting their seams. 

So I go. A lexander has saved the w o o d e n p lywood walls, rat park's 

backdrop, w h e r e the coniferous trees brush the skin of a perfect sky. 

T h e r e are clouds here, p ink streaked and whi te , and a river burbles as 

it runs toward some sea b e y o n d the backdrop. Imag ine l iving in a 

place like this, or its human equivalent , a k ind of perpetual Cal i fornia 

w i thou t any fault l ines, w h e r e food sources never diminish, whe r e 

there are no predators, whe r e the smell is always like the secret 

insides o f your grea t -grandmother 's w o o d - l i n e d chest . A lexander 

calls rat park a no rma l env i ronment : he says, " W e suspect that the 

n o r m a l env i ronmen t provided by ou r c o l o n y al lowed the rats 

e n o u g h species-specific gratifying behavior so m o r p h i n e was i r re le -

vant." B u t w h e n you see the preserved pieces o f the expe r imen t , the 

painted p lywood , w h e n you cons ider the abundant food, the readily 

available exercise equ ipment , the river in its plush streaks of silver, 

" n o r m a l e n v i r o n m e n t " does no t c o m e t o mind . W h a t c o m e s t o m i n d 

is "perfec t env i ronment , " of w h i c h I feel sure there are n o n e in the 

labless worlds we live in. H e r e may be o n e of Alexander ' s biggest 

me thodo log i ca l flaws. He created heaven and f o u n d — n o surpr i se— 

that in i t we are happy. B u t whe r e is there heaven on earth? D o e s rat 

park truly reflect "real life," possible life, or does i t in fact on ly c o n -

firm that addict ion is on ly avoidable in a world of ut ter myth , w h i c h 

is not , never has been , and never will be the human world , we with 

our dented genes and buildings. 

In the end, A l e x a n d e r — t h e man un lucky in love, the man marr ied 

and divorced two t imes, the m a n w h o has ju s t now, a t s i x ty some-

thing, settled down wi th his third spouse—in the end this man is a 

romant ic . He believes rat park is possible in ou r wor ld , that we can 

cons t ruc t a culture full o f gent le give-and- take . W h o knows , maybe 

he's r ight . T h e romant ic v iew of the world, w h i c h holds that we are 

able to actualize our po ten t selves if on ly given the chance , is as p o w -

erful and persuasive a stance as its opposi te , the classical view, my 

view, roo ted in skepticism, even cynic ism: life is hard; everywhere 



you turn there are flaws; every c o l o n y you enter is really a cage, and if 

you squint hard enough , you ' l l be able to make ou t the bars around 

your body. That ' s my view, but I can' t , and cer tainly don' t want , to 

prove it. 

B A C K AT H O M E , I receive a p h o n e call from E m m a L o w r y w h o 

tells me that she's finally " o f f " those " d a m n drugs." S h e says she'll 

never use painkillers again. I k n o w if I call A lexander up and tell h im 

Emma ' s story, he ' l l beg in to rant and rave. H e ' l l f ind all sorts of smart 

reasons as to w h y it doesn' t cont radic t his data: maybe she was still in 

the cage of pain and wasn't qui te admit t ing it; maybe her happy 

h o m e was really d i m m e d wi th an unacknowledged depression; 

maybe he r husband has never b e e n so supportive; maybe she works 

too hard. He wou ld say wha t he's said to me so many t imes before : " I 

have never m e t a person, Lauren, never, in my thirty years of search-

ing, w h o had adequate internal and externa l resources and w h o was 

an addict. Never . F ind me o n e and I'll th row ou t all my beliefs." 

I won ' t call up Alexander and tell h i m about E m m a . N o r will I 

call up K l e b e r and tell h i m about my husband, and h o w he, exposed 

and immersed , seems to have sidestepped ma jo r drug problems. I 

don ' t want to hear the inevitable diatribes that c o m e from b o t h sides 

of the quest ion . T h e real drug war may no t exist in ou r streets, but in 

our academies , whe r e scientists hiss and search, compulsively, i n tox i -

cated by the quest ions they are pursuing. A n d what , finally, are these 

questions? W h a t does the fierce debate abou t addict ion really stand 

for? It doesn' t stand for itself, that's clear. Addic t ion is really, it seems, 

about quest ions of chemis t ry and its in tersec t ion wi th free will, 

responsibili ty and its relationship to compuls ion , deficit and h o w we 

can creatively compensa te or no t . 

I head upstairs to my study. It is night n o w and the little painted 

lamp on my end table glows, infusing the shade in tones of yellow and 

gold. T h e walls here are also warm, painted halo-yellow, hung with 

prints of plums and peaches on sketched stems. I love my study. I love 



h o w the cat, fat and furry, sleeps curled on the daybed, almost groaning 

as he purrs in pleasure. T h e cat is a n e w addition to our household. We 

took h im in because we have mice , many mice , scurrying under our 

floorboards, hanging o f f the coils in the back of the fridge. Even now, 

with the cat, I can hear t hem chirping in the heating duct, a n e w litter 

I suppose, their naked heads, the smell of milk. M i c e . I can hear them 

w h e n I sleep, infiltrators, gymnasts, they prance and birth and scratch. 

T h e y c h e w tiny holes in the R i t z Cracke r boxes, so the spoils o f c o m -

fort spill out. M i c e . I hope they're happy here. 


