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Substance Use Historical Milestones

1790
Published: Rush’s 
“Moral Thermometer”

1791 
Passed:  Whiskey Act

1801 Repealed: 
Whiskey Act

1826 Formed: 
American Temperance Society

1893
Formed: Anti-Saloon League 

1909
Passed: 
Smoking Opium Exclusion Act

1914
Passed: Harrison Narcotics Act 

1919
Supreme Court Ruling in 
Webb et al. v. United States

1920
Prohibition 
Begins

1933
Prohibition Ends

1935
Formed: 
Alcohol Anonymous

Box 2.1 Lassiter & Spivey, 2018, p. 37 

1973
Formed: Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA)

1964
Surgeon General 
Warning on Cigarettes

1971
Nixon Declared a 
“War on Drugs”

1951
Passed: Boggs Act

1980 & 1981
Formed: Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD)
& Students Against Drunk Driving (SADD)
(now known as Students Against Destructive Decisions)

1986 “Just say No”
Campaign rolled out

1937
Marihauna Tax Act

During the Revolution 
(1763-1820) Alcohol is 
used as a control and 
American 
Consumption led to an 
explosion of debtor 
prisons 2010

Rebranded: Partnership for Drug-Free Kids
(Formerly Partnership for Drug-Free 
Americans)

1826-1919 Temperance originally tied to Moderation and led by Clergy,  
Reverend Beecher preached abstinence
However, at this time drinking is connected to one’s relationship with God.

During this time there was also a dramatic increase in opioids being imported
1840-1870 Opioid Imports Grew at 7x the rate of the population
During this period the intersection between drug use and ethnicity became visible

1879 Keely Institute Opened 
1906 Passed: Pure Food and Drug Act  

By 1900 Even though addiction was present across all SES it is during
this era when drug use and prejudices assoc. with minorities were linked
A CONNECTION WHICH IS STILL PRESENT IN SOCIETY TODAY

1914 Narcotics Act ushered tighter regs on Cocaine and Opiates
BUT, many doctors were scrutinized by their prescribing heroin and other drugs to addict
Webb et al v United States stated Dr’s could not prescribe opiates to addicts as a form of treatment and halted
MAT programs for addicts

2021 Social uproar and 
requests to recognize the 
history of injustice at the 
hands of the “War on 
Drugs” which has been a 
war on people (frequently 
minority people)
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Some influences happened over longer periods 
of time…

Prohibition (1919-1933)

Really took shape during World War I after the U.S. joined the allies 
against Germany in 1917. It became unpatriotic to drink, grains needed 
to make alcohol were now needed for American troops.

Ironically, WWI ended (1918) before Prohibition was enacted across the 
U.S. (1919)

In 1919, the 18th Amendment was passed and Prohibition became law of 
the land on January 18, 1920. It banned the sale, production, importation, 
and transportation of alcoholic beverages 

Credited with creating a new class of criminals; Organized Crime

Repealed 13 years later in 1933
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Enter HARVEY J. 
ANSLINGER 

(1930)

Enter HARVEY J. 
ANSLINGER 

(1930)

1st Commissioner of the U.S. Treasury Department’s 
Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN), which formed in 
1930

Staunch supporter of Prohibition and criminalization of 
drugs

Held office for 32 years (5 different presidents)– believed 
all drugs, users, and pushers should be eliminated from 
society 

Published Marihuana in 1937––Assassin of youth 

Huge Proponent of the 1937 Marihuana Tax Act (Aug. 
1937)

Had 3 provisions – and under the guise of a revenue 
measure, the federal government effectively 

banned all possession and sale of marijuana products.

This law remained in place until the 1970 with the 
passage of the Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention 
and Control Act.
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World War II Era (1939-1945)

During the Cold War era, drug sales and use were depicted as a Communist 
plot to place fear in the minds of many Americans.

1951 The Boggs Act Passed, which required mandatory jail sentences for 
marijuana and narcotic trafficking

1956 The Narcotics Drug Act further tightened the penalties for selling drugs. 
Members of Congress who supported this act had sought a mandatory death 

penalty for drug smuggling, but was not included in the final bill. It did, 
however, require the death penalty to be imposed for those found selling 

heroine to minors (Sharp, 1994)

Substance use is by African Americans, Hispanics and Asians were being 
portrayed as criminal, and the use of alcohol and tobacco by middle to upper class 

was portrayed as sophisticated and sexy.
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How has presidential rhetoric played a role in keeping the 
moral model alive?

The rhetoric has created a moral panic… defined as “ the widespread feeling on part of the public 
that something is terribly wrong in their society because of the moral failings of a specific group of 
individuals” (Hawdon, 2001, p. 420)

- It is noted the threat may be real

”Policy rhetoric influences the media’s framing of problems which, in turn, influences public 
opinion” (p. 420)

Defined by Majone in 1989 Policy rhetoric uses arguments to persuade an audience to 
support a particular political course of action 

THEREFORE, policy rhetoric is an important factor both in how the community views a person 
who uses controlled substances and how the person can sometimes view themselves.
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Nixon Era 1969-1974
1964 The first Surgeon Generals Warning about cigarettes appeared

During the 60’s cannabis smokers became a symbol of the peace movement

Concern regarding the amount of drug use among Vietnam Veterans 

By the 1970’s the perception was that law enforcement (local police departments) were not arresting recreational users. 

To combat concerns the U.S. Government created the DEA in 1973 and was under DOJ

The DEA combined the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangers Drugs (BNDD) and the Office of Drug Abuse and Law 
Enforcement (ODALE) done by an executive order by Nixon

Another example of the politicization of the American approach to drug users and sellers.

1970 Controlled Substances Act: Repealed all prior federal legislation and allowed for reduced penalties for federal drug offenses

Nixon’s Administration focused on the lower-level street dealers and users and placed an enormous strain on the criminal justice system with 
little disruption to the overall drug trafficking issue

The increase in number of ppl coming through the crim. Justice system “led to coping devices such as plea bargaining, dropped charges, and early 
release from prison, thus turning the massive-arrest strategy into meaningless ‘revolving door’ justice” (Sharp, 1994, p. 27)
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Carter Era 1977-1981
Carter deviated away from Nixon’s public depiction of drug users as moral 
deviants

Carter based his approach on wellness not a criminal approach and in his years 
drug policy was rooted in prevention and treatment and focused on improving 
existing policies and programs.

In 1976, Peter Bourne became his chief drug policy adviser and was named the 
director of the Office of Drug Abuse Policy (ODAP)

3 Main themes to his drug agenda –– a balance approach to the drug issues, 
focus on research and less focus on creating public frenzy around drug use in 
America and reorganization of the nation’s approach to creating drug policy.

Carter pushed for the decriminalization of marijuana and in 1977 the House 
Select Committee on Narcotics Abuse and Control heard testimony on the 
topic of decriminalization of marijuana
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Reagan Era 1981-1989

Ushered in a reemphasis of criminalizing drug offenders (focus on public awareness and law enforcement) even though this was not a 
key issue in the 1980 election

In 1986 Powder Cocaine was thought of as the drug of choice of the upper class (STILL IS) and numerous stories appeared in the 
media regarding athletes and celebrities use (STILL DOES)

Enter Crack…and images of wealthy athletes and celebrities are replaced by impoverished Black and Hispanic individuals. Just like the 
Chinese and African American laborers of the 1920s and 1930s users were once again depicted as criminals and ethnic minorities.

The fear further amplified by the AIDS pandemic as it was known to spread amongst IV drug users and the fear of sickness in 
interwoven into the overall drug narrative.

1983 DARE is Created 

D.A.R.E. has been implemented in about 75 percent of U.S. school districts.

Despite the program’s popularity, several studies have shown participating in D.A.R.E has little impact on future drug use.

In 2001, the Surgeon General of the United States, Dr. David Satcher, put D.A.R.E in the category of “ineffective primary prevention 
programs.” 9

7

8

9



The Untold Story of Criminalization of 
Substances and the Impact to Today's User

10/22/2021

Presented by Thea Wessel, LPC, LAC, MAC, 
NCAAC 4

The Just Say No Campaign – Nancy Reagan
“Drugs take away the dream from every child’s heart and replace it with a 
nightmare….There’s no moral middle ground. Indifference is not an 
option….Our job is never easy because drug criminals are ingenious” 
(Excerpts from Speech, 1986)

No funding was sought to develop treatment and prevention programs 
during this time

Emphasis on abstinence, law enforcement and criminalization of users

Harsher laws were passed by Congress including the Anti-Drug Abuse Act 
of 1986 – required minimum sentences for distribution of cocaine and 
crack cocaine. First time offenders for possession with intent to sell were 
to receive a minimum of a 5 years in prison – These harsh penalties still 
contribute to the high incarceration rate (and led to The Fair Sentencing 
Act in 2010)
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George H.W. Bush 1989-1993
When Bush took office, the federal drug control budget was around $5 billion. 

When he left office in 1993, it was over $12 billion.

In September 1989, Bush astonished the American public by brandishing a bag of crack cocaine during a nationally 
televised address. The president remarked, “looked like candy, but it’s turning our cities into battle zones and it’s 
murdering our children.”

The solution, Bush said, was “more prisons, more jails, more courts, more prosecutors,” and a $1.5 billion increase in 
federal police spending, the greatest single increase in the history of drug enforcement.

In his September 1989 speech, Bush drew a direct connection between crime in the inner city and cocaine 
production in Colombia and South America. He accused American drug users of fostering instability and “paying 
for murder” in those countries. Pledging $2 billion in military and police assistance to Colombia, Bolivia and Peru, 
Bush announced, “The rules have changed,” because he was officially bringing the U.S. armed forces into the fight. 
Wherever traffickers operated, they could expect to be met by American power. Between the time of Reagan’s 1982 
declaration of war and the end of Bush’s presidency, the Pentagon’s counternarcotics budget increased by over 
100,000 percent. 
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Clinton 1993-2001

“I’ve never broken a state law,” he said at a candidates’ forum. “But when I was in England I 
experimented with marijuana a time or two, and I didn’t like it. I didn’t inhale it, and never tried it 
again.”

Under Clinton, the United States spends about two-thirds of federal drug money on supply 
reduction and one-third on demand reduction, the same ratio as under Bush. 

Prevention programs receive about $1.5 billion every year, roughly the same as they did under 
Bush. Criminal-justice costs eat 50 percent of the drug budget, about the same percentage as they 
did under Bush. The Bush administration opposed federal funding of needle-exchange programs: 
The Clinton administration continued that policy.

Aside the War on Drugs, these "Three strikes" laws with their mandatory sentencing were viewed 
as one of the biggest contributors to the growth of the prison population.
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George W. Bush 
2001-2004

“And another big challenge is to battle drug use. Drugs undermine the health of 
our citizens; they destroy the souls of our children. And the drug trade supports 
terrorist networks. When people purchase drugs, they put money in the hands of 
those who want to hurt America, hurt our allies. Drugs attack everything that is 

the best about this country, and I intend to do something about them. 

Today, I'm proud to announce a national drug control strategy. It is a plan that 
will lay out a comprehensive strategy for our nation. We're putting the fight 

against drugs in the center of our national agenda.”

Remarks on the 2002 National Drug Control Strategy
The East Room, Washington, DC

February 12, 2002

President's 2003 Budget includes $19.2 billion for drug control.
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Barack Obama (2009-2017)

The federal government spent $10.4 billion on drug prevention and treatment programs. That is 
more than twice the amount -- $4.3 billion -- spent on drug-related incarceration operations. 

President Obama signed the Fair Sentencing Act into law. This important and long-overdue criminal 
justice reform dramatically reduced a 100-to-1 disparity between sentences for powder and crack 
cocaine that disproportionately affected minorities. The U.S. Sentencing Commission approved, the 
retroactive application of these sentencing guidelines which became effective on Nov. 1, 2011.

The Administration ardently supports the expansion of drug courts, which place non-violent drug 
offenders into treatment instead of prison. 

The Administration is implemented the Second Chance Act, which passed Congress with 
overwhelming bipartisan support and provides resources for common sense, evidence-based 
approaches to reducing crime. In 2010  The Department of Justice awarded $100 million to support 
178 state and local reentry grants to provide a wide range of services and, in late September, awarded 
another $83 million to 118 new grantees.

The Department of Justice has urged state attorney generals to review the legal collateral 
consequences of their state laws being placed upon ex-offenders that may burden their successful 
reentry into society. (State and local governments are also taking action. During their 2011 legislative 
sessions, more than a dozen states tackled sentencing and corrections issues.)

The Administration has worked to make certain that local public housing authorities understand 
Federal law regarding the discretion housing authorities have to allow ex-offenders access to public 
housing.  There are only two explicit bans on occupancy for standardized housing: Individuals 
convicted of manufacturing methamphetamine in public housing and registered sex offenders.
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Donald Trump (2017-
2021)

In October 2017, President Trump declared the opioid crisis a public health 
emergency. 

President Trump’s Initiative to Stop Opioid Abuse, unveiled in 2018, confronts 
the driving forces behind the opioid crisis.

Part 1 is reducing demand and over-prescription, including educating 
Americans about the dangers of opioid misuse. Part 2 is cutting down on the 

supply of illicit drugs by cracking down on the international and domestic drug 
supply chains that devastate American communities. Part 3 is helping those 
struggling with addiction through evidence-based treatment and recovery 

support services.

On October 24, 2018, President Trump signed into law the Substance Use-
Disorder Prevention That Promotes Opioid Recovery and Treatment for 

Patients and Communities Act (SUPPORT Act; P.L. 115-271).

The SUPPORT Act is a sweeping measure designed to address 
widespread overprescribing and abuse of opioids in the United States.
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Joe Biden (2021-2024)

March 11,2021 the President signed into law the American Rescue Plan, which 
appropriated nearly $4 billion to enable the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration and the Health Resources and Services Administration to 

expand access to vital behavioral health services.

President Biden has also said that people should not be incarcerated for drug use 
but should be offered treatment instead. The President has also emphasized the 

need to eradicate racial, gender, and economic inequities that currently exist in the 
criminal justice system.

Drug policy priorities—

Expanding access to evidence-based treatment; Advancing racial equity issues in our 
approach to drug policy; Enhancing evidence-based harm reduction efforts; Supporting 
evidence-based prevention efforts to reduce youth substance use; Reducing the supply 
of illicit substances; Advancing recovery-ready workplaces and expanding the addiction 
workforce; and Expanding access to recovery support services. 16

THE INFL UENCE OF THE MORAL 
MODEL 
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Is still 
everywhere…

We can see it in how individuals understand substances…

We can see it in the value of the user…

We can see how the substance of choice is tied to the fear 
of the user…

How does every show or movie represent a 
“Junkie?”

We don’t even have to look very far to see how 
differently the 1980’s crack epidemic and the 1990’s 
methamphetamine epidemic is treated and discussed 

differently than the 2000 Opioid epidemic

And punishment is still the most utilized tool, over 
treatment…

We need to recognize how the “War on Drugs” has 
influenced the publics opinions and created a moral panic
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How does this impact today’s user?

All users independent of disorder status are seen as moral deviant’s or as an other.

The historical presence of the moral model, needs to be discussed and addressed to better treat 
SUD and to prepare clinicians to have self-awareness about how they have been influenced by it.

The conflict between lived and education is still present in the room with clients.  Are you in 
recovery, have you been where I have been (Is usually applied to this area of focus).

Anytime a person is separate from the whole, we justify treating them differently. It is something 
about YOU.  Which paralyzes our ability to acknowledge and adapt drug policy.

Drug and Alcohol laws have played a major role in mass incarceration of minorities, and we need 
better research to more effectively treat the spectrum of SUD. 

The moral model is still is present… 
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