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Learning Objectives

1. Participants will be able to describe the history of the opioid 
overdose problem, with particular attention to the role that 
racism and white supremacy have played.

2. Participants will be able to contextualize the undertreatment of 
Black pain and addiction, while avoiding the dangers of 
pathologizing individuals and communities. 

3. Participants will  learn the concrete ways addiction medicine 
professionals can contribute to drug policy reform.



In the US, race & drug policy are linked 



Race and drug Policy are linked in 
MEDIA 
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Race and drug policy are linked in 
POLITICS



Race and drug policy are linked in PRACTICE



Incarceration in the U.S.1
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Incarceration for Drug Offenses2
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Number of People Incarcerated in 
Federal and State Prisons, by 
Offense3
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Drug Arrests in the U.S.4 
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Our country has always used drugs
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Whiteness, medicine, drug policy
® “White Market Drugs explores these 

historical experiments in drug policy 
through the stories of three major white 
market crises: morphine in the late 
19th/early 20th century; barbiturates, 
amphetamine, and Quaalude in the mid 
20th century; and opioids again in the 
21st century. In response to these crises 
reformers sought to protect rather than 
punish drug consumers, and did so by 
regulating major market actors (such as 
drug companies, physicians, and 
pharmacists).” 

David Herzberg, White Markets (2021) Ref # 1



Drugs aren’t “good” or “bad”



What myths have driven drug policy?
Illegal drugs are more dangerous or harmful 
than the legal ones.

People who use drugs:
• Are “others”
• Lack morality
• Have no willpower 
• Are dangerous and unpredictable
• Are bad parents 

Drugs are the problem, not societal, cultural, 
or economic circumstances.



To no one’s surprise race is shaping the current overdose 
crisis response/addiction medicine



Race and medicine are linked



Medicine is inherently racially biased….

Spirometers Vaginal Speculums Phrenology



Pain treatment is a clear example of medicine/addiction 
treatment’s shortcomings



Intent versus Impact
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 Decade of the Brain 1990-1999
By the President of the United States of America 
A PROCLAMATION 
The human brain, a 3-pound mass of interwoven nerve cells that controls our 
activity. is one of the most magnificent-and mysterious-wonders of creation. 
The seat of human intelligence. interpreter of senses. and controller of 
movement. this incredible organ continues to intrigue scientist and layman 
alike. 
Over the years, our understanding of the brain-how it works. what goes wrong 
when it is injured or diseased-has increased dramatically. However, we still 
have much more to learn. The need for continued study of the brain is 
compelling: millions of Americans are affected each year by disorders of the 
brain ranging from neurogenetic diseases to degenerative disorders such as 
Alzheimer's, as well as stroke, schizophrenia, autism. and impairments of 
speech, language. and hearing. 
Today, these individuals and their families are justifiably hopeful, for a new era 
of d iscovery is dawning in brain research. Powerful microscopes. major strides 
in the study of genetics, and advanced brain ' imaging devices are giving 
physicians and scientists ever greater insight into the brain. Neuroscientists are 
mapping the brain's biochemical circuitry, which may help produce more 
effective drugs for alleviating the suffering of those who have Alzheimer's or 
Parkinson's disease. By studying how the brain's cells and chemicals develop, 
interact, and communicate with the rest of the body, investigators are also 
developing improved treatments for people incapacitated by spinal cord 
injuries, depressive disorders, and epileptic seizures. Breakthroughs in 
molecular genetics show great promise of yielding methods to treat and prevent 
Huntington’s disease, the muscular dystrophies, and other life-threatening 
disorders. 
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NIDA’s framework for addiction



Medicine isn’t alone



What is our research in service of & 
how can it make it a difference?

"Two considerations thereafter 
broke in upon my work and 
eventually disrupted it: first, one 
could not be a calm, cool, and 
detached scientist while Negroes 
were lynched, murdered, and 
starved; and secondly, there was 
no such definite demand for 
scientific work of the sort I was 
doing.” 
–W.E.B. DuBois
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Call to Action 
• Prioritize Impact: Work with communities to see what research they 

want to see, what questions do they have, what practices do they 
incorporate that can use research. 

• Conduct research WITH people who use drugs: include their work in 
every part of your process from design to implementation – not after you 
are done and looking for validation

• Pay people who use drugs that are part of your research team

• Do this work with others : connect with Drug Policy Alliance’s 
Department of Research and Academic Engagement – contact Aliza 
Cohen acohen@drugpolicy.org
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