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The Infiltrator (for those who are not already familiar with it), is a movie about a very high level, very intense, very lengthy
sting operation carried out by the U.S. Customs Service in the 1980s.  It stars Bryan Cranston as a real life U.S. Customs
agent, Robert Mazur.  Over a five-year period, his character, &ldquo;Robert Musella,&rdquo; plays the role of a mob-
connected, very successful money launderer who, step-by-step, manages to infiltrate the cocaine distribution network of
the then drug king-pin, the Colombian Pablo Escobar.  He has two partners, one a street-wise, punky looking character
played by John Leguizamo, and the other a female rookie agent (Diane Kruger), who plays the part of Musella&rsquo;s
fiancée.  Her role is critical in creating the final sting-of-stings at which a whole bunch of high, medium, and low members
of the drug gang are rounded up and eventually sent to prison. 

 

Of course, if the particular drug in which they were dealing was legal like, let&rsquo;s say, alcohol, the &ldquo;drug
gang&rdquo; would be known as the &ldquo;distributors,&rdquo; as in, let us say, Budweiser Beer.  It happens that
Budweiser is a major beer distributor as well as a major brewer.  (The company was originally founded, interestingly
enough, by a Sudeten German family in what was in the 19th century the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  The Sudeten
Germans were later to provide for the unopposed entry of Nazi Germany [of course facilitated by the British and the
French who were most interested in keeping the Nazis focused East, towards the Soviet Union] into the Western portion
of what after WWI had become Czechoslovakia [and subsequently all of it]).  It happens that Budweiser is currently in the
process of attempting to use its evermore dominant position in beer distribution (comparable to that of Escobar for
cocaine) to put out of business the rapidly growing family of &ldquo;craft-beer&rdquo; brewers in the U.S. (just as
Escobar did in gradually putting out of business the smaller growers and distributors of cocaine).  Of course, beer carries
a &ldquo;licit&rdquo; drug, ethyl alcohol and so is subject only to potential anti-trust litigation, not criminal sanctions. 
However, the similarity in the power of distribution between the &ldquo;licit&rdquo; and &ldquo;illicit&rdquo; drug
industries should be noted.

 

The movie itself is, in my view, brilliantly done.  Bryan Cranston is a long-time character actor who coincidentally
happened to come to prominence playing the lead in a TV series &mdash; Breaking Bad &mdash; about the
manufacture of and trade in, coincidentally, another one of what I call the RMADs (recreational mood-altering drugs):
dexamethasone.  He has now burst into stardom, portraying among others, the black-listed Hollywood screenwriter
Dalton Trumbo and President Lyndon Baines Johnson.  But all of the actors are fine, with Benjamin Bratt playing superbly
as one of Escobar&rsquo;s top lieutenants, who happened to live in the States.

     

And so, at the end (which should be a surprise to no one so I do not feel bad about giving the ending away) the whole
criminal enterprise is brought crashing down.  (I will not, however, tell you just how that is done.  That scene is worth
sitting through the whole movie for.)  And so, in turn, Escobar&rsquo;s U.S. distribution network came crashing down, for
a time at least.



But it was re-established fairly quickly and then after his capture, imprisonment, and subsequent death while trying to
escape, was taken over by a variety of other drug-traffickers.  (For a time, as is pointed out in a brief footnote at the end
of the film, this included the CIA which, in the 1980s, ran cocaine to the U.S. and used the proceeds to help fund the
illegal &ldquo;Contra War&rdquo; against the legitimate government of Nicaragua.  Among others, as a prime operator of
the illegal enterprise Ollie North should have been sent to prison, and Reagan, who specifically broke a law &mdash; the
Boland Amendment &mdash; which forbade U.S. interference in Nicaragua &mdash; should have been impeached.)



Pointed out during the movie, by the fabulously wealthy Benjamin Bratt character, Roberto Alacaino, is the fact that as
long as there is a demand for cocaine, there will be a trade in it, legal or not.  That the particular drug is illegal just makes
supplying it to the users that much more difficult, dangerous, and expensive.  And we know, as I describe in some detail
in my book, Ending  the &lsquo;Drug War&rsquo;; Solving the Drug Problem: The Public Health Approach, that all the
King&rsquo;s Horse&rsquo;s and All the King&rsquo;s Men, plus Nancy Reagan&rsquo;s idiotic &ldquo;Just Say
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&lsquo;No&rsquo; &rdquo; slogan, have never been able to stop the drug trade.  (It was quite ironic that Nancy Reagan
came up with that slogan when, from the 1930s into the 1960s, her husband had been a major pusher for the most
dangerous of the RMADs on a population basis, nicotine carried in tobacco products.)  Indeed, from the outset, the
&ldquo;drug war&rdquo; has never made a dent in the use of the illicit RMADs.



The principal RMADs in terms of usage are nicotine in tobacco products, alcoholic beverages, marijuana, heroin,
cocaine, and dexamethasone.  The division of the RMADS into the &ldquo;licit&rdquo; and &ldquo;illicit&rdquo;
categories is an entirely arbitrary one, made for political, not health or medical reasons.



 As a former top aide to President Richard Nixon, who declared the &ldquo;drug war&rdquo; in 1971, John Erlichman,
later told us, they wanted to &ldquo;wage the war&rdquo; for political, not health-improvement, purposes.  This is what
Erlichman said:



	
	Look, we understood we couldn&rsquo;t make it illegal to be young or poor or black in the United States, but we could
criminalize their common pleasure. We understood that drugs were not the health problem we were making them out to
be, but it was such a perfect issue&hellip;that we couldn&rsquo;t resist it. . . . [Nixon] emphasized that you have to face
the fact that the whole problem is really the blacks. . . . The key is to devise a system that recognizes this while not
appearing to.&rdquo;



It happens that the most harmful RMAD on a population basis is of course nicotine in tobacco products, by far and away. 
Currently there are close to 500,000 tobacco-use related deaths in the United States every year, of which about 50,000
are in non-smokers.  However, and this is a very important &ldquo;however&rdquo; when one is looking at the
&ldquo;drug war&rdquo; and its economic, health, and criminal justice system harms, this number will eventually decline
sharply because of the most effective anti-drug use program ever implanted, the US Smoking Cessation Program that
has been underway for the last 50 years.  It has reduced the proportion of adults smoking from about 45% to about 18%, 
and guess what? No cigarette smoker has ever been locked up for smoking.



The Infiltrator is a dramatic film and a dramatic story.  The men and women who carried out the sting were incredibly
brave and put themselves in incredible danger.  There is a description in the film of what drug gangsters do to undercover
agents whom they catch.  You don&rsquo;t want to hear it.  But what does it all mean?  Well, it all means that many lives
are put at risk and literally trillions of dollars are spent in fighting the &ldquo;drug war&rdquo; (see chaps. 2 and 3 of my
book) to say nothing of the lives that are destroyed by a criminal &ldquo;justice&rdquo; system that has locked up
hundreds of thousands of young people, mainly non-white, for non-violent drug-related crimes (see: Alexander, M., The
New Jim Crow, New York; The New Press, 2012), with no impact upon the use of the &ldquo;illicits.&rdquo;



And then, sort of as an historical book-end to the movie, on the day that my wife and I saw it, there appeared on the front
page of The New York Times an article entitled &ldquo;Ranchers Say Wall Won&rsquo;t Help Chaos at the
Border.&rdquo;  Despite both a wall of sorts and an active Border Patrol, and certainly continued undercover operations,
the drug trade continues, virtually unimpeded.  Would a new &ldquo;Infiltrator&rdquo; stop it?  It is no more likely that that
will happen than it did in the 1980s.  As that drug lord character in the movie said, as long as there is demand, there will
be supply.  That&rsquo;s the underlying state of reality that the &ldquo;drug warriors&rdquo; just can&rsquo;t seem to be
able to grasp.  Maybe if they just took a nice glass of a good wine, every now and again, they could.  But I forget.  The
&lsquo;drug war&rdquo; all has to do not with health, but with politics and the repression of people of color.
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