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rates following World War II, baby boomers 
now form what is considered to be one of the 
largest generations in U.S. history.89 During 
the 1960s, these individuals were extremely 
influential to what has been identified as 
the “counterculture” of that time. Kenneth 
Westhues identified various characteristics of 
countercultures, including communistic rela-
tionships among members, sexual relation-
ships that deviate from the nuclear family 
ideal, claims of superiority over the dominant 
society, members who look to spiritual lead-
ers, and members who reject many of the sta-
tus symbols of the larger society.90

The countercultural movement has also been 
associated with “mind-opening substances,” 
or drugs such as LSD, mescaline, psilocybin, 
and other related chemicals, as well as mari-
juana.91 Drugs were interwoven in various 
facets of this cultural movement. For instance,

The “War on Drugs” Era
The 1980s initiated what was designated as the 

The drug “panic” or “crisis” of the mid-to-late 1980s illustrates the notion of 
the politics of social problems very nicely. Public concern about drugs, although 
building throughout the 1980s, exploded late in 1985 and early 1986—at a time, 
ironically, when the use of most drugs was actually declining [italics in original].92

There was extensive media coverage of drug use in the United States at this time. A well-
known advertising campaign was “Just Say No.” This phrase has been attributed to First 
Lady Nancy Reagan. During a presentation in Oakland, California, a schoolchild in the 
audience asked Mrs. Reagan what she and her friends should say when someone offered 
them drugs. The First Lady stated, “Just say no.” Soon thereafter, thousands of “Just Say 
No” clubs had emerged in schools around the country.93

In the 1980s, Congress enacted mandatory minimum drug sentencing laws that resulted 
in lengthy prison terms for individuals convicted of nonviolent drug offenses.94 In 1986, 
President Ronald Reagan stressed the need for a “nationwide crusade against drugs,” such 
as $2 billion in federal monies to address the problem. This money included $56 million 
for drug testing federal employees. In September of 1986, the House of Representatives 
approved increased spending for education, treatment programs, and penalties against 
drug-producing countries. This was approved by the Senate in October. The Anti-Drug 
Abuse Act ultimately cost $1.7 billion.95

One particular drug often noted during this period was crack cocaine.96 Witkin and his 
colleagues stated that it is amazing that crack cocaine did not become a social problem 
sooner. In fact, crack appeared throughout the 1970s. However, Witkin argues that crack 
became a craze due to mass marketing involving three groups of “sinister geniuses.” 

Example of psychedelic 
art. What role might 
drugs have played in the 
creation of such art?

War on Drugs: public 
concern about drugs, 
building throughout the 
1980s, exploded in late 
1985 and early 1986.
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