Invite students to read and re ect on the CBC
article Marijuana was criminalized in 1923, but
why? (also available as a handout). Begin by
posing and discussing a few questions like those
below and then suggest students each write a
similar question they would like to discuss. Have the
class select several of those for further discussion.

e According to the article, “cannabis indica
(Indian hemp) or hasheesh” was mysteriously
added to a list of prohibited drugs in a drug
control bill in 1923. The bill passed without
any discussion about cannabis in the House
of Commons or the Senate. Should anything
be made illegal without discussion? What,
if anything, do you think should have been
considered or discussed before cannabis was
made illegal? Why?

* When something is declared illegal, does that
make it wrong? How about when something
becomes legal? Does that make it right?

* What impacts might criminalizing, or
decriminalizing, something have? Are those
impacts the same for everyone? Do all such
acts mean someone wins and someone loses?
Explain.

The article Marijuana was criminalized in 1923,
but why? claims that “Canada liked to see itself as
a leader in the drive for international drug control.”
Have students explore what was happening in
terms of international drug control in the late
1800s and early 1900s using the Drug History
Timeline. Have them develop an argument for
how this may have in uenced the 1923 bill.
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Project or handout copies of the Selected
Passages handout. Give students time to review
the document and then, in small groups or as a
class, invite them to discuss using questions like:

¢ The passages re ect how a judge, police chief,
and doctor talked about cannabis a century
ago. How does that compare to how authorities
talk about cannabis today? What does this tell
us about North American society and values?
How can we explain these changes?

e The Black Candle was a best-seller, and its
contents were published earlier in a series
of Mclean’s magazine articles. How might
Murphy’s ideas about cannabis have in uenced
the lack of debate in government about
criminalizing cannabis? Have ideas in more
recent media had any in uence on government
debate about cannabis legalization? Explain.

¢ Consider the emphasis on “them not us” in
the passages. How is “otherness” related to
stigma? Can you think of other examples of
“otherness” in our society? What is the impact
of “otherness” on individuals and society?
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Recognize binary constructs (e.g., good vs
bad) and assess their limitation in addressing
complex social issues like drug use

9 Recognize how of cial responses to drugs may
have less to do with the drug than with other
factors

9 Develop social and communication skills in
addressing discourse and behaviour related
to drugs

The development of political institutions is
in uenced by economic, social, ideological, and
geographic factors

9 Worldviews lead to different perspectives and
ideas about developments in Canadian society

9 Historical and contemporary injustices
challenge the narrative and identity of Canada
as an inclusive, multicultural society

Competencies

9 Use Social Studies inquiry processes and skills
to ask questions; gather, interpret, and analyze
ideas; and communicate ndings and decisions

9 Assess the signi cance of people, places,
events, or developments, and compare varying
perspectives on their signi cance at particular
times and places, and from group to group
(signi cance)

9 Assess the justi cation for competing accounts
after investigating points of contention, reliability
of sources, and adequacy of evidence, including
data (evidence)

9 Assess how underlying conditions and the
actions of individuals or groups in uence
events, decisions, or developments, and
analyze multiple consequences (cause and
consequence)

9 Explain and infer different perspectives on
past or present people, places, issues, or
events by considering prevailing norms, values,
worldviews, and beliefs (perspective)

9 Make reasoned ethical judgments about
actions in the past and present, and assess
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Parliament added marijuana to a list of proscribed
drugs in 1923. No explanation was given for why they
criminalized smoking pot, which some protesters did
at the Fill the Hill marijuana rally on Parliament Hill in
Ottawa on April 20. (Justin Tang/Canadian Press)

Pot activists in Canada who took part in the annual
“Global Marijuana March” on May 3 demanded the
decriminalization of marijuana.

They might also have asked why it became illegal in
the rst place.

That happened in 1923, and if there was any kind of
parliamentary debate, historians have been unable to
nd a record of it.

When Parliament decided to add marijuana to the
schedule of proscribed drugs that year, Canada
became one of the rst countries to make smoking
pot illegal. The U.S. didn’t accomplish that until 14
years later, in the midst of the Great Depression.

In 1923, then prime minister William Lyon Mackenzie
King’s Liberal government introduced an Act to
Prohibit the Improper Use of Opium and other Drugs.
The federal health minister at the time, Henri Beland,
said the bill was a consolidation of other legislation
that had been passed over the previous few years,
with some changes.

At the time, the only drugs on the schedule were
opium, morphine, cocaine and eucaine (a local
anesthetic rstintroduced as a substitute for
cocaine).

The new bill added three drugs to the proscribed list:
heroin, codeine and “cannabis indica (Indian hemp)
or hasheesh.”

The only mention of the proposed changes to the
schedule recorded in Hansard was on April 23, when
Beland told the House of Commons, “There is a new
drug in the schedule.”

In fact, there were actually three new drugs. Historian
Catherine Carstairs says Beland was likely referring
to cannabis when he said there was “a new drug,”
because in the government’s view, “the other two are
extensions of other products that had already been
added to the schedule.”

Carstairs is the author of Jailed for Possession:
lllegal Drug Use, Regulation and Power in Canada,
1920-1961 and chair of the University of Guelph’s
history department.

The next month, on May 3, when it was the Senate’s
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One reason that no one in Parliament asked about or
challenged the addition of marijuana to the schedule
may be because little was known about the drug

in Canada at the time, and very few people were
smoking it.

We could nd no references to marijuana in either
the Toronto Star or the Globe and Mail in 1923. And
there were no police seizures of marijuana until
1932.


http://www.iminds.ca
http://www.cbc.ca/news/cbc-news-online-news-staff-list-1.1294364

Mnd

Murphy herself is best remembered as one of the
Famous Five, from the celebrated “persons case”
— that women qualify as persons for the purpose
of being appointed to the Senate — a suit that
eventually won the day in the British Privy Council.

With no parliamentary7wivy Council.
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