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Common sense says that when a business increases the price of a product, it will sell less of it. 

By the same token, when government puts a tax on something, such as the goods and services 

we buy on a regular basis, the price goes up. As a consequence, we will buy a little bit less of 

those products.  

When government increases a sales tax, we buy less of the products burdened by the higher 

tax. This normal consumer behavior, to react negatively to a higher price, is sometimes used by 

our elected officials as a reason to impose taxes on certain products. The tobacco tax, e.g., was 

historically an instrument to discourage the sinful behavior of smoking.  

Interestingly, taxation of so called sinful behavior has changed over time. Government is no 

longer trying to discourage smoking and drinking. Instead, it purposely taxes tobacco and 

alcohol products in order to create a perpetual revenue stream. The Louisiana legislature 

worked hard this past spring to raise the state’s tobacco tax by 120 percent – to get more 

revenue for general government spending.  

Perhaps the standard bearer of immorality in this respect is a proposal a few years ago from 

the American Association of Family Physicians (AAFP). In order to pay for an expansion of 

government-paid health insurance for children, the AAFP proposed an increase in the federal 

tobacco tax. 

In other words, a group of physicians, who by their professional training know better than 

anyone else how harmful tobacco is, are encouraging people to stay addicted to tobacco so that 

government can benefit from their addiction. It is not a matter of providing insurance for 

children: the private insurance market can do that, and do it well. On the contrary, the idea is 

entirely to raise money for a government-run program that is intended to be permanent. By 

logical consequence, the AAFP must be suggesting that the revenue providers – i.e., the 

tobacco-consuming taxpayers – keep on feeding the program through their self-destructive 

behavior. 

It is here that the tobacco tax ceases to be a so called sin tax, and instead becomes an addiction 

tax. If the AAFP suggested the tobacco tax in order to end tobacco consumption altogether, the 

tax would be directed toward undesired human behavior. But this is, again, not what they 

suggested. 
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Tobacco taxes are not the only addiction taxes out there. In Maryland, state legislators want to 

raise the alcohol tax to pay for new schools and care for the developmentally disabled. In 

Wyoming, a suggested increase in the state beer tax would pay for substance abuse programs.  

In Maine last year, the Democrat gubernatorial candidate proposed an increase in the state’s 

alcohol tax to pay for an expansion of state college education.  

In other words: if you care about the developmentally disabled, and if you want your children 

to go to college, then make sure you have a bottle of wine with dinner every day. 

The immorality of exploiting addictive behavior is obvious. It becomes even more obvious 

when the families of alcoholics are added to the picture. A common situation in families with an 

alcoholic parent is that the other parent works hard to provide for the family and to stay sober.  

The moral norm is that the sober, hard-working parent is the one who receives appreciation 

for providing for the future of family’s children. But by raising the tax on alcohol to pay for 

college education, government sends the exact opposite message. The alcoholic’s destructive 

behavior is now considered productive in that it helps pay for the children’s education.  

Instead of encouraging alcoholics to quit drinking and saving the money for their children’s 

college future, the proposed alcohol tax increase in Maine would tell the alcoholic that he can 

achieve the very same purpose if he keeps drinking.  

Our politicians’ penchant for addiction taxes does not stop at exploiting the consumption of 

tobacco and alcohol. Again in Maine, a state legislator recently proposed legalization of 

marijuana. The motivation was partly that the cost of law enforcement would fall, but partly 

also to turn marijuana into a taxable consumer product. Just like with the tobacco tax in 

Louisiana, the idea is to replenish the general fund coffers of the state government. 

It may seem like a small step to legalize marijuana for taxation purposes, when tobacco is 

already legal and taxed. But there are two reasons why the tobacco-pot comparison fails to 

merit legalization. First, two wrongs to not make a right: the fact that one addictive product is 

legal does not justify that another is made legal. Secondly, one has to wonder where the 

legalization of addictive products will stop. Once marijuana is legal – and taxed – what is next 

on the list? Cocaine? Heroine? Crystal meth? 

It is not just in Maine that politicians see marijuana as a new source of tax revenues. There is a 

long-ranging battle going on in Seattle over the legalization of medical marijuana. Part of the 

arguments for legalization center in on the opportunities to tax the dispensers. The city of 

Denver has already legalized medical marijuana; last year the city council debated an increase 

in the tax to pay for troubled-kids programs in schools. Again, the moral message was: if you 

quit smoking pot, more kids will get into trouble in schools. (Part of the Denver medical 

marijuana tax goes toward paying for the city’s deficit-ridden mass transit system.) 

Addiction taxes also reach into the gambling industry. It is a long-standing practice around 

the country that state governments benefit from people’s gambling (including lotteries to pay 

for public education).  

Recently, the casino industry has gotten a boost in interest from states and local governments 

that are starving for more revenue. The city of Columbus, Ohio has decided to exploit people’s 

gambling habits in order to buy a sports arena and keep a supposedly struggling NHL team in 

town.  
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Also in Ohio, Republican Governor John Kasich showed no signs of moral doubts when he 

agreed to expand the casino business in the state: not surprisingly, his purpose was to secure 

yet another permanent revenue stream for his state government. Last year, Kansas made a 

similar move for the very same purposes and the state of Illinois pursued more tax revenues 

from video poker. 

As a tragic example of the moral bankruptcy of addiction taxes, consider the city of 

Harrisburg, Penn.. After overspending for years, the city was reaching a point where it would 

no longer be able to pay its debtors. As a last resort, the city decided to exploit people’s 

gambling before it eventually gave up and had to file for Chapter 9 protection.  

The city council knew that they were on an unsustainable spending path. They knew that they 

had made very irresponsible decisions and thereby driven their city into a deep debt ditch. But 

rather than admitting their errors and keeping their heads high, the city council prioritized 

keeping its spending going just a little longer – and to do so on the backs of people gambling 

away their hard-earned money. 

Taxes on tobacco, alcohol, gambling and marijuana represent a moral dividing line for 

government. So long as taxes on these products (assuming marijuana is legal) are put in place 

exclusively to discourage so called sinful behavior, government is being misguidedly 

benevolent. It is not the government’s job to pass moral judgment on people’s self-destructive 

behavior, but at least a sin tax comes with a virtuous purpose. 

When, on the other hand, the sin tax is put in place and used explicitly to fund government 

spending programs, the tax is transformed into an addiction tax. With the sin tax, government 

puts a change in people’s behavior above the revenue stream from the tax; in fact, the hope is 

that the revenue stream will cease at some point. By contrast, with the addiction tax the revenue 

stream is what really matters. Contrary to the sin tax, the addiction tax relies on the continuation 

of the underlying activity: smoking, drinking and gambling.  

With the addiction tax, government crosses a moral line. Its taxpayers are no longer citizens, 

but de facto slaves under their addiction with government as their master. The ideological 

purpose of government spending is more important than peoples’ liberation of an addiction. By 

exploiting addictions for revenue purposes, government sends a message to its citizens: it is 

more important to be self-destructive than to live a self-determined, independent life.  
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