For Helen
Go, Francis, and repair my house, which as you see is falling into ruin.1
—instruction to Saint Francis
Contents
When I first heard last June that a group of people had taken over a neighborhood in downtown Seattle, ostensibly in response to the killing of an unarmed black man, George Floyd, by a police officer in Minneapolis, I couldn’t understand what had happened. It wasn’t like a bunch of heavily armed anarchists had erected traffic barricades and kicked the police out of their precinct building, I thought, and went back to whatever it was I was doing. It was only after I had learned of the killing of two black teenagers in the occupied area that I came to understand that the anarchists had, in fact, done exactly that. But why? And why did the Seattle police and mayor let them?
I am not unfamiliar with radical politics. As a socialist youth in the late 1980s I had read books by America’s most famous anarchist, Noam Chomsky, excoriating US imperialism in Latin America. From 1996 to 1999, I worked with eco-anarchists seeking to save old-growth forests in California and the Pacific Northwest. And in 1999, I protested alongside so-called black bloc anarchists against economic globalization in the streets of Seattle. While I knew anarchists wanted to abolish government, it never dawned on me that a major city government would actually participate in its own abolition. What was going on?
Though my curiosity was piqued, I wasn’t in much of a position to find out. In the 1990s I had worked on a broader set of progressive causes, including advocating for the decriminalization of drugs and alternatives to prison. But for most of the last two decades my research and writing has focused on the environment. And, in the early summer of 2020, I was busy running my nonprofit research organization and preparing for the release of my book on the topic.
It was anarchy of a different sort that motivated me to write San Fransicko. During the pandemic, a growing number of people in floridly psychotic states were screaming obscenities at invisible enemies, or at my colleagues and me, on the sidewalks or in the street, as we went to and from our retail office in downtown Berkeley, near the University of California. Others were angrier than ever, often inexplicably. One morning a young man came up to me as I was unlocking our front door and coughed in my unmasked face. Another man threatened to assault a colleague. In both cases our mistake appears to have been that, rather than averting our eyes, we had looked at the men.
Many of the problems stemmed from COVID-19. California’s prisons, jails, and homeless shelters were under orders to reduce their occupancy. Fewer people were being arrested for public intoxication and aggressive behavior. More people started sleeping in front of our office, the boarded-up secondhand clothing store next door, or the former S&M shop next to it, frequently leaving their trash and waste for us to clean up in the morning. And we started finding people passed out on the sidewalk, sometimes with their pants around their knees.
But none of these problems started with the pandemic. Between 2008 and 2019, eighteen thousand companies, including Toyota, Charles Schwab, and Hewlett-Packard, fled California due to a constellation of problems sometimes summarized as “poor business climate.”1 California has the highest income tax, highest gasoline tax, and highest sales tax in the United States, spends significantly more than other states on homelessness, and yet has worse outcomes.2 “I came out here in 1983,” said HBO’s Bill Maher to Representative Adam Schiff in the fall of 2020. “I found paradise. I love California. I do. I don’t want to leave. But I feel like I’m living in Italy in the ’70s or something. . . . I don’t know what I’m getting for my super high taxes.”3
I was as confused as Maher. Though I have been a progressive and Democrat all of my adult life, I found myself asking a question that sounded rather conservative. What were we getting for our high taxes? And why, after twenty years of voting for ballot initiatives promising to address drug addiction, mental illness, and homelessness, had all three gotten worse? And why had progressive Democratic elected officials stopped enforcing many laws against certain groups of people, from unhoused people suffering mental illness and drug addiction in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Seattle, to heavily armed and mostly white anarchists in Seattle, Portland, and Minneapolis?
I wrote San Fransicko because I didn’t have the answers to those questions and felt I needed them. What I discovered in the process was that much of what I and other progressives had believed about cities, crime, and homelessness was all wrong, and that we needed to get it right.
Just as no police officer believes it’s good for neighborhood safety to abandon a precinct building, no sane psychiatrist believes that enabling and subsidizing people with schizophrenia, depression, and anxiety disorders to use fentanyl and meth is good medicine. Yet that is what San Francisco, Seattle, and Los Angeles are, in effect, doing. What California does with its 100,000 unsheltered residents, most suffering mental illness or drug addiction while living in violent, dangerous, and degrading encampments, is mistreatment of the foulest sort and in many instances far worse than the mistreatment of mentally ill people in the first three quarters of the twentieth century. How did we go from the nightmare of mental institutions to the nightmare of homeless encampments?
In San Fransicko I explore how the conversation around how to use law and order to advance civil rights gave way to a debate over whether law and order is an obstacle to social justice. The question used to be carrots versus sticks. Do you reward people for not committing crimes, or do you punish them when they do? But that’s been superseded by a question from progressives: what if it’s a form of victimization to try to influence people’s behavior at all? The governing majority in some of America’s cities seems to believe that the only real public policy problem is how to pay for letting people do whatever they want, from turning public parks into open-air drug encampments, to using sidewalks as toilets, to handing over whole neighborhoods to people who are heavily armed and purposefully unaccountable.
Some will take offense at this book’s subtitle, but I am not suggesting that progressives only ruin cities, nor that they never save them. Nor am I suggesting that conservatives never ruin them. But I am saying that when progressives do ruin cities, they do so in similar ways, and for similar reasons. And while the crisis of disorder I am describing is strongest in progressive West Coast cities, it is spreading east, like many trends in America do.
Progressives have been in charge of San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Seattle, as well as California and Washington, during most of the decades in which the problems I describe here have grown worse. And on the fundamental policies relating to mental illness, addiction, and housing for the homeless, moderate Democrats, conservatives, and Republicans have either gone along with the liberal and progressive agenda or been powerless to prevent it since the 1960s. And it was Democrats, not Republicans, who played the primary role in creating the dominant neoliberal model of government contracting to fragmented and often unaccountable nonprofit service providers that have proven financially, structurally, and legally incapable of addressing the crisis.
Not long after I began my research, I read what I felt then, and still feel now, were the three best books on homelessness, all published in the early 1990s, and all authored by liberals or progressives.4 At first the books inspired me. I felt as though three wise elders had reached forward through time to pass along essential truths. But then it dawned on me that, despite those three books having been widely reviewed and well received, including by America’s most influential newspapers, the crisis of untreated mental illness and addiction, as well as what we call homelessness, had grown worse, not better. What would prevent San Fransicko from suffering a similar fate?
That night, I confessed to my wife, Helen, that all I might be able to do was write a book that warned other places what not to do. She grew quiet and looked away. After I asked her what was the matter, she said, “We live here.” I needed to be as constructive as I was critical, she felt. And so at the heart of San Fransicko is a positive proposal for how to restore human dignity, not just law and order, to progressive West Coast cities. At both philosophical and policy levels it will, I hope and believe, resonate with the heads, hearts, and guts of reasonable conservatives and reasonable progressives.
Having shared my motivations as well as I understand them myself, it is to the breakdown of civilization on America’s West Coast that we can now turn.
1
“I Just Want to Clean Up the Mess”
In 1977, a candidate for the San Francisco Board of Supervisors invited reporters to a press conference at a local park. He said he was going to announce legislation essential to improving the quality of life in the city. With a pack of cameras waiting for him, the man walked across the grass toward them before stopping, making a face, and lifting up his foot to look at the bottom of his shoe only to discover, in feigned horror, that he had stepped in dog poop. After pretending to be surprised, and flashing a big smile, the man turned toward the cameras and announced legislation he would introduce, once elected, that required San Franciscans to pick up their dogs’ poop.1
It was a savvy and ultimately successful move for the handsome forty-something-year-old candidate. The number one quality-of-life issue for San Franciscans had become the large amount of uncollected dog feces on sidewalks and in parks. The man had run for supervisor twice before, coming in tenth the first time and seventh the second time. But he never connected with a majority of voters. This time, having identified an issue that people cared about, he was elected to the Board of Supervisors.2 His name was Harvey Milk.
Today we remember Milk as perhaps the most significant gay rights leader of all time. He is the person who unlocked the secret to reducing prejudice against same-sex relationships, by people disclosing to friends and family that they were gay. Sean Penn won an Oscar after immortalizing Milk’s life in a 2008 film. But Milk owed his political career to dog poop.
Shortly after taking office in 1978, Milk introduced the “Scoop the Poop” Act,3 which by the end of the summer the Board of Supervisors had passed.4 Afterward, a journalist said to Milk, “The police department says it may be hard to enforce this,” to which Milk replied, beaming, “I think it will be easy based on peer pressure. It’s going to be hard to write citations. But when a San Franciscan is walking down the street and sees someone breaking the law you say ‘Hey!’—with a smile—‘You broke the law.’ And after a while, when enough people do that, the message will be clear. It will be an education process. I really hope not one single citation is ever issued. . . . I don’t want to put anybody in jail. I don’t want to fine anyone. I just want to clean up the mess.”5
People overwhelmingly complied. It’s true that dog owners still sometimes fail to pick up after their dogs. But dog owner behavior has changed drastically, and for exactly the reason Milk predicted it would: peer pressure. Dog owners felt, and feel, a moral obligation to take responsibility for their pets. As such, Milk’s campaign to remove poop from San Francisco’s parks and sidewalks was a resounding success. At least, that is, when it came from dogs.
In 2018, San Francisco’s mayor, London Breed, held a walking tour with television cameras and newspaper reporters in tow. “I will say that there’s more feces on the sidewalks than I’ve ever seen,” said Breed. “Growing up here, that was something that wasn’t the norm.”
“Than you’ve ever seen?” asked the reporter.
“Than I’ve ever seen, for sure,” she said. “And we’re not just talking about from dogs. We’re talking about from humans.”6
Complaints about human waste on San Francisco’s sidewalks and streets were rising. Calls about human feces increased from 10,692 to 20,933 between 2014 and 2018.7 In 2019, the city spent nearly $100 million on street cleaning—four times more than Chicago, which has 3.5 times as many people and an area that is 4.5 times larger. Between 2015 and 2018, San Francisco replaced more than three hundred lampposts corroded by urine after one had collapsed and crushed a car.8
The underlying problem was homelessness. Between 2013 and 2016, complaints of homeless encampments to the city’s 311 line rose from 2 per day to 63 per day.9 In 2018, a major medical association decided to host its annual convention, worth about $40 million for the local economy, elsewhere, after decades of holding events in San Francisco.10 The condition of the homeless in San Francisco is internationally recognized as inhumane. In 2018, the United Nations’ special rapporteur visited San Francisco and said, “There’s a cruelty here that I don’t think I’ve seen, and I’ve done outreach on every continent.”11
Many of San Francisco’s homeless live in densely populated, centrally located areas. The most infamous of these is the Tenderloin, a downtown neighborhood that borders government buildings including City Hall, a major shopping district with several large tourist hotels, and many of the city’s concert venues and museums.
Some argue that the homelessness situation in San Francisco isn’t worse than other cities. “New York City has a worse per-capita homelessness problem than San Francisco,” wrote a New Yorker reporter in 2020. “California’s proportion of homeless residents trails that of New York; Washington, D.C.; and Hawaii.”12 The difference is that San Francisco has a far higher number who are unsheltered, sleeping on the streets or in tents rather than in homeless shelters.
Many studies show that warmer climates and more expensive housing are major factors behind higher rates of homelessness, both sheltered and unsheltered, in San Francisco, Seattle, and Los Angeles.13 In much of California, one can sleep outside for most of the year without freezing. Half of the unsheltered homeless population in the United States is in California and Florida alone, even though the two states are home to just 19 percent of the population.14 High-tech companies like Salesforce, Twitter, and Stripe, progressives noted, had attracted thousands of employees who had driven up rents, resulting in tenant evictions.15
In 2016, representatives from San Francisco’s business, philanthropic, and media communities committed to halve the city’s chronic homeless population in five years. They created a media initiative called the SF Homeless Project, and raised over $130 million in the first year, with $100 million raised by an organization called Tipping Point and another $30 million coming from Marc Benioff, the billionaire CEO and founder of Salesforce, the customer relations software giant.16
The San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness, a nonprofit organization, led a campaign to fund housing and services with a special tax on San Francisco businesses that gross more than $50 million annually.17 At first, few believed the measure, put before voters in the form of Proposition C, could pass. CEOs of other high-revenue tech companies in San Francisco, including Patrick Collison of Stripe and Jack Dorsey of Twitter, opposed Prop C, as did Mayor Breed. And the Coalition on Homelessness didn’t have the money to pay for large-scale advertising and other costs of a citywide campaign.
But then Benioff donated millions of dollars to the campaign for Proposition C. “What I see is a crisis of inequality in San Francisco,” he said. “We have 1,200 homeless families, each with two kids. . . . We have 70 billionaires here in our city. That’s incredible.”18
Benioff criticized the high-tech companies opposing Prop C. “Square [is] worth $30 billion,” he said. “Twitter [is] worth $20 billion. Stripe, $20 billion. . . . These are immaterial amounts to us. $10 million doesn’t mean anything. That’s less than the private plane that [Twitter founder and CEO] Jack Dorsey is going to fly around on.”19 Benioff added, “You’re either for the homeless and for the kids and for the hospitals or you’re for yourself.”20
Benioff gave a $30 million grant to Dr. Margot Kushel at the University of California, San Francisco to study homelessness.21 “We’ve always known that most homelessness is a result, pure and simple, of poverty,” she said.22 One of the biggest myths is that it is “caused by mental health and substance use problems,” Kushel explained. “We know that most homelessness is driven by economic forces.”23
A study by the real estate website Zillow and the University of New Hampshire found that when median rent exceeded 22 percent of median income, the number of homeless people in a city grew, and rose especially rapidly at 32 percent. The median San Francisco renter pays 39 percent of his or her income in rent.24
Some Bay Area reporters agree. “The convenient narrative about homeless people is that they’re lazy, mentally ill or drug addicts,” wrote one San Francisco Chronicle columnist. “But that’s not true.”25 Survey data collected by the city, many pointed out, shows that one-quarter of homeless cited job loss as the primary cause of their homelessness, 18 percent cited substance abuse, 13 percent eviction, and 8 percent mental illness.26
While all big cities struggle with homelessness, the West Coast cities of the San Francisco Bay Area, Los Angeles, and Seattle struggle more. The change over the last fifteen years has been dramatic. Between 2005 and 2020, the estimated number of homeless people in San Francisco increased from 5,404 to 8,124. The estimated number of unsheltered homeless rose from 2,655 to 5,180.27
The San Francisco Bay Area as a whole saw sheltered and unsheltered homeless increase by 32 percent between 2015 and 2020, with the share of unsheltered homeless rising from 65 percent to 73 percent.* Total homelessness more than doubled in Alameda County, which includes Oakland and Berkeley, between 2015 and 2020.28
Meanwhile, homelessness declined in the nation as a whole, and in other big cities, over the last decade and a half. Homelessness nationwide declined from 763,000 to 568,000 between 2005 and 2020. In the same fifteen-year period, the homeless populations of Chicago, Greater Miami, and Greater Atlanta declined 19 percent, 32 percent, and 43 percent, respectively.29
While it is true that New York City saw an increase of 62 percent in its homeless population between 2005 and 2020, over 99 percent of New York’s homeless have access to shelter. In San Francisco, just 43 percent do.30
Against Benioff’s suggestion that San Francisco’s homeless population is heavily comprised of families with children, the research finds that far more homeless in the San Francisco Bay Area are adults without families than in other parts of the United States. Whereas families make up 32, 53, and 65 percent of the homeless in New York City, Chicago, and Boston, they make up just 9 percent of the Bay Area’s homeless population.31
San Francisco has a much higher share of unsheltered homeless who are “chronically homeless” than other cities. The US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) defines chronically homeless as those who have been homeless for a year, had four episodes of homelessness totaling twelve months in the last three years, or those who are too disabled to work.32 Of the roughly 5,200 unsheltered homeless people in San Francisco, 37 percent in 2020 were chronically homeless, in comparison to the 34 percent, 19 percent, 17 percent, and 16 percent chronically homeless in New York City, Greater Phoenix, Greater San Diego, and Boston, respectively.33
San Francisco’s mild climate alone cannot explain why it has more homeless people than other cities. Miami, Phoenix, and Houston have year-round warm weather and far fewer homeless than San Francisco per capita. Per capita homelessness in San Francisco, Greater Miami, Greater Phoenix, and Greater Houston in 2020 was 9.3, 1.3, 1.6, and 0.8 per 1,000 residents, respectively. And Greater Miami, Greater Phoenix, and Greater Houston saw their per capita homeless population decline from 2005 to 2020 by 39, 17, and 74 percent while San Francisco saw its rise 30 percent.34
Nor can housing prices explain the discrepancy. Palo Alto and Beverly Hills have mild climates and expensive housing but don’t have San Francisco’s homeless problem. As for the Zillow study that was reported to find a correlation between rising rents and homelessness, a deeper look at the research reveals a more nuanced finding. Homelessness and affordability are correlated only in the context of certain “local policy efforts [and] social attitudes,” concluded researchers.35
Other cities, including Chicago, Houston, and the Greater Miami area, saw typical rents increase 24 percent, 32 percent, and 35 percent and the number of homeless decline 20 percent, 57 percent, and 9 percent between 2011 and 2019, which are the years covered by the Zillow study (2011–2017), plus 2018 and 2019. In Nashville, the number of chronically homeless fell 54 percent in the same period.36
While the homeless are poor, few poor people live on the street. Nearly 90,000 people in San Francisco live in poverty but just over 8,000 are homeless. The vast majority of people, including very poor people who are priced out of San Francisco’s expensive rental markets, move out of the city or move in with friends or family. Vanishingly few decide to pitch a tent on the filthiest sidewalks in America.
Over the last decades there were many visible signs that homelessness was about much more than poverty and housing. Between 2010 and 2020, the number of calls made to San Francisco’s 311 line complaining of used hypodermic needles on sidewalks, in parks, and elsewhere rose from 224 to 6,275.37 In 2018, footage of dozens of people slumped over in an entrance to a Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) station, many with needles in their arm, went viral.38 “We call it the heroin freeze,” said one local. “They can stay that way for hours.”39 Said another, “It’s like the land of the living dead.”40
For decades researchers have documented much higher levels of mental illness and substance abuse among the homeless than in the rest of the population. It’s true that just 8 and 18 percent of homeless people point to mental illness and substance abuse, respectively, as the primary cause of their homelessness, but researchers have long understood that such self-reports are unreliable due to the socially undesirable nature of substance abuse, and the lack of insight that often accompanies mental illness. Using other methods, San Francisco’s Health Department in 2019 estimated that 4,000 of the city’s 8,035 homeless, sheltered and unsheltered, are both mentally ill and suffering from substance abuse. Of those 4,000, about 1,600 frequently used emergency psychiatric services.41
The same is true in other cities. In 2019, the Los Angeles Times analyzed government data and found that two-thirds of homeless in Los Angeles struggle with either addiction or mental illness.42 Against the insistence among some progressives that homelessness is strictly the result of poverty and housing prices, researchers for decades have documented not just the prevalence of mental illness and substance abuse among the homeless, but also their role in creating homelessness in the first place.43
A large, 5,406-person study of US veterans published in 2021 found that the major personal characteristics of the unsheltered homeless were “unmarried status, criminal justice problems, weak social support, medical diagnoses, drug (but not alcohol) problems, low income, and inability to afford basic needs.” Wrote the authors, “where weather was warmer, or rents were higher, the number of personal risk factors mattered more.” Homelessness, noted the authors, reflects “the interaction of person and place.”44
Some things have gotten better. After negative publicity, the San Francisco city government signed a $1 million per year contract to clean up the needles and install more public toilets.45 As a result, complaints to the city’s 311 line about needles on the sidewalks declined nearly 34 percent from 2018 to 2020.
But other things got worse. More people called the city demanding action to clear away bulky items in 2020 than in 2019.46 In 2020, the city received 29,162 requests to remove “Human or Animal Waste,” and 6,275 needle complaints.47 As for the new toilets, they did not eliminate public urination and defecation. “The city has installed five portable bathrooms for the hundreds of unsheltered people in the Tenderloin,” noted the New York Times in 2018, “but that has not stopped people from urinating and defecating in the streets.”48
In the past, governments and nonprofits had sometimes required homeless people to earn an apartment unit through sobriety, work, and, when appropriate, compliance with taking their psychiatric medicine. This is called the “contingency” approach, linear approach, or staircase approach, since one must earn the next step through good behavior.
“When we first started,” said Margot Kushel, “people believed that to provide housing, people needed to go through steps. First, a shelter. Then, if they ‘behaved well’ (didn’t use drugs, took medicines, etc.), they could get to transitional housing. If they did everything ‘right’ then they could be offered permanent housing. As a result, only a tiny proportion of people with behavioral disabilities became housed.
“Housing First turned that upside down,” she explained, “recognizing that when people were homeless, they couldn’t attend to their mental health or substance use needs (or anything else). This has been enormously successful, housing about 85 percent of the most complex folks. There is overwhelming and incontrovertible evidence that this works—people are housed successfully, and then the other things follow.”49
Utah garnered widespread media attention after state officials claimed a 91 percent decline in chronic homelessness because of its adoption of Housing First.50 The Los Angeles Times declared, “Utah is winning the war on chronic homelessness with ‘Housing First.’”51 Said NBC, “Utah is battling homelessness by giving the needy shelter first and then aiding them with job placement, and it’s working.”52
Housing First provides housing without conditions. There is “no empirical support for the practice of requiring individuals to participate in psychiatric treatment or attain sobriety before being housed,” wrote founder of Housing First Sam Tsemberis.53 Kushel agreed. “You hear people saying things like, ‘You can’t just house people who have addiction problems.’ You can, and you must.”54
The George W. Bush administration made Housing First federal policy. It helped cities and states create plans to end chronic homelessness in ten years through permanent supportive housing, and provided money after they had done so. By 2009, more than two hundred cities and states had done so.55
At a local TV news station’s roundtable discussion in 2017, elected officials and top homelessness advocates from each of the Bay Area’s counties were adamant that Housing First was the only solution to homelessness. “Housing is the solution to homelessness,” said San Francisco’s top homelessness official. “Housing First is the solution to ending homelessness,” said Berkeley’s mayor. And, stressed San Jose’s mayor, “We ultimately all agree that the only real solution is permanent supportive housing.”56
From 2005 to 2020, San Francisco experienced an astonishing 95 percent increase in unsheltered homelessness as the number of permanent supportive housing units offered by the city rose from 6,487 to 10,051.57
Today, San Francisco has the greatest quantity of permanent supportive housing units per capita of any major city in the United States. It has 11 permanent supportive housing units per 1,000 people, which is nearly three times as much as New York City (4 per 1,000 people) and Chicago (4 per 1,000), and over six times as much as Miami-Dade County (1.7 per 1,000).58
All of that, and yet the unsheltered homeless population of New York City, Chicago, and Miami fell 11, 10, and 50 percent, respectively, between 2005 and 2020, while San Francisco’s rose 95 percent.59 Why was that?
The mind behind Proposition C was Jennifer Friedenbach, executive director of the San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness. A Silicon Valley native who rebelled against her parents’ middle-class, conservative lifestyle, Friedenbach has taken a small salary and dedicated her life to working on homelessness since the 1990s.60
Friedenbach and other advocates for the homeless attribute the rise of homelessness to President Ronald Reagan. “The reason we have mass homelessness,” she said, “is the federal government’s fault. They divested or disinvested from funding housing in the early eighties by 78 percent.”61 A permanent supportive housing provider in the Tenderloin told me, “It’s absolutely undisputed that the homeless crisis in America began after severe cuts to federal affordable housing funds.”62 And an ACLU expert said, “The Reagan administration slashed the budget for our federal affordable housing programs by eighty percent.”63
But public spending on housing barely changed under Reagan, going from $41.8 billion to $40.6 billion between 1981 and 1989, in constant 2019 dollars.64 Reagan did oversee the end of public housing construction, but this was in the context of a shift away from federal housing projects toward rental subsidies which began under Presidents Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter, and for good reason.65 In the late 1960s there was growing unhappiness with public housing, particularly high-rise apartment complexes for the urban poor. They had been built with the greatest of progressive and liberal intentions: to provide former residents of poor neighbors with modern apartment units. But they became infamous for concentrating poverty, crime, and violence.66
In the wake of that and other well-publicized failures, Congress sought better solutions, ultimately embracing rental vouchers, or Section 8 certificates. Under Section 8 of the Housing and Community Development Act of 1974, Congress created vouchers to pay the difference between a tenant’s rent and 25 percent of his or her monthly income, for fifteen years. The reforms proved more efficient. It cost half as much to house someone with a Section 8 certificate as it did to subsidize construction.67 And low-income families greatly preferred the freedom to choose their own housing rather than be assigned to a public housing project.68
Crack was a major factor behind the emergence of homelessness as a problem in the 1980s. Boona Cheema, a former homeless service provider and advocate in Berkeley, estimated in the early 1990s that 85 percent of the homeless in her Oakland shelter had recently used crack, and that “there are almost no family ties” left among them.69 Crack radically reduced the price of cocaine, along with the duration of the high, making it available to the poor and working class. The cost of crack declined from $10 to $3 for a single hit between the mid-1980s and early 1990s.70
The conventional wisdom holds that the increase in homelessness in the 1980s resulted, in part, from the loss of low-cost, often substandard housing, but it was San Francisco’s preservation of such housing, and conversion into housing for the homeless, which helped make the homeless addiction problem so much worse than in other cities. Most of San Francisco’s low-cost housing came in the form of single resident occupancy hotels, where residents had a single room and usually shared a kitchen and bathroom. The number of single resident occupancy units per capita declined by two-thirds in New York City and Chicago from the mid-1970s to today. San Francisco, which started with nearly twice as many units per capita, lost only one-third during the same period.71
Advocacy for the preservation of single resident occupancy hotels occurred within the broader progressive movement. Democrats until the late 1960s were pro-development, and had led efforts to demolish slums, build public housing, and revitalize the inner city. But starting in the late 1960s, Baby Boomers and the New Left turned against redevelopment. They were inspired by an influential 1961 book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities by Jane Jacobs, which blamed redevelopment, like that which had occurred in the Fillmore neighborhood of San Francisco, for destroying neighborhoods with freeways and high-rises, evicting low-income residents, and making them unlivable, as compared to highly walkable neighborhoods like Greenwich Village.
But redevelopment occurred in Greenwich Village whereas the city of San Francisco increasingly subsidized housing for the homeless in the Tenderloin’s single resident occupancy hotels, which have for decades been dominated by a culture of heavy substance use and prostitution. “Of the people in supportive housing in San Francisco, 93 percent have a major mental illness that we can name,” said a housing policy maker. “That is very, very high. Eighty percent use cocaine, speed, or heroin every thirty days, or get drunk to the point of unconsciousness.”72
Tom Wolf, a former Salvation Army caseworker and a member of San Francisco’s Drug Dealing Taskforce, says the city’s supportive housing facilities are themselves a major market for illegal drugs. “Go down the street to the Camelot Hotel on Turk Street,” said Wolf. “Almost everyone that I’ve seen in those hotels are using. The last front desk guy that was working there got busted because he was selling crack. The actual guy that works in the single resident occupancy hotel is selling crack! It’s insane, man.”73
According to many homelessness researchers, the defining characteristics of chronic homelessness are addiction and “disaffiliation,” or estrangement, from friends and family. “What causes homelessness among these skid row dwellers?” asked a leading researcher in the early 1990s. “Addiction and the lack of a support system.”74 Said Tracey Helton Mitchell, who wrote a memoir about her heroin addiction in the Tenderloin, “When I left my hometown, I cut myself off from my support system, both emotionally and financially.”75
In November 1991, San Francisco voters elected a former police chief mayor on a promise to move the homeless off the streets and crack down on nuisance crimes, like littering, camping in parks, and aggressive panhandling.76 He also offered housing and services, subsidized 2,000 moderate- and low-income housing units, and sent outreach workers to offer shelter and drug treatment.77 And the new mayor fought against the expansion of funding for single resident occupancy hotel rooms, which he viewed as a magnet for hard drug users, triggering protests organized by the nonprofit housing and service provider organizations.78
Four years later, Willie Brown, a powerful former state legislator from San Francisco and the highest-ranking African American in the state, was elected mayor. Brown seized on the perception among progressive Democrats in San Francisco that the city’s approach to homelessness was cruel. “In my administration,” Brown promised, “police will spend their time going after crack dealers, thugs, aggressive panhandlers, and other predators, rather than rounding up people whose only crime is being poor.”79
But Brown never stopped the sweeps of the homeless and increasingly sounded like his predecessor. “If you put together really aggressive and attractive programs,” he said in 1996, “you begin to establish an identity where advocates may become a source of supply for your population.”80 The San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness and other progressives felt betrayed. “I don’t have the answer,” Brown said. “I’m not working toward anything at this moment except the maintenance of current programs, but that’s not a solution.” Brown called off a homelessness summit, saying, “I couldn’t get the advocates to believe that we were sincere about trying to find solutions.”81
In 2001, San Francisco supervisor Gavin Newsom proposed a new ballot measure, “Care Not Cash.” Its main feature was the diversion of General Assistance (welfare) cash payments into housing, but its broader goal was to shift funding from shelters to permanent supportive housing.82 Newsom was motivated in part by evidence that people were coming to San Francisco for its generous cash welfare payments. San Francisco at the time gave homeless individuals between $320 and $395 per month, while Oakland gave just $24. Newsom proposed cutting the San Francisco payments to $57 per month and diverting the money saved to housing, mostly single resident occupancy units.83 Homeless activists savaged the measure. “The Newsom plan is heartless, ruthless and basically immoral,” said a Roman Catholic nun who provided homelessness services. But Care Not Cash passed with 60 percent of the vote.84
While Care Not Cash modestly reduced General Assistance costs, just 15 percent of the single homeless population was able to secure basic housing.85 And so, after his election as mayor in 2003, Newsom put together a task force including labor unions, businesses, and the Coalition on Homelessness to create a Ten Year Plan. “The focus,” said the task force leader, “is permanent supportive housing for the 3,000 or so chronically homeless, out of the 15,000 general homeless populations.”86
Spirits were high. Under the new plan, task force leaders claimed, the city would spend just $16,000 per year per chronically homeless person on housing and care, which was dramatically less than the $61,000 city officials estimated that San Francisco was already spending in the form of emergency services, incarceration, and other costs.87 “I think a 10-year plan is absolutely workable and absolutely doable,” said the task force leader, “and don’t let anyone tell you that it’s not.” While some may have doubted that San Francisco would completely solve the problem of chronic homelessness within ten years, few could have predicted just how much worse it would get.88
Progressives have long defended the right of the homeless to camp in public places. In 1983, activists mobilized hundreds of homeless people to march on San Francisco City Hall shouting, “Don’t be a louse! Give me a house!”1 A 1989 earthquake forced some five hundred people to evacuate their city-subsidized single resident occupancy hotel rooms, and nearly two hundred of them, and others, camped out at Civic Center Plaza. Nearby residents and businesses complained about their presence. The city’s progressive mayor, a former social worker, refused to move the homeless from Civic Center until replacement housing was available nine months later. By the early 1990s, advocates for the homeless were hosting seminars where they taught people how to camp out in the city.2
San Francisco voters sometimes demand greater public order. In 2004, the city passed a ballot initiative that banned aggressive and intimidating panhandling, such as near ATM machines or inside buses. In 2010, San Francisco voters approved an ordinance that made it illegal to sit or lie on sidewalks between 7 a.m. and 11 p.m. And in 2016, voters banned camping on sidewalks.3
Progressive homelessness advocates fought these initiatives. One member of the Coalition on Homelessness compared measures like the ban on people lying and sitting on sidewalks to Jim Crow racial segregation laws in the South.4 “Sitting is not a crime” was the headline for one advertisement ahead of the election, which showed a picture of African American activists desegregating a lunch counter in the 1950s.5 In 2013, some progressive merchants in the Haight allowed the homeless to flout the law and sit on sidewalks. “I’m a vet,” said an empowered homeless man drinking beer on the sidewalk. “I’ll sit anywhere I want!”6 The homeless know they are supported by progressive elected officials, advocates, and citizens. “This is [San Francisco] downtown! Anyone has the right to be downtown!” another homeless man said. “Whatcha think this is, Palo Alto?”7
Progressives give homeless people the equipment they need to live on sidewalks. After Occupy Wall Street protests were held in Oakland’s City Center in 2011, protesters gave their tents to the homeless and money to buy more.8 Five years later, a graphic designer in San Francisco purchased and gave away $15,000 worth of camping tents. “Other organizations were giving them out as well,” noted the city’s head of homeless services in 2016, “and now we’ve got 80 encampments.”9
San Francisco remains significantly more generous in its cash payments to homeless, and other spending to serve them, than other cities. For example, San Francisco’s maximum General Assistance cash welfare monthly benefit for the poor is $588, as compared to $449, $221, and $183 for individuals in San Diego, Los Angeles, and New York City, respectively.10 While New York City, Chicago, Phoenix, and San Diego spend 3.5, 1.1, 0.9, and 2.5 percent of their budget on homelessness services, San Francisco spends 6 percent.11 When local, state, and federal funding are accounted for, San Francisco spends $31,985 per homeless person just on housing, not including General Assistance, other cash welfare programs like Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, and other services. By contrast, New York City spends $11,662 and Los Angeles spends $5,001.12
Even with restrictions on cash welfare payments to some homeless people, San Francisco still gives significantly larger cash benefits to the poor in comparison to other cities. San Francisco gives $709 per capita of total cash welfare payments to the poor as compared to $195, $120, and $0.34 in New York City, Chicago, and Phoenix, respectively. Including overhead, San Francisco spends $15,583 per recipient where New York City spends $7,129 per recipient through its cash welfare program.13
There is a provision in Care Not Cash that allows recipients to get full payment if they agree to work for a nonprofit homeless service provider. “If you identify as homeless, you only get $60 per month plus food stamps because of Care Not Cash,” noted Tom Wolf. “But if you volunteer at a non-profit for twelve hours per month, you get full General Assistance payment. You collect three months before they kick you off and you never volunteered.”
That’s what Tom did. “[The homelessness nonprofits’] whole intention is to keep more people in this cycle,” he said, “because they’re getting money for it.”14
Tom had himself lived as a homeless addict in the Tenderloin, surviving on the city’s cash welfare payments. “I got $581 a month in General Assistance and $192 in food stamps,” he said. “I could get a free breakfast at Glide [Memorial Church] and a free lunch at St. Anthony’s, which allowed me to use all of my General Assistance money for heroin and then sell my food stamp card to a merchant in Chinatown who would pay me 60 cents on the dollar for it.”
According to a 2019 survey conducted by the homeless advocacy group Tipping Point, just one-fifth of San Francisco’s homeless said they were born in the city and only half had lived in the city for over ten years. In a different survey, nearly one-third of San Francisco’s homeless said they were homeless before coming to San Francisco. And among the 70 percent who said they became homeless after moving to San Francisco, we don’t know how long many of them had lived in the city. For some, it could have been as brief as a month, which is the time it takes to become eligible for General Assistance.15
Helping the neediest can create perverse incentives. “They love getting in the most fucked up folks out here,” complained a homeless man who believed homeless people from out of town were getting into a new and more desirable shelter before him. “I’m just not fucked up enough.”16 Said one young homeless woman, “it’s better than being in Oakland. It definitely has more services for homeless people. We have more places where they feed you and help you get into a shelter if you want.”17 “When I was first homeless,” said a homeless man in the late 1990s, “I stayed around the [Tenderloin], you know, because that’s where the food was, the shelters was.”18 The reputation stuck. In 2019, a homeless man told a reporter that he came from Iowa to San Francisco because he heard “social services are plentiful, anyone is welcome and the weather is pleasant.”19
But the biggest reason many people come to San Francisco is for the cheap and abundant drugs and the lax law enforcement. “I didn’t want that straight life,” said a thirty-two-year-old homeless man from Alabama. “I was after the candy—getting high, easy money, freedom, ladies, getting high some more.”20 “Some of these small towns, you stick out straightaway and they come for you. Someone makes a call and the cops get on your tail. You could be just walking down the road like anyone else, no cart, nothing, and they pick you up.”21 Said another, “Some of the things allowed to happen in San Francisco would never be permitted back home in Boston.”22
Jacqui Berlinn is a mother whose son, Corey, is homeless and addicted to fentanyl and living on the streets of the Bay Area. “My son tells me San Francisco is where he most readily gets what he needs. He calls it ‘Hell,’ and compared it to Pleasure Island in the Disney film Pinocchio.
“On one side of the street are people giving you food and clean needles,” Corey told her. “On the other side of the street are all the drug dealers. It’s like getting all the candy and treats that you think you want. You think you’re having fun. But little by little it’s taking away your humanity and turning you into something you were never meant to be, like how the kids start turning into donkeys in Pinocchio, and then end up trapped and in cages.”23
“We watched the movie when he was a boy,” said Jacqui, “and so it totally made sense to me that he felt like one of the poor donkeys trying to break free, with the drug dealers giving them treats and enslaving them and taking away their humanity and they had no way to escape.”
Others agreed. When I asked a major provider of housing for the homeless in the Tenderloin, Randy Shaw, whether people come to San Francisco for the drugs he said, without hesitation, “Yes, one hundred percent. No doubt about it. We have the worst overdose rate of any city in the country.” Matt Haney, the San Francisco supervisor who represents the Tenderloin, told me, “Undoubtedly there are some people who come here because they are sick with addiction. This is a place where you can access drugs more easily.”24
In 2016, San Francisco opened a new shelter, which attracted homeless from different neighborhoods within the city, according to University of California, Los Angeles sociologist and homelessness researcher Chris Herring. “Unfortunately, after the first few months it became clear that the navigation center [homeless shelter] was not resulting in fewer encampments,” wrote Herring, who works closely with the San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness. “Instead, the number of camps increased, as did complaints and policing. This was not due to the shelter’s failure of meeting the needs of the unhoused, but rather its success in doing so.”25
When people arrive in San Francisco, they often discover there isn’t room in the shelters for them. “People come from all over the United States, thinking it’s some sort of spa here,” said a homeless man, “some sort of nirvana here. And they find out that it’s very expensive to live here.”26 The same was true in Los Angeles. “For the first time in 13 years, Los Angeles opened its housing voucher wait list last year,” said Dr. Margot Kushel. “The city drew 600,000 applicants for 20,000 slots, highlighting the enormous unmet need.”27 And more services attracted more people to Seattle. “I do think we have a magnet effect,” said Seattle’s former homelessness chief. Nearly one-quarter of the homeless in King County, in which Seattle is the biggest city, said they became homeless outside of Washington State.28
Mayor Breed said she opposed Proposition C because she feared that spending yet more on homelessness services, without any requirement that people get off the street, would backfire. “We are a magnet for people who are looking for help,” she said. “There are a lot of other cities that are not doing their part, and I find that larger cities end up with more than our fair share.”29
After San Francisco started offering free hotel rooms to the homeless during the 2020 coronavirus pandemic, first responders reported that people had come from across the state. “People are coming from all over the place—Sacramento, Lake County, Bakersfield,” said the city’s fire chief. “We have also heard that people are getting released from jail in other counties and being told to go to San Francisco where you will get a tent and then you will get housing.”30
When a television reporter asked Bay Area mayors why there was so much homelessness in Bay Area cities but not in affluent communities east of the Bay Area, the Berkeley mayor answered, “I assume [it’s] the fact that our cities have such robust social services and shelter, as well as just the environment, the climate, a city that is inviting and welcoming to people.”31
A Los Angeles homelessness service provider emphasizes the extent to which the homeless shop around from city to city seeking the best housing and benefits and avoiding the law. He wrote, “for a majority of people they move from community to community, looking for food, shelter, and services. Keeping one step beyond the arm of the law or moving from others who might harm them.”32
While some homeless are attracted to San Francisco for housing and services, many of San Francisco’s most visible homeless people don’t use them. When I visited the Tenderloin with Tom Wolf, he pointed to the doorway to a building. “I slept here,” he said, “because I was such an addict that I didn’t want to walk the five blocks to the shelter. I wanted to be right near the dealers.”33
In the context of cities with permissive attitudes toward drugs, like San Francisco, many homeless people stay in encampments to use illegal substances more freely and easily than they can in the shelters. Many policy makers understand this. “I went out with a team twice to have conversations with people to get an understanding of what they’re dealing with,” said Mayor Breed in 2020. “It was absolutely insane. Most of the people did not take us up on the offer [of shelter and services].”34
Even people who would prefer to live in sober environments say they do not want to quit their addictions. “When we surveyed people in supportive housing in New York,” said University of Pennsylvania homelessness researcher Dennis Culhane, “almost everybody wanted their neighbors to be clean and sober but they didn’t want rules for themselves about being clean.”35
In 2016, after the city of San Francisco broke up a massive, 350-person homeless encampment, dozens of the homeless refused the city’s offers of help.36 Of the 150 people moved during a single month of homeless encampment cleanups in 2018, just eight people accepted the city’s offer of shelter.37 In 2004, just 131 people went into permanent supportive housing after 4,950 contacts made by then-mayor Newsom’s homeless outreach teams.38
Homeless people in Oakland successfully prevented the breakup of their camp in a public park by erecting barricades made of trash and furniture. Unable or unwilling to force the homeless to move, the city granted them a different place to live, where they will be able to camp and “co-govern” their new land with a local nonprofit.39
After a major homeless encampment was broken up in 2017, reports of low-level crimes rose throughout the city.40 Some residents started taking matters into their own hands. In 2019, a group of residents arranged for large boulders to be placed on the sidewalks in front of their homes to prevent camping by homeless people. Another group built a wall to block access to a walking path that had become a homeless encampment.41
“What ends up happening with a lot of progressive liberals in San Francisco,” said Tom, “is they get to go home to their nice house in Noe Valley and six-figure job and kids in private school. They can afford to vote progressively for social justice because they don’t have to walk their kids through the Tenderloin and play hopscotch over the feces and needles.”42
Homelessness advocates often level serious charges at people who disagree with their view of the problem and the solution. In the early 1990s, a Harvard sociologist who wrote a book on homelessness noted, “those who see the homeless as passive victims of circumstances beyond their control often react to [the evidence of service refusal] with a mixture of fury and disbelief.”43
Advocates of shelters, said Friedenbach, don’t really care about the homeless. “There’s this thought that [shelters] are an easy, quick solution and we get people off the streets, and the neighbors stop complaining,” she said. “It really comes from a perspective of, ‘How do we keep the neighbors happy.’ They don’t want to have to look at homeless people anymore. ‘So, let’s shove them into a shelter so we don’t have to look at them.’”44
In 2001, the San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness wheat-pasted posters of a fake front-page San Francisco Chronicle across town. Just beneath the masthead a large headline read “Fuck the Homeless!” right above a picture of San Francisco mayor Willie Brown laughing. Below his photo was the headline “Save the Tourists.”45
Progressives level the same charges at people thirty years later. “Because of some of the stuff I say,” said a community activist in Seattle’s historically black Capitol Hill neighborhood, “people say, ‘Oh, she’s not for them.’ But I have a heart for homeless and mentally ill. Most of my family works with the mentally ill.”46 Noted a Chronicle journalist in 2017, “Inevitably, homeless advocates and others will say, ‘You’re not compassionate,’” in response to stories about homeless encampments.47 “They called me a racist,” said Tom. “They accused me, a guy who used to be homeless, of demonizing the homeless, because I’m asking for accountability.”48
I found myself similarly accused. In 2019, after I published an article for Forbes about the homeless crisis, a progressive homeless activist accused me on Twitter of having written my article to “make money off of a fear tactic” of “fueling hatred [and] even increasing violence against homeless people.”49 After I asked the former San Francisco supervisor for the Tenderloin neighborhood, former mayoral candidate Jane Kim, how such a progressive city ended up with so much suffering, she said, “My concern, Michael, just to be very honest, is that when that kind of messaging goes out, violence against people who are unhoused goes up.”
I was shocked and horrified by what she seemed to be suggesting.
“It sounds like you’re worried that I’m going to write something that would cause violence against people who live on the street,” I said.
“No,” she said. “It’s just the initial summary of ‘all the misery on the streets of San Francisco’ is aligned—gets used a lot. ‘And in such a progressive city.’ I don’t think even political consultants are trying to increase violence against those people who are unhoused. I don’t think that that’s anyone’s mission. But it is what happens.”50
But there is no evidence for what Kim claimed. In fact, the number of reported attacks on the homeless declined nationwide between 2008 and 2017 from 106 to 29, according to a study by a homelessness advocacy organization, even as concern over homelessness rose from 38 to 47 percent.51
The main perpetrators of violence against the homeless tend to be other homeless people, or drug dealers, according to people who have lived on the streets. “There wasn’t a day that went by without violence on the street,” said Tom about his time living homeless in the Tenderloin. “Someone getting in a fight. Beat up. Shot for drugs. One of the Hondurans [drug dealers] would whip out a machete and chop at a guy’s arm because he had used a counterfeit five-dollar bill. That doesn’t get brought up at the community meetings. The only people talking to the Board of Supervisors are Harm Reduction Coalition and homeless advocates who paint this very different picture of the homeless being victimized. They point at the politicians saying, ‘You’re all victimizing them!’ with the sweeps.”52
Said Jacqui, whose son, Corey, compared San Francisco to Pleasure Island, “My son has also been hospitalized twice from being stabbed. One time he almost died. I didn’t even know he was in the hospital until he was well enough to call me. After that I bought him a medic alert bracelet with my info on it. He eventually lost it, of course. So I planned to have my phone number tattooed on his chest—he agreed but because of COVID, tattoo parlors are closed.”
I soon discovered in my research that I was hardly the first person that progressive elected officials and homelessness advocates had accused of fomenting violence against unhoused people. Many others had been criticized for far worse over the years, including San Francisco’s highest elected officials.
“The criticism [by progressive homelessness advocates] was heavy, political and personal,” wrote former mayor Willie Brown in his 2008 memoir. “People accused me of abandoning the problem when I was working daily to try and get a solution going. It was brutal. . . . I had become demonized, and my own efforts belittled.”53
It is notable that the result of such personal attacks is to frighten off people seeking to change, and perhaps improve, the situation. “The problem” of homelessness, concluded Mayor Brown within nine months of entering office, “may not be solvable.”54
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The Experiment Was a Success but the Patients Died
“Why can’t we help the homeless?” asked HBO comedian Bill Maher in 2019. “If you look around [Los Angeles] you’d think that either the homeless problem is getting worse, or camping isn’t what it used to be.”
The audience laughed, and Maher pivoted to make a serious point.
“You know, after World War II there was a huge housing shortage in LA when the vets returned home and had nowhere to live,” he said. “So the government found some empty space and in a matter of months built Quonset huts for 6,000 people, all for a total cost of what in today’s dollars would be less than $18 million. Well, that was then.”1
What Maher didn’t mention, or perhaps know, was that the leading advocates for the homeless often oppose shelters.
In 2011, a reporter asked Jennifer Friedenbach, “What’s the solution?”
“The solution,” she said, “is making sure that we give every human being in San Francisco a permanent affordable house.”
“You can’t just give everyone a house,” the reporter replied.
“You certainly can,” said Friedenbach.
“No, you can’t,” he said.
“Every human being has a right to housing,” she said.
“Hold on,” he said, “that’s where we differ. But the fact is first, you wanted shelters, and now the street people will not go to shelters.”
“No,” clarified Friedenbach, “we never called for shelters.”2
The reason, Friedenbach explained to me, is that “if you ask unhoused people, they’re not screaming for shelter. They’re screaming for housing.”3
In the spring of 2021, Friedenbach published an op-ed opposing a proposal considered by the San Francisco Board of Supervisors to create, within eighteen months, sufficient homeless shelters and outdoor “Safe Sleeping Sites” for all of the city’s unsheltered homeless. “One can simply take a look to New York City,” she wrote. “Their department spends about $1.3 billion dollars of its budget on providing shelter for their unhoused population while thousands remain on the street. . . . As a result, New York has a higher rate of homelessness than San Francisco.”4
Housing First advocate Margot Kushel of the University of California, San Francisco agreed. “The problem with New York—and I spend a lot of time with people working in the system in New York—is that they spend an estimated $30,000 for each person per year to keep them in shelter. That’s not what we want to do. Because if you create the shelter and you don’t create the housing, then people are just in shelter forever.”5
Housing First advocates oppose shelter in Los Angeles. “Why haven’t we solved homelessness?” asked Housing First creator Sam Tsemberis. “Because [Los Angeles mayor] Eric Garcetti [has] Andy Bales [saying,] ‘You need emergency housing.’ ‘These people need to be cleaned up.’ ‘They need to be sober.’ ‘They need Jesus before they’ll be ready for housing.’ I said, ‘People should be housed and then maybe they’ll get sobriety and Jesus and the rest.’ We’re definitely on polar opposites of the whole thing.”6
Advocates for the homeless at the national level similarly oppose more shelters. “I don’t agree that we should be building more transitional housing,” said the head of the National Alliance to End Homelessness.7
While some homeless people reject shelter, others seek it, particularly if it is of high quality. “In typical nonpandemic times there are these huge lines that I would wait in with folks, sometimes up to eight hours,” said University of California, Los Angeles homelessness researcher Chris Herring, describing San Francisco’s newest shelters. “Folks end up sleeping in chairs. Night after night, unable to get a bed. You have a hundred people there trying just to get a one-night bed.”8
Most homeless people would prefer a studio apartment to living in a shelter, and many would prefer living outside to living in shelter, but people in shelters tend to suffer far lower rates of drug problems, severe chronic pain, psychological distress, and death than people on the street.9 “As a woman,” acknowledged Friedenbach, “if I was suddenly homeless, yes, I’d absolutely rather be in a shelter than out on the streets, surrounded by a bunch of other women. I would feel a lot safer about that. . . . I do think that there is a role that the emergency shelter system plays, but it should be a small component.”10
But funding permanent supportive housing over shelters has meant that San Francisco lacks shelter capacity and suffers far higher levels of unsheltered homelessness than other cities with more shelter. Greater Phoenix has 700 fewer homeless people than San Francisco but has 500 more shelter beds. Miami, a rare city that has had consistent success at reducing homelessness over the last fifteen years, has 75 percent more shelter beds per homeless person than San Francisco.11 New York City today shelters 95 percent of its homeless after increasing its shelter population by 31,000 since 2005.12 In 2020, San Francisco had 3,530 shelter beds for 8,124 people experiencing homelessness.13 There were more than 1,200 people on the wait list for a shelter bed on any given day in 2019. It took one to two months to reach the top of the list. And a bed is only good for ninety days.14
San Francisco’s leaders have thus deliberately chosen to leave a significant portion of the homeless unsheltered rather than sheltered, viewing shelters as a diversion of resources that could and should go to permanent supportive housing. “New York [City] has made the decision that everyone should have an exit from the street,” noted Rafael Mandelman, a supervisor. “San Francisco has consciously chosen not to make that commitment. And the conditions on New York’s streets versus San Francisco streets are somewhat reflective of what that means.”15
Progressives in San Francisco have opposed creating sufficient shelter space for the homeless since at least 2004, when then-mayor Gavin Newsom’s homelessness task force proposed a phaseout of emergency shelters in lieu of permanent supportive housing.16
Housing First homeless advocates have similarly contributed to the shortage of homelessness shelters in Los Angeles. “The mayor is unwilling to put out bridge shelters because of backlash from some homeless advocates,” said Skid Row shelter provider Rev. Andy Bales, referring to Tsemberis. He added that Housing First activists insisted on building a smaller number of expensive apartments instead of building cheaper temporary shelter units faster, with the $1.2 billion in tax-financed bond funding that voters approved in 2016.
“In the [Los Angeles] bond measure we passed in 2016 to build housing for the homeless, each unit was projected to cost $140,000,” noted Maher. “And now that we’re actually building these apartments, the cost for each unit has risen to $531,000. . . . About 40 percent of that cost goes to something the city calls ‘soft costs’ and I call ‘bullshit costs.’”
As a consequence, by 2025, just 7,000 units will be built for the roughly 41,000 homeless people in the city of Los Angeles.17
“[Housing First] is a dogmatic philosophy,” said Bales. “I’ve lost friends. One of my closest friends is attacking me for pushing for housing that costs $11,000 instead of $527,000 per person. He can’t get that we can’t provide a $527,000 to $700,000 apartment for each person on the street. I’ve been in planning meetings where people said, ‘Everybody deserves a granite countertop.’ But that isn’t going to work for 44,000 people.”18
In November 2018, Proposition C passed over the opposition from Mayor Breed and many of the city’s tech leaders. Salesforce’s Marc Benioff’s financial contribution and public advocacy for the initiative made the difference, according to researcher Chris Herring.19 As a result, San Francisco saw the amount it spends on housing and homelessness increase 84 percent, from $364 million annually in fiscal year 2019–20 to $672 million in 2021–22.20
During the campaign, the San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness and its allies claimed that Proposition C “would house about 4,000 people over five years,” in the words of the Chronicle.21 “The proposition would fund 4,000 new permanent housing units,” reported SF Curbed.22 “Prop C funds would house up to 5,000 and prevent the eviction of another 30,000,” claimed Vox.23
“The goal is four thousand?” I asked Friedenbach of the Coalition.
“Yeah, four thousand exits that are permanent,” she said.24
Ah, I thought. Exits, not housing units. While Friedenbach called them permanent, San Francisco helped over 11,000 people “exit homelessness” between 2013 and 2018 even as the number of homeless people on the streets increased. While just over half received permanent housing or “Rapid Re-Housing,” a rental subsidy, the rest were given a bus ticket to return to families and friends.25 And after a year of rental subsidies, some of those people became homeless again.26 It is unknown how many who had left returned.
In mid-2021, city officials announced that the $1.1 billion would be used for 1,000 new shelter beds, 825 new housing units, 650 rental subsidies, 200 tents, and more outreach. As a result, the city’s shelter bed capacity will rise from 2,875 to 3,875, which could reduce San Francisco’s total unsheltered homeless population of 5,180 by 19 percent but only if the newly sheltered aren’t replaced.27
In other words, the reason that there are so many homeless people on the streets in San Francisco is that both progressive and moderate Democratic elected officials, and the city’s most influential homelessness experts and advocates, have for two decades opposed building sufficient shelters. And that is unlikely to change even after San Francisco starts spending hundreds of millions more per year on the problem and might even get worse.28
In 2018, a reporter asked Marc Benioff if Prop C would create a magnet effect. “It seems like one of the things that you guys are doing is you’re creating a magnet for people to come to the city and be homeless,” she said, “because it’s not a hostile environment. Everybody has talked about seeing people out on the street openly shooting up.”29
“That’s just not true,” said Benioff. “I can tell you that’s clinically not true. Our University of California at San Francisco, we’ve got the clinical studies to show you that when you give homeless people a home, their lifestyle does change.”30
The study found that for the duration of two and a half years, 86 percent of the participants who received subsidized housing stayed for nearly the whole time.31 “It works,” Kushel told the San Jose Mercury News. “It improves people’s lives. It keeps people housed. . . . It ends homelessness. Full stop.”32 The newspaper’s headline read, “‘It works.’” Wrote the reporter, “Groundbreaking data proves success of Santa Clara County homeless housing program.” The Mercury News reported that the “researchers say these findings are groundbreaking because they show that permanent supportive housing—which provides subsidized housing paired with counseling, mental health, addiction and other services—is helping the county’s most difficult cases.”33
But there was a twist. The Housing First intervention did not reduce the rate of deaths. There were 37 deaths out of 199 participants in the control group and 33 deaths out of 224 in the experimental group. Though the samples weren’t large, it was still a surprising, and sad, finding. “It was deeply traumatic for the team that was directly working with the folks that were dying, for sure,” said Jennifer Loving, the San Jose homelessness leader who advocates for permanent supportive housing. “You want to believe that there’s a happy ending.”34
The high death rate was demoralizing to permanent supportive housing staff. “Theoretically [if] people are getting housing and wraparound services, you should have a major decrease in death,” said Louis Chicoine of Abode Services. “We’re asking ourselves, ‘Why so much death when people are getting what they want?’ We have over sixty programs. We’re the largest permanent supportive housing provider of this sort of service in the Bay Area now. We had trouble keeping staff because the people we attract to this sort of job really care deeply and got invested in people’s lives, sort of like a life coach for people with an incredible list of problems. And then they die on you, even when you house them?”35
Housing First founder Sam Tsemberis said he wasn’t surprised. “That happens,” he said. “People are ill. I think the people would have died whether they were housed or not. They happened to be housed. They had a few comfortable months before they died, but it’s not like the housing kills them. Like they were going to die. Anyway, they happened to be randomized into the housing group. And now we know that they were, we know about them. I get it, but people come in with very complicated illnesses.”36
“I think it’s great for people to be able to die a decent death,” I said. “But if we’re selling this as improving people’s outcomes, doesn’t that kind of undermine it a little bit?”
“No,” said Tsemberis. “People would die anyway. It’s just housing. It’s not a miracle. People die. If they’re homeless, people die, if they’re housed they die.”
“So we should not expect permanent supportive housing to lower the mortality rate?” I asked.
“Not given the preconditions that people come in with,” he said.
The evidence for Housing First turns out to be significantly weaker than its proponents suggest. For example, the much lauded initiative to reduce homelessness among veterans was only four percentage points more successful than the overall decline in homelessness, when accounting for age, which is necessary to accurately estimate what is due to policy and what is due to demographic changes.37 As for Utah, its legislative auditor general concluded in 2018 that the 91 percent number was wrong, based on a sloppy use of incorrect methodologies. Before 2015, Utah had annualized its homeless count, meaning that researchers counted the homeless at a single point in time and multiplied the data by some factor. But after 2015 the state used raw point-in-time counts, causing a precipitous drop in the official population counts. Over the same period, the state also narrowed its definition of chronic homelessness in several ways, resulting in further apparent reductions.38 In reality, the homeless population in Utah increased by 12 percent between 2016 and 2020.39
An experiment with 249 homeless people in San Francisco between 1999 and 2002 found those enrolled in the city’s Housing First program, Direct Access to Housing, used medical services at the same rate as those who were not given housing through the program, suggesting that the Housing First program likely had minimal impact on the participants’ health.40 Wrote a team of researchers, “obtaining housing does not necessarily resolve other issues that may impede one’s housing success,” pointing to the lack of significant improvements in substance use and psychiatric symptoms over the twelve months that people were housed (the share of patients with severe substance use actually saw a modest increase).41
The problem with Housing First stems from the fact that it doesn’t require that people address their mental illness and substance abuse, which are often the underlying causes of homelessness. Several studies have found that people in Housing First–type housing showed no improvement in drug use from when they were first housed.42
In 2018, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine published a review of the scientific literature of Housing First. “On the basis of currently available research,” the report’s authors wrote, with some surprise, “the committee found no substantial evidence that [permanent supportive housing] contributes to improved health outcomes, notwithstanding the intuitive logic that it should do so and limited data showing that it does do so for persons with HIV/AIDS.”43
Tsemberis said he was not surprised by the findings of the National Academies. “It’s not like housing creates improved health,” he said. “You have to have a relationship with a nurse. You have to be educated on what your health problems are. You have to have a team that engages you and makes you an active participant in your own health care. I don’t even know if that would stop the number of deaths.”44 And, at least in the study funded by Benioff and conducted by Margot Kushel, which had those services, it did not.
Housing First may even increase addiction and overdose deaths and make quitting drugs more difficult. Warned a multiauthor review in 2009, “One potential risk [of Housing First’s harm reduction approach] would be worsening the addiction itself, as the federal collaborative initiative preliminary evaluation seemed to suggest.” The authors pointed to an experiment that had to be stopped and reorganized after the homeless individuals in the abstinence group complained of being housed with people in the control group, who didn’t stop their drug and alcohol use. “They claimed that they preferred to return to homelessness rather than live near drug users.”45
There is evidence that privacy and solitude created by Housing First make substance abuse worse. A study in Ottawa found that, while the Housing First group kept people in housing longer, the comparison group saw greater reductions in alcohol consumption and problematic drug use, and greater improvements to mental health, after two years. “One reason for the surprising results,” wrote the authors, “may be that aspects of the Housing First intervention, such as the privacy afforded by Housing First and harm reduction approach, might result in slower improvements around substance use and mental health.”46
Researchers have found ways to use housing to reduce addiction. Between 1990 and 2006, researchers in Birmingham, Alabama, conducted clinical trials of abstinence-contingent housing with 644 homeless people with crack cocaine addictions. Two-thirds of participants remained abstinent after six months, a very high rate of abstinence, compared to other treatment programs. Other studies found that around 40 percent of homeless in abstinence-contingent housing maintained their abstinence, housing, and jobs.47
In a randomized controlled trial, homeless people were given furnished apartments and allowed to keep them unless they failed a drug test, at which point they were sent to stay in a shelter. Sixty-five percent of participants completed the program.48 Three similar randomized controlled trials also found moderate to high rates of completion. And participants in abstinence-contingent housing had better housing and employment outcomes than participants assigned housing for whom abstinence was not required.49
It turns out that over longer periods of time, Housing First may not even outperform contingency in terms of keeping people housed. In the spring of 2021, a team of Harvard medical experts published the results of a fourteen-year-long study of chronic homeless placed into permanent supportive housing in Boston. Most studies of permanent supportive housing, including the Kushel study conducted in Santa Clara, only study the newly housed homeless for a span of around two years. The study found that 86 percent of the homeless, who were referred based on length of time living on the streets, suffered from “trimorbidity”—a combination of medical illness, mental illness, and substance abuse. The authors found that after ten years, just 12 percent of the homeless remained housed. During the study period, 45 percent died. The authors concluded that, because the chronically homeless had such higher rates of physical and mental illness, “the supportive services, essential to the PSH model, may not have been sufficient to address the needs of this unsheltered population.”50
I asked experts and advocates, “How do we know that the homeless population won’t replace itself if provided with housing?” Said Randy Shaw, the Tenderloin permanent supportive housing provider, “The question you’re raising is one that never gets discussed. Somehow, there’s this sense that San Francisco is under the obligation that anyone who comes here we have to suddenly house. There is an underlying logic that San Francisco doesn’t really ever want to talk about.”51
Said Chicoine, the permanent supportive housing provider for the Kushel study, “I don’t have a solution. I will acknowledge what you’re saying. I’m not going to be a bullshit advocate who says, ‘Oh you should just ignore that.’ It’s real. There’s so many stigmas and stereotypes that some of us in the industry were scared of telling the truth.”52
I asked Steve Berg of the National Alliance to End Homelessness in Washington, D.C., a similar question. “Let’s say we build one hundred thousand apartment units. What’s to prevent another hundred thousand people from going from doubling-up and couch-surfing to become homeless and ask for housing?”
“That will definitely happen,” said Berg. “And it’s not ‘What if,’ it’s ‘That will definitely happen.’ If you don’t deal with the reasons people are losing their housing then the system will never be able to keep up. Communities did really well getting people off the streets but they haven’t really thought about the inflow of people.”53
Some longtime Housing First advocates suggest the movement has become too dogmatic. “Advocates are mostly former [homelessness housing and service] providers,” noted University of Pennsylvania’s Dennis Culhane. “They don’t understand what professional social welfare systems look like around the world. I tell the advocates that I am not ideological about Housing First and they should not be, either.”54
No matter how many times you’ve heard the statistics, they never lose their power to shock: the United States is home to less than 5 percent of the world’s population but has 25 percent of its prisoners.1 Today, the United States incarcerates five times more people than it did in 1970. The total number of people incarcerated in state or federal prison rose from 200,000 to 1.6 million between 1972 and 2014.2 California’s incarceration rate quintupled, from about 100 for every 100,000 residents to nearly 500. Between 1984 and 2005, the state opened twenty-one prisons.3
The reason, according to Michelle Alexander in her bestselling 2010 book, The New Jim Crow, was drugs. “In less than thirty years, the US penal population exploded from around 300,000 to more than 2 million, with drug convictions accounting for the majority of the increase.”4 Between 1980 and 2012, there were an astonishing 43 million drug arrests.5 The “uncomfortable reality,” writes Alexander, “is that arrests and convictions for drug offenses—not violent crime—are the single most important cause of the prison boom in the United States.”6
But a closer look at the data reveals that just 3.7 percent of state prisoners are there for nonviolent drug possession, and that 14.1 percent of state prisoners are locked up for any nonviolent drug offense. Forty-seven percent of inmates in federal prisons are in for nonviolent drug convictions, but there are just 172,000 people in federal prisons and 1.3 million in state prisons.7 Over half of all prisoners in state prisons are there for violent offenses like murder, rape, and robbery.8
During the 1990s and 2000s, an estimated 50 percent of the increase in state prisoners came from those convicted of violent offenses.9 Twenty percent of those serving time for drug charges said they had used a firearm in a previous crime, and 24 percent had a prior conviction for a violent crime, found a 1997 national survey of state prisons.10
It’s true that the share of drug offenders in prison rose from 6.5 to 22 percent between 1980 and 1990, growing from 20,000 in 1980 to nearly 250,000 by 2010.11 And nonviolent drug offenses were as responsible for prison growth in the 1980s as violent offenses.12 But only 20 percent of prisoners in all jails and prisons are there for drugs.13
Today, incarceration rates in the United States are at a thirty-year low. In 2019, the state and federal imprisonment rate of 419 prisoners per 100,000 US residents was the lowest it had been since 1995, and was a 17 percent decrease from 2009.14
The number of people in prisons for drugs alone was never very large. In 1997 just 1 percent of all prisoners were in for a first or second nonviolent drug offense, and 4 percent of state prisoners were drug “kingpins,” people at the mid-to-high level of drug organizations.15 The offenses that tend to result in prison time, manufacturing and sales, fell steadily from 350,000 to 208,000 during the same span of time.16
Of the people convicted of drug offenses, 62 percent never went to prison and one-third never went to prison or jail.17 And while 43 million drug arrests between 1980 and 2012 sounds like a lot, over the same period there were 445 million total arrests, making drugs less than 10 percent of all arrests.18
In her preface to the 2020 edition of The New Jim Crow, Alexander acknowledges that drug offenses are not why most people are in prison but implies that shorter sentences for drug convictions result in a greater churn of people through the prison system than their total numbers would indicate. But that wasn’t the case, either. During the 2000s, the number of people passing through prison for drug crimes for a single year was only slightly higher than the number of people in prison for drug crimes on any one day.19
Parole violations are less the result of nonviolent possession and failed drug tests, and more the result of reoffending parolees. Two-thirds of those sent back to prison for violating parole had committed a new crime, 60 percent of which were violent or property crimes, not nonviolent drug crimes. Less than 10 percent of prisoners surveyed said they had returned to prison for failing a drug test, 6 percent for possession, and 2 percent for missing a test.20
Even radical change to drug laws would not significantly affect racial disparities in the prison population. “If we released everyone in prison in 2013 whose top charge was a drug offense,” notes criminologist John Pfaff, “the white percentage would rise by one point (from 35 to 36 percent), the black percentage would fall by one point (from 38 to 37 percent), and the Hispanic percentage wouldn’t change.” While racial disparity may explain some of the difference in enforcement between white and black people, the disparity between white and Latino people is driven by Latinos tending to deal outdoors.21
Violence, not stricter drug sentences, drove mass incarceration. New York is proof. For ten years after Governor Nelson Rockefeller and the state legislature increased penalties for drug use beginning in 1973, the number of people in prison for drugs hardly changed. Then, in 1984, the number of people incarcerated for drug crimes started to rise sharply due to violence associated with the crack epidemic. More than a decade later, in 1997, total inmates in New York prisons for drug offenses peaked and began their long decline, mostly because of a reduction in violence. It was only in 2004 and again in 2009 that the state legislature reduced penalties, and the declining rate of incarceration for drug crimes didn’t change after those two years.22
And those who put many of the stricter drug laws into place did so because they were under pressure to protect African American communities suffering from violence associated with gang warfare over open-air crack markets.23 Notes Pfaff, “when prosecutors weren’t too concerned about drug crimes, they simply ignored the Rockefeller Drug laws, whether during the rising-crime 1970s or the falling-crime 1990s and 2000s.”24
Rising incarceration rates reflected rising rates of violent crime. From 1990 to 2010, two-thirds of the increase in inmates nationwide came from people convicted of violent offenses. Some of those convicted of nonviolent offenses may also have committed violent acts, or been with others committing violent acts, but had the charge plea-bargained away, notes Pfaff.25
America’s high incarceration rate of African Americans resulted in large measure from concerns among black Americans about rising crime and violence starting in the 1960s. By 1971, African Americans were two-thirds of all people arrested for homicide and robbery, despite being less than 10 percent of the population.26 In 1975, black people were murdered at a rate nearly seven times higher than white people.27 The Congressional Black Caucus worked with then-senator Joe Biden, President Bill Clinton, and Senator Bernie Sanders to pass the 1994 crime bill.28
“[H]ow racist can a law be which the Congressional Black Caucus vigorously supported and even considered too weak?” asked Columbia University professor John McWhorter. “If we had asked these black congresspeople in 1986 why they supported these laws, they would have said that they were aimed at breaking the horror of the crack culture, which had turned inner cities into war zones by the mid-1980s.”29
Drug overdoses are today the number one cause of accidental death in the United States as a result of America’s historic addiction and overdose epidemic.* Overdose deaths rose from 17,415 in 2000 to 93,330 in 2020, a 536 percent increase.30 Significantly more people die of drug overdoses today than of homicide (13,927 in 2019) or car accidents (36,096 in 2019).31
The overdose crisis is worse in San Francisco than in other cities. In Seattle, Phoenix, and Chicago, there were 23, 46, and 48 overdose deaths per every 100,000 people, in 2020. In San Francisco, there were 81.32 Overdose deaths rose from 196 in 2015 to 713 in 2020.33 Just over half occurred in the Tenderloin, the Inner Mission, and South of Market.34
There are about twenty-five thousand injection drug users in San Francisco, a number 50 percent larger than the number of students enrolled in the city’s fifteen public high schools.35 San Francisco gives away more needles to drug users, six million per year, than New York City, despite having one-tenth the population.36
When you walk through the open-air drug scenes in the Tenderloin in San Francisco, Skid Row in Los Angeles, and the Blade in Seattle, you see people of all races and ages injecting and smoking fentanyl, heroin, meth, and other hard drugs right there on the sidewalk near where they bought them. This has been the case to some extent since the 1990s. “In the Tenderloin, drugs were everywhere,” said Tracey Helton Mitchell, who moved from the Midwest to San Francisco to, in part, maintain her addiction. “There was crack on one street, people high on meth on another. . . . People slept anywhere and everywhere on the street.”37 Like many women addicted to hard drugs, Mitchell turned to prostitution. “I never thought I would have sex with anyone for money. Heroin made it so easy.”38
But things have grown worse over the last decade. “It’s the Wild West,” said a man who lived in the Tenderloin in June 2020. “You hear screams in the night and the sounds of power tools cutting through bike locks all day . . . the alley has long been a magnet for homeless people and petty drug dealers, but it’s never as bad as it is now.”39
The number of people combining opioids and stimulants has grown. “I did crack and heroin both,” said Tom Wolf. “The amount of people using meth and fentanyl at the same time is growing.”40 The combination is known as a “goofball.”41 Indeed, the number of opioid-using Americans who also used methamphetamine rose 83 percent between 2011 and 2017, from 18.8 percent to 34.2 percent.42 Other studies find similar results.43
Heavy drug and alcohol use degrades the health of homeless people. Drug overdose is the leading cause of death among the homeless.44 Skin infections and disease are more common due to injecting drugs like heroin and meth. Respiratory diseases are common due to smoking tobacco, crack, heroin, fentanyl, and meth.45 And about two-thirds of the time of hospital emergency departments in San Francisco is spent serving the homeless.46
Social scientists who study the homeless in San Francisco describe lives that revolve around addictions. British anthropologist Teresa Gowan published a rich study of San Francisco homeless men who collected and sold aluminum cans and glass bottles for recycling in the mid-1990s and early 2000s. “Most of the [homeless men who worked as] recyclers were indeed heavy users of alcohol or drugs, and they quickly spent their earnings on their cravings,” she noted, “smoking crack, nodding on heroin, or, in a minority of cases, drinking themselves into a stupor.”47
Those who recover from their addictions no longer see homelessness the same way. “Once I started to heal myself,” said a formerly homeless man, “I knew I had to work with this so-called homelessness problem, to get some of those people suffering out there into treatment and help them turn their heads around.”
“So-called?” asked Gowan.
“Ain’t no homelessness problem in my opinion,” the man replied. “The problem is addiction, period. Even those people that have schizophrenia or something else like that, generally you find they have a big problem with addiction as well.”48
Few have done more to alter America’s drug and crime policies than Ethan Nadelmann. I first met Ethan in the mid-1990s when I helped promote decriminalization and harm reduction. It is more due to Ethan than any other individual that America’s most progressive cities and states, including California, Washington, and Oregon, have legalized drug possession and phased out mandatory drug treatment.
As an undergraduate at Princeton University, he began studying the globalization of drug trafficking and law enforcement. In 1988 Ethan published a long article in Foreign Policy arguing that the war on drugs was causing more harm than good. He published a 1993 book, Cops Across Borders. “Around the same time, the Economist magazine for the first time came out saying the same thing,” he told me in 2020. “Then we’re on the Donahue show and I’m on Larry King debating [former US senator from New York] Al D’Amato. The front page of the New York Times and Washington Post and my picture’s in Newsweek. I thought it was going to die down, but in fact, it just kept banging away.”49
Over the next several years, Ethan developed the scholarly case for decriminalization and harm reduction. In 1992 he organized eighteen leading scholars to coauthor a major piece in Daedalus, the journal of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. Ethan started “bringing together people involved in marijuana legalization, psychedelics, the racist aspects of the drug war, mass incarceration, including people on the European and Australian side,” he said.50
Then the movement was infused with new funding. “Around the summer of ’92 I get a phone call from George Soros,” Ethan said. “We had lunch and hit it off. He didn’t know what harm reduction was. He was coming at this because he saw how open society ideals were being violated. As a businessperson and economist he saw the absurdity of trying to ban a popular commodity.” Soros, whose many philanthropic initiatives include drug policy reform, gave Ethan millions in funding to change laws around the country.51
My interest in harm reduction and decriminalization grew after the November elections of 1996 when Californians, myself included, voted to legalize marijuana for medical use. The more I read on the topic the more I came to feel that drug prohibition was failing for the same reason alcohol prohibition in the United States failed in the 1920s and 1930s. People addicted to substances would use them even if it meant prison. And prison is the wrong way to deal with what is essentially a disease.
Law enforcement had obviously failed to make drugs less available. In the twenty-five years after 1980, cocaine prices fell by two-thirds, in inflation-adjusted terms, even though the number of people arrested and incarcerated increased tenfold.52 From 1981 to 2012, heroin and meth prices in the United States fell 86 and 72 percent, respectively.53 Since 2007, heroin street prices have hovered around $300 per gram, in constant 2017 dollars, while wholesale prices have declined from $84 to $53 per gram.54 The price of meth fell from $10,000 per pound in 2010 to $1,200 to $1,400 per pound in 2019. Meth users in the Central Valley can buy two doses for as little as $2.50 to $5.50.55
The problem has long been the functionally endless supply of poor farmers in Latin America and Asia willing to produce cocaine and opium poppies, and aspiring criminal entrepreneurs willing to transport and sell it. As such, no amount of law enforcement short of dramatic curtailments to civil liberties and commerce in the form of radical border controls, warrantless surveillance, and various other interruptions to daily life could significantly dent supplies.56
If drugs were legal, and if we treated addiction as a health rather than criminal problem, there would be far less violence and no mass incarceration, I thought. There are no open-air drug markets for insulin. There are no turf wars for antidepressants. Nobody gets shot over a bottle of chardonnay and a pack of Camel Lights. We would still have problems but they wouldn’t be nearly as widespread as during alcohol prohibition in the United States from 1920 to 1933.
Alcohol and tobacco are far more harmful than many drugs and yet they are legal, I reasoned. In the United States, 88,000 people died from alcohol-related causes in 2018, which is significantly higher than the 72,000 who died from illegal drug overdoses that year.57 And tobacco is responsible for 480,000 annual deaths in the United States.58
As President Bill Clinton in the late 1990s considered whether to lift federal restrictions on giving clean needles to drug users, including the homeless, to prevent the spread of HIV and other blood-borne pathogens like hepatitis B and C, I worked with Representative Maxine Waters, a Democrat who represents Watts, a mostly African American and Latino neighborhood in Los Angeles, to organize civil rights leaders to urge President Clinton to lift the restrictions.
For decades, harm reduction and decriminalization advocates have pointed to Portugal as a model, noting that it decriminalized drugs and expanded drug treatment. In 2013, Portugal’s drug-induced death rate was sixty-six times less than that of the United States.59 The number of people in treatment increased by 60 percent between 1998 and 2011, with three-quarters receiving an opioid substitute like methadone or Suboxone, the brand name of buprenorphine.60 Drug use among 15- to 24-year-olds actually declined after decriminalization.61 “All drugs have been legalized,” explained Monique Tula, executive director of the Harm Reduction Coalition. “Their focus is on giving people tools, like job apprenticeships, and the means to support themselves.”62
Progressive cities and states, including California and Washington, have reformed drug laws. In 2000, California voters passed Proposition 36, a ballot initiative that changed the law so that eligible nonviolent drug offenders could be sentenced to drug treatment and probation instead of jail, prison, or probation without treatment.63 In 2014, California voters passed Proposition 47 to make three grams of hard drugs for personal use a misdemeanor instead of a felony. Proposition 47 also ended jail sentences for people convicted of many nuisance crimes, including possession of three grams of hard drugs and shoplifting under $950 worth of property. In June 2020, San Francisco’s Board of Supervisors voted to allow nonprofits to operate supervised injection sites where people can use heroin and other hard drugs safely.64 Several other US cities have sought to create supervised injection sites in recent years, though such facilities remain illegal under federal law.65
I, like many advocates of harm reduction, compared the death toll from alcohol to deaths from drug overdoses, but the comparison was misleading. Most of the 95,000 people who die from alcohol annually tend to do so after decades of use, while the 93,000 annual drug overdose and poisoning deaths occur within a matter of minutes or hours. Only 2,200 of those annual alcohol deaths occur immediately through acute alcohol poisoning.66
Much of what I had believed about prohibition was wrong. There is little evidence that it increased the murder rate because the rise in gang violence was offset by fewer non-gang drunken murders.67 Plus, there were one-third fewer deaths from cirrhosis of the liver during prohibition, and probably less domestic violence.68 Urbanization increased violent crime for reasons having nothing to do with prohibition. And, during prohibition, more cities and counties started reporting homicides for the first time.69
The fact that the United States has about four times as many alcohol abusers as abusers of all illicit drugs put together is further evidence that liberalization increases use.70 One reason the homeless until the 1980s mostly abused alcohol was that illegal drugs like heroin and cocaine were far too expensive for many of them.
As for Portugal, it never legalized drugs. It only decriminalized them, reducing criminal penalties but maintaining prohibition. Drug dealers were still sent to prison even after the 2001 decriminalization. And Portugal does not let people addicted to hard drugs with behavioral disorders off the hook like progressive West Coast cities have done. It’s true that Portugal massively expanded drug treatment, but people are still arrested and fined for possession of heroin, meth, and other hard drugs. And drug users are typically sent to a regionally administered “Commissions for the Dissuasion of Drug Addiction,” composed of a social worker, lawyer, and doctor who encourage, push, and coerce drug treatment.
“Portugal is a conservative culture where drug use is looked down upon,” said Stanford University psychologist and addiction expert Dr. Keith Humphreys. “All of these cities [San Francisco, Portland, Seattle] are libertarian in their views about drugs and alcohol. In Portugal they put pressure on people to go into treatment. It’s social pressure and pressure toward making people change their behavior.”71
And decriminalization doesn’t end drug violence. “Even if trafficking enforcement decreased, like it did in Portugal,” said criminologist John Pfaff, “illegal drug markets would still be forced to rely on violence to resolve disputes.”72 Indeed, prostitution and violence are ever-present in the open-air drug scenes in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Seattle. “We are seeing behaviors from our guests that I’ve never seen in thirty-three years,” said Rev. Andy Bales, who runs the largest homeless shelter on Skid Row in Los Angeles. “They are so bizarre and different that I don’t even feel right describing the behaviors. It’s extreme violence of an extreme sexual nature.”73
People are not dying from drug overdose deaths in San Francisco because they’re being arrested. They’re dying because they aren’t being arrested. Decriminalization reduces prices by lowering production and distribution costs, which increases use.74 This was also the case for alcohol consumption. It increased after prohibition ended in the United States.75 Even in Portugal, drug overdose deaths and overall drug use rose after decriminalization.
Overall illegal drug use rose sharply over the last two decades in the United States. Heroin use and abuse rose significantly. The number of adults who had ever used heroin rose fivefold from 2001–02 to 2012–13, to 3.8 million, found a study of nearly 80,000 people published in the Journal of the American Medical Association. The share suffering addiction rose threefold to 1.1 million.76
Other studies find the same results. RAND Corporation found the number of heroin users nationally rose from 1.6 to 2.3 million, their spending on heroin rose from $31 to $43 billion, and heroin consumption rose from 27 to 47 million metric tons, between 2006 and 2016.77 “Heavy users drive this market,” a senior RAND analyst told me. “Eighty percent of consumption comes from twenty percent of the users, which is similar to alcohol.”78 RAND calculates the total US illegal drug market at around $146 billion per year, which is about the same size as the total US market for alcohol.79
Experts are unsure how many heroin users there are in the United States and estimates vary significantly, but studies find that there has been a significant increase in usage of heroin and other opiates over the last two decades. The estimated share of 18- to 25-year-olds suffering prescription opioid use disorder, or addiction, rose 37 percent from 2002 to 2014, and the odds of heroin use rose fourfold among adults ages 18–25 illicitly using prescription opioids, and ninefold among adults 26–34 illicitly using prescription opioids, over the same period.80 The National Survey on Drug Use and Health found heroin use disorder doubled between 2002 and 2019.81
Drugs put a severe burden on society, through increased crime, policing, and prisons. Crime rises with drug use, in part because addiction makes it hard to maintain a job, and because addicts turn to crime to maintain their habit.82 Researchers in 2017 estimated the cost of heroin addiction alone to be $51 billion annually, or $51,000 per heroin user, an amount calculated by looking at the loss of productivity from death or incarceration, as well as negative health effects associated with heroin.83As for heroin maintenance, it is only recommended by experts as a last resort for the tiny subset of heroin addicts for whom methadone or Suboxone does not work.84
Vicki Westbrook was born in Alabama in 1966 and became the first from her family to graduate from college in 1991 at the age of twenty-five. San Francisco beckoned. “A friend of mine from [Georgia] Tech had moved out to California. One of my IBM friends and a bunch of other friends of mine from high school had moved also to the Bay Area.” A few years later, on New Year’s Eve, Westbrook took the club drug MDMA, popularly known as ecstasy, with her friends. After the death of her twin, she started to use meth. “I drank some in college, maybe smoked some weed,” she said. “That was pretty much it. When I came to California, I discovered acid and hallucinogenics. And then I discovered speed. At the beginning of 1994 I had just started working at [tech company] Sybase. I’m using this whole time. I was just crazy. You do crazy stuff when you’re an addict, dude. I would be snorting meth off my badge in the bathroom.”85
From the 1990s onward, meth use rose dramatically. Hospital admissions from methamphetamine abuse spiked from over 40,000 cases in 1995 to nearly 130,000 in 2015.86 In 2017, an estimated 1.6 million Americans used methamphetamine.87 In 2019, 12.6 million US adults took prescription amphetamines, 4.5 million of whom either didn’t follow their physician’s guidance or used the drug illegally.88
San Francisco saw a similar big increase in meth. I asked Kelly Kruger, a San Francisco police sergeant who oversaw the city’s responses to psychiatric emergencies, including drug-related ones, for twenty years before retiring in 2021, “Is it just a lot more meth and heroin than there was back in the 1990s?”
“Very much so,” she said. “Every ten years the drug of choice changes. In the sixties it was amphetamines. Right now we have a lot of them. ‘Bath salts.’* When they do them, they become aggressive and psychotic.”
Kruger said harder drugs had attracted a harder crowd. “There was a sense of community among the people on the street in the eighties and nineties,” she said. “They looked out for each other more. They camped out in Golden Gate Park and there were family things. That doesn’t seem to be happening as much, as far I can see.” Kruger described a homeless man who was abandoned by his friend after overdosing. “His heart stopped and [he survived but] was brain-dead,” she said. “The [other] guy didn’t stick around to say his name or anything. I got called by the ICU to do fingerprinting to find the family before they pulled the plug. That used to be rare.”89
Homelessness researcher Chris Herring agreed things had worsened. “It’s just so frightening,” he said. “It used to be, when I started, that people were really distinct with their drug use. Now it’s like everyone’s using everything. It all feels more chaotic. And now with the dropping price of meth, it’s really becoming huge on the street.”90
From 2008 to 2020, meth overdose deaths rose 500 percent in San Francisco, and half of psychiatric visits to San Francisco General Hospital are related to meth.91 In 2019, meth was the most common drug in California overdose deaths.92
“Being high on meth looks just like bipolar mania,” explained a former psychiatric emergency room doctor. Half of all patients whom he saw at San Francisco General Hospital had both severe mental illness and drug addiction. “Things like methamphetamine and cocaine stimulants will make you psychotic, and so it looks just like bipolar mania,” he said. “I mean, it’s indistinguishable.”93
Said Kruger, “You probably figured out that folks who are substance abusers are folks who have mental illness and they end up in crisis. In the emergency department they’ll say, ‘He’s a speeder.’ He’ll be psychotic but labeled a speeder because he’s doing meth. The Mental Health Department says, ‘We don’t have to deal with him because he’s on meth.’ But you still need to deal with him.”
I asked her what speeders are like. “It was always insects, snakes, conspiracy theory, and good or evil,” she said. “One guy came in and he thought a snake was going up his penis. Another guy torched his car because the snakes were trying to go up his pant leg, and he had to torch the snake. And another guy tried to kill his wife because he thought his wife was having sex with the devil.”94
Proposition 47, which in 2014 decriminalized up to three grams of hard drugs including meth, exacerbated addiction, say drug dealers and law enforcement alike. A meth dealer who had just finished selling to several homeless people in Fresno showed his remaining meth to a reporter while standing on a city sidewalk. He said why he didn’t need to be careful: “If the cops came right now and found that, all these drugs on us right now, none of us would go to jail. They’d give you a ticket and send you on your way. They’d leave you with your meth. They don’t even take it.”95
Though meth’s negative health impacts are sometimes sensationalized by the media, they are real. “I didn’t have any teeth,” said Vicki. “My teeth are only from here, see the bottoms?” We were on Zoom. “All my back teeth on the top and bottom were gone from meth.”
Today, San Francisco has the fourth-highest drug overdose death rate of any major city in the United States.96 In 2020, 713 people died of accidental drug overdoses, a 61 percent increase from 2019.97 San Francisco’s overdose deaths rose from 11 per 100,000 people in 1985 to 81 per 100,000 in 2020, an over sevenfold increase.98 Today, drug overdoses are the leading cause of death for non-elderly San Franciscans, accounting for 29 percent of deaths of residents under sixty-five in 2019.99
San Francisco has a long tradition of tolerance toward drug use. During the Gold Rush of the 1840s, Chinese immigrants opened rooms for smoking opium. Authorities sometimes broke them up starting in the mid-1860s, but San Francisco’s leaders did not ban opium dens until 1875. Opium smoking in San Francisco continued well into the twentieth century but was gradually supplanted by heroin. “San Francisco had twice as many alcohol outlets per capita compared to the national average going back at least until the late nineteenth century,” said Stanford’s Keith Humphreys.100
In the 1930s, a stockbroker and a surgeon, both alcoholics, created the twelve-step program for achieving and maintaining sobriety that would later become the foundation of Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous.101 From this emerged the Minnesota Model of the 1950s. Its most important innovations were to have former addicts help others with their recovery, to see addiction as a kind of disaffiliation and spiritual alienation, and the creation of individualized treatment plans with the active involvement of families over a twenty-eight-day inpatient drug and alcohol treatment.102
Insurance companies began to reimburse addiction treatment starting in 1964 and by 1987, the American Medical Association (AMA) had declared addiction to be a disease. Local governments, including San Francisco’s, created “drug courts” that allowed judges to sentence many addicts to treatment as an alternative to jail.103
Drug culture in San Francisco reached a new level during the Summer of Love in 1967. On January 14, 1967, former Harvard professor Timothy Leary and others organized a “Be-In” of between twenty thousand and thirty thousand people in Golden Gate Park to take LSD and have a spiritual experience. Allen Ginsberg, whose 1955 poem, Howl, is today considered one of the greatest American poems, reminisced that “people were walking around in the crowd handing out these tiny white tablets, the most professional-looking and also the strongest LSD tablets yet.”104
The Be-In inspired young people from across the United States to travel to San Francisco for the Summer of Love a few months later. Many of the seventy-five thousand young people who flocked to San Francisco that summer experimented with drugs, including marijuana, LSD, cocaine, and heroin.105 Where most of the white, educated, and upper-middle-class youth left San Francisco after the Summer of Love, poorer and more working-class youth stayed behind and struggled with addiction, crime, and homelessness.106
Ginsberg may have detected that all was not right at the 1967 Be-In. Looking like a “cross between holy man and Jewish mother,” at forty-one years old Ginsberg played the role of wise elder to Baby Boomers half his age. As Ginsberg surveyed from the stage the young people in the crowd all taking LSD, he turned to his friend and asked, “What if we’re wrong?”107
In the 1970s progressives advocated decriminalization as a middle approach between drug prohibition and drug legalization. President Jimmy Carter in 1977 came out for the decriminalization of marijuana and for drug policies to not “be more damaging to an individual than the use of the drug itself.”108
The pendulum swung back toward prohibition in the 1980s, particularly among Baby Boomers, many of whom were settling down and starting families, and among women.109 President Ronald Reagan increased the US government funding and focus on law enforcement responses to drug dealing. First Lady Nancy Reagan launched the “Just Say No” campaign urging children not to use drugs. Efforts in the 1980s to crack down on drugs were partly motivated by the crack cocaine epidemic, which led to increases in addiction, open-air drug markets, and violence by dealers defending their turf.
In the 1990s, harm reduction and drug reform advocates began to argue that doctors were unnecessarily underprescribing pain medications and exaggerating the risk of addiction.110 Over time, doctors began to view the risk of addiction as overblown.111 “With addicts, their quality of life goes down as they use drugs,” one pain doctor told New York magazine in 2000. “With pain patients, it improves. They’re entirely different phenomena.”112 Big pharmaceutical companies went far beyond what was medically sound by promoting opioids for chronic, not just acute, pain.113
Beginning with California, states exempted doctors from lawsuits for prescribing opioids as long as their prescriptions were within the practice of responsible health care.114 Doctors prescribed opioids in 20 percent of all patient visits with pain symptoms in 2010, nearly double that of 2000.115 Opioids became the most prescribed class of drugs, surpassing blood pressure, cholesterol, and anxiety medications. Americans, who represent less than 5 percent of the world’s population, were consuming 80 percent of the opioids supplied and 99 percent of the supply of hydrocodone, an opioid pain medication also commonly used as a cough suppressant.116
After the federal government put in place regulations to restrict pharmaceutical opioids, many users turned to heroin, which was far cheaper. The National Institute of Drug Abuse found in one study that the number of heroin users who had previously taken nonmedical pain relievers was nineteen times higher than those who did not.117 A study of young, urban injection drug users in 2012 determined that 86 percent had taken opioid pain relievers nonmedically before using heroin.118
The shift from opioids to heroin can be seen in overdose deaths. The nationwide death rate from prescription opioids was roughly the same in 2019 as in 2010, while the death rate from heroin overdoses soared 430 percent. Kentucky reported a 278 percent increase in the rate of heroin deaths from 2010 to 2019, compared to a decline of 31 percent in prescription opioid deaths. Ohio reported heroin deaths had increased approximately 400 percent from 2010 to 2016, before falling to 146 percent of the 2010 heroin death rate in 2019.119
While many rightly blamed greed on the part of pharmaceutical companies, and laziness and corruption on the part of government regulators, the overprescription of opioids was equally due to naïve or unskeptical compassion on the part of doctors and the wider society. Harm reduction advocates didn’t create the opioid epidemic, but they were part of the same movement starting in the 1990s urging the softening of restrictions on drugs, including hard ones.
In addition to his funding agreement with Soros, Ethan Nadelmann raised money from other wealthy Americans including Laurance Rockefeller; John Sperling, the creator of the for-profit University of Phoenix; and Peter Lewis, the founder of Progressive Insurance. In 2017, Soros agreed to give $50 million over the next ten years to Drug Policy Alliance.120
In 2000 drug reformers led by Ethan successfully campaigned for the passage of California Proposition 36. The Probation and Treatment for Drug-Related Offenses Initiative passed with over 60 percent of the vote.121 The initiative allowed people convicted of nonviolent drug possession to receive probation and drug treatment instead of incarceration.
In 2008, the University of California, Los Angeles published a report about the initiative. Researchers found that Proposition 36 had saved millions of dollars, and that violent crime had declined more in California than nationwide in the preceding eight years. But the difference in the decline of violent crime was small, 12 percent in California versus 9 percent nationally, and could not be attributed to Proposition 36. Moreover, the study found that drug treatment was mostly ineffective with hard drug users and that arrests for drug and property crimes were higher among Proposition 36 participants than a comparison group of pre–Proposition 36 drug offenders.122 A study several years later found that Proposition 36 participants, while initially more successful on discharge, were more likely to recidivate within a year than those who had treatment mandated by drug courts.123
Housing First worsened addiction starting in 2009, say some service providers and law enforcement. It was then that California cities stopped making housing conditional upon sobriety. “The ‘Housing First’ harm reduction people said, ‘Recovery doesn’t work,’” said shelter provider Andy Bales. “But it was after that when homelessness exploded.”124
After the passage of Proposition 47 in 2014, police could no longer keep meth-intoxicated speeders in jail for a few days to come down. “Now we’re not having those be crimes where people can be in jail for a couple of days to take a chill,” said Kruger. “Instead, they’re out breaking into cars and robbing people.”125 “Our guests went from twelve to seventeen percent addicted to fifty percent addicted or higher,” said Bales.126
Said Tom Wolf, “In 2015, when Proposition 47 took effect, there were 115,000 people homeless in the state of California. Today, there are 165,000. I believe that there’s a direct correlation between the two. People that would have maybe cycled through the justice system for committing smaller crimes—like running into Walgreens, filling your backpack full of makeup, and running out, because you’re a drug addict—might actually have found some help.”127
Between 2016 and 2021, Walgreens closed seventeen of its stores in San Francisco due to shoplifting.128 When a reporter in 2020 asked a clerk where all the merchandise from the empty shelves had gone, he said, “Go ask the people in the alleys, they have it all.”129
Said one homeless man recently, “San Francisco needs to stop sending the message out about the Summer of Love because the Summer of Love is over.”130
5
“We Can’t End Overdoses Until We End Poverty and Racism”
Tom Wolf was married with two children and worked a good, if mundane, job with San Francisco city government when he got hooked on opioid pain pills. His doctor had prescribed them after foot surgery. In the spring of 2017, after Tom’s prescription ran out, he googled where to buy opioids and discovered that he could do so on “Pill Hill,” which is the intersection of Hyde and Golden Gate Avenue in the Tenderloin. To maintain his addiction, he sometimes spent his entire paycheck on drugs and stopped paying bills, including the mortgage, and stole his wife’s debit card. He estimates he spent a total of $100,000 on pills. Eventually he switched to heroin, which is much cheaper than pills, snorting it in the bathroom at work and passing out on his desk. He stopped going to work. Pacific Gas & Electric turned off the power to his house. He fled the house for an eleven-day bender in the Tenderloin. His wife filed a missing person’s report, and a police officer found him.
Tom’s wife gave him an ultimatum to either get drug treatment or leave the family. He decided to abandon his family and become homeless. “Addiction is the only disease that I know of that actually tells you to make it worse,” he told me. “I remember sitting in my garage after I had bought a bunch of OxyContin and thinking, ‘Fuck it, I’m just going to be an addict.’”1
For the next six months Tom lived on the streets. He smoked fentanyl. He woke up beside people who had overdosed and died. He saw people develop skin abscesses from shooting low-grade heroin. At one point he was hospitalized for six days for sepsis after missing veins while injecting. “And that still wasn’t enough for me to stop,” he said.
Tom became desperate. After he had been arrested multiple times by the police, the drug dealers would no longer use him as a mule to hold the drugs they sold. He started shoplifting from drugstores and selling the merchandise. The last time he was arrested, in June 2018, he had promised his son he was going to an AA meeting. He smoked crack instead and cried with shame. Later, even though he was wearing a court-ordered monitor around his ankle, and was supposed to stay away from the Tenderloin, he went there anyway. Notified by his ankle monitor that he was in the area, the police arrested him.
Tom’s abandonment of his family isn’t unusual. People often end up homeless after losing their jobs and relationships with friends and family in a desperate effort to support their addictions. “I had a very good friend,” a meth dealer told a reporter. “I knew her husband and I knew her kids. Her kids were still small at the time. I smoked her out [with meth] and smoked her out and smoked her out and she started buying it from me here and there. About seven months later she gives her kids to her mom and starts hauling her pussy out on the street. . . . I know people say ‘God forgives you’ and ‘Time heals all,’ but I know I’m [going to] have to answer for that one.”2
Around 2013, Adam Mesnick, a chef and restaurant owner in San Francisco, got to know some of the homeless people who hung around his restaurant, the Deli Board. “I was in there because I wasn’t trying to violate their trust or piss them off . . .” he told me. “I was pretty much just hanging out smoking pot with them.”
“So when Deli Board closes, you go out, smoke a couple [of pipe] bowls [of marijuana], and they were shooting up and you just chitchat with them and hang out?” I asked.
“I had to understand what the heck was going on,” he said. “I didn’t really understand. I didn’t understand it. Now I get it.”
“What did you get?”
“They just come here to die,” said Adam. “That’s it. They come here to shoot up, nod, and die. That’s it. This is not any other place but to come to die. They’ll all tell you that. They’ve all told me that—”
“They say ‘die’?” I asked.
“Of course, they do,” Adam said. “You can see it in some of my interviews. [Homeless fentanyl user] Jessica tells me on the camera exactly how it is. She smokes fentanyl. She tells you, ‘Everyone’s here to die.’ She tells you, ‘Everyone ODs.’ She tells you, ‘Everyone boosts.’ She’ll tell you everything.”
“But is ‘die’ slang or literal?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” he said.
“But they say that explicitly?” I pressed. “‘I come here to die’?”
“They explicitly say that,” he said. “Look at Jessica’s interviews. Jessica’s telling me about how she died seventeen times from doing fentanyl and then they Narcaned.”3
Addiction disaffiliates. “When I was an addict,” said Vicki Westbrook, “I had lost touch with all of my spirituality. To me, spirituality is the connectedness that we all are with each other, with nature, with everything, right? I had lost that. When I tell you that addiction is very isolating, it’s so much more than the fact that people want to use by themselves and go in some cubbyhole, right? They’re disconnected from everything, right? Themselves, other people, the world, the environment. Even if they’re around people, there is isolation and disconnection.”4
Adam says witnessing the effects of addiction on his homeless friends has taken its toll on him. “It cannot be healthy for me to see what I see,” he said. “I couldn’t tell you a day when I didn’t see someone either smoking fentanyl or shooting up or taking a shit on my block. And it wears on you. I’m sort of not kidding when I say that the city owes me an apology.”5
I asked Chris Herring how he coped psychologically. “My advisor is more of, ‘You got to tough it out.’ Other advice is, ‘You’ve got to just start drinking more.’ I couldn’t explain this away, or become numb to it, in the sense that you’re not the primary traumatic. You’re not the one who is directly experiencing the trauma. But that proximity really wears on you.”6
Vicki Westbrook went on and off meth. “When it was time for me to go back to work, I got a job with another company in tech support, and started using again. I’d be in my office with the door closed, smoking dope [meth], listening to phone calls to see if they were doing what they were supposed to. I eventually got fired, not because I was smoking dope, but because I had those things that also come with being an addict. You have no self-esteem, but you’re also arrogant.”
After she lost her job, Vicki made the fateful decision to start selling drugs. “One of the people that I had been selling to moved to Michigan, and she needed somebody to be a distributor. It was sweet. I could ship drugs to her, make hella more money than I could make here. Real easy, right?” But she was soon arrested. “They intercepted her package. The feds picked her up, and she rolled over on everybody. My kids went to school one day and around nine o’clock the feds knocked on my door. I was like, ‘God.’”7
No state in America has taken more aggressive action to reduce the public’s exposure to chemicals, and to secondhand smoke, than California. California banned the sale of flavored tobacco, because it appeals to children, and the use of smokeless tobacco in the state’s five professional baseball stadiums. It prohibited the use of e-cigarettes in government and private workplaces, restaurants, bars, and casinos. San Francisco in late 2020 banned cigarette smoking in apartments.8 In the fall of 2020, California outlawed companies from using in cosmetics, shampoos, and other personal care products twenty-four chemicals it had deemed dangerous.9
And yet breathing secondhand smoke and being exposed to trace chemicals in your shampoo are hardly sufficient to kill. By contrast, hard drug use is both a necessary and sufficient cause to kill, as the 93,000 overdose and drug poisoning deaths of 2020 show. And yet, where the governments of San Francisco, California, and other progressive cities and states stress the remote dangers of cosmetics, pesticides, and secondhand smoke, they downplay the immediate dangers of hard drugs including fentanyl.
In 2020, San Francisco even paid for two billboards promoting the safe use of heroin and fentanyl, which had been created by the Harm Reduction Coalition. The first had a picture of an older African American man smiling. The headline read, “Change it up. Injecting drugs has the highest risk of overdose, so consider snorting or smoking instead.” The second billboard’s photograph was of a racially diverse group of people at a party smiling and laughing. The headline read, “Try not to use alone. Do it with friends. Use with people and take turns.”10
When I asked Kristen Marshall of the Harm Reduction Coalition, which oversees San Francisco’s overdose prevention strategy, about the threat posed by fentanyl, she said, “People use it safely all the time. This narrative that gets it labeled as an insane poison where you touch it and die—that’s not how drugs work. It’s not cyanide. It’s not uranium. It’s just a synthetic opioid, but one that’s on an unregulated market.”11
Said the harm reduction services director from Glide Memorial Church, “People have used [fentanyl] for years and not come to harm. We can’t be shaming, stigmatizing, sensationalizing. We just have to educate people that overdoses are reversible.”12 Glide is one of San Francisco’s largest homeless service providers and had $4.8 million in active contracts with the city in 2020.13
In 2020, when the city government put homeless people in hotel rooms to prevent the spread of COVID-19, it also pursued a harm reduction approach. That approach included delivering residents prescription drugs, medical marijuana, and alcohol bought by private donors. Tom Wolf tweeted about it, and the program made national news.14 “When you walk inside those [single resident occupancy] hotels for the homeless they have all kinds of drug paraphernalia for you to use,” Tom said. “Most people think, ‘Oh, clean needles and tourniquet.’ But giving away crack pipes and foil?”15 Smokers of fentanyl sprinkle the substance on small strips of aluminum foil and heat the foil with a lighter until the fentanyl turns into smoke, which they inhale with straws.
“There’s a criticism of harm reduction,” acknowledged Marshall, “that sometimes we even give them the drugs, but it’s part of a much bigger picture.” The roots of the problem, said Marshall, are “displacement, poverty, and structural racism.”16
When I asked homelessness advocate Paul Boden whether he thought it was okay for taxpayers to subsidize meth pipes, he suggested I was being hypocritical for not questioning the tax deduction that corporations claim for providing health care to their employees.
“It sounds like you’re suggesting that providing meth pipes for people is the same as providing health care,” I said.
“Providing meth pipes is the same as providing health care,” he said. “I think people are killing themselves with these drugs and anything that we can try, anything that we can do. . . . And if it doesn’t work, do something else, try something else. But I’m not going to sit there and throw rocks at a group.”17
Not everybody I interviewed was aware of how much drug overdose deaths had risen. That included Bill Zimmerman, the political consultant who helped pass the 1996 medical marijuana ballot initiative, the 2000 drug treatment instead of incarceration initiative, and the 2004 initiative that taxed millionaires for mental health. I worked with Bill on drug decriminalization, the death penalty, and criminal justice reform in the late 1990s, and we have remained on friendly terms ever since. We spoke by phone in late 2020.
“So, you know,” I said, “drug overdose deaths increased from about seventeen thousand to over seventy thousand in the last twenty years.”
“Oof,” said Zimmerman. “That’s horrible.”
“Had you heard that?” I asked.
“No,” he said. “I had not.”18
I asked Monique Tula of the Harm Reduction Coalition, “Is there a national, state, or city strategy anywhere to reverse the rise in overdose deaths?”
Without hesitating she said, “No.” She then added, “One of the things we’ll be working on next year is pulling together a coalition to create a national harm reduction strategy.”19
In late 2020, I asked Supervisor Rafael Mandelman if San Francisco had a strategy to deal with rising overdose deaths. “Not that is clear to me,” he said.20
Today, when San Francisco, Seattle, and Los Angeles firefighters or police rescue someone from overdose with Narcan, the person is often put right back into the open drug scene, and not offered drug treatment. “The way our city is doing harm reduction does not work,” said Vicki Westbrook. “It’s not like they give you clean needles and works and talk to you about what it could look like to be clean or get your life back. Harm reduction is like life support. It keeps people alive, but it doesn’t give them their life back.”21
Tom says that while harm reduction workers gave him the equipment for using heroin, nobody once offered him drug treatment. “If I had walked in off the street to get rehab, there was maybe a twenty percent chance that I could have gotten a detox bed that day and an eighty percent chance that it could take me up to three weeks to actually get into treatment,” said Tom. “If I get turned away that day back to the street, and in those three weeks, who knows what’s going to happen? Possibly overdose and death.”
A detox bed is merely the first step to getting clean. Because opiates in particular can have dangerous withdrawal symptoms, medically assisted detox is recommended to slowly wean an addict off of them. The process requires close medical supervision and can take over a week. After detox, recovering addicts need two to six weeks of transitional support services, before living in a recovery home, formerly called halfway houses, for three to six months.
Tom said there were about fifteen sanctioned beds for detox made available by the Department of Public Health. “The Salvation Army has detox beds available,” he said, “but the city actually discourages you from going to the Salvation Army because it’s a faith-based organization. So there’s really nowhere to go for treatment.”22
Is the reason for the lack of drug treatment that the United States does not have a single-payer health-care system like Medicare for All, or the Canadian system? There may be good reasons for such a system. But Canada has a single-payer system, and yet the West Coast province of British Columbia has seen overdose deaths increase 74 percent, from 984 deaths in 2019 to 1,716 deaths in 2020.23 Like San Francisco, Seattle, and Los Angeles, British Columbia’s most populous city, Vancouver, embraced decriminalization, harm reduction, and Housing First. And most homeless addicts in the United States are destitute and thus already eligible for government-funded Medicaid, so a single-payer system might not have mattered.
Despite skyrocketing overdose death rates, none of the country’s leading advocates of harm reduction are rethinking their advocacy of decriminalization and harm reduction. Instead they focus on things like promoting Narcan. “It’s really about getting emergency responders to carry [naloxone/Narcan],” said Ethan. “The guy who was a real pioneer in all of this was a guy named Dan Bigg out of Chicago. He really took this issue by the horns in the early 2000s.”
What happened to him?
“He himself died of an overdose a few years ago,” said Ethan.
Bigg’s death in 2018 attracted national media attention. “The substances found in his body included heroin, two benzodiazepines . . . methadone, fentanyl, and acetyl fentanyl,” wrote a journalist for Vice. “The cause of Bigg’s death, however, in no way repudiates the cause to which he devoted his life.”24
Leaders of the Harm Reduction Coalition agreed. “We can’t end overdoses until we end poverty,” said Kristen Marshall, “until we end racism, and until we end homelessness.”25
For several years in the early 2010s, a UCLA sociologist named Neil Gong studied two very different drug treatment programs in larger Los Angeles. One was in Skid Row in downtown and the other in Malibu, an affluent coastal community just north of LA. The Skid Row treatment center was funded by the 2004 Mental Health Services Act, which taxes the state’s millionaires and raised nearly $2 billion in 2019 alone.26 The Malibu drug treatment facility was privately funded.27
Gong discovered something surprising: the Malibu drug treatment program was far harder on its elite clientele than the Skid Row program was on the downtrodden. On Skid Row, wrote Gong, “the public providers offer some ‘difficult’ clients a surprising level of freedom to refuse medication, continue substance use, or act in socially deviant ways.”28 Gong found fatalism at the Skid Row treatment “characterized by an acceptance that rehabilitation is unlikely.”29
Social workers gave private rooms to addicts if they were difficult, effectively rewarding bad behavior. “Clients deemed too difficult for other agencies or who had done poorly in structured settings were offered independence and a surprising freedom,” he wrote, “to engage in ostensibly problematic behaviors.”30
Psychiatrists have long warned against giving money to the mentally ill homeless addicted to drugs, and yet that is what San Francisco, Los Angeles, and other progressive cities do. “It is not only clinically incorrect,” said the director of psychiatric services at San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury Free Clinic, “but almost sadistic to give money on a regular basis to people who have a demonstrated inability to handle cash funds.”31
Gong found that leniency toward drug and alcohol abuse could result in death by overdose. “One day [social worker] Carlos confided in me that they had wanted to schedule [a longtime street drinker in her fifties] for more visits, to try and connect with her and encourage her to drink less,” wrote Gong. “Carlos feared he would find her dead, and indeed, a year after my fieldwork, they found her unresponsive.”32
Many people in recovery from addiction say they would have died had they not been forced to accept treatment. “I don’t recommend it as a way to get your life together,” said Vicki, “but getting indicted by the feds worked for me. I wouldn’t have done this without them. I didn’t go to treatment to get clean. I went to treatment to get out of Santa Rita [jail].”33
After the police came for her in a Tenderloin hotel, Tracey Helton Mitchell hid under the stairwell. “I didn’t need much room,” she said. “Starved by daily drug use, I was a walking skeleton. Underneath my three T-shirts you could see all my ribs. I pushed my body into the crawlspace. As I crouched in the enveloping dust, trying not to cough, a rat ran past me. . . . I was done.”34 Even so, she said, “They had to drag me into recovery in handcuffs. If I did not complete the program, I would automatically be sentenced to three and a half years in state prison.”35
“What’s happened in these places [San Francisco, Seattle, and Portland] is just the removing of all pressure,” said Keith Humphreys. “The thinking was, ‘Oh, people will just show up automatically and go into treatment.’ But that doesn’t happen very often in addiction. Usually there’s pressure.”36
Research finds that many addicts need mandatory treatment, and that it works nearly as well as voluntary treatment. Noted a team of researchers, “patients who have been forced to enter a substance abuse treatment have shown during and posttreatment results that are quite similar to those shown by supposedly ‘internally motivated’ patients.”37
Other research finds that mandated drug treatment through specialized “drug courts” aimed at addressing the underlying cause of crime, addiction, is effective in reducing drug use and recidivism, or repeat offending. One study concluded that people sentenced through drug courts were two-thirds less likely to be rearrested than individuals prosecuted through the normal criminal justice system.38 Another study found that a group of participants in drug courts had its rate of recidivism lowered from 50 percent to 38 percent.39 Researchers estimated that every dollar allocated to drug courts saves approximately $4 in spending on incarceration and health care.40
Today, many progressives advocate for the decriminalization of all drugs, including heroin, meth, and fentanyl. They propose that cities build special facilities where people can inject or smoke heroin, meth, and fentanyl. Said Glide’s director of harm reduction, “we’re not going to get beyond the opioid deaths until we get to safe consumption sites. There’s really no downside, except for people who see it as a moral failing and they’re morally outraged.”41
But the people who have recovered from addiction aren’t so sure. “How compassionate is it to let somebody just shoot dope the rest of their life?” asked Vicki. “If you hold people accountable, but you don’t give them an opportunity to change their life, that’s just punitive. But if you give them opportunities without holding them accountable, which is what we do now, that’s not going to work, either.”42
Legalization, they fear, would result in even more overdose deaths. “If they [had] legalized drugs or they decriminalized everything,” said Tom, “and made it a lot easier to get fentanyl on the street when I was on the street in 2018, I would be dead, because there would have been no real compulsion for me to stop.”43
In early 2021, Penguin published a book by a Columbia University professor of psychology describing, defending, and to some extent advocating his recreational use of heroin, titled Drug Use for Grown-Ups. The author, Carl L. Hart, argues that he and others should have the freedom to use heroin and meth without restriction, and that fears of heroin are overblown.
Keith Humphreys disagrees. “I would ask any person to sit down and graph the overdose rate for heroin and the overdose rate for cannabis,” Humphreys said, “and struggle for more than a nanosecond with why they are different.”
After thousands of years of usage, there is no recorded case of a person dying from overdose of marijuana.
Meanwhile, noted Humphreys, “We’re having funerals all over the country for heroin.”
I tried to represent Hart’s argument. “But they would say, ‘Okay, but if heroin were legal—’”
“Like OxyContin?” said Humphreys.
“Like alcohol,” I said. “Some would say, ‘Maybe at a safe injection site to avoid contaminants.’”
“If it is really true that the problem is contaminants,” said Humphreys, “that opioids are not being made and distributed under tight regulation by legal manufacturers, then no one would ever have died from OxyContin. It is weird to me to hear people who think of themselves as leftists slinging a line that the most shameless corporate attorney for Purdue Pharma would be embarrassed to raise in court. Because that was what they said, right? ‘OxyContin’s not dangerous.’ ‘Give it as much as you want.’ ‘There’s no risk of addiction or overdose’ That is just the same rhetoric over again!”
Humphreys stressed he favored harm reduction, when appropriate, but that it wasn’t the only response required to addiction. “The first statement by any White House that naloxone [Narcan] should be widely distributed was written by me when I worked for President Obama,” he said. “That’s harm reduction. And there’s no contradiction between that and saying, I don’t think a heroin industry would be a good thing. I’m all fine and good for harm reduction. I don’t want anyone to die. I work in health care for a reason. I don’t want Purdue Pharma to sell cocaine because I am for harm reduction.”44
In early 2019 I traveled to the Netherlands at the invitation of a member of parliament, Dilan Yeşilgöz, to give a talk at the Delft University of Technology. Afterward, Dilan and her husband, Rene Zegerius, gave me a ride back to Amsterdam. Rene is a former second division men’s professional soccer player in his late fifties who looks like the British action film actor Jason Statham. Rene had worked as a nurse, social worker, and drug policy expert for the Dutch government since the 1980s.
“What’s the secret?” I asked him. “Amsterdam has decriminalized marijuana and many other drugs but I haven’t seen any homeless. What is San Francisco doing wrong?”
Rene said that in the 1980s, the Zeedijk neighborhood in Amsterdam was a lot like the Tenderloin today. There was open-air drug use, particularly of heroin, and needles strewn about, as well as crime. People started to flee the neighborhood, worsening its slum conditions. Homeless people squatted in abandoned buildings. “We had ghettos where it was not safe to go,” said Rene, who started working in the neighborhood as a nurse in 1985. It was considered a “no go” zone. “We had a lot of people from abroad who came to Amsterdam because our heroin was so good. But our heroin was so good that they died from it.”
At first the city tried a “helping approach” exclusively, offering addicts clean needles, methadone, and other forms of help without any law enforcement, but it didn’t work. “In the eighties we just wanted to help people,” said Rene. “We started with methadone programs and medical treatment. We did a lot of work without much of a carrot and a stick. It was really a disappointment. They just used the methadone to stay addicted. They dealt drugs and committed other crimes. They lied and cheated about it. We were just supporting a different kind of market. We had to learn the hard way.
“We started as very motivated caretakers,” Rene said, “but at some point, with drug addicts, you have to change your attitude. You can’t help with just giving. I always watch Dr. Phil with my wife”—here Rene did his best impersonation of Dr. Phil—“‘It’s not working for you,’ he would have said. And it wasn’t.”
The police and helping services didn’t work together. “There were two separate worlds because doctors did not talk with police officers,” said Rene, “and we had a lot of people dying on the streets. It didn’t work and it didn’t feel good as well because our [jail] cells were bad and the street was still filled up with a lot of people who were addicted and who committed a lot of crimes.”
The Amsterdam City Council asked the Amsterdam Municipal Health Service to develop a strategy to deal with “unmotivated drug users.” Said Rene, “it took until the beginning of the nineties to work something out in collaboration with the College of Police. They thought that we were some silly nutcases who were only good for the flu or whatever. And we thought that they only saw the bad side of people. You need people to change that. I was fortunate in that I had to work with some police colleagues who I still see. They convinced me and I convinced them. At some point, we started making house calls together.”1
The police broke up the open-air drug scene and health workers were on hand to offer methadone, treatment, and shelter. The police broke up gatherings of more than four or five users, but did not treat personal and private use as a crime. Officers ticketed violators, and if users did not pay their fines, which was frequent, the courts ordered arrests, and sentenced individuals to follow a treatment plan or face incarceration.2
“For every individual homeless person, we make a plan,” said Rene. “We made tens of thousands of those plans.” Plans are overseen by a caseworker and a team that may include a psychiatrist, shelter provider, service provider, judge, employer, parole officer, and police officer. “You need people in the police and health department working together,” he said.
What Amsterdam did was the same as other major European cities. Lisbon, Frankfurt, Vienna, and Zurich all dealt with their open-air drug markets, using a combination of law enforcement and social services. Crucially, Amsterdam and other European cities prevented services from being concentrated in a single neighborhood, since their concentration often enables an open-air drug scene to thrive.
Today, Rene says, Dutch police officers are sometimes too soft. “Sometimes they say, ‘Please don’t punish them, you have to help them.’ And I have to make sure that they do punish them, because otherwise it can’t help. I have to motivate those police officers to stick to the program. If you only do it with care it’s not going to succeed. It’s about carrots and sticks. At some point there are some people who do not want to or are not able to listen. For them there are psychiatric examinations. And some people are just bad. Those people go to jail. Not forever. But if they do bad things they go to jail and they have to know that they go to jail.”
The efforts worked. “We had several thousand people who were addicted to heroin in the eighties and nineties,” said Rene. “Many died. Today we have four or five hundred people addicted to methadone. And we have about 120 in Amsterdam who we supply heroin to on a medical basis because methadone doesn’t work for them. They have to use heroin.”3
It is reasonable to ask whether a small European nation like the Netherlands is a relevant or useful model for California. California has slightly more than twice as many people (39 million) and far more ethnic and racial diversity than the Netherlands, which has a restrictive immigration policy compared to the United States. Most European nations, including the Netherlands, after all, have universal health insurance coverage, which makes drug treatment and psychiatric treatment more available, and the Dutch government subsidizes more housing. Finally, the Netherlands’ big success was with heroin, which has effective pharmacological substitutes, methadone and Suboxone, not with meth, which lacks anything similar.
But there may be fewer obstacles than appear. The Netherlands has a private health-care insurance system similar to that of the United States and covered the people who needed health care in ways similar to Medicaid and the Affordable Care Act, which significantly expanded access to drug treatment, including medically assisted treatment, in the United States.4 San Francisco subsidizes a significant quantity of housing, as we have seen. While California is larger than the Netherlands, the population of Amsterdam (872,000) is nearly identical to San Francisco’s (882,000).5 And while California’s population and geographic area are larger and more difficult to manage than those of the Netherlands, California also has significantly greater wealth and resources, constituting in 2019 the fifth-largest economy in the world.6
And the approach to breaking up open drug scenes, treating addiction, and providing psychiatric care is fundamentally the same whether in five European cities, Philadelphia, New York, or Phoenix. Working together, law enforcement and social service agencies have in recent years broken up open-air drug camps in Philadelphia and Seattle, and dispersed homeless populations across a larger area. In the Philadelphia neighborhood of Kensington, known as the “Wal-Mart of heroin,” police in 2018 broke up an open-air drug market. Research shows that police visibility can deter crime.7
Miami, too, reduced its homeless population 57 percent, from a peak of 8,258 in June 2001 to 3,560 in January 2020, by adopting policies similar to those used in the Netherlands.8 Miami broke up the open-air drug scenes, provided free psychiatric care and drug treatment to the homeless, and expanded both shelters and supportive housing.9 “The three things you got to have,” said the head of Miami’s top homelessness nonprofit, “is a plan, money, and leadership.”10
The Department of Justice has even published a handbook for cities to use to break the markets up using both social services and law enforcement. It notes that open-air drug dealing damages public safety and undermines the shared community of parks and sidewalks. It acknowledges that breaking up open-air drug markets will not end drug dealing but will push it indoors, making drug dealing less of a public nuisance and increasing costs.11 There is little unique in how the Netherlands ended its open-air drug scene. It just happened to be one of the first nations to realize that it needed to use both law enforcement and social services because either one alone was insufficient.
America’s fragmented drug treatment system is an obstacle to breaking up the drug markets, reversing the overdose crisis, and reducing addiction. Studies show that outpatient drug treatments of less than three months are more likely to result in relapse than longer treatments.12 One study found that, over an eight-year period, half of all people who are sober for a year stay sober. Of those who are sober for five years, just 15 percent relapse within eight years.13
“Everything’s on Medi-Cal now,” said Vicki Westbrook. “So you get thirty days with two chances of thirty days extension, so ninety days of treatment. They’re kicking people to the street when their triggers and cravings will be at their highest. It doesn’t make sense to not provide serious aftercare. Treatment needs to be longer.”14
Treatment providers and the public both support making treatment mandatory for those convicted of crimes. Eighty percent of treatment providers say they support short jail stays to motivate treatment compliance.15 “If you don’t want to send them to prison, make them go to treatment,” said Vicki. “Not everybody’s going to take. Some people will bounce. Some people will end up having warrants. Okay. But they still go away and sit down for a minute and actually have some new thoughts in their heads, see the world in a different way, see themselves in a different way.”16
“The left’s idea is that everyone who’s addicted really wants to change if we just give them the right services,” said Stanford’s Humphreys. “But look at how much money addicted people spend on drugs every year versus how much they spend on treatment. That tells you what they want. If you can afford to keep a heroin habit you could afford to go see a psychiatrist. Why don’t you? There isn’t this massive, spontaneous kind of ‘I want to self-actualize’ demand for drug treatment. And so even if you opened up lots of beds, you would still have tons of people saying, ‘That’s great that I could have that, but I don’t want it.’ That is part of the reality of drugs. They’re intensely rewarding in the short term.”17
Social pressure by an assertive caseworker like Rene can do a lot before resorting to law enforcement. “Even strongly dependent users seem to be able to quit without formal treatment services under the right kind of pressure,” noted the late drug policy researcher Mark Kleiman.18
Inpatient treatment, where addicts stay in a residential facility for several months, is more effective than outpatient treatment, where addicts return home at the end of the day. Addicts who received inpatient resident treatment under California’s Proposition 36, which allowed drug treatment to be used in place of incarceration, were more than twice as likely to complete the program successfully as those in outpatient. The problem was that just 12 percent of Californians sentenced under Proposition 36 ever received a residential placement.19
Part of the reason that it’s important to break up the open drug scenes on the Tenderloin, Skid Row, and the Blade is to end the visibility and availability of such dangerous temptations. Researchers find that it is easier for people to quit drugs when they aren’t being constantly offered or exposed to them, which recovering addicts say “trigger” their cravings. In a famous study of American soldiers who returned from Vietnam addicted to heroin, most of the men quit without almost any professional help, in part because they weren’t constantly exposed to it, as they had been overseas.20
Part of what drug dealers and drug users like about large, highly visible drug scenes in neighborhoods like the Tenderloin, Skid Row, and the Blade is precisely the fact that they do trigger users. Recall that Corey, Jacqui Berlinn’s son, compared the Tenderloin to Pleasure Island in Pinocchio. Their very existence advertises drugs.
Open-air drug markets also reduce costs by eliminating the time-consuming process of dealers and users having to find each other. Kelly Stamphill, whose son, Morgan, is addicted to fentanyl and lives homeless on the streets of the Tenderloin, said, “When Morgan lived in San Diego, he had to spend eight hours a day finding drugs, whereas here it’s too easy.”21 Breaking up open-air drug markets may not deter “serious and addicted users,” notes the Department of Justice, but “casual and novice users would be discouraged from buying and therefore the market would be constricted.”22
In late 2020, I asked Monique Tula of the Harm Reduction Coalition if drug treatment should ever be mandatory as a sentence for when people commit a crime.
“No,” she said. “Bodily autonomy.”
“Does that go for everybody?” I asked
“Yeah . . . I don’t think that mandated treatment for substance use disorders is something that works because it doesn’t get at the root of the issues,” said Tula. “You know, people are using for a reason. They’re trying to mitigate something, and that’s the thing that we should be focusing on first. What is underneath that to try to take somebody’s coping mechanism away as the first intervention?”
“But let’s say a guy had for the fifth or tenth time overdosed in public,” I asked, “and a judge were like, you know, ‘We’re going to sentence you to thirty days in jail, or you can have mandatory treatment.’ Would you still oppose mandatory treatment under that circumstance?”
“I don’t think that that should be the option,” she said. “I don’t think the courts and criminal punishment system should be involved in the choices that somebody has around mental illness and substance use.”
“If the number of overdose deaths were significantly higher,” I asked, “would you change your mind?”
“No,” she said.
It was then that she asserted that Portugal had legalized all drugs, which, as noted above, is incorrect.23
I heard something similar from two representatives for the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), which is the most influential organization in progressive cities and states on issues relating to crime, drugs, and mental illness.
“What about the open-air drug markets?” I asked them.
“We are not aware of open-air drug markets as a concrete formal thing that law enforcement is concerned about,” said the ACLU’s director of litigation, Jamie Crook. “But we are deeply concerned by the use of nuisance ordinances to crack down on drug offenses that are enforced in racially disparate ways. In addition, forcing people out of their homes is a way to put them onto the street.”
“But if it’s not an open-air drug market,” I asked, “what is it? And how would you deal with it?”
“No one would disagree that there is a problem of drug sales,” she said. “But the Housing First model is to get people off the streets and get them into housing where they can get their lives in order.”24
Some progressives I talked to embraced the idea of breaking up the open drug scenes. “Open-air drug markets make as much sense as open-air alcohol markets,” said Bill Zimmerman, the political consultant who helped liberalize drug laws. “We strictly regulate the sale of alcohol because we recognize that it is a dangerous and highly addictive substance. Similar strict regulation should be applied to drug sales. You need a license to sell bourbon; you should need a license to sell heroin.”25
I asked San Francisco’s political leaders whether we should break up the open-air drug markets in the Tenderloin and other neighborhoods. “I think we have to try to do it,” said Supervisor Rafael Mandelman. “But it is a flash point.”26 Supervisor Matt Haney said, “There should be an emergency response that is of the size and scale of the crisis we are facing.”27 But Haney also discounted the importance of law enforcement in achieving those goals. “I don’t know what the answer is on the drug market. I hear a lot of people who want to incarcerate a lot of people, and America tried that,” he said. “Also there isn’t really an appetite for it with judges and juries in San Francisco anymore.”28
Such talk frustrates Stanford’s Keith Humphreys. “I get the same requests exactly from San Jose, San Francisco, Portland, and Seattle,” he said. “All of them have large numbers of people with untreated mental illness and addiction, high housing prices, lots and lots of property crime, and a political culture that stops them from doing anything about it.”29
Mandelman noted that some of the city-funded nonprofit service providers in the Tenderloin had just published an open letter decrying efforts by the city attorney to impose civil penalties on the drug dealers whom the district attorney refuses to prosecute. “There’s a sort of, I don’t want to say knee-jerk, but there is a strong reaction against law enforcement,” he said. “I think sometimes it is counterproductive. The politics at City Hall remain dominated by the ACLU and the Democratic Socialists. There is an anxiety in San Francisco about stirring up the far left on these issues. You have a ready-made constituency that will oppose that. And it’s a powerful constituency in San Francisco.”30
The problem is that they face opposition from well-organized and well-financed constituencies. Said Humphreys, “Anytime a person says, ‘Maybe the police and the health care system could work together?’ or, ‘Maybe we could try some probation or low-level arrests,’ there’s an enormous outcry. ‘No! That’s the war on drugs! The police have no role in this! Let’s open up some more services and people will come in and use them voluntarily!’”31
Many parents of addicted homeless children want mandatory treatment. “I think Corey might need mandatory intervention,” said Jacqui Berlinn. “I get a lot of pushback. It’s the old adage of, ‘You can’t force them,’ and to some extent I believe that. But honestly everybody’s different and my son’s rock bottom is death. Unless he’s sober and thinking clearly he is too scared of withdrawal. He needs to be able to focus in a controlled environment so he can think straight. As long as he’s on the street, he can’t think straight. Some people do, but many can’t think straight because they are constantly under the influence, or sick. For some people there needs to be a level of ‘you need to be forced to do this.’”32
Some former addicts, and advocates for the homeless, agree. “Addicts cannot get clean,” notes Tracey Helton Mitchell, the former heroin addict, “if they are dead.”33 Said Steve Berg of the National Alliance to End Homelessness, “If you completely reject criminalization, you just end up with lots of people with addictions dying on the street.”34
Many policy makers recognize that most homeless people addicted to hard drugs won’t quit unless they are required to. “The problem of homelessness is not going to be solved,” wrote former San Francisco mayor Willie Brown, “until one major drastic change takes place in public policy: we have to be able to impose help and treatment on people.”35
Humphreys agreed. “A lot of people are addicted and don’t want to change until it hurts. It’s hurting now, but it’s going to have to hurt a lot more until they realize this isn’t working. A lot of people are going to suffer and die because the political culture won’t let [policy makers] be like Portugal, and won’t let them try evidence-based tactics that involve using something other than just offering people more services.”36
There are some signs of change. After the billboard advertisements promoting the supposedly safe use of fentanyl came to public attention, the city took them down.
But by the spring of 2021, Tom Wolf was more frustrated than ever. “I know 8 people that overdosed and died from illicit fentanyl since 2018,” he tweeted. “3 of them I witnessed or woke up to dead next to me on the street.”37
I asked Deli Board owner Adam Mesnick if the problem was that San Franciscans were just too liberal. “What’s happening is not even liberal,” he said. “It’s not realistic. It’s fantasy land. This is a severe drug addiction crisis that needs greater intervention or everyone’s just going to die from fentanyl.”38
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The Crisis of Untreated Mental Illness
When you ask progressives who remember the 1980s why there are so many people on the street, many blame former California governor and president Ronald Reagan. “In the 1970s we never saw homeless people on the streets,” said Democratic political strategist Bill Zimmerman. “After Reagan shut down the mental hospitals, we saw people. Most of those people appeared to be mentally ill rather than addicted to drugs.”1 Susan Mizner, a senior attorney for the American Civil Liberties Union, agreed. “The degradation of our affordable housing and mental health and behavioral health services started in the 1980s with Reagan’s cuts to HUD, decimating the amount of money that was available for subsidized and supported housing.”2
Others point to the fact that Governor Reagan in 1972 signed the Lanterman-Petris-Short Act, which aimed to significantly reduce involuntary hospitalization of the mentally ill.3 California’s mental hospitals closed and by 2019 there were 93 percent fewer patients in California’s mental institutions than their peak, sixty years earlier, when adjusted for population growth.4 The rest of the United States saw a similar decline.5 If the United States still hospitalized its mentally ill at the same rate it did in 1955, its mental health institutions would house almost 1.1 million people any given day. Instead, they house fewer than 50,000 patients.6
Many of the mentally ill discharged from state hospitals went to live in neighborhoods like the Tenderloin, where they mixed with people with serious alcohol and drug problems.7 On a single day in late June 1972, Agnews State Hospital released over 3,800 patients into the San Jose area, creating a “mental health ghetto.” Local mental health service providers were forced to quickly convert vacant buildings into supportive housing.8
About one-fifth of the homeless on Skid Row in Chicago were mentally ill. The “new,” post-1980 homeless had 50 percent more chronic mental illness than the old homeless. Based on a review of multiple homelessness studies from major US cities, one researcher estimates that one-quarter of the homeless had been patients in mental hospitals and one-third showed signs of psychosis or affective disorders.9
While it is true that, as California’s governor, Reagan oversaw the closure of mental hospitals, he didn’t start deinstitutionalization. It began nationally in the 1930s, mostly to save money.10 The closure of California’s mental hospitals began in earnest in the 1950s, more than a decade before Reagan became governor.11 The emptying of state mental hospitals continued at the same rate between 1959 and 1967 under a Democratic governor as it did under Reagan. By the time Reagan took office in 1967, nearly half of the patients in California’s state mental hospitals had already been released.12
As for the Lanterman-Petris-Short Act, it was a creation of civil libertarians, mental health professionals, and anti-psychiatry activists, sponsored by two Democrats, and passed in a 77–1 vote. It would have passed even had Reagan vetoed it.13 And while Reagan, as president, cut over 300,000 workers from Social Security Insurance and Social Security Disability Insurance, he reversed his cuts just a year and a half later, and by the end of his presidency, nearly 200,000 had won back their benefits.14
In reality, it was a Democrat who got the deinstitutionalization of psychiatric hospitals rolling. President John F. Kennedy proposed and successfully advocated a crucial 1963 reform that required the federal government to fund community mental health centers but leave it to the states to fund mental hospitals.15
In 1963 President Kennedy argued that medical advances would enable “most of the mentally ill to be successfully and quickly treated in their own communities and returned to a useful place in society.”16 The Kennedy White House recommended shifting funding away from mental hospitals to community-based treatment. Experts argued that hospitals were “superfluous” institutions, sites of “therapeutic tyranny,” and “merely a symptom of an outdated system that is crying for a complete remodeling” and that should be “liquidated as rapidly as can be done.”17
California Democrats were active in efforts to close the mental hospitals. “I saw Senator [Dianne] Feinstein speak about this,” said Michelle Tandler, a San Francisco native who worked as an intern in Feinstein’s office in 2006. “She was like, ‘We really need to solve this. We need to come together.’ She was saying all the right things. ‘We have a real problem because you see people wandering around in traffic talking to themselves. It’s like what are you going to do with that person? Are you going to put them in an insane asylum?’”
“I used to visit the insane asylums back when I was a supervisor,” Feinstein said, according to Tandler. “I used to visit them. I remember I would go into the kitchen at every single insane asylum and I would open the fridge door, and I would usually just see a big stack of potatoes. And then you’d look outside in the yard, people are being walked around on leashes. We can’t go back to that.”18
When Paneez Kosarian arrived at her condominium in downtown San Francisco around 1:40 a.m. on a Sunday morning in the late summer of 2019, she discovered a man blocking the entrance. His back was turned, and he was staring inside. The man, twenty-five-year-old Austin Vincent, said to Kosarian, “I’m the only human left.” And, “Everybody else is a robot.” He then said, “What can I do to earn your trust? I’ll kill anyone. I’ll kill the robot to earn your trust.” By “robot,” Vincent was referring to the woman working at the front desk.19
A security camera captured what happened next. Kosarian’s building entrance has two large glass doors with L-shaped steel handles, common for new buildings in her neighborhood. On both sides of the doors are large windows. The man’s back is pressed directly up to where the two doors meet.20
Kosarian attempts to enter the building, but Vincent pulls her away from the doors. A struggle ensues. As Kosarian tries to escape, he fights to open the door, and they both tumble to the sidewalk. We see the female security officer at the front desk calling the police. Vincent pulls Kosarian on top of him. Kosarian tries again to get away. The security guard runs to the door, phone still in hand, and opens it for Kosarian. But Vincent doesn’t let go. “I want to save your life!” he says.21
Vincent gets up and pushes the door closed before Kosarian can escape. Once again, she tries to get past him. He lunges at her until she falls and crawls through the door. But just inches before the two women are able to close the door behind them, Vincent grabs the door and, overpowering them, forces his body into the entranceway.
The two women have their hands on the door handle and are furiously pulling it closed. There is no sound in the video, but Vincent can be seen shouting something at both women, an enraged look on his face. Then, while still holding on to the door handle with her right hand, Kosarian releases her left hand from the door, sending her yellow-encased iPhone flying behind her, and strikes the man.
It does the trick. We see Vincent let go long enough for the two women to yank the door behind them. We see Vincent shout at them. Kosarian shows Vincent her middle fingers, runs her left hand through her hair, and walks away. The security guard holds on to the door handles a few seconds longer, watching as Vincent walks away before returning to her station. She gets back on the phone with the police. Kosarian picks up her iPhone, stares out at the street, and walks behind the front desk. She puts her back to the wall and slowly slides down it as she starts to cry. Now sitting, Kosarian scoots farther behind the front desk, as though trying to make herself invisible.22
While about 52 million people in the United States suffer from a mental illness such as anxiety and depression, just over 13 million adults are seriously mentally ill.23 The category includes schizophrenia, severe bipolar disorder, mood and thought disorders, and serious depression.24 Serious mental illness is disabling, preventing people from engaging in normal work or family life. Adults with serious mental illness are more likely to suffer from substance use disorder as well as numerous general health conditions such as heart disease, diabetes, and respiratory conditions, complicating their care needs.25
Approximately 121,000 mentally ill people are conservatively estimated to be living on the streets.26 In 2012, an estimated 35,000 were in state hospitals, while an estimated 356,000 people with serious mental illness were in jails and state prisons at any given time.27
The San Francisco Department of Health estimates that 4,000 of San Francisco’s homeless have a history of both serious mental illness and substance abuse disorder.28 “And of those 4,000 individuals,” said Mayor London Breed, “41 percent frequently use urgent and emergency psychiatric services. Ninety-five percent of those folks suffer from alcohol use disorder. Thirty-five percent are African Americans despite the fact that we have a less than 6 percent population of African Americans in San Francisco overall.”29
People with serious mental illness are more likely to be homeless, interact with drug dealers, and be raped, beaten, or otherwise victimized than the general public.30 According to the World Health Organization, serious mental illness reduces life expectancy by ten to twenty-five years, primarily due to chronic physical health conditions but also due to suicide.31 The mentally ill are up to ten times more likely to be incarcerated than hospitalized.32
The problems surrounding the homeless mentally ill have only grown worse since the 1980s. A psychiatrist who worked in San Francisco General’s emergency psychiatric ward for twenty-five years compared parts of the city in 2018 to an “open-air insane asylum.”33 The problem is similar in Los Angeles and Seattle. There are over 11,000 people with serious mental illness living unsheltered on the streets in Los Angeles.34 A Los Angeles Times reporter described LA’s Skid Row as “a dumping ground for hospitals, prisons, and other cities to get rid of people with nowhere else to go.”35
There is frequent violence within the psychiatric emergency departments. “One day someone was swinging a pipe, someone was swinging a bat, and someone was swinging a bicycle,” said psychiatrist Paul Linde to the San Francisco Chronicle. “These are often people who are intoxicated on intravenous methamphetamine and/or psychotic from either untreated bipolar, untreated schizophrenia, and oftentimes both. Maybe a third of the patients brought in immediately need to be medicated and sometimes even placed in four-point restraints.”36
Seventy-eight percent of homeless inmates of the San Francisco County Jail system who suffered serious mental illness also suffered from addiction to alcohol or drugs, according to a study in 2000. Inmates who suffered both mental illness and addiction were more likely to be homeless and to be charged with violent crimes.37
Most people Linde saw suffered both mental illness and substance abuse. “Only about a quarter have psychiatric illness with no substance use problem. And then, frankly, there’s another 10 to 20 percent that really only have the substance use disorder.”38
Vincent, the man who attacked Kosarian, may well have been suffering meth-induced psychosis. “I got contacted by someone who seemed to be an ex-friend of his,” Kosarian told me in early 2021, “who said he had the same problems in New York. He ran away from home at an early age, had been in rehab in Orange County but got fired and still had addiction problems.”39
Much of what we call “deinstitutionalization” was really trans-institutionalization.40 The Los Angeles County Jail has more mentally ill people than every hospital in the country and nearly more than any other institution.41 In the jail, “thousands of men in pods live behind Plexiglas under the constant surveillance of cameras monitored by guards perched in elevated posts,” noted psychiatrist Ken Rosenberg in his 2019 book, Bedlam.42 “If you think seeing a mentally ill person homeless is bad,” said a street doctor who treats the homeless, “a mentally ill incarcerated person is five times worse because they’re in there for full-blown psychosis, and they’re not accepting resources. That just kills me.”43
In California, just under one-third of those in prisons and jails have mental illness.44 In the Los Angeles County Jail, about 25 percent of the men and 40 percent of the women need mental health care.45 Eighty-nine percent of the remaining 12,000 patients in California’s state mental hospitals in 2018 were there for criminal cases.46 Prisoners with a serious mental illness are two to three times more likely to be reincarcerated as other prisoners. The high rate of recidivism creates the cycling of people between the streets, hospitals, and jails or prisons.47
“The reason that it’s hard to see those costs is because they’re buried in the hospital budget, they’re buried in the police budget, they’re buried in the courts, they’re buried in ambulance budgets, so the cost of homelessness tends to be hidden,” said retired University of California, San Francisco psychiatrist Dr. Robert Okin.48
Things often end badly when mentally ill people are forced into the criminal justice system. One study estimates that around one-quarter of the people shot and killed by police in any given year in the US have an untreated severe mental illness. Those with an untreated severe mental illness are thus sixteen times more likely to be killed in an encounter with the police than those without one. California had 162 such incidents in 2017. In San Jose, every police shooting in 2017 involved someone with mental illness, according to news reports.49 A 2016 San Francisco Chronicle analysis found that 60 percent of all fatal shootings by police in the city since 2010 had involved people who had a mental illness or were acting erratically.50 And at least thirty-seven people with mental illness died in California jails between 2011 and 2017 because staff left them languishing.51
Shortly after police arrested Vincent for attacking Kosarian outside her waterfront condo, the San Francisco police released his mug shot. In it, he is arching his head backward, his eyes are wide open, and his face stretches into a wide, unnerving smile.
The following Wednesday, after the preliminary hearing, a judge at San Francisco’s superior court let Vincent go free. “The court determined that Mr. Vincent was not a threat to public safety,” said the defense attorney. The judge ordered Vincent to stay away from Kosarian and required that he check in with a caseworker to “assess his mental health needs and assist him in navigating the complex legal process ahead.” But the judge did not require that he wear an ankle monitor, and so Vincent was free to return to a life of meth, psychosis, and violence.
Kosarian was shocked by the news. “I’m scared. Terrified.” After all, Vincent knew where she lived. “I don’t understand what more it takes for the city and the judge to understand that this man is a danger,” she said.52 She tweeted at Governor Gavin Newsom, “Please watch this video of me getting attacked at my front door less than 72-hrs ago. The man who attacked me was released this morning because the judge, Christine Van Aken[,] believes that this man is not a danger to our community. PLEASE SAVE OUR CITY!!”53
Kosarian’s tweet went viral, and within a matter of hours, Breed, Supervisor Matt Haney, and the police officers’ union condemned the judge for releasing Vincent. “I think the court’s decision to release him while he awaits trial was clearly wrong,” said Breed. “This man needs to be receiving mental health services under observation, not back out on the street.”54 The San Francisco Police Association urged the reassignment of the judge to traffic court.55
Two days later, the judge held another hearing in which she ordered Vincent to wear an ankle monitor, which allows police to monitor the movements of people under court order. The judge said she had only seen the video later on television, in the media coverage of her initial ruling. “When I saw the video, I was frankly alarmed at the level of violence,” she said. “It altered my assessment of the public-safety risk of this case. I take public safety very seriously.”56 The judge implicitly blamed the district attorney’s office for not having shown her the video, to which the district attorney’s office replied that videos are not typically played at arraignments and that the algorithm that assesses whether a person might re-offend recommended that Vincent remain in custody.
After they saw Vincent’s mug shot on television, three other victims came forward to say he had threatened them, too. One person said that Vincent, armed with a knife, had threatened to kill a group who had just left a restaurant and were waiting for an Uber ride, five months before he attacked Kosarian.57
San Francisco’s treatment of Vincent wasn’t unusual. In 2019, a homeless man told a twenty-eight-year-old woman walking to work in downtown San Francisco, “I just want to smell your flowers,” grabbed her, and then pushed his nose into her breasts, and tried to rip off her dress and bra. “I screamed and said, ‘Get the fuck off me!’” said the woman later. After she threatened to call the police, the man laughed and said, “The cops aren’t going to do nothing.”58
Vincent and others who assault women reportedly boast of their immunity from the law. “He kept saying, ‘What are you going to do? Call the cops? They don’t care. They’re not going to do anything to me,’” said Kosarian. “And he kept repeating that to me.”59 After a fifty-six-year-old woman reported being punched in the back of her head by a man, a police officer told her, “You can press charges, but the judge will probably drop it. It’s not going to go anywhere.” So she dropped it. “It’s a beautiful city,” she said, “but there’s something broken somewhere.”60
Kosarian says the most unusual aspect of Vincent’s assault on her was simply that it was filmed. “I have ten girlfriends who were punched in the face,” she told me in early 2021. “There are too many girls in the city of SF who are vulnerable and getting attacked left and right. Right before I walked to the door there were three guys who walked in. Vincent didn’t mess with them. If you’re a woman, you are more vulnerable to being attacked.”61
Part of the problem is that patients outside of institutions stop taking their medications, become psychotic, disaffiliate from their support systems, and end up on the street. It is similar to the process of disaffiliation that occurs in people suffering from drug or alcohol addiction. Some are sent back to prison, which is often the only way the seriously mentally ill get the medical care they need.62
“And then, when they’re let out of the jails, they’re let out with fifty bucks in their pocket and no place to go,” said San Francisco psychiatrist Dr. Robert Okin. “It’s like these institutions of government are conspiring to create homelessness at the same time that they’re trying to eradicate it.”63
Mentally ill homeless people are less likely to receive care from service providers. “It is very difficult for us to serve someone who has three-, four-, or five-day-old feces on them,” said a San Francisco service provider in 2020.64 California has more than one million individuals with a serious mental illness, according to estimates, and on any given day in 2019, as many as half were untreated. They cycle in between the streets, jails, hospitals, and halfway houses, and there are often few openings in any of those places.65
In early 2020 I went to Los Angeles to shadow a Skid Row street doctor, Dr. Susan Partovi. Susan has a warm hippy vibe and is nonjudgmental, making her popular with her patients. In early 2021, the actress Marcia Gay Harden announced on Instagram that she was playing Susan in a forthcoming film.66 After watching her treat patients in her office on Skid Row, I followed Susan around Los Angeles as she treated people living on the street.
We visited a man who was lying on a mattress near a bus stop. “We call him liquid legs because so much blood and pus come out of them,” a homeless outreach worker told us. The man’s hair and beard were matted, and his face was red and marked with sores. A small bottle of what appeared to be hard alcohol was next to him on the mattress.
Susan talked with and cared for the man. He had been sleeping when we arrived. She spoke in a sweet and nonthreatening voice. I kept my distance to avoid frightening him. After a few minutes, she persuaded him to let her look at his legs. The man yelped in pain as he removed his socks. I had to turn away after seeing, and smelling, his legs. Susan dabbed lightly at them with hydrogen peroxide. Then the man took the bottle from her and poured the peroxide over his lower legs. He winced in pain. Susan and her two assistants wrapped the man’s legs in bandages. After about forty-five minutes, they had finished.
While Susan was treating him, a man who appeared to be in his forties, with a tattoo on the back of his bald head, walked by us and shouted, angrily, “He should be in a hospital!” About fifteen minutes later he walked by again and said, in a normal voice this time, “He’s been there for months and the cops won’t take him to the hospital.” He sounded sad. “Nobody’s doing anything.”
One block away, as we were leaving, I gave Susan a hug and asked, “What was that all about?”
“That was all about us engaging him so that we can eventually persuade him to come in for treatment,” she said. “We started by asking him if we could just treat the dry skin until he finally let us treat the rest of his legs.”
But my question was more existential, not practical.
“Why do we let mentally ill people live like that?” I asked.
She rolled her eyes. “Don’t ask me. It’s your job to figure that out.”
California has long been an international psychotherapeutic and psychiatric leader, and voters have repeatedly voted to fund treatment of the mentally ill, including in 2004, when voters passed a ballot initiative that now raises over $2 billion a year for their treatment. The conferences of the main psychological and psychiatric associations are frequently held in San Francisco. The University of California, San Francisco is world-renowned for its psychiatry department. And after World War II, California in general, and the San Francisco Bay Area in particular, became the center for humanistic, post-Freudian psychotherapy.
And yet the numbers of, and trouble with, the homeless mentally ill have risen dramatically. San Francisco General Hospital evaluates 6,100 annually for psychiatric holds, one-third of whom are homeless, but only admits 20 percent of them. While some of them just need to get sober, many of them would benefit from being hospitalized, even if briefly, say experts.67
I asked Kelly Kruger, the former San Francisco police sergeant who oversaw the department’s psychiatric crisis unit before retiring in 2021, why the city was still failing to treat homeless mentally ill people. “When I was here in the eighties,” Kruger said, “St. Mary’s [hospital] had an adolescent and children’s unit, a geriatric ward, and so did [Sutter Health’s California Pacific Medical Center]. [University of California, San Francisco] had an acute, non-acute, geriatric, and children’s unit. St. Luke’s had an inpatient psych unit where you could get people hospitalized, and that is huge.”68
Neither San Francisco nor California has enough psychiatric beds. The California Hospital Association recommends having a minimum of 50 beds per 100,000 people, yet the state has less than half that. The European Union has 73 beds per 100,000 people.69 As of 2020, the San Francisco Bay Area as a whole needed over 2,500 more psychiatric beds to meet the California Hospital Association’s goal of 50 inpatient beds for every 100,000 residents.70 San Francisco General saw its acute inpatient psychiatric beds decline from 88 in 2011 to 19 in 2013. They have not risen since.71 Across California, the number of psychiatric beds per 100,000 people declined from 30 in 1995 to 17 in 2017.72
What’s causing the shortage? “Money,” said Kruger. “It’s always money.”73 John Snook, a researcher and advocate for the mentally ill, agreed. Snook is in his mid-forties and speaks in a measured, almost pastoral tone, even when frustrated. “Homeless guys are not where the money is,” he said. “The spine center pays more.”74 California insurance providers pay a lower-than-average reimbursement rate to psychiatrists.75 It is thus a statewide problem. “There’s really not a lot of options for people who need long-term psychiatric treatment or assisted living,” said Susan. “Even ‘board and cares’ [residential group homes] have been like dropping like flies because they only get thirty bucks a day for their residents. And that wasn’t sustainable.”
Between 2012 and 2019, more than one-third of the board and care group homes in San Francisco that served people under the age of sixty closed their doors. It was more valuable to sell the homes than to be reimbursed by Medi-Cal and Medicare, which was only $1,058 per person per month.76 The same is occurring nationally. The United States lost 15,000 board and care beds between 2010 and 2016.77
California voters in 2004 passed historic legislation, the Mental Health Services Act, Proposition 63, which raises and disburses to the state’s fifty-eight counties over $2 billion per year for the treatment and prevention of serious mental illness. The initiative was promoted to voters as a way to address untreated mental illness among the homeless. The initiative placed a 1 percent tax on incomes over $1 million, affecting roughly 30,000 taxpayers. It increased the state’s spending on mental illness by nearly one-third. It passed with particularly strong support from Democrats, people in cities, and people in counties with high rates of homelessness.78 Since its enactment, Proposition 63 revenues have more than doubled, from $900 million in fiscal year 2005–06 to $2.4 billion in California’s fiscal year 2021–22 budget.79
California has a 30 percent higher rate of mentally ill people in jails, and a 91 percent higher rate of mentally ill people on the streets or in homeless shelters, than the nation as a whole, despite spending $7,300 per patient on mental health services, which is 50 percent more than the national average.80
“There’s a shitload of money,” said the mental health advisor to Governor Gavin Newsom, psychiatrist Dr. Thomas Insel, who served as the director of the federal National Institute of Mental Health from 2002 to 2015. “We think $11 billion goes into California’s state mental health budget every year. That makes California the number one in per capita spending in the United States. No state spends as much as we do. And yet when you look at the rankings by Mental Health America, and NAMI [National Alliance on Mental Illness], we’re not in the top half. We’re 26 for Mental Health America but for children we’re number 38. That’s not great.”81
San Francisco in 2019 spent record amounts on mental illness and substance abuse, $370 million, of which about two-thirds was spent on the homeless, and half on homeless who suffer both mental illness and substance addiction. In December 2019, the Board of Supervisors passed a measure aimed at extending mental health care to all uninsured or homeless San Franciscans,82 and in 2020, voters approved a bond measure that earmarked another $207 million for mental health care, substance abuse treatment, and homelessness services.83
“California spends more than most places,” said Snook, “and yet it came in near the bottom while Arizona, which spends significantly less, came in near the top. When you look at the amount of money being spent, and then you hear the argument that we need more money, you have to ask, ‘How much more?’ Right now it’s just good money after bad.”84
Why is that?
For much of human history, people with mental illness were thought to be possessed by gods or devils. Madness, as it was called, was believed to be supernatural, not natural. Some Greeks, including Plato, viewed mental illness as a kind of spiritual gift, a portal into new ways of seeing. Many believed that madness revealed hidden intuitive and mystical knowledge.1 The idea that mental illness was in fact a way toward wisdom could still be found in the writings of medieval Christian visionaries.2
This may have been how people viewed thirteenth-century Catholic Saint Francis of Assisi, after whom San Francisco is named. Francis is known for renouncing his family’s wealth and caring for lepers. But he also preached to birds and animals in a state we might today call psychotic, and suffered from what some scholars believe was mental illness.3 When his parents intervened, possibly by trying to appoint a legal guardian to manage Francis’s finances, the local bishop ruled that Francis could have his freedom as an “ecclesiastical person” if he renounced his family and inheritance.4
Over time, people came to see madness as a physical illness that interfered with rational thinking and not as a divine blessing or demonic curse.5 In ancient Greece the physician Hippocrates proposed a naturalistic explanation, and biologically based medicine returned to Europe from the Arab world during the Middle Ages.6 This view gave rise to mental hospitals and asylums to treat the mentally ill. The English started the first one, Bethlehem Hospital, near London in 1247, or “Bedlam” for short.7 It was a grim place. “On the second floor is a corridor and cells like those on the first floor,” noted a visitor, “and this is the part reserved for dangerous maniacs, most of them being chained and terrible to behold.”8
In the early eighteenth century, some in Britain condemned madhouses as infringing on rights.9 The English writer and journalist Daniel Defoe, famous for his novel Robinson Crusoe, wrote a pamphlet denouncing the upper-class men who used mental institutions as a way to be rid of their sane wives so that they could more easily indulge in infidelity. Defoe argued that the institutions themselves made women of sound mind fall into madness.10
In 1818 the French monarchy hired a researcher to investigate the conditions under which the mentally ill were kept. His report shocked the nation. He described patients kept in tiny, infested, and dark cells where they were barely clothed and had only straw to insulate them from their cold and damp surroundings. The madhouses were so wretched, he concluded, that the French monarchy would not subject their prized wild beasts to the same conditions.11
It was a similar story in the rest of Europe. In eighteenth-century Ireland, mentally ill family members were locked in holes five feet beneath their cottage floors, a space too small for most to stand. In Germany, one teenager with mental illness was shackled in a pigpen for so long that he lost the use of his legs; in England, the mentally ill were chained to the floors of workhouses; and in one Swiss city, one-fifth of the mentally ill were restrained constantly.12
Mental health found its first great American reformer in Dorothea Dix, who had encountered the nascent mental health reform movement during a visit to Great Britain. Dix crusaded to pull the seriously mentally ill out of abusive and degrading conditions in jails, homes, and poorhouses, and put them in hospitals. She pushed for hospitals to phase out brutal practices like physically restraining patients. Ultimately, her work led to thirty-two asylums being opened. An 1880 survey found that about the same number of mentally ill were living at home (41,083) as lived in hospitals (40,942) while 9,302 were in almshouses, charitable housing that sometimes included basic care services. Only 397 were in jail, making the mentally ill just 0.7 percent of the total jail population.13
Dix’s humanism was felt in California. San Francisco’s Marine Hospital opened in 1850 to care for sick sailors and the mentally ill.14 Previously, a ship called the Euphemia had served as a makeshift mental hospital and jail, where individuals determined to be insane were shuttered in the hold alongside criminals deemed too dangerous to hold on land. Conditions were cramped, with six to eight men crowded into each of the tiny cells.15 In response, the California legislature one year later established three general hospitals, including the Sacramento State Hospital, which served as a general hospital as well as for the treatment of the mentally ill.
In 1853, the Insane Asylum of California became the first publicly funded mental health facility west of the Missouri River. The resident physician required his attendants to refrain from violence or flashes of anger when caring for patients. He encouraged a sense of self-respect.16 In 1875, California opened Napa State Asylum, where inmates raised poultry, vegetables, dairy cows, orchards, and other crops.17
But over time, state mental hospitals abused their power to involuntarily hospitalize people and grew overcrowded. People were committed for reasons including “excessive masturbation,” being “kicked in the head by a mule,” and “habitual consumption of peppermint candy.”18 Women who defied social mores were diagnosed with “hysteria.”19 In the 1940s a visitor to one hospital described 250 naked men simply milling about in a large room. “Patients squatted on the damp floor or perched on the window seats. Some of them huddled together in corners like wild animals.”20
Life magazine in 1946 published an exposé of state mental hospitals. “Hundreds are confined in ‘lodges’—bare, bed-less rooms reeking with filth and feces—by day lit only through half-inch holes in steel-plated windows, by night merely black tombs in which the cries of the insane echo unheard from the peeling plaster of the walls.”21
In response, Congress in 1946 passed, and President Harry Truman signed, the National Mental Health Act, which created the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH). Congress’s intention was for NIMH to focus on “diseases of the nervous system which affect mental health.”22
But reformers increasingly believed that addressing mental health required much broader societal changes. Many reform leaders viewed mental illnesses like schizophrenia and bipolar disorder as the result of class, racial, and other forms of inequality and oppression, and not the result of biology.23 Political action was thus necessary to create “mentally healthy” environments, organize tenants, and fight landlords. “The changes I am talking about,” said a leader at the new National Institute of Mental Health, “involves a redistribution of wealth and resources.”24
The big idea was to replace public mental hospitals with 1,500 privately owned, community-based mental health centers. But fewer than half were ever built.25 Part of the problem was that the leaders of community mental health clinics were unable to impose involuntary care. It is thus partly understandable why they tended to serve the easiest-to-treat.
It is true that Kennedy had envisioned better funded community health centers, and that, over the years, various administrations cut the budgets for this program. But the centers also abused their mandate, sometimes building tennis courts, swimming pools, and rooms for fads like “inhalation therapy” that did nothing to help the people who most needed care.26 “The people who run the mental health industry are not bad people,” emphasized one advocate. “But their goal is no longer to help those with serious mental illness.”27
The tragic irony is that many of the people who had drawn attention to the poor conditions in mental hospitals had hoped to mobilize the public to increase funding for better care in them, not shut them down entirely.28 The hospitals had been underfunded because of the Great Depression, and understaffed because of World War II. The population of state mental hospitals had increased from 150,151 to 423,445 between 1903 and 1940. Meanwhile, around half of the hospitals’ professional staff worked on the war effort.29
Idealism and ideology had triumphed over pragmatism and reason. Between 1948 and 1962, the mental health center that reformers had pointed to as the model had not prevented a single case of mental illness or even treated a single individual with schizophrenia or other major psychiatric disorders.30 As a result, notes a historian, “The majority of lives were little different than they had had while hospitalized . . . and a significant number were considerably worse off.”31
Some mental health reformers regretted what they had done. “The deformed creature that has developed from the original community mental health center movement,” said one of them, “does not arouse much enthusiasm in any of us who had some more grandiose visions.”32
In 1961, the French historian Michel Foucault published a book, Le folie et la raison, which was translated into English in 1965 as Madness and Civilization. The book made Foucault one of the most famous intellectuals in the world, and enormously popular in California, where he taught as a guest lecturer during the mid-1970s. Foucault’s book had a major impact on how we treat, and don’t treat, the seriously mentally ill.
Foucault argued that the supposedly humanistic treatment of the mad as suffering from mental illness was, in fact, a more insidious form of social control. Before 1500, the mad wandered freely in Europe, Foucault argued. After 1500, Europeans began to medicalize madness, treat it like an illness, as a way not just to control the mad but also to establish what was rational, normal, and healthy for the rest of society. Mental hospitals emerged at a time, Foucault argued, when the state was seeking to impose rational order on societies. And that started with policing the boundary between sane and insane.33 Foucault even criticized a humanistic asylum in England whose pioneering psychiatrist no longer used physical restraints, which the mentally ill today testify are terrifying and even constitute a kind of torture, on his patients. Said the psychiatrist, “these madmen are so intractable only because they have been deprived of air and freedom.”34
Foucault wasn’t alone in his attack on psychiatry and mental hospitals. In 1961, an American sociologist, Erving Goffman, published an influential book, Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and Other Inmates, which compared mental hospitals to concentration camps. That same year, a psychiatrist named Thomas Szasz published The Myth of Mental Illness, which argued that psychiatrists and others invented the concept of mental illness, with no biological evidence, in order to punish people who were different from the norm.
The anti-psychiatry movement became a cultural phenomenon in 1962 with the publication of Ken Kesey’s bestselling novel One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. It revolves around a socially deviant but nonetheless sane man who feigns mental illness so he can go to a mental hospital rather than prison. He is drugged, electro-shocked, and eventually lobotomized. The novel was adapted as a Broadway play and an Oscar-winning 1975 film starring Jack Nicholson.
Szasz formed an alliance with the ACLU, which began to crusade politically, and litigate through the courts, for an end to involuntary treatment of the mentally ill.35 Because psychiatrists were no more reliable at diagnosing mental illness than flipping coins, argued the ACLU’s most influential attorney on the matter in 1972, they “should not be permitted to testify as expert witnesses.”36 Said another leading civil rights attorney in 1974, “They [the patients] are better off outside the hospital with no care than they are inside with no care. The hospitals are what really do damage to people.”37
In early 1973 the journal Science published an article, “On Being Sane in Insane Places,” by a Stanford sociologist, David Rosenhan, who claimed to have sent research assistants into several mental hospitals where they were misdiagnosed with mental illness. “We now know that we cannot distinguish insanity from sanity,” he concluded.38 The study received widespread publicity and “essentially eviscerated any vestige of legitimacy to psychiatric diagnosis,” said the chairman of Columbia’s Department of Psychiatry.39 “Psychiatrists looked like unreliable and antiquated quacks unfit to join in the research revolution,” wrote another psychiatrist.40
Rosenhan’s study became one of the most read and reprinted articles in the history of psychiatry, but a journalist in 2019 published a book describing so many discrepancies that she questioned whether it had ever even occurred. She only found one person who said he had participated in the study, and he said he was treated well by the hospital and had been discharged simply because he asked to leave.41
The psychiatric hospitals disappeared, but the anti-psychiatry stigma remained. “I experience stigma every day as a psychiatrist,” said one in 2016. “The profession to which I’ve dedicated my life is the most denigrated and distrusted of all medical specialties. There’s no anti-cardiology movement that’s trying to stamp out cardiology. And there’s no anti-oncology movement that’s trying to ban cancer treatment. But there’s a very violent anti-psychiatry movement that claims there’s no such thing as mental illness and wants to eliminate psychiatry.”42
That same year, when the chief medical officer of the federal Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration under the Department of Health and Human Services quit her post, she criticized the anti-psychiatry movement. “Unfortunately, SAMHSA does not address the treatment needs of the most vulnerable in our society,” she said. “There is a perceptible hostility toward psychiatric medicine; a resistance to addressing the treatment needs of those with serious mental illness; and a questioning by some at SAMHSA as to whether mental disorders even exist.”43
Liberals and progressives had gone, thanks in part to the ACLU, Foucault, and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, from advocating humanistic psychiatric care to opposing it. Part of the reason progressives demand proof of mental illness in the form of violent assault, murder, or suicide is that they have lost faith in our capacity to recognize it and at times even denied its existence.
There are two main ways to require long-term psychiatric care in California: conservatorship and assisted outpatient treatment. Under conservatorship, which is called guardianship in other states, a judge appoints a relative or other qualified person to make financial, legal, and other key decisions on behalf of a person deemed “gravely disabled” by a qualified physician. But California courts have been reluctant to apply conservatorships, and so in 2002 the California legislature passed “Laura’s Law,” named after a college student who was killed by a mentally ill man who had refused psychiatric treatment, to allow for assisted outpatient treatment. Under assisted outpatient treatment, courts can require mentally ill people who do not comply with their treatment plans to be held for up to seventy-two hours to determine if they meet the standard for involuntary hospitalization.1
There is good evidence from California and other states that assisted outpatient treatment reduces homelessness and incarceration. Nine of the ten assisted outpatient treatment programs studied in California reduced criminal justice involvement. Six out of seven programs significantly reduced homelessness.2 Research finds that similar assisted outpatient treatment laws in other states reduced homelessness by up to 74 percent and arrests of the mentally ill by up to 83 percent.3
And yet progressive elected officials and civil liberties leaders use strong language to oppose expanded use of either conservatorship or assisted outpatient treatment. “Conservatorship is the biggest deprivation of civil rights aside from the death penalty,” said Susan Mizner, an attorney for the American Civil Liberties Union.4 “We’re still coming to grips with the forced sterilizations that went on in our hospital,” said Los Angeles County supervisor Sheila Kuehl. “My community, young people in my community, were regularly put away in institutions because being gay was a mental illness. This is different, of course, and the families who say this is different, I respect them and I understand. But, I always worry, as the line goes in The King and I, ‘Might they not protect me out of everything I own?’”5
Opposition to involuntary hospitalization is also behind the failure of California’s Mental Health Services Act, Proposition 63, passed in 2004. None of the $2.4 billion raised through Proposition 63’s tax on millionaires can be used for involuntary treatment. Twenty percent of MHSA money is allocated by the state to spend to “prevent mental illness from becoming severe and disabling.” But much of this money has been spent on ostensibly therapeutic activities for people with milder mental illness, including exercise classes, gardening, and “creative learning circles,” rather than on preventative psychiatric treatment of the seriously mentally ill.6 In 2015, the Little Hoover Commission, an independent oversight body, reported that the “state still cannot definitively quantify who has been helped by Proposition 63 spending and how.”7 The result is that the most difficult mentally ill and addicted homeless people end up becoming the responsibility of the police and criminal justice system.8
Where 4 to 5.5 out of every 10,000 people are under conservatorship in neighboring counties, fewer than 1 person per 10,000 San Francisco residents is.9 The number of people in San Francisco referred to conservatorships actually declined by 143 between 2012 and 2018.10
In 2019, San Francisco’s Board of Supervisors debated legislation to expand conservatorship to people suffering mental illness and drug addiction. The current law permits California counties to do so only if someone is a chronic user of alcohol or has a serious mental health crisis. The legislation would have changed the law to include people who use drugs or have been 5150’d and taken to Psychiatric Emergency Services eight times in one year.11 “There are about 100 to 150 people who are clearly mentally ill and who are cycling through the system and who need to be forced into conservatorship,” said Mayor Breed. “We know all of them.” She noted that 12 percent of people who use services provided by the San Francisco Department of Public Health account for three-quarters of the costs.12
The ACLU and progressives on the board fought the measure.13 San Francisco supervisor Matt Haney, who represents the Tenderloin, opposed the measure because “5150s involve law enforcement. . . . A big focus we’ve been moving toward is to alleviate negative interactions with law enforcement in the community.”14 “Lots of people came out to oppose it. It was a huge ideological fight,” said Rafael Mandelman in 2020. As a result, the final legislation was extremely weak. “The passive form is very hard to implement. It has still not been implemented even in one case in San Francisco.”15
Opposition by the ACLU and progressives is also behind California’s failure to apply for, and receive, federal funding to pay for more psychiatric beds. An obscure provision, the “Institutions for Mental Disease (IMD) Exclusion,” prohibits Medicaid from reimbursing states for adults with mental illness who receive long-term care in a psychiatric hospital with more than sixteen beds. The provision requires states to pay 100 percent of the cost of care for the seriously ill who need long-term hospital care, as compared to 50 percent for those treated in the community.16
“There’s a provision that says Medicaid will now pay for beds in psychiatric hospitals,” explained Snook. “Medicaid (Title 19 of the Social Security Act) is a federal health care program for the poor that reimburses states [for] about 50 percent of the cost of care for people enrolled in it. It is an important source of revenue for useful outpatient programs and provides $30 billion to help the mentally ill. It’s a no-brainer, but California is hemming and hawing. They don’t want to involuntarily hospitalize. But it’s self-defeating because you end up with mentally ill [people] in jail because a bed isn’t available.”17
Snook said that applying for the waiver was somewhat complicated, but at bottom the failure of California to do so had more to do with ideology than paperwork. “There are legitimate pieces that have to be figured out,” said Snook. “But there’s this bullshit stuff of, ‘There’s no such thing as mental illness,’ ‘Can you imagine hospitalizing people!’ and ‘Jails are better than hospitals.’”18
Psychiatrists say that’s absurd. “I have been in both places and can assure you that the fate of psychiatric patients in prison dungeons is much worse than was their plight in snake pit hospitals,” wrote a psychiatrist, in response to such claims. “I have seen cell after cell smeared with excrement and mentally ill prisoners shouting their lungs out or drugged into stupor. And, our patients are especially vulnerable to physical and sexual abuse. They are disproportionately represented as victims of the 200,000 rapes that occur in prisons each year.”19
Lack of legal tools to impose involuntary care has made some parents of the seriously mentally ill desperate enough to support the arrest of their children. “[The officers] said, ‘Do you want to press charges?’ And I said ‘Absolutely,’” said one mother. “It’s the only way. If they’re not willing to go for help, there’s nothing you can do.”20
But since San Francisco, Los Angeles, and other progressive cities have largely stopped enforcing the laws against public defecation and open-air drug use, the police do not make those arrests and often do not investigate violations of the law by potentially mentally ill homeless people, as I discovered after calling the police on more than six separate occasions in between late 2020 and early 2021 to report people who were psychotic and a potential danger to themselves and others. In one instance, a half-naked man crashed into the glass windows at the front of our retail offices in Berkeley, collapsing outside the Italian restaurant next door. In another, a highly intoxicated man wandered into traffic wearing dark clothes and was nearly hit by a car.
LA street doctor Susan Partovi contrasts our society’s treatment of psychosis to our treatment of dementia. “My mom has dementia now,” she said. “Serious Alzheimer’s. She would have been homeless had I not been around. We don’t have a problem telling our demented family members, ‘You need to go to home care and take this medicine.’ And eventually they do. Why is that different than a psychiatric illness?”21
Today, the problem facing the mentally ill homeless in California is the exact opposite to the one Foucault worried about, concluded UCLA sociologist Neil Gong. The way social workers on Skid Row in Los Angeles care for the homeless mentally ill “does not aim at the deep internalizations of norms, as in a Foucauldian model,” wrote Gong. “It is driven primarily by the dynamics of legal liability, as workers must both try to prevent danger and avoid violating patient rights.” Therapy is oriented toward very modest goals like trying to get a woman to stop banging her head against the wall, according to Gong.
As such, the criminalization rather than hospitalization of the mentally ill represents a triumph of the anti-psychiatrists. “Recall that US thinkers like Szasz,” writes Gong, “advocated a radical libertarianism that saw criminal trial as fairer than hospitalization, and in some sense the American criminalization and social abandonment of mad people resembles this model.”22
In his memoir, former San Francisco mayor Willie Brown writes, “I discovered factors—some bureaucratic, some political—working in a kind of evil synthesis with each other that really prevented the long-term homeless from entering the system. Backing this up was a collection of so-called activists with heavy political clout who absolutely believed (and still believe) that homeless people should have a right to live on the street. They believed that homeless people had an absolute right to do everything they were doing, no matter how harmful to themselves or to the rest of the citizenry.”23
Susan agrees. “California is really one of the worst states when it comes to taking care of seriously mentally ill,” she said. “I think a lot has to do with civil liberties. It’s really ingrained in the culture.”24
At a shelter in Amsterdam, during my second trip in the fall of 2019, I watched Rene Zegerius argue with an intelligent man with severe Asperger’s who was refusing to attend a work placement opportunity that was waiting for him, and with a mentally ill woman whose daughter had been taken from her custody by the government. He told them both they would get better housing if they followed their plans. After Rene offered the woman an apartment of her own if she took her medication, she stormed out in a rage. She sat in the courtyard of the shelter and smoked a joint. I watched the expressions of Rene and the two other social workers. They seemed strangely calm.
“That’s okay to let her smoke marijuana like that?” I asked.
Everyone kind of shrugged. Rene said that marijuana was better than other drugs, including alcohol.
“Could you offer to reunite her with her daughter,” I asked, “if she took her meds?”
“That would have been the next thing I would have offered,” he said.
By offering better housing in exchange for behavior change, Rene was practicing contingency management, which, studies over the last three decades find, results in the largest and most long-lasting reductions in alcohol and drug use of all kinds of treatment,25 and works well for people with serious mental illness.26
In a major recent review of the literature, out of 176 controlled studies, 151 of them, or 86 percent, found contingency management to be effective for treating addiction, with the average effect size ranging from moderate to large. On average, a small but significant effect remained even after incentives were discontinued.27 It significantly increased participation in therapy, a key component of addiction recovery.28 Contingency management can also reduce psychiatric hospitalizations, improve financial management, and raise the quality of life for the mentally ill suffering substance abuse disorder.29
A large, randomized controlled trial among the seriously mentally ill, two-thirds of whom were homeless, found that the participants who received the contingency management intervention were 2.4 times more likely to be abstinent than the control group. Contingency management had a very low cost compared to other forms of drug treatment, just over $100 per week per participant. Those receiving contingency management were one-fifth as likely to be hospitalized for psychiatric reasons. And “abstinence persisted after treatment was discontinued,” researchers found, which has been replicated by many subsequent studies.30
Contingency management harnesses well-established psychological principles, which is likely why it works for such a wide number of people and such a large spectrum of drugs, including both opioids and stimulants. Contingency management is based on the psychological theory of operant conditioning. It emphasizes the need for concrete and immediate reinforcements, such as housing or a gift card, in exchange for good behavior, including abstinence, work, and compliance with psychiatric medicines. Contingency management swaps one set of rewards, such as meth and heroin, for another set of rewards, such as gift cards and apartment units.
Operant conditioning was called “behaviorism” in the sixties and seventies. It gained a bad reputation when some people took it too far and viewed humans purely as animals driven by instinct. But, since then, psychologists have demonstrated that humans are significantly motivated by tangible, real-world rewards, and that operant conditioning can be used humanely.
Despite the evidence in favor of contingency management, it remains rarely used in the United States. Part of the reason is that it has been unpopular with some policy makers and practitioners, who are skeptical that it makes a difference over the long term. But contingency management has been included in the National Registry of Evidence-Based Programs and Practices, adopted and implemented by the Department of Veterans Affairs, as well as by the governments and medical establishments of the United Kingdom, Brazil, and China. Hundreds of studies, meta-analyses, and reviews published in the world’s leading scientific journals conclude that contingency management works as well as, and often better than, any other drug treatment.31
One concern is that people need internal motivation to stay abstinent and cannot depend on external reinforcements because once the external reinforcements are gone, their self-destructive behaviors will return. But there is evidence that external reinforcements build internal strength over time.32 And even if contingency management only kept people externally motivated, that might be okay, given the high cost to society of addiction and the cost savings from abstinence.
Assertive case management is critical to keeping the mentally ill out of jails and prisons, said Rene. He told me about helping a man with schizophrenia. “His mother came to me twenty-five years ago, when he was twenty-five,” said Rene. “He was on the streets. He didn’t have contact with anyone. He didn’t want to go to a shelter. I got in contact with him. We connected.” Rene paused. “Sometimes you do something that you’re not supposed to do, but [that] you have to do. I did not do anything wrong. But two times I grabbed him and said, ‘If you do not listen, you get in trouble with me.’ I don’t know what kind of trouble, but that’s just . . . That’s just something that I said.
“So, I went with him to a shelter with a lot of different sort of patients, and with a room for himself. We made sure that he blended in with all the other crazy people. He stayed there for a few weeks, and then I wanted to take him the next step, which would be medication. He didn’t want to take it. So with the police I admitted him against his will to the psychiatric hospital. I did that twice.
“Later on, I had the opportunity to get him to [the] next level of sheltering, et cetera, et cetera. Now he’s living on his own with a car and a job. He calls me every Friday to say how he did that week. He uses Leponex [clozapine], which is a lot. He’s still psychotic, but he can discuss it with me. One time he said, ‘I think there are people in my garden watching me.’ I said, ‘Please close the curtains.’ He does so and then says, ‘Okay. It worked.’”33
In early 2020 I asked two ACLU representatives about their organization’s position toward involuntary psychiatric treatment as an alternative to incarceration for the mentally ill who break the law. “We support the Housing First model, not involuntary treatment,” said ACLU attorney Jamie Crook, “which has proven to be ineffective and has violated liberties without keeping people off the streets.”34 Said her colleague Eve Garrow, “All of the research to date shows that coercive or involuntary outpatient treatment is no more effective and sometimes less effective than voluntary treatment. We’re very much against it.”
But comparing voluntary to involuntary treatment isn’t an apples-to-apples comparison. Two different groups of people are being compared, those who admit they have a problem and those who do not. Everybody would prefer 100 percent voluntary treatment. But the fact that involuntary treatment may be less effective than voluntary treatment is not an argument against it, since it might be a better alternative than incarceration, homelessness, or crime.
“Do you think people are living in tents on Skid Row because they are too poor to afford an apartment?” I asked.
“The root cause,” said Garrow, “no matter how a person falls into homelessness, the root cause is always the scarcity of affordable housing.”
I asked the ACLU’s lead attorney on the issue, Susan Mizner, why the ACLU opposed conservatorship for people suffering psychosis but not for people with dementia. “What’s the difference? Is it because one is about aging and the other about mental illness?”
“The biggest difference,” she said, “is that dementia tends to be more constant and deteriorating whereas psychiatric disabilities are more episodic and responsive to treatment.”
“I think a fair number of psychiatrists would say that untreated psychosis is degenerative,” I said.
“I said ‘responsive to treatment,’” she said.
“So because it’s responsive to treatment, less coercion is merited?”
“Because it’s responsive to treatment and because coercion in treatment hasn’t been shown to be more effective.”
“So let’s say somebody defecates ten times on the sidewalk, is finally arrested and brought to the courts. Would you favor a situation where that person would have the option of getting psychiatric care as an alternative to prison or jail?”
“I would favor the option of them not being arrested in the first place. That whole scenario is problematic.”
“So what do we do about people with psychosis who defecate in public? Who shoot drugs in public? Should they be treated any differently than somebody who is not showing signs of mental illness?”
“We should be using more models like full-service partnerships where we have persistent and patient outreach that develops relationships with the individuals and meets them where they are, so that the trust develops and then moves them into housing and treatment,” she said. “A case manager or a social worker needs to build [rapport] with someone to overcome that individual experience and the psychosis.”
“So which laws, specifically, should we not enforce?” I asked. “Because what you said is that we should not enforce the law against public defecation. Is that the only one or are there other laws that we, in your view, should not enforce?”
“I’m not saying we shouldn’t enforce them, period,” she said. “If a frat guy gets too much to drink and decides to use my driveway as his bathroom, I’ve not only said I would get him ticketed, but I’ve made him come and clean it up. There’s a different level of capacity involved when the homeless guy who’s talking to himself is in my driveway. I go and talk to him and bring him something to eat and ask him if he has a place to stay and try and develop a relationship with him.”
“I’m dealing with people defecating, not urinating,” I said. “I’m not sure it’s my job to evaluate whether the person is mentally ill or just a drunk frat boy.”
“I don’t want to say that what they’re doing isn’t harmful,” she said, “but you have to have mens rea to be committing a crime.”
Mens rea is a legal term. It is Latin for “guilty mind,” and refers to a person’s awareness that what he is doing is wrong and illegal. The standard is usually that a person knows, or should know, that what they are doing is illegal.
“The frat guy knows he should not be pooping in your driveway,” she said. “The guy who’s psychotic may not know.”35
In other words, for Mizner and the ACLU, the mentally ill are too impaired to be held accountable for breaking the law but not impaired enough to justify the same kind of treatment we provide to other people suffering mental disabilities, such as dementia. Understanding this, and the power of the ACLU in progressive cities and states such as San Francisco and California, goes a long way toward understanding the addiction, untreated mental illness, and homelessness crisis.
I told John Snook about my conversation with the ACLU. “[Progressives] say there isn’t enough treatment, but it’s the only place they make that argument,” he said. “They never flag the fact that it’s because of their work shutting down the mental hospitals in the past, and that California would have the Medicaid waiver if it were not worried about what the ACLU had to say.”36
The ACLU’s continuing political power to prevent psychiatric treatment of the seriously mentally ill upsets retired University of California, San Francisco psychiatrist Dr. Robert Okin. “Civil rights lawyers,” he said, “were more interested in people’s civil rights than their lives.”37
While the ACLU is powerful, there is a growing movement for reform comprising natural, if seemingly unlikely, allies: psychiatrists, street doctors, police officers, and civil rights leaders. Relationships are emerging between doctors and police. And there is growing bipartisan support in both liberal and conservative states for getting the seriously mentally ill the care they need.
Dr. Thomas Insel, Gavin Newsom’s mental health advisor, said that New York provided better mental health services and that doing so was enough to overcome ACLU opposition to greater use of involuntary care. “In New York they said, ‘Take your medicine, but we’re also going to provide you with eighteen different things that will give you a reason to take your medicine and a reason to care.’”38
“Was opposition from the ACLU easier to overcome,” I asked, “because New York had a proper system of care?”
“Yeah, that’s right,” said Insel. Even so, he said, the radical anti-psychiatry movement remained opposed to expanding conservatorships. “[Sacramento mayor] Darrell [Steinberg] has put together these forums on conservancy and how to change current regulations. I’ve sat in on one or two of them. They’re pretty frustrating, frankly. It’s been hard to find common ground.”
Insel felt that federal reforms would eliminate the requirement that California apply for the special exemption to receive Medicaid money to treat the mentally ill, and noted that 2021 federal stimulus was “pumping a ton of money into this.” The problem, said Insel, is that “[t]he people who are running this [in the federal government] don’t even know who to deal with in California because there is no state department of mental health the way you have in other states.”
In their reflective moments, I found that many progressives agreed that more involuntary treatment is needed. I asked progressive Berkeley homelessness advocate Boona Cheema, whose son was mentally ill and committed suicide, if we used conservatorships enough. “No, we don’t,” she said. “Somebody comes in who has been walking naked in the streets and is manic, and you take them in and then you let them out two days later. Come on. They haven’t even been stabilized!”39
Said homeless housing provider Louis Chicoine, “Last year, we went to a concert and on the way back, this woman’s on the [BART train] platform and is just out of it. I mean it’s hard to imagine someone more out of it. She had a crack pipe. She was most likely seriously mentally ill and self-medicating. I want to protect people’s rights, but how are we protecting this woman’s rights when she’s five feet from falling on the tracks and being run over?”
Continued Chicoine, “I could call someone, and they’d tell me they can’t do anything about it because she’s not literally a threat to herself or someone else. We’re careful about saying this publicly because we want to stay allied with the people we serve. But there’s a truth in the need to remove from some people the right to do whatever the hell they want when they have absolutely no control of themselves.”40
Insel said he felt the people of California would come around once they understood the problem. “I started from a civil libertarian perspective,” he said. “But at the end of the day, I don’t want to see people die with their rights on. That’s not the solution.”41
Susan Partovi expressed hopes for a long-acting anti-psychosis medicine. “I’ve gotten four people on injectable, once-a-month anti-psychotic treatment,” she said. “People have proven that they can’t take medications on their own, but they’re willing to take the injection. It’s night and day. Now they’re able to think clearly and accept resources. One of them refused to be with a roommate, but now she’s got a place to stay with a roommate. She’s off the streets going to homeless health care for her drug treatment program. I’m almost thinking now that for some people, it’s not Housing First, it’s Medication First.”42
When Jabari Jackson was a teenager growing up in the Mission District of San Francisco in the 1980s, he started losing friends. “We went camping up in Lake Sonoma, and Kermit drowned. He was the baby of the crew. We all grew up together. A year after that, Gerald got shot in the head. Then this guy Kala got killed. A couple of other people got killed. It was like somebody was dying every month.”
As Jabari told me about his experience turning to drugs and alcohol, he spoke with the matter-of-fact tone of a man who had confronted his demons. “My addiction started when I was like sixteen,” he said. “I was smoking weed and drinking.” Soon he switched to crack cocaine. By his mid-thirties Jabari was using heroin. The result was, he said, “multiple times of incarceration, homelessness, crime, theft, violence, and drug abuse.” Jabari said he sometimes stayed awake for many days at a time while high. He sometimes slept on the street, standing up, and sometimes in cars that he stole. “It was to a point where all my money I get, I’ll spend it on dope. I mean, I would sit in the house and not eat. I was just really full-blown into my addiction at that point in time. I came down with congestive heart failure, and I got hospitalized. My body was breaking down on me.”1
While just 6 percent of San Francisco residents are, like Jabari, African American, 37 percent of the homeless are.2 “When we look at the homeless population, we see an over-representation of African Americans,” said Jennifer Friedenbach of the San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness. “We see everyone who is facing oppression reflected in the homeless population.”3
Domestic violence and child abuse contribute to homelessness. “The loss of your network safety net is really what tips people into homelessness in general. People are desperately poor all the time,” said Housing First advocate Jen Loving, “but what is the thing that creates the tip? Domestic violence.”4 Said Vicki Westbrook, who spent two years in prison for dealing methamphetamine to support her addiction, “We tend to have more substance abuse and more mental health issues, more trauma, and our trauma is usually sexual trauma. A lot of times, we end up in prison because of toxic relationships.”5 “A lot of the kids on the street have the same type of story,” said Adam Mesnick, the San Francisco restaurant owner. “There was some sort of mental or physical abuse. There were addictive personalities and addicted parents.”6
It’s a myth that people are on the street by choice, say advocates for the homeless. “Homeless people didn’t create homelessness,” said Paul Boden, cofounder of the Coalition on Homelessness. “It was not a lifestyle choice where, in the early eighties, a bunch of us sat around and said, ‘Oh fuck this. I want to sleep in the street.’”7 Said Kristen Marshall of the Harm Reduction Coalition, “The vast majority of people experiencing homelessness did nothing to be out here other than lose their housing, get traumatized, live with over-policing, come from generations of poverty, and not have access to jobs or stability.”8
The US government has cut welfare and housing subsidies while subsidizing middle- and upper-middle-class homeowners, advocates for the homeless say.9 Welfare reform in 1996, which reduced the number of people receiving cash benefits from 12.3 million to 4.4 million between 1996 and 2011, resulted in a 130 percent increase in the number of households with children that survive on less than two dollars per person per day.10
People dehumanize the homeless, perpetuating their victimization. “When we look at newspaper articles, when we look at how homeless people are talked about, they’re often referred to as trash, they’re referred to as junkies, they’re referred to as basically less than human,” Friedenbach said.11 Around the United States, cities have criminalized camping, lying, and sitting on sidewalks. One-third of America’s largest 187 cities have citywide bans on camping, and half have bans on camping in particular public places. Citywide bans increased 60 percent between 2011 and 2014.12
In 2016, a start-up founder in San Francisco sparked outrage after he published an open letter where he called the homeless “riff-raff,” lamented that he shouldn’t have to see the homeless on his way to work each day, and demanded San Francisco’s leaders do something about it.13 His letter attracted attention from the international news media. “In an open letter to the city’s mayor Ed Lee,” wrote the Guardian, “entrepreneur Justin Keller said he is ‘outraged’ that wealthy workers have to see people in pain and despair.” The reporter referred disparagingly to the man as a “tech bro.”14
For about forty years, from 1930 to 1970, black families were denied loans and channeled into renting rooms, whereas white families were encouraged to buy homes.15 The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation, a federal agency, designated some neighborhoods as “hazardous” for lenders before the Fair Housing Act of 1968, and the segregation caused by this policy is still measurable today in many cities.16 And exclusionary housing policies didn’t come to an end, scholars argue; they simply took the form of opposition to new homes and apartment buildings for “quality of life” and environmental reasons.17
Racism contributes to homelessness, addiction, and overdose, argue progressives. African Americans suffered 25 percent of overdose deaths in 2020.18 Half of the inmates of San Francisco’s county jails are African American, and 75 percent suffer from substance addiction, serious mental illness, or both.19
“My friend who I worked with for years, who did not use drugs, but was homeless, got hit by a car,” said Marshall. “And because he was a black man who fit some stereotype for medical providers, they sent him home with ibuprofen. What are you going to do? You’re going to find something that makes you feel better. If it would have happened to me, I would have been given whatever I needed. But because he was black, and used heroin, he passed away. And so instead of being regulated, so you know what’s in those pills, to get relief from being hit by a car, you’re going to say, ‘Just say no’? You’re going to blame him for not being in pain?”20
But if poverty, trauma, and structural racism cause addiction, why did addiction worsen over the same period that poverty, trauma, and racism declined?
Trauma from child and partner violence is at its lowest level in decades and perhaps hundreds of years. Crimes of violence against children, including rape, assault, and robbery, declined by one- to two-thirds between 1992 and 2010.21 Total reported child abuse during the same period declined 62 percent. And the number of children who were spanked or otherwise received physical discipline declined by one-third between 1975 and 2014.22
Few nations have achieved a higher material standard of living than the United States. Just 2 percent of Americans who graduate from high school, live in a family with at least one full-time worker, and wait to have children until after turning twenty-one and marrying, in what is known as the “success sequence,” are in poverty. According to research by the Brookings Institution, 70 percent of those who follow the success sequence enjoy middle-class or higher incomes, defined as at least 300 percent of the poverty line.23
In the fifty years between 1970 and 2019, per capita income in the United States rose from $18,719 to $39,156 in 2019 dollars. True, white and Asian per capita incomes were higher at $41,374 and $44,880, respectively, compared to black and Latino incomes of $27,024 and $23,289. But per capita income still rose 84 percent among Hispanic people and 145 percent among black people.24 And a declining share of incomes today go to many basic necessities, allowing for far greater material wealth. In 1960, the average American family spent 24 percent of its income on meals at home. In 2019, it spent just 6 percent.25
US government programs have proven remarkably effective at reducing poverty. By 2012, social programs had lifted 40 million Americans out of poverty, which was fifteen times more than they had in 1967. Progressives point out that pretax inequality today is far higher, which is true. But the social safety net today is also much more effective. Government programs in 1967 reduced the would-be poverty rate by only 1.3 percentage points. By 2012, government programs, including welfare and the Earned Income Tax Credit, reduced poverty from 29 percent to 16 percent.26
It’s true that the backlash to the overprescription of opioids has in many cases resulted in doctors undertreating pain, particularly of black patients, but such undertreatment also appears to have saved over 14,000 black lives, according to a New York Times estimate based on peer-reviewed research.27 The psychiatrist Sally Satel notes that most patients have no trouble with opioids, with estimates of pharmaceutical opioid addiction or abuse ranging from 1 to 8 percent of patients. The patients most likely to abuse opioids suffer from a mental health condition, in particular depression. More careful screening, patient education, and follow-up can help.28 But achieving the right balance between treating pain and avoiding addiction is complex, difficult, and not reducible to simplistic claims about discrimination.
One thing everyone can agree on is the need to reduce the need for opioids. And when it comes to physical suffering from accidents, we have. Although preliminary estimates show a spike in traffic fatalities in the pandemic year of 2020, the rate of fatality and injury from car accidents has still declined long-term. The latter saw a decline of 36 percent in the last thirty years, from 1,305 injuries per 100,000 people in 1990 to 835 per 100,000 people in 2019, the latest year for which numbers are available.29
It was wrong that the federal government channeled black families into rental apartments and white people into subsidized homeownership after World War II, but few argue that racism increased since then, and on many measures it declined significantly in the period that addiction worsened. The 1964 Civil Rights Act mandated desegregation by institutions that received federal money. In 1968 the Fair Housing Act closed loopholes on discriminatory lending. And governments, universities, and firms have used affirmative action programs to promote people of color to positions of power within organizations since 1965.
America’s social safety net has expanded dramatically over the last half century. New programs included Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program (1972); the Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) nutrition program (1972); Pell Grants (1972); the Earned Income Tax Credit (1975); the child support program (1975); Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (1981); Children’s Health Insurance Program (1997); Medicare Part D subsidy for low-income Americans (2003); and the Affordable Care Act (2010).
The disabled have gone from being treated as subhuman a mere century ago to being treated with more dignity and generosity than many thought possible. Federal financial support for people with disabilities, both physical and mental, has grown nearly fourfold, from $40 billion in 1978 to $149 billion in 2019, adjusted for inflation.30
Before the passage of welfare reform in 1996, Congress and President Bill Clinton significantly expanded the Earned Income Tax Credit, which gives money directly to low-income workers, and disability payments in the form of Supplemental Security Income. The Earned Income Tax Credit transferred $66 billion in 2017, which is nearly three times as much as it redistributed in 1992 (in constant 2017 dollars).31
And, in early 2021, Congress passed and President Joe Biden signed into law a $1.9 trillion pandemic relief plan that could reduce the number of Americans living in poverty by a third, raising nearly 13 million Americans out of poverty. The package expands the Child Tax Credit, the Earned Income Tax Credit, and the child and dependent care tax credit. It also provides $1,400 stimulus checks to millions of Americans, including to the homeless. “This legislative package likely represents the most effective set of policies for reducing child poverty ever in one bill, especially among Black and Latinx children,” said a policy expert at Georgetown University.32
Women have never been freer, richer, or more powerful. In 1970, just 4 percent of women earned more than their husbands;33 today, 29 percent earn more than their male spouses.34 Today, girls match or outperform boys in education in the developed world.35 Spousal homicides have declined since the 1960s thanks to better policing as well as more protections for victims, such as restraining orders, shelters for victims, and automatic arrests of suspects of domestic violence.36
Few minority groups have achieved more progress in a shorter amount of time than the lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and queer communities have. In 2015, the US Supreme Court required states to grant same-sex couples the right to marry. Afterward, Americans’ approval of rights for same-sex couples soared. Support for same-sex marriages rose from 27 percent to 70 percent in the span of twenty years. Between 1977 and 2019, Americans’ belief that gay people should have equal job opportunities and the ability to adopt climbed from 56 to 93 percent and from 14 to 75 percent, respectively.37
While people still say dehumanizing things about the homeless, doing so certainly isn’t good politics. Quite the opposite. Over the last decade, the governor of California and the mayors of San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Seattle have made helping the homeless a centerpiece of their election campaigns. All have expressed great compassion and sympathy for the homeless. And all have significantly expanded the amount of money they spend on housing, shelter, and services.
As for the San Francisco technology entrepreneur who supposedly dehumanized the homeless, the Guardian took his words out of context. The man did not say he was outraged “that wealthy workers have to see people in pain and despair”; that was simply how the Guardian reporter spun it. In fact, the man expressed, however poorly, the sadness, anger, and disgust that the vast majority of us feel when we see people suffering mental illness and severe drug addiction living, defecating, and shooting drugs on the sidewalk. And he explicitly recognized that the homeless were in “pain, struggle, and despair,” and noted that we all share in the responsibility to address the problem.
It is worth putting today’s treatment of the homeless in historical context. California’s constitution in 1879 authorized local governments to arrest beggars, vagrants, and the poor if they were Chinese. In 1941, California defended before the US Supreme Court a law that resulted in a man being incarcerated for six months simply for bringing his homeless brother-in-law into the state. The US Supreme Court rejected California’s argument, and struck the law down, saying “poverty and immorality are not synonymous.”38
Over the last fifty years, public attitudes, laws, and the courts have all grown significantly more liberal. In 1972, the Supreme Court strongly restricted the enforcement of vagrancy laws, which in some states had targeted African Americans.39 In 1993, a federal court ruling prevented New York City from banning panhandling because, it ruled, begging is a form of protected free speech.40 In 2006, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals blocked Los Angeles from enforcing a 1968 law that outlawed sleeping on sidewalks.41 And in 2020, the Supreme Court upheld a 2018 ruling by a lower court against the city of Boise, Idaho, which found that cities cannot impose or enforce camping bans unless “shelter” were “practically available.”42
During the pandemic, the federal government gave cities funding to pay for hotel rooms for many homeless to stay in, free of charge, for most of the pandemic, and when it received the coronavirus vaccine, San Francisco and most other cities vaccinated its homeless population early in the process.43 The city spends a share of its budget that is 50 percent larger than the share spent by New York City and six times more than the share spent by Chicago on homelessness. San Francisco increased its spending on homelessness from $157 million to $567 million between 2011 and 2022.44
While it’s true that people on the street suffer higher rates of eviction, trauma, and abuse than people who don’t live on the street, it’s also true that the vast majority of people who lose their housing, get traumatized, live with over-policing, and come from generations of poverty aren’t living on the street, or addicted to heroin, fentanyl, and meth. The choices that evicted, traumatized, and over-policed people make must matter, otherwise the number of homeless would be far higher.
Late one night, while out on the town in the mid-1990s, when Jabari Jackson was in his early twenties, his girlfriend wanted to go home, but his friends wanted to drive around.
“Come on, baby,” she said. “Let’s go home. Let’s go home. Let’s go.”
Jabari didn’t want to. He ignored her.
“No, no, let’s go,” she pled.
“Ah, fuck that,” he said. “I’m going ridin’. I’m going to do this. I’ll call you later.”
“No, come on,” she begged, pulling on his arm. “Let’s go home. Come on, let’s go home.”
But she couldn’t change his mind. Jabari hopped in the car with his friends and drove off to Twenty-Fourth and Shotwell in the Mission District.
Jabari grew up middle-class, not poor, in the Mission, and went to Catholic school. “I went to good schools,” he said. “After grammar school, I went to Riordan, an all-boys Catholic school.”
Jabari rebelled. “The big homies in the neighborhood was either in and out of prison, sold dope, pimping, gangbanging, and so those was the people that I idolized. Those were the guys that I saw every day. Those are the ones with the gold chains and the money and the girls and the cars. And I’m sitting out there like, ‘I want to be like these guys right here.’”
Jabari is, like all of us, a product of his environment, but he emphasizes, “The streets didn’t choose me, I chose the streets. I was excited by gangbanging. I was excited about dope dealing. I wanted to be a part of that lifestyle. I wanted to be that guy on the corner. I wanted to be that guy with the money in my pocket. I wanted to be a part of the nightlife. I wanted to be the guy with the girls all around me with the jewelry. I want to be this person with the gold chains, the beeper, the fly clothes, the money in the pocket, all the girls standing by the cars.”
Jabari started dealing drugs in the open-air market around Twenty-Fourth Street and Hampshire Street in the Mission District. “Drinking, hanging out on the block, coming home late. Around this time I started dabbling with cocaine, snorting cocaine. Drugs were always a part of the thing because all my friends was drug dealers. We all sold dope, we all hustled on the block. Then it was just crazy after that. Boom: girlfriends, buying cars. I’m out there selling dope.”
Jabari was arrested the night his girlfriend urged him to go home. He jumped out of the car when he and his friends saw two men walking down the street. “We hit one of the guys, got the money, jumped back in the car, went to the gas station,” Jabari said. But then Jabari and his friends did something dumb. “Instead of going home then, we decided to go back and drive around the place where we just committed this crime.”
Police pulled them over. Jabari and his friends fit the description. Officers found the stolen money and a gun. The district attorney’s office charged Jabari with strong-armed robbery, assault, and battery. Prosecutors added a hate crime charge because the two men they had assaulted turned out to be gay.
But the day Jabari was scheduled to stand trial, a woman walked into the courtroom, whispered something to Jabari’s attorney, and the judge dismissed the jury. “Mr. Jackson, this is your lucky day,” the judge said. “We’re just going to put you on probation, credit time served. We’re going to let you go.”
It turned out that Jabari’s father’s best friend was close with the district attorney. “My dad worked some kind of magic for me,” said Jabari. By contrast, the other men involved in the mugging were sentenced to prison or to Walden House, a men’s residential treatment facility.
Jabari was arrested many times over the next two decades but was given relatively short sentences. Finally, in April 2018, San Francisco police arrested Jabari and eleven other people for a string of sixty burglaries in the Bay Area. According to police, the thefts were being committed by serial burglars and netted eleven stolen firearms, hundreds of pieces of jewelry, US and foreign currency, credit cards, and passports altogether worth an estimated $3 million. Police arrested Jabari for possession of stolen property, vehicle theft, and stolen credit cards.
Looking back now, Jabari doesn’t play the victim. He says he had no one to blame but himself. “That was my punk-ass way of justifying all I did to everybody,” he said. “Because deep down inside I was a really selfish motherfucker, man. You know what I mean? I had no rhyme or reason or remorse for nobody. It was me, me, me, you know what I mean? And if I messed anything up, I can beg that, ‘Oh, I’m sorry. It’s going to be okay. I’ll never do it again.’ Just like a spoiled child.”45
When I told Tom Wolf that Jabari had ascribed his addiction and life of crime to being spoiled, not traumatized, he laughed.
“There’s similarities between him and me,” said Tom. “I was kind of spoiled.”
I asked him why he laughed.
“Because the narrative on Twitter, and with addiction doctors, is all about being ‘trauma-informed,’” said Tom. “But it’s not like everybody who got hooked on drugs did so because they experienced trauma. I can’t tell you how many stories I’ve heard of, ‘I was at a party and I had a beer and it changed how I felt and who I am, and then it became an addiction.’”46
The criminal justice system failed Jabari not because it was too hard on him but because it wasn’t hard enough. Time and again, Jabari was arrested and either let go or given an extremely light sentence. Ultimately what stopped Jabari was his failing health, after decades of cocaine and alcohol abuse, not the criminal justice system.
University of Minnesota anthropologist Teresa Gowan discovered that many homeless men reject the victim identity. “[Del] adamantly refused to play the victim. To do so would violate the core of his way of seeing,” she notes.47 “Ray had become uncomfortable with the idea of being classed as a victim of homelessness,” she writes.48 And “Lee fiercely rejected the victim role. He never referred to himself as homeless, for example, and in fact used ‘homeless’ as a term of abuse for those unable to ‘keep themselves together.’”49
They identified as hustlers, not victims. “Del would construct every interaction with healthcare or service agencies as an opportunity to display his hustling craft,” explains Gowan.50 Some homeless men Gowan befriended expressed relief at not having to play the victim in front of her. “‘Seriously, it’s cool with me, this research deal,’” said one of the men. “‘To be honest, it is a big relief to drop the bullshit. Just be real, you know. I can get kinda down out here.’”51 Some homeless express gratitude for their relative privilege. “I’m not one of these homeless people that thinks everybody owes him something,” said one man who suffered from addiction, “because I still eat better and live better than probably 95 percent of the world’s population.”52
Others evince a discernment bordering on entitlement. “Ever since I arrived in Berkeley three years ago, after previously living on the streets in New Orleans, Oakland and San Francisco,” a man wrote in a letter to the editor of a Berkeley news site, “several shelters have disappointed me, particularly when I wanted to take a shower . . . several of the ones I’ve stayed at also required you to sit through an hour of a ‘praise God, hallelujah, soul-saving’ service.”53
And many acknowledge that, for some homeless people, being homeless is indeed a choice. “To say that people choose to become homeless seems indecent,” noted a Harvard sociologist in the early 1990s. “But the homeless are not just passive victims. They make choices, like everyone else.”54
A formerly homeless man who lived in shelters and in a tent in Seattle’s Pioneer Park told me in early 2021, “For a lot of people here, being homeless is a choice.” Said the father of a recent high school graduate who died from fentanyl poisoning in 2020, “She was homeless on purpose. She chose to be there [in Echo Park, Los Angeles].”
“To camp out and do drugs?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he said. “I guess, better than living at home, and she was out there feeling her oats. It was what she chose to do.”55
Even Paul Boden, who was once homeless himself, grudgingly admits that the unsheltered homeless have some amount of choice. “Well, if your only other option is a gospel mission,” he said, “fuck yeah, I’m there by choice.”56
Until the early 1980s, many people described the homeless as “bums,” “hobos,” and “vagrants” who chose their lifestyle and were undeserving of help. “It was advocates who coined the phrase, ‘homeless,’” said the University of Pennsylvania’s Dennis Culhane. “They’re the ones who thought ‘homeless’ would be a soft, fluffy term for the public to be sympathetic to.”57
The term was used as a way to advocate for public subsidies for housing. “The anti-homelessness movement chose the term ‘homelessness,’” wrote Gowan, “as opposed to ‘transient,’ ‘indigent,’ etc., for its implication that the biggest difference between the homeless and the housed was their lack of shelter.”58
Words are powerful. The word “homeless” not only makes us think of housing, it also makes us not think of mental illness, drugs, and disaffiliation. The word directs our attention to things perceived as outside of a person’s control, such as the high cost of housing, and away from things perceived as in their control, such as working, parenting, and staying sober.
The news media have framed homelessness as poverty since the 1980s. “It hasn’t been this bad since the Great Depression,” claimed KQED, San Francisco’s main public broadcaster, in 1983. “Yet the stock market is booming. Venture capitalists are making millions of dollars overnight in Silicon Valley video games. For a few, it’s the best of times. For many more, it’s the worst.”59
It was a grossly misleading statement. The poor farming families like the Okies who fled to the Bay Area in 1933 were utterly unlike the crack-, heroin-, and alcohol-abusing single homeless men of San Francisco in 1983. The two groups were homeless for completely different reasons and needed completely different things to improve their lives. As for unemployment, it declined dramatically, from nearly 10 percent in 1982, the year when the national news media started to heavily cover homelessness, to just over 5 percent in 1989.60
Few were more influential than homeless advocate Mitch Snyder, who was played by the actor Martin Sheen in a 1986 made-for-TV movie. Snyder had become famous in 1982 after claiming that the number of homeless had grown to two to three million, based on little evidence and wild extrapolations.61 Experts at the time said that the number was wrong but news media used it to conflate homelessness with poverty and attribute it to mass unemployment and the economic policies of Reagan.
Media attention and advocacy resulted in sweeping new federal legislation. In the spring of 1986, five million people attempted to form a human chain from California to New York to raise $24 million for the “Hungry and Homeless.”62 Thanks in part to the heavy media attention, progressive advocates for the homeless were able to turn out 40,000 demonstrators to march in Washington to demand “Housing Now!” in the fall of 1989.63 The year before, over one hundred of the nation’s leading editorial cartoonists and comic strip creators, including Doonesbury creator Garry Trudeau, created cartoons aimed at “raising awareness.”64 In response, Congress passed the McKinney Act, which provided federal money for homeless shelters and transformed homelessness support services from the independent agencies of the 1980s into what is today referred to pejoratively as the “homeless industrial complex.”65 The number of government agencies increased tenfold, from 1,500 in the early eighties to over 15,000 a decade later.66
But the warning signs were all there, including with Mitch Snyder, who ran a dangerous homeless shelter. “That place was an insane asylum,” wrote a Washington Post reporter later, “with people fighting and vomiting and urinating on themselves. After 15 years of trying to help such people, almost anyone would be depressed.”67
Arresting and prosecuting the homeless for things like defecating in public, injecting fentanyl publicly, and living on the sidewalk is unethical, say a growing number of progressive political candidates and elected officials, because the people doing those things are victims of racism, poverty, and trauma. When he ran for office in 2018, San Francisco district attorney Chesa Boudin announced, “We will not prosecute cases involving quality-of-life crimes. Crimes such as public camping, offering or soliciting sex, public urination, blocking a sidewalk, etc., should not and will not be prosecuted.”68 Enforcing the law contributes to further victimization, says Boudin. “Jails do nothing to treat the root cause of crime,” read his campaign platform.69 In early 2020 Boudin said, “There are people who are harmed by the addiction crisis in this city, by open-air drug use and drug sales.” But, he added, “those are technically victimless crimes.”70
From 2019 to 2021, the number of crimes Boudin decided not to enforce grew. In 2020, Boudin announced that he was not going to prosecute street-level drug dealers because, in part, they are “themselves victims of human trafficking.”71 Defendants often receive plea deals and stay-away orders that are easily ignored. “It’s common for the defendant to return to the same corner anyway, get arrested again and be sentenced by a judge to probation,” noted a Chronicle columnist. “Defendants are almost always out in the community as their cases wind their way through the courts.”72
In May 2021, a San Francisco Superior Court judge refused to grant stay-away orders for four defendants who had been charged multiple times with drug dealing offenses, ruling that such orders would “violate the defendants’ constitutional rights.” The ACLU applauded the ruling, saying the judge had rejected the city’s “attempt to scapegoat four individuals for its own policy failures to address real needs in the Tenderloin.”73
In 2020 a Seattle city councilor introduced legislation to order the district attorney to stop enforcing laws if they are committed by the poor, the mentally ill, or people with substance use disorders. “Stalking, harassment, vehicle prowls, sexual exploitation, property destruction, hit-and-run, threatening someone with a gun,” noted the Seattle Times, “would be minimized and easily defensible.”74
But even if we were to accept that everyone on the street has been victimized, and even if we were to agree that victimization has grown worse, does that mean we should give them the identity as victims, and make them immune from the law?
In 1928, a twenty-three-year-old psychiatrist in Vienna, Austria, named Viktor Frankl created youth counseling centers to address rising suicides among adolescents. The innovative psychotherapy he created was so effective that by 1931, not a single student in Vienna had taken his or her life. Throughout the 1930s Frankl treated depressed patients, as well as other people with mental disabilities, and saved many of them from the Nazis who sought to exterminate them.75
Frankl demanded that his depressed patients find a reason for living. He would even ask them, somewhat shockingly, “Why do you not commit suicide?” He wasn’t encouraging them to do it. Rather, he knew that by asking the question they would be forced to identify and specify their purpose, which was often tied to personal relationships or some kind of work.76
Frankl asked challenging questions to provoke individuals to take responsibility for, and gain power over, their lives. Where Freud wanted people to orient toward the past, toward their childhood traumas, Frankl wanted people to orient toward their future, toward their goals. Where Freud emphasized how we are shaped by our environments, Frankl emphasized how we can control our experience. When people have a powerful reason to live, Frankl argued, and are aware of what it is, and pursue it, we can be free.
Frankl married his girlfriend in December 1941, one month before the Nazis rounded up Austrian Jews, split him from her and from his parents, and shipped them to different concentration camps. A prisoner, Frankl realized that if he were to survive he would need to put his theory of human motivation to work. He decided to concentrate on his reasons for living, which were so he could be with his wife and parents again, as well as to write a book about how he survived the death camps.
When the war ended and Frankl was released from the Nazi concentration camps, he learned that his wife and parents had all been killed. The goal of seeing them again had saved his life; now that goal was gone. So he turned to his other goal, to write a book about his experience, and added a new one, remarrying. He wrote the book quickly and saw it published in 1946. The original title in German was Nevertheless Saying “Yes” to Life, and the original title in English was From Death-Camp to Existentialism, which was eventually renamed Man’s Search for Meaning. It became one of the most influential books of the twentieth century, with translations into two dozen languages and over 10 million copies sold.77
Frankl’s books and lectures helped give rise to self-help culture, first in progressive cities, and then in the rest of the United States, starting in the 1960s. Frankl loved the San Francisco Bay Area and was enormously popular here in the 1960s and 1970s, visiting several times, and giving lectures to very large audiences. In 1978 a scholar in Berkeley, a fellow survivor of the concentration camps, started the Viktor Frankl Institute of Logotherapy. Progressive psychologists and psychiatrists who are familiar with Frankl’s work, in my experience, revere him, as do the many progressive high school, college, and university teachers and professors who still assign his book today.
However, the very same progressives who promote Frankl’s philosophy as a guide for living, either directly or indirectly through Dr. Phil, Oprah, and other self-help gurus, condemn similar self-help thinking in political life as “blaming the victim.” Why is that?
After World War II, a long-standing philosophical debate over whether we have free will or are just the products of our environments gained real-world significance. Former Nazi officers on trial defended themselves by saying they were not responsible for their actions, including the operation of gas chambers, because they were following orders. Courts ruled that this was not a valid defense, and philosophers including French existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre gained worldwide fame in his emphasis on individual responsibility. “Man is condemned to be free,” he writes. “From the moment he is thrown into this world he is responsible for everything he does.”1
Michel Foucault disagreed. Following the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, Foucault felt that individual responsibility was a myth used by powerful people to punish and discipline others for things they could not control. None of us chose our brains and bodies, our families and communities, or our places in time and space. How could we be said to have “free will” at all?
The problem with this line of thinking is that people appear to behave far better when they take responsibility for their actions than when they don’t. Subjects primed to disbelieve in free will are, for example, more likely to engage in aggressive behaviors.2 Disbelief in free will even seems to impair some cognitive processes.3
One way to think about free will is that it exists only as a belief. The more we believe in free will, the more it exists. The less we believe in it, the less it exists. “If you do call free will an illusion, it’s a useful illusion, right?” said Cory Clark, a professor of social psychology who is doing innovative research into how we think about freedom and responsibility. “Thinking through, ‘If I do X, Y will happen,’ is an important part of the process that leads to making better choices. If people thought they didn’t have to do that, they might not make good choices anymore.”
But perhaps what’s behind Clark’s view is a desire to punish people who break the law?
“I’m one of the least punitive people that I know,” she said. “I do feel for prisoners. At the same time, I’m not prepared to relinquish the idea of responsibility.”4
The lesson for anyone who cares about expanding human freedom, as opposed to trying to control others, is that we should be communicating to people that they have far more freedom, not less freedom, than they realize. The more you play the victim, the more of a victim you’ll become.
That was Jabari Jackson’s experience. After he was arrested for the robbery, he blamed everyone else but himself. “I was mad,” he said, “and after a while you start believing the shit you tell yourself. In my mind I was the victim. My ways was nowhere close to being why things are happening is happening. ‘I’m the victim, I’m the victim. I played no part in this. You all are just taking this shit out on me.’ And after a while you start believing your own bullshit.”5
In the mid-1960s, psychologist Eric Berne wrote a book that observed the ways in which we all unconsciously adopt roles in our relationships, whether with friends, family, or colleagues. Many dramas require a victim. One person plays the Victim, another the Persecutor, another the Patsy (that is, a person who is fooled), and still another the Rescuer. Crucially, we tend to develop role-playing patterns in our relationships, but we also switch roles as the situation changes.
In a game Berne called “Alcoholic,” he described the interactions between an alcoholic husband and his wife, who would role-switch. At night, she played “the Patsy, undressing him, making him coffee, and allowing him to beat her. In the morning, [she played] the Persecutor, berating him for the evil of his ways; and in the evening the Rescuer, pleading with him to change them.” Our motivation in playing these roles, felt Berne, is praise and recognition, which he called “strokes.”6
Notes Clark, “When society says, ‘Oh, these people who’ve had these bad things happen to them are victims, and we should feel sorry for them, and should do everything we can to help them,’ people come to learn that playing the role of the victim gets them favors.”7 Scholars call such excessive compassion “pathological altruism,” defined as “behavior in which attempts to promote the welfare of another, or others, results instead in harm that an external observer would conclude was reasonably foreseeable.”8
The related idea that all white people are Persecutors and all black people are Victims locks all of us into terrible roles, argue some scholars. “It is a formula that binds the victim to his victimization by linking his power to his status as a victim,” wrote Shelby Steele in his 1990 National Book Award–winning book, The Content of Our Character.9 “[T]here is, lying at the heart of modern black American thought,” wrote Columbia University linguist John McWhorter in his 2000 book Losing the Race, “a transformation of victimhood from a problem to be solved into an identity in itself, and as an identity to be nurtured.”10
It is today common, socially acceptable, and even rewarding for progressives to put others, and themselves, down, for being white, male, and straight, and sometimes Asian, while elevating those in supposed victim categories to higher social, moral, and even spiritual status.
Frankl, a victim of biology-based identity politics, attacked the notion of collective guilt after the war. “In 1946,” he said, “I lectured in the French occupation zone of Austria. I spoke against collective guilt in the presence of the commanding general of the French forces.”11 Frankl insisted on individual not group responsibility. We are responsible for our behavior, not the behavior of all black or white people, women or men.
For many progressives it is taboo to suggest people are on the street for any reason other than poverty. “Journalists need to not frame this problem as people with meth addiction,” Housing First advocate Margot Kushel said to me, sternly, at the end of our call.12 Part of the reason, as we have seen, is a determination to ensure that societal resources are spent on housing, rather than addiction. But another motivation appears to be to downplay the notion that even victims can have responsibility for and control over their behavior.
There are many versions of the Persecutor-Victim-Rescuer game when it comes to homelessness. In the mind of many progressives, the homeless person is the Victim, the police is the Persecutor, and the social workers and activists are the Rescuers. But sometimes the Victim plays the Persecutor, the Persecutor the Victim, and finally the Victim the Rescuer.
In the fall of 1993, as I was walking up Sixteenth Street toward Mission Street, in San Francisco, a man who appeared to be homeless gripped the neck of a woman, holding her head against a wall and punching her in the face. Every time he did her head slammed against the wall behind her. She was bawling and bloodied. I stopped about fifteen feet away from them and stared, unsure what to do. Several people walked quickly by me without stopping.
“Hey!” I shouted.
“What the fuck do you want!” the man screamed at me, never taking his hand off her neck. He appeared significantly stronger than me. “Fuck off!”
At that moment, a coworker, who is both taller and stronger than me, came up behind me and said, “Hey, you grab him from behind and I’ll grab him from the front.” Before giving me a chance to respond he swung his tote bag full of books at the man’s stomach. Without thinking, I bear-hugged the man from behind, pinning his arms against his body, as hard as I could, while my friend grabbed the man by the lapels.
But as soon as we did, the woman started screaming at us to let the man go. I was struck by how quickly she switched from Victim to Rescuer, recasting her Persecutor into our Victim. “Fuck both of you then,” said my friend, switching from Rescuer to Patsy, as he let go of his shirt. I, too, then released the man and joined my friend in walking away, the couple still screaming obscenities at us after we turned the corner.
In the fall of 1978, a relatively conservative member of the San Francisco Board of Supervisors, Dan White, resigned from his post. He felt disappointed and discouraged from constantly losing battles to Harvey Milk and the emerging progressive majority on the board. White had also grown to resent the significant pay cut that he took from leaving his job as a firefighter to become supervisor. He was under stress from both him and his wife working side jobs, and resigned abruptly from the board without consulting or informing his supporters in advance. After they reacted negatively to his decision, White tried to withdraw his resignation, but it was too late. White’s resignation gave Mayor George Moscone the chance to appoint a progressive and for them to have a majority. Milk urged him to seize it.
Angry and spiteful, White snuck into City Hall and shot and killed both Milk and Moscone. The murders were premeditated. White had overheard Milk lobbying the mayor to replace him. White used hollow-point bullets, to maximize damage to the body, and carried extras so that he could reload. He fired into the heads of both Moscone and Milk at point-blank range, splattering their brains against the floor and wall. Before White shot Milk he sounded like a child. “Why do you want to hurt my name, my family?” he said. “You cheated me!”13
The jury found White guilty of voluntary manslaughter and acquitted him of first-degree murder, which meant he would be released from prison in under five years.14 The reason for the light sentence was a combination of prejudice and compassion. In court White claimed he had been in a state of diminished mental capacity due to stress and junk food. He was, he claimed, a victim.
The jury appeared to pity White. What seemed to be particularly influential was a recording of White breaking down in tears during his confession to the police. “My wife’s got to work long hours,” he said, sobbing, “fifty and sixty hours, never see my family.” White described how mean Milk had been. Cried White, “he just kind of smirked at me, as if to say, ‘Too bad,’ and then I just got all flushed, an’, an’ hot, and I shot him.”15 Said a homicide detective, “When I heard that confession, I said, ‘This better be tried right in the courtroom, because if not, he’ll walk.’”16
Playing the victim, or what researchers call victim signaling, appears to be working better than ever. Society’s definition of trauma and victimization is broadening, researchers find. As a result, there are more people who identify as victims today, even as actual trauma and victimization are declining. Researchers find that people are increasingly “moral typecasting,” or creating highly polarized categories of “victim” and “perpetrator.”17 And they find that people who portray themselves as “victims” believe they will be better protected from accusations of wrongdoing.18 In one study, participants judged how responsible an imaginary car thief was for his actions. One group was told that he had a genetic oversensitivity to pain. The other group was not given that detail. The people in the group who were told that the man was oversensitive to pain held him less responsible for his action.19
Victim signaling is more common among those with the so-called Dark Triad personality traits of narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. In one study, participants who strongly identified with statements of victimization like “I have fewer opportunities presented to me than other people” were more likely to lie about whether they correctly guessed a coin flip, a lie that they knew would reward them one dollar. They were also more likely to agree with statements like “If I knew I could never get caught, I would be willing to steal a million dollars.”20 And, researchers find, groups using victim signaling are more likely to seek retribution in violent conflicts.21
Victim signalers are more likely to boast of their victim status after being accused of discriminating against others, or of being privileged.22 And so-called virtuous victims, people who broadcast their morality, alongside their victimization, are more likely to gain resources from others, researchers find, and display Dark Triad personality traits, than victim signalers who did not signal their virtue.23
Nobody in the gay community rejected victimology more than Harvey Milk. Before running for office he owned and managed a small camera shop in the Castro neighborhood. But his passion was community organizing and he became known as “the mayor of Castro Street.”
Publicity of open and sometimes flamboyant homosexuality in places including the Castro in San Francisco, West Hollywood in Southern California, and Greenwich Village in New York City was met with a backlash. In 1977, a beauty queen, singer, and television pitchwoman for orange juice successfully repealed a gay rights law in Florida, inspiring antigay activism nationwide.24
The same year, Dan White ran for the Board of Supervisors on a morality platform. He had become famous as a firefighter after saving a mother and baby from a burning building. White condemned the “cesspool of perversion” in San Francisco. “I am not going to be forced out of San Francisco by splinter groups of radicals, social deviates [sic], and incorrigibles.”25 The next year, 1978, a California state senator put an initiative on the ballot to ban gay teachers from California’s schools. He called San Francisco “the moral garbage dump of homosexuality in this country.”26
In the summer and fall of 1978, as Milk and his allies campaigned against the initiative, violence against gay and lesbian people rose. Young men started attacking gay people in the Castro neighborhood with knives and fists. In the summer of 1977, four teenagers jumped a gay couple walking to one of their apartments. A nineteen-year-old man pinned one of the men to the ground and stabbed him repeatedly in the chest with a fishing knife while screaming “Faggot, faggot, faggot!”27
In the Castro, gay men started carrying whistles to sound the alarm in case someone tried to attack them.28 When Milk heard a whistle blow one night, he ran toward it. Milk, a veteran of the US Navy, saw the perpetrator, chased him, and tackled him. The man begged Milk not to hurt him. Milk growled at the man, “Tell all your friends we’re down here waiting for them.” On another occasion, Milk asked a reporter, “Do you think gay people are going to go with their heads bowed into the gas chambers? I mean, I’ll go kicking and screaming before I go with my head bowed.”29
Milk’s work paid off. He and his allies mobilized thousands of people for grassroots outreach. With Mayor Moscone, Milk persuaded Governor Jerry Brown to oppose the proposition. Jerry Brown got President Jimmy Carter to oppose it, and so, too, did Ronald Reagan. In the end, the initiative was defeated, 58 to 42. Milk and his burgeoning movement appeared to have played the decisive role.30
The Sixteenth Street BART stop in San Francisco was an open-air drug scene in the late 1990s. Young heroin addicts, almost all white, would sometimes ask me for money as I walked by. I was often struck by how genuinely friendly they sounded when asking me for money, and also how hostile they became as soon as I said, “Sorry,” and shrugged my shoulders. They were only playing the Victim in the hope that I would play the role of Rescuer.
Homelessness researcher Teresa Gowan discovered the same dynamic. “Many panhandlers, especially white panhandlers, presented themselves as helpless victims of homelessness, trying to get themselves together,” noted Gowan. “In effect, they had learned to use sick-talk in a purely instrumental way, evoking depression, HIV, and various physical injuries as their primary obstacles to a normal life.”31
The anger of many homeless often lies just beneath the surface. “Panhandling? . . . it wasn’t easy,” a homeless man told Gowan. “You get to hate the people marching past. . . . I used to give people this intense look, just say, ‘Please, anything helps.’ I figured people should like that, showing you’re not fussy, you’ll take the pennies. . . . The thing is, after a while, you hate them, you hate everyone, and they feel it, they know.”32
The “game” puts the homeless in the role of the Child and the rest of society in the role of Parent. “The [homeless] kids were telling us overwhelmingly, ‘We want you to bring the services to us,’” said one San Francisco homeless service provider. “So we had a couple of supplies on us and would go up to kids and offer them. In a way, it was utterly natural: ‘How are you doing? Do you need some socks tonight? Do you need a snack tonight?’”33
Such helping-only strategies provoke a strong reaction from people in recovery from addiction.
“Every time I hear somebody say, ‘Well, I just want to help people,’ I want to punch them in the face,” said Vicki Westbrook. “Those are the people that are usually harming the people the most.”
“How so?” I asked.
“Because they’re the ones that let people off the hook or they just want to make sure they have everything they need, but they’re not giving them their life back. Thank you for keeping them alive. I’m sure they need to eat. Give them some clean clothes and some clean socks and keep them warm. Can you do something that will really help get their life back? Is this what we’re helping them do? Live on the streets for the next twenty years till they die? What kind of life is that?”34
Stanford University addiction specialist Keith Humphreys agreed. “There’s a lot of people who have been really hurt by addicted people,” he said, “and people in the addiction field haven’t wanted to cope with this. Sometimes the field screams at people, ‘How dare you have negative feelings about addicts?’ But people are thinking, ‘I buried my child and I’m supposed to apologize?’ or ‘My nose had to be reset three times until I got a restraining order and you want me to feel bad for the guy who did it?’ We don’t honor that rage and pain and the addiction field doesn’t, either. They just say, ‘You’re not allowed to feel this way’ and ‘If you understood the neuroscience, it wouldn’t bother you that your nose was broken three times.’”35
Toward the end of our conversation, I asked San Francisco’s overdose prevention coordinator, Kristen Marshall, “What do you say to people who say it’s been made too easy to use hard drugs in San Francisco?” Marshall chuckled ruefully. “Depends on what you mean by ‘easy,’” she said. “People who ask questions like that have very little understanding of what life is like in poverty and trauma and generations in poverty. Those critiques are coming from the people who haven’t lived any semblance of the life of the people we’ve served.”36
Except that they’re not. In fact, some of the harshest critiques of radical harm reduction and drug decriminalization are coming from people like Tom Wolf, Vicki Westbrook, and Jabari Jackson, who suffered from and overcame trauma, addiction, and homelessness.
In the spring of 2016, I visited a very poor community in Delhi, India, whose residents made their livelihoods by picking through garbage for recyclable materials. Even wearing a mask, I could not spend more than a few minutes near the large dump where the people spent hours without masks. My guide was a former schoolteacher in her mid-thirties named Anindita. When we arrived at the community, a circle was formed around a boy who appeared to be about twelve years old. He looked glum. Anindita talked to somebody in Hindi, and then walked over to the boy. She spoke to him in a stern voice, like she was scolding him. She then walked out of the circle and back to me.
“What was that all about?” I asked.
“His mother died of tuberculosis last night,” she said.
“Oh, that’s terrible!” I said. “But why were you scolding him?”
“He didn’t go to school,” she said.
While shocking to me, such harsh discipline was common in the United States and other developed nations one hundred years ago. Sociologists date changes to parenting styles to the transition from farm to city life in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Urban couples needed far fewer children and indeed could not take care of as many children as when they lived on farms. The quantity of chores expected of children declined dramatically, and has continued to decline.37
Concerns that parents were spoiling their children rose after World War II. Mothers mostly stayed home to engage in parenting, and parents, teachers, and others who work with children became significantly softer and gentler with them. Spanking and other forms of corporal punishment declined. Child-rearing expert Dr. Benjamin Spock taught that “children should be permitted to develop at their own pace, not pushed to meet the schedules and rules of adult life.” Eventually, the “overprotective mother” became a stereotype.38
The philosophical roots of coddling culture lie in the 1762 book Émile, by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, which argued that children are born good and that their education should be largely self-directed.39 The philosophy was a break from the older Christian idea that we are born with original sin and must develop the internal discipline required to resist our sinful desires. His idea was embraced in the 1960s by the new bohemians. They believed in “salvation by the child,” which held that we can only realize our full potential by getting back in touch with what some called our innocent “inner child,” changing our child-rearing, and changing our educational system.40
Parents today follow the thinking advanced by Rousseau without knowing it when they treat their children as natural, pure, and fragile, requiring as little discipline or strictness as possible. “The hippie ideology was premised on being kind,” wrote University of California sociologist Henry Miller. “They wanted to love and be loved.”41 Some parents in the Haight in the sixties followed the Summerhill method of child-rearing, which advocated a Rousseauian, hands-off approach. In its most extreme form, hippie parents let their children be in the house without diapers because that was supposedly their natural state.42 As the children grew older parents encouraged them to “follow your bliss,” telling them that they could grow up to be and do “anything,” giving enlarging self-importance but also increasing their need for affirmation, admiration, and recognition.43
Today, researchers studying families around the world, from Italy and Sweden to Samoa and Peru, find that American families are outliers in how much they spoil and coddle their children. “In other societies, school-aged children are expected to be vigilant and see what needs to be done around the house, and they routinely do chores without being asked,” said the lead researcher of one study. “But here, in middle-class mainstream households, you can’t ask kids to do anything.”44
In the 1990s, parents started giving out participation trophies to members of the losing sides of youth sports teams so they wouldn’t feel sad. “As children receive trophies and praise for mere participation rather than achievement,” noted researchers, “they value these rewards less, perform worse and are more likely to suffer from depression.”45 And many young men took longer to grow up, which some psychologists describe as the “primary neurosis” of our time. We give the phenomenon names like “man-child,” and “Peter Pan syndrome,” and “apathy.”46
Additionally, children today spend less time on self-directed creative play, as opposed to time spent with electronic devices, or in structured activities organized by adults. Less free play means children are “deprived of opportunities to ‘dose themselves’ with risk,” notes a psychologist. “Instead of enjoying a healthy amount of risk, this generation is more likely than earlier ones to avoid it.”47 The number of adolescents who agreed with the statement, “I get a real kick out of doing things that are a little dangerous,” declined from over 50 percent to 43 percent between 1991 and 2015.48
One can grow up coddled, go to an elite university, and land in a job, all without much suffering or risk, and even with a significant amount of pampering. “These institutions keep them insulated from much of the world, and the next thing you know, they’re a senior person in their field,” noted one entrepreneur. “They have resources. They have influence. But they’ve never actually worked outside of a pretty sheltered context.”49 Now, with the rise of remote work and delivery apps, many of us do not even need to go into the office and can live like only the superrich a generation ago could live, with workers delivering groceries, meals, and consumer products to our doorstep.
The culture of coddling contributed to the opioid epidemic, some believe. Patients suffering pain felt more confidence demanding opioids while refusing to accept responsibility. Noted one author, “patients were getting used to demanding drugs for treatment. They did not, however, have to accept the idea that they might, say, eat better and exercise more, and that this might help them lose weight and feel better. Doctors, of course, couldn’t insist . . . [and] patients didn’t have to take accountability for their own behavior.”50
OxyContin was seen as vastly more effective than existing painkillers.51 Across the United States, unscrupulous doctors set up “pill mills” to give out prescriptions for opioids to people who didn’t need them. Companies used deceptive marketing. They convinced doctors, regulators, and patients that the prescribing of opioids to treat chronic pain long term was a safe and effective treatment.52 Until the scale of the problem became clear, it was difficult for doctors to refuse to prescribe opioids to patients who expected instant pain relief. Though the newly popular opioids carried little risk of addiction for most patients, they could have devastating effects on those already in the habit of self-medicating their emotional pain with other substances. And patients who did not become addicted themselves sometimes stored their medications in places where those more vulnerable to addiction, particularly teens, could find them.53
The problem is that creating a good life for one’s self, one’s family, and one’s community requires denying or delaying gratification. Getting an education and maintaining a job mean setting aside pursuing immediate happiness in favor of investing in satisfaction later. Raising children, particularly for parents who attempt to establish discipline, is hard. Somewhere along the way, many parents and the wider society stopped passing this message on to their children.
Lack of discipline to delay gratification makes people fragile. The social workers told Vicki, “We don’t want to push them too much and then they fail. Then they’re going to think about failing.” Too few social workers have the right attitude, says Vicki. “I can’t tell you how many arguments I’ve gotten into with case managers, especially if they’re licensed clinicians, because they’re ‘client-centered, client-driven.’ They say things to me like, ‘Well, you know this person has substance use.’ That’s the end of their sentence. I’m like, ‘Okay. And? What’s next?’ That can’t be the end of the story.”54
The politics of victimology undermines our freedom and threatens us all. “Losing faith in your own willfulness and capacity to act, you eventually lose freedom,” noted an early critic of victim culture. “That was one lesson of totalitarianism, which succeeded by organizing masses of the disaffected, politically inactive, self-centered people who felt helpless and victimized, believed that they didn’t matter and sought ‘self-abandonment’ in the state.”55
It also makes more victims. By not prosecuting the drug dealers whom District Attorney Boudin describes as “victims of human trafficking,” he ends up allowing the victimization of people of color, the poor, and the mentally ill, who are the very victims that progressives claim they want to protect.
Thinking back to Anindita’s scolding of the boy who lost his mother, do we think her behavior was cruel? By today’s progressive standards, yes. If a Berkeley mother behaved similarly toward a twelve-year-old boy who had just lost a parent, she would be ostracized. The boy would be viewed as doubly victimized. However, a boy who gives up on school in that community of trash-pickers practically dooms himself to breathe toxic garbage for the rest of his shortened life. By scolding the boy, and making him as afraid of her as he was sad about his mother, Anindita did the compassionate thing.
In Amsterdam, in the fall of 2019, after my morning with Rene Zegerius, I visited the Rijksmuseum. I was struck by the juxtaposition of art in two separate rooms. One was full of large, action-oriented paintings of Dutchmen in gunboats at war with their enemies. The other room was of paintings of tranquil family life. I was captivated by one painting in particular of a very wealthy family with classic round Dutch heads, each person holding a musical instrument. The Netherlands was the first country in the modern world to become fabulously wealthy. That wealth, and the great city of Amsterdam itself, were only possible through military security and force, which is something we tend to forget when we are making music with our families at home.
I met a Dutch friend for tea that evening. I told him about my experience with Rene, his insistence on balancing carrots and sticks, and the contrasting rooms at the Rijksmuseum. He smiled and nodded. “We have an expression,” which he said in Dutch. “It means”—here he paused and looked up—“‘Soft doctors make wounds stink.’ Does that make sense?”
“Do you mean doctors who are so afraid to hurt their patients fail to properly clean wounds, and they become infected and stink?”
“Yes,” he said. “Do you have that expression in the US?”
I told him we didn’t but that perhaps we should.
Jabari, Tom, and Vicki all stressed that great social workers are both loving and tough. “My drug treatment specialist in prison was too much,” said Vicki Westbrook. “She was a [correctional officer] before she was a treatment counselor. I did not like this woman. But I’ll tell you what, I hear that woman in my head. When I’m doing something and I’m like, “Oh my God, this sucks.’ I hear her go, ‘Vicki, that’s where the growth is. Get excited. That’s where the growth is.’ I’m like, ‘Okay. That’s where the growth . . .’ You know what I’m saying? I love that woman because of the things that still go on in my head because of that.”56
People need help setting the right goals, and creating a plan to achieve them, which is what empowered caseworkers using assertive case management would do. “The problem isn’t setting the bar too high and not meeting it,” said Vicki. “It’s setting it too low and meeting it. People can’t imagine what’s possible for them.”
When homeless men pursue their goals through hard work, they express happiness. “I know this sounds weird,” said Spike, one of the homeless men Gowan followed, “but I am happier doing this shit [collecting bottles and cans for recycling] than I have been in years. You get such a sense of achievement out of it. Set off in the morning with nothing, then you find all this cool stuff, and people even appreciate what you’re doing half the time. It’s like I get high from it, a real buzz. But it is a buzz that lasts, not some quick high. It puts me in a good, mellow mood all day, especially when the weather is good. . . . I’m starting to see what I’ve been missing out on in my life.”57
It wasn’t until Vicki’s partner, Raven, didn’t have Vicki to depend upon that he pulled his own life together. “By the time I got out of prison, his landscaping business was thriving,” Vicki said. “He has contracts with apartment complexes and has a team, a crew, and a truck. I feel like that happened partly because I wasn’t around because he would have been more dependent on me to take care of stuff. I still do some of his stuff, but as far as taking care of the business, invoicing, and putting in bids and things like that, that’s all him. I think it was a struggle for him at first, too.”58
Becoming a hero means taking responsibility for what one did in the past. “I’ve just destroyed people’s lives with some of the actions that I’ve done,” Jabari told me. “It’s not cool, man. It’s not cool, because if somebody did that to me and mine, I’d be ready to kill somebody for doing that to me and mine. Who the fuck am I to walk around here and gloat, that I did that to the next person? With every action comes recourse from it, and I understand that.”59
Vicki felt the same. “I was really ashamed of what I had done to my community. I sold drugs to people that weren’t really taking care of their kids. I would justify it. Their kids could come to my house and eat. I was so good. But, ‘Bitch, you shouldn’t have been selling drugs to them! That was taking food out of’—you know what I’m saying? That’s that thing you do when you’re an addict. You make justifications and twist things around to make it look like what you want it to look like.”60
For Jabari and Vicki, learning different forms of psychotherapy was liberating. It gave them awareness and a sense of control over their trauma. I asked Jabari if his recovery was focused around the twelve-step program.
“You know what?” he said. “I’m a sponge. I do twelve-step. I do attack therapy. Because different ones work for me in different ways.”
“What’s ‘attack therapy’?” I asked.
“Attack therapy is behavioral modification,” he said. “It’s not harm reduction. They’ll call you on your shit. They’re going to tell you when you’re doing wrong. When you’re trying to minimize stuff and manipulate something, they’re going to call you on it. If people continue to call me on my shit, yeah, it breaks me out of that mode and that habit.”61
Vicki said her drug recovery, including her time in prison, improved her life in ways beyond sobriety. “My life was bigger in prison than it had been when I was out on the streets using and dealing,” she said.
“What do you mean by ‘bigger’?” I asked.
“More expansive,” she said. “Possibility. Experience. I had a job in prison. I was doing all these classes. I was a leader in my treatment community. I was helping other women, so much more robust of a life than I had then. That never would have happened if I kept using.”62
Over time, Paneez Kosarian overcame the physical attack. “I went through a very dark year,” she said. “PTSD [post-traumatic stress disorder] is dark. I was blocking feelings. I couldn’t do anything for a long time. I had to learn to not let that incident define who I am. I learned that this is life. Things happen. It’s in the past. I survived.”
“It almost sounds like you’re saying the attack made you a better person,” I said.
“I am a better person now,” Paneez said. “I understand and appreciate life more. I was a little shallow. I was a little spoiled. I appreciate what I have more. I understood that leading with love suits me better, regardless of what they do to me. I became more spiritual. More calm. More centered. There are a lot of things I can’t control. I can only control my actions. And now I know that if, God forbid something bad happens again, I won’t be as affected.”63
Heroism is not the absence of victimization but the overcoming of it. Thanks to his intense commitment to recovery, including honesty with himself, Jabari Jackson today is in a healthy romantic relationship. “Today, for the first time in my life, I have a wonderful, beautiful, healthy relationship,” he said. “I have a woman in my life that filled the needs of my life that I hadn’t even imagined that I needed. And it makes this journey all the way easier than it was before. It makes me realize things of who I am and who I want to be.”
Jabari is taking responsibility for a child he didn’t know he had. “I found out that I have a ten-year-old daughter who was conceived through my times out there in the field,” he said. “I found out through the DMV because child support was trying to come get me. She’s beautiful. Me and her mother are best of friends. And my [romantic] girl has a thirteen-year-old son and so we have a family, now.”
The psychotherapeutic philosophies and techniques that belonged to a tiny elite of psychotherapists in the 1960s are today so prevalent that they constitute the positive alternative morality to victimology.
“I like the [twelve-] steps [program] because the steps helped me get closer with my spirituality,” said Jabari. “And I like to hear the stories of other people. It builds a community.”64
The twelve-step program and other drug recovery efforts help people accept the ways in which they were initially shaped by their parents, neighborhoods, and other circumstances but then overcame them. “You let that shit go when you work the twelve steps, if you do it right,” a former addict told Gowan. “It’s no good looking outside of you, and it’s no use blaming. For me, I had to accept that my mother was an addict, and I have always been an addict, since I was a little kid.”65
Toward the end of our interview, Jabari struck a similarly stoic note. “I don’t want nobody to go through the shit that I’ve been through,” he said. “I’m not disgraced and I’m not ashamed of the shit I’ve done. I don’t condemn myself anymore. If I wouldn’t have got past them times, if it wasn’t for those things, I wouldn’t be where I am today.”66
All of us must evolve beyond the “helping only” or “incarceration only” approach toward a more balanced “tough love” and goals-setting one. “If you just give a carrot,” said Rene, “you get spoiled people. If you give an addicted person just the carrots you’ll be addicted. But if you treat them both ways, it gives them space to change. It gives them space to recognize their problems and to see that there are ways to solve those problems.”67
Jabari today has achieved peace with his past. “I truly, truly feel that my experiences are life lessons,” he said. “If I could turn around and tell my life lessons to the next person so they don’t go through this shit that I’ve been through, that’s all what matters to me, man. Because it’s time for me to give back to the family, friends, and the community that I’ve taken so much from, that I’ve destroyed.”68
Vicki’s time in prison, particularly her psychology training and her personal journey, allows her to see through the lies her substance-abusing clients told her. “They couldn’t run game on me because I had already been there,” she said. “I would have young dealers coming in trying to make changes and they come into my office suited. I’m like, ‘Dude, I got you your job. I know how much money you make. This is not twenty bucks an hour. Stop doing that. You can’t have a foot in both worlds.’ They’re like, ‘No, Mom. Not doing it.’ Then, I don’t know, a week and a half later, I’d find them somewhere slinging dope in the city. I was like, ‘Man, you don’t got to lie to me. You got to make a decision.’
“I worked with people on a very different kind of level than I think they were used to sometimes,” said Vicki. “I don’t deal in, ‘This is right’ and ‘This is wrong.’ I deal with like, ‘Tell me where you want to go, and I’m going to tell you what supports that goal and what doesn’t. If it doesn’t support that goal, then you’re either lying to me or yourself, or you need to knock it off and let’s do something to get to where you really want to go.’”69
Said Humphreys, “The only people who get the hurt caused by addiction are the twelve-step people. They all get that part of getting better is atoning for the shit things you did, [against] this sort of lefty view that no one should have to apologize. The twelve-step people know that if you pass out at your daughter’s twelfth birthday and humiliate her, and she gets made fun of for the next five years, you have to apologize. They get that. You can’t just say, ‘It’s a brain disease, honey. Stop being angry.’ But there isn’t a more broad way to let people atone without punishing them horrifically. And so we handle it by throwing them in prison and ruining their lives, which doesn’t make us feel better, either.”70
Victoria Beach was born in Seattle in 1959 and raised in the historically black Capitol Hill neighborhood downtown. “We have five generations here now in Seattle,” she said. “My grandfather was an activist. He went to jail because they said he was a communist, which he wasn’t. Dad was somewhat of an activist, too.” Vickie remembers protests in the early 1970s. “I remember driving through a riot with the Black Panthers and getting teargassed,” she said. “My dad took all of us home—we lived a few blocks away and went back to fight the fight.”*
Vickie grew up hating the police. “My dad was an alcoholic and would beat up my mom,” she said. “We would call the police. They would come and beat the crap out of my dad in front of us. Every single time. Back then they could get away with stuff like that. And so, I hated them.” The violence continued when Vickie was a teenager. “One night my brother and sister were going to go to the store and we pushed the car to get it to start. Somebody called and said the car was being stolen. The police came and they beat the crap out of my brother. My twin sister was screaming at them. ‘You’re going to kill him!’ And they took her, beat her up, and arrested both of them. Some of our white friends were doing the same stuff but they weren’t addressed at all.
“I went up to the [police] car window to talk to my sister just to tell her, ‘I’m going to call Mom. Don’t worry.’ They threw me down and handcuffed me for talking to her. We kept saying, ‘We’re kids!’ And they were like, ‘No, you’re not. You’re going to jail.’ The whole ride down there being called n*****. It was like, ‘They can’t do that. They can’t call us those names!’ But it was like, ‘Who’s going to help? Nobody’s going to do anything about it.’”
Police violence against Vickie’s family was intergenerational. “My daughter is twenty-five now, but when she was five, she was in an incident,” said Vickie. “I used to work graveyard and so I would come home and sleep when her dad got home. My nephew was fixing the brakes in front of our house. A white friend of his and my ex-husband came up and said, ‘We need to get a part for the car. We’re going to leave. And I’m taking Maya with us.’ And so, they get up.
“I’m not too far from the East Precinct. They get close there and they’re surrounded on every side by police cars with their guns pointed at them. My daughter and ex-husband were sitting in the backseat. Over the loudspeaker [the police are] saying, ‘One by one, get out with your hands up!’ And they’re all yelling, ‘We have a five-year-old in the backseat!’ [The police] didn’t care. They go, ‘Get out with your hands up!’ One by one, they get out and they’re told to lay on their bellies.
“They all got out except my daughter. And when they got to the car, of course she wasn’t going to get out. She had her hands up. A five-year-old with her hands up! And they had guns pointed at her. She wasn’t crying. Eventually they said, ‘You can sit with your dad in the backseat.’ But he’s handcuffed.
“She was so traumatized by that,” said Vickie. “She had to sleep with us. She said, ‘They’re going to kill us. They’re in our basement!’ We had her in counseling forever.”1
In the spring of 2020, a white police officer in Minneapolis kneeled on the neck of a black man named George Floyd for eight minutes and forty-six seconds. A bystander filmed the event on her smartphone.2 Twenty times Floyd said he could not breathe. Floyd pled for his mother, saying, “Please, please, please,” and “You’re going to kill me, man.” Floyd knew he was dying. “Mom, I love you. Love you. Tell my kids I love them.” He then said, “I’m dead.”3
Within a few hours the video had gone viral, triggering some of the largest protests in American history. In Washington, D.C., in 2020, protesters painted giant yellow letters on the street that spelled out, “Defund the police.”4 In mid-June 2020, more than 1,000 protesters marched peacefully under the banner of Black Lives Matter from Mission High School to City Hall in San Francisco to demand the defunding of the police department. They shut down several freeway entrances, the Golden Gate Bridge, and the Bay Bridge.5 In Berkeley a large crowd marched and chanted, “Abolish police,” with drivers honking their support. “We want to disband police,” said one organizer, “by any means necessary.”6
Police in the United States kill at a rate of three people per day, for a total of nearly 1,000 deaths per year. Canada has the second-highest rate of police killings in the world at a rate one-third that of the United States.7 Black Americans are killed at between two to three times the rate of white Americans, according to a Washington Post analysis of police killings between 2015 and 2020.8 A total of 15,699 men aged 15–34 died at the hands of law enforcement between 1960 and 2010, found researchers publishing in Harvard Public Health Review in 2015. Of those men, 55 percent were white and 42 percent were black. In that fifty-year period, African Americans were killed by police at a rate three to four times higher than white Americans, according to the study.9
Higher rates of police killing cannot be explained by higher rates of violent crime by African Americans.10 And studies find that white people killed by the police are 57 percent more likely to be armed, and 13 percent less likely to be a threat to law enforcement as black people.11
A team of Harvard University researchers found in 2020 that police were 53 percent more likely to use nonlethal physical force on an African American than on a white American. They analyzed 5 million police encounters with civilians in New York City and a database of 1,316 police shootings of civilians between 2000 and 2015 in localities in California, Texas, Florida, and Colorado.12 But since that number was based on police reports alone, the actual number could be higher.
A national survey found that black Americans were 350 percent more likely to have police use physical force on them than white Americans. “This is true of every level of nonlethal force,” said Harvard economist Roland Fryer, who led the team, “from officers putting their hands on civilians to striking them with batons. We controlled for every variable available in myriad ways. That reduced the racial disparities by 66 percent, but black people were still significantly more likely to endure police force.”13
One reason suggested for this is African Americans resisting arrest more than white people, but Fryer found that black people whom police recorded as compliant were still 21 percent more likely to suffer police violence. “This was perhaps our most upsetting result,” said Fryer. “Compliance does make you less likely to endure a beat-down—but the benefit is larger if you are white.”14
Aside from police killings, there is abundant evidence that the criminal justice system treats black people differently from white people. African Americans are more likely to not be told by police why they were pulled over, be treated with less respect by law enforcement, and have their cars searched after traffic stops, even though such stops turn up fewer weapons than do stops of white people.15 A 2020 study in Nature looked at 100 million traffic stops and found black people were more likely to be stopped during the day, when their race was visible, than at night, an indication of racial bias.16 Black adults are five times more likely than white people to say police have unfairly stopped them because of their race or ethnicity.17
African Americans are more likely to be wrongly convicted of murder, rape, and drug crimes, to be incarcerated longer for the same crimes, and to be convicted to life without parole for nonviolent offenses, than white Americans.18 Black people are more likely to receive higher bail requirements for the same crime, to be offered plea bargains that include jail time, and to be incarcerated while waiting for trial, than white people.19 And African Americans are more likely to be charged with low-level offenses, fined for jaywalking, and have their probation revoked, than white people.20
Between 2010 and 2019, 79 percent of homicides with white victims were solved, compared to just 60 percent of homicides with African American victims.21 One-third of US states have never had a black state supreme court justice, black judges are more likely to be overruled than white judges, and 95 percent of prosecutors and 85 percent of attorneys are white.22 One in ten black men with a high school diploma was, by 2010, in jail or prison, while an astonishing 37 percent of African American men who dropped out of high school were.23
There is significant unpunished racist conduct among police, an alarming prevalence of white supremacy in departments, and many reports of racism.24 Police unions often exert undue influence over local politicians, including demands for qualified immunity from prosecution for police shootings.25 And the “blue wall of silence” in many departments eerily reflects the culture of “no snitchin’” within many inner-city communities.26
Police unions have made it difficult for cities to hold officers accountable. Established in a backlash against the riots of the 1960s, unions added obstacles to disciplinary action in the form of binding arbitration, appeals processes, and an officers’ “bill of rights.”27 A 2017 investigation by the Washington Post found that while 1,881 officers had been fired since 2006 for offenses including fraud, sexual assault, and unjustified shootings, over 450 were reinstated after appeals required by union contracts.28 A New York Times review of about one hundred controversial police killings found that departments did not discipline or publicly disclose discipline in the majority of cases, with some departments refusing to answer basic questions or release records.29
One surprising finding by Harvard’s Roland Fryer was that he and his research team didn’t find racial differences between the use of lethal force by police after they accounted for whether the shootings or killings were “justified” or “unjustified,” which is something that the databases created by the Washington Post and other media organizations did not do. In Fryer’s data, around 20 percent of police shootings could be considered “unjustified” because the person did not attack, draw a weapon, or otherwise make the officer feel at risk of bodily harm.30
Fryer found no evidence of higher rates of police shootings of African Americans than white people, when the suspect is stopped by police.31 “When using the simple statistical framework that economists have used for more than a half century to analyze racial differences on myriad dimensions—from wages to incarceration to teen pregnancy,” wrote Fryer, “the evidence for [racial] bias disappears.”32
The findings of Fryer might be easier to dismiss if he weren’t black and doing research in service of reducing police violence. “For all of us who are frustrated about decades of racial disparities that have gone unchecked,” wrote Fryer, “this is our Gettysburg. Yet we do ourselves a disservice in the battle against racial inequality if we don’t adhere to rigorous standards of evidence, if we cherry-pick data based on our preconceptions.”33
Others, using different data sets, came to similar conclusions. The nonpartisan Center for Policing Equity found that police killings are rare, that black Americans face higher rates of nonlethal force, and that racial disparities are smaller in lethal use of force.34 And the authors of the 2015 Harvard Public Heath Review study concluded, “We cannot, based on the limited data available, address debates over whether our findings reflect racially biased use of excessive force.”35
A big part of the reason social scientists can’t say whether police unjustly kill black Americans at higher rates than others is that police departments lack a uniform protocol for reporting victim demographics and encounter characteristics. Fryer notes that “[u]ntil recently, data on officer-involved shootings were extremely rare and contained little information on the details surrounding an incident.” Violent interactions with police and civilians are “rare events.” On average between 2000 and 2020, 1,481 people were killed nationally by police per year (about 0.5 per 100,000). Those numbers for the police departments of New York City, Los Angeles, and San Francisco were 17, 24, and 4, respectively. Among those killed whose race was known, 29 percent were black and 71 percent were nonblack, compared to 13.6 percent black and 86.4 percent nonblack in the general population.36
That African Americans are disproportionately killed by police is evident from these numbers alone. What is more difficult to discern is whether this reflects the reality that black people are more likely to end up in a situation that involves lethal force, or whether it reflects racial bias, a targeting of black people above and beyond the requirements of just policing and public safety. A rigorous measure of racial bias would require regulated and more transparent incident reporting by police departments. In the end, Fryer could only use data from Houston to measure racial bias and differences in justified lethal force. “Racism may explain the findings, but the statistical evidence doesn’t prove it,” said Fryer.37 Other studies have attempted to analyze differences across US counties, using whether suspects were unarmed as a shortcut for estimating whether force was unjust, but have still failed to find differences in shootings of white and black Americans that hold up in margins of error.38 The bottom line, notes Brandon Vaidyanathan of Catholic University, is that “none of the data on police shootings can tell us whether racial bias is a motivating factor.”39
In 2019, Chesa Boudin won an underdog campaign against opposition from the city’s police union, the Police Officers Association, to become San Francisco’s district attorney. “I was consistently the furthest left candidate in the race,” said Boudin. “And a lot of other folks said, ‘Well, this is not going to work.’ The POA is going to spend money again. They spent $700,000 attacking me in a ten-day period at the end of the race . . . as much as we spent the whole year on our campaign.”40
Boudin is today one of the leading voices for a progressive approach to criminal justice. “Right now, we have a criminal justice system that’s really, really good at punishing people,” he said in 2020. “It’s really bad at healing the harm that crime causes and it’s really bad at preventing future crime. In fact, it perpetuates cycles of crime. I know that because I grew up visiting my own parents in prison. I’ve been impacted my whole life.”41
The election of Boudin is the culmination of work by a criminal justice movement that has, alongside the movement against the war on drugs, sought to draw attention to the disparate impact of America’s criminal justice system on people of color, particularly African Americans, a cause I have long cared about. In 2000 I committed civil disobedience at a protest organized by criminal justice advocate and, today, CNN talk show host Van Jones at an Oakland police station. The initiative we were protesting, Proposition 21, increased the punishment of juvenile offenders by expanding the circumstances where juveniles can be tried in adult court, reduced the discretion of probation departments, and increased sentencing length for gang-related crimes. It passed with 62 percent of the vote.42
But much of what I believed back then turned out to not be true, or at least wasn’t the whole truth. We already saw that just 14 percent of state prisoners are nonviolent, low-level drug offenders, that 90 percent of all prisoners in the United States are in state, not federal, prisons, and that many trends are going in the right direction. That also goes for police violence. Police killings of African Americans declined from 217 per year in the 1970s to 157 per year in the 2010s in the 58 largest US cities.43 Police killings of all races in New York City declined dramatically, from an average of 59 per year between 1970 and 1975, to an average of 12 per year between 2015 and 2020, even as its population increased.44 In San Francisco and Oakland, the rate of police killings per year increased slightly, going from 2.7 and 2.8 per year, respectively, in the 1970s, to 2.4 and 3.9 per year in the 2010s, but police killings per capita in the two cities declined by 8.3 percent.45
While many police departments need to do a better job, it is also the case that police departments have improved markedly over the last fifty years. Racism in police departments persists, but there is now more representation of black Americans among officers and commissioners. And many police departments have seen significant reforms in recent years. Use of force by the San Francisco Police Department declined by nearly half between 2016 and 2020. In 2020, the New York Times described San Francisco as a place “where police reform has worked” to reduce killings.46 “What we’re talking about is significant cultural change in the department,” said a former lawyer for the American Civil Liberties Union.47
While racial disparities persist, racism in police violence is today heavily outweighed by other much larger factors, such as the degree to which police have been properly trained and managed, and the power of police unions to block necessary reforms. In fact, there is wide variation between American counties when it comes to racial disparities in the rate of police shootings, and those differences could not be attributed to different crime rates.48 “Does racism play a role?” asks Frank Zimring, a criminologist who has been studying and writing about homicides for more than fifty years. “You bet. Is it the dominant force in explaining American lethal violence by police? No.”49
Why then did so many of us come to believe that police killings were rising and that racism was the main motivation behind them? Smartphones and the Internet, combined with the fact that videos of white police officers and black victims are more likely to be shared than ones of black officers and white victims, appear to be a big part of the reason.
The problem with such videos is that they aren’t representative of police use of force. “Our analysis tells us what happens on average,” noted Fryer. “It isn’t average when a police officer casually kneels on someone’s neck for 8 minutes and 46 seconds.”50 The impact of such videos is strong, especially among people who have had negative experiences with the police. “I wish to God I didn’t watch that video,” said Vickie about the George Floyd video. “When stuff like that happens, I flip so quick back to the other side where I hate police. It’s just, ‘Oh, I hate them. I’m not going to help them.’”51
Carmen Best was born in Tacoma, Washington, in 1965 and joined the Seattle Police Department after two years in the military. She loved police work. “I liked it if I caught a car prowler,” she said. “Or, if it was gang activity, knowing who the players were, where their homes were. Being able to help people in domestic violence and child protective situations.”
In 2018, Best interviewed for the job of chief of police. The hiring committee, selected by the Seattle City Council, seemed hostile. “It felt like the committee really just did not want me to be the chief. It felt unfair, but I was like, ‘Okay, well, it wasn’t meant to be, I’m just going to move on.’” A member of the search committee told a local reporter that they wanted a candidate from outside the police force.52
But when Seattle residents, both black and white, found out that Best would not get the job, they organized politically. “Community members came from everywhere and just would not accept it,” she said. “The next thing I knew [the hiring committee said], ‘Hey, we’d like you to put your name back in as a contender for the job.’” Best had a mandate to expand and diversify the police department. “The community really wanted more cops,” she said. “At least three City Council members campaigned on more cops. They wanted better response times.”
And so Best created a plan with the former mayor and previous chief to increase the number of officers “but also to really try to have a lot more diversity with our hiring, for women and people of color both. We got to about almost forty percent of either minority or women representation as new hires.”
Then 2020 arrived. “There was a mass shooting in downtown Seattle,” she said. “Eight people injured, two deceased.” It was a battle between rival gangs to control the open-air drug market. “Just when we were working through all of that, COVID hit. Seattle is one of the first major agencies to have to deal with it. It was eighteen-hour days for days on end. There wasn’t no road map. We just had to work through it and figure it out. Then, the killing of George Floyd happened.”53
Because of COVID-19, Best said, “A lot more people had the availability to come out and to engage in what happened to George Floyd, which was quite beautiful.” But a small group of people within the crowd started to behave violently. “Within that large group of people who were there peacefully protesting there were groups there to create mayhem, throw rocks, bottles, and incendiary stuff, and point lasers at the officers.”
Vickie confronted violent protesters after she saw them light a car on fire and vandalize stores. “I got in the faces of all these white kids writing ‘Black Lives Matter,’ breaking windows at Nordstrom’s, spray-painting. My daughter was like, ‘Mom, they’re gonna beat you up!’ But I told them, ‘This isn’t what we’re about! Why are you doing this?’ It was a lot of white kids and I was just like, ‘The black community is going to get blamed for this!’”54
Then, in June, somebody removed a police barricade that had prevented demonstrators from protesting in front of the East Precinct downtown. “It was decided,” said Best, “I’ll put it that way, to remove the barricade and to allow the demonstrators to fill in the street in front of the precinct. We didn’t want to give up the precinct. I have to tell you it was not my decision.” Police officers inside the East Precinct building feared the protesters would throw Molotov cocktails through the windows and set the building on fire. And so they began removing items from the precinct in case it caught on fire or was overrun by protesters.
“The next morning there were these folks out there armed with long rifles, telling the officers who responded that it was their ‘sovereign land,’” said Best. “What ‘sovereign property’ are they talking about? Well, they’re talking about Twelfth Avenue.” She laughs. “We had never experienced anything like that. And therein began CHAZ, the Capitol Hill Autonomous Zone.” Later, the organizers would rename the area CHOP, for Capitol Hill Occupied Protest.55
The anarchist leaders invited hundreds of Seattle’s homeless residents to move into the occupied zone, and many did. When asked, Seattle’s mayor insisted that everything would work out fine.
“How long do you think Seattle and those few blocks looks like this?” CNN’s Chris Cuomo asked Seattle’s mayor.56
“I don’t know,” she replied. “We could have a summer of love!”
“After she called it ‘Summer of Love’ is when all hell broke loose,” said Vickie. “That’s when they took over. And it was a battle every single night. . . . They had hundreds of tents on the street and were living in front of the police department. Women were raped in there more than once. Two young black men were murdered up there. It was crazy chaos up there. I can’t believe more people didn’t die.”
Guns were in the wrong hands. “A lot of mentally ill people had weapons,” Vickie said. “There was one guy who had three guns, an assault rifle and two handguns. He was bat-shit crazy. He wanted to shoot somebody. Every black person that I saw come up there was like, ‘They don’t represent us. They’re not representing Black Lives Matter. This is a whole other whatever. This has got to end.’ The [CHOP] crowd was 98 or 99 percent white. They don’t even live in Seattle! They hit a police officer in the back of the head with a baseball bat, and the one who did it goes, ‘I wish he didn’t have a helmet on.’”
As a representative of the Capitol Hill community, Vickie felt compelled to stand up to the anarchists. “You’re not going to do this in my neighborhood!” she shouted. “How dare you disrespect George Floyd and his family! We don’t protest like this. Stop using Black Lives Matter to tear up the city.” Vickie at one point shoved a protester. “I got to my breaking point where enough was enough,” she said. “A girl flipped me off and called me a few names and I lost it. I just shoved her. I’m not proud of that action, but I’m not sorry, either.”57
Afterward, Vickie learned from sources that the anarchists were targeting her for violence. “I got a phone call from a woman and she goes, ‘There’s a bull’s-eye on your back.’” Seattle’s mayor told Vickie that the police were monitoring potential threats to her life.
Best started reading about anarchism to understand what she was dealing with. “In some of the literature on anarchy,” she said, “they talk about having autonomous zones. Very soon it was a lawless area. They were barricading themselves in. I went there myself, twice on my own. I walked in and somebody tried to stop me. She said, ‘What are you doing?’ I was in uniform. She’s like, ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ And I said, ‘I’m going to walk down the street. And that’s what I’m going to do.’ I mean, it was just like the craziest thing ever!”
Some of the city staff were talking to the occupiers. “But that really wasn’t working well, either, because they were enablers, bringing in porta-potties, handing out hand sanitizers, letting them tear up the park to build a vegetable farm . . . memorializing the graffiti. All of it seemed counterproductive to public safety.”
Soon the police started to get reports of crimes. “We were getting reports of rape, robbery, assault. I wasn’t making it up,” said Best. “These things were happening in a zone where it was very dangerous. There were people there who were armed. There’s video out there. You can see them shooting up in there. I don’t know what the Wild West was like, but it couldn’t have been any worse than that.”
Best and her team saw other ominous signs. “We knew many of them were armed. We’d seen them practicing, linking arms around the facility to try to keep officers out. We fully expected there to be a significant amount of resistance to moving people out of that area. Some of the [CHOP leaders] haven’t always been winners in life. Now they’ve got CNN and Fox interviewing them. They’ve got a mission. They suddenly feel connected to this area and in a way that [they] probably never in their lives had been, which meant that they were probably going to try quite hard to hang on.”
Seattle’s mayor and City Council started to change their tune after “the first person was murdered,” said Best. “They realized, ‘Oh, maybe this isn’t as safe as we thought it might be.’ Then, everybody was panicking. I was like, ‘I’ve been telling you for weeks we need to get this thing shut down. It was bad.’”58 Best told reporters the police would retake CHOP. “Two African American men are dead, at a place where they claim to be working for Black Lives Matter. Enough is enough. We need to be able to get back into the area.”59
Any meaningful effort to protect black lives should aim to reduce homicides overall, not just homicides by police officers. Thirty times more African Americans were killed by civilians than by police in 2019. San Francisco’s homicide victimization rate from 2009 to 2019 was on average 6 per 100,000 and was 49 percent black and 19 percent white non-hispanic. In the same ten-year period, Oakland’s homicide victimization rate averaged 23 per 100,000 and was 74 percent black and 10 percent white non-hispanic.60 No one should be satisfied with those numbers and yet there is remarkably little debate over how to lower them.
It is reasonable to ask whether homicides are really a concern given declining homicide and prison rates over the past two decades. The total US prison and jail population peaked in 2008 and has declined ever since. Between 2008 and 2019, the total US and California incarcerated populations declined from 2,304,000 to 2,165,000, and from 273,000 to 192,000, respectively. The incarceration rate of the United States and California declined from 762 per 100,000 to 643 per 100,000 and from 742 per 100,000 to 487 per 100,000, respectively, between 2008 and 2019.61
But the United States has the highest rate of homicide of any developed nation. The homicide rate in the United States is four times as high as that of France and Britain and more than five times higher than Australia’s.62 Scholars have studied racial disparity in homicides for as long as it has existed. In Philadelphia between 1948 and 1952, scholars found black men died from homicide at twelve times the rate of white men.63 A national survey found the same difference in 1950.64 Today, black Americans are seven to eight times more likely to die from homicide than white Americans.65 In 2019, the homicide rate for white people was 2.3 per 100,000 whereas it was 17.4 for black people.66
And in 2020, in the wake of summer protests against police violence, the homicide rate increased on average by more than one-third in America’s 57 largest cities. Homicides rose in 51 cities and declined in just 6 of them. Homicides rose 35 percent in Los Angeles, 31 percent in Oakland, 74 percent in Seattle, 63 percent in Portland, 60 percent in Chicago, and 47 percent in New York City.67 The coronavirus pandemic may have played a role. “Gangs are built around structure and lack thereof,” noted a Fresno, California, police officer. “With schools being closed and a lot of different businesses being closed, the people that normally would have been involved in positive structures in their lives aren’t there.”68
But there had been a similar spike in homicides in 2015 when there was no coronavirus pandemic. Back then, as in 2020, a disproportionate number of victims and suspects were black men under thirty from poor, inner-city neighborhoods. “Rivalries among organized street gangs, often over drug turf,” noted two Times reporters in 2015, “and the availability of guns are cited as major factors in some cities. . . . But more commonly, many top police officials say they are seeing a growing willingness among disenchanted young men in poor neighborhoods to use violence to settle ordinary disputes.”69 After the spike in homicides in 2020, some pointed to higher gun sales, which rose in March, at the beginning of the pandemic. But homicides in 2020 only started to rise in June, not March.
In truth, young men, street gangs, and large numbers of handguns have existed in American society for hundreds of years, and over periods where homicides declined, such as in the early 1990s. And there was little evidence to suggest that any of those variables had changed suddenly or dramatically enough in 2015 or 2020 to account for the homicide spikes. What, then, was going on?
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When the Law’s Against the Laws
Violent crime including homicides rose precipitously starting in 1965. By 1980, violent crime rates overall were 250 percent higher than they had been twenty years earlier, while property crime rates were 200 percent higher. Following a brief lull in the early eighties, violent crime rose again in 1984 and peaked in 1991 at over 400 percent of the 1960 level, which many scholars attribute to the rise of crack cocaine and battles between dealers for turf.1 By the early 1990s, violent crime in the United States had never been worse, while property crime remained almost as high as it had been in 1980.2 Then, between 1993 and 2018, homicides declined 47 percent and violent crime overall declined 49 percent in US cities.3
While the rise of crack increased violence, historians believe that previously high rates of violence in inner-city African American neighborhoods attracted the drug dealing more than the drug dealing introduced violence.4 Evidence for this comes from the fact that the black homicide rate declined 20 percent from 1970, when Nixon declared a “war on drugs,” to 1990, the height of crack-related violence. The relationship between drug dealing and violence suggests that many of those incarcerated on drug charges during the more violent 1980s and 1990s would have been imprisoned regardless of the war on drugs.5
In his 1999 book, Why They Kill: The Discoveries of a Maverick Criminologist, the Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Richard Rhodes goes beyond statistics to describe how individuals become murderers. The biographies of killers often show evidence of a disturbing intergenerational process. Violence begets victimization begets more violence. Without intervention, this process of “violentization” is self-perpetuating.6 But what, then, explains why violence declines?
Over the last twenty years, scholars and journalists have tried to pinpoint what causes homicides to rise and fall, with little success, argues historian Randolph Roth in his 2009 book, American Homicide. Researchers have attempted to attribute declining homicides to the removal of lead, a neurotoxin, from gasoline, under the theory that it makes exposed children more violent when older; the legalization of abortion, under the theory that unwanted children are more likely to commit crimes; and changes to the death penalty, gun laws, and unemployment. But such efforts miss the wider picture, Roth argues. The reason, he says, “is that it is impossible for researchers to hold historical circumstances constant while they study the influence of a single factor.”7
To avoid reductionism, Roth developed the most comprehensive set of homicide data. It covers four hundred years of American history. “There is only one way to obtain reliable homicide estimates,” he writes, “and that is to review every scrap of paper on criminal matters in every courthouse, every article in every issue of a number of local newspapers, every entry in the death records, and every local history based on lost sources, local tradition, or oral testimony.”8 Roth believes his method is more reliable than homicide counts based on court records alone, which he argues can be too low by a third or more, especially during wars or revolutions.9
In his analysis, Roth finds little evidence to support the claim that “root causes,” like poverty and structural racism, cause crime rates to rise and fall. African American crime rates were lower during the 1940s and 1950s when segregation was legal, poverty more widespread, and discrimination more overt than between 1965 and 1990. Indeed, homicides among African Americans shot up despite the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. It’s true that homicides rose during the first few years of the Great Depression. But they then declined in most major cities afterward. And crime rates, including for homicide, kept declining even after the 2007 financial crash and resulting recession, the worst since the Great Depression.
The underlying drivers of homicide are related to subjective conditions like ideology and politics, says Roth. Social conditions like poverty, oppression, and unemployment do not drive violent acts, as people suffering from these conditions have varied rates of violence throughout history. Homicide is irrational and emotional, not a natural and predetermined response to personal setbacks.10 Roth views the public’s belief in the legitimacy of “the system,” as well as things like patriotism and “fellow feeling,” solidarity with one’s fellow citizens, as the most important factors when it comes to homicide.
Roth finds that the government’s monopoly on legitimate violence is fragile, even in an established modern nation-state like the United States, and that the rate of unlawful killing reflects changes to perceived legitimacy. Public trust in government, Roth argues, impacts the prevalence of violence in a way that transcends the immediate impact of short-term economic and social regulations. As such, the “New Deal, World War II, and the Cold War may have reduced homicide rates,” Roth writes, but “the crisis of legitimacy in the 1960s and 1970s (especially in the eyes of African-Americans) may have contributed to soaring homicide rates.”11
Homicide rates among unrelated adults in the United States follow closely the proportion of the public who trust their government to do the right thing and believe that most public officials are honest. As trust in government fell in the late sixties and early seventies, homicides increased. When trust in government rose in the fifties and mid-nineties, homicides decreased.12
Roth’s research is supported by Steven Pinker 2011 book, The Better Angels of Our Nature. In it Pinker describes how violence has declined broadly since the dawn of civilization and specifically in recent American history. Pinker finds downward trends in wars, sectarian violence, anti-woman violence, and child abuse, which he suggests flow from historical trends like industrialization and urbanization. Pinker argues that these historical trends reduced the emotional and practical need for violence, which has given way to the “better angels” of our personalities, traits like empathy, self-control, and reason. Like the philosopher Thomas Hobbes and sociologist Max Weber, Pinker describes the rise of the modern state, which monopolizes the legitimate use of violence, as a primary cause of radical declines in violence from pre-modern times.13
California was a national leader in taking a progressive, rehabilitative approach to prisoners starting in the 1940s, building on the humanistic tradition that began in the eighteenth century. In 1855, guards at the San Quentin prison still flogged inmates and suspended them from the ceiling by their wrists. The governor banned torture three years later and began a very gradual move away from punishment toward rehabilitation.14 In 1947 San Quentin hired a world-class librarian to oversee a Great Books program for inmates and its world-class book collection.15 The warden and librarian were optimistic about the prospects of books, sports, and religion to rehabilitate. By 1956, 90 percent of San Quentin prisoners were reading books from the library as compared to just 18 percent of the American people.16
In 1975 Michel Foucault published Discipline and Punish, which made a similar argument against reformist prisons like San Quentin that he had made against humanistic mental hospitals. Just as so-called reformers caused more harm than good when they treated the mentally ill in hospitals, rather than leave them to wander in the streets, prison reformers only made punishment more insidious and sinister, Foucault felt. The prison reform agenda of “more kindness, more respect, more ‘humanity,’” argued Foucault, was a ruse. In reality what the prison, schools, and other societal institutions did was control individuals without them knowing it.17
The goal of the state is to “neutralize [the prisoner’s] dangerous states” of mind and create “docile bodies,” argued Foucault.18 Rehabilitation was thus more oppressive than torture because it was more insidious. It made prisoners actually want to rehabilitate themselves.19 For Foucault, torture and execution had the benefit of being less insidious than the psychotherapeutic approach that replaced it, which established norms of behavior that were powerful precisely because they were taken for granted and accepted without question.20
Radical thinkers during Foucault’s time and today still point to the use of anti-vagrancy laws,21 the lack of enforcement of laws against corporations and powerful elites,22 and lower rates of crime in the Western Europe nations that are more socialist than the United States, as evidence of how the criminal justice system protects capitalism, not the people. Equal justice under the law is thus a myth, they argue, because wealthy people can hire skilled attorneys and others to avoid or reduce punishment. Crime is thus a rational response to the high levels of inequality created by capitalism.23
Foucault and the radical prison movement challenged the legitimacy of the state.24 The prison offered a powerful metaphor for doing so. Radical prisoners questioned the notion of guilt itself.25 By his own admission, Foucault’s goal was not to make prisons more humane by expanding privileges like better toilets or more visiting time. Instead, he aimed to blur the moral divide between innocence and guilt.26
Black prisoners were incarcerated because they were black in a racist country, progressives argued. As such, black prisoners incarcerated at San Quentin for rape and robbery convictions were no different from the civil rights activists arrested for sitting at soda counters in North Carolina. “That’s what America means: prison,” said Malcolm X at a 1963 rally.27 “The system in this country cannot produce freedom for an Afro-American,” he said in another speech in 1964. “. . . It’s impossible for a white person to believe in capitalism and not believe in racism. You can’t have capitalism without racism.”28
Progressives looked to black radical prison activists for leadership. “Prisoners are the revolutionary vanguard of our struggle,” declared the progressive National Lawyers Guild. “When prisoners come out, they will lead us in the streets.”29 The Weather Underground, a radical left terrorist group that killed two police officers in 1981, was “determined to plug themselves into the black revolution,” noted a Times reporter, “whether the black revolution wanted them or not.” Idealizing radical black prisoners was a way for white people on the radical left to free themselves from guilt they felt for being white, she argued. “White-skin privilege,” she wrote. “Rich bitches. Spoiled kids. Bourgeois liberals. The young radicals of the Vietnam era set out to prove that such phrases did not apply to them.”30
The radical prison movement peaked in 1970 during the murder trial of a prisoner named George Jackson. Jackson promoted violence, writing, “give the brother a flame-thrower . . . give him also two comrades in arms, one equipped with an M60 machine gun, the other an anti-tank rocket launcher.”31 Jackson assaulted a bailiff during his trial and had to be subdued. Even so, many progressives maintained that George Jackson was entirely innocent.32 The Grateful Dead, Pete Seeger, Jane Fonda, and other celebrities raised money for his defense. Foucault coauthored the foreword to the French translation of Jackson’s book.33
Foucault described crime in positive terms, claiming in Discipline and Punish that “the existence of crime happily manifests ‘an irrepressibility of human nature’; it is necessary to see in it, not a weakness or a disease, but rather an energy that is straightening itself out, a ‘striking protestation of human individuality.’”34
A radical prison advocacy organization that Foucault supported in France helped trigger more than two dozen prison revolts between 1971 and 1973.35 In 1972, a security guard at a Renault factory shot and killed a worker protesting outside the factory gates. Foucault joined his Maoist comrades in a protest, where they clashed with the police. “At the height of the battle,” recounted Foucault’s biographer, “witnesses glimpsed the gleaming skull of the great professor at the Collège de France absorbing blow after blow from the truncheon of a police officer.”36
For Foucault and others on the radical left, the ends justified the means. “When the proletariat takes power,” said Foucault, it may “exert toward the classes over which it has triumphed a violent, dictatorial, and even bloody power. I can’t see what objection one could make to this.”37 The problems created by the new nihilism weren’t academic. “We had the means of terrorism,” recalled another French radical left leader. “Some of us were on the way to that kind of action. And you must know that when Foucault was speaking, he was speaking to people who were in the mood of terrorism.”38
In the United States, the radical political rhetoric served as cover for drug dealing and other criminal activities. “I came charging out [of prison] in 1970 expecting to find a Red Army ready for revolutionary war,” wrote one black prison radical. “What I found was a handful of red criminals with the same world view I’d had as a poolhall hustler, reinforced with heavy doses of ideology and drugs. . . . So being a ‘revolutionary’ consisted mainly of . . . snorting coke and puttin’ on the style in Oakland.” It was later revealed that the entire California’s Prisoners’ Union, the largest and most heavily funded of the organizations, had become a front for dealing drugs and running prostitutes.39
Black Panther Party cofounder Huey Newton spent the last twenty years of his life out of prison shaking down liquor stores in a protection racket, running prostitutes, and dealing cocaine to support his addiction. “Huey Newton is on drugs,” said a San Quentin prisoner in 1989. “He became corrupted. When they started off, I don’t think they actually thought it would become as big as it became. When it became as big as it became, a lot of money became involved.” A few weeks after the interview, somebody fired three bullets at point-blank range into Newton’s head, apparently after a cocaine deal went bad.40
The chaos, political radicalism, and rising crime in the late 1960s provoked a desire among all races and both political parties for greater law and order. The California legislature in 1976 passed the Uniform Determinate Sentencing Act, which transformed the sentencing process from one focused on rehabilitation to one focused on punishment. Prior to the new law, there was “indeterminate sentencing,” which granted judges great latitude in determining sentences. An armed robbery could result in a few years or a life sentence. After a prisoner had served the minimum sentence, a parole board would review their case and decide the remaining sentence length. The Uniform Determinate Sentencing Act replaced arbitrary sentencing with set prison terms mandated by the legislature. Offenders were now given sentences of a standard period of time, with no ability for a parole board to modify punishments.
The aim of indeterminate sentencing was to encourage rehabilitation by inmates. But the radical prison movement viewed indeterminate sentencing as discriminatory and paternalistic, while conservatives viewed indeterminate sentencing as too soft on criminals.41 And so the legislature set long, fixed sentences. Over the next twenty years it passed nearly one hundred laws to increase sentences.42 The number of prisoners in California quadrupled between 1980 and 1990, adding over 100,000 inmates.43
Meanwhile, through ballot measures, voters enacted tough-on-crime policies. In the 1980s, California voters approved over $3.6 billion in bonds for prison and jail construction and maintenance.44 Voters passed Proposition 4, which expanded the denial of bail, with 82 percent of the vote.45 They also backed Proposition 8, the “Victims’ Bill of Rights,” which granted victims a constitutional right to restitution, increased prison terms for repeat offenders, and reduced the cases where defendants could plea-bargain.46
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, voters, policy makers, judges, and prosecutors pursued steeper charges and longer sentences. Crimes that had before led to little if any jail time began to fill prisons and jails. For example, the number of people imprisoned for less serious types of theft rose 565 percent between 1980 and 1990.47 In the 1990s, the California legislature and voters enacted other tough-on-crime measures. They included expanded application of the death penalty,48 the use of hearsay evidence in preliminary hearings in cases of rape,49 and, most notoriously, the “three strikes you’re out” law, which imposed a mandatory minimum sentence of twenty-five years to life for three-time felony offenders.50
The year 2000 marked the transition from tough-on-crime policies to softer policies. Voters in 2000 passed Proposition 21, which I fought and failed to defeat, which expanded the circumstances whereby juveniles can be tried as adults.51 But California voters also passed a ballot initiative, Proposition 36, created by Ethan Nadelmann and funded by George Soros, which permitted offenders convicted for the first or second time for a nonviolent, low-level drug possession offense to receive probation and community-based drug treatment instead of jail or prison. It was the first of a series of measures passed over the next two decades that gradually reduced the consequences for using, and then for dealing, hard drugs.52
Christopher Young is a Seattle Police Department detective and twenty-five-year veteran of the police force who describes himself as a “progressive who wants to decriminalize drugs and advance the welfare state” and as sympathetic to the goals of Black Lives Matter.1 But Young was so disturbed by Seattle’s ceding of the Capitol Hill neighborhood to anarchists that he, like Vickie Beach and former police chief Carmen Best, has started speaking out publicly about the episode. “The anarchists had always been a cosplay clown joke,” he told me in early 2021. “On May Day they would come and fight the police and break some windows. We’d be like, ‘Okay guys, go back to your mother’s basement.’”2
Then, after the election of Donald Trump as president in 2016, the anarchists rebranded themselves as anti-fascists, said Young, and that increased their legitimacy in the eyes of Seattle’s progressive voters. “They said, ‘We’re here to fight the racists and fascists.’”
Over the years, anti-police rhetoric and policies became increasingly mainstream in progressive cities. At the election night party for Chesa Boudin in 2019, progressive San Francisco supervisors Matt Haney, Hillary Ronen, and former supervisors Jane Kim and David Campos joined Boudin on the dais and gave rousing speeches. Another progressive supervisor, Sandra Lee Fewer, held up the middle fingers of both hands and led the crowd in a chant against the Police Officers’ Association, or POA. “Fuck the POA! Fuck the POA! Fuck the POA!”3
Oakland mayor Libby Schaaf was elected in 2014 on a promise to increase the police force to eight hundred, but, in the summer of 2020, the Oakland City Council voted 5–1 to cut $15 million from the police department. The vote of opposition came from a member who felt the cuts weren’t deep enough.4 One African American police task force member in Oakland told the Chronicle that, while he thought the police budget was too high, he cringed when “100 new white folks” spoke at a recent City Council hearing to argue that police are “harmful to Black and brown people.”5
Of every major city in America, progressives are most powerful, and most advanced, in achieving their goals in Seattle. “CHOP/CHAZ didn’t happen by accident,” said Young. “That’s the goal. They don’t believe in the legitimacy of any government. They are dead serious about getting rid of police, prisons, and jails. There are [anarchists] in the prime of their life going to federal prison for five years because they want to set the police department on fire. And it’s not fringe. It’s high-profile people. Even [former American football player] Colin Kaepernick is publishing essays quoting Michel Foucault and saying he wants to abolish all police. Which means that the Antifa would be the police.”6
Armed residents of the CHOP shot two teenage boys just before it was shut down. The shooting killed Antonio Mays Jr., a sixteen-year-old, and left his fourteen-year-old companion in serious condition. It appears that on June 29, 2020, Mays and his companion “trespassed” in the CHOP in a Jeep and provoked its “security.” Some residents of the CHOP opened fire on the Jeep. After looking in on the boys bleeding inside the vehicle a CHOP member could be heard saying, “Yo, you wanna get pistol-whipped?” Due to the CHOP’s autonomous nature and habit of preventing law enforcement from entering, no one could arrive on the scene until hours afterward. By then, Mays was dead.7
Radical left-wing protesters also created an autonomous zone in Portland in December 2020 after a black family was evicted from their home for defaulting on a second mortgage. Occupiers took over several blocks, including the house, in protest. In response, the mayor of Portland authorized the police to use “all lawful means” to end the occupation and declared, “There will be no autonomous zone in Portland.” Police violently clashed with protesters but failed to take back the city blocks. Finally, the city cut a deal with the protesters and paid to let the family stay in the home. Said one occupier, “This isn’t like what we’ve seen before. It’s a negotiation and a win, and that is something we’re just not used to.”8
In the spring of 2021 anarchists created yet another autonomous zone, this time in Minneapolis, at the intersection near where George Floyd was killed. Local black-owned businesses suffered because customers were unwilling to enter the zone.9 Many of the occupiers were not from the community that had been taken over. Some weren’t even from the city. Two white occupiers prevented a television news crew from entering. After a local African American resident, and member of the local church, saw the segment, he was outraged, and invited the news crew to accompany him into the zone. But once again, anarchists threatened them and told them to leave. “This is supposed to be sacred ground, not ground to push people out,” said a local African American church leader upset by the anarchist rule, “but ground for all of us to come together.”10
Then, as in Seattle, two men were shot. The anarchists prevented first responders from coming into the zone, and one of the men died. The mayor of Minneapolis initially said police would not move to break up the zone until the trial of George Floyd’s killer is completed but then reversed himself.11
Some have protested elected officials at their homes. In San Francisco, radical left activists protested Mayor Breed in front of her home. Breed said the protesters were “all white people. But that didn’t bother me as much as the taunting of me coming outside with firework torches in their hands looking like what used to happen when the KKK would show up to black people’s houses to burn their houses down.”12
San Francisco police sergeant Kelly Kruger described the anti-police violence she and her colleagues experienced in 2020. “After the protests after the Floyd killing, they threw fecal matter on us and chanted ‘Save a life! Kill a cop!’ and threw urine,” said Kruger. “I thought it was horrible about Floyd, and it was not okay, and any reasonable cop is going to be ashamed or sad about that.”13
The same occurred in other progressive cities. Marchers set fire to the Oakland Courthouse, smashed police station windows, and chanted “OPD [Oakland Police Department], back the fuck up,” pointed lasers at the eyes of Oakland police officers, threw rocks, and punched officers, one of whom was injured.14 One man was arrested for concealing a machete in a protest sign.15 In Seattle, protesters urged police officers to commit suicide, and threw rocks, fireworks, and Molotov cocktails at them.16 And others made death threats against Seattle’s mayor, called her a white supremacist, and protested her at her home. On December 7, 2020, Jenny Durkan announced she would not run for reelection in 2021.17
During California governor Jerry Brown’s time in office, voters passed several reforms aimed at reducing the size of the prison population. In 2012, voters passed a change to the Three Strikes law so that the third strike imposes a life sentence only if the new felony was serious or violent.18 In addition to lowering punishments for drug possession, Proposition 47, which voters passed in 2014, redefined shoplifting, forgery, petty theft, and receiving stolen property as misdemeanors when the value in question does not exceed $950.19 In 2016, voters approved a proposition that shortened the time it took for some nonviolent offenders to be eligible for parole and which released nonviolent offenders into drug treatment and rehabilitation.20
Property crimes rose in San Francisco starting in 2012. Larceny, which is shoplifting and other petty theft, rose 50 percent, from roughly 3,000 incidents per 100,000 people in 2011 to about 4,500 in 2019. Property crimes as a whole, which include larceny, motor vehicle theft, and burglary, rose from 4,000 incidents per 100,000 people in 2011 to 5,500 in 2019.21 One study suggests that Proposition 47 increased the rate of auto theft 17 percent and the rate of larceny (non-auto property) theft 9 percent, but discerning between causation and correlation may not be possible.22
Upon taking office in January 2020, Boudin followed through on his campaign promises. Instead of prosecuting and incarcerating people for breaking car windows to steal money and other items from inside, Boudin proposed creating a $1.5 million fund to reimburse car owners. But there were over 25,000 car break-ins reported in 2019.23 If every break-in cost just $250 in repairs, the fund would need four times that amount. And what would prevent people from falsely claiming to have been robbed in order to get city money?
Boudin’s main goal is deincarceration. “The challenge going forward,” said Boudin, “is how do we close a jail?”24 Many believe that most in jail are there for nonviolent offenses but the most recent available data shows that two-thirds of the people in San Francisco’s jail were there for violent crimes or weapons possession, not petty, nonviolent, or “victimless” crime. Just 4 percent are there for drug crime.25
San Francisco residents needed to understand that some amount of crime was inevitable given the city’s wealth, said Boudin in 2020. “We have some of the richest people in the history of the world in this city. Fortunes never imaginable ten or twenty or fifty years ago. . . . When we have those extremes in close proximity, there’s going to be some level of property crime. That’s a reality.”26
Boudin opposed efforts by the mayor and the city attorney to prevent drug dealers who had already been arrested from entering the Tenderloin. “Until the city is serious about treating addiction and the root causes of drug use and selling,” said Boudin in a statement, “these recycled, punishment-focused approaches are unlikely to succeed at doing anything more than making headlines.”27
Home burglaries rose in early 2021 in San Francisco. Homeowners started posting on Twitter videos from their security cameras of people breaking into homes and garages. “When I first moved here we had a car break-in problem,” said Michael Solana, a writer who works for a venture capital fund. “Now we have a home invasion problem. These things are wearing on people.”28 Boudin attributed the rise of burglaries in San Francisco to the decline of tourism and “people in desperate economic circumstances.” Progressive supervisor Hillary Ronen agreed. “We know that [economic insecurity and inequality] is one of the root causes of property crimes specifically,” she said.29
But Tom Wolf and others argued that the robberies were, like the shoplifting, done by people seeking money to buy drugs and feed their addictions. “The drugstores have been shoplifted to death and that’s all because of drug use,” said Tom. “I know. I used to do the same thing when I was out there. That’s what you do. You ‘boost.’ And then you go and you sell your stuff down at UN Plaza,” an open-air drug scene.30
In a May 2021 city supervisors’ meeting, a representative from CVS called San Francisco “the epicenter of organized retail crime in the country” and claimed that 85 percent of the shoplifting is committed by organized theft rings.31 Police broke up one such ring in October 2020 and recovered $8 million of stolen merchandise.32
The problem goes beyond property crime. Boudin declined to prosecute two men who went on to kill people. One man had been repeatedly arrested for stealing cars, despite having just been released from prison earlier in the year, and appeared to be abusing meth. On New Year’s Eve, 2020, the man killed two people while driving intoxicated. Police found inside of his car a semiautomatic handgun and twenty-three grams of methamphetamine. On February 4, another intoxicated driver killed a pedestrian in a stolen car. The San Francisco police had arrested him in October 2020 for possessing a stolen car, a tool for stealing cars, and what appeared to be meth. Boudin chose not to pursue charges. In December, the California Highway Patrol arrested the man again for driving a stolen vehicle under the influence.33 Again he was not prosecuted.
The accident victim, an immigrant from Kenya, and his wife had moved to San Francisco two weeks before the fatal crash. “I blame the DA,” said the widow of the victim. The suspect, she said, “was someone who was out in the public who shouldn’t have been in the public. It was completely avoidable.”34
Tom said he could feel the difference on the streets. “Drug dealing is unabated and it’s not one guy, it’s fifty guys dealing fentanyl and meth,” he said. “And it’s going unabated because the district attorney says, ‘These are the nonviolent, quality-of-life crimes,’ and ‘I’m not going to prosecute them.’”
In October 2020, San Francisco police officers discovered a body on fire in a neighborhood frequented by heavy drug users. “Officers on patrol saw a fire, thought it was a debris fire,” said an officer. “They came up and saw it was a person.”35
Said Deli Board owner Adam Mesnick, “It makes no sense that the district attorney will tell you that he has more fear of a Honduran dealer’s family having challenges than a local family whose kid OD’d on fentanyl. I mean, it’s absurd. This guy protects dealers.”36
District Attorney Boudin was offering weaker sentences than even defense attorneys were requesting, according to Vicki Westbrook of San Francisco. “There’s a defense attorney who said, ‘It used to be that I would argue for this deal in court with the DA but now I don’t say anything because the DA is going to offer me a deal better than what I would have suggested. Somebody shot up the street with an automatic weapon. The first offer was six months in jail or time served plus two years of probation or something. And then [the DA] said, “How about thirty days in jail?”’”
Vicki laughed. “You really can do anything in San Francisco,” she said. “If you do get arrested, chances are you’re going to be out of jail in less than thirty days for damn near everything except maybe killing somebody and maybe even then, too. It’s hard to say at this point.”37
The situation was similar in other progressive West Coast cities. “It’s a free-for-all here in Seattle,” said Vickie Beach. “You can commit crimes and not get in trouble. I don’t even know if we can get back to what it used to be, especially with the law they’re trying to pass saying that if you’re homeless and mentally ill and commit a crime you don’t get in trouble.”38
In early 2021, a San Francisco resident posted on Twitter a photo of a bare mattress propped up against a building on a sidewalk intersection in the neighborhood of Diamond Heights. The words “Legalize Crime” were scrawled on it. “In case anyone is confused about why SF is crazy,” the person tweeted, to which people replied, “it’s pretty much legalized as it is,” “few are confused,” and “that’s Chesa’s handwriting!”39
In 2014, the police chief of St. Louis described less aggressive policing and more empowered criminals as the “Ferguson effect.” Three months earlier, a white police officer in nearby Ferguson had killed an unarmed eighteen-year-old black teenager. “I see it not only on the law enforcement side,” said the chief, “but the criminal element is feeling empowered by the environment.”40
In 2015, the US Department of Justice asked one of the country’s leading criminologists, Richard Rosenfeld from the University of Missouri–St. Louis, to investigate whether homicides had, in fact, risen after Ferguson. At first, Rosenfeld was skeptical. He noted that homicides in St. Louis had already started rising before 2014. But after looking at the evidence, he changed his mind. “The homicide increase in the nation’s large cities was real and nearly unprecedented,” he wrote in his 2016 report. Rosenfeld had found a 17 percent rise in homicide in the nation’s largest cities, between 2014 and 2015.41
Rosenfeld describes the experience from the point of view of African Americans living in the inner city. “When the police are called to respond to a crime, they arrive at the scene late or not at all. They do not follow up with vigorous and thorough investigation, even of the most serious crimes. They harass innocent youth. And, too often, they use force unnecessarily and indiscriminately. What matters is not the factual accuracy of these beliefs in every instance; what matters is that they can metastasize into a pronounced ‘legal cynicism,’ especially in disadvantaged African-American communities.”
Rosenfeld subscribes to the concept of legitimacy, the public’s belief in police and the broader criminal justice system. He cited the research of Randolph Roth and others. “When people believe the procedures of formal social control are unjust,” noted Rosenfeld, “they are less likely to obey the law.”42
Other researchers found that negative publicity about the police has a powerful impact on police officers, making them more likely to believe that the public’s attitude toward them has worsened and that their legitimacy is being questioned. And it makes them more fearful of having false allegations leveled against them.43 Viral videos of police brutality demoralize police departments, found Roland Fryer, who then retreat from the kind of policing that prevents crime. In investigations preceded by an incident of deadly force that went viral, said Fryer, there were 893 additional homicides and 33,472 more felonies than would have been predicted without the viral video. “In Chicago alone after the killing of Laquan McDonald,” reported Fryer, “the number of police-civilian interactions decreased by 90% in the month the investigation was announced.”44
In 2020, then–vice presidential candidate Kamala Harris tweeted, “America has confused having safe communities with having more cops on the street. It’s time to change that.”45
But there is good evidence that more police, and more policing, can reduce crime. In 2009, President Obama’s stimulus package funded nearly a billion dollars in police hiring grants to struggling American cities. A Princeton professor used statistical methods to find that cities that qualified for the grant had increased policing by 3.2 percent and experienced a 3.5 percent decline in crime. The effect of more police was statistically significant for “robbery, larceny, and auto theft,” he noted, “with suggestive evidence that police reduce murders as well.” And the investments were cost-effective, with every $95,000 spent on police salary preventing $350,000 in crime.46
A similar study of federal grants made to local police departments in the 1990s also found that they reduced crime rates for assault, robbery, burglary, and auto theft in cost-effective ways.47 Researchers find $1 invested in policing results in $1.63 in crime reduction benefits.48 In a 2019 paper a scholar concluded that crime rose by 7 percent when police patrols in Houston declined by 10 percent.49
The lack of sufficient police may have made communities more vulnerable to the spikes in homicides seen in 2015 and 2020, as police were redirected to deal with anti-police protests. Since 2008, the number of cops per capita has retreated from the post-crime-wave peak, thanks both to state and local austerity and to growing agitation against policing. Some experts believe that the declining police presence caused or contributed to the plateauing of the crime decline, and costs millions of dollars and thousands of lives every year.50
I asked Chief Carmen Best about the homicide spike.
“When you have your officers and detectives every night on the front line dealing with demonstration after demonstration after demonstration,” she said, “they are not engaging with community members. They are not talking to young people. All of that is not happening because the focus now is on the nightly demonstrations.”
Rosenfeld said there is evidence to support Best’s theory. He pointed to community policing in Oakland, which is tied to social services, as effective.51
“There’s a dynamic relationship between police and criminals, isn’t there?” I asked Rosenfeld.
“Of course,” he said. “They know each other. When you get on the ground, the cops have a sense of who the big troublemakers are. And you can’t do your business slinging drugs or waiting to rob dealers when the cops are around so you have to keep your eyes on the cops.”
Police killings and overall homicide rise and fall together, both nationally and at the state level. Roth found that the number of police-involved homicides, where the police may be assailants or victims, followed the number of general homicides.52 And Best says that potential criminals know when the police aren’t around. “People start figuring it out. The cops aren’t really around, and there was a level of frustration about the discussion around policing and what they can and can’t do. And then you do that in the middle of a pandemic and people are frustrated about other things, too.”53
In New York City, effective policing helped reduce homicides dramatically between 2000 and 2020. Where Oakland’s homicide rate over the last thirty-five years failed to drop below 17 per 100,000 people, and averaged 18 per 100,000 between 2015 and 2019, New York’s homicide rate was around 4 per 100,000 from 2015 to 2019.54 New York may thus show a way forward for Oakland and other high-homicide cities.
Neither greater incarceration nor demographic changes can explain the dramatic declines in homicides and other crimes in New York. An 11 percent increase in people locked up correlated with a drop in killings five times as large. Street crime fell 80 percent without a significant change in population structure, age distribution, or incarceration, which undermines the belief that those factors cause crime.55 By 2009, over three-quarters of the young men who would have gone to prison if New York had followed the national trends did not. Good policing had prevented over-incarceration.56
University of California, Berkeley criminologist Frank Zimring attributes much of the decline to the hiring in 1994 of William Bratton as commissioner of the New York Police Department. Bratton introduced the CompStat process, which changed the police’s central performance measure from arrest count to crime reduction.57 He made removing guns from the street a high priority. Bratton made officers more accountable for their performance.58 And Bratton prioritized breaking up open-air drug scenes, just like European cities had. That included breaking up the large and infamous one in New York City’s Times Square.59 By the late 1990s, public drug markets disappeared, and the number of drug-related killings fell 90 percent.60
The same approach has worked in other parts of the United States. In High Point, North Carolina, police targeted three neighborhoods with persistent crack cocaine dealing. There, police officers, accompanied by local community workers, met with dealers in person, asked them to stop, and offered job training, tattoo removal, and help restarting their lives.61 The officers gave the dealers unsigned arrest warrants, three-ring binders of the evidence against them, and video proof of their crimes. These interventions broke up the market, which hundreds of arrests over two decades had failed to do.62
The New York success is supported by research that finds that greater police visibility decreases crime. It does so by convincing would-be criminals that they are more likely to get caught, known as deterrence.63 The same research into deterrence also finds that longer sentences do not deter crime and may in fact increase it. Probation is also shown to prevent crime and decrease recidivism, while imprisonment is not.64 This suggests that an effective way to reduce crime and mass incarceration would be shorter, swifter, and more certain prison sentences, with the money saved redirected to more and improved policing, including policing capable of handling the severely mentally ill.
Other programs show how the criminal justice system can incentivize positive changes by being present in people’s lives. There is evidence that probation programs that are “swift, certain, and fair” reduce arrests, recidivism, and drug use in probationers, in contrast to traditional programs, which tend to be arbitrary and slow with punishments.
One such program is Hawaii’s Opportunity Probation with Enforcement. It incentivized offenders to follow probation rules by applying guaranteed, immediate, and short jail time for parole violations like failing a drug test. One study found that HOPE reduced drug use by 72 percent, future arrests by 55 percent, and incarceration by 48 percent.65 One researcher summarized the benefits of the program, saying, “HOPE actually gets people to change their behavior by setting up a circumstance where their natural behavior moves in the right direction. They don’t want to be arrested and go to jail, so they stop using. That’s a profoundly rehabilitative thing to do.”66
This success spurred other jurisdictions to implement swift, certain, and fair. The state of Washington implemented it for 70,000 of its inmates, which reduced jail stays by two-thirds. One researcher estimated that swift, certain, and fair could halve the United States’ prison population.67 A large study across four different counties in the United States failed to find an effect on arrests, recidivism, or reincarceration from swift and certain punishment, but it contained serious flaws, argued a RAND Corporation analyst. Instead of analyzing each jurisdiction individually, researchers averaged them together. The result masked the differences in implementation between programs. In truth, the localities that implemented swift and certain most like Hawaii did see reductions in repeated crime. And, as important, across all cities attempting swift, certain, and fair, regardless of how faithfully they implemented the Hawaii model, probationers were 60 percent less likely to test positive for drugs.68
Progressive cities have not embraced swift, certain, and fair probation programs. Vicki Westbrook had never heard of it, even though she works in reentry for previously incarcerated people in San Francisco. But Vicki said that she thought some people needed probation and regular drug testing to stay sober. She told a story about a man she had become friends with in drug treatment. “I call him my brother even though he’s not my brother,” she said. “We were both fed clients so he’s still on probation. And he’s like, ‘Yeah, I do better when I’m on probation. I hate my [parole officer]. She’s a bitch. She’s always giving me a hard time. I hate going to see her. She pops up out of nowhere. But, Vicki, I do better when I’m on probation.’ So some people do good on probation because somebody’s watching them.”69
After the two young men were killed in Seattle’s Capitol Hill occupation protest, Chief Best developed a plan to take it back from its anarchist occupiers. Her team tried to enlist support from neighboring police departments. “But only one agency, [neighboring city] Bellevue, sent people,” she said. “I’m not kidding you. All of the other jurisdictions were like, ‘Forget it. We are not going into Seattle. Every time we go there our people get complaints, and they’re not supported.’” Best told her officers, “Nobody else is coming, so we’re going to have to use our own people to do it. That means getting detectives and patrol officers. That’s how it’s going to have to be.”
There were about three hundred police officers and some agents from the FBI when she took the podium to instruct Seattle’s officers how to clear CHOP. “We need to clear out the Capitol Hill Organized Protest,” Best said. “It has become untenable, dangerous, and lawless. Do not look behind you because no one is coming. No matter what happens today we absolutely have to finish the mission. It’s up to us.
“If one of those people in one of those tents decides to come out shooting and something happens, I will call Force Investigations, but we’re going to keep going. Any officer gets shot, we’ll get you to the hospital, but we keep going. Somebody barricades themselves in a facility and we got to call the hostage negotiators, we’ll do it, but we keep going. This day doesn’t end until we clear that area out. There is no other option. We need to get it done.”
She surveyed the room. “The whole world is watching,” she said. “We need to get it done. And everybody in here needs to have that sense of fortitude that you’re going to stick with it, because this day can get to be very long.”
“You’re going to get us killed!” shouted an officer from the back of the room.
“If you don’t want to go,” said Best, “then take off the uniform and go home. I only need people who are going to get the job done.”
“It was quite nerve-racking for me,” she said. “But as far as I know, nobody left. It felt like my whole life was leading up to that moment. I felt like I was standing by myself on an island. Nobody is listening to me in the city, and nobody’s coming to help us.”
Best observed the police operation from the fire station one block away. She thought, “If this lasts until night, then we’re going to have to make sure we get really bright lights in places so the people can see and continue clearing it out.” But just an hour into the operation, a commander radioed Best to say, “We’re headed west toward the park to clear the park out.”
“‘What?’” she thought. “In my mind it was going to be at least eight hours, but within probably two hours it was done. No shots fired. No significant injuries. We were able to clear out the area.”
Looking back, Best is bothered that many progressives question whether or not the police should have retaken the neighborhood. “I still find it perplexing. You still hear people saying it wasn’t that big of a deal. But it was a big deal because people were getting hurt and no one really seemed to want to address that. There was a large contingent in the city that was trying to give away the precinct.”70
In August 2020, a few weeks after Chief Best and her officers took back the Capitol Hill neighborhood in downtown Seattle from anarchists, the Seattle City Council voted to cut the budget of the Seattle Police Department.
“That means that all these new people that we hired who are black, people of color, and women will be the first ones to go,” she told the City Council. “Because it’s first in, first out.”
The council said they wanted Best to go through and pick the people to fire. “Let me get this straight,” she responded. “You want me to pick the white people to go? Are you crazy? They were highly dismissive. It was the most bizarre thing that I had ever dealt with.” After Best called the council’s action “reckless” and “dangerous,” some members of the council appeared to retaliate.
“Because I said that they were being reckless and dangerous and that people are going to suffer for it,” said Best, “the next day, one of the counselors said, ‘We need to cut her salary by forty percent.’ It wasn’t even on the agenda for them to talk about. It was highly punitive and retaliatory.”
By the end of 2020, two hundred police officers had left the Seattle police force. “I refuse to work for this socialist City Council and their political agenda,” said one officer. “It ultimately will destroy the fabric of this once fine city.” Another said the city’s progressive City Council “will be the downfall of the city of Seattle.”71
At least two dozen other police chiefs or senior officers resigned, retired, or took disability leave in America’s fifty biggest cities in 2020, while 3,700 beat officers left.72 Chiefs left cities where police had been involved with highly visible killings of African Americans, like Louisville, Atlanta, and Rochester, New York, but also cities where they hadn’t, like Seattle, Dallas, and Tempe, Arizona. The chiefs of Seattle and Dallas happened to be black.73 Today there are fewer police officers per capita than at any time since 1992.74
In 2020, San Francisco had fewer police on the streets than it did a few years earlier. San Francisco’s current police staffing in 2019 was already “severely inadequate,” according to a city-commissioned study. San Francisco in 2019 had just 1,971 officers but needed 2,176 by law.75 The number of San Francisco police officers leaving their job grew from 12 officers in 2018 to 26 in 2019 to 31 in 2020. “That might be hard to make up,” noted the Chronicle, “as the last police academy had only 19 cadets. Most classes are budgeted for 55 people.” The head of San Francisco’s police officer’s union warned, “This is just the beginning. Dozens are actively in the hiring process with other agencies.”76
As homicides were rising in 2020, New York’s mayor, Bill de Blasio, claimed the city was becoming safer. “We now have fewer people in our jails than any time since WWII,” he said, “and we are safer for it and better for it.”77
De Blasio announced the elimination of the department’s plainclothes unit, which had been instrumental in breaking up the open drug scenes and getting guns off the street. New York’s police force was 7 percent smaller in late 2020 than during the same moment in 2019. The chief of police said the loss of officers was due to “low morale resulting from anti-police sentiment in New York since the death of George Floyd at the hands of Minneapolis officers.”78
Mayors forced out other police chiefs. Tempe’s police chief, who was hired in 2016 as a reformer, said “city officials wanted the department to transform more quickly than is realistic, due to political pressure.” The chief was about to start teaching police officers meditation as a strategy for improving police work. “When folks across policing see reform-minded leaders who are also cops’ cops being completely discarded without some real foundation as to why, they can’t help but question why one would want to tackle the challenge of being a chief,” the chief said.
Former San Francisco police officers say they left the city because of the climate of hostility against them. “In San Francisco, everyone was mad,” a former officer told the Chronicle. “The homeowners would get mad because you didn’t move the homeless who were sleeping in front of their house. Then, when you tried to help the homeless, someone would start yelling about police brutality. And everyone had a cell phone camera on you.”79
Counter to the claims of those who advocate defunding the police as a way to reduce violence, the evidence suggests that fewer cops may mean more police misconduct, because the remaining officers must work longer and more stressful hours. Research has found that fatigue predicts a rise in public complaints against cops: a thirteen-hour rather than ten-hour shift significantly boosts their prevalence, while back-to-back shifts quadruple their odds.80
The public supports improving, not defunding, the police. In 2020, 58 percent of Oakland residents told pollsters that they wanted to either increase or maintain the size of the police force. In the Oakland neighborhood that has suffered the worst violence, 75 percent of those surveyed wanted to increase or maintain police levels. The survey found greater black support (38 percent) than white support (27 percent) for increasing the number of police.81
Experts urge a range of measures police departments can take to reduce violence. They can put in place a rule where if the weapon in question can’t kill police officers, police can use other kinds of force, but not shoot. Another is that if an officer suspects that making an arrest will risk someone getting hurt, he should back off. Departments can put in place a “stop shooting” rule where police stop shooting as soon as the target is hit once.82
Police departments can build upon past successes and proven practices. The share of civilians killed while fleeing from police declined from 39 percent of all legal intervention homicides in the sixties to just 12 percent by the late 1980s.83 Some departments need more accountability.84 City governments, for their part, can demand more transparency in the operation of police departments,85 and more training for officers,86 particularly related to working with mentally ill and substance-abusing homeless people.87
Rosenfeld felt the Black Lives Matter movement had the potential to improve policing. “It’s the existence and persistence and pressure brought about by social movements that keeps these issues on the front burner,” he said. “Just as the women’s movement and the victims’ rights movement kept the issues of the victims of sexual assault and the victims of intimate partner and family violence on the policy front burner.”
“But then you need Black Lives Matter to be making a very different demand than ‘defund the police,’ right?” I asked.
“Of course, you do,” he said. “There is a social movement there, and it needs to hoist a banner proclaiming that minority victims’ lives matter as well.”
“So, you need the moms of the boys who got killed to be like the #MeToo movement?”
“Or Mothers Against Drunk Driving,” he added. “In St. Louis and other places every year, there’s a march organized by mothers of homicide victims, but that’s the extent of it. There’s not a sustained political presence of those voices because of the louder voices, running the show. Just look at these Antifa-related groups in Portland. Basically, they’re saying, ‘Hey, we matter, too!’ It’s terrible.”88
In 2019, a Seattle police sergeant asked Vickie Beach to become a block watch captain, an unpaid community role that involves holding meetings once a month for her neighbors to meet and have a conversation with a police officer about crime in the neighborhood.
“I don’t know if I want a cop in my house,” she told him. “They’ve always been cocky, arrogant, and rude!”
But Vickie started meeting some police officers she liked. “I would share my story and they didn’t say, ‘Oh, I don’t believe that!’ After a few years, I just thought, ‘Maybe I can’t lump them all together.’”
He said, “Vickie, you know why I want you. You’ll call BS on both sides.”
Vickie said, “Okay, I’ll try it out for a little bit. It’s been really hard because my community comes first. But, sometimes, they are in the wrong, just like the police. I want to make a space where there’s open dialogue. And in the last four meetings we made progress. I said, ‘I want you to be open, real, and raw. Don’t hold back. We have got to come together and open ourselves up.’
“I invited my daughter,” said Vickie. “She lives in Pasadena and is in graduate school to be a clinical psychologist. She said [the police incident is] one of the reasons why she wants to work with little kids in trauma. Her ex-boyfriend from high school is on social media. He’s just constantly bashing the police. His Facebook page was just full of that. And we would get into it sometimes. I had him call me and I said, ‘This is what I’m doing. Will you come?’ And he said, ‘Yeah, I’ll come.’
“I was shocked. By the end of the meeting, [he and the police officers] were hugging, exchanging phone numbers. And he said, ‘I’m sorry. I get to see you as a black man and not as a police officer.’ And these officers are saying, ‘We’re scared when we see blue lights behind us, too, just like you! They don’t know that we’re police officers.’ It was so moving.”89
Since then, Vickie has added a new role: mediator between the Black Lives Matter movement and the Seattle Police Department.90
What will it take to prevent future occupations like CHOP? Said Vickie, “I think it’s going to take the black community to say, ‘Go home. You don’t represent us. When we protest, we march in a peaceful way with thousands, no violence.’”91
In 2004, a man named Joel John Roberts published a plaintive book called How to Increase Homelessness. In it he pointed out that, for more than thirty years, a large and financially motivated lobby of homeless service providers, homeless housing developers, labor unions, for-profit consultants, and advocacy groups have lobbied at the federal, state, and local level to increase funding for themselves. During that time, homelessness only grew worse. “I do not know of any community plan that actually details how to dismantle the existing homeless service system after homelessness has ended,” wrote Roberts.1 “Maybe, just maybe, we don’t really want to end homelessness.”2
One might be tempted to dismiss Roberts’s book as yet another diatribe against the “homeless industrial complex” were it not for the fact that he is an important figure within it. Roberts is CEO of PATH, an integrated housing and services homelessness agency in Los Angeles. He was chairperson of the Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority Advisory Board and a member of LA’s Blue Ribbon Panel on Homelessness.
Roberts was saying something similar to HBO’s Bill Maher, who described the homeless industrial complex as “Layer upon layer of middle men, inspectors, contractors, lawyers, lobbyists, and—oh, yes—labor unions, too. And until those $531,000 apartments are built, we are putting special porta-potties near the homeless camps, which cost $320,000 each! For porta-potties! That’s some good shit!”3
The amounts of money are not small. California spent at least $13 billion on homelessness between 2018 and 2020.4 San Francisco alone will spend $1.1 billion on homelessness over the next two fiscal years. As of spring 2021, the homeless industrial complex was gearing up to seek more money from California taxpayers through legislation that would increase taxes on businesses with more than $5 million in annual revenue and raise over $2 billion more.5
The nonprofit service organizations, funded by taxpayers, turn around and advocate for taxpayer funding, a conflict of interest. “The beautiful thing about the way we have it set up,” said Kristen Marshall, who runs San Francisco’s overdose prevention program, “is that [drug overdose prevention nonprofit] DOPE is funded by the Department of Public Health but we’re a program of Human Rights Coalition, so we’re not a city agency. We’re independent. And that’s what gives us the leverage to fight and work the way we do. If we worked in the city system we wouldn’t get anything done. We are putting in place restrictions on evictions, reparations for black San Francisco, and showing up every single place and every single time our people are being discussed.”6
And yet most influential homelessness advocacy organizations are not service providers, and have small budgets. The annual revenue of Jennifer Friedenbach’s Coalition on Homelessness, the most influential homelessness advocacy organization in San Francisco, was just $656,892, according to its most recently available tax filing.7 To put that number in context, consider that the annual revenues of the Nature Conservancy and the National Rifle Association were $1.2 billion and $353 million, respectively, in 2018.8
As such, advocates for the homeless would not be so successful in passing ballot measures, raising taxes, and increasing funding for homelessness programs if voters didn’t support spending more money on the problem. If voters thought the homelessness industrial complex was causing more harm than good—enabling addiction and overdoses, for example, rather than preventing them—they would not have voted to keep giving them more money over the past thirty years. The problem, in other words, isn’t coming from within the homeless industrial complex. It’s coming from within ourselves.
Progressive homelessness advocates hold two moral values particularly deeply: caring and fairness. “Across many scales, surveys, and political controversies,” notes the psychologist Jonathan Haidt, “liberals turn out to be more disturbed by signs of violence and suffering, compared to conservatives, and especially to libertarians.”9 But in the process of valuing care so much, progressives abandoned other important values, argue Haidt and other researchers in a field called Moral Foundations Theory.
Researchers point to surveys of over 11,000 people over the last twenty years to suggest the existence of six universal values: Caring, Fairness, Liberty, Sanctity, Authority, and Loyalty.10 Haidt and others note that while progressives (“liberal” and “very liberal” people) hold the values of Caring, Fairness, and Liberty, they tend to reject Sanctity, Authority, and Loyalty as wrong. Because these values are so deeply held, often subconsciously, Moral Foundations Theory explains well why so many progressives and conservatives today view each other as not merely uninformed but immoral.
The values of Sanctity and Authority appear to explain why conservatives and moderate Democrats more than progressives favor prohibitions on things like sleeping on sidewalks, public use of hard drugs, and other behaviors. In a more traditional morality, drug use is seen as violating the Sanctity of the body, and the importance of self-control. Sleeping on sidewalks is seen as violating the value of Authority of laws and thus Loyalty to America. Writes Haidt, “liberals are often willing to trade away fairness when it conflicts with compassion or their desire to fight oppression.”11
But there is a twist. Progressives don’t trade away Fairness for victims, only for those they see as privileged. Progressives still value Fairness, but more for victims, and their progressive allies, than for everyone equally, and particularly not for people progressives view as the oppressors and victimizers. Conservatives and moderates tend to define Fairness around equal treatment, including enforcement of the law. They tend to believe we should enforce the law against the homeless man who is sleeping and urinating on BART even if he is a victim. Progressives disagree. They demand we take into account that the man is a victim in deciding whether to arrest and how to sentence whole classes of people including the homeless, mentally ill, and addicts.
Progressives also value Liberty, or freedom, differently from conservatives. Many progressives reject the value of Liberty for Big Tobacco and cigarette smokers but embrace the value of Liberty for fentanyl dealers and users. Why? Because progressives view fentanyl dealers and users, who are disproportionately poor, sick, and nonwhite, as victims of a bad system.
Progressives also value Authority and Loyalty for victims above everyone else. San Francisco homelessness advocate Jennifer Friedenbach told me that we should “center unhoused people, primarily black and brown folks, that are experiencing homelessness, folks with disabilities. They’re the voices that should be centered.”12 She is not rejecting Authority or Loyalty. Rather, she is suggesting that we should have Loyalty to the victims, and that they, not governments, should have Authority.
Indeed, progressives insist on taking orders, supposedly without questioning them, from the homeless themselves. “Drug use is often the only thing that feels good for them, to oversimplify it,” said Kristen Marshall. “When you understand that, you stop caring about the drug use and ask people what they need.”13 The San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness has similarly argued that the city must let homeless people sit and lie on sidewalks, and camp in public spaces including parks and sidewalks, if that’s what they would prefer, rather than require them to stay in shelters. Once you decide, in advance, to let victims determine their fates, then much else can be justified.
Many progressives do something similar with Sanctity, which is to value some things as sacred or pure. When Monique Tula, the head of the Harm Reduction Coalition, insisted on “bodily autonomy,” against mandatory drug treatment for people who break the law to support their addiction, she was insisting upon the Sanctity of the body, not rejecting it. The difference between her definition of Sanctity and the traditional view of Sanctity was what violated it. Where traditional morality views recreational injection drug use as a violation of the Sanctity of the body, Tula, like many libertarians, believes that the state coercing sobriety is.
The germ of the idea that society should be organized around the downtrodden was developed by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in the mid-nineteenth century. In The Communist Manifesto they argued that it was possible and desirable to build a radically egalitarian society. We would do so from a place of cooperation, not competition. Socialism would take us from our current system of capitalist meritocracy to communist utopia. While Marx and Engels described the worker overthrow of the government in economic and social terms, revolution had a spiritual meaning, too: “the total redemption of humanity.”14
Marx and Engels thought factory workers, the proletariat, were the people who would make the revolution. They believed that labor, not capital, was the source of economic value. The only way for capitalists to make money was to underpay those who created value for them. Capitalists, mean or nice, had no choice but to do so, in order to compete in the system. While Marx and Engels believed that unemployed, disaffiliated, and often homeless people, whom they called the lumpenproletariat, would benefit from life under communism, the lumpenproletariat had no special role in creating the revolution, because their exploitation wasn’t necessary for capitalism’s success.
In the early and mid-twentieth century, socialist and radical thinkers and activists began to realize that the proletariat was too disorganized and weak to achieve revolution. They sought to build a much broader political coalition. In California, the International Workers of the World, an anarchist group founded in 1905, sought to link the economic interests of the working class with those of the homeless, the people Marx and Engels had dismissed as the lumpenproletariat. They blamed the government and capitalism for their fate. They recruited hobos, who illegally hitched rides on railroad cars, and migrant farmworkers, as members.15 Antonio Gramsci, head of the Italian Communist Party in the 1930s, realized, after being imprisoned by Benito Mussolini, that fascists had defeated communists because they had taken over important cultural institutions, like the church, schools, and the military. If communists wanted to have the same influence, Gramsci reasoned, they would need to do the same.16
By the mid-twentieth century, many radicals had grown disillusioned with the Communist Party as they watched the moral failures and bureaucratic stagnation of the Soviet Union. In the United States, the trade unions, which were once a bastion of the left, had become “fiercely anti-Communist and patriotic,” notes a political historian.17 In the 1950s, the Marxist American sociologist C. Wright Mills argued that students could be a more revolutionary class than workers, which inspired young Baby Boomers, who infused the radical, anti-modern, and anti-Enlightenment New Left.18 In the 1960s, some progressives came to believe that black Americans were inherently revolutionary due to their disadvantaged position in society, and that white people could join the revolution by following their lead.19
The loosening of traditional morality widened the possibilities available to many people, but it also created a moral and spiritual vacuum. Where major religions had viewed humans as having souls that had some continued existence after the death of the body, the new secularism tended toward the view that consciousness was the result of material processes. Humans had no spirit independent of the biological processes inside the physical brain. Once we died, nothing in us lived on.
Such hard secularism created anxiety. Whereas people on the political right tend to adhere more closely to traditional religions and moralities, whether Christianity, Judaism, or Hinduism, progressives are more secular, atheist, agnostic, and more open to alternative religions. Research suggests that progressives are more existentially anxious, neurotic, and unhappy, which some researchers attribute to lower levels of religiosity.20 One of the long-recognized benefits of religion is that it helps people to cope with their fear of death. If we follow a certain code of conduct, or morality, religions around the globe say, we can transcend death, and live on in a new world, whether heaven or a future world through reincarnation.
Friedrich Nietzsche in the late nineteenth century predicted that rising disbelief in God, and life after death, would result in new moralities and religions. Some would try to turn science into a religion, he believed, which is today known as scientism. The two great political religions of the twentieth century were fascism and communism. Where Christians believe that the kingdom of God is in heaven, communists believed the kingdom of communism was in the future. And where Christians had believed in the ultimate Authority of God, fascists believed in the Authority of the state as the manifestation of the spirit of the nation, or race.21 As these two great ideologies lost legitimacy and power in the twentieth century they split and changed into different moralities and ideologies.
In the Marxist story, workers had played the role of hero, overcoming all odds to save the world. They started as mere peasants on a farm before moving to the city and being exploited in the factories. Over time, they and their children learned to read and demanded their rights from the bosses. They organized unions and valued Loyalty to those who were in their same socioeconomic class. They came to understand their exploitation, and their special role in history, which Marx believed they were destined to play for inherent, structural reasons. Similar to enslaved people who revolted, factory workers would one day rise up, take control of the factories, and take control of governments, violently or nonviolently. The workers would embrace technological progress and share its rewards in the form of material wealth and leisure time.22
Starting in the 1960s, many on the New Left cast African American prisoners in the role of revolutionary and even spiritual heroes. “For some [New Left] extremists,” noted a historian, radical black prisoners “had become nature spirits, self-actualized, noble, violent, sexual primitives.”23 Said a white attorney for radical prisoners, “They are more loving. They have more creative human potential.”24 Wrote the white left-wing editor of radical prisoner George Jackson’s books in 1974, “For most middle-class whites like myself, life is a matter of chronic discontent. . . . We say to ourselves that only blacks possess true authenticity.”25 The white attorney’s office in Berkeley had massive posters of the black prison leaders on the walls, and a staff of young white women, noted a sociologist at the time. “All of ’em had picked one of ’em as the one that she was worshipping.”26
All religions and moralities have light and dark sides, suggests Haidt. “Morality binds and blinds,” he writes.27 On the one hand, they bind us together in groups and societies, helping us realize our individual and social needs, and are thus very positive. But religions and moralities can also create giant blind spots preventing us from seeing our dark sides, and thus can be very negative.
The dark side of victimology is how it moralizes power. Victimology takes the truth that it is wrong for people to be victimized and distorts it by going a step further. Victimology asserts that victims are inherently good because they have been victimized. It robs victims of their moral agency and creates double standards that frustrate any attempt to criticize their behavior, even if they’re behaving in self-destructive, antisocial ways like smoking fentanyl and living in a tent on the sidewalk. Such reasoning is obviously faulty. It purifies victims of all badness. But by appealing to emotion, victimology overrides reason and logic.
This is not a phenomenon of ignorant people but rather of highly educated ones. It was philosophers, university professors, and journalists after World War II who decided that because the mentally ill had been so badly mistreated they needed to be freed immediately, even though that meant becoming homeless and often incarcerated. The same kinds of people in the 1990s felt that because America had gone overboard with drug prohibition, punishment, and mass incarceration we should not pressure addicts, as they do in Portugal and the Netherlands, to get sober. And it is educated progressives in West Coast cities today who point to centuries of racism as reason for stopping enforcing the laws that make city life possible, including laws against armed gangs taking over whole neighborhoods.
Charity, and acting from altruism more broadly, has long had a dark side. Consider Saint Francis. He was born rich, the son of a prosperous silk trader. After he heard the voice of Jesus say, “Go, Francis, and repair my house, which as you see is falling into ruin,”28 Francis went home and stole from his father both money and valuable silk cloth. After the priest at the local church rejected his offering, Francis grew angry and made a scene, suggesting that his act was selfishly motivated.29
Francis is an extreme character but also a familiar one. Psychological research supports what might seem intuitively obvious, which is that many people behave in more altruistic, generous, and compassionate ways when they know they are being watched.30 There is nothing necessarily wrong with conspicuous compassion. Philanthropists who have sought to win the altruism game have achieved many positive things, including higher agricultural yields, the elimination of disease, and rights for traditionally victimized minorities. And when they accomplish positive things they deserve recognition.
The problem is when compassion acts as cover for darker motivations. Throughout history people who appear to have the Dark Triad personality traits of psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism, most famously Stalin and Mao, have successfully manipulated compassionate, idealistic people to support them, even after evidence of their barbarism came to light. What is notable is that they have often done so not by pretending to be altruistic but by being genuinely altruistic. If we are to understand why progressives ruin cities, we need to understand how and why compassion, altruism, and love have created a blind spot, and not just in relationship to foreign despots but also to homegrown ones.
In 1931, one of the worst years of the Great Depression, a young couple in a rural Indiana town had their first and only child. Scarred by the loss of their farmland and the ravages of World War II, they raised their son in a shack without running water. The mother educated her son as best she could. He showed empathy at a young age for African Americans. He read voraciously, showing an early interest in Gandhi, and religion. He argued with his father over race and did not speak to him for many years after he refused to let him bring a black friend into their house. In 1948 he graduated from high school with honors. At Indiana University in Bloomington he was moved by a speech from former first lady Eleanor Roosevelt about the suffering of black Americans. His name was Jim Jones.1
Jones married and moved first to Northern California and then to San Francisco with his wife to start a church. He called it the People’s Temple. Jones believed he was the leader of a socialist revolution. He warned of nuclear war and claimed black people would be put in concentration camps. He became a hugely charismatic preacher among African Americans, the disaffiliated poor, and young transplants to the city looking for community.2 Scenes from the era show a remarkably large and diverse congregation smiling and singing. The People’s Temple grew and provided services. Jones cultivated two progressive San Francisco politicians, George Moscone and Willie Brown, and mobilized people to volunteer for their campaigns.
Jones had a complicated relationship to race and religion. He adopted several children of different races, naming his African American son Jim Jones Jr. But in 2012, Jim Jones Jr. described his father “manipulating black people” by giving him special treatment compared to Jones’s other adopted and biological children.3 Jim Jones Sr. sometimes referred to himself as “mixed,” “Indian,” or “black,” and appeared to have believed he was a reincarnation of an African American spiritual leader who himself claimed to be Jesus Christ reborn.4 But Jones became an atheist who rejected religion, including Christianity, as oppressive, and became an apocalyptic Marxist. He ridiculed the notion of God and heaven. He was hedonistic and cruel. Jones coerced young congregants into sex, stole money from African American families, and took both amphetamines and barbiturates.5
While Jones thought globally, he acted locally. His son and a San Francisco historian believe he stole the mayoral election for Moscone in 1975. Historian David Talbot, founder of the progressive website Salon, points to evidence that Jones committed sufficient voter fraud to account for Moscone’s narrow 4,443-vote margin of victory. “We loaded up all thirteen of our buses with maybe seventy people on each bus, and we had those buses rolling nonstop up and down the coast into San Francisco the day before the election,” said Jones Jr. “Could we have been the force that tipped the election to Moscone? Absolutely! Slam dunk. He only won by four thousand votes.” When federal investigators looked into fraud claims three years later, they discovered that all of the records were missing from the city of San Francisco’s registrar of voters.6
Jones also boasted of providing Moscone with black women from his congregation for sex.7 One time Moscone, drunk and “accompanied by a young black woman whom the politician had kindly agreed to drive home,” crashed into another car.8 Another time, Moscone and Willie Brown “were with a black woman in an alley at two in the morning at some restaurant in North Beach,” said a local bar owner.9 State legislator “John Burton was part of that gang too. They were all using marijuana and cocaine.”10 Said Jones Jr., Moscone would “always be there at temple parties with a cocktail in his hand and doing some ass grabbing.” A Temple member overheard Jones speaking to Moscone the day after one of those parties saying, “I want to let you know that the young lady you went off with is underage,” adding, “Now don’t worry, Mayor, we’ll take care of you—because we know that you’ll take care of us.”11 Afterward, Moscone made Jones the chairman of the powerful San Francisco Housing Commission.12
Jones cultivated progressives with money and favors. He made large donations to the ACLU, the NAACP, and United Farm Workers. Jones and Moscone met privately with vice presidential candidate Walter Mondale on a campaign plane a few days before the 1976 presidential election, and Mondale praised People’s Temple shortly afterward. Jones met with First Lady Rosalynn Carter several times. Governor Jerry Brown praised Jones. Glide Memorial Church’s Rev. Cecil Williams loved Jones. There is a photo from 1977 of a smiling Williams awarding Jones the church’s “Martin Luther King, Jr. Award.”13
Jones used his perch as chairman of the Housing Commission to fight for housing for the poor. He tried to use eminent domain to acquire the International Hotel, a single resident occupancy hotel. After a court sided with the hotel’s owner, Jones mobilized seven thousand protesters to picket it.14 By mid-January 1977, the situation had become heated. There were rumors that protesters inside the building were armed with guns and Molotov cocktails. Jones lost the legal battle in 1977, and the tenants were evicted.15 But the drama was a publicity victory for Jones, which burnished his image as a white savior.16
A conservative member of the Board of Supervisors who was defeated in the mayoral election by Moscone accused the new mayor, the San Francisco Chronicle, and the rest of the city establishment of being blind to Jones’s extremism. “There’s no radical plot in San Francisco,” insisted Moscone, in response. “There’s no one I’ve appointed to any city position whom I regard as radical or extremist.”17
Willie Brown, a powerful state legislator from 1964 to 1995 before becoming mayor in 1996, “seemed oblivious to Jones’ hucksterism and demagoguery,” notes a historian.18 Brown was master of ceremonies at a dinner for Jones in the fall of 1976 attended by an adulatory crowd of the rich and powerful, including Governor Jerry Brown. “Let me present to you a combination of Martin King, Angela Davis, Albert Einstein . . . Chairman Mao,” he said, to loud applause.19 And yet Jones was contemptuous of Brown even as Brown did Jones more and more favors. Jones mocked Brown for his designer suits, sports cars, and women. Once, while Brown was addressing the congregation and Jones was seated onstage behind him, Jones flipped his middle finger up to mock him.20
San Francisco’s establishment stood by Jones even after a California magazine, New West, owned by Rupert Murdoch, published an exposé of Jones’s beatings of Temple members and financial abuses in August 1977.21 The article was written by a San Francisco Chronicle reporter and was meant for the Chronicle to publish. But the newspaper killed the story because it didn’t want to alienate Jones, whom it viewed as central to its plans to expand the Chronicle’s circulation in the heavily African American Fillmore District.22 Jones also managed to avoid investigation and prosecution in part by getting the district attorney to hire as deputy district attorney Jones’s longtime attorney and confidant.23
Progressives defended Jones against the New West article. At a rally in the summer of 1977, Willie Brown said, “When somebody like Jim Jones comes on the scene, that absolutely scares the hell out of most everybody occupying positions of power in the system.”24 Angela Davis sent a radio message broadcast over the cult’s compound, Jonestown, in Guyana. “I know you’re in a very difficult situation right now,” she said, “and there is a very profound conspiracy designed to destroy the contributions which you have made to the struggle.”25 After visiting Jonestown, the attorney to the Black Panthers said, “I have seen paradise.”26
Harvey Milk, too, was tarnished by his association with Jones. In the fall of 1977, Milk wrote to President Carter’s secretary of health, education, and welfare requesting that Social Security checks be sent to elderly Temple members in Guyana. “People’s Temple,” wrote Milk, has “established a beautiful retirement community in Guyana.”27
In truth, the cult was disintegrating. Jones separated families and lovers, pitted relatives against each other, and forced neighbors to inform on each other. Jones sent people who violated the rules to solitary confinement in “the Box,” an underground cubicle where people were held as prisoners for days on end. Others were drugged. Progressives who had spent thirty years fighting to close prisons and mental hospitals found themselves praising a man who had reproduced their worst practices.28
In November 1978 a Bay Area congressman flew to Guyana to investigate human rights violations at Jonestown with NBC News. Jones gave the delegation a formal reception at Jonestown. A Temple member surreptitiously passed a note to one of the delegation members, saying he and another member wanted to escape. They fled the next day after a Temple member tried to stab the congressman. Jones didn’t prevent them from leaving but then sent gunmen to fire machine guns at the delegation at the airport, killing the congressman and four others.29
A few hours later, 907 inhabitants of Jonestown drank Flavor Aid laced with cyanide and died. Two-thirds of the victims were African American and one-third were children. Jones had told them that if they didn’t drink it they would be killed by invading soldiers from a shadowy global military conspiracy intent on imposing fascism and torturing children. As people started crying in grief, Jones scolded them. “Stop these hysterics,” he said. “This is not the way for people who are socialists or communists to die.” Jones’s wife protested the murder of children and had to be forcibly restrained. “We didn’t commit suicide,” said Jones in a tape recording, “we committed an act of revolutionary suicide protesting the conditions of an inhumane world.”30
Few were as stained by Jonestown as Willie Brown and George Moscone. “Even as the bloated bodies of the dead were removed from the jungle and the wounded were airlifted by the U.S. Air Force to hospitals in the United States,” wrote a historian, “Brown said he had ‘no regrets’ over his association with Jones.”31 They repeatedly disavowed responsibility. Said Moscone, “it’s clear that if there was a sinister plan, then we were taken in. But I’m not taking any responsibility. It’s not mine to shoulder.”32
After Moscone and Milk were killed, one week later, San Franciscans and other Americans wondered if something fundamentally was wrong with one of the world’s great cities. “There must be something evil out there,” a visitor from San Francisco was told by a person hearing the news of Jonestown in Washington, D.C. “It’s crazy, it’s sick,” said another person. A San Francisco Examiner columnist described San Francisco as “[a] city where tolerance deteriorates into license. A town without a norm.”33
Leading progressives were blind to the reality of the People’s Temple and Jonestown for the same reason cult members were attracted to it: the intense commitment to Caring and the redefinition of Fairness, Liberty, Sanctity, Authority, and Loyalty around victims. The heavy focus on Caring, and the Authority given to the victims, as represented by Jones, left progressives unable to see Jones’s behavior, and the very creation of Jonestown, as something deeply problematic and, ultimately, a violation of Caring. “At every stage in its existence, People’s Temple outreach programs really did practice what Jones preached,” wrote a historian. “Needy people were served. Outcasts from every corner of the community were warmly welcomed. Yet no matter how many people were fed, clothed, helped to find jobs, or rescued from drug addiction by Temple programs, Jim Jones ached for all those who still were not.”34
Jones and the Temple preyed on compassionate people who were also psychologically and spiritually lost, angst-ridden, and concerned about their social status. Cult members often recruit people by convincing them that they are loved and that the cult leader can answer all the important questions they have. Cult recruiters have sometimes used “love bombing,” the showering of affection on the newcomer, as a recruitment strategy on college campuses, even waiting outside counseling centers to target troubled students.35
After Jonestown, progressives in the Bay Area sought to distance themselves from cult members. Joining a cult, argued psychologists, was a way for young people to “save themselves from the terror associated with the increasing responsibilities and the progressive independence involved in maturing.”36 Such people were mentally impaired, they argued, and often suffered psychotic disorder, which made them less tolerant of moral ambiguity and more in need of moral absolutes.
But cults are much more common in progressive, secular places like the West Coast than in more traditional and conservative religious places. Researchers find that secularization “stimulates the growth of cults where the conventional churches are weakest,” including in the San Francisco Bay Area.37 In 1980, less than two years after Jonestown, more than half of all high school students in the San Francisco Bay Area reported at least one recruiting attempt by a cult member, and 40 percent reported at least three contacts.38
The relatively conservative values of voters in places like Miami, Houston, and Phoenix may explain why those cities have lower rates of homelessness than San Francisco, Seattle, and Los Angeles. Adherents to traditional religion tend to be more conservative and favor policies that reduce homelessness, such as banning public camping, defecation, and drug use, and using more mandatory drug and psychiatric treatment. Indeed, in 2018 scientists found that “measures of religiosity can help explain significant variation in unsheltered homelessness in warm places.” Concluded the researchers, “culture or variation in service delivery may play an important role.”39
Victimology appears to be rising as traditional religions are declining. Social scientists had for many years viewed the United States as a possible exception to the broad trend of secularization in other developed nations. But today, it appears that the United States is secularizing like other nations, even as it remains more religious than many nations in Europe. In 2021, fewer than 50 percent of Americans belonged to a house of worship.40 The decline of traditional religion has allowed for the rise of untraditional ones.
Unlike traditional religions, many untraditional religions are largely invisible to the people who hold them most strongly. A secular religion like victimology is powerful because it meets the contemporary psychological, social, and spiritual needs of its believers, but also because it appears obvious, not ideological, to them. Advocates of “centering” victims, giving them special rights, and allowing them to behave in ways that undermine city life, don’t believe, in my experience, that they are adherents to a new religion, but rather that they are more compassionate and more moral than those who hold more traditional views.
The treatment of victims as sacred and thus good occurs outside of the United States, to equally destructive and degrading effect. In 1979, just a few months after Jonestown, a fundamentalist Islamic faction overthrew the government of Iran, winning support from progressives around the world, including Michel Foucault. He believed it was a triumph of the victims of Western colonialism, and wrote magazine articles praising the new regime. “Again and again,” noted his biographer, “he went out of his way to stress that the religious opponents of the Shah were not, as they were often glibly portrayed in the Western media, ‘fanatics.’ The mullahs struck him as creditable megaphones for the popular will” who promised a new “political spirituality.”41 But within weeks of taking power, the mullahs’ firing squads were executing gay people.42
After Dan White had shot and killed Mayor George Moscone and Supervisor Harvey Milk on November 27, 1978, it fell to Supervisor Dianne Feinstein, president of the Board of Supervisors, to inform the public of the horrible news. Footage of her press conference can be seen in a powerful documentary, The Times of Harvey Milk.
“As president of the Board of Supervisors,” she said, voice trembling, “it is my duty to make this announcement. Both Mayor Moscone and Supervisor Harvey Milk have been shot and killed.”
“Jesus Christ!” a man shouts. A woman’s cry can be heard.
“The suspect,” said Feinstein, “is Supervisor Dan White.”
That night, tens of thousands of people took to the street holding candles, marching quietly toward Civic Center Plaza, in one of the most moving and powerful demonstrations ever captured on film.43
At the time of the assassinations, Feinstein had felt her career in politics was over. “It seemed clear to her,” noted historian David Talbot, “that she was not the leader that San Francisco wanted—too starched, too middle of the road, too goody-goody.” For example, Feinstein had wanted to “clean up the Tenderloin, the city’s drugged-out red-light district.” But Rev. Cecil Williams of Glide Memorial Church felt she was blaming the victim when she extolled the virtues of good hygiene and hard work to the homeless. “If they had a place to get cleaned up,” he said, “most of them would get cleaned up.”44
A few weeks before the assassinations, Feinstein had been trekking in Nepal, where she caught a bad intestinal illness. After she recovered, she decided to announce her resignation from politics on her return to San Francisco. “I was firmly convinced that I was not electable as mayor,” she said later. But now with Milk and Moscone dead, she was mayor, and staring out over the crowd at City Center, preparing to give a speech.
Feinstein told the crowd that she would make sure, as mayor, that San Francisco would continue to seek “human rights, love, and understanding.” She received the loud and warm applause that San Francisco audiences had never given her before. “When I am really in crisis,” she said later, “things are much clearer to me. I move in a regular way and can just sustain myself through the crisis. . . . I needed that ability when I became mayor, because the city was falling apart.”45
Feinstein took a balanced approach. She appointed a progressive to replace Milk, seeking to affirm the will of the people who had elected him. “Dianne never had a good relationship with Harvey Milk,” said the Milk ally whom Feinstein appointed as supervisor to replace him. “Her homosexuals were not his homosexuals. But very much to her credit, she put all that aside when she appointed me.”46 Feinstein also increased funding for the police. “I believe safety is the first thing you need to guarantee as mayor,” she said.47
Feinstein rose to the challenge of the AIDS crisis. When it hit in the early 1980s, many believed it would set back the gay rights struggle, but instead it propelled it forward. Coming out of the closet went from being a nice thing to do to becoming a precondition for building the popular support for funding research and treatment. When Supervisor Harry Britt in 1982 asked Feinstein what should be funded, she said, “Fund everything.” Said Britt, “She spent more time visiting AIDS patients in hospitals than I did. She was a giver; she was a very compassionate person. I don’t want to say ‘queenly,’ because that sounds very negative, but she was a good queen.”48
Feinstein “proved to be the best possible leader for the crisis,” concluded Talbot. “San Francisco in November 1978 was a broken vessel on a dark sea. When deliverance finally came, San Francisco owed it large part to an unlikely leader.” The reason, said Talbot, was that after the tumult of the sixties and seventies, San Franciscans needed a “grownup.”49
That was then. Since the beginning of the new century, moderate Democrats have seen their power decline against progressive Democrats, in San Francisco and around the country. Even when moderates are in charge, progressives have exercised their powers in other ways. Progressive members of the Seattle City Council, Los Angeles City Council, and San Francisco Board of Supervisors, and other political officials, often with the significant support from nonprofit activists funded by local governments, have attacked mayors as uncaring. Growing progressive power culminated in the election of Chesa Boudin in 2019, the Seattle Capitol Hill Occupied Protest of 2020, and demands that the homeless, mentally ill, and substance abusers be immune from prosecution in 2021.
It’s true that moderate Democrats control the executive branches of the local, state, and federal governments, but they have little to speak of as an agenda beyond being less radical than the radical left. Progressives have, by contrast, a full agenda: Medicare for All, Green New Deal, and sweeping criminal justice reforms, including defunding the police, deincarceration, and drug legalization. Progressives have been on the rise in San Francisco, Seattle, Los Angeles, and nationally, and openly stand in opposition to the more moderate members of the Democratic Party. While the mayors of Seattle, San Francisco, and Los Angeles are all ostensibly moderate, their agendas have either been progressive or a response to progressive demands on harm reduction, Housing First, and criminal justice.
In 2021, the San Francisco School Board voted to strip Dianne Feinstein’s name from an elementary school. Her crime was for allegedly replacing the Confederate flag in an historical flags exhibit in 1981 after it had been temporarily removed. In truth, Feinstein had agreed to replace the flag with one representing Union soldiers. But that didn’t appear to matter much to anyone. Everybody seemed to understand that the progressive members of the San Francisco School Board in 2021 were targeting Feinstein for her moderation today, not for her policy toward flag exhibits forty years ago.50
Over the decades historians have debunked many of Foucault’s claims, including around mental illness in Europe, but we can also fruitfully employ his ideas, particularly about the power of language to manipulate our ways of thinking and feeling. “I would like to know the ways in which our bodies, our daily behavior, our sexual behavior, our desire, our scientific and theoretical discourses,” he said, “are linked with several systems of power, which are themselves linked with one another.”51 This started with language. “Study the power mechanisms at work in our speech and our society,” he advised.52
Consider the power mechanisms at work in the discourses of homelessness and victimology. The demand that we not enforce laws against people defined as victims is an attack on a foundational principle of our democracy, equal justice under the law. What is being proposed is, fundamentally, unequal justice, or perhaps a kind of revenge, something that sociologists detect in the sacralization of victims. “Holding the victim of an offense in higher regard can be a way of reversing the harmful effects of the offense, and even a way of punishing the offender, since one is rewarding the person the offender wanted to harm or punish,” wrote two scholars. “And, if victimhood is a virtue, privilege is a vice.”53
As soon as you use the word “homeless” you find yourself trapped within a powerful discourse, one that manipulates our thinking and feelings. The people that my staff and I interact with every day outside of our office in Berkeley may or may not have homes, relatives, or friends with homes where they could stay. They may or may not have access to shelter. Some do and some don’t. But what they all have in common is usually some combination of mental illness, severe or not, addiction, and disaffiliation. Several young men I interviewed were from the area with living, housed parents. They implied that they were on the street because of some combination of addiction and estrangement from their loved ones.
Consider a young man who appeared to be in his early twenties named Daniel. While walking to work one morning, I came across his body stretched out in front of the laundromat. His sleeping bag looked expensive and new. His boots looked of similarly good quality and were sitting five feet away from him on the sidewalk, an empty can of tuna fish, plastic wrappers from chips, and used beverage containers scattered around him. When I woke him up to ask if he was okay, he said he was. He looked fit and strong and in much better shape than the older homeless men and women around our office, like Stephen, whom I first met after he had passed out, facedown, his pants down around his knees, in front of our retail office. Stephen is from Ohio but has been here for nearly two decades. He has few if any teeth and spends his days drinking alcohol while playing a video game on his smartphone. The two men are utterly different. Does it really make sense to lump them into a single category called “homeless”?
Neither Stephen nor Daniel is a single mother seeking shelter and a restraining order against an abusive husband, and yet all are categorized as “homeless” or as “unhoused.” But, as we have seen, such labeling stemmed from an advocacy effort aimed at convincing us that the problem is poverty and the solution is spending more money on housing and services for the homeless and not, say, shelter and abstinence-contingent housing. One word, “homeless,” entails an entire, insidious discourse that acts unconsciously and subliminally on our hearts and minds, rendering us unable to understand the reality before us.
Perhaps the most tragic and harmful work done by the word “homeless” is the mixing together of people with severe mental illness with people like Daniel and Stephen, neither of whom suffer from any mental illness remotely as severe as the ones from which the two women who often wander past my office suffer. I have seen each over a dozen times in the last year and every time they were in a psychotic or distressed state. One screams accusations of rape and molestation, randomly, at passersby. The other one, missing most of her teeth, rants incoherently at invisible beings. Once, while leaving work at dusk, and locking the door, I had the feeling of being watched. With my hand still on the key, I slowly turned my head 45 degrees to my left to look behind me. The woman was by a trash can, about twenty feet from me, staring at me intently with a big, openmouthed smile. As our eyes locked, she started laughing in a way that sent chills down my back.
I do not spook easily. I have traveled through war zones since the late 1980s, been robbed at gunpoint, and worked and lived in dangerous neighborhoods for thirty years. I believe it is possible to be safe in dangerous places if you have a good idea about what you can expect. But by the spring of 2021, more and more people whom I encountered on the street frightened me due to their unpredictably aggressive behaviors. In one week in February, three psychotic people in separate incidents lunged at me. One man came running and yelling at me from the inside of a darkened garage as I walked along the sidewalk, distracted by a phone conversation, after work. I involuntarily reacted, turning around and shouting back, “Jesus!” instantly causing the man to himself startle and say, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” in a desperate and pathetic voice. Rattled, and my heart booming, I said, “Okay! Okay! It’s okay! It’s okay,” before walking quickly away.
In the spring of 2021 two colleagues and I went to San Francisco. We first went to check in on the open-air drug scenes in the Tenderloin and United Nations Plaza. It was the usual scenes of people sitting against buildings and injecting drug needles into their necks and feet. There was garbage, old food, and feces everywhere. After a couple of hours, we decided to go out to eat in the Mission. Work was over. We were all looking forward to a relaxing dinner. We were eating ice cream and walking along Valencia Street when a psychotic man, perhaps about thirty years old, began following us and screaming obscenities. When we turned around to look at him, he screamed at us, “What are you looking for, huh! WHAT. ARE. YOU. LOOKING. FOR!” and started walking faster toward us. We walked faster until the man found other people to verbally assault.
I have no unusual fear of mentally ill people and have long felt compassion toward them. My aunt suffered schizophrenia and at an early age my parents, who are psychologists, explained mental illness to me. I did not spend a great deal of time with her but the strongest memory I have of her is positive. She spoiled us like an aunt often does, taking us to McDonald’s and giving us M&Ms, which she called “pills.” I remember her face being heavily painted with makeup in shades of red and green. She was slightly scary but I could tell that she treasured her time with us, and I cared and worried about her.
But it is also clear that untreated mental illness and addiction in progressive West Coast cities has gone well beyond being degrading to the people suffering from it, and dehumanizing to everyone who witnesses it, to also being a threat to public safety and order.
I asked Daniel if I could help him find help and he declined. He told me he was from Pittsburg, a middle-class city of 71,000 people about forty miles from San Francisco. He implied that he was estranged from his parents. I asked him if his parents loved him and he said they did. I told him that, as a parent, I would be worried sick about him, especially if I knew he had spent the night on such a dangerous street, his boots on the sidewalk, and trash strewn about him. I asked him if he believed in God and he said he did. I told Daniel that God loves him and that I believed He wanted Daniel to live his life to his potential and not stay on the streets or on drugs.
According to the homelessness discourse, I should not have said any of this, because it was embarrassing to Daniel. But shouldn’t Daniel feel embarrassed waking up in a sleeping bag on the sidewalk? The question might make us uncomfortable. Just like compassion, shame can be abused to manipulate others or make them feel inferior for things they shouldn’t feel ashamed of, such as mental illness. But shame is essential to enforcing social norms, from picking up after your dog, to not being intoxicated in public, to not sleeping on sidewalks with your personal belongings and trash strewn about, without the use of law enforcement or incarceration.
Many would say Daniel should not feel shame because he is “homeless,” and thus by definition a victim. But just as people who can’t feel pain accidentally injure themselves, Daniel will suffer mentally and socially if he isn’t allowed to feel shame. And he will suffer if he does not value the things that make our lives meaningful, honest, and fulfilling. “The function of pain is to prevent us from damaging our own tissue,” says one psychologist. “The function of shame is to prevent us from damaging our social relationships, or to motivate us to repair them.”54
It’s not a matter of whether we will shame but what we will shame. Progressives preaching the gospel of victimology have nothing against shame. They just shame, and value, different behaviors than others. Consider if I had said, “We must have compassion for Daniel. Imagine what he might have suffered at home to lead him to risk his life sleeping on the street! How lucky we should feel to not share his fate! And yet any of us could, at any moment, end up just like him. Either way, anyone who does not have compassion for Daniel is contributing to his victimization.” Saying all of that is shaming those who might see things differently.
Consider if you had asked, in response, “But why was Daniel really out there? How do we know he wasn’t just a spoiled boy who had partied too hard the night before? And what about the rights of the people who live and work nearby?” I could have said, “How dare you, a person who lives in a fine home and who enjoys drinking alcohol, judge Daniel? You don’t know what he’s been through! He could be a victim of molestation! He could be mentally ill! And what—now you want to throw him in jail, which will destroy his life, or make him sleep in a shelter, where he could be victimized further? Why don’t you help him, instead? See what he needs?” Such moralizing, which involves both valuing and shaming, is usually all that is required to shut up anyone seeking to defend the right of city people to enjoy clean, safe, and orderly shared spaces, from sidewalks to parks.
These internal conflicts happen because seeing someone in a deplorable state inspires uncomfortable feelings. It’s normal for shame to arise when we experience the moral dilemmas, both for him and ourselves, around Daniel’s situation. But rather than thinking through those dilemmas, progressives have normalized people’s aberrant behavior in their fights to first decriminalize and then destigmatize behaviors that are incompatible with city life. It’s not necessarily illegal, after all, for chronically inebriated people to stare at me, scream at me, and scare me. It might be, if they can be viewed as threatening me with violence. But simply saying, “I’m sorry” implies it was accidental, particularly to the progressive judges and juries of San Francisco. Part of the power of the progressive discourse around homelessness is how it has constantly pushed the limits of existing laws to allow for behaviors that are incompatible with civilization. Recall that the ACLU defends the right of floridly psychotic people to break the law because they are too mentally ill to be responsible for their actions but not mentally ill enough to be hospitalized.
When streets, parks, and entire neighborhoods are dominated by homeless encampments and open-air drug scenes, they become frightening, inhospitable, and dangerous. Nobody is proposing to prioritize the enforcement of drug laws against people who want to drink alcohol, smoke marijuana, and even inject fentanyl and meth in the privacy of their homes, causing no harm to others. But when camping on sidewalks, public defecation, and public drug use are permitted they undermine the safety and thus the freedom of others.
The antidote to the misleading homelessness discourse is to use specific words that refer to people in the real world, which is more accurate and more humanizing. Many people on the street are disaffiliated, unemployed, alienated from their parents, and suffering from addiction and mental illness. We do not need the same policy for a mother of two toddlers escaping domestic violence as we do for Daniel, Stephen, or the two psychotic women on the streets near my office. Conflating all these people under one definition of “homelessness” makes it harder to create policies that will help any of them.
We must train ourselves to be alert for misinformation and manipulations of our emotions, including compassion, anger, and shame. The homelessness discourse preys on the public’s ignorance of the issues, rising sympathy and compassion in an increasingly secular society, and the emotional distancing that many people engage in to avoid disturbing information. But many of the core premises of the homelessness discourse are misleading and false, as we have seen. Gaining mastery of the facts is essential to gaining mastery over our thinking and feelings.
Foucault’s ideas simultaneously weakened and strengthened the progressive commitment to victimology. On the one hand, Foucault rejected reductionism and essentialism, the idea that complex individual people could or should be reduced to a single and supposedly essential trait, like race, gender, religion, or sexual orientation. In his last major book, History of Sexuality, Foucault argued that our sexuality is “produced,” or socially constructed, and doesn’t exist purely biologically. “I believe that the term ‘gay’ has become obsolete—and indeed, all such terms denoting a specific sexual orientation,” said Foucault in 1975. Just because someone was attracted to someone of the same sex did not make them “gay,” felt Foucault, and labeling people in such ways was oppressive.55
On the other, Foucault argued that any attempt to free ourselves from powerful forces would require other powerful forces that would ensnare us in new ways, no matter our intentions. We were helpless to do anything other than tear down the old institutions and categories. Foucault was thus, in an important sense, encouraging his readers to deliberately limit their political engagement to negative, critical, and destructive actions, namely, attacking social norms and civic institutions. And yet, as we have seen, progressives have insisted that it wasn’t them, it was Reagan and Republicans who were responsible for closing the psychiatric hospitals without creating a viable replacement.
Out of the view that inequality is by definition proof of racism and other forms of victimization, progressives in recent years have turned their sights on public schools, particularly ones that still decide student admissions based on merit rather than a lottery. In February 2021, the San Francisco School Board voted to replace merit-based admissions to its most elite high school, Lowell, with a lottery system.56 The then vice president of the School Board said, “meritocracy based on standardized testing, I am just going to say it . . . those are racist systems.”57 In March 2021, activists in New York filed a lawsuit calling for an end to merit-based admissions to its elite high schools, Stuyvesant High and Bronx Science, because, they said, the meritocratic system of admissions testing perpetuates racism and segregation.58
But the progressive board members presented no evidence that they are caused by racism. Rather, they simply pointed to the racial disparities in admissions as proof of bias. During the 2020–21 academic year, Asians, whites, Latinos, and African Americans constituted 42, 25, 13, and 2 percent of freshmen at Lowell.59
It is hard not to consider the San Francisco School Board’s actions in the context of the city’s failure to meaningfully narrow the achievement gap between white, black, and Latino students. Where 69 percent of San Francisco’s white students were proficient in math, just 14 percent and 22 percent of its black and Latino students were.60 As such, the School Board may have been using Lowell consciously or unconsciously, as a scapegoat for the broader societal, parenting, and schooling failures that had allowed racial disparities of this magnitude to persist.
Many San Francisco parents were infuriated by the contrast between the haste with which the board took its action and its relaxed attitude toward resuming in-person classes for children during the pandemic. So, too, was San Francisco mayor London Breed. “What I cannot understand,” she said, “is why the School Board is advancing a plan to have all these schools renamed by April, when there isn’t a plan to have our kids back in the classroom by then.”61
Amid the furor, Lowell supporters unearthed a series of tweets written in 2016 by the School Board’s vice president, who had called Lowell’s merit-based admissions racist.62 Asians used “white supremacist thinking to assimilate and ‘get ahead,’” she claimed in one of them. “Where are the vocal Asians speaking up against Trump? Don’t Asian Americans know they’re on his list as well? Do they think they won’t be deported? Profiled? Beaten? Being a house n****r is still being a n****r. You’re still considered ‘the help.’”63 In other words, she was upset that Asians didn’t recognize that their race, and society’s racism, make them victims, no matter how successful they are.
Her comments upset Tom Wolf. “Both of her kids [are] in a merit-based private school in San Francisco,” he said, pointing me to a tweet she wrote referencing the exclusive private school to which she sends her daughters. “My kids are in virtual [public] school and they’re struggling,” said Tom. Nearly two dozen San Francisco elected officials, including Mayor Breed, called on the School Board’s vice president to resign her position and demanded that the board return San Francisco’s public schoolchildren to in-class learning as soon as possible.64 Tom was also bothered by the anti-Asian remarks. “It’s really toxic,” he said. “My wife is Filipino and my kids are biracial. San Francisco is just really sick right now.”65
In February 2020, California governor Gavin Newsom dedicated most of his annual “State of the State” address to California’s homelessness crisis. “Let’s call it what it is,” Newsom said, “a disgrace, that the richest state in the richest nation—succeeding across so many sectors—is failing to properly house, heal, and humanely treat so many of its own people.”1
Between 2010 and 2020, the number of homeless rose by 31 percent in California but declined 19 percent in the rest of the United States.2 As a result, there were, as of 2020, at least 161,000 total homeless people in California, with about 114,000 of them unsheltered, sleeping in tents on sidewalks, in parks, and alongside highways.
Homelessness had become the number one issue in the state.3 Half of all California voters surveyed said they saw homeless people on the street five times a week. Three-quarters said the problem had worsened.4 People close to Newsom told me that he knew he had to make progress on solving homelessness if he were to be a serious candidate for the presidency.
Newsom said he knew from personal experience what worked. “Fifteen years ago, when I was mayor of San Francisco, in the face of long odds and stiff opposition, we established Project Homeless Connect to bring local government services directly to people. It has been wildly successful and adopted in 250 cities. I don’t think homelessness can be solved,” said Newsom. “I know homelessness can be solved.”5 After he finished, lawmakers from both parties stood and applauded.
Newsom appeared to make good on his commitment in April 2020 by helping San Francisco and other California cities use federal stimulus funding to rent hotel rooms for the homeless to shelter in place during the COVID-19 pandemic, an initiative called Project Roomkey. Doing so was an obvious win-win-win for hotel owners who could have been bankrupted by the pandemic, for the homeless who were uniquely vulnerable to the spread of COVID-19, and for the public. Jennifer Friedenbach of the San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness praised Newsom, whom she had criticized fiercely over the years, telling National Public Radio, “I’m a big believer in redemption.”6
Newsom appears to understand that addiction and mental illness are core drivers of homelessness, and to genuinely care about the problem and the people impacted by it. For over twenty years, Newsom has walked the streets of San Francisco and other California cities, deliberated with experts for hundreds if not thousands of hours, and interacted with countless homeless people. Newsom personally escorted psychiatrist Ken Rosenberg into the Los Angeles County Jail to witness the mentally ill inmates in their plexiglass cells. “The state of mental illness in this country is beyond the trite notion of crisis,” Newsom told Rosenberg, “it’s at a point of comedic absurdity.”7 And in his February 2020 “State of the State” address, Newsom called for more conservatorship, noting that some are “capable of accepting help, to get off the streets and into treatment in the first place,” but “[s]ome, tragically, are not.”8
But he has not been honest with the public and perhaps with himself about the problem. Newsom pointed to a specific San Francisco initiative, Project Homeless Connect, which he claimed was “wildly successful.” I frequently saw advocates do the same, pointing to programs they claimed were successful despite the overall problem getting worse. Doing so is understandable. People need to believe in something. But it misses the big picture of what is causing the failure and what will fix it. California’s independent Legislative Analyst’s Office said something similar when it evaluated Newsom’s proposals. “We find the Governor’s budget proposal falls short of articulating a clear strategy for curbing homelessness in California,” it wrote.9
Now, there is evidence that the response to COVID-19 by progressive cities including San Francisco made the addiction crisis worse. Before the pandemic, many street addicts would be occasionally arrested and forced to detox and get clean for a few days or weeks, but during the pandemic many remained intoxicated without interruption, worsening their addictions. “Morgan was really into meth,” said Kelly Stamphill, who tracked down her fentanyl-addicted son in a Tenderloin Safe Sleeping Site in March 2021. “When I walked through there it’s mind-bogglingly scary. I’m on his Instagram page and saw that he said to one of his friends, ‘I’m more addicted than I’ve ever been.’”10
And because Newsom remains committed to Housing First, he failed to seize the opportunity to get addicts into recovery. Instead, he and other California leaders gave away free hotel rooms without asking anything in return.11 “They’ve missed so many opportunities,” said San Francisco’s Vicki Westbrook. “They’ve had people in these [shelter-in-place] hotels. Why, instead of giving them alcohol and all the drug paraphernalia, not offer them [drug treatment] groups? Like, ‘We’re giving you these hotels, but we’re also going to have case managers come around and talk to you about sobriety.’ But no, nothing. And now, of course, [the homeless] don’t want to leave these hotels. I get that alcohol withdrawal is a serious thing. But, ‘I’m going to put you in a hotel. I’m going to feed you. I’m going to do your laundry. And I’m giving you booze.’ Like, who would leave?”12
When city workers offered one group of shelter-in-place hotel residents placements in a newly renovated permanent supportive housing facility in early 2021, two-thirds turned down the offer, likely because the hotel rooms were free and had private instead of communal bathrooms.13
San Francisco city government had also, during the pandemic, created “Safe Sleeping Sites” where the homeless could pitch tents to social distance. The city spent $61,000 per tent, which is 2.5 times the median rent for a one-bedroom apartment in the city. The program served 262 homeless people.14 The city turned Civic Center Plaza and several empty lots in the Tenderloin into sites.
In the spring of 2021, Supervisor Rafael Mandelman introduced legislation to require the homeless to stay either in a shelter or, if there is no shelter space available, in a tent at a Safe Sleeping Site. Jennifer Friedenbach of the San Francisco Coalition on Homelessness denounced the proposal as cruel, writing that “the author has often talked about it as a way to justify the criminalization of homeless folks through enforcement of anti-homeless laws such as sit-lie.”15 Progressive supervisor Matt Haney “blasted Safe Sleeping Sites,” reported the Chronicle, saying they were “a failed approach.”
In the end, Mandelman found little support for his proposal, San Francisco reaffirmed its decriminalization of public camping, and progressives remained more in charge of the city’s response to crime, drugs, and homelessness than ever before.16
What explains Newsom’s commitment to a failing status quo? “The people who bear the consequences aren’t the same ones who set the policy,” said Keith Humphreys. “You can sit in the suburbs and feel smug about the fact that you oppose the war on drugs and have a Black Lives Matter sign in your yard. But you don’t have homeless people taking a crap on your front stoop every day or [have] all your packages stolen every single day. When you’re in a city, as Gavin used to be, the cost of this stuff is more evident to you than it is from fifty thousand feet. And he would endure great political blowback from lots of people who support him who don’t see the downsides and feel very good about the current policy.”17
The American Civil Liberties Union, the Harm Reduction Coalition, and Housing First advocates exercise significant influence over elected leaders. One of Newsom’s homelessness advisors, Philip F. Mangano, told me that the governor feared lawsuits by the American Civil Liberties Union if he sought to expand mandatory treatment of the mentally ill and addicted.18 “Gavin is a check-the-box kind of Democrat,” a political consultant in Sacramento told me. “Crossing powerful Democratic Party interest groups is simply not in the interest of someone who wants to be president.”
One important reason homelessness must be addressed at the state level is the high level of transience among the homeless. As we saw, at least 30 percent of San Francisco homeless said they were homeless before coming to the city,19 and stricter and smaller towns displace difficult populations to larger and more liberal cities. “There is a lack of shelter, housing, and services throughout our country,” said Los Angeles service provider Joel John Roberts, “so if a person is forced into another community that is deficient of services, what makes you think they will stay? If they have already found a safe hiding place under a bridge, in the bushes along the freeway, or in a park, they will return to their haven.”20 Said Mandelman, “I don’t think it can be solved at the county level.”21 Mental health advocate John Snook agreed. “Every community has been allowed to build smoke screens and pawn things off on the next county. Neither governors nor mayors directly oversee many mental health services and instead give contracts to nonprofit organizations. They are thus unable to hold the mental health system accountable.”22
A big part of the reason for the failure of the homeless industrial complex has had to do with perverse incentives, progressive resistance to mandatory treatment, and the insistence on permanent supportive housing over shelters. But it also has to do with the neoliberal model of outsourcing services. Instead of governments providing such services directly, they give grants to nonprofit service providers who are unaccountable for their performance. “There is no statutory requirement for government to address homelessness,” complained University of Pennsylvania researcher Dennis Culhane. “It’s mainly the domain of a bunch of charities who are unlicensed, unfunded, relatively speaking, run by unqualified people who do a shitty job. There’s no formal government responsibility. It’s only something we dream of. And that is fundamentally part of the problem.”23
Nobody can even accurately calculate how much money is being spent. The state auditor calculates that California spends $12 billion total on homelessness, and it is not clear how much of that is overlap with other state spending.24 The Legislative Analyst’s Office found many difficulties: “Difficulty assessing how much the state is spending on a particular approach towards addressing homelessness, for example—prevention versus intervention efforts. Difficulty determining how programs work collaboratively. Difficulty assessing what programs are collectively accomplishing.”25 Said Vicki Westbrook, “Sometimes, I think there are too many nonprofits. You don’t know which one to go with. Maybe it matters and maybe it doesn’t. Maybe they’re providing exactly the same services. Maybe they say they are, but they’re not doing it in the same way.”26
Thomas Insel agreed that the state needed to make sweeping reforms. But, he said, “Everybody says the same thing to me: ‘You’re going to have to change the constitution because the way that we got to where we are was through a series of ballot measures.’”27 But that’s not as daunting a challenge as it may seem. California governors raise money and pass ballot initiatives all the time, as they did over the last two decades when they liberalized drug laws. Why wasn’t Newsom doing that?
After Insel somewhat halfheartedly pointed to COVID-19 and the subsequent recall campaign, I scowled. He knew as well as I did that Newsom had been governor for more than a year before the pandemic and had been lieutenant governor and mayor for fifteen years before that. Insel didn’t criticize Newsom directly, but when I read the transcript from our interview, I was struck by how often he returned to one theme in particular. “It’s been really hard to get any real leadership,” Insel said. “I don’t think money is the problem. I think it’s the leadership . . . we need state leadership. . . . There’s no state leadership. . . . We have to create state leadership. . . . I don’t think it’s a money problem. I think it’s a leadership problem.”28
In 2019 Newsom convened another homelessness task force, pledging to appoint a “homelessness czar” to oversee the program. In early 2021, I asked a member of the governor’s task force, Jeff Bellisario of the Bay Area Council, an influential business advocacy group, if it had created a plan to end homelessness.
“No,” said Bellisario.
What about a proposal to just shelter people?
“There’s a lot of power in Sacramento on the Housing First side,” said Bellisario, “and few people talking about shelter. Housing First has taken over a lot of what happens on the ground, whether in the nonprofits or cities and counties. In the end we ended up with nothing.”29
In May 2021, Governor Newsom unveiled a plan to spend another $12 billion to “confront the homelessness crisis head on,” supposedly demanding more accountability and urgency from service providers.30 But he again missed the point. Newsom’s new plan promises to increase housing placements and treatment beds for those with behavioral health problems, but there is no indication of how he will ensure that people use those services. As such, he is doubling down on the exact same solutions that have contributed to the growing homelessness crisis in California over the last decade.
Said Snook in 2020, “I’m always cynical about California. You’ve had lots of opportunities for this to happen over the last twenty-five years with a lot of the same people.”31
It is not hard to imagine what an aggressive response from the White House would look like, not just on rising overdose deaths but also rising homicides. The president and vice president would make heavy use of the bully pulpit, meeting with family members of victims, giving speeches, and funding millions of dollars in public service advertising. They would warn of the dangers of fentanyl and other hard drugs, demand national action to reduce violence, overdose deaths, and homicides, and inspire America around a vision and strategy to reverse the rise in overdose deaths and homicides. And they would pressure the states to step up mandatory, medically assisted drug treatment, break up the open-air drug markets, and expand conservatorship and assisted outpatient treatment for the mentally ill.
In early 2021, momentum appeared to be building for the White House to take aggressive action on the drug addiction, overdose, and poisoning crisis. Humphreys and other experts publicly urged President Joe Biden to take strong measures.32 In July, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention announced there had been more than 93,000 overdose and poisoning deaths in 2020.33 In April, President Biden’s son Hunter Biden published a memoir describing his crack addiction, which revealed poignant moments between father and son as Hunter spiraled downward.34
But by mid-2021, little had been done. “They have just issued expanding rules for MDs as well as [physician assistants] and [nurse practitioners] to prescribe buprenorphine [Suboxone],” Humphreys said, “and they also have $4 billion to give out in grants this year.” It is notable that the highest-profile action the Biden White House had taken relating to drugs and crime was to deny employment to some low-level White House staffers who admitted to having smoked marijuana in the past. The decision was viewed by many progressives and conservatives alike as bizarre, given the marijuana and cocaine use acknowledged by former president Barack Obama, and the marijuana use acknowledged by Vice President Kamala Harris.35 Noted Humphreys, “there is no confirmed head at [the Office of National Drug Control Policy], FDA, or DEA, and the President has said little about the epidemic to date.”36
How and why do progressives ruin cities? So far we have explored six reasons. They divert funding from homeless shelters to permanent supportive housing, resulting in insufficient shelter space. They defend the right of people they characterize as Victims to camp on sidewalks, in parks, and along highways, as well as to break other laws, including against public drug use and defecation. They intimidate experts, policy makers, and journalists by attacking them as being motivated by a hatred of the poor, people of color, and the sick, and as causing violence against them. They reduce penalties for shoplifting, drug dealing, and public drug use. They prefer homelessness and incarceration to involuntary hospitalization for the mentally ill and addicted. And their ideology blinds them to the harms of harm reduction, Housing First, and camp-anywhere policies, leading them to misattribute the addiction, untreated mental illness, and homeless crisis to poverty and to policies and politicians dating back to the 1980s.
But progressives are defined in opposition to moderate Democrats and Republicans, and so our explanation is incomplete. To understand why progressives ruin cities we have to understand why they have been able to maintain and increase their political control of them, over the last thirty years, despite the reality on the ground.
Democrats sometimes say progressivism is inextricable from the identities and ethos of California and Washington State. “San Francisco is the center of that progressive liberal ethos,” said former San Francisco mayor Art Agnos. “I think it begins with the origins of the city in the Gold Rush.”37 “Washington State’s history is marked by a Progressive ethos,” wrote a Seattle historian. Movements like “social legislation, labor laws, and woman suffrage,” spanning from the state’s founding, are all part of Washington’s “enduring progressive impulse.”38
But conservatism and Republicanism used to be so prevalent that California and Washington were both considered swing states. In fact, between 1948 and 1988, both states were more Republican than the rest of the country. Washington State voted for a Democratic candidate in just two presidential elections in those forty years, while California voted Democrat just once, in Lyndon Johnson’s landslide 1964 victory. Between 1943 and 1998, Republicans held the California governorship for forty-one years, interrupted only by Pat Brown and his son, Jerry Brown, who had two four-year terms each. The states’ legislative branches were more closely contested; Democrats and Republicans handed off control equally in the post–Cold War era.39
The move toward progressivism in California and Washington can be explained by shifts in the parties’ postures and shifts in voter demographics. After the end of the Cold War, the federal government decommissioned superfluous military bases on the West Coast. As part of this “peace dividend,” many military families and contractors, who reliably voted for Republicans, left California and Washington for cheap real estate and new employment in the fast-growing Sun Belt states. Simultaneously, an influx of Latin American immigrants was arriving in California, and many Latinos were put off by Republican governor Pete Wilson’s support of Proposition 187, which blocked access to public benefits for undocumented immigrants.40 At the same time, the nascent tech industry was attracting a new professional class that emerged from the sixties counterculture. To them, the Republican Party was seen as culturally and ideologically tied to establishment. The new class of tech entrepreneurs and engineers instead flocked to the Democratic Party, which increasingly promoted probusiness policies alongside a social and cultural progressivism.41
Meanwhile, conservatives ceded the issue of homelessness to progressives. I asked Christopher Rufo, a leading critic of harm reduction and Housing First, why that was. “Most Republican policy makers don’t actually care about the issue of homelessness because it doesn’t affect their districts,” he said. “Any urban district, especially on the West Coast, is pretty much a one hundred percent Democratically controlled area. Republican legislators from the eastern side of California, or rural districts, have a limited, ‘Look at the feces-covered West Coast cities, the libs are ruining everything’ view. They don’t really feel like they need a plan and they don’t really care what happens in San Francisco or LA or Seattle.”42
Some conservatives uncritically embraced Housing First because they had failed to develop their own solutions to the problem. Said the economist Wayne Winegarden, “The left will tell you what the government should be doing, but the right is very squished. ‘What is the government’s responsibility? Should we be running institutions that help people who have drug addictions and mental illness?’ You don’t have that debate on the right. It is all about, ‘We want less government and lower taxes.’ The question is, ‘What should we be spending?’ and ‘What should it be on?’ And I think the right, if it’s really going to rebuild itself, needs to have definitive answers to those questions.”43
Part of the power of harm reduction, said Stephen Eide of the center-right Manhattan Institute, is that it can be viewed as conservative. “Some people might say it’s just a small government philosophy,” said Eide. “Government just can’t change behavior, so we should focus on what government can do, which is hand out needles, create supervised injection facilities, and teach sex ed instead of making people be abstinent.”44
Many on the left and right embraced drug decriminalization and even legalization for libertarian reasons. George Soros told Ethan Nadelmann he opposed drug prohibition because, “[a]s a businessperson and economist, he saw the absurdity of trying to ban a popular commodity.”45
As a result, in the name of freedom for the victims of mental illness, we have today abdicated our responsibility to properly care for people. A “person’s ‘choice’ to bang her head in a subsidized apartment, to drink himself into a stupor, or to sit idly might easily be reframed,” noted the sociologist who contrasted drug treatment in Malibu to that in Skid Row, “as the state’s abdication of responsibility for profound need and social defeat.”46
If California were to provide a $500,000 studio apartment unit to each of its 150,000 homeless people, the cost would be $75 billion. The cost of providing services, at a cost of $25,000 per person, would be an additional $3.75 billion annually. Thus, over a thirty-year period, the total cost would be about $187.5 billion, in 2020 dollars, or $6.2 billion annualized. What if the cost per unit ended up being $750,000 rather than $500,000, as they ended up being in the Bay Area and Los Angeles? The cost would be $225 billion in 2020 dollars over a thirty-year period, or $7.5 billion annualized. Let’s say California spent half that amount and spent the other half on lower-cost residential homes and shelters, to bring the cost down to $6 billion. And let’s say that the federal government paid for half, to account for the fact that California has half of America’s homeless but just 12 percent of the population. That would bring total annual costs down to $3 billion, which is just one-quarter of what California currently spends in a year on homelessness.
Could California afford it? Of course. If the money for housing could not come from existing pools of money, would voters support increasing the total budget by 2 percent, or $3 billion annually, to build the basic shelter and housing for the homeless? It is conceivable. Recall that California as a whole spent $13.3 billion on homelessness between fiscal years 2018 and 2021,47 beyond the $1.25 billion San Francisco spent on homelessness in the same period. And homelessness remains the number one issue in the minds of voters, who are fed up and want a solution to the problem.
But what can be done to prevent the homeless population from simply replenishing itself? And where, and how, could California build all the new apartments, residential homes, and shelters?
For the last two decades, San Francisco and other progressive cities have sought to become more livable and walkable, including through expansive greenbelts surrounding cities, but without building significantly more housing. Since the 1960s, progressives have criticized suburban housing for breeding conformity and urban redevelopment for displacing poor people of color. They have demanded large, protected areas around cities, where housing is prohibited. And they have demanded greater power at the neighborhood level, empowering not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) activists across the state.
By 1987 progressives had put twenty-four no-growth referendums on municipal ballots in California. Twenty passed.48 In Redwood City, south of San Francisco, anti-growth arsonists burned down single-family homes under construction in twenty separate locations after the City Council lifted a moratorium on new home construction.49 In California, Bay Area cities, including San Francisco, Oakland, and Berkeley, and Southern California cities, including Los Angeles, Santa Monica, and West Hollywood, all imposed rent control. The only major cities in California that rejected it were San Diego and Sacramento.50 Local governments in California are able to reject new housing even when it complies with the zoning rules. More than 80 percent of all lawsuits filed under the state’s 1970 California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA, commonly pronounced “see kwa”) are against urban infill housing, not new development in natural areas.51
As a result, California has the second-highest cost of living in the country, behind only Hawaii, with just a handful of lucky people benefiting from rent control.52 Forty-three percent of California voters and 61 percent of those aged 18–34 said in 2019 that they couldn’t afford to live in the state.53 One-third of Californians say they have seriously considered moving out of the state entirely due to housing costs.54 Few people are aware of how unfair rent control has become. “We have people making $500k+ in rent-controlled apartments all over town,” tweeted Michelle Tandler. “In SF we have surgeons living in Atherton subletting out their med school apts. How is this equitable?”55
Newsom campaigned and was elected on a pledge to build 500,000 new units of housing every year from 2019 to 2025, but California’s housing production declined in both of the years Newsom has been in office, 2019 and 2020. New housing construction in 2020 declined 10 percent with just 100,550 new building permits issued, one-fifth of what Newsom had promised.56
But the trend started long before Newsom. For over a century California added 300,000 new residents a year on average, expanding faster than any other state. California increased its population by half as much between 2000 and 2020 (17 percent) as it did between 1980 and 2000 (43 percent).57 In 2019, the state gained just 90,846 residents, an increase of 0.2 percent.58 In 2021, California lost a congressional seat due to its stagnation relative to other states.
Opposition to new housing has ideological roots. American progressives went from optimism in the 1950s about making middle-class living standards attainable for all Americans, and overcoming the legacy of racism, to deep pessimism just twenty years later. The pessimistic discourse on both the environment and on social progress has been the basis for much of the supposedly “progressive” opposition to new housing since the 1970s.
But NIMBYism also benefits homeowners. By restricting development, property owners reduce supply and drive up prices. Such a strategy is obviously inconsistent with liberal and progressive values since it hurts poor and working people the most. And so progressive San Franciscans have justified their NIMBYism by insisting that more housing actually hurts the poor, particularly poor people of color. They point to cases of badly done redevelopment, such as the bulldozing of San Francisco’s historically African American neighborhood, the Fillmore, as proof.
Over the last decade, demand for new housing in San Francisco and around the country has come from urban Millennial professionals who have formed a yes-in-my-backyard (YIMBY) movement to counter NIMBYs. In early 2018, state senator Scott Wiener from San Francisco introduced YIMBY-backed legislation that would have radically increased the number of apartments, condos, and duplexes near train and bus stations across California. The year before, the California legislature had passed Wiener’s legislation to streamline residential housing approvals. But his new legislation was stronger. It would have changed zoning to allow apartments in half of all single-family neighborhoods in Los Angeles and nearly 100 percent of them in San Francisco.
Opponents of the legislation accused Wiener of proposing a takeover of something that had in the past been controlled locally. The Los Angeles City Council opposed the legislation unanimously.59 Wiener responded that local control had failed to keep up with demand. “In education and healthcare,” Wiener noted, “the state sets basic standards, and local control exists within those standards. Only in housing has the state abdicated its role.”60 Laura Foote, the executive director of YIMBY Action, a grassroots pro-housing group that supported the bill, agreed. “If we make the decisions at the neighborhood level, we’re always going to have a collective action problem because there are too many incentives to say the next town over should build the housing.”61
Wiener’s boldness inspired left-of-center reporters and columnists. Over the next several months, they penned optimistic articles and columns for the New York Times, Atlantic, Bloomberg Opinion, and other national news media outlets. Newsom appeared to endorse Wiener’s idea as he campaigned for governor in 2018 on a promise to create 3.5 million housing units, or 700,000 per year between 2019 and 2023. I, too, was swept up in the youthful, idealistic passion of the progressive pro-housing YIMBY and its demands for radical increases in housing.
But by spring 2019, Wiener’s legislation was in trouble. Opponents said it would result in high-rise buildings in residential neighborhoods. Wiener responded by reducing the maximum height in “transit rich” areas to four or five stories. He also agreed to exempt from his bill areas near bus stops that had infrequent service outside of rush hour. None of it was enough. The committee killed Wiener’s bill in a 6–4 vote. Wiener introduced an updated version later in 2019, which similarly failed. In response, the leadership of the legislature, where Democrats hold a supermajority, moved Wiener out of any leadership role on housing legislation. A group of seven legislators formed a moderate alternative to Wiener and the YIMBYs on one side and NIMBY legislators on the other. The goal was to build consensus around policy that could pass in 2020.
YIMBY leaders were optimistic in spring 2020, even after the coronavirus pandemic had begun, that they would pass legislation. “COVID has revealed the fragility of housing scarcity and has made it more urgent for us to not exacerbate it,” a pro-housing leader who asked to remain anonymous told me. “Something inspired by [Wiener’s legislation] SB50 will ram through.”62 But nothing of significance did.
Opposition to new housing is strong at state and local levels. “The average home value in my district is $1.7 million and I want it to stay that way,” an influential Democratic state senator from Southern California reportedly told a pro-housing leader.63 Said a homelessness advocate, “Gavin worries he can’t do anything as governor because of opposition to building shelters by mayors. Nobody wants to build more housing. No one! How do you mandate local politicians to do housing? They don’t want to or they’ll be voted out of office.”
Pro-housing leaders said Newsom could have withheld money from the counties that did not build more housing. “I think that it’s no secret that Gavin’s administration has not followed through on what would have been necessary to actually achieve the housing goals that he set forth when he was running for office,” said Foote. “He didn’t put a lot of pressure on the state legislature to pass some of the packages that needed, and they needed a governor to push and usher them through.”64
A pro-housing leader in Sacramento who wished to stay anonymous agreed. “He has the inherent legal authority. He just lacks the courage to use it.”65
At this point, the person started laughing.
“Why are you laughing?” I asked.
“Because there is no other way to say it than the rude way! He is being a coward about it. I would be the same if I were running for president. It takes a certain kind of leader to raise his middle finger. And I don’t know if Gavin is the kind of leader to do the right thing when it’s unpopular. He’s more reactive and transactional. I don’t know why he has that political strategy. I would just categorize it as, ‘He doesn’t because he’s afraid to,’ and it’s not more complicated than that.”66
The obstacle for YIMBYs and others who want to require that cities build more housing in existing neighborhoods is not lack of democracy but too much democracy. California’s likely voters tend to be older, NIMBY homeowners. Californians over the age of 55 are one-third of the adult population but nearly half of voters. Young people aged 18–34 are one-third of adults but 22 percent of likely voters. Just one out of five likely voters has no college education. And two-thirds of likely voters are homeowners, while just one-third are renters.67 “It’s the worst possible opponent because it’s Big Voter,” said the pro-housing advocate, laughing. “Big Voter doesn’t want you to succeed.”68
Big Voter appears to be the biggest obstacle YIMBYs face in San Francisco. In November 2020, SF Weekly reported that San Francisco’s progressive Board of Supervisors blocked a nominee to the city’s transportation board simply because the person was a member of SF YIMBY. Wrote the Weekly, “YIMBY has become politically toxic among progressives.”69
Even so, YIMBYs keep pursuing the right message for progressives. They promote more housing for greater livability and walkability. They emphasize solving climate change by reducing driving. And they point to remedying historic racism. “Maybe we can get enough people to believe that ending systemic racism is important,” said Foote, “and therefore we have to reform our land use policies.”70
Maybe. Or maybe California’s progressives will keep voting NIMBY and assuage whatever guilt they feel by supporting more funding for the homeless, voting for candidates who promise to defund the police, and putting Black Lives Matter signs in their windows.
In 1893, the historian Frederick Turner wrote a celebrated essay about the importance of the frontier to how Americans think about freedom. On the frontier, he noted, families and communities were mostly on their own, and thus in a different cultural, economic, and political environment than either New England or the South. Already the American Revolution had created a culture whereby “individual liberty was sometimes confused with absence of all effective government,” noted Turner.1 The experience of living on the western frontier “produces antipathy to control, and particularly to any direct control.”2
No state embodies the frontier more than California. What happened during the 1960s in the counterculture’s attempt to escape traditional obligations was an extension, not rejection, of the American frontier notion of freedom as the absence rather than presence of strong ties. To some extent, the frontier always romanticized the disaffiliated man, from the gold miner, to the entrepreneur, to the hobo. But there was always also a civic spirit, a dream of creating a better society together, and an appreciation of the norm of reciprocity, until the 1960s, when the progressive left sought to replace the principle of gratitude for charity with an attitude of entitlement.
It is thus not just in the name of compassion that Californians allow our most vulnerable fellow humans to live on the street. It is also in the name of liberty. San Francisco embodies an extreme version of the American Dream. Americans come from all over the country, as do immigrants from all over the world, to San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Seattle. These cities’ liberal coastal nature and their distance from the established rules and norms of the East Coast establishment encouraged a bohemian, libertarian culture.
“I think it’s the left combined with libertarianism around substances,” said Keith Humphreys, “that is actually the mix that makes it really hard to manage these problems. The West is far more libertarian about lots of things. . . . Out west, it’s more, ‘Do whatever you want,’ and, ‘No one has a right to interfere with your view.’ Sometimes that is terrific. We’re the home of gay rights. But it doesn’t work well for addiction. The pursuit of allegedly individual freedom ends up ultimately killing the person, and does enormous damage to everybody else. That’s the basis of a lot of intervention [by friends and family of addicts]. But it’s been politically nullified out in the [American] West. And that’s why we don’t have Portuguese outcomes.”3
We commonly assume that left and right are opposites. Yet the libertarian right and the progressive left have been in a tacit alliance against greater government action on addiction and mental illness for at least fifty years. True, most of the right simply opposed stronger public action on mental illness out of discomfort with psychology and government spending on social services. But the power of libertarian ideas and institutions within the Republican coalition, along with broader confusion about psychiatry and drugs, meant that conservatives largely went along with progressive demands to shut down psychiatric hospitals, replace contingency management with Housing First, and underinvest in addiction treatment and recovery.
In 2012, the novelist Kurt Andersen made a similar observation. “What has happened politically, economically, culturally and socially since the sea change of the late ’60s isn’t contradictory or incongruous,” he wrote. “It’s all of a piece. For hippies and bohemians as for businesspeople and investors, extreme individualism has been triumphant. . . . ‘Do your own thing’ is not so different than ‘every man for himself.’”4
Some people have told me that they thought San Francisco’s Safe Sleeping Sites looked like a natural disaster. But with city-funded social workers providing services to the people in tents, it looked to me more like a medical experiment, albeit one that no board of ethics would ever permit. At the Sites the city isn’t providing drug treatment; it’s providing easy access to drugs. That includes, as we have seen, cash in the form of welfare payments with which to purchase drugs, and the equipment with which to inject them.
While San Francisco’s approach to homelessness can be fairly described as pathological altruism, it would be unfair to call it Munchausen syndrome by proxy, which is when a parent deliberately makes their child sick so they can feel important. Many of the drug-addicted and mentally ill homeless are, in fact, sick, and most progressives have good intentions. But it is not unfair to point out that the city’s approach of playing the Rescuer is resulting in worsening addiction and rising overdose deaths. Nor is it unfair to point out that we limit people’s potential for freedom by labeling them Victims and “centering” their trauma, rather than viewing victimization as an opportunity for heroism. Nor is it unfair to point out, as I have attempted to do by describing the history, that San Francisco’s political, business, and cultural leaders should all know better by now.
People suffering addiction and living on the street are ill. To mix them up in speech and policy with people who are merely poor is deceptive. Leading scholars have for thirty years denounced the conflation of the merely poor with disaffiliated addicts. Yet progressive advocates for the homeless continue to engage in the same sleight of hand by using the single term “homeless,” tricking journalists, policy makers, and the public into mixing together groups of people who require different kinds of help. Progressives justify their discourse and agenda in the name of preventing dehumanization, but the effect has been the opposite. In defending the humanity of addicts, progressives ended up defending the inhumane conditions of street addiction.
The morality of victimology contains a version of all six values identified in Moral Foundations Theory. The problem is that those values are oriented around those defined as Victims in a particular context, to the exclusion of everyone else. But not even the most devoted homeless activists could do whatever drug-addicted homeless people demand of them. The demand that we give Victims special political authority is thus really a demand to give special political authority to those who claim to represent the supposed Victims, namely homelessness advocates.
The power of victimology lies in its moralizing discourse more than in any single set of laws. I was struck in my research that progressive civil society actors like Jennifer Friedenbach, Margot Kushel, and Sam Tsemberis have had a far greater impact on public policy, and the reality on the streets, than countless progressive politicians. It is notable that while Friedenbach, Kushel, and Tsemberis are the most influential individuals in shaping homeless policy in San Francisco and Los Angeles, they are also the least accountable. As the problem has worsened, their cultural and political power has grown, while voters understandably blame their local elected leaders for the crisis.
Progressive advocates and policy makers alike blame the drug war, mass incarceration, and drug prohibition for the addiction and overdose crisis, even though the crisis resulted from liberalized attitudes and drug laws, first toward pharmaceutical opioids, and then toward all drugs. This view is, on the one hand, a defensive and ideological reaction. But it is also an abdication of responsibility.
One of my motivations in writing this book was to understand how anarchism, or what is sometimes called left-libertarianism, gained so much power in progressive West Coast cities. I believe part of the answer lies in its lack of accountability, which is itself a kind of power. Anarchists can cheerlead disruptive and even violent actions and then evade responsibility when things go wrong. It is notable that America’s most influential anarchist, Noam Chomsky, selects a few points in history—a ten-month period in Spain in 1936 when large regions of the country were governed autonomously and locally, and the early kibbutzim in Palestine before the creation of the state of Israel, when Jews, Muslims, and atheists all supposedly lived together in harmony—as models of anarchist rule.5 Are those episodes really models for how to govern a large city, state, or nation today? Of course they aren’t. But naming such episodes as the anarchist ideal allows Chomsky to reject responsibility for anarchist actions that go terribly wrong, such as in the occupied zones in Seattle and Minneapolis.
While we should hold our elected officials responsible, we must also ask hard questions of the intellectual architects of their policies, and of the citizens, donors, and voters who empower them. What kind of a civilization leaves its most vulnerable people to use deadly substances and die on the streets? What kind of city regulates ice cream stores more strictly than drug dealers who kill 713 of its citizens in a single year?6 What kind of people moralize about their superior treatment of the poor, people of color, and addicts while enabling and subsidizing the conditions of their death?
Over a decade ago, Jonathan Haidt warned that progressives needed to have a broader moral vision. They needed to value more things. Wrote Haidt, “self-control over self-expression, duty over rights, and loyalty to one’s groups over concerns for out-group” are values necessary to the functioning of civilization. Such values, Haidt warned, “cannot be supported by the Care and Fairness foundations alone. You have to build on the Loyalty, Authority, and Sanctity foundations as well.”7
My research for San Fransicko leads me to agree and build on Haidt’s argument by adding that how we value matters as much as what we value. And so it is to reconstructing a new moral foundation, one capable of uniting moderate conservatives and progressives, that we can now turn.
Cities are sacred and thus there must be rules for behavior in them. It is simply not okay to allow people to sleep on sidewalks, in parks, and on the sides of highways. Nor is it okay for people to sit on the sidewalk and shout threats and profanity at people who walk by, nor for people to defecate in front of retail offices and stores. If restaurants and other businesses want to serve their customers at tables and chairs on sidewalks, they must apply for special permits. That was still the case even during the pandemic. People must not be exempted from this because we feel sorry for them and label them Victims.
When we allow for the chronic violation of laws and social norms, we erode the foundation of our cities and civilization. The city is sacred because it is, or can be, the place of highest human possibility, flourish, and freedom. The public’s horror at open-air drug use and defecation stems from a justified disgust at the violation and contamination of shared, public, and common spaces. Homeless encampments damage the social fabric that makes cities possible.
The same goes for criminal justice. Abuses by the police undermine the public’s trust in government, and thus loyalty to the city, state, and nation, which contributes to collective safety and public order. And high rates of homicide destroy the fabric of cities and communities. Coastal, progressive cities have shown us that we cannot effectively address past racial injustices without also addressing homicides in our cities, or we will worsen the wrongs we seek to rectify. All Americans, of all political ideologies, religions, social classes, and races, have an interest in focusing our attention, finally, on our nation’s tragically high homicide rates.
Stigmatizing hard drug use and breaking up the open-air drug markets will not end drug dealing, but it will significantly reduce the violence associated with drugs by moving the drug trade indoors and thus dispersing it. Doing so may have the added benefit of increasing costs for dealers and users. The American people are capable of distinguishing between stigmatizing fentanyl use without stigmatizing the sick person who is using fentanyl. The person requires our compassion, but the behavior requires our condemnation.
We need a new, pro-human, pro-civilization, and pro-cities morality. Freedom is essential, but without order it can’t exist in cities. If we are not safe, if our cities are not walkable, then we don’t have a civilization. In some ways the new morality may seem like a return to an older, Enlightenment morality. But the morality we need would define Liberty more around affiliation than disaffiliation, and value the freedom that comes from taking responsibility more than the freedom to reject it.
Social norms are always individual and social. Most are never enforced, because nobody wants to feel the social embarrassment of being caught not picking up after their dog. One of the most important discoveries of sociologists in the late twentieth century, as they sought to understand rising crime rates, was that most people obey the law not because they are afraid of being caught violating it but because they believe in the law, and that it’s being administered fairly.8 The fact that a significant number of elected progressive Democrats, including district attorneys and supervisors in Los Angeles, Seattle, and San Francisco, have in recent years openly called for enforcing the law differently according to race and class, and have started doing so, is a disturbing threat both to public order and to the principle of equal justice under the law.
In 2018, Patrick Collison, the CEO and cofounder of Stripe, an Internet financial services firm, published an essay that described why he opposed Proposition C, the initiative written by Jennifer Friedenbach and championed by Salesforce’s Marc Benioff. “Stripe is highly motivated to help solve homelessness,” he wrote. “We’re happy to pay higher taxes as part of doing so, a position we’ve made clear from the start. Stripe employees, and Stripe itself, have long worked to help housing-related causes and homeless service providers.” But, he added, “[i]f homelessness was just a question of money, this issue would already be solved.”
Collison had run the numbers. “While cities report inconsistently, San Francisco currently spends around $430 per city resident per year on services and programs for the homeless, compared to $260 in New York City and $110 in Los Angeles. Yet the problem in our city is worse.” He called for “systemic changes” and “effective accountability.”9
Progressives including Benioff criticized Collison sharply, but he found an unlikely ally in Riva Tez, a Britain-born, San Francisco–based tech entrepreneur who had been homeless as a girl. Tez’s mother suffered schizophrenia, and they both squatted illegally and lived in a shelter. “[Living in a homeless shelter] really shaped me,” said Riva. “I think that experience as a child made me much more sympathetic to those situations because I can see my mother in all of them.”
But Tez does not share the views of progressive homelessness advocates. “I had a friend who went to work in an NGO,” Tez said. “She is the most high-integrity person I know. After a year she had completely changed all her views. She said she never realized how much of an industry poverty was.” The Proposition C campaign upset Tez. “They manipulated the narrative to be, ‘Are you for or against the homeless?’” she said. “If you said you’re against Prop C, people would say, ‘You hate the homeless.’ I’m like ‘There are better things to do to help the homeless, because it doesn’t seem like the problem in San Francisco is that the homeless [service providers] don’t have enough money. It seems like we don’t have enough accountability.’”10
Collison’s decision could not have been easy. “[Patrick] put himself on the line because he was going against the homeless narrative,” said Riva. “I mean, they had protests outside the Stripe offices. . . . There was bravery in that.”11 Said a writer for a San Francisco venture capital firm, Michael Solana, “There is a broader problem in our culture right now where people don’t feel comfortable to speak. The city was a culture of new things. But then, politically, it became hostile to new things, from new housing to new technologies.”12
Chris Rufo similarly pointed to the need to confront taboos. “The chief of psychiatry in a public hospital system in one of the largest California cities told me, ‘I know for a fact, and all of my colleagues know, that what we actually need to deal with the problem in the biggest cities in California is long-term residential secure psychiatric care. But I can’t say that publicly because I would be disemboweled by the activist left. My job would be in jeopardy. My reputation would be in jeopardy. My whole life would get turned upside down for even broaching the subject of expanding secure mental health facilities and compulsory mental health treatment.’ And I said, ‘So what’s the solution?’ and this person said, ‘We muddle through.’”13
Stanford’s Keith Humphreys described something similar. “The mayors of cities call me and they’ll agree privately. ‘Yeah. We can’t just have a model where you use as much [hard drugs] as you want, wherever you want, and nothing bad ever happens to you.’ And I say, ‘Okay, here’s some ways to change.’ ‘Nope.’ ‘Whoa, wait.’ ‘Nope, nope.’ ‘No pressure allowed.’ ‘No accountability allowed.’”14
“When you dealt with the heroin epidemic in the eighties and nineties,” I asked Rene Zegerius in Amsterdam, “were there activists who said that you should not do anything? That you should let people be addicts?”
“‘Helping,’ ‘Helping,’” said Rene. “‘We should help them.’ Today we have policing forums. But that was not the case in the beginning of the epidemic. Then, we just had to help the poor bastards.”
“Did the conservative parties say, ‘No, you have to have law enforcement’?” I asked.
“The people and the politics are more to the right today than in the eighties,” he said. “We had very large left-wing political parties then. Most of them formed the government. Now, Dilan’s party, which is a little right of the middle, is the ruling party. But they were small in the eighties.”15
Could a similar change occur on the progressive West Coast?
After I told Rufo that I had found openness among some progressives to greater mandatory treatment of the seriously mentally ill, he said, “I think there probably is [openness] among the center-left. But the problem, too, is that the real power holders in these conversations are the activist organizations. You have disability rights groups, the American Civil Liberties Union, and the umbrella of individual rights and rights protection groups for people who are mentally ill and people who are addicted. And they have manipulated the legal system into codifying their preferences and basically bully and bowl over any public officials that would cross their path for even a moderate compromise.”16
Part of the reason I have focused on Amsterdam as a potential model is precisely because it is so liberal. It proves that cities with very progressive attitudes toward sex and drugs are not doomed to skyrocketing overdose deaths, open drug scenes, and homeless encampments. Gay and lesbian people were out in Amsterdam in the 1920s, forty years before they were in the Castro, Harvey Milk’s neighborhood, in San Francisco. It was one of the first developed nations to decriminalize marijuana, and allow its relatively open use. Prostitution is legal and regulated.
And yet the Dutch have managed to maintain the safety and sanctity of the city and protect human dignity. Amsterdam is one of the few large cities in the world where one is relatively safe walking around in almost every neighborhood, even in the middle of the night. Its treatment of people suffering from mental illness and addiction is world-class. And it even allows for some experimentation with psychedelic drugs, which hold significant therapeutic potential.17
Conservative thinkers whom I interviewed all said they favored taxpayer support for housing the people who genuinely need it. “Good people who really care about mental health reform are generally supportive of the idea that seriously mentally ill people are disabled,” said Stephen Eide. “If you’re really schizophrenic, if you are mentally disabled, you probably will need the government to give you housing for the rest of your life. You’ll need health care. You’ll need an income source.”18
Rising overdose deaths, the vacuum of leadership and vision, and the sheer disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic made some people wonder if the crisis had created a real opportunity for change on the West Coast. When I asked her what she thought was possible, given how many reform-minded tech workers had left San Francisco, Riva said, “It does feel like the end of an era, and makes me sad.” At the same time, she said, “There’s a lot of people trying to think like, how do we fix this?”19
In normal times, we pay our taxes and expect that, in return, police will prevent and investigate crimes, sidewalks and streets will be as clean and clear as possible, and our children can expect from their schools a decent education. When Bill Maher says, “I don’t know what I’m getting for my super high taxes,” he’s saying something important: nobody knows what the exchange between rights and responsibilities is, as taxpayers and as citizens.20 It is time to spell out what we should expect for our super high taxes.
California’s state auditor and the Legislative Analyst’s Office imply that homelessness can be solved through “coordination,” but everybody knows that when you want to get something done you need a hierarchy, with a clear line of command and with leaders at the top who have both authority and accountability.
What California needs is a new, single, and powerful state agency. Let’s call it Cal-Psych. It would be built as a separate institution from existing institutions, including state and county health departments and health providers. Cal-Psych would efficiently and humanely treat the seriously mentally ill and addicts, while providing housing to the homeless on a contingency-based system. Cal-Psych’s CEO would be best-in-class and report directly to the governor. It is only in this way that the voters can hold the governor accountable for the crisis on the streets.
Cal-Psych would have significant buying power, be attractive to employees, and be able to move clients to where they need to be. It would be able to purchase psychiatric beds, board and care facilities, and treatment facilities from across the state. And it would be able to offer the mentally ill and those suffering substance use disorders drug and psychiatric treatment somewhere other than in an open-air drug scene.
Cal-Psych would start in one city, learn rapidly, and then grow, ultimately taking over from the counties. We must learn from the mistakes of the past. We shut down state mental hospitals before we had created the alternative. Cal-Psych would be scaled up over time, replacing various institutions that are currently doomed to failure. Legislation would be required to reallocate resources currently being wasted through the Mental Health Services Act. California must apply for the Medicaid waiver to expand psychiatric beds. Cal-Psych would attract an A-list workforce, including assertive social workers with a whatever-it-takes mandate.
Cal-Psych would do as much as legally, ethically, and practically possible to establish voluntary drug treatment and psychiatric care and would also work with the courts and law enforcement to enforce involuntary care through assisted outpatient treatment and conservatorship. The low-hanging fruit, according to Rene, is getting twenty-something-year-old opioid addicts off the street and into medically assisted treatment programs, since we have good substitutes for opioids in the form of Suboxone and methadone. The higher-hanging fruit is helping service-resistant people suffering from serious mental illness. All of Cal-Psych’s involuntary treatment programs would work with California’s criminal justice system to protect individual rights, expand alternatives to jail, and get people the care they need.
California is overdue for a turn toward pragmatism and moderation when it comes to these issues. Californians do not want to return to mass incarceration nor to One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. At the same time, Californians want and deserve public order, which has broken down. Assisted outpatient treatment and conservatorship protect individual rights through the courts and allow non-jail and non-prison alternatives focused on psychiatric care. The ACLU has, in the past, done much good to protect rights, but they have taken an extreme position against conservatorship such that they are actively contributing to the current crisis.
Surveys find voters support a balanced, carrot-and-stick approach. Eighty-nine percent of voters support greater involuntary commitment of homeless individuals with severe mental illness and behavioral issues. While voters generally prefer local solutions, noted a pollster, “they are so frustrated with lack of action that Californians now put responsibility for solving the homelessness problem on state officials over local officials, by a 62 to 38 percent margin.”21
And while some counties may resist Cal-Psych, many others recognize that they cannot solve the problem. They may be happy to let go of the responsibility of caring for the chronic homeless, so long as they are reassured that they will not lose funding or control over county programs for those with milder mental illness such as depression, which are best handled at the county level.
Assisted outpatient treatment, which treats the mentally ill outside of hospitals, would play a central role. Treatment in the community would be preferred over hospitals so no one is treated in a hospital if they don’t have to be. However, sometimes severely mentally ill individuals need to be stabilized or cared for with treatments provided only by hospitals. We need to increase the number of mental health beds in hospitals, whether public or private, to the California Hospital Association’s standard of 50 beds per 100,000 people. We should also expand conservatorship so loved ones can better care for their severely mentally ill kin.
Cal-Psych would also fight drug addiction through expanded drug treatment. The key time to offer drug treatment to a person suffering from addiction is when they are revived from the brink of death with Narcan. It is an existential moment par excellence: you have nearly died by smoking too much fentanyl and were saved by one of your fellow Americans. The Cal-Psych worker who revives you would be able to offer you drug treatment, available immediately, where you will have the opportunity to detox and get therapy. Cal-Psych would help lengthen court-ordered drug treatment and provide enough resources so that recovering addicts aren’t forced to leave rehab right when their cravings peak. Sobering centers would also be provided to individuals still struggling with addiction.
Cal-Psych would get homeless people off the streets. For the one-third of the homeless who have severe mental illness, Cal-Psych compels treatment and supervised care. Cal-Psych would intervene at two different moments in the homeless addict’s life, either when he is revived from overdose or after he is caught repeatedly committing nuisance crimes like public defecation, shoplifting, or public intoxication. In the latter case, drug treatment would be offered as an alternative to jail. In both instances, Cal-Psych would offer opportunities to learn to work and build a new life. Cal-Psych would help homeless drug addicts and mentally ill individuals stay healthy and housed by offering a variety of housing on a contingency basis.
Through Cal-Psych, California would dramatically increase the types of shelter and housing available to the homeless. Every homeless person should have access to shelter every night and must use it. Purchasing residential homes and converting the Project Roomkey hotels into abstinence-contingent hotels would be a key first step. The governor could issue state-of-emergency declarations to acquire shelters and housing.
Cal-Psych caseworkers would have a whatever-it-takes mandate to get people off the street. They would track their clients when they go into a hospital, jail, or shelter. Caseworkers would also know if their client relapsed or stopped taking medication. Greater court-ordered supervision would allow caseworkers to impose the order and structure missing from the chaotic lives of the mentally ill so they can get the psychiatric and therapeutic help they need to eventually live more independently.22 Cal-Psych would have mobile units capable of performing on-the-spot psychiatric evaluations, enrollment in programs, and the replacement of medical identification cards, which homeless drug users tend to lose.
Cal-Psych would work with law enforcement to break up the open drug scenes in the Tenderloin, Skid Row, and the Blade, reimpose consequences for petty crimes through drug courts and mental illness courts, and redevelop run-down infrastructure, allowing for a larger, more diverse, and more functional community.
There are models of effective and humane responses to the mentally ill and street addicts in the United States. Arizona and Texas have police officers trained to handle mental health calls. They track down people who have violated court orders for treatment. They check in on people. They often have social workers with them. Crucially, their status allows them to handle people who might be in a violent, psychotic state, which social workers are usually not equipped to handle.23
Positive relationships between health-care providers and police are possible. And there are even the seeds of Cal-Psych in pragmatically minded health professionals in California. LA street doctor Susan Partovi spoke optimistically about the Los Angeles Police Department’s head of mental evaluation. “He does not come off as a cop at all,” she said. “Most compassionate guy I’ve ever met. Doesn’t have that arrogance. Really cares about this population. He said, ‘I want my police to know who’s gravely disabled and a danger to self.’”
Susan and the officer created a checklist for police officers to use when interacting with homeless people in psychotic states. Together they are seeking to apply legal conservatorship to mentally ill homeless. “Let’s see if they’re willing to start taking medications on the streets.”24
The money for Cal-Psych could come from three sources: California’s failed Mental Health Services Act (Proposition 63), Medicaid, and, over time, the city and county funding currently being allocated to unaccountable nonprofit service providers. “Braid your money,” said John Snook, “get your Prop 63 money, get your federal housing funds, your Housing First funding, everything together. [Cal-Psych] would have then the authority. That’s where it breaks down in California. All of these random nonprofit service providers that are letting things fall through the cracks.”
Opposition to Cal-Psych may come from some existing mental health-care providers, but what’s going for the idea is the spectacular failure of the current system. “When there are quiet conversations, a lot of people are saying it doesn’t make a ton of sense for every single county in the Bay Area to be doing something different,” said Snook. “Somebody walks across an imaginary border and suddenly you don’t have any ability to engage them in a program. I think a lot of people recognize that.”25
Opposition may also come from some libertarians and conservatives, but Cal-Psych would not socialize a private market, and thus should not arouse their fears. The government already treats the mentally ill, but in prisons instead of hospitals and outpatient centers. Services for the severely mentally ill and drug-addicted are not a market for anyone except the very wealthy, who can afford private rehabilitation centers like the one that dispenses tough love in Malibu, which could continue to operate independently of Cal-Psych’s mandate to treat the severely mentally ill homeless. Some may hesitate to support centralizing government mental health services, but doing so would enable efficiencies, cut government waste, and reverse the mass incarceration of the severely mentally ill, which are outcomes that should be persuasive to people with either libertarian or progressive leanings.
As such, Cal-Psych, and the creation of universal psychiatric care for the severely mentally ill homeless, could represent a moral, human, and technological frontier for California. After the closing of the formal frontier California pioneered frontiers of space exploration, medicine, information and communications technology, and alternative medicines including psychedelics, which show promise for many, from cancer patients to rape victims. Imagine the sense of pride Californians could feel for Cal-Psych. After vacationing in Italy, Dr. Thomas Insel said, “I jumped in a cab to go to the airport. The cabdriver was showing me all the sites when, at one point, he turned to me and said, ‘We have the best mental health care in the world, here.’ And I thought, ‘That’s pretty weird. I’ve never had a cabdriver in California say that to me.’ But that was part of who they are. There’s tremendous pride around that.”26
Progressives say they want livable, walkable cities, but by allowing the continued operation of open-air drug scenes, they are making cities unlivable and unwalkable, as well as inhumane. No psychologist or psychiatrist in America believes meth and fentanyl are appropriate medicines for schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, or depression. And yet taxpayers in the San Francisco Bay Area, Seattle, and Los Angeles are, in effect, subsidizing their use and abuse by giving away free hotel rooms, cash, food, and much else.
Too often progressive idealism creates greater loyalty to a highly romanticized view, one that allowed progressives to justify defunding and shutting down core institutions, including psychiatric hospitals, police stations, and homeless shelters. “We have these very high ideals about making criminal justice problems public health problems,” San Francisco supervisor Rafael Mandelman acknowledged. “We haven’t begun to figure out how to organize and operationalize a public health structure that would allow public health to assume responsibility for that kind of transformation. We ripped down an ugly, problematic system that in some ways worked, and in a lot of ways didn’t, and failed to replace it with anything adequate to managing the challenge. And now it feels like we’re doing something similar with criminal justice.”27
Like Mandelman, other elected officials are beginning to stand up to the more ideological advocates of harm reduction and Housing First, and advocating the expansion of temporary shelters. “It’s estimated that it will take till 2035 or 2040 to build enough permanent housing,” Sacramento mayor Darrell Steinberg said to Housing First advocate Margot Kushel at a televised event in 2019. “The only question I’m asking is, ‘What do we do in the meantime?’”28
But many progressive advocates, more powerful than ever, had become more dogmatic. The founder of Drug Policy Alliance, Ethan Nadelmann, turned out to be a relative moderate in comparison to his successor. “They have really changed since he’s left,” said Humphreys. “I knew Ethan and a lot of the people there. There’s been quite a turnover, and the viewpoint is much more towards the San Francisco model. There were more people there then who at least were a little more grounded in evidence than ideology than is the case now.”29
The political establishment in California and progressive West Coast cities has plainly failed, but voters are still not being offered a genuine alternative to status quo policies. Cal-Psych offers voters an alternative between lawlessness and mass incarceration, and between chronic homelessness and chronic institutionalization. A new political vision, agenda, and leadership are needed to overcome the divisions and chaos. “The central conservative truth is that it is culture, not politics, that determines the success of a society,” noted the late Democratic senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan. “The central liberal truth is that politics can change a culture and save itself from itself.”30
California residents, as noted above, appear ready for the state to take over where counties have failed. And when the context broadens from San Francisco to California, more seems possible. “I actually think there’s hope for the state of California,” said Michael Solana. “There are a lot of people who are cognizant of the state government’s failures and want to see meaningful change.”31 Said Stephen Eide, “Revolutions in social policy do happen sometimes, and it’s conceivable that something like that could happen with homelessness.”32
Next door to Amsterdam’s red-light district, the Zeedijk neighborhood had a reputation for jazz and heroin, just like the Tenderloin in San Francisco. Jazz great Chet Baker, who played at the Black Hawk in the Tenderloin in the 1950s, played frequently in Zeedijk. A singer and trumpet player, Baker sat in on bebop sessions in 1950, when he was in the Presidio Army Band. Two years later he moved to Los Angeles to play with Charlie Parker and accompanied Gerry Mulligan in his famous piano-less quartet. But his addiction to heroin dragged him down. Baker’s music suffered. Police arrested him repeatedly in both the United States and Europe. And he was nearly beaten to death in 1968.
Zeedijk’s decline mirrored Baker’s. By the 1980s it had become an open drug scene for heroin dealers and users. Neighborhood residents abandoned buildings and squatters took over. “There were a lot of houses that were abandoned and really falling apart,” recalled a former resident. “Nobody wanted to invest in the area.”1
It was the residents themselves who demanded that the neighborhood be cleaned up. In the spring of 1983, they came to a City Council meeting and threw at council members little bags of sugar mislabeled “Heroin,” grabbing public attention. And so, in addition to breaking up Zeedijk’s open drug scene, the city government also redeveloped it through a public-private venture.2
Amsterdam is home to some of the world’s finest row houses, and is as fussy about architecture as San Francisco. The city redeveloped Zeedijk in a way that preserved and enhanced existing structures, including the original seawall. Today Zeedijk is viewed as a crown jewel of Amsterdam’s revitalization.
In San Francisco, progressives have for fifty years suggested that redevelopment must result in evictions and the bulldozing of whole neighborhoods, but that’s not what happened in Zeedijk. The city extended rental subsidies to tenants so they would not be driven out as rents rose. One-third of the housing stock is rent-controlled. “We could make a higher revenue on our portfolio, but we choose to keep diversity,” the housing developer explained. “The money is reinvested in new properties and also more affordable housing in the area, unlike some landlords, where it is probably being invested in their holiday villa.” The model was so popular that it is now being used in the neighboring red-light district.3
All redevelopment comes at a price. It can result in a change to the demographics of the neighborhood. Critics of Zeedijk’s transformation complain of too many tourists, too few jazz clubs, and rising rents for those units that do not receive subsidies. “We have people who rent property with us who are also our main critics,” said the public housing developer, who had a good attitude about it. “We believe that only when you are open to criticism, can you really make your neighborhood better.”4
But the price of not redeveloping is much higher: the destruction of human dignity and civil society. Redevelopment makes housing more abundant and can reduce the concentration of poverty. It grows the tax base and generates revenue to improve schools and transportation. That’s what happened in New York City after the closure of open-air drug markets in the Alphabet City area of the Lower East Side, and its subsequent redevelopment.5
Redevelopment is a chance to make the Tenderloin, the Blade, and Skid Row walkable, livable, and beautiful. I was surprised to find little opposition to redevelopment, and even some enthusiasm. When I asked LA street doctor Susan Partovi, “Can we redevelop Skid Row?” she said, “Absolutely. Let’s make it pretty.”6
Given California’s stagnation, we cannot allow our response to the untreated addiction and mental illness crisis to depend upon significantly expanding the overall housing stock. Human dignity, and the sanctity of our cities, must come before the political agendas of NIMBYs, YIMBYs, and everyone else in between. At the same time, the Tenderloin, Skid Row, and the Blade cannot be the only sites of new housing development. Attempting to make them that would be unfair and impractical. If California ever chooses to return to population growth, while reducing the impact of historic injustices, the state will need to build a lot more housing, from apartments and condos downtown to fourplexes and adjacent dwelling units in the suburbs.7
In exchange for more apartments downtown, Californians could agree to more suburbs on former farmlands. YIMBYs sometimes misdescribe how cities add housing. Cities around the world, from Tokyo to Atlanta, become more dense and grow outward at the same time. Some pro-density advocates have pointed to Tokyo as a city that grew its population without taking up more land, but Tokyo’s area increased 54 percent from 1990 to 2010. Its rate of expansion doubled during this time and it became less dense overall.8 Housing in suburbs is far cheaper to build than in the cities, which is how cities from Tokyo to Atlanta have been able to keep overall housing prices comparatively low. 9
Many of us who move to the Bay Area, and pay dearly to remain, do so in part to enjoy California’s spectacular natural environments. These public areas should remain off-limits to any kind of development. But allowing for suburbanization of California’s ranches and farmlands would still allow for strong protections of California’s scenic natural areas like Yosemite, the redwoods, and oak woodlands and green spaces near cities. The obvious way to do so is by rescinding the regressive tax breaks California and other states give to uneconomic farms and ranches. Over the last several decades, a declining amount of California’s land was converted from farming to housing.10 In 2009, five times more of California’s land was used for pasture (17 percent) and farming (8 percent) than for cities and suburbs.11 People should be free to use their land for uneconomic purposes, but they should not be subsidized by taxpayers, particularly when the land would have far higher value as housing.
Some conservatives recognize the need for more housing. “I’m not one of those conservatives who rejects the idea that homelessness is a housing problem,” said Stephen Eide. “Homelessness is a housing problem, at least in part. There’s no way to understand how this developed and changed over the last fifty, sixty years without thinking about what happened to housing at that time. In particular, at the very lowest end of the housing market.”12
But whether or not housing can be significantly expanded in California, we should redevelop neighborhoods that have been taken over by open-air drug scenes for strictly humanitarian, and public order, reasons. In this regard, Zeedijk serves as both inspiration and warning. When redevelopment finally arrived, it was too late to save Chet Baker. In 1973, police found his body under the second-story window of his hotel room, with cocaine and heroin in his room and his body. He was only fifty-eight.13
The crisis on the streets has led some progressives to recognize the need for building more temporary shelter. “We need to do the New York model and create a lot of housing,” said Berkeley homeless service provider and advocate Boona Cheema. “Half the world lives in shantytowns. Come on. That’s the part that irritates me the most. How can you be anti-shelter unless you have affordable housing?”
“But the consensus seems to be pretty anti-shelter,” I said.
“You’ve been talking to heavy-duty advocates,” she said. “When you talk to service providers like me, we feel very differently because we’ve seen people fall out of Housing First because nobody showed up to check in on them and they were out of [psychiatric] meds and came back to the street.”14
Chris Herring, who works closely with Jennifer Friedenbach, said his own thinking had evolved. “In 2000 when I started with the National Coalition on Homelessness, and in 2003 when I did my undergrad work, I became really critical of the shelter industrial complex and short-termism,” he said. “But when you really start doing the ethnographic field research, going between the streets and the shelter, it’s very hard to hold this sort of theoretical position that we need to just do Housing First and stop talking about shelter. In the last twenty years all I hear from city officials is ‘Housing First’ and ‘We’re not doing shelter because we need more housing.’ But now we’ve got even more homeless on the street and more suffering.”15
Susan Partovi agreed. “Interim housing is fine,” she said. “As long as they’re in interim housing, we can be working on their permanent housing. That can take a year or even more. They could die before that happens.”16
Americans not suffering from serious mental illness should have a right to shelter, not to a studio apartment, much less one in one of the most expensive downtown real estate markets in the world. Shelters should be safe, clean, and humane. But they also must be low-cost, basic, and not so nice as to serve as an incentive to homelessness. And better housing should be earned, not given away unconditionally.
Would voters support such an agenda? In 2020 and 2021, I conducted two polls of California voters through Google Surveys, which surveyed a random and representative sample of the public, to find out. In both, I found strong support for the basic principles I have outlined here.
More than two-thirds of voters support enforcing laws against using hard drugs and defecating in public, and support using mandatory drug treatment and mental health care as alternatives to jail and prison. The 2020 survey was of 403 California voters. It found that 71 percent of respondents agreed with the statement, “People who defecate or use hard drugs in public should be arrested and evaluated for mental health and/or drug treatment,” and 42 percent strongly agreed, while just 11 percent disagreed, 4 percent strongly.
Most voters in 2021 still felt homelessness was the number one problem that required addressing. In January 2021, most respondents agreed that violent crime was increasing (52 percent) and that we need more housing, not less, to reduce rents and eviction (83 percent). Forty-three percent said mental illness and drug addiction were the main causes of homelessness, and 49 percent agreed with the statement, “We need to break up the open-air drug markets and offer mandatory drug treatment as an alternative to jail.” Eighty-eight percent of Democrats and 29 percent of Republicans agreed.17
Other public opinion surveys find that California voters support a balanced approach. A 2019 poll found they “support a mix of compassionate and no-nonsense actions.” A policy described as “involuntary commitment of homeless individuals who have severe mental/behavioral issues that may be a danger or harm to themselves or others in the community” had 89 percent support. Support for “more homeless shelters” stood at 86 percent. And 74 percent of voters said the state should re-criminalize the serial thefts that Proposition 47 in 2014 decriminalized.18
Over the last two years we have seen a disturbing rise in politically motivated disorder, from the anarchist takeovers of autonomous zones in Seattle, Portland, and Minneapolis to the storming of the US Capitol by supporters of former president Donald Trump. In each case, elected officials not only failed to respond swiftly and decisively, they contributed to the undermining of law and order. In every case I felt an anxiety I had never felt before, which was the fear of losing my country. I began to genuinely worry that America could become like one of the undemocratic and unfree nations I have visited over the decades. Disorder and the loss of freedom go hand in hand. Political leaders who fail to maintain order are often replaced by leaders who sacrifice freedom.
I wish more Americans could experience life in a closed society to properly appreciate just how special and precious civilization and freedom are. Around the world I have met people whose loved ones were raped because the police had been kicked out of an area controlled by rebel factions. And I have interviewed journalists gripped with fear that the people at the table next to us were government spies who would take them to prison, or worse, simply for talking with me.
Many of the people who enjoy some of the highest levels of prosperity and freedom in human history are also the least grateful, and least loyal, to the civilization that made it possible. The progressive obsession with changing the names of schools and tearing down statues of people allegedly guilty of genocide in the past comes at a time when our greatest global rival is actually guilty of committing one in the present. In 2021, the US State Department declared China’s treatment of its Uighur Muslim minority “genocide.” Meanwhile, during the pandemic, China has behaved in increasingly menacing ways toward US allies in the Asia Pacific region, such as Australia, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and the Philippines, and continues to seek to steal from American entrepreneurs and high-tech firms.19
Today, America is so divided that some progressives are openly proposing that America split apart.20 This suggestion raises a question similar to the one Victor Frankl demanded of his depressed clients: Why doesn’t America commit suicide? What should America live for?
The traditional answer is freedom, but Americans are deeply divided over its meaning. Where progressives are concerned primarily with the freedom of victims, notes Jonathan Haidt, conservatives are concerned primarily with the freedom from constraints. In the United States “liberals are most concerned about the rights of certain vulnerable groups (e.g., racial minorities, children, animals),” he writes, “and they look to government to defend the weak against oppression by the strong. Conservatives, in contrast, hold more traditional ideas of liberty as the right to be left alone, and they often resent liberal programs that use government to infringe on their liberties in order to protect the groups that liberals care most about.”21
In his famous essay, Frederick Turner argued that, to balance the American notion of freedom as self-reliance and rugged individualism, we needed to remind ourselves that the frontier was also a place of solidarity and reciprocity, and that we needed governmental and other shared institutions. Turner reminds us that much of the so-called freedom of the frontier was often not true freedom at all. The West was the meeting point between “savagery and civilization.” Psychologist Viktor Frankl agreed. “Freedom is only part of the story and half of the truth,” he wrote. “In fact, freedom is in danger of degenerating into mere arbitrariness unless it is lived in terms of responsibleness.”22
The good news, noted Turner, is that the frontier is also characterized by the capacity for “perennial rebirth,” and “beginning over again.” Today that starts with valuing freedom as a state of affiliation, not disaffiliation, and of responsibility to, not freedom from, one another as fellow Americans. And we must return to a view of freedom that is universal, and not just for people designated Victims. We must affirm equal justice under, and enforcement of, the law.
In the same spirit, we should recommit to Martin Luther King’s commandment to judge each other by the content of our character, not by the color of our skin. We are responsible for our behavior, not that of our group, nor that of our ancestors. The arc of the universe does indeed bend toward justice, as King claimed, and we thus dishonor the sacrifices of our forebears when we suggest things are as bad or worse today than before the 1964 Civil Rights Act. We must build upon our shared progress against inequality, not deny its existence.
By the spring of 2021, it appeared that a backlash against identity politics, and perhaps even victimology more broadly, was finally under way. Facing widespread criticism and a recall campaign, the San Francisco Unified School District’s Board of Directors paused its school renaming initiative, ostensibly so it could focus on reopening the schools. Several well-known and respected scholars, journalists, and activists, including Columbia University’s John McWhorter, former New York Times columnist Bari Weiss, Harvard’s Steven Pinker, Coleman Hughes, and Chris Rufo, announced the creation of a new organization called Foundation Against Intolerance and Racism, to push back against racial essentialism and intolerance.23 And in New York, New Jersey, and Virginia, Asian parents filed lawsuits to fight racial discrimination in high school admissions and defend meritocracy.24
No serious historian today would rank Harvey Milk’s advocacy of requiring people to pick up after their dogs as a particularly important aspect of his legacy. Milk’s legacy is normalizing gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender relationships by encouraging people to come out of the closet to their friends and families, and helping to kill a ballot initiative that would have fired gay teachers. But historians remind us that some things which appear trivial at first reveal themselves to be of greater importance over time.
Milk didn’t get elected on a platform of gay rights. It was too narrow, even for San Francisco. He was elected to solve a problem of public disorder, of feces where they didn’t belong. In the process of solving an issue trivialized as a mere nuisance, Milk went from being “the gay candidate” to the people’s candidate. He transcended the politics of identity to arrive at a politics of community. Behavior matters, particularly in cities. The dog poop law was, fundamentally, an effort to change behavior by changing social norms. Recall that when a reporter expressed skepticism that police would be able to enforce the law, Milk said the law would be enforced through “peer pressure.” Said Milk, “when a San Franciscan is walking down the street and sees someone breaking the law you say ‘Hey!’—with a smile—‘You broke the law.’ And after a while, when enough people do that, the message will be clear.”25
When our manic character, born of the flight from oppression and the adventure of the Wild West frontier, is unbalanced by more sober virtues, lawlessness and disorder result. Great freedom depends on great responsibility. When conservatives say that freedom isn’t free and that we should be grateful for our military families and veterans, it sounds to many progressives as it did to me once, as a justification for militarism, and in some cases it may be that. But it also speaks to the recognition of something much more profound and significant, which is that peace requires security, and that security requires responsibility.
The Statue of Liberty, noted Frankl, symbolizes something that is at once essential about the United States but also incomplete. The American frontier closed over a century ago, and the values of the West increasingly define the whole of the United States, as Turner predicted. But we are not living up to our role as leaders, or to our duty to one another as fellow humans and citizens. As such, it is time for us to grow up. That should start in California, the state that most embodies the American frontier spirit, and our love of freedom, and in San Francisco, the city that most embodies its ingenuity. And so it is here, perhaps in the bay that connects the city to America, that we should complete the American project and build what Frankl proposed: a Statue of Responsibility.26
In spring 2021, I watched a Vice documentary on YouTube about Mexican families living near the US border whose children had been abducted or killed by the drug cartel. At a press conference a group of them held up large photos of their children, something that is common in protests in Latin America. It made me wonder: would mothers of the San Francisco Bay Area do something similar to protest the drug dealers preying on their addicted children in the Tenderloin? I decided to ask two of the mothers I had interviewed, whose sons are addicted to fentanyl and homeless in the Bay Area.
“I would definitely consider doing that,” said Kelly Stamphill, who said she had just seen her son, Morgan, a few days earlier. “I walked through those eleven drug dealers and a guy stopped me and said, ‘You are dressed too well to be in the Tenderloin.’ I showed him a picture of my son, and he knows him. They kept trying to sell me drugs. It took every bit of coolness and calmness to not become a crazy person and scream, ‘Don’t sell drugs to my son!’ But they also had machetes, and I knew that wouldn’t end well.”
And so, after thinking more about it, Kelly, understandably, decided against it. “He’s living in a tent city, a Safe Sleeping Site. He said, ‘Mom, get out of the TL.’ He was really worried about my safety but also was embarrassed that I’m showing these drug dealers a picture of him because he’s there all the time. I don’t want to put his life in jeopardy. A month ago, before I knew where he was, I wanted to start doing harm to the dealers, and bringing them down in justice. But now that I know where he’s at, I’m scared for him.”1
I also spoke with Jacqui Berlinn, whose son, Corey, compared San Francisco to Pleasure Island in Pinocchio. I asked her how he was doing.
“My anxiety level is very high right now,” she said. “The last time I heard from him was mid-January. He usually contacts me once a month. He knows that I get anxious. I haven’t heard if he’s alive. I don’t even know how I would find out if he’s a victim of a crime on the streets. I can’t find him in the hospital because he’d be under an alias. He’s literally out there alone.”
I asked, “Have you ever attended a protest?”
“No,” she said, and then started to laugh, which made me laugh.
“Why are you laughing?” I asked.
“I work in law enforcement,” said Jacqui. “I’m a legal process clerk for the Alameda County sheriff’s office [across the bay from San Francisco]. Recent protests have affected my life. I work at the courthouse in Oakland, which was a target of graffiti, breaking windows, and trying to set fires. They boarded up the windows and I didn’t have sunshine. They didn’t know when they would go crazy. So when I think of protest I think of it in terms of violence. I don’t believe in destroying property.”
Then, before I had mentioned any specifics, Jacqui said, “I would be willing to hold up a huge picture of my son and walk around with it.”
“What makes you say that?” I asked.
“I saw the tweet by T. [Tom] Wolf today,” said Jacqui. “He said he counted eleven dealers in a picture he posted. I thought, ‘Would I have the guts to stand across from them with a picture of my son on a sign, and tell them not to sell to my son?’ I know they’re very powerful. They have gangs. And I would put myself at risk. But I would. Absolutely.”
“I was literally about to ask you if you would do that,” I said
“I thought it was bold that Tom posted a picture of them,” Jacqui said. “I was imagining if they saw him taking a picture of them. He’s putting himself at risk. Being in law enforcement, I know what a risk it is to stand up against them. But why is it okay for eleven dealers to sell drugs to our children? Every single time they sell something, it’s an opportunity for our children to die.”2
As I listened to her, I reminded myself that protesting fentanyl dealers connected to international drug mafias might not be the safest thing in the world. As Kelly said, “they also had machetes.”3 On the other hand, if we are too intimidated to peacefully protest foreign drug dealers poisoning our children and fellow human beings in downtown San Francisco, degrading the fabric of civic life, then we are in some way participating in civilization’s end.
I found myself thinking about the progressive and Christian concepts of witness. In the Bible, a witness is not only someone who sees something important, she is also somebody who takes responsibility by sharing what she sees. In the 1980s, a progressive activist research group called Witness for Peace documented human rights violations in Central America. It was that role, as Witness, not the role of Rescuer, I realized at that moment, which was the right role for me.
And so I told Jacqui that I would stand with her as her witness, even if it ended up just being the two of us, and promised to investigate how to do it in a safe way for everyone, including by speaking with the San Francisco Police Department beforehand. I told her we could take inspiration from the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires in the late 1970s. Their quiet courage galvanized protests that ultimately resulted in the downfall of the government, and the advent of a new political era. Before ending our call, we both agreed to look for allies.
I reached out to Adam Mesnick, the Deli Board restaurateur who discovered that fentanyl addicts describe coming to San Francisco to die from overdose. I told him about our idea. “I’d love to help,” he said, without hesitation. “How do people not hear when a parent writes on Twitter, ‘My daughter or my son is on the streets of the Tenderloin, people are running around like it’s a party, and my kid is going to die’?” Said Mesnick, alluding to San Francisco’s 713 drug overdose deaths in 2020, “I have no idea how many people died in San Francisco from COVID-19 last year, but I know it wasn’t 700.”4 (It was 252.)5
What would a movement to save our cities, and states, look like? We might start with the people most impacted: the residents of the neighborhoods invaded by violent anarchists; the restaurant and store owners; the residents of the Tenderloin, Skid Row, and the Blade, and other neighborhoods degraded by open-air drug dealing; people who like parks; parents and families of homicide, overdose, poisoning, and addiction victims; all who believe cities are sacred and that sidewalks should be safe, clean, and clear for everyone, including children, the elderly, and the disabled.
It made sense to me that some of the leaders of such a movement might be mothers and that their power would emerge from overcoming their shame. Harvey Milk understood this power better than anyone else. He knew that social values and norms weren’t fixed. They change. We change them. It wasn’t shameful to not pick up one’s dog’s poop before Milk made it shameful. It was shameful to be gay before he made it unshameful. It was shameful to inject hard drugs on sidewalks, and should be so again.
Kelly emphasized that she supported the idea even if she couldn’t join us on the streets. “It would draw attention,” she said. “Maybe people will say, ‘These people like Corey and Morgan have parents and friends.’”6
The mothers who fight for their children should not be ashamed. Kelly and Jacqui have nothing to be ashamed of. They have been fighting for their sons’ lives for over a decade against a system that refuses to help them, ostensibly out of fairness and compassion to their sons. “I used to hide my story out of shame,” said Jacqui. “But I realized a few years ago that that didn’t help my son or myself. I have been speaking up ever since.”7 The people who most need to feel shame are those who failed to take responsibility for the situation and allowed it to worsen for decades: all of us.
In the summer of 2020, not long after deciding to write this book, I got in touch with the other board members and donors to my nonprofit research organization, Environmental Progress. I wanted to talk to them about why I felt the need to write it, and why I felt that research and policy development to address what is called homelessness was consistent with the organization’s mission of nature and prosperity for all.
The environment and homelessness are not obviously connected. “Prosperity requires cities,” I explained, “and our cities are being ruined.” But that made my desire sound more rational than it probably was. The truth is that I couldn’t explain very well why I felt the need to investigate the problem. What I do know is that while researching and writing San Fransicko was emotionally draining, it was also cathartic because it gave me a Franklian goal to pursue during COVID.
As such, I am grateful to the board, staff, and friends of Environmental Progress for making a deeper leap into the social and human dimensions of our environment than most environmental think tanks are willing to go. Frank Batten, Bill Budinger, John Crary, Paul Davis, Steve Kirsch, Ross Koningstein, Michael Pelizzari, Jim Swartz, Matt Winkler, and Kristin Zaitz have been loyal and loving supporters and friends. My colleagues Sid Bagga, Lea Booth, Gabrielle and Mark Nelson, and Emmet Penney contributed significantly to all aspects of this project, including research and collaboration on the development of Cal-Psych, and other aspects of our positive proposal. I am grateful to Claire Lehmann at Quillette for encouraging many of the ideas here, and hosting a wider conversation that informed my thinking, to Chris Helman at Forbes for allowing me to veer outside of my swim lane from time to time, and to Dr. Drew Pinsky for helping me think more deeply about an issue I had initially viewed through the lens of housing. I thank Eric Nelson at HarperCollins for helping me to conceptualize this project and entrusting me with it. And I am grateful to Helen Lee, Luke Thompson, Dalton Conley, Mark Sagoff, Scott Winship, and Kim Shellenberger for their thoughtful comments on early drafts.
Finally, I thank all who consented to share their views with me: Adam Mesnick, Andy Bales, Andy Mullan, Anne Harrington, Art Agnos, Beau Kilmer, Bill Zimmerman, Boona Cheema, Carl Hart, Carmen Best, Chris Block, Chris Herring, Chris Rufo, Christopher Jencks, Christopher Young, Cory Clark, Cristin Evans, Dalton Conley, Dan Abrahamson, Dan O’Flaherty, David Young, Dennis Culhane, Dilan Yeşilgöz, Drew Pinsky, Duncan Moore, Ethan Nadelmann, Eve Garrow, Jabari Jackson, Jacqui Berlinn, Jamie Crook, Jane Kim, Jeff Bellisario, Jen Loving, Jennifer Friedenbach, Keith Humphreys, Kelly Kruger, Kelly Stamphill, Ken Rosenberg, Kerry Jackson, Kristen Marshall, Laura Foote, Liz Breuilly, Louis Chicoine, Margot Kushel, Marsha Rosenbaum, Matt Haney, Michael Solana, Michelle Tandler, Monique Tula, Norman Yee, Paneez Kosarian, Patt Denning, Paul Boden, Paul Linde, Philip Mangano, Rafael Mandelman, Randolph Roth, Randy Shaw, Rene Zegerius, Richard Rosenfeld, Riva Tez, Robert Okin, Ron Book, Sam Tsemberis, Scott Winship, Stanton Peele, Stefan Kertesz, Stephen Eide, Steve Berg, Susan Mizner, Susan Partovi, Thomas Insel, Tom Wolf, Tracey Helton Mitchell, Victoria Beach, and Victoria Westbrook.
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