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 Introduction 

Problems with Pleasures 
  Dan Malleck  

Mind-altering, mood-changing substances permeate our culture and 
absorb our attention. We talk about booze, dope, smokes, and weed. 
Tere are intoxicants, hallucinogens, psychotropics. You can have a habit, 
addiction, vice, or dependency. Tese terms are threaded through our 
lives, sometimes surreptitiously, ofen blatantly in mass and social media, 
weekend parties, and at the local watering hole. Politicians debate cannabis 
legalization; public health ofcials scrutinize safe injection sites; police bust 
illegal drug rings; government ofcials contemplate broadening tobacco 
restrictions; community organizations try to address street-level drug 
use; media wring their hands about dangerous new party drugs; public 
health ofcials condemn e-cigarettes and vaping; physicians wrestle with 
protocols for prescribing addictive opioids. It is an understatement to say 
that drugs, alcohol, and tobacco modify modern life. 

Each of the above narratives draws upon established meanings and 
values, while forging new ones. Legal or illegal, recreational or medicinal, 
personal or social, these substances have implications that supersede their 
chemical or biological efects and that make sense only when we consider 
historical precedents. Restrictions on non-medical drug use, for example, 
although they may have occurred in distinct moments in time (when the 
legislation passed, when regulations were enacted), were the end result of 
broad change. Tey were not merely about politicians or ofcials deciding 



 

    
 

 
 
 

   
  

 
 

 

 
 
 

   
 
 

   
 

 

   
 

 
 

4 Dan Malleck 

that the non-medical use of certain drugs should be restricted, but rather 
the outcome of a combination of factors, including the gradual development 
of ideas about what it meant to use a substance exclusively for pleasure, 
the growing medical authority over psychoactive chemicals, and expansive 
social movements against recreational substance consumption.1 Moreover, 
possibly the best-known legislative curtailment of substance use, the 
liquor prohibition in Canada and the United States in the frst part of the 
twentieth century, was not a moment of cultural madness but the result 
of the convergence of historical dynamics driven by social movements,  
industrialization, policy modifcation, and legal innovations in attempt 
to contain the efects of drinking and drunkenness on society.2 

Such stories illustrate how many factors infuenced the shif both in 
popular understanding of drugs and alcohol and in the way governments 
dealt with them. Ideas about why addiction is considered a problematic 
state, questions about why governments are interested in regulating or 
prohibiting substances that simply give pleasure, and the phenomenon of 
intense social opprobrium directed towards people who consume things 
for fun: these issues can be informed by looking at the long history of 
drugs and alcohol. In this way, even so-called designer drugs, however new 
they are, draw upon earlier understandings of what it means to consume 
a mind-altering substance. Te idea of enjoyment, as philosopher Richard 
Klein notes, seems illegitimate when it comes to both policy formation 
and the cultural interpretation of substance consumption.3 Indeed, the 
emphasis upon harm reduction to deal with criminalized drug use is based 
in historical understandings of drug prohibition, informed by sociological 
theories of deviance, restriction, and criminalization.4 Such panic-oriented 
analyses must be paralleled with the understanding of substance use as 
a pursuit of pleasure, and the production and sale as actual businesses, 
whether legal or otherwise. Tis volume examines the diferent ways that 
ideas of drink and drugs afected and were afected by the culture in which 
they were being discussed and observed, and the people who had the power 
to defne fact and value.5 

Historians normally trace the modern concern with recreational sub-
stance use to the rise of temperance sentiment at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century. Te overconsumption of alcoholic beverages had been 
the focus of periodic moments of panic prior to that time – such as the “Gin 



 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 
 
 

   
  

 

 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

   

Introduction 5 

Craze” of the frst part of the eighteenth century, which was caused and eased 
by government regulation and taxation – but the nineteenth century ushered 
in a sustained push against drink and drunkenness in general.6 Some histor-
ians have linked this with industrialization and the growth of automation in 
factories, some have seen the temperance movement as a manifestation of 
status anxiety among a middle-class population that saw its place in society 
as tenuous. Tis early temperance movement was literally so: it encouraged 
moderation, and provided a hierarchy of drinks of varying value or dangers. 
Benjamin Rush placed beer, porter, cider, and light wines among the valuable 
beverages, whereas spirits would lead to ruin.7 American military surgeon 
Edward Cutbush understood that water was the best beverage for soldiers 
to drink, but knowing they would not confne themselves to that rather 
unexciting tipple, listed the benefts of beer, cider, wine, and other beverages, 
leaving aside, as had Rush, spirits as singularly problematic.8 

As the movement grew, temperance drew a wide range of adherents. 
North American evangelicals, inspired by episodic Great Awakenings, 
saw their role in society as one of actively reforming and elevating their 
fellow citizens. In the United Kingdom, the teetotal movement was led by 
liberal reformers who sought to lif their working-class compatriots from 
the degradation caused by drink. Workers saw a temperate approach to 
drinking as a pathway to fnancial stability, and bound together in proto-
self-help organizations such as the Washingtonians, to support the weaker 
of their fellow citizens.9 Regardless of the origins, by the middle of the 
century the acceptability of consuming a substance for simple recreational 
purposes had become suspect. Tese movements grew and expanded, 
drawing new participants to a campaign that saw drink as one of the 
worst dangers and outcomes of industrial society. Places like Manchester, 
a rapidly growing industrial town, became an epicentre for innovative 
approaches to temperance. Moreover, women, ofen sidelined in the early 
years of the temperance movement, became more socially and politically 
active, with their socially proscribed role as stewards and protectors of the 
home serving as justifcation for their movement into the public realm to 
protect all homes from liquor. Such eforts were manifested most notably 
in the creation of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) in 
North America, which spread around the world (and was afliated with 
the British Women’s Temperance Association).10 



  

  
 
 

 
  

 
 
 

   
 

 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 

 
    

 

 
 

   

6 Dan Malleck 

Yet alcoholic beverages were not driven from the world, no matter 
how hard some reformers pushed, and the reason lay in the complicated 
nature of the substance itself. Many people rejected the “capital-T-total-
temperance” view of temperance leaders like Joseph Livesey, and later evan-
gelical groups like the WCTU, the UK Alliance, the Dominion Alliance, 
and the Anti-Saloon League.11 Many viewed moderation as a more reason-
able approach. So as temperance became equated with abstinence, views 
hardened. Indeed, alcohol was not viewed as entirely without its virtues. 
For much of the century, medicinal alcohol was ubiquitous; its many ofen 
contradictory physical and neurological efects (it could both stimulate 
and relax while also warming and giving energy) meant that it remained 
a valuable component of the  materia medica.12 Although they recognized 
concerns with overdrinking, many physicians saw the benefts of alcohol 
in precise application, and general usefulness. Even as the century came 
to an end, and various forms of legislative restriction limited the reach of 
the liquor industry, medical use was an excepted, and accepted, form of 
alcohol consumption.13 Tis exception caused problems for pharmacists, 
who were given the authority to sell drink as medicine but did not always 
colour inside the lines of the law. 

Te rising temperance movement drove several key changes in the 
way people viewed substance use for personal recreation. First, pleasur-
able drinking became constrained. Some argued that there was no good 
limit of drink, while others, like Dr. Francis Anstie, used research to 
argue that in fact there was a precise limit of absolute alcohol that could 
be consumed before it became dangerous.14 Nevertheless, such measure-
ments were developed in a period when drinking had ceased to be a social 
norm for many people. Such attitudes leaked into ideas of other substance 
use. Opium was long known to have habit-forming properties, and many 
reformers vilifed the account of Tomas De Quincey, the “English opium-
eater,” as encouraging rather than cautioning against recreational opium 
use. De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater caused a stir 
when it was frst published in a serialized form in the 1820s. Te image of 
the problematic laudanum drinker, whose drug use began as a combina-
tion of therapeutic and recreational application but became pathologized 
as he was unable to escape the bondage of his habit, provided a trope for 
pathologized substance use.15 Combine this with the sense of responsibility 



 
 
 
 

   
  

 
 

   

   
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

   
 
 

   
 

Introduction 7 

that individuals were expected to have for their physical selves, and the 
rise of a rational recreation movement that encouraged people (especially 
the working class) to use their leisure time in a productive manner, and 
the casual use of such substances – opium, brandy, spirits, even beer – 
became even more problematic.16 

Nevertheless, it persisted. Brewers and distillers, however much they 
were in competition with each other, ofen banded together to resist  
the pressures of temperance. Tis was especially the case in the United 
Kingdom, as the “drinks question” took on a partisan character, with the 
Tories representing the drinks industry (the wets) and the Liberals sup-
porting temperance (the dries).17 In North America, such divisions were 
not so stark, and numerous political parties attempted to play both sides 
of the feld.18 Nevertheless, it is worth noting that histories of the politics 
of the drinks industry are much less robust than those of the temperance 
movement, a phenomenon that may be the result of limited availability 
of primary sources rather than a lack of activity by the wets. Indeed, the 
constant failures, or at least limited success, of many prohibition campaigns 
illustrate how powerful, albeit subtle, the drinks industry’s political and 
social infuence could be. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, the organizations advocating tem-
perance and lobbying for prohibition had grown into a remarkably robust 
international movement. Drinking was being constrained, new regulatory 
approaches were being investigated, and medical organizations to research 
inebriety and develop ways to treat it had begun to unite the concerns over 
drinking and those over drug habits. Combined with these movements, 
new drugs that held tremendous therapeutic promise quickly transmogri-
fed into social menace of their own. First cocaine, lauded as a valuable 
stimulant and potential treatment for opium and alcohol habits, and later 
heroin, an opioid that was originally believed to be a non-addictive replace-
ment for morphine and a treatment for the habit, joined opium and alcohol 
as problematic substances.19 Many laws that restricted drug use, and also 
laws that placed restrictions on the expansion of the proprietary medicine 
industry, focused on opiates (including morphine and heroin), cocaine, and 
alcohol as the three worst problems in a generally unregulated industry.20 

Tese issues of predominantly domestic drug use were intricately con-
nected to a broad international concern about opium smoking in Asia. First 



 
   

 

 

 
   

 

 

   
 

 
   

 
  

  
 
 
 
 

   
   

 

8 Dan Malleck 

discussed by evangelical missionaries in Asia and then exacerbated by the 
British imposition of opium trade in China, the opium trafc inspired a 
large anti-opium movement frst in Great Britain and later across the 
globe.21 With Chinese people immigrating around the world, ofen as 
low-paid labour in dangerous workplaces like mines and railways and as 
sailors in port cities, concern about the introduction of opium smoking to 
“white” populations intensifed concern about the recreational use of drugs. 
As several historians have explained, western observers did not accept the 
possibility that Chinese people smoked opium for therapeutic purposes, 
and instead saw opium smoking as an indication of the degraded state of 
the Chinese as a race.22 Tus, numerous early anti-opium laws began as 
bans on opium used for smoking laws. In Australia, this had a further racial 
component since the frst anti-opium law was a prohibition on selling to 
indigenous people. By the end of the frst decade of the twentieth century, 
laws banning opium smoking were in place in Australia (1905), Canada 
(1908), the United States (1909), and elsewhere.23 

Heavy restrictions on opium for non-medical use were part of a pattern 
of increased restriction on recreational substance use in general. Local 
option laws allowed municipalities to prohibit the sale of alcoholic bever-
ages, and also placed restrictions on the sale of medicinal alcohol. In the 
United States, some states implemented prohibition through constitutional 
amendments.24 During the First World War, the United Kingdom instituted 
as tight state management of liquor sales, something unheard of before the 
war and quickly dismantled when it ended.25 Canada passed prohibition 
legislation in 1917, although many provinces had already enacted prohibi-
tory laws of their own.26 Tis prohibition persisted in many provinces afer 
the war. Canadian prohibition was limited, however, allowing liquor to be 
manufactured as long as it was sold in large quantities or shipped outside 
the province. American prohibition came in the form of a constitutional 
amendment, so manufacture was also prohibited. When prohibition ended 
in Canada, provincial governments introduced government-run distribu-
tion systems (not unlike the one that the United Kingdom had put in place 
during the war).27 In the United States, the end of prohibition resulted, in 
many states, in a much more liberal system.28 

By this time, there was no longer a question in the minds of most legisla-
tors that the recreational use of drugs was not to be sanctioned, and that the 



 
 

    
 

 
 

   
  

 
 
 

 

   
 
 

 
  

Introduction 9 

recreational use of liquor was acceptable but within specifc and narrowing 
parameters. In Canada, provincial licensing boards created regulations 
about how, when, and by whom liquor could be sold, but were dedicated to 
instilling a responsible relationship with drink in the citizenry. At the same 
time, the beverage industry doubled down on its self-image as responsible, 
moderation-minded corporate citizens, with campaigns such as Seagram’s 
“Pay Your Bills First” advertisements reinforcing this message.29 Industry 
representing respectable drinking, individuals encouraged to drink less 
and more responsibly, public health reminding us of the apparent dangers 
of drinking: Michel Foucault would call the process “biopolitics,” which 
actively encouraged people to represent good citizenship through the 
way they used and treated their bodies. Here drinking and using drugs, 
even personal consumption and in private, was a statement about one’s 
citizenship.30 

As the century progressed, drug and alcohol use, although treated 
diferently, continued to share elements of constraint based upon the 
views of regulatory ofcials. In the case of new drugs, such as lysergic 
acid diethylamide (LSD) and the re-emergence of older drugs such as 
cannabis, governments identifed indulgence as problematic without con-
sidered investigation, and attempted to restrain their use. Nevertheless, 
these drugs and their consumers were part of a broader cultural shif, a 
movement away from older ways of viewing the self and the management 
of the individual within society. Te use of such drugs was therefore seen 
as a necessary manifestation of countercultural identity. In a world where 
many people saw authority as overbearing and illiberal, the use of drugs to 
“free the mind” was both a cultural marker of individualism and a break 
from earlier regulated constraints.31 Governments hoping to address this 
phenomenon needed to place it in its cultural box, and ofen saw drug 
use, regardless of the efect of the drugs, as deeply problematic. Such ideas 
were based in earlier notions of the dangers of opium and cocaine, and the 
movement to curtail the damage caused by drunkenness. 

As this historical overview has illustrated, the negative connotations of 
drugs and counterculture have deep roots in social movements concerned 
with the consumption of mind-altering substances, especially by young 
people, as endangering society. One of the fears generated by opium dens 
was over the potential for young westerners to become corrupted: it was a 



   
 

   
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

10 Dan Malleck 

key conceit in fction such as Oscar Wilde’s  Te Picture of Dorian Gray and 
other, less elegant and more alarmist propaganda and yellow journalism 
through the nineteenth century and into the twentieth.32 By the 1960s, 
drug users represented, either through criminalization and labelling or 
the appeal of escapism in a politically troubled decade, an alternative 
way of viewing the world. Although the sixties are ofen remembered 
fondly as a quirky time of change, counterculture was a manifestation of 
anti-authoritarian critiques of power and authority. To the hegemon, such 
critiques were likely more threatening than the drug use itself. Yet here 
drug use represented the same kinds of decline and moral catastrophe 
that the temperance movement saw in drunkenness a century earlier and 
reformers implied in the opium dens. Te connection of drunkenness 
with economic and moral decline from the 1820s onward were not casual 
observations; to many people they were genuine and imminent dangers 
to society. In this way, we see continuity across time and substance. Tus, 
when authorities observed the drug use at music festivals, or when an artsy 
hippie community manifested itself in New York City’s Greenwich Village 
or Toronto’s Yorkville, or ofcials interviewed John Lennon and Yoko Ono 
during their pot-scented “Bed-ins for Peace,” they saw genuine threats to 
the social order on brazen display. 

Much of the history of drugs and alcohol has focused on these sub-
stances as problems, rather than as commodities people have enjoyed for 
centuries. Whether it was nineteenth-century concerns over drunken-
ness, iatrogenic opium use, Chinese opium smoking, or patent medicines; 
or twentieth-century concerns over cannabis, LSD, and counterculture 
itself, histories of drugs and alcohol have tended to reiterate the problem 
framework in which these substances were widely discussed. Less prom-
inent have been the academic histories of production. Outside of ofcial 
histories of pharmaceutical companies and pharmacies, the business side 
of opium and other drugs is difcult to uncover given the illicit nature of 
these substances from the beginning of the twentieth century, and thus the 
tendency of producers not to leave a paper trail. Tere has been more work 
on the history of alcohol, however. Much of it has been written by amateur 
historians with an eye to hagiography or celebratory studies of brewers 
and distillers, but some more nuanced research on the alcoholic beverage 
industry has emerged. More recently, scholars have begun engaging in 



 
   

 
 

   

 
 
 
 

 
 

   
  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

    
 

Introduction 11 

detailed and sophisticated examinations of several key beverage industries, 
both as businesses themselves and as they reacted against the predations 
of temperance.33 In the United Kingdom, this was an especially potent  
feld, since the temperance movement and the drinks industry coalesced 
around diferent political parties and solutions to the drink question 
normally involved market-based strategies to reduce consumption rather 
than prohibition.34 Te drinks industry in the United Kingdom was more 
openly allied against temperance than the industries in Canada and the 
United States, although this apparent phenomenon may also be the result 
of a dearth of evidence for North American jurisdictions rather than 
actually diferent historical patterns. Te wets, be they individuals with 
an economic interest in the continued sale of liquor or individuals who 
simply saw prohibition as antithetical to liberty and liberal governance, 
were able at times to unite and actively repel prohibitionist campaigns, 
especially against local option (the process whereby electors in individual 
municipalities voted their communities dry).35 

In the last decades of the twentieth century and into the twenty-frst, 
new legal approaches to drugs and alcohol have begun to reconsider 
strict prohibition and overly stringent criminal regimes. Some of this is 
the result of public health advocates’ eforts to push for harm reduction, 
an approach that recognizes that most of the worst harms of illegal drug 
use are the product of prohibition rather than characteristics of the drugs 
themselves. Needle exchanges and safe injection sites, begun by activists 
and supported at times by the courts, changed understandings of drug 
use and, more crucially, afected a perception of criminalization as more 
harmful than helpful. Moreover, activists for cannabis decriminalization 
contrasted their drug of choice with legal intoxicants (usually alcohol and 
tobacco) and argued that “Mary Jane” was a friend, had numerous medical 
applications, and moreover could treat conditions that were eluding con-
temporary pharmacology. As a result, both harm reduction and cannabis 
activism began to change public perceptions of these drugs and led to 
concerted discussion about the problems of criminalization. In Canada, 
as early as the 1970s the Royal Commission on the Non-medical Use of 
Drugs (the Le Dain Commission) argued that cannabis criminalization 
made no sense and that it would be better to decriminalize.36 Subsequent 
Conservative governments have tended to roll back discussion on drugs, 



 
 

   

 
 

  
 

 
 
 

 

  

 
   

 

 

   
  

 

12 Dan Malleck 

pushing it further into the problem framework. Tus Prime Minister Ste-
phen Harper’s argument that harm reduction was meaningless because 
taking drugs was harmful and you couldn’t reduce harm while allowing 
people to do harmful things was part of an attempt to dismantle the InSite 
safe injection clinic by deploying discourses rooted in established moral 
categories of drug use shaped by prohibition.37 Tese attempts failed  
because the advocates for InSite argued successfully before the Supreme 
Court of Canada that InSite was vital to the protection of “life and the 
security of the person” provisions of the Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms. In a 9–0 decision, the justices ruled that the government needed 
to pay attention to “the balance between achieving public health and public 
safety.”38 Health was a key consideration in rewriting national drug laws. 

Ironically, the public health arguments that so heavily infuenced the 
change in attitudes about drug criminalization have ofen been used to 
restrict and heavily curtail access to a range of intoxicants. Bolstered by 
the success in banning smoking in public places, health campaigners have 
turned their eyes to restrictions on alcohol. Te smoking bans came about 
when public health advocates were able to recast arguments about the free-
dom to smoke into arguments about the freedom to be smoke-free. Liberty 
was involved in both, but the freedom to smoke in public was presented as 
imposing upon the same sorts of freedom for “life and the security of the 
person” because of the demonstrated carcinogenic efects of second-hand 
smoke (also called passive smoking).39 Yet as British libertarian economist 
Christopher Snowden has argued, the success of the campaign against 
second-hand smoke has emboldened reformers to reach further into the 
lives of individuals. Fat, sugar, salt, and alcohol were placed into the same 
type of problem framework that succeeded for tobacco.40 Various states and 
provinces have contemplated or enacted various labelling restrictions on 
alcohol, including warning labels similar to those on cigarette packages, 
and signs in bars warning women that drinking will harm your child, 
notwithstanding the more nuanced understanding provided by research 
on drinking while pregnant suggesting that heavy and persistent drinking 
was the real problem.41 

Such mission creep by an increasingly activist public health industry 
also infected discourse around cannabis legalization in Canada. Advocacy 
for legalizing the medical use of cannabis, enabling people with conditions 



 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

  

 

 
 

  

 

 

Introduction 13 

ranging from glaucoma to cancer to post-traumatic stress disorder to  
use it for therapeutic purposes with a doctor’s approval, further sofened 
opposition to its continued criminalization. If something could do that 
much good, the argument went, how could it be so bad? Tis health-focused 
impetus persisted in the Liberal Party of Canada’s support for full legaliza-
tion of non-medical cannabis. Te two main justifcations reiterated that 
balance of public safety and public health, with the prime minister, the 
health minister, and the public safety minister all explaining that it would 
undercut criminal gangs and keep cannabis out of the hands of children, 
while following “public health principles.” Consequently, policy briefs 
from various sectors across the country emphasized the potential health 
harms of cannabis consumption. Tat fne line seemed impossible to tread. 

In many ways, the stories of tobacco restriction, cannabis legalization, 
and the harm reduction strategies of safe injection sites harken back to 
Victorian-era temperance. None too subtly, the temperance movement 
argued that pleasure for pleasure’s sake was antithetical to realizing the 
moral nation. Tis was especially an argument of evangelical Protestant 
temperance advocates (in Canada, the temperance movement was dom-
inated by Methodists), who were at the centre of the push for legislated 
prohibition. Nevertheless, with an eye towards personal temperance, 
establishment churches (Anglican and Roman Catholic) also urged their 
members to practise moderation in all things.42 Controlling human pas-
sions was central to Christian theology, and pleasure for pleasure’s sake was 
a distraction from good self-discipline and restraint. Such condemnation 
of pleasure seeking through substance consumption remains, but morality 
is replaced by health, and responsible citizens are expected to protect and 
nurture their health, thus embodying the ideals of the state as law-abiding 
moderate consumers of such substances. As long as drugs and alcohol 
are framed as undermining that bodily integrity, they will continue to be 
looked at askance. 

Connecting the Essays 

Tis collection assembles new work by emerging and established scholars 
studying drugs and alcohol in history, to explore some of the connections 
and disconnections between the stories. It emerged from a symposium 
held at Vancouver Island University in which each researcher’s work was 



 

 

 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 
 

14 Dan Malleck 

discussed in detail. In the process of discussion and refection, valuable 
interconnections and patterns emerged. Current arguments over medical 
and recreational cannabis are refected in stories of advocacy for medical 
heroin in hospice care and in debates among pharmacists over how to deal 
with restrictions on medical liquor. Te nuances in contemporary debates 
about the role of government in regulating and managing individual sub-
stance use appear in stories of nineteenth-century brewery adulteration 
cases and the twentieth-century Le Dain Commission inquiry into rec-
reational drug use. What on the surface seem to be disparate topics, then, 
emerge in connections previously unforeseen. Such thematic convergences 
are essential components of historical and, we contend, contemporary 
understanding of the complex issue of substance misuse, abuse, regulation, 
and restriction in our society. 

Although a variety of mind-altering substances have been part of human 
society for millennia, alcohol has been arguably the most contested in 
the Anglo-American world for the past few centuries. Essays by Jonathan 
Reinarz and Matthew Bellamy consider how the brewing industry dealt 
with competition and regulation. Reinarz looks at a seemingly odd case of 
challenges to the British brewery Flowers when rumours circulated that the 
brewery used horse meat in the brewing process. He expertly teases out the 
way that such charges can gain traction, and how the brewery reacted to 
the suspicions of what can only be considered distasteful and problematic 
modifcation to its beer. Te story connects to issues of adulteration, both 
industry and government regulation over the process of brewing, and the 
cultural meaning of horses in British society. Bellamy looks at the brewing 
industry in Canada roughly a century later. Whereas Reinarz considers the 
travails of a single brewery in the face of challenges in a highly competitive 
market, Bellamy looks at how the brewing industry itself reacted to and 
collaborated to help shape government regulation of its businesses. In the 
decades afer liquor prohibition in Canada, brewers, more than distillers 
and vintners, used their considerable clout to ensure that Canadians could 
have easy and unfettered access to their products, and that government 
regulations stayed out of the way. 

Government regulation can reveal any number of cultural and social 
idiosyncrasies, and Sarah Hamill’s study of liquor regulation and race 
in post-prohibition Alberta demonstrates the complexity of social 



 
 

 

 

   

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

  

Introduction 15 

assumptions in the face of community realities. Liquor regulations for-
bad Chinese Canadians from holding a liquor licence, yet Hamill’s work 
explores an exception to that rule, and how it reveals both ongoing racial 
tensions between Chinese and non-Chinese residents and also the bureau-
cratic machinations that ofen led to adjustments in the rules according 
to local community needs and demands. Connections between race and 
drink in Canada usually involve discussions of Indigenous people and 
alcohol use, which was heavily restricted prior to the 1950s. But racial 
restrictions were fuid. Indigenous soldiers who entered Ontario bever-
age rooms were sometimes permitted to drink despite legal prohibitions, 
because their race was considered by staf and regulators to be eclipsed by 
their status as soldiers (itself a problematic category of drinker, as Renée 
Laferty-Salhany notes in her chapter).43 Similarly, in Hamill’s work the 
Chinese hotelkeeper should not have been granted a licence to sell liquor, 
but he was a well-respected member of the community and considered 
such an excellent licensee that authorities made an exception. His racial 
diference was not as important as his ability to conform to expectations 
of the state. Nevertheless, when he attempted to expand his business, his 
outsider status trumped his respectable comportment. 

Te challenge of liquor regulation stemmed from the embedded ideas 
about the dangers of liquor. Many of these were shaped by the temperance 
movements of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Yet just as the 
complexity of brewing and regulation reveals the story to be more nuanced 
than popular notions might suggest, so the story of the temperance move-
ment has many facets. Cynthia Belaskie’s chapter on the activities of the 
Manchester branch of the British Women’s Christian Temperance Asso-
ciation (WCTA) explores how the members of this organization sought to 
afect the politics of the community to facilitate more temperance-oriented 
public policies. Te women of the WCTA undertook a broad array of activ-
ities, some of which, such as working with the families of drunks, were 
well within the accepted work of active community-minded middle-class 
women. Other activities, however, such as lobbying and organizing around 
local politics, took the women into less traditional areas, in which some 
felt comfortable whereas others were unsure of their proper role. 

Women and drink have been an of-analyzed topic, and the images of 
the fallen woman, the pathetic wife of a drinker, and the noble rescuer 
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of the downtrodden are three tropes that have appeared constantly in 
literature against drinking. Building upon her classic examination of 
the perceptions of women drinkers in Victorian and Edwardian Canada, 
Cheryl Krasnick Warsh explores the way that women who were “under the 
infuence” have been viewed from the middle of the nineteenth century up 
to the present. She explodes the simplifed tropes of women who embodied 
virtue, victim, or vixen. Most notably, she explores how medicinal alcohol 
complicated the issue of women and drink, and how medicine legitimized 
certain forms of drinking as well as drug consumption, but also how such 
substance use could lead to other forms of illness and deviance. Warsh’s ori-
ginal 1993 essay inspired extensive discussion for a generation of students, 
and its expansion here should engender ongoing discussion of society’s 
complicated understanding of women, drink, and drugs. 

Women drinkers were considered to be a problem because drinking was 
anathema to womanhood, but when looking at soldiers and drink, issues of 
gender and respectability have a diferent meaning. In Laferty-Salhany’s 
examination of ideas of drink in the armies of the War of 1812, issues of 
physiology of drink, respectable manhood, proper soldiering, and military 
camaraderie all intersect in a complex appreciation of the meaning of drink 
in a military context. Much of the medical knowledge of alcohol discussed 
by US military physician James Mann was based upon observation of the 
use of alcohol in the military setting, extant physiological and philosophical 
understandings of the body and its processes, and the physician’s distaste 
for liquor as anything but a medicine. Tis in turn shaped his ideas on how 
to reform the army, both with regard to the drinking practices of ofcers 
and enlisted men and in the authority granted to medical personnel to 
efect change. 

Te medicinal quality of liquor discussed by James Mann featured in 
many discussions of drink in culture, and Dan Malleck’s essay on the way 
pharmacists dealt with restrictions on liquor sales demonstrates that regu-
lation of liquor was ofen accompanied by intensely fraught discussions of 
its medical usefulness. In Ontario from the 1870s, government regulation 
of liquor reached into medical chests and pharmacy storerooms, restricting 
sales, limiting access, and, in the views of pharmacists, challenging their 
professional autonomy. At the heart of the issue was who determined the 
proper medical use of liquor, who could sell it, and when such medical use 
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transmogrifed into deviant consumption. It would have been a much less 
problematic issue if all pharmacists ft the idealized notion of a professional 
gentleman that the pharmacy leadership envisioned, but many pharmacists 
were interested in maintaining proftable businesses frst, and following 
some idealized notion of a noble profession second, or third, or fourth. So 
inside and outside the pharmacy profession, the issue of medicinal liquor 
sales challenged both the professional identity and sometimes the fnancial 
viability of neighbourhood pharmacists. 

Purchased at the pharmacy, alcohol was a medicine, in efect a drug 
dispensed to treat illness. Indeed, the twentieth-century drug laws restrict-
ing access to psychotropic substances were rooted in the pharmacy laws of 
the nineteenth century. Yet these medicinal roots ofen disappeared as the 
century progressed. In the last half of that century, and into the twenty-frst, 
the easy, ofen simplistic, and clearly socially framed distinction between 
legal and illegal, medicinal and recreational, and legitimate and illegitimate 
substance use came under increasing scrutiny. In Canada in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, ofcial investigations of non-medical drug use revealed 
many of the challenges to government action. Te association between 
drug use and people considered part of a deviant subclass was challenged 
by examinations of casual usage and the power of celebrity. Eric Fillion’s 
chapter on surveillance of drug use in youth counterculture explores how 
some governmental and non-governmental agencies sought to defne 
youth counterculture and its drug use. Fillion considers the formation of 
knowledge through such agencies as the print media and police, and how 
this knowledge was structured by the authority of the observers. Tis in 
turn drove certain ways of viewing and challenging youth drug use. Tese 
authoritative voices then attempted to drive the narrative of the Le Dain 
Commission, with a certain degree of success. 

But the Le Dain Commission was not singular in its investigation, and 
other voices, whose authority was rooted in popular culture, also held 
sway. As Greg Marquis’s chapter demonstrates, the commissioners were 
not immune to the power of celebrity. Teir interviews with John Lennon 
and Yoko Ono during their iconic Bed-in at the Queen Elizabeth Hotel in 
Montreal helped provide additional perspectives on the use of recreational 
drugs, and the ways that such drugs are framed by various agencies, voices, 
and ideals. Marquis demonstrates the intersection of popular culture, drug 



 
 
 

 
 

 

 

    

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

  

 
 

 
 

18 Dan Malleck 

use, and government regulation, and the importance of understanding 
this remarkable cultural shif. Lennon and Ono were symbolic of this 
cultural moment, and it was not the cult of personality but rather cultural 
personifcation that encouraged the commissioners to seek the input of 
international superstars. 

Discussions of drug use and the cultures of drugs can ofen be romanti-
cized along with the popular culture in which it ofen takes place, but drug 
use was neither a throwaway behaviour nor one of marginal importance. 
Counterculture activists may have used drugs, but the drugs they used, 
as with alcohol a century earlier, were ofen also medicines. LSD is a good 
example of this, emerging as it did from pharmaceutical attempts to address 
psychotropic illnesses such a schizophrenia, and only then gaining the 
attention of the counterculture as a way of “expanding the mind.”44 Tis 
tension between medicine and recreation was exacerbated when activists 
attempted to treat the problems created by psychotropic drug use. Christian 
Elcock’s examination of the Chicago LSD Rescue Service and its founder, 
George Peters, is a study of the challenges that groups who attempted to 
mitigate some of the harms of drug use faced in the early years of harm 
reduction. Peters’s eforts involved skating on the margins of legality, 
ofen acting illegally, and all in the interest of the welfare of individuals 
whose drug use led them into dangers. Peters’s work involved both myth 
debunking and political activities to help those whose experience with 
drugs was not the romanticized experience of mind expansion touted by 
people like Timothy Leary. It was an important struggle to reframe drug 
use as something that should not just be ignored or demonized, but may 
even require help and thoughtful strategies to avoid the worst excesses of 
drug use.

 Complicating Themes 

In assembling this collection, we had numerous debates about how best 
to arrange the essays, debates rooted in the social and cultural complexity 
of drugs and alcohol. A careful reader of this introduction will see how 
other connections could be made, other groupings formed, and other 
themes explored. On a broad level, many of these essays illustrate the 
perpetual tension between things that are legal but unsavoury or cultur-
ally marginal, and those that are illegal but culturally appropriate. For 
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example, drinking alcohol might be legal, but when, if ever, was excessive 
consumption considered appropriate? Consuming certain drugs might be 
illegal, but within certain subcultures it might be entirely appropriate or 
expected. In some jurisdictions, cannabis might be legal when administered 
under a physician’s professional scrutiny, but not when self-administered, 
even if it is for the same neurological experience. John Burnham captured 
this tension in Bad Habits, exploring how the “vice constellation” connects 
a variety of activities (smoking, drinking, swearing, gambling, drug taking, 
and sexual impropriety) with overlapping notions of legality and propri-
ety.45 Illegal gambling was connected to drinking and smoking, drinking to 
illegal prostitution, and all activities to swearing, which was not illegal but 
was socially distasteful (and, depending upon the words used, possibly even 
illegal, or at least immoral). David Courtwright has recently examined these 
activities as forms of “limbic capitalism,” with big business harnessing the 
reward systems in the human brain for proft: to drugs, alcohol, sugar, and 
tobacco he adds gambling, pornography, Internet gaming, and numerous 
other apparently addictive activities.46 Whenever we consider substances 
that have some accepted application but can be also used for pleasure, we 
encounter such complicated considerations. It is beyond the scope of this 
introduction to cover all such connections, but we encourage readers to 
think about how both the context of and reason for an individual’s use of 
a substance informs and drives the meaning of that use. Medical versus 
non-medical, public versus private, therapeutic versus recreational, ama-
teur versus professional – these are some of the many interconnections 
and thematic overlaps that inform the structure and inclusion of essays 
in this collection. Given how the histories of substances are ofen histor-
ies of this tension between proper and improper use and misuse, and the 
meaning of that use, whether it is drinking soldiers or drinking women, 
pot-smoking rock stars or pot-smoking hippies or an LSD-using sub-
class, liquor-vending pharmacists or liquor-selling Albertans of Chinese 
origin, these substances, sought for recreation, medication, socialization, 
and palliation, remain problematic pleasures.
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