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Poppies, Pipes, and Peop ~e 
O phnu and Its Use in Laos 

JOSEPI-I \VESTERIVIEYER 

··when I knew him. We n Yu tl'OS sore/~· wasted onrl 
cot1ld not te::i!k from one room to nnother withot1! pant. 

ing. Bt1t his home. while small. teas one of the sturdiest 

one/ cleanest m the district. All l1is children teere literate. 
nnd rnos! u:ere ~ 1et in !.rhool. f-l is seuen!een-yeor-old 

a·ould be the man of the house soon. Wen Yu cliscloinecl 
opium and his addiction to it. Bur it hod ennblecl him to 

persist u1 his labors cuen while ii! in /1is younger years. 
ond nott• its sole brought a good liuing to his family . ·1 
Oll'e rn~1 life to opiurn'' lie to!d rne . .. 

Opium production and use connote inter­
national i:itrigue. illicit wealth. and social 
dege neracy to industrialized societies. The 
experiences and attitudes of those grow­
ing and using opium in poppy-producing 
areas are not always so dramatic or so 
nega tive . Joseph Weste rmeyer spent ten 
years Rracticing medicine and studying 
the function of opium in Laos. and four 
years studying opium addiction in other 
parts of Asia . His combination of hard 
research and case studies gives a clear 
picture of the very different ways opium 
and its use are regarded in a developing 
agricultural society. 

Opium is a mainstay of the highland . 
economy in Laos. where case of trans­
port gives the poppy great advantage 
over other cash crops. Although opium is 
so1Tietirn es ust.::d without acidict:on as a 

recreational intoxicant or fo lk medicine. 
Weste rmeyer found that addiction is 
always i1 possibility, and poppy growers 
are especially susceptible. Opium CO!l­

sumption can initially enhance productivi­
ty, but its long-term use is ~enerally 
debilitating. The biomedical. psychologi ­
cal , and familial problems of drug addic ­
tion also occur in Laos . Westermeyer 
describes heroin as well as opiur.1 ac1dic­
tion. includes a chapter on Cauccsi~n ad­
dicts. analyzes the failure of Ar~wrican ef­
forts to restrict opium flow. and evaluates 
treatments for addiction . 

J oseph Westermeycr, M_O., is t?rofessnr 
o f the Department of Psychiatry <it the 
University of Minnesota Hospita l. and 
holds adjunct professorships in anthro­
pology ~nd psychology at the Universiiy 
o f Minnesota . He has published mar. y ar­
ticles on alcohol and drug abuse. and is 
the a uthor o f A Primer on Chemical 
Dependency (1976). 
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