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86 Tourism and Crime

6 Flying without Wings: 
drug tourism and the political 
economy of pleasure

Michael Shiner

This chapter includes a discussion of the following themes:

Drug tourism and the legal prohibition of drugs 

The social meaning of drug tourism 

Drug use at home and away 

Drug use and social change.

Drug use offers a potentially fertile meeting ground for criminology and tourism 

occurs when tourism involves criminal behaviour, which is generally the case with 
drug tourism. There are, moreover, notable conceptual links as drug use raises 
a series of themes, including the pursuit of pleasure, excitement and escape that 
are relevant to the study of both crime and tourism. Despite several potential 
points of contact, criminology and tourism studies have tended to develop their 
interest in drug use in isolation from one another (but see Belhassen et al., 2007). 
The aim here is to promote dialogue between them. To this end, the following 

dimensions of drug tourism, paying particular attention to the role of prohibition 
and reform; the second is more conceptual in its focus and highlights some striking 
parallels between the way in which criminology and tourism studies have sought 

within broader debates about social change. The unifying theme, linking the dif-
ferent parts of the chapter together, is provided by the claim that criminology and 
tourism studies offer ways of looking at drug use that are simultaneously different 
yet complementary, creating opportunities for synthesis and exchange. 

Before starting the analysis, some preliminary comments are required about exactly 
what it is that constitutes drug tourism. This is a matter of some debate, with 
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6: Flying without Wings 87

persons become attracted to a particular location because of the accessibility of 

for whom drug use provides the main motivation for travel and excludes various 
other manifestations of drug use in the context of tourism. A broader, and argu-

which includes tourists for whom drug taking appears to be more spontaneous: 

Accordingly, tourists who are aware of the accessibility of illegal or illegitimate 
drugs in a particular location and consume these drugs during their stay in these 

about the accessibility of drugs at this site and tourists who become aware of the 
accessibility of drugs only during their stay in a particular location. Moreover, 
drug consumption might not necessarily function as the major travel motivation 
for these tourists but only as a by product of their tourist experience.

Drug tourism and the politics of control
Drug tourism is sometimes attributed to liberal drug regimes that are said to act 

-

that there are marked variations between jurisdictions (Elvins, 2003). Some states 
drug control than 

others, but, even so, the suggestion that liberal policies are responsible for drug 

only act as a magnet to drug tourists in the context of prohibition: that is to say, 
it is inconsistencies between jurisdictions, rather than liberal regimes per se, that 
promote drug tourism and channel it in certain directions. More fundamentally, 

is not just that drug tourism is evident in places where such behaviour is criminal-
ised, but that there are also cases where the introduction of more liberal policies 

particular attention will be paid to the Netherlands, Mexico and Portugal. 

The Dutch policy of Gedogen
The Netherlands has adopted one of the most explicitly tolerant approaches to 
drug control of all Western industrial nations and, in so doing, has highlighted 
some important, albeit fairly subtle, legal and practical distinctions (MacCoun 
and Reuter, 2001). Consistent with the broader policy of gedogen (condoning), 
whereby small wrongdoings are tolerated in order to prevent more serious offences, 
the Dutch have sought to separate the market for cannabis from that for more 
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