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Publisher’s Note
Defining Documents in American History series, pro-
duced by Salem Press, offers a closer look at important 
historical documents by pairing primary source docu-
ments on a broad range of subjects with essays writ-
ten especially for the series by expert writers, including 
historians, professors, researchers, and other authori-
ties in the subject under examination. This established 
series includes thirty-six titles that present documents 
selected to illuminate specific eras in American his-
tory—including The Vietnam War, Civil Rights, and 
Postwar 1940s—or to explore significant themes and 
developments in American society—Environment 
& Conservation, Slavery, Immigration & Immigrant 
Communities, and Prison Reform.

This set, Defining Documents in American History: 
Drug Policy, offers in-depth analysis of sixty-three doc-
uments, including book excerpts, speeches, political 
debates, testimony, court rulings, legal texts, legislative 
acts, essays, newspaper articles, and interviews. These 
selections trace the history of drug policy from Colonial 
days and concerns about alcohol to the present-day opi-
oid crisis and debates over how to best treat addiction in 
the United States. Drugs as they relate to public health 
concerns, including alcohol and vaccines, are also con-
sidered as part of the overall drug policy of the nation.

The material is organized into five sections, and each 
section begins with a brief introduction that defines 
questions and problems related to the drug policies and 
problems of the United States that are addressed in the 
historical documents.

• Alcohol and Anti-Alcohol Efforts Over Time 
includes Wo to Drunkards by Increase Mather; 
An Inquiry into the Effects of Ardent Spirits, 
which draws a distinction between “ardent spir-
its” and the wine, beer, and cider; Carry Nation on 
Her Life as a Temperance Crusader; the Volstead 
Act that led to Prohibition and the passage of the 
18th Amendment; and the foreword and twelve 
steps of the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous;

• Drugs and Drug Abuse in Earlier Decades 
includes documents and advertisements that 
are shocking to modern sensibilities: Cocaine 
Toothache Drops, meant for Children; reac-
tion and response to what today is a cult classic, 
Reefer Madness; and Senate Hearings on Illicit 
Narcotics Traffic;

• The Emergence of Public Health begins 
with An Historical Account of the Small-pox 
Inoculated in New England; passage of the Pure 
Food and Drug Act; and Henry Ford on Cigarette 
Smoking

• Drug Policy and Opinion–From the 1960s 
to Today is the most extensive section, covering 
a variety of conferences and addresses consider-
ing how to wage war on drugs; the Controlled 
Substances Act; a Congressional report on The 
World Heroin Problem; the Fair Sentencing Act 
that included mandatory minimum sentences 
based on specific quantities of powder cocaine 
and crack cocaine; and first-person recollections 
of drug addiction and abuse—One by One and 
The Adderall Diaries; and

• Public Health and Public Opinion in 
Interaction, which takes a closer look at smok-
ing in “A Frank Statement to Cigarette Smokers; 
the Surgeon General’s report, and the 1994 
Tobacco Hearings; vaccination in On the Polio 
Vaccine Situation and Retraction of Lancet Paper 
on MMR Vaccine and Autism; the Opening 
Statement in Congressional Hearings on Steroid 
Use in Baseball; , and Part D from Outer Space, 
concerning prescription drug coverage for 
Medicare recipients.

These documents provide an overview of the history 
and the current state of the country’s approach—
including its successes, failures, and controversies—
to managing the drugs that are used both medically 
and recreationally, and how those successes, failures, 
and controversies affect all of aspects of society.

Essay Format
Each Historical Document is supported by a critical 
essay, written by historians and teachers, that includes 
a Summary Overview, Defining Moment, About the 
Author, Document Analysis, and Essential Themes. An 
important feature of each essay is a close reading of the 
primary source that develops broader themes, such as 
the author’s rhetorical purpose, social or class position, 
point of view, and other relevant issues. Each essay 
also includes section entitled Bibliography and Further 
Reading that provides suggestions for additional read-
ings and research.
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Appendixes
• Chronological List arranges all documents by 

year.
• Web Resources is an annotated list of websites 

that offer valuable supplemental resources.
• Bibliography lists helpful articles and books for 

further study.

Contributors
Salem Press would like to extend its appreciation to 
all involved in the development and production of 

this work. The essays have been written and signed by 
scholars of history, humanities, and other disciplines 
related to the essays’ topics. Without these expert 
contributions, a project of this nature would not be 
possible. A full list of the contributors to this set 
with their affiliations appears following the Editor’s 
Introduction.
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Alcohol And AntiAlcohol 
 Efforts ovEr timE

Alcohol and opposition to alcohol have long played 
a significant role in American life. Puritans such as 
Increase Mather railed against the imbibing of spir-
its, considering the practice a sin. In 1785, the phy-
sician and founding father Benjamin Rush published 
An Inquiry Into the Effects of Ardent Spirits Upon the 
Human Body and Mind, a treatise outlining the harm-
ful physical and mental effects of alcohol. A few years 
later, the U.S. Congress passed a Whiskey Excise Tax, 
intended mainly to generate revenue to pay off debt 
incurred during the Revolutionary War. The result, 
however, was a popular insurrection, or rebellion, 
beginning in 1791 and ending three years later. George 
Washington himself led troops to put down the rebel-
lion in western Pennsylvania.

The cause of temperance—that is, the curtailment 
of alcohol consumption—grew into a movement in the 
early eighteenth century. The movement had a strongly 
Christian element to it from the beginning, being led 
by ministers and lay religious groups. Yet even then two 
separate strands emerged within the movement. The 
voluntarists, or moderates, sought temperance at the 
individual level, believing that better results could be 
had by using persuasion rather than legislative man-
dates. The prohibitionists, on the other hand, sought 
an outright ban on alcohol. They worked at the local 
and state levels at first, before attempting to achieve 
a national ban. Both wings of the temperance move-
ment made inroads during the Antebellum period, 
but the Civil War interrupted their momentum. Only 
in the 1870s did the movement return in force. The 

Catholic Total Abstinence Union was founded in 1872 
as a “voluntarist” organization, while the Woman’s 
Christian Temperance Union was founded in 1874 as 
a prohibitionist group. Both groups were largely wom-
en’s organizations, as women on the homefront were 
the primary victims of overindulgence by men. These 
women leaders also wove advocacy for the vote into 
their activism.

By the turn of the twentieth century, the prohibi-
tionist wing of the temperance movement had become 
ascendant; the Anti-Saloon League led the push that 
eventually produced a federal prohibition of alcohol. 
The Eighteenth Amendment outlawing “intoxicating 
liquors” was ratified on January 16, 1919, and went into 
effect the following year. Prohibition lasted for over a 
decade, but in the interim the negative effects of the 
ban were revealed: rampant illicit trade in alcoholic 
beverages overseen by organized crime, with all the 
attendant corruption and violence that that entailed. 
On December 5, 1933, the Twenty-First Amendment 
was ratified, repealing the prohibition of alcohol.

Although there are other groups and other methods 
out there for the treatment of alcoholism, Alcoholics 
Anonymous (AA) is probably the best known. Its 
approach is set out in what is called the Big Book, first 
issued in 1939 by the group’s chief founder, Bill W.

In the present section we review documents covering 
the long and winding path that has defined alcohol use, 
alcohol abatement, and personal recovery from alcohol 
addiction over the past three centuries of American 
history.



2

 � “Wo to Drunkards”
Date: 1712
Author: Increase Mather
Genre: Sermon

SUPPLEMENTAL HISTORICAL DOCUMENT

Wo to drunkards. Two sermons testifying against the 
sin of drunkenness: wherein the wofulness of that evil, 
and the mistery of all that are addicted to it, is discov-
ered from the word of God.

ISAIAH 28.1.

Wo to the Crown of Pride, to the Drunkards of 
Ephraim.
IN this Chapter we have the substance of one of the 
Prophet Isaiah’s Sermons, of which there are two 
parts; The first doth concern Israel, to the 4th Verse. 
The second hath reference to Judah, from thence 
to the end of the Chapter. The words before us fall 
under the first part of the Chapter, wherein we have

1. The Subject persons to whom the Prophet 
speaketh; viz. the ten Tribes of Israel, who 
are here called The Crown of Pride, that is, A 
proud Kingdome, and Ephraim: often so it is, 
that Ephraim is put for the whole Kingdome 
of Israel, partly because Ephraim was an hon-
ourable Tribe, descended from Joseph who was 
the best of all the Sons of Jacob, and partly 
because Ephraim was the first Royal Tribe in 
that Kingdome, Jeroboam who was the first King 
over the ten Tribes being an Ephraimite. Also 
the Subject that this Prophesie lights upon, is 
said to be the head of the fat valleys overcome 
with wine, by which the City of Samaria is 
meant, which was built upon a Mountain to 
the which there were fruitful Valleys belong-
ing; thus described, because they did yield 
much Wine and Oyl. Now Samaria being the 
Royal City, even the place where the Court and 
Representative Body of the whole People used 
to be, therefore it is put for all the Kingdome.

2. We have the Judgement denounced by the 
Prophet against this Kingdome of Israel, Wo to 
them; i.e. woful misery shall surely come upon 
them: Wo to the Crown of Pride, Wo to the 
Drunkards, Wo to Ephraim. And in the Verses 
following we have a more particular descrip-
tion of the Wo which is in this Verse generally 
threatned, the sum whereof is, A denunciation 
of speedy and utter ruine, which was executed 
accordingly by Salmanasser.

3. We have the Causes of this Wo, viz. their Sins; 
of which two are mentioned in the Text, namely, 
Pride and Drunkenness. No doubt but there 
were many other evils which they were guilty of, 
but these two were principal, and the Causes of 
many other, and thence put for all the rest. The 
Doctrine therefore from the words is,

That Pride and Drunkenness are two woful Evils.

Having discoursed at several times concerning the 
evil of that sin of Pride, we proceed now to speak con-
cerning that of Drunkenness. And in the Doctrinal 
handling of this Point, we shall onely attend two 
things: 1. To enquire what that Drunkenness is that 
the Scripture denounceth Wo against? 2. How it 
doth appear that Drunkenness is a woful evil?

Quest. 1. What is that Drunkenness against which 
the Scripture denounceth Wo?

Answ. There is a twofold Drunkenness: I. A 
Drunkenness which is Metaphorical and Spiritual, 
Isa. 51.21. O thou that art drunken, but not with 
Wine. The Jews were in such a case, as drunken men 
are wont to be in, by reason of the Wine of Divine 
Judgment that was given to them. And one may be 
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drunken with Errour and Spiritual Delusion; there-
fore is it said concerning Mystical Babylon, that is 
Rome, that the inhabitants of the earth have been 
made drunk with the wine of her fornication, Rev. 
17.2. Antichristian corrupt Doctrines do as it were 
intoxicate and inebriate the Souls of them that do 
imbibe or imbrace them: they become drunkard-like, 
even vertiginous thereby. Also one may be drunk with 
Security, Isa. 29.9,10. They are drunken but not with 
wine, they stagger but not with strong drink: for the 
Lord hath poured out upon you the spirit of deep sleep. 
Delusion and Security had made them as it were 
dead drunk. Some think that that is the Drunkenness 
which the Text Speaketh of; for Pride and Security 
are wont to go together, the one being the Cause of 
the other. Wo to the Drunkard’s, that is (say some) to 

those that are secure in their sins, and setled upon 
their lees in an evil course. No doubt but that this is 
implied, and partly intended here, but that is not the 
onely nor the principal evil here aimed at. Therefore 
2. Drunkenness is taken in a Literal, proper sense: 
There is Corporal as well as Spiritual Drunkenness, 
even a Drunkenness which not so much the Soul as 
the Body is the Subject of; and that is it which the 
Prophet here denounceth Judgement …

1. Drunkenness in the sight of God, that is, When 
a man doth drink more wine, or of any other 
inebriating drink, then the Rule alloweth of. 
Ephes. 5.18, Be not drunk with wine, wherein 
is excess: The Apostle mentions wine, because 
that was the common drink in those dayes, 
and the greatest danger was in respect of that, 
by reason of the strength and pleasantness 
thereof: but under that expression of Wine, all 
other inebriating drinks are comprehended…

2. There is Drunkenness in the sight of men. 
Sometimes this evil is so gross and notorious, 
as that the wholesome Laws of men take hold 
of it and punish it; namely, when a man is so 
overcome with wine, as that he can neither 
speak nor act like a rational Creature, when 
reason is disturbed thereby, and Sense and 
Speech and Motion fail, when neither the 
Head nor Hand can do their offices aright. 

Throughout his life, Increase Mather was a staunch Puritan, 
opposing anything openly contradictory to, mutually exclusive 
with, or potentially “distracting” from his religious beliefs. He 
supported suppression of intoxication, unnecessary effort on 
Sundays and ostentatious clothing. He firmly believed in the 
direct appearance of God’s disfavor in everyday life, e.g. the 
weather, political situations, attacks by Native Americans, 
fires and floods.

The Mather-Eliot House, near corner of Hanover and North 
Bennet Streets, Boston MA. 1898 (approximate). Built in 
1677 by Reverend Increase Mather.
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Title page of Cases of Conscience Concerning Evil Spirits, by Increase Mather
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Prov. 16.9. A thorn goeth up into the hand of 
a drunkard; had he his wits about him, he 
would not suffer thorns to be thrust into his 
hands. Psal. 107.27. They reel to and fro, and 
stagger like a drunken man, and are at their 
wits end: this is palpable drunkenness. …

We come then unto the second thing propounded 
for the clearing of the Truth before us; viz. To shew 
How it doth appear that Drunkenness is a woful Evil? 
Answ. Several things may here be mentioned, as 
demonstrations of the Doctrine.

1. If we look into the Original and Causes of this 
sin, we shall see the evil of it: And it hath no 
better an author then the Devil himself, who 
never was the author of any good (except acci-
dentally, besides his intention, and against his 
will) since he was a Devil. Drink is in it self a 
good creature of God, and to be received with 
thankfulness, but the abuse of drink is from 
Satan… Hence Drunkenness is expressly and 
by name mentioned amongst the works of the 
flesh, Gal. 5.19.21. The works of the flesh are 
manifest, drunkenness, revellings, and such like. 
How wofull must that evil needs be, that hath 
no other causes but such as these?

2. The very Light and Law of Nature condemns this 
practice. Drunkards sin not only against the 
written word of God, but against that light and 
law which is written in their Consciences. Now 
those are wofull Transgressions; The Apostle 
doth aggravate the sins of some, in that in those 
things which they know naturally, as bruit beasts 
they corrupt themselves, Jude ver. 10. … Solon 
(who is accounted amongst the wisest of the 
Grecian Princes) made it a Law, that if a man 
in publick place should abuse himself with 
drink, his Crime should be deemed Capital. If 
he were Drunken but once, he was punished 
with death for that transgression: which I men-
tion not to justifie the severity of that Law, but 
to shew how odious this detestable evil hath 
been, even to those that have had nothing but 
the Light of Nature and Reason to guide them.

3. A Drunkard is an universal Transgressor of the 
Whole Law of God. James faith, Chap. 2. ver. 

10. Whosoever shall keep the whole Law, and 
yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all. We 
cannot say concerning the Drunkard, that 
he keeps the whole Law, or that he offends 
in one point onely, but we must say, that he 
is guilty of all, even guilty of the breach of all 
the Commandments: and that not onely as he 
that breaketh one link in a Chain may be said 
to break the whole Chain, but he hath broken 
every link… The Drunkard is an Idolater, for 
he loveth drink as he should love God, that 
is, above all, even above Wife and Children, 
and Name and Estate, and every thing that 
he hath in this world. And there is Robbery, 
Adultery, nay Murther enwrapped in the bow-
els of this sin, as afterwards will appear. The 
Drunkard is a Transgressor against the first 
Table of the Moral Law, in as much as by this 
sin he is rendred unfit to Worship God in any 
Religious duty: for, Wine taketh away the heart, 
Hos. 4.11. but the heart must be given to God 
in every duty…yet it is from that Scripture 
evident, that excess in Wine will unfit for any 
Religious service: and he that shall venture to 
Worship God when it is so with him, will offer 
strange fire, and hath more cause to fear that 
he shall die before the Lord, then to expect any 
merciful answer to those polluted Prayers…

4. Drunkenness is a wastful, destructive Evil…
There is much Prodigality, Riot, Profuseness in 
this sin: for thereby the good Creatures of God 
are wasted, which is contrary to the express 
charge of the Lord Jesus, who hath said, Let 
nothing be lost, Joh. 6.12. but all that is spent 
in drunkenness is wofully lost…what answer 
can be given for the Time that hath been con-
sumed in lewd and drunken practices? When 
it shall be said to you in the hearing of Heaven 
and Earth, You had such a space of Time 
allowed to you in the world, you lived so many 
years upon earth, but how did you spend that 
Time? And when Conscience shall bring in a 
black Bill of Indictment, and say, There were 
so many dayes and nights spent in rioting and 
drunkenness, what answer can you give for 
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this, when we shall all stand before the Son of 
God in that day?

 Yet more, Drunkenness is a great Waster of a 
man’s Estate. … Go to a miserable Drunkard, 
and ask him for something to relieve a poor body 
that is in want, or to promote some publick and 
pious Work, and he hath nothing to spare; the 
cursed Alehouse hath devoured his substance, 
that he hath nothing left thereof, neither for 
God nor for himself. How wastful and how 
woful then doth this Evil appear to be?

 Yea 5. This woful Vice is every way prejudicial, 
injurious and destructive to him that shall be 
subject to it. It is so not onely in the respects 
which have been mentioned, but in every 
other respect, that may be said or thought of.

A little further to instance under this Head:

1. It is injurious to, and brings Wo and Misery upon 
the Name of him that shall be guilty of it. It is a 
most disgraceful, infamous Vice: though a man 
should be but once guilty of this sin in all his 
dayes, yet that is a blot and dishonour upon his 
Name, and a matter of shame and humiliation to 
him, as long as he hath a day to live; how much 
more when he hath been often and ordinarily 
guilty of it? …For a man to love to be drunk, 
is horrible impiety; but if this be true concern-
ing a woman; there’s a daughter of Belial indeed. 
Now they were the vilest of the children of men 
who were so called: and hence it is that no man 
almost is willing to be called a Drunkard. …
Trust a Drunkard with an Estate, and when he 
is in his Cups he’ll send it going: Trust him with 
a Secret, and when he is drunken hee’ll discover 
it; Trust him, and when he is drunken he will 
undo himself and his friend too. …

2. Drunkenness is injurious to the Body of him that 
shall be subject to it. It brings Wo upon the Body, 
and therefore is rightly called a woful Evil. Hence 
are many bodily distempers. …Redness of eyes 
(blindness, and the like) is one disease which is 
mentioned in stead of many more, which follow 
drunkenness, and are amongst the Woes which 
attend it. Hence I say are diseases, Dropsies, 
Consumptions, Feavers, Gouts, Apoplexies, &c. 

Not but that a man may have these diseases 
and yet live temperately, but by Intemperancy 
he shall be sure to have them, or some of them. 
Many a man hath not lived out half his dayes, but 
hath died before his time, because he had been 
wicked over-much in respect of this iniquity. It 
hath been averred, That Drunkenness hath killed 
more then ever the Sword did: Many have been 
cast down wounded, many have been slain by 
it, yea Millions of Millions that have been slain, 
and cast down into the pit for ever by the hands 
of this one woful Evil.

3. It, is injurious to the Souls of men. How woful 
is that evil, which will bring not onely tem-
peral Wo upon the Bodies, but ever fasting Wo 
upon the Immortal Souls of all that shall die 
under the guilt of it? And that Drunkenness 
is injurious and wofully prejudicial as to the 
Soul, is evident:

1. In that it darkeneth the Light of Reason. … One 
being asked What is Drunkenness? Answered 
well and truly, It is a voluntary Madness. And 
to the same purpose doth the Scripture 
speak, Jer. 51.7. The Nations have drunken 
of her wine, therefore the Nations are mad. If 
Drunkards were not mad, they would never do 
as they do. Was it not madness in Esan, when 
he sold his Birthright for a mess of Pottage? …

2. Drunkenness brings wo upon the Conscience. 
There are some sins which make deep and 
fearfull wounds in the Conscience, and this is 
one of them… So is it with sin, and especially 
the sin of Drunkenness, while it is in commit-
ting there’s foolish pleasure in it, but at the last 
the veneme of it will reach to the heart, and 
then the bitterness will be a thousand times 
greater then ever the pleasure was.

3. Without Repentance this sin alone will ruine 
the Soul for ever. … If you knew that there 
were poison in your Cups, you would be 
loth to drink them off: did you see a Spider 
or other poisonfull Creature in the Pot, you 
would be loth to drink it down. …

6. This is seldome goeth alone, but is the unhappy 
parent of many other Iniquities like it self. 
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Hence are many wicked words uttered. 
When Drunkards are in their Cups, they 
care not what they say, nor of whom: They 
will Lie, Swear, Revile, Scoff, Blaspheme, 
so as some of them, when in a sober mood, 
would be loth to do. Therefore David com-
plained, saying, I was the song of the drunk-
ards, Psal. 69.12. When drink is got into the 
brain, then out come filthy Songs, and scoff-
ing at the best men, yea at godliness it self 
in the power of it. … I remember Lonicerus 
mentions a sad Example of a miserable 
man, who being under some disquietment 
of minde, the Devil suggested to him, that 
he must needs commit one of these three 
sins, Drunkenness, Adultery, or Murther: 
now the man thought with himself, he had 
better be guilty of Drunkenness, then of 
either of the other two. Now that was the 
subtilty of the Devil, who knew that if he 
drew him into Drunkenness, he should be 
likely to prevail with him to commit the 
other abominations also: And so it came to 
pass, for when he was drunken, he went and 
defiled his Neighbours Wife, and after he 
had done that, he murthered her Husband, 
lest he should be revenged of him for that 
wicked fact. This cometh of Drunkeness.

7. It is a sin that is rarely, truly repented of, 
and turned from. Hence, that expression 
of adding drunkenness to thirst, is a prover-
bial speech, denoting one that is obstinate 
and resolved in an evil course, that nothing 
can reclaim him, Deut. 29.19. This made 
a Father despair concerning his Drunken 
Son: when he was told that one of his Sons 
was given to Gaming, he hoped for him; and 
when he heard that another of his Sons was 
given to Uncleanness, he hoped for him also: 
but when he was told that a third Son was 
addicted to Drunkenness, Nay then (saith 
he) alas! I have no hope concerning him. 
… By all this then it appears, that this is a 
Wofull Evil; so that well might the Prophet 
say, Wo to the Drunkards of Ephraim.

We come therefore to infer some Uses from the 
Truth that hath been thus far cleared and proved.

USE I. If Drunkenness be such an Evil as hath 
been*expressed, then the contrary is to be affirmed, 
concerning that Christian godly Sobriety which the 
Scripture requireth, even that it is a very necessary and 
profitable Virtue. There is a Moral Sobriety which 
is not saving, and yet even that is lovely and com-
mendable: therefore it is said concerning the young 
man in the Gospel, who having been put in minde 
of the Commandments by Christ, and told that he 
should keep them, replied, All these have I observed 
from my youth, it is said, that then, Jesus beholding 
him, loved him, Mark 10.20,21. Which sheweth that 
Morality is a lovely thing, and well consistent with 
Christianity. …But then there is a Christian Sobriety, 
even that grace of Sobriety, which the Scripture spea-
keth of, and which differs as much from that Moral 
Sobriety that some Heathens excelled in, as the Sun 
painted on the wall cometh short of the real Sun in 
the Firmament, the one being onely a common, the 
other a special grace of the Spirit. … Men under the 
Gospel are taught piety towards God, righteousness 
towards men, and Sobriety in respect of themselves. 
This Sobriety is also necessary, in order to attaining 
Eternal life, 1 Cor. 9.25,26,27. And every man that 
striveth for the mastery, is temperate in all things. Now 
they do it to obtain a corruptible Crown, but we an 
incorruptible: I therefore so run, I keep under my body, 
and bring it into subjection, left that by any means, 
when I have preached to others, I my self should be a 
cast-away. The Apostle we see was very abstemious, 
even temperate in all things, lest notwithstanding all 
his knowledge, and gifts, and service done for God, 
he should miss of Heaven at last. They that run a 
race must be very temperate; if they be not sober, 
they will never obtain the reward…Men that are 
drunken, are not capable of defending themselves 
against their enemies, that watch to destroy them. 
Were not the Assyraians undone by this? Nah. 1.10. 
While they are drunken as drunkards, they shall be 
devoured as stubble fully dry. …

USE II. If Drunkenness be such a woful Evil, as hath 
been proved; Then they that have been kept from 
falling into this sin, and much more they in whom 
it is mortified have abundant cause of Thankfulness 
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unto God, because of his preventing and sanctifying 
grace in this respect vouchsafed. If we ought to pray 
(as Christ in that Platform of Prayer given to his 
Disciples hath taught us) that God would not lead us 
into temptation, but deliver us from evil, then when 
the Lord doth so, we ought to praise him: and if 
deliverance from outward temptations be matter 
of praise and thanksgiving to the Lord, how much 
more is this true concerning deliverance from sinful 
temptations? For a man had better see many afflic-
tions, then one sin; yea, there is more evil in the 
least sin, then in any affliction, nay then in all the 
everlasting burnings of the bottomless Pit. …

USE III. This Text and Doctrine is like a Thunderbolt, 
enough to shake the Soul, and Split the Heart of 
every Drunkard under Heaven. I could be glad if 
there were no need to speak by way of Terrour and 
Awakening to such sinners. And time was, when 
there was not need for Ministers to preach much 
against this sin in New-England; Oh that it were 
so now! But we may say, as sometimes the Prophet 
Oded spake in another case to the Host of Israel, 
You have (faith he) slain [your Brethren] with a rage 
that reacheth up to heaven, but are there not with 
you, even with you, sins against the Lord your God? 
2 Chron. 28.9.10. so I say, This sin is amongst us, 
even amongst us also, yea and the rage of it begins 
to reach up to Heaven, it crieth for Judgement. …
He that abhors the sin of Drunkenness, yet may be 
overtaken with it, and so drunken; but that one act 
is not enough to denominate him a Drunkard: and 
he that loveth to drink Wine to excess, though he 
should seldom be overcome there by, is one of those 
Drunkards upon whom the Wo in the Text doth 
directly fall. Isa. 5.22. Wo unto them that are mighty 
to drink wine, and men of strength to mingle strong 
drink. … Some amongst us (who they are the Lord 
knoweth) out of Covetousness have sold Liquors 
and strong drink to these poor Indians, whose Land 
we possess, and have made them drunk therewith. 
What a fearful sin is that! The First-fathers in this 
Colony, who are now the most of them in heaven, 
began this Plantation, in part, out of respect to the 
Conversion and Salvation of the Natives amongst 
whom we live; but what woful degeneracy is this 
that some should rise up amongst us, that out of 

love to a little filthy lucre, shall teach them such 
wickedness as before they were never acquainted 
with. … If there be any in the Congregation (as I 
doubt there is) whose Conscience doth accuse him 
of making others drunk, let him hear the word of 
the Lord which is written, Hab. 2.15.16. Wo to him 
that giveth his neighbour drink, that puttest thy bottle 
to him, and makest him drunken also: The cup of the 
Lords right hand shall be turned unto thee. By these 
things then it is sadly evident, that there is cause 
enough to bear witness against this Evil. …

USE IV. Let it be of Exhortation, and that in three 
words.

1. Let every one endeavour the suppression and 
extirpation of this Evil. This we should do, by 
labouring to pray it down. When we are taught 
to pray that the Name of God may be hallowed, 
therein is implied, That we must pray that this 
and other such like Evils, whereby his glori-
ous Name is much dishonoured, may be sup-
pressed. And there are some that ought to do 
more then meerly to pray against it; Ministers 
must bear witness against it in their way: and 
it concerns those that have any Civil Power in 
their hands, to bear witness against it in their 
way. If there were Magistrates in this Assembly, 
I would speak to them in his Name by whom 
Kings reign, and Princes decree Justice, and all 
the Judges of the Earth, and Exhort them to draw 
forth the Sword of Justice against this Evil. …I 
know that in such a great Town as this, there 
is need of such Houses, and no sober Minister 
will speak against the Licensing of them; but 
I wish there be not more of them then there 
is any need of. Especially see that you keep a 
vigilant eye over these private, dark Alehouses, 
which do more mischief, then all the publick 
Houses do good, as being the very Sinks of Sin, 
whereby Youth is wofully corrupted amongst 
us. And if you finde out any that have made 
a Trade of this iniquity, and that have got part 
of their Living by the blood and destruction of 
precious Souls, see that you bring them forth 
to consign punishment; and as they have been 
exemplary in sinning, so let them be brought 
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under exemplary punishment, that all Israel 
may hear, and fear, and do no more so wickedly.

2. Much more, Let every one be Exhorted to beware 
of being subject to, or coming any way under the 
dominion of this iniquity. For Motives, Remember 
what was said in the last use, as also formerly 
concerning the Wofulness of this Evil. By way of 
Direction here, I shall onely say two things:

1. Take heed of the Occasions and Temptations 
leading unto this Evil. Some there are that 
will pray against this sin, and yet they will cast 
themselves upon temptations to it, which is 
to take Gods Name in vain; even as if a man 
should put his hand into the fire, and then 
pray that he might not be burnt: would you 
not say that such a one did mock the Lord? 
And what do they do less, who pray that they 
may not be drunk, and yet will not avoid 
temptations that lead unto it? e.g. Idleness 
is a temptation leading unto Drunkenness: 
when vile persons have nothing else to do, 
then they must go to the Ordinary, and drink 
till they be drunken. …And take heed of 
Company-keeping with those that would 
draw you unto this Evil; My son, if sinners 
entice thee, consent thou not: walk not thou 
in the way with them, refrain thy foot from 
their path. …And take heed of being more, 
then you have any just cause or call to be, in 
places where a temptation unto this sin is set 
before you: go not to, tarry not in taverns or 
Ordinaries, without sufficient reason to bear 
you out in such a practice. …Drunkenness 
is like the Basilick, of whom they say, that 
if a man do but look upon it, he is thereby 
infected, and mortally poisoned. Therefore it 
will be your wisdome to keep out of the sight 
of this Evil, and far away from whatever shall 
tend, and tempt unto it. …

2. There is another Rule, which if it be observed, 
you shall never be under the dominion of 
this iniquity, and if it be neglected, all other 
Precepts will be in vain: it is this, Make 
sure of an interest in Jesus Christ, by faith 
unfeigned in his Name. There are some, 
that in giving Directions tending to the 

Mortification of this sin of Drunkenness, say 
to those that are guilty of it, that they must 
Pray, and adde Fastings to their Prayers, and 
Vows to their Fastings: all which things are 
good, and see that you attend them in their 
due order. But alas! the main thing of all is 
left out, if an interest in Christ be not sought 
after, and made sure of. All Prayers, Tears, 
Resolutions, Fastings, Vows against this sin, 
will never subdue it without Christ. Go to 
Jesus Christ for power against this, and all 
Corruptions: if thou art once in Christ, thou 
mayest by faith obtain power from the blood 
of Christ, for the killing of this sin; if thou 
art in Christ, his Spirit also will mortifie 
it: therefore the Scripture faith, that if you 
through the Spirit do mortifie the deeds of the 
body, Rom. 8.13. Make sure then of an inter-
est in Jesus Christ, and his Spirit will subdue 
and mortifie every lust in thy heart.

The last word of Exhortation shall be unto those that 
have been guilty of this woful sin of Drunkenness; 
Be this day excited and perswaded to repent, and turn 
from this Transgression. Some of you have through 
Temptation been drawn into this Evil. How many 
guilty, accusing Consciences are there here before 
the Lord? Oh repent of what you have done, if ever 
you have given way to Temptation, so as to be over-
taken with this so vile an abomination. Others (and 
many too) live in this sin, in their ordinary course 
they commit it, and therefore are servants to it; Oh 
repent, repent, before it be too late. Remember, that 
are long Repentance for it will be too late. Did not 
damned drunken Dives repent when it was too late? 
when his Soul was dropt down into the place of 
Torment, and he was crying for one drop of water to 
cool his tongue, then he bitterly repented of all the 
drunken merry-meetings, which in his life time he 
had seen, but then Repentance was too late. Think 
seriously on that Scripture, Rom. 13.11.12.13. Now 
it is high time to awake out of sleep, the night is far 
spent, the day is at hand; let us therefore cast off the 
works of darkness—Let us walk honestly, not in rioting 
and drunkenness, not in chambering and wantonness. 
Do not delay your Repentance, but now practice it. 
…Do not think that I love to scare you with the dark 
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visions of that Eternal Night which is hastening upon 
your Souls. Do not think, my Brethren, that I delight 
in terrifying you with the sad tidings of Hell and 
Death, Indeed sometimes I am forced to it. Knowing 
the terrour of the Lard; I seek to perswade you by 
those Arguments; nevertheless I take no pleasure to 
tell you thereof. But now that I am speaking to you 
of the pardoning grace of God, me-thinks I am in 
my Element: I could be glad to stay and dwell here, 
and to enlarge my self much to you, would time and 
strength permit me. But I can onely say thus much, 
We reade in Scripture of those that have been griev-
ously guilty of this sin, many and many a time, even 
of such as have Walked in it, yet when they have truly 
repented of it, the gracious blessed God hath freely 
forgiven them, and in Jesus Christ looked upon them 
as if they had never committed this sin. To encour-
age to Repentance, and to break the heart of the vil-
est Drunkard, I’ll put you in minde of two Scriptures: 
the one is that, 1 Pet. 4.3. The time past of our life 
may suffice us to have wrought the will of the Gentiles, 
when we walked in lasciviousness, lusts, excess of 
wine, revellings, banquettings, &c. So that those 
Christians had afore their Conversion been wofully 
guilty of this iniquity, but upon true Repentance they 
were sprinkled with the blood of Jesus Christ, as the 
beginning of the Epistle sheweth; that is to say, the 
blood of Jesus Christ cleansed them from the guilt 
of this sin, and obtained pardoning mercy for them. 
Another Scripture to encourage you to Repentance, 
is that 1 Cor. 6.11. where the Apostle having said 
to the Corinthians, that no Drunkard (that is, so 
living and dying without Repentance) shall inherit 
the Kingdome of God, he addeth withall, Such 
were some of you, but you are washed, you are sancti-
fied, you are Justified in the Name of the Lord Jesus, 
and by the Spirit of our God. Know therefore, that 
although thou hast been guilty of this great sin, it 
may be an hundred and an hundred times, yet thou 
mayest be justified from it in the Name of the Lord 
Jesus, if indeed thou dost repent of it. But then your 
Repentance must be thus qualified!

1. You must mourn before the Lord, that ever you 
dishonoured but Name by this Transgression. Let 
me speak to you in the words of the Prophet 
Joel, Joel 1.5. Awake ye Drunkards, and weep and 

howl, all ye drinkers of wine. O thou Drunkard, 
now let tears be thy drink; go home, and appear 
before the Lord in secret, and there lament 
with a sorrowful heart, that ever thou hast thus 
sinned against him. Do as David did, who faith, 
Psa. 38.18. I will declare mine iniquity, I will be 
sorry for my sin. What sin was that? truly, his sin 
in making Uriah drunk. So do thou be sorry that 
ever thou hast made thy self drunk.

2. You must also forsake this sin: that’s implied 
in true Repentance. And I speak this the 
rather, because I know there have been some 
Drunkards that would bewail their sin with 
many tears, and yet it may be, go and be drunk 
again the next week: that’s no true Repentance. 
Thy heart must be so broken for this sin, as 
to be broken from it, otherwise though a man 
should confess his sin till his tongue be worn 
to the stumps, though he should pray against it 
till Heaven and Earth shake, though he should 
weep Seas of Tears for it, yet if he will not for-
sake it, all his Confessions, Prayers, and Tears 
shall never save him. Yea, he must forsake it not 
only as to his Conversation, or outwardly, but 
inwardly, so as to have no affection, or secret 
love, and liking to this Abomination. O therefore 
say as once Ephraim did, What have I to do any 
more with Idols? So say thou, What have I to do 
any more with my wicked Companions in sin? 
What have I to do any more with Drunkenness, 
or any other iniquity that I have in times past 
loved and lived in? And then thou mayest hope 
to finde pardoning mercy from the Lord; accord-
ing to that gracious word, Prov. 28.13. Whoso 
confesseth, and forsaketh, shall have mercy. Now 
the Lord of Heaven grant it, to many of your 
Souls, who are sadly concerned in the word that 
hath been spoken to you in his Name. FINIS.

Source: Increase Mather, Wo to drunkards. Two 
sermons testifying against the sin of drunkenness: 
wherein the wofulness of that evil, and the mistery 
of all that are addicted to it, is discovered from the 
word of God. / Preached by Increase Mather, teacher 
of a church in Boston in New-England. Printed by 
Marmaduke Johnson. 1673. And sold by Edmund 
Ranger bookbinder in Boston., [1673]



11

 � An Inquiry into the Effects of Ardent Spirits
Date: 1785
Author: Benjamin Rush
Genre: Treatise

Summary Overview
Drug addiction was first recognized in connection with 
alcohol use as a small number of physicians and medical 
researchers began looking into the phenomenon now 
known as alcoholism. The public discussion of problem 
drinking shifted as the concept of drug addiction was 
disseminated through the public, leading to greater rec-
ognition of how addiction creates irresistible impulses 
in users and thus is not simply a matter of willpower. 
The temperance movement, which sought to limit and 
later ban the use of alcohol, emerged from America’s 
conservative religious communities and spread across 
the country along with a wave of reform movements in 
the 1800s. The discovery of alcohol addiction shifted 
the conversation about temperance and helped to cre-
ate the perception that the control of drugs was also a 
public health issue.

One of the earliest scientific texts discussing alco-
hol addiction was written by Pennsylvania physician 
Benjamin Rush, who also invented the disease theory 
of drug addiction through his studies of alcoholism. 
Rush’s studies convinced him of the need for a new 
branch of medicine concerned primarily with studying 
and treating substance abuse, and this ultimately led 
to the foundation of America’s first “inebriate houses,” 
organizations where problem drinkers could go for 
treatment under medical supervision.

Defining Moment
By the mid-to-late 1700s, drunkenness was becoming 
more widely recognized. In the 1760s, John Adams and 
Benjamin Franklin were among those who proposed 
limiting the number of taverns and bars in American 
cities in an effort to reduce the frequency of public 
drunkenness. Those who committed crimes while 
drunk or were arrested for being intoxicated in public 
were punished, in many states, by being whipped in 
public. During this time, critics of drinking assailed 
“drunkards” and “habitual drunkards,” some of whom 
would undoubtedly be considered alcoholics in mod-
ern parlance, but it was widely believed that these 
individuals simply lacked self-control or willpower. 
Attitudes about the nature of addiction can be seen 

in the terminology used to describe drunkenness. In 
the 1700s, individuals might be described as having 
too much “love” or “affection” for drink, reflecting the 
idea that drunkards were suffering from a self-inflicted 
problem relating to a person’s traits not to the sub-
stance itself. As addiction was unknown, there was no 
other paradigm to explain habitual inebriety except as 
a character flaw that seemed to affect some people 
but not all.

In the beginning of the nineteenth century 
Americans began using terms like “irresistible,” “over-
whelming,” and “overpowering,” to describe the com-
pulsions related to alcohol abuse, and this reflected the 
discovery and popularization of the theory of addiction. 
This shift was largely due to the work of a small number 
of pioneering researchers and physicians like Benjamin 
Rush, a Philadelphia doctor who later became hailed as 
the Father of American Psychiatry.

Author Biography
Benjamin Rush grew up in Philadelphia and attended 
the College of New Jersey (which became Princeton) in 
1759, receiving his bachelor’s degree in 1760 at the age 
of fourteen. Rush studied medicine at the University 
of Edinburgh, then one of the world’s leading medi-
cal colleges, and became an expert in biochemistry. 
With the outbreak of the American Revolution, Rush 
was commissioned to serve as surgeon general for the 
Middle Department of the Continental Army. His writ-
ings from this period have been instrumental in eluci-
dating the widespread corruption and medical horrors 
of the war. Remembered nationally as one of the sig-
natories of the Declaration of Independence, Rush 
became a local hero in Philadelphia for his work dur-
ing the yellow fever outbreak of 1793, which claimed 
the lives of one-tenth of the city’s population. Rush 
contracted the disease twice during the outbreak but 
kept working through his symptoms in a frantic effort 
to stem the municipal crisis. After his death in 1813, 
Rush was eulogized by the likes of Thomas Jefferson 
and John Adams, among other famed figures of the 
Revolutionary Era.
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1904 advertisement describing alcoholism as a disease.
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A man drinking from a bottle of liquor while sitting on a boardwalk, ca. 1905–1914. (Picture by Austrian photographer Emil Mayer)
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King Alcohol and his Prime Minister, 1820 engraving. (Library of Congress)
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“The Moral Thermometer.” from Benjamin Rush’s  An Inquiry into the Effects of Spirituous Liquors on the Human Body and the 
Mind. Boston: Thomas and Andrews, 1790. (Library Company of Philadelphia)
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Rush pioneered many techniques and theories that 
became the basis for modern psychiatric treatment, but 
one of his most lasting contributions to modern medi-
cine was his research and work on alcoholism and his 
theory on the nature of physiological addiction. Rush 
proved, through experimentation and observation, that 

certain substances created a physical need that mani-
fested in the onset of various symptoms (now known as 
withdrawal symptoms) creating a compulsion to ingest 
more of the addictive substance and that these compul-
sions were so powerful that it was nearly impossible for 
an addict to resist his or her desire.

HISTORICAL DOCUMENT

The effects of ardent spirits divide themselves into 
such as are of a prompt, and such as are of a chronic 
nature. The former discover themselves in drunken-
ness, and the latter, in a numerous train of diseases 
and vices of the body and mind.

1. I shall begin by briefly describing their prompt, or 
immediate effects, in a fit of drunkenness.

This odious disease (for by that name it should be 
called) appears with more or less of the following 
symptoms, and most commonly in the order in 
which I shall enumerate them.

1. Unusual garrulity.

2. Unusual silence.

3. Captiousness, and a disposition to quarrel.

4. Uncommon good humour, and an insipid simper-
ing, or laugh.

5. Profane swearing, and cursing.

6. A disclosure of their own, or other people’s 
secrets.

7. A rude disposition to tell those persons in com-
pany whom then know, their faults.

8. Certain immodest actions. I am sorry to say, this 
sign of the first stage of drunkenness, some-
times appears in women, who, when sober, are 
uniformly remarkable for chaste and decent 
manners.

9. A clipping of words.

10. Fighting; a black eye, or a swelled nose, often 
mark this grade of drunkenness.

11. Certain extravagant acts which indicate a tempo-
rary fit of madness. These are singing, hallooing, 
roaring, imitating the noises of brute animals, 

jumping, tearing off clothes, dancing naked, 
breaking glasses and china, and dashing other 
articles of household furniture upon the ground, 
or floor.

After a while, the paroxysm of drunkenness is com-
pletely formed. The face now becomes flushed, 
the eyes project, and are somewhat watery, wink-
ing is less frequent than is natural; the under lip 
is protruded,—the head inclines a little to one 
shoulder;—the jaw falls;—belchings and hiccup 
take place;—the limbs totter;—the whole body 
staggers:—The unfortunate subject of this history 
next falls on his seat,—he looks around him with 
a vacant countenance, and mutters inarticulate 
sounds to himself;—He attempts to rise and walk. 
In this attempt, he falls upon his side, from which 
he gradually turns upon his back. He now closes 
his eyes, and falls into a profound sleep, frequently 
attended with snoring, and profuse sweats, and 
sometimes with such a relaxation of the muscles 
which confine the bladder and the lower bowels, as 
to produce a symptom which delicacy forbids me 
to mention. In this condition, he often lies from 
ten, twelve, and twenty-four hours, to two, three, 
four, and five days, an object of pity and disgust to 
his family and friends. His recovery from this fit of 
intoxication, is marked with several peculiar appear-
ances. He opens his eyes, and closes them again;—
he gapes and stretches his limbs,—he then coughs 
and pukes,—his voice is hoarse,—he rises with dif-
ficulty, and staggers to a chair; his eyes resemble 
balls of fire,—his hands tremble,—he loathes the 
sight of food;—he calls for a glass of spirits to com-
pose his stomach—now and then he emits a deep 
fetched sigh, or groan, from a transient twinge of 
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conscience, but he more frequently scolds, and 
curses every thing around him. In this state of lan-
guor and stupidity, he remains for two or three days, 
before he is able to resume his former habits of 
business and conversation.

Pythagoras we are told maintained that the souls 
of men after death, expiated the crimes commit-
ted by them in this world, by animating certain 
brute animals; and that the souls of those animals 
in their turns, entered into men, and carried with 
them all their peculiar qualities and vices. This 
doctrine of one of the wisest and best of the Greek 
Philosophers, was probably intended only to convey 
a lively idea of the changes which are induced in the 
body and mind of man by a fit of drunkenness. In 
folly, it causes him to resemble a calf,—in stupid-
ity, an ass,—in roaring, a mad bull,—in quarrelling, 
and fighting, a dog,—in cruelty, a tyger,—in fetor, 
a skunk,—in filthiness, a hog,—and in obscenity, a 
he-goat.

It belongs to the history of drunkenness to 
remark that, its paroxysms occur, like the parox-
ysms of many diseases, at certain periods, and after 
longer or shorter intervals. They often begin with 
annual, and gradually increase in their frequency, 
until they appear in quarterly, monthly, weekly, 
and quotidian or daily periods. Finally they afford 
scarcely any marks of remission either during the 
day or the night. There was a citizen of Philadelphia 
many years ago in whom drunkenness appeared in 
this protracted form. In speaking of him to one of 
his neighbours, I said, “does he not sometimes get 
drunk?” “You mean” said his neighbor, “is he not 
sometimes sober?”

It is further remarkable, that drunkenness 
resembles certain hereditary, family, and contagious 
diseases. I have once known it to descend from a 
father to four out of five of his children. I have seen 
three, and once four, brothers who were born of 
sober ancestors, affected by it, and I have heard of 
its spreading through a whole family composed of 
members not originally related to each other. These 
facts are important, and should not be overlooked 
by parents, in deciding upon the matrimonial con-
nexions of their children.

Not less destructive are the effects of ardent 
spirits upon the human mind. They impair the 
memory, debilitate the understanding, and pervert 
the moral faculties. It was probably from observ-
ing these effects of intemperance in drinking, upon 
the mind, that a law was formerly passed in Spain 
which excluded drunkards from being witnesses in 
a court of justice. But the demoralizing effects of 
distilled spirits do not stop here. They produce not 
only falsehood, but fraud, theft, uncleanliness and 
murder. Like the demoniac mentioned in the New 
Testament, their name is “legion,” for they convey 
into the soul, a host of vices and crimes.

A more affecting spectacle cannot be exhibited 
than a person into whom this infernal spirit, gener-
ated by habits of intemperance, has entered. It is 
more or less affecting according to the station the 
person fills in a family, or in society, who is pos-
sessed by it. Is he a husband? How deep the anguish 
which rends the bosom of his wife! Is she a wife? 
Who can measure the shame and aversion which 
she excites in her husband? Is he the father, or is 
she the mother of a family of children? See their 
averted looks from their parent, and their blushing 
looks at each other! Is he a magistrate? or has he 
been chosen to fill a high and respectable station in 
the councils of his country? What humiliating fears 
of corruption in the administration of the laws, and 
of the subversion of public order and happiness, 
appear in the countenances of all who see him! Is 
he a minister of the gospel?—Here language fails 
me. If angels weep—it is at such a sight.

In pointing out the evils produced by ardent spir-
its, let us not pass by their effects upon the estates 
of the persons who are addicted to them. Are 
they inhabitants of cities?—Behold! their houses 
stripped gradually of their furniture, and pawned, 
or sold by a constable, to pay tavern debt. See! their 
names upon record in the dockets of every court, 
and whole pages of newspapers filled with adver-
tisement of their estates for public sale. Are they 
inhabitants of country places? Behold! their houses 
with shattered windows,—their barns with leaky 
roofs,—their gardens overrun with weeds,—their 
fields with broken fences, their hogs without yokes, 


