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Objectives
• Explore the history of substance use disorders (SUD) in 

the U.S.
• Understand how the "war on drugs" perspective shaped 

the management and treatment landscape of SUD today

• Identify solutions to approaching the opioid epidemic 
today using harm reduction and related methods, 
including ensuring equitable access to health care



Spain, 4,000 BC

Ancient Egypt



Late 1800s – Early 1900s

Morphine: 65 mg / ounce



Pre-1914 Substance Users

• “No moral significance” to using 
opiates or cocaine
• “Props for the unstable nervous 

system”
• Government study of self-described 

“addicts”:
� 75% had a steady job
� 22% wealthy
� 6% poor

Johann Hari, Chasing the Scream, 2015

The typical “drug addict” in the early 1900s



Introduced 
by Bayer 
in 1898



The War on Drugs Begins
with Chinese Opium…

• 1875, San Francisco
� First ever anti-drug law 

outlawed opium smoking

• 1909: Smoking Opium 
Exclusion Act
�Exception for drinking / 
injecting tinctures of 
opioids 



The New York Times: 1914



1914 Harrison Narcotics Tax Act

• Regulated/taxed production 
and sale of opiates and coca 
products à effectively 
prohibition

• Exempt: physicians operating 
“in the course of professional 
practice”



Post-1914 Substance Users
“Here were tens of thousands of people, in 

every walk of life, frantically craving 
drugs that they could in no legal way 

secure… 
[The lawmakers] must have known that 

their Edict, if enforced, was the clear 
equivalent of an order to create an illicit 

drug industry.”

- Henry Smith Williams, Drug Addicts are Human 
Beings, 1938



The Fallout

1920s
35,000 physicians indicted for 
prescribing narcotics to their 
patients

By 1928
>19% of all federal prisoners 
were sentenced for narcotics 
offenses



Birth of the Black Market

1) Make certain substances illegal
2) An “army of gangsters” will respond to the 

demand
3) Soaring prices lead “average addicts” to commit 

crimes to pay for the substances
� 1,000% increase: 2-3 cents per grain of morphine à 1 dollar

Arnold Rothstein



Alcohol Prohibition: 1920 - 1933

• Wildly unpopular
• Up to 10,000 people died from 
tainted alcohol
� Bootlegged or adulterated 

industrial alcohol

• Mafia grew substantially in 
power





Applying this logic to the opioid crisis…



“We’ve been doing this for over 40 years since Nixon… The drugs are more available, purer quality, and cheaper 
than they’ve ever been before… and we’ve destroyed more lives than drugs have by incarcerating people, hanging 
felony convictions on them, denying them education, denying them jobs… And we don’t even have one drug-free 
prison in America.” - Retired police captain Peter Christ



And then came Harry Anslinger…





The Controlled Substances Act of 1970



A Perfect Storm
• Nixon ramps up the War on Drugs in 1970

• Blue-collar jobs disappear from inner cities as 
globalization begins à rising unemployment among 
black males, growing impoverishment

• 1988 Anti-Drug Abuse Act: 
� Federal Byrne Grant program gives money to local and 

state law enforcement 
� For every $100, arrests for drug trafficking increased by:

� 22 per 100,000 white residents
� 101 per 100,000 black residents

• Crime fluctuates independently of incarceration rates 
throughout these decades 

Signing of the 1988 Anti-Drug 
Abuse Act

Cox and Cunningham, The Impact of Federal Law Enforcement Grants on Drug Arrests, April 2017
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