The American Disease: Origins of Narcotic
Control

The United States has grappled with the issue of drug addiction for
centuries. In the early 1900s, the nation experienced an unprecedented
wave of opioid addiction, leading to the passage of the Harrison Narcotics
Tax Act in 1914. This legislation, which criminalized the non-medical use of
opioids, marked the beginning of America's long and controversial history
of narcotic control.

The origins of narcotic control in the United States are complex and deeply
intertwined with societal attitudes towards race, class, and morality. This
article will explore the key events and figures that shaped the development
of narcotic control policies, examining the motivations, consequences, and
controversies that have surrounded this issue.
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Opium, a powerful narcotic derived from the poppy plant, has been used for
centuries for both medicinal and recreational purposes. In the United
States, opium use soared during the 19th century, largely due to the influx
of Chinese immigrants who brought opium smoking practices with them.

Chinese opium dens, where individuals could smoke opium in a communal
setting, became common in major cities. The use of opium by Chinese
immigrants was met with hostility and racism from the white majority, who
viewed it as a degenerate and dangerous practice.

The Harrison Narcotics Tax Act
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In 1914, the Harrison Narcotics Tax Act was enacted in an attempt to curb
the growing opium problem. The law established a licensing system for the
distribution and sale of opioids, and it imposed a tax on all opium products.

The Harrison Act was driven by a combination of factors, including
concerns over the rising levels of opium addiction, the desire to control the
behavior of marginalized groups (particularly Chinese immigrants),and the
belief that criminalizing drug use would deter people from engaging in it.
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The Medical Profession's Role

The medical profession played a significant role in the development of
narcotic control policies. In the early 20th century, many doctors believed
that addiction was a disease that could be cured through medical

treatment.
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However, as the opiate addiction crisis worsened, doctors came under
increasing pressure to reduce the availability of opioids. In 1924, the
American Medical Association (AMA) adopted a resolution calling for
stricter controls on the prescription and sale of opiates.

The Rise of Prohibition

The passage of the Harrison Narcotics Tax Act coincided with the rise of
Prohibition, a nationwide ban on the sale and consumption of alcohol. This
created a void in the drug market that was quickly filled by criminal
organizations.
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Bootleggers, who smuggled alcohol into the United States, began selling
heroin and other opioids to fill the demand created by Prohibition. This led
to a surge in heroin addiction, especially among young people.
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The Anslinger Era

In 1930, Harry Anslinger was appointed as the head of the Federal Bureau
of Narcotics (FBN). Anslinger became a vocal advocate for strict drug
control policies, and he played a major role in shaping the nation's
approach to drug enforcement for decades.

Anslinger was a staunch believer in the "Reefer Madness" theory, which
claimed that marijuana caused insanity and violence. He also exaggerated
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the dangers of other drugs, such as heroin, and used scare tactics to justify
harsh drug laws.

The War on Drugs

The term "War on Drugs" was first used by President Richard Nixon in
1971. This term refers to a series of policies and measures aimed at
combating drug trafficking, production, and consumption.
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The War on Drugs has been a key element of U.S. drug policy for the past
50 years. It has led to the arrest and incarceration of millions of people,
disproportionately affecting communities of color.

Contemporary Challenges

The United States continues to struggle with the issue of drug addiction.
The opioid crisis, which began in the late 1990s, has led to a surge in
overdose deaths.

Current drug control policies are being challenged by advocates for harm
reduction, who argue that a focus on treatment and prevention is more
effective than criminalization. Legalization and decriminalization of certain
drugs are also gaining support.
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Overdose Death Rates Involving Opioids,
by Type, United States, 1999-2020
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The origins of narcotic control in the United States are deeply rooted in
societal attitudes towards race, class, and morality. The Harrison Narcotics
Tax Act of 1914 marked a turning point in the nation's approach to drug
policy, and the subsequent decades have been marked by controversies
over the effectiveness and fairness of these policies.

Today, the United States is facing a new set of challenges related to drug
addiction. The opioid crisis and the growing support for harm reduction and
legalization have spurred a re-examination of the nation's drug policy
approach.

As the United States continues to grapple with the issue of drug addiction,
it is important to understand the historical and social context that has
shaped the current policies and to engage in a thoughtful and informed
discussion about the best way to address this complex problem.
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