
Tennessee’s Addiction Challenges

• More than 107,000 U.S. drug overdose deaths Dec. 2020-2021

• 3, 814 drug overdose deaths,  >10 deaths daily in Tennessee

• 26% increase compared with 2019-2020

• 80% involved opioid, 72% involved fentanyl analogues

• More potent, cheap methamphetamine 245% increase

• COVID-19 isolation, economic uncertainty

• 97% “unintentional” overdoses – decisional competence?

https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/index.html 1
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‘For a more particular account of 
this moral disease in the will … I 
have selected those two symptoms 
of this disease, murder and theft 
(for they are not vices) from its 
other morbid effects, in order to 
rescue persons affected with them 
from the arm of the law, and to 
render them the subjects of the 
kind and lenient hand of medicine. 

Ch X  On Derangements in the Will 1746 - 1813

‘Addiction’ was originally a psychiatric illness



Brown LP. ENFORCEMENT OF THE TENNESSEE ANTINARCOTICS LAW. 
Am J Public Health (N Y). 1915 Apr;5(4):323-33. doi: 10.2105/ajph.5.4.323. PMID: 18009218; PMCID: PMC1286580.
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Tennessee Antinarcotics Act 1913 
’more strict than the Harrison Act’
“The habitual use of an opiate 
produces a true disease.”

Limited dispensing & 
distribution
• registered MDs, DDS, DVMs
• wholesale/retail 

pharmacists

Provided for the refilling of 
prescriptions for addicted 
persons to minimize 
suffering among this 
unfortunate class.

Patient registration and 
permit system, with effort 
to lessen the amount of 
drug allowed at every 
renewal.

Brown LP. ENFORCEMENT OF THE TENNESSEE ANTINARCOTICS LAW. 
Am J Public Health (N Y). 1915 Apr;5(4):323-33. doi: 10.2105/ajph.5.4.323. PMID: 18009218; PMCID: PMC1286580.



HOW ONE AMERICAN CITY IS MEETING THE PUBLIC 
HEALTH PROBLEMS OF NARCOTIC DRUG ADDICTION
Butler WP. American Medicine XXVIII 1922

“success is due largely to the fact that we have 
cooperation, assistance, hearty approval and 
commendation of every branch of our 
government locally.”

“Progressive physicians and pharmacists had already 
managed to contain the first major U.S. epidemic of 
iatrogenic opiate addiction.” 
Courtwright DT. Preventing and Treating Narcotic Addiction--Century of Federal Drug Control. 
N Engl J Med. 2015 Nov 26;373(22):2095-7. doi: 10.1056/NEJMp1508818. PMID: 26605925.



1915-1921 Addiction became a crime in U.S.
United States rapidly moved to criminalize its addicted citizens.

1. Federal officials mistook America’s concern about drug-related 
problems (e.g., physician exploitation, the saloon or the opium den) for 
a desire to banish alcohol, tobacco, and other drug use.

2. Fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of addiction.
3. Treasury Board taxed the importation of narcotics and was to monitor 

their distribution by physicians and druggists to reduce the supply of 
drugs, but it ruled against treating addiction as a medical illness. 

4. Stigmatizing of drug use accelerated in the belief that it will virtually 
eliminate the narcotics problem (and it persists to this day!)

White, W. (2014). The early criminalization of narcotic 
addiction. Posted at www.williamwhitepapers.com.





1973: DRUG ABUSE COUNCIL STUDY 
reviewed Shreveport, LA, morphine 
maintenance clinic, based on clinic 
records and interviews with Dr. Willis P. 
Butler (aged 83), director of the clinic 
during its existence.

“Clinics in Los Angeles, New Haven, Jacksonville, and Shreveport, LA, 
were run much more effectively, and most reports were favorable, if 
not praising.”

The clinics were closed after the Prohibition Units of the Internal Revenue 
Service took over the Narcotics Bureau (US Treasury in 1920)
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED109516



Is Addiction a 
Mental Illness –
or a choice?

ADDICTION IS 
A BRAIN DISEASE, 
AND IT MATTERS

Leshner AI. Science. 1997 Oct 3;278(5335):45-7. 
https://doi: 10.1126/science.278.5335.45. 



Addiction is socially-
engineered exploitation
of natural biological 
vulnerability Ross D 2020

Ross D BBR 386 2020 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0166432820302977



“The relevant point is that choice theories of 
addiction completely overlook the concept of 
decision-making capacity and that choice does 
not in itself imply capacity.”





72-hour involuntary evaluation –
Title 33, Chapter 6, Part 4, Tennessee Code Annotated



“It is our duty to show these patients the same 
consideration that we have for those suffering from 
other kinds of sickness.”
Butler WP AMERICAN MEDICINE January – December 1922

“The drug addict is a sick man both physically and 
mentally, and should be studied and treated as a sick man 
and not as one always willfully delinquent.” 
Brown LP Am J Public Health 5:4 323-33 April 1915



Addiction 
Stigmatized

or 

Managed 
by 

Community

Stigmatization: Shier and Hinshaw, 2008

A combination of stereotyped beliefs, 
prejudiced attitudes 

and discriminatory 
behaviors 
towards outgroups … 

resulting in reduced life opportunities
for those who are devalued.
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Most Important Benefit of MOUD:
Decreased Mortality
‘Opioid agonist treatment
was associated with 
lower rates of mortality. 

However, access to 
agonist treatment 
remains limited, and 
coverage remains low. 

Improved access globally may have important population benefits.’
Santo T Jr, et al. Association of Opioid Agonist Treatment With All-Cause Mortality and Specific Causes of Death Among People With Opioid 
Dependence: A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis. JAMA Psychiatry. 2021 Sep 1;78(9):979-993. doi: 10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2021.0976. 21




