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David T. Courtwright : Forces of Habit: Drugs and the Making of the Modern World  before purchasing it in 
order to gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all praised Forces of Habit: Drugs and the Making of the 
Modern World: 

0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. Incredibly Interesting!By Kara AshlanIncredibly interesting book! I 
had to read it for a masters course in world history and I absolutely loved it and found it incredibly intriguing. If you 
are interested in history, especially the history of drug use throughout the course of human existence, this is a must 
read for you!0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. The service was wonderful.By Lanier BurnsVery 
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thorough and contemporary with historical perspective. The service was wonderful.0 of 0 people found the following 
review helpful. good bookBy Ethan Shieldsinteresting book about the history behind why some drugs are nearly 
unregulated while others are forbidden. book arrived quickly in good condition.

What drives the drug trade, and how has it come to be what it is today? A global history of the acquisition of 
progressively more potent means of altering ordinary waking consciousness, this book is the first to provide the big 
picture of the discovery, interchange, and exploitation of the planet's psychoactive resources, from tea and kola to 
opiates and amphetamines.

From Library JournalHistorian Courtwright (Violent Land) ranges widely across more than four centuries and the 
world to chart the "psychoactive revolution" that made ever more potent drugs available to all classes of people and 
redefined the meaning and means of consciousness, and even social conscience. As pleasure came to matter more, 
drugs of all kinds found ready takers. Courtwright gathers up historical, scientific, literary, artistic, and public policy 
references on psychoactive substances, legal and illegal, to show how drug usage was as much an outgrowth of market 
forces as cultural habits. Drugs were commerce and currency and moved from geographically limited areas of 
cultivation to worldwide consumption, with ever more efficient means of production and supply driving down prices 
and thereby opening markets to the poorest. Efforts by governments over the past century to outlaw particular drugs, 
while regulating others, have proved uneven and erratic. Always intelligent and informed, witty and wise, 
Courtwright's book is the best way to get a fix on why getting drugs out of our systems would require more than 
abstinence; it would take another revolution in handling social and personal pain. An essential acquisition.DRandall 
M. Miller, Saint Joseph's Univ., Philadelphia Copyright 2001 Reed Business Information, Inc.From The New England 
Journal of MedicineSet on a world stage, this book is about the ``psychoactive revolution'' of the past 500 years. 
Courtwright, well known for his work concerning the history of drug addiction and, more generally, social history, 
observes that in wealthy societies in the 20th century a cornucopia of drugs, illicit and licit, became available and 
popular. How did this situation arise, he asks, and how have societies and governments coped with it, and especially, 
why have some drugs posed more of a problem than others? The main story relates to the expansion of European 
oceangoing commerce in early modern times and the resulting discoveries of new commercial opportunities. In the 
drug trade, the three big items eventually became alcohol, tobacco, and caffeine, to the exclusion of other possibilities 
derived from the plant world. These three drugs remain abundant and profitable commodities, eliciting various 
responses in different societies. Thus, this book is not about medicine itself or about the changing practices of 
physicians over the centuries. Although the author mentions those practices from time to time, he is concerned with 
the broader story of the sweeping changes in the markets, and thereby in the uses, of a range of substances. And he 
explains how governments have responded differently in different ages to the growing commodification and popularity 
of psychoactive substances. Alcohol and caffeine were, of course, Old World products whose spread became 
enormously wider as a result of European expansion and European technology. Tobacco was a New World plant that 
conquered the Old World after Europeans discovered its psychoactive (and addictive) properties. At about the same 
time, advances in distilling techniques and the spread of information about them through the printed word created 
opportunities for making and selling alcohol. After their conquest of South America, some Europeans began 
cultivating coffee on that continent, while elsewhere other Europeans were expanding the tea trade. Alcohol, tobacco, 
and caffeine soon became important trade commodities, the taxation of which was a mainstay of government finances. 
Courtwright does not confine his story to the big three in the drug world. He also writes about cannabis, opium, coca 
and cocaine, and synthetic products. None of these substances or their derivatives became commodified in quite the 
same way as did the big three, although there were important regional exceptions, such as the infamous opium dens of 
the Chinese. Part of the story of the lesser-used drugs is the relative absence of their commercialization. For example, 
until well into the 20th century, smoking marijuana was a practice of particular -- and relatively small -- populations in 
certain regions. Nor is Courtwright's analysis entirely commercial. To the Christian Europeans, the Amerindians' use 
of plant hallucinogens such as peyote was reprehensible. One essential difference with respect to alcohol, tobacco, and 
caffeine was the skill of entrepreneurs and their resulting profits and power in promoting these products. Courtwright's 
approach is to paint a large picture, while occasionally delving in some depth into particulars. He writes about James 
Duke and the growth of the cigarette trade after the late 19th century. The industry that Duke's ingenuity and acumen 
fostered became very powerful, and it remains so today, able to fight off efforts to restrict it severely or even to 
eradicate it, however steep is the mountain of evidence about the ill effects of tobacco use. Herein lies the story of a 
sea change in social approaches to drug use and the drug trades. With the advance of industrialized societies, concern 
mounted about the effects of psychoactive substances. Altered states of consciousness do not mix well with the needs 
of a technologically complex civilization. Europeans sometimes tolerated altered states of consciousness among 
peasants and workers as a means of easing the pain of their often miserable lives, especially in early modern times. 
Views changed with advancing industrialization in the 19th century, however. Even so, efforts to control the use of 
tobacco and alcohol detract from their potential as objects of taxation (and contradict the realities of their use). The 



enormous power of the tobacco and alcohol industries has overcome efforts to ban or restrict their products. When the 
United States, for instance, prohibited the liquor trades in 1920, wealthy Americans eventually engineered the law's 
repeal by arguing that it would promote an economic revival (repeal occurred in 1933, the nadir of the Great 
Depression) and pointing out the benefits of having alcohol taxes. In the case of other drugs that were declared illicit 
during the industrial age in some places, there are ongoing efforts to eradicate their use. Courtwright is known for his 
use of historical knowledge to argue against the legalization of ``drugs,'' and he does so again in a concluding chapter 
dealing with dangerous psychoactive substances in the 21st century. Courtwright writes with felicity, gracefully 
constructing his narrative in a clearly organized fashion, eschewing jargon and technical language. This is an engaging 
book that deserves a wide audience among general readers. K. Austin Kerr, Ph.D. Copyright 2001 Massachusetts 
Medical Society. All rights reserved. The New England Journal of Medicine is a registered trademark of the MMS. 
From BooklistCourtwright examines the historic tolerance of such psychoactives as coffee, tobacco, and alcohol vis-a-
vis the prohibitions of such others as marijuana, cocaine, and opiates, and he delineates the history of various drugs 
from their first known appearance in written records to their rise as popular medical or recreational substances to, in 
far too many cases, their prohibition. Consider the progress of the opiates. Originally hailed as a godsend, opium and 
its derivatives were widely used, more or less medicinally, but fell from favor because of their addictiveness and other 
side effects. Nevertheless, the British created a lucrative market for the stuff in China, even going to war to keep the 
supply flowing and the money coming in. Eventually, the Chinese were heavily identified with opium smoking, and 
fear of opium dens and concomitant iniquitous behavior was used to justify discrimination and worse against Chinese 
in America. Reasoned and informative, Courtwright's book is a cogent source of dispassionate information on drugs 
and their role in society. Mike TribbyCopyright American Library Association. All rights reserved 


