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In Dying to Get High, noted sociologist Wendy 
Chapkis and Richard J. Webb investigate one com-
munity of seriously-ill patients fighting the federal 
government for the right to use physician-recom-
mended marijuana. Based in Santa Cruz, Califor-
nia, the Wo/Men’s Alliance for Medical Marijuana 
(WAMM) is a unique patient-caregiver cooperative 
providing marijuana free of charge to mostly termi-
nally ill members. For a brief period in 2004, it even 
operated the only legal non-governmental medical 
marijuana garden in the country, protected by the 
federal courts against the DEA.

Using as their stage this fascinating profile of one remarkable organization, Chapkis and Webb 
tackle the broader, complex history of medical marijuana in America. Through compelling 
interviews with patients, public officials, law enforcement officers and physicians, Chapkis and 
Webb ask what distinguishes a legitimate patient from an illegitimate pothead, good drugs 
from bad, medicinal effects from just getting high. Dying to Get High combines abstract argu-
ment and the messier terrain of how people actually live, suffer and die, and offers a moving 
account of what is at stake in ongoing debates over the legalization of medical marijuana.

Wendy Chapkis� is professor of Sociology and Women and Gender Studies at the University 
of Southern Maine in Portland, ME. She is the author of the award-winning book Live Sex Acts: 
Women Performing Erotic Labor and Beauty Secrets: Women and the Politics of Appearance.

Richard J. Webb is a lecturer in Communication Studies at San Jose State University.
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Chapkis and Webb’s new book provides a 
human element to the history, pharma-
cology, psychology, and politics of medical 
marijuana in a way that no other work has. 
Readers will cheer and weep for Mike and 
Valerie Corral, fall in love with patients 
and caregivers, and marvel at the com-
passion, devotion, and energy of everyone 
involved in this movement. Opponents of 
medical marijuana will find respectful and 
comprehensive summaries of their argu-
ments, but soon they will find themselves 
scratching their heads wondering how we 
have found ourselves in today’s predica-
ment. Proponents of medical marijuana 
will learn about important data and ethical 
perspectives  while they gain an apprecia-
tion for the thinking of the other side. The 
book’s as riveting as a detective novel, as 
informative as a textbook, and as moving as 
a romance. I loved reading it and sure wish 
I’d written it.

Mitch Earleywine, author of  

Understanding Marijuana
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